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Prologue

8°37’N, 88°22’E

N. Indian Ocean, 250 miles east of Sri Lanka

Northwestern Anura

 


The night was oppressive, the air at body temperature and almost motionless. Earlier in the evening there had been light, cooling rains, but now everything seemed to radiate heat, even the silvery half-moon, its countenance brushed with the occasional wisps of cloud. The jungle itself seemed to exhale the hot, moist breath of a predator lying in wait.

Shyam shifted restlessly in his canvas chair. It was, he knew, a fairly ordinary night on the island of Anura for this time of year: early in the monsoon season, the air was always heavy with a sense of foreboding. Yet only the ever attentive mosquitoes disturbed the quiet. At half past one in the morning, Shyam reckoned he had been on checkpoint duty for four and a half hours. In that time, precisely seven motorists had come their way. The checkpoint consisted of two parallel lines of barbedwire frames—“knife rests”—set up eighty feet apart on the road, to either side of the search and administration area. Shyam and Arjun were the two sentries on forward duty, and they sat in front of the wooden roadside booth.
A pair of backups was supposedly on duty on the other side of the hill, but the hours of silence from them suggested that they were dozing, along with the men in the makeshift barracks a few hundred feet down the road. For all the dire warnings of their superiors, these had been days and nights of unrelieved boredom. The northwestern province of Kenna was sparsely populated in the best of times, and these were not the best of times.

Now, drifting in with the breeze, as faint as a distant insect drone, came the sound of a gunned motor.

Shyam slowly got to his feet. The sound was growing closer.

“Arjun,” he called out in a singsong tone. “Ar-jun. Car coming.”

Arjun lolled his head in a circle, working out a crick in his neck. “At this hour?” He rubbed his eyes. The humidity made the sweat lie heavily on his skin, like mineral oil.

In the dark of the semi-forested terrain, Shyam could finally see the headlights. Over a revved-up motor, loud whoops of delight could be heard.

“Dirty farm kids,” Arjun grumbled.

Shyam, for his part, was grateful for anything that interrupted the tedium. He had spent the past seven days on the night shift at the Kandar vehicle checkpoint, and it felt like a hardship post. Naturally, their stone-faced superior had been at pains to emphasize how important, how crucial, how vital in every way, the assignment was. The Kandar checkpoint was just up the road from the Stone Palace, where the government was holding some sort of hush-hush gathering. So security was tight, and this was the only real road that connected the palace to the rebel-held region just to the north. The guerrillas of the Kagama Liberation Front knew about the checkpoints, however, and kept away. As did most everyone else: between the rebels and the anti-rebel
campaigns, more than half the villagers to the north had fled the province. And the farmers who stayed in Kenna had little money, which meant that the guards could not expect much by way of “tips.” Nothing ever happened, and his wallet stayed thin. Was it something he had done in a previous life?

The truck came into view; two shirtless young men were in the cab. The roof was down. One of the boys was now standing up, pouring a sudsy can of beer over his chest and cheering. The truck—probably loaded with some poor farmer’s kurakkan, or root crops—was rounding the bend at upward of eighty miles per hour, as fast as the groaning engine would go. American rock music, from one of the island’s powerful AM stations, blared.

The yelps and howls of merriment echoed through the night. They sounded like a pack of drunken hyenas, Shyam thought miserably. Penniless joyriders: they were young, wasted, didn’t give a damn about anything. In the morning they would, though. The last time this happened, several days earlier, the truck’s owner got a visit later that morning from the youths’ shamefaced parents. The truck was returned, along with many, many bushels of kurakkan to make amends for whatever damage had been done. As for the kids, well, they couldn’t sit without wincing, not even on a cushioned car seat.

Now Shyam stepped into the road with his rifle. The truck kept barreling forward, and he stepped back. No use being stupid about it. Those kids were blind drunk. A beer can was lobbed into the air, hitting the ground with a thunk. From the sound, it was a full one.

The truck veered around the first knife rest, and then the second knife rest, and kept going.

“Let Shiva tear them limb from limb,” Arjun said. He scrubbed at his bushy black hair with his stubby
fingertips. “No need to radio the backstop. You can hear these kids for miles.”

“What are we supposed to do?” Shyam said. They were not traffic cops, and the rules did not permit them to open fire on just any vehicle that failed to stop.

“Peasant boys. Bunch of peasant boys.”

“Hey,” Shyam said. “I’m a peasant boy myself.” He touched the patch sewn on his khaki shirt: ARA, it read. Army of the Republic of Anura. “This isn’t tattooed on my skin, all right? When my two years are up, I’m going back to the farm.”

“That’s what you say now. I got an uncle who has a college degree; he’s been a civil servant for ten years. Makes half what we do.”

“And you’re worth every ruvee,” Shyam said with heavy sarcasm.

“All I’m saying is, you got to seize what chances life gives you.” Arjun flicked a thumb at the can on the road. “Sounds like that one’s still got beer in it. Now, that’s what I’m talking about. Pukka refreshment, my friend.”

“Arjun,” Shyam protested. “We’re supposed to be on duty together, you know this? The two of us, yes?”

“Don’t worry, my friend.” Arjun grinned. “I’ll share.”

 


When the truck was half a mile past the roadblock, the driver eased up on the accelerator, and the young man riding shotgun sat down, wiping himself off with a towel before putting on a black T-shirt and strapping himself in. The beer was foul, noisome, and sticky in the heavy air. Both guerrillas looked grave.

An older man was seated on the flat bench behind them. Sweat made his black curls cling to his forehead, and his mustache gleam in the moonlight. The KLF officer had been prone and invisible when the truck crashed the checkpoint. Now he flicked the COMMUNICATE
button on his walkie-talkie, an old model but a sturdy one, and grunted some instructions.

With a metallic groan, the rear door of the trailer was cracked open so that the armed men inside could get some air.

 


The coastal hill had many names and many meanings. The Hindus knew it as Sivanolipatha Malai, Shiva’s footprint, to acknowledge its true origins. The Buddhists knew it as Sri Pada, Buddha’s footprint, for they believed that it was made by Buddha’s left foot when he journeyed to the island. The Muslims knew it as Adam Malai, or Adam’s Hill: tenth-century Arab traders held that Adam, after he was expelled from Paradise, stopped here and remained standing on one foot until God recognized his penitence. The colonial overlords—first the Portuguese and then the Dutch—viewed it with an eye to practical rather than spiritual considerations: the coastal promontory was the ideal place for a fortress, where mounted artillery could be directed toward the threat posed by hostile warships. It was in the seventeenth century that a fortress was first erected on the hill; as the structure was rebuilt over the following centuries, little attention was ever paid to the small houses of worship nearby. Now they would serve as way stations for the Prophet’s army during the final assault.

Ordinarily, its leader, the man they called the Caliph, would never be exposed to the confusion and unpredictability of an armed engagement. But this was no ordinary night. History was being written this night. How could the Caliph not be present? Besides, he knew that his decision to join his men on the terrain of battle had increased their morale immeasurably. He was surrounded by stouthearted Kagama who wanted him to be a witness to their heroism or, if it should turn
out to be the case, their martyrdom. They looked at the planes of his face, his fine ebony features, and his strong, sculpted jaw, and they saw not merely a man anointed by the Prophet to lead them to freedom but a man who would inscribe their deeds in the book of life, for all posterity.

And so the Caliph kept vigil with his special detail, on a carefully chosen mountainous perch. The ground was hard and wet beneath his thin-soled boots, but the Stone Palace—or, more precisely, its main entrance—glowed before him. The east wall was a vast expanse of limestone, its weathered stones and wide, freshly painted gate bathed in lights that were sunk into the ground every few feet. It shimmered. It beckoned.

“You or your followers may die tonight,” the Caliph had told the members of his command hours before. “If so, your martyrdom will be remembered—always! Your children and your parents will be sanctified by their connection to you. Shrines will be built to your memory! Pilgrims will travel to the site of your birth! You will be remembered and venerated, always, as among the fathers of our nation.”

They were individuals of faith, fervor, and courage, whom the West was pleased to scorn as terrorists. Terrorists! For the West, the ultimate source of terror in the world, this term was a cynical convenience. The Caliph despised the Anuran tyrants, but he hated with a pure hate the Westerners who made their rule possible. The Anurans at least understood that there was a price to be paid for their usurpation of power; the rebels had repeatedly brought that lesson home, written it with blood. But the Westerners were accustomed to acting with impunity. Perhaps that would change.

Now the Caliph looked at the hillside around him and felt hope—not merely for himself and his followers but for the island itself. Anura. Once it had taken
back its own destiny, what would it not be capable of? The very rocks and trees and vine-draped hillocks seemed to urge him on.

Mother Anura would vindicate her protectors.

Centuries ago, visitors had to resort to the cadence of poetry in order to evoke the beauty of its flora and fauna. Soon colonialism, fueled by envy and avarice, would impose its grim logic: what was ravishing would be ravished, the captivating made captive. Anura became a prize for which the great maritime empires of the West would contend. Battlements rose above the spice-tree groves; cannonballs nestled on the beaches among the conch shells. The West brought bloodshed to the island and it took root there, spreading across the landscape like a toxic weed, nourished on injustice.

What did they do to you, Mother Anura?

Over tea and canapés, Western diplomats drew lines that would bring tumult to the lives of millions, treating the atlas of the world like a child’s Etch-A-Sketch.

Independence, they had called it! It was one of the great lies of the twentieth century. The regime itself amounted to an act of violence against the Kagama people, for which the only remedy was more violence. Every time a suicide bomber took out a Hindu government minister, the Western media pontificated about “senseless killings,” but the Caliph and his soldiers knew that nothing made more sense. The most widely publicized wave of bombings—taking out ostensibly civilian targets in the capital city, Caligo—had been masterminded by the Caliph himself. The vans were rendered invisible, for all intents, by the forged decals of a ubiquitous international courier and freight service. Such a simple deception! Packed with diesel-soaked nitrate fertilizer, the vans delivered only a cargo of death. In the past decade, this wave of bombings was what
aroused the greatest condemnation around the world—which was an odd hypocrisy, for it merely brought the war home to the warmongers.

Now the chief radio operator whispered in the Caliph’s ear. The Kaffra base had been destroyed, its communications infrastructure dismantled. Even if they managed to get the word out, the guards at the Stone Palace had no hope for backup. Thirty seconds later, the radio operator had yet another message to convey: confirmation that a second army base had been reclaimed by the people. A second thoroughfare was now theirs. The Caliph felt his spine begin to tingle. Within hours, the entire province of Kenna would be wrested from a despotic death grip. The shift of power would begin. National liberation would glimmer over the horizon with the sun.

Nothing, however, was more important than taking the Steenpaleis, the Stone Palace. Nothing. The Go-Between had been emphatic about it, and so far the Go-Between had been right about everything, starting with the value of his own contributions. He had been as good as his word—no, better. He had been generous to the point of profligacy with his armaments and, equally important, his intelligence. He had not disappointed the Caliph, and the Caliph would not disappoint him. The Caliph’s opponents had their resources, their backers and benefactors; why should he not have his?

 


“It’s still cold!” Arjun cried out with delight as he picked up the beer can. The outside of the can was actually frosty. Arjun pressed it to the side of his face, moaning with pleasure. His fingers melted oval impressions in the icy coating, which glinted cheerily in the checkpoint’s yellow mercury light.

“And it’s really full?” Shyam said doubtfully.

“Unopened,” Arjun said. “Heavy with the health
drink!” And it was heavy, unexpectedly so. “We’ll pour off a swig for the ancestors. A few long swallows for me, and whatever drops are left for you, since I know you don’t like the stuff.” Arjun’s thick fingers scrabbled for the pull tab, then gave it a firm yank.

The muffled pop of the detonator, like the sound of a party favor that spews confetti, came milliseconds before the actual explosion. It was almost enough time for Arjun to register the thought that he had been the victim of a small prank and for Shyam to register the thought that his suspicions—although they had remained at the not-quite-conscious level of vague disquiet—had been justified. When the twelve ounces of plastique exploded, both men’s trains of thought came to an end.

The blast was a shattering moment of light and sound that instantly expanded into an immense, fiery oval of destruction. The shock waves destroyed the two knife rests and the wooden roadside booth, as well as the barracks and those who slept there. The pair of guards who were supposed to have been on duty as backstop at the other end of the roadblock died before they awoke. The intense, momentary heat caused an area of the red laterite soil to crust into an obsidianlike glass. And then, as quickly as it arrived, the explosion—the deafening noise, the blinding light—vanished, like a man’s fist when he opens his hand. The force of destruction was fleeting, the destruction itself permanent.

Fifteen minutes later, when a convoy of canvastopped personnel carriers made its way through what remained of the checkpoint, no subterfuge would be necessary.

 


There was an irony, the Caliph realized, in the fact that only his adversaries would fully understand the
ingenuity of the predawn onslaught. On the ground, the fog of war would obscure what would be obvious from far away: the pattern of precisely coordinated attacks. The Caliph knew that within a day or so, analysts at the American spy agencies would be peering at satellite imagery that would make the pattern of activity as clear as a textbook diagram. The Caliph’s victory would become the stuff of legend; his debt to the Go-Between—not least at the insistence of the Go-Between himself—would remain a matter between him and Allah.

A pair of binoculars was brought to the Caliph, who surveyed the honor guards arrayed before the main gate.

They were human ornaments, an accordion of paper dolls. Another instance of the government’s elitist stupidity. The compound’s nighttime illumination rendered them sitting ducks while simultaneously impeding their ability to see anything in the surrounding darkness.

The honor guards represented the ARA’s elite—typically, those with relatives in high places, mannerly careerists with excellent hygiene and a knack for maintaining the crease in their neatly pressed uniforms. The crème de la crème brûlée, the Caliph reflected to himself with a mixture of irony and contempt. They were showmen, not warriors. Through the binoculars, he gazed at the seven men, each holding a rifle braced upright on his shoulder, where it would look impressive and be perfectly useless. Not even showmen. Playthings.

The chief radio operator nodded at the Caliph: the section commander was in position, ensuring that the barracked soldiers would be undeployable. A member of the Caliph’s retinue presented him with a rifle: it was a purely ceremonial act that he had devised, but ceremony was the handmaiden of power. Accordingly,
the Caliph would fire the first shot, using the very same rifle that a great independence fighter had used, fifty years ago, to assassinate the Dutch governor general. The rifle, a bolt-action Mauser M24, had been perfectly reconditioned and carefully zeroed. Unwrapped from the silk that had enfolded it, it gleamed like the sword of Saladin.

The Caliph found the number one guard in the weapon’s scope and exhaled halfway so that the crosshairs settled on the center of the man’s beribboned chest. He squeezed the trigger and intently watched the man’s expressions—successively startled, anguished, dazed. On the man’s upper right torso, a small oval of red bloomed, like a boutonniere.

Now the other members of the Caliph’s detail followed suit, loosing a brief fusillade of well-aimed bullets. Marionettes released from their strings, the seven officers collapsed, tumbled, sprawled.

Despite himself, the Caliph laughed. These deaths had no dignity; they were as absurd as the tyranny they served. A tyranny that would now find itself on the defensive.

By sunrise, any free-floating representatives of the Anuran government that remained in the province would be well advised to shred their uniforms or else face dismemberment by hostile mobs.

Kenna would no longer be part of the illegitimate Republic of Anura. Kenna would belong to him.

It had begun.

The Caliph felt a surge of righteousness, and the clear piercing truth filled him like a light. The only solution to violence was more violence.

Many would die in the next several minutes, and they would be the fortunate ones. But there was one person in the Stone Palace who would not be killed—not yet. He was a special man, a man who had come to
the island in an attempt to broker a peace. He was a powerful man, revered by millions, but an agent of neocolonialism nevertheless. So he had to be treated with care. This one—the great man, the “peacemaker,” the man of all peoples, as the Western media insisted—would not be a casualty of a military skirmish. He would not be shot.

For him, the proper niceties would be observed.

And then he would be beheaded as the criminal he was.

The revolution would be nourished on his blood!




PART ONE







Chapter One

The worldwide headquarters of the Harnett Corporation occupied the top two floors of a sleek black-glass tower on Dearborn Street, in Chicago’s Loop. Harnett was an international construction firm, but not the kind that put up skyscrapers in American metropolises. Most of its projects were outside the United States; along with larger corporations such as Bechtel, Vivendi, and Suez Lyonnaise des Eaux, it contracted for projects like dams, wastewater treatment plants, and gas turbine power stations—unglamorous but necessary infrastructure. Such projects posed civil-engineering challenges rather than aesthetic ones, but they also required an ability to work the ever shifting zone between public and private sectors. Third World countries, pressured by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund to sell off publicly owned assets, routinely sought bidders for telephone systems, water and power utilities, railways, and mines. As ownership changed hands, new construction work was required, and narrowly focused firms like the Harnett Corporation had come into their own.

“To see Ross Harnett,” the man told the receptionist. “The name’s Paul Janson.”

The receptionist, a young man with freckles and red
hair, nodded, and notified the chairman’s office. He glanced at the visitor without interest. Another middle-aged white guy with a yellow tie. What was there to see?

For Janson, it was a point of pride that he seldom got a second look. Though he was athletic and solidly built, his appearance was unremarkable, utterly nondescript. With his creased forehead and short-cropped steel-gray hair, he looked his five decades. Whether on Wall Street or the Bourse, he knew how to make himself all but invisible. Even his expensively tailored suit, of gray nailhead worsted, was perfect camouflage, as appropriate to the corporate jungle as the green and black face paint he once wore in Vietnam was to the real jungle. One would have to be a trained observer to detect that it was the man’s shoulders, not the customary shoulder pads, that filled out the suit. And one would have to have spent some time with him to notice the way his slate eyes took everything in, or his quietly ironic air.

“It’s going to be just a couple of minutes,” the receptionist told him blandly, and Janson drifted off to look at the gallery of photographs in the reception area. They showed that the Harnett Corporation was currently working on water and wastewater networks in Bolivia, dams in Venezuela, bridges in Saskatchewan, power stations in Egypt. These were the images of a prosperous construction company. And it was indeed prospering—or had been until recently.

The company’s vice president of operations, Steven Burt, believed it ought to be doing much better. There were aspects of the recent downturn that aroused his suspicions, and he had prevailed upon Paul Janson to meet with Ross Harnett, the firm’s chairman and CEO. Janson had reservations about taking on another client: though he had been a corporate-security consultant for only the past five years, he had immediately established
a reputation for being unusually effective and discreet, which meant that the demand for his services exceeded both his time and his interest. He would not have considered this job if Steven Burt had not been a friend from way back. Like him, Burt had had another life, one that he’d left far behind once he entered the civilian world. Janson was reluctant to disappoint him. He would, at least, take the meeting.

Harnett’s executive assistant, a cordial thirtyish woman, strode through the reception area and escorted him to Harnett’s office. The space was modern and spare, with floor-to-ceiling windows facing south and east. Filtered through the building’s polarized glass skin, the afternoon sunlight was reduced to a cool glow. Harnett was sitting behind his desk, talking on the telephone, and the woman paused in the doorway with a questioning look. Harnett gestured for Janson to have a seat, with a hand movement that looked almost summoning. “Then we’re just going to have to renegotiate all the contracts with Ingersoll-Rand,” Harnett was saying. He was wearing a pale blue monogrammed shirt with a white collar; the sleeves were rolled up around thick forearms. “If they’re not going to match the price points they promised, our position has to be that we’re free to go elsewhere for the parts. Screw ’em. Contract’s void.”

Janson sat down on the black leather chair opposite, which was a couple of inches lower than Harnett’s chair—a crude bit of stagecraft that, to Janson, signaled insecurity rather than authority. Janson glanced at his watch openly, swallowed a gorge of annoyance, and looked around. Twenty-seven stories up, Harnett’s corner office had a sweeping view of Lake Michigan and downtown Chicago. A high chair, a high floor: Harnett wanted there to be no mistaking that he had scaled the heights.


Harnett himself was a fireplug of a man, short and powerfully built, who spoke with a gravelly voice. Janson had heard that Harnett prided himself on making regular tours of the company’s active projects, during which he would talk with the foremen as if he had been one himself. Certainly he had the swagger of somebody who had started out working on construction sites and rose to the corner office by the sweat of his brow. But that was not exactly how it happened. Janson knew that Harnett held an MBA from the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern and that his expertise lay in financial engineering rather than in construction engineering. He had put together the Harnett Corporation by acquiring its subsidiaries at a time when they were strapped for cash and seriously underpriced. Because construction was a deeply cyclical business, Harnett had recognized, well-timed equity swaps made it possible to build a cash-rich corporation at bargain-basement prices.

Finally, Harnett hung up the phone and silently regarded Janson for a few moments. “Stevie tells me you’ve got a real high-class reputation,” he said in a bored tone. “Maybe I know some of your other clients. Who have you worked with?”

Janson gave him a quizzical look. Was he being interviewed? “Most of the clients that I accept,” he said, pausing after the word, “come recommended to me by other clients.” It seemed crass to spell it out: Janson was not the one to supply references or recommendations; it was the prospective clients who had to come recommended. “My clients can, in some circumstances, discuss my work with others. My own policy has always been across-the-board nondisclosure.”

“You’re like a wooden Indian, aren’t you?” Harnett sounded annoyed.

“I’m sorry?”


“I’m sorry, too, because I have a pretty good notion that we’re just wasting each other’s time. You’re a busy guy, I’m a busy guy, we don’t either of us have time to sit here jerking each other off. I know Stevie’s got it in his head that we’re a leaky boat and taking on water. That’s not how it is. Fact is, it’s the nature of the business that it has a lot of ups and downs. Stevie’s still too green to understand. I built this company, I know what happens in every office and every construction yard in twenty-four countries. To me, it’s a real question whether we need a security consultant in the first place. And the one thing I have heard about you is that your services don’t come cheap. I’m a great believer in corporate frugality. Zero-based budgeting is gospel as far as I’m concerned. Try to follow me here—every penny we spend has to justify itself. If it doesn’t add value, it’s not happening. That’s one corporate secret I don’t mind letting you in on.” Harnett leaned back, like a pasha waiting for a servant to pour him tea. “But feel free to change my mind, OK? I’ve said my piece. Now I’m happy to listen.”

Janson smiled wanly. He would have to apologize to Steven Burt—Janson doubted whether anyone well disposed toward him had called him “Stevie” in his life—but clearly wires had got crossed here. Janson accepted few of the offers he received, and he certainly did not need this one. He would extricate himself as swiftly as he could. “I really don’t know what to say, Mr. Harnett. It sounds from your end like you’ve got everything under control.”

Harnett nodded without smiling, acknowledging an observation of the self-evident. “I run a tight ship, Mr. Janson,” he said with smug condescension. “Our worldwide operations are damn well protected, always have been, and we’ve never had a problem. Never had a leak, a defection, not even any serious theft. And I think I’m
in the best position to know whereof I speak—can we agree on that?”

“A CEO who doesn’t know what’s going on in his own company isn’t really running the show, is he?” Janson replied equably.

“Exactly,” Harnett said. “Exactly.” His gaze settled on the intercom of his telephone console. “Look, you come highly recommended—I mean, Stevie couldn’t have spoken of you more highly, and I’m sure you’re quite good at what you do. Appreciate that you came by to see us, and as I say, I’m only sorry we wasted your time … .”

Janson noted his use of the inclusive “we” and its evident subtext: sorry that a member of our senior management inconvenienced us both. No doubt Steven Burt would be subjected to some withering corporate scorn later on. Janson decided to allow himself a few parting words after all, if only for his friend’s sake.

“Not a bit,” he said, rising to his feet and shaking Harnett’s hand across the desk. “Just glad to know everything’s shipshape.” He cocked his head and added, almost incidentally: “Oh, listen, as to that ‘sealed bid’ you just submitted for the Uruguay project?”

“What do you know about it?” Harnett’s eyes were suddenly watchful; a nerve had been struck.

“Ninety-three million five hundred and forty thousand, was it?”

Harnett reddened. “Hold it. I approved that bid only yesterday morning. How the hell did you—”

“If I were you, I’d be worrying about the fact that your French competitor, Suez Lyonnaise, knows the figures, too. I think you’ll discover that their bid will be precisely two percent lower.”

“What?” Harnett erupted with volcanic fury. “Did Steve Burt tell you this?”

“Steven Burt gave me no information whatsoever.
Anyway, he’s in operations, not accounting or business affairs—does he even know the specifics of the bid?”

Harnett blinked twice. “No,” he said after a pause. “There’s no way he could know. Goddammit, there’s no way anyone could know. It was sent by encrypted e-mail from our bean counters to the Uruguayan ministry.”

“And yet people do know these things. Because this won’t be the first time you’ve been narrowly outbid this year, will it? In fact, you’ve been burned almost a dozen times in the past nine months. Eleven of your fifteen bids were rejected. Like you were saying, it’s a business with a lot of ups and downs.”

Harnett’s cheeks were aflame, but Janson proceeded to chat in a collegial tone. “Now, in the case of Vancouver, there were other considerations. Heck, they had reports from the municipal engineers that they found plasticizers in the concrete used for the pilings. Made it easy to cast, but weakened its structural integrity. Not your fault, of course—your specs were perfectly clear there. How were you to know that the subcontractor bribed your site inspector to falsify his report? An underling takes a measly five-thousand-dollar bribe, and now you’re out in the cold on a hundred-milliondollar project. Pretty funny, huh? On the other hand, you’ve had worse luck with some of your own under-the-table payments. I mean, if you’re wondering what went wrong with the La Paz deal …”

“Yes?” Harnett prompted urgently. He stood up with unnatural rigidity, as if frozen.

“Let’s just say Raffy rides again. Your manager believed Rafael Nuñez when he told him that he’d make sure the bribe reached the minister of the interior. Of course, it never did. You chose the wrong intermediary, simple as that. Raffy Nuñez took a lot of companies for a ride in the nineties. Most of your competitors are
wise to him now. They were laughing their asses off when they saw your guy dining at the La Paz Cabana, tossing down tequilas with Raffy, because they knew exactly what was going to happen. But what the hey—at least you tried, right? So what if your operating margin is down thirty percent this year? It’s only money, right? Isn’t that what your shareholders are always saying?”

As Janson spoke, he noticed that Harnett’s face had gone from flushed to deathly pale. “Oh, that’s right—they haven’t been saying that, have they?” Janson continued. “In fact, a bunch of major stockholders are looking for another company—Vivendi, Kendrick, maybe Bechtel—to orchestrate a hostile takeover. So look on the bright side. If they have their way, none of this will be your problem anymore.” He pretended to ignore Harnett’s sharp intake of breath. “But I’m sure I’m only telling you what you already know.”

Harnett looked dazed, panicked; through the vast expanse of polarized glass, muted rays of sun picked out the beads of cold sweat on his forehead. “Fuck a duck,” he murmured. Now he was looking at Janson the way a drowning man looks at a life raft. “Name your price,” he said.

“Come again?”

“Name your goddamn price,” Harnett said. “I need you.” He grinned, aiming to disguise his desperation with a show of joviality. “Steve Burt told me you were the best, and you sure as shit are, that’s obvious. You know I was just yanking your chain before. Now, listen, big guy, you are not leaving this room before you and I come to an agreement. We clear about this?” Perspiration had begun to darken his shirt in the areas beneath his arms and around his collar. “Because we are going to do a deal here.”

“I don’t think so,” Janson said genially. “It’s just that
I’ve decided against taking the job. That’s one luxury I have as a consultant working alone: I get to decide which clients I take. But really—best of luck with everything. Nothing like a good proxy fight to get the blood racing, right?”

Harnett let out a burst of fake-sounding laughter and clapped his hands together. “I like your style,” he said. “Good negotiating tactics. OK, OK, you win. Tell me what you want.”

Janson shook his head, smiling, as if Harnett had said something funny, and made his way to the door. Just before he left the office, he stopped and turned. “One tip, though—gratis,” he said. “Your wife knows.” It would have been indelicate to say the name of Harnett’s Venezuelan mistress, so Janson simply added, obliquely but unmistakably: “About Caracas, I mean.” Janson gave him a meaningful look: no judgment implied; he was, speaking as one professional to another, merely identifying a potential point of vulnerability.

Small red spots appeared on Harnett’s cheeks, and he seemed stricken with nausea: it was the look of a man contemplating a ruinously expensive divorce on top of a proxy fight he was likely to lose. “I’m willing to talk stock options,” he called after Janson.

But the consultant was already making his way down the hall toward the elevator bank. He had not minded seeing the blowhard squirm; by the time he reached the lobby, though, he was filled with a sense of sourness, of time wasted, of a larger futility.

A voice from so long ago—another life—echoed faintly in his head. And this is what gives meaning to your life? Phan Nguyen asked that, in a thousand different ways. It was his favorite question. Janson could see, even now, the small, intelligent eyes; the broad, weathered face; the slender, childlike arms. Everything about America seemed to engage his interrogator’s
curiosity, with equal parts fascination and revulsion. And this is what gives meaning to your life? Janson shook his head: Doom on you, Nguyen.

As Janson stepped into his limousine, which had been idling on Dearborn just outside the building’s lobby, he decided to go straight to O’Hare; there was an earlier flight to Los Angeles he could catch. If only Nguyen’s questions could be as easily left behind.

 


Two uniformed women were standing behind a counter as he entered the Platinum Club lounge of Pacifica Airlines. The uniforms and the counter were both the same blue-gray hue. The women’s jackets featured the sort of epaulets to which the major airlines were so devoted. In another place and time, Janson reflected, they would have rewarded extensive battlefield experience.

One of the women had been speaking to a jowly, heavyset man who wore an open blue blazer and a beeper clipped to his belt. A glint of badge metal from his inside coat pocket told Janson that he was an FAA inspector, no doubt taking his break where there was human scenery to be enjoyed. They broke off when Janson stepped forward.

“Your boarding card, please,” the woman said, turning to him. She had a powdery tan that ended somewhere below her chin, and the kind of brassy hair that came from an applicator tip.

Janson flashed his ticket and the plastic card with which Pacifica rewarded its extremely frequent fliers.

“Welcome to the Pacifica Platinum Club, Mr. Janson,” the woman twinkled.

“We’ll let you know when your plane is about to board,” the other attendant—chestnut bangs, eye shadow that matched the blue piping on her jacket—told him in a low, confiding voice. She gestured toward the entrance
to the lounge area as if it were the pearly gates. “Meantime, enjoy our hospitality facilities and relax.” An encouraging nod and a broad smile; Saint Peter’s could not have held more promise.

Carved out between the structural girders and beams of an overloaded airport, venues like Pacifica’s Platinum Club were where the modern airline tried to cater to the carriage trade. Small bowls were filled not with the salted peanuts purveyed to les misérables in coach but with the somewhat more expensive tree nuts: cashews, almonds, walnuts, pecans. At a granite-topped beverage station, there were crystal jugs sticky with peach nectar and fresh-squeezed orange juice. The carpeting was microfiber swank, the airline’s signature blue-gray adorned with trellises of white and navy. On round tables interspersed among large armchairs were neatly folded copies of the International Herald Tribune , USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, and the Financial Times. A Bloomberg terminal flickered with meaningless numbers and images, shadow puppets of the global economy. Through louvered blinds, the tarmac was only just visible.

Janson flipped through the papers with little interest. When he turned to the Journal’s “Market Watch,” he found his eyes sliding down column inches of familiarly bellicose metaphors: bloodshed on Wall Street as a wave of profit takers launched an onslaught against the Dow. A sports column in USA Today was taken up with the collapse of the Raiders’ offense in the face of the rampaging blitzes of the Vikings’ linemen. Meanwhile, invisible speakers piped in a song by the pop diva du jour, from the soundtrack of a blockbuster movie about a legendary Second World War battle. An expense of blood and sweat had been honored by an expense of studio money and computergraphics technology.


Janson settled heavily into one of the clothupholstered armchairs, his eyes drifting toward the dataport stations where brand managers and account executives plugged in their laptops and collected e-mail from clients, employers, prospects, underlings, and lovers, in an endless search for action items. Peeking from attaché cases were the spines of books purporting to offer marketing advice from the likes of Sun Tzu, the art of war repurposed for the packaged-goods industry. A sleek, self-satisfied, unthreatened folk, Janson mused of the managers and professionals who surrounded him. How these people loved peace, yet how they loved the imagery of war! For them, military regalia could safely be romanticized, the way animals of prey became adornments after the taxidermist’s art.

There were moments when Janson almost felt that he, too, had been stuffed and mounted. Nearly every raptor was now on the endangered-species list, not least the bald eagle, and Janson recognized that he himself had once been a raptor—a force of aggression against forces of aggression. Janson had known exwarriors who had become addicted to a diet of adrenaline and danger, and who, when their services were no longer required, had effectively turned themselves into toy soldiers. They spent their time stalking opponents in the Sierre Madre with paintball guns or, worse, pimping themselves out to unsavory firms with unsavory needs, usually in parts of the world where baksheesh was the law of the land. Janson’s contempt for these people was profound. And yet he sometimes asked himself whether the highly specialized assistance he offered American businesses was not merely a respectable version of the same thing.

He was lonely, that was the truth of it, and his loneliness was never more acute than in the odd interstices of his overscheduled life—the time spent after checking
in and before takeoff, the time spent waiting in overdesigned venues meant, simply, for waiting. At the end of his next flight, nobody was anticipating his arrival except another visored limo driver who would have misspelled his name on a white cardboard sign, and then another corporate client, an anxious division head of a Los Angeles–based light industrial firm. It was a tour of duty that took Janson from one corner office to another. There was no wife and no children, though once there had been a wife and at least hopes for a child, for Helene had been pregnant when she died. “To make God laugh, tell him your plans,” she used to quote her grandfather as saying, and the maxim had been borne out, horribly.

Janson eyed the amber bottles behind the bar, their crowded labels an alibi for the forgetfulness they held inside. He kept himself in fighting trim, trained obsessively, but even when he was in active deployment he was never above a slug or two. Where was the harm?

“Paging Richard Alexander,” a nasal voice called through the public announcement system. “Passenger Richard Alexander. Please report to any Pacifica counter.”

It was the background noise of any airport, but it jolted Janson out of his reverie. Richard Alexander was an operational alias he had often used in bygone days. Reflexively, he craned his head around him. A minor coincidence, he thought, and then he realized that, simultaneously, his cell phone was purring, deep in his breast pocket. He inserted the earphone of the Nokia tri-band and pressed SND. “Yes?”

“Mr. Janson? Or should I say, Mr. Alexander?” A woman’s voice, sounding strained, desperate.

“Who is this?” Janson spoke quietly. Stress numbed him, at least at first—made him calmer, not more agitated.


“Please, Mr. Janson. It’s urgent that we meet at once.” The vowels and consonants had the precision that was peculiar to those who were both foreign-born and well educated. And the ambient noise in the background was even more suggestive.

“Say more.”

There was a pause. “When we meet.”

Janson pressed END, terminating the call. He felt a prickling on the back of his neck. The coincidence of the page and the call, the specification that a meeting take place immediately: the putative supplicant was obviously in close proximity. The call’s background acoustics had merely cinched his suspicions. Now his eyes darted from person to person, even as he tried to figure out who would seek him out this way.

Was it a trap, set by an old, unforgiving adversary? There were many who would feel avenged by his death; for a few, possibly, the thirst for vengeance would not be entirely unjustified. And yet the prospect seemed unlikely. He was not in the field; he was not spiriting a less-than-willing VKR “defector” from the Dardanelles through Athens to a waiting frigate, bypassing every legal channel of border control. He was in O’Hare Airport, for God’s sake. Which may have been why this rendezvous was chosen. People tended to feel safe at an airport, moated by metal detectors and uniformed security guards. It would be a cunning act to take advantage of that illusion of security. And, in an airport that handled nearly two hundred thousand travelers each day, security was indeed an illusion.

Possibilities were considered and swiftly discarded. By the thick plate glass overlooking the tarmac, sitting in slats of sunlight, a blond woman was apparently studying a spreadsheet on her laptop; her cell phone was at her side, Janson verified, and unconnected to any earpiece. Another woman, closer to the entrance,
was engaged in spirited conversation with a man whose wedding ring was visible only as a band of pale skin on an otherwise bronzed hand. Janson’s eyes kept roaming until, seconds later, he saw her, the one who had just called.

Sitting with deceptive placidity in a dim corner of the lounge was an elegant, middle-aged woman holding a cell phone to her ear. Her hair was white, worn up, and she was attired in a navy Chanel suit with discreet mother-of-pearl buttons. Yes, she was the one: he was certain of it. What he could not be certain of were her intentions. Was she an assassin, or part of a kidnapping team? These were among a hundred possibilities that, however remote, he had to rule out. Standard tactical protocol, ingrained from years in the field, demanded it.

Janson sprang to his feet. He had to change his location: that rule was basic. It’s urgent that we meet at once, the caller had said; if so, they would meet on his terms. Now he started to make his way out of the VIP lounge, grabbing a paper cup from a water cooler he passed. He approached the greeting counter with the paper cup held in front of him, as if it were full. Then he yawned, squeezing his eyes shut, and walked straight into the heavyset FAA inspector, who staggered back a few feet.

“I am so sorry,” Janson blurted, looking mortified. “Oh, Christ, I didn’t spill anything on you, did I?” Janson’s hands moved rapidly over the man’s blazer. “Did I get you wet? God, I’m really, really sorry.”

“No harm done,” he replied with a trace of impatience. “Just, you know, watch where you’re going, OK? There’s lots of people in this airport.”

“It’s one thing not to know what time zone you’re in, but—Jesus, I just don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Janson said, the very picture of a flustered and jetlagged passenger. “I’m a wreck.”


As Janson made his way out of the VIP lounge and down the pedestrian corridor that led toward Concourse B, his cell phone buzzed again, as he knew it would.

“I don’t think you quite understand the urgency,” the caller began.

“That’s correct,” Janson snapped. “I don’t. Why don’t you let me know what this is about?” In an angled stretch of the pedestrian corridor, he saw a recessed area, about three feet deep, and then the expected steel door to a room that was off-limits to travelers. UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL KEEP OUT was emblazoned on a plaque above it.

“I can’t,” the caller said after a beat. “Not over the phone, I’m afraid. But I’m in the airport and could meet you—”

“In that case, call me back in one minute,” Janson interjected, ending the conversation. Now he hit the door’s horizontal push bar with the heel of his hand and made his way inside. It turned out to be a narrow room that was lined with electrical panels; LCD displays measured outputs from the airport’s heat and refrigeration plant, which was just to the east of the terminal. A rack of pegs held caps and windbreakers for outdoor work.

Three airline employees in navy-blue twill uniforms were seated around a small steel-and-Formica table, drinking coffee. He had obviously interrupted their conversation.

“What do you think you’re doing?” one of them yelled at Janson as the door banged closed behind him. “You can’t be here.”

“This ain’t the fucking john,” another one said under his breath.

Janson smiled without warmth. “You’re going to hate me, boys. But guess what?” He pulled out an FAA
badge, the item he had lifted from the heavyset man in the lounge. “Another drug-abatement initiative. Random testing for a drug-free air-transport workforce—to quote the administrator’s latest memorandum on the subject. Time to fill those cups. Sorry for the inconvenience, but that’s why you make the big bucks, right?”

“This is bullshit!” the third man yowled in disgust. He was nearly bald, save for a graying fringe around the back, and he kept a short pencil behind an ear.

“Haul ass, guys,” Janson barked. “We’re following a whole new procedure this time. My team’s assembled over at gate two in Concourse A. Don’t make them wait. When they get impatient, sometimes they make mistakes with the samples, if you get my drift.”

“This is bullshit,” the bald man repeated.

“Want me to file a report saying that an Air Transport Association member protested and/or sought to evade the drug audit? Your test comes in positive, better start combing the want ads.” Janson folded his arms on his chest. “Get the hell out of here, now.”

“I’m going,” the bald man grumbled, sounding less sure of himself. “I’m there.” With expressions of exasperation and disgruntlement, all three men hastened out of the room, leaving clipboards and coffee cups behind. It would take them a good ten minutes before they reached Concourse A, Janson knew. He glanced at his watch and counted the few remaining seconds until his cell phone buzzed; the caller had waited one minute exactly.

“There’s a food court near the ticketing pavilion,” Janson said. “I’ll meet you there. The table on the far left, all the way to the back. See you in a few.” He removed his jacket, put on a dark blue windbreaker and cap, and waited in the recessed area. Thirty seconds later, he saw the white-haired woman walking past.

“Hey, honey!” he called out as, in one continuous
movement, he reached an arm around her waist, clamped a hand over her mouth, and hustled her into the now-abandoned service room. There was, Janson had verified, nobody around to see the three-second maneuver; if there had been, his actions, coupled with his words, would have been taken for a romantic embrace.

The woman was startled, and rigid with fear, but she did not even try to scream, displaying a measure of professional composure that Janson found not the least reassuring. Once the door had closed behind them, Janson brusquely gestured her to take a seat at the Formica table. “Take a load off,” he said.

The woman, looking incongruously elegant in the utilitarian space, sat down on one of the metal folding chairs. Janson remained standing.

“You’re not exactly the way I’d pictured you,” she said. “You don’t look like a …” Conscious of his frankly hostile stare, she decided against finishing the sentence. “Mr. Janson, we really don’t have time for this.”

“I don’t look like a what?” he said, biting off the words. “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but I’m not even going to list the infractions of protocol here. I’m not going to ask how you got my cell phone number or how you learned whatever you think you’ve learned. But by the time we’re finished here, I’d better know everything I want to know.” Even if she were a private citizen legitimately seeking his services, the public nature of the contact was completely inappropriate. And the use of a field legend of his, albeit a long-disused one, was a cardinal violation.

“You’ve made your point, Mr. Janson,” she said. “My approach was, let’s agree, ill advised. You’ll have to forgive me—”

“I will? That’s a presumption.” He inhaled, detected
a faint fragrance about her: Penhaligon’s Jubilee. Their eyes met, and Janson’s anger diminished somewhat when he saw her expression, mouth drawn with anxiety, gray-green eyes filled with grim determination.

“As I say, we have very little time.”

“I have all the time in the world.”

“Peter Novak doesn’t.”

Peter Novak.

The name delivered a jolt, as it was meant to. A legendary Hungarian financier and philanthropist, Novak had received a Nobel Peace Prize the previous year for his role in conflict resolution around the world. Novak was the founder and director of the Liberty Foundation, which was devoted to “directed democracy”—Novak’s great passion—and had offices in regional capitals through Eastern Europe and other parts of the less developed world. But then Janson had reasons of his own to remember Peter Novak. And those reasons constituted a debt to the man so immense that Janson had occasionally experienced his gratitude as a burden.

“Who are you?” Janson demanded.

The woman’s gray-green eyes bored into him. “My name is Márta Lang, and I work for Peter Novak. I could show you a business card, if you thought that would be helpful.”

Janson shook his head slowly. Her business card would provide a meaningless title, identifying her as some sort of high-ranking employee of the Liberty Foundation. I work for Peter Novak, she had said, and simply from the way she spoke the words, Janson recognized her type. She was the factotum, the point person, the lieutenant; every great man had one. People like her preferred the shadows, yet wielded great, if derivative, power. From her name and the barest trace of an accent, it was evident she was Hungarian, like her employer.


“What are you trying to tell me?” Janson said. His eyes narrowed.

“Only that he needs help. As you once did. In Baaqlina.” Márta Lang pronounced the name of that dusty town as if it were a sentence, a paragraph, a chapter. For Janson, it was.

“I haven’t forgotten,” he said quietly.

“Then all you have to know right now is that Peter Novak requires your assistance.”

She had spoken few words, but they were the right ones. Janson held her gaze for a long moment.

“Where to?”

“You can throw out your boarding card. Our jet is on the runway, cleared for immediate departure.” She stood, her desperation somehow giving her strength and a sense of command. “We must go now. At the risk of repeating myself, there’s no time.”

“Let me risk repeating myself: Where to?”

“That, Mr. Janson, will be our question to you.”




Chapter Two

As Janson followed her up the grip-textured aluminum steps to Novak’s Gulfstream V, his eye was caught by a legend that was painted on its side, the white cursive letters in shimmering contrast to the jet’s indigo enamel: Sok kicsi sokra megy. Hungarian, and meaningless to him.

The runway was a wall of noise, the scream of air intakes layered over the bass-heavy roar of the exhausts. Once the cabin door was closed, however, silence reigned supreme, as if they had stepped into a soundproof booth.

The jet was handsomely appointed without seeming lavish, the cabin of a man for whom price was no object, but luxury no concern. The interior was maroon; the leather-upholstered seats were large, club-sized, one on either side of the aisle; some faced each other, with a low, bolted table between them. Four grim-faced men and women, evidently members of Márta Lang’s staff, were already seated farther back in the plane.

Márta gestured for him to take the seat opposite her, in the front of the cabin, and then picked up an internal phone and murmured a few words. Only very faintly could Janson detect the whine of the engine revving up as the plane began to taxi. The sound insulation was
extraordinary. A carpeted bulkhead separated them from the cockpit.

“That inscription on the fuselage—what does it mean?”

“It means ‘Many small things can add up to a big one.’ A Hungarian folk saying and a favorite motto of Peter Novak’s. I’m sure you can appreciate why.”

“You can’t say he’s forgotten where he came from.”

“For better or worse, Hungary made him who he is. And Peter is not one to forget his debts.” A meaningful look.

“Nor am I.”

“I’m aware of that,” she said. “It’s why we know we can rely upon you.”

“If he has an assignment for me, I’d like to hear about it sooner rather than later. And from him rather than someone else.”

“You will have to make do with me. I’m deputy director of the Foundation and have been with him for many years.”

“I don’t question your absolute loyalty to your employer,” Janson said coolly. “Novak’s people are … renowned for it.” Several rows back, her staffers seemed to be huddled over maps and diagrams. What was going on? He felt a growing sense of unease.

“I understand what you are saying, and also what you are too polite to say. People like me are often seen as starry-eyed true believers, I realize. Please accept that we have no illusions, none of us. Peter Novak is only a mortal. He puts his pants on one leg at a time, as you Americans like to say. We know that better than anyone. This isn’t a religion. But it is a calling. Imagine if the richest person you knew was at once the smartest person you knew and the kindest person you knew. If you want to know why he commands loyalty, it’s because he cares—and cares with an intensity that really
is almost superhuman. In plain English, he gives a damn. He wants to leave the world a better place than he found it, and you can call that vanity if you like, but if so, it’s the kind of vanity we need more of. And the kind of vision.”

“‘A visionary’ is what the Nobel committee called him.”

“A word I use under protest. It’s a debased coin. Every article of Fortune proclaims some cable titan or soft-drink CEO a ‘visionary.’ But the Liberty Foundation was Novak’s vision, and his alone. He believed in directed democracy when the idea seemed a pipe dream. He believed that civil society could be rebuilt in the parts of the world where totalitarianism and strife had eviscerated it. Fifteen years ago, people laughed when he spoke of his dream. Who is laughing now? Nobody would help him—not the United States, not the U.N.—but it didn’t matter. He changed the world.”

“No argument,” Janson said soberly.

“Your State Department analysts had endless reports about ‘ancient ethnic enmities,’ about conflicts and border disputes that could never be settled, and about how nobody should try. But he tried. And time and again, he succeeded. He’s brought peace to regions that had never experienced a moment of it for as long as anyone could remember.” Márta Lang choked up, and she stopped speaking.

She was obviously unaccustomed to such displays of emotion, and Janson did her the favor of talking while she regained her composure. “I’d be the last person to disagree with anything you’ve said. Your employer is a man who seeks peace for the sake of peace, democracy for the sake of democracy. That’s all true. It’s also true that his personal fortune rivals the GDP of many of the countries he has dealings with.”

Lang nodded. “Orwell said that saints should be
judged guilty until proven innocent. Novak’s proved who he really is, again and again. A man for all seasons, and a man for all peoples. It has become difficult to imagine the world without him.” Now she looked at him, and her eyes were red-rimmed.

“Talk to me,” Janson said. “Why am I here? Where’s Peter Novak?”

Márta Lang took a deep breath, as if what she had to say was going to be physically painful. “He’s a captive of the Kagama rebels. We need you to set him free. An ‘exfiltration’ is what I gather you people call it. Otherwise, he will die where he is, in Anura.”

Anura. A captive of the Kagama Liberation Front. One more reason—the main reason, no doubt—that they wanted him for the job. Anura. A place he thought about nearly every day and had for the past five years. His own private hell.

“I’m starting to understand,” Janson said, his mouth dry.

“A few days ago, Peter Novak arrived on the island, trying to broker a peace between the rebels and the government. There had been many hopeful signs. The KLF said they regarded Peter Novak as an honest broker, and a meeting place in the Kenna province was agreed upon. A rebel delegation agreed to many things they had flatly rejected in the past. And a lasting accord in Anura—an end to the terror—would be a very great thing. I think you understand that as well as anyone.”

Janson said nothing, but his heart began to pound.

 


Their home, furnished by the embassy, was in Cinnamon Gardens, in the capital city of Caligo, and the area was still interspersed with the trees that once forested the land. In the morning breeze, leaves rustled and birds cawed. What roused him from his light sleep, though, was a soft coughing noise from the bathroom,
then the running of the faucet. Helene came back from the bathroom, brushing her teeth vigorously. “Maybe you should stay home from work today,” he’d said drowsily. Helene shook her head. “It’s called morning sickness for a reason, my darling,” she told him with a smile. “It vanishes like the morning dew.” She started dressing for work at the embassy. When she smiled, she smiled with her whole face: with her mouth, her cheeks, her eyes—especially her eyes … . The images flooded his mind—Helene laying out her clothes for a day at the office, proofreading State Department reports. A blue linen skirt. A white silk blouse. Helene opening the bedroom windows wide, inviting in the tropical morning air, scented with cinnamon and mango and frangipani. The radiance of her face, retroussé nose and limpid blue eyes. When the nights at Caligo were hot, Helene was cool against his body. How callused and rough his battered hide always felt next to the velvet of her skin. “Take the day off, my dearest,” he’d told her, and she’d said, “Better not, my darling. Either they’ll miss me or they won’t miss me at all, and either way that’s not good.” She kissed him on the forehead as she left. If only she had stayed with him. If only.

Public acts, private lives—the bloodiest of crossroads.

Anura, an island in the Indian Ocean the size of West Virginia, had a population of twelve million, and was blessed with rare natural beauty and a rich cultural legacy. Janson had been posted there for eighteen months, charged with directing an intelligence-gathering task force to make an independent assessment of the island’s volatile political situation and to help trace whatever outside forces were helping to foment unrest. For during the past decade and a half, Paradise had been disrupted by one of the deadliest terror organizations in the
world, the Kagama Liberation Front. Thousands of young men, in thrall to the man they called the Caliph, wore leather pendants with a cyanide capsule at the end; it symbolized their readiness to give their lives for the cause. The Caliph had a particular fondness for suicide bombings. At a political rally for Anura’s prime minister several years ago, one suicide bomber, a young girl whose sari bloused over an enormous quantity of explosives packed with ball bearings, left her mark on the island’s history. The prime minister was killed along with more than a hundred bystanders. And then there were the truck bombings in downtown Caligo. One destroyed the Anura International Trade Center. Another, packed into an express courier and freight service truck, had delivered death to a dozen staff members in the U.S. embassy in Anura.

Among those dozen was Helene. One more victim of the mindless violence. Or was it two: what of the child they were to have had together?

Almost paralyzed with grief, Janson had demanded access to the NSA intercepts, including those of the satphone transmissions among the guerrilla leaders. The transcripts, hurriedly translated into English, gave little sense of vocal intonations and context; rapid dialogue was reduced to black type on white paper. But there was no mistaking the exultant tones. The embassy bombing was one of the Caliph’s proudest moments.

Helene, you were my sun.

 


In the jet, Márta placed a hand on Janson’s wrist. “I’m sorry, Mr. Janson. I appreciate the anguish this must bring back.”

“Of course you do,” Janson said in a level tone. “It’s part of why you chose me.”

Márta did not avert her gaze. “Peter Novak is about
to die. The conference in the province of Kenna was nothing less than a trap.”

“It was insanity to begin with,” Janson snapped.

“Was it? Naturally, the rest of the world has given up, save for those who are furtively promoting the violence. But nothing offends Peter more than defeatism.”

Janson flushed angrily. “The KLF has called for the destruction of the Republic of Anura. The KLF says it believes in the inherent nobility of revolutionary violence. How do you negotiate with such fanatics?”

“The details are banal. They always are. Ultimately, the plan was to move Anura toward a federated government that would grant more autonomy to the provinces. Redress Kagama grievances through a meaningful version of self-rule while offering Anurans genuine civil protections. It was in the interests of both parties. It represented sanity. And sometimes sanity prevails: Peter has proved that again and again.”

“I don’t know what to credit you people with—heroism or arrogance.”

“Are the two so easily distinguished?”

Janson was silent for a moment. “Just give the bastards what they want,” he said at last, his voice muffled.

“They don’t want anything,” Lang said softly. “We’ve invited them to name their price, as long as Peter is released alive. They’ve refused even to consider it. I don’t need to tell you how rare that is. These are fanatics. The answer we keep getting is the same: Peter Novak has been sentenced to death for crimes against the colonized, and the execution decree is ‘irrevocable.’ Are you familiar with the traditional Sunni holy day of Id ul-Kebir?”

“It commemorates the sacrifice of Abraham.”

Lang nodded. “The ram in the thistles. The Caliph says that this year it will be celebrated by the sacrifice of Peter Novak. He will be beheaded on Id ul-Kebir. That’s this Friday.”


“Why? For God’s sakes, why?”

“Because,” Lang said. “Because he’s a sinister agent of neocolonialism—that’s what the KLF says. Because doing so will put the KLF on the map, gain them greater notoriety than they’ve achieved in fifteen years of bombings. Because the man they call the Caliph was toilet-trained too soon—who the hell knows why? The question implies a level of rationality that these terrorists do not possess.”

“Dear Christ,” Janson said. “But if he’s trying to aggrandize himself this way, whatever the logic, why hasn’t he publicized it yet? Why hasn’t the media got hold of it?”

“He’s canny. By waiting until the deed is done to publicize it, he staves off any international pressure to intervene. Meanwhile, he knows we don’t dare publicize it, because it would foreclose even the possibility of a negotiated solution, however remote.”

“Why would a major government need any pressure to intervene? The fact is, I still don’t understand why you’re talking to me. You said it yourself, he’s a man of all peoples. Accept that America’s the last superpower—why not turn to Washington to help?”

“It’s the first thing we did. They provided information. And they were profusely apologetic when they explained that they could offer no official assistance whatsoever.”

“That’s baffling. Novak’s death could be profoundly destabilizing for dozens of regions, and one thing Washington does like is stability.”

“It also likes to keep American nationals alive. The State Department believes that any U.S.-identified intervention right now would endanger the lives of dozens of American citizens who are now in rebeloccupied territory.”

Janson was silent. He knew how such calculations
were arrived at; he had been part of the process often enough.

“As they explained, there are also other … complications .” Márta spoke the word with obvious distaste. “America’s Saudi allies, for example, have been quiet supporters of the KLF over the years. They’re not particularly enthusiastic about their approach, but if they don’t support oppressed Muslims in that Muslim lake called the Indian Ocean, they lose face with the rest of the Islamic world. And then there’s the matter of Donna Hedderman.”

Janson nodded. “A Columbia grad student in anthropology. Doing fieldwork in northeast Anura. Which was both foolish and brave. Captured by the Kagama rebels, who accused her of being a CIA agent. Which was both foolish and evil.”

“She’s been held by them for two months, incommunicado. Lip service aside, the United States hasn’t done a damn thing. Didn’t want to ‘complicate an already complicated situation.’”

“I’m getting the picture. If the United States refuses to intervene on behalf of an American national—”

“—how will it look if it turns around and sends a rescue team for the Hungarian billionaire? Yes. They didn’t put it so bluntly, but that’s the point they made. The phrase ‘politically untenable’ got a real workout.”

“And then you made all the obvious counterarguments … .”

“And some not-so-obvious ones. We pulled out all the stops. At the risk of sounding arrogant, I have to say that we usually get our way. Not this time. Then the other shoe dropped.”

“Let me guess. You had what they call the ‘terribly quiet chat,’” Janson said. “And my name came up.”

“Repeatedly. Several highly placed officials in State and Central Intelligence all strongly recommended
you. You’re not part of the government anymore. You’re a free agent with international connections to others in your line of work, or what used to be your line of work. According to your former colleagues at Consular Operations, Paul Janson is ‘the best there is at what he does.’ I believe those were the exact words.”

“The present tense is misleading. They told you I retired. I wonder whether they told you why.”

“The point is, you’re a free agent now,” she said. “You parted ways with Consular Operations five years ago.”

Janson tilted his head. “With the awkwardness of saying good-bye to somebody on the street and then discovering you’re walking in the same direction.”

 


Disengaging from Consular Operations had involved more than a dozen exit interviews, some decorous, some frankly uncomfortable, and some outright stormy. The one he remembered best was with Undersecretary Derek Collins. On paper, he was the director of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research; in reality, he was the director of its covert branch, Consular Operations. Even now, he could see Collins wearily removing his black-framed glasses and massaging the bridge of his nose. “I think I pity you, Janson,” Collins had said. “Never thought I’d hear myself say it. You were ‘the machine,’ Janson. You were the guy with a slab of granite where your heart’s supposed to be. Now you say you’re repulsed by the thing you’re best at. What goddamn sense does that make? You’re like a master pastry chef announcing he’s lost his sweet tooth. You’re a pianist who’s decided he can’t stand the sound of music. Janson, violence is something you’re very, very, very good at. Now you’re telling me you’ve lost the stomach for it.”


“I don’t expect you to understand, Collins,” he had replied. “Let’s just say I’ve had a change of heart.”

“You don’t have a heart, Janson.” The undersecretary’s eyes were like ice. “It’s why you do what you do. Goddammit, it’s why you are who you are.”

“Maybe. And maybe I’m not who you think I am.”

A short, bark-like laugh. “I can’t climb a hawser, Janson. I can’t pilot a blessed PBR, and looking through an infrared scope makes me seasick. But I know people, Janson. That’s what I do. You tell me you’re sickened by the killing. I’m going to tell you what you’ll discover one day for yourself: that’s the only way you’ll ever feel alive.”

Janson shook his head. The implication made him shudder and reminded him why he had to leave, why he should have done so long before. “What kind of man—” he started, and then halted, overcome with revulsion. He took a deep breath. “What kind of man has to kill to feel alive?”

Collins’s gaze seemed to burrow through his flesh. “I guess I’d ask you the same thing, Janson.”

 


Now, in Novak’s private jet, Janson pressed the point. “How much do you know about me?”

“Yes, Mr. Janson, as you supposed, your former employers explained that you had unfinished business with the Kagama.”

“Was that the phrase they used? ‘Unfinished business’?”

She nodded.

Shreds of clothing, bone fragments, a few severed limbs that had been thrown clear. They were what remained of his beloved. The rest: “collectivized,” in the grim words of a U.S. forensic technician. A communion of death and destruction, the blood and body parts of the victims impalpable and indistinguishable. And for what?


And for what?

“So be it,” Janson said after a pause. “These aren’t men with poetry in their souls.”

“And, yes, they also understood that your name wasn’t exactly unknown to us.”

“Because of Baaqlina.”

“Come.” Márta Lang stood up. “I’m going to introduce you to my team. Four men and women who are here to help you any way they can. Any information you need, they’ll have, or know how to find out. We have dossiers filled with signals-intelligence intercepts, and all the relevant information we could gather in what little time we had. Maps, charts, architectural reconstructions. It’s all at your disposal.”

“Just one thing,” Janson said. “I know the reasons you’re turning to me for help, and I can’t refuse you. But have you considered that those same reasons may be why I’m exactly the wrong person for the job?”

Márta Lang gave him a steely look but did not reply.

 


The Caliph, attired in brilliantly white robes, walked across the Great Hall, a large atrium on the second floor of the eastern wing of the Stone Palace. All signs of the bloodbath had been rinsed away, or almost all. The intricate geometric pattern on the encaustic tiled floor was disfigured by only a faint rust tinge on the grout where blood had been allowed to rest too long.

Now he took a seat at the head of a thirty-foot-long table, where tea harvested from the province of Kenna had been poured for him. Standing to either side of him were the members of his personal security detail, stalwart and simple men with vigilant eyes who had been with him for years. The Kagama delegates—the seven men who had participated in the negotiations convened by Peter Novak—had already been summoned and would arrive momentarily. All of them had
performed their duties well. They had signaled an exhaustion with the struggle, a recognition of “new realities,” and lulled the meddlesome mogul and the government representatives with talk of “concessions” and “compromise.”

Everything had been executed according to plan by the seven plausible Kagama elders, all of whom had the movement credentials to be accepted as spokesmen for the Caliph. Which was why one final act of service would be required of them.

“Sahib, the delegates are here,” said a young courier, keeping his eyes bashfully on the ground as he approached.

“Then you will wish to remain and observe, to tell others what transpired in this beautiful room,” the Caliph replied. It was a command, and would be honored as such.

The wide mahogany doors slid open at the other end of the Great Hall, and the seven men filed in. They were flushed with excitement, buoyant with the expectation of the Caliph’s gratitude.

“I behold the men who negotiated so expertly with the representatives of the Republic of Anura,” the Caliph said, in a loud, clear voice. He rose. “Revered officers of the Kagama Liberation Front.”

The seven men bowed their heads humbly. “It was no more than our duty,” said the eldest, whose hair was graying but whose eyes shined hard and bright. Anticipation made his smile quiver. “It is you who are the architect of our destinies. What we did was only in the majestic fulfillment of your—”

“Silence!” The Caliph cut him off. “Revered members of the Kagama Liberation Front who have betrayed the trust we placed in them.” He glanced at the members of his retinue. “Watch these traitors simper and smirk before me, before all of us, for they have no
shame. They would sell our destiny for a mess of pottage! They were never authorized to do what they tried to do. They are lackeys for the republican oppressors, apostates from a cause that is holy in the eyes of Allah. Every moment they breathe on this earth is an insult to the Prophet, salla Allah u alihi wa sallam.”

With the crook of a forefinger, he signaled the members of his guard to proceed as they had been instructed.

The delegates’ startled rejoinders and protests were cut short by a burst of tightly clustered gunfire. Their movements were jerky, spasmodic. On white tunics, blossoms of vibrant red appeared. As the low-signature shots echoed through the hall, with the rat-tat-tat of celebratory firecrackers, a few of the delegates loosed shrieks of terror before they expired and pitched forward, stacked on themselves like so much kindling wood.

The Caliph was disappointed; they sounded like frightened girls. These were good men: why could they not die with dignity? The Caliph tapped one of his retainers on the shoulder. “Mustafa,” he said, “please see that the mess is cleaned up promptly.” They had found out what happened to the grout when blood stayed on it too long, had they not? The Caliph and his deputies were masters of the palace now; they had to see to its upkeep.

“Just as you say,” the young man replied, bowing deeply and fingering his leather pendant. “Without fail.”

The Caliph then turned to the eldest member of his retinue, a man who could always be counted on to keep him informed about matters close at hand. “How fares our ram in the thickets?”

“Sahib?”

“How is the prisoner adjusting to his new accommodations?”

“Not well.”


“Keep him alive!” the Caliph said severely. “Secure and alive.” He set down his teacup. “If he dies prematurely, we won’t be able to behead him come Friday. I should be very displeased.”

“We will take care of him. The ceremony will proceed as you have planned it. In every detail.”

Small things mattered, including the death of small men like the delegates. Did those men understand the service they had just performed in dying? Did they appreciate the love that had propelled the hail of bullets? The Caliph was truly grateful to them and to their sacrifice. And that sacrifice could be postponed no longer, for a KLF communiqué had already been sent denouncing the negotiations as an anti-Kagama plot and those who participated in them as traitors. The delegates had to be shot simply to make the communiqué credible. This was not something he could explain to them beforehand, but he hoped some of them surmised it in the instant before they perished.

It was all of a piece. The execution of Peter Novak, the repudiation of the negotiators, would be guaranteed to strengthen Kagama resolve for complete and unconditional victory. And to give pause to any other outside interlopers—agents of neocolonialism, in whatever humanitarian garb—who might try to appeal to “moderates,” to “pragmatists,” and so undermine the zeal of the righteous. Such half measures, such temporizing compromises, were an insult to the Prophet himself! And an insult to the many thousands of Kagama who had already died in the conflict. No differences would be split—only the heads of traitors.

And the world would learn that the Kagama Liberation Front would have to be taken seriously, its demands honored, its words feared.

Bloodshed. The immolation of a living legend. How else would a deaf world learn to listen?


He knew the message would be relayed to those it needed to reach among the Kagama. The international media was always another matter. For the bored spectators of the West, entertainment was the ultimate value. Well, the struggle for national liberation was not conducted for their entertainment. The Caliph knew how Westerners thought, for he had spent time among them. Most of his followers were poorly educated men who had traded plowshares for swords; they had never been on a plane and knew little of the world except what they heard on the heavily censored Kagama-language radio stations.

The Caliph respected their purity, but his range of experience was far greater, and necessarily so: the master’s tools would be needed to dismantle the master’s house. After attending college at the University of Hyderabad, he had spent two years obtaining a graduate degree in engineering from the University of Maryland, in College Park; he had been, he liked to say, to the heart of darkness. His time in the States taught the Caliph—Ahmad Tabari, as he was then called—how Westerners viewed the rest of the world. It introduced him to men and women who grew up in households of power and privilege, where the main struggle was over the remote control, and the greatest danger they faced was boredom. For them, places such as Anura or Sri Lanka or Lebanon or Kashmir or Myanmar had been flattened into metaphor, mere emblems of the pointless barbarity of non-Western peoples. In each case, the West enjoyed the great gift of obliviousness: obliviousness to its complicity, obliviousness to the fact that its barbarity dwarfed any other.

Westerners! He knew they remained an abstraction, ghostly and even demonic, to many of his followers. But they were no abstraction for the Caliph; he could see them and feel them, for he had. He knew what they
smelled like. There was, for instance, the bored wife of an associate dean he had met during his school days. At a get-together the administration held for foreign students, she drew out of him his tales of hardship, and as he talked he had noticed how her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed. She was in her late thirties, blond and bored; her comfortable existence was a cage to her. What started as a conversation next to a punch bowl was followed, at her insistence, by coffee the very next day, and then by much more. She had been excited by his stories of persecution, by the cigarette burns on his torso; no doubt she was also excited simply by what she perceived as his exoticism, though she owned up only to an attraction to his “intensity.” When he mentioned that electrodes had once been attached to his genitals, she looked both horrified and fascinated. Were there any lasting effects? she had asked solemnly. He had laughed at her ill-disguised interest and said he would happily let her decide for herself. Her husband, with his fecal breath and comical, pigeon-toed walk, would not be home for hours.

That afternoon, Ahmad performed a salat, the ritual prayer, with her juices still on his fingers. A pillowcase served as his prayer mat.

The weeks that followed were a crash course in Western mores that proved as valuable as anything else he learned at Maryland. He took, or was taken by, more lovers, though none knew of the others. They spoke dismissively of their pampered lives, but none of them would ever dream of actually leaving the gilded cage. With half an eye on the bluish glow of the TV screen, the spoiled white bitches would watch the events of the day as they waved their hands to hasten the drying of their nail polish. Nothing ever happened that American television could not reduce to a fifteensecond world-news update: slivers of mayhem between
segments on new diet fads and pets in peril and warnings about expensive toys for toddlers that could be hazardous if swallowed. How rich in material things the West was, how poor in spiritual! Was America a beacon unto the nations? If so, it was a beacon leading other vessels into the shoals!

When the twenty-four-year-old graduate student returned to his native land, it was with a sense of even greater urgency. Injustice prolonged was injustice magnified. And—he could not say it enough—the only solution to violence was more violence.

 


Janson spent the next hour going through the dossiers and listening to brief presentations by Márta Lang’s four associates. Much of the material was familiar; some of the analyses even reflected his own reports from Caligo, submitted more than five years ago. Two nights earlier, the rebels had taken over army bases, surged through checkpoints, and effectively seized control of the province of Kenna. Obviously, it had all been carefully planned in advance, down to the insistence on holding the summit in the province. In its latest communication to its followers, the KLF had officially repudiated the Kagama delegation at the summit, calling them traitors acting without authorization. It was a lie, of course, one of many.

There were a few new details. Ahmad Tabari, the man they called the Caliph, had gained in popular support during the past few years. Some of his food programs, it emerged, had won him sympathizers even among Hindu peasants. They had nicknamed him the Exterminator—not because of his propensity to murder civilians but because of a pest-eradication campaign he had launched. In the areas controlled by the KLF, aggressive measures were invariably taken against the bandicoot rat, an indigenous species of vermin
destructive to poultry and grain. In fact, Tabari’s campaign was motivated by an ancient superstition. In Tabari’s clan—the extended family to which his father belonged—the bandicoot rat represented death. It did not matter how many Koran verses Ahmad Tabari had committed to memory: that primal taboo was marked indelibly on his psyche.

But the physical realm, not the psychological one, was what commanded Janson’s full attention. For the next two hours, Janson scrutinized detailed topographical maps, grainy satellite imagery of the multiphase rebel incursion, and old blueprints of what had once been a colonial governor general’s compound and, before that, a fortress—the building on Adam’s Hill known by the Dutch as the Steenpaleis, the Stone Palace.

Again and again he stared at the elevation mappings of Adam’s Hill and of the Stone Palace, moving back and forth between overhead views and structural blueprints. One conclusion was inescapable. If the U.S. government had declined to send in the SEALs, political considerations were only part of the story. The other part was that any exfiltration operation had an extremely remote probability of success.

Lang’s associates knew it. He could see it in their faces: they were asking him to conduct a mission that was essentially doomed from the start. But perhaps nobody was willing to tell Márta Lang. Or she had been told and refused to accede. It was clear that she regarded Peter Novak as somebody worth dying for. She would give her life for him; and people like her were always willing to give the lives of others as well. Yet could he say that she was wrong? American lives had frequently been lost in pursuit of derisory gains—putting up a bridge over the Dak Nghe, for the tenth time, that would be destroyed, for the tenth time,
before morning came. Peter Novak was a great man. Many owed their lives to him. And, though he tried to put it out of his mind, Janson knew he was among them.

If people were unwilling to put themselves at risk to save such an apostle of enlightenment, what did it say about the ideals of peace and democracy to which Novak had devoted his own life? Extremists scoffed at Westerners and their lightly held beliefs, yet was extremism in pursuit of moderation not itself a moral contradiction? Wasn’t Janson’s recognition of that fact what had driven him to retire?

Abruptly, Janson sat up straight. There was a way—perhaps.

“We’ll need aircraft, boats, and most of all, the right operatives,” he told Lang. His voice had subtly shifted, from the mode of gathering information to that of issuing orders. He stood and paced silently. The make-or-break factor was going to be the men, not the machinery.

Márta Lang looked at the others expectantly; for the moment, anyway, the look of grim resignation had lifted.

“I’m talking about a crack team of specialists,” he said. “Best of breed in every case. There’s no time for training exercises—it’s going to have to be people who have worked together before, people I’ve worked with and can trust.” He pictured a succession of faces, flashing in his mind like so many file photos, and mentally culled the list according to essential criteria until four remained. Each was someone he had worked with in his past career. Each was someone he felt he could trust with his life; indeed, each was someone who owed him his life, and who, temperamentally, would respect a debt of honor. And none of them, as it happened, were American nationals. The State Department could
breathe easy. He gave Lang the list. Four men from four different countries.

Suddenly Janson slapped the bolted table. “Christ!” he half shouted. “What was I thinking? You’re going to have to scratch the last name, Sean Hennessy.”

“He’s dead?”

“Not dead. Behind bars. Her Majesty’s Prison Service. HMP Wormwood Scrubs. Got embroiled on a weapons charge a few months ago. Suspected of being IRA.”

“Was he?”

“As it happens, no. Hadn’t been since he was sixteen, but the military police kept his name in its Provo files all the same. In point of fact, he was doing a job for Sandline Ltd.—keeping the Democratic Republic of Congo safe for coltan extraction.”

“Is he the best person for the job you want him to do?”

“I’d be lying if I told you otherwise.”

Lang punched a series of numbers on what looked like a flat telephone console, and brought the handset to her ear.

“This is Márta Lang,” she said, speaking with clipped precision. “Márta Lang. Please verify.”

Sixty long seconds elapsed. Finally she spoke again. “Sir Richard, please.” The number dialed was obviously not one that was in general circulation; it was unnecessary to specify to whomever had answered that it was an emergency, for that assumption would be automatic. Verification no doubt involved both voice print analysis and a telephony trace to the ANSI signature unique to every North American telephone line, including those that used a sat-com uplink.

“Sir Richard,” she said, her voice defrosting slightly. “I have the name of an HMP prisoner by the name of Sean, S-E-A-N, Hennessy, double n, double s. Probably
an SIB apprehension, approximately three months ago. Status: arraigned, not convicted, awaiting trial.” Her eyes sought out his for confirmation, and Janson nodded.

“We’ll need to have him released at once and on a plane bound for …” She paused, reconsidering. “There’s an LF jet docked at Gatwick. Get him on board immediately. Call me back within forty-five minutes with an estimated arrival time.”

Janson shook his head, marveling. “Sir Richard” had to be Richard Whitehead, the director of Britain’s Special Investigations Branch. But what most impressed him was her coolly instructive tone. Whitehead was to call back to let her know not whether the request could be accommodated but when the request would be accommodated. As Novak’s seniormost deputy, she was obviously well known to political elites around the world. He had been preoccupied with the advantages enjoyed by his Anuran adversaries, but Novak’s people were hardly without resources themselves.

Janson also admired Lang’s instinctive respect for operational security. No final destination was divulged; the Liberty Foundation jet at Gatwick would just need to provide a proximate flight plan. Only once it had crossed into international airspace would its pilot need to know the rendezvous point Janson had determined, in the Nicobar archipelago.

Now Janson started to go over a list of military equipment with one of Lang’s associates, a man named Gerald Hochschild, who served as a de facto logistics officer. To each request, Hochschild responded not with a yes or no, but with a time interval: twelve hours, four hours, twenty hours. The amount of time that would be necessary to locate and ship the equipment to the Nicobar rendezvous.

It was almost too easy, Janson mused. Then he
realized why. While human rights organizations held conferences to discuss the problem of the small-arms trade in Sierre Leone or the traffic in military helicopters in Kazakhstan, Novak’s foundation had a more direct method for taking the noxious hardware off the market: it simply acquired the stuff. As Hochschild confirmed, as long as the model was discontinued and therefore irreplaceable, the Liberty Foundation would buy it, warehouse it, and eventually recycle it as scrap or, in the case of military transport, have it retooled for civilian purposes.

Thirty minutes later, a green light on the telephone blinked. Márta Lang picked up the handset. “So he’s en route? Condition?” There was a pause, and then she said, “We’ll assume a departure time in less than sixty minutes, in that case.” Her voice softened. “You’ve been a dear. We couldn’t appreciate it more. Really. And you be sure to send my love to Gillian, will you? We all missed you in Davos this year. You can be certain that Peter gave the PM an earful about that! Yes. Yes. We’ll catch up properly—soon.”

A woman of parts, Janson thought admiringly.

“There’s a reasonable chance that your Mr. Hennessy will beat you to the rendezvous,” Márta told him immediately after she hung up.

“My hat’s off,” Janson said simply.

Through the windows, the sun was a golden orb, cushioned by white, fluffy-looking clouds. Though they were flying toward the setting sun, the passage of time was keeping pace. When Lang’s eyes lowered to her watch, he knew she was looking at more than simply the time of day. She was looking at the number of hours Peter Novak had left. She met his gaze and paused for a moment before speaking. “Whatever happens,” she said, “I want to thank you for what you’ve given us.”


“I’ve given you nothing,” Janson protested.

“You’ve given us something of quite substantial value,” she said. “You’ve given us hope.”

Janson started to say something about the realities, the long odds, the abundant downside scenarios, but he stopped himself. There was a higher pragmatism to be respected. At this stage of a mission, false hope was better than none at all.




Chapter Three

The memories were thirty years old, but they could have been yesterday’s. They unspooled in his dreams at night—always the night before an operation, fueled by repressed anxiety—and though they started and ended at different points, it was as though they were from the same continuous loop of tape.

In the jungle was a base. In the base was an office. In the office was a desk. On the desk was a sheet of paper.

It was, in fact, the list for that date’s Harassment & Interdiction fire.

Possible VC rocket attack, launch site grid coordinates AT384341, between 0200 and 0300 this morning.

A VC political cadre meeting, Loc Ninh village, BT415341, at 2200 this evening.

VC infiltration attempt, below Go Noi River, AT404052, between 2300 and 0100.

That pile of well-thumbed slips on Lieutenant Commander Alan Demarest’s desk was filled with similar reports. They were supplied by informants to ARVN officials, who then passed them along to the Military Assistance Command-Vietnam, MACV. Both the informants and the reports were assigned a letter and a number assessing their reliability. Nearly all the
reports were classified as F/6: reliability of agent indeterminate, reliability of report indeterminate.

Indeterminate was a euphemism. Reports came from double agents, from VC sympathizers, from paid informants, and sometimes just from villagers who had scores to settle and had figured out an easy way to get someone else to destroy a rival’s paddy dike.

“These are supposed to be the basis for our Harassment and Interdiction fire,” Demarest had said to Janson and Maguire. “But they’re bullshit. Some four-eyed Charlie in Hanoi wrote these for our sake, and piped them through the pencil dicks at MACV. These, gentlemen, are a waste of artillery. Know how I know?” He held up a filmy slip, fluttered it in the air like a flag. “There’s no blood on this paper.” A twelfth-century choral work played through the tiny speakers of an eight-track tape system, one of Demarest’s small enthusiasms.

“You get me a goddamn VC courier,” Demarest went on, scowling. “No, you get me an even dozen. If they’ve got paper on them, bring it back—certified with VC blood. Prove to me that military intelligence is not a contradiction in terms.”

That evening, six of them had rolled over the gunwales of the fiberglass-hulled STAB, the SEAL tactical assault boat, and into the bath-warm shallow water of Ham Luong. They paddled through an eighth of a mile of riverine silt and landed on the pear-shaped island. “Come back with prisoners, or don’t come back,” their CO had told them. With luck, they would do so: the island, Noc Lo, was known to be controlled by Viet Cong. But luck had lately been in scarce supply.

The six men wore black pajamas, like their foe. No dog tags, no signs of rank or unit, of the fact that they were a SEAL team, of the even more pertinent fact that they were Demarest’s Devils. They had spent two
hours making their way through the island’s dense vegetation, alert to any sign of the enemy—sounds, footprints, even the smell of the nuoc cham sauce their enemy doused over their food.

They were divided into three pairs, two of them in front, traveling ten yards apart; two of them serving as rear guard, in charge of the forty-pound M60, ready to provide cover.

Janson was on point, paired with Hardaway, a tall, thickly built man with dark brown skin and widespaced eyes. He kept his head close-shorn with electric clippers. Hardaway’s tour of duty was up in sixty days, and he was getting antsy about returning stateside. A month ago, he had torn out a skin-mag centerfold and divided it into numbered squares. Each day, he filled in one of the squares. When they were all filled in, he would take his centerfold girl back home and trade her in for a real one. That was Hardaway’s idea, anyway.

Now, three hundred yards inland, Hardaway picked up a contraption made out of tire rubber and canvas, and showed it to Janson with a questioning look. They were mud shoes. The light-bodied VC used them to glide tracklessly through swampy terrain. Recently discarded?

Janson called for thirty seconds of silent vigilance. The team froze in place, alert to any noise that was out of the ordinary. Noc Lo was in the middle of a free-fire zone, where firing was permitted at any time without restriction, and there was no escape from the muffled sounds of distant batteries, mortars booming at halfsecond intervals. Away from the vegetation, one could see the white pulsations on the fringe of the horizon. But after thirty seconds, it seemed evident that there was no activity in the immediate vicinity.

“You know what the mortar fire makes me think of
sometimes?” Hardaway asked. “The choir clapping in my church. Like it’s religious, some kind of way.”

“Extreme unction, Maguire would tell you,” Janson replied softly. He had always been fond of Hardaway, but this evening his friend seemed unusually distracted.

“Hey, they don’t call it the Holiness Church for no reason. You come to Jacksonville, I’ll take you one Sunday.” Hardaway bobbed and clapped to a rhythm in his head. “‘Sanctify my lord, sanc-tify my lord.’”

“Hardaway,” Janson warned, putting a hand on his gear belt.

The crack of a rifle told them that the enemy had learned of their presence. They would have to dive to the ground, to take immediate evasive action.

For Hardaway, however, it was too late. A small geyser of blood erupted from his neck. He staggered forward several yards, like a sprinter who had crossed the finish line. Then he collapsed to the ground.

As Maguire’s machine gun began to fire bullets over their heads, Janson scrambled over to Hardaway. He had been struck in the lower outside part of his neck, near his right shoulder; Janson cradled his head, applying pressure with both hands to the pulsing wound on the front of his neck, desperately trying to staunch the flow.

“Sanctify my lord,” Hardaway said weakly.

The pressure was not working. Janson felt his shirt becoming warm and wet, and he realized what was wrong. There was an exit wound, at the back of Hardaway’s neck, perilously near his spine, from which bright arterial blood was gouting.

In a sudden display of strength, he wrenched Janson’s hands from his neck. “Leave me, Janson.” He was trying to shout, but it came out as a low rasp. “Leave me!” He crawled away a few feet, then used his arms to raise himself, his head swiveling around the
tree line as he tried to make out the shapes of his assailants.

Immediately, a blast hit his midriff, slamming him to the ground. His abdomen had been torn apart, Janson saw. Recovery was out of the question. One man down. How many more?

Janson rolled behind a thornbush.

It was a goddamn ambush!

The VC had been lying in wait for them.

Dialing his scope furiously, zooming through the marsh grasses and palms, Janson saw three VCs running down a jungle path directly toward him.

A direct assault? No, he decided: it was more likely that the raking overhead fire from the M60 had caused them to change their position. A few seconds later, he heard the sharp thwack of bullets hitting the ground near him.

Dammit! There was no way the fire could be this heavy and well targeted unless Charlie had received advance word of the infiltration. But how?

He shifted his rifle scope rapidly to different directions and focal points. There: a hooch on stilts. And just behind it, a VC aiming a Chicom AK-47 in his direction. A small, skilled man who must have been responsible for the last blast that had hit Hardaway.

In the moonlight, he saw the man’s eyes, and just underneath, the bore hole of the AK-47. Each, he knew, had spotted the other, and what AK-47 fire lacked in precision it made up for in volume. Now he saw the VC brace the butt on his shoulder and prepare to squeeze off a fusillade just as Janson located the man’s torso in his crosshairs. Within seconds, one of them would be dead.

Janson’s universe constricted to the three elements: finger, trigger, crosshairs. At that instant, they were all he knew, all he needed to know.


A double tap—two carefully aimed shots—and the little man with the submachine gun pitched forward.

Yet how many more were out there?

“Get us the fuck out of here!” Janson radioed back to base. “We need backup now! Send a Mike boat. Send whatever the hell you’ve got. Just do it now!”

“Just one moment,” the radio operator said. Then Janson heard the voice of his commanding officer coming on the line: “You holding up OK, son?” Demarest asked.

“Sir, they were expecting us!” Janson said.

After a pause, Demarest’s voice crackled on the radio headphones. “Of course they were.”

“But how, sir?”

“Just consider it a test, son. A test that will show which of my men have what it takes.” Janson thought he heard choral music in the background. “You’re not going to complain to me about the VCs, are you? They’re just a bunch of overgrown kids in pajamas.”

Despite the oppressive tropical heat, Janson felt a chill. “How did they know, sir?”

“If you wanted to find out how good you were at shooting paper targets, you could have stayed at camp in Little Creek, Virginia.”

“But Hardaway—”

Demarest cut him off. “He was weak. He failed the test.”

 


He was weak: Alan Demarest’s voice. But Janson would not be. Now he opened his eyes with a shudder as the plane touched down on the macadamized landing strip.

Katchall had for years been declared a restricted, no-entry location by India’s navy, part of a security zone that included most of the Nicobar Islands. Once it was rezoned, it became nothing less than a trading
post. Mangoes, papaya, durian, PRC-101s, and C-130s all made their way to and from the sun-scorched oval of land. It was, Janson knew, one of the few places where nobody would blink at the sudden arrival of military transport vehicles and munitions.

Nor was it a place where the niceties of sovereign border control were observed. A jeep took him directly from the plane to the compound along the western shore. His team would already be assembling in the olive drab Quonset hut, a structure of ribbed aluminum over a frame of arched steel ribs. The floor and foundation were concrete, the interior pressed wood. A small prefab warehouse adjoined it. The Liberty Foundation had a low-profile regional office in Rangoon, and so was able to move advance men in place to ensure that the rendezvous sites were in order.

Little had changed since Janson had last used it as a base of operations. The Quonset hut he would borrow was one of many on the island, originally erected by the Indian military and now abandoned or commandeered for commercial interests.

Theo Katsaris had already arrived when Janson pulled up, and the two men embraced warmly. Katsaris, a Greek national, had been a protégé of Janson’s and was probably the most skilled operative he had ever worked with. The only thing that disturbed Janson about him, in fact, was his tolerance—indeed, appetite—for risk. Janson had known plenty of daredevils from his SEAL days and knew the profile: they typically came from depressed Rust Belt towns, where their friends and parents had led dead-end lives. They were up for anything that saved them from punching the clock at the rivet factory—including another tour of duty in VC-controlled territories. But Katsaris had everything to live for, including a stunningly beautiful wife. Impossible to dislike, he had a charmed life, and
yet set little store by it. His very presence would raise morale; people enjoyed being around him: he had the sunny aura of a man to whom nothing bad would ever happen.

Manuel Honwana had been in the nearby hangar but made his way back when he learned of Janson’s arrival. He was a former colonel in the Mozambican air force, Russian-trained and unequaled at ground-hugging flight over hilly tropical terrain. Cheerfully apolitical, he had extensive experience with combating dug-in, entrenched guerrillas. And it was very much a point in his favor that he had flown numerous sorties in the fixed-wing rattletraps that were all his poor country could get its hands on. Most American flyboys were PlayStation graduates, used to being surrounded by millions of dollars in digital avionics. Instinct tended to atrophy as a result: they were mere custodians of the machine, less pilots than information-system technicians. But this job would require a pilot. Honwana could reassemble a MiG engine with a Swiss Army knife and his bare hands, because he’d had to. If he had instruments, so much the better; if he did not, he was unfazed. And if an emergency nonstandard landing was required, Honwana would be right at home: on the missions he’d both flown and directed, a proper airstrip was the exception, not the rule.

Finally, there was Finn Andressen, a Norwegian and a former officer in his country’s armed forces, who had degrees in geology and had a well-honed instinct for terrain assessment. He had designed security arrangements for mining companies around the world. He arrived within the hour, followed in short order by Sean Hennessy, the remarkably versatile and unflappable Irish airman. The team members greeted one another with hearty shoulder clasps or quiet handshakes, depending on their temperament.


Janson led them through the plan of attack, starting with the broad outlines and descending to details and alternative options. As the men absorbed the mission protocol, the sun grew red, large, and low in the horizon, as if it were getting heavier and its weight were forcing it down toward the sea. To the men, it was a giant hourglass, reminding them how little time remained.

Now they split up into pairs and set about finetuning the plan, bringing schematics in line with reality. Leaning over a folding wooden bench, Honwana and Andressen reviewed maps of wind-current and ocean-current patterns. Janson and Katsaris studied a plasticine mock-up of the Steenpaleis, the Stone Palace.

Sean Hennessy, meanwhile, was doing chin-ups from an exposed I beam as he listened to the others; it had been one of his few distractions in HMP Wormwood Scrubs. Janson glanced at him; would he be all right? He had no reason to think otherwise. If the Irishman’s complexion was paler than usual, his physique was burlier. Janson had run him through a rough-andready field physical and was satisfied that his reflexes were as quick as ever.

“You do realize,” Andressen said to Janson, turning away from his charts, “that there will be at least a hundred people based in the Stone Palace alone. Are you sure we have enough manpower?”

“More than enough,” Janson said. “If five hundred Gurkhas were called for, I’d have requested them. I’ve asked for what I need. If I could do it with fewer, I would. The fewer men, the fewer the complications.”

Janson now turned from the plasticine model to the highly detailed blueprints. Those blueprints, he knew, represented an enormous effort. They had been prepared in the past forty hours by a task force of architects and
engineers assembled by the Liberty Foundation. The experts had been provided with extensive verbal descriptions from visitors, a profusion of historical photographs, and even present-day overhead satellite imagery. Colonial archives in the Netherlands had been consulted as well. Despite the rapidity with which the work was done, Novak’s people told him they believed it was “quite accurate” in most of the particulars. They also warned that some of the particulars, the ones pertaining to seldom-used areas of the structure, were “less certain” and that some of the materials analysis was conjectural and “uncertain.”

Less certain. Uncertain. Words Janson was hearing too often for his taste.

Yet what was the alternative? Maps and models were all they had. The Dutch governor general’s compound was adapted from a preexisting fortress, laid out on a promontory three hundred feet above the ocean. Walls of limestone, five feet thick, were designed to withstand cannonballs from Portuguese men-of-war of centuries past. The sea-facing walls were topped with battlements from which hostile schooners and corvettes would be fired upon.

Everyone Janson had assembled in that Quonset hut knew precisely what was at stake. They also knew the obstacles they faced in trying to derail what the Caliph had set in motion. Nothing would be gained by compounding Novak’s death with their own.

It was time for a final briefing. Janson stood; his nervous energy made it difficult for him to sit. “OK, Andressen,” he said. “Let’s talk terrain.”

The red-bearded Norseman turned the large, calendared sheets of the elevation maps, pointing out features with a long forefinger. His finger moved along the massif, almost ten thousand feet at the Pikuru Takala peak, and then onward to the plateaus of shale
and gneiss. He pointed out the monsoon winds from the southwest. Tapping a magnification of Adam’s Hill, Andressen said, “These are recently reclaimed areas. We’re not talking about sophisticated monitoring. A lot of what we’re up against is the protection offered by the natural terrain.”

“Recommended flight path?”

“Over the Nikala jungle, if the Storm Petrel’s up for it.”

The Storm Petrel was Honwana’s well-deserved nickname, honoring his ability to pilot a plane so that it nearly skimmed the ground, the way a storm petrel flies above the sea.

“The Petrel’s up for it,” Honwana said, his lips parting to reveal ivory teeth in what was not quite a smile.

“Mind you,” Andressen went on, “as long as we can hold off until around four hundred hours, we’ll be almost guaranteed a heavy cloud cover. That’s obviously advisable for the purposes of stealth.”

“You’re talking about a high-altitude jump through heavy cloud cover?” Hennessy asked. “Jumping blind?”

“A leap of faith,” said the Norseman. “Like religion. Like embracing God.”

“Begorrah, I thought this was a commando operation, not a kamikaze one,” Hennessy put in. “Tell me, Paul, what bloody fool is going to be making this jump?” The Irishman looked at his fellow crew members with genuine concern.

Janson looked at Katsaris. “You,” he told the Greek. “And me.”

Katsaris stared at him silently for a few moments. “I can live with that.”

“From your lips to God’s ear,” Hennessy said.




Chapter Four

Packing one’s own chute: it was practically a ritual, a military superstition. By the time one got out of jump camp, the habit was as ingrained as brushing one’s teeth or washing one’s hands.

Janson and Katsaris had repaired to the adjoining warehouse to do the job. They started by draping the canopy and rigging over the large, flat concrete flooring. Both sprayed silicone over the rip-cord cable, the closing pin, and the closing loop. The next steps were rote. The black canopy was made of zero-porosity nylon, and Janson rolled his body over the loose drapes, pressing as much air out of it as he could. He straightened the stabilizer lines and toggles, and folded the flattened canopy to ensure an in-sequence opening, taking care that the rigging was on the outside of the folds. Finally, he bunched it into the black mesh pack, squeezing the remaining air through the edge stitching before slipping a clasp through the grommet.

Katsaris, with his nimble fingers, was finished in half the time.

He turned to Janson. “Let’s you and I do a quick weapons inspection,” he said. “Pay a visit to the junk shop.”

The premise of a team was that anybody would accept
personal risk to reduce a risk borne by another. An ethos of equality was crucial; any sense of favoritism was destructive to it. When they met as a group, Janson therefore dealt with the men in a tone that was at once brusque and friendly. But even within elites, there were elites—and even within the innermost circles of excellence, there is the chosen one, the golden boy.

Janson had once been that person, almost three decades earlier. Just a few weeks after he’d arrived at the SEAL training camp at Little Creek, Alan Demarest had picked him out from the enlisted trainees, had him transferred to ever more elite combat teams, ever more grueling regimens of combat drills. The training groups got smaller and smaller—more and more of his peers dropped out, defeated by the punishing schedule of exercises—until, by the end, Demarest isolated him for intensive sessions of one-on-one training.

Your fingers are weapons! Never encumber them. Half a warrior’s intelligence is found in his hands.

Don’t squeeze the vein, squeeze the nerve! Memorize the nerve points until you can find them with your fingers, not your eyes. Don’t look—feel!

I spotted your helmet above that ridgeline. You’re fucking dead!

Can’t see a way out? Take the time to see things differently. See the two white swans instead of the one black one. See the slice of pie instead of the pie with the slice missing. Flip the Necker cube outward instead of inward. Master the gestalt, baby. It will make you free. Firepower by itself won’t do it. You’ve got to think your way out of this one.

Yes! Turn your hunter into your prey! You’ve got it!

And thus did one legendary warrior create another. When Janson had first met Theo Katsaris, years back, he knew—he simply knew, the way Demarest must have known about him.


Yet even if Katsaris had not been so extraordinarily gifted, operational equality could not supplant the bonds of loyalty forged over time, and Janson’s friendship with him went far beyond the context of the commando mission. It was a thing compounded of shared memories and mutual indebtedness. They would talk to each other with urgency and candor, but they would do so away from the others.

The two made their way to the far end of the warehouse, where Foundation-supplied weaponry had been stowed earlier that day. Katsaris quickly disassembled and reassembled selected handguns and long-barreled weapons, making sure that the parts were oiled, but not too heavily—combusted lubricant could create plumes of smoke, visual or olfactory giveaways. Imperfectly plumbed barrels could overheat too quickly. Hinges should be tight, but not too tight. Magazines should slide readily into place, but with just enough resistance to ensure they would be held securely. Collapsible stocks, like those of the MP5Ks, should collapse with ease.

“You know why I’m doing this,” Janson said.

“Two reasons,” Katsaris said. “Arguably the two reasons you shouldn’t be doing this.” Katsaris’s hands moved as he spoke, the clicking and snapping of gunmetal providing a rhythmic counterpoint to his conversation.

“And in my position?”

“I’d do exactly the same,” Katsaris said. He raised the disassembled chamber pocket of a carbine to his nose, scenting evidence of excessive lubrication. “The military wing of the Harakat al-Muqaama al-Islamiya never had a good reputation for returning stolen property.” Stolen property: hostages, especially those suspected of being assets of American intelligence. Seven years ago, in Baaqlina, Lebanon, Janson had been captured by the extremist group; his captors initially
thought they had taken an American businessman, accepting his legend at face value, but the flurry of highlevel reactions fueled other suspicions. Negotiations quickly went off the rails, foundering on power struggles within the faction. Only the timely intervention of a third party—the Liberty Foundation, as it later emerged—caused them to alter their plans. After twelve days of captivity, Janson walked free. “For all we know, Novak wasn’t even involved, didn’t have any knowledge of the situation,” Katsaris went on. “But it’s his foundation. Ergo, you owe the man your life. So this lady comes up to you and says, Baaqlina has come due. You’ve got to say yes.”

“I always feel like an open book around you,” Janson said, his smile crinkling the lines around his eyes.

“Yeah, written with one time pad encryption. Tell me something. How often do you think about Helene?” The warrior’s brown eyes were surprisingly gentle.

“Every day.”

“She was magical, wasn’t she? She always seemed so free.”

“A free spirit,” Janson said. “My opposite in every way.”

Katsaris slid a nylon-mesh brush through the bore hole of another automatic weapon, checking for any cracks, carbon deposits, or other irregularities, and then he looked straight into Janson’s eyes. “You once told me something, Paul. Years ago. Now I’m going to tell it to you.” He reached over, placed a hand on Janson’s shoulder. “There is no revenge. Not on this earth. That’s storybook stuff. In our world, there are strikes and reprisals and more reprisals. But that neat, slatecleaning fantasy of revenge—it doesn’t exist.”

“I know.”

“Helene’s dead, Paul.”


“Oh. That must be why she hasn’t been answering my phone calls.” His deadpan was masking a world of pain, and not very well.

Katsaris’s gaze did not waver, but he squeezed Janson’s shoulder harder. “There is nothing—nothing—that can ever bring her back. Do what you want to the Kagama fanatics, but know this.”

“It was five years ago,” Janson said quietly.

“Does it feel like five years ago?”

The words came out in a whisper. “Like yesterday.” It was not how an officer spoke to those he commanded. It was how a man spoke to the person with whom he was closest in the world, a person to whom he could never lie. He exhaled heavily. “You’re afraid I’m going to go berserk and visit the wrath of God upon the terrorists who killed my wife.”

“No,” Katsaris said. “I’m afraid that on some gut level, you think that the way to wipe the slate clean, the way to honor Helene, is to get yourself killed by them, too.”

Janson shook his head violently, though he wondered whether there could be any truth to what Katsaris said. “Nobody’s going to die tonight,” he said. It was a ritual of self-assurance, they both knew, rather than a statement of probabilities.

“What’s ironic is that Helene always had real sympathy for the Kagama,” Janson said after a while. “Not the terrorists, not the KLF, of course, but the ordinary Kagama caught in the middle of it all. Had she lived, she probably would have been right by Novak’s side, trying to work out a peace agreement. The Caliph is an arch-manipulator, but he exists because there are genuine grievances for him to manipulate.”

“If we’re here to do social engineering, we’ve been given the wrong equipment.” Theo ran a thumbnail against a combat knife, testing its keenness. “Besides,
Peter Novak tried that, and look where it got him. This is a strict in-out. Insertion and extraction.”

Janson nodded. “If everything goes right, we’ll be spending a total of a hundred minutes on Anura. Then again, if you’ve got to deal with these people, maybe it’ll help if you know where they’re coming from.”

“If we’ve reached that stage,” Katsaris replied grimly, “everything will have gone wrong that can go wrong.”

 


“I won’t mind taking this baby out for a spin,” Honwana said admiringly. He, Janson, and Hennessy were standing in the gloomy hangar, their eyes still adjusting from the bright sun outside to the shadows within.

The BA609 was a sea-landing-equipped tiltrotor aircraft; like the discontinued Ospreys, it had propellers that enabled vertical takeoffs and landings but that, when tilted to the horizontal position, would enable the craft to function like a fixed-wing airplane. Bell/Agusta had crafted the fuselage of this particular specimen not from steel but from a tough molded resin. The result was an exceptionally lightweight craft that could travel much farther on a liter of fuel than any conventional design—up to four times as far. Its versatility would be important to the success of the mission.

Now Honwana ran his fingertips over the nonreflective surface. “A thing of beauty.”

“A thing of invisibility, if the gods are with us,” said Janson.

“I’ll pray to the ancestors,” Honwana said, with no little mirth. A Moscow-educated die-hard atheist, he was sympathetic to neither indigenous nor missionaryspread forms of religiosity.

“There’s a full tank. Assuming you haven’t put on weight since we worked together last, that should just get us there and back.”


“You’re cutting things close. The tolerances, I mean.” The Mozambican’s eyes were serious.

“No choice. Not my timetable, not my locale. You might say the KLF is calling the shots here. I’m just trying to improvise as best I can. This isn’t a wellscoured contingency plan we’re looking at. More like, ‘Hey, kids, let’s put on a show.’”

“Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland in a barn,” Hennessy put in heavily. “With a whole load of high explosives.”

 


The north coastline of Anura nipped in like a deeply grooved valentine’s heart. The eastern lobe was mostly jungle, sparsely inhabited. Honwana flew the tiltrotorcraft low to the ground through the Nikala jungle. Once over the sea, the plane angled upward, banking nearly forty degrees.

Despite the plane’s curious trajectory, Honwana’s piloting was extraordinarily smooth, anticipating and compensating for wind currents and updrafts. The nowhorizontal nacelles emitted a steady noise, something between a hum and a roar.

Andressen and Hennessy were up front with Honwana, part of the crew, providing essential navigational support; separated by a bulkhead, the two paratroopers were left alone on uncushioned benches in the rear of the aircraft, to confer with each other and go through their last-minute preparations.

Half an hour into the flight, Katsaris consulted his shockproof Breitling and swallowed a 100mg tablet of Provigil. It would adjust his circadian rhythms, ensuring late-night alertness, without the excessive stimulation and exaggerated confidence that amphetamines could induce. They were still two hours away from the drop zone. The Provigil would be in maximal effect during the operation. Then he took another
small pill, a procholinergic that would inhibit perspiration.

He gestured toward a pair of thick black aluminum tubes that Janson was holding up to his ear.

“Those things are really going to make it?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” Janson said. “As long as the gas mixture doesn’t leak. The little darlings are going to be full of pep. Just like you.”

Katsaris held up a foil strip of Provigil tablets. “Want one?”

Janson shook his head. Katsaris knew what he was doing, but Janson knew that drugs could have unpredictable side effects in different people, and he declined to take substances he had no experience with. “So tell me, Theo,” he said, putting away the tubes and shuffling the blueprints, “how’s the missus?” Now that they were not around the others, he once more called his friend by his first name.

“The missus? She know you call her that?”

“Hey, I knew her before you did. The beautiful Marina.”

Katsaris laughed. “You have no idea how beautiful she is. You think you do, but you don’t. Because right now she’s positively radiant.” He pronounced the last word with special emphasis.

“Wait a minute,” Janson said. “You don’t mean she’s …”

“Early days, still. First trimester. Touch of morning sickness. Otherwise, she’s doing great.”

Janson flashed on Helene, and he felt as if a giant hand were squeezing his heart in a crushing grip.

“And we are a handsome couple, aren’t we?” Katsaris said it with mock swagger, but it was the indisputable truth. Theo and Marina Katsaris were among God’s favored, perfect specimens of Mediterranean strength and symmetry. Janson remembered a week he’d spent with
them in Mykonos—remembered the particular afternoon when they encountered an imperious Paris-based director of a fashion shoot in pursuit of the ever potent combination of skimpy swimsuits, abundant white sand, and azure sea. The Frenchwoman was convinced that Theo and Marina were models, and demanded the name of their agency. All she saw were their perfect white teeth, flawless olive complexion, glossy black hair—and the possibility that these attributes were not enlisted for some commercial enterprise struck her as a wasteful indifference toward a valuable natural resource.

“Then you’re going to be a father,” Janson said. The rush of warmth he had felt on hearing the news quickly cooled.

“You don’t sound overjoyed,” Katsaris said.

Janson said nothing for a few moments. “You should have told me.”

“Why?” he returned lightly. “Marina’s the one who’s pregnant.”

“You know why.”

“We were going to tell you soon. In fact, we were hoping you’d agree to be the godfather.”

Janson’s tone was almost truculent. “You should have told me before.”

Theo shrugged. “You don’t think a dad should take risks. And I think you worry too much, Paul. You haven’t gotten me killed yet. Look, I understand the risks.”

“I don’t understand the risks, dammit. That’s the point. They’re poorly controlled.”

“You don’t want to orphan my kid. Well, guess what—neither do I. I’m going to be a father, and that makes me very, very happy. But it isn’t going to change the way I lead my life. That’s not who I am. Marina knows that. You know it, too—that’s why you picked me in the first place.”


“I don’t know that I would have picked you had I realized—”

“I’m not talking about now. I’m talking about then. I’m talking about Epidaurus.”

 


It was only eight years ago when a twenty-man contingent from the Greek army was detailed to a Cons Op–run interception exercise. The objective was to train the Greeks to detect and deter a growing small-arms trade that made use of Greek freighters. A ship a few miles off the coast of Epidaurus was chosen at random for the exercise. As luck would have it, however, the ship happened to be loaded with contraband. Even worse, a Turkish drug merchant was on board, accompanied by his heavily armed private guard. Things went wrong, terribly wrong, in a cataract of misfortune and misunderstanding. Inexperienced men on both sides panicked: the supervisors from Consular Operations could observe—by means of a digital telescope and the remote listening devices on the frogmen’s suits—but, agonizingly, they were too far away to intervene without jeopardizing the trainees’ safety.

From a small frigate anchored half a nautical mile away, Janson had been horrified by the disastrous unfolding of events; in particular, he recalled the twenty tension-filled seconds in which matters could have gone either way. There had been two bands of armed men, evenly matched. Each individual maximized his own chance of survival by opening fire first. But once the automatic weapons were engaged, the surviving members of the adversary would have no choice but to return fire. It was the sort of suicidal “fair fight” that could easily have resulted in 100 percent fatalities for both sides. At the same time, there was no chance that the Turk’s guards would stand down—it would be seen
as a treasonous abdication, ultimately repaid by their own compatriots with a swift death.

“Don’t shoot!” a young Greek shouted. He lay down his weapon, yet the gesture conveyed not fear but disgust. Janson heard his voice tinnily but clearly through the transmitter unit. “Cretins! Dolts! Ingrates! We work for you.”

The jeers of the Turks were boisterous, but the claim was sufficiently bizarre that they demanded further explanation.

An explanation arrived, mixing fact and fiction, brilliantly improvised and fluently delivered. The young Greek invoked the name of a powerful Turkish drug magnate, Orham Murat, to whose cartel the merchant on board belonged. He explained that their commanding officers had assigned him and the other soldiers to search suspect freighters but that Murat had paid them generously to ensure that his own vessels were protected from seizure. “A generous, generous man,” the young officer had said, in a tone of solemnity and greed. “My children have him to thank for their three meals a day. With what the government gives us? Bah!” The other Greeks were silent at first, their reticence interpreted as simple fear and awkwardness. Then they began to nod, as they understood that their colleague was telling this tale for their own sakes. They lowered their weapons and kept their gaze downcast, unchallenging.

“If you are lying …” the seniormost member of the Turkish guard began in a growl.

“All we ask is that you not radio about this—our superiors monitor all maritime communications, and they have your codes.”

“Lies!” barked a gray-haired Turk. It was the merchant himself who had finally appeared on deck.

“It is the truth! The American government has helped
our commanders with this. If you radio about us, you might as well shoot us now, because the army will have us executed when we return. In fact, I would beg you to shoot us now. Then the Greek army will think we died as heroes and provide pensions to our families. As to whether Orham Murat will be as generous to your widows and children when he learns that you destroyed an operation he spent so much time and money on—this you will have to decide for yourselves.”

A long, uncomfortable silence ensued. Finally, the merchant broke in: “Your claims are preposterous! If they had access to our communications—”

“If? If? Do you think it is an accident that we were ordered to board your freighter?” The Greek snorted contemptuously. “I ask you one question. Do you really believe in coincidence?”

With that, the salvation of his unit was secured. No smuggler—none who survived long, anyway—ever believed in coincidence.

The young Greek led the other frogmen back into the water and to the American-run frigate. Loss of life: zero. Seven hours later, a flotilla of maritime security vessels converged on the Minas: artillery engaged and aimed. In the face of an overwhelming display of force, the drug merchant and his guard surrendered.

Afterward, Janson introduced himself personally to the young Greek who had the spur-of-the-moment ingenuity to seize upon and invert the one implausible truth—the truth that the drug merchant’s freighter had been boarded by accident—and so render his tale plausible indeed. The young man, Theo Katsaris, turned out to be more than just levelheaded, clever, and bold; he was also endowed with remarkable physical agility and had earned top-percentile scores in field-skill tests. As Janson learned more about him, he saw how
anomalous he was. Unlike most of his fellow servicemen, he came from a comfortably middle-class background; his father was a mid-level diplomat, once posted to Washington, and Katsaris had attended St. Alban’s for a couple of years in his early teens. Janson would have been tempted to dismiss him as merely an adrenaline addict—and that was part of the story, without a doubt—but Katsaris’s sense of passion, his desire to make a difference in the world, was genuine.

A few days later, Janson had drinks with a Greek general he knew who was himself a product of the U.S. Army War College, in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. Janson explained that he had come across a youngster in the Greek army who had potential that could not be fully exploited by the routine of the Greek military. What he proposed was to take him under his wing and supervise his training personally. At the time, the leadership of Consular Operations was particularly attuned to “strategic partnerships”—joint operations with NATO allies. Under such auspices, Consular Operations would gain an asset in the short term; in the longer term, Greece would ultimately benefit by having somebody who could pass along skills and techniques in counterterrorism to his fellow citizens. The deal was done by the third cocktail.

 


Now, in the rear of the tiltrotorcraft, Janson gave Katsaris a steely look. “Marina know what you’re doing?”

“Didn’t tell her details, and she didn’t press.” Katsaris laughed. “Come on, Marina has more balls than the Greek army’s Eighth Division. You know that.”

“I do know that.”

“So let me make the decisions. Besides, if this operation is too risky for me, how can you in good conscience ask another person to take my place?”

Janson just shook his head.


“You need me,” Katsaris said.

“I could have gotten somebody else.”

“Not somebody as good.”

“I won’t deny that.” Neither man was smiling anymore.

“And we both know what this operation means to you. I mean, it isn’t just work for hire.”

“I won’t deny that, either. Arguably, it means a lot for the world.”

“I’m talking about Paul Janson, not the planet Earth. People before abstractions, right? That was something else we always agreed on.” His brown eyes were unwavering. “I’m not going to let you down,” he said quietly.

Janson found himself oddly touched by the gesture. “Tell me something I don’t know,” he said.

 


As the zero hour grew near, an unspoken sense of anxiety mounted. They had taken what precautions they could. The aircraft was fully blacked out, with no lights and nothing that might reflect light from another source. Sitting on canvas slings near the plane’s greasy ramp, Katsaris and Janson followed the same rule; they wore nothing reflective. As they approached the drop zone, they put on full black-nylon combat garb, including face paint. To have done so too far in advance would have been to risk overheating. Their equipment-laden vests looked lumpy beneath the flight suit, but there was no alternative.

Now came the first great improbability. He and Katsaris had three thousand jumps between them. But what would be required tonight was beyond anything they had experienced.

Janson had been pleased with himself when he first had the insight that the compound’s sole point of vulnerability was directly overhead—that the one possibility
of an undetected arrival would be from the night sky to the center of the courtyard. Whether there was a serious chance of accomplishing this, on the other hand, remained purely conjectural.

To arrive undetected, they would have to fall to the ground, silently, through the starless, moonless night that the monsoon season would provide. The satellite weather maps confirmed that at four o’clock in the morning, and extending through the next hour, the cloud cover would be total.

But they were men, not action figures. To succeed, they would have to land with extraordinary precision. To make things worse, the same weather system that provided cloud cover also provided unpredictable winds—another enemy of precision. Under ordinary circumstances, any one of these complications would have led Janson to abort a jump.

It was, in too many ways, a shot in the dark. It was also the only chance Peter Novak had.

Honwana opened the hatch at the altitude they had agreed upon: twenty thousand feet. At that altitude, the air would be frigid, perhaps thirty below zero. But exposure to those temperatures would be relatively brief. Goggles, gloves, and the tight-fitting swimming-caplike helmets they wore would help, as would their nylon flight suits.

It was another reason they wanted to release off the water, more than a lateral mile from the Stone Palace. As they descended, they would want to be able to discard items like the rip-cord handle and their gloves, and to do so with the assurance that these items would not come raining down over their target like so many warning leaflets.

The high-altitude release would also give them more time to maneuver themselves into position—or to get themselves hopelessly out of position. Without physical
rehearsal, it was impossible to know whether this was the right decision. But a decision had to be made, and Janson made it.

“OK,” Janson said, standing before the open hatch. “Just remember. This isn’t exactly going to be a hop-and-pop. Time to play follow-the-leader.”

“No fair,” Katsaris said. “You always get to go first.”

“Age before beauty,” Janson grunted as he made his way down the four-foot aluminum ramp.

Then he leaped out into the inky skies.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/e9781429906678_img_8482.gif





OEBPS/thumb.jpg
ity






OEBPS/e9781429906678_cover.jpg
THE JANSON
DIRECTIVE

ROBERT LUDLUM

A2






OEBPS/e9781429906678_i0001.jpg
Robert Ludlum

THE

JANSON

DIRECTIVE






OEBPS/e9781429906678_i0002.jpg





OEBPS/e9781429906678_img_257.gif





OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





