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				Hostilities Mount between India and Pakistan

				The UN Security Council is considering sending a peacekeeping force to the mountainous India–Pakistan border in an attempt to stave off escalating tensions between the two countries. The decades-old trouble in this region over the disputed area of Kashmir has a new angle, as both nations lay claim to the natural water resource beneath Siachen Glacier. Artillery exchanges at the Glacier have stepped up dramatically, with two hundred military personnel on each side killed in the past week alone. Both India and Pakistan have nuclear capabilities and both countries have stated they will use whatever force and weapons necessary to protect the resources they consider their own.

				A recent feature article in Vanity Fair magazine by investigative reporter Lachlan Fox brought the issue of fresh-water scarcity to worldwide media attention. Fox’s article identified Russian businessman Roman Babich as being behind plans to build and operate one of the world’s largest hydro-engineering projects, in northern Pakistan. While Babich and his Umbra Corporation claim the proposed water extraction plant will ‘boost the Pakistani economy and lift the standard of living significantly’, Fox’s article revealed the cost this project will have for neighboring India, where the underground water table is already lowering at an alarming rate, and millions are suffering through a crushing drought that is fast on its way to becoming a humanitarian disaster.

				It hasn’t taken long for the sparks of war to ignite as these two countries flex their muscle and claim sole right to a resource both need and refuse to share. The UN Security Council will vote early next week on whether or not to act.
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				Prologue

				Bellagio, Lake Como, Italy

				He rested the espresso cup on its saucer and looked out over the multimillion-dollar view. He faced a large window that formed the northern wall of the café; the long wooden table, like the building, had seen better days, but it would serve its purpose. The overcast day gave him a good reflected view of the movement behind him.

				He looked around, casually surveying the scene, his senses on high alert. As he turned back to the view he caught his reflection in the window: he was already getting used to his short dark hair, parted without being neat. His deep tan could be from any country around the Mediterranean. His clothes were casual, Milan-fashion smart, too slick for him to be important, too creased to be average: muted tones, no stark blacks and no bright colours. He could be part of the new Lake Como crowd, or he could be part of the establishment. He could be any well-to-do Italian or western European. He could be a simple guy enjoying a coffee at his local café. He could be a nightclub owner. He could be a killer. He could be anyone.

				His eyes fell on the fresco of Mary to his left. He looked at her, unflinching, as his hands moved quickly under the table, positioning the C4 explosive device – no bigger than three cigarette packets end-to-end – in the recess where the table met the wall. The explosive packed enough punch to take down the front section of the old brick building – anyone within twenty metres would be vaporised. He sat back and took one last look at the view before casually tossing a five euro note on the table. 

				He put on his sunglasses as he exited, the door’s brass bell jingling in his wake. His eyes were immediately drawn to a passing woman and he turned to watch her walk, with that certain sway of the hips that the women in this part of the world knew how to do so well. She looked over her shoulder, clocked him, smiled: Thank you for noticing.

				He paused amid the busy winter morning, technicolour all around him. Locals finishing their morning espresso and pastry, tourists parading flesh in an attempt to keep up with the effortlessly stylish locals. He strolled down the main street and melted into the crowd. He had time to kill.
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				New York city

				The anchor of NBC’s Dateline leaned towards the camera.

				‘The UN has called this the decade of Water for Life,’ he said. ‘This is fitting when we consider that countries like the United States use up to four hundred litres of fresh water per person, per day, compared to some of the most populous regions of the world where people have to get by on less than twenty litres per day. Lack of access to fresh water, and compromised sanitation of existing supplies, results in millions of preventable deaths every year. This is a big issue, but it’s not a new one, and it doesn’t look like it’s going away anytime soon. Our guest tonight is an investigative reporter with news agency GSR, Lachlan Fox, whose recent articles have focused world attention on this increasing global problem. Lachlan is here with me in the studio in New York. Lachlan, welcome.’

				‘Thank you, Matt.’

				‘Our guest on yesterday’s program was Roman Babich, the resources tycoon listed by Forbes 2009 as Russia’s second-richest man. His company, Umbra Corp, has significant business interests in oil, natural gas, metals and the automotive and television industries – and is also one of the world’s biggest suppliers of fresh water, servicing water to some 900 million people in four continents, including the United States. Mr Babich joined us via satellite from our London studio to explain his company’s activities in his newest water venture, in northern Pakistan. Lachlan,’ said the anchor, turning to Fox, ‘you have written a lot about this issue. What’s your take on the consequences of this new endeavour?’

				Fox straightened in his chair and took a deep breath. ‘Water is not just a political issue or a money-making venture,’ he said. ‘It is the key to life. Pakistan shares a ground water resource with India, and this new water plant will significantly impact how much water can flow into each country.’

				‘Via rivers and irrigation canals?’

				‘And the underground water table. Mr Babich has said that this project will be a boon for Pakistan, but the flipside to that is the impact it will have on India. India’s drought is dire, and their underground water table is already disappearing faster than it can be replenished. I don’t believe the full consequences of this project have been adequately thought through. Over a billion people rely on an agricultural area affected by this project, and as water grows even more scarce, so too do the livelihoods of those billion people. I fear that with the broader issue of fresh-water scarcity, one day we are going to wake up and it will be too late. But the point here is, it’s not too late yet for this region.’

				‘So do you see this as Pakistan having the potential to take unlimited water from this shared resource?’

				‘They are already – before this plant has even gone online – extracting water at a quicker rate than it’s being replenished,’ Fox said. ‘The UN is working on a treaty that would facilitate all countries having appropriate access to the water from natural sources—’

				‘But it’s not in place yet?’

				‘No. What we have to realise, even here in America, is that underground water is not a limitless tap. The central issue here is responsibility.’

				‘Since your first story was published,’ said the anchor, checking his notes, ‘we have seen mass rallies and protests in India against the project. Let’s take a look at some footage.’

				The monitors in the studio showed the streets of Punjab: residents protesting, rioting and looting; locals demanding access to fresh water and calling for retaliation against Pakistan.

				Fox took a sip of water and watched the monitor. An image of windswept plains of dust gave way to one of thousands of farmers walking in protest to Delhi, reminiscent of the land reform marches of 2007.

				‘This is shaping up to be a bigger security issue for these two countries than the 2008 Mumbai terrorist attacks,’ the Dateline anchor said. ‘India and Pakistan have long jostled and postured about their nuclear capabilities – is this new crisis inflaming an already volatile situation?’

				‘Absolutely, Matt,’ said Fox. ‘India and Pakistan have fought over Kashmir for more than fifty years, and the location of this water plant has only added to the issues in the region.’

				‘No other newspapers or networks were covering this, but following your articles it is now headlining news everywhere viewers turn.’

				‘Well, we are living in a time when knowing the world is not a trivial luxury – it’s of vital urgency,’ said Fox.

				The anchor turned a page in his notes. ‘Roman Babich made mention of his water project helping to keep Pakistan together. What do you think he meant by that?’

				‘It’s a fragile state, it could collapse any day. Due to our military presence in Afghanistan, Taliban numbers in Pakistan are up, many areas are lawless at best, and the political situation is tenuous—’

				‘And with that in mind, did you consider how your stories might impact the region? I mean, the UN Security Council is now considering sending in peacekeepers . . .’ The anchor ran through a list of statistics about the growing death toll from the long fought-over region of the Siachen Glacier.

				Fox nodded, listened. He had heard these stats and clichés so many times since his first article appeared in Vanity Fair and the shit storm between India and Pakistan made it to the front pages of newspapers round the world.

				‘Listen, Matt,’ Fox said. ‘I spent over five weeks investigating and writing that first piece, and more time since for the articles that followed. I wrote it for the same reason I signed on to be an investigative reporter in the first place: I want the world to know the truth – we need and deserve to know it. We need to take risks and report on issues and events that matter.’

				Sitting under the Dateline studio lights was like sitting in a sauna fully dressed, and Fox felt sweat beading across his forehead and dripping under his arms. He imagined he looked like Nixon in the debate with Kennedy, when the poor old SOB was practically melting. After seven years in the Australian Navy’s Special Forces and then the last two years on the road as an investigative journalist, Fox was used to tight situations, but he wasn’t used to wearing a suit – or make-up. He drank more water as the anchor spoke:

				‘Do you think your article could lead to a war between two nuclear powers?’

				‘Matt, India has been a nuclear power since ’74, Pakistan since ’98 and, not to sound blasé, nuclear war has been a risk ever since.’

				‘But clearly it was your—’

				‘I didn’t chase this story to create a diplomatic stand-off; I chased it because we need to know what is really happening and have public debate about the consequences.’

				‘Every commentator says your articles, Lachlan, kicked off two countries on a path to one irrepressible place: all-out war between two—’

				‘The bottom line is,’ interruped Fox, irritated now, ‘that the issue of fresh-water scarcity is a global one, a fundamental one. This story would have broken one way or another. Yeah, sure, what we’re seeing in Pakistan – what Roman Babich and Umbra Corp are doing – could well be the beginning of a whole new reason for warfare in the twenty-first century. I’ve been trying to talk to Mr Babich for weeks now and he has refused to sit down with me. But this story isn’t going away, and I’m going to keep asking questions.

				‘Make no mistake,’ Fox said, ‘water, like air, is a necessity of human life. It’s liquid gold.’
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				Moscow, Russia

				‘It certainly is . . .’ Roman Babich murmured as he leaned back in his Aeron office chair, then flicked off the television after the Lachlan Fox interview ended. He had just witnessed what he had hoped to dissuade with his appearance on the program, part of a campaign to appear more often in the Western media since his new London-based PR team handled Umbra Corp’s expansion into Western Europe and the Americas. He had even flown to London for the studio interview before returning to Moscow to do some real work.

				He needed, apparently, to make himself more visible, more accessible; to project an image of himself and Umbra Corp as a pillar of stability in a shaky global marketplace. He had poured significant cash into advertising, buying time with networks and wire execs, in order to shape Umbra Corp into another Coca Cola or Apple or Sony or Exxon and to present himself as a figure of old-school industrialist who understood new-tech wonders and had resource control bigger than most countries. The New York Times once put him at the top of a list of ‘What’s wrong with corporate Russia’, but now Time magazine had called him ‘Russia’s Rockefeller’. It was a start.

				Becoming the recognisable face of the company, in a decidedly new-Russia way, took money and patience: he had ample of the former, less so of the latter. His PR people were focusing on glamour, strength and stability – he now had manicures, dyed his hair to cover the grey and was considering a facelift. Fox News recently described him as ‘more Berlusconi than Yeltsin’, which made him laugh. He wondered if he should get hair plugs too. His wife wouldn’t notice or care, but his mistress in St Petersburg would love it, and his PR people would approve. All this and he had just turned fifty-nine.

				Babich opened a folder on his desk. The Dateline interview with Fox hadn’t gone as he had hoped. He scanned the contents of the folder a second time, more carefully, considering yet again a way of doing business that he had hoped was no longer necessary, but one that he revisited because it worked so well; a smooth, dependable way to rid himself of an annoyance, be it legal, commercial or even personal. It was affordable and decisive. Fuck Dateline.

				Fox’s reportage from the Kashmir region had singled out Babich and Umbra Corp as the cause of the area’s water woes. Babich couldn’t allow this: in the last year alone, that division of Umbra Corp brought in 1.2 billion euros – profit – from Colombia to Colorado, Western Africa to Wyoming. This new water plant in Pakistan – he wasn’t interested in the decades-old border scuffles over Kashmir or where the water actually originated – would contribute 200 million per year, rising at least five per cent every year for the next fifty years. The World Bank had even footed some of Pakistan’s capital investment through a no-interest loan – why didn’t Dateline make more of that?

				The total cost of the project was around US$20 billion; all done from his end without external financial support, which meant he had been forced to cut every cost he could, including labour. Local men had been contracted to work on the drilling and concreting equipment under his own workforce’s supervision; men he didn’t know but who journalists like Fox could get to.

				Truth be told, he had halved the bill another way, a very fortuitous way, through the aid of another government backer; but that would never come out. This water project would reap billions of euros for Umbra Corp, annually and in perpetuity. The project had already added almost 4 per cent to the share price of the parent company, not to mention the 2 per cent spike after Lachlan Fox’s articles first appeared across Western news agencies – all that press had helped put Babich and his company more decidedly on the map.

				There was a sharp knock and his executive secretary entered, followed by two division heads. He motioned for them to sit in the armchairs by the fireplace; they would not begin the meeting without his GM, who handled everything in a management committee of CFOs and division heads – a system Babich had modelled on the workings of the old Politburo. Putin was right about that at least – he, too, missed some of the old ways of running things.

				Babich tapped the folder as he watched his computer screen update the company’s stock price: it had risen another 0.5 per cent since the Dateline episode screened. Babich owned a controlling stake in Umbra Corp, and Fox’s reportage equalled money in his pocket.

				But Fox was heading back to snoop around further. If he got hold of the right people he might just find the source of the other income stream to this water project; cold, hard cash delivered via their diplomatic transport services – the only way to courier, he often joked – to Italy. That further income would equal more power and, most importantly, the beginning of a business relationship that would bear much fruit for as long as he wished to harvest it. He had worked hard to cultivate that relationship – many years’ worth of luxury gifts and wining and dining – and he could not let Lachlan Fox jeopardise it. Not after all this work, not now.

				His GM entered and took a seat with the others. Babich motioned he would be over in a moment.

				He knew Fox would not leave this alone, not until he was waist-deep in affairs that didn’t concern him; there was no telling what Fox might uncover, despite all their precautions. He well knew what the reporter had managed to do in Nigeria just a few months ago, how a plan years in the making had come undone so quickly, so resolutely, all in the name of chasing his story. And what a story this would be. But enough was enough; no more investigating, no more articles.

				Babich picked up his desk phone and asked for a connection via his encrypted line, to be transmitted via his own satellite network, the principal function of which was to transmit data for his telecommunications and cable-television network that delivered content to television screens around the globe. Now it would carry a very different message, a final address regarding Lachlan Fox of New York City, and any other loose ends.
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				New York City

				Fox executed a flip turn at the end of the lap and kicked hard off the wall, swimming underwater for ten metres before breaking the surface with a steady, practised freestyle.

				This wasn’t a political thing, like the Bush-bashing of old that got reporters into hot water. Then, it was speaking and writing the truth in an age of disdain for evidence – Americans will believe in angels, ghosts and the Immaculate Conception, but tell them their President lied about the Iraq war and that’s just way too much for many of them. Fox had expected trouble last week when he appeared on The O’Reilly Factor – he knew it when the host introduced the ‘Personal Story’ segment with: ‘My next guest used to kill people for a living. Now he writes news stories that get people killed.’

				He gritted as the pain in his shoulder flared, but didn’t ease off the pace.

				Much of the commentary had been the same: looking past the Pakistan–Umbra story to probe him personally, dig into his past, create issues from nothing. The death of a soldier under his command, his service in Iraq and Afghanistan, his discharge from the Australian Navy – all old news rehashed. That he had been the central reporter of stories covering a bloody coup d’état in France, the death of a Kremlin-friendly head of Chechnya, the recent upheaval in Nigeria and terrorist attacks in America – they had likened him to the grim reaper, even cartooned it thus in USA Today with the tag-line: ‘Can the world afford another two more years of this man’s reporting?’

				Did he draw death into his world? Was he so conditioned to war and conflict that he somehow attracted it? Could he be making his situation worse by seeking out stories no other reporters would touch?

				He swam over the black tiles that marked the end of the lane, did another flip turn, and pushed off from the wall.

				The truth at what cost? War over water? All those lives lost through armed conflict rather than thirst and starvation? Harry Truman once said that when Kansas and Colorado have a quarrel over water in the Arkansas River they don’t call out the National Guard in each state and go to war over it. They bring a case before the Supreme Court of the United States and abide by the decision. There isn’t a reason in the world why it can’t be done internationally. And the key to access is control – who has their hand on the tap. Much of the media were trying to control him, offering opinions, not suggesting solutions. What was it The Post had said of him? – he was a ‘diligently lazy writer’. Fuck The Post.

				He neared the end of his last lap, rolled onto his back and drifted toward the deep end, floating, looking up at the ceiling. There was only one other swimmer at this late hour.

				The lighting was dark in the boutique hotel’s pool; just a few minutes’ walk from his apartment, it was a nice, quiet place to chill. Fox listened to the rhythmic sounds of the other swimmer, floating there until the person finished and left.

				Silence. Looking up at the dark ceiling, he could be floating anywhere: Christmas Island, the Caribbean, a nice warm lake or river. Being in water was the only time he ever really felt free, but tonight the chaos ringing in his ears had followed him in here, intruding into this sanctuary. He let it wash over him, finally drifting underwater where he held his breath and waited for the noise to quieten.
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				Northern Areas, Pakistan

				He drove alone, which was not something he would normally do through this lawless area, especially after dark. Pakistani militants and radical militia groups frequently attacked by night, ambushing convoys and what little infrastructure was here – and when things were fixed and new supplies arrived they came back to loot again.

				The town was empty. He approached the small shack that he rented from its owner for a mere five hundred rupees per month – about ten dollars US – and used to store the sacks of spices and rice that he regularly delivered to this area. These made up half of what was stored in the twenty-metre square building; the other half was made up of basic, bulky medical supplies, general tools and drums of fuel. Nothing was of much value; the only security was the local Pakistani Army patrol, but he paid them well and he hadn’t had any problems in the eight years he had been coming through here.

				There were no lights, no electricity at all in this remote, high-altitude town.

				By the light of a thin torch beam he lifted the rock under the potted mulberry tree and retrieved the key he had hidden there last week. He entered the storehouse and flashed the light around the dark interior, unsure of what he would find in the shadows.

				Everything was as he had left it. Almost.

				On top of a sack of rice three down, in a corner, he saw what he’d come for – a brown paper-wrapped package the size of a house brick. He felt sweat tracing a line down his stomach as he let the torch beam settle on it for a few long minutes. He stooped, looking at the package from different vantage points.

				If they had no use for him, if this was the end of his work . . . but it wasn’t, was it? They needed him until everything was settled, they’d told him that. But could he take the risk of trusting these people? He set the torch down on a drum of diesel so the light shone on the package, and reached for a broom – he held it out, his arm extended to push the broom handle as far as it could go. He involuntarily held his breath.

				He knocked the package onto the hard floor. It landed with a light thud and bounced slightly. Nothing happened. It wasn’t a bomb. He tried to breathe normally as he picked it up – it felt right. He tore the corner off in a hurry.

				Cash; enough to make a real difference. So they did still need him, after all. He tucked it under his arm, took his torch, shut and locked the door, got into his Land Rover and headed back home towards India, the pitch black of winter in Kashmir only pierced by his vehicle’s headlights.
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				New York City

				It was summer in Fox’s dream, the bright summer just past, a lifetime ago. The best, the worst. It had everything and left him with nothing more than scars and memories and a set-up for worse times ahead.

				He watched himself from a distance. He was different then, a little heavier, a little younger, perhaps a little naïve.

				A medley of scenes intercut in the way of dreams and bad memories, and try as he might he was stuck there, a spectator to things he mostly regretted. There was a woman, his age. She was an idealised version of a lover, if he could create such a thing. Kate Matthews. She pervaded every scene: a blur in a palatial room; a central figure of desire in a train cabin; a naked body on top of him. It played over and over in his vision. A fight. A train ride. Making love. Dead bodies. She’d been betrayed, used. Blood. Her tears fell into his eyes.

				Fox knew it wasn’t the right chronology but he was powerless to shape how it played. A funeral – that look from her parents that told him he had failed to keep her safe, to get her back. A close-up of her face as she gazed down on him, her sweaty body, her dark hair and those fathomless brown eyes – there was no telling how deep they went and how far they peered into him. Her smile. Kate.

				Through these flashbacks and memories of things said and moments shared, he knew he’d failed. The chase, the boats, the rain that night, the crash, the fight with the French agent that almost killed him, should have killed him . . . but she saved him and, instead, she died. She died.

				But she was there in his dream, not gone, there to talk to and there to listen. He wanted to stay and talk with her forever.

				I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe, he said to her. He knew he would not remember what he said, how this dream played out. It would be like hitting reset until he saw her next, in another dream, or in death. All those moments lost in time like tears in the rain—

				Fox woke in a sweat, his heart beating wildly. That much was always the same.

				He looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath. The room was dark but for the faintest glow of street lamps through the curtains. He could hear the occasional street noise outside. He turned to his bedside clock: it was just after 5 a.m. It was cold and his chest felt heavy as he got out of bed and went to the bathroom.

				In the dim pre-dawn light he could just see his reflection in the mirror as he washed his face with warm water. His blue eyes seemed black and the scars on his body looked translucent in this light. It was quiet in here, just the trickle of water down the basin. His body shook. It was still too early to run.

				In a city full of life and distraction, there was nothing that kept Kate from his mind’s eye. No matter how quickly he moved or how far he travelled or how hard he worked, she was there. And the face that looked back at him wore the many faces of the departed.
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				Prague, Czech Republic

				As Vladimir Kolesnik danced to Jay Z the blonde licked sweat off his stomach and the redhead ran her hands down his back and removed his T-shirt. Everyone in the club was under thirty except for a few older guys lingering around the edges of the dance floor, watching the young and beautiful shake their thing.

				None had his physique. There was plenty of female flesh on show, all that youthful skin and sexual hunger for fame and fortune. The feeling took him back ten years to his university days when he was a future leader with pedigree to burn, when he was a ranking member of the Kremlin-backed Nashi youth organisation. Sex parties then – and now – were common practice, part of a deliberately targeted state program to lift Russia’s flagging birth rate. He had done his bit in the organisation but he had never bought into that side of it – he had learned a lot in those three years, at school and in Nashi, and he applied the best of it now, away from home, in ways he felt would best serve him.

				Everything he did here in Prague was for himself, not for anyone else, although there were still favours to be called in. Occasionally called in, and usually outsourced for a small fee. He respected those he owed, and was respected in kind for it – being good for a favour, that was important in his world. It was vital for survival.

				Kolesnik picked up the blonde and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He pulled her in and kissed her and she passed a pill into his mouth. He swallowed it and tasted her wet mouth before turning his head as the curvy little thing with the short, bright red bobbed wig pressed a Heineken to his lips and tucked his T-shirt into his trouser pocket. He drank, then pulled her in and they kissed as the blonde clung tightly and ground herself against him, licking his neck. 

				In his line of vision between the two women, over the heads of the thronging crowd, his bodyguard held a cell phone up, its screen and keys illuminated with an incoming call. Kolesnik acknowledged and moved the blonde off him to the floor where she danced as she had been classically trained since a child, before someone with money had taken a fancy to her and taught her things that only the richest men could afford to appreciate. What she gave up to achieve material wealth was her choice; he understood this simple belief system and respected it for what it was.

				As he walked across the dance floor he felt the drugs kick in, his second trip in a few hours: the tingling down the spine, the lucid rush and feeling of indestructibility before the sweat came, that cold prickling across his shoulders and down his back and arms. He felt lighter as he moved towards his bodyguard and took the phone, such a tactile, shiny thing in his hand, a featherweight in his fingertips.

				He checked the incoming number as he took his black North Face jacket from his bodyguard and slid it on, the material hugging his sweaty body, his muscles pumped from the past few hours of dancing and drinking. He aimed for the lean, ripped body of a surfer, not thick in the shoulders and neck like his security guys, or like he had been at twenty. His physique allowed him to blend in. He could be any millionaire’s son, but he wasn’t – he was the owner of this club, and two others like it, one in St Petersburg, and one in Baku.

				There was a lot to love about this club. It was so cheap to fit out – an old warehouse, boarded-up windows, painted black, a couple of bars and bathrooms. The only significant cost was the Bose sound system and crystal chandeliers over the bar. Through the alcohol income – twice the price for the men than for the women – and the commission from the drug sales, a fat profit rolled in every night of the week. With a little capital and the right staff to oversee things, there was serious money to be made, and it couldn’t be easier or more enjoyable: the leased private jet, the Ferretti yacht in production in Italy. He was considering a Greek island – a friend of his had just bought a half-acre rock for two million euros; pocket change for such an extravagance. 

				The phone continued to ring as he walked out the front doors into the breaking dawn, the noise and power of the club now shut behind him. Women loitered outside, either coming or going; a few Benzes and Beemers lined up in wait to take some of them off for jobs. The music rang in his ears, the deep vibrations loud enough to be felt out here. Street sweepers and snowploughs worked a few blocks down, so he rounded a corner for privacy as he answered his cell.

				‘Da?’

				‘I want you to go ahead with the plan.’

				Kolesnik’s eyes scanned the street as he walked, still moving to the beats he had absorbed over the past few hours. He pulled his jacket collar up against the cold and zipped it up to his throat. ‘Okay,’ he said, turning a corner and heading towards home, now with more purpose. ‘Which targets?’

				‘All of them.’

				He smiled. This was a serious favour being called in – taken off his tab. He still owed so much, but this would go a long way . . .

				‘When?’

				‘Yesterday.’

				‘That will—’

				‘Yest’ chelóvek, yest’ probléma. Net chelovéka, net problémy.’

				End of conversation.

				Kolesnik checked over his shoulder and waved to his man-mountain of a security guy, some fifty paces behind; he was part of the club’s security staff, there to keep the more entrepreneurial of the aspiring young women from him and the Brits out entirely, as well as to keep him out of trouble. Kolesnik’s first couple of months here had been rocky: two young women and their boyfriends had disappeared after they’d tried to outsmart him, tried to take advantage and blackmail him. More of an inconvenience than a worry, but he had a new life here to protect. A life like this was easy in Russia too, as long as you had the start-up capital, but it was dangerous, no matter who your father was. Trust, even among family, was a luxury in a power structure that valued wealth and power above all else – it was like living with a wild beast. Russia was a bear with claws, more so now than at any time in Kolesnik’s life. But here, in this town, he was the bear. 

				Yes, there were others more entrenched, better connected, wealthier and showier by far, but he didn’t make waves and for that he was respected here. A respect for success was one of the few things he admired about the Western world: you kept what you made, and there was a killing to be made if you were smart enough. This was one of the many contradictions of his Russia, one of the reasons he found it so easy to walk away, to fit in here like it was the home he had always known. But he never forgot where he came from, or how he came to be in this fortunate position.

				Kolesnik walked down the cobblestone street, wishing now that he hadn’t taken the extra pill, but moved with it and looked forward to a cool shower. Perhaps he would get a girl to come by for a few hours to help work it off.

				But before anything else, he needed to get some people working for him immediately. He would call in status reports, confirm target locations, give directives, and the ball would be rolling. He walked faster. His head was spinning. This was the good life. He threw his hands up to the sky. Welcome to the good life.
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				New York City

				The early morning was quiet enough for him to hear an aircraft suck low through the sky somewhere overhead. Snow crunched underfoot as Lachlan Fox ran through the cold winter of Manhattan, monochromatic in the pre-dawn street-lamp lighting, all white and grey and black in the frozen shadows. Steam rose from the subway vents, road crews cleared the streets and rats scampered from men in boots hauling black and green bags for mid-week garbage day.

				Dressed in a hoodie and training pants, Fox dodged early risers and shift workers and garbage bags piled on the sidewalk, heading down Bowery towards Broome Street. He had felt at home in this area of SoHo and Nolita more quickly than anywhere he had lived outside of Melbourne. Wedged between apartments, businesses, cafés and shops, this area was, for Fox, the real essence of New York: a vast melting pot of the best and worst, past and present and a glimpse of what the future might be. Whatever it was around here, it was moneyed, although like the nearby areas of Little Italy and the East Village, it had its share of struggling artists and services employees sharing the worst apartments on the cheaper streets, and aspirational types living big, hoping for a Park view someday but never moving beyond that dream. 

				In less than a year in this neighbourhood Fox had noticed things shifting, as they had done for many years, only the tenants came and went faster than ever before: what was once a baker became a butcher, then a tanner, then derelict, then a storehouse and then a café or bar or restaurant selling bottled water for $10 and organic, carbon-neutral meals. Like the property prices, nothing sold here seemed rooted in real-world economics.

				Fox slowed to a jog by his local newsstand, took a paper from the vendor who was setting up, and waved thanks and moved off.

				The bleary-eyed old vet jotted down the purchase in his accounts book and then yelled at Fox, ‘I see the world didn’t end yesterday!’

				Fox turned around and jogged on the spot.

				‘This situation,’ the guy held up the New York Times and tapped the front page, which shouted a headline including the words ‘UN’, ‘India’ and ‘Pakistan’. ‘This water thing? It ain’t over.’

				Fox smiled and tucked the paper under his arm as he moved to stay warm and keep his rhythm. ‘Are you sure?’

				‘It’s never over.’

				Fox gave a little salute to the fellow ex-military man before heading off.

				The sounds of a big city rising filled Fox’s ears and the faint glow of dawn broke as he rounded the corner into Broome Street and slowed to a walk. When he reached his apartment building he stretched out against the front wall, his protesting muscles an aching reminder of all the damage his body had withstood throughout most of his adult life. His breath fogged under the street light as he checked the reflection in a window – the car that had followed him on his run had pulled to a stop across the street. In the sedan sat two men about Fox’s age, both of average height, weight and dress-sense. Cops? More likely Feds. He turned to clock them, and one of them waved; they looked settled, it was just another day out of the office. Fox recognised something in the face of the man who waved but couldn’t place him. He didn’t recognise either of the younger guys who had jogged at a discreet distance behind him; they had stopped down the street and were moving on the spot to keep warm, one watching him, the other scanning the street.

				Fox looked back at the Fed car, that familiar face . . . He turned back to the joggers: both had bumbags just the right size to conceal a quick-release firearm.

				Suddenly a car rounded the corner at speed and came to an abrupt stop in front of him. A door opened.
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				Prague, Czech Republic

				Kolesnik rolled from his bed and unrolled a wad of cash. He counted out double what the girls charged for their time and paid them while motioning for them to leave. They were pretty things, earning a good living while their looks held.

				KanYe West played on repeat on Kolesnik’s iPod, loud and clear over the Bang & Olufsen speakers set into the ceiling. He was coming down already. The highs were getting shorter and less intense with every swallow and snort despite having access to the best of everything; there was something nice about the occasional cheap mix of an ecstasy pill over pure MDMA.

				He stood under a cool shower drinking a sports drink until he felt sober enough to pack what he needed and organise his movements. Barefoot in a robe, he moved to the kitchen and put croissants under the grill before popping another drink from the glass-fronted bar fridges under the marble bench. He had come to Prague two years ago to lead an uncomplicated life – all play and no hard work – and it was now home, and his work was all play. Still, sometimes he got to play in a very different league – hell, in a different ball game altogether.

				He opened the front door and retrieved the morning paper and small glass bottle of milk that was beaded with sweat. The electrics in this building were wired like a space station: the LED strip lighting that illuminated the floor in the hallway leading to the elevator changed ambience to suit the time of day. In place of a doorman in the marbled foyer was an electronic keypad that facilitated entry into the seventeenth century building. Kolesnik’s apartment was late Baroque style: fifteen foot ceilings, open fireplaces, a grand bedroom and a series of living rooms, not ten minutes’ walk over the Vltava from his club.

				This was an old-money and emerging-yuppie district, the medieval centre of the city, a UNESCO World Heritage site full of theatres, cafés, galleries and museums, boutiques that sold antique furs, and artisan milliners and jewellers who sold to tourists and the local elite. It was quiet through the day here in this corner, except for those who had no need to work but a great need to fill their days accumulating and being seen.

				Kolesnik’s apartment was a corner suite on the fourth floor. There were linden trees outside his main windows, all green leaves in summer and stark empty branches in the cold months. He checked his Omega: it was just before noon. He saturated his croissants with butter and jam, made a decaf and carried his breakfast to the study, where he sat behind a double-screened PC and flicked it from sleep.

				Secure communications were vital for any intelligence officer, and he’d not only received good training from Russia’s intelligence agency, the GRU, he kept his trade-craft current by being informed. Last year, an al-Qaeda bomb maker had been caught out in Beirut after communicating via a generic email account, where he’d save his draft emails and the receiver would log in using the same details and read the message without it ever being sent across servers. Last month, by blocking text messaging services sent via suspect websites, French DGSE agents foiled jihadists from blowing up iconic landmarks in Paris. Kolesnik had long been wary of the internet as the silver bullet that would keep communications untraceable. In this business he had to stay a step ahead of his adversaries, and in the case of the US intel community, two steps, if he could help it.

				His fingers tapped on the desk to a constant beat as he logged on to an online gaming website, triple-checking the list of names he had saved a week ago as a calendar event. It was one of a few such online dead-drop sites, places where seemingly benign information could be traded among business associates in the vast, open expanse of the internet. It looked like any other piece of information – a list of names, nothing more – but it was the context that made it explosive, something that police and intelligence agencies would be interested in. Not to mention those on the list – they would be very interested.

				Six names and one GPS location. 

				A death list.

				The location was a speck in Kashmir – a shanty town, a mix of ancient and temporary structures on a long-abandoned trade route in northern Pakistan. Population unconfirmed, but from reports of the project he figured it to be about six hundred men, some with families there as well.

				Kolesnik had built his reputation on the quality of his work, and he knew that outsourcing was a gamble – ultimately, he was responsible for this mission, so all work must be completed to his standard.

				He scrolled through the World of Warcraft site, the world’s largest online game. He had several methods of relaying information to his contractors, but this was currently his preferred option, a means of breaking the information up to as many locations as possible. With over fifteen million subscribers involved in this online role-playing game – all sending and receiving messages similar to the real-life instructions transmitted by Kolesnik – WoW was the perfect place to get lost, away from the prying eyes of the American and European security agencies. Better than meeting some guys in an out-of-the-way crowded bar in Mexico City.

				It took just a few minutes to get his avatar to a mailbox, where he typed in three separate pieces of mail and sent each to the appropriate contact, who would check their Alliance avatar’s mail within twenty-four hours.

				They did actually play the game, occasionally, to ensure their avatars – mid-level humans – were nothing more nor less than millions of others being played from homes and offices around the world at any given moment. Another value of this game was the type and speed of communication it allowed. One of his guild players replied instantly. Kolesnik typed a reply, gibberish at first glance until applied to a simple side-stepped cipher, which contained information imbedded in the calendar note.

				The wheels were in motion; it was no longer just him working on the list. He had the last-known locations of the six targets, all of whom had been tracked by local assets since he had received Babich’s first message.

				Kolesnik had a particular contractor in mind to take care of the shanty town in Kashmir. As he chomped down on a croissant he sent a spam email to what was seemingly the MySpace page of a twenty-two-year-old middle-class Pakistani girl, complete with real-life ‘friends’ added from the local area and abroad. The profile was, in fact, the online contact point for a former Pakistani Intelligence officer who now coordinated a terror-support cell out of northwestern Pakistan that specialised in attacks across the Indian border.

				The US-based target would be the difficult one – or rather, the expensive one. But Babich wanted this done ASAP, and he knew the cost as well as he knew Kolesnik – better than anyone. Everything Kolesnik had here in Prague, in Baku, in St Petersburg, was due to Babich, and he dirtied his hands for him whenever the need arose.

				As a former paratrooper and GRU officer, Kolesnik knew loyalty and appreciated what Babich, much more than merely his General, would continue to do for him. He was a friend – family – in the highest of places, and it was Kolesnik’s job, as part of a collection of many such men, to fix his boss’s problems. From his first hit job for Babich in Moscow five years ago – an arrogant journalist he’d shot in the face in the lift of her apartment building – Kolesnik had known that his life, and Babich’s, were inextricably aligned forever. 

				He logged off and went to his bedroom to pack. He threw a light summer shirt, T-shirts, a jacket, walking boots and laptop, with spare batteries, into a carry-on rucksack.

				He moved aside some hanging shirts and pressed his thumb to the biometric lock of the bar-fridge-sized safe, then spoke the password. He flicked through a pile of passports on the top shelf and selected a cold one: Polish, with the full diplomatic cover of a senior embassy official, visas and stamps running up until a year ago which said he’d been stationed in the embassy in Prague. Inside were the corresponding Amex and MasterCard, along with an international driver’s licence. He took a few thousand in US dollars and euros.

				Kolesnik paused to look at the two 9 mm firearms, a Glock pistol and an MP5K. Under his cover identity in Prague, a name now so familiar, so comfortable, he was licensed to keep both weapons in his home under safe lock, although a police search would find any one of his seven passports cause for arrest. He was not concerned by this, though – his eight years working for Russian Intelligence in Prague did offer some level of diplomatic protection. Babich had set it up via his old KGB colleagues. Like many intelligence officers, Kolesnik had had other employers over the years; free market all the way.

				He pulled on jeans, a shirt, boots and a leather jacket, and tossed his carry-on bag over his shoulder. Babich’s voice still rang in his ear, the familiar tone he had known all his life. Yest’ chelóvek, yest’ probléma. Net chelovéka, net problem  . . . Who had first said that? He wasn’t sure, but he knew that Stalin was said to be fond of it.

				Yest’ chelóvek, yest’ probléma. Net chelovéka, net problémy: If there is a person, there is a problem. If there is no person, then there is no problem.

				Time to make these problems disappear.
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				New York City

				‘They’re with us,’ said a recognisable voice, dropping the ‘r’, all Boston minor chords. Fox watched the figure emerge from the car that had just pulled to a quick stop – another familiar face, a friendly face.

				FBI Special Agent Andrew Hutchinson walked over from his car, overcoat hanging loose off his Average Joe frame. Hutchinson was about six feet to Fox’s six-two, was neater looking and on par for tiredness, but the lawman had the puffiness and build of a desk man.

				The two shook hands.

				‘Thought you’d had enough of New York,’ Fox said.

				‘Visiting from DC,’ Hutchinson replied. ‘Can we go inside?’

				Fox knew that Hutchinson, with all his guys about, had good reason to want to head indoors, so he led the way into the building and up the stairs. Inside the apartment Fox dropped his newspaper on the kitchen table and flicked on the espresso machine.

				‘You go clean up, I’ll make the coffee,’ Hutchinson said, taking off his overcoat. He held up a paper bag from Dunkin’ Donuts. ‘The cornerstone of any nutritional breakfast.’

				After a quick shower Fox returned in jeans and T-shirt and switched on the Sony LCD on the wall at the end of the kitchen before taking the coffee and doughnut offered by Hutchinson.

				‘More technology on that thing than the space shuttle,’ Hutchinson grumbled about the Gaggia as he added sugar to his cappuccino. ‘Not to mention that thing,’ he added, motioning to Fox’s shiny new BMW K1200R motorbike.

				‘I’m hoping to find time soon to ride across the country,’ Fox said, looking at the hardly-broken-in naked bike. ‘Start here in Manhattan, head south, then chase the sunset across to TJ, follow the coast north, maybe even up through to Anchorage, then back east, all the way to Maine and then back down.’

				‘You had me at Tijuana and then lost me somewhere around Washington State and the border,’ Hutchinson said. ‘It’s cold enough here.’

				‘I thought you Bostonians didn’t feel the cold.’

				‘It’s a different kind of cold.’

				‘I was there a few weeks back,’ Fox said through a mouthful of doughnut. ‘Drove up, should have ridden. Learned that the first parking space you see will be the last parking space you see.’

				Hutchinson laughed, wiped his hands on his trousers and looked around. The floorplan of Fox’s apartment was all polished boards covered with Persian rugs, blasted brick and white plaster walls, pressed metal ceilings; the open-plan living space was sparsely furnished but for gym equipment up one end and a leather couch at the other. Hutchinson sat at the island bench and Fox on a corner of the couch as BBC News showed images of the burgeoning crisis in India, protesters rioting in the streets.

				Fox watched Hutchinson’s face as he stirred his coffee.

				Hutchinson was a special agent with the FBI’s counter-intelligence branch. They had met about a year ago and come into contact a few times since, more often than not related to Fox’s investigative reporting into Umbra, and had a healthy respect for each other.

				Fox checked his Bell & Ross watch. ‘Andy, you know what time it is?’

				‘I heard you were an early riser.’

				‘What’s with all the boys out there?’

				‘I’ll get to that in a sec,’ Hutchinson said. ‘So, how are you doing, Lachlan?’

				‘I’m doing great,’ Fox replied. It had been two months since they’d spoken at any length, about seven or so months since they’d met in person. A lifetime ago. ‘You?’

				‘All right. I got a nice promo, effectively heading my own mobile field office now.’

				‘So it’s Special Agent in Charge Hutchinson now?’

				‘Yep.’

				‘Seems you’ve got half your boys outside my door.’ Fox looked to the ajar front door, noticed another Fed hovering outside: jacket ready-open, showing the added bulk of a heavy gauge Kevlar vest, carrying the fire if he needed to respond. ‘Is all that for my benefit or yours?’

				‘Yeah . . .’ replied Hutchinson. ‘As I said, I’ll get to that.’

				Fox let it go, for now.

				‘Anyway, here I am, one coffee and doughnut in already,’ Hutchinson said, ‘and you look like you’ve just done a few miles round the park.’

				‘Ten, around Roosevelt, but who’s counting? Refill?’

				‘Yeah, thanks,’ Hutchinson said. ‘How’s the body holding up?’

				‘Not like it used to. I’ve got pain in places I didn’t know I had muscles.’ Fox worked the Gaggia, grinding beans and flushing out the system before packing in a few shots of fine Arabica coffee. ‘That said, I’ve discovered that a few weekly sessions of pilates is damn easier than hours of free weights . . . Is that Capel in the car out front?’

				‘One and the same; he’s been out there since the early hours.’

				Fox shot him a quick, questioning look. Last year, Special Agent Capel had watched over him for a few days when rogue French agents had been actively pursuing Fox around Manhattan – he’d done a good job, which is more than Fox could say of himself. But Hutchinson hadn’t known about Kate’s involvement then, none of them did, until it was too late.

				‘He said he missed babysitting your sorry ass,’ Hutchinson said, shuffling on his stool. ‘How are you doing otherwise?’

				Fox smiled. He knew this was probably, at least in part, a recruiting op for Hutchinson. He had tried twice before, in similar circumstances, to no avail. After Kate’s death, going after the group behind it in any way other than through his reportage was too much too soon. Last year, following the death of his friend and colleague Michael Rollins, who’d infiltrated Umbra’s shadowy dealings in Nigeria, he wasn’t physically up to the task. Now . . . now Fox wanted more than the law could provide. He would be honest with the guy, again; he had no reason not to be, and his instincts told him it would be a two-way street. Fox passed over a second cappuccino and watched the federal agent spoon in a couple of sugars and mix them roughly with the spoon.
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