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About the Book

Saudi Arabia, the world’s leading oil nation, is on the brink of revolution. While the Royal Family is ransacking the dwindling coffers, the country seethes with unrest. Vowing to end the destructive rule, Crown Prince Mohammed sets in motion a top-secret operation to destroy the Saudi oil industry. In search of an ally, a nation with a naval power willing to help in return for a share of the oil wealth, he turns to France. Her lethal Hunter Killer submarines can inflict devastating damage to the country’s massive oil installations and help shift the power structure of the world’s oil giant.

On the other side of the globe, as the ferocious battle for the desert kingdom begins and the world’s oil markets plunge into chaos, Admiral Morgan, former Security Advisor to the President, and Lt. Commander Ramshawe are summoned to the White House. Here, they discover the masterminds behind the evil plot: a mysterious French Colonel they call ‘The Hunter,’ and none other than Morgan’s arch enemy, HAMAS General Ravi Rashood …
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PROLOGUE

PRINCE KHALID BIN MOHAMMED AL-SAUD, aged twenty-six, was enduring a night of fluctuating fortunes. On the credit side, he had just befriended a spectacular looking Gucci-clad blonde named Adele who claimed she was a European princess and was just now clinging on to his left arm. On the debit side, he had just dropped $247,000 playing blackjack in one of the private gaming rooms.

The Casino in Monte Carlo was currently costing Khalid’s great-great uncle, the King, around the same amount every month as the first-line combat air strength of the Royal Saudi Air Force. There were currently almost 35,000 Saudi royal princes giving new meaning to the word hedonism.

Like young Prince Khalid, many of them loved Monte Carlo, especially the Casino. And blackjack. And baccarat. And craps. And roulette. And expensive women. And champagne. And caviar. And high-speed motor yachts. Oh, boy; did those princes ever love motor yachts?

Prince Khalid pushed another $10,000-worth of chips towards his new princess and contemplated the sexual pleasures which most certainly awaited him. Plus the fact that, like him, Adele was of royal birth. The King would approve of that. Khalid was so inflamed by her beauty he never even considered the fact that European royalty did not usually come with what sounded suspiciously like a south London accent.

Adele played on, laughing gleefully, fuelled by vintage Krug champagne. She played blackjack with all the subtlety of a train crash. It took her precisely nine minutes and 43 seconds to lose the $10,000, and even Prince Khalid, a young man with no financial brakes whatsoever, found himself groping as much for the anchors as for Adele’s superbly turned backside.

‘I think we shall seek further pleasures elsewhere,’ he smiled. He caught the eye of a champagne waitress and requested a floor manager to settle his evening’s account.

Adele’s laughter carried across the room but no one turned a hair as the young Saudi prince blithely signed a gambling chit for something in excess of $260,000. It was a bill he would never see. It would simply be added to the losses he had already accumulated that month, totalling more than a million dollars. And then it would be forwarded directly to the King of Saudi Arabia, whose office would send a cheque, sooner or later. These days it was later rather than sooner.

Prince Khalid was a direct descendant of the mighty Bedouin warrior Abdul Aziz, ‘Ibn Saud’, founder of modern Saudi Arabia, progenitor of more than 40 sons and God knows how many daughters before his death in 1953. The young Prince Khalid was of the ruling line of the House of Saud, but there were thousands of cousins, uncles, brothers and close relatives. The King treated them all with unquestioning generosity.

With such generosity, in fact, that now, towards the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century the great oil kingdom of the Arabian Peninsula stood teetering on the brink of a financial precipice, because millions and millions of barrels of oil needed to be pumped out of the desert every day purely to feed the colossal financial requirements of young spendthrifts like Khalid bin Mohammed al-Saud.

He was one of dozens who owned huge motor yachts moored in the harbours the length of the French Riviera. His boat, Shades of Arabia, a growling 107-foot long, sleek white Godzilla of a powerboat, could not make up its mind whether to remain on the water or to become a guided missile. Built in Florida by the renowned West Bay SonShip Corporation, it boasted five staterooms and for its size was just about the last word in luxury yachts.

The captain of Shades of Arabia, Hank Reynolds, out of Seattle, Washington, nearly had a heart attack every time Prince Khalid insisted on taking the helm. It made no difference if the yacht was on a calm open sea, either. Prince Khalid had two speeds. Flat out or stopped.

He had been arrested five times for speeding in various French harbours along the Riviera. Each time he had been fined heavily, twice he had ended up in jail for a few hours, and each time the King’s lawyers had bailed him out, on the last occasion stumping up a fine of $100,000. By any standards, Prince Khalid was an expensive luxury for any family, but he could not have cared less. And he was certainly no different from all the other young scions of the House of Saud.

Slipping his hand deftly around Adele’s waist, he nodded to the other 10 members of his entourage who were crowded around the roulette wheel, playing for rather smaller stakes. They included his two minders Rashid and Ahmed, both Saudis, three friends from Riyadh, and five young women, two of them Arabian from Dubai and wearing Western dress, three of them of European royal lineage similar to that of Adele.

Outside the imposing white portals of the Casino, three automobiles – two Rolls-Royces and a Bentley – slid into the forecourt attended by a uniformed doorman from the world’s most venerable gaming house. Prince Khalid handed him a $100 bill – the equivalent of more than two barrels of oil on the world market – and slipped into the back seat of the lead car with Adele. Rashid and Ahmed, each of them highly paid servants of the King himself, also boarded the gleaming dark-blue Silver Cloud, both of them in the wide front seat.

The other eight were spread evenly between the other two cars and Prince Khalid instructed his driver. ‘Sultan, we will not be returning to the Hermitage for a while – please take us down to the boat.’

‘Of course, Your Highness,’ replied Sultan, and moved off towards the harbour, followed, line astern, by the other two cars. Three minutes later they pulled alongside Shades of Arabia, which rode gently on her lines in a flat calm harbour.

‘Good evening, Your Highness,’ called the watchman, turning on the gangway light. ‘Will we be sailing tonight?’

‘Just a short trip, two or three miles offshore, to see the lights of Monaco, then back in by 1 a.m.,’ replied the Prince.

‘Very good, sir,’ said the watchman, a young Saudi naval officer who had navigated one of the King’s Corvettes in the Gulf Fleet headquarters in Al Jubayl. His name was Bandar and he had been specifically selected by the C-in-C to serve as first officer on Shades of Arabia with special responsibilities for the wellbeing of Prince Khalid.

Captain Reynolds liked Bandar and they worked well together, which was just as well for Captain Hank because one word of criticism from young Bandar would have ended his career. The Saudis paid exorbitantly for top personnel from the West, but tolerated no insubordination directed at the royal presence.

Gathered in the magnificent stateroom which contained a bar and a dining area for at least 12, Prince Khalid’s party drank more vintage Krug from dewy magnums which cost around $250 each. On the dining-room table there were two large crystal bowls, one containing prime Beluga caviar from Iran, about three pounds of it, never mind $100 an ounce.

The other contained white powder in a similar quantity and was placed next to a polished teak stand upon which were set a dozen small, hand-blown crystal tubes, four and a half inches long, each one exquisitely turned. The content of the second bowl was approximately twice as expensive as the Beluga. It was also in equal demand among the party.

Including the cost of the two stewards in attendance, the refreshments in the stateroom represented the sale of around 600 barrels of Saudi crude on the International Petroleum Exchange in London. That’s 6,600 gallons. Prince Khalid’s lifestyle swallowed up gas faster than the late lamented Concorde had in its day.

Right now he was blasting the white powder up his nostrils with his regular abandon. He really liked cocaine. It made him feel that he was the right-hand man of the King of Saudi Arabia, the only country in the world that bore the name of the family which ruled it. His name.

Prince Khalid did his best not to confront the undeniable truth that he was as close to useless as made no difference. His Bachelor of Arts degree from a vastly expensive California university was, so far, his only true achievement. But in order for that degree to be awarded his father had had to persuade the King to build a huge new library for the university and stock it with thousands of books.

These days, as he wandered the glorious seaports of the Mediterranean all summer, reclining in the opulence of Shades of Arabia, it was only when he took his nightly snort of cocaine that he felt he could face the world on equal terms. Indeed, on some evenings, with exactly the right combination of Krug and coke, Prince Khalid felt he could do anything. Tonight was one of those evenings.

The moment his head cleared from the initial rush he ordered Bandar to the bridge to inform Captain Hank that he, Khalid, would be taking the helm as soon as the great motor yacht had cast her lines and was facing more or less in the right direction. ‘Have the Captain call me as soon as we’re ready,’ he added, making absolutely certain that Adele could hear his stern words of command.

Ten minutes later he took Adele up to the enclosed bridge area with its panoramic views of the harbour and assumed command of the yacht. Captain Hank, a burly north-westerner who had spent most of his life on freighters on Puget Sound, moved over to the raised chair of First Officer Bandar, who stood directly behind him. Adele slipped into the navigator’s spot next to Prince Khalid.

‘She’s ready, sir,’ said Hank, a worried frown already on his face. ‘Steer zero-eight-five, straight past the harbour wall up ahead, then come right to one-three-five for the run offshore … and watch your speed, please, Your Highness … that’s a harbourmaster’s patrol boat right off your starboard bow …’

‘No problem, Hank,’ replied the prince. ‘I feel good tonight; we’ll have a nice run.’

And with that he rammed open both throttles, driving the twin 1800hp DDC-MTU 16V2000s to maximum revs, and thundered off the starting blocks. Adele, whose only previous experience of ocean transport was a cheap day trip on the ferry from Gravesend to Tilbury in south-east London, squealed with delight. Hank Reynolds, as usual, nearly went into cardiac arrest.

Shades of Arabia, now with a great white bow wave nearly five feet above the calm surface, charged through Monte Carlo harbour at a speed building to 25 knots. Her powerful surge shot both crystal bowls clean off the dining-room table, and the white dust from the billowing cloud of cocaine caused even the ship’s pure-bred Persian cat to believe that at that moment he could probably achieve anything. His purring could be heard in the galley, 50 feet away, like a third diesel engine.

Meanwhile, ships and yachts moored in the harbour rocked violently as the heavy wake from Shades of Arabia rolled into them, caused glasses and crockery to crash to the floor, and even people to lose their footing and bounce into walls. For a brief moment the whole point of the Draconian French laws about speeding, which are enforced in every Riviera harbour, became clear to everyone.

Prince Khalid never gave them a thought. He hurtled past the harbour walls, missing the flashing light on his port side by about 10 feet, and roared out into the open sea. With all care cast aside by the Krug–coke combination, he hammered those big diesels straight towards the deep water, less than a mile offshore.

And out here, with more than 60 fathoms beneath his keel, the prince began a long swerving course through the light swell, to the delight of his guests, all of whom were by now on the top-deck aft viewing area, marvelling at the speed and smoothness of this fabulous ocean-going masterpiece.

No one took the slightest notice of the big searchlight a mile astern which belonged to the coastguard patrol launch, summoned by the harbourmaster and now in hot pursuit, making almost 40 knots through the water.

The night was warm but there was heavy rain cloud overhead and it was extremely dark. Too dark to see the massive shape of the ocean liner which rode her gigantic anchor one mile up ahead. In fact, there was a light sea mist, not quite fog, lying in waxen banks over the surface of the sea.

One way and another the 150,000-ton Cunarder, the Queen Mary 2, was extremely difficult to see tonight, even with all her night lights blazing. Any approaching vessel might not lock on to her, even 500 yards out, unless the afterguard was watching the radar sweeps very carefully, which Prince Khalid was most certainly not doing. Captain Hank was so busy staring at the blackness ahead that he too was neglecting the screen. But at least he had an excuse, mainly that he was frozen in fear for his life.

At length he snapped to the prince, ‘Steady, sir. Come off 15 knots. We just can’t see well enough out here … this is too fast …’

‘Don’t worry, Hank,’ replied Prince Khalid. ‘I’m feeling very good. This is fun … just for a few minutes I can cast aside the cares of my country and my responsibilities.’

Captain Hank’s eyes rolled heavenwards as his boss tried to coax every last ounce of speed out of the yacht, despite the fact they were in another fog bank and visibility at sea level was very poor.

The watchmen on the largest, longest, tallest and widest passenger ship ever built did, however, spot the fast-approaching Shades of Arabia from a height close to that of a 21-storey building. They sounded a deafening blast on the horn which could be heard for 10 miles and at the last minute ordered a starboard side reverse thrust in order to swing around and present their sharp bow to the oncoming motor yacht rather than the 1,132-foot hull. But it was too late. Much too late.

Shades of Arabia came knifing through the mist, throttles wide open, everyone laughing and drinking up on the aft deck, Prince Khalid tenderly kissing Adele, one hand on the controls, the other caressing her. Hank Reynolds, who had heard the Queen Mary’s horn echo across the water, yelled at the last moment, ‘JESUS CHRIST!!’ He dived for the throttles but not in time.

The 107-foot motor yacht smashed into the great ocean liner, fine on her port bow. The pointed bow of Shades of Arabia buried itself 20 feet into the steel plating. The colossal impact caused a huge explosion in the engine room of the prince’s pride and joy and the entire ship burst into flames. No one got out but bodyguard Rashid, who had seen the oncoming steel cliff and hurled himself off the top deck 20 feet into the water. Like Ishmael in Moby Dick, he alone lived to tell the tale.

Two days later in a palatial private residence in the northern suburbs of the city of Riyadh, Prince Nasir Ibn Mohammed al-Saud, a devout fifty-six-year-old Sunni Muslim, and the heir apparent to the King, was sipping Turkish coffee and staring with horror at the front page of the London Daily Telegraph.

Beneath a picture of the badly listing Queen Mary 2, spanning six columns was the headline:

DRUNKEN SAUDI PRINCE ALMOST SINKS

THE WORLD’S LARGEST OCEAN LINER

High-speed motor yacht rams the QM 2

causing mass evacuation in

100 fathoms off Monaco

The picture showed what was left of Shades of Arabia jutting out from the bow of the ship. It clearly showed the heavy list to port on the for’ard half of the mighty ship. But more alarming were the French coastguard helicopters swarming above the stricken liner, evacuating some of the 2,620 passengers and 1,250 crew.

The lifeboats were also being lowered, even though there was no immediate danger of the great ship sinking. But it could not propel itself and would have to be towed into port to be pumped out and temporarily repaired, in preparation for the 2,000-mile journey to the mouth of the Loire, to the shipyards of Alstom Chantiers de l’Atlantique in St-Nazaire where she had been built.

Prince Nasir was appalled. An inset picture of young Prince Khalid was captioned:

He died in a fireball precisely as

he lived – reckless to the end

The story named the prince’s dead companions, chronicled the consumption of champagne in the Casino. It told of Prince Khalid’s losses at the tables, his womanising, his love of cocaine, his incredible wealth. It quoted Lloyd’s insurance brokers ranting and raving about their losses, bracing themselves for a huge payout to the Cunard shipping line for collision damage to the $800 million ship, loss of income, law suits from passengers, compensation to the French Government for the costs of the evacuation.

Prince Nasir knew perfectly well this was the biggest story in the world, one which would sweep the television and radio stations of the United States and Europe, as well as every newspaper in the world. And it would go on doing so for several days yet.

The prince loathed everything about it. He hated the humiliation it brought upon his country. He detested the flagrant defiance of the Koran. And he abhorred the sheer self-indulgence of Prince Khalid and the irreparable damage to Saudi Arabia’s image caused by this lunatic spending of petro-dollars by young men in their twenties.

Prince Nasir would one day be king. And the only obstruction standing between him and the throne of Saudi Arabia was his well-publicised and vehement disapproval of the lifestyles of the royal family. For the moment, however, he was the nominated Crown Prince, a wise and devout Muslim who had made it quite clear that when he ascended the throne it was all going to end.

Nasir was the outstanding political and business mind in the Kingdom, at home in the corridors of power in London, Paris, Brussels and the Middle East. The King valued his counsel in a wary and cautious way, but, of course, Prince Nasir had countless enemies: sons, brothers and grandsons of the King.

There had been three attempts to assassinate him. But the Saudi populace loved him. He alone stood up for them, gave interviews revealing the real reason for the drop in their state incomes from $30,000 to $7,000 over 15 years: the astronomical cost of the royal family.

Nasir was a tall, bearded man, descended like most of the royal family from the great Ibn Saud. For him the call of the desert was never far away. Most evenings he would be driven out to the cooling, lonely sands north of the city, and there he would rendezvous with friends, and his servants could spread upon the desert floor a vast near-priceless rug from Iran. A three-sided tent would be erected, and there they would dine and talk of the great revolution to come, a revolution which would surely one day topple the ruling branch of the House of Saud.

Today the prince rose to his feet muttering, as he had done many times before, ‘This country is like France before the Revolution. One family bleeding the state to death. In eighteenth-century Paris, it was the Bourbon kings. In twenty-first-century Riyadh, it’s the al-Saud family.’

And then, louder now, as he hurled the newspaper aside, ‘THIS HAS TO STOP!’


CHAPTER ONE

King Khalid International Airport
Tuesday 6 May 2009

THE BLACK CADILLAC stretch limousine moved swiftly around the public drop-off point to a wide double gate, already opened by the two armed guards. On each wing of the big American automobile fluttered two pennants, the green and blue ensigns of the Royal Saudi Naval Forces.

Both guards saluted as the instantly recognisable limo swept past and out towards the wide runway of Terminal Three, the exclusive enclave of Saudia, the national airline.

Inside the limousine was a solitary passenger in Arab dress: Crown Prince Nasir Ibn Mohammed, Deputy Minister of the Armed Forces. Both sentries saluted as Prince Nasir went by, heading straight for the runway where one of the King’s newest Boeing 747s was awaiting him, engines idling preparatory to take off. Every other flight was on hold until the meticulously punctual Prince Nasir was in the air.

The prince was escorted to the steps of the aircraft by both the chief steward and a senior naval officer. Prince Nasir’s own son, the twenty-six-year-old Commodore Fahad Ibn Nasir, served in a Red Sea frigate, and his father was always treated like an admiral wherever he travelled in the Kingdom.

He was also the only passenger on board, and the moment he was seated in the upstairs first-class section the door was tightly secured and the pilot opened the throttles. The royal passenger jet, revelling in its light load, roared off down the runway and screamed into the clear blue skies, directly into the hot south wind off the desert, before banking left towards the Gulf, and then north-west across Iraq, towards Syria.

It was almost unheard of for a senior member of the royal family to travel alone, without even a bodyguard, but this was different. The 747 was not going even halfway to Prince Nasir’s final destination. He used it only to get out of Saudi Arabia, to another Arab country. His real destination was entirely another matter.

A suitcase at the rear of the upstairs area contained his Western clothes and, as soon as the flight was airborne, Prince Nasir changed into a dark grey suit, blue shirt and a maroon-patterned silk Hermès tie, completed with a solid gold clip in the shape of a desert scimitar. He wore plain black loafers, hand-made in London, with dark grey socks.

The suitcase also contained a briefcase, containing several documents, which the Prince removed, and he then packed away his white Arabian thobe, red and white ghutra headdress with its double cord, the aghal. He had left King Khalid International Airport, named for his late great-uncle, as an Arab. He would arrive in Damascus every inch the international businessman.

When they touched down two hours later, a limousine from the Saudi Embassy met him and drove him directly to the regular midday Air France flight to Paris. The aircraft sat with its passengers in their seats; although none of them knew it, they were awaiting the arrival of the Arabian prince.

The aircraft had in fact pulled back from the jetway and a special flight of stairs had been placed against the forward entrance. Prince Nasir’s car halted precisely at those stairs, where an Air France official waited to escort him to his seat. Four rows, eight seats that is, had been booked in the name of the Saudi Embassy on Al-Jala’s Avenue. Prince Nasir sat in seat 1A. The rest of the seats in the row would remain empty all the way to Roissy-Charles de Gaulle Airport, 19 miles north of Paris.

The cabin crew served a special luncheon, prepared by the cooks at the embassy, of curried chicken with rice, cooked Indian-style, followed by fruit juice and sweet pastries. Prince Nasir, the most devout of Muslims, had never touched alcohol in his life and disapproved fiercely of those of his countrymen who did. The late Prince Khalid of Monte Carlo had had many failings. The great man knew, beyond any doubt, of the antics of that particular deceased member of his family.

They flew on across Turkey and the Balkan States, finally crossing the Alps and dropping down above the lush French farmland lying south of the forest of Ardenne, over the Seine, and into north-west Paris.

Once more, Prince Nasir endured no formalities or checks. He disembarked before anyone else, down a private flight of stairs, where a jet-black, unmarked French government car waited to drive him directly to the heavily guarded Elysée Palace on rue St-Honoré, the official residence of the Presidents of France since 1873.

It was a little after 4 p.m. in Paris, the flight from Damascus having taken five hours, with a two-hour time gain. Two officials were waiting at the President’s private entrance and Prince Nasir was escorted immediately to the President’s private apartment on the first floor overlooking rue de l’Elysée.

The President was awaiting him in a large modern drawing room, hung with a selection of six breathtaking Impressionist paintings – two by Renoir, two by Claude Monet and one each by Degas and Pissarro. One hundred million dollars would not have bought them.

The President greeted Prince Nasir in impeccable English, the language agreed for the forthcoming conversation. By previous arrangement, no one would listen in. No ministers. No private secretaries. No translators. The following two hours before dinner would bring a meaning to the word ‘privacy’ rarely, if ever, attained in international politics.

‘Good afternoon, Your Highness,’ said the President in greeting. ‘I trust my country’s travel arrangements have been satisfactory?’

‘Quite perfect,’ replied the prince, smiling. ‘No one could have asked for more.’ The two men knew each other vaguely, but could not be called friends, let alone blood brothers. Yet.

The door to the drawing room was closed and two uniformed military guards, summoned from the exterior security force, stood sentry in the outside corridor. The President of France himself poured coffee for his guest from a silver service laid out on a magnificent Napoleonic sideboard. Prince Nasir complimented the President on the beauty of the piece and was amused when the President replied, ‘It probably belonged to Bonaparte himself – the Palais de l’Elysée was occupied by Napoleon’s sister Caroline for much of the nineteenth century.’

Prince Nasir loved the traditions of France. A highly educated man, he not only had a Bachelor of Arts degree in English Literature from Harvard, but also a maîtrise (Master’s degree) in European History from the University of Paris. The knowledge that Bonaparte himself might have been served from this very sideboard somehow made the coffee taste all the richer.

‘Now, Your Highness,’ said the President, ‘you must tell me your story, and why you wished to have a talk with me in this most private manner, at such very short notice.’ He was keenly aware of the way most high-born Arabs operated: talk about almost anything else for half an hour before tackling the main subject.

Prince Nasir knew time was precious at this level. The balding, burly politician who stood before him had, after all, an entire country to run. He decided to speak carefully, weighing his words appropriately.

‘Sir,’ he said. ‘My country is in terminal decline. In the past 20 years the ruling family – my own – has managed to spend over $100 billion of our cash reserves. We are probably down to our last $15 billion. And soon that will be $10 billion and then $5 billion. Twenty years ago my people received a generous share of the oil wealth that Allah has bestowed upon us. Around $30,000 per capita. Today that figure is close to $7,000. Because we can afford no more.’

‘But, of course,’ replied the President of France, ‘you do own 25 per cent of all the world’s oil …’

Prince Nasir smiled. ‘Our problem, sir, is not the creation of wealth,’ he said. ‘I suppose we could close down modern Saudi Arabia and all go back to the desert and sit there allowing our vast oil revenues to accrue, and make us once more one of the richest nations on earth. However, that would plainly be impracticable.

‘Our problem is the reckless spending of money by a ruling family which is now irredeemably corrupt. And a huge percentage of that expenditure goes on the family itself. Thousands and thousands of royal princes are being kept in a style probably not seen on this planet since … well, since the Bourbon royal family’s domination of your own country. I have stated it often enough. Saudi Arabia is like France before the Revolution. Monsieur Le President, I intend to emulate your brave class warriors of the late eighteenth century. In my own country, I intend to re-enact that renunciation of the rights of the nobility.’

The President’s early left-wing leanings were well documented. Indeed, he had risen to power from a base as the communist mayor of a small town in Brittany. In a previous incarnation, this particular French President would have stormed the gates of Paris in the vanguard of Revolution. Prince Nasir was aware that use of the word ‘Bourbon’ would elicit instant sympathy.

The President shrugged, a deep Gallic heave. Then he held out both hands, palms upwards. ‘I knew of course some of the difficulties in Saudi Arabia … but I put it down mostly to your closeness to the Americans.’

‘That too is a grave problem, sir,’ replied Prince Nasir. ‘My people long for freedom from the Great Satan. But this King is a vigorous globally ambitious man, aged only forty-eight, and under him it would be impossible. We are bound up with the the infidels so tightly … even though the majority of Saudis wish devoutly that they could be once more a God-fearing nation of pure Muslims. Not terrorists, just a religious people in tune with the words of the Prophet, rather than the grasping material creeds of the United States.

‘I tell you this, sir. If Osama bin Laden suddenly materialised in Riyadh and ran for President, or even King, he would win in a landslide.’

The President of France smiled uneasily. ‘I imagine there are many Saudi princes who would not agree exactement with your views,’ he said. ‘I don’t imagine that young man who almost sunk the Queen Mary last week would have been … er … too sympathétique.’

‘He most certainly would not,’ said Prince Nasir, frowning. ‘He was a prime example of the endless corruption in my country. His type are wastrels, bleeding the country dry with their excesses. If they continue in this way, we will be in danger of becoming a godless Third World country. To stand in one of our royal palaces today is to watch something close to the fall of the Roman Empire!’

‘Or the British,’ countered the President, smiling more comfortably. ‘May I offer you more coffee from Napoleon Bonaparte’s sideboard?’

Although he barely knew him, Prince Nasir had always liked the French President, and he was extremely glad to have the opportunity to get to know him better.

‘Thank you,’ he said. And the two men walked across the room towards the silver coffee pot. They were already in step.

‘Well, Your Highness, you are outlining to me a very regrettable state of affairs. And I agree; if I were the Crown Prince of such a nation I too would be extremely exercised by the situation. But, to the outside world, Saudi Arabia looks very much like the one constant in a turbulent Middle East.’

‘That may have been the case 20 years ago, but it is most certainly not so today. It is my belief that this corrupt ruling family must be overthrown, its excesses removed, the lifestyles of the princes terminated. And the colossal spending on military hardware from the United States ceased forthwith. Everything has to change, if we are to survive as the prosperous nation we once were.’

The prince rose to his feet and paced the room. ‘Remember, sir, as a nation we are not yet 80 years old. The active members of this family are just a generation, maybe two, from men who grew up in goat-hair tents and followed the rhythms of the desert, from oasis to oasis, subsisting on dates and camel’s milk …’

‘You are surely not advocating a return to those days?’ asked the President.

‘No, sir, I am not. But I know we must return part of the way to our Bedouin roots in the desert, to the written creeds of the Prophet Mohammed. I do not wish to see our sons spending millions of dollars on Western luxuries. ‘Wallahi!’ he exclaimed – By God – ‘What could that boy Khalid possibly have been doing with those cheap women on a yacht fit for a President, out of his mind on drugs and alcohol?’

‘Very probably having the most wonderful time,’ smiled the French President, his mind slipping briefly away from matters of state. ‘But I do of course understand. It plainly is not right that there should be thousands of these young men ransacking the Saudi Treasury every month, at the expense of the people. I think you are very probably correct. Something will soon need to be done. Otherwise the people will rise up against the King and you might be looking at a bloodbath … as we had in Paris in the eighteenth century. And, by the sound of it, equally as justified.’

Prince Nasir sipped his coffee. ‘The problem is,’ he said, ‘our King is quite extraordinarily powerful. Not only does he pay all of the family’s bills – none of the young princes ever sees a bill, for anything. Every charge they incur goes directly to the King, from all over the world.

‘But he also controls the Army, the Air Force and the Navy, plus all of the security forces. Only he can pay them. And they are loyal to him alone.’

‘How large is the Saudi Army these days?’

‘Almost 90,000 – nine brigades, three armoured, five mechanised and one airborne. They’re supported by five artillery battalions, and a separate Royal Guard Regiment of three light-infantry battalions. The armoured brigades have almost 300 highly advanced tanks, the M1A2 Abrams from the United States. Of course, one of our armoured brigades is entirely French-equipped.’

Though well out of his depth, the President nodded sagely. ‘And the Navy?’

‘It’s the smallest of our services. Just a few corvettes in the Red Sea, and a few guided missile frigates, purchased, as you will be aware, from France. But the Navy is not our greatest strength.’

‘And the Air Force?’

‘This is our strongest force. We have more than 200 combat aircraft in the Royal Saudi Air Force, with 18,000 personnel. They are deployed at four key airfields. And their mission is very simply to keep the Kingdom safe, in particular to keep our oil installations safe.’

‘Well, Your Highness, I would assess that is a magnifique amount of firepower to put down a revolution. If our Bourbon kings and princes had possessed half of that, they’d still be here, raping and pillaging the land.’

Prince Nasir laughed, despite himself. He sipped his coffee, and then said, ‘Sir, the Achilles heel of the Saudi King is not the ability of the military to fight. It’s his ability to pay them.’

‘But he has all the money in the world, flowing in every month, to achieve that,’ replied the President.

‘But what if he didn’t?’ asked Prince Nasir Ibn Mohammed. ‘What if he didn’t have that money?’

‘You mean, if someone took all the oil away from him?’ said the President. ‘That sounds most unlikely given all those armoured brigades and fighter jets.’

‘No, sir. What if the oil was taken out of the equation? What if it simply no longer flowed, and the King had no income to pay the armed services? What then?’

‘You mean, supposing someone destroyed the Saudi oil industry?’

‘Only for a little while,’ replied the Prince. ‘Only for a little while. Let me elaborate.’

Momentarily stunned by the enormous implications of what he was hearing, the President briefly stopped listening to the prince. When he heard his voice again, it was that of a man speaking a long way off.

‘… the Red Sea terminals should be hit and destroyed. Another prime target is Safaniya, the largest offshore oilfield in the world, 160 miles north of Dhahran. The reserves out there number 30 billion barrels – that’s around 500,000 barrels a day for about 165 years.

‘The biggest terminal on the Gulf is Ra’s Tannurah which has capacity for 4.3 million barrels of oil a day. The loading dock is offshore at the Sea Island terminal where Platform No. 4 pumps over two million barrels a day into the world’s waiting tankers. A direct hit on that platform would effectively close down Ra’s Tannurah, especially if the pipeline from Abqaiq were taken care of.

‘The final, critical hit should be slightly north, at Ra’s al Ju’aymah, which has the capacity for 4.2 million barrels a day. It is the principal loading bay for liquid petroleum, propane.’ If that happened, the prince added wryly, the whole of Japan would find itself eating a great deal of sushi, accompanied by stone-cold sake.

He continued. ‘The terminals of Ra’s Tannurah and Ra’s al Ju’aymah, plus the Red Sea ports, load Saudi Arabian oil products into 4,000 tankers a year. You will not be surprised to know that ARAMCO – the Arabian American Oil Company – owned 100 per cent by the Saudi Government since 1976, is the largest oil company on earth. Its headquarters are in the eastern province city of Dhahran, and its capability is approximately 10 million barrels a day, though since the year 2000 it has pumped considerably less.

‘Twenty-six per cent of all the oil on the planet lies beneath the Saudi desert – that’s around 262 billion barrels, which, at 5.5 million a day, ought to last for some 130 years. The Saudi royal family are the sole proprieters of ARAMCO, which owns every last drop …’

The President listened to Prince Nasir with a growing sense of excitement. What the prince was suggesting was enormously risky and startlingly audacious, but the payoff seemed worth it. All he needed now was someone to kickstart the operation and take care of the practicalities. And he knew exactly where to start.

5.00 a.m. the next morning
The Foreign Office
Quai d’Orsay, Paris

Pierre St Martin, the Foreign Minister of France, and a future presidential hopeful, stood beside a large portrait of Napoleon placed on an easel on the left-hand side of his lavish office. Before him stood M. Gaston Savary, the tall saturnine head of the French Secret Service – the Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure (DGSE), successor to the former, internationally feared SDECE, the counterespionage service.

The two men had never met before, and the elegant St Martin, was, quite frankly, amazed that he had been summoned to his office at this ungodly hour of the day, apparently to converse with this … this spy from La Piscine – the kind of man patrician politicians in London refer to as ‘Johnny Raincoat’.

La Piscine was the government nickname for the DGSE, so-called because of the proximity of the bleak 10-storey Secret Service building to a municipal swimming pool in Caserne des Tourelles. M. Savary operated out of 128, boulevard Mortier over in the 20th arrondissement, about as far west as it is possible to go and still be in the City of Light. It was not the kind of neighbourhood in which you’d expect to find an urbane Foreign Minister. The suave and expensively tailored M. St Martin had never been to La Piscine before.

Nonetheless, they had both been ordered to the sumptuous offices on the Quai d’Orsay by none other than the President of France himself. And the current incumbent of the Elysée Palace was due here in the next few minutes.

M. St Martin, who had spent the night at the apartment of an actress generally considered to be one of the most beautiful in France, was a great deal more irritated by the intrusion into his life than M. Savary.

Both men were around the same age, fiftyish, but the Secret Service chief was a lifelong career officer in undercover operations. For him the call in the middle of the night was routine. No matter the time, he was instantly operational, and he had for 10 years been responsible for the planning of black operations conducted on behalf of the Government of France, using both military forces or civilian agents.

A lithe, fit and slightly morose man, M. Savary had even taken part personally in various French adventures. He would, of course, admit nothing, but he was reputed to have been operational in the attack and subsequent sinking of the Greenpeace freighter the Rainbow Warrior in Auckland Harbour, New Zealand, in July 1985. Interference with the Pacific nuclear tests conducted by France? NON! JAMAIS! was M. Savary’s response to that.

‘Would you care to remove your raincoat?’ asked the Foreign Minister. ‘Since we are shortly to be in the presence of our President?’

Without a word Savary took the coat off and slung it over the back of a near-priceless Louis XV chair.

St Martin stared at the spy’s raincoat over the back of chair, and winced. He pressed a button to summon the butler to bring them coffee, but his main intention was to get rid of the offending garment owned by Jean-Claude Raincoat or whatever his damned name was. M. St Martin had always held a sneaking regard for the Bourbons and their excellent taste in furniture.

‘I don’t suppose you have slightest idea what this is all about?’ he said.

‘Absolutely none,’ replied the intelligence chief. ‘I just received a telephone call from the Palais de l’Elysée and was told the President wished to see me in your office at 5.15 a.m. Here I am, n’est-ce pas?’

‘My summons was exactly the same. My mobile phone rang at 1.30 a.m. God knows what this is all about.’

‘Maybe Le President is about to declare war?’

‘There is always that possibility.’

Savary smiled for the first time. But just then their coffee arrived, for three, as requested. And M. St Martin asked the butler to pour two cups before instructing him to hang the raincoat in the hall closet.

Almost immediately a phone bell rang on his enormous desk and a voice announced that the presidential car had arrived at the portals of the Foreign Office. Pierre St Martin poured the third cup of coffee himself.

Three minutes later he was astonished to see that the President was entirely alone: no secretary, no aides, no officials. He closed the door himself and said quietly, ‘Pierre, Gaston, thank you for coming so early. Would you please ensure our discussion is conducted entirely in secret? Perhaps a guard outside the door?’

St Martin spoke briefly into the telephone, handed the President a cup of coffee and motioned for everyone to be seated, the President on a fine upright drawing-room chair, the Secret Service chief on the Louis XV piece lately occupied by his raincoat, while the Foreign Minister himself retreated behind his desk.

‘Gentlemen,’ said the President, ‘approximately two hours ago one of the most important princes in the Saudi royal family left my residence to fly home in a French Air Force jet to Damascus, and then in his own aircraft to Riyadh. His visit with me was so private, so confidential, not even the most senior members of staff at the Saudi Embassy here in Paris were aware of his presence in the city.

‘He came not only to inform me that the financial excesses of the Saudi ruling family would shortly bankrupt his country, but to propose a way to resolve the problem – to the very great advantage of himself, and, it must be said, for France.’

St Martin swiftly interjected. ‘Doubtless inspired by that young Saudi prince who nearly sank the Queen Mary last week?’

‘I think so,’ replied the President. ‘But the problem of 35,000 princes, all members of the same family, spending up to a million dollars a month on fast living, has been vexing the reformist element in the Saudi Government for several years. According to my visitor the time has come for that to cease.’

M. Savary spoke for the first time. ‘I imagine he mentioned the Saudi King is heavily protected by a fiercely loyal Army, Air Force and Navy. So, if I follow your line of thinking correctly, an overthrow of that part of the family is more or less out of the question.’

‘Indeed he did, Gaston. He mentioned it in great detail. And he pointed out that the only person in the entire Kingdom who could pay the armed services is the King, who receives all the oil revenues of the country and pays all the bills for his family.’

‘So the armed services would be most unlikely to turn against him,’ said M. Savary.

‘Most unlikely,’ agreed the President. ‘Unless for some reason the vast revenues from the oilfields ceased to exist …’

‘And the King could no longer pay them, correct?’ said M. Savary.

‘Precisely,’ replied the President.

‘Sir, I have no doubt you are as aware as I am that those Saudi oilfields are guarded by a steel ring of personnel and armaments,’ continued Savary. ‘They’re virtually impregnable, understandably, since the whole country is 100 per cent dependent upon them, from the richest to the poorest.’

‘Well, we have not reached that point in the conversation yet, Gaston. But I would like to inform you, in the broadest possible terms, what the prince was proposing.’

‘I, for one, am paying keen attention,’ said Pierre St Martin.

‘Excellent,’ replied the President. ‘Because the information I am about to impart might be of critical importance to our nation. His Highness Prince Nasir proposes the following. Someone hits the oilfields and knocks out the main pumping station and the three or four biggest loading terminals on both the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf.

‘Two days later, with Saudi Arabia’s economy effectively laid to waste, a small, highly trained fighting force attacks the Saudi military city in the south-west of the country near the Yemen border, and, while the military is in disarray, another highly specialised force goes in and takes Riyadh.

‘They knock out a couple of palaces, eliminate the royal family, take the television station and the radio station and sweep the Crown Prince to power. He then appears on nationwide television and announces he has taken control, and the corrupt regime of the present King has been summarily swept away.’

‘And you are proposing we somehow take part in all this?’ asked St Martin, incredulous.

The President paused. ‘Certainly not. I am merely suggesting we examine the feasibility of it.’

‘And if the military coup was carried out, with our assistance, and the prince takes over Saudi Arabia, what could be in it for us?’ asked Gaston Savary.

‘Well, as his best friends and closest allies, and a sworn opponent to the ambitions of the United States, France would be awarded every single contract to rebuild the oil installations, and we would become the sole marketing agents for all Saudi Arabian oil for the next 100 years. Anyone wishes to buy, they buy it from us. Which means we effectively control world oil prices.’

‘And how long would it take us to rebuild the oil installations?’

‘Perhaps two years. Maybe less.’

‘And what about that big Saudi Army and Air Force?’

The President shrugged. ‘What about them? They would have no alternative but to switch their allegiance, to serve the new King. After all, they cannot serve a dead one, n’est-ce pas? And no one else could possibly pay them but the new ruler. And even then things would be rather tight for a few months, until some oil began to flow, probably in the Gulf terminals.’

‘You really think this could be achieved, sir?’ said Gaston. ‘Militarily, I mean?’

‘I have no idea. But Prince Nasir does. And he says that if it is not achieved Saudi Arabia is doomed.’

‘What kind of a premise will he campaign on?’ asked St Martin.

‘Well, he won’t really need to campaign, will he? Not if he simply seizes power. But he will immediately assure the country that the massive financial stipends for the princes will end forthwith. Which will save his treasury maybe $250 billion a year.

‘He will also advocate an immediate return to pure Muslim worship of the Wahaabi persuasion. You understand: strict rules of prayer, no alcohol, the unquestioned word of the Koran and the teachings of the Prophet. There will be no more cosying up to American politicians, and basically the country will return to its Bedouin roots, to the old ways of life.

‘They will heed the call of the desert, and bring up their children according to the old traditions, as indeed Prince Nasir has brought up his own. And there will certainly be no more financing of terrorism. And no further need to pay vast sums of protection money to groups who might otherwise attack Saudi Arabia. I am referring, of course, to hundreds of millions of dollars directed to al-Qaeda.

‘Once Prince Nasir has severed his ties with the United States, there will be no further danger from the fundamentalist groups. And of course we may also expect far greater Saudi support for the Palestinians.’

‘But surely this will cause chaos on the world oil markets?’ said St Martin. ‘Absolute chaos.’

‘I have no doubt it will. But this won’t affect us, because we will rid ourselves of our Saudi contracts long before anything happens. We will sign new two-year agreements with other Middle Eastern countries for all of our oil and gas requirements. That way we will ensure the continuation of oil into France during Saudi Arabia’s period of rebuilding, and procure new and better contracts more favourable to our country.’

‘But what about the world oil shortages? This would just about bankrupt Japan, and cripple even the mighty economy of the United States. Our European partners will also be hurt. Gasoline could go to $150 a barrel.’ St Martin was just beginning to look particularly distraught.

‘I agree,’ said the President. ‘But if Prince Nasir is correct, all this will happen anyway, if the Saudi population takes to the streets in protest against the royal family. As for the oil prices going through the roof – well, can you imagine anything more appealing to the country which effectively controls world sales of Saudi oil?’

‘But, sir,’ said St Martin, ‘the Saudi fields are the only stabiliser in the entire world’s markets. Remember how they saved the day by producing millions of extra barrels in 1991, and then again after 9/11 when they pumped almost five million extra barrels to save the market? Petrol prices hardly went up by a single franc.

‘Saudi Arabia is the world market, the saviour of the world’s economy in times of crisis. It’s the only nation which can produce extra oil. What are its reserves? Two to three million barrels a day, if necessary, at any one time? Can you imagine the reaction of the United States if anyone ever found out we were in any way implicated?’

‘What if no one ever found out we were implicated?’ replied the President. ‘What if no one ever knew? What if it all appeared to be just an Arab matter – a military coup, by the people, against their corrupt rulers; a kind of insurrection which spread, most unfortunately, to the oil wells?’

‘Sir, do you think it possible such a momentous action by France could ever be kept secret?’

‘Again,’ said the President, ‘I cannot be certain. But the reason we are in this room, at this unearthly hour of the day, is because we have been asked for help by a senior representative of one of our major trading partners … a partner which would feel obliged, in future, to purchase all of its military hardware from France – warships, fighter aircraft and weaponry worth billions.

‘Therefore, gentlemen, I ask you to please find out what we can do, how quietly we can do it, and whether we can stay sufficiently remote so as never to warrant suspicion of – how shall I put it? – any questionable dealings.

‘Meanwhile as far as I am concerned this conversation never took place. You are the only two people in France who know anything of the prince’s visit, and of the proposals he made. Perhaps you would be good enough to contact me when you have gathered your thoughts.’

And, with that, the man who considered himself to be the most powerful figure in the European Union stood up, replaced his coffee cup on the tray and walked to the door.

Neither Pierre St Martin nor Gaston Savary could recover swiftly enough even to open it for him. Both the French Foreign Minister and the head of France’s Secret Service were in shock. They stood open-mouthed at the departing President, momentarily stunned by the enormity of the task he had set them.

‘Sacré merde!’ muttered Pierre St Martin.

Friday morning, 9 May
Paris

Gaston Savary was alone, driving his black Citroën staff car through heavy commuter traffic into the remotest outpost of the north-west suburbs of the city. He was going against the incoming traffic but it was still outlandishly busy, with queues of buses, vans and trucks all the way, as always, in both directions. More than three and a half million people fought their way into, and out of, Paris every working day.

He reached the outer suburb of Taverny and drove up to the guardhouse at the entrance to one of the most secretive compounds in Europe – the headquarters of France’s Commandement des Opérations Spéciales (COS), the joint service establishment which controlled the worldwide special ops activities of all three French armed forces.

As head of the largely civilian French Secret Service, Gaston Savary was a regular visitor, and both duty guards wished him ‘Bonjour’ before waving him through to a waiting escort who stepped into the front seat of the Citroën.

They drove towards the offices of the 1st Marine Parachute Infantry Regiment, the prime special ops unit in France, the direct equivalent of Britain’s SAS and the USA’s Navy SEALs and Rangers. A formidable black ops outfit, it clandestinely provided special training and even assistance to foreign countries; in addition, it also provided offensive action, if called upon to, as it had been in West Africa in 2008. It also conducted its own military intelligence gathering and in recent years had been at the sharp end of most French counter-terrorist operations. Two heavily armed helicopter squadrons stood under its command.

Gaston Savary instructed his escort, a young Army lieutenant, to park the car. He let himself out at the main entrance, where another young officer greeted him and took him immediately to the special ops C-in-C, General Michel Jobert.

The two men were old acquaintances but nonetheless Savary handed over a letter, certified by the office of the Foreign Minister of France, instructing the general to work carefully and in the strictest confidence with the bearer, examining the project scrupulously, before arriving at one of two conclusions: possible or impossible.

And so it was that, in the most clandestine manner imaginable, France’s two most senior undercover operators began their feasibility test on behalf of their government; and in a sense, on behalf of Prince Nasir Ibn Mohammed of Saudi Arabia.

In the next 15 minutes General Jobert’s dark bushy eyebrows rarely resumed their normal position on the lower part of his forehead. He was truly astounded at the scale of the proposition. Gaston Savary counted at least a dozen softly exclaimed ‘Mon Dieus’.

But the proposition was real enough: the President of France wanted a professional opinion; could the Saudi oil industry be brought to its knees, by military attack, for a period of around two years? And whether in the ensuing days, with the Saudi economy in ruins, it would be possible to subdue the Saudi armed forces and then take the capital city of Riyadh? All without France appearing to have the slightest involvement.

The first three proposals – the oil, the surrender of the Army and the capture of Riyadh – were probably possible. In the measured opinion of General Jobert the collapse of the economy would leave an army somewhat disinclined to fight anyone. The problem was the fourth: could France somehow make it all possible, with a substantial military involvement, and yet still remain anonymous?

On further reflection, General Jobert thought ‘absolutely not’. So did Gaston Savary. Which essentially meant that, if he took their advice, the President would have to decline the offer of the Saudi prince to make France its sole supplier of future military hardware, and the sole world agent for all Saudi oil products. And that particular ‘Non’ would ultimately represent the rejection of an opportunity for the hard-pressed French Republic to earn several hundred billion dollars. That was one scenario both Jobert and Savary suspected might not sit too well with a President whose country had been known to operate almost exclusively out of a sense of unfettered self-interest in recent years.

The general, who, until that moment, had as yet not received the slightest indication as to why he was meeting Gaston, read again the second page of the letter from Pierre St Martin. It contained an outline of the requirements which Prince Nasir considered necessary to cripple the Saudi oil industry.

Priority number one was the destruction of the world’s largest processing complex at Abqaiq, situated 25 miles inland from the Gulf of Bahrain. Abqaiq was the destination of all crude oil from the Saudi south, particularly from Ghawar, the most productive oilfield on earth. Beneath the shifting desert sands, right here, 60 miles south-west of Dhahran, lay 70 billion barrels’ worth of oil.

Close to Abqaiq was Pump Station No. 1 which sent some 900,000 barrels of light crude per day 700 miles up and over the Aramah Mountains, to the Red Sea oil port of Yanbu al-Bahr. If Pump Station No. 1 went down, the massive loading terminals of both Yanbu, and, 90 miles to the south, Rabigh, would be finished. So would the huge refineries in the area, including the enormous complexes at Medina and Jiddah.

The general continued to read, his expression changing frequently as he took in what was in essence the scenario outlined by Prince Nasir to the President at the Elysée Palace earlier that week.

‘You want me to hit that lot?’ he asked incredulously, once he had finished reading. ‘That’s probably 10 different targets. Three would be difficult. I suppose we could get three hit squads in there. But they’d need backup and the explosive would weigh God knows how much. We’d need 40 men in each team. But 10 targets? Mon Dieu! I’d say that would be impossible. We’d have a better chance bombing it.’

‘That, of course, is out of the question,’ said Gaston Savary. ‘Remember, the President’s main requirement is secrecy. If we sent in a squadron of fighter bombers, they’d know the nationality of the attackers in about 10 minutes. The Saudis have a lot of very sophisticated US-built surveillance kit.’

Both men ruminated on the apparent hopelessness of step one and a mood of tacit acceptance prevailed. The critical path of the operation required a succession of 10 swift, devastating hits on the greatest oil-producing network in the Middle East. And so far as General Jobert could see, it was militarily impossible, either by land or by air. Impossible, at least, without getting caught.

General Jobert paced the room. He was an impressive man, not tall but built like a middleweight, with thick black curly hair and a swarthy complexion, very French, equally pragmatic, with the merest suggestion that somewhere in the family tree there may have lurked a North African ancestor.

His appearance was in stark contrast to that of the lean, pale-skinned, 6 foot 2 inch Gaston Savary, whose mournful expression concealed a keen sense of irony and a somewhat sarcastic sense of humour. However, this particular morning they were thinking as one, both of them aware that outright rejection of the President’s request would not be a good idea. For either of them.

The general pondered further. Land attack? Impossible. Air attack? Non, absolument non. Then he brightened a little. How about by sea?

Gaston Savary looked up sharply. ‘You mean frogmen, brought in by submarine, swimmers who could fix sticky bombs on the offshore rigs?’

‘Exactement!’

‘Have you checked the depth of the water lately? I mean, around Abqaiq, which is not only in the middle of the desert, but also the key to the entire operation?’ Gaston loved the rhetorical question.

But the general smiled; it was the smile of a man one move from checkmate. ‘As a civilian, you of course do not understand everything about the military mind,’ he said. ‘However, you will have heard of cruise missiles. And these days there are some very effective ones, that fly out of nowhere.’

‘In these days of intense surveillance, nothing comes out of nowhere,’ replied the Secret Service chief. ‘There’s always someone watching.’

‘True,’ replied the general. ‘But the chances of detecting a missile fired from a submerged submarine are slight. I’m talking about a missile programmed to fly over the ocean and then over the middle of the desert. I assure you no one will pick that up. The element of surprise is too great.’

Savary knew when he heard something important being said. He paused for a moment, nodding his head slightly. And then he asked, ‘Do you really think we could put a submarine in the Gulf without anyone knowing? And then have it unleash a barrage of cruise missiles at the shores of Saudi Arabia without anyone finding out?’

‘They’d find out when the oil terminals, pumping stations and refineries went up in smoke. But they’d never, in their wildest dreams, guess who the culprits were, and, above all, how they’d done it.’

‘And what about the other coast?’ asked Gaston Savary. ‘The Red Sea? You can’t even get in there without travelling on the surface.’

General Jobert shrugged. ‘A submarine would be logged through Suez. But so would many, many other ships. But it would not be logged through the southern end. The Red Sea can be traversed underwater, and it is not unusual for a French submarine to make that journey. Also, the Red Sea is extremely deep in places.’

‘And we also have the justification of a motive in our favour,’ said Savary. ‘We are great friends with Saudi Arabia. And why would anyone, in their right mind, want to blow up the oil system which keeps not only us but most of the civilised world in business? No one would suspect us. No one.’

‘I have no doubt the President of France considered that most carefully before he asked us to conduct this feasibility test.’

‘Do you think the whole operation could be carried out using cruise missiles alone?’

The general frowned. ‘I cannot say, but my instinct is, no. We certainly could hit the refineries, and the pumping stations, because pinpoint accuracy is not a requirement. But the loading platforms and offshore rigs would require real accuracy, and I don’t think we could count on a cruise to hit such a small target in exactly the right place. And, anyway, someone working on the rig might see a wayward cruise come in. They’re supposed to be accurate to 10 metres. But that’s too big a margin if you’re trying to hit the upper deck of a drilling rig. Better to attack from below the surface.’

Gaston Savary could see why Michel Jobert had been made a general, and he could most certainly see how he came to spearhead the French Army’s special forces.

‘Well, General,’ he said, ‘I think we must agree it is the most interesting plan. Because, if it succeeds, the new King of Saudi Arabia will owe France everything. Certainly we will have enormous power over him, because he could never admit he was the mastermind behind the destruction of his own country’s oil industry.’

‘Well, no, he could not,’ replied Jobert. ‘And that would mean French companies would undertake the entire rebuilding programme. There would be huge contracts awarded to us, just as the Americans claimed almost all the rebuilding contracts for Iraq after the last Gulf War.’

‘And there’d be a lot of very grateful French companies,’ said Gaston. ‘And the riches for the oil industry would be incalculable. Imagine owning the sole marketing agency for all Saudi Arabian oil. Mon Dieu! That would be something, eh?’

‘And I would not be surprised if that led to a long and comfortable retirement for both of us’ said the general. ‘But, for now, let’s not get too excited. I would like to call Admiral Pires over for half an hour.’

‘I don’t believe I know him.’

‘He’s COMFUSCO.’

‘The Navy’s special ops outfit?’

‘Exactement. Commandement des Fusiliers Marine Commandos. Admiral Pires is the head of it. But he’s an ex-submariner. And right now he is in overall command of all naval assault commandos, plus the Commando Hubert divers unit and the Close Quarters Combat Group – that’s naval counter-terrorist, both assigned to COS.’

‘That’s every kind of assault from the sea, correct?’

‘Absolument. That’s beach reconnaissance, assaults on ships, intelligence gathering, amphibious landings, small boat operations, raids, rescue ops, and of course Combat Search and Rescue – CSAR.’

‘Of course,’ said Gaston, who was, despite his experience, always amazed by the military’s detailed, meticulous operational structures.

A young lieutenant put his head around the door to announce that Admiral Pires would be with them in 10 minutes.

Privately, Gaston Savary thought the entire scheme was a boundless exercise in naked ambition which would probably end up being abandoned. As a kind of super-policeman he was used to bureaucrats conducting relentless searches, desperately trying to find reasons not to do things. If ever there was an oppportunity to say no, this was surely it. Offhand he could think of about 10 reasons himself.

But, like many of his fellow spies and spy masters, Gaston was an adventurer at heart. And he knew how to work the system. No one had asked him to blow up the oilfields. He had merely been requested to find out if it was possible to do so without getting caught. And he was most certainly doing that.
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Admiral Georges Pires arrived on time, with the flourish of a man who had better things to do than talk to Secret Servicemen. His splendid family summer home – going back three generations – was situated on the waterfront at St-Malo, less than 100 miles from the great French naval base at Brest. The Navy had always been his life, although he had found time to be married and divorced twice, before his fortieth birthday. There was a slightly roguish look about Georges Pires, but his rise to high office in the principal assault section of the French Navy had been exceptionally swift. Six minutes after his arrival, having received a sharply worded briefing from General Jobert, he was reduced to complete silence.

‘Mon Dieu!’ he exclaimed, once he had gathered himself. ‘That is the most dangerous plan I have ever heard.’

And Savary gave him the benefit of his own wisdom. ‘Admiral,’ he said, ‘we are not being asked to blow up half of Saudi Arabia. We are merely being asked to decide if it could be done, in secret. To the inestimable advantage of France.’

‘Well, technically we could put one of our new SSNs into the Gulf, making an underwater entry through the Strait of Hormuz. It’s deep enough, and it’s been done before.’

‘Is that one of the old Rubis Class boats?’ asked Savary.

‘No, no. It is one of the new Project Barracuda boats we have been building in Cherbourg for several years. You may have been briefed about them. We have just two which will become operational this year. They’re bigger than the old Rubis, around 4,000 tons, nuclear hunter killers with torpedo and cruise missile capabilities. They actually carry 10 MBDA SCALP naval missiles. That’s a derivative of the old Storm/Shadows. They’re good, quiet ships with excellent missiles. We’re conducting sea trials right now off the Brest Navy yards.’

‘How would you consider the likelihood of getting in and out of the Gulf undetected?’ asked the general.

‘Oh, very good. And the missiles are all pre-programmed. Yes, I suppose we could launch them at a given target along the Saudi coast.’

‘Would anyone see them in flight?’

‘Most unlikely. The Saudis are quite sophisticated, but I’d be very surprised if they picked up low-flying missiles like these on radar. They would not be expecting such an attack.’

‘Certainly not from their next King,’ said Savary, helpfully. ‘Any thoughts on operations on the other coast?’

‘The Red Sea?’ asked the admiral. ‘Well, that is more difficult, because you’d come through the Suez Canal on the surface. But I don’t think that would attract undue attention. And you might manage to exit the southern end off Djibouti at periscope depth; assuming you wanted to stay out of sight. That’s the Bab al Mandab, the narrow strait which leads out into the Gulf of Aden – shallow, sometimes under 100 metres deep.

‘Anyway, a half-submerged submarine might look a bit suspicious to the American radar, if they picked us up – especially with oilfields ablaze 400 miles astern of the ship. It would probably be better just to go straight through, on the surface, in the normal way, the very picture of innocence.’

Gaston Savary really liked this suave and knowledgeable admiral who looked extremely young to be holding such high office and rank. But he was not young in thought, and he had grasped the significance of the problem very swiftly, as indeed had General Jobert.

‘I should like to speak to Admiral Romanet first,’ said Pires, looking at Gaston. ‘He’s our Flag Officer Submarines in Brest. And I don’t want to second-guess him. But I would say we could hit our missile targets on both coasts from submerged SSNs. And certainly, in my own area of operations, we could send in teams of commandoes to take out the loading platforms and offshore rigs … the Saudi Navy has never been up to much. They’d be no trouble whatsoever.’

The admiral paused, looking thoughtful. Then he said, ‘Those platforms are big constructions, though. We’d probably need a mix of RDX – research-developed explosive – TNT and aluminium. And the frogmen would have to swim in with 25kg watertight satchels. And we’d use timers, so the swimmers and perhaps an SDV, and the submarine, could get clear before the blast. But we could do it. Most certainly we could do it.’

Admiral Pires again paused. And then he added, ‘But the Navy’s role is only the beginning, correct? And so I will leave you, while I confer with Admiral Romanet.’

‘I’d prefer it if you brought him here,’ said General Jobert. ‘I think at this early stage, while we are just starting to understand the situation, all discussions should remain under one roof.’

‘Aha,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘Already we are slipping into the black ops mode; already it is occurring to you that we may be ordered actually to carry out this assault on our Arab brothers in the desert. Or at the very least, on their oil wells.’

‘That’s the trouble with you guys. You always say yes,’ said Gaston Savary.

‘That’s because we are loyal servants of the Republic,’ replied the general. ‘We are here to do the bidding of the politicians. And we try, if asked, to achieve the impossible.’

‘But half an hour ago you thought this would be impossible without getting caught.’

‘I do not think that now,’ replied the senior commander of COS. ‘I believe we could smash the Saudi oil industry with missiles and frogmen from those two SSNs. And never be detected.’

Gaston Savary stood up. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘I have been entrusted to conduct this study on behalf of the Foreign Minister and the President himself. I would be grateful, Admiral, if you would stay for the second part of our discussions. I have enjoyed listening to your views and I think you may have more ideas to give us.’

Savary was not the first high-ranking French official to single out the forty-six-year-old Georges Pires as a top-flight military intellect, a career officer who could yet find himself in the Palais Bourbon as a member of the French Parliament.

‘Honoured, sir, I assure you,’ replied the admiral.

Savary continued. ‘Perhaps, General, you could now outline for us anything you may know about the Saudi military defences, on land, I mean.’

‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘Let me switch on this big-screen computer and I will tell you what I know; it is fairly standard but will at least show you the size of the task.’

General Jobert stood back and, with an officer’s wooden baton, pointed to the map of Saudi Arabia. ‘They have an overall strength of around 126,000,’ he began. ‘That’s the four elements – Army, Navy, Air Force and the Royal Saudi Air Defence Force.

‘They don’t have regular garrisons. The Army is widely dispersed but its strength is concentrated at four large military cities, built at huge expense in the 1970s and 80s with the assistance of the United States Army Corps of Engineers. The first one to note is right here … Khamis Mushayt, in the mountains of the south-west, about 100 kilometres from the Yemeni border.

‘The second is up here at Tabuk, which protects the north-west of the country – in particular these routes which lead in from Jordan, Israel and Syria. A third site, Assad Military City, is at Al Kharj, 100 kilometres south-east of Riyadh, right in the middle of the desert. That’s where the Saudi’s national armaments industry is located.

‘But the really big one is right here … facing the border area towards Kuwait and Iraq, right outside this city marked here – Hafa al Batin. This is the King Khalid Military City. You can see it’s sited, deliberately, near the Trans-Arabian Pipeline – TAPLINE – which connects the big southern oil centre of Ad Damman with Jordan.

‘King Khalid Military City is huge. It houses something like 65,000 people, military and civilians. It’s got everything – cinemas, shopping arcades, power plants, mosques, schools, the lot. It’s built in the shape of a massive concrete octagon, with several smaller octagons inside it. Right outside the main complex they have a hospital, a racecourse, maintenance and supply areas, underground command bunkers and the anti-aircraft missile sites.

‘Gentlemen, you will not be attacking the King Khalid Military City.’

‘What’s the surrounding country like?’ asked Admiral Pires.

‘Wide-open desert, swept by radar, no cover. We’d be facing the Saudi missiles and artillery.’

‘Can they shoot straight?’

‘Most certainly.’

Admiral Pires smiled. ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘we will not be attacking the King Khalid Military City.’

‘Are they all like that?’ asked Gaston Savary.

‘Not quite so bad. But none of them is likely to be easy. Not for a small group of Special Forces. To tell the truth, Gaston, I can see no way for any small group to take, and force the surrender, of these strongholds. The Saudis have excellent communications and air cover. In the end, we would not have a chance.

‘And in addition they have a well-armed National Guard which is specifically tasked with defending the oil installations. The Saudis are not stupid. They know those huge complexes are their lifeblood, and they’ve protected them very thoroughly.’

‘What’s their Air Force like?’

‘Very modern. Well-equipped. US and British fighter bombers. F-15s, Tornadoes. Strong offensive capability. They also have airborne surveillance and tactical airlift capability. In brief, the Royal Saudi Air Force can move people around at will, they can see from the sky and they have a serious strike force.’

‘My notes from Prince Nasir say the Air Force bases may be vulnerable?’ said Savary.

‘Well, maybe. But they have two substantial air wings – the F-15s and the Tornadoes. And they are divided into strike force air bases at each of the four military cities. It’s a bit confusing, but they call the base at Khamis Mushayt the King Khalid Air Base. Same name as the place in the north. You understand? Down here by the Yemeni border.’

‘That King Khalid must have been quite a leader,’ said Savary. ‘Half the country’s named after him. But this is the air base Prince Nasir mentions. He clearly thinks it’s vulnerable.’

‘We need to have a very careful look,’ said General Jobert. ‘Very careful indeed. Because it must be obvious to each of us that the consequences of any French soldier being caught, captured or even killed would be absolutely calamitous for France. The Americans would immediately surmise we had blown up the oilfields and there’d be all hell to pay.’

‘It sounds to me as if the destruction of the oilfields is several times more important than everything else put together,’ put in Admiral Pires. ‘Just imagine. The lifeblood of the people suddenly gone. An entire nation, the majority of whom can never even remember poverty, suddenly facing the fact they could all be back on camels. No oil; no wealth; no more prosperity. I think the nation would go into shock.’

‘That’s Prince Nasir’s view entirely,’ said Savary. ‘He thinks the armed forces will not have the will to fight. For whom? For a penniless king, no longer able to pay them?’

‘More like a dead, penniless king,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘Because if this goes ahead, the Saudis will obviously rally to the cause of the Crown Prince. Especially if he promises to end the patronage of the royal princes, and to put the country back together. Let’s face it, he’s the military’s only hope.’

‘That is all true,’ said the general. ‘The collapse of the Saudi economy would be an earth-shaking event. But there still has to be an armed attack, to subdue the Army and the Air Force, then to capture the main palaces in Riyadh, and take out the King and his principal ministers. In the end, you always have to win it on the ground.’

‘According to Prince Nasir,’ said Savary, ‘the feeling against the King is so strong, the people are so angry, that they would rally to the cause of anyone who could help them to get rid of the royal family. And Crown Prince Nasir is extremely popular.’

‘Which leaves us with two tasks,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘Number one: to get into the King Khalid Air Base and either take or destroy it. Then, almost simultaneously, to capture Riyadh and remove the King of Saudi Arabia from office.’

General Jobert smiled. ‘One thing, Admiral. Taking the air base needs to be so decisive it will cause the entire military city at Khamis Mushayt to cave in – and then cause the other three military cities to come to the conclusion there is nothing left to fight for.’

‘With Prince Nasir on television appealing for calm, assuring everyone he has everything under control, it just might work,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘So long as the collapse of the oil industry has the shattering effect we think it will.’

‘The point is,’ suggested Savary, ‘this whole thing has to look like an entirely Arab operation. It will simply appear that the Crown Prince has pulled off a palace coup d’état. For the good of the people. And that may be an end to it. It just so happens Prince Nasir chose France to help his country get back on its feet. America is not the only country that can take what it wants, when it wants, you know.’

‘So long as no one gets caught, eh?’ muttered the general.

‘Precisely,’ responded the admiral. ‘So long as no Frenchman is ever discovered anywhere near the action.’

‘And who exactly does the President have in mind for an operation like this?’ asked the general.

‘He hasn’t even considered that yet,’ said Savary. ‘He simply wants to know if we think it is possible. At this stage, no more.’

‘Do you have the feeling that if we say yes he will start thinking about it very, very quickly?’

‘I have,’ replied Savary. ‘And we may as well have a few answers. So let me ask a question … King Khalid Air Base – who goes in, us or an Arab force?’

‘Oh, that would have to be a French assault force,’ said the general. ‘I doubt anyone except us, the British, the Americans or the Israelis could possibly pull that off … but it seems so incongruous to have a French force, out there on its own, attacking that Saudi air base.’

‘There would have to be some Arab involvement,’ offered Admiral Pires. ‘Maybe a 2/IC, or a couple of locals, men who understand command, who know the terrain and who speak the language.’

‘I see that,’ said Savary. ‘I see it very clearly. We could provide the force, if we approve the plan. But Prince Nasir will have to provide some leadership, or, at worse, some high-level advice.’

‘I don’t know that any Arab army has the kind of man we are looking for,’ said the admiral. ‘We need a skilled Special Forces operator, with a sound knowledge of high explosive, close-combat fighting and making detailed plans.’

‘I don’t think they have anyone to fit that bill,’ said the general. ‘And anyway, how the hell do we get in there. We can’t suddenly drop 60 parachutists into Saudi Arabia. Much too risky.’

‘Then they’d have to come in by sea,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘But it would be difficult by submarine. The SDV only holds half a dozen men. A ferry service like that would take hours. And they couldn’t swim in. Too far. Too dangerous.’

‘That’s the kind of problem which gets solved by an Arab who knows the territory,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘And understands what’s required. The kind of Arab who probably doesn’t exist.’

‘I know of one,’ said Gaston.

‘Oh yes?’ said General Jobert.

‘He’s the Commander-in-Chief of HAMAS. His name is General Ravi Rashood. From what I hear, he’s ex-British SAS. He could do it. The Americans think he’s pulled off some terrible stuff over the last few years. He could take the air base.’

‘But would he?’ wondered the general. ‘Why would he?’

‘Because he’s a fanatical Muslim fundamentalist,’ replied Savary. ‘He hates the Americans, and he wants them out of the Middle East for ever. And he knows that, without Saudi support and Saudi oil, they would have to go. I think you’d find General Rashood more than willing to talk … but I think you’d have to pay him, and HAMAS, for the privilege of his involvement.’

‘Hmmmm,’ mused the general. ‘Interesting.’

‘And now,’ continued Savary, ‘for the biggest question of all: who commands the Saudi mob in Riyadh? Who recruits, organises, arms and rallies thousands of citizens who hate the King but have no idea what to do?’

‘I know one thing,’ said Admiral Pires. ‘You need a top-class soldier for that. And top-class soldiers become familiar to many people. In all of France, it might be impossible to find such a man, with the right qualifications and a suitably low profile. Those kinds of leaders become public figures. And one sight of this man leading an attack on the Saudi royal family would end all of our chances of anonymity.’

‘All that you say makes good sense, Admiral,’ said Savary. ‘But there must be someone. A trained fighter, somewhere, who has seen combat but has not reached the highest rank. Someone who has perhaps retired in recent years. Someone who might consider undertaking such an operation for, say, $10 million. Enough to allow him to live the rest of his life free of all financial worries.’

All three men grew silent, pondering, perhaps, the potential destruction they could unleash if they made the recommendation to the President of France that he so clearly desired. Savary seemed to be at a loss but the two military men ran their minds back over a working lifetime in the armed forces.

Eventually, surprisingly, it was Savary who spoke up. ‘There was such a man, you know, who worked for my organisation, Secret Service, the DGSE. I never met him: he was mostly based in Africa, rose to be deputy regional director of a large area, northern, sub-Saharan and western Africa. He operated out of Dakar, Senegal.’

‘Did he have combat experience?’ asked the general.

‘And how,’ replied Gaston. ‘I believe he started off in the Foreign Legion. And I think he distinguished himself in Chad, you know that battle against the rebels at Oum Chalouba in 1986. He was decorated as quite a young officer for conspicuous bravery. I’m not sure what he did after that, but he definitely joined the Special Forces.’

‘Do you remember his name?’ asked Michel Jobert.

‘Yes. He was Moroccan by birth. Gamoudi. Jacques Gamoudi. Had some kind of a nickname, which for the moment escapes me.’

General Jobert ruminated. ‘Yes, Gamoudi. I think I’ve heard that name. He was involved with COS, after his service in the Legion. But I can’t remember precisely what he did.’

He walked over to a computer desk at the far end of his office and tapped in some keywords. ‘This ought to come up with something,’ he said. ‘It’s an amazing piece of software: gives detailed biographies of all French serving officers of the past 25 years.’

They waited while the computer buzzed and whined. Then the screen brightened. ‘Here he is,’ said the general, quietly. ‘Jacques Gamoudi, born 1964 in the village of Asni, in the High Atlas Mountains. Son of a goatherd who doubled as a mountain guide.’

‘Hell, that’s a big step. Moroccan farmboy to a commission in the Foreign Legion before he was twenty-two.’ Admiral Pires was baffled. ‘Those guys can’t usually speak French.’

‘Looks like he had some kind of sponsor. Man called Laforge, former major in the French Parachute Regiment. He was wounded in Algeria in 1961, medically discharged. Then he and his wife bought some kind of a hotel in the village and young Gamoudi worked there. Looks like Laforge helped him join the Legion.

‘Jesus. There’s a copy of his original application form, Bureau de Recrutement de la Légion Etranger, Quartier Vienot, 13400 Aubagne. That’s 15 miles from Marseilles. He went down there a few weeks later in 1981, passed his physical tests and signed on for five years.’

‘You’re right,’ said the admiral. ‘That’s a hell of a piece of software.’

‘Any sign of his nickname?’ asked Savary. ‘I’d know it if I heard it.’

‘Can’t see it,’ said Michel Jobert, scrolling down the screen. ‘Just a minute – this could be it. Does Le Chasseur sound familiar? There’s a bunch of mercenaries he led in some very fierce fighting in North Africa. According to this, they always called him Le Chasseur.’

‘That’s him,’ said Gaston thoughtfully. ‘Jacques Gamoudi, Le Chasseur.’ So saying, he drew his index finger across his throat in the age-old gesture. There could be no doubt about the reputation of Colonel Gamoudi. Le Chasseur. The Hunter.
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