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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR GIDEON’S WAR


“True to form of my eight-year experience with Howard Gordon on 24, Gideon’s War is a rip-roaring thriller.”
—KIEFER SUTHER LAND
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“A thrill every clock-ticking minute! From racing through the jungles of Southeast Asia to outsmarting terrorists on a high-tech oil rig in a typhoon, Howard Gordon’s new international peacemaker Gideon Davis takes saving the world to a new level. Move over Jack Bauer—there’s a new sheriff in town.” 
—VINCE FLYNN, New York Times bestselling author of American Assassin
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“Howard Gordon, the man behind 24, makes the transition from screenwriter to novelist look easy with this ahead-of-the-curve thriller.”
—ALEX BERENSON, New York Times bestselling author of The Midnight House







 


        

            Howard Gordon—the longtime executive producer of the hit TV series 24—makes his fiction debut with a tale of political intrigue and international terrorism. Gideon Davis has just 48 hours to bring his rogue agent brother in—before a twisted global conspiracy turns deadly.
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GIDEON DAVIS, whose behind-the-scenes negotiating skills have earned him the role of peacemaker in conflicts around the globe, knows more about hush-hush discussions in Capitol corridors than he does about hand-to-hand combat. But his more practical, tactical skills come into play when he’s called on by family friend and government bigwig Earl Parker to chaperone a rogue agent from Southeast Asia to D.C. The agent, Tillman Davis, has promised to turn himself in— but only to his brother, Gideon.


Although the two brothers have been estranged for years, Gideon cannot fathom how his brother could have turned into so ruthless a man. But when the plan for Tillman’s surrender goes awry and Earl Parker is taken hostage, Gideon is forced to embrace his dark side in order to evade hostile locals in war-torn Mohan to make his way to the Obelisk—the multimillion-dollar, state-of-the-art oil rig that has been seized by terrorists led by Tillman himself. It is with the help of oil rig manager Kate Murphy that Gideon launches an unlikely one-man rescue.
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HOWARD GORDON is an Emmy and Golden Globe award–winning writer and producer who has worked in Hollywood for more than twenty years. He served as executive producer of the hit television show 24 for its full eight-season run, and prior to working on 24, Gordon was a writer and executive producer for The X-Files. He lives with his family in Pacific Palisades, California. 
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For Cambria




Those who can win a war well can rarely make a good peace, and those who could make a good peace would never have won the war.


—WINSTON CHURCHILL
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PROLOGUE


COLE RANSOM WAS TIRED from the long flight, though not too tired to admire the functional design of the airport. Passing easily through customs, he followed the bilingual signs that led him outside to the area for ground transportation. He didn’t lose a step as the glass doors slid open and he walked outside, where he was hit by a whoosh of blazing tropical air. Squinting against the impossibly bright sun, he could see the glass and steel spires of the capital city of the Sultanate of Mohan rising in the distance.


A man—unmistakably American—stood next to a black Suburban parked by the curb. He wore dark wraparound sunglasses, a camo baseball cap, and a heavy beard. An ID badge hung from his belt. The sign in his hand said DR. COLE RANSOM. If not for the beard, he would have looked like a soldier or a cop.


“Dr. Ransom,” the man said, lowering his sign and holding out his hand. Ransom reached out to shake it, but the man smiled. “I’ll take your bags, sir,” the man said.


“Right. Sorry,” Ransom said, handing him his suitcase.


“I can take the other one if you want,” the bearded man said, nodding toward Ransom’s laptop.


“That’s okay,” Ransom said. “I’ll hold on to it.” He had come to Mohan on the biggest job of his career. The last thing he needed was his laptop getting smashed or stolen.


The driver put Ransom’s suitcase into the back of the Suburban and closed the gate, then opened the rear passenger door for Ransom, who climbed inside.


The driver settled behind the wheel, then glanced at Ransom in the rearview. “Dr. Ransom, before we get going, you might want to double-check that you’ve got everything. Bags, passport, computer?”


Ransom took a quick inventory. “Yeah, that’s everything. And you can call me Cole. I’m just a structural engineer.”


The driver smiled as he started the ignition. “I know who you are, sir.”


Ransom was, in fact, one of the finest structural engineers in the world. He was here in the Sultanate of Mohan to test the structural integrity of the Obelisk—a newly built deep-sea oil rig, the largest and most expensive in the history of man’s quest for crude. There had been problems with the motion-damping system, and he was here to sort them out.


The Suburban exited the airport through a security gate, then turned onto a service road. To the right stretched a long swath of deserted beach and beyond it, the glittering blue surface of the South China Sea. Ransom would be spending the next few weeks somewhere out there. As the Obelisk was being phased into service, it had begun to exhibit some troubling sway characteristics in rough seas. Kate Murphy, the manager of the rig, suspected a design flaw. The rig’s designers insisted that she was being paranoid, or at the very least, that she was trying to cover her ass to cover her production shortfall. Ransom had talked extensively with Kate before flying out, and she didn’t sound even remotely like an alarmist. But you never really knew. Ransom had come here to run some tests and see who was right.


The Suburban suddenly lifted and fell on its suspension, pulling Ransom from his thoughts. The driver had turned off the service road onto a short gravel track that led down to the beach. He stopped the Suburban in what looked like an abandoned quarry. Ransom was puzzled.


“Why are we stopping here?”


“I need to make sure you’ve got your passport,” the driver said.


Ransom gave the driver a curious look. That was the second time he’d asked about the passport.


“I told you before. I’ve got it.”


“I should probably hold on to it up here.”


“Why?”


“We’ve had some civil unrest these last few weeks. We’ll be passing through some checkpoints the government’s put up, and I’ll need to show the soldiers your passport.” The bearded man held out his hand, palm up.


Ransom wondered why the driver hadn’t asked for it back at the airport as he dipped into his breast pocket for his passport and handed it to the driver. The bearded man scrutinized the little blue booklet. Ransom felt his heart rate speed up slightly, felt a tickle of concern in the back of his neck.


“This civil unrest . . . how serious is it?” Ransom asked.


The bearded man lowered the passport and looked up at Ransom. “Ever hear of the terrorist Abu Nasir?”


Ransom frowned and shook his head. “No, I haven’t.”


“Now you have.”


Ransom saw the big black circle pointing at him before he realized the driver was holding a large automatic pistol in his hand. Then the driver shot him in the face.





CHAPTER ONE


UNTIL HE TRIED PUTTING on his tuxedo, Gideon Davis didn’t realize how much weight he’d gained. The extra pounds were hardly noticeable on his muscular six-foot-one frame, but Gideon had felt the tug across his shoulders when he buttoned his jacket earlier that afternoon. Now, it felt even tighter, and he tried to keep himself from squirming in his chair as the president of the United States addressed the General Assembly of the United Nations.


“. . . ten thousand lives have been lost in the bloody civil war between the Guaviare militia and the armed forces of the Colombian government, most of them innocent civilians. For years, both sides repeately rejected calls for a cease-fire, until the prospect of a peaceful resolution to the conflict seemed unattainable to everyone in the international community. Everyone . . . except for one man.” President Alton Diggs nodded toward Gideon, who smiled a smile that felt as tight as his tuxedo. Being in the spotlight was something he still hadn’t grown accustomed to.


Seventeen hours earlier, Gideon had been sitting in a jungle hut in Colombia, while armed men prowled around, waiting for an excuse to start shooting one another. The cease-fire he’d negotiated was the culmination of a three-month-long series of marathon sessions during which he’d spent day and night shuttling between government and rebel forces, usually eating the same meal twice—once with each faction—which accounted for the extra ten pounds he’d put on. In order to keep the warring sides at the table, he’d partaken of huge heaping portions of ajiaco, the traditional stew made of chicken, corn, potatoes, avocado, and guascas, a local herb, and chunchullo, fried cow intestines. As effective a diplomatic strategy as it was, Gideon knew that no amount of food would make the cease-fire hold. Chances were slim that it would last through the month. But the president had told him the best way to maintain the cease-fire was to get the international community invested, and the best way to get them invested was through a major media event. And the media loved Gideon Davis.


President Diggs continued reciting for the audience some highlights of Gideon’s career as a Special Presidential Envoy. He credited Gideon with defusing crises from the Balkans to Waziristan, and for being among the first public figures with the courage to argue that the United States needed to rethink its approach to the war on terror. To his detractors, Gideon was dangerous—a pie-in-the-sky slave to political correctness who thought the enemies of Western civilization could be jawboned into holding hands and singing “Kumbaya.” But anyone who’d ever spent any time with Gideon knew how far from the truth that was. They knew he was a straight talker with zero tolerance for bullshit. They knew he listened to people. Simple enough virtues, but ones rarely found in Washington—which was why some insiders had tagged Gideon as the fastest rising star in American politics. Before Gideon had left for Colombia, President Diggs had let slip that some party bigwigs were considering him for one of several upcoming races. One rumor even had Gideon on the president’s short list of potential running mates. This caught Gideon by surprise, since he’d never had any real political ambitions. Exposing his private life to that kind of scrutiny, and having to make the inevitable compromises that come with holding public office, had no interest for him. But the prospect of wielding enough power to make a real difference in world affairs had caused Gideon to rethink his position. It was one of the reasons he’d agreed to squeeze into his tuxedo to accept this award from the president, who was now winding up his introduction.


“. . . more than simply building bridges, this man has dedicated himself to that ancient and most sacred cornerstone of our moral code: Thou Shalt Not Kill. And so, it is my great privilege to present the United Nations Medal of Peace to one of the great peacemakers of our time, Gideon Davis.”


Gideon approached the podium to a generous stream of applause. He shook the president’s hand, then bowed his head to allow him to place the ribboned medallion around his neck.


“Thank you, Mr. President,” Gideon said, before acknowledging several other heads of state whom protocol deemed worthy of acknowledgment. “This is a great honor, and I accept it with gratitude and humility. All of us in this room know that peace is more than just the absence of war . . . it’s also the absence of poverty and injustice. The real work still lies ahead of us, and its ultimate success depends on the diplomatic and economic support of every country represented in this room tonight.” As Gideon continued to talk about the necessity of international solidarity, he saw a woman in a red dress stifle a yawn. He was losing them. But that didn’t stop him from making the point he wanted to make—that the real heroes were the men and women in Colombia who had found the courage to compromise and to break the cycle of violence that had claimed the lives of so many of their countrymen. “With your support, their goodwill and hard work might actually make this a just and lasting peace. They’re the ones we should be honoring tonight. And so I share this award with them.” He took off the medal, held it in the air over his head.


But his gesture was met with silence.


I blew it, Gideon thought to himself. These people hadn’t come here to be reminded of their moral and economic obligations. They’d come to feel good. They’d come expecting Gideon to shovel out the kind of self-congratulatory rhetoric that keeps the United Nations in business. Gideon scolded himself for ever thinking otherwise and wished he’d found an excuse to stay home and get some sleep.


But then the applause started. Sudden and decisive, like a thunderclap followed by a great rain that just kept going until it flooded the room with the collective approval of every person in the audience. Even the woman in the red dress was clapping. And for a moment, Gideon allowed himself to feel a flicker of hope that the cease-fire he’d worked so hard to make happen just might last. At least for a little while.


A few minutes later, Gideon was ushered into a large adjoining room. As successful as his speech had been, he had no illusions that it would have any real impact on the cease-fire. Making speeches was the easy part. Turning the enthusiasm of politicians and diplomats into real action was a much taller order. Most of the people here couldn’t be counted on to follow through on any of the wine-inspired promises they’d made. Some of them were powerless; others were simply full of shit.


An embassy official from the Netherlands introduced himself to Gideon, who remembered that the man had been his country’s foreign minister before being sidelined to an embassy post because of an ongoing relationship with a call girl. “You are a visionary,” the embassy official said, his small hand clamping around Gideon’s bicep.


Gideon did his best to smile. “I appreciate the compliment, but I just did what the president sent me to do.”


“Your modesty is attractive, of course,” the man said, “but you do yourself an injustice when—”


“Mr. Davis? I’m sorry to interrupt . . .”


Gideon turned toward the speaker. Unlike the people around him— all of them wearing tuxedos or evening gowns—the man who was addressing him wore a crisp military uniform. Dress blues with a white web belt. His hair was trimmed high and tight, with the sidewalls rarely seen outside the United States Marine Corps.


“The president would like to see you.”


“Excuse me,” Gideon said to the embassy official, grateful for an excuse to end their conversation before it had a chance to start.


The embassy official glared at the marine, clearly unaccustomed to being interrupted by some lowly soldier, as he parted the crowd for Gideon.


The marine led Gideon to a door. Posted on either side was a pair of Secret Service agents. One of them opened the door for Gideon, who entered a large conference room, where President Diggs was talking quietly to a plain but pleasant-faced man in his sixties with the jowly, careworn expression of a hound dog. It was Earl Parker, Gideon’s friend and mentor, and as close to a father as anyone in his life.


“Uncle Earl . . .”


“You were good in there,” Parker said. “Truly inspiring.”


“I didn’t know you were here.”


“I was standing in back,” Parker said, smiling. “I’m proud of you, son.”


Gideon returned Parker’s smile, surprised at how eager he still was for the older man’s approval.


He had known Earl Parker most of his life. Parker was not actually his uncle, but he had been a friend of his father’s, and after Gideon’s parents died twenty years ago, Earl Parker had stepped in, becoming almost a father figure to him—and to his older brother, Tillman. After their parents’ deaths they had gone to live with a foster family. But Parker had come to visit them every weekend or two, playing football in the yard with them, checking on their progress in school, and generally acting as though they were related by blood. They had wondered enough about his constant attention to eventually ask him why he spent so much time with them. He explained simply that he had served in the Marines with their father and owed him a debt so great that caring for his sons would not even begin to repay it.


Beyond the fact that he’d never married, the boys knew precious little about Uncle Earl’s personal life. Which didn’t stop Gideon from trying to assemble some rough biography based on his observation of certain details. Like Parker’s teeth. They weren’t good, indicating an upbringing in the sort of family where dentistry was considered a great extravagance. When he spoke, his accent had the marble-swallowing quality found only in the highest, most desperate hills of east Tennessee.


But the public record had also yielded some choice facts, which is how Gideon first learned that beneath that modest exterior was an extraordinary man. Parker had been the first and only Rhodes scholar to come from East Tennessee State University. After his stint at Oxford, he enlisted in the army and served for eight years in the Marine Corps, before going on to hold a string of increasingly powerful jobs in various departments and agencies of the United States government whose functions were rarely clear to the average American. His current job was deputy national security advisor, and his was generally considered to be one of the most important voices on foreign policy in the White House. Some said even more important than that of the secretary of state.


It was Uncle Earl who’d brought Gideon into the State Department, convincing him to leave his position at the United Nations. But after the Twin Towers fell, the apprentice found himself challenging his mentor. Gideon started supporting the position that the United States needed to engage more fully with the Islamic world, using the tools of soft power, like diplomacy and economic aid, while Parker argued that overwhelming military force was the only thing our enemies understood. Gideon and Parker had always engaged in good-natured debates over their political differences. There had been a time when the vigor of those debates had been part of the bond that connected them. But in recent years, their policy differences had begun to strain their personal relationship— especially as Gideon’s influence with the president grew. Both men were pained by the widening rift between them, but neither knew quite what to do about it.


Gideon looked from Uncle Earl back to the president, who was now speaking. “How familiar are you with the Sultanate of Mohan?”


“Just what I’ve read in the State Department briefs.” Gideon proceeded to tell them everything he knew about the small island nation—that it was equidistant between Malaysia and the Philippines, with a population of somewhere between five and six million people, 90 percent of them Malay-speaking Muslims, 5 percent ethnic Chinese and Indians, and a smattering of off-the-census tribes living in the uplands. Gideon also knew that Mohan was more or less the personal possession of the Sultan, who had ruthlessly put down an Islamist insurgency a few years earlier. With some back-channel military assistance from the United States, the Sultan’s armed forces had managed to contain the jihadis to a few remote provinces.


The president nodded tightly. “Except it turns out the jihadis were down but not out. Once they realized how much oil was buried beneath those coastal waters, they started recruiting and rearming. And while you were in Colombia, they came out of hiding. They’re moving against several of the inland provinces, and our friend the Sultan is in some serious trouble.”


None of this had even been on Gideon’s radar when he headed down to South America.


“I need you and Earl to get over there.”


“When?”


“Right away.”


Gideon ran his hands across his tuxedo. “In this monkey suit? I don’t even have a toothbrush.”


The president’s eyes glittered with amusement. “I hear they have toothbrushes in Mohan.”


“With respect, sir, I just got back a few hours ago. I haven’t even been briefed on Mohan, I don’t know the conflict points or the key players on either side—”


Uncle Earl interrupted, “This isn’t about negotiating a truce.”


“Then what’s it about?”


“Your brother,” he said.


Although Uncle Earl’s face rarely betrayed emotion of any kind, it was as troubled as Gideon had ever seen him. “Tillman needs our help.”


“Our help with what?”


Parker wrestled with the question before he finally answered. “We’ve got forty-eight hours to save his life.” He glanced down at his watch. “I take that back. Make it forty-seven.”





CHAPTER TWO


IT WAS AN AMBUSH, pure and simple. Kate Murphy had been told that she would be testifying at the Senate Subcommittee on Foreign Policy as a technical expert on offshore drilling. Deepwater fields had been discovered in the South China Sea, a few miles off the coast of Mohan. As manager of the Obelisk—the largest and most sophisticated rig in those waters—she had come prepared to talk about the trends and technology of offshore drilling.


But now that she was here, she saw the truth. She hadn’t been subpoenaed to talk about horizontal drilling or steam injection or how she calculated the production of an underwater field. She had been brought here to get clobbered.


It had started pleasantly enough. The six men and one woman sitting at the horseshoe-shaped table facing her looked so much more human than they did on TV. Smaller, older, more rumpled, shoulders flecked with dandruff, teeth stained with coffee. They looked like a bunch of retirees, sitting around the old folks’ home in their Sunday clothes.


The first questions had been disinterested softballs. What were the estimated reserves of oil and gas in the South China Sea? How many rigs were located there? How many oil tankers moved through the Strait of Malacca?


Then the questioning shifted to Senator McClatchy, the chairman of the subcommittee. He was a doddering-looking old fellow, with a thin comb-over and a slight tremor in his left hand. His watery eyes were magnified by his thick glasses, giving him a slightly idiotic look. He smiled uncertainly, as though not entirely sure where he was.


“Miz Murphy, it’s so kind of you to fly all the way over from Mohan, just to talk to us.”


“It’s my pleasure, Senator,” Kate Murphy said.


“We do appreciate it. I know you’re a busy person, got all kinds of important things to tend to. I bet running an oil rig, a young gal like you, you must be a heck of a . . . a heck of a . . .” He seemed to lose his train of thought.


“Well, thank you, Senator,” she said after the moment of silence had begun to stretch to an embarrassing length.


Then the senator’s vapid smile faded and his eyes seemed to clear. “Now having gotten all the necessary formalities out of the way—could I prevail on you to tell me why you and the last four witnesses from Trojan Energy have all lied to me, to this subcommittee, and to the American people?”


She felt a flush rise to her cheeks. “Excuse me?”


“Let me rephrase the question. Isn’t it true that your company, Trojan Energy, has on numerous occasions paid out ransom money to pirates over the past year?”


She stuttered, “Pirates?”


“Islamists. Jihadis. Insurgents. Call them whatever you want, but please answer my question.”


“Honestly, I’m not all that sure what—”


“And isn’t it true that these pirates are closely allied with Islamic terrorists in the Philippines, in Malaysia, and in the Sultanate of Mohan?”


“Sir, I was under the impression I was brought here to testify about oil drilling technology.”


Senator McClatchy spread his hands widely and gave her a broad smile. “You were, were you?” Senator McClatchy’s smile faded just the slightest bit. “See, and I was under the impression that you were here to truthfully and completely answer the questions I directed to you. Whatever questions I directed to you.”


“I just—”


“You just what? You just wanted to avail yourself of your constitutional right to hold your tongue so as not to incriminate yourself?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“Then why don’t you just tell this committee the truth? That Trojan Energy is funding terrorism.”


Kate Murphy could feel the red spots forming on her high cheekbones, the ones that always popped up right before she said something she shouldn’t. So she kept her mouth shut.


Senator McClatchy looked down at his notes. “How much do you know about a man named Abu Nasir?”


“Only that he’s some sort of terrorist in Mohan. I mean, if the guy actually exists. Some people seem to think he’s just a myth.”


“Oh, he’s not myth. I guarantee you that.” McClatchy fixed his eyes on her for a long time. “Are you aware that Trojan Energy has paid over forty-seven million dollars in ransom to Abu Nasir in the past twelve months?”


She swallowed. “If that’s true, I was not aware of it.”


“Really?”


“Those decisions are above my pay grade.” Kate Murphy had of course heard rumors that various ships owned by Trojan affiliates had been seized by pirates, and that substantial ransoms had been paid. But her bosses at Trojan had kept those details private.


“Above your pay grade. I see. Except it is a matter of the public record that Trojan Energy continues to receive U.S. government loans and loan guarantees to encourage its participation in the Obelisk project. Which means either you’re ignorant or you’re lying.”


“You’re free to draw whatever conclusions you like.”


“So you refuse to comment on whether or not American taxpayer funds have been funneled into the coffers of Islamic terrorists and pirates.”


Kate had an urge to stand up and shout that she knew nothing about any of this. But instead she kept her voice low and cool. “Refuse? No, Senator, I’m not refusing. I keep telling you, my job is to run a rig and make sure that when my bosses pull the handle, oil comes out. I just don’t have the answers to your questions.”


Senator McClatchy’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you think that a bunch of ducking and dodging is out of place when our national security is being threatened by a bunch of fanatical terrorists?”


“I’m not dodging—”


The senator cut her off. “Don’t you think it’s time to start taking action? To stand shoulder to shoulder with our friends like the Sultan and fight our enemies instead of subsidizing them?”


Kate Murphy sighed. She knew none of this had anything to do with her personally, but it made her angry that she’d been brought here to get made a fool of on national television just so Senator McClatchy could rattle his saber and score some political points.


“Do you really think the United States of America should just sit around helplessly while these criminals and thugs take off with millions of dollars’ worth of oil revenue we pulled from the ground with our technology and expertise?”


“I keep telling you, I don’t know enough about the situation to answer that question.” Then, without thinking, she added, “But if what you’re saying is true, I damn sure hope we won’t.”


For a moment Senator McClatchy glared at her. Then a loud bleat of laughter escaped his lips. “Bless your heart,” he said. “Young lady, you make me want to stand up and salute the flag.”


When she was finally dismissed, Kate was still hot with anger. Her bosses at Trojan Energy had sent her to Washington because she knew enough about the Obelisk to be a credible witness but not enough to cause any real damage. She couldn’t decide if she was angrier at them for making her their sacrificial goat, or at these smug politicians who spent their lives gaining and maintaining power by tearing down other people. So she decided to let it go and checked her BlackBerry. For some reason she couldn’t access her email or her phone messages. Her display window read SYSTEMS ERROR. Being out of touch with her rig, even for a day, left her feeling uneasy and incomplete, the same way she imagined other women her age felt about being away from their husbands and children. Kate thought to herself that if Ben were still alive, she might have been one of those women. His face with the crooked smile appeared to her, then vanished just as quickly—along with the expectation of a life she knew would never be hers.


As she made her way down the corridor, she saw the subcommittee members emerging from the hearing room. They’d apparently adjourned after her testimony for a break. McClatchy was heading in her direction with another senator. She tried to avoid him, pretending to make a call on her broken BlackBerry. But he abruptly excused himself from his colleague and waited for her to disconnect from her imaginary call. “Sorry if I was a bit rough on you in there, Miss Murphy. Nothing personal, you understand.”


“Right. Nothing personal,” Kate said, trying to keep her voice flat.


Kate expected him to move past her, but instead he moved closer. Close enough that Kate could smell his sour breath. He lowered his voice to an intimate tone that made her skin crawl. “Listen, if you’ve got some time tonight, I was hoping you could join me for dinner. I’d like to show you around town, have a little fun.”


Kate blinked, stunned. She felt like saying, Are you out of your fucking mind, old man? But instead she heard herself thanking the senator for the invitation, politely declining, and telling him she had to catch an early morning flight. Which was true. And once she brushed past the sour-smelling senator, the thought of getting back to the Obelisk eased her mind. The anger drained from her body, replaced by the comforting knowledge that tomorrow she’d be back on her rig, the only home she’d known in nearly two years.


A chopper was idling on the roof waiting to take Gideon and Earl Parker to McGuire Air Force Base. It was a white Sikorsky bearing unobtrusive air force markings. No sooner had they strapped in than the bird was aloft. It was a stunning view, the chopper sailing below the tops of the tallest buildings.


As they scudded over the massive construction site where the Twin Towers had once stood, Gideon had to restrain himself from asking Parker what the hell was going on. Back at the UN, President Diggs had preempted Gideon’s questions, telling him it was a long and complicated story, and since they were working against time, Parker would brief him during their flight to Mohan.


Even if Gideon had tried to speak during the chopper flight, the noise inside the cabin would have made conversation impossible. So Gideon found himself thinking about his older brother. How they had fought for as long as he could remember—first over childhood treasures like candy and toys, later over sports and girls, and later still, over politics—and how all their years of fighting had come to a head one night seven years earlier. They’d exchanged some ugly words, too ugly for even the most sincere apology to erase. Not that either of them had even tried. But since then, they hadn’t seen or even spoken to each other.


At Teterboro Airport in New Jersey, Gideon and Parker were escorted from the Sikorsky to a waiting Gulfstream G5. They boarded the jet and settled into a pair of leather seats that faced each other over a gleaming teak table. Before the engines had even spooled up, Gideon pressed Earl. “Okay, Uncle Earl. Tell me what this is about.”


“You heard the president. There’s not a simple answer—”


“Just tell me what’s going on,” Gideon insisted.


Earl Parker fixed Gideon with a look, then sighed. “I hate to do this to you, son, but you need some context to understand the trouble that Till-man’s gotten himself into.” From his briefcase, he pulled a thick, bound folder. “This briefing book has up-to-the-minute intel on Mohan. It’ll help explain what’s happened to your brother. Get through as much of it as you can, and I’ll fill in the rest.” Before Gideon could speak, Uncle Earl preempted him with a reassuring smile. “I promise.”


“Forty-eight hours to save his life? That sounds a little melodramatic.”


Parker regarded Gideon compassionately. “I’m not being coy, son, but I do need you to read the briefing. Especially the sections about Abu Nasir.”


Gideon felt his body being pressed back into his seat as the Gulfstream acclerated down the runway. He looked out the window as they lifted into the air, climbing quickly before banking away from the Manhattan skyline. Then Gideon turned his attention to the heavy book Uncle Earl had handed him.


Abu Nasir? Gideon remembered seeing the name in the State Department briefs he’d read, but he couldn’t recall anything more. Who was Abu Nasir?





CHAPTER THREE


GIDEON HAD LEFT BOGOTÁ on the red-eye, so he’d only gotten a few hours of sleep. But Uncle Earl’s cryptic words kept his fatigue at bay as he propped the briefing book on the table in front of him and tried to absorb as much as he could.


Mohan had been an independent state for nearly four hundred years. The State Department described the current Sultan as a decent and tolerant-enough leader who’d grown the economy tenfold by tapping the oil reserves beneath Mohan’s coastal waters. The latest drilling project was a billion-dollar state-of-the-art rig owned by Trojan Energy and christened the Obelisk. If the geology was correct, it would be the most productive rig in history. Three other major energy companies had already closed agreements with the Sultan and were drawing up plans for a dozen more rigs just like the Obelisk.


But the Sultan’s government also suffered from the typical problems found in most modern nations where one royal family runs the show: nepotism, corruption, and the lack of a broad power base. These weaknesses had created conditions that were now being exploited by the jihadis. No longer content to govern themselves under Sharia law within the boundaries the Sultan allowed them, they were agitating for another insurgency. The Sultan had requested military assistance from the United States to help suppress the jihadis, and a core congressional group, led by Senator McClatchy, wanted to comply. But President Diggs had refused, reluctant to get our troops stuck in the middle of another civil quagmire halfway across the world.


Of the several insurgent factions in Mohan, one was headed by the man Parker had mentioned, Abu Nasir. What Gideon found most interesting was that Nasir was not Mohanese. He was an unidentified Westerner wanted by the Sultan for smuggling drugs and dealing arms. He’d also developed a reputation for piracy and kidnapping, holding Western oil executives hostage for impossibly large ransoms, which he used to fund the insurgency.


Gideon spent another hour wading through the briefing book until the words started to blur. He read the same section over and over until he finally gave up, leaning back in his comfortable leather chair, and sinking into a fitful sleep.


When the G5 was descending through a scattering of puffy clouds many hours later, Parker was drinking coffee from a mug with the presidential seal on the side and working on his laptop. He looked up over his reading glasses at Gideon rubbing his eyes and said, “Sleeping Beauty awakes!”


Gideon took a moment to orient himself. According to the bulkhead monitor, their estimated time of arrival was in twenty minutes.


Parker glanced down at the briefing book, which was splayed open, spine up, on Gideon’s lap. “I see you didn’t get very far,” he said, smiling with uncharacteristic affection. “You needed that sleep pretty bad.”


“Yeah. But since we’re landing soon, what I really need is for you to tell me what’s going on.”


“How much did you read about Abu Nasir?”


“No more questions, Uncle Earl. Just tell me what’s happening with my brother.”


“All right.” Parker nodded but hesitated a good ten seconds before he spoke again. “We have good intelligence that Abu Nasir is your brother.”


Gideon blinked. Unable to make sense of the words he’d just heard.


Parker dropped his shoulders, as if finally unburdening some great weight he’d been carrying. “He’s dug himself into a hole, and now he needs you and me to pull him out before he gets himself killed.”


Parker allowed Gideon to absorb this before continuing. “I know it sounds insane. I’m still trying to get my own head around it.”


“How good is this intelligence?”


“Very,” Parker said, then handed Gideon a photo from the pocket of his briefing book. Behind the CLASSIFIED stencil was a grainy surveillance photo of a bearded man who was clearly unaware that he was being photographed, focused instead on someone or something out of the frame. The features behind the beard resembled Tillman’s, yet it was not him at all. The hot anger that had once animated his eyes was now extinguished, replaced by an icy and far more lethal indifference.


“This is Tillman?”


Parker nodded. “It was taken a little over a month ago.”


Studying the face of the stranger reminded Gideon of why he’d decided not to follow Tillman into the army and had gone to college instead. Gideon knew that his brother’s reasons were more pragmatic than patriotic. He’d enlisted in order to avoid serving time for a street brawl during which he’d almost killed a man five inches taller and a hundred pounds heavier than he was. The man was left in such rough shape that the D.A. tried to bump the charges from assault and battery to attempted murder. Because of Uncle Earl’s well-connected intervention, Tillman managed to avoid prison, and found himself in the army. He thrived as a soldier and was quickly promoted to the most elite ranks of the Special Forces. He’d finally found a way to channel the anger and the violence that had always run through him like a live wire. As angry as Tillman had once been, though, Gideon couldn’t bring himself to believe Parker’s story.


“The last time you spoke to him, where was Tillman working?” Parker asked.


“Afghanistan.”


“After that, he was sent to South America, then Indonesia. But Mohan was his first long-term assignment. Al Qaeda and its offshoots had been making inroads with the local population, and Tillman was sent to infiltrate their ranks. And he did. Posing as a Chechen arms dealer, he fed crucial information to the Sultan’s intelligence service. With Tillman’s help, the Sultan was able to beat back the insurgency.” Parker sighed heavily. “But that’s when things started going wrong.” Parker tapped the seat beside him. “Come over here so I can show you.”


Gideon switched seats, watching as Parker moved his blinking cursor and clicked one of his desktop icons. A map of the South China Sea appeared on-screen. Parker traced his finger along the southern edge. “See this skinny little strip of ocean here, from the Strait of Malacca just below Singapore, up to the coast off Vietnam? Sixty thousand ships, billions of tons of goods, over a trillion dollars’ worth of commerce, pass through this corridor every year. It’s one of the most heavily trafficked shipping lanes in the world, and the one most vulnerable to piracy.


“Last year, off the Somalia coast, we saw just how vulnerable. The jurisdictional issues are messy, the money is huge, and the shipping companies view piracy as a cost of doing business. A write-off. A ship gets seized, they don’t call the navy, they reach for their checkbooks. Spending a few million bucks now and then is easier than jeopardizing the safety of their crews and cargoes.”


Gideon held up his hand. “Hold on. What’s this got to do with Till-man?”


“It was his cover story. Disaffected American soldier turned independent contractor. To prove himself, he seized an oil tanker bound for Mohan. It was all playacting, of course, with a local crew he’d put together and a cooperative vessel he’d hired to go along with the setup.


“Problem was, it worked too well. The jihadis wanted Tillman to do it again. He tried to stall, but they kept pushing. Next thing we knew, he and his men had seized a second ship. This time, it was a real one. Tillman claimed he had to do it in order to avoid blowing his cover. Said it was worth doing a few bad things to stop some much worse things from happening, and the Agency went along with it. Nobody gets hurt, a couple of big companies lose a negligible amount of money, all for the greater good. But after a couple more seizures, he broke off contact with his handler and started doing this stuff for real.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


“It means he started identifying with the people he was sent to destroy. He changed his name, became a Muslim. Or, I should say, a follower of the violent extremists who’ve perverted and co-opted that religion.”


Gideon shook his head. “I don’t believe you.”


Earl blew out his breath. “That doesn’t make it any less true.”


“How long have you known about this?”


“Almost a year.”


“A year? And you’re only telling me now?”


Parker’s eyes flashed. “Do not play the guilt card with me, son. The last time I asked you to reach out to Tillman, you told me to mind my own damn business.” Parker was right. Gideon had traveled the world brokering peace between warring parties, but he’d been unwilling to reach out to his own brother. A dozen times he’d picked up the phone to call him. Each time, he’d hung up before the connection even went through.


Parker lowered his voice to a wistful register. “Besides, I knew there wasn’t anything you could do about it. I tried contacting Tillman myself through an intermediary, begged him to come in. But he never even responded. For him to lose himself like that . . . I can’t even begin to imagine the twisted logic that must have gotten into his head.”


“Bullshit.” It was the only word that fit. “Tillman may have changed, but he’s not someone who changes sides. Not like this.”


“You need to understand, he’s not the same person anymore. Last year, in this shipping lane, over a hundred ships were seized. We’ve got multiple intelligence sources saying your brother was behind at least thirty of those.”


Gideon kept shaking his head as Parker continued. “Problem was he got so good at it, he became a target himself. He pissed off the insurance and shipping companies. He pissed off some of the more radical jihadists in Mohan, who saw him as an outsider. Even worse, he pissed off the Sultan, the man he’d been sent over to help out in the first place. And now that the insurgency is gaining momentum—”


Gideon finished his sentence. “The Sultan wants him dead.”


Parker nodded. “He ordered his top operatives to hunt down Tillman. They’ve been spreading around lots of money, squeezing some captured insurgents pretty hard. Two days ago, they located him.”


“How did you find out about this?”


“From Tillman.”


“You spoke to my brother?”


“Not directly, no. He contacted me through a man named Prang. He’s a general in the Sultan’s army who Tillman worked with. Apparently, your brother kept a back channel open with Prang, even after he went dark. Prang warned Tillman about the hit, and he’s the one who’s brokering this whole deal.”


“What deal?”


“Tillman’s agreed to surrender himself and provide intelligence about the insurgency if the Sultan calls off his hit. He’s holding some big cards—safe houses, weapons caches, organizational structure, leadership, money flow, the whole nine yards.”


“Then the Sultan agreed to call off the hit.”


“Only temporarily. He’s giving us until tomorrow to bring him in. After that, it’s open season.”


“And President Diggs signed off on this?”


“Absolutely. He’s already getting pressure to send troops to Mohan. If this insurgency gets any bigger, he may not have a choice. He’d much rather let Tillman disappear into witness protection than be forced to put our troops in harm’s way.”


Gideon’s head was spinning.


“All right. So bring him in. I don’t understand why you need me.”


“Because Tillman only agreed to come in under one condition. If he could choose who President Diggs sends.”


“And Tillman chose me?”


“You’re the only one he trusts.”


Below the descending plane, the lush green canopy of the jungle was receding, giving way to the tar paper rooftops and steel containers of the sprawling shantytown adjacent to the airport. “How exactly is this supposed to happen?” Gideon asked.


“General Prang is still working out the operational details. He’s meeting us at the airport.”


Gideon sat motionless, turning over in his head what he’d just heard. As impossible as it sounded, he knew he had no choice but to see it through. At least until he’d heard more.


“Tillman’s a grown man,” Parker said. “He made his own bed, I realize that . . . but I still feel responsible for him. I feel that way about both of you.” Parker’s eyes welled, and his voice had more gravel in it than usual. He cleared his throat, as if trying to break through the delta of emotions that had collected there.


The plane hit the tarmac with a jolt and a screech of tires. As the aircraft decelerated, Gideon stared down at the photograph and realized that his brother, his only blood relative, had become a complete stranger to him.


“You need to bring him home,” Parker said.


Despite the sick feeling rising from the deepest part of himself, Gideon found himself nodding his head.





CHAPTER FOUR


“COULDN’T YOU AT LEAST have wiped off the poor guy’s blood first?” The artist frowned as he studied the passport.


The bearded man in the camouflage baseball cap didn’t speak. The crown of his hat bore the prominent outline of some kind of pistol. The artist—his name was Barry Wine—had never met anyone he liked who wore a hat with a picture of a gun on it. Or a gun logo. Or a gun joke. Or a gun anything.


Gun people were morons. Barry Wine detested morons.


Wine was a freelance document forger. In the trade, document forgers are called “artists.” Once upon a time he’d been with the Company. But there had been a minor misunderstanding about some receipts for supplies, and now he had to take whatever work he could get. Even for guys like this troglodyte creep in the baseball cap. Barry Wine had operated out of Singapore for a while, but the tax situation was better here in Mohan. And now he was holding the bloodstained passport for some poor bastard named Cole Ransom. The humorless guy in the baseball cap wanted him to replace the photo of the real guy with a photo of himself. Artists referred to this as a “face pull.”


Barry Wine was a perfectionist, so he didn’t like face pulling. It offended his dignity and professionalism. Face pulling was a crude and thuggish procedure that any high school art student could do. If you were a serious professional, you did a “fab”—a complete fabrication of the passport. But a perfect fab took two to three weeks. And that was only if you could get your hands on the right kind of paper.


“Did I ever tell you about that Bulgarian passport I did for our mutual friend?” Barry Wine said. “The Bulgarian passport—it’s the one and only artistic achievement of any note in the entire history of the Bulgarian people. Absolute work of art. The flash page is intaglio printed if you can believe that. All the paper is manufactured at this very small factory near the Turkish border. Seven unique colors of hand-dyed security threads. Silk threads. They even have a security feature that’s unique to the Bulgarians. An integral magstripe made from powdered magnetite that’s literally impregnated into the paper. Impregnated! No plastic film involved. None whatsoever. I had to paint it in with this tiny hog-bristle paintbrush—”


The bearded man looked at Barry Wine with his empty black eyes.


“Sorry,” Barry Wine said. “Sorry. I just need to get your picture inserted in the passport. It’ll take awhile. Feel free to grab some lunch and come back.”


The bearded man didn’t move.


The artist was eager to do anything that would get the man’s eyes off of him. He pushed the Gucci bag with the rest of the documents in it across the table toward the man in the camouflage hat. “It’s all there. Feel free to review them. Company IDs, Social Security card, credit cards, you name it. I even threw in a library card from the Baton Rouge Central Library. Which I thought was a nice touch.”


Barry Wine waited for some kind of approval or appreciation for his extra effort. But all he got was a tight nod. So he returned his attention to the passport.


He sharpened his X-Acto knife on a 1200-grit diamond stone using a small jig of his own design and then carefully slit the plastic that sealed Cole Ransom’s picture into the passport. It took about twenty minutes to affix the new image. He used a special solvent he’d developed himself to make the line between the new overseal and the old overseal fade away. You could never make it completely disappear of course. It would get his client past most customs agents and border patrol checkpoints, but Wine still scowled at the passport. Hackwork. This was absolute hackwork and butchery. Nobody cared about quality anymore. Back when he’d started you actually had to learn your craft. Engraving, printing, dye work, the list went on and on. But now all these assholes wanted you to do was slap something in a copy machine. You might as well just go to Kinkos!


He slid the face-pulled passport across the table to his customer. “Here. Notice what I did with the—”


The bearded man swept it up and stuck it in his pocket.


“You’re not even gonna look at it?”


The man reached across the table, picked up the X-Acto knife.


“Careful,” Barry Wine said. “That’s very sharp.”


“I know,” the bearded man said, before he plunged it deep into Barry Wine’s left eye.


Two hours later Detective Senior Grade Wafiq Kalil walked into a small office in central Kota Mohan with a sign that said B. WINE DESIGN on the door. A handful of blue-clad state policemen were milling around the room aimlessly. Wafiq knew the older of the two men, a sergeant named Mustaffa.


“What have we got, Sergeant?”


“An American named Barry Wine,” Sergeant Mustaffa said. He beckoned Wafiq over and said, “You’ll want to see this.”


Wafiq peeked over the counter in the front of the room. A dead white man lay in a pool of blood. Some kind of thin metal cylinder was sticking out of his eye. Before he had died, though, he had apparently managed to write something on the floor in his own blood.


Wafiq squinted, trying to make out the bloody letters. It was not easy. The dead man’s handwriting left a little to be desired.


The sergeant said, “I think it says ‘Abu Nasir.’”


Now that the sergeant had said it, he could see the letters, too. “Clear this room,” Wafiq shouted. “Now!”





CHAPTER FIVE


WHEN GIDEON AND PARKER deplaned, they were greeted by a furnace blast of muggy air and a phalanx of heavily armed soldiers who had formed two parallel lines, creating a corridor between the plane and the gleaming modern air terminal. They wore tropical tan uniforms and olive drab berets. They faced outward, their eyes scanning for potential threats.


“These guys look serious,” Gideon said.


“They are,” Parker muttered.


A small Mohanese man in a military uniform burst out of a doorway from the terminal, trailed by four more uniformed men. Gideon counted four stars on his epaulets. Clamped between his teeth was a corncob pipe, canted at the same angle favored by General MacArthur, which he removed as he shook Parker’s hand.


“Mr. Parker,” the military man said. “A pleasure as always.”


“General Prang, this is Gideon Davis.”


Prang studied Gideon’s face as they shook hands.


“This way, please.” The general indicated a Range Rover parked near the jet. Flanking the Range Rover were two Chevy Suburbans and a Lincoln Town Car. Next to each Suburban stood more uniformed men. They all carried MP5s and wore small earpieces and throat mikes. These were elite commandos, not the ceremonial window dressing typically sent to impress visiting dignitaries.


Parker turned and said to Gideon, “General Prang will brief you on the operational details, and we’ll meet after you’ve picked up your brother.”


“Where are you going?”


“I’m picking up our ambassador, then heading out to the Obelisk.”


“What for?”


“That’s where we’ll meet once you’ve got Tillman. I set up an official state visit as a cover for the exfil operation. I’ll be making a public statement to the media about our solidarity with the Sultan and our pledge of continued economic support—all the usual bullshit. Your brother will be safer on the rig than on the mainland, until we transport him to a U.S. naval vessel.”


“Fine. Except I still haven’t heard how this is going to happen.”


“I told you, General Prang will explain everything.” He leaned toward Gideon and lowered his voice. “Prang’s a good man. Tillman trusts him—as much as he trusts anybody right now. Do what he says, and he’ll get you to Tillman.”


Gideon studied Parker for a moment before he nodded his okay.


“Good luck,” Parker said. Gideon watched him get into the waiting Lincoln Town Car, which sped away.


“This way, Mr. Davis. Please.” General Prang was gesturing impatiently toward the Range Rover. His accent was more English public school than Southeast Asia. “Not to rush you, but the longer we stay here the more exposed we are.”


“Exposed?”


Prang took his pipe out of his teeth and swept the horizon with it. “Snipers.”


“Is it really that bad here?”


“Just precautions, Mr. Davis. Just precautions.”


As soon as Gideon climbed into the idling Range Rover, the door slammed, and the motorcade leapt forward.


Gideon turned to Prang. “Tell me where I’m meeting my brother.”


The general took off his sunglasses and wiped each lens carefully with a small handkerchief before placing the glasses in his breast pocket. His eyes never left Gideon’s.


“I hope you have not been misled, Mr. Davis, but what you are about to embark on is not, as they say, a walk in the park.”


The motorcade was speeding down the empty two-lane road. Not a single other vehicle was in sight. Given the size of the city in the near distance, the complete absence of traffic could only mean that the road had been closed off so their motorcade could travel on it unmolested. Normally this was the sort of accommodation made for visiting heads of state. Gideon took it as a measure of how important this mission must be to the Sultan.


“It has not been widely reported, but the Sultan’s government is losing ground quickly. The jihadis and their proxies control four of the nine provinces in the Sultanate.”


“The briefing book I just read said they controlled only two provinces.”


“That was last week,” General Prang said drily. “Now the insurgents are gathering on the outskirts of KM—”


“KM?”


“Kota Mohan, our capital. The city proper is secure, as are the provinces to the west of KM. How long this will last . . . no one can say.”


“So where are we going? Where exactly?”


Prang drew deeply on his pipe. Smoke filtered from his mouth as he spoke. “You look different than him. Except for the eyes.” Gideon squirmed under the general’s scrutiny. “I considered your brother a friend, you know. He is an extraordinary man. Great force of will. But there was always a darkness inside him that kept him distant from his true friends. His betrayal was painful to me, but it was not surprising.”


Gideon bristled. Whatever truth there might be to what Prang was saying, Gideon resented hearing it from a stranger. It was something he’d never admitted to anyone, not even to himself, but Gideon understood the source of his brother’s darkness better than anyone. Even though their paths had diverged, their lives had been stained by the same tragedy. Gideon didn’t need a psychiatrist to tell him that the seeds of his work as a peacemaker were sown in the anger between his parents. Although their anger would erupt into violence only occasionally, during one of those eruptions, everything had changed forever. Had the pull of that ancient ugliness finally dragged Tillman down some dark hole that he couldn’t return from? Gideon still couldn’t bring himself to believe it.


“Watch your back,” General Prang said. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”


“Tillman would never turn on me.”


“I thought the same thing,” said Prang wistfully. Clearly, he still carried with him the pain of Tillman’s betrayal. Then, suddenly, he snapped his fingers, and an aide in the front seat handed the general a plastic map and red marker.


Prang spread the map on his knees. “We are traveling along National Road 7. Here. Next we will turn onto Provincial Road 91. Then we’ll cut across on a smaller rural road. At a town called Alun Jong we will turn you over to a river pilot.” The general circled a dot on the map with the red marker. “He will take you upriver. Local security has been arranged. You’ll be safe . . . at least until you get to the upper reaches of the river.”


“And then?”


“Things could get a bit spicy for a kilometer or two. Once you hit the fall line, though, you’ll reach territory controlled by your brother. His base of support is in the uplands.”


“So we’ll be going through rebel territory before we reach him.”


“Just a brief stretch.”


As General Prang spoke, their convoy turned onto a new road. There was traffic now, but it was all going in the opposite direction. Trucks piled high with personal belongings, cars stuffed with extra passengers. Alongside the road, people were walking or riding in carts pulled by water buffalo. Occasional herds of goats scattered as the convoy blasted through. Gideon recognized the look on these people’s faces, their grim determination barely covering their uncertainty and fear. It was the face of the refugee.


The Range Rover was tearing along at nearly a hundred miles an hour, the driver pressing his horn repeatedly as Prang continued. “At the headwaters of the river, you’ll have to go by foot. A guide will lead you through the mountains, to a place called Kampung Naga. That’s where you’ll find your brother.” He made another circle, then wrote the name of the town. Nothing printed on the map itself indicated the location of Kampung Naga. “Ideally you’ll both return by river. If that becomes impossible for any reason, your government has a chopper crew standing by. The contact code and frequency are on the back of your map.” He turned the map over. A seven-digit sequence was printed on the reverse. “We’ll give you a radio transmitter when we reach Alun Jong.”


Gideon frowned at the map. “Are there no roads leading to Kampung Naga? Why aren’t we going by land?”


“There is some . . . uncertainty regarding the roads right now. The river, on the other hand, is still patrolled by boats from the national police.”


“Why not go by air?”


“Because the insurgents have shoulder-fired missiles. Thanks to your brother, I might add. Not many, but some. And there are more extremist sympathizers inside our government than the Sultan will admit. All it would take is for one of them to give away your flight plan. No, the river is the safest route.”


Gideon’s success had been built on his willingness to take personal risks, to step outside the comfort zone of resort hotels and government compounds. Only by ignoring diplomatic protocols and going it alone in the Colombian jungle had Gideon been able to negotiate an agreement between the rebels and the government. Still, a voice in the back of his head was whispering that he was being sent on a fool’s errand, that he should tell the general to turn around and take him back to the airport.


If Tillman weren’t his brother, he might have done just that. Despite their estrangement, Gideon had always told himself that he would be there for his brother no matter what. And viewed in that light, he had no choice except to see this through.


“We’ll be traveling into the backcountry now. The road may get a little rough, but my people tell me this is the safest route to Kampung Naga.”


As he spoke, the vehicles screeched off the road onto a narrow, unpaved track. They barely slowed down, though. They were well past the city limits, tearing past rice paddies and houses roofed with corrugated iron and plastic tarps. Chickens pecked at the ground, and pigs rooted here and there. Water buffalo aimed their dull eyes at the passing motorcade.


Gideon felt a pinprick of concern. “Excuse me for speaking so bluntly, General Prang. But if Tillman betrayed you, tell me why I should trust you with his safety. Or mine for that matter?”


The left corner of General Prang’s lip curled upward, an unconvincing attempt to cover his anger at Gideon’s question with a smile. “I carry the Sultan’s personal guarantee.”


“With all due respect, I don’t know the Sultan.”


“With all due respect to you, Mr. Davis, you don’t have a choice in the matter. Not if you wish to see your brother again.”


Gideon locked eyes with the general, who held his look. Sensing no duplicity, just a matter-of-fact appraisal of the situation, Gideon said, “Fair enough.”


General Prang nodded.


“We’re close. A few kilometers before we reach the river. I’m sure you have many questions. I’ll answer as many as I can before we get there.”


“I got dragged straight from a function at the UN,” Gideon said, waggling the corners of his black bow tie. “I feel just a hair overdressed. You think I might be able to change somewhere along the way?”


General Prang laughed. “I’m sure we can find something for you when we reach—”


The explosion that interrupted the general’s sentence lifted the lead car in the motorcade into the air and tossed it into a nearby rice paddy like a Tonka truck flung by an angry child. The shock wave blew the entire windshield back into the Range Rover, shattering the safety glass, which sprayed over the two men in the front seat.


Before the lead vehicle had even come to rest, bullets began thumping into the general’s vehicle, each one making a sharp thud, like the blow of a small hammer. Prang began shouting orders in a language Gideon didn’t understand.


But whatever the general was telling his driver quickly became irrelevant. Blinded by the shattered windshield, the driver struggled wildly to control the wheel. The Range Rover cut sharply to the right, the left front wheel digging into the soft dirt at the edge of the road. The vehicle shuddered, listed hard to the left, and began to flip end over end.


On a few occasions of particular stress in his life, Gideon had noticed that time seemed to slow down, to stretch like taffy. This was one of those occasions. The crash unfolded at a strange, leisurely pace, the Rover rotating as slow as a Ferris wheel. Once, twice, three times—the bullets whacking into the car as it bounced and flipped.


When it finally stopped, the car lying upside down, the bullets continued to thud against the steel body. They blew out windows, bits of seat cushions, the television screen on the back of the passenger seat, and several pieces of the general’s rib cage. Miraculously, nothing hit Gideon.


Just as suddenly as the onslaught had started, it stopped. Dead silence. Gideon’s vehicle had landed on its roof in a flooded rice paddy. Brown water leaked rapidly into the cabin.


Gideon was hanging upside down, retained by his seat belt. He tried unbuckling the belt, but it was jammed. He shifted his weight until he managed to open the buckle, then fell into the stinking brown water that was quickly flooding the inverted roof.


The general was also hanging upside down, blood dripping down his face and into the quickly collecting water. The corncob pipe was still clamped between his teeth. Gideon took the Benchmark knife the general had clipped on his pocket, cut his seat belt, and eased the man down into the water. Red circles bloomed where the shrapnel had sliced through his uniform and into his torso. From one of the frag wounds, blood was spilling in powerful pulsing surges, which meant the shrapnel had hit an artery.


Prang’s rheumy eyes locked on Gideon’s. “Alun Jong,” he whispered, his voice hollow and cracked. “Go to Alun Jong. A boat pilot named Daryl Eng . . . he’ll get you to your brother.”


Then General Prang’s face went slack, and the pipe slipped from his lips and tumbled into the water with a soft splash. It hissed, then went silent.


Gideon heard men shouting commands and the sound of their feet sloshing through the rice paddy. How close were they? He couldn’t tell, but he could hear them getting closer.


Gideon’s eyes fell on the general’s holstered pistol, a chromed Colt 1911 autoloader with ivory grips, cocked and locked. He grabbed the pistol, freed it from the holster, checked the chamber. A brass cartridge gleamed in the throat of the gun.


It was the oddest sensation, how easily it all came back. The sensation of the pistol, the sound, the feel. The 1911 felt—as it always had to him—like an extension of his own hand. For a moment, he froze. It had been almost twenty years since he’d touched a gun—any gun. A complex mix of feelings flooded through him. The first sensation was of pleasure, of the rightness of the thing, the purity of it in his hand.


Until his hand began to tremble.


I can’t, he thought. Not even now.


He let the gun slip from his grip and watched as it dropped into the water, leaving only a ripple, which quickly went still. Although the water couldn’t have been more than a few feet deep, he couldn’t see the gun in the muddy darkness.


The noise was getting louder, the shouts more intense.


What was he waiting for? Time to get out of here. Floating listlessly on the brown water was the map Prang had shown him only a few minutes ago. On it was the location of the town where he was supposed to meet his brother. Kampung Naga. He grabbed the map, shoved it into his back pocket.


Tiny cubes of glass raked his body and fell away as he shimmied through the jagged remains of the window. All the sloshing sounds and shouting were coming from the driver’s side. For a moment he hunkered behind the car, wondering if they’d seen him yet, although he didn’t think they had.


Gideon’s first impulse was to run. But the little computer in his brain—the one that took over when time slowed down—told him that he’d never make it. There were too many of them. And it was a good hundred yards to the edge of the paddy.


As if to confirm his thought, he watched as one of Prang’s soldiers struggled from the wrecked front seat of the car. He was covered in blood. But he still carried his MP5. He fired two quick bursts over the underside of the car, then made a break for the berm at the edge of the paddy.


Before he’d gone five steps, he was hit three times and went down like a marionette that had its strings cut.


One part of Gideon’s mind watched calmly, almost pleased at the confirmation of his earlier analysis, while the other part stared in horror.


What now?


And then he knew. The pipe. The general’s pipe was floating nearby, like a buoy marking a channel. Gideon snatched it from the water. The bowl was still warm from its recent load of burning tobacco as he tore it off, then put the stem in his mouth and slowly, calmly, lay back into the murky water. He pushed himself away from the car, splaying out his arms and sinking his fingers into the slimy mud. He closed his eyes, and pulled himself under the surface of the water.


It was a trick right out of the silly adventure books he’d read when he was a kid—the Indian hiding underwater and breathing through a reed as he hid from the enemy. Was it really possible? Could he get enough air through the tiny hole? Would whoever had just ambushed them be able to see him?


He had no answer to these questions.


He simply concentrated on calming his heart, slowing his breathing. He could hear a soft whistle through the pipe stem as he drew his breath in and out. It took some effort, but he was able to draw just enough air through the pipe stem to breathe.


He could hear the splashing of the assailants. Nearer and nearer. Then a gunshot. Then another. Muffled voices shouting. Another shot.


Then silence.


In. Out. In. Out.


His hands started losing their grip on the mud. If he lost his grip, his body would float up when he took a deep breath and they’d see him. He tried to move his hands as slowly as possible, worming them deeper into the muck.


More splashing. The killers were moving slowly around the car. It was obvious they hadn’t spotted him. Yet. He tried to calm his quickening heart.


In. Out. In. Out.


If his heart beat too fast, he wouldn’t be able to take in enough air and he’d have to break the surface in order to breathe.


In. Out. In. Out.


He began counting. One, in. Two, out. Three, in. Four, out.


The splashing continued. Sometimes moving closer, sometimes farther away.


Sixty-one, in. Sixty-two, out. Sixty-three, in . . .


The splashing continued for a long time. Maybe they were looting the car, taking the weapons. Maybe searching for intelligence material. It was impossible to know.


Gideon reached a count of 2,440 before he realized that the splashing had stopped. He had been concentrating so hard on his breathing that he hadn’t even noticed them moving away.


He was tempted to surface now, but he knew that was a bad idea. The fetid water burned his eyes as he opened them. The sun burned brightly above him, visible even through the opaque, eye-stinging water. He closed his eyes and continued counting.





CHAPTER SIX


AT TWELVE THOUSAND, GIDEON opened his eyes again. Pale light still filtered through the murky water, but the sun was getting lower. He closed his eyes and kept breathing and counting.


At fifteen thousand, he forced his eyes open long enough to see that night had finally fallen. He sat up slowly, concentrating on not making any sound. As his face broke the surface, he looked around. The only light came from a hut at the far side of the paddy. He rose and walked as slowly as he could toward what he believed to be the road.


He was shivering as he climbed onto the berm. He lay gasping on the dry earth for a few minutes before finally rising to his knees. The air was probably close to ninety degrees, but the water had been cold enough to lower his core temperature several degrees. He was shaking so violently he felt as if he might fall over if he stood. But he knew he had to start moving—both to distance himself from the ambush site and to get warm.


Gideon began walking slowly down the side of the road. His tuxedo was soaked and stinking. Manure appeared to be the fertilizer of choice here. Gideon smiled ruefully. Fifteen hours earlier, he’d been sitting on top of the world, at the center of its attention. And now, here he was, creeping around some forgotten part of the world, absurdly dressed and smelling of shit.


What surprised him most was how good he felt. Not just good, but vibrantly, gloriously alive. Why? he thought. Was it just a natural reaction, endorphins running wild after nearly getting killed? Or was it something else? Gideon didn’t have much time to consider the question. Before he’d gone more than a few yards, he heard something moving toward him. A rustling in the tall grass. He sank to his haunches. The sound grew closer. A sentry? A farmer? Suddenly the rustling sound gave way to a ferocious bark. A dog. His heart began to race. The dog sounded like some kind of monster.


He knew that if he ran, it would catch him. Better to prepare to fight. He picked up a fallen branch from a nearby tree and braced himself for confrontation.


From the volume and pitch of its bark, he had pictured some giant slobbering beast, a mastiff or a Doberman. So when he saw the little mutt bursting into the clearing, he laughed. Still, he feared the dog’s furious barking would draw the unwanted attention of some villager.


He crouched down and held out his hand.


The dog stopped, hurled a few more tentative barks at him, then approached him cautiously. Finally it sniffed his hand. One quick sniff, then it quivered all over, as if it was trying to shake off the stink.


“I know . . .” Gideon patted the dog on the head. “I smell like a goat fart.”


The dog ran a quick lap around him.


Gideon decided he’d better keep moving. Although the dog had quieted down to a breathless pant, someone might still come out to investigate. He moved as quickly down the road as he could without making noise. The dog trotted after him. The berm on which the road was situated ran as far as he could see. Which wasn’t very far. But he remembered a tree line in the distance, maybe half a mile down the road. If he could get into the jungle, he felt confident he could avoid being discovered.


Twice on the way down the road, cars passed by. Each time he was forced to slip off the side of the berm and back into the foul-smelling mud of the adjoining rice paddy. The first vehicle just barreled past him. But the second slowed, then stopped. He heard the sound of harsh voices, then someone jumped out of the vehicle.


Click.


The sound of a rifle being cocked. Probably an AK. Jihadis? Probably. Gideon shivered. He still wasn’t close to being warm yet.


Footsteps, moving toward him. Gideon flattened himself against the berm. He considered slithering back into the water again, but he was afraid he might be heard. So he stayed pressed against the warm earth, which stilled his shivering body.


Suddenly the footsteps stopped, replaced by a chorus of raucous laughter. Then a thump and yelp.


It took Gideon a moment to figure out what it was. One of the men had apparently kicked the poor animal. As much as Gideon wanted to kick the man back, he stayed put.


Doors slammed and the vehicle skidded away, throwing up a shower of gravel.


Gideon waited until the engine noise had faded before he climbed over the berm. The dog lay on the ground, whimpering.


“You okay, boy?” He bent over and stroked the dog’s flank. It slowly rose to its feet, licked his hand, then began limping toward the tree line. “You and me both,” Gideon said softly.


The tree line was visible now, the tops of the trees frosted with silver. The moon was starting to rise. That was good. He’d be able to make better progress with some light.


By the time he reached the trees, the moon was visible. A full moon. Bright enough that he could see every leaf on the trees, every stone and blade of grass on the ground.


As he moved into the jungle, the dog followed, limping gamely along after him. He turned, dropped to the ground, and patted its head. “Okay, gimpy, time to head home.”


The dog didn’t budge, looking up at him with pleading black eyes.


“Go home!” He snapped his finger, pointed back toward the village. “Go!”


The dog cocked its head and blinked, still staring at him. Gideon stood and began walking deeper into the forest. The dog followed, wagging its tail.


They walked together, man and dog, for several hours.


Then, as quickly as he’d appeared, the dog trotted off into the woods. It was a silly thing, but the moment he realized the dog wasn’t coming back Gideon felt afraid.





CHAPTER SEVEN


KATE MURPHY HEAVED A sigh of relief as the Sikorsky Sea King hit the deck of the Obelisk. She hadn’t slept well on the plane, frazzled from the stress of testifying in Washington and anticipating the major problem she’d been having with her rig. Its motion-damping system was in desperate need of repair. To top it all off, her BlackBerry was still on the fritz.


But the air calmed her nerves. Jet fuel and seawater. Back in Washington, she’d felt frightened and out of place. Here, in the middle of the South China Sea, at least she knew what she was up against.


As soon as she stepped onto the deck of the Obelisk, she spotted the tool pusher, Big Al Prejean, her number two on the rig. He was a bear of a man about twenty years her senior, and right now he didn’t look very happy.


“Did you get my messages, chérie?” he shouted, shielding his face from flying debris with a clipboard. Even with the roar of the chopper, Big Al’s Cajun accent was unmistakable.


The world Kate worked in was an intensely macho one. In all the years she’d worked on oil rigs, she’d never allowed anyone to call her babe or hon. Except for Big Al. He was an exception. He wasn’t just a legend in the drilling business, he was her best friend. So even though she was his boss, she let him call her chérie—the French word for “dear.”


“My BlackBerry died,” she said. “I didn’t get any messages.”


Kate had flown in with some welders who were now descending the stairs with their equipment. Prejean waited until the last one disappeared below deck before he spoke. “I was wondering why you didn’t call me back.”


“Call you about what?” Kate said.


“Don’t you feel it?”


She squinted at him curiously, about to ask him what he was talking about, when she felt the vibration through the soles of her boots. A tremor so subtle that you wouldn’t notice it unless you spent a lot of time on oil rigs. Then it stopped. Then there it was again. Not too strong, but still troubling.


“Yeah. I feel it.”


Prejean pointed at the blue waves rolling slowly beneath the platform. “There’s a typhoon east of the Philippines. Right now, the waves are running eighteen, twenty feet.”


Her face creased with concern. “I need the latest weather report.”


“Forecast says the typhoon’s heading north. The chance of it hitting us is less than five percent, so we should be okay.”


Al’s assurance left her oddly unsatisfied. Underscoring this was her creeping realization that something else was wrong. Once the chopper was gone, she realized what it was.


The noise. Rather, the absence of it. There was never a time when an oil rig didn’t have noise, the relentless cacophony of generators and compressors, flame-offs and crane motors. She surveyed the drill deck. One forty-foot string of pipe hung listlessly from a chain, swaying in the wind. The drill deck was deserted.


This was a billion-dollar oil rig with a complement of nearly a hundred personnel. Labor and interest on investment ran forty thousand bucks an hour. Every minute you weren’t drilling, you were hemorrhaging money into the ocean.


“What the hell’s going on?” she said sharply.


“You didn’t get any of my messages?”


She shook her head.


Big Al shifted uneasily. “Visitors,” he said. “Some bureaucrat from the White House is hitting the deck in an hour with an official delegation.”


“They’re coming here?”


“Yeah. For some kind of press conference.”


“I didn’t authorize this.”


“It came straight from the top. From Mr. MacLesh himself.”


Kate winced. Gil MacLesh was the CEO of Trojan Energy. “This rig’s been operating for over a year,” she protested. “We’re already pumping twenty-five thousand gallons a day. Why do they need a media event now?”


“Because of what’s happening on the mainland. Since you’ve been away, the situation’s gotten worse. They’re afraid it could turn into a fullblown civil war. Mr. MacLesh says the president wants to demonstrate his support for the Sultan.”


“By staging a PR stunt on our rig.”


“Something like that.”


Kate made a face of disgust. She’d had her fill of politicians and their reckless manipulation.


Big Al spread his hands apologetically. “I sent you a dozen e-mails.”


She exhaled, resigning herself to the fact that she had no choice in the matter. She ran her hands through her hair and realized how desperately she needed a shower. “Follow me,” she said. “I want you to brief me about this media event while I’m in the shower.”


Big Al smiled. “Let me shower with you, chérie. You’ll be able to hear me better.”


“If I catch you even trying to peek, I’m gonna smite you with great vengeance.”


“You and whose army?”


She punched him in the shoulder. Hard.


“I’ve missed you, too,” he said, massaging his bruised muscle.


All the tension Kate had been carrying drained from her as the scalding water cascaded over her head and down her naked body.


“First things first,” she said. “How’s the damper housing holding up?”


Where most oil rigs operated in fairly shallow water, the Obelisk towered eight hundred feet above the ocean floor. Stabilizing a structure as tall as a skyscraper had been a major challenge for the engineering team behind the Obelisk. They’d come up with a novel and ingenious solution—a semicompliant tower designed to sway like a reed in a river, but which also contained active and passive damping systems designed to counteract that sway when currents and waves reached a certain magnitude. Which was great in theory. Except somewhere along the way from theory to practice, something had gone wrong.


“The passive damping system is shit,” Big Al said. “Every time I send a diver down there, they come back with more bad news.”


“I’m tired of hearing thirdhand reports on this thing,” Kate said. “As soon as these VIPs leave, I’m going down there to inspect it myself.”


“Can you spell delegation, chérie? Let the pros dive.”


After her father went bankrupt for the fourth time, Kate had spent two years working as a diver and welder in the Gulf, until she’d saved enough money to pay her way through Stanford. “I am a pro, Al.”


“Not anymore you’re not. You’re the company man on this rig. You need to start acting like one. Stand in the control room and shout obscenities at people.”


She laughed until she suddenly remembered what Big Al had told her. “You said there’s a five percent chance this typhoon comes our way—”


“It won’t,” Big Al interrupted.


“What happens if it does?”


Big Al took a moment to answer. “If these seas get much higher before we reinforce the housing, the whole goddamn thing’s gonna crater.”


As if on cue, another tremor shook the rig. She felt it through the steel bottom of the shower. A year into operation, and the rig was in danger of shaking itself apart.


“One piece of good news is that Cole Ransom is coming out on the same chopper as the media suits.”


Kate had corresponded extensively with the engineer, who was confident that he could come up with a retrofit to fix the passive damper. Ransom told her he had a rough plan, but he needed to scout the location first and run some tests before nailing down the final details. In the meantime, he would direct the welders to make some temporary fixes that would shore up the system until the full retrofit was complete.


Kate lathered her hair and tried to focus. But in her fatigued state, her mind wandered, and she laughed, realizing this was the closest her naked body had been to a man in nearly two years.


“What’s so funny about a retrofit?” Big Al asked innocently.


“Nothing,” she lied, before quickly covering, “I’m just thinking about how ridiculous my time was in Washington.”


“Did you watch the news while you were there?”


“You know me, Al. I never watch the news.”


“Your hearing got a lot of play. Trojan got bashed. Some guy on CNN basically called Mr. MacLesh a liar. Maybe MacLesh thinks we’ll get some good publicity from this visit.”


“It’s a waste of time and money.” She turned off the water. “Hand me my towel, would you?”


A hairy arm appeared through the gap in the shower curtain, holding her towel. She wrapped herself, then stepped out.


“On a more positive note, though, Bill O’Reilly said you were hot. Although personally, I don’t approve of that kind of sexist remark.”


“Who’s Bill O’Reilly?”


“You really don’t watch the news, do you?”


She smiled at Big Al in the mirror, then started combing her wet hair. “So who’s coming from the White House?”


“Some old boy by the name of Earl Parker. He’s the national security advisor, or something like that.”


“This is an oil rig, not a freaking battleship. Why is the president sending some national security guy here?”


“I told you why. Because of what’s happening on the mainland.”


“Who else is he coming with?”


“You’ve met the ambassador. The Honorable J. Randall Stearns. Didn’t he ask you out a few months ago?”


“Yes.”


“And you said ‘no.’”


“He’s not my type.”


“No one is ever your type.”


“Let’s not talk about this now, all right? I’ll meet you in the control room in a few minutes.”


“You can’t be alone forever, chérie.”


“Out.”


Big Al grinned, then closed the door behind him.


Kate wrapped herself with a fresh towel. Al was right. She had kept at arm’s length every man who showed any interest in her. She hadn’t been with a man since Ben died. Not even a casual date. She still loved Ben, she always would. But Ben was dead, and if she didn’t let a man into her life soon, regret would be her only companion in old age. For the first time in a long time, Kate considered what it might feel like to be with someone else . . . until another tremor shook her cabin, scattering any thoughts she had about trying to rekindle her love life. Now wasn’t the time to think about that. A chopper would be disgorging a bunch of bureaucrats onto her rig within the hour. Kate began to put on her clothes as the floor shuddered again beneath her feet, trying to absorb the rising waves of the gathering storm.





CHAPTER EIGHT


AROUND DAWN GIDEON HAD reached his destination, a small river town called Alun Jong. The center included a few large, modern buildings and a large mosque with an ornate gold dome. The rest of the town was composed of single-story cinder block structures. For its size, though, the town seemed oddly abandoned.


The few people who were on the street looked at him strangely and gave him a wide berth. He supposed that was natural when you saw a muddy, tuxedoed white guy who smelled like a cesspool.


He spotted the broad expanse of the river from a low hill at the edge of town. Getting there was just a matter of following the main road straight through town.


The closer he got, though, the stranger everything seemed. The sun was well above the horizon now. And there were still only a few furtive people on the street. No cars, no buses, no trucks.


He was close enough now to the river that he could see boats moored along a quay. As he passed before a storefront, a voice hissed at him from somewhere in its dark recesses.


“Are you insane?”


A young Asian man was standing behind the counter of the open-fronted shop. He wore a black shirt and an Indiana Pacers cap, canted low over his taut, anxious face.


His nose wrinkled at the smell of the stranger. “What the hell happened to you?” The young man had a perfect American accent.


Gideon considered how to answer. “Long story.”


“Get in here.”


Gideon looked around, then walked inside.


“Dude, this town’s crawling with those jihadi assholes.”


“What do you mean?”


“What do I mean? Did you just get dropped off a spaceship?”


“Something like that,” Gideon said.


“Are you not aware that the insurgents took over like half the province yesterday? Look at them the wrong way, they’ll drag your ass off the street and shoot you.”


“Good to know,” Gideon said, peering out the door before turning back to the young man. “Do you have a phone I could use?”


The guy shook his head. “They cut the lines. And cell coverage has always been shit around here. But listen, my family’s heading to KM as soon as it gets dark. You can come with us. If my grandfather wasn’t sick, we’d have been gone already.”


“Kota Mohan’s downriver. I’m going upriver.”


“Upriver?” The young Chinese guy stared at him. “What the hell for?”


“I’ve got someone waiting for me with a boat. His name’s Daryl Eng.”


“I don’t think so, dude. Daryl headed for KM like eight hours ago. Took his whole family.”


Gideon felt a spike of dread. “How do you know this?”


“Daryl’s Chinese, same as me. We pretty much stick together around here. My people have been here for like three hundred years, but the Muslims still consider us outsiders and infidels and all that shit.”


For a moment, Gideon considered taking the young man up on his offer. But only for a moment. “I need to get upriver. Do you know anyone who might be able to help me?”


The young man laughed. “Maybe a psychiatrist.” When Gideon didn’t laugh, the young man shrugged. “Your funeral, bro.”


Gideon smiled. “You sound like you’re from Ohio.”


“Indiana. Lived in Fort Wayne for ten years, then went to college at IU in Bloomington.” He held up his hand, showing off a heavy gold college ring. “Bachelor’s degree in chemical engineering. Came back here temporarily to help out with a family business situation and—”


His words were cut short by a burst of machine-gun fire somewhere in the distance. A truck engine raced, getting closer and closer.


“Get down!” the young man said.


Gideon was barely able to conceal himself behind the counter when a Toyota pickup packed with heavily armed young men, some of them only boys, cruised down the street. Gideon waited for the truck to pass before he stood.


“You wanna buy an AK?” the young man said. “Four-seventy-five, U.S. If you want something cheaper, I got a nice Mossberg pump with a pistol grip and—”


Gideon shook his head. “I have to go.”


The young man cocked his head and studied Gideon’s face. “You’re serious. You’re really gonna head upriver . . . unarmed. What are you, a missionary?”


Gideon felt compelled to tell him his story but decided to keep it simple. “There’s some family business I need to take care of.”


The young man nodded sympathetically. “Same reason I’m here. Family’s family, right?” Then he wrote something on a piece of paper, handed it to Gideon. “You got enough money, this guy’ll take you anywhere.”


Before Gideon could look at the paper, he heard tires screeching outside. The Toyota pickup was doing a U-turn somewhere down the street.


“They’re coming back. Someone ratted you out.”


“Is there a back way out of here?”


The young man ushered Gideon toward the rear of the shop, into a small room that smelled of fried food. Eight people were crammed inside, staring fearfully at him as he moved past them and out the back door, which deposited him in a squalid alley. Beyond its narrow mouth the river was visible. Gideon thanked the young man and started working his way toward the river.


He’d gone about a block when he heard automatic gunfire in the near distance. Hiding behind barrels and boxes in the narrow alleys that paralleled the main road, he made it to the river within ten minutes.


Almost.


Only a broad avenue separated him from the long wooden quay running alongside the river. A jumble of boats was moored there, from tiny rowboats to large flat-bottomed river barges.


Gideon paused behind a pile of rubbish.


Three young men wearing turbans and carrying AK-47s lounged by one of the boats. This was not turban country. If someone wore one around here, it was because they were consciously adopting the uniform of their Middle Eastern confederates.


For the first time, Gideon glanced at the piece of paper. He cursed at the young man from Indiana whose name he didn’t even know for playing such a cruel joke on him. On the paper was scrawled


screaming monkey


Screaming monkey? Before Gideon could think any more about it, bullets started slamming into the wall next to his head.





CHAPTER NINE


OMAR HAQQ WAS LATE for work. He hurried toward the helipad for Trojan Energy’s storage and logistics facility, which took up several square blocks of the industrial zone on the outskirts of Kota Mohan. Being a security officer here had once been considered a plum job. But over the past few months, several oil depots and processing plants in Mohan had been sabotaged by insurgents. At least a dozen of his colleagues had been killed, and twice as many wounded. Because of this, a day didn’t pass without some new security procedure being instituted.


Before, company employees only had to show their badges at the facility’s main gate and that was the end of it. Now every badge was embedded with a microchip that only gave you access to those parts of the facility for which you were specifically cleared. People were always walking into the wrong areas and setting off the alarm. When that happened, Omar was supposed to run to the site of the breach with his gun drawn. No walking. He had to run. If you didn’t run, you were subject to a fine of at least five rupiahs.


And now Omar’s heart sank when he saw his boss, Abdul Momat, standing at the counter of the security office by the chopper pad. He expected his boss to give him grief for being four minutes late. He would probably fine him for that, too. Oddly, his boss didn’t even seem to notice that Omar was late. In fact, he was surprisingly cheerful.


“Biometrics!” Abdul said, smiling with paternal pride as Omar rushed to his station behind the security desk and logged on to his computer. “Biometrics will stop the terrorists.”


“Biometrics,” Omar repeated, although he had no idea what the word meant.


Abdul patted a wall-mounted panel beside the door to the helipad. In the center of the panel was a glass circle, like an unblinking eye. Next to the eye was a green button. Omar had never seen anything like it.


“They installed it last night,” Omar’s boss said, brushing some invisible dust from the surface of the panel. “Starting today, we will be identifying every employee and visitor by scanning their retinas. Their biometric information will be digitized and stored. If the retinal scan doesn’t match? Boom!”


Omar was not quite sure what a retina was, much less how you scanned one, but he smiled broadly anyway. “Excellent, sir!” he said. Omar always made a point of agreeing with whoever his boss was, and for the last year, it was Abdul Momat. Omar hoped to be the boss himself one day. He knew the only way to become a boss was to agree with everything your current boss said.


“A lot of my people just complain,” Abdul said. “But you? You see the big picture.”


“I try, sir.”


Their conversation was cut short by the sound of a fist rapping impatiently against the counter. The man standing there was white, his face covered by a heavy but neatly trimmed beard. He wore a baseball cap and mirrored sunglasses. “Sorry to interrupt your important conversation,” he said in a tone that didn’t sound the least bit sorry, “but I’m supposed to be on that chopper out to the Obelisk.” He pointed toward the idling chopper outside. “Dr. Cole Ransom.”


The white people who worked at Trojan Energy generally talked to Mohanese people as if they were children. But this man was different, more than simply dismissive or patronizing. This man seemed to be looking through Omar, as if his face were made of glass.


“Name, please?” Omar said.


The bearded man raised his sunglasses and looked at Omar, who preferred it when the man had been looking through him. The man smacked his knuckles against the counter again, once for each syllable he spoke. “Cole. Ran. Some. Same name as I had when I told you thirteen seconds ago.” He waved his passport in Omar’s face.


“Thank you, sir,” Omar said, smiling as he took the passport and swiped it over the reader. Scrolling through the passenger manifest on his monitor, Omar’s fake smile began to hurt his face.

OEBPS/images/cover_cover.jpg
co-crReATOR oF HHOMZIL AND

xxxx*xxxx AND » » x  » x * »





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  








OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here














OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439175996.jpg
“A thrill every clock-tieking minute!”
Y1

"GIDE

KEEP THE PEACE,
S TO START A WAR






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
GIDEON’S
WAR

A NOVEL

HOWARD
GORDON

A TOUCHSTONE BOOK
Published by Simon & Schuster
3 NDON RON ¢





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/star.jpg
4





OEBPS/images/fig24.jpg





