



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  For Alexander, my best Ideas Man. And for Barbara – whatever did you do to end up stuck with me?




  







  

    

      Red winds, the disfiguration of faces and people being swallowed into the ground. The moon is buried in darkness and the world is folded.




      Signs of the Yawm al-Qiyamah,


      the Day of Judgment,


      Mohammed ibn Ismail al-Bukhari


      (810–870)


	  


    


  




  







  ONE




  Beneath the ruins of Persepolis, modern Iran




  ‘Are you ready to witness history being written, my friend?’ Mahmud Shihab appeared from the back of the canvas tent like a ghost.

  ‘Salem Agha-ye, Hakim,’ he said softly and kissed the military man on each cheek before grasping his upper arms and looking earnestly into his face. ‘History being written

  in this, the very cradle of Persian antiquity – it is fitting, yes?’




  ‘Salem mamnoon, Shihab. Yes, inshallah, God willing.’ The soldier nodded and parted his dry lips in a yellow smile, showing rows of teeth stained by decades of smoking

  the pungent local Marlleak cigarettes.




  Mahmud Shihab led Hakim to the back of the tent, where a modern metal door was embedded incongruously in the ancient stone wall. He entered a code into the recessed keypad and the heavy door

  swung inwards soundlessly. As Shihab escorted the military man down a dimly lit corridor carved into the interior of the ancient Persepolis ruins, a proud smile curved his lips at the thought of

  the design and engineering feat he had mastered beneath this once great city of the kings. Above them, its mighty stone skeleton still dominated the landscape and had survived twenty-five centuries

  of rain and rock-cracking heat – a powerful symbol of a time when Persia had commanded the world.




  And now Shihab had been chosen to oversee a project so important that its success would shape Iran’s place in the world for the next century, or perhaps even forever. The operation was

  codenamed Zirzamin Jamshid, The Basement of the Kings. Shihab liked the name – Jamshid was a mythical king who, legend had it, had buried his amassed treasures throughout his mighty empire.

  The president had chosen the name himself, and had told Shihab that there was no more valuable treasure than the capability to produce nuclear weaponry beneath the scorching earth of the Iranian

  desert. Shihab recalled that first meeting with the great man, his intense countenance and his softly spoken command. ‘Bring me success and you will bathe in riches in this life and the

  next.’ He had been too nervous to reply and had only nodded and bowed.




  Hakim sneezed, interrupting Shihab’s thoughts. Beneath the ruins, the temperature was pleasantly cool, but the atmosphere was dry and filled with fine powdery dust that sparkled in the

  cones of light thrown down from the low-wattage ceiling lamps.




  Shihab smiled. ‘Ah, Hakim, it is impossible to keep the dust out at this level. But just think – those very particles could be all that remains of a former king or prince of

  Persia.’




  Hakim blew his nose – Persian king or not – on a dirty brown handkerchief. He had just pushed it back into his pocket when they came to a steel miner’s cage floored with thick

  rubberised matting. They entered the cage and Shihab pushed the single smooth lever to the downward position. The cage dropped silently into the darkness. Shihab smiled with pride, counting the

  passing layers of toughened concrete and lead shielding. The facility was all his own design, built to give off as small an energy signature as was possible. He knew full well the capabilities of

  the US spy satellites – high-resolution digital images were only one of their talents. These days they could sniff out heat, power and radiation signatures to fifty feet below the surface. So

  the Iranians needed to be careful, needed to go deeper.




  After many minutes, the cage slowed with a hiss and stopped at a darkened corridor and a fortified steel door, considerably stronger than the one they had come through at the surface. Shihab

  entered another code and hidden rollers pulled the large metal slab out of the way. He closed his eyes briefly as a blast of negative air pressure rushed past him, only opening them when he

  perceived strong light on his eyelids. Before them was a chamber of almost surgical whiteness.




  Shihab and Hakim knew what was expected, having performed this ritual many times. They both sat on the benches provided and removed their shoes. From a recessed cupboard they drew out

  particle-free garments, donned lightweight polymer all-over suits, pulled rubber-soled shoes over their feet, and used a small towel lightly moistened with demineralised water to wipe their faces,

  neck and hands.




  When Hakim had finished, Shihab clipped a small radiation badge to the soldier’s breast pocket. ‘They’re the latest – each one contains a small sheet of

  radiation-sensitive aluminium oxide. When it’s exposed to radiation, the tag shines with a visible blue glow. We all have to wear them now. Let’s hope they don’t shine for us

  today, yes?’




  The two men moved to the facility’s final access stage: a glass booth with another metal door beyond. The entry requirements here were far more stringent – as well as keying in a

  numeric code, Shihab had to lick his thumb and place it over a small mesh circle on the entry pad. Fingerprints and DNA were obtained, scanned and verified before the curved glass door slid back.

  Anyone trying to access the facility without proper authorisation would find himself locked in the chamber as it rapidly filled with lethal tabun gas. Clear and odourless, the gas immediately shut

  down the human nervous system, and then just as quickly dissipated, allowing safe removal of any bodies.




  Red lights turned green and the metal door hissed open. Shihab entered first, then stood aside, allowing his companion to see the progress achieved since his last visit to the Jamshid I

  facility.




  They were in a round, gleaming laboratory, 500 feet from one end to the other with a ceiling height of at least another 100 feet. The walls were covered in banks of computers and monitors, all

  online and glowing gold or green. The entire area was a sea of electronic chattering and blinking lights, save for one large window overlooking the chamber.




  Shihab gestured towards the centre of the circular laboratory. ‘This is it, my friend, the sphere. This day will mark the first steps in the rise of the new Persian caliphate, Allahu

  Akbar.’




  ‘Allahu Akbar,’ Hakim repeated automatically.




  Shihab watched Hakim’s face as he stared at the giant silver orb that looked like the planet Saturn. It was fifty feet around and circled by a waist-thick polished cylinder.




  ‘It is magnificent, Mahmud, you are to be praised,’ Hakim said as he slowly moved his eyes over the strange device, and then around the chamber.




  Dozens of Iranian, German and North Korean scientists buzzed around the banks of computer monitors and the sphere itself, preparing for the first live test of the device. One of the Germans, a

  tall, bespectacled man with a blond toothbrush moustache, gave Hakim the thumbs up. Rudolf Hoeckler was being paid a Persian fortune to bring the laser-enrichment technology models to working

  status. Shihab knew that Hakim disapproved of mountains of Iranian money being paid to anyone from the West, but it was difficult not to like the tall German. Hoeckler was in a constant good humour

  and had made amusing attempts to learn Farsi.




  ‘Blue hair eels in the morning, Herr Hakim,’ Hoeckler said now with a grin, obviously pleased with himself for mastering yet another phrase in their language.




  Shihab chuckled and took Hakim by the arm to lead him towards a small set of steel steps. ‘We’re just about ready,’ he said. ‘Let’s go up to the observation room

  and have some tea. We have been requested to call the president the moment we have the results.’




  Shihab handed Hakim a small, gold-rimmed glass of the steaming local tea. He knew that after the dry of the desert, the soldier’s mouth would be watering in anticipation.

  ‘You know, my friend, a successful production run today will be good for both of us, inshallah.’




  Shihab hoped the test run’s success would not benefit the soldier too much. He liked Hakim’s quiet presence and his stay-out-of-the-way approach to managing the security of

  the site. A big promotion would mean reassignment, and the facility may end up with a more intrusive guard. Shihab would take one Hakim over a hundred of those psychopathic Revolutionary Guard any

  day.




  He put down his cup and wiped his hands down his sides; it was nearly time. On the computer screen nearby, a single line of ten glowing circles were all green except for one – and then

  this too changed to green, indicating a positive all systems go sequence. Shihab started the image recording of the laboratory floor and commenced the data transfer program to distribute the

  information back to their sister facility. The second site was a few months behind Jamshid I, so if anything went catastrophically wrong with this test they would learn from those mistakes.

  Please, oh merciful Allah, don’t let there be any mistakes, Shihab prayed.




  He keyed in a few commands and the overhead lights in the laboratory dimmed. The technicians and scientists pulled protective visors over their eyes and the observation window darkened to

  deflect any laser scattering. Shihab pressed the microphone switch down and his voice echoed over the floor of the chamber. ‘Is everyone ready?’




  He scanned the floor for any dissent, and licked dry, nervous lips. Hoeckler turned and smiled. Shihab felt a bead of perspiration run down beside his left ear. He drew in a deep breath, feeling

  his heart thump sickeningly in his chest.




  ‘Allahu Akbar,’ he whispered as he entered the final codes and made a single stroke on the keyboard.




  An infernal shriek tore through the laboratory and permeated the thickened glass as if it were paper. In the centre of the laboratory, where the sphere had stood, there was now a blackness

  darker than night. At its core was a pinprick of nothingness that hurt Shihab’s eyes. He felt as if he were caught in a thick mucus that trapped his limbs. Time slowed, or perhaps stretched,

  and a cold darkness spread out into the laboratory. It was the only thing moving; everyone else seemed frozen in time too. As Shihab watched, he realised to his horror that the growing mass of

  darkness was absorbing everything in its path. He watched helplessly as the bodies of his colleagues elongated and then began to tear as they were pulled towards that dark curtain of space.




  His eyes met those of Herr Hoeckler for a second – or perhaps it was for an eternity – before the large man was engulfed, his body stretched into a plume of flesh-coloured

  streamers.




  We all died when I pressed that final key, he thought, and now we are in hell.




  From the corner of his frozen vision, Mahmud Shihab saw his friend, Hakim, become a long white streak as he was dragged mercilessly into the void. And then his sanity left him as he saw his own

  tongue and the lining of his throat distend from his body and rush towards hellish oblivion.




  







  TWO




  Offutt Air Force Base, Nebraska – US Military Space Command




  ‘What the fu–’ Corporal Marcs scooted his office chair across the floor of his horseshoe-shaped booth to replay what he had

  just seen on one of his screens. ‘Holy shit. Major, you gotta see this! VELA just picked up a whale of a radiation spike from the Middle East.’




  Offutt Air Force Base was one of the most strategically placed and defensible military bases in the world, home to the Strategic Air Command, the 55th Wing and also the primary hub of

  the United States military network-centric space command. Its role was to manage the constellation of military hardware orbiting the planet and oversee the billions of bits of information received

  from their flock of extremely attentive high-orbit birds. Normally the command centre was a place of professional calm. Today all hell was about to break loose.




  ‘What the hell are they doing?’ Marcs went on. ‘This is strong gamma – just gamma – where’s the rest of the radiation package? Is this a

  detonation?’




  Major Gerry Harris was instantly at the corporal’s shoulder. A brilliant military specialist, Harris had been heading up the space command centre for the past eighteen months. His

  background in physics and information technology were the perfect credentials needed to understand and manage the complex information received by the satellites and translated by the sophisticated

  computer applications. But these signatures defied logic; they refused to make sense even to his analytical mind. The advanced VELA satellites used radiofrequency sensors to detect electromagnetic

  pulse prints and could measure the strength of high-intensity ionising radiation even from high orbit. If there was a higher than naturally occurring radiation signature across the X-ray, alpha or

  beta particle, neutron or gamma-ray spectrum, a VELA would see and taste it. But these pulses? Their sudden appearance and strength made them seem almost non-terrestrial.




  ‘Can’t be a detonation,’ Harris said. ‘These guys shouldn’t even have fission capability yet. And if it’s some sort of sub-surface nuclear test, why

  aren’t there any seismic signatures – and why are we seeing this single particle in such concentrations?’




  Harris paced for a moment, then started yelling commands across the floor to his technicians. ‘I need all our birds with digital, thermal and ground-penetrating imaging capabilities

  looking at these coordinates now!’




  Then he reached for the phone on Corporal Marcs’ desk. ‘Get me General Chilton,’ he said. ‘ASAP.’




  Frank and Lorraine Beckett had been driving in stony silence for the past hour. They had left the Interstate at the Limon hub after sharing soggy, coffee-flavoured peanut

  butter sandwiches and disintegrating donuts – apparently Lorraine had left the top loose on the goddamn thermos, yet again.




  Both in their mid-fifties and comfortably stout after years of double-portion dinners and chocolate candy in front of the TV, the Becketts were making a once-in-a-lifetime road trip, weaving all

  the way from their home in Knoxville to Santa Barbara on the West Coast. It was a joint gift to each other to celebrate their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, but what had seemed like a magical

  and exciting idea when they planned it was turning out to be days on end of featureless highways, frightening-looking hitchhikers and roadside motels with orange and brown décor that should

  have been put out of its misery in the mid-seventies. To really ice the cake, Lorraine’s stomach was acting up again and Frank was threatening that if she let loose one more fart in the car

  he was going to leave her at the next bus stop.




  Praise the Lord, he thought. Just one more hour on Highway 24 and they’d be in Colorado Springs – which meant warm showers, a nap before dinner and maybe even some plain,

  home-style food that would help slay the dragon making war in the pit of that damn woman’s stomach.




  The flat purple-grey highway cut through the dry and scrubby landscape like a new zipper down an old canvas sheet. Frank was starting to get his good mood back, and was about to break the

  silence by telling his wife a bad joke when the car died. Everything just stopped at once. Frank coasted the car to a halt, frantically pushing buttons and stamping on pedals.




  ‘Did you see that, Frank?’ Lorraine said, pointing through the front windscreen. ‘The sky seemed to shimmer slightly, like we were driving through a curtain of oil.’ She

  touched her fingers to her face and they came away slick and bright red. ‘Frank, I’m bleeding.’




  Frank noticed that his nose was streaming blood too. ‘Outta the freakin’ car!’ he said. He didn’t want them soiling the beautiful leather seats with bloodstains. There

  would be a nasty amount to fork out on the insurance if there was even minor interior damage.




  The dry prairie air assaulted their senses and made them grimace after the Suburban’s air conditioning. Lorraine staggered and her face looked slick and waxy with shock.




  As Frank went round to swing the car hood open, he spotted something lying on the road ahead. ‘What the hell’s that? That weren’t there before.’




  ‘Is it a deer?’ burbled Lorraine through a handful of bloodstained tissues.




  The clouds were moving rapidly across the flat land all around, and as they slowly approached the mass, a long shaft of yellow sunshine illuminated the lump on the road. It looked meaty and

  slightly moist. Frank had to will himself to take a step forward; his animal instincts were screaming at him to get the hell out of there.




  Lorraine held Frank’s arm and remained slightly behind his left shoulder as they neared the strange organic mess. ‘Oh my god, Frank, what is that?’ she whispered.




  Slight tics and squeaks emanated from the lump, and as they got closer they realised that the sounds were caused by the mass thawing in the sun – a sparkling coat of frost dripped,

  twinkling, onto the road surface. Frank knitted his brows; the thing seemed to be sprouting up from the hard black tarmac. Not pushing up through it exactly, just . . . stuck.




  ‘This can’t be real,’ he said. ‘It’s some kind of sick joke.’




  Half of the mass looked like a man wearing a white laboratory coat, but the other half was stretched out like elongated taffy. It looked like plastic that had been heated and then frozen solid

  again. The face was wet-raw, like the skin under a blister, and where the eyes should have been were just hollow, ragged sockets. The mouth was intact, and above it a blond toothbrush moustache

  twinkled with ice crystals. But what really made Frank’s stomach lurch was the pink organic matter that protruded between the bared teeth like a veined, deflated bag. It had to be the

  guy’s lungs – pulled or blown out.




  Lorraine staggered to the side of the road and vomited. ‘Frank, I’m bleeding inside!’ she screamed. The mess of digested bread and donuts was streaked with blood.




  Frank went to her, blinking rapidly to clear his stinging eyes. But it wasn’t tears running down his cheeks, it was blood. When Lorraine saw him, she started to cry.




  Frank sat down heavily next to his wife. ‘I don’t feel well, Lainey.’




  He looked over at the creature again and noticed something he hadn’t seen when he was standing above it. On the pocket of the lab coat was a small badge that was pulsing with a soft blue

  light.




  







  THREE




  United States Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM) – Nebraska




  Major Jack ‘Hammer’ Hammerson shouldered open the heavy panelled door of his office and headed straight for a hulking oak desk

  near the back wall. The impressive piece had once stood in front of the enormous set of double windows that dominated the room, but old warrior habits die hard and the Hammer never liked to have

  his back to a door or window. The desk, like most things the Hammer bumped up against, had to give way.




  Major Hammerson was one of the hard men of the military. His face could never be called friendly; its deep clefts and creases hinted at too much outdoor living and quite a bit of blunt force

  trauma. You didn’t need to read the major’s background files to know he could incapacitate an enemy in less than seven seconds. Hammerson headed up the elite Hotzone All-Forces Warfare

  Commandos – HAWCs, for short. His uniform, except for rank, was insignia free. His only identification was a plastic card with a barcode and the lightning bolts and fisted gauntlet of the US

  Strategic Command.




  Major Hammerson and his special unit had been reassigned to USSTRATCOM eighteen months ago, and it seemed a good fit. The United States Strategic Command was one of the ten unified combatant

  commands of the United States Department of Defense. They controlled the nuclear weapons assets of the US military and were a globally focused command charged with the missions of Space Operations,

  Integrated Missile Defence, Combating Weapons of Mass Destruction, and Other Special Operations. The ‘Other Special Operations’ was where Hammer and his HAWCs came in.




  Normally a blunt and brusque man, today the major was in a great mood. In just over three weeks, and for the first time in five years, he would be fly fishing in the land of the midnight sun. He

  was taking two weeks off to camp out in a little place he knew up high on the Kenai River bend in Alaska, where the tides from Cook Inlet washed in the biggest king salmon found anywhere in the

  world. Biting cold air that made the breath fog, and water so clear you could see the pebbles on the bottom at near any depth. Hammerson sighed and rubbed his large hands together. Just a few

  curious grizzlies for company and the odd bald eagle watching suspiciously from overhead. He knew that a record ninety-seven-pounder had been caught in those parts, and he reckoned there was a

  hundred-pounder with his name on it.




  The Hammer was practising long, slow casting motions across his desk when the phone rang. He hit the receive button on the console and barked a curt ‘Hammerson’ while still jerking

  on an imaginary rod. When he heard the deep voice on the line, he sat forward immediately and picked up the handset.




  ‘Sir.’




  He listened with the intensity he always gave the highest-level mission briefings. His face was like stone, the only movement his eyes narrowing slightly.




  ‘I agree, that size pulse could signify weaponability,’ he said. ‘Yes, something a little more surgically precise would be best. We can be ready in twenty-four hours,

  sir.’




  There was a click as the connection was severed. Hammerson held the phone in the air for a second before replacing it softly in its cradle. Time to reactivate the Arcadian.




  







  FOUR




  WOMACK Army Medical Centre, Neuropsychological Unit – Fort Bragg




  Captain Alex Hunter lay uncovered on a hospital cot in a room of steel, chrome and blinding white floor and wall tiles. His arms and legs were

  restrained by Kevlar cuffs attached by medium-gauge, pencil-thick wire cable to a special metal railing running around the outside of the cot frame. The room bristled with camera lenses,

  microphones and speakers.


  Medical officer Lieutenant Alan Marshal stood behind the heat-tempered observation glass and looked at Hunter’s resting form. Although the soldier seemed to be

  sleeping peacefully, a storm was brewing behind his tranquil countenance. The tangle of two hundred and fifty-six electrodes and wires attached to his head showed that he was suffering both a

  migraine and an epileptic seizure simultaneously. Yet there was no external sign at all. Marshal shook his head. Alex Hunter was both medical miracle and mystery. Hunter was the US Army’s

  first super-enhanced warrior – part of a special military project codenamed Arcadian. The army wanted to know how this soldier could be so quick, so strong and heal so quickly. Alex Hunter

  was the project’s only success; all attempts to surgically or chemically reproduce his abilities had been an abject failure.




  Marshal looked through the records he held in his hand. Several years ago on a clandestine military mission in northern Chechnya, Captain Hunter had been wounded by a single bullet to the head

  – he’d been as good as dead. His commanding officer, Major Jack Hammerson, had brought Hunter’s comatose body back home. There were two options: watch the young man wither away to

  a shrunken grey wraith as he lay trapped within his own body; or try something different . . . something experimental. And so Alex Hunter was entered in the Arcadian program. Two weeks later,

  Hunter opened his eyes, sat up, smiled and said he felt fine. He was more than fine; he was a new type of human being.




  Marshal pulled an X-ray of Alex’s skull from the file, holding it up to the light so he could see the small dark mass at its centre. The projectile was still there, but instead of causing

  a mass of surrounding damage as expected, it – perhaps in combination with the treatment – had triggered a range of physical and mental changes that had astounded the scientists. There

  was evidence of significant rerouting of blood to Hunter’s mid-brain, the area largely responsible for selecting, mapping and cataloguing information. It was also the primary powerhouse of

  endocrine functions, which controlled responses to pain, and the release of adrenalin and natural steroids. The flush of extra blood into this relatively unresearched area of the brain triggered

  massive electrical activity, waking new or long dormant abilities. The young man’s agility, speed, strength and mental acuity had increased off the scale – all beneficial side effects

  that hadn’t been fully expected.




  But as the changes to the soldier continued, it became clear that some were not so beneficial. And some worried the scientists immensely. A foot constantly jammed on an accelerator usually

  resulted in the engine overheating – or exploding. In Hunter’s case, his acceleration meant he sometimes experienced bouts of rage that were barely controllable; furies that boiled

  within him, barely chained by his will. It wasn’t yet fully understood whether the rage fuelled his enormous strength and speed, or if it was the complete opposite: his strength and other

  abilities, when they reached their peak, ignited the rages.




  ‘Marshal, take a look at this and tell me what you think.’




  The sound of his superior colleague’s voice made Marshal jump. He turned and took the hard copy sheets Captain Robert Graham was holding out. The captain pointed to a row of long chemical

  names and numbers.




  ‘High proteolipid and phospholipid count across the entire cranial sphere . . . hmm, not sure, never seen anything like it,’ Marshal said. ‘Could it be cross-contamination of

  the data?’




  Graham shook his head. ‘Nope, I’ve checked several times and the count keeps coming back the same. I’ve never seen anything like it either, but I’ve got a theory. Crazy

  as it sounds, it looks like the myelin sheathing in his brain is undergoing some sort of restarted myelination process.’




  ‘Impossible!’ blurted Marshal.




  The myelin sheathing in the brain stopped wrapping itself around the brain’s axons and neurons by the age of twenty. No one knew why it stopped then – most scientists theorised that

  the brain figured it could think fast enough by that age – but the one thing they did know was that it didn’t restart.




  Graham folded his arms and looked at his younger colleague with raised eyebrows. ‘Well, from this data I’d say he’s undergoing remyelination. It could be what’s

  turbo-charging his ability to think and make decisions. The treatment certainly wasn’t meant to do this, and I can’t believe it’s the result of a significant penetration

  trauma.’




  Marshal couldn’t help sounding excited as his mind worked through the implications of the physical changes. ‘Remyelination. Now that would be something – this guy walking

  around with a potential cure for MS and Alzheimer’s locked within him.’ He flipped another page on the printout and looked back at Graham. ‘Hey, do you think it could it also be

  responsible for his psychogenic disorder?’




  Hunter’s improved mental abilities, amplified senses and staggering physical improvements were bordering on miraculous, but both scientists knew the man was paying a high price for

  them.




  Marshal went to the electronics console to check on Hunter’s current readings. ‘I still don’t get it,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘These don’t even look like

  human brain waves anymore. There’s an encephalogical thunderstorm going on in there. His body should be responding with a massively elevated heart rate, increased oxygen consumption, or at

  least rapid eye movement signalling disturbance. But his blood pressure is still one-twenty over seventy, full resting normality for a man his size. We’ve had this guy in four times and we

  know even less now than when he left the first time.’ He looked at the senior officer. ‘Do you think we should halt treatment until we know more?’




  Graham came and stood beside him, running his eyes over the chaotic lines displayed on the screen. He shook his head. ‘No, we continue. But I agree we need to know more. These EEGs are too

  imprecise. We really need to use MRI, but the magnetic field could cause the bullet to shift and bingo – we got one brain-dead HAWC. And I, for one, would want to be well out of the country

  when the Hammer took that call.’




  Alex could hear the girl’s voice. She was alone in the dark and was calling his name – frightened, so frightened – she needed his help. The ancient tunnel was

  desolate, black and icy cold, but his extraordinary senses allowed him to perceive the danger all around him.




  It was Aimee. She screamed his name again, so terrified and alone. The walls of the tunnel were collapsing, suitcase-sized granite blocks were falling in on him. Alex used his enormous strength

  to lift and throw the blocks out of his way – but the more he threw, the more rained down on him.




  He screamed his pain and anger into the dark.




  ‘Holy shit.’




  The EEG alarm screamed as the machine’s four reading pens crazily mapped Alex’s alpha, beta, theta and delta waves onto the printout. His encephalogical storm was turning into a

  full-blown hurricane. Lieutenant Marshal tried to make sense of the wild oscillations and spatial disturbances, but even to his trained eye, the pages were now almost black with impossible

  scribbling.




  Marshal moved back to the observation window in time to see Alex’s body convulse upwards. The soldier made a fist with his right hand and slowly tried to bring his arm up. His muscles

  bulged and sinews stretched – and a fatiguing metallic sound echoed through the observation room’s speakers. The iron railing on the cot started to bend.




  Aimee screamed again. He wasn’t going to make it in time. More stones were falling in on him and the leviathan was rapidly approaching from below. Alex had to do

  something – now. He pounded the rock with his bare hands, smashing the ancient boulders in an effort to break a path through to Aimee.




  The creature had him now. It had hold of his arms and was trying to drag him down to its lair. He had to break free; he had to try harder. Anger and fury pulsed through him – he would tear

  it apart, he would destroy it.




  The two scientists stood immobile at the toughened glass of the observation window. Lieutenant Alan Marshal knew he had his secondary physical manifestations to accompany the

  psycho-cranial quake taking place in Hunter’s mind. No longer the face of calm, Hunter’s visage was a mask of pure rage. His eyes were still closed but his lips were pulled back to

  reveal gritted teeth that gleamed whitely against his flushed and perspiring face. Veins bulged in his neck and shoulders as he struggled with the monster in his mind. He tried to bring his right

  arm up – and the specially strengthened steel bar on the cot groaned and bent another inch.




  Marshal stared in awe at this display of raw strength. He had witnessed many things in his years of medical military service – feats of outstanding bravery, bursts of impossible energy or

  Herculean effort under pressure – but no one should be able to bend high-gauge military steel like this soldier was doing.




  ‘That ain’t gonna hold,’ Graham said. ‘We need to wake him. Give him 20ccs of dextroamphetamine.’




  As he spoke, the steel railing gave way with a metal snapping sound usually only heard in heavy industry accidents. Alex’s arm broke free and whipped back and forth across his chest. His

  clenched fist connected with a solid steel cabinet alongside the cot and sank six inches into the metal.




  ‘Lieutenant, get in there,’ Graham ordered.




  Marshall had a look of incredulity on his face. ‘You want me to go in there with just a syringe? Are you shitting me? I’m not going in there with anything less than an elephant

  gun.’




  ‘For Chrissake, I need you to buy me some time,’ Graham snapped. ‘I don’t know how, Lieutenant – sing to him if you have to – just get in there. That’s

  an order.’




  Captain Robert Graham picked up the phone and, without taking his eyes off the carnage behind the glass, spoke just four words.




  ‘Get me Hammerson, now.’




  







  FIVE




  Tel Aviv University, Israel – Astrophysics Department




  Zachariah Shomron’s hands shook so much he nearly spilled his cup of hot chocolate on the new oxide crystal radiation unit – OCRU

  for short – that the department had just acquired. It was a delicate and beautiful machine – a blend of sci-fi aesthetics and high-tech pragmatics. Gleaming silver-steel casing and

  glass domes held rosettes of gadolinium silicate-oxide crystals – the best option for detecting gamma rays and high-energy X-rays. The OCRU displayed the invisible heavy particles as light

  pulses within the vacuum domes – the more brilliant the glow, the greater the strength of the radiation and its proximity. The visual display was accompanied by a computer application that

  translated the light pulses into radiation sievert strength, and also calculated distance and direction. Ohhh yeeessss, Zachariah mouthed as he ran his long fingers over the glass domes.

  This was a work of art with a scientific purpose. And it was his paper on geo-astrophysical gamma ray bursts that had swayed the university budgeting committee to pass the funding for the purchase

  of the expensive Swiss precision device.




  Zachariah began the software load into the OCRU, watching the lines of code scroll up the screen. Gamma rays had a well-deserved deadly reputation, but their power and prevalence throughout the

  universe meant that the first to harness their cosmic muscle would have access to an energy source that was infinite in quantity and strength. Perhaps he could be the first to design some sort of

  stellar mining project – now that would be really cool.




  Zachariah, or Zach to his friends, was what was affectionately known as a university ‘drop-in’. He was a brilliant young man who, with doctorates in gravitational astrophysics,

  particle physics and pure mathematics, and a specialisation in black holes and cosmic dark matter, could have had his choice of any number of advisory or teaching positions at Tel Aviv University

  or any other place of higher learning around the world. Problem was, Zach didn’t want to do anything in the real world. How could he? There was so much more to learn and never enough time. As

  soon as he finished one degree, he enrolled in another, and another; he had been the same since his first senior class at the age of thirteen – always moving forward and expanding his

  encyclopaedic knowledge of the cosmos and its strange forces.




  After his parents were killed in a bomb attack, school had become his shelter and books his friends. They were always there for him, faithful and factual, and had nothing to do with war. Not

  like his parents, who had both been victims of this war that seemed without end. His father had died when he wrestled to the ground a man who carried a live grenade. His mother had died shielding

  her young son from the full force of the blast. When Uncle Mosh and Aunt Dodah had taken Zach in, they had worried about his withdrawal into a world of reading. But it soon became clear that it was

  just his way of dealing with his personal tragedy.




  Tall and skinny, with long bony hands on the end of even longer bony arms, Zachariah was a man in perpetual motion. He always had something to do and rushed about, knuckles cracking, feet

  tapping, hands flying over computer keyboards or drawing things in the air for others. A pair of wire-rimmed spectacles completed the image of the stereotypical uber-nerd.




  Zach slurped the last drops of his chocolate, threw his mug onto the bench and switched the device on. With the OCRU, he would soon be able to detect anything from a normal daily pulse of gamma

  right up to a mega blast. The Earth had encountered mega-range blasts before. A prehistoric far-galaxy short burst of gamma rays had once been suggested as a possible reason for the mass extinction

  of the dinosaurs. Luckily, those types of events happened about once every 500 million years. Even luckier for Earth was that no gamma bursts had ever occurred in its galaxy. And just as

  well, Zach thought; a single ten-second burst from a source just 6000 light years away would strip the planet of its atmosphere and burn all life from the surface.




  The computer screens flared to life, showing graphs and charts with unexpected intensities, and the crystals glowed strongly, bathing Zach and his laboratory in blue light. This can’t

  be right, he thought.




  He typed in a few commands, muttered a brief, ‘Impossible,’ turned the device off and gave it thirty seconds. When he powered it back up, the result was the same.

  ‘Impossible,’ he said again and picked up the phone to call his current professor, Dafyyd Burstein.




  ‘Shalom, Dafyyd, you’re not going to believe this – I’ve just picked up a terrestrial nanosecond gamma-ray burst. And that’s not all. I believe the pulse

  came from the Middle East . . . from the central Iranian desert.’




  General Meir Shavit was the head of Metsada, the Special Operations Division of Mossad. Short and grizzle-haired, he had served his country for over fifty years in both

  military theatres and dedicated intelligence services. He could even boast an apprenticeship under the fearsome Ariel Sharon in the infamous Unit 101 – Israel’s very first Special

  Forces command.




  From its headquarters in Tel Aviv, Mossad oversaw a staff of around 2000 personnel. It was one of the most structured and professional intelligence services in the world, and also one of the

  deadliest. It consisted of eight different specialised departments – one of which was General Shavit’s Metsada, responsible for assassinations, paramilitary operations, sabotage and

  psychological warfare. If the army was the spear and shield of Israel, then Metsada was its secret dagger dipped in poison.




  General Shavit’s assistant opened the door and showed in the young woman who had been seated in the large comfortable waiting room outside the general’s office.




  ‘Boker tov, Captain Senesh,’ Shavit greeted her.




  ‘Shalom, General.’




  Adira Senesh stood stock-still at attention until the assistant departed and the door closed, then her face broke into a wide grin and she moved quickly to embrace the general, who was slowly

  getting to his feet.




  ‘You look well, Addy.’




  ‘I feel better for seeing you, Uncle.’




  Adira was Shavit’s favourite niece. Her name meant ‘mighty’ in ancient Hebrew, and it suited her. She was related to the famous Chana Senesh, who was sent by the Kibbutz Sdot

  Yam to save Jews in the Nazi-occupied countries and was betrayed to the Nazi regime. Severely tortured, she never informed on her friends and was sentenced to death by firing squad in 1944. Her

  bravery was exemplified by her refusal to be blindfolded so she could look the soldiers in the eye as they pulled their triggers. The general knew that the brave Senesh blood also flowed strongly

  through the veins of his handsome niece.




  Adira was above average height and had to bend slightly to kiss the general’s cheek. With a smooth olive complexion and dark eyes like pools of oil, she could have passed for any normal

  young woman who liked to spend her time perusing the shopping arcades of downtown Tel Aviv. However, when shaking her hand one felt the calluses and raw strength of a soldier trained in unarmed and

  armed combat. Adira Senesh was a captain in the Metsada and acknowledged as one of the best trained operatives in the field. She was responsible for single-handedly entering a Hamas terrorist

  tunnel network and rescuing a captured twenty-two-year-old border guard. No terrorists had survived.




  Her courage and skills were never questioned, but it was her mind that set her apart from the other Metsada professionals. She was a Middle East specialist, and had spent many years studying the

  present and past cultures, politics and military capabilities of Iran, Syria and Lebanon. She could speak and read Farsi, as well as many ancient Persian dialects. She made General Meir Shavit

  proud as an Israeli and an old soldier, but even more so as her uncle.




  ‘Come sit down with me, Addy, I need to speak with you.’




  The general waved her to a hard leather couch and poured each of them a small cup of strong black coffee from a silver urn. Then he sat opposite her and took a sip of his coffee. ‘We have

  problems with our friends in the east. Yesterday, our Iranian monitoring department picked up an enormous radiation signal emanating from about thirty miles north-east of Shiraz – probably at

  or under the Persepolis ruins.’




  Adira lowered her cup. ‘What type of radiation? What strength?’




  ‘Mainly gamma and some minor X-ray. The gamma sievert intensity was off the scale, and though it only flared for less than a second, it was at least blast strength.’




  Adira sat forward and put down her small china cup. The general watched her face carefully. He knew that current intelligence predicted the Iranians were not expected to have any real capability

  for nuclear fission for many years. The thought of them conducting tests with a potential working model was sickening for any Israeli. The Iranian president was a fanatic who believed he spoke with

  the authority of God. Many times he had called for Israel to be burned from the pages of history – most recently just days after he had boasted of Iran achieving nuclear fuel purification

  capability, when he had claimed that the ‘Zionist regime’ would soon be eliminated. The only thing that held the madman back was the knowledge of Israel’s military might. Though

  Iran was many times larger than Israel, it didn’t yet have the military technology, or the muscle and steel, to go head to head.




  The general was not alone in his view that if the Iranians gained weapons of mass destruction, the usual deterrent of MAD would not apply. The Mutually Assured Destruction principle only worked

  when a nation actually feared destruction; it was meaningless to a leader who believed that vaporising his people in a fiery conflict with Israel would make martyrs of them all. It was common

  knowledge that the new president of Iran, Mahmoud Moshaddam, was a deeply religious man who frequently quoted from Qur’anic scripture in his speeches.




  ‘Captain Senesh,’ the general continued, his use of her rank indicating the importance of what he was about to say, ‘I do not believe we can afford to take a wait-and-see

  position on this. I will be mobilising our network in Iran to gather information. If the Iranians have detonation capability, we would be taking a huge risk by sending in a strike – just a

  single Iranian nuclear blast over Israel would mean millions dead, and could perhaps lead to another world war. We will take that risk if we have to, but first we must try other options.’




  Adira held his gaze, a question in her dark eyes.




  The general breathed out slowly and a look of pain crossed his face. ‘We need to go in, Captain, but not alone this time. We need our muscular friends from across the water. The Americans

  are bound to go in, and when they do, we will be with them.’ General Meir Shavit paused and looked deep into his niece’s eyes. ‘Addy, Iran cannot have this terrible power, now or

  ever. You must bring it down around them; leave nothing standing, leave no one to remember anything.’




  Adira nodded once, her face like stone.




  ‘There is one more thing.’ The general handed Adira a sealed folder. The red cross on the front signified its secrecy. ‘The Americans have developed a new form of warfare, like

  nothing we have ever seen before. Our best agents have been able to obtain little more than a codename: Arcadian. We hope to have more information soon, but for now . . .’ He shrugged

  as he indicated the slimness of the file. ‘They will probably use this weapon on the mission, Addy. Seek it out, and bring it or the seeds of its creation back to us. It may be Israel’s

  only hope in the coming storm.’




  







  SIX




  Major Jack Hammerson stared at the computer in front of him but without seeing what was displayed on the screen; instead, his focus was turned inwards, contemplating

  the call he had just received from an old friend. General Meir Shavit had confirmed what Hammerson already knew about the Iranian gamma pulse, its strength and location, and that none of it was

  good.




  It had been one of America’s fears for decades: a nuclear-armed regime that hated the West. Everyone in the military had expected it to be the North Koreans – a nightmare, sure, but

  they were manageable, they were for sale. But Iran – shit! After twenty years, there was still no hint that they wanted to play ball. This was the start of an arms race across the

  Middle East that would lead to unsecured warheads being mislaid, sold or stolen, then potentially turning up in some terrorist’s arsenal. If some idiot with a hundred bags of ammonium nitrate

  could blow the shit out of an Oklahoma office block, kill 168 people and cause nearly three-quarters of a billion dollars worth of damage, then the thought of a nuke hidden in the back of a pick-up

  didn’t bear thinking about. For Israel, it was even worse – they literally had the devil on their doorstep.




  Hammerson gripped one of his large hands in the other and cracked his knuckles. The Israeli general had assumed the US were going in and had offered them access to Mossad’s Middle Eastern

  covert networks, scientific resources, plus a ground base for landing and take-off. Shavit had been most insistent that the US team meet at the Israeli base before travelling on to Iran.

  ‘Acclimatisation’ he had called it. ‘Bullshit’ Hammerson called it. The general was up to something. He’d also promised two Israeli experts – one a specialist in

  the field of geophysical and astrophysical sciences; the other an authority on language and logistics. Hammerson guessed at least one of them would be a Mossad torpedo.




  If the Iranians had nuclear technology, then the balance of power would shift and Israel would be tempted to strike before an Iranian delivery system could be perfected. It was no secret that

  the Israelis had been equipping their fighters with long-range fuel tanks and performing practice runs over the Mediterranean for the past five years. Of course Iran would retaliate, other

  countries would take the opportunity to take a bite out of Israel while it was occupied, Israel in turn would up the ante, and pretty soon the whole goddamn continent would be on fire. Forget about

  oil from the Middle East for the next few decades. The only winner there would be Russia, who still had billions of barrels of its own black gold held in reserve.




  Hammerson knew an Israeli attack would be a waste of time as the Iranians tended to bury their secret bases so deep that even the best ground-penetrating bunker-busters would only sever the

  supply tunnels. In a month they’d just dig ’em back out. Best way to deal with it was to send in a small team to infiltrate and destroy the capability from within. Shavit had agreed;

  most likely that was what he’d wanted all along.




  Hammerson picked up a small bayonet-shaped letter opener from his desk and turned it over in his fingers. He smiled grimly. Okay, I’ll roll the dice and see what that old fox

  Shavit is up to.




  The phone on his desk rang again.




  A sickly faced Lieutenant Marshal and two enormous military orderlies stood with their backs up against the tiled wall of the hospital room. On the floor at their feet were

  three broken syringes, their contents never administered. One of the orderlies had a swelling black eye and his arm hung at an unnatural angle from a dislocated shoulder.




  On the bed, Alex Hunter’s body seemed at war with itself. His teeth were bared and both arms, broken free from the restraints, hammered at everything around him. The heavy metal cabinets

  either side of the cot were heavily dented, the one on his left showing a deep split in the quarter-inch steel.




  Captain Graham, his eyes fixed on the carnage within the room, was speaking frantically into the phone. ‘He’s having an episode – he’s tearing us apart.’




  ‘Put me through,’ Hammerson said.




  Graham hurriedly pressed the communication button and the major’s stern voice boomed through the speaker in Alex’s room.




  ‘Arcadian!’




  The EEG flattened and Alex quietened. A few seconds later, he opened his eyes.




  ‘Captain Hunter, report,’ Hammerson ordered.




  Alex blinked for a few seconds before responding. ‘Fort Bragg Medical Centre – assisting science personnel with further physiological and psychological testing.’ He looked

  around him and saw the wreckage and the paralysed orderlies, still too shocked to move. He exhaled and said with a hint of resignation in his voice, ‘Seems I had another dream while I was

  under, sir.’




  Alex looked at Lieutenant Marshal. ‘Did I hurt anyone?’




  ‘Everyone’s okay, Captain Hunter,’ Major Hammerson responded, before any of the medical staff could speak.




  Alex rubbed his face hard and dragged in a long juddering breath. ‘My dream – it was Aimee again,’ he said softly to Hammerson. ‘Have you heard from her? Is she

  okay?’




  Hammerson wasn’t surprised by the question. The dreams had been the same for months now. ‘Saw her just the other day,’ he said. ‘She’s fine and getting on with her

  life.’




  ‘Good. Okay, that’s good, I guess.’




  Hammerson’s voice became stern again. ‘Captain Hunter, I’ve got some new team members for you. I’d like you to come up and take a look. Be here by 0800

  tomorrow.’




  ‘O-eight hundred, confirmed, sir.’
 

  Alex stood and stretched, rubbed his face and pushed both hands through his perspiration-slicked hair. As he headed towards the door, the injured

  orderlies backed up a step. He stopped in front of the man with the bulging black eye. ‘It’s Carl, isn’t it? I’m real sorry, Carl, it was an accident.’




  The orderly flinched, but gave a crooked smile. ‘No problem, man. Just glad you’re on our side.’




  Hammerson’s voice blared into the small room. ‘Good man, Carl – take some extra R&R on USSTRATCOM. Just remember, you got injured in the gym.’




  Alex apologised again, then turned and pushed through the laboratory’s soundproof doors.




  Captain Graham switched the intercom back to his phone, making the conversation private. ‘Jack, there’s something else. It’s Alex’s brain . . .

  it’s . . . different now. We can only hypothesise based on the EEG and echo pulse readings, but we believe there’s been an increase in neocortical matter. His brain isn’t any

  larger – we think the additional mass is accommodated through new brain folding, possibly on both sides of his interhemispheric fissures. But without an MRI we don’t know what that

  extra folding means. I’d love to get in there and have a look.’




  Graham’s eyes went to the small electric bone saw in the cabinet of surgical equipment.




  ‘You think it’s the goddamn treatment causing it?’ Hammerson asked with an edge to his voice.




  ‘Maybe, maybe not. Maybe a combination of the treatment and his original injury. You ever hear of Phineas Gage, Jack? . . . Not surprised; he was a railway worker back in the 1800s. Had a

  metal spike punched into his head. He survived, but it changed him from a happy young man to one who became violent and eventually feared by the entire town. There are all sorts of conflicting

  stories about the feats of strength he supposedly performed after the accident. When he finally died and they opened him up, they found a brain that was very different from anyone else’s.

  Thing is, Jack, they believed his brain had continued to change long after the spike was removed. Of course, it might not be the same for Captain Hunter – the extra brain folding could be

  some form of physical response to the original trauma; or maybe the treatment initiated something else in there, something that’s ongoing. Well, you can see that I’m guessing –

  could be a hundred things. Bottom line is, we don’t know what the extra matter is for, or, more importantly, what it’ll eventually do to your man.’
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