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			About the Book

			Wilde and Chase return, this time on the trail of a Biblical weapon of immense power, hidden deep in the African jungle . . .

			Nina Wilde is back on the hunt. Now presenting her own TV documentary series, Nina is in Jerusalem to explore the long-lost First Temple of King Solomon, buried beneath the Temple Mount. Inside, she discovers a hidden chamber: a map room with a model of a mysterious city holding a secret concealed by Solomon himself. Analysing its clues, Nina deduces that the city is located in the Democratic Republic of Congo – one of the most dangerous countries on Earth.

			Eddie is visiting family in England with their daughter Macy, but a phone call from Nina is about to change his plans. He is all too aware of the threats waiting in the Congo, and isn’t about to let his wife go there alone.

			Travelling to Africa, Nina and Eddie start an explosive chain of events from which there might be no return . . .
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			Prologue

			Tenerife, 
the Canary Islands

			Eddie Chase entered the arrivals hall of Tenerife-Sur airport and greeted the man waiting for him with a mocking grin. ‘So you’ve been demoted to my chauffeur, Alderley?’

			‘Actually, I’ve been promoted since we last met,’ replied Peter Alderley. ‘Avoiding you does wonders for my career.’

			‘Bell-end,’ said Eddie, though with humour. The two Englishmen shook hands. Neither would have described the other as a friend, but the past dealings of the former SAS soldier and the MI6 officer had at least given them a grudging mutual respect. ‘Promoted, eh? Things must be going well.’

			Alderley nodded. ‘I’m in charge of the Africa desk, reporting directly to C.’

			‘And who does C report to? B?’ Eddie grinned again, knowing full well that ‘C’ – not ‘M’, despite the claims of the James Bond novels and movies – was the codename for the director of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service.

			The older man’s drooping moustache twitched with both amusement and faint exasperation. ‘Your sense of humour hasn’t changed. Sadly. But I understand other things have. You’re a dad now?’

			Eddie beamed proudly. ‘Yeah. Me and Nina’ve got a little girl, Macy. She’s two.’ He showed off her picture on his phone’s lock screen.

			‘She’s got Nina’s looks,’ said Alderley of the smiling young redhead. ‘Luckily for her.’

			‘Yeah, sod off.’ His expression and tone became more businesslike. ‘But you didn’t ask me to come all the way from New York to see my baby pictures. You said this was about Mukobo.’

			‘I’ll tell you on the way.’ Alderley led the way to a car park. His anonymous Peugeot 308 was unpleasantly hot inside; the Canaries were off the coast of North Africa, and the sun was blazing relentlessly down on the dry landscape.

			‘Not much of a spy car,’ said Eddie. ‘Still, it’s better than your rubbish old Ford Capri.’

			Alderley huffed as he started the car. ‘My Capri is officially a classic.’

			‘That just means ancient, though, doesn’t it?’

			‘And this one’s rented. Budget cuts, across all the intelligence agencies. If it’s not related to Islamic terrorists, Russia or Brexit, its spending’s been slashed. Same for the armed forces,’ he added.

			Eddie had a long-standing antipathy to the intelligence services, but anything that made the job of the soldier on the ground more difficult made him bristle. ‘Ugh. Politicians.’

			‘Yeah, whoever you vote for, some bugger wins,’ said Alderley as he headed for the airport’s exit. ‘Anyway, we can talk now. All this is top secret, of course.’

			‘You don’t need to tell me the rules. I signed the Official Secrets Act when I joined the forces.’

			‘So you haven’t told Nina why you’re here?’

			‘Nope, and she’s not happy about it. I just said you needed my help. She didn’t think that justified swanning off and leaving our little girl, and she’s probably right. But I came anyway.’ The Yorkshireman regarded Alderley intently. ‘Mukobo. I assume he’s here.’

			Alderley nodded. ‘We wouldn’t have asked you to come otherwise.’

			‘You need me to ID him?’

			‘You’re the only person we know of who’s met him face to face. Who’s still alive, anyway. Philippe Mukobo has been, ah . . . proactive about maintaining his privacy. Hardly surprising when he’s high on Interpol’s Red List, to say nothing of the Yanks wanting to get their hands on him.’

			‘For killing those aid workers.’ It was not a question but a grim statement of fact. ‘And a load of other people. I should’ve shot him when I had the chance.’

			Alderley hesitated as if about to say something reassuring, but then continued with his briefing. ‘Anyway, GCHQ picked up chatter that he’d made it over here by sea. He’s since been in phone contact with a man called Provone who’s arranging a fake European Union passport for him. As the Canaries are Spanish territory, once he gets it he can travel freely from here to anywhere in Europe – even Britain, since we haven’t finished the Article 50 negotiations and left the EU yet.’

			The Peugeot merged on to a motorway. ‘You know where he is right now?’ Eddie asked.

			‘In a villa outside Playa de las Américas.’

			‘So why haven’t you grabbed him already?’

			‘As I said, we don’t know what he looks like. There are no known photos of him. And he has at least nine guards at the villa, all armed. We don’t want to risk a bloodbath. We want him alive.’

			Eddie cocked an eyebrow. ‘Why? If it were up to me, I’d just shoot the sod and be done with it.’

			‘Not my department, I’m afraid,’ said Alderley. ‘This is a field operation, so technically I’m only here to advise the officer in charge. Okay, technically I’m not here at all, but you know what I mean.’

			‘So who’s the OIC?’

			‘John Brice, one of our top field men.’

			‘John Brice?’ Eddie echoed, scoffing. ‘What is it with spies having the initials JB? James Bond, Jason Bourne, Jack Bauer, and now this guy. Surprised you didn’t change your name to Jethro Bollocks or something.’

			Alderley chuckled. ‘Not sure my wife would have wanted to become Mrs Bollocks. Anyway, he’s got surveillance photos of the men in the compound. If you can ID Mukobo, Brice can take it from there.’

			‘You couldn’t have just emailed me the pictures?’

			‘MI6 doesn’t generally send classified imagery via Gmail.’

			‘Suppose not,’ said Eddie, amused. ‘All right, let’s get this over with.’

			Alderley brought him to one of Playa de las Américas’ numerous hotels – and then to its bar. ‘Why aren’t I surprised to find a spy hanging out in here?’ said Eddie.

			‘There he is – oh,’ said Alderley, with distinct disapproval on seeing that the man they had come to meet was seated in a corner with a tanned young woman in a bikini. Brice whispered to her, then stood to usher her away with a swat to her backside as the visitors approached. She headed for a swimming pool outside. ‘Who was that?’

			‘Nobody,’ said Brice, shaking Alderley’s hand. ‘Peter.’ He faced Eddie, blue eyes looking the stocky, shaven-headed Yorkshireman up and down and not appearing particularly impressed. ‘And Eddie Chase.’

			‘That’s me,’ said Eddie, giving Brice an assessment of his own. Late thirties, tall, sharply handsome, jet-black hair conservatively yet carefully styled. His clothing was similarly neat; overdone for the climate, but the athletic MI6 officer didn’t seem the kind to break a sweat for much. There was a glass of whisky before him.

			‘John Brice.’ He briefly shook Eddie’s hand, then sat again. ‘I assume Peter’s told you why you’re here.’

			‘Yeah, Mukobo,’ said Eddie. ‘You need me to ID him for you.’

			‘That’s right.’ Brice opened a slim laptop. ‘Our pictures of the men in the villa are here.’ A few clicks, then he slid the machine to Eddie. ‘Oh, screen facing the wall, if you don’t mind. Wouldn’t want anyone looking over your shoulder.’

			‘Your girlfriend have clearance, did she?’ said Eddie, irked by the younger man’s patronising tone. He sat with a wall behind him, then regarded the screen. The image, taken with a telephoto lens, was of a scowling black man in mirrored sunglasses. ‘That’s not him. Too young.’

			‘Swipe through to the next one,’ said Alderley. Eddie did so. The next man was older, but also unfamiliar.

			‘By the way, I read your file, Chase,’ said Brice. ‘Interesting career you’ve had.’

			‘Yeah?’ Eddie replied, bringing up the next image.

			‘Yes. Edward Jeremy Chase, born 1975. Joined the army at sixteen the day after finishing your GCSEs, so the earliest possible time allowed by law. Problems at home?’

			‘None of your business,’ was the irritated reply.

			‘Served competently but unremarkably,’ Brice went on, unfazed, ‘as a squaddie for six years with a promotion to corporal, then applied to join the Special Air Service. On your first selection attempt, passed the endurance, jungle training and escape and evasion phases, but failed on tactical questioning and returned to unit.’

			Alderley was surprised. ‘You didn’t pass first time?’ 

			‘“Tactical questioning” is basically being tortured,’ said Eddie. ‘Whatever they do, you’re only supposed to give ’em your name, rank and serial number, or say “I’m sorry, but I can’t answer that question.”’

			‘So what did you say?’

			‘One of the interrogators started on about how he’d shagged my mum. So I told him I’d shagged his girlfriend. Which . . . I had.’ He grinned, exposing the gap between his front teeth. ‘He got pretty annoyed with me.’

			‘I can imagine!’

			Brice exhaled impatiently. ‘Reapplied the following year, this time succeeded. Joined 22 SAS “A” Squadron, promoted to sergeant in 2000, court-martialled and demoted back to corporal following an incident in Afghanistan when you struck a superior officer. Redeemed yourself in 2002 when you were awarded the Victoria Cross’ – a hint of disbelief, as if unable to accept that the man before him could have received the British military’s highest honour – ‘for rescuing your wounded commanding officer while under fire. Married Lady Sophia Blackwood in 2004 after saving her from terrorists in Cambodia, left service in 2005, divorced in 2006.’

			Eddie looked up from the laptop. ‘You got all this fu— . . . flippin’ memorised?’ He caught himself before saying something stronger; he had promised his wife – and himself – when Macy was born that he would stop his habitual swearing for his daughter’s sake. ‘Thought you were a spy, not presenting This Is Your Life.’

			‘I like to know as much as possible about the people I deal with.’ He indicated the laptop. ‘Have you seen Mukobo yet?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Then keep looking.’ Eddie frowned, then turned back to the screen. ‘After that, you worked as a mercenary in numerous countries. Including Rwanda, where you encountered Mukobo . . . and let him go.’

			The Yorkshireman’s gaze returned to Brice. ‘Got something to say?’

			He shrugged. ‘Merely an observation.’

			The dismissive response annoyed Eddie still more. ‘Our convoy ran into him by fluke – he wasn’t expecting trouble, or he’d have had more than one bodyguard. He was outgunned, and surrendered. I wasn’t going to shoot a prisoner, so we took their weapons and told ’em to piss off. I didn’t know he was a warlord who’d been killing and raping people in four different countries. If I had . . .’

			‘You would have done something about it?’

			‘Turned him in, at the very least.’ A shake of the head. ‘But I didn’t, so now we’re here. None of these guys are him, by the way.’

			‘Damn,’ said Brice quietly. He retrieved the computer. ‘Then I’ll need you to come to our observation post and see if you can identify him from there.’

			‘I was planning to be on a flight back home tonight.’

			‘As soon as you ID him, you can go.’ Brice finished his whisky in a single slug. ‘All right, let’s move.’

			Playa de las Américas was a relatively new resort, still expanding into the surrounding arid hills. The unfinished shells of apartment blocks and ranks of tightly packed little houses rose up the slopes like a concrete cancer, aesthetics and interior space secondary to giving as many future buyers as possible a view of the sea, however distant, from their place in the sun.

			The trio’s destination was beyond the sprawl, however. The hilltops had already been claimed for the rich, expansive villas imperiously overlooking all below. ‘That’s the target,’ said Brice as Alderley guided the Peugeot up a dusty road.

			The red-roofed villa was about half a mile away. What Eddie could see of it over its high surrounding walls was impressive. ‘Nice place. Where’s the observation post?’

			‘That ridge,’ Brice told him, pointing. Another dusty hill rose ahead.

			Before long, Alderley turned on to a dirt track, the 308 jolting uphill behind the ridge. Eddie looked up to its top, spotting a man lying beneath a camouflaged sunshade – then tensed as a sixth sense developed from training and experience told him the watcher was not alone. ‘Who else is up here?’

			‘Three-man snatch team from the Increment,’ said Alderley as he stopped behind a dusty Land Rover Discovery. ‘Well, a sub-unit, GB63.’ He pronounced it six-three. ‘We call them the Removal Men. Because, ha ha, they remove—’

			‘Yeah, I get it.’ The Increment was one of several codenames for a top-secret MI6 unit, its members drawn from the SAS and other British special forces. Eddie tried to locate the other two men. It took a few seconds to spot one watching them from behind a rock, but the last remained unseen. ‘Anyone I know? Always wondered who the Increment took on.’

			‘You were almost one of them yourself, Chase,’ said Brice, exiting the car.

			Eddie followed. ‘You what?’

			‘You went on a selection exercise in summer 2001.’

			‘First I’ve heard of it.’

			Brice gave him a patronising smile. ‘They wouldn’t have told you what it was. You don’t ask to join the Increment – you’re chosen for it. You went to an SIS training facility. We call it “the Funhouse”.’

			A memory surfaced; Eddie recalled being unexpectedly summoned by his commanding officer and taken in the back of a windowless van to a building somewhere in the English countryside, where he had taken part in an unusual exercise. ‘What, the place set up inside like an Iraqi village?’

			‘Oh, that’s what you had?’ said Alderley with interest. ‘Every MI6 field officer gets tested in the Funhouse, and everyone gets a different scenario. They must have at least a dozen sets they can swap around. Mine was a half-flooded submarine.’ The recollection did not seem pleasant.

			They started up the hill, Eddie still searching for the third man. ‘So I was being tested to join the Increment?’

			Brice nodded. ‘You were. But you failed.’

			‘Like fu— . . . like hell I did,’ Eddie protested. ‘I shot every single one of those animatronic dummies guarding the hostages.’

			The smug smirk returned. ‘Sometimes, being a good shot isn’t enough. Killing the kidnappers wasn’t the mission, was it? You were supposed to eliminate the leader and recover his laptop without being detected; the hostages were irrelevant. You prioritised wrongly, so you failed the test.’

			‘I didn’t even know I was taking it!’

			‘Which was the point.’ They approached the top of the ridge, Brice nodding to the man behind the rock. Eddie looked back at the car – and to his surprise saw that the third Removal Man had materialised from nowhere, silently following them. Of course; while a casual passer-by would see nothing, someone specifically investigating the area would eventually spot the first two men . . . but by then, the third would have moved in on them.

			Brice hunched down as they reached the hilltop. ‘Any activity?’

			‘Just the guards patrolling the perimeter,’ the man replied. He glanced at Eddie. ‘This the source?’

			Eddie extended his hand. ‘Eddie Chase, 22 SAS.’ The man – no older than thirty, he guessed, so too young even to have started special forces training by the time he left the SAS twelve years earlier – nodded, then turned back to the binoculars. ‘Nice to meet you too,’ the Yorkshireman said sarcastically.

			‘Check the compound for Mukobo,’ Brice told him. The man on the ground shuffled aside so Eddie could take his place at a pair of powerful binoculars on a squat tripod.

			The view through the lenses reduced the mile-wide gap to virtual yards. ‘Okay, so we’ve got . . . three armed men on watch,’ he reported. ‘Two big SUVs, and a guy near them having a smoke. None of ’em are Mukobo.’

			‘We can cross them off, then,’ said Alderley.

			‘You thought he’d be doing his own bodyguarding?’

			‘Mukobo got this far by staying hidden,’ Brice said. ‘Posing as one of your own security detail to protect a decoy is an old trick.’

			‘Yeah, I saw The Phantom Menace. And, y’know, I’ve done security work for a living.’

			‘I know.’

			Eddie snorted. ‘Course you bloody do, you’ve memorised my file.’

			‘Hired by Norwegian industrialist Kristian Frost to act as bodyguard for Dr Nina Wilde in 2008 during her search for the lost city of Atlantis, and married her three years later,’ Brice recited as Eddie continued with his observations.

			‘I’m seeing something of a pattern,’ Alderley cut in with a smile.

			‘Since meeting her,’ Brice continued, ‘you and Dr Wilde have discovered several major archaeological sites – as well as averting a number of biological and chemical terror attacks, stopping a missile strike on the G20 summit, and preventing your ex-wife from detonating a nuclear device in New York City. James Bond would be proud.’

			‘If it’s the Roger Moore Bond, that’s good,’ said Eddie. ‘Raised eyebrows and quips, that’s all I want from a spy – ay up, hold on.’ The smoker and one of the guards hurried to the front doors. Another man appeared, issuing instructions.

			A tablet computer was attached to the binoculars by a fibre-optic cable, relaying what Eddie was seeing; Brice snatched it up. ‘The man who just came out is a driver,’ he noted. ‘They must be going—’ He broke off as his phone trilled. ‘Brice. Yes? Okay, get me the translation as soon as you can.’

			‘GCHQ?’ asked Alderley.

			‘Yes. Provone just called. We’ll know what he said in a minute.’

			‘Maybe he wants to meet Mukobo,’ said Eddie, still watching the villa. More men emerged from the house. All wore similar outfits: dark slacks, white shirts under dark jackets, mirrored sunglasses. Another old trick, making it harder for onlookers to tell the guards from the client—

			‘Wait, wait, that’s him!’ he gasped. ‘That was Mukobo, I’m sure of it!’

			‘Which one?’ snapped Brice, staring at the tablet.

			‘I’ve lost him.’ The briefly glimpsed face had vanished in the crowd. ‘Short hair, he was putting on his sunglasses.’

			‘They’ve all got short hair and sunglasses,’ Alderley complained.

			Eddie tried to find him again, but with no luck. The men split up to board the pair of vehicles. ‘I couldn’t see which truck he got into.’

			‘Orders, sir?’ the watcher asked Brice.

			Brice was about to reply when his phone rang again. ‘That was the translator – they’re meeting Provone,’ he reported. ‘The papers are ready.’

			‘Where?’ asked Alderley.

			‘He just said “the place we arranged”. We’ll have to follow them – once he gets a new passport, there’s nothing stopping him from leaving the country.’

			The group hurried back downhill. ‘Why don’t you stake out the airport and grab him there?’ said Eddie. ‘I can spot him for you.’

			‘Tenerife has two airports,’ Alderley pointed out. ‘You’ve got many talents – well, a few – but I don’t think bilocation is one of them.’

			‘You’re bloody spies! You must have cameras and satellite links. Or just put me on FaceTime, for God’s sake.’ He gestured at the watcher’s tablet. ‘You recorded everything, right? Let me find a frame showing him, then email it to passport control. They’ll catch him.’

			‘Not an option,’ snapped Brice as they neared the cars. ‘This operation is both low profile and solely British. We don’t want Mukobo being picked up by some dago customs officer.’

			Eddie was surprised by the MI6 man’s use of the racist insult. ‘Did I go through a time portal back to the 1970s?’ He shook his head. ‘You bloody spooks think every other country’s our rival – or our enemy. Even our allies!’

			‘In this business, the only people you can trust are the ones you totally control,’ was the dismissive reply.

			‘You must have a really healthy marriage,’ said Eddie mockingly, though he then noticed that Brice wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. The discovery did not surprise him. ‘Anyway, Mukobo’s on the Red List; he should be arrested on sight.’

			‘That’s not the mission objective.’ They re-entered the Peugeot, Brice taking the wheel, as the Removal Men jumped into their Land Rover.

			‘Then what is?’

			‘All you need to know is that our capturing Mukobo serves British interests. And I expect you to help us achieve that.’ Brice reversed into a turn, kicking up dust, then took out a walkie-talkie. ‘We’ve got to catch up before they reach the main road,’ he barked into it. ‘But don’t get too close.’ The men following in the Discovery responded with curt affirmation.

			The villa came back into view as they emerged from behind the ridge. The two SUVs, identical black Chevrolet Suburbans, drove through its tall gates and started downhill. ‘This road, does it meet up with theirs?’ Eddie asked.

			‘Yeah, about a mile away,’ said Alderley.

			‘We passed a freeway entrance coming up here. They could be going anywhere on the island.’

			‘They won’t get away from us,’ Brice said, before adding snidely: ‘And “freeway”? You really have lived in the States for too long.’

			‘I’m remembering why I left in the first place,’ Eddie shot back.

			‘Just remember whose side you’re on – to whom you pledged loyalty.’ Brice swung the car back on to asphalt and accelerated down the hill. The Discovery followed. Both Suburbans were ahead on the other side of the dry valley. He judged their speed, then raised the walkie-talkie again. ‘Okay, we have clear sight. Ease off.’

			The Land Rover dropped back. The two roads met, Mukobo’s little convoy heading towards the heat-shimmering sprawl of Playa de las Américas below. Their pursuers kept pace, until—

			‘They’re splitting up!’ Alderley said in alarm. The second Suburban peeled away to the right as the leading vehicle continued straight on.

			‘We’ll have to do the same,’ said Brice, lifting the radio again.

			‘Wait,’ Eddie said. ‘The second SUV had more guys in it, didn’t it?’

			‘Four in the first, five in the second, yes.’

			‘We should follow that one. Even when you use decoys, you still need bodyguards, plus the client. And I don’t think Mukobo’d short-staff his own protection.’

			Brice spoke into the walkie-talkie. ‘Follow the first vehicle. We’ll take the second.’

			‘What? Oh, for . . .’ Eddie said, exasperated. ‘I know what I’m bloody doing! Mukobo’s in the second car – and now we’ll be outnumbered!’

			‘I can’t take the chance that you’re wrong,’ Brice replied. He guided the Peugeot after the second SUV as the Land Rover continued onwards. ‘We need to cover both vehicles.’

			‘What’s the point of me being here if you’re not going to listen?’

			‘I’ll say it again, Chase: the only reason you’re here is to identify Mukobo. Just shut up and do what I tell you.’

			‘Arsehole,’ Eddie growled, immediately annoyed with himself for breaking his own promise. ‘Was that British enough for you?’

			Brice glowered at him in the mirror, then returned his attention to the road. The highway came into view ahead, but the Suburban’s destination was closer. ‘Are they going shopping?’ said Alderley, incredulous, as it entered a mall’s car park.

			‘Mukobo must be wanting to buy a handbag,’ Eddie joked.

			Brice drew in after the Chevrolet, keeping his distance. It took a handicapped space near the entrance. He continued past it, stopping a couple of rows away. The three Englishmen watched as the Suburban’s occupants emerged. ‘Is Mukobo with them?’

			Eddie squinted into the bright sunlight. ‘Can’t tell.’ All five men were facing away from him as they crossed the parking lot.

			‘We’ll have to follow them. Don’t get too close, Chase,’ Brice warned as they got out. ‘You remember him – so he might remember you.’

			‘How close did you get to him when you met?’ Alderley asked.

			Eddie held his hands a foot apart. ‘About this close.’

			‘Ah. So he will remember you, then.’

			‘I dunno, I had more hair then.’ He grinned, then regarded the shopping centre. It was fronted by a large wooden portico in an ersatz-Asian style, the name Siam Mall emblazoned across it. The five men went inside.

			‘We can’t lose them,’ said Brice. He made a call. ‘Snatch team, we’re at the Siam Mall. Will advise if we locate Mukobo.’

			The mall’s interior was considerably cooler than outside. A large supermarket was on the left, smaller shops to the right, but the men they were tracking were ascending an escalator directly ahead. The rearmost of the group turned to survey the scene behind him. ‘He’s not Mukobo,’ Eddie said. ‘So he’s one of the other four.’

			‘If he’s here at all,’ said Brice. They started up the escalator. A breeze blew in from above, the top floor only under partial cover. There were a couple of shoppers between them and the rear guard, whose mirrored gaze remained fixed on those below – until he looked around as a line of fountains on the ground floor gushed to life. The distracted man smiled at the sight.

			Eddie pretended to watch the aquatic display as the escalator carried its passengers higher. The five men reached the top and headed left. When their three tails arrived at the upper floor, Brice went right, going back around the escalators towards the mall’s front. Alderley and Eddie trailed him, surreptitiously watching their targets move out into bright sunshine.

			A display of several Hyundai cars had been set up beneath the canopy. Eddie pretended to examine a Santa Fe SUV. ‘You need to call the other car in.’

			‘We still don’t know if Mukobo’s one of them.’ Brice waited until the last man passed out of sight behind a shop, then followed.

			Eddie waved away an over-attentive salesman and went after him, Alderley in his wake. ‘I know I’m just some stupid squaddie and you’re an Oxbridge super-spy, but trust me, he’s here.’

			‘I need proof, not instinct.’ Brice halted at the shop’s corner. In the far corner of a broad terrace were several gazebos, covered outdoor seating for a restaurant. The five men headed for them. A figure waved from one of the shelters. ‘They’re meeting someone.’

			‘Must be Provone,’ said Alderley.

			‘Provone’s got mates with him,’ Eddie observed, seeing other figures within the gazebo. The intense sunlight reduced them to silhouettes. ‘Bodyguards?’

			‘Probably. I doubt he trusts Mukobo any more than Mukobo trusts him.’

			The Yorkshireman glanced back towards the escalators. The mall was not busy, but there were still shoppers milling about. ‘I don’t like this. If something kicks off here, civvies’re gonna get hurt. Call your boys in so they can pick up Mukobo once he’s back outside.’

			‘For the last time,’ Brice snapped, ‘we aren’t going to do anything until we confirm that Mukobo is here. All right?’

			‘Okay, then,’ said Eddie, looking into the shop, ‘I’ll get you confirmation. Alderley, you got money?’

			‘Er, yes?’ said Alderley, surprised.

			‘Good. Give me fifty euros.’

			‘Why?’

			‘So I can buy a bloody lottery ticket. Just give it to me!’ He held out a hand, waiting until the older man reluctantly produced a banknote, then snatched it from him and entered the shop.

			Two minutes later, he emerged again. Brice stared at him with wordless contempt. ‘Oh, God,’ sighed Alderley.

			‘What?’ Eddie protested. ‘It’s the perfect disguise. No undercover cop’d wear this. Or spy.’

			‘No sane human would wear that.’ The Yorkshireman had donned a wide-brimmed fabric sun hat emblazoned with images of SpongeBob SquarePants, a Hawaiian shirt exploding in rainbow colours and a pair of oversized sunglasses with bright cyan frames. ‘You look like . . . like Elton John vomiting a packet of Skittles.’

			‘So, a tourist.’ He took out his phone. ‘Okay, I’ll be right back – and I’ll have your confirmation,’ he told Brice as he started towards the tents.

			‘Er . . . my change?’ Alderley asked hopefully.

			Eddie ignored him, keeping his eyes fixed on the silhouetted figures. Mukobo – he was certain the warlord was here – and his bodyguards were with another four men, one from each group standing to keep watch on the mall. Mirror shades turned towards him, but he kept going, heading for the terrace’s edge. Both guards lost interest, dismissing him as a harmless tourist.

			Relieved, Eddie held up his phone and slowly turned, pretending to take a panoramic photo of Playa de las Américas and the blue Atlantic beyond. From here, he could see more in the gazebo’s shadows. A Caucasian man – he assumed Provone – was talking, gesticulating with Mediterranean flourish. An open briefcase sat on the table. He still couldn’t tell which of Provone’s guests was Mukobo, though.

			The wind flapped at his hat. That gave him an excuse to turn away and face the gazebos directly as he secured his headgear. He regarded the seated men over his sunglasses. The farthest away was definitely not Mukobo, his face the wrong shape. The two nearest were too young, and too tall. That left . . .

			Provone took a large white envelope from the briefcase and handed it to the fourth man. Sunlight glaring off a wall behind him briefly reflected from the pristine paper, illuminating his face—

			Eddie felt a small shock of recognition. Over a decade had passed since their meeting, and the Congolese warlord was now more hard-featured, but it was definitely Philippe Mukobo.

			Confirmation.

			He pocketed his phone and started back towards the shops. A sidelong glance at the gazebo as he passed . . .

			Mukobo was staring at him.

			Eddie forced himself not to react, maintaining his pace. The African’s gaze did not waver as he slowly rose to his feet. His men responded to their leader’s movement with growing alarm. Hands reached into jackets.

			‘Oh . . . botheration and flippery,’ Eddie muttered, walking faster. He didn’t know why he had caught Mukobo’s attention, but something had prompted him to look through his disguise . . .

			The wind gusted again – and he realised what had blown his cover.

			He thought he had removed all the tags from his hastily bought clothing, but now felt an overlooked label flapping at his back on a length of thread. The incongruity had aroused Mukobo’s suspicions, and now his eyes were fixed upon him.

			Recognition dawning—

			‘Chase!’ The name was a bark of fury.

			Eddie ran, his hat flying off. There was no cover on the terrace; all he could do was sprint for the shops and hope Mukobo’s bodyguards weren’t crazy enough to start shooting in a public area—

			That hope evaporated as a sharp boom came from behind – and one of the shop windows ahead burst apart in a crystalline cascade.

			Shoppers screamed. He ducked, risking a rapid glance back. The gunshot had come from Mukobo himself, the warlord wielding a large gold-plated revolver. His bodyguards leapt into the open to protect him, drawing their own weapons.

			Brice and Alderley darted around the corner, guns raised. ‘Chase!’ shouted Alderley. ‘Move, hurry!’

			‘What do you bloody think I’m doing?’ Eddie yelled, swerving. Another thunderous report came from Mukobo’s Magnum, the round searing past and shattering brickwork. The two MI6 men jerked back into cover.

			More screams, people running in panic. Eddie dived around the corner. Gunshots followed him, another window exploding. He rolled against a pillar and glanced around it. Mukobo and his men were running along the terrace, heading behind the shops towards the escalators. The warlord yelled into a phone. Provone and his own bodyguards rushed from the tent after them.

			‘Damn it!’ Brice snarled. ‘Chase, you’ve blown the mission!’

			‘We can still catch them at the escalators,’ said Alderley. ‘Come on!’

			The three men ran along the arcade. Alderley reached the next corner – then threw himself back as more bullets cracked past. He retreated into a shop doorway, Brice and Eddie joining him. Mukobo and his goons raced for the escalators. Another barrage of gunfire hit pillars and blew out windows, the three Englishmen shrinking into their cover.

			Mukobo hurled a cowering woman over the guardrail to clear his path as the five Africans pounded down the escalator. ‘Just bloody shoot them!’ Eddie yelled. 

			‘We need Mukobo alive!’ said Brice. He was about to move when Provone and his guards sprinted into view. One man stopped and aimed at them—

			Now Brice whipped out his sidearm, locking on with laser-like precision and firing three rounds. Red spots burst open across the bodyguard’s chest. He backflipped over the balcony and crashed down in the fountains below. The plumes of gushing water turned pink.

			Provone gawped at the dead man, then he and his remaining guards unleashed a furious barrage at his killer. Brice retreated as more windows shattered, a shopper taking a hit to his shoulder and falling with a scream.

			Provone scurried to the escalator. His men followed, still firing at the trio’s hiding place. ‘We’re pinned down!’ cried Alderley.

			A thump caught Eddie’s attention. He glanced into the shop to see an open emergency exit at its rear. The employees had fled through it to the terrace . . .

			He ran into the shop, vaulting the counter and charging through the exit into the open. The shop workers hared for cover to his right – and on the left were the Hyundais beneath the sunshade. Eddie dashed to them, seeing the salesman quivering by the SUV’s nose.

			More shots from the escalators as Provone and his men descended after Mukobo. The Englishman spotted a bulge in the salesman’s chest pocket and snatched out a key fob. He pushed a button; the Santa Fe’s headlights flashed. He dropped low and sidestepped to the driver’s door.

			One of Provone’s men saw him and fired, a glass panel between them disintegrating. Rounds clunked into the Hyundai’s tailgate. Eddie yanked the door open and dived inside, then stabbed at the starter button. The engine chuntered to life.

			He grabbed the mirror and angled it to see the view behind. A glimpse of Provone and his two remaining men before they dropped out of sight. He fumbled the gear selector to reverse – then stamped on the accelerator.

			The SUV surged backwards. Eddie clutched the steering wheel with one hand, aiming the vehicle at the descending escalator, then braced himself—

			The Hyundai smashed tail-first through the damaged barrier and arced down at the moving stairway.

			Provone looked up – and was hit in the face by two tons of metal. The Santa Fe demolished a section of the escalator’s sides, mashing him and a bodyguard into gory chunks against the sharp-edged steps, before tipping forward and slithering down the surviving guardrails.

			The remaining man stared in shock at the splattered remains of his boss, then aimed at the sliding vehicle – only for another three shots from Brice to spin him through the crushed rail to demolish a stall selling scarves below.

			The Hyundai reached the escalator’s foot and rolled off the guardrails, landing with a crunch. Eddie disentangled himself from the deflated airbag and pulled himself upright. ‘Chase, are you okay?’ Alderley cried as he and Brice ran down the escalator.

			‘Forget him, they’re getting away!’ yelled Brice. He spoke into his phone. ‘Snatch team, get here, now! Mukobo is on the move!’

			Eddie squinted into the sunlight outside. Beyond the mall’s main entrance were five running figures: Mukobo and his bodyguards, heading for their vehicle.

			Rubber shrilled as the second Suburban skidded to a stop near its twin. The rest of Mukobo’s guards spilled out of it to protect their leader – and to aim at something approaching from behind. The Removal Men had followed them, forced to blow their cover to keep pace.

			The guards opened fire. Another screech of tyres as the Discovery braked hard. Mukobo reached his parked 4x4, two men taking the front seats as he scrambled into the rear behind them. The rest of his companions joined in the shootout, taking cover behind the second Suburban—

			The Hyundai’s engine was still running. ‘Oh well, why not?’ Eddie growled, shoving the gear selector into drive and flooring the accelerator again.

			The SUV leapt forward. The chassis had been buckled by the crash, making the vehicle veer off course. He forced it back towards the doors, ignoring Brice’s angry shout of ‘Chase!’

			The supermarket whipped past. Outside, the three MI6 operatives returned fire – and the Yorkshireman saw with dismay that the Suburbans were bulletproof, rounds smacking uselessly against their armoured bodywork. Mukobo’s 4x4 powered away. More bullets twanged ineffectually off its rear.

			Eddie knew the crippled Hyundai could not keep pace. Instead he aimed at the second Suburban beyond the mall’s doors—

			The SUV burst through them, the impact crumpling its nose. He fought to keep control as it lanced into the car park. The bodyguards reacted in surprise – then fired at him.

			Eddie ducked. The windscreen burst apart, but he kept his foot down—

			A flat thump as he hit one of the gunmen – then came a huge bang as the Hyundai ploughed into the Suburban’s side. Even the extra weight of the Chevrolet’s armour was not enough to resist the impact. It swung around like a scythe, mowing down two of the bodyguards sheltering behind it and crushing a third between it and a parked car. Another man was knocked over, the last leaping aside just in time – only for a Removal Man to pop up from behind the bullet-riddled Discovery and put a round in his head.

			Eddie clambered out of the Hyundai. A shout in French came from the Suburban’s far side – followed by another shot from an Increment member. The last bodyguard slumped dead over a car’s bonnet.

			The Yorkshireman saw that one of the Removal Men had taken a hit to his arm, a comrade hurriedly examining the wound while the third man ran to the wrecked Suburban to police the bodies. Brice and Alderley rushed from the mall. ‘Where is he?’ demanded the former. ‘Where’s Mukobo?’

			Eddie pointed at the Suburban as it roared across the car park. ‘There!’

			‘Damn it! Peter, come on!’ Brice sprinted for the parked Peugeot, Alderley behind him. Eddie hurried after them.

			The field agent started the car before Alderley was fully through the door. He pulled out, Eddie having to block his path to force him to stop. ‘Get out of the way!’

			Eddie jumped into the rear. ‘I’m coming with you!’

			‘Why? You’ve already caused enough trouble!’

			‘Can you shoot and drive at the same time? Gimme your gun!’

			Brice pulled away in pursuit of the Suburban, reluctantly passing back his sidearm. Eddie quickly checked the weapon – a nine-millimetre Glock 17, ten rounds remaining in the magazine and one in the receiver – then readied it.

			Mukobo’s vehicle made a skidding right turn at the top of the exit ramp to avoid an approaching bus. ‘Oh, God,’ Alderley said in dismay. ‘He’s going down into the town!’

			The Suburban cut the wrong way around a roundabout, crossing a bridge over the freeway to head for Playa de las Américas. ‘Great, right into a place full of tourists!’ Eddie said. ‘We’ve got to stop ’em before someone gets hurt.’

			‘That is the plan,’ Brice told him sarcastically.

			He skidded the Peugeot through the roundabout. Ahead, the Suburban charged down a sweeping road past a large piece of modernist concrete architecture – but movement outside a more mundane structure caught Eddie’s attention. ‘Cops!’ he shouted, seeing several police cars peeling out from its grounds. ‘We’re going right past the local nick!’

			‘We can’t let them catch Mukobo,’ said Brice.

			‘It’s their bloody jurisdiction, and Mukobo shot up a shopping mall! They won’t let you walk out of here with him.’

			‘It’s vital to British interests that we bag him. That’s our top priority – our only priority.’ 

			‘Why? Why’s some mass-murdering rapist from the arse of Africa so important to Britain?’

			If Brice was about to deign to answer, he was cut off as the Suburban vaulted over a grassy reservation at a junction. The kerb was too high for the pursuing car to risk traversing, forcing him to brake and go around it. The SUV pulled away, Brice accelerating after it with a curse.

			‘Cops have seen us!’ Eddie warned. Three police cars were closing fast. ‘Does MI6 give you “get out of jail free” cards with your licence to kill?’

			‘They haven’t caught us yet.’ The Suburban turned hard left on to a side road. Brice followed – only to react with a start when he saw more police cars skidding to block its far end.

			Mukobo’s driver also responded with alarm, the SUV ramming a parked car aside to reach the pavement before another frantic turn brought it on to a descending ramp. Brice sawed at the wheel to bring the Peugeot in pursuit.

			The Suburban smashed through a fence at the ramp’s bottom and leapt into a flood control channel. Brice followed. The only water in the concrete river bed was a thin, rancid stream, the SUV kicking up a dirty spray as it rushed along. ‘There’s nobody around – we’ve got clear shots!’ Eddie yelled. He lowered a window and leaned out, bringing up the gun. ‘It’s bulletproof, so go for the tyres!’ 

			He fired three shots. The first grazed the SUV’s rear bumper, the others hitting the wheel below as he refined his aim. A chunk of rubber flew off – but the tyre remained intact. Alderley’s shots had no more effect. ‘It must have run-flats!’

			The truck’s occupants heard the impacts – and moved to retaliate. Movement behind the tinted windows as someone opened the sun roof. The bodyguard in the front seat stood – and opened fire on the Peugeot.

			Brice swerved across the channel in a spume of filthy water. A bullet punched a hole through the roof above Eddie as he ducked, another scarring the windscreen—

			Alderley cried out, falling back into his seat and clutching his right arm. ‘Jesus, I’m hit! I’m hit!’

			Eddie leaned back out. The bodyguard, smiling at his success, brought his gun around at the new target—

			Five rapid shots exploded from the Glock, blowing a bloody chunk from the African’s head. The SUV swerved crazily as the dead man collapsed on to the driver.

			‘Sometimes it is about being a good shot,’ Eddie told Brice. ‘Alderley! You okay?’

			‘Just – winged me,’ the older man replied in a strained voice.

			The Suburban’s driver regained control. Taller buildings rose on either side of the flood channel: hotels. They were approaching the heart of the resort. Eddie looked ahead. A road bridge crossed over the waterway – and beyond it, he glimpsed blue water. ‘We’re almost at the beach!’

			There was an obstacle between them and the sea. Past the bridge was a piled mound of grey sand and rocks running across the channel. The 4x4 would be able to traverse it with relative ease; the Peugeot, an ordinary family car, less so.

			Brice had seen it too. ‘Damn it! Hold on!’ He accelerated.

			‘You’ll never get over that,’ Eddie cautioned.

			‘We don’t have a choice! We’ve got to get Mukobo!’

			The Suburban whipped under the bridge. The 308 followed, juddering as it drove on to accumulated silt and stone. The 4x4 reached the mound, reeling drunkenly over ever-larger rocks – then it went airborne, thumping back down in an eruption of sand. Brice tried to follow—

			He and Eddie both saw the sharply protruding stone at the same moment. The agent braked hard – but too late.

			A tremendous bang – and part of the car’s suspension was ripped away by the unyielding point. The Peugeot slewed across the debris pile, almost rolling on its side before lurching to a standstill. Alderley cried out as his injured arm hit the door.

			Even braced, Eddie had also been flung sideways. Shoulder throbbing, he straightened. ‘Everyone okay?’

			The steering wheel’s airbag had deployed, protecting Brice but leaving him dizzied. ‘Yeah. I think so.’

			‘Been better,’ Alderley gasped, face pale.

			People on the beach were gawking at the wreck, but the Suburban was still mobile beyond them. ‘Mukobo!’ Eddie cried, jumping from the car.

			‘Chase! Wait!’ Brice tried to follow, but his door was jammed. ‘Wait! That’s an order!’

			Eddie ignored him, running after the SUV. ‘Move, move!’ he yelled. Tourists scattered in fear on seeing his gun. He scrambled on to a paved walkway along the beach’s edge just as the Suburban cleared the sand ahead of him. It hit an obese man in shorts, throwing him bloodily over a low wall, then swerved up a ramp. People screamed, flinging themselves out of its path. A flat thud told Eddie that someone else had been mown down in Mukobo’s merciless desperation to escape.

			He pounded up the ramp. The 4x4 was now hemmed in, a wall on one side and packed seating outside bars and pizzerias and steak houses on the other. More shrieks of terror as the Suburban ploughed through the tourists on the waterfront. Another harsh bang, a woman spinning over the wall to the beach below. It would be a massacre, unless he stopped it—

			Eddie halted, whipping up the gun and locking on to the damaged wheel – then emptied the Glock’s magazine into it.

			This time, the tyre blew out.

			The Suburban swerved sharply – and hit a palm tree.

			Even bulletproof armour yielded to a two-foot-thick column of solid wood. The SUV slammed to a stop, its nose folding around the obstacle.

			Eddie ran towards it. If he could catch Mukobo while he was still stunned from the crash . . .

			The warlord stumbled from the Suburban – and saw him.

			Mukobo’s golden revolver came up, a thunderclap erupting from its barrel—

			Eddie vaulted over the wall, hitting sand as the Magnum round cracked above him. More screams from the tourists. He expected another shot, but the Congolese had turned to run.

			He jumped back over the wall and raced after him. A glance into the Suburban as he passed told him that the driver would pose no further threat. He had been thrown face-first into the bulletproof windscreen, leaving a good chunk of his features stuck messily to the glass.

			Ahead, he saw that Mukobo was limping. He would soon catch up – but the warlord still had his gun and, depending on whether or not he had reloaded in the car, anything from three to five bullets. The Glock in the Englishman’s hand was literally an empty threat.

			High fencing around a twin-towered hotel complex lined the path’s inland side, and the beach narrowed below the wall on the other. Mukobo was being channelled, trapped – and a trapped foe was the most dangerous.

			Mukobo had realised the same thing. He fired a wild shot over one shoulder. The Yorkshireman swerved behind a tree. The African opened up the gap a little, but was still limping. Eddie closed again—

			A couple emerged from a high metal gate in the fence. Mukobo knocked them aside, darting through – and slamming the barrier behind him. Eddie reached it seconds later, only to find that it had a key card lock.

			Mukobo grinned – then fired again. Plasterwork exploded from concrete as Eddie dived behind a gatepost. Sunbathers screamed and scattered. The warlord hurried towards the hotel.

			Eddie stuffed the Glock into a pocket, then scaled the gate. Mukobo was almost at the hotel’s entrance. He hared after him.

			The African ran through the doors, finding himself in an expansive marble lobby. He slowed, searching for the best escape route. A bearded man was at the nearby reception desk, complaining to the concierge. ‘Look, we specifically asked for a quiet room for our baby, and you’ve put us right above the disco!’

			The concierge smiled smugly. ‘I have worked here for fourteen years, I know which rooms are quiet—’

			The boom of a gunshot shattered the air-conditioned calm as Mukobo saw Eddie approaching the glass doors and fired at him. The Englishman saw the glinting gun just in time to dodge as the bullet exploded the pane. Mukobo ran through the nearest exit.

			‘I will find you something quieter,’ said the trembling concierge.

			Eddie hopped through the hole in the door and chased the warlord into a large cafeteria – with no way out at its far end. Mukobo spun to face his pursuer. The golden gun came up—

			Click!

			The hammer fell on an empty casing. Mukobo hadn’t reloaded during the car chase. The Congolese glared at the revolver as if it had betrayed him personally – then charged.

			The two men collided, Eddie crashing backwards against a table stacked with glasses. Several shattered beneath him, dozens more smashing on the floor. ‘I did not think I would ever see you again, Chase,’ snarled Mukobo, forcing his forearm across the other man’s throat. ‘But now I have, I can finish what we started!’ He pushed down harder, trying to choke him. Something heavy clunked across the surface behind the Yorkshireman as the table shook.

			Eddie felt the cartilage of his Adam’s apple crunch. Broken shards stabbed into his back. He clawed at the tumblers, but they skittered away from his fingertips. Mukobo leered in triumph—

			The Englishman’s hand found a curved handle. He grabbed it, swung – and a large glass jug burst apart against Mukobo’s head. The African reeled away. Eddie jumped up and grabbed him, swinging around to propel him into one of the buffet counters. ‘Only thing you’re finishing,’ he growled as he delivered a savage kidney punch, ‘is lunch!’

			He slammed the gasping Mukobo on to a metal tray of greasy bacon strips. The warlord yelled as runny fat burned his face. He jumped up – and hit the heat lamp above, smashing the bulb and driving spears of hot glass into his scalp.

			Eddie hauled him out and punched him, then grabbed him in a fierce headlock. It would only take a twist and squeeze to snap his neck. He was sorely tempted – but instead forced him along the buffet, knocking abandoned trays to the floor. A large metal vat of baked beans stood under another heat lamp at the counter’s end. He shoved down Mukobo’s shoulders and ran him headlong into the pan with a flat bong. The dazed warlord staggered back – and Eddie swung the vat against his opponent’s head. Mukobo crashed to the tiled floor. Eddie tipped the beans over him, then dropped the empty pan after them. ‘You’ve bean done, mate.’

			Shouts from the entrance. He looked up – to see several policemen rush into the cafeteria, guns raised. He immediately lifted his hands in surrender as a cop screamed at him in Spanish. ‘Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!’ he replied. ‘No hablo español. I got your guy.’

			Most of the officers advanced on the two men, the remainder ordering onlookers away. Brice ran in, only to be told in no uncertain terms to move back. ‘Chase!’ he shouted. ‘You idiot, what have you done? Now the local police are going to arrest him!’

			Eddie knelt in response to a gesture from a gun-wielding cop. ‘You’re lucky I didn’t kill him. And I caught someone on Interpol’s most-wanted list! What difference does it make who arrests him?’

			The MI6 officer seemed about to reply, but held back, aware that he was in a public place with numerous civilians. He settled instead for glaring at Eddie as he was handcuffed. Alderley caught up with him, one hand to his bloodied arm.

			Mukobo had already been identified as responsible for the carnage along the seafront, other cops hauling him up and cuffing him with no small amount of force. Eddie was also pulled to his feet. ‘You’d better bloody get me out of this,’ said the Yorkshireman as he was hustled past his two countrymen.

			‘I should let you rot,’ growled Brice.

			Alderley gave Eddie an unhappy look. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

			‘You’d better,’ he replied, ‘or I might tell ’em why we were here in the first place!’

			Brice prickled with anger, keeping pace with Eddie on the other side of the police cordon. ‘The Official Secrets Act still applies to you, Chase. Don’t tell them anything! That’s an order!’

			‘I don’t work for you. But sort this out and I won’t need to tell ’em, will I?’ The cops took Eddie and Mukobo through the exit, an officer preventing the furious Brice from following. ‘And Alderley?’

			‘Yeah?’ Alderley replied.

			‘For God’s sake, don’t tell Nina what’s happened!’

			‘Hi, honey,’ said Eddie as he entered his apartment two days later. ‘I’m home.’

			His wife’s silence warned him to expect a frosty reception. He grimaced, then went into the living room. Nina Wilde was waiting on the couch, arms folded. ‘So,’ she said. ‘What happened?’

			‘Nothing happened. Where’s Macy?’

			‘Napping in her room. And what do you mean, “nothing happened”? You were supposed to come back yesterday!’

			‘Things were a bit more complicated than I expected.’

			Nina stood, eyeing him suspiciously. ‘More complicated? How?’

			He decided not to tell her that he had spent a night in a cell, Alderley getting the British Consul to intervene the following day. Diplomatic strings had been pulled to suggest that delivering Mukobo to Interpol through the local police had been the objective all along. ‘I had to help Alderley with the paperwork,’ he said instead, giving her a technical truth. ‘But everything’s been sorted out now.’

			‘And you’re still not going to tell me exactly what it was all about? I’m assuming it was something for MI6 since Peter got you involved.’

			The restrictions of the Official Secrets Act meant he wasn’t supposed to confirm or deny, but he knew that after nine years together Nina would read his expression easily enough. ‘Someone needed my help, and I helped them,’ was the best he could manage. ‘The world’s a better place for it, trust me.’

			‘I do trust you, Eddie, you know I do. But I don’t like being kept out of the loop.’

			‘I know, and I’m sorry. I really am.’

			She finally thawed, giving him a small smile. ‘The main thing is that you’re back. Come here. Give me a kiss.’

			He did so, embracing her. ‘Glad to be home.’

			‘I’m glad too.’ Her smile widened into a grin. ‘Because our daughter has a smelly diaper that needs dealing with.’

			Eddie sighed. ‘Yep. Welcome home.’ He released the redhead and started for Macy’s bedroom.

			‘Eddie,’ said Nina, the concern in her voice halting him. ‘This thing . . . it’s finished, right?’

			‘Yeah,’ he assured her. ‘It’s all over.’
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			The Atlantic Ocean

			Two years later

			Deputy US Marshal Art Garrison peered through a porthole at the empty azure sea thirty-seven thousand feet below, then looked back at his prisoner. Younger and cockier men would have made a sardonic comment about it being the last good view the shackled man would ever have, but the craggy team leader merely gave him a cold stare, getting a sneer in response, then turned away.

			It had taken almost two years of legal wrangling for Philippe Mukobo, a native of the Democratic Republic of Congo but whose reign of terror had bloodied several other central African nations, to be turned over to the custody of Garrison and his two fellow marshals. Mukobo was high on Interpol’s most-wanted list for numerous crimes including mass murder, rape and drug running, but the diplomatic weight of the United States had decided for which he would stand trial – and where.

			The Skyblue Airlines 747-8 was on its way from Paris to New York. Mukobo’s lawyers had fought a long but ultimately futile battle at the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg to prevent his extradition for the murders of a group of American aid workers six years prior. All avenues now exhausted, the warlord was being taken in chains to face justice.

			The thought brought a brief smile to Garrison’s stern face. Mukobo was a monster, plain and simple, and he would finally get what he deserved. Life without parole in a federal penitentiary was the best he could hope for; execution was more likely. Though the plane was heading for New York, his trial would take place in nearby New Hampshire. Partly because three of his victims were from that state, but also because it maintained the death penalty. Those pushing for Mukobo’s prosecution wanted every possible sentencing option.

			He glanced at his watch. Four hours before landing; halfway across the Atlantic. Garrison permitted himself to relax a little, leaning back in the comfortable business-class seat. The Justice Department had booked every seat on Flight 180’s upper deck to isolate Mukobo from the other passengers, any displaced travellers getting upgrades to first class courtesy of Uncle Sam. Pricey, but less so than despatching a US government jet solely to transport one prisoner.

			A quick check on his team. Radley was behind him, guarding the spiral staircase down to the main deck, while Szernow sat by the cockpit door. Should anything happen, they were ready for it.

			Another look through the porthole. The sky was clear. It would be a smooth flight.

			‘You okay, Pierre? You look a bit airsick.’

			Pierre Noret, the 747’s co-pilot, laughed to cover his nervousness. ‘I’m okay. Thirsty, that’s all.’ He looked at his watch, then drained a plastic water bottle.

			The plane’s captain, Paul Watley, nodded. ‘Call one of the girls, have them bring you some more water.’

			‘No, I’m okay.’ Noret stood. ‘I have some in my bag.’

			‘Don’t get lost,’ said Watley with a chuckle.

			Noret smiled thinly, then headed aft. Despite its size, the 747 was designed to be flown by just two pilots; he and Watley were the only people in the cockpit. With the reinforced door locked, the only way for anyone else to gain access was if one of them allowed it.

			There was a small crew rest area at the cockpit’s rear. The Frenchman entered, collecting his bag. He suddenly felt hot, sweat prickling his skin. Nervousness became nausea as he took out a fountain pen. It appeared perfectly ordinary, if pricey, but airline pilots were well known for ostentatious accessories. Certainly this one had drawn no attention at the security check.

			Noret carefully removed the cap, realising his fingers were trembling. Calm, calm. If he aroused Watley’s suspicions, his only hope of making a fresh start free of his mounting debts and rapacious ex-wife would be over before it even began.

			His hands steadied. He slowly turned the pen’s body. A slim needle extended from the nib. The Frenchman hesitated, then tipped the pen downwards, as he had been instructed. A tiny dewdrop of colourless liquid swelled on the silver sting’s point.

			One last tense time check, then he headed forward, the pen clutched in his right hand like a dagger. Watley, reading the news on an iPad, didn’t look around at him. Noret advanced on the American, eyes fixed on his target: the right side of Watley’s neck, just above his collar. He would only get one attempt . . .

			The captain sensed the co-pilot’s approach. ‘When we land, it might be worth you seeing the company doctor.’ He turned his head. Noret froze. ‘You really didn’t look well – and God, you look even worse now! Are you sure you’re okay?’

			Noret felt sweat sting his eyes. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’ He didn’t dare move, terrified of drawing attention to the object in his hand.

			Watley gave him a look of concern . . . then returned his attention to the iPad. ‘Just so long as you—’

			The Frenchman lunged, stabbing the pen’s tip into the pilot’s neck. There was a flat phut as a gas injector forced its contents into Watley’s bloodstream.

			The captain gasped and jumped up. ‘What was – what the hell?’ He stared at the pen as the Frenchman drew back. The needle was still clearly visible, its tip red with blood. He clambered from his seat, Noret fearfully backing away. ‘What did you . . .’

			Watley staggered, clawing at his co-pilot . . . then crumpled to the cockpit floor.

			Noret stared at him, breathing heavily, before checking Watley’s pulse. He was unconscious, but alive. The sedative had worked as promised.

			He dragged the taller man back into his seat and fastened his belt, then went to the engineering consoles and switched the circuit breakers to cut off power to a specific system: the satellite link connecting the aircraft’s wi-fi and telephone services to the outside world. Now, the only working communication channel was via the cockpit radio.

			There was one more breaker to open. He hesitated, then tripped it – deactivating the cockpit voice recorder. There would be no audio record of what was about to happen.

			Noret returned to his own seat and belted up. Wiping away sweat, he redonned his headphones and tuned the radio to a memorised frequency. ‘Dragonfly, Dragonfly, do you hear me? This is Papillon. Do you hear me?’

			No response for several seconds, then: ‘Papillon, Papillon, this is Dragonfly.’ A man’s voice, electronic masking rendering it almost robotic. ‘We hear you. Situation?’

			‘Phase one complete,’ said Noret, surprised at his own ability to reduce the enormity of what he had just done to a euphemism so quickly. ‘Where are you?’

			‘Flight level three-eight-zero, one kilometre directly behind you. Are you ready to commence?’

			He had to compose himself before answering. Assaulting Watley was one thing, but what he was about to do was the antithesis of every commercial pilot’s instincts. Even if everything went perfectly, there was still an element of risk to the three hundred and five passengers and crew. ‘Yes. I’m ready.’

			‘Proceed.’

			The voice went silent. Noret took a deep breath as he reached the point of no return . . . then disengaged the autopilot and shoved the control yoke forward, throwing the 747 into a steep dive.

			Nausea rose in his stomach as the huge aircraft dropped towards the ocean. He could hear screams through the floor from the passengers below. Trained responses kicked in: he hit the button to turn on the seatbelt lights, then activated the emergency oxygen supply. Muffled bangs echoed through the fuselage as ceiling panels disgorged breathing masks. He switched on the intercom. ‘This is the co-pilot! All passengers must return to their seats immediately! Remain calm and put on your oxygen masks. We have a system malfunction, and are descending to a lower altitude for safety. Everything is under control.’

			He eased back the four throttles to lower the stress on the airframe. The altimeter spun downwards, nothing but ocean visible ahead. Passing thirty thousand feet, twenty-nine. He needed to get the airliner to no more than eight thousand feet above sea level and hold it just above stall speed, which in the current conditions would be about one hundred knots. It was balancing on a knife-edge, but Noret was confident in his skill as a pilot.

			A voice came through his earphones. ‘Captain! What’s happening, what’s going on?’ Rose Dewar, the chief purser. ‘Captain Watley! Are you there?’

			‘This is Noret,’ the Frenchman replied. ‘We’re losing cabin pressure. Everything is under control, so please keep the passengers calm.’

			‘But – but the cabin pressure seems okay down here.’ Dewar was a highly experienced flier, and even through an oxygen mask he could hear her confusion.

			‘We don’t know exactly what’s wrong, but there is definitely a major malfunction. The captain is taking us down before it gets any worse.’

			He switched off the intercom and checked the altimeter. Twenty thousand feet and still descending rapidly. Someone hammered on the cockpit door. ‘Captain! What’s going on? Captain, answer me!’

			‘Go back to your seat!’ Noret shouted. He had been warned that the US marshals would try to assert their authority once it became clear something was wrong.

			More pounding. ‘We have a high-risk prisoner here – I demand to know what’s happening!’

			‘What’s happening is that we are trying to keep this plane in the air!’ Noret yelled back, still watching the altimeter. Sixteen thousand. ‘Sit down and put on your seatbelt! Our first priority is the safety of this aircraft and its passengers, so let us do our job!’

			Garrison started to say something else, then stopped. Noret assumed he was returning to his seat, but even if he was not, there was no way he could enter the cockpit.

			Thirteen thousand feet – and now the co-pilot pulled back the yoke, easing the Boeing out of its dive. Ten thousand, the blue horizon sliding back into view. He reduced the throttles still further. The airspeed indicator dropped, two hundred knots, one-fifty. A course adjustment to bring the airliner directly into the wind, giving him the maximum possible lift.

			Eight thousand feet. He levelled out. One hundred and twenty knots, still slowing.

			Phase two was complete.

			As if in response to his thought, the flat voice returned to his headphones. ‘Papillon, Papillon. Status?’

			‘This is Papillon,’ Noret replied. ‘Holding at flight level eight-zero, bearing two-four-seven degrees, slowing to one hundred knots.’

			‘Roger. We are moving to transfer position.’

			Noret leaned forward and looked up. Nothing but empty sky – then a white shape hove into view overhead.

			Another aircraft.

			He felt a flash of fear. The second plane – a Bombardier Global 7000, a long-range business jet – was less than a hundred metres above, well within the distance considered a ‘near miss’. Every part of his training told him to veer away, but he forced himself to hold course. The sleek metal crucifix slid into full view.

			Its forward hatch opened.

			The Bombardier shimmied, the pilot battling to keep it steady as a hundred-knot wind blasted into the cabin. Noret’s breath caught. If the plane went out of control, it could tumble right into the 747 . . .

			It stabilised – then juddered again as something else disrupted the airflow. A thick metal bar swung out from the open hatch, a steel cable extending from a pulley flapping in the slipstream. Something resembling a boat anchor was attached to the end of the line.

			‘Papillon, Papillon,’ said the radio voice. ‘We are in position for phase three. Are you ready?’

			‘Engaging autopilot,’ the Frenchman replied. ‘Preparing to receive.’

			He switched the computers back on, then unbelted and stood. Watley was still slumped in his seat. He crossed the cockpit to stand behind the captain’s position.

			A plastic cover was set into the curved ceiling. Noret pulled it away, revealing what was built into the hull behind.

			The escape hatch.

			The Boeing 747’s unique design had created safety headaches for its engineers, the cockpit so high up compared to other airliners that jumping to the ground in an emergency could be fatal. They had solved the problem in an inventive way. The cockpit crew could open the hatch, then use a set of cable reels mounted in the ceiling to make a controlled descent to earth, rappelling down the aircraft’s flank.

			Noret had no intention of using the cables, though, and going through the hatch was the very final part of his plan. Instead he braced himself, turned the yellow-painted latch handle until he heard the thunk of bolts . . . and pulled.

			The hatch swung downwards – and a hurricane-force wind screamed into the cockpit.

			Alarms howled, the 747 shivering as its aerodynamics were disrupted. Noret locked the hatch open and staggered to his seat. The autopilot was handling the disturbance, but he wanted his hands back on the controls. ‘Dragonfly!’ he shouted into the microphone as he disengaged the computers again. ‘Ready for transfer!’

			He looked up at the other plane. The anchor wavered in the wind, then dropped towards him. Noret held the 747 steady, flexing his fingers as the wind chill bit. He switched the intercom back on to address the cabin crew. Dewar’s near-panicked voice immediately came through the earphones. ‘I’m here, I’m here,’ he told her. ‘We’ve lost pressure in the cockpit. Keep the passengers in their seats – including the men on the upper deck. When we get the situation under control, we’ll divert to Greenland or Iceland.’

			‘What’s wrong with the plane?’ Dewar asked. ‘Are you both okay?’

			‘We’re good,’ he replied, giving Watley a brief glance. ‘We don’t know the cause of the malfunction. As soon as we do, we’ll update you. Out.’

			He looked up. The cable was still unreeling, the Bombardier’s pilot making small attitude adjustments to guide the anchor towards the opening in the 747’s humped fuselage.

			It came closer, closer. He could now see what he had been told to expect; the mechanism was folded so it would fit through the hatch, with a long dangling strap at its base. When it was just ten metres away he reactivated the autopilot and hurried to the emergency exit. The wind lashed at his face. He shielded his eyes with one hand, holding the cockpit wall with the other.

			A bang as the anchor hit the hull, scraping along the metal before the slipstream flicked it away. Noret grimaced, but held his position. He glimpsed the other plane’s wing as it slipped sideways to bring the cable into line with the hatch, but his eyes were fixed upon the opening’s forward edge, waiting—

			Another thunk – then the black strap flapped past. He snatched at it, but missed as the anchor rattled over the fuselage. He suppressed his panic and waited for it to reappear. Another frightening impact outside as the cable swung back – and this time he caught the strap. ‘I’ve got it, I’ve got it!’ he shouted into the headset. ‘Give me some slack!’

			The Global 7000 descended slightly. The anchor slid over the hatch’s edge, and he yanked it into the cockpit.

			‘I have it!’ he called. ‘Deploying now!’

			The mechanism he had just received was spring-loaded, restrained in its folded configuration by a thick metal clip. He wrestled it into position, holding it against one corner of the open hatchway, then forced off the restraint. It expanded with considerable force, revealing that it was a hollow rectangular frame. It had been designed to fill the opening precisely, each corner wedging firmly in place. Noret pushed at it. The frame didn’t move. ‘It is secure!’

			‘Roger, Papillon,’ said the man in the other jet. ‘Commencing transfer.’

			Noret rushed back to the controls. Any actions needed now would be well beyond an autopilot’s capabilities. He looked up again – and felt another shot of fear. Knowing what was going to happen had not prepared him for the reality.

			A black-clad man leaned out of the Global 7000’s open hatch. He wore a harness, which he clipped to the bucking steel line – then as Noret watched in amazement he rapidly lowered himself down the cable towards the 747, the hundred-knot wind tearing at his thick clothing. The dark figure grew larger and larger before disappearing above the windscreen. A moment later, thuds told the co-pilot that he had made contact with the hull.

			He looked back at the hatch. The sunlight streaming in from outside was suddenly shadowed. Legs swung through the opening, the man smoothly dropping into the cockpit as if he carried out such stunts on a daily basis. The new arrival wore a breathing mask and tinted goggles, his features completely hidden. He detached himself from the cable and touched a microphone on his throat. ‘I’m in.’

			‘Papillon, second transfer commencing,’ said the filtered voice in Noret’s headphones. A second figure climbed from the Bombardier. His descent and arrival in the cockpit was as rapid and assured as the first.

			‘They are both here,’ Noret said, awed.

			‘Copy, Papillon. Begin phase four.’

			The Frenchman switched on the intercom to address the passengers and crew directly. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is the co-pilot. We have suffered a structural failure that has caused the cabin to decompress. The aircraft is now at an altitude low enough for the air to be breathable, and we are changing course for the nearest airport . . .’

			Garrison listened to the announcement, one hand holding his oxygen mask in place. His sidearm was in the other. The first thought of all three marshals had been that an attempt was being made to free Mukobo, Garrison covering their prisoner while his comrades fixed their weapons upon the staircase. But the only person who had climbed it was a stewardess, ordering the marshals to return to their seats before disappearing again.

			Whatever the situation, it was deteriorating. The draught escaping around the cockpit door warned that the hull had been compromised. The co-pilot’s announcement of a structural failure seemed to rule out any connection to Mukobo – nobody trying to rescue him would risk not only the warlord’s life but their own by sabotaging the plane – but Garrison still wasn’t going to allow his charge to take advantage of it. ‘You just keep still now,’ he warned, pushing the gun’s muzzle against the shackled man’s side. ‘Only way you’re leaving this plane without me is through a hole in the hull.’

			Mukobo, however, appeared genuinely surprised and afraid. Reassured, Garrison turned his attention back to the co-pilot’s message: ‘… are aware of the situation, and emergency services will be waiting when we land . . .’

			The two black-clad men moved to the cockpit door as Noret continued speaking, one lifting his goggles to peer through the peephole. ‘Four men,’ he muttered. ‘Target is on our left, three rows back, window seat. One hostile next to him, aisle seat. Second hostile on our right, front row, aisle seat. Third hostile also on right, rear row, aisle seat.’

			His comrade nodded. ‘You take the right. Ready weapons.’ Noret had been assured that their guns were non-lethal and incapable of penetrating the airliner’s fuselage.

			Noret had been told a lie.

			Both men carried Glock 17s, fat cylindrical suppressors attached. They stepped back from the door, the first man slowly reaching for its lock. ‘On three,’ said the other. A silent, perfectly synchronised countdown—

			The bolt clacked back – and both men burst out into the upper cabin.

			A screaming wind rushed through with them, startling the four men within. The marshals quickly reacted to the unexpected new threat . . . but not quickly enough.

			The first attacker’s gun was already locked on to Szernow, sending two bullets slamming bloodily into the deputy’s chest before snapping up to do the same to Radley. The second man fired three shots at Garrison with similar lethal efficiency. The grizzled man slumped dead against his prisoner.

			Mukobo stared in shock as the two men approached, one covering the stairs as the other dumped Garrison uncaringly on the floor and retrieved his keys. ‘Stand up,’ the intruder ordered.

			The warlord hesitated, but a flick of the gun told him that he had no choice. The man unlocked his shackles, then produced another harness. ‘Put this on. Make sure it’s secure if you want to live.’

			Mukobo did as he was told. The gunman gestured towards the cockpit. ‘In there. Move!’

			Rescuer and prisoner scurried through the door, Mukobo recoiling from the blasting wind. Noret looked back. ‘How long before the marshals wake up?’

			The black-clad man ignored him, going to the hatch and securing a clip on the African’s harness to the steel cable before repeating the action with one of his own. The second gunman backed into the cockpit, weapon raised to cover his retreat. Noret reacted with shock as he saw it was no Taser or dart gun. ‘Wait, you said there would be no killing!’

			The figure turned towards him – and fired.

			Two bullets hit the Frenchman’s head. A wet burst of blood and brain matter splattered the windscreen and instruments. The gunman closed and locked the cockpit door, then came to Noret’s position and shoved his corpse aside to deactivate the autopilot. The 747’s nose began to pitch downwards, slowly . . . but inexorably. He touched his throat mic. ‘Dragonfly, this is Sparrow. Prepare for extraction.’ He went to the hatch and attached himself to the line.

			The first man climbed out into the gale. Mukobo, shivering in the wind, stared in disbelief. ‘What are you doing? We will be killed!’

			‘Fold your arms and stay calm,’ said the remaining man. He looked up through the opening. The Global 7000 had moved directly above the 747’s nose. ‘Stand under the hatch.’

			Mukobo’s eyes flicked to his gun, then he reluctantly obeyed. The man stood close beside him and peered upwards again. The other jet was now right overhead. ‘Dragonfly, extraction now.’

			The intruder braced himself, gripping Mukobo with one hand – and pushing a button on the folding frame with his other.

			A sharp crack as an explosive bolt fired, breaking the frame apart – and all three men were hauled skywards as the Bombardier climbed. The slipstream immediately snatched them backwards, swinging them terrifyingly over the larger jet’s fuselage, but the line was already being winched in. The 747 dropped away beneath them – with no one at the controls.

			The dangling trio ascended towards the business jet. Mukobo cried out in fear, but his companions remained stoic and calm. Hands reached out from the hatch to grab them, a man pulling the first rescuer inside and detaching him from the cable before hauling Mukobo and the second intruder through the opening.

			The warlord collapsed breathlessly on the deck as the arm was retracted and the hatch closed. The wind’s roar abruptly cut out, the sudden silence almost disorienting. The men who had extracted him from the 747 carried him to a seat at the cabin’s rear.

			Panting, Mukobo focused on the man facing him – then jumped in alarm as recognition struck. ‘You!’

			He tensed as if to lunge at him, but his rescuers shoved him back down. The other man didn’t even flinch. ‘Mr Mukobo,’ he said as the plane banked, turning back eastward. ‘I have a proposition . . .’

			The 747 thundered on, its descent gradually steepening. Desperate hammering sounded over the wind as the cabin crew beat uselessly on the cockpit door. A pause, then gunshots, bullets from the dead marshals’ weapons smacking into the lock – but the armoured barrier remained secure.

			The altimeter dropped below two thousand feet. The combination of altitude and descent angle triggered a warning, a whooping alarm sounding as a synthesised female voice spoke with inhuman calm. ‘Pull up. Pull up. Pull up.’

			Nobody could respond to it. Fifteen hundred feet. ‘Pull up. Pull up.’ The Boeing dropped towards the sea—

			Watley stirred.

			The cacophony finally overcame the remnants of the drug in his bloodstream. One thousand feet. The American groaned. ‘What . . . Pierre, what the—’

			He froze as he saw his co-pilot dead in his seat, half his skull missing. The computer’s repetitive words finally sank in. Five hundred feet. Terror-induced adrenalin obliterated any lingering sedative and he grabbed the controls, pulling back the yoke and slamming the throttles to full power. Three hundred feet, two hundred, and the 747 responded, but too slowly—

			One hundred feet, fifty, the airliner’s bow hitting the water – and augering into it.

			With the engines at maximum thrust, the results were catastrophic.

			The 747’s tail flipped upwards, the nose crumpling as it drove deeper into the sea. Watley had just enough time to scream before a broken structural spar sliced him in half. An engine tore loose from its mount as the plane rolled and punched through the hull, compressor blades disintegrating into razor shards that shredded everyone in their path. Fuel from a ruptured wing tank burst into a liquid inferno and sent a wave of flame crashing over the wreckage. Blazing chunks of mangled metal skipped across the water before finally being swallowed by the Atlantic.

			Silence soon fell, drifting smoke and floating debris all that remained of Skyblue Airlines Flight 180.

		

	
		
			2

			Jerusalem, Israel

			One year later

			A hot and gritty wind blew across the Temple Mount, making Dr Nina Wilde narrow her eyes behind her sunglasses. Despite the discomfort, however, the archaeologist was still in awe of her surroundings. The hilltop was one of the holiest sites of three religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – with a history dating back over five thousand years, and the splendid buildings dominating the walled enclosure, the Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aqsa mosque, were two of the world’s oldest Islamic structures.

			It wasn’t simply the air of history that excited her, though. Something new was about to be discovered. And she was not just involved with it; she was largely responsible for it.

			Six years earlier, Nina had been kidnapped by a religious fanatic intent on uncovering a deadly secret encoded in the Book of Revelation. The trail led her to a cave in the desert of southern Israel, where she found a statue: one of the angels that would supposedly herald the apocalypse. It was the container in which it was hidden that had been the most amazing discovery, however.

			The Ark of the Covenant.

			The golden chest had waited undisturbed for millennia until she, her husband Eddie Chase and young Mossad agent Jared Zane found it. The Ark contained the items promised by biblical legend, including the tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments – a world-shaking find.

			That had only been the beginning, though. Once Israeli archaeologists secured the site, they unearthed more relics – including some leading back to the Temple Mount. Records from the era of the great King Solomon revealed the precise location of a place long thought lost: the First Temple, dedicated to Yahweh, god of the Israelites, by Solomon himself. The temple had been destroyed by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar 
in 587 BC, its remains buried and forgotten as later places of worship were built over it . . . but now, thanks to her, the archaeologists knew exactly where to look.

			And they had found it.

			She gazed down the slope. Amongst the trees was a large tent covering a newly excavated entrance to the hidden ruins. Nina had been given a privilege rare for a Western archaeologist by being allowed to participate; the politics of the Temple Mount were tangled, riven by centuries of religious and national hostility, and it had taken a great deal of bargaining with the Israelis, who controlled access to the site, and the Jordanians, who controlled the site itself, for the work to be permitted at all. But her reputation as the world’s most famous archaeologist held weight, and now she was here, to witness the opening of the First Temple.

			An astounding discovery . . . for which she would have an audience.

			Nina glanced up. A small drone was flying over the hill, getting aerial footage of the Temple Mount for later editing into a documentary series. Her series. Two years earlier, she had been offered a new challenge: to recount her discovery of the lost civilisation of Atlantis for television. Those who knew her had been surprised that she accepted, given that her prior appearances in the public eye were slightly begrudging, but a movie based 
on her first adventure had been – to her mind – a ludicrous collection of chases, gunfights and exploding helicopters, and she wanted to set the record straight about what really happened. (Even though it had indeed involved chases, gunfights and exploding helicopters.)

			The series had been successful enough for the network to request a follow-up. The obvious choice was her biblical discoveries, bringing her to the Middle East along the trail of the Ark of the Covenant. There was also the bonus that with excavations ongoing, something amazing might be discovered on camera: an irresistible hook for any executive.

			That was, she mused irritably, if the other archaeologists ever got their asses in gear . . .

			Nina finished a bottle of water and went to the tent. The drone, a quadcopter fitted with a high-definition camera, tracked her. The clip might be used to bridge together scenes of her exploration of the Temple Mount, or not at all, but the production team wanted as much material to work with as possible. With filming now entirely digital, the only limitation on how much they could shoot was hard drive space, and the crew always had many terabytes available for original footage, with multiple backups.

			Her team was waiting outside the tent, some relaxing in the shade of the olive trees while others made the most of the sun. ‘Have I missed anything?’ she asked.

			Steven Fisher, his back against a tree, tipped up the peak of his baseball hat. ‘Nope, not a thing. Don’t know what Ziff’s doing in there. Reciting all six hundred-thirteen mitzvot, or something.’

			‘If you weren’t Jewish yourself, I’d swear you were anti-Semitic,’ said the woman beside the documentary’s bearded director. Lydia Spur was a blonde New Zealander who still had the look of a tomboy despite being in her mid-thirties.

			Fisher grinned at her. ‘Self-loathing is what Judaism is all about.’ She smiled back.

			‘I’ll see what they’re doing,’ said Nina, going to the tent’s entrance. She called to a chunky Hispanic man who was stretched out sunbathing. ‘Jay? Get your camera ready, we might be shooting soon.’

			‘I’ll get right on that, boss,’ replied Jay Rivero, scarcely bothering to veil his sarcasm. He didn’t move. Nina shot an annoyed look at Fisher.

			‘We’ll go when we’ve got a reason to, okay?’ the director told her. ‘Howie’s getting drone coverage’ – he gestured towards the fourth member of the small documentary crew, who was operating the quadcopter from a slim laptop – ‘and we’ve got nothing to shoot until they let us in there.’

			‘We’ll be in there in five minutes,’ Nina told him, irked by their attitude. It wasn’t just that they had no particular excitement about what they were doing, treating it as just another job; it was also that as the shoot progressed, they had developed a personal animosity towards her. The same thing happened on the Atlantis documentary, none of her original crew returning. What the hell was their problem? ‘Be ready.’

			She entered the tent. Inside were four men, two Israeli and two Jordanian archaeologists, engaged in a discussion. She went to the oldest. ‘David, what’s the hold-up?’

			Dr David Solomon Ziff turned to her. ‘There isn’t a hold-up, Nina,’ he said. ‘We are just proceeding with due attention, that’s all.’

			She looked past the balding, white-bearded man into a steeply sloping tunnel. Spotlights revealed stonework at the bottom – a section of the First Temple’s outer wall. Only a cracked stone slab separated the scientists from what lay within.

			And they had been vacillating over how, or even whether, to move that slab for most of the day. ‘I think you’ve given it as much attention as humanly possible,’ she said. ‘All the potential risks have been taken into account – so let’s just do it.’

			‘I’d remind you that you’re not in charge here, Dr Wilde,’ said Ziff pointedly. ‘I am. I’ll decide when to open the temple.’

			She folded her arms. ‘All right, so when are you going to open the temple?’

			‘Soon.’

			‘Soon? Five minutes is soon. Ten minutes?’

			Ziff shook his head. ‘Why are you in such a rush, Nina? The First Temple has been buried for over two thousand years. It will still be here tomorrow. And the day after, and a week from now.’

			‘But my camera crew won’t be,’ she said. ‘We’re almost at the end of our schedule. But this gives us an ending, brings everything full circle. The Ark was once kept in the First Temple, and now what we found with the Ark has brought us back to it. It’s perfect.’

			‘We are not here so you can have a happy ending on television,’ said Mohammad Talal, one of the Jordanians. ‘This is real archaeology.’

			Nina gave the young man a chilly stare. ‘Well y’know, Atlantis, the pyramid of Osiris, the vault of Shiva, El Dorado, Valhalla – oh, and the Tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant – seemed pretty real too when I found them all.’ Talal looked away, his expression a mixture of anger and humiliation. She turned back to Ziff. ‘David, this isn’t about satisfying my ego. This is my way of doing archaeology; it might be unconventional, but it works. It’s about showing the world something remarkable – something that we’ve all dedicated our lives to finding.’

			Ziff adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. ‘Finding Solomon’s temple is my lifelong ambition, not yours. But . . .’ A long, slow exhalation. ‘You are right. There’s no reason to delay any longer.’ He smiled at her for the first time since her entrance. ‘After all, why have a lifelong ambition if you stop when you are about to reach it?’

			‘I know what you mean,’ she said, returning the smile. ‘Atlantis was my obsession. But there was still a lot more for me to find afterwards.’

			He nodded. ‘So much that you must wonder if there’s anything left. But yes, we will open the temple. It is time.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Nina, feeling a little unsettled by the first part of his reply. She shook off the feeling and went to the tent’s door. ‘Okay, we’re going to open up the First Temple,’ she told those outside. ‘Five minutes, just like I said.’ The redhead gave Fisher a smug smirk, then tied her hair into a ponytail. ‘Everyone get ready.’

			It actually took rather more than five minutes, but eventually all the preparations were made. The archaeologists took up position at the tunnel’s end, two men carefully inserting long crowbars into cracks on each side of the obstructing slab while Talal positioned himself to take the block’s weight should it tip forward. Nina and Ziff crouched expectantly before the opening, the Israeli holding a still camera to photograph the procedure.

			Behind them were the film crew. Rivero was closest, his rugged Sony Handicam on his shoulder and the viewfinder fixed to his eye like a cybernetic attachment. The camera was such an integral part of the Californian that he looked odd to Nina without it. Beside him, Lydia held a microphone on a boom. The mic was connected to a pair of expensive but travel-scuffed headphones and a digital sound mixer in a padded bag hanging from her neck.

			Fisher peered over their shoulders. ‘We all set?’ he asked.

			‘Good to go, man,’ drawled Rivero. He switched on a light atop his camera.

			Lydia adjusted a knob on her mixer. ‘Audio is good. Ready when you are.’

			‘Okay, roll it,’ said Fisher.

			‘David, can I have a few seconds?’ said Nina. ‘I want to do a piece to camera.’

			Talal muttered impatiently in Arabic, but Ziff nodded. ‘Of course.’

			‘Thanks.’ She gathered her thoughts, then looked into the lens. ‘Behind this doorway is a chamber of the First Temple, buried here on the Temple Mount for two and a half thousand years. What’s inside, nobody knows. It may be nothing – or something wondrous that we hadn’t even imagined. Either way, we’ll know in a few moments.’ She faced the entrance again.

			Ziff took the cue, issuing an instruction. The two men strained at the crowbars. Metal rasped on stone, red dust spitting out from the cracks . . .

			The slab moved.

			With a deep crunch, it lurched forward by half an inch. The pair wielding the bars pushed harder. The great stone shifted again. ‘It’s coming,’ Nina whispered as it crept from its resting place. ‘It’s tipping outwards at the top. Mohammad, get ready to catch it.’

			The Jordanian reached up to the stone’s upper edge. ‘I can feel a gap!’ he cried. ‘A little more . . .’

			A crackle of ancient, dusty cement – and the slab came loose.

			Talal arrested its fall, the two other men hurriedly dropping the crowbars and gripping it. They carefully edged it aside.

			Nina looked back at the camera. ‘This is it,’ she said, trying with little success to contain her excitement. ‘The door is open – and now we’ll be the first people to enter the First Temple in over two millennia.’

			Ziff aimed a powerful flashlight inside, casting a disc of light on a plastered wall. Nina’s own light joined it. ‘It’s some sort of antechamber,’ she said, moving closer. ‘Carvings on the walls, but . . . they look decorative rather than being inscriptions.’

			The senior Israeli also advanced, subtly but firmly positioning himself in front of her. ‘Yes, I’ve seen similar designs in the ruins at Gezer. The timescale would match the era of Solomon.’
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