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  Delhi, India




  Meenakshi Mehta, dressed in denim jeans, trainers and a bright-red shirt, was talking on the phone when her father emerged from his shower, ready to go to Parliament. He

  dropped a file on his daughter’s lap. ‘What do you think?’ he asked, pulling out a chair. He sat down, poured himself a coffee and pulled a slice of brown toast out of the rack on

  the table.




  Knowing her father’s habit of interrupting, Meenakshi put her finger to her lips for him to be quiet.




  ‘No, Lizzie, we’re not going to be gassed,’ she laughed into the phone, moving the file from her lap on to the table and glancing at the title. ‘But father’s

  heading off for work now, so I had better see him away in a manner that befits a prime minister.’ She tapped her napkin at her cheek to indicate that her father had a speck of marmalade on

  his lip. Vasant Mehta wiped it off.




  ‘I don’t think so, but I’ll ask.’ She took the phone away from her ear, but did not cover the mouthpiece. ‘Lizzie West says do you want a word with her

  dad?’




  Mehta checked the antique clock on the dining-room wall, calculating that it would be coming up to 11 p.m. in Washington. He had no wish of word getting out that the hour before his historic

  address to both houses of Parliament he had been on the phone to the President of the United States.




  ‘ ’I’d love to,’ he said reaching for his coffee. ‘But another time. Jim will understand.’




  ‘And Lizzie’s offering to send over special suits that will protect us from all the nasties the Pakistanis can send over.’




  Mehta shook his head. ‘Tell her, thanks but we’re fine,’ he said. The coffee was hotter than he expected. He coughed slightly as it caught in his throat. He was a slight man,

  two inches short of six feet, his tousled hair receding but showing no sign of thinning. His carefully groomed and slightly greying moustache disguised the prominence of his cheekbones and his

  chin. The press hailed him as the most charismatic Indian prime minister in decades, but his eyes, dulled by trials in his personal life, were no longer bursting with either ambition or vision.

  Mehta saw the world as a place where survival was paramount. Anything beyond that would be an unexpected luxury.




  ‘I have to make a statement on Pakistan,’ explained Mehta, reaching for the marmalade.




  ‘Why bother?’ responded Meenakshi dryly. ‘It hasn’t changed for sixty years. We’re on the brink of war, surely? Always have been. Always will be.’ She picked

  up a rubber band she had left on the table, pushed back her hair, tied it up and began reading.




  ‘Surely not,’ said Mehta, falling silent and watching his daughter read.




  ‘You like Khan, don’t you?’ She looked at him curiously. ‘I can tell, by what you’ve put in your speech. No Indian politician would be seen dead praising a

  Pakistani president like that.’




  ‘Nothing wrong with liking a good man,’ said Mehta.




  Meenakshi closed the file. ‘Your daughter, fortunately, is not a politician, and now has to get back to her paper on government and poverty in the developing world.’ She teasingly

  grimaced and furrowed her brow. ‘I’m on the warpath. So prime ministers, wherever you are, take note.’




  Six months earlier, Meenakshi had gone through a difficult divorce and she had come to spend more and more time at Race Course Road. The security and fanfare surrounding her father irritated

  her, but it was also a luxury to be waited on hand and foot and a relaxation from her work as a doctor in some of the poorest areas of India.




  She wiped her lips with her napkin, then folded it and slid it into its silver ring. Mehta got up, walked over, kissed her on the forehead and put his hands on her shoulders. ‘Is there any

  chance you could spare the morning for your father?’ he asked with a smile.




  Meenakshi frowned. ‘You want me to come to the zoo with you?’




  ‘If that’s what you call the Lok Sabha, the debating chamber of the world’s biggest democracy, then yes. If the animals attack, my daughter’s face in the crowd would

  soothe me.’




  ‘Father,’ she said suspiciously. ‘Are you being tricky with me? I’m a doctor. I work in the slums. I’m not one of your political intellectual elite.’




  ‘And that’s precisely why I want you there.’




  ‘Dressed like this?’ she asked, pulling down the shoulder of her shirt to straighten it.




  ‘Most of my cabinet seem to dress like you,’ answered Mehta with a shrug.




  ‘All right then,’ agreed Meenashki, throwing back her head with a chuckle. It was one of those rare moments when Mehta admitted he needed his daughters after his tumultuous

  separation from Geeta. Meenakshi made the house seem less empty and gave him the family company that he needed.




  Mehta opened the door for her and they walked through the library, where the walls shimmered with different hues of sunlight. Beyond the library was a small ante-room and outside that door were

  the public areas of his residence. Two bodyguards snapped to attention. A servant opened the double doors to the hallway where Mehta’s bespectacled and awkward private secretary, Ashish

  Uddin, jumped up from a chair. Another servant opened the front door and two more bodyguards stood by the doors on each side of the white Ambassador car in the driveway.




  The specially built vehicle had a bulletproof chassis and glass, with communication aerials embedded in the back window for both radio and satellite telephones. The number plates were changed

  daily to confuse attackers. Uddin followed in a replica white Ambassador. Three security cars pulled out with them. An ambulance was directly behind, with a vehicle following to scan against

  missile attacks. Special forces vehicles were at the front and the back of the convoy.




  ‘Mother called last night,’ said Meenakshi, tapping the thick glass window and looking out on to Raisana Hill which led up to the elegant government buildings. ‘Don’t

  treat her too harshly, Dad.’




  ‘What did she want?’ asked Mehta, his pen hovering over a paragraph of his speech.




  ‘I think she wanted to talk to you. To be friends.’ Meenakshi clasped her hands together and looked round sharply at her father. ‘I’m sorry. Your mind’s on more

  important things.’




  Mehta finished his correction and smiled. ‘Not at all. That is why I asked you to be with me.’




  ‘What – to remind you of your dysfunctional family?’ Meenakshi laughed.




  ‘No different from the dysfunctional family of the Indian subcontinent,’ said Mehta. ‘Next time she calls, I’ll talk pleasantly to her.’ He cast his eyes down the

  rest of the page and spotted something else he wanted to change. ‘Always, when she’s between boyfriends, she wants to speak to her ex-husband,’ he said, scratching out a word and

  putting another in its place. ‘Or if she’s with a man, it’s when her ex-husband gets his name in the newspapers.’ He shot her a sideways glance, which was met by

  Meenakshi’s own firm expression.




  ‘She’s weak, Dad. She’s not bad.’




  ‘That’s what they tell me about Pakistan.’ Mehta’s eyes went back to his speech. As the car passed the pink Rajasthan sandstone of India Gate, the winter sun caught the

  government buildings making them shimmer. Freshly mown grass stretched out on both sides of the road which rose and fell like a sweep of land carrying with it armadas of motorcycles, cars,

  bicyclists and the movement of people through the heart of a great city.




  The prime minister’s car turned left towards the imposing circular building of the Indian Parliament, the seat of the world’s biggest, yet most fractious democracy. The convoy was

  waved through the security cordon and the gate in the sandstone wall of the Parliament House estate, where it pulled up outside the vast circular building.




  The Prime Minister got out of the right-hand door. Then just as Meenakshi was climbing out of the left, Mehta heard the distinctive and familiar ripple of an explosive blast not far away.




  ‘Get down,’ he shouted, jumping over the bonnet of the car, and pulling his daughter to the ground. Commandos leapt out of their own cars and formed a protective ring. More troops

  sealed off the entrances to the compound and the doors to the buildings.




  Then, strangely, as if life had only paused for a couple of beats, nothing else happened. The brisk activity outside the parliament building stalled and slowly took up again. The balcony which

  ringed the building just above the debating chamber filled with people, craning over to see what had happened.




  Mehta unfurled himself from his daughter and began standing up. But he was ordered back down by a bodyguard. ‘Stay down, sir,’ he said firmly.




  Meenakshi wriggled out and started uncoiling. ‘You, too, ma’am,’ added the captain. ‘The area is not yet secure.’




  All Mehta could see were the feet, legs and black-uniformed backsides of his bodyguards. The captain’s radio crackled into life, the reception so distorted that Mehta could not make out

  what was being said. ‘What was it?’ he asked.




  ‘Sounds like a suicide bomber, sir,’ said the captain. ‘Near India Gate.’




  Mehta shuddered. How long since India had been victim of a suicide terror attack? And what coincidence that it should happen now, as he was about to make a parliamentary statement on the power

  vacuum in Pakistan.




  He arranged himself so that he was squatting more comfortably. ‘Are you all right?’ he checked with his daughter. Meenakshi sat cross-legged on the ground




  ‘I’m fine,’ she replied, brushing dirt off her jeans. She addressed the captain with the instincts of a doctor. ‘Is anyone hurt?’




  ‘Yes. But we don’t know—’




  Sharply, his fingers tightened around his weapon and his head jerked round with the sound of a second explosion, also some way away and from the direction of Connaught Place. He shot a look back

  at his principals to ensure they remained protected. Meenakshi began scrambling to her feet, but her father grabbed her wrists to get her back down. ‘If this were one of your patients, how

  would you diagnose the attack?’ he asked calmly.




  ‘Mild, Father, mild,’ said Meenakshi, ‘if you are talking about the nation. For the victims it’s a bloody disaster.’




  Then, before she had finished her sentence, a white Ambassador car, parked just outside Gate 12, erupted into a fireball. Seconds later, another car exploded outside Gate 9. In the initial

  confusion, as debris still rained down, men dressed in a mix of olive-green fatigues and the black uniforms of the Special Protection Unit ran through the gates.




  Once inside the compound, the attackers separated. They did not open fire immediately, waiting until they were dispersed among the crowds. Watching through a gap in his own circle of protection,

  Mehta recognized their professionalism, the footwork of trained men. It was barely possible to detect friend from foe.




  The attackers spread around the massive circular edifice of the building, a third of a mile round. They kept away from the openness of the ornamental gardens and stayed close to the building

  where people were running to seek protection.




  There was a sharp burst of machine-gun fire, sudden, loud and unexpected, despite the chaos of violence around them. It came from the captain’s weapon. Meenakshi screamed, but quickly

  recovered herself, her eyes darting round to check on her father.




  Up ahead, three men in black uniforms ran towards them. One plucked a grenade from his tunic and lobbed it.




  ‘Grenade,’ yelled the captain, dropping on to his knees, about to cover Mehta. But he was shot in the face, collapsing back, his head a mess of blood. Within seconds two other

  bodyguards died as well, both hit with shots deliberately placed above the neckline to avoid their flak jackets. Mehta’s circle of protection was broken. The grenade rolled along the ground.

  Mehta now had a clear sight of the bedlam around him: bodies on the ground, people running for cover, firefights in at least three places; the flaming wreckage of one of the car bombs, charred

  sandstone and fallen debris blackening the lawn. Right next to it, through the churning chaos, he saw three men putting up a mortar.




  ‘Under the car,’ he yelled. ‘Hands over your head.’ He dragged Meenakshi, rolling her in front of him. She squeezed underneath the chassis. He grabbed the fallen

  captain’s weapon – a 9mm Uzi – and wedged himself in next to his daughter, then turned and, in the split second before the grenade exploded, snatched four spare magazines from the

  dead man’s tunic.




  The car shook. The chassis shook, but held its ground. The exhaust pipe tore Mehta’s clothes and a slice of metal cut his forearm which he had over Meenakshi’s back to protect her.

  In the lull that followed, he saw a solitary gunman running towards them, unclasping another grenade. Mehta shot wildly. He had no firing position, but he knew the weapon well, and hit the attacker

  in the legs. The attacker fell; the grenade bounced beside him, the pin unplucked.




  He heard the whoosh of a mortar, a soft but powerful swell of sound distinct from the cries and gunfire around. The car would protect them from high-velocity weapon fire and grenade shrapnel but

  not from a direct mortar hit. From years of experience in the low-intensity war with Pakistan, Mehta recognized the threat immediately. He clasped Meenakshi, covered her as best as he could,

  although he knew it might be useless. He had a view from the ground and he saw the flash of the mortar as it crashed into the roof of the building and exploded.




  ‘Out,’ he yelled, scrambling clear, his right hand holding the Uzi, his left hand pulling his daughter free, stepping out, running with her towards the building, up the steps, as

  automatic gunfire cut into a sandstone balustrade inches away from them. Meenakshi spun round, but Mehta kept going, yanking her along with him until they were inside the door, where troops were

  taking cover.




  They leant against the inside wall, getting their breath. Meenakshi examined a cut on her arm and took her father’s hands to check him in the same way. He was unscathed. She dropped them

  on the second undulation of mortar sound. Mehta brought his daughter’s head into his chest and waited for the explosion. They hadn’t changed the trajectory. The shell fell through the

  roof of the building. But what carnage would it cause inside, where at least five hundred people would have been gathered for his speech? God only knew.




  ‘You,’ snapped Mehta, pointing to the officer in charge. ‘That mortar – neutralize it now. The closest unit. Prime Minister’s orders. Now.’




  He spotted three men, crouched against an outer balustrade, the closest to the car, and ran down to them. ‘Corporal,’ he ordered. ‘Take your men and retrieve that terrorist

  alive.’ He pointed to the man he had shot minutes earlier in the leg and now bleeding to death where he had fallen.




  Mehta spotted a movement in shadows in the curve of the building. Two men ran out, one in black, one in olive green. Their objective was the wounded assailant. They wanted him dead as much as

  Mehta needed him alive. He expected a grenade, but they kept running. ‘Target, two o’clock,’ he shouted, letting off a burst of fire from the Uzi. The corporal took it as his

  signal and sprinted out, with Mehta covering him. One guard was hit, but Mehta found the source immediately and returned fire. It came from the first-floor verandah – the attackers had

  penetrated that far.




  The two surviving attackers kept going. They would get their colleague in a few minutes. The wounded attacker was unconscious. A bodyguard, there first, lifted him on to his shoulders while the

  other kept watch. But after Mehta’s exchange of fire a sudden silence descended around the building. Group by group, politicians and staff caught in the onslaught were making it inside.

  Police armoured vehicles broke through into the grounds cutting up the grass and the driveway with their hard tracks. Troops spilled out. Sirens of approaching ambulances echoed from the roads

  outside. Overhead, fighter planes roared.




  The wounded attacker was brought just inside the building. They laid him down on the concrete floor. Meenakshi checked his pulse, and pupils. She took a quick look at his legs, took off her

  shirt and ripped it in two. ‘Help me,’ she said, to no one in particular. Two solders knelt down with her and followed her instructions as she applied tight tourniquets to both

  legs.




  Mehta was on his mobile phone. ‘I want the first ambulance round here. No excuses,’ he said. ‘I don’t care. We have a man, alive, who will talk and give evidence. Nothing

  is more important.’




  Then, as he was listening to the reply, his ear tilted to one side, checking that the ambulance whose siren he could hear was heading in his direction, there was overhead another sound familiar

  from his days of aircraft training in the Himalaya. It was the vibrating pitch of the engine of a light aircraft. He ran outside to look up. Not one but three were approaching. Far in the distance

  was the vapour trail of a turning fighter. Small-arms and heavy machine-gun fire broke out from the ground, creating a cordon of lead through which the aircraft would have to fly. One aircraft was

  hit, turning into a ferocious fireball, an explosion far greater than if just fuel tanks were going off. Its force created a charred circle on the grass and set light to the trees around it as the

  debris fell, scattering and flaming to the ground. Caught up in the trail, the pilot of the second aircraft turned sharply, but got caught in a secondary blast. He lost control and at such low

  altitude clipped a tree, somersaulted and crashed. The explosives on board did not detonate until the aircraft broke up on the ground. It sent out a withering heat wave of destruction which wrecked

  everything in its path.




  The third pilot took no evasive action, and flew rock steady through the fiery turbulence. Suddenly, Mehta understood the plan: the diversions, the suicidal firefights inside the grounds, the

  single repeated trajectory of the mortar to weaken the roof, while people were being brought inside the building to safety. He watched as the Cessna bucked. The pilot was alone, but all around him

  was what? God, if it was – Mehta thought. It could be nothing else but. A solitary, concentrated figure, with the other spare five seats of the single-engined plane stacked up with boxes. The

  luggage compartment as well would be laden with high explosives and detonators charged to go off on impact.




  The plane adjusted its direction towards the gaping hole in the roof, and as Mehta saw the fuselage plunge in, flames leapt out, then a rumble, then a tearing, ghastly, roar, like the scream of

  a great animal in the first stages of slaughter, as it exploded halfway down the four storeys of the historic building, crammed with people who had fled there to safety.




  ‘I’m not taking any calls,’ insisted Mehta. ‘I’ll call them when I’m ready. West, Nolan, Song, Kozlov and any of those simplistic

  humanitarians from the European Union. None of them, do you hear?’ He sat down angrily as his private secretary melted away, closing the door and leaving him alone.




  When the internal phone rang, Mehta’s hand hovered over it before picking it up. Deepak Suri, the Chief of Defence Staff, was on the other end. ‘It’s Khan,’ he said

  gently. ‘I urge you, Prime Minister, if you talk to no one else today, talk to him.’




  Mehta nodded and heard the click as Suri transferred the call, and he recognized the distinctive Punjabi accent of President Asif Latif Khan of Pakistan. ‘Vasant, it is a tragedy,’

  said Khan. ‘The pilot told me the news as we were coming in to land. I will do all I can—’




  ‘You must, Asif. You must,’ said Mehta. ‘I don’t want to have to fight you.’




  ‘You won’t,’ replied Khan, but his wasn’t a safe answer because both he and Mehta knew he might not have the power to keep his promise. Khan was his friend. Their parents

  had been educated at the same Karachi school. Mehta had photographs of them playing together as children – until Partition had separated them. The Muslim Khans stayed in Pakistan; the Hindu

  Mehtas went to India.




  ‘I am offering my condolences to the whole nation, to the families of the victims, to you Vasantji, to Meenakshi and to your family.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Mehta softly. ‘Where are you?’ he asked, guessing that Pakistan’s intelligence agencies would be listening in to their president’s call.




  ‘We’ve just arrived in Malaysia. Should I return?’




  ‘No,’ said Mehta firmly. ‘No. The less we respond, the less they win. This is character-building time for India and the whole of South Asia.’ There was no more to say,

  unless Khan offered something. Mehta let a silence hang between them, although his temptation was to let fly his anger, to let his friend know the true wrath of the people he governed.




  ‘We were in no way responsible,’ Khan said, his voice faltering as if Mehta had made the direct accusation.




  ‘Is that your word, Asif?’ Mehta challenged. ‘Or is it the word of your armed forces and intelligence agencies?’ He knew Khan would never have ordered the attack, but the

  nation, its institutions, its agencies, its ideology had created the men who would carry it out. For generations, Pakistan had been a breeding ground for terror.




  ‘Before I called you, I spoke to Islamabad. A full and transparent investigation has begun. On that you have my word.’




  Mehta looked across at the television screen. The cameras were switching location. They were on the US President, Jim West, walking across the White House lawn from Marine One, the presidential

  helicopter. A reporter shouted a question about the attack and West, waving a hand, refused to comment. The screen then went live to the Indian home minister visiting the clear-up operation around

  the parliament building in Delhi.




  ‘If you’re serious – after Malaysia – come to Delhi,’ said Mehta, upping the stakes. ‘Meet me here. Announce it now. Visit the disaster. Pledge to punish.

  Make it real. Come here before you return to Islamabad.’




  For a few seconds the line stayed quiet again, the Pakistani President genuine in intent but politically wrong-footed. The press releases ready to go from the propaganda machine in Islamabad

  second-guessed by the insistence of a peace summit in the victim country to get things sorted before the vultures overshadowed everything with talk of war.




  ‘Yes. Yes,’ said Khan with a sudden weariness in his voice. ‘We must meet. I will be in contact with you shortly.’ Mehta thought he was ending the call, but Khan

  continued. ‘Vasant, you are my friend. For God’s sake trust me. The consequences of not doing so are too serious.’




  Before Mehta had replaced the receiver, Deepak Suri walked straight in without knocking. ‘Vasantji, with all due respect, what on earth are you playing at? If Khan comes to Delhi, if he

  visits the parliament site, he’ll be lynched. With the best will in the world, we cannot guarantee his safety.’




  ‘He won’t come,’ said Mehta, distracted by the row of newspapers on his desk. Page after page of pictures of the carnage.




  Some chose the intensity of the destruction, showing the inferno across a whole page. Others opted for the sequence of pictures leading to the attack. The tiny speck approaching the building,

  becoming recognizable as a single-engined plane, to a close-up of the pilot, determined, eyes fixed on his destiny, then the plane plummeting as a missile of high explosives through the roof. It

  was a chilling symbol of a lone and deadly mission. From inside came the carnage. Nothing was spared. Rows of bodies, draped in shared sheets, seeped with blood. Shocked survivors, dazed, wounded

  and without help. The mutilated symbols of India. Incongruously, the propeller of the aircraft had survived, twisted but intact. The photographer had framed it hanging from dislodged electrical

  wires in the Central Hall in front of a portrait of Mahatma Gandhi, the founding father of India, torn and splattered with fragments of war.




  The pilot had not chosen his target at random. He would have known the layout of the building and would probably have sat in the public gallery to familiarize himself with the target. The

  Central Hall was decorated with twelve gilded emblems representing the original twelve provinces of India before independence. It was here that the transfer of power had taken place on 15 August

  1947 – and it was here that parliamentarians had been gathering to hear Prime Minister Vasant Mehta deliver his address to a joint sitting of both houses. That was why the death toll had

  reached 476.




  On the first-floor balustraded balcony, some of which had come through with barely a scratch, the attackers had daubed the name Laskar-e-Jannat. They had even translated it into English –

  Army of Paradise. One photograph showed pamphlets caught in a breeze and swirling about like leaves. Next to it was a close-up of one pamphlet. ‘Why Are We Waging Jihad?’ it asked. And

  the answer: ‘To Restore Islamic Rule Over All Parts of India.’




  Yet there was one picture that all newspapers ran prominently on their front pages. It was the one that would rally India through its darkest moments: it showed Mehta changing a magazine in the

  Uzi and shouting a command while his daughter, Meenakshi, stripped to her bra, applied a tourniquet to the wounded attacker. Both of them were framed between two bullet-chipped sandstone pillars of

  the parliament building. ‘Attacked. Defending. Caring’ ran one caption. ‘The image of our great nation.’




  ‘Has he talked yet?’ asked Mehta, referring to the attacker whose life Meenakshi had saved.




  ‘Not yet, Prime Minister.’




  ‘Documents? Fingerprints?’




  Suri put his hands on the desk and looked his friend straight in the eye. ‘Fingerprints are being checked by Interpol, Europol and the FBI right now. We have identification of two of the

  dead, and if we want to trace them to Pakistan, we can. Who ordered them precisely to do what they did, we don’t know yet.’




  Mehta stood up. ‘I need a strike plan by missiles and aircraft on the Pakistani missile bunkers at Sarghoda, Rawalpindi, Lahore, Karachi and Multan. One strike only. Whatever it takes.

  Prime the Agni for launch, both from silos, and deploy two on the rail launchers. Close the lines if necessary. And on your way out ask Ashish to get me Andrei Kozlov in Moscow.’




  Suri left, but the phone rang again too quickly for it to be Moscow. Ashish Uddin had been working in the Prime Minister’s South Block office since the attack. Never once had his

  diffident, but efficient, method of handling Mehta wavered, except now, when he began in a jumble of words, hesitant and apologetic. ‘I didn’t want to disturb you with this, Prime

  Minister, and I’ve already said no many times, and I understand it is the last thing—’




  ‘To the point, Ashish. To the bloody point,’ said Mehta, reaching over and pouring himself a glass of water from a jug which had been on his desk far too long. He was about to drink

  it when Uddin answered. ‘It’s your wife. She’s insisting on speaking to you.’




  His hand paused as he brought the glass to the surface of the desk. They used to leave love notes for each other in the kitchen as they led busy and young lives. He couldn’t remember who

  stopped first, or why, or whether the ending of the notes was the first step towards the end of the marriage. Oh Geeta – dear, wild, Geeta, who had given him two wonderful daughters and more

  misery and love than a man could ever need. Mehta leant back in his chair and gazed at the high ceiling, empty of colour and in need of a coat of paint. He shook his head. ‘No, Ashish. Tell

  her I will call her later today,’ he said. ‘And has Suri asked you to get me Moscow?’




  ‘On the line, sir. But Mrs Mehta insisted I pass on to you that she thinks you are wonderful.’




  ‘Only because she saw my picture in the paper,’ muttered Mehta to himself, as the twitter of a broadband satellite line came through the telephone, followed by the calm and

  authoritative voice of the Russian President. ‘Russia grieves, Vasant,’ said Kozlov. ‘Russia is angry. We can talk properly later. You are leading your nation right now. How can

  Russia help?’




  







  2




  Penang, Malaysia




  According to the schedule, after the speech, the President of Pakistan would walk with the Malaysian Prime Minister from the conference hall, through the hotel lobby,

  and out into the forecourt of the sweeping driveway. His limousine would take him to the airport, from where he would fly to Kuala Lumpur. In the morning, he was to be in the Indonesian capital,

  Jakarta.




  Never had Captain Ibrahim Hassan Albar imagined he would be setting up a sniping position to kill his principal, and never had he thought that his own life would have to be taken by one of his

  closest friends. Looking around, he expected it would be Anwar. Although, as a fellow Muslim, he might not be able to pull the trigger – in which case it would be Lim, a Chinese.




  Albar, just two days off his thirtieth birthday, was a man of few words. This was not the time to reflect on how he had come to this situation. Unmarried and without children, Albar was breaking

  no religious laws. He had been called upon and had agreed automatically. The War against Terror, which had started so many years ago and had altered so many alliances, had finally reached Albar

  himself, and that was all there was to it.




  Now was the time to concentrate on the dozens of little adjustments he had to make to ensure that his one shot would hit and kill. He had decided to lie up outside the hotel, in undergrowth

  across from the driveway, where the President was bound to linger to thank his hosts.




  Albar had chosen the furthest sniper position. He had thought about using a suppressor to dull the sound, but nightfall in Penang was a bad time for a sniper. All day, the air would be heavy and

  still. Then as the sun went and darkness came within minutes, the change of temperature whipped up unpredictable gusts of wind and rain.




  Albar could handle wind on a shot under four hundred yards. Any more than that and the trajectory of the bullet would become too fragile for him to be sure.




  He took off the safety catch, and felt the butt of the 7.62mm Dragunov sniper rifle against his shoulder. The weapon was his proudest possession, bought from a Russian marksman when they were

  both serving on UN duty in Iraq. He settled into the gun. In his earpiece, he heard the Pakistani President wrapping up his opening address: ‘ . . . refused to admit that in so many areas we

  have failed as a civil society and failed to confront the demons inside us.’




  Albar slowed his breathing, half a lungful in, half a lungful out, to make his body ready for the shot. He was hearing the President’s voice, but not listening. ‘We will, God

  willing, act as a beacon to those societies still brooding on medieval or colonial injustices. We will lead our nation to create great institutions of learning and genuine debate and ideas. And if

  any person or group chooses to challenge this policy, outside parliament and democracy, they will be met by the full wrath of my will. My mission is not the destruction of rival societies, but the

  creation of new ones.’




  ‘They’re coming out,’ Albar heard in his earpiece, as applause rippled through the conference hall. His instincts took over, watching the wind in the undergrowth, feeling a

  light drop of rain on his face, hearing voices in his earpiece, finding the principal through the glass door of the hotel. As he waited for the door to open and for his target to walk out, Albar

  was enveloped in a great sense of clarity.




  His eye focusing through the scope on President Asif Latif Khan, he let his body take over, feeling the trigger edge back, the buck of the rifle, and the rush of satisfaction when he knew he had

  sent the shot to its target as professionally and effortlessly as ever he could.
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  Zamboanga, southern Philippines




  The assassination of the President of Pakistan was the signal that the offensive for Daulah Islamiah Nusantara should begin.




  Ahmed Memed, Professor of history at Zamboanga University in the southern Philippines, locked his study door and logged on to the Internet. He flicked through the BBC News site, visited a couple

  of Islamic websites, then entered a site bookmarked www.onlylesbian.com where a full picture came up of an Asian girl and a European girl making love in a rock pool underneath a waterfall.




  On a message board attached to the site, Memed typed in the simple words, ‘We’ll do it together, now.’ He lingered longer than usual to ensure that it had been accepted,

  knowing the risk of his Internet surfing patterns being picked up by the US National Security Agency at Fort Meade, near Baltimore. But it would be impossible for the NSA to track the dozens of

  young men and women flicking through the same site at Internet cafés throughout the Philippines. While just about any other site would profile an Internet user, the surfing of pornography

  was in high demand from men regardless of age, religion or politics.




  Memed used a dated one-use keypad to coordinate his surfing with his allies in Pakistan. Without ever having direct contact, messages were transferred through a different sequence of web pages.

  A back-up sequence was in place, in case the web server was down. The sequence could only be matched between the sequence on the pads.




  Having spent much of his career in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Memed had moved to the southern Philippines after the 2001 War on Terror began. Since the US campaign had then pitted Christians

  against Muslims, the southern Philippines became fertile ground for Memed. When asked where he came from, Memed said he had no nation except the nation of Islam. In truth, he was the son of a Saudi

  Arabian diplomat and had been educated in London and Melbourne. He went against his father by leaving Melbourne University in his first year and returning to Saudi Arabia, where he became a

  disciple of the eighteenth-century preacher Imam Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. He had helped spread Wahhabism through Afghanistan and Pakistan, and had now successfully instilled it in the Muslim

  heartlands of the Philippines.




  In his preachings in the historic Talangkusay mosque in Zamboanga, he spoke about the fourth Moro Jihad. The first was against the Spanish invasion lasting from 1521 to 1898, a total of 377

  years. The second began immediately against the American colonizers whom the Muslims fought for forty-seven years until 1946. The third phase challenged their new Filipino masters. It saw the great

  Moro wars of the 1970s, and was peppered with failed peace agreements and treacherous leaders until 2001, when America’s War against Terror galvanized them into another, less reckless

  campaign, which Memed hoped would now be the end game.




  Now in his early fifties, Memed’s life had been one of extreme luxury and extreme hardship. Yet his hair, which he wore down past his ears, still retained its colour, and only recently had

  streaks of grey appeared in his beard. Memed himself was not a fighter: he was an academic. Nor was he in any sense a practical politician. His speeches were too ethereal, the vision too loosely

  defined. His moods were often dark, alienating all but his closest friends. But he did stir the emotions of the poor. Steeped as he was in Islamic history, he became famous for his speeches and was

  spoken of as their new Ayatollah.




  Memed closed down the laptop, stepped briefly out on to the balcony, but heard nothing yet except the normal barking of dogs, shouts between neighbours and impatient traffic horns of a Zamboanga

  night. He came back in, turned on CNN and waited.




  For Memed, Zamboanga was a perfect staging post, a city built as if on the edge of the world, a hot, impatient trading town whose filthy harbour and slums marked the beginning of the great Sulu

  Archipelago, a scattering of islands stretching down to Malaysia and Indonesia, inhabited by poor, untamed and honourable people who still defied the sovereignty of the Philippine flag. They were

  violent, proud and brooding with resentment.




  First was the island of Basilan. Then came Jolo and Tawitawi, all almost completely under Moro control. The Philippine marine contingents were confined to barracks and could only resupply by

  helicopter. A short boat ride from the edge of the Tawitawi Islands was the eastern tip of Sabah, governed by Malaysia, but deeply infiltrated by Islamic fighters. If things worked as planned, the

  insurgency would take hold in Sabah, move across Sarawak, then into the Sultanate of Brunei itself, so that the whole of the north Borneo coastline would have fallen. There was also the oil.




  Just as CNN broke into its programming to report an outbreak of Muslim guerrilla attacks against military installations throughout the southern Philippines, Memed heard the distant hum of a

  helicopter.




  ‘Hassan,’ he shouted, although there was no one else in the room. ‘Hassan.’




  The CNN presenter, reading from copy just dropped on her desk, updated her report with news that guerrillas had destroyed helicopters and attack aircraft at bases in Zamboanga, Cotabato City,

  Dipolog and Pagadian. Senior military officers had been captured, their bodies booby-trapped with explosives. Radio and television stations had been taken off the air. Highways between major cities

  had now been cut. Armoured vehicles sent to confront the guerrillas were ambushed, the soldiers killed, with no prisoners being taken. It was impossible for Memed to know how many would die in

  those first hours. There had never been an offensive like it in modern guerrilla warfare. But Memed had estimated 20 per cent of his 100,000 fighters would not live to see the next dawn.




  Outside, a round of automatic gunfire shattered the quiet of Memed’s compound. He heard shouts and the heavy boots of Philippine marine commandos stomping through the courtyard outside.

  Memed’s bodyguard burst into the room.




  ‘Quick, Hassan. Quick,’ snapped Memed. More gunfire erupted below.




  Memed turned over his laptop, clipped off the base and took out the hard disk. Hassan Muda was on the balcony with an M-16 rifle and a flashlight, its beam shutting on and off, pointing towards

  the helicopter, but hardly visible against the morning sun which blazed into their eyes.




  Three armoured vehicles were lined up outside the compound. A dead guard lay in the dust, a pool of blood soaking into the dirt beside his head.




  Muda raised his weapon to fire down on the soldiers. Memed knocked the barrel down. The roar of the helicopter engine now drowned out everything. They both looked skywards. A black silhouette

  came towards them out of the sun. The tops of the palm trees blew backwards and forwards, as if there was a typhoon. The helicopter swooped in low, and Memed saw the dry soil of the compound,

  kicked up by machine gun fire, spraying around the Philippine troops who were moving in. They scattered and the helicopter turned to come round, its bullets firing in a straight line towards the

  verandah where chunks of concrete flew out and a window shattered. Then the helicopter was gone over the roof.




  It appeared again, its nose lowered. Memed saw leaves flutter down from the trees, and small branches, too, as bullets cut through them. The soldiers below crouched in cover, as the helicopter

  slowed and hovered. A cable from the winch was lowered.




  Muda stepped back to let Memed go first, but the older man pushed his bodyguard forward. ‘You are needed more than I,’ he shouted. ‘Take the cable, and hold me, too.’

  Muda strapped himself into the harness. He held out his arms and took Memed like a child, his tunic flapping around his legs in the gale created by the rotor blades. The pilot lifted them away,

  swinging precariously, but Muda held on.




  Yes, Memed had been right in his choice of bodyguard. And he had been right in judging the weaknesses of a Philippine army colonel who, faced with a threat and a sum of money, had sent in the

  helicopter to save Memed’s life.
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  Washington, DC, USA




  The US President’s limousine drew up outside Peter Brock’s Georgetown house. Casually dressed in a pair of jeans, his hair wet from the shower and with a

  towel slung around his neck, the National Security Advisor greeted Jim West.




  ‘Glad you managed to get away, Jim,’ said Brock.




  ‘If I couldn’t have, I doubt you could,’ joked West lightly, taking off his overcoat and scarf and hanging them over the banister of the staircase. ‘Khan’s funeral

  is a private affair. Mary says even our ambassador has not been invited.’




  ‘Not a happy situation at all,’ mused Brock thoughtfully. ‘Riots in Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines.’




  It was early evening, and a smell of spice and seafood came from the kitchen. Brock took the President through to where Caroline, wearing a bright, floral apron, was whipping up supper, with a

  salad fork in one hand and a glass of Californian Merlot in the other. West knew and appreciated Caroline’s skilful acts at distancing herself from the political issues of the day.




  She kissed West on both cheeks and poured a glass for him. ‘Here, Jim. Taste the work in progress and tell me what you think.’ She held out a spoon, sauce dripping over the edges on

  to a small plate. West blew to cool it and as soon as he had some in his mouth, Caroline said: ‘More rumours in the papers about you and Mary, Jim. All of it true, I hope?’




  West fanned his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘It’s unfair to ask a man such a question with hot sauce in his mouth,’ he managed, swallowing it and washing it down with the

  Merlot. ‘Your sauce is delicious, Caro, and Mary and I are just good friends – at least when we’re not fighting it out in meetings.’




  Brock grinned. ‘I’ll put on a shirt and be back in a couple of minutes.’




  Since losing his wife to cancer, West had treated the Brocks’ rambling Georgetown house as a second home. The death of a First Lady in the White House was almost unheard of. The last had

  been Caroline Harrison in 1892, and modern America, when it was told that Valerie West had passed away after her sudden diagnosis, had not known how to react.




  For some weeks, the media had asked if West would remain up to the job. His background was forensically re-examined, with questions raised about the psychological strength of a man who had

  married his childhood sweetheart and now had to live without her. West’s eldest child, Chuck, was married with two boys and a girl. But his work kept him in Oakland where he had started an

  interstate trucking company. His daughter, Lizzie, was an international economist specializing in the developing world. She accompanied her father to public functions when she could. But often it

  was tense because, politically, they did not see eye to eye.




  Peter Brock was Jim West’s best friend and most trusted political sounding board. In public, Brock’s view would be the view of the President, and if ever there was a disagreement

  only he and Jim West would know about it.




  They had trained and served as navy pilots together, dated their wives together, married within a month of each other and now pretty much ran the country together. West measured six foot two,

  with a lean frame, a mane of sandy hair and an ability to match his face to any political occasion. Brock was short and stocky, with the prominent chin of a man not to be messed with. His nose was

  slightly skewed after being broken in a mess-room brawl. But his eyes revealed both vulnerability and curiosity. A generation earlier, West had told Brock his expressions were so transparent that

  he would never make it as a front-line politician.




  It was unspoken, but the Brocks had taken it upon themselves to make sure their friend would pull through. West was a man with dark mood swings, chased by fear of failure. There were demons,

  which, by his own admission, chased him and had motivated him all the way to the White House.




  Caroline rinsed a baking tray under the tap and wiped her hands on a dishcloth. ‘All right, then,’ she said with a mischievous smile. ‘If I told you I had asked her to drop by

  tonight, would your spirit soar or would it plunge?’




  West chuckled. ‘As a companion, there is no one living I would rather have dinner with than Mary Newman. She is attractive, amusing, attentive and intelligent. But, let me tell you, in the

  Principals Committee, Mary’s a pain in the ass, and tonight, Pete and I have to chew over events as only old friends can.’




  Caroline reached up into a cupboard above the sink, her hands just managing to touch the dinner plates. West stepped forward. ‘Here, let me do that. I must have six inches on you and

  it’s not often that a US President has the privilege of laying a table.’




  ‘Thanks, Jim. The side plates are right next to them. They can come down, too.’ Caroline pulled open a drawer and took out three sets of knives and forks. West glanced down at her.

  ‘Only three?’ he asked lightly.




  Caroline grinned. ‘Don’t worry. I’d never pull one like that.’




  West separated the dinner plates and put them on the table. Caroline collected them up again. ‘Not so fast. I need to warm them. But the side plates can go on.’




  ‘Maybe one day I’d welcome it,’ said West. ‘A surprise date arranged by my closest friends.’




  Brock, in a fresh short-sleeved red shirt, stood at the doorway. ‘She may be right, you know, Jim.’




  ‘About me?’ joked West. ‘That I know.’




  Brock poured himself a glass of the Merlot. ‘She called about half an hour ago – about poor old Asif Khan.’




  ‘Khan, eh?’ said West, leaning against the kitchen dresser and sipping his wine.




  ‘She doubts it’s a one-off.’




  ‘The thing about Mary is that she never gives off smoke without knowing there’s a little fire burning away somewhere.’




  Caroline stepped quietly to her husband’s side and put her arm around his waist. They had met the year before Brock joined the navy when they were both students at Georgetown University.

  They now lived across the road from its campus. Caroline had remained in academia, rising to head her department, specializing in international studies and non-proliferation.




  Tonight, her husband was trying to show a light-hearted face, but Caroline detected that he was distracted by Khan’s assassination. The Gulf War, the Kosovo War, the War against Terror,

  Iraq, each one started by a single incident, a bomb, a border invasion, a massacre, an assassination. You never knew what could flare up and turn your life upside down.




  ‘Why don’t you two go through, while I finish off getting this ready?’ she said, slipping her arm away. ‘Hopefully, issues of state will be done with by the time we

  eat.’




  Inside the study, Brock brought down the The Times Atlas of the World from a shelf filled will large, unwieldy reference books, ran his finger across the inside cover page to find the map

  he wanted, opened it up on page nineteen and laid the atlas down on his desk. It was a high-ceilinged corner room, furnished with two leather armchairs and a swivel chair at the desk. This was

  Brock’s sanctuary, a masculine room of dark textured colours, mementos and photographs with international figures, which themselves told part of the story of how he had transformed himself

  from an impoverished navy pilot to the National Security Advisor to the President.




  ‘Khan gets killed here,’ he said, flipping over to page eighteen and brushing his finger over Penang on the north-eastern coast of Malaysia. He flipped the page back. ‘The

  first reported act of violence after that was here, a military airfield in Dipolog in the southern Philippines.’ Brock loudly snapped together his finger and thumb. ‘Then, too quickly

  for anyone to keep count, the whole damn region is on fire, Malaysia, Indonesia, even Brunei which must be the most tranquil place in the world.’




  He picked up the remote and turned on the television. The first channel to come up was BBC World, which Caroline enjoyed watching. Its reporter was speaking from the roof of a Manila hotel.

  ‘The Philippine military has lost contact with its bases on Basilan, Jolo and Tawitawi. In Zamboanga City, General Fidel Ocampo is being held hostage, and all assaults on guerrilla positions

  there have been suspended.’




  ‘John, thank you,’ said the presenter in London. ‘Before we let you go, could you give us a picture of what is behind all this, and whether this has any wider political

  implications?’




  The screen dipped back to the reporter, forehead creased and eyes squinting against an overhead sun. ‘Susannah, one theory, and I stress this is only a theory, is that there was an attack

  by the Philippine military on a rebel Muslim camp. The rebels decided to hit back with a vengeance. But there is a question of coordination and planning. An operation like this must have been ready

  to go for some time. Something happened last night that made them unleash their forces.’




  ‘And, John, is it linked to the assassination of the Pakistani President?’




  ‘Conspiracy or coincidence, Susannah. No one yet knows.’




  Brock muted the television. ‘Whenever we think Asia is a model of development it blows up in our damn faces.’




  West pointed at the maps. ‘Let’s send the Kitty Hawk,’ he said. ‘We got involved down there in 2001. If it’s unfinished business, let’s see to

  it.’




  Brock nodded. ‘No harm in it. She’s in the South China Sea at the moment. She could be off the coast of Mindanao in a couple of days.’




  The door opened without a knock. Caroline stepped in first, but behind her was Mary Newman, freshly fallen snowflakes on her coat, which was unbuttoned. She pointed to the television set.

  ‘Has it been on yet?’ she said, short of breath.




  ‘The Philippines?’ said Brock, turning up the volume again.




  ‘No,’ said Newman, loosening her Paisley-patterned silk scarf and putting on her glasses. ‘Worse. Much worse.’
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  Yokata airbase, Japan




  Thousands of miles away, a few minutes earlier, massive engines had blasted into the reinforced-concrete base hewn into a mountain side. A North Korean medium-range,

  three-stage, solid-fuel Taepodong-2 missile had roared into the morning sky. While West and Brock had been discussing the turbulence in South-East Asia, every satellite camera and listening post in

  the region had picked up the launch and traced it to Manchon County, North Korea, 500 miles from the western Japanese coastline and 700 miles from Tokyo.




  Just outside Tokyo, in an aircraft hangar at the US Yokata airbase, maintenance engineers and their families were having morning coffee together to bid some colleagues goodbye. Friends were

  reading out goodwill emails from those who could not be at the party. There was cheering, laughter and not a lot of concentration on what was going on around them. It was a tight cluster of people,

  a cross-section of American family life and ethnicity, including children who had been given a special late start to school for the event.




  The Yokata US military airbase had a responsibility for forward projection and crisis response. It would be the primary supply base for troops fighting a war on the Korean peninsula. As many as

  14,000 people lived there at any one time, and, most symbolically, it was less than thirty miles from downtown Tokyo – the military installation closest to the metropolitan area.




  The missile flew over the glittering Tokyo skyline and across the northern Kanto Plain at the foothills of the Okutama Mountains before smashing through the roof of the aircraft hangar.




  The roof split in two and the head of the missile crashed into the fuselage of a transport C-130 Hercules plane undergoing routine maintenance. The fin snapped on impact and flipped over on to

  the wing of a C-21 Learjet with such force that the wing broke off, letting vapourous aviation fuel into the atmosphere.




  They were gathered at one end of the hangar near a stack of oxyacetylene welding tanks when the missile struck.




  The electrical systems on the two aircraft shorted, throwing out sparks which ignited the aviation fuel, blasting a hole in the wall between the hangars and sending a fireball towards the

  welding tanks. The youngest child to die was eleven-year-old Carrie Berlin. Both her parents and older brother, Richard, died, too. Her younger twin brother and sister, Paul and Rebecca, were

  orphaned.




  By dawn the fires were out, the body bags organized, the missile identified and the grieving had begun. Fifty-eight Americans were dead.
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  Washington, DC, USA




  ‘The North Koreans say it was an accident,’ said Newman.




  ‘I don’t give a damn what they say,’ retorted West. ‘They’ve killed Americans.’ West was on his feet, pacing the Oval Office and finding it too small.

  ‘What the hell were they doing flying a missile so close to Tokyo? Because if you tell me it was deliberate, this time next week there won’t be any North Korea left.’




  Newman grimaced. ‘Someone had to tell you what they said,’ she said, standing up. ‘As Secretary of State, that job falls to me. If you want to hear the rest of it, I’ll

  continue. If you don’t, I’ll shut up.’




  West reached for the window behind his desk, pressed his forehead against a chilled pane, tapped his fingers on the glass and listened.




  At forty-two, Newman was one of the youngest secretaries of state ever. She could even have passed for ten years younger, with plenty of brown hair, cut back to just below the ears. She wore a

  fringe that managed to hide her high forehead and a pair of steel-rimmed glasses that made her poker-playing eyes even more difficult to read. She kept her own counsel, yet spoke her mind

  forcefully when called upon.




  West had first noticed her when she was a new, young entry to the House of Representatives. He had been in the Senate. Fifteen years on, she was divorced, from a Washington lawyer who had

  swapped her for a younger blonde lobbyist at precisely the time when Newman’s career started outpacing his.




  With West a widower, the press was full of rumours about a relationship with Newman. They liked each other, but just occasionally, like now, when nerves were raw, he was both startled and

  impressed by the way she held her ground.




  ‘No, Mary, don’t shut up,’ said West, softly. ‘You’re doing what someone has to do.’ His back was to the room and his eyes concentrated on the snow on the

  White House lawn. West gave himself a few seconds, while he disciplined the anger that had chased him to the Oval Office. Since Valerie’s death, he had found his temper becoming shorter.

  Through the glass, speckled around the fresh snow, was the distorted reflection of CNN. The volume was down but the images of grieving relatives, smouldering aircraft hangars, coffins draped in the

  Stars and Stripes, commentators profiting from hindsight and the non-stop whirl of 24-hour news gnawed against him when he needed clarity of thought.




  ‘Turn that damn thing off,’ he ordered, and it was John Kozerski, the White House Chief of Staff, who tried to shut down the television with a remote. But it was broken, or the

  batteries were flat. Whatever the reason, West didn’t care. He turned in from the window, walked across the room and pulled the plug out of the socket.




  ‘Sorry, Mary. Yes, please,’ he said, indicating for Newman to sit back down on the sofa. He took the armchair at the end of the coffee table where a map of Asia lay open. ‘Wrap

  up what you were saying.’




  ‘They have asked us to give them time to carry out their own internal investigation,’ said Newman, settling back into the sofa. ‘They refer us to our own shooting down of an

  Iranian airliner by mistake from the USS Vincennes in 1988 resulting in the deaths of 290 innocent passengers. They handed over a list of other American mistakes, including the bombing of

  the Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999 and atrocities against Iraqi civilians—’




  The President held up his hand. ‘Enough. I follow their train of thought, and knowing your politics, Mary, I don’t expect you sympathize any more than I do.’




  ‘No, sir,’ said Newman simply.




  On the sofa, across the coffee table, was the Defense Secretary, Chris Pierce, sitting forward, his elbows on his knees with a file of papers open in front of him. West had brought Pierce to the

  Pentagon because of his extraordinary war record which began in Vietnam and ended in Iraq. Highly intelligent and with years of experience as a battlefield leader, when Pierce spoke he did so with

  both deliberate simplicity and assertive body language to reinforce his point. In full flow, he sometimes reminded Newman of a nightclub bouncer.




  The thick-set Tom Patton, Secretary for Homeland Security and former governor of Oregon, was at the other end of the table. John Kozerski, Chief of Staff, sat back down on an upright chair next

  to the phones on the Oval Office desk. Peter Brock was next to Newman on the sofa.




  West addressed Newman again: ‘Mary, do we have any American nationals in North Korea?’




  ‘Two aid workers,’ said Newman. ‘One with Oxfam, a Peter Bennett from Chicago. And one from Save the Children Fund. She’s actually half Swedish and half American, a dual

  passport holder, Agneta Carlsson. It’s not the easiest place for Americans to work.’




  West pulled his chair forward to get closer to the map on the coffee table. He put his spectacles on and jabbed his finger on the name Pyongyang, the capital of North Korea, on the west of the

  Korean peninsula which hung off northern China like a pig’s knuckle.




  ‘Where’s Scott?’ asked West, referring to Scott Cartwright, his Trade Secretary.




  ‘In Argentina, sir,’ said Kozerski.




  ‘Then you fill in, Mary. Do we buy from or sell to these sons of bitches?’




  ‘Negative, Mr President,’ said Newman. ‘It’s banned under the Trading with the Enemy Act. Together with Cuba, North Korea is the only place left on it. We have deals on

  nuclear power which go back to 1994. There’s been an impasse pretty much since 2003. But as far as the impact on trade, it’s not an issue.’




  ‘Tom, do they have any terrorist cells in the US?’




  ‘Not that we know of,’ said the Secretary for Homeland Security. ‘They haven’t been involved in a terrorist operation since the eighties, when they blew up the South

  Korean cabinet.’




  ‘In Seoul?’




  ‘In Burma. They were on an official visit.’




  West whistled through his teeth. ‘That’s one hell of a thing to do.’ He brushed the map flat and shifted it on the table to show the massive blue of the Pacific Ocean.

  ‘Chris, these nuclear weapons they have. Do they work? And can they strike us with them?’




  ‘They might,’ said the Defense Secretary.




  ‘Might?’ snapped the President. ‘Is that the best you can do?




  Pierce took a breath. ‘In the nineties, we know they extracted 60 pounds of plutonium from the nuclear programme. That’s enough for five 20-kiloton nukes. They restarted it in 2003.

  We think they might have ten operational nuclear warheads for silo-based missiles and two smaller ones that could be transported by boat or aircraft – the bomb in the briefcase scenario. They

  have maybe fifty Taepodong-2 missiles of the type that was used against Yokata, and many more shorter-range missiles, most of which could hit Japan and, of course, South Korea. They’ve been

  working on an even longer-range version of the Taepodong-2, which they want to get to our western coastline. But we doubt that’s functioning.’




  ‘So they could nuke us?’ said West.




  ‘I believe they could nuke us in Japan, but not here in the US.’




  ‘Then what are they playing at?’




  ‘Mr President,’ intervened Peter Brock. ‘We’ve had time to discuss this with other governments in the region. The overwhelming view is that North Korea is in more crisis

  over this than we are. They claim the missile guidance system was faulty, and no way was the base to be targeted. In fact, the missile carried no warhead at all. They warn that if we take action

  against North Korea, we could provoke a backlash similar to the reaction of a wounded tiger. Leave her be and she’ll die. Taunt her, and she’ll kill.’




  ‘What does Japan say?’ pressed West.




  ‘Nervous, clearly,’ said Newman. ‘But looking at the bigger picture.’




  ‘And China?’




  ‘Both Russia and China say they have some low-level human intelligence that there has been a power struggle,’ said Brock. ‘Truck drivers coming out across the northern border.

  Air Koryo pilots landing in Beijing. That sort of thing. So if it was intentional, it could have been a rash act of a coup d’état.’




  ‘Chris,’ said West, ‘if the threat was real, what could we do about it?’




  The Defense Secretary had direct responsibility for the lives of American service personnel. He was faced with the grim reality that if the missile had been carrying a nuclear warhead, 14,000 of

  them – not just fifty-eight – might now be dead or injured, as well as thousands of Japanese. He answered the President pensively.




  ‘North Korea has a big, motivated army willing to take casualties. A worst-case scenario is war again just like it was in the fifties. We’ve been skirmishing in the Middle East for

  years, but if the Korean peninsula flares up—’ Pierce shrugged. ‘I don’t think any of us will have known anything like it.’




  The President stood up and stretched his arms behind his back. ‘Then the line is that there’s been a national tragedy at Yokata and we’re investigating. The grief is too fresh

  and the issues too serious for the United States to take injudicious action.’




  ‘John,’ he continued, looking over to his Chief of Staff. ‘Get me a list of where the families come from. If there’s one predominant state, get me the governor, the

  senators and community representatives on the phone as soon as possible.




  ‘Mary, let me know if there’s any reason for me to go out there. Right now, I can’t see it. Make the strongest protests, bring in the UN, all that kind of crap. Demand an end

  to their missile programme. Chris, get as many American citizens off the bases as you can without it being noticed. Send them shopping in Tokyo, or on holiday with their families. Increase air

  patrols around North Korea. Get our ships out to sea. I don’t want any goddamn repeat of Pearl Harbor.’




  ‘It’ll only be a fraction, Mr President,’ said the Defense Secretary.




  ‘Well, make it as big a fraction as you can.’




  He turned to Newman again. ‘Mary, get hold of Scott in Buenos Aires and tell him to put the muscle on whichever government or companies are trading with North Korea. I want those

  operations shut down at a moment’s notice if those sons of bitches so much as sneeze against us again. That goes for South Korea as well, and any of those European Union governments that go

  soft on dictators to fatten their bank accounts.’




  West’s eyes were on Peter Brock, but then flickered to the end of the table, where Kozerski, telephone pressed to his ear, was beckoning him. ‘Yes, John?’ said West.




  ‘Stuart Nolan is calling from Downing Street. He wants to speak urgently,’ said Kozerski, his finger poised to transfer the call to the phone next to the President.




  ‘I’ll take it,’ said West, turning back to Brock. ‘And Pete, work on the Chinese and Russians. Since our agencies haven’t a clue, tell them I want to know what in

  the hell’s going on in that country.’




  







  7




  London, UK




  ‘. . . named as Ahmed Memed, an academic from Zamboanga. Intelligence sources in Washington say his influence grew around the year 2000, when he began creating a

  cohesive organization which would lead the Muslim struggle for independence. Memed is widely believed to have been the brain behind last night’s attacks.’




  The picture changed to a hand-held camera filming Memed and his bodyguard swaying from the helicopter winch. ‘In a bizarre twist, Memed was rescued from his home by a Philippine military

  helicopter. It’s still not known who the pilot was and who ordered the rescue.’ The camera swung round the compound showing the guard’s dead body on the ground and troops

  crouching in undergrowth. ‘As you can see from these disturbing pictures, there was a gun battle around the time Memed escaped.’




  ‘Heard of him?’ asked Stuart Nolan, the British Prime Minister.




  ‘I’ve heard of him,’ said Charles Colchester, a long-time friend and chairman of Britain’s Joint Intelligence Committee. ‘But I can’t say he’s on the

  top of anyone’s in-tray.’




  Colchester was dressed in a dark pin-stripe suit and business tie, the uniform of senior officials around the corridors of Whitehall.




  He handed Nolan a sheet of paper. ‘This is a list of places where rioting has broken out in South-East Asia. Our stations believe there was a measure of coordination. The real problem is

  Brunei. There’s been a coup d’état organized by a pro-Islamic colonel in the army. As far as we can tell, it’s been successful. They now control Bandar Seri

  Begawan.’




  Nolan quickly read the list, took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. He had forfeited his morning swim for the meeting with Colchester. He was keen to wrap things up and get some exercise, but

  already he sensed this was the sort of day when that would not happen. ‘Bandar Seri Begawan might be the administrative capital,’ said Nolan testily, ‘but the oil’s at

  Seria. Whoever holds Seria holds Brunei.’




  ‘They don’t hold Seria yet,’ said Colchester.




  ‘Nor will they, if I have anything to do with it. I trained in Brunei. I love its impenetrable humidity, its jellyfish and its billionaire Sultan. And I’ll be damned—’

  Nolan waved his hand to shut himself up. At sixty-nine, Nolan was one of the oldest occupants Downing Street had ever had. Prostate cancer had been detected. Radiotherapy had worked, he was told.

  His long-suffering wife, Jean, had instructed him to seek out a less busy life, although Nolan wondered if tranquillity might end up leading him to an even earlier death. His curiosity about

  far-flung and difficult places often rested uneasily with his own nation’s lack-lustre interest in events beyond its shores. Years into the War against Terror, enthusiasm for conflict had

  waned. Long gone was the unquestioning patriotism in sending troops to remote corners of the world, particularly since it meant less money to spend on the issues British people now held dearest,

  their schools, transport and health. Nolan was also waiting to hear whether the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh was going to vote for a referendum on independence for Scotland, called for so

  suddenly after the Scottish National Party gained control of the governing coalition. He wondered disdainfully whether his footnote in history would be his attempts to focus British minds on Muslim

  riots in Asia while the United Kingdom itself was breaking up.




  ‘If Brunei totters, just about anywhere can,’ said Colchester, glancing at his watch. His meeting slot with the Prime Minister had been set from 06.45 to 07.00. ‘If

  you’ve got an extra five minutes, I would like you to meet Lazaro Campbell. He’s from Washington, on secondment to us. He knows his stuff. He’s waiting outside.’




  The Prime Minister nodded, knowing that Colchester would not have imposed Campbell on him so early in the morning for nothing. Campbell came in and shook Nolan’s hand, without explanation

  or apology that he had arrived for the meeting in a tracksuit and running shoes, with a line of sweat just on the hairline of his forehead.




  ‘At least someone’s clever enough to find time to exercise around here,’ muttered Nolan. ‘Lazaro Campbell? Where do you get a name like that?’




  ‘From a Cuban mother and a Scottish father, Prime Minister,’ said Campbell, pulling out a hand towel from his tracksuit and wiping his face dry. ‘My mother was fleeing

  Castro’s Cuba. My father was with the British embassy and literally lifted her from the boat at Key West. So I’m the product of Caribbean sun, fun and revolution.’




  Nolan laughed. Campbell was a robust man with Hispanic features and dark tousled hair. He was in his early forties, but a pair of sharp blue eyes, an unshaven face and an expression that often

  looked a moment away from laughter made him seem a lot younger. Colchester opened his briefcase and slipped documents and photographs out of a large brown envelope. Nolan was not the first Prime

  Minister or President that Campbell had briefed during a crisis. He knew he could be blunter with Nolan, a former Royal Marine who would understand military strategy and missile threats.




  ‘If I was serving in the US now, I would be briefing the President – if I could get to him,’ said Campbell with a knowledgeable glance at Colchester. ‘As it is, I am on

  secondment to Her Majesty’s Government, so I have asked to brief you, Prime Minister.’ He knelt on the floor and spread photographs over the coffee table. ‘I flew in a few hours

  ago from Australia, where there’s been a break-in at a virology lab. We hadn’t put two and two together until the North Korean missile tragedy at Yokata.’




  At the mention of Yokata, Nolan eyed Campbell sharply, and took hold of the photograph Campbell was offering him. ‘That’s the canteen,’ explained Campbell. ‘That was

  taken at shortly after 3 a.m.’




  Nolan took his time studying the scene in the photograph. There was an unfinished snack on a table. Two cups of coffee, one black, one a creamy white, sat undisturbed on each side of the table.

  A mark of light red lipstick ran around the rim of one cup. At the centre of the table was a bowl of fruit containing bananas, tangerines, kiwi fruit and a bruised apple. On one plate were the

  remains of a ham omelette; on the other was the crust of a burger bun, smudged with tomato sauce. The knives and forks were laid side by side on the plates. A newspaper on one side was folded over

  to the crossword page. The chair was neatly pushed in to the table. The other chair was toppled over on the floor.




  ‘That fallen chair,’ said Campbell, looking over the Prime Minister’s shoulder, ‘is the only sign there had been a struggle. The Australian police are certain that the

  two scientists on duty at the time were murdered. But their bodies are missing.’




  Campbell passed Nolan another picture. It showed a laboratory with a red neon sign on the wall saying in large capital letters NO ADMITTANCE. HIGHLY INFECTIOUS AREA. Two people were inside, both

  wearing dark-green surgical gowns, gloves, medical masks and blue polypropylene shoe covers. The door ahead was closed. Behind it was an ante-chamber of transparent glass with a blue ultra-violet

  light shining inside.




  ‘This is a file picture,’ said Campbell. ‘It’s the anteroom of the laboratory where they’ve been working on a substance known as interleukin-4 or IL-4.’ He

  handed over a third picture, which simply showed a cage with two mice in it.




  ‘This is what they were after, isn’t it?’ said Nolan, dropping the picture on to the pile on the coffee table, and leaning back in his chair. ‘You’re here now

  because they succeeded?’




  ‘IL-4 is a tragic scientific mistake,’ said Campbell. ‘It is an agent that makes mice sterile. The Australians were planning to spread it throughout urban mice populations

  using a virus called mousepox, which is normally harmless. But something happened that no one had anticipated. Not only did it shut down the reproductive system, it also shut down a key element of

  the body’s immune system, something called cell-mediated response, the specific mechanism that fights against viruses. Suddenly, mousepox became a killer virus. Those mice infected with

  mousepox together with IL-4 died almost immediately.’




  The expression on Nolan’s face showed that he was beginning to understand the implications. ‘And mousepox is—?’




  ‘A sister virus of variola major, which is smallpox,’ said Colchester. ‘Mice are – or were – far more immune to mousepox than we are to smallpox. But virologists

  are now pretty certain that if IL-4 is administered with the smallpox virus, the world will be facing a biological weapon threat such as never before.’




  ‘Not least because we don’t have a vaccine for it,’ said Campbell.




  ‘Has there been a theft of smallpox as well?’ asked the Prime Minister.




  ‘Not that we have heard of,’ said Campbell, glancing across to Colchester. ‘But we’re checking.’




  ‘And who took it?’ asked Nolan calmly.




  ‘Officially we don’t know,’ said Colchester, constantly ensuring that he and Campbell were speaking with one voice. Nolan was familiar with Colchester’s ability to

  transform his character like a chameleon and he detected a change now of Colchester using the refuge of civil service anonymity to push forward a political position. He was a Whitehall civil

  servant with enormous power and flair who skilfully projected an image of a man of absolute ordinariness.




  ‘Officially,’ began Nolan. ‘What the hell does that mean?’




  Campbell had his eyes down, sorting the photographs.




  ‘Tell the Prime Minister,’ said Colchester.




  ‘North Korea,’ said Campbell, looking up, then leaving the photographs and springing to his feet. ‘I do not have the evidence, sir, but my contacts are good, and I would

  forfeit my job on it.’




  ‘The source of Lazaro’s information is highly, highly classified, Prime Minister,’ said Colchester calmly.




  Nolan turned to Campbell. ‘What is your source?’ he demanded.




  Campbell gripped his hands together, powerfully enough to show the whites of his knuckles, suddenly showing the emotions of his part-Latin heritage. ‘I said I would forfeit my job. My job

  is my life, sir. I would not be here if I did not think that this agent had gone to North Korea.’




  ‘I asked you what your evidence is?’ said Nolan.




  Campbell deferred to Colchester.




  ‘As I said, the information is—’ began Colchester.




  ‘Damn you, Charles,’ exploded Nolan, ‘if you want me to look at this stuff and then make an argument to Jim West – because I damn well know this is why you’ve

  produced Campbell – I need to know the source. I need to know that it’s true. If you feel you can’t tell me, then we’ll do it through the appropriate channels, and if it

  gets lost in the bureaucracy, so be it.’




  ‘It is – or was – President Asif Latif Khan of Pakistan.’




  Nolan stared blankly at Colchester and then in disbelief at Campbell. Outside was the whine of an electric milk float. With each driver personally screened, it was still allowed within the

  secure area of Downing Street. Nolan got to his feet, walked across to the window, looked down at the clatter of bottles on the doorstep, turned back inside the room, glanced at the photographs

  laid out on the table, then looked at Campbell. ‘Khan?’ he asked, showing part irritation and part sarcasm. ‘The now dead President of Pakistan?’




  ‘Khan, as you know, was deputy head of the Inter-Services Intelligence Agency before going into politics,’ explained Colchester. ‘Lazaro worked closely with him during the War

  on Terror.’




  ‘He told you that North Korean agents had walked into a secure Australian laboratory, killed two scientists and stolen this agent?’




  ‘He told me more than that,’ said Campbell, sinking to his knees again by the coffee table, and pulling two photographs from the middle of the pile.




  ‘Show me, then,’ said Nolan, sitting down and putting on his spectacles.




  Campbell handed Nolan a picture, labelled with a caption describing it as an unidentified guest at a cocktail reception in New York. The subject wore a lounge suit, badly cut, with a tie too

  tightly knotted and creating wrinkles on his shirt collar. He had no drink and was caught with both hands clasped behind his back and a ripple of boredom on his face.




  The second picture was of the same man, but it revealed much more. He was short, but stocky and strong, with truculent features, and dressed in the uniform of a four-star general. He was with a

  dozen other dignitaries. The date on the caption was 15 April 2003. The setting looked like an official celebration in Pyongyang. It might have been that particular split second with the camera, or

  the resulting image might have been etched into the subject’s character. His arms were stretched out to the edge of the rail of a balcony and his whole presence dwarfed the lost expression on

  the face of the then North Korean leader, Kim Jong-il, who stood next to him. The general’s long fingers were wrapped around the rail into a fist. His eyes were fixed straight ahead in an

  expression of awesome determination, not of a man who had inherited power, but of a man intent on gaining it. He was by far the most charismatic figure among them.




  ‘This man’s name is Park Ho,’ said Campbell. He looked at Nolan with an unflinching expression of certainty. ‘He ordered the theft of the IL-4. He fired the missile at

  Yokata. He believes it is better that North Korea be destroyed and go down fighting, than to surrender to unification with South Korea. He is the mastermind behind North Korea’s missile

  programme. He now has power, and his finger, Prime Minister, is literally on the button.’




  ‘He has power?’ queried Nolan. ‘You mean he has just taken power.’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Campbell, nodding.




  The Prime Minister glanced over to Colchester. ‘Is he right, Charles?’




  ‘I fear he is,’ said Colchester.




  There was a knock at the door and Joan Nolan poked her head round. She was much loved by the British for being matronly, unstuffy, down to earth and the one person who could keep their

  brilliant, but sometimes erratic, Prime Minister in check.




  ‘There’s a queue of supplicants waiting to see you, Stuart, and none dares knock on the door to see what you’re up to.’




  Nolan looked at his watch. The meeting had overrun by fifteen minutes and he would need another fifteen to end it. ‘Give them tea, champagne if they need it. I’ll be with them by

  seven-thirty.’




  ‘And which do you want, tea or champagne?’ she asked, stepping back to leave her husband in peace.




  ‘Nothing, thanks,’ said Nolan, without consulting Colchester or Campbell. Joan would have to boil the kettle or indeed uncork the bottle herself. Downing Street must have been the

  only official residence of a head of government where the Prime Minister and his wife did their own washing up.




  Colchester glanced across to check they were alone again, leant back and put his arm over the back of the sofa. ‘Stuart, Lazaro has an idea, which might shed some light on

  events.’




  Nolan raised his eyebrows. ‘With your permission, sir,’ said Campbell, ‘I would like to go to Brunei. As far as we know, your training camps there are operational and

  unaffected by the coup d’état. Rioting after Khan’s death, I can understand. But it takes time to plan a coup d’état. There are too many coincidences

  running around. If we can get some sodium pentothal into one of those rebellious Bruneian colonels, we might learn a hell of a lot more than we do now.’




  Nolan rolled his pen along the desk top, then burst out laughing, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘I have a feeling you and I are going to get on very well indeed,’ he said, glancing

  across to Colchester. ‘And you, Charles, would you be prepared to forfeit your job, if you’re wrong?’




  ‘My years release me from that decision,’ said Colchester with a slight smile.




  ‘Then with your agreement, as my chief intelligence adviser, I will track down Jim West.’
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