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PROLOGUE
THE KINGDOM OF KALINGA
THE INDIAN SUBCONTINENT
261 B.C.
The air reeked of smoke and burnt flesh. The army’s main encampment was on the other side of the destroyed city. The only sound was the restless shuffling of hooves from the Imperial Guard’s horses and the snapping of the Royal Lion banner in the breeze.
“How many dead?” Mauryan Emperor Ashoka the Terrible asked his top general, Kathar, who sat astride an ebony stallion that contrasted with Ashoka’s brilliant white steed.
“It is a glorious victory, Excellency,” Kathar said. “We have lost only ten thousand men during the entire campaign.”
For a week Ashoka rode through the nation he had conquered and saw nothing but death and destruction. Now as they crested the heavily forested hill overlooking the remains of Tosali, Kalinga’s capital, he finally saw the true extent of his war to crush the last kingdom on the subcontinent that refused to bow to his rule. The entire city had been incinerated, and the fields were littered with corpses as far as the eye could see.
His army’s ten thousand casualties meant that one out of every seven soldiers had been killed or wounded in battle. Despite the staggering numbers, it was still the mightiest force south of the Himalayas, possibly in the whole world. No army known could stand against him. But that was not his concern right now.
Ashoka turned from the vast scene of carnage and stared at his general. “I mean, how many have we slain?”
Kathar smiled, cruel and unremorseful about the savage annihilation he had caused of a proud people. “My officers tell me that we have wiped out one hundred thousand Kalingan soldiers. None were spared. An equal number of civilians were either killed or deported in the plunder after the battles. We have taught the world a lesson. No one will dare defy us again.”
Ashoka did not return the smile. Instead of pride over his great triumph, he felt a deep shame that had been festering for days. Unwilling to become his subjects, the citizens of Kalinga had fought to the last man, woman, and child. He’d heard tales of entire villages committing suicide rather than suffer brutalization by his rampaging army.
His empire now stretched from Persia to the Ganges Delta. This ride was supposed to have been a survey of his monumental achievement. Instead, it had become a trail of infamy, a testament to his viciousness, and it was changing his view of the world in profound ways. Ashoka knew he couldn’t let this be his lasting legacy.
He deserved his title Ashoka the Terrible. He had done hideous things to secure his reign as emperor. He’d killed ninety-nine of his one hundred half brothers to prevent them from overthrowing him, sparing only his younger brother Vit, his most trusted adviser. He’d created a prison known as Ashoka’s Hell, where his enemies endured every kind of torture imaginable. No inmate had ever come out alive.
But all of that paled in comparison to the suffering he’d seen over the past week’s ride. These were not betrayers and criminals. The dead and exiled of Kalinga were noble soldiers fighting for their homeland and its innocent civilians who only wanted to live their lives in peace.
Vit and his forces were scheduled to meet Ashoka today at Kalinga’s capital to bring news from the rest of the country. But what he’d seen already was enough to convince him to turn away from further conquest and focus on improving the lives of his subjects.
The rustle of leaves in the forest caused his guards to draw their swords. Ashoka turned to see a filthy young woman in ragged clothing emerge from the tree line. Tears were streaming down her cheeks as she took in the holocaust her people had endured. Then she turned and caught sight of the Emperor and his men. She limped toward them.
“Kill this vermin,” Kathar casually said to one of the guards.
The guard raised his sword and readied to charge at her.
“Sheathe your weapons!” Ashoka ordered. “All of you!”
The guards instantly obeyed his command and put away their swords.
Kathar narrowed his eyes at the Emperor. “Excellency?”
“No one will harm this woman.”
She staggered to a stop in front of him without a hint of fear. Ashoka could see only sadness and defiance on her face. She glanced at the Royal Lion on his banner and then stared at him.
“Are you the Emperor Ashoka the Terrible? Are you the butcher who has done this to my people?” She gestured with a weak and trembling arm at the devastation below them.
“How dare you speak to His Excellency with such disrepect!” Kathar yelled. “You will—”
Ashoka put up his hand and looked at the general. “Quiet. I want to hear what she has to say.” He turned back to the woman. “I am Ashoka. Are you from this city?”
She nodded. “Tosali was my home.”
“Are you alone?”
“You should know. Your armies murdered my father, my husband, and my three brothers in battle.”
Kathar shouted at her, “They were not murdered! They died because they refused our gracious offer to surrender and become subjects of the Mauryan Empire! They were nothing more than pathetic vermin to be wiped off the face of the—”
“Enough!” Ashoka dismounted to the surprise of his guards, who immediately surrounded him and the woman as he approached her.
Ashoka took her hand. “Do you not have any family left?”
She shook her head. “My only son died of disease, and my sisters and two daughters were violated before they were sent away to become slaves. I escaped into the woods hoping to find more of my people, but there are none. I am all that is left.” The woman dropped to her knees and clutched at the Emperor’s hand. “Please kill me.”
“Why should I do that? You are no threat to me or my men.”
“You have taken everything from me. I have nothing left to live for. If I don’t starve first, I will suffer the fate of the other women.”
“I give you my word as supreme ruler of the Mauryan Empire that no further harm will come to—”
Before Ashoka could finish, Kathar drew his sword, causing the Emperor to jump back when he saw the flash of steel out of the corner of his eye, and slashed the woman’s neck. She gurgled blood and fell over, a look of calm and relief on her face as she died.
Ashoka felt a warm trickle of liquid on his throat. He touched the spot and felt a gash in his skin. When he pulled his hand away, he saw that his fingers were covered in crimson. The wound wasn’t deep, but the fact that it was there at all shocked him. If he hadn’t moved so quickly, he would have been killed by the same blow that struck down the woman.
The general’s sword was now pointed at Ashoka’s chest. The Emperor’s guards had already drawn their swords and were ready to defend him, but they could see that the slightest movement would doom their beloved leader.
“Kathar! You almost beheaded me!”
Kathar smiled and shrugged. “I underestimated your reflexes, Excellency.”
“Are you saying you were trying to kill both of us?”
“She wasn’t bad to look at, but there are many more where she came from. You, on the other hand . . .” Kathar shook his head. “I can see how this war has changed you. You no longer strive for the greatness of the empire. You have become weak.”
One of the guards inched closer, but Kathar pressed the tip of his sword against Ashoka’s chest to stop him.
“If any of you come nearer, I will run him through.”
“If you do that,” Ashoka said, “you will be dead before I hit the ground.”
“Possibly. But then I would be a hero of the empire.”
Ashoka could hear the sound of hooves approaching from the forest. It had to be his brother Vit coming with his archers. If Ashoka could delay Kathar just a little longer, Vit’s men could slay him before his sword moved.
“Don’t you see that conquest is a fool’s errand?” Ashoka asked. “What does it matter if we gain more land unless we improve the lives of our subjects?”
“Because conquest is what will guarantee that our names will be remembered throughout the ages,” Kathar said, his eyes wild with the power he now held in his hands. “Alexander the Great assembled the finest army in history, was never defeated in battle, and ruled over the largest empire the world has ever known. People will be speaking his name until there are no people left.”
Ashoka nodded solemnly. “And then he died at thirty-three and his empire was torn apart in a series of civil wars. Don’t you see that there’s another way?”
“This Buddhism you’ve been speaking about?” Kathar spat. “A waste of time. With our armies, you could have been remembered for even greater conquests. You could have ruled the known world. I won’t let you throw this opportunity away. Maurya will know greatness under my rule. I will be called Kathar the Magnificent. History will remember my name, worshipping it even more than Alexander’s.”
Ashoka looked around at his loyal guards. They would not let Kathar get away with killing him.
“What makes you think you’ll live through the next few moments?” Ashoka asked calmly.
Kathar answered only with a grin. Horses emerged from the forest, but they did not belong to Ashoka’s brother Vit. They were Kathar’s most loyal soldiers, double the number of his guards. They flanked Ashoka’s men, who were now hopelessly outmatched.
“I did not do this on a whim,” Kathar said. “I have been planning this for weeks, scouting out just the spot to ambush you and your men. When I return with your body, I will tell your subjects about how rebellious Kalingan traitors had cut you down. Who else will they turn to but your most trusted general, who has delivered this great but tragic victory for the empire?”
“My brother will avenge me.”
“He will try. But he’s just as weak as you are. If I can defeat you, he will prove no trouble at all.”
Kathar turned to one of his soldiers, whom Ashoka recognized as a top cavalry officer.
“You found them?” Kathar asked.
The officer nodded and took a satchel from his shoulder. He removed a scroll and held it over his head for all to see.
“All nine,” the officer said.
Ashoka felt a chill at seeing one of the nine sacred Scrolls of Knowledge, representing the collected intelligence of the best minds in his kingdom. The fact that the scrolls were here had to mean the Librarian was dead, and now Kathar had everything he needed to rule with absolute power.
Kathar turned back to Ashoka and smiled. “Maybe you now realize that I missed you on purpose before, to give time for my men to arrive. I was keeping you alive until I made sure the scrolls were in my hands. Since they are, you are no longer necessary. Your dynasty ends here. Now.”
Kathar raised his sword for the killing blow as his soldiers charged toward the Imperial Guard.
Ashoka wasn’t going to make it easy for him. He crouched down and twisted to his side as the sword came down, striking his shoulder. The leather armor absorbed part of the blow, but the blade cut deeply into his muscle.
Ignoring the pain, he stood to run, but Kathar had the advantage of height and speed astride his horse. The general drew his sword back for another swing, a maniacal look of bloodlust in his eyes.
Among the din of clashing swords, snorting horses, and screams of dying men, Ashoka heard the distinctive sound of an arrow whizzing by. It struck Kathar’s hand, and he cried out as he dropped the sword.
With a look of fury, Kathar wrenched the arrow from his palm and looked in the direction it had come from. Ashoka followed his gaze and saw Vit and his archers stampeding toward them, arrows flying from their bows. A quarter of Kathar’s men went down in the first volley.
Seeing that his defeat was imminent, Kathar wheeled his horse around and charged the cavalry officer holding the satchel. He snatched it away and yelled, “Make sure no one follows me.” Then he whipped his horse and galloped into the forest.
Ashoka wasn’t going to let him get away so easily, not with the Scrolls of Knowledge. As long as Kathar had those, he would be a dire threat to Ashoka’s plans for his country’s new era.
Ashoka leaped onto his horse and drew his sword with his uninjured arm. Despite his brother’s calls to get to safety, he followed his betrayer.
Kathar was the better fighter, but Ashoka was a superior horseman. Instead of taking the clear path through forest where he could have used his horse’s speed to escape, Kathar was weaving through the thick stand of trees in an effort to lose any pursuers.
But Ashoka wasn’t fooled. He could spot Kathar’s trail of broken branches and trampled underbrush as he rode, taking whatever shortcuts he could to close the distance.
Finally, he spotted the bright silver buckles on Kathar’s armor flickering in and out of view. Ashoka raced to the side and paralleled his course, drawing nearer with every moment.
Kathar realized he was being followed and drew his dagger. In desperation, he threw it at Ashoka, but it sank into a tree that came between them.
Seeing his chance, Ashoka cut his horse through a narrow alley between the trees and drew alongside Kathar. He raised his sword and swung with all his might.
The sword met nothing but air.
Kathar had leaped from his horse to avoid the blow and careened into a tree. He bounced off it and came to rest on the ground. The scrolls tumbled from the satchel and scattered across the forest floor.
Ashoka turned around and dismounted, his sword held in front of him as he approached the kneeling general, who was shuddering with pain.
Ashoka knew it was a trick. He circled around until he was directly behind Kathar and put the tip of his sword to the base of the general’s neck.
“Drop the knife.”
Kathar stopped trembling and chuckled. The knife he’d been holding in his good hand dropped to the ground.
“Now stand.”
Kathar got to his feet and turned around.
“You won’t kill me,” he said with a wicked grin.
“Why not?”
“Because of this Buddhist faith you’ve been talking about converting our entire country to. It doesn’t allow killing. I know. I’ve been hearing about it for weeks now. From you.”
“You’re right,” Ashoka said. “I have been thinking about ordering all my subjects to follow the ways of the Buddha. And your betrayal only confirms that it is the right thing to do. Killing only begets more killing. If you’d had your way, your rule would have been built on terror and death.”
“You know that’s the only way to build a dynasty.”
Ashoka shook his head. “There’s another way. As long as I’m alive, we will take a different path.”
Galloping hooves approached, and Ashoka could see that Vit, a fine tracker, had followed their trail. He pulled his horse to a stop beside them.
“Are you all right, brother?” Vit asked.
Ashoka nodded. “But I wouldn’t have been if you hadn’t come along at the right time. Gather up the scrolls.”
Vit got off his horse and began collecting the parchments to put them back in the satchel.
“This piece of garbage must have killed the Librarian to get these,” Vit said. “Who will be the new one? Tell me and I’ll take them to him.” He walked over with all of the scrolls secure in the pouch.
“I am not naming a new librarian,” Ashoka said. “Kathar has proven that it is too dangerous to keep them all together. Vit, I want you to find nine unknown men, common men who have shown themselves to be good and loyal. Each of them will be tasked with safeguarding one of the Scrolls of Knowledge to keep any single man from using them to conquer the world.”
“It will be done,” Vit replied. Then he looked at Kathar with contempt. “And what about him?”
Ashoka took a step closer to Kathar and laid the sword along his neck. “My first order of the new age will be to strike this traitor’s name from all scrolls and etchings. If anyone speaks his name aloud, they will be banished from the country.” He looked at Kathar with pity. “By the end of this growing season, no one will remember your name. You will be lost to history forever. It will be as if you never existed.”
For the first time, Kathar’s smug expression faltered before he made another halfhearted attempt at bravado. “But I am still here. My followers are numerous and my soldiers loyal. They will rise against you and rescue me from your prison.”
“No, they won’t.” Ashoka raised his sword.
Kathar gaped at him. It was the only time the general had ever shown fear. “But the ways of the Buddha! They don’t allow killing!”
“You’re right,” Ashoka said. “From this point on, I will decree no living thing, human or animal, shall be killed for punishment or sacrifice. From this point on, it is my duty and responsibility to make sure that you, who are without a name, are the last.”
Ashoka brought down the sword.
ONE
OVER THE ARABIAN SEA
Present day, eighteen months ago
“Don’t tell anyone,” Adam Carlton whispered as he glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “I’m not supposed to take you down there.”
Lyla Dhawan knew his dramatic gesture was all for show. They were alone in the airplane’s palatial rear lounge, with its mahogany tables and Gucci-embossed sofas. Although the double-decker Airbus A380 was gigantic and could carry more than eight hundred passengers when fitted out as an airliner, this plane currently held fewer than one hundred people. Most of them were in the luxurious forward bars, enjoying the free-flowing champagne and snacking on expensive caviar.
Lyla still didn’t know why she’d been one of the lucky few invited onto Xavier Carlton’s private jet, but she jumped at a once-in-a-lifetime experience. Fending off advances from one of the billionaire’s sons almost made her wish she’d reconsidered. However, his offer was intriguing.
“You mean, we can go down and see the cargo hold?” she asked.
Carlton nodded, downed the rest of his hundred-year-old scotch, and leaned in closer, practically purring, in his British accent, “Have you ever seen a Bugatti Chiron?”
The reek of alcohol on his breath almost made Lyla gag. She shook her head.
“Fastest car in the world,” Carlton said. “Worth three million dollars even before I added the solid gold trim. I brought it from London to see what it can do on the desert roads. Obviously, I can’t take you for a drive, but you can sit in it. The leather is the softest you’ll ever feel.”
She managed not to roll her eyes. Lyla couldn’t care less about cars, and his constant bragging was getting on her nerves. But she didn’t know when she would get another opportunity to tour the cargo area of an A380. She was a pilot herself, logging more than six hundred hours in twin-engine prop planes back in San Jose, California, so going down to see the hold was like getting a backstage pass to Disneyland. Her only hesitation was the thought of being alone with this jerk.
“That’s quite a tempting offer,” Lyla said. “Maybe some of the other guests would like to see it, too.”
Not that she couldn’t fend him off if he got handsy. He was short and decidedly out of shape, while she was taller than he was and could deadlift two hundred pounds thanks to regular CrossFit classes. The bigger concern was that she would offend him and torpedo any future contracts with his father’s company.
Like all of the other passengers on board for this extravagant meet and greet, Lyla was a computer company executive visiting Dubai for the TechNext trade show. As the chief technology officer of Singular Solutions, she was attending the convention to help pitch her firm’s groundbreaking pattern recognition software to customers around the world. So far they’d signed contracts for fifty million dollars, but Carlton’s massive media corporation, Unlimited News International, could double that figure with the stroke of a pen.
When Lyla suggested they bring others with them, Carlton scowled and sat back.
“If you don’t want to see my car, just say so,” he huffed.
“No, I really do,” Lyla said with a smile. She stood up, smoothing the skirt of her black cocktail dress. “Quick! Before anyone knows I’m getting a private tour.”
Carlton grinned and nearly leaped to his feet. “I promise you won’t regret it. The Chiron is almost as beautiful as you are.”
“Lead the way.”
He took her to a tiny elevator, and they both squeezed in, Carlton smiling up at her as they descended.
“Are you from America originally?” he asked.
“California, born and raised. My parents are from New Delhi.”
“I’ve been to India many times. My father has a villa outside of Mumbai.”
“I never got to thank him for the invitation to this event.”
“Unfortunately, he couldn’t be here. He had an urgent matter to attend to in Dubai.”
The elevator opened, and Carlton escorted her out into a small storage area before showing her through the door into the main hold. He froze at the sight that met them.
The vast cargo area was completely empty.
Carlton wheezed a couple of times, then yelled, “Where is my car? I saw it loaded onto the plane last night before we took off from England! When I find out who—”
Without warning, the airplane suddenly plunged into a dive, sending both of them soaring toward the ceiling. Floating ten feet above the floor, they flailed for a few moments. Then the jet rapidly reversed course, slamming them down.
Lyla landed on flat metal, but Carlton wasn’t so lucky. His head smashed into a bare stanchion that should have been holding down his car.
She got to her feet and rushed over to him. Blood pooled around his head. He was unconscious but breathing.
With a frantic search of the storage area, she found some cloth towels and took them back to the cargo hold. She propped up Carlton’s head with two towels before pressing the third against the wound.
Yelling for help was useless. The hold was too isolated for anyone to hear her. She would have to leave him alone so she could get him medical attention.
She ran back to the elevator and had to wait for what seemed like forever for its return. The glacial ascent was agonizing.
When she reached the main deck, she sprinted forward through the rear lounge, past the conference room and into the piano bar, which was eerily silent. She gasped when she saw why.
All of the passengers were seated with emergency oxygen masks over their faces. Each of them was slumped over, their eyes closed.
Lyla approached the nearest woman with dread. She put a finger to the woman’s throat and sighed with relief when she felt a pulse. She tried two more passengers. Though comatose, they were all alive.
She nearly panicked, then it occurred to her the situation might have been caused by an explosive decompression, which would explain the plane’s sudden dive.
But she quickly dismissed the idea. Not only would she have felt the frigid air from outside even if the tear in the fuselage had occurred on the upper level, she would have also fallen unconscious herself seconds after reaching the main deck.
She checked two more rooms and found the same chilling sight: all of the passengers and crew with masks on and out cold.
Lyla wasn’t an expert on large airliners. Flying was just a hobby—her only one—a chance to get away from the stress of her job for a few hours a week where work emails couldn’t reach her. Even better, her mother couldn’t call to berate her for not having a husband at the advanced age of thirty-one.
She knew everything that could go wrong with a Cessna twin-prop Corsair, but the Airbus was far more complicated. Something might have malfunctioned in the emergency oxygen system, but she had no idea what that could be. A better question was why they were wearing the masks in the first place if the air in the plane was breathable.
Lyla looked out a window and saw nothing but the sun shining through scattered clouds on the calm water below, but they should have stayed over the Saudi Arabian Desert for the duration of the flight. They were out of range for an ordinary mobile phone, and the odds of finding a satellite phone on board were minuscule. She had to get into the cockpit. If the pilots were on the same oxygen system, they might be unconscious as well, but she could radio a Mayday and get help from someone on the ground. She couldn’t land this plane, but the controls were so highly automated these days that someone at air traffic control in Dubai should able to talk her through getting them back to the airport safely.
When she got to the cockpit door, it was closed and locked. No one answered her pounding fist. She desperately tried to wrench it open, but it was a secure door. Since 9/11, all aircraft had been built with stronger cockpit doors and locking mechanisms controlled by the pilots to prevent terrorists from gaining access. It also meant that if the pilots were incapacitated, no one could get inside.
Lyla examined the door. She noticed a keypad with a red light beside it and realized there might be a way inside. She remembered reading that there was a code the flight attendants could use to access the cockpit in a medical emergency as long as the pilots hadn’t disabled it from inside, as they would during a terrorist event.
They had to keep a code like that nearby so all the flight attendants could find it quickly. She rooted through the food lockers in the front galley and found what she was looking for: a piece of paper taped to the inside of the cabinet door with a six-digit number written on it. The Arabic text above the number was unreadable, but it had to be it.
Lyla punched the number into the keypad, and the light turned green with a beep. She was overjoyed as she flung the door open.
Her happiness vanished when she saw the pilot slumped back in his chair, a small bullet hole in his right temple.
The copilot, however, was very much alive. She flinched and instinctively put up her hands when he turned around and pointed a small pistol at her.
“Who are you?” he demanded.
“No . . . no one,” she stammered. “Just a passenger. Lyla Dhawan.”
“Where did you come from?”
“I was in the hold with Adam Carlton when we hit the turbulence.”
“Where is he?”
“He hit his head. He’s badly injured.”
“How did you get in here?”
“The access code. It was on a piece of paper.”
He got up from his seat. “Show me.”
He kept the gun on her the whole time as she showed him where it was in the galley. He yanked the paper off the door, crumpled it up, and shoved it into his pocket.
He motioned with his pistol for her to return to the cockpit. After shutting the door behind him, he got back into his chair and told her to sit in the jump seat.
“Belt yourself in,” he said while glancing at his watch.
Lyla let out a sob of relief. He wasn’t going to kill her. She snapped the seat belt together.
“Now put on the mask.” He pointed to the one hanging next to her.
The thought of all the unconscious passengers flashed in her mind. “Why?”
He held up the pistol and pointed it at her head.
“Do it.”
She had no choice. The dead pilot was evidence that he wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger.
She fit the mask over her face but tried to keep it as loose as possible.
The copilot looked at his watch again and then at her. “No. Tighter.”
Reluctantly, she pulled the straps taut. Within seconds, she started to feel herself get light-headed. There had to be some kind of knockout gas in the emergency oxygen system.
“Why are you doing this?” she shouted through the mask, but the copilot ignored her.
He looked to his right, then shielded his eyes with one hand. A moment later, a blinding flash lit up the cockpit.
Immediately after that, the copilot pushed his control joystick forward. The huge airplane nosed into a steep dive.
Lyla tried to unbuckle herself so she could stop the maniac from killing them all, but her muscles were like jelly. She couldn’t feel her fingers, and her mind was a muddled haze. She had the sudden hope that this was all just a nightmare, that none of it was truly happening.
Then she looked through the front windows as they emerged from a cloud bank. No sky was visible. Only ocean.
They were going down, and there was nothing she could do to prevent it. Then, mercifully, she tumbled into darkness.
TWO
NAPLES, ITALY
The present day
Although the main workforce had gone home after sunset, the vast shipbuilding yards of Moretti Navi were still brightly lit. Asad Torkan crouched beside the outer fence in the most remote part of the facility. His reconnaissance during the previous two nights confirmed that there were no cameras observing the perimeter. The few roaming guards kept to a predictable pattern, making it easy for him to time his infiltration.
He threw his duffel bag over his shoulder and easily scaled the fence, protecting himself from the razor wire with a heavy leather welding blanket. When he was over, he took down the blanket and stowed it under one of the stacks of containers along with the black coveralls he’d just taken off. Underneath, he was wearing the uniform of a Moretti Navi construction foreman. He put on a hard hat, hoisted the duffel, and walked toward the docks as if he were heading in for his shift.
When Torkan passed a couple of longshoremen who gave him little more than a brief glance, he knew he’d have no trouble reaching his objective. He’d been trained by Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence and Security as a saboteur, carrying out successful operations in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Pakistan, always escaping undetected.
With brown eyes, dark hair, a strong chin, and a lanky runner’s physique, Torkan was often mistaken for a Greek or Italian, which made it easy for him to blend into European cultures. He spoke fluent English, as well as Farsi and Arabic, and was passable in several other languages, but Italian wasn’t one of them. Anybody seeing him in the shipyard would assume he was a fellow countryman. If someone tried to speak to him, he would say he was an American contractor here to supervise construction on one of the many ships being built.
The shipyard was so immense that it took twenty minutes before he saw his target in the distance. It was a relatively small freighter just 400 feet in length that was undergoing final outfitting before its maiden voyage scheduled for the next day. It seemed like a normal cargo ship except for two distinguishing features: a large white satellite dish mounted on the deck and four spiral wind turbines that looked like upside-down eggbeaters. The turbines generated auxiliary power when the ship was at sea.
As he got closer, Torkan could see Colossus 5 painted on the bow. The other Colossus ships were already at sea, making them more difficult to reach since their locations were closely guarded secrets, so he had to disable this one before it left port. The ship looked anything but colossal compared to the giant cruise liners and Panamax containerships being built nearby, but the name didn’t refer to its size. It referred to the payload inside.
Torkan stopped when he was within a hundred yards of the ship to survey the area. Unlike any other vessel in the yard, the Colossus 5 was cordoned off by specially built fencing that was far more formidable than the facility’s outer perimeter. Guards at the gate were heavily armed with submachine guns and carried themselves like the former soldiers they were. In addition, Torkan counted at least a dozen security professionals patrolling the deck of the ship as well as the dock. His mission was to destroy the ship’s satellite dish, rendering the Colossus 5 unusable for weeks until they could install a replacement.
Attempting to get on the ship would be suicide. Not only would such a mission fail, Torkan wasn’t suicidal. He enjoyed the fruits of his now private career since leaving government, and he had every intention of living a long life. So attacking the ship head-on was out of the question.
His current objective wasn’t the Colossus 5 itself. It was the loading crane on the dock next to it.
As tall as a thirty-story building when its boom was pointed nearly straight up in the air, the orange crane had four legs and looked like a gigantic modernist sculpture of a giraffe. Pulley cables as thick as pythons held the steel latticework boom locked in the vertical position now that it had finished loading construction materials onto the ship.
Torkan maneuvered himself so that the crane shielded him from the ship’s view. The stairs were partially visible to the guards on the Colossus 5, but if they noticed him, he hoped they would think he was a dockworker doing an inspection.
When he reached the top, Torkan bypassed the crane operator’s cab and entered the rear housing, where the huge motor and drive gears for the pulleys were protected from the elements. He unzipped the duffel and removed three shaped charges armed with remote-controlled detonators.
He attached two of the bombs to the cables controlling the hoist that raised and lowered the boom. To ensure that the collapse of the crane would be catastrophic, he also snuck out to the crane’s roof. He kept low while he affixed the final bomb to the boom pendant that provided stability for the crane.
Torkan took a SIG Sauer pistol from the duffel, tucked it under his shirt, and left the empty bag on the crane. By the time he set off the bombs, he would be well away from the shipyard.
He descended the stairs. At the bottom, he was about to disappear back into the facility’s maze of containers when a couple of dockworkers spotted him. They looked at each other, then started walking toward him.
“Ehi! Tu!” one of them called to him. “Cosa stai facendo lassù?”
Torkan couldn’t understand the Italian, but he knew the man was asking why he had been on the crane. He put on a look of confusion and pointed at himself.
“Me?”
The burly longshoreman stopped in front of him. “Sì, tu. Chi sei?”
“I’m sorry,” Torkan said in English. “I don’t speak Italian.”
The dockworker furrowed his brow. “I say, who are you? Why you on crane? This is my job.”
“Oh! I didn’t know any more work was being done on the Colossus 5 tonight.”
“No. No work. I work on different crane tonight.”
“That explains it.”
The two men spoke to each other in rapid-fire Italian, then the first man turned back to Torkan. “Nothing is explain. Who are you?”
Torkan smiled at them. “I work for the owners of the ship. They wanted me to make sure this crane isn’t a hazard.”
“Hazard?”
“You know, a danger in the pulley housing. There was some difficulty during the loading process.”
“Danger? Is no danger.” He pointed at the crane and said something to his companion. The younger man immediately began climbing the stairs.
“No need for another inspection,” Torkan said. “I can confirm that it’s completely safe now.”
“Is strange.” The dockworker took out his phone. “I call the manager.”
“There’s no need to do that,” Torkan said. The nimble young dockworker was already halfway up to the top.
“Is necessary. I no see you before.” He began to dial, but Torkan put his hands up to stop him.
“Wait! You’re going to get me in trouble. Here, let me call my boss and you can speak to him. He can tell you I have complete authorization.”
The longshoreman looked at him dubiously, then nodded and pocketed his phone.
As he dialed the number, Torkan kept an eye on the dockworker climbing the crane. When he opened the door to the pulley housing, Torkan pressed the CALL button.
The detonators on the bombs all received the same cell phone call simultaneously. A massive explosion blew apart the housing, taking the dockworker with it. The cables holding up the crane’s boom were instantly severed, and it began falling toward the Colossus 5.
The boom was so large that the fall seemed to be happening in slow motion. The guards on the ship could only look on in horror or run for their lives as it plunged down between two of the wind-generating masts.
The crane’s hook hit the satellite dish dead center. It erupted in a shower of debris that rained down all over the ship’s deck. The sudden impact sheared the boom from its mounting, and the remainder of the lattice structure slammed into the dock, smashing the gate and crushing one unfortunate guard who didn’t get out of the way in time. The boom finally came to rest across the midpoint of the ship.
An emergency klaxon sounded, and men were shouting everywhere as they raced to see if any survivors were trapped in the debris.
The longshoreman gaped at the stunning scene of destruction that caused the death of his friend.
“I told you it was dangerous,” Torkan said, and pumped two bullets into the man’s chest. The man crumpled to the ground, a look of surprise on his face before he died. There was so much going on that no one would notice the gunshots, allowing Torkan to get rid of the last witness to his mission.
Amid the chaos and confusion, he disappeared into the shadows and was able to use his planned escape route over the perimeter fence. When he was safely outside the shipyard and walking back to his car, he made another phone call.
“Yes?” a man’s voice answered immediately.
“It’s done,” Torkan said. “The ship is temporarily out of commission.”
“Excellent work. That will set the Colossus Project back by two weeks. When can you reach Mumbai?”
Torkan checked his watch. Only one minute off his expected completion time.
“I’ve already got my boarding pass,” he said. “I’ll arrive at ten in the morning.”
“Good. I’ll have a helicopter bring you out to the launch platform when you get there. But don’t be late.”
“That’s really not up to me, is it?”
“If you think the flight is going to be significantly delayed, I wouldn’t get on if I were you,” the man on the other end warned him. “If everything goes according to plan, you won’t want to be on a plane tomorrow afternoon.”
THREE
THE WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN
Captain Keith Tao cursed when he saw smoke on the horizon, glowing red where it was backlit by the morning sun. It was directly in his ship’s path, and they didn’t have time to waste. He had a tight schedule to keep. But stopping to render aid to a ship in distress was required by the Law of the Sea. If his freighter was witnessed bypassing a sinking ship, it would raise questions he didn’t want to answer.
“Should we go around?” the executive officer asked.
To avoid being spotted by anyone aboard the stricken ship, they’d have to go at least two hours out of their way, and their timetable was already off because of their delayed departure from Mozambique.
Tao raised a pair of binoculars and could see the outline of a cargo ship coming into view. “Has there been any SOS sent from this area?”
“No, sir. I’ve checked the marine traffic website, and there aren’t supposed to be any other ships within a hundred miles.”
That was what Tao had been expecting. They were far off the main shipping lanes on purpose, so to encounter another ship out here in the middle of nowhere was bad luck.
Tao lowered the binoculars. He’d have to risk being seen to stay on schedule. “Maintain the current heading.”
“Aye, Captain.”
In another hour, the foundering ship was easily visible, and, based on its condition, Tao was surprised it remained afloat.
The ancient tramp steamer, more than 500 feet long, looked like a funhouse mirror version of his own cargo ship, the Triton Star. The vessel was listing fifteen degrees to port and sitting low in the water. Tendrils of smoke curled up from several spots on the hull that had been blackened by fire.
Decades ago, the ship must have cut a graceful course through the sea, with its clean lines and a stern reminiscent of the Titanic’s champagne-glass tail. But now, even without the fire damage, the ship appeared to be on its last voyage. Rust ate at the peeling paint on the mottled pea green hull. The three cranes forward and the two aft of the dingy white superstructure were in such disrepair that it seemed like they could collapse at any moment. The radio antennas were broken in half, possibly hit by debris in an explosion. Overturned oil drums and junk littered a deck encircled by a chain railing that was broken in many places. The ship looked like a disaster, which is exactly what had occurred.
Tao could just make out the faded lettering below the Iranian flag fluttering on the stern’s jackstaff: Goreno.
Now the ship’s condition made sense. Its Iranian registry meant it could be a black market smuggler calling on the world’s seedier ports to pick up its cargo. That also explained why there wouldn’t be any record of it in the marine traffic database.
“Captain,” the XO said, “we’re picking up a distress call. It’s very faint.”
“From the Goreno?” Tao peered at the bridge, but he couldn’t see anything through its cracked and grimy windows.
“No, sir. He says they had to abandon ship.”
A lifeboat came into view as they passed the bow of the Goreno. It looked like it was in even worse shape than the ship, if that was possible. The entire hull had been blackened by flames, and part of the roof was caved in. It seemed to be dead in the water.
“Put the call on speaker,” Tao ordered.
A desperate voice pleaded with them in Spanish-accented English through the bridge’s loudspeaker. “To the ship off our bow, this is Eduardo Barbanegra, captain of the Goreno. We need your assistance. My crew and I have been adrift for three days without food or water.” The signal was weak and full of static. Since they hadn’t heard it until now, it was probably coming from a low-powered walkie-talkie with a short range.
“Should we respond?” the XO asked.
Tao thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “By the look of it, they’ll be dead long before another ship passes this way. Keep going.”
“Help us please!” Barbanegra cried as the Triton Star passed them without a response. “If you rescue us, we’ll share the gold we were carrying on board the Goreno. Five hundred pounds of it from South Africa.”
The XO rolled his eyes at Barbanegra’s sad attempt at saving himself. With a dismissive sneer, Tao looked through the binoculars at the lifeboat. A bedraggled blond man emerged through the roof. His clothes were dirty and tattered, and his face was smeared with soot. He looked exhausted, his lips were split from a lack of water, and his right eye was covered by a ragged black patch.
But Tao’s eyes were drawn to what he was holding above his head. It was a foot-long gold brick.
“How much gold did he claim to have?” Tao asked as he stared at the ingot shining in the sun.
“Five hundred pounds,” the XO replied. “But sir—”
Tao knew well the price of gold since he was considering how to invest his bonus fee for this voyage. At its current value, a quarter ton of gold would be worth well over ten million dollars.
He put down the binoculars and commanded, “All stop!”
The XO stared at him in disbelief. “Captain?”
“You heard me.” The XO followed his orders, and they began to slow.
“Prepare our lifeboat. We’re going to bring them aboard.”
“Captain,” the XO said after relaying the command, “you can’t really believe they have that much gold on the Goreno.”
“We’ll know soon enough. If that brick he’s holding is a fake, we’ll kill them all and toss them overboard. The sharks will take care of them.”
“And if it’s real?”
“We find out where it is and get the gold off before that ship sinks. Then we kill them.”
The XO nodded in appreciation of Tao’s plan. If Barbanegra was lying, the delay wouldn’t be long, and the potential payoff was worth the trouble.
Fifteen minutes later, Barbanegra and his men climbed onto the deck of the Triton Star. Tao went down to meet them in the mess.
He arrived to find Barbanegra and five equally pathetic-looking men hungrily devouring cold-cut sandwiches and gulping glasses of water. When they were brought aboard, they were searched without them knowing it, Tao’s crew patting them down as they were helped onto the ship. His men stood around the perimeter of the dining hall with their weapons concealed as ordered. No sense in making Barbanegra suspicious.
Tao went over to Barbanegra, who was still holding the gold brick in one hand, and said, “I’m Captain Tao. Welcome aboard.”
Barbanegra, a tall man whose loose clothes hung on him like he was a scarecrow, stood and feebly shook Tao’s hand. “Thanks for coming to our rescue. We didn’t think you were going to stop.”
“We thought your ship was a derelict. Your radio signal was so weak that we almost didn’t pick it up. This is your whole crew?”
“Half. We lost the rest in the fire.”
“Do you need medical attention?”
“The food and water are enough for the moment. We’ve got a more urgent matter to take care of.” Barbanegra glanced at the ingot. “You’ll help us recover the rest of the gold before she goes down? We’ll give you twenty-five percent of the value.”
So Barbanegra was still well enough to negotiate. Tao had to admire his guts.
“Why shouldn’t we take it all for ourselves?” Tao asked. “You’ve abandoned ship, and given that you’re flying the Iranian flag, it’s reasonable to assume that your cargo is being smuggled. We’re not going through Lloyd’s of London for the salvage contract, are we?”
“That’s true,” Barbanegra said. “But the bars are well hidden aboard our ship, which is taking on water and will probably go under within the next twelve hours. Then neither of us gets the gold.”
“If it is gold,” Tao said. He took a folding knife from his pocket and drew the blade across the ingot’s face, leaving a golden trench in the soft metal. It was definitely not plated lead. He picked it up and guessed the weight at twenty-five pounds. Tao tamped down his excitement at getting so lucky.
“See!” Barbanegra said triumphantly. “It’s real, just like I told you. And there are nineteen more just like it over on the Goreno.”
“Where?”
“Do we have a deal?”
Negotiating was pointless since these men would be dead within the hour anyway, but Tao had to give the appearance that he was reluctantly coming to terms.
“Fifty-fifty,” he said. “That’s our price.”
Barbanegra looked at his crew, who all nodded their agreement.
“You’ve got a deal,” Barbanegra said. He pointed at a huge black man. “Franklin here, my chief engineer, will show your men where they are.”
Tao ordered half a dozen of his men to go with Franklin in the lifeboat, leaving him with eight crew on board. Given how haggard these men were, they’d be no threat.
“Have you had enough to eat and drink for now?” Tao asked.
“Yes, thanks,” Barbanegra said.
“Then you can all join me on the bridge so we can observe the recovery operation.”
Tao glanced at his XO, who silently nodded in reply. When they had the gold in hand, the weapons would come out. Better to have all of their captives in one place when that happened.
By the time they got to the bridge, the lifeboat was approaching the Goreno and soon idled next to it as they latched a rope ladder to the railing. Franklin and five of Tao’s six men climbed up to the deck while the remaining man stayed in the boat. Franklin pointed, and they disappeared into the superstructure.
Everyone on the bridge waited in silence for a radio report that they had reached the gold. Barbanegra, who was beside Tao, collapsed down to one knee. He looked ashen, but he put up a hand and said, “I’ll be okay. Got light-headed. Just give me a second.”
Tao shook his head at how easy this was going to be and went back to watching the Goreno.
A second later, to his utter shock, he felt a pistol’s muzzle pressed against his temple by Barbanegra. The other four men from the Goreno overpowered his bridge crew and took the handguns from their waistbands. It happened with such lightning speed that only the XO was able to fight back and he was knocked down with one chop to the throat. The rest put up their hands in surrender when they saw the guns trained on them.
While his men were being trussed up with zip ties, a stunned Tao gasped, “What are you doing?”
“Shut up,” Barbanegra said, his accent gone. He looked at one of his men. “MacD, once you’ve finished securing them, take your team to search the Triton Star for any stragglers.”
“Aye, Chairman,” replied the man, who suddenly seemed energetic and alert instead of haggard and weary.
Then the man called Chairman spoke to seemingly no one. “We’re secure over here, Max. Take ’em.”
Tao’s hands were tied behind his back, but he hadn’t been put on the floor with the rest of his men. He watched as his crew on the Goreno was marched out of the superstructure with their hands in the air. They were accompanied by a dozen men and women with automatic rifles who aimed them at the man in the lifeboat until he was taken captive as well.
“Good job, everyone,” the Chairman said. “Not a shot fired.” He stepped back from Tao and bent to pull down his rolled-up pant leg. Tao could now see that Barbanegra had a prosthetic limb equipped with a hidden compartment, which the Chairman closed.
Tao gaped at the man who’d taken over his ship with such ease. “Who are you people?”
“It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?” the Chairman said with a wide grin as he removed the patch to reveal a second sky blue eye. “Peg leg? Eye patch? Come on. You should know a pirate when you see one. Especially when you’re smugglers yourselves.”
“I . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tao stammered.
The Chairman raised his pistol and aimed it at Tao’s forehead. The pirate’s grin disappeared, replaced by a deadly serious gaze.
“We know what your secret cargo is,” the Chairman said. “We just don’t know where it is, and this is a pretty big ship you’ve got here. So tell me, Captain Tao. Where did you hide the chemical weapons?”
FOUR
Rasul Torkan, Asad’s identical twin brother, looked out the cabin porthole at the Triton Star crew being marched across the deck of the seemingly crippled cargo ship by armed men and women and knew they had to be here for him. He had only minutes to hide himself or the operation would be a complete failure.
There was only one place on the ship where he was sure they wouldn’t find him. Getting there in broad daylight without being seen would be a challenge, but he had the skills to do it. Rasul and his brother had risen through the ranks of Iran’s secret service together, their competitive natures driving each other to become top agents in the MOIS. While Asad’s specialty was sabotage, Rasul had excelled as an assassin, racking up fifteen successful kills during his stint as a government operative. Fed up with the bureaucracy and restrictions placed on them, they decided to retire and strike out on their own. Sometimes they worked as a team, other times on separate—and, in this case, complementary—missions.
Rasul was merely a passenger aboard the Triton Star. Tao would eventually give him up, but the hijackers wouldn’t see his name on the crew manifest, so they wouldn’t start searching for him right away. Since he was sharing quarters with two other crew members, he quickly tossed his belongings in with theirs. He couldn’t remain undetected for long, but maybe long enough.
He descended two flights of stairs and heard footsteps pounding behind him as he went through the outer door onto the weather deck. He crouched against the bulkhead, ready to silence anyone who emerged, but the men kept going down the stairs, heading to the lower decks.
His destination was the last row of containers. Between him and his objective, there was a gap between the containers and the superstructure that would leave him visible for a few seconds, but he had to risk it. He bent low and crabwalked until he was behind the stack.
No sirens, no shouts. He hadn’t been seen.
He kept going until he reached a refrigerated container near the stern of the Triton Star. It looked completely ordinary, as it was designed to. On the manifest, the reefer unit buried at the bottom of a stack of five was supposedly full of Mozambique oranges, lemons, and tangerines destined for the Indian market. Nothing made it stand out from the thousand other containers on board. Even if it were opened, inspectors would find nothing but fruit crates in the first twenty feet of the forty-foot-long unit. The concealed rear section, however, served a different purpose.
Rasul took a look around the corner and saw the aft end of the Goreno across the water. She was steadily righting herself from a list, something that should have been impossible for such a heavily damaged freighter. The tendrils of smoke had ceased rising from the hull.
Based on their skill in crafting a plan to take the Triton Star so easily, Rasul was sure this was more than a random hijacking. Besides, they were too far off the main shipping lanes for the attack to be a chance occurrence.
The Goreno had intercepted them on purpose. And Rasul knew what they wanted.
He ran his hand along one of the reinforcing corrugations. His finger clicked on a hidden button, and a section of the wall slid aside. He slipped inside and pressed the button to close it behind him. He flipped a switch, and halogen lamps came on.
The interior of the reefer unit had been modified to serve as a decontamination chamber. At the press of a large red button on the opposite wall, the light would turn red and nozzles in the ceiling would douse him with a concentrated hypochlorite solution that would neutralize nerve agent particles. When the decontamination procedure was complete, the light would turn green, at which point Rasul would exit through a door opposite the entrance.
During his first night on board the Triton Star, Rasul had brought his duffel to the chamber to make sure he kept the contents away from the curious hands of the crew. All they’d been told was that he had paid to be a passenger. Only Tao knew he was accompanying two containers to their destination.
Instead of the near-freezing temperature in the other half of the refrigerated container, the air-conditioning unit kept the chamber a balmy seventy degrees even in the sweltering tropics. A medical-grade filter purified the air.
He knelt down and loaded the two weapons he’d brought with him: a Glock .40 caliber semiautomatic pistol and a Heckler & Koch G36 assault rifle with suppressor.
Next to the guns was a metal case. He opened it, revealing a cylindrical device pressed into a foam cutout. The size of a soda bottle, it had a metal carrying handle on top, a small spout on the bottom, and a touchpad on the front.
Rasul unzipped the duffel and removed the last item he would need for his mission.
It was a military-grade gas mask and airtight combat suit, commonly called an NBC suit for its ability to protect against nuclear, biological, and chemical contamination. It had the desert camouflage markings of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard.
Rasul checked the equipment and made sure everything was in working order. It looked like he’d have to use them sooner than expected.
He took a seat on the floor and clicked on his phone’s encrypted texting app that was piggybacking on the Triton Star’s shipwide WiFi signal.
We have a problem, he texted.
The reply came quickly. I suspected something was wrong. I noticed that you’ve stopped. I was about to contact you to find out why.
Rasul’s boss was monitoring their position using GPS. The Global Positioning System could pinpoint the location of any ship equipped with a transponder.
A ship intercepted and boarded us.
Military?
Civilian. Freighter called the Goreno.
They might know the nerve agent is on board.
Should we launch now?
There was a pause. Only when you’re out of range.
Then the mission is aborted? He already knew that his brother had succeeded in his mission, but Rasul’s operation was just as important to the cause.
After another pause, No. I may be able to change the target and still accomplish our goals.
What are my orders? Rasul texted.
Can you still use the nerve agent to carry out the mission as designed?
There was only one device. He looked at the cylinder. To contaminate both ships, he’d need to shower them with the toxic nerve agent instead of planting the dispersal unit next to the Triton Star’s air handling intake as he’d been planning to do to wipe out the crew.
But there was no way to get the dispersal unit high enough . . .
Then Rasul remembered his sea rescue training. The Triton Star had a means for him to shoot the nerve agent into the air.
There is a way, Rasul replied.
Good. I’ll know in an hour whether we need to proceed as planned. If we do, you’ll activate the launch sequence. Let me know when you have completed the mission and I’ll send the yacht to rendezvous with you.
Understood.
Remember, we can’t let them see you get away, came the response. You have what you need to kill them all.
FIVE
Juan Cabrillo emerged onto the Triton Star’s bridge from the captain’s office a new man. Gone were the baggy clothes disguising his athletic frame and the makeup giving him the gaunt appearance of a shipwreck survivor. He was now freshly shaved and wearing a light polo shirt and black cargo pants that had been stowed in the lifeboat. The only features he still had in common with his pirate alter ego, Eduardo Barbanegra, were the blond hair, blue eyes, and prosthetic right leg, a replacement required after he lost his real one below the knee in a battle with a Chinese destroyer years ago.
Juan was proud of how smoothly his team had pulled off the operation to take the Triton Star, especially because the CIA had given them the assignment just two days before. Though she was temporarily called the Goreno for this mission, his ship’s real name was the Oregon. They had been resupplying in the Maldives when they got the call and raced across the Indian Ocean to get into position to intercept the Triton Star. Not only were they in the right place at the right time to get the job, they were the only elite team in the world who could have done it.
As a native Californian who’d practically grown up on the beach, Juan had always been fascinated by the ocean, and his brainchild was the Oregon, a spy ship that could go unnoticed, ignored, even actively shunned, anywhere in the world. In his former position as a top CIA field operative, he had seen the need for an organization that could function outside the stifling U.S. government bureaucracy. He left to form the Corporation, a private firm that took on missions the agency couldn’t carry out itself, either because of the lack of capability or to provide plausible deniability should an operation go badly. Although his crew of elite military veterans and former CIA agents were well compensated for their work, the jobs were highly risky, and the Oregon had lost people along the way. The Corporation also did jobs for companies and foreign governments, from protecting oil platforms in dangerous waters to recovering kidnapped VIPs, but they weren’t mercenaries in the traditional sense. Everyone on the Oregon was an American patriot, and, as the Corporation’s Chairman, Juan made sure they restricted themselves to missions that were in the interests of the United States. The hijacking of the Triton Star definitely qualified.
The only other person on the bridge was Eric Stone, the Oregon’s skilled helmsman. A former Navy officer and certified genius who’d served in technology development during his service, he was one of the ship’s youngest crew members. With soft brown eyes and a gentle demeanor, he was a consummate computer nerd: an avid gamer who was notoriously shy with women. Buttoned-down and meticulous in his work, he would normally be dressed in his usual black-framed glasses, a blue oxford shirt, and chinos. But as one of the crew “rescued” by the Triton Star, he was still dressed in torn jeans and a soiled T-shirt.
Juan smiled at him. “You planning to stick with the hobo look?”
“Sorry, Chairman,” Eric replied as he adjusted his glasses and looked down at his clothes with a grimace. “I haven’t had time to change.”
“Don’t wait too long. You might get used to the look.”
“I seriously doubt that. But I wanted to get a look at their manifest first.”
Juan joined him at the bridge’s computer terminal. The screen was filled with rows of data. “Anything useful?”
“Somewhat. The Triton Star is supposed to be carrying one thousand two hundred and forty-seven containers from Nacala in Mozambique to Kochi, a port in southwest India.”
“Supposed to?”
“There’s a secret manifest I found hidden in their files,” Eric said, switching the screen. “This one lists one thousand two hundred forty-nine containers.”
“So we’ve got two extra, as expected. Can you tell which ones?”
Eric shook his head. “I wish it were that easy. I did a quick comparison of the data files, but they’ve disguised the containers well. I’m afraid we’re going to have to search them manually.”
“Or convince Captain Tao to tell us which ones they are.”
“When you’re questioning him, you might want to ask him one other thing.”
“What’s that?” Juan asked.
“Why they were planning to make an unscheduled stop before they reached Kochi.”
“Do you know where?”
“All it mentions is ‘J Island.’ But it looks like it’s somewhere in the Lakshadweep archipelago west of the Indian mainland. It matches up with the heading the Triton Star was on before they stopped to save us . . . I mean, our gold.”
The gold bar was part of the collateral the Corporation kept on board the Oregon if the need arose for bartering purposes or under-the-table purchasing of needed equipment. They also had several hundred thousand in cash in various currencies, a handful of untraceable diamonds, and a few dozen Krugerrands, but this was the only gold ingot. Juan had been right in thinking it would be a useful lure if Tao ignored the Law of the Sea and decided to bypass them.
At that moment, Eddie Seng appeared at the exterior door with a large duffel slung over his shoulder. Like Juan, the Oregon’s Chinese-American director of shore operations had been a CIA operative, spending a number of years embedded as a spy in Mainland China. He had a lean, sinewy build, and his brush cut would have been short enough to satisfy the Marine Corps.
“Chairman, we’ve accounted for all the crew members on the Triton Star. The ones that are on the Oregon have been disarmed and are under guard in the mess.”
“Then I think it’s time you and I had a talk with Mr. Tao,” Juan said before turning to Eric. “Good work, Stoney. After you get tied alongside the Oregon and the gangplank lowered, keep looking through the files to see if you can find those containers and figure out their destination.”
“Aye, Chairman. I’ll have them set up the decontamination station next to the gangplank.”
“Let’s hope we won’t need it,” Eddie said.
“Better safe than sorry,” Juan said. “Or in this case, better alive than dead.”
They left the bridge and made their way back down to the mess hall. They arrived to find Tao and eight of his men sitting with their wrists zip-tied behind their backs. Their dismantled weapons lay on a table in the corner.
Three armed Oregon crew members watched over them, led by Marion MacDougal “MacD” Lawless. A former Army Ranger from Louisiana, MacD looked like the Hollywood version of a Special Forces soldier, with a chiseled physique, square jaw, and blinding good looks.
“Any trouble corralling them?” Juan asked him.
MacD smiled and answered in a syrupy drawl as he nodded at one of the captives. “Their chief engineer was a tad reluctant to give up. He even took a potshot at me—can you believe that? But Ah convinced him to give up after Ah put a well-placed round past either ear and told him the next one would be smack-dab in the middle of the two.”
The engineer shivered while MacD recounted his story as if he could still hear the bullets whistling past inches from his head.
“Looks like they won’t be any more trouble,” Juan said. “Keep an eye on them while Eddie and I have a chat with the captain.”
Eddie hauled Tao to his feet and followed Juan into the adjacent rec room. He put the captain in one of the chairs and the duffel on the floor.
Juan sat across from Tao and locked eyes. Far from the cocky commander he’d been when he thought he had the upper hand, Tao now looked as nervous as a rabbit in a snare.
Juan stared at him for a moment, then said, “Where is the nerve agent?”
Tao blinked back at him but said nothing.
“I think he’s afraid of someone,” Eddie said.
“That someone should be me,” Juan replied. He leaned toward Tao. “You don’t know me. You may be scared of what your employer will do to you if you talk, but what you should be thinking about is whether I’m the type of guy who’ll toss you overboard in shark-infested waters if you don’t tell me what I want to hear.” He wasn’t that type, but it would be helpful for Tao to think so.
Juan sat back and continued. “Let me tell you what I know, and then you can tell me what you know. Does that sound fair?”
More blinking from Tao. Maybe a little lip quivering.
“I’m glad you agree,” Juan said. “There’s an American government organization called NUMA, the National Underwater and Marine Agency. Ever heard of them? Doesn’t matter. NUMA was diving on a wreck in international waters near Novaya Zemlya, and you know what they found?”
“I don’t think he does,” Eddie said.
“Maybe he doesn’t,” Juan replied. “If he knew how dangerous it was, he probably never would have put his greedy little hands on this job. There’s this stuff called Novichok. A Russian invention. Now, you may have never heard of it, but you probably have heard of VX nerve gas.”
That got a reaction. Tao furrowed his brow as Juan went on with his explanation.
“VX was thought to be the deadliest substance known to man. And it was, until we learned that Russia had created their own version, Novichok. It’s said to be ten times as lethal as VX. While VX is a colorless and odorless gas, Novichok is dispersed as a fine airborne powder. If one little speck touches your skin, you’re dead in less than a minute. Not an easy way to go, either. Your muscles seize up so tightly they tear themselves apart, paralyzing you while fluid fills your lungs. You literally drown without ever touching a drop of water.”
Finally, Tao spoke in a squeaky voice. “What does that have to do with me?”
“Remember that wreck NUMA found? It was supposedly carrying a load of Novichok when it went down. But the NUMA divers didn’t find it on the ship. They tracked it all the way to an abandoned warehouse in Nacala, Mozambique, which just happens to be your last port of call. A known assassin who goes by the name Rasul killed two Mozambique police officers who went into the warehouse. Before they died, they radioed that they’d found three containers inside. But after Rasul got away, all the police found was a single empty container labeled FARM MACHINERY. We are sure that you made a deal to put the other two on the Triton Star for a hefty payoff because a CIA officer photographed you with Rasul just before you set sail. That makes you a murder accomplice, as well as a trafficker in chemical weapons outlawed by the international community.”
Eddie shook his head in pity. “That sounds like death penalty kind of stuff right there.”
“In Mozambique, certainly. But before you go back, you’ll be taken to the rendition camp on Diego Garcia, which isn’t that far from here. I bet the CIA would love to have a chance to interrogate you and do a thorough search of your vessel before returning you to Mozambique for trial.”
The island of Diego Garcia, now three hundred and fifty miles southeast of their current position, was America’s most remote Air Force and Navy base, serving as a staging area for Marine expeditionary forces and long-range bombers that could reach any nation in the Middle East. Its isolated location also made it the perfect place for sequestering terrorism suspects away from prying eyes. A destroyer carrying a hazmat team and CIA officers was on its way from the naval base to take possession of the Triton Star and her crew.
“We’re going to do this with or without your help,” Juan continued. “Now I can put in a good word with the CIA—”
Tao nodded vigorously. “Yes, I’ll take it.”
“You’ll take what?”
“The deal. I had no idea about that scary Novichok stuff, and I don’t want to go to prison. Besides, that guy Rasul is creepy. He’s a killer. You can see it in his eyes. What do you want to know?”
Juan looked at Eddie, who raised his brows in surprise. They both thought this would be harder.
“We’ve got a deal?” Tao asked with pleading eyes.
“I can’t promise you’ll get out of this completely free, but it’ll go much better if you cooperate.”
“Okay. Sounds good. By the way, the weapons were just for our protection. We weren’t going to hurt you and your men. I swear.”
“Sure you weren’t,” Juan said. “Now, where were you going before Kochi?”
“Jhootha Island.”
“Was that where the containers were going to be delivered?”
“Yes.”
“To whom?”
“I don’t know. We go there once a month. We tie up at a pier, unload a container or two, pick up some others, and leave. None of the crew ever leaves the ship, so I don’t know what the people on the island do with them. I’m just a deliveryman.”
Juan leaned toward him. “But you do know which containers they are.”
Tao nodded.
“You’re going to show us.”
Juan nodded to Eddie, who unzipped the duffel and removed two U.S. Army–issue NBC suits and masks. He handed one to Juan, who pulled it on over his clothes, sealing all the seams with tape.
When he was dressed, Eddie put on his own suit while Juan kept watch on their captive.
“Hey, come on,” Tao said, nervously eyeing the two of them. “Don’t I get one?”
Juan reached into the duffel and grabbed a folded orange hazmat suit. It was bulkier and looser than their own formfitting versions. Instead of gloves, it had awkward mittens.
“This thing?” Tao complained. “I like yours better.”
“It’s that or nothing.”
Tao stepped into it and struggled to get it on. “Will this really protect me?”
Eddie looked at Juan and shrugged.
“You better hope it does,” Juan said to Tao. “This is just in case you or someone else has booby-trapped the storage unit to gas us.”
“I told you I don’t know anything about any Novichok. Do I look crazy enough to let something like that on my ship?”
“That almost sounded convincing,” Eddie said.
“He knows it’s over the side to become shark food if he’s not telling the truth,” Juan said.
Tao finished getting dressed in silence. When he was fully encased in his suit, Juan couldn’t resist a chuckle. He looked like a traffic cone. On the other hand, Eddie was straight out of a horror movie about a global pandemic.
Both Juan and Eddie trained pistols on Tao.
“Lead the way,” Juan said. “I think it’s pretty obvious that we’ll shoot you if you try anything stupid.”
Juan thought Tao nodded, but it was hard to tell in the plastic suit.
He led them up to the deck, where the blazing sun instantly transformed their suits into saunas. They went aft to a set of refrigerated containers. He pointed to a white one on the bottom of a stack of five.
“You’re sure this is one of them?” Juan asked.
Tao nodded. “The other one is aft.”
Eddie looked at the shipboard crane resting next to the containers and frowned. “Why didn’t you stack this one on top if you were going to be taking it off at Jhootha Island?”
Tao shook his head like he was just as puzzled. “It was a requirement that Rasul had. I don’t ask questions. I only do what they pay me to do. And they pay me a lot.”
Juan made a mental note to find out who “they” were once they had the Novichok secured.
The container door had a heavy padlock on it. Eddie used a collapsible bolt cutter to sever the hasp.
Juan nodded at the door and stepped to the side with Eddie.
“You open it,” he said to Tao.
“Me?”
“We don’t know what might be in there.”
“I don’t either,” Tao protested.
Juan didn’t say anything. He just raised his pistol. Eddie got his flashlight ready.
Tao unlatched the handle, wrenched the door open, and stumbled backward. He gaped in astonishment when he saw the interior.
“What is it?” Juan asked.
“It’s not my fault!” Tao groaned. “Rasul lied to me. He told me this was the reefer unit we were supposed to smuggle to Jhootha Island.”
Juan and Eddie approached the open door cautiously, crouched with pistols ready to fire. When they were able to see what Tao was gawking at, they stood up and lowered their guns.
The entire forty-foot-long container was completely empty.
SIX
Max Hanley took advantage of the high vantage point on the Oregon’s bridge wing to watch as she edged close to the stationary Triton Star. The captured crew members and their guards observed the operation from the Oregon’s deck below him. There was no breeze, and the sun’s rays were merciless. The filthy bridge, littered with used coffee cups and cigarette butts, was empty as usual. Max was alone, and all his attention was focused on the cargo ship nearing their port side. Normally, attempting to dock two cargo vessels together at sea was extremely hazardous, even on a calm day, but the Oregon wasn’t like most ships. In fact, she wasn’t like any other ship.
Max should know since he was her chief engineer and president of the Corporation, as well as Juan Cabrillo’s best friend and right-hand man. A Vietnam Swift Boat veteran, he was the oldest crew member, with reddish gray hair circling his bald head, deep smile wrinkles around his eyes, and a rotund gut that Jolly Saint Nick would envy. He’d been the first person Juan had recruited when he created the Corporation because Max had the engineering expertise to draft the plans for a ship as unusual as the Oregon.
When the two ships were thirty feet apart, Max spoke into his radio.
“Hold it there, Linda.”
“Holding,” came the reply. The Oregon stopped moving.
“Lock in that distance.”
“Locked in.”
Now the Oregon and the Triton Star would maintain that precise separation indefinitely. Multiple lidar sensors emitted laser pulses to gauge the exact distance between the ships and automatically made tiny adjustments to the Oregon’s thrusters to keep her steady.
“We’re ready to lower the gangway,” Max said.
“Murph was on his way up to you to do that. Isn’t he there yet?”
Max heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Mark Murphy climbing the exterior stairs.
“Here he comes now,” Max said into the radio.
“He must have taken a detour.”
“I did,” Murph replied as he reached the top of the stairs with a can of Red Bull in one hand and a tablet computer in the other. “Needed some sustenance.” He downed the drink and threw the empty can into the bridge, where it joined the rest of the trash on the floor.
Murph’s shaggy dark hair, skateboarder’s scruffy goatee, and fondness for wearing all black belied his razor-sharp intellect, having received his first Ph.D. by the time he was twenty. A former civilian weapons designer for the military and now serving as the ship’s weapons officer, he was one of the few members of the crew who wasn’t a veteran or former CIA agent. He enjoyed bucking convention, most obviously with the T-shirts he wore, which either bore the name of a heavy metal band no one else had ever heard of or were plastered with some irreverent phrase. Today’s version read Me? Sarcastic? Never.
“There are other food groups besides caffeine, you know,” Max pointed out to his gangly crewmate, who had to weigh half what he did.
“Duh! Nachos, pizza, and cheeseburgers are the other three, right?” Then Murph’s lip curled in a grin. “Wait, you probably don’t remember those because Doc Huxley doesn’t let you eat them, does she?”
Julia Huxley was the Oregon’s chief medical officer and was known for hounding Max about his diet. She’d even gotten Chef to report back to her if Max tried to cheat, much to his chagrin.
“Doc doesn’t believe me when I point out my good genes,” he said. “The Hanleys have never needed to work out to stay healthy. My grandfather lived to ninety-eight on a diet of burritos and tacos.”
Murph laughed. “He gets older every time you whip out that story. Soon it’ll be that he reached a hundred and forty by scarfing down sticks of butter and drinking tequila.”
Max waved off Murph’s good-natured ribbing. “Are you ready to get to work or should I have a large pepperoni brought up to you?”
“Fueled up like a rocket. Let’s do this.”
Murph tapped on the tablet while his eyes flicked between the handheld computer and the deck below to make sure it was clear.
A panel in the decking slid aside and an aluminum gangway rose vertically from the opening. When it was completely out of its recess, it bent ninety degrees toward the Triton Star. Then it telescoped across the span between the ships and came to rest on the other ship’s railing, followed by a set of stairs lowering to the deck on each ship.
“Gangway secure,” Murph said.
“Okay, you can take the Triton Star crew back over,” Max said into the radio to the guards.
“Roger that,” came the reply, and the captives were prodded onto the gangway.
Linda called over the radio. “Max, now that you’re done, we’ve got something you and Murph should look at down here.”
“Happy to,” he answered. “Be there in a minute.” To Murph he said, “Let’s get inside.”
They went down a few flights and entered a corridor, with chipped linoleum, grimy walls, and flickering fluorescent lighting. They passed the captain’s office and personal head, which were so disgusting and smelled so vile that they could cause even the most hardened Third World harbormaster to waive inspection and hightail it out after just a few minutes.
Max opened the door to the janitor’s closet, full of unused cleaning supplies and a sink coated with unidentifiable gunk. He twisted the handles as if he were spinning the dials on a combination lock, and, with a soft click, the panel at the back of the closet slid open, revealing a well-appointed hallway that wouldn’t have been out of place in a five-star hotel.
Thick carpeting muffled their steps as Max closed the panel behind them. Soft lighting from recessed ceiling lights softly lit artwork lining the walls, and the air no longer reeked.
A descendant of World War II Q-ships—ocean raiders disguised as harmless cargo vessels—the 560-foot-long Oregon was specially constructed to be invisible, often flying the flag of a rogue nation on her jackstaff. From the outside, she seemed to be a decrepit tramp steamer destined for the scrapyard. But on the inside, she was the most advanced spy ship ever built, with features, armaments, and capabilities that even careful external observers couldn’t possibly imagine.
Since the Oregon was home to her crew for most of the year, the luxurious surroundings were designed to make the ship as comfortable as possible. Crew members received generous allowances to outfit their personal quarters however they wanted, and they had access to extensive entertainment and fitness facilities, as well as gourmet food prepared by an award-winning chef and culinary team.
The Oregon’s operational functionality was even more impressive. She boasted enough weaponry to take on any ship short of a battle cruiser, including a 120mm cannon similar to the one used on the Abrams main battle tank, French Exocet anti-ship missiles, and Russian Type 53 torpedoes, all purchased on the black market to conceal any connection to the United States.
Her defensive armaments were just as formidable. The rusty oil barrels on deck hid remotely operated .30 caliber machine guns for repelling boarders, while plates in the hull slid apart to reveal three Gatling guns that could rake enemy ships with 20mm tungsten rounds or blow apart incoming missiles. Complementing a battery of Aster anti-aircraft missiles was a Metal Storm gun. It rose out of the stern to fire its one hundred barrels of electronically activated ammunition at the equivalent rate of a million rounds per minute, perfect for bringing down hard-to-hit micro-drones.
For infiltration missions, the Oregon could launch submarines from the cavernous moon pool, where immense doors in the keel opened to allow the subs or divers to depart undetected. For surface operations, small craft such as Zodiacs and other rigid-hulled inflatable boats, or RHIBs, favored by the Navy SEALs, could exit from the boat garage accessed by a hidden panel at water level.
Two of the five deck cranes were fully operational, while the other three were distressed and disabled to make the Oregon look as pathetic as possible. Although several of the deep holds could be used for storing cargo to throw off the most aggressive port inspectors, the others contained vital ship areas and were carefully covered with a false layer of crates and containers to make it look like they were full as well. The covering over the rearmost hold retracted to raise the platform for the ship’s MD-520N helicopter.
The diesels that drove the Oregon when she was hauling Pacific Northwest timber had been replaced by the most advanced engines afloat. Two magnetohydrodynamic power plants, cryogenically cooled by liquid helium, forced ionized seawater through massive venturi tubes running the length of the ship, propelling her to speeds unthinkable for a vessel her size and making her as nimble as a Jet Ski. That was the reason she was able to maintain a safe distance from the Triton Star while simultaneously keeping the gangway in position.
In the ship’s Magic Shop, any kind of disguise, gadget, or uniform could be manufactured under the direction of a former movie studio prop and makeup expert named Kevin Nixon. He had transformed Juan and his men into convincingly pitiful castaways who seemingly had been adrift for days.
Everything from the weaponry to the ship’s navigation was controlled from the central op center, which was why the Oregon could maneuver without a single person on the squalid bridge. Situated deep in the Oregon’s belly, the room was well protected from anything short of a ship-killing missile. High-definition closed-circuit cameras mounted all over the ship provided the op center and its commander a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the sea. Operators could also fill or empty ballast tanks on either side of the ship to simulate a catastrophic list, as had been done to fool the Triton Star.
The high-tech design of the op center, with its state-of-the-art workstations, touchscreen monitors, sleek furniture, and huge main viewing screen, would look at home on a starship. The command seat had therefore been dubbed the Kirk Chair by Eric and Murph, the ship’s biggest science fiction fans. The most important functions of the ship could be operated by the controls in the armrests.
When Max and Murph arrived at the op center, the command chair was occupied by Linda Ross. In addition to being a Navy veteran and the Corporation’s vice president of operations, she rivaled Juan and Eric as the best ship driver on the Oregon. Though she was petite and had a young girl’s voice, she commanded respect from the entire crew. Because of her small stature and youthful looks, she hadn’t always gotten the same respect in the Navy. As if to celebrate her freedom from the military, she now regularly changed her hairstyle and color. Today it was magenta and tied up in a ponytail.
She rose to give the command chair to Max, but he waved her down.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
She nodded to the communications workstation and said, “Hali has something he wants you to check out.”
Hali Kasim, the Lebanese-American communications officer with perpetually tousled hair from the headphones that rested on his head, had a knack for pulling encrypted radio signals out of thin air. Normally, Hali was all smiles, but he waved them over with a concerned look on his face.
“The Chairman found all of the Triton Star crew members, right?”
Max nodded. “That’s what he told me.”
“Then why am I detecting a signal piggybacking on the Triton Star’s WiFi network and transmitting through the satellite uplink?”
Murph sat at the terminal next to him and examined the data feed.
“Confirmed,” Murph said. “They have a stowaway somewhere on board. They’re using a texting app through the internet.” He looked at Hali. “Have you been able to decrypt it?”
Hali winced. “Mostly no. The app erases each text as it comes through. I detected the latest conversation just a few minutes ago, so anything transmitted before that is gone. I was only able to decode the last phrase that was sent.”
The way he said it sounded ominous to Max. “What was the text?”
“Whoever is on the other end told the unknown subject on the Triton Star ‘kill them all.’”
SEVEN
THE ARABIAN SEA
Romir Mallik strode toward the helicopter arriving from Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport in Mumbai. It settled on the landing pad of Orbital Ocean’s launch command ship. The sixties-era Huey, a refurbished relic from the Vietnam War, had barely touched down when Asad Torkan jumped out and came toward the Indian billionaire without offering his hand. Mallik still thought it was odd after all these years that Torkan was such a germaphobe that he wouldn’t even shake the hand of his brother-in-law.
“Nice to see that your flight was on schedule,” Mallik said, leading Torkan back toward the control room.
“After three years’ worth of preparation, it would have been a shame to miss the final act. And I’m sure you wouldn’t have waited for me.”
Mallik shot him a sly grin. “I might have, but only for you.”
“And my brother.”
“Of course.”
“Any word from Rasul?”
Mallik told him about the hijacking by the Goreno in the middle of the Indian Ocean.
Torkan frowned. “Then they’re out of range of Jhootha Island?”
“Correct,” Mallik said. “Hopefully, our satellite launch will make his mission unnecessary. And even if he does have to go ahead with it, I’ve identified an alternative target that should accomplish the same goal.”
Torkan thought about the implications for his brother and nodded. “I know Rasul can take care of himself. He’s been in tougher situations before. Besides, he knows what’s at stake. The longer we delay, the closer the rest of the Nine Unknown get to achieving their goal. Are we still ahead of them?”
“With the damage to the fifth ship, they don’t have the computer power they need to make Colossus fully operational. After a successful launch today, we will make sure they never do.”
Torkan was one of the few people in the world that knew Mallik was one of the Nine Unknown. They could all trace their lineage back to the original Nine Unknown Men that Ashoka, in his wisdom, had selected to safeguard the critical knowledge of physical and social sciences that could be used to conquer the world if it all remained in the hands of one person. Initially, they had been unknown even to one another, but they sought each other out after the Mauryan Empire fell so they could honor Ashoka’s legacy and pool the collective wisdom from their individual Scrolls of Knowledge. At the very first meeting of the Nine, they agreed to keep the contents of the scrolls secret from one another so that all decisions would be made as a group and never by a single man.
—
Throughout the millennia since then, the knowledge specific to each of the Nine Unknown had been expanded upon and passed down to the next generation, carefully handpicked by his or her predecessor.
Until two hundred years ago, all nine had been of strictly Indian descent. But when the British took over the country, an exodus began. They still met on a regular basis and kept their society intact, most of the Nine had immigrated to other nations to take advantage of new opportunities, and a majority of them were now non-Indians. Mallik’s family was the only one that remained in Ashoka’s homeland to this day.
Each of the Nine had built or inherited fortunes based on the knowledge that was handed down to them. But they had a greater mission than simply acquiring wealth. They took seriously their charge to secure their individual areas of knowledge and use them for the betterment of humanity. The other eight had a plan called Colossus, a plan they thought would save the world from lesser minds and make them de facto rulers of every nation on earth.
Mallik was the only one of the Nine convinced that Colossus was instead going to cause the end of humanity. And because of the knowledge passed down to him, he was in the unique position to stop them.
His area of knowledge was cosmogony, the study of space and the origins of the universe. Thanks to the accrued expertise he and his ancestors had gained, Mallik now owned the world’s largest private satellite company, which was involved in everything from satellite development to spacecraft launches into orbit. As one of the richest men in India, he’d used his fortune to expand his corporate empire into manufacturing, energy production, and agriculture, all in service of his new goal to save the human race.
As he looked at the floating launch platform two miles away, with its rocket raised into position to fire in just a few minutes, Mallik knew his wife, Yasmin, would be proud of what he was about to accomplish. They had met in university after she had moved to India from Iran to get her education. She’d been the love of his life: beautiful, intelligent, kind, caring. But all of that had been taken away from him five years ago.
Even after she got pregnant, she insisted on continuing her work as an advocate for children’s health initiatives in Third World nations. Although Mallik had always worried about her travels to war-torn regions of Africa, it never occurred to him to be concerned when she went to a conference in France.
It still caused his stomach to knot when he remembered the call he received after her high-speed train derailed. A tiny computer software error, it was later discovered, had incorrectly thrown one of the track switches. She and their unborn child were among the one hundred and forty-three people who died.
No one was ever held responsible, a fact that tormented him, and the Torkan twins, Yasmin’s beloved younger brothers. Even though Mallik was a mogul in the tech industry, with a degree in computer science, he blamed the frightening pace of technological advancement for the death of his wife and the son he would never get to see grow up. Because of the accident, he no longer had any descendants to whom he could pass along his knowledge, though one day he hoped to. But if the eight other members of the Nine Unknown finished Colossus, he’d never have any more children. And no one else would, either.
For now, Mallik had a greater purpose, perhaps the greatest in the history of mankind. The satellite mounted in the nose of that rocket represented his future, as well as the future of everyone yet to be born.
Mallik breathed a sigh of relief that his years of living in fear and worry over Colossus were almost over. Then he patted Torkan on the shoulder, and they entered the control room together.
The countdown had already begun and was down to two minutes before liftoff. Mallik had developed the mobile sea-based launch system not only so they could avoid bad weather and achieve a more efficient orbital insertion but also to keep prying eyes away during launches. A Nilgiri-class Indian frigate brought out of mothballs by Mallik circled them to provide security in case any unauthorized ships got too close to the operations.
“What’s our status?” Mallik asked the flight director, a trim man in his fifties with graying hair named Kapoor.
“No problems detected,” the gruff former Indian Air Force officer replied. “All systems are showing green. We are good to go.”
Mallik exchanged smiles with Torkan and nodded to Kapoor.
When the countdown reached ten seconds, Mallik walked toward the window. He didn’t want to see the sterile camera views of the rocket. He had to watch the launch with his own eyes.
“Five . . . four . . . main engine ignition . . .” White-hot flames shot from the liquid-fueled engines of the reusable booster, sending a huge plume of smoke into the air.
“. . . two . . . one . . . liftoff!”
The rocket slowly rose from the launchpad, its support scaffolding retracting as it ascended. The control room erupted with applause and cheers.
But it took only a second for Mallik to see that something was wrong. He’d attended every launch of the nineteen previous rockets and he could tell right away that this one was different.
“Flight,” one of the technicians said, “I’m detecting a cascading malfunction in the fuel pump system.” Mallik knew that was potentially disastrous. The pumps controlled the fuel flow to the engines.
“Can you compensate?” the flight director asked.
“I’m trying!”
The rocket didn’t accelerate as the others had. Instead, the blazing jet power coming out of the engines sputtered, and the rocket slowed until it hovered only three hundred feet above the launchpad.
Then it began to come back down.
The flight director frantically called out for information about the engines, but it was too late. The tail of the rocket collided with the launch tower and mushroomed into a gigantic fireball. If anyone had been on the launch platform, they would have been killed instantly.
Mallik turned and stared at Kapoor, whose jaw was clenched in a grim expression. The control room was deathly silent. They locked eyes until the command ship was jolted by the delayed blast concussion.
“Find out what went wrong,” Mallik growled.
Kapoor cleared his throat before replying with a muted, “Yes, sir.”
Torkan, who gaped at the burning rocket and satellite, came over to Mallik and, lowering his voice, said, “What happens now?”
“Fortunately, I always anticipate setbacks,” Mallik said, fuming at getting so close to his goal and having it literally blow up in his face. “Therefore, I have a backup.”
Torkan looked at him with surprise. “You have another satellite?”
Mallik nodded. “The rocket on our second platform will be ready for launch within ten days. But we can’t take any chances that the Nine will repair the Colossus 5 sooner than that. We are convening in three days, so I’ll find out then what its status is. I thought they didn’t suspect what I was up to, but I doubt this explosion was an accident.” He looked at each person in the control room. Someone here might be a saboteur.
“You think one of the other Nine Unknown is responsible for this?” Torkan asked, looking toward the smoking launch platform.
“He or she must suspect what I am planning, so we need to cast suspicion on someone else. It will make the other members of the Nine think I’m innocent. To do that, I’m sending you on assignment to Sydney. But first, I need to set the other part of my backup plan in motion.”
“The Triton Star?”
“Correct.” Mallik took out his phone. As he texted Rasul to go ahead with the operation, he said to the flight director, “Prepare the Vajra system for activation.”
Kapoor looked confused. “But sir, the launch failure means we can’t get a global—”
Mallik cut him off. “Isolated location only. This will be a good opportunity to test the effectiveness of the system on a hardened site.”
“Yes, sir. The target?”
“The U.S. military base on Diego Garcia.”
EIGHT
DIEGO GARCIA
The flight from Dyess Air Force Base in Texas had been a long one, with two in-air refueling hookups on the way. Major Jay Petkunas was looking forward to putting his B-1B Lancer bomber on the ground. Camp Thunder Cove, the secluded island’s Air Force and Navy base, was considered one of the best postings in the military because of its tropical climate, but eight hours of rack time sounded better than spending some fun in the sun.
As he set the bomber’s swing wings to their widest position for landing, he looked out the side window at the U-shaped coral atoll. The thin strip of land around Diego Garcia’s central lagoon covered just twelve square miles. A dozen Navy ships were anchored in the protected harbor, and the rest of the bombers from his squadron were already lined up along one side of the twelve-thousand-foot runway, facing an array of cargo planes and refueling tankers in front of them.
His copilot, Captain Hank Larsson, who was currently flying the plane, futilely craned his neck to see the view and said, “How do the beaches look?” This was Petkunas’s third trip to the island but Larsson’s first.
“You’re not tired?”
“I can sleep on the sand. I have to work on my tan.”
Petkunas, who was dark-haired with an olive complexion, gave his pale blond copilot a skeptical look. “Good luck with that. You better hope they have a huge supply of aloe for when you fry that translucent Swedish skin of yours.”
“I have sunblock to keep me from burning.”
“Is your sunblock rated for nuclear radiation? Because that’s what you need.” The two combat systems officers behind them laughed. Petkunas radioed the control tower. “Thunder Cove tower, this is Bats 12 requesting clearance to land. We have a vampire here who wants to experience what sunlight will do to him.”
“Bats 12,” a woman’s voice said, “the runway is yours. We’ve got plenty of sun to—”
Her voice cut out abruptly. At the same time, all of the bomber’s instrument panels went dark. The engines flamed out, enveloping the cockpit in an eerie silence.
The joking attitude instantly disappeared, and the crew flipped back to the professionals they were.
Petkunas calmly took hold of the control stick and said, “I have the plane.”
Larsson let go of his own stick and replied, “You have the plane.”
“Anything working?”
“We’ve got a complete power failure.” The men behind Petkunas reported the same.
Petkunas tried calling the tower, “Thunder Cove, this is Bats 12. We’re declaring an aircraft emergency. I repeat, we’re declaring an aircraft emergency.”
No response. Not even static.
“Let’s get the engines restarted,” Petkunas said as the unpowered B-1B glided toward the ocean.
They raced through the checklist, but it was useless. It seemed like the entire computer control system had short-circuited.
“Isn’t anything working?” Larsson asked in frustration.
Petkunas moved the stick to one side, and the bomber sluggishly tilted in response.
“Hydraulics are intact,” Petkunas said. “Barely.”
“Without the electronics, we can’t put the gear down.”
Petkunas knew what he was saying. Even if they could get the huge bomber turned and lined up on the runway, they’d have to make a belly landing.
It was too risky. If he didn’t handle it just right, they could cartwheel down the runway, killing all four of them.
Petkunas made a snap decision.
“Prepare to eject,” he announced. They were close enough to the island to expect a quick rescue.
“Ready!” the three other crew members called out in succession.
The ejection system on the B-1B could be operated solely by the pilot or by each individual crew member. When the pilot pulled the ejection handle on the side of the seat, the canopy would blow off, then each seat’s rockets would fire in a prearranged sequence so that they didn’t hit each other when they were shot through the roof.
Petkunas steeled himself for the extreme force of the ejection and yelled, “Eject! Eject! Eject!” Then he pulled the handle.
Nothing happened.
He tried again with the same result.
“My seat isn’t working,” he told the others. “You’ll have to eject yourselves . . . Eject! Eject! Eject!”
They did as ordered. Still nothing. Even the canopy stayed in place.
Larsson stared at him in profound confusion. “What is going on? We got gremlins in here?”
Petkunas couldn’t explain it until he realized that each seat had a computer-controlled sequencer that precisely determined in what order they should be ejected milliseconds after the handle was pulled. He didn’t know how, but something had gone wrong with every piece of electronics on the plane.
Another snap decision.
“We’re landing,” Petkunas said, putting his hand back on the stick. “Let’s hope nobody decides to wander out onto the runway.”
He didn’t bother calling the tower. If the electrical problem was so complete that the seats wouldn’t eject, then the radio would be disabled as well.
“Coming around,” Petkunas said as he wrestled to bank the bomber. It fought him every inch of the way, but he was able to put the B-1B into a turn. He kept at it with all his strength until the runway was straight ahead of them. He leveled off and dropped the nose.
“Altitude is low,” Larsson said.
“Can’t help that,” Petkunas replied. “We need the speed or we’ll stall before we get to the island. Try lowering the flaps ten degrees.”
Larsson moved the handle, then shook his head. “No good.”
“I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.”
The artificial horizon and altimeter still worked since they were mechanical, but the fancy electronic displays were black, so Petkunas would have to do this by eyesight and feel along. If this had happened at night or in bad weather, they’d be dead men.
With the engines out, Petkunas would have only one chance to get this right. The runway was approaching fast as Larsson called out their altitude.
“Five hundred feet . . . Four hundred . . . Three . . . Two . . . One . . .”
Petkunas pulled back on the stick to flare out and bleed off speed, but he’d waited too long. He felt a jolt when the tail smacked the runway.
The impact pitched the plane forward. The bomber’s belly struck the runway with a teeth-rattling blow, and it continued to slide out of control. Petkunas could do nothing else now except go along for the ride.
The B-1B began to spin, and Petkunas braced himself for the impending somersault that would rip the plane apart. Sparks and smoke flew behind them as the plane scraped across the concrete tarmac, threatening to set fire to the remaining jet fuel if any of the tanks ruptured.
But the spin turned out to be what saved the plane. The bomber skidded into the grassy area next to the runway and kept going until it crossed a sandy beach that slowed them just before it plowed into the ocean. Seawater sprayed across the windscreen as they came to a halt.
Petkunas didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until he took in a huge lungful of air to celebrate not dying.
“Everyone okay?” he asked his crew. All three responded that they were fine.
Normally, they’d exit through the stairway beneath the front landing gear, but that wasn’t possible with a belly landing. And there was still the possibility of a fire.
Petkunas reached up and manually activated the explosive bolts on the canopy, which blew off with a bang.
He waited while each man climbed over the edge and jumped out. Then he followed them and landed in the water with a splash. Soaking wet, he waded out of the water and joined his men next to the plane. He could see now that no fuel was leaking, and the plane looked in remarkably good shape except for its underside.
“Nice work, Major,” Larsson said, clapping him on the shoulder.
Petkunas shook his head. “That’s something I never want to do again. I see a lot of paperwork in our future.”
“Cheer up,” Larsson said with a grin. “At least I’m on the beach.”
Petkunas chuckled. “The fire truck better get here with your sunscreen fast.”
“Yeah, where are those guys?”
Now Petkunas realized that he didn’t hear any sirens of approaching emergency units. But he did see people running toward them.
The first to reach them was one of the ground workers.
“You guys all right?” he huffed without taking his eyes off the destroyed plane.
“We’re fine,” Petkunas said. “Don’t they have fire trucks here?”
“None of them are working right now,” the ground worker said.
“What?” Larsson said, perplexed.
“Then it wasn’t just us?” Petkunas asked.
The Diego Garcia worker shook his head. “All electronic systems went out a few minutes ago while you were in the air. Everything on the island is dead.”
NINE
THE INDIAN OCEAN
“What do you mean, there’s no one there?” Max asked Hali. “That island has over three thousand people stationed on it.”
Max now sat in the op center’s command chair, with Linda Ross at the radar station. Eric Stone had come over from the Triton Star to help Murph localize the source of the mysterious internet communication, and they were huddled over a terminal examining a stream of data.
Hali looked completely baffled. “I was talking to Diego Garcia about the USS Gridley’s estimated arrival time, and the satellite connection suddenly went dead.”
“Maybe something happened to the satellite uplink,” Linda said.
Hali shook his head in frustration. “I’ve tried radio, telephone, and satellite. Nothing. I also checked with the military and the CIA. It’s not just us. Nobody has been able to get in touch with them. It’s like the island just isn’t there.”
“Something could have knocked out the island’s electrical plant,” Eric said.
“A power failure might explain why we couldn’t get in touch with the island,” Hali replied, “but it wouldn’t explain why no one can contact any of the ships based there, including the Gridley, which supposedly was just setting sail. How could they all go out?”
“Maybe it was a mega-tsunami,” Murph said without looking up from his computer.
Despite the mocking tone of his voice, Hali answered Murph’s speculation seriously. “No, I already checked. The tsunami warning center hasn’t detected any major earthquakes in the last hour.”
Eric smirked at Murph. He had recommended the weapons designer for the Oregon post after they worked together on a top secret missile project, and although they were opposites in many ways, they had since become like brothers, with all the banter, competition, and squabbling that entailed.
“Are you kidding?” Eric scoffed jokingly. “A tsunami is way too mundane. How about a meteor strike?”
“Or a wormhole?” Murph countered.
“Alien abduction?”
“Sharknado?”
“It doesn’t matter why,” Max said, both amused and exasperated by the two young crew members. “Hali, keep trying. I don’t like coincidences. Especially when strange messages are telling someone to kill everybody. Eric, have you been able to triangulate where the messages are coming from?”
“Somewhere near the stern of the Triton Star. Can’t be more precise than that.”
Murph interrupted them. “We’re getting another message.”
“What’s it say?” Max asked.
Murph looked up at Max. “Our mystery guest just received another text. It’s giving coordinates and says ‘Launch is a go.’”
“Launch? What launch?”
“There’s a satellite launch by Orbital Ocean scheduled right now in the Arabian Sea,” Eric said, “but that’s over six hundred miles away. I don’t see how it could have anything to do with us.” After a pause while he tapped on his computer, Eric added, “And no other satellite launches are scheduled for today anywhere else in the world.”
“Maybe it’s telling the guy on the Triton Star to launch his operation,” Linda said.
“Or someone is launching something at us.” Max turned to Murph. “What are the coordinates referring to?”
“On-screen.”
A map appeared on the main viewscreen. It zoomed in until the crosshairs were directly over Diego Garcia.
—
Juan was heading toward the stern of the Triton Star with Eddie and Tao to check out the second container when he heard the news from Max.
“Any idea what we’re looking for?” Juan asked.
“The message didn’t have any specifics,” Max replied. “You think they’re talking about the Novichok nerve agent?”
“Could be something coordinated with an attack on Diego Garcia.” Juan had heard about the communications failure at the U.S. base and didn’t like coincidences any more than Max did.
“I’ll let you know if Murph and Eric can pinpoint the stowaway’s location.”
“Thanks. We’ll keep searching. Keep me posted.”
The two Corporation operatives who’d brought the rest of the Triton Star men over from the Oregon exited the superstructure. Each of them was carrying two FN P90 compact assault rifles, an unusual bullpup design with the ammo magazine on top of the gun and the spent casings ejected through the handle at the bottom to keep them out of the line of sight of the shooter. They walked over and handed the extra weapons to Juan and Eddie.
The first Oregon crew member was a muscular African-American with a shaved head who was built like a linebacker but was as light on his feet as a gymnast. He was a Detroit native and former Navy SEAL by the name of Franklin Lincoln. Linc had masqueraded as the Goreno’s chief engineer during the hijacking operation. When they’d gotten the call about this mission, he’d been riding around the capital of the Maldives on his custom Harley that he kept aboard the Oregon. As one of the Gundogs—Max’s nickname for the shore operations team—Linc’s biggest claim to fame was being the best sniper on the crew.
“Chairman,” Linc said, “all of the Triton Star crew are secured in the mess with MacD. You should have seen the looks on their faces when Raven appeared with a P90 in her hands.”
Linc nodded to the woman next to him. Raven Malloy was the newest member of the crew, and a member of the shore operations team. With straight jet-black hair, caramel skin, and a tall, athletic frame, she was often mistaken for a Latina, Southeast Asian, or Arab, though she was actually Native American of Cherokee and Sioux heritage. Raised as an Army brat by adoptive parents, she had attended West Point, where she studied psychology and learned Arabic and Farsi. Upon graduation, she served as a Military Police officer and gained a reputation as a dogged investigator before becoming frustrated with the bureaucracy and leaving to work in private security. During a joint operation with the Corporation taking on communist rebels in the Philippines, she’d meshed well with the crew and performed admirably under dire circumstances, so Juan had offered her a spot on the Oregon.
“I think they were just surprised to see a woman at all,” Raven said. “Shocked might be a better word.” Then with some satisfaction, “Maybe a little scared, too. Like him.” She focused on Tao, who stared at her with wide eyes.
Juan wasn’t surprised that she drew that reaction. Raven was a very attractive woman who could fix a man with a glare icy enough to freeze lava.
“Can’t wait to hear all about it,” he said, “but right now we’ve got a problem.” He told them about the messages referencing an upcoming launch.
“We’ll take the port side. You two search the starboard side. Look for anything unusual. Since you don’t have time to change into NBC suits, call me and Eddie if you see anything like a gas canister. Then back away.”
“Sounds good to me,” Raven said.
“You don’t have to tell us twice,” Linc added.
They headed toward starboard, while Juan and Eddie pushed Tao farther aft.
“Who was that?” he asked in wonder.
“He’s a friend of ours,” Eddie answered.
“Not the big guy,” Tao said. “The woman. She’s amazing. I’d like to see—”
“How easy it would be for her to break your kneecaps?” Juan interrupted. “Because I know you weren’t planning to say something cruder than that, were you?”
Tao opened his mouth, then closed it again.
“Good,” Juan said. “Now, who is on this ship that we haven’t found? We know he’s not part of the crew.”
“Fine. It’s Rasul. We took him on as a passenger.”
Juan yanked Tao to a halt. “Where is he? Tell us or I’ll personally put you on a fishing hook and dangle you over the railing.”
“We searched all of the cabins,” Eddie said. “He wasn’t there.”
“Then I have no idea where he is,” Tao answered.
Juan stared at Tao, then spun him around and pushed him forward. “Show us the second container Rasul supposedly put on the ship. And if this one is empty, too, I might get angry.”
“And remember, you don’t want to see him when he’s angry,” Eddie said.
When they reached the container, Juan opened it again only to find nothing inside.
“I swear I didn’t know!” Tao whined when he saw Juan turn on him. Then something caught his eye. “Wait a minute, something’s not right.” He was peering at the number on the container.
Juan stepped closer to him. “What?”
Tao pointed at it. “I remember this number from the manifest because it ends with five nines. It’s an empty we were bringing back to India. This container should be in the last row.”
“They were switched?” Eddie asked.
“They must have been. The crane operators at the ports are easy to bribe.”
“Show it to us,” Juan said.
They walked to the last row of containers. Tao nodded at the reefer container on the starboard end. Juan pushed him to the side, and Eddie kept his P90 at the ready while Juan wrenched the door open.
They relaxed when they saw the interior was full to the top with crates marked Laranjas/Oranges.
“The Novichok could be stowed somewhere in here,” Eddie said.
“Maybe,” Juan said before keying his comm unit. “Max, send as many people over in NBC suits as you can. We need to rip this container apart.”
He was about to ask Tao about the owner of the reefer unit when he saw the Triton Star’s captain staring at something along the side of the container. Tao started to say something when his chest bloomed with three gunshot wounds from a suppressed automatic weapon whose staccato report nevertheless echoed off the metal around them. Tao collapsed in a heap without a sound.
Juan dove to the deck past the open door of the container, ready to fire at the unknown assailant. He got a glimpse of a man in a desert camouflage NBC suit ducking behind the end of the container. Juan fired off a volley of rounds, hitting nothing. The gunman was gone.
Eddie leaned over to check Tao but shook his head when he saw the mortal wounds.
Juan spotted an opening in the side of the container and cautiously approached. When he reached it, he glanced inside and saw what had to be a custom-made decontamination chamber, based on the nozzles built into the ceiling.
Eddie appeared at his side and pointed to the floor. Resting on it was a case with an empty slot in the foam, plus a duffel for the NBC suit.
Juan nodded and radioed Max as the two of them inched to the external corner of the container. “We found the person sending the messages, Max. Tao told us that Rasul was a passenger, so it’s got to be him. He has a decontamination unit, and he’s wearing an NBC suit.” Juan stuck his head out for a moment and saw an open hatch leading down into the interior accessway. “I think he’s planning to disperse the Novichok.”
“On the Triton Star?” Max said.
“Yes. Eddie and I are the only ones over here in suits, so evacuate everyone else to the Oregon right now.” Juan heard him give the order to Hali. “If Rasul tries to get aboard, shoot him.”
“Roger that.” A second later, the .30 caliber machine guns rose out of their barrels and swiveled to point at the Triton Star.
“Is the portable decontamination station ready near the gangway?” Juan asked Max.
“It’s up and running.”
“Good. We might need to use it. Eddie and I are going after him.”
They sprinted to the hatch and descended into the bowels of the ship.
—
Rasul checked behind him as he ran down the corridor. He had lost his pursuers for the moment. He’d just finished putting on his NBC suit when he heard the container doors open. Then he heard a man calling for reinforcements, and Rasul knew he needed to get out of the chamber before he was trapped there.
Luckily, he’d already attached the Novichok device to his waistband. The only thing left to do before activating it was to put on his gloves.
His stomach went cold when he reached for his pocket and realized the gloves weren’t there.
The attack had happened so quickly that he’d left the specially designed gloves back in the decontamination chamber inside the duffel. He would need to either get them back or find replacements before he could carry out his plan for the nerve agent.
The other item he needed was something that all cargo ships were required to carry: a SOLAS rocket line thrower. The Safety of Life at Sea regulations stated that a ship of the Triton Star’s size was supposed to be equipped with four of them, which could be used to fire ropes to men overboard even if they were hundreds of yards from the ship.
During one of his midnight excursions onto the deck, Rasul had seen one of the rockets in its yellow plastic bucket hanging from the bulkhead directly under the lifeboat. He’d have to go outside to get it, but only for a moment.
When he reached the stairs nearest to the lifeboat station, he heard the crew being herded out of the mess.
“Come on,” one of the guards said. “Back to the other ship.”
That meant they’d be going in the other direction. Perfect.
Rasul climbed the stairs, his G36 assault rifle at the ready. The hallway was empty.
He went out the door, and there was the line thrower. The bucket had a plastic lid and a handle with a trigger secured by a pin like a grenade.
Rasul took it down and lifted the lid. Inside, the rocket was centered in the bucket with the thousand-foot nylon line coiled around it. The rope was tied to a steel wire clipped to the rocket, which would make it easy for him to attach the Novichok cylinder in its place. The bucket even had helpful instructions on the outside for its operation and how to install a replacement rocket. All he needed to do was dump out the rope, set the Novichok to a two-minute countdown, and tie it to the rocket.
Now he just had to get back to the decontamination chamber. As long as he could get there unseen, he’d have plenty of time to jury-rig his weapon. They’d be scouring the rest of the ship for him. No one would suspect he’d go back to the same place.
He retreated behind an external bulkhead for cover and took out his phone, then opened the specially designed launch app. Once he’d typed in his code, the screen allowed him to change the targeting coordinates that came up. He entered the longitude and latitude for Diego Garcia.
Target confirmed, came the app’s reply.
He navigated to the screen titled Launch. He slid aside the icon protecting against inadvertent activation, and the screen revealed a round red button with a caption that said Launch now.
He clicked the button and smiled as he thought to himself, This will keep them distracted.
—
“We’re not going to help the Chairman?” Raven said as they double-timed it back toward the gangway and away from the gunshots.
“Orders are orders,” Linc said. “Remember that from the Army?”
“There’s a reason I left the Army.”
“The Chairman worries about his crew more than himself.” He threw her a grin. “Besides, as soon as we get to the Oregon, we’ll put on some NBC gear and see if we can convince him to let us come back.”
“I like the way you think.”
They all stopped at the sound of a loud bang. It wasn’t quite an explosion, but it also wasn’t like any gunshot Linc had ever heard.
MacD rapidly waved to them. He pointed above their heads.
Linc looked up in time to see the side of a container above them tumbling toward the deck like a fluttering leaf.
He picked up Raven and heaved her into the space between two container stacks next to them and then dove in after her. The container side-slammed into the deck inches from his boots and then slid over the side of the ship. There was a dent in the steel where they’d been standing.
“I don’t normally like getting thrown around,” Raven said as she hopped to her feet, “but in this case I’ll make an exception. I owe you one.”
Linc got up, and they ran to MacD, who was still gazing upward.
“You don’t see something like that every day,” he said.
They turned around and saw that the roof and sides of the topmost container on the stack next to where they’d been standing were gone, blown away by explosive hinges.
Now there was nothing there except its cargo: a missile launcher canted at a twenty-degree angle.
They all ducked when a geyser of flame erupted from the tube and a missile blasted out. When it was safely away, the booster rocket dropped into the sea, and stubby wings sprang from the fuselage. White-hot exhaust shot from the tail, and it accelerated away toward the southeast at a fantastic rate.
As they stood up, Linc cocked an eyebrow at Raven and MacD and said with a heavy dose of sarcasm, “I’m guessing that’s the launch they were talking about.”
TEN
For a moment, everyone in the op center froze, including Max, who stared at the sight of the missile disappearing into the distance.
Linda had been glued to the radar looking for any signs of an incoming aircraft or missile. Nobody had been expecting a missile launch from a container on the Triton Star.
“What kind of missile was that?” Max asked Murph, the ship’s foremost weapons expert.
“BrahMos cruise missile,” Murph answered without hesitation. “Supersonic. Indian design.”
Max’s first priority was the safety of the ship. “Activate defensive measures. Lock on with an anti-aircraft missile and fire.”
“Firing Aster,” Murph said. The Oregon’s hull reverberated with the sound of the European anti-aircraft missile rocketing out of its tube toward the cruise missile.
“Gatling guns and Metal Storm coming online,” Murph added.
The Aster anti-aircraft missile was their primary defensive weapon. But if the cruise missile turned around and avoided the Aster, the Oregon also had secondary defenses. Hull plates retracted to reveal three six-barreled Gatling guns that fired 20mm tungsten shells at a rate of three thousand rounds per minute. The Metal Storm gun rose out of the stern, ready to fire a wall of five hundred electronically activated rounds in the span of six milliseconds.
“Is the missile turning back toward us?”
“Negative,” Linda said. “It’s tracking on a straight path away from us southeast.”
“Time to target?”
“If it doesn’t change course,” Murph said, turning to look at Max with a concerned expression, “time to intercept the cruise missile is thirty-two seconds.”
“What’s the matter?”
“The BrahMos got a ten-second head start, and it’s almost as fast as the Aster.” The short-range anti-aircraft missile was designed to intercept airplanes and missiles coming toward the ship, not for chasing them down.
Murph put a map up on the viewscreen showing the red dot of the cruise missile heading away from them at Mach 3 and the Aster missile in pursuit, gradually gaining on it at Mach 3.5.
“If we’re not the target,” Max said, “where’s it heading?”
“Could be a ship in that direction,” Linda said, “though I don’t see any on the scope.”
“The target isn’t a ship,” Eric said. “Look at the map.”
Eric zoomed out and extended a dotted line along the BrahMos’s current heading. It was heading directly for Diego Garcia.
“Hali, get in touch with Diego Garcia any way you can and tell them that a cruise missile loaded with a toxic nerve agent is coming their way.”
Hali shook his head. “I still can’t contact anyone there, but I’ll keeping trying.”
“Ten seconds to impact,” Murph said.
The distance between the two dots was closing at an agonizingly slow pace.
Murph starting counting down.
“Five . . . four . . . three . . .”
Then he stopped. The dot representing the anti-aircraft missile winked out.
“What happened?” Max asked.
Murph slapped the panel in frustration and turned to him. “Ran of out fuel just before it caught up with the target. Now there’s no way for us to shoot it down.”
“How long until it hits Diego Garcia?”
“Nine minutes,” Eric said.
“Potential casualties?”
“If that missile is loaded with even half the Novichok that was reported stolen, we’re looking at a catastrophe.”
“Hali, get me Juan.”
After a moment, Hali said, “The Chairman’s on speaker.”
“Juan,” Max said, “Rasul just launched a BrahMos supersonic cruise missile from the Triton Star. We fired an Aster but couldn’t shoot the BrahMos down. You’re going to have to track him down and get him to send the missile’s abort code.”
“Easier said than done. We’re still looking for him.”
Max looked at the timer Eric had put up on the screen showing the missile’s time to impact.
“Not to put any pressure on you, but if you don’t find Rasul in the next eight minutes and thirty seconds, every person on Diego Garcia is going to die.”
—
Juan moved quickly down the accessway to the next corner, with Eddie close behind covering their rear in case Rasul circled back around them. He stopped at the crossing passageway and peered around the corner, but Rasul wasn’t in sight. Finding him in the maze of corridors in the next eight minutes was going to be a crapshoot.
“Max,” Juan said into his earpiece mic, “if we can’t catch Rasul, I might have a backup plan. Have Hali call Langston Overholt and get him to link up with Barbara Goodman at the 50th Space Wing in Colorado Springs. Tell him it’s about Operation Theseus.”
“You and your Plan Cs,” Max said. Juan could practically hear him rolling his eyes at Juan’s tendency to improvise last-minute schemes. “It’s the middle of the night back in the U.S. We’ll just wake them up.”
“How are we going to find Rasul in a five-hundred-foot-long ship in less than eight minutes?” Eddie asked Juan.
“He’s wearing an NBC suit,” Juan replied, “so that means he’s planning to set off his own Novichok release.”
Eddie nodded. “He wants to get rid of witnesses.”
“But we’ve put a crimp in his plans. He wasn’t expecting two ships.”
“He’ll want to get the nerve agent airborne. Maybe he already had a plan to do that.”
“Then why make a run for it and go into the ship? When I saw him . . .” Juan’s voice trailed off as he replayed the shoot-out in his mind.
“What?” Eddie asked.
“I only saw him for a split second, but I don’t think he was wearing gloves.”
“He wouldn’t have forgotten them.”
“I don’t know,” Juan said. “Maybe he had them in his pocket, but if he didn’t, he’ll need some replacements.”
“They can’t be just any old gloves. They’d have to be chemical-resistant.”
“Like rubber gloves. I can think of two possibilities. One is the mess, where they might have rubber gloves for cleaning. The other is that he’s circling back to take the ones from Keith Tao’s suit.”
“Split up?”
“It’s our best shot,” Juan said with a nod. He couldn’t check his watch, which was inside his suit. “We can’t have much more than seven minutes left.”
“I’ll take the mess,” Eddie said.
“I’ll check Tao. And remember, we need him alive.”
Eddie nodded and ran toward the mess.
As Juan sprinted back the way he’d come, he radioed Max the plan. Max told him that Raven, Linc, and MacD were suiting up and would be over to help out with the search as soon as they were ready. He also said they were down to six and half minutes and still no contact with Diego Garcia to warn them of the approaching danger.
He decided to go around and between the row of containers. If Rasul had done the same, Juan would be coming up behind him.
When he got to the space between the containers, he could see the front door still ajar. Beyond it was Tao’s body.
The suit was bloody, but the gloves were still attached to it.
Juan moved forward with the submachine gun raised until he got to the end of the row and eased around the open door. Still no sign of Rasul.
He was about to consider this plan a bust when he heard a piece of metal clang inside the container. Juan poked his head around the corner and saw Rasul emerge from the decontamination chamber with gloves on that matched his suit.
Juan could have kicked himself for not checking the duffel. If the gloves were still inside, that was the only reason Rasul would have returned.
Rasul was holding a bucket with a rocket-powered line thrower. In a flash, Juan knew what he had in mind.
“Drop it, Rasul!” Juan yelled.
Rasul turned and looked at him in stunned disbelief, visible because he had a full-face mask instead of the goggles that Juan wore.
He didn’t hesitate. Despite Juan’s warning, he aimed the top of the bucket at the sky, and his hand reached for the trigger.
Juan fired a single round at Rasul’s shoulder. He needed him alive.
Rasul spun and collapsed onto his back, but he closed his finger on the trigger as he fell. The rocket launched past his head and into the decontamination chamber, where it ricocheted around until it ran out of fuel.
Juan ran forward. Rasul reached for a pistol in his belt, but the gloves were clumsy enough that Juan got to him first and stepped on his wrist.
“How do I send the self-destruct code to the missile?” Juan demanded with the P90 pointed at Rasul’s face.
“The phone in my front pocket,” Rasul said with a smile.
With his boot still on Rasul’s good hand, Juan reached down and pulled out the phone. He pushed the HOME button, and the screen asked for the passcode. Juan’s gloves were designed to work with touchpads.
“What’s your passcode?”
“I’ll never tell,” Rasul said with a gurgle. The smile had disappeared. His lips were turning blue.
It was the Novichok. The nerve agent had gotten into the suit where Juan had shot him.
“You only have a few seconds left to live,” Juan said. “Tell me the passcode or I’ll just use your thumbprint when you’re dead.”
His back arched, and he screamed in agony as the Novichok took control of his body. Then he went silent and rigid, but Juan could see that the eyes were still seeing. They began to water from the misery he was going through.
Juan yanked off Rasul’s gloves and tried to unlock the phone with the fingerprints on both of the assassin’s thumbs.
Nothing. Even if there was an abort signal to be sent from the phone, they’d never be able to crack it and gain access in the next five minutes.
That left one chance. Juan ran toward the Oregon. If he couldn’t stop that missile from detonating over Diego Garcia, every person at the military base would suffer Rasul’s gruesome fate.
ELEVEN
As he raced across the weather deck, Juan activated his earpiece mic.
“Eddie, get back to the Oregon right now. I’m covered in Novichok dust, so you go over first.”
“On my way,” Eddie replied.
“Max,” Juan said, “I’m heading to the op center. Have you gotten in touch with Lang yet?”
Langston Overholt IV had been Juan’s boss in the CIA and was still allowed to serve even into his eighties since he knew where all the bodies, both figurative and literal, were buried. Overholt encouraged Juan to form the Corporation and build the Oregon, and all of their CIA assignments, including this operation, came through him.
“He’s a little groggy and not particularly happy that we woke him up,” Max replied. “Said something about recovering from a 10K yesterday. But he’s on the line now.”
“And Barbara Goodman?”
“Overholt’s pulling all his strings to get her on the line.”
“Good, because we struck out with the BrahMos abort system.” He quickly told Max about what had happened to Rasul as he watched Eddie run across the gangway.
When Eddie was safely inside the Oregon, Juan entered the tent holding the portable decontamination system. He activated it, and his suit was bathed with a concentrated hypochlorite solution formulated to react with any Novichok particles on his suit and render them harmless. Ninety seconds later, a green light flashed, indicating that he was clean. He threw off the mask and shucked the suit before running toward the op center.
When he got there, Max got up from the command chair and went to his engineering station.
“Stoney, raise the gangway and move us away from the Triton Star,” Juan said to Eric as he sat down. He didn’t want the Oregon to get contaminated by any stray Novichok floating over.
The huge viewscreen at the front of the room showed Langston Overholt’s craggy face staring at him. He was wearing a silk bathrobe over a pajama top buttoned at the collar.
“I know this must be important, Juan,” Overholt said with a gravelly baritone, “because I haven’t heard you mention the Theseus operation in years.”
“It is,” Juan said, dispensing with their usual back-and-forth. “There’s a cruise missile headed to Diego Garcia carrying a nerve agent warhead, and we can’t warn them to shoot it down. We estimate impact in a little more than three minutes.”
Overholt nodded. “Max said it was a BrahMos. You sure this will work?”
“No, but we’re out of time and options.”
“Chairman,” Hali interrupted, “I’ve got Barbara Goodman on video.”
“Put her on-screen,” Juan said.
A moment later, a fit woman in her thirties with short brown hair and high cheekbones appeared on the main viewscreen next to Overholt. She looked wide awake and wore pressed Air Force blues. The silver oak leaves of a colonel were pinned to her shoulder epaulets.
“Hello, Barbara,” Juan said. “Thanks for taking our call. Are you at Schriever?” Schriever Air Force Base in Colorado Springs was home to Space Command’s 50th Space Wing, which was in control of the Global Positioning System. It looked like she was in some kind of control room, so he hoped that was the case.
“It’s good to see you again, Juan,” she said with the flash of a quick smile. “Yes, I’m at Schriever. But you caught me at a bad time. For the last fifteen minutes, we’ve been trying to figure out why we’ve lost communications with one of our bases.”
“That would be Camp Thunder Cove on Diego Garcia, right?”
Goodman’s jaw dropped. “How do you know that?”
“Because we’re about three hundred and fifty miles northwest of the island. There’s a cruise missile headed straight for it carrying a nasty chemical weapon. We’ve been trying to warn them, but no one is answering.”
“I can’t help you. We’re just as much at a loss as you are. There’s nothing I can do.”
“Yes, there is. Theseus.”
She frowned and leaned toward the camera. “That is strictly on a need-to-know basis.”
“Believe me, everyone here has a security clearance and needs to know.”
Theseus was the code name for a special feature of GPS that few outside of Space Command knew about. Since GPS was used by nations around the world, including militaries, it was possible for their weapons to be targeted at the U.S. using America’s own satellite system for navigational guidance.
During armed conflicts, the military wanted to be able to broadcast incorrect GPS coordinates to spoof other countries’ guidance systems, so Theseus was developed as a hidden control that could be activated without anyone else knowing. Not only that, but for a short time it could also confuse guidance systems using GLONASS, the Russian analog of GPS, and NAVIC, India’s version. The software design for Theseus and knowledge of its existence had been stolen when Juan was still in the CIA, and he had teamed up with Barbara Goodman to get it back before it could fall into the hands of the Chinese.
“You need to activate Theseus in that region now,” Juan said. Because Diego Garcia’s location in the southern Indian Ocean was so isolated, the narrow focus of the GPS change was unlikely to significantly affect air or sea traffic. “Redirect the missile at least forty miles to the east.” According to weather reports, that would put the missile downwind of the island.
“What?” Goodman said, aghast. “Theseus has never been used operationally before. It’s only meant to be activated during a time of war.”
Juan got out of his chair and walked toward the screen. “Barbara, if you don’t activate it in the next ninety seconds, over three thousand on Diego Garcia will be killed.”
When she hesitated, Juan added, “I understand this is a tough decision, but you know me, Barbara. I wouldn’t be asking if I wasn’t sure. This is literally do or die right now.”
Goodman grimaced, then she looked to her left and said to someone off-screen, “Activate Theseus over Diego Garcia . . . You heard me . . . I know . . . On my authorization . . . Do it!”
She then read off coordinates that would cause the missile to reinterpret its guidance programming and convince the BrahMos that it was off course. If Theseus worked as designed, the cruise missile should alter its trajectory toward the new target designation.
She turned back to the screen. “That might be the end of my career right there. And the bad thing is, with the communications down, we won’t be able to tell if it worked.”
“We’ll eventually find out if it didn’t work,” Juan replied. The cruise missile was currently far beyond their radar range.
Hali raised his hand. “I might be able to tell you if it works.”
“What do you mean?” Juan asked.
“I’ve just picked up a Morse code signal coming over shortwave frequencies. It’s faint, but the sender says he’s an Air Force sergeant on Diego Garcia using an ancient radio there left over from World War Two that he’s been tinkering with over the past few months. Sergeant Joseph Brandt.”
Goodman gaped again. “That’s one of the communications operators we’ve been trying to contact.”
“Hali,” Juan said, “tell him to get everyone there to shelter in case the BrahMos detonates over the island.”
“Will that protect them from the nerve agent?” Goodman asked.
“I don’t know,” Juan said, “but it can’t hurt.” He nodded at Hali.
“Aye, Chairman,” Hali replied.
“And when you’re done with that message, ask him to tell us if he can see any missiles heading his way.”
—
Since he could do nothing else about his crashed B-1B bomber, Major Jay Petkunas and the rest of his crew were walking toward Diego Garcia’s Air Force headquarters building for a debriefing, though he didn’t think what happened to them would be anyone’s priority until the island was operational again. The place was strangely silent. No sounds of machinery or vehicles buzzed in the background to distract from the pounding surf and squawking seagulls.
They were still a half mile from the headquarters when he suddenly heard something man-made coming their way. An engine. It sounded like a diesel V-8.
Petkunas looked around and saw an old eighties-era pickup truck heading toward them at breakneck speed. When it jerked to a stop next to him, he saw that the bed was packed with airmen.
“Sir, you need to get to shelter now,” the driver said without saluting.
“What?” Petkunas said. Just when he thought the day couldn’t have gotten any stranger. “Wait a minute, how come your truck is the only one that’s working?”
“Something about the electronics. This truck doesn’t have any microchips in it.”
Petkunas shot a look at his copilot, Larsson, who nodded at him. That explained why nothing on his airplane had worked, including the ejection seats.
“What do you mean, we need to get to shelter?” Larsson asked.
“We’re under attack. Sorry, sir, comms are down, and I have to get the message to the Navy commander.”
Before Petkunas could ask for a ride, the truck had taken off again.
“What was he talking about?” Larsson said as he watched the pickup with a confused look. “Who’s attacking us?”
“Your guess,” Petkunas said, “but he did sound serious. And taking out power and communications could be a prelude to an attack. Let’s hoof it.”
All four of them picked up the pace to a run. They’d made it only a few hundred yards when Petkunas saw something flash just a few dozen feet overhead at lightning speed.
“Get down!” Petkunas yelled, and all four of them dropped to the tarmac.
A split second later, a sonic boom crashed into them, shaking the ground.
But there was no explosion. The sound of the small jet engine faded into the breeze as it rocketed away to the east.
Petkunas stood and dusted off his flight suit. As the others got to their feet, Larsson said, “What just happened?”
Petkunas shook his head in amazement. “I have no idea.”
—
“Chairman,” Hali said, “Sergeant Brandt just told me that the cruise missile continued east as it flew over Diego Garcia. It seems to be gone.”
Everyone in the Oregon’s op center relaxed. The danger was over.
“Did you hear that, Barbara?” Juan said to Colonel Goodman. “You just saved an entire island.”
“Thanks to you,” she said with a relieved smile. “If you weren’t so convincing, I might not have activated Theseus until it was too late.”
“I’d keep it active until we’re sure the cruise missile has run out of fuel. According to our calculations, two more minutes should do it. That’s a remote region, so any dispersal of the Novichok will happen over open ocean. We’ve checked, and there aren’t any known ships in the area.” The Novichok might contaminate the water for a short time until it dissipated, but that was better than the alternative.
“That makes sense,” Goodman said. “I’d like to keep your radioman on the line so he can relay communications between us and Diego Garcia. Then I’ll have to explain to the head of Space Command why I activated a top secret weapons system without his authorization. I’ll either be demoted or get a medal.”
“I’ll make sure it’s the latter,” said Langston Overholt, who was still on-screen.
“Thank you, sir,” Goodman said.
“Hali,” Juan said, “you can transfer Barbara’s call to your station. Good work getting everyone conferenced in.”
When he saw everyone looking at him, Hali flashed them a humble grin. “Thanks, Chairman. Happy to help.”
Goodman’s image disappeared from the main viewscreen, leaving Overholt on it alone.
“This went far beyond what I was expecting when I gave you this mission,” Overholt said. “But now there’s obviously much more to the situation than some missing nerve agent. While the military investigates how the island’s electronics were disabled out of the blue, I want you to find out why Diego Garcia was targeted in the first place.”
Juan nodded. “I think we’ll start by trying to find out why Rasul was hired to kill Tao and the Triton Star crew and then frame them for mass murder.”
TWELVE
SYDNEY
Jason Wakefield stalked out of the Vedor Telecom tower in downtown Sydney while he spoke on his encrypted cell phone, the only one he used to call other members of the Nine Unknown. As the beneficiary of the Scroll of Knowledge for communication that had been passed down through generations from Ashoka, he had built Vedor Communications into Vedor Telecom, a global phone and networking empire. On the other end of the line was Lionel Gupta, a Canadian descendant of the original Unknown who had been bestowed with the alchemy scroll. He now headed OreDyne Systems, one of the largest engineering companies in the world.
“You’re telling me,” Gupta said in the snarky tone he was famous for, “that even though you own phone networks around the world, including Italy, you haven’t been able to find out any info about who might have sabotaged the Colossus 5 in Naples? Not even where the phones used to detonate the explosives came from?”
Wakefield caught his reflection in the mirrored window of his Maybach limousine as it pulled up to the entrance of the massive skyscraper. His Indian great-grandfather had immigrated to Australia, anglicized his name, and married the daughter of a New South Wales newspaper owner, so he was more Caucasian than Bengali. The image of Wakefield’s slick black hair, deep tan, and Savile Row suit would be familiar to anyone who read the society pages about his six divorces, the last of which was still in its final stages. While his bodyguard held the door for him, he adjusted a stray hair and plucked a piece of lint from his lapel before getting into the Mercedes. The bodyguard sat in the front passenger seat, and they pulled away.
As usual, the backseat TV was tuned to the local Unlimited News International network. The news hour was just beginning, the screen ablaze with slick graphics and the slogan You and I and UNI. Wakefield muted the sound and closed the soundproof partition before responding to Gupta.
“It’s been only forty-eight hours since the attack on the ship,” Wakefield said, exasperated at Gupta’s impatience. “All we can confirm is that a bomb brought down the crane that destroyed the satellite dish. Besides, Xavier Carlton has his own worldwide news and media company, and he hasn’t been able to find out anything, either.”
“That’s because UNI is wasting time on stupid things like the power outage on that island in the middle of nowhere.”
“I know. I’m watching it now. It’s news when one of America’s most secretive military bases goes dark. And I don’t like the incident’s timing. Not when we’re so close to completing Colossus.” As Wakefield spoke, stock footage and satellite images of Diego Garcia played across the screen during the lead story about the mysterious blackout.
“Are you suggesting they’re related?” Gupta asked.
“That’s what we need to find out, especially with the near-simultaneous explosion of Mallik’s rocket in the Arabian Sea. Something’s going on.”
Gupta paused. “So you suspect a traitor among the Nine?”
“Who else knew how to sabotage the Colossus 5 in that way? Don’t you have your own suspicions?”
“I do. That’s why we’re having the meeting again in two days. We need to find out who is behind all this.”
“How are we going to do that?” Wakefield asked.
“I can’t talk about it right now.”
“If you think this encrypted line isn’t secure, we shouldn’t be talking by phone at all.” Then Wakefield understood what he meant and sat forward. “Wait, you think I’m the traitor?”
“You have expressed reservations about our plans.”
“Each of us has played devil’s advocate at one time or another, even you,” Wakefield said. “And still, we’ve all agreed that it’s in the best interests of both ourselves and mankind to move forward. Besides, how do I know you’re not the traitor?”
“You don’t. But there may be a way to find out who it is.”
“Tell me.”
“I can’t reveal that until the meeting,” Gupta said. “Then we can all decide how to handle it together.”
“We’re so close to achieving our goals, Lionel,” Wakefield said, “we can’t let someone get cold feet now.”
“I know. We won’t. This is what we’ve worked for all our lives and the lives of our ancestors.”
Gupta hung up, and Wakefield tossed his phone on the seat. He had barely slept since getting the news about the damaged Colossus. Luckily, the ship hadn’t been completely destroyed or they’d be years away from completing their journey to a better tomorrow. Now all they could do was race to repair the ship and get it operational.
He closed his eyes and tried to relax before he arrived at his next appointment. He must have nodded off, because he jolted awake when he was thrown against the back of the front seat. He always refused to wear a seat belt because it wrinkled his suit, but this was one time he wished he’d had it on. His nose crunched as it hit the partition, and blood cascaded down his chin.
The Maybach screeched to a halt.
“Get down!” his bodyguard yelled.
Hazy, confused, and covered with his own blood, Wakefield didn’t do as he was instructed. Instead, he watched the driver’s head get blown apart by a bullet that smashed through the supposedly bulletproof windshield. The man slumped over the steering wheel, pressing against the horn, which now blared nonstop.
His bodyguard dodged several of the armor-piercing rounds that neatly penetrated the windshield, but the bullets didn’t get through to Wakefield. They were stopped by the partition. The bodyguard got out and returned fire, but he was taken down immediately by three bullets that tore into his chest, tossing him around like a rag doll before he collapsed to the pavement.
Three men in black balaclavas approached the car. One of them was carrying a huge drill, the other two automatic weapons.
Panicked, Wakefield made sure the door was locked. He wasn’t a fighter and didn’t carry a gun, so he grabbed for his phone. However, it was no longer on the seat where he’d left it, and he dropped to the floor frantically searching for it.
By the time he found it, the man with the drill was grinding away at the door lock.
Wakefield dialed 000, Australia’s emergency number. “Come on, come on,” he muttered while it rang.
Outside, he could hear the men shouting at one another in some kind of Hindi dialect.
The phone clicked, and Wakefield heard someone say, “Ambulance Emergency. What town or suburb are we coming to?”
“I don’t know,” Wakefield said, trying to keep his voice calm. He knew this call would become public record at some point. “I’m in downtown Sydney somewhere. Men have shot my driver and bodyguard and are trying to break into my car.”
Wakefield could hear typing on a keyboard. “We have triangulated your location, sir, and police have been dispatched. What is your name?”
“It’s Jason—”
The door was wrenched open, and a powerful hand reached in and latched onto his arm. He was dragged out, and the phone was yanked from his hand. The masked gunman threw it to the street and stomped on it.
He looked like the man in charge because he tilted his head toward a white panel van and spoke in a commanding voice to the two men who were holding Wakefield.
Wakefield tried struggling against them, but the man in charge slapped him across the face. The impact hit his broken nose, and a shock of pain exploded through his head. He went limp as they dragged him down the street.
The masked leader pulled the van’s sliding door open. Wakefield knew he had to fight to stay out of there, having been trained in anti-kidnapping techniques, but he was spent and in agony. He could barely resist.
He was about to be thrown in when Wakefield heard a loud crack, and blood splashed across the van’s white exterior. At first, he thought they had shot him and he just couldn’t feel it because of shock.
Then he saw the wide eyes of the masked men’s leader. He had a huge hole in his chest.
As the gunman slumped to the ground, two more shots rang out, and his companions let go of their prisoner and fell.
Wakefield slowly rolled over, fully expecting to be shot as well. He saw another man coming toward him, this one in a suit almost as nice as his, with a pistol pointed at the ground. He bent down to check the three masked men.
When he stood back up, he said, “They’re dead.”
“Who are you?” Wakefield asked.
“Asad Torkan,” his savior said. “Romir Mallik asked me to keep an eye on you. For good reason, it turns out.”
“Mallik sent you?”
“He thinks there is a traitor amongst the Nine Unknown. Come with me. We need to get out of here in case they have backup.”
Torkan gave him a hand and a handkerchief, then guided Wakefield to a silver BMW. He helped Wakefield into the passenger seat. As soon as Torkan got in, he threw the car into gear and tore away as they heard sirens approaching.
Wakefield leaned his head back with the handkerchief against his aching nose. “Do you know who ordered my kidnapping?”
“Mr. Mallik might have,” Torkan said, thumbing his phone.
“Why would someone do this?”
Instead of answering him, Torkan spoke into the phone.
“Mr. Mallik, we have a situation,” he said. “Someone tried to kidnap Jason Wakefield . . . Yes, he’s all right . . . Thank you, sir. Just doing my job.” He turned and smiled at Wakefield. “But if it weren’t for your foresight, right now Mr. Wakefield would probably be as good as dead.”
THIRTEEN
THE INDIAN OCEAN
The USS Gridley reached the Oregon and Triton Star a day after the missile attack. The hazmat team was already searching the contaminated cargo ship for clues, and the captured crew had been handed over to the CIA agents on the destroyer for further interrogation.
Juan sat next to Max in one of the Oregon’s two high-speed lifeboats. An orange sun was setting over a calm horizon. Max was at the wheel, piloting the boat away from the Gridley after Juan’s daylong debriefing with the ship’s CIA contingent. To keep the Oregon out of view of the destroyer’s crew, she maintained a position ten miles away, while the crew painted her and reconfigured her profile to make her unidentifiable by anyone on the Triton Star.
Max shook his head as Juan told him about the B-1B lying with its nose in the surf next to Diego Garcia’s runway.
“Those guys got lucky if they all survived a crash like that,” he said.
“Sounds like they had a good pilot,” Juan replied. “He brought it in on hydraulic power alone.”
“Any word on how the computers were shut down?”
Juan shook his head. “They’re coming back online, though. The computers weren’t permanently fried. The technicians on the island said it was as if the computers had been scrambled. Something about disrupting the electron flow in the transistors. The event didn’t disable basic electrical functions, only computer chips. The effect seemed to end a minute before the missile arrived, which explains why it wasn’t disabled as well. Now all the computers on the island and in the harbor’s naval ships are working again.” Then, turning his head, Juan said, “Maybe Eric and Murph can make some sense of it.” Juan’s tech wizards had been part of the debriefing before returning to the Oregon earlier.
“Whatever the weapon was,” Max said, “it could do a number on the Oregon. Everything on board is computer controlled. We’d be dead in the water.”
“I thought about that, too. Take some time to figure out how to keep us operational if our computers conk out.”
“Already on the agenda. I’ll have more time now that we’re not acting as babysitters for Tao’s crew anymore.”
“They’re the CIA’s problem now,” Juan said, “along with the Triton Star.”
“Do we know where the missile came from?”
“The CIA thinks that it was shipped in pieces to Mozambique. That’s what was in the container labeled FARM MACHINERY. They traced the launcher’s serial number to a missile supposedly stolen by the Pakistanis, but so far it’s a dead end.”
“Then that puts us back at square one,” Max said. “Does the CIA have any theories for who’s behind this?”
“They’re focusing on the Iranians—because of Rasul, whose last name we still don’t know—and the Pakistanis. They think it’s either an Iranian plot to take out the island or that Islamic terrorists in Pakistan tried to cripple America’s ability to bomb Afghanistan.”
“But why frame the Triton Star crew? If we hadn’t been there, it would have looked like they had launched the missile, then killed themselves by accident or committed suicide.”
“I agree,” Juan said. “And no one has claimed responsibility for the attack.”
“Most of the world doesn’t even know there was an attack. I’ve been keeping tabs on the world news, and right now the official story is that the island suffered a sudden power failure during routine maintenance of the electrical plant.”
“The military suspended all social media feeds, telephone service, and internet access from Diego Garcia to keep a lid on the real story. The people who organized the attack might even think they succeeded.”
“Do you buy the CIA line?” Max asked.
“I don’t think the Iranians are behind it,” Juan said. “If we discovered they were responsible, they’d be risking all-out war with the U.S.”
“What about terrorists? ISIS? Al-Qaeda?”
“If it had been a group like that, they’d be bragging to every news outlet in the world about how they had handed big, bad America a huge defeat. No, I think something else is going on here. Maybe a test?”
Max turned to Juan with a frown. “You think this was all to see if their pseudo-EMP weapon worked?”
Juan held up his fingers and ticked off the answers one by one. “Isolated base. High-profile target. Supposedly hardened against this kind of attack. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to make this operation work. What I can’t figure out is why they launched when they did.”
“It does seem odd,” Max said. “They could have launched the missile long before we intercepted the Triton Star.”
“Which makes me think Camp Thunder Cove wasn’t the original target. It was sheer luck that we were available to intercept the Triton Star. We know that Rasul’s mysterious connection sent him the coordinates of Diego Garcia after we arrived.”
“So what was the original target?”
“I don’t know. Tao mentioned that Rasul’s containers were supposed to be delivered to somewhere called Jhootha Island. But if he was going to fire a missile from one of those containers and then kill the crew, why set course for that island?”
“Maybe he wanted to launch the missile from Jhootha Island.”
“That’s a possibility.”
“What’s on the island?”
“And what’s nearby? I have Eric and Murph checking into those questions. But I think we should go there and check it out.”
Max shook his head. “Sounds like a long shot to me.”
“The CIA thought so, too. Do you have any other bright ideas? I’m all ears.”
“That wasn’t a criticism,” Max said with a smile. “Your long shots usually come through.”
When they reached the Oregon, Max and Juan headed to the op center, where they found Eric and Murph in a heated discussion.
“Why would they go there?” Murph said, notably exasperated. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“How should I know?” Eric shot back. “But that’s where Tao said they were heading.”
“Okay, you two,” Juan said as he and Max entered. “You can settle your differences by video game duel later. Is this about a certain island I asked you to investigate?”
Eric nodded. “We found Jhootha Island, all right.”
“But it’s highly unlikely the Triton Star’s size would regularly be able to stop there to unload a container,” Murph said.
“Why is that?” Juan asked.
Eric brought up a satellite image of the island on the main viewscreen. It was circular, ringed with sandy beaches, and covered in tropical jungle. No roads or settlements were visible.
“This is Jhootha Island—its Indian name—two hundred miles off the west coast of India,” Eric said. “On Western maps, it’s known as Killington Island, named after its discoverer. As you can see, it’s surrounded by atolls, and there are no natural harbors or coves big enough for a yacht, let alone a large containership. There’s definitely no pier.”
“Maybe Tao unloads the contents of the containers and transfers them to a tender,” Juan said. “A small boat could make landfall on the island.”
“If they did,” Murph said, “I can’t tell you why they’d want to. Not when they’d be killed the moment they set foot on land.”
“Why?” Max asked. “Is it full of poisonous snakes like that island near Brazil?”
Eric shook his head. “It’s home to a tribe of natives who are completely cut off from the modern world and hostile to anyone intruding on their territory.”
“Killington landed there by accident and got a spear through the gut for his trouble,” Murph said. “But they named the island after him, so that’s a nice consolation prize.”
“We knew the Triton Star was heading somewhere called J Island because of their computer records,” Juan said. “Tao then gave us the name Jhootha Island without prompting. He had no reason to lie about it, so I’m inclined to believe that’s where they were going.”
“That would be an oddball destination,” Murph said. “The Indian government has declared Jhootha Island off-limits to outsiders.”
“Which makes me want to take a look even more now,” Juan said as he sat in his command chair. “Discreetly, of course. Eric, lay in a course.”
“Aye, Chairman,” Eric said, taking his position at the helm.
“National Geographic is going to be so jealous,” Murph said with a chuckle.
“Why? You planning to sell photos of the islanders?” Juan joked.
“If I did, the magazine would probably pay through the nose for such a huge scoop. According to Indian records, it’s been forty years since anyone has come back from that island alive.”
FOURTEEN
LONDON
Of the Nine Unknown, Xavier Carlton was the richest by far. All of them had private jets, but he was the only one with his own personal Airbus A380 wide-body airliner. His second one, actually. The first had disappeared eighteen months ago, never found by searchers except for a few pieces of wreckage that washed up in Oman and Yemen. The insurance company had been dragging its feet about the payout, but he didn’t need the money for its replacement. He could buy five more of the luxurious made-to-order planes without straining his bank account.
As the descendants of the original Nine who had been bestowed with the knowledge of propaganda, Carlton’s ancestors had invested in some of the most influential newspapers in Europe. With that wealth, his family had branched out into other types of media as radio, television, and then the internet came to dominate news and entertainment.
Now Unlimited News International was one of the most influential, wide-ranging media companies in the world. Still, that reach hadn’t helped Carlton definitively pin the sabotage on any of the other Nine.
The latest estimate for completing repairs to the Colossus 5 was one more week. The satellite dish had been totally destroyed, but Carlton found an identical one intended for an internet company in São Paulo and purchased it for three times the going price. It was now headed to the ship for its installation.
All of that would be good news for the meeting of the Nine set to take place in India the next morning, the first gathering in more than a year where they were all present. Carlton was on his plane, waiting on the Heathrow tarmac for the overnight flight to Mumbai. His guest for the voyage was supposed to arrive soon.
Carlton was in his main deck private office going over his plans for the meeting when there was a knock at the door.
“Enter,” he said.
His personal assistant, Natalie Taylor, came in carrying a gold platter with a teapot and cups. She was dressed in slacks and a blazer, her blond hair barely touching her shoulders. She set the platter on the desk and said, “Mr. Gupta’s plane has landed, and he will be here momentarily.”
“Show him in when he arrives.”
Taylor nodded and left.
Carlton leaned over to the window and saw a black SUV pull up to the boarding stairs. An obese man in his fifties emerged from the backseat. Carlton shook his head at the way Lionel Gupta had let himself go. Carlton, trim and rock solid at forty-eight, was known for his fitness regimen, even having a private gym installed on board his jet so he could exercise while he was traveling.
A minute later, Taylor opened the door, and Gupta entered his office breathing hard from the climb up the jet’s stairs. Taylor, who was in even better shape than Carlton, looked amused but said nothing. Carlton stood to shake Gupta’s hand and waved for him to sit, which Gupta did gladly.
“Tea?” Carlton asked.
Gupta nodded. “Cream and three sugars.”
Taylor poured two cups and glided out of the office.
“The media world has been good to you,” Gupta said as he drank his tea and looked around at the lavish furnishings, many of which were gold-plated. The fabrics were made of the finest silks, and every piece of wood was hand-carved Indonesian teak.
“Let’s get down to business,” Carlton said, taking a sip from his own cup. “We both were given a massive head start in life and we’ve built even greater riches from it. You wouldn’t have one of the largest engineering companies on the planet if it weren’t for being part of the Nine, and I wouldn’t be where I am without that position, either.”
Gupta shrugged. “So we’re both privileged. I don’t apologize for that.”
“And you shouldn’t. But we have a responsibility to do something with that wealth.”
“I agree. That’s why we all have combined our resources for the Colossus initiative.”
“Maybe not everyone agrees,” Carlton said. “The attempted kidnapping of Jason Wakefield is concerning.”
Gupta set the teacup down. “He’s lucky to be alive. Is he still coming to the meeting tomorrow?”
“As far as I know. But he’s gone into hiding until then.”
“Maybe we should, too.”
“You’ll be safe on my plane. It has all of the latest defense features, and I travel with a squad of former Special Forces operatives at all times.”
“It’s too bad that the defensive capabilities weren’t enough to save your son. Again, my condolences.”
Carlton pursed his lips at Gupta’s hollow words of sympathy. “It was a necessary sacrifice. I thought he might change his lazy, spendthrift ways and become an heir to my seat of the Nine Unknown, but it was not to be. Besides, I have four more sons to choose from.”
Gupta gave him a mirthless smile. “Of course.” He paused, then said, “You don’t seem very concerned about Wakefield’s incident in Sydney.”
“Why should I be?” Carlton leaned toward Gupta. “Were you behind it?”
“Certainly not. Are you accusing me of—”
Carlton smiled and waved his hand. “Relax. I know it wasn’t you.”
“How?”
“Because I know who did it . . . Do you?”
“I had suspected Wakefield of being behind the attack on the Colossus 5 until yesterday. In fact, I spoke to him right before he was assaulted, hoping to catch him in a lie. Now you seem to have all the answers. Who is it?”
“Romir Mallik.”
Gupta sat back as if he’d been slapped. “Mallik? But he’s always been so enthusiastic about the Colossus Project. How sure are you?”
“Sure enough to blow up one of his satellite rockets two days ago.”
“You did what?” Gupta shouted, his eyes bugging out. “Are you crazy?”
“Far from it.” Carlton stood and went to the door. “Walk with me.”
Gupta followed him out of the office. They passed a conference room into the upper lounge and walked up a wide staircase to a second lounge, this one with a baby grand piano as its centerpiece.
They continued aft past four sumptuous staterooms, one of which would be Gupta’s. In the tail section, they reached a third lounge. This one had an array of leather chairs on three low risers that were tiered higher toward a set of spiral stairs at the back. A door behind the stairs separated this room from the workers’ quarters and galley. The walls were decorated with a wide assortment of ancient weapons, everything from scimitars and spears to crossbows and throwing stars.
Gupta examined the armaments closely.
“I wouldn’t want to be in this room during turbulence,” he said.
“They’re all securely fastened to the wall,” Carlton said. “I understand that you’re a fan of weapons like I am.”
Gupta nodded. “But my tastes go more toward firearms.”
Carlton shrugged. “Difficult to collect in England.”
Gupta stopped at an edged weapon shaped vaguely like an ampersand, with a short spike projecting from just above the hilt at one end and a two-headed axe that had a pointed blade on one side and a wicked curved hook on the other.
“I’ve never seen one of these before,” Gupta said. “What’s it called?”
“A hunga munga. It’s an African tribal weapon. Although it can be used to hack at an enemy, it’s even deadlier in the hands of a skilled thrower.” Carlton gestured at one of the chairs. “Please take a seat.”
While Gupta settled into it, Carlton pressed a button on the wall, which lowered to reveal a huge monitor.
“Are we watching a movie?” Gupta snidely asked while he checked his phone. “What does this have to do with Romir Mallik?”
Carlton rolled his eyes. “I guarantee you will want to see this.”
Gupta put away the phone and crossed his arms. Apparently, his initial shock at Carlton’s accusation was gone, replaced by a generous dose of skepticism.
“Is this going to be a video of the rocket explosion? Because I’ve seen it already. Your networks have been broadcasting it on a loop since the failed launch.”
“No,” Carlton said. “But I do have a mole inside his satellite launch operation. That’s how I was able to destroy the rocket.”
“A mole?” Gupta asked. “Why would you go to that trouble?”
“For months now, I’ve been annoyed by the minor setbacks in the Colossus program. Faulty programming, production hiccups, delayed schedules. Nothing that would be noticeable as outright sabotage, but when added together, all of these small problems pointed to a delaying tactic. Someone has been slowing down our progress.”
“Why haven’t you brought this before the entire Nine?”
“Because I didn’t know who to trust. Any one of you could have been behind it.”
“How do you know these aren’t just the normal types of problems you find with any large engineering project?”
“Because I asked Colossus. According to its calculations, there is a ninety-six percent probability that all of these small problems are being caused deliberately.”
Gupta’s eyes went wide. “That’s incredible!”
“You can ask them yourself. You’ll get the same answer.”
“I will when we’re done here. It said that Mallik is the culprit?”
“No, it couldn’t know that. I couldn’t be sure until the attack on the Colossus 5. When that happened, I knew I was right and that I had to take action to deliver Mallik his own setback.”
“But that still doesn’t prove he’s responsible,” Gupta protested.
“This does,” Carlton said.
He took a remote control from his pocket and cued the video.
The soundless image showed the Colossus 5 in the background, lit up at night, docked in the Moretti Navi shipyard, which was owned by Daniel Saidon, a member of the Nine. A still-standing crane was in the foreground, and a man was coming down the stairs. His face wasn’t clear from this distance. When he reached the bottom, he was confronted by two dockworkers, who were animatedly talking to him. Suddenly, one of them ran up the crane’s stairs while the other two men continued to talk.
Moments later, there was a flash, and the crane toppled over onto the Colossus 5. Then the dockworker who’d confronted the stranger collapsed to the ground. The man turned and put a gun back under his uniform. He looked around and walked out of view.
The image then cut to a different camera. This was another static view of the ship. Men were running in the background and waving their arms. Then the view was obscured for just a second as someone walked past the camera.
“Remarkably, this was the only clear view we got of the saboteur,” Carlton said.
He reversed the video and hit pause when the man was in front of the camera. His face was blurry but recognizable.
Gupta leaned forward and stared at the screen in astonishment. “That’s Asad Torkan.” He turned to Carlton. “How did you get this? Were you expecting the attack on the ship?”
“It seemed to be a logical step if we were about to launch the Colossus 5 and Mallik wanted to prevent that from happening before he completed his satellite network. Without telling Saidon, I arranged to download all of the camera feeds from his shipyard in Naples.”
“You spied on Daniel Saidon’s own facility?”
“As I said, I didn’t know who to trust. But it turned out to be Romir Mallik’s man. I think the proof I did collect is clear enough.”
“You’ve got me convinced,” Gupta said, rubbing his temples. “What a mess! Torkan was the one who saved Wakefield yesterday.”
“A clever setup, I’m sure,” Carlton said with a smile, pleased that Gupta agreed the evidence was incriminating. “No doubt to cast suspicion away from him and onto one of us.”
“We’ve got to tell the others.”
“We will. At the meeting. But that’s not enough. We have to shut down Mallik’s satellite ambitions.”
“What is the satellite network for?” Gupta asked. “Why is it so important?”
“I believe it’s something that could destroy the Colossus Project, but my mole couldn’t confirm its capabilities. In fact, I’ve lost contact with him. The last message he sent me was that another satellite will soon be ready to launch in place of the one I had destroyed.”
“Then we need to stop Mallik.”
“Exactly,” Carlton said. “And we need to convince the others in the Nine. That’s why I asked you to join me on this flight. We have some planning to do to take him down. Tomorrow you’re going to help me spring the trap.”
FIFTEEN
JHOOTHA ISLAND
After a thirty-hour voyage that allowed everyone on board the Oregon to get a good rest, they arrived at the twenty-mile exclusion zone around the forbidden island and prepared for a morning reconnaissance. The Indian government didn’t monitor the area in real time, so the odds of running across one of their Coast Guard patrol vessels were slim. However, Juan wasn’t going to take any chances of a flyover by one of their airplanes, so he thought it best to approach its shores by stealth.
When he reached the Oregon’s moon pool, the familiar smell of fuel and seawater greeted him. The cavernous space was the largest on the ship, with a gantry crane suspended above a rectangle of water the size of an Olympic swimming pool. The water in the moon pool was level with the ocean, so there was no danger of the chamber flooding. Two enormous doors in the keel swung down and away to allow vessels to be launched and recovered unseen.
A large submarine called Nomad, designed for deep-water dives, remained hanging from the ceiling in its cradle.
Its smaller sibling, the Gator, had already been lowered into position for its dive through the open keel, and the clang of metal echoed through the huge space as the submersible was made ready. The forty-foot-long submersible had a low-profile cupola with narrow windows on all four sides and an air snorkel behind it. The flat-topped deck was barely above water level. Like an alligator, it would be nearly invisible at night, capable of sneaking up on ships at sea with no warning using battery-powered motors. It could fully submerge, but also rise to the surface and use powerful diesels to dash across the water.
As he descended the stairs to the wet-deck, Juan was surprised to see helicopter and drone pilot George “Gomez” Adams, who didn’t venture into this area of the ship very often. He’d gotten his nickname after a dalliance with a drug lord’s wife who looked just like Morticia Addams from the sixties television show The Addams Family. Because of his dashing good looks and a handlebar mustache that would look appropriate on Wyatt Earp, Gomez frequently got himself into that kind of trouble.
“I thought you flyboys didn’t like going underwater,” Juan said.
“Only when we’re in something that’s supposed to stay in the air,” said Gomez, who was tinkering with a saucer-sized quadcopter drone. “Since we’re going to be doing some delicate reconnaissance today, it seemed like a good idea for me to come along. Besides, you won’t need me in the helicopter for this operation.”
Juan nodded. “Right. No clearings big enough to land in. But what if we need you to operate some of the other drones on the Oregon?”
Gomez bent down and picked up a gadget the size of a videogame controller. “I’ve got a new toy. Max rigged this up for me. With the high-def screen we have on the Gator, I can operate any drone on board the Oregon remotely. I can even use it if we’re submerged, because of the telescoping antenna. This allows us to extend the control range of all our drones.” He nodded to a whip-thin metal projection at the back of the Gator that was currently at its full extension.
“Then we’re happy to have you along. Did Max brief you on the mission parameters?”
Gomez nodded. “We stay as invisible as possible. Don’t want the natives to know they’re being observed, right?”
“Right. Will they be able to hear or see the drones?”
“They won’t be able to hear this one as long as I keep it above a hundred feet. At low speed it’s whisper quiet. Assuming they don’t happen to look straight up at it, we should get in and out unobserved.”
“The island jungle is thick. Will you be able to dodge the trees while we have the camera trained on the ground?”
“With the obstacle avoidance software we just installed, the drone will automatically fly around anything thicker than a telephone wire.”
“Given the natives have never had any contact with the civilized world, I’d say you won’t have to worry about stray electrical cables.”
“Just vines,” Gomez said. “I’ll be careful.”
Juan followed him down the hatch into the Gator’s cabin. Linda was already at the controls. Eddie, Linc, Raven, and MacD rounded out Juan’s mission team. Juan didn’t think they’d be going ashore, but they were prepared anyway. All of them except Linda and Gomez were wearing tactical gear, and the cabin held dive equipment and a full complement of weapons in case some unwanted visitors had already landed on the island. Engaging the indigenous natives was strictly prohibited no matter what happened.
When the pre-mission checks were completed, they closed the hatch, and the tethers were detached. Linda dived the boat, and the Gator sank below the Oregon. When it was clear of the keel doors, she guided it away from the ship and up until the air snorkel poked above the surface, allowing them to switch from battery power to diesel. The motors purred to life, and they settled in for the hour-long journey.
When they reached the protective reef around the island, they surfaced and Gomez launched the drone.
Linda came up just far enough for the cupola to emerge from the water. The deck was inches above the calm surface. Since the hatch slid open, a careful observer on the island looking in their direction would be hard-pressed to see them.
The four propeller blades on the drone whirred to life and it shot up through the open hatch. MacD closed it, and Linda dived back down so that only the snorkel and antenna were visible.
They crowded around the large screen while Gomez guided the drone toward the island. It crossed over the waves crashing onto the formidable barrier reef.
“Hard to believe anyone could get past that reef,” Gomez said.
“There are just a few breaks in the atoll,” Linda replied from the cockpit. “If we need to get closer, I think it’ll be possible to get in, but we might scrape the bottom.”
“First, let’s see if there’s a reason to,” Juan said.
The drone arrived at the beach, which was only a few yards wide before it surrendered to the dense jungle.
“The island is four miles across, so a grid search of the interior will take a while,” Gomez said. “I plan to do a perimeter survey and then work our way in. By the way, what are we looking for, exactly?”
“Anything that doesn’t belong,” Juan said.
“Sounds like we’ll know it when we see it,” Linc said.
“I still can’t guess why someone would want to come to this island,” Raven said. “According to the Indian government, there’s nothing of value here.”
“Except privacy,” Eddie said.
“There’s a whole lot of that,” MacD said. “It looks like the land that time forgot.”
“The natives are lucky they have nothing valuable to the outside world,” Juan said, “or they would have been driven out decades ago.”
The drone began circling the island. The jungle was so thick that they could only see a few yards into the trees before the view was blocked by foliage.
When the drone was halfway around the island, Juan spotted something out of place, so he had Gomez hover.
“What’s that?” he said. “Hold it there, Gomez.”
“Looks like a path,” Eddie said.
He was right. The underbrush was trampled, and they could even see some footprints in the sand.
A cluster of tiny white objects was visible at the edge of the jungle.
“Zoom in,” Juan said, pointing at them.
Gomez adjusted the high-resolution camera until it was at the maximum zoom. The white objects were still small, but the way they were haphazardly arranged looked familiar.
“Am I wrong,” Juan said, “or are those cigarette butts?”
“You think someone came ashore there and had a few smokes?” Linc asked.
“I doubt it,” Linda said. “There aren’t any openings in the reef near there.”
“And, I’d say those natives are wearing shoes.”
“I can fly down for a closer look,” Gomez said.
“Not yet,” Juan said. “In case there are people around, I don’t want to risk showing our hand until we need to. If we don’t see anything else during the perimeter survey, we’ll come back and follow that path into the jungle.”
“Aye, Chairman.” Gomez marked the coordinates on the map and kept flying. They didn’t see anything else unusual until the drone was three-quarters of the way around the island.
“Hold there,” Juan said. Something about the plants didn’t look right. “What do you make of that?”
Raven leaned in close to the screen. “The color is the same, but the fronds on the trees are too stiff. They should be waving in the breeze like all the others have been.”
“What is that thing?” MacD said, pointing at a sharp-edged object jutting up between the tops of the trees. It had to be man-made.
“Now I want to look more closely,” Juan said. “Let’s see what that is.”
“Closer view coming up,” Gomez said, and the drone whizzed toward its target.
As the drone approached, the size of the object became apparent. It was a huge vertical slab of metal painted verdant green to blend into the jungle and be undetectable to reconnaissance aircraft or satellites.
“Descend,” Juan said. “I want to see more.”
Gomez dropped the drone into the trees, which they could now see were actually fakes. The trunks, hidden by the canopy overhead, were telephone poles.
The camera’s sensor adjusted to the sudden darkness and took a moment to reconfigure. When the view became clear again, they all gaped at what they were seeing.
“Is that what I think it is?” Linc said with wonder.
Gomez nodded. “That, my friends, is the largest passenger jet in the world. A double-decker Airbus A380, hidden on a tiny tropical island.”
The wings and fuselage of the gigantic plane stretched out into the jungle, fully intact. It was painted to resemble the surrounding plant life, and it didn’t look damaged.
“How could it have crashed and still look like that?” MacD said in awe.
“Because I don’t think it did crash,” Gomez said. “Let me just check something.”
While the drone maneuvered lower, Raven said, “Although I can’t imagine why, someone could have shipped it here.”
“I doubt it,” Gomez said. “This plane weighs six hundred thousand pounds empty, over a million fully loaded. It would take a mega-sized crane to lift that load. The Indian authorities would have noticed if something that big pulled up to this island, not to mention the huge barge you’d need to haul the airplane here.”
The drone descended until it was below the wings. The camera focused on the massive undercarriage. All twenty-two tires were fully inflated and supporting the plane’s weight. The engines seemed to be in good condition. The tail of the plane was only a few dozen yards from the beach.
Gomez flew the drone around the jet, and Juan could see that all of the trees on the side away from the beach were mature and real. No runway had been cleared in the jungle.
“If this plane wasn’t brought to the island by ship,” Juan said, “and it didn’t crash here . . .”
He looked at Gomez, who shook his head in amazement. “At a bare minimum, the A380 needs three-quarters of a mile of tarmac to safely touch down. Yet here it is without a scratch on it at the edge of a jungle on a tropical island. I don’t know how they did it, but someone landed this plane.”
SIXTEEN
INDIA
Fifty miles southeast of Mumbai on a thousand acres of heavily forested private property sat one of the few surviving remnants of Ashoka’s Mauryan Empire. A magnificent five-story stone fortress had been constructed around a central dome called a stupa, a temple that contained Buddhist relics. To the Nine Unknown, who had conducted their regular meetings at this location for more than two thousand years, it was simply called the Library.
The grounds were patrolled by elite guards paid equally by each of the Nine so that none of them would be beholden to any single member. Intruders were summarily executed, their bodies disposed of so that they were never seen again.
Unlike most forts, the Library had no visible gates. The outer wall, laid out in a perfect square, was one smooth surface for its entire perimeter. The fortress was surrounded by a vast moat that extended into an array of canals leading into the forest.
There were nine carefully hidden entrances, each of which was known only to the guards and one of the Nine Unknown. That way all of them could enter from a different direction without being seen by the others, and no one would see them arriving together.
Romir Mallik’s entrance was a quarter mile south of the fortress. He walked on a narrow dirt path toward the Library with Asad Torkan, who was intently peering at the fort as he tried to figure out how they were going to get in. It was his first time to a meeting of the Nine, and Mallik had withheld the secret of the entrance.
“You won’t even give me a hint?” Torkan asked. He seemed interested in the riddle about how to get in, but he was actually distracting himself about the potential fate of his twin.
Mallik admired Torkan’s effort to remain optimistic ever since they’d lost contact with his brother. But when the yacht reached the coordinates of the Triton Star, they found a U.S. destroyer in the vicinity and abandoned the rescue mission. Mallik assumed Rasul had been either captured or killed. His operation, however, had obviously been a success. The Americans were now fully invested in finding out who was responsible for the attack, exactly as Mallik had hoped they would be.
He smiled at his brother-in-law’s frustration about the entrance to the Library. “You’ll find out where it is soon enough.”
Torkan shook his head and kept looking.
A minute later the path descended to a canal and disappeared into the water. The path rose again on the other side. The width was too far to jump and no bridge spanned the canal. A square stone pillar four feet in height stood next to the path. It was capped with four lion heads, each facing out in a different direction. The only marking was a circle with nine spokes and a swastika in the center, the symbol of the Nine Unknown.
Torkan frowned and pointed to the symbol. “Did the Nazis build this?”
“The swastika is an ancient Buddhist emblem that Hitler corrupted for his own use. Notice that it’s a mirror image of the Nazi version. Its original meaning connotes good luck and harmony.”
“Does it also mean ‘swim’? Because it looks like that’s the only way we’re getting across.”
Mallik shook his head. “We are at the entrance.”
Torkan looked around in confusion, then at the distant fortress. “Here? I thought the entrance was some kind of secret door in the fortress wall that we’d take a boat to. We’re not even close to the wall yet.”
“It wouldn’t be well hidden if was easy to find.”
Torkan again looked at the pillar. “Then that has to be the door knocker.”
“In a way. Press the swastika. You’ll need to push hard.”
Torkan shoved his fist against the symbol. It sank into the pillar, and the four lion heads rose six inches from the top.
Torkan turned to Mallik with a puzzled expression when nothing happened. “Now what?”
“Turn the lion heads a quarter turn clockwise.”
Torkan did as instructed. When they reached a quarter rotation, there was an audible click, and they sank back into the pillar.
At the same time, the water in front of the path began to recede. In a few seconds, waterfalls were cascading over the top of two parallel stone walls that rose from the bottom, four feet apart on either side of the path. An unseen hole was draining the trench between the temporary dams. It looked as if the Red Sea were parting.
Soon it was clear that the path didn’t continue to the opposite bank. Instead, it led down to stairs that disappeared into a tunnel.
“Come on,” Mallik said as he stepped onto the wet stairway. “We’ll only have a minute when the water is completely drained. A float causes the outlet to be plugged again, and the water flowing over the dams will refill the opening quickly.”
He continued down the steps, followed by Torkan, until he reached the bottom level twenty feet below. They walked through a small foyer and then back up a few stairs to a corridor where a stone barrier was rising at the same rate as the water was filling the foyer. Soon the barrier would dovetail into a groove in the ceiling and seal off the corridor. A pillar identical to the one outside stood next to the moving wall.
“Is this how all the entrances work?” Torkan asked as the light from the exterior began to dim.
“I don’t know,” Mallik replied, activating the light on his cell phone to use as a flashlight. “In all my years as a member of the Nine, I’ve never been through another entrance.”
Torkan lit up his own phone, illuminating thousands of years of torch smoke caked on the ceiling, and they walked down the silent tunnel that seemed to stretch into infinity.
It took ten minutes before they saw a faint light that intensified until they reached a well-lit metal gate. A guard carrying an assault rifle was standing on the other side. No ID was requested. The guard recognized Mallik immediately and ordered the gate raised.
Mallik knew every inch of the fort’s interior and led Torkan through a confusing series of corridors until they arrived at an archway decorated with another swastika. Two armed guards stood outside at attention.
Mallik and Torkan entered the center chamber of the fort directly under the domed stupa. A circular mahogany table sat in the middle. All but one of the nine seats were already occupied, and Mallik took the empty one. A single person stood behind every one of the Nine, since each could bring a lone companion into the Library with them.
Jason Wakefield was seated on one side of Mallik, and Lionel Gupta on the other. Wakefield, who seemed fully recovered from the fake kidnapping attempt that Mallik had set up, shook his hand, then nodded at Torkan. Gupta, on the other hand, didn’t even turn to greet him.
Xavier Carlton, who was sitting on the other side of the table with his assistant, Natalie Taylor, behind him, said, “Romir, good to see you.”
Mallik looked around the room, surprised to see that he was the last to arrive. He patted his pocket to reconfirm that the glass vial was still there. “Am I late?”
“Not at all. We just sat down. I was just introducing our newest member to the rest of the Nine.”
Carlton nodded at Pedro Neves, a Brazilian whose father had passed away six months ago. His family had been gifted with the scroll on diseases and now owned one of the biggest biotech companies in the world.
“Pedro, this is Romir Mallik,” Carlton said. “Bestowed with the cosmogony scroll and now heavily involved in the space industry. And you already know Gupta and Wakefield, who received the alchemy and communication scrolls, respectively.”
Carlton continued with the introductions. Boris Volanski was a Russian who’d inherited the physiology scroll, which had been the basis for the development of martial arts. Volanski now headed a military contracting firm in Moscow.
The last three of the Nine were Daniel Saidon, a Malaysian whose family had built Saidon Heavy Industries, based on the gravity scroll, and owned the Moretti Navi shipyard, where the Colossus ships were built; Melissa Valentine, an American who was the only woman in the Nine and CEO of an internet search firm developed after her ancestors had been given the scroll on the mysteries of light; and Hans Schultz, a banker from Switzerland, who held the scroll on sociology.
“Now that the pleasantries are concluded,” Carlton said, “I have a distinctly unpleasant matter to bring up.”
Mallik’s hand went to the vial again. Something was definitely wrong here. He could sense Torkan tensing behind him.
“As you all know, except perhaps Pedro, our colleague Boris Volanski is quite involved in the Russian arms and mercenary business and provides all of the security for the Colossus Project. In speaking with him earlier today, he gave me some disturbing information. Boris?”
Volanski, a dark-haired man in his sixties, leaned forward. “Through my sources, I found out that a stolen nerve agent shipment was used in the attack on the island of Diego Garcia. I don’t know who is responsible, but I believe they planted evidence to make it look as if the Nine were responsible.”
That set off murmurs around the table. Mallik joined in so that he wouldn’t draw attention to himself.
“How can you be sure?” Melissa Valentine asked.
“Because the chemical weapon used in the failed strike was one I had smuggled out of Russia. It’s a nerve agent called Novichok. I originally thought it went to the bottom of the sea in a shipwreck, but now I know that it was actually stolen from me.”
Mallik’s stomach went cold, but he gave the appearance of being as appalled as everyone else in the room.
“How could the evidence lead back to the Nine?” he asked.
“Not to the Nine Unknown, specifically,” Carlton said. “To Jhootha Island. The ship used to mount the attack was the Triton Star.”
Everyone exchanged worried glances. They all knew the Triton Star was the ship regularly used to supply the island.
“If the Americans were to invade the island and catch us by surprise,” Carlton continued, “they would have everything they need to learn about the Colossus initiative. Then all our work for a new dawn of humanity would be for nothing.”
“This is outrageous,” Daniel Saidon said. “First, the attack on the Colossus 5, then the attempted kidnapping of one of our own, and now this?” More angry grumbling around the table.
Carlton put up his hands to calm everyone. “It’s being taken care of. I’ve ordered the entire island to be erased per our emergency protocol. Even though it continues to contribute to the project, the island has largely served its purpose. By the end of the day, there will be nothing left.”
“Put together, all these incidents are disturbing,” Jason Wakefield said. “I believe that means there’s a traitor in our midst. What are we going to do about it?”
Instead of murmurs, now the table was deadly silent.
Carlton peered intently at Wakefield and said, “In all our two thousand years of history, we’ve never been required to eliminate one of our own. But now it looks like we will have to.”
Carlton turned his head toward Mallik, who froze. But Carlton kept turning until he focused on Lionel Gupta.
“What do you have to say for yourself, traitor?”
SEVENTEEN
JHOOTHA ISLAND
One thing Juan Cabrillo was sure of was that there were no indigenous peoples on the island, at least not anymore. Any organization that could somehow land an intact plane here wasn’t going to allow a few natives to get in their way. The only known missing A380 was Xavier Carlton’s private jet that disappeared eighteen months ago. Now they knew why it had never been found.
While Eddie, Linc, MacD, and Raven readied their gear, Juan had Linda dive the Gator and head to the part of the protective atoll that was nearest to the camouflaged airliner.
He was in the driver’s cupola with Linda when they arrived. The sun shone through the pristine water, playing along an underwater structure that definitely didn’t belong.
“You were right, Chairman,” Linda said. “Caissons are lined up perpendicular to the island as far as we can see.”
She piloted the Gator along a perfectly linear row of huge closely set concrete blocks, each the size of a house, that were resting on the ocean floor where coral had been blasted away. Each caisson was painted in a mottled pattern to resemble the reef so that it wouldn’t be recognized in any photos taken from the sky.
“That must have been how they landed the plane,” Juan said. “And they could double as a pier for the Triton Star.”
“You think these float?”
Juan pointed at a series of valves and hoses connecting the caissons. “All they had to do is pump air in or out to raise or lower it. A permanent pier would have been noticed during one of the Coast Guard’s random checks. If they raised this at night or under thick cloud cover, it would never be seen from the air. Not only that, it looks like it’s still being used.”
A series of parallel lines marred the random growth of algae on the surface of the nearest caisson.
“Tire tracks,” Linda said.
“They must have a vehicle for the cargo transfers. Those tracks can’t be more than a week old.”
“This structure has to be four thousand feet long,” Linda said with awe. “It must have cost a fortune to build. They’d have to ship these blocks in from another manufacturing site and install them at night.”
“Makes you wonder who would go to that much trouble.”
“And why.”
“Let’s find out,” Juan said. “Surface the boat as close to the island as you can get.”
As he got his own equipment ready, Juan told the others about the sunken runway.
“Someone really doesn’t want anyone to know about this island,” Linc said as he checked his P90 submachine gun.
“Good,” MacD said, “then they won’t be expecting us.” Instead of an automatic weapon like the others had, he carried a high-tech crossbow. In the stock, it had a small battery-powered cocking motor, which allowed for quick reload. It was the perfect weapon for silent attacks.
“Who was on the plane when it went down?” Raven asked while donning the same set of glasses that everyone else wore. A tiny screen displayed the feed from the drone’s camera.
Eddie answered, “Almost a hundred technology experts who had been attending a convention in Dubai. They were from some of the most prestigious companies and universities around the world.”
The drone feed clearly showed that a few pieces of the plane had been removed, and records revealed they matched exactly with the wreckage that had been found on the shores of Oman and Yemen. Those parts must have been chosen because the serial numbers would have confirmed that the missing airliner had gone down at sea.
“It’s been more than a year since they disappeared,” Gomez said. He was still operating the drone, keeping an eye on the island to make sure they weren’t being observed. “You think any of them are still alive?”
“At least some of them might be,” Juan said. “If the hijackers simply wanted to kill the passengers, they could have picked a lot less expensive way to do it.”
“Keeping them prisoners in huts on a deserted island?” MacD said. “Doesn’t make sense to me.”
“And what does all this have to do with the attack on Diego Garcia?” Raven wondered.
“All valid questions,” Eddie said to Juan with a smile.
“And maybe we’ll be able to answer some of them after we take a little walk around the island,” Juan replied. “Everyone ready?”
They all answered in the affirmative. Linda surfaced only fifty yards from the beach right next to one of the caissons. As usual for the tropics, a rain shower from an isolated cloud was drenching the island.
Juan waited a few minutes for the quick downpour to pass, then led the way out of the hatch and stepped into the water. Here, the top of the caisson was just three feet below the surface.
When they were all out, Linda backed the Gator away and submerged until just the antenna and air snorkel were visible. The drone hovered above them, and Juan could see the aerial image projected onto his glasses.
As they began to wade forward, the drone flew on to scout ahead.
When they got to the edge of the jungle, the Airbus airliner came into view. The underside was still white. The giant plane loomed over them, casting deep shadows in the already dense thicket of trees.
One of the doors on the plane was open, but its emergency slide had been torn away. If they wanted a look inside, they’d have to climb. Maybe later, Juan thought. Right now, he wanted to explore the interior of the island.
MacD, an experienced hunter and tracker, caught everyone’s attention and waved them over. He pointed to the ground. The tire tracks that Juan had seen on the top of the caissons continued here under the cover of the foliage. Since there were no grooves on the sandy beach, they had to have been intentionally erased.
Instead of taking the tires’ path, they divided up and crept through the jungle parallel to it twenty yards away, Juan and Eddie on one side and MacD, Linc, and Raven on the other. Gomez kept the drone fixated on the path so they could see if anyone was coming to greet them.
Juan heard a clicking noise and stopped, holding up his hand for the others to do the same.
He looked up and saw what was making the rhythmic noise. A blue coconut crab the size of a bulldog was doggedly attempting to clip a coconut from the palm tree above him.
“At least we can be sure there aren’t any motion sensors,” Eddie whispered.
Juan nodded at the huge crab, which was three times as big as any lobster he’d ever seen. “Those guys would be setting them off constantly.”
As they walked away, the coconut finally came loose and fell to the ground. The crab scurried down the tree and hauled away its prize.
A thousand yards later, Juan spotted a building the size of a three-car garage and as tall as a semi. It was a modern metal structure painted camouflage like the plane. There was a door big enough for a truck to pass through, and another regular door beside it, both closed.
They regrouped and crouched down out of sight.
“Unless the indigenous natives have a local construction company that we haven’t seen yet,” Juan said, “I’d say the Indian government is going to get a big surprise soon about their off-limits island.”
“Unless they’re the ones who built this,” MacD said. “Maybe the indigenous angle has been one big con all these years.”
“How about we knock on the door and ask?” Linc said.
Raven nodded. “I have a feeling whoever they are won’t be happy to see visitors.”
Juan said, “Gomez, give us a close-up of the front.”
“Close-up on the way,” Gomez replied.
The quadcopter flew down until Juan had a clear view of the door. Next to it was a keypad and flat panel big enough for a hand.
“Could be a biometric scanner for a palm print,” Eddie said.
“Out here?” Linc said, looking around at the desolate jungle. “Why would they need that kind of security?”
“We might be able to find someone who knows the answer to that question,” Gomez said.
“What do you mean?” Juan asked.
Gomez rotated the drone’s camera so that it pointed down at two sets of footprints leading to a footpath. It went in the direction of the cigarette butts they had spotted on the beach halfway around the island from the concealed plane.
“I think someone went for a stroll recently,” Gomez said.
The footprints in the mud were empty, unlike the other depressions around them that had been filled with water from the short downpour twenty minutes before.
Two people had walked out of that building since Juan’s team had landed on the island. And judging from the footprints, they hadn’t returned.
Either Juan and his crew were about to become hunters or they were the hunted.
EIGHTEEN
INDIA
Romir Mallik watched in silence as Xavier Carlton continued to make his case for Lionel Gupta’s treason. Gupta had remained tight-lipped up to this point, and Mallik certainly wasn’t going to throw him a lifeline. He’d relaxed the grip on the vial in his hand when he realized he wasn’t the one being confronted.
Mallik initially hoped it would be the Colossus 5 damage that was pinned on Gupta. But to Mallik’s surprise, it was the destruction of his own satellite launch that Gupta was being accused of.
“We all know that Romir’s satellite system is critical to the functionality of Colossus,” Carlton said. “That’s why Lionel had to keep the Vajra constellation from being completed.”
Finally, Gupta spoke up. “I did no such thing.”
“To prove it, I even know the name of the man you had on the inside. Eshan Chandra.” Carlton looked at Mallik. “Is that correct?”
Mallik couldn’t contain his shock at hearing the name and nodded. “We discovered that Chandra altered the fuel feed software, which caused the engines to fail. When we questioned him, he told us he didn’t know the name of his employer. He took the job after a million dollars was wired to his account.”
“Where is Chandra now?”
“He committed suicide.” In fact, he was killed during questioning by an overzealous interrogator, but Mallik wasn’t going to mention that.
“I’m telling you I had nothing to do with this!” Gupta yelled.
“Please, Lionel,” Carlton said with utter disdain. “I have records of your correspondence with Chandra instructing him to destroy the rocket.”
“Whatever ‘proof’ you have is faked.”
Suddenly, Jason Wakefield spoke up. “No it’s not.”
All eyes turned to the communications mogul.
“You happened to be using one of my phone networks when you made the plans. You should have realized I built back doors into all of my systems to let me monitor calls and texts.”
Gupta’s jaw dropped. “I . . . I . . .”
Carlton smirked in satisfaction at catching Gupta. But his victory was short-lived.
“And I approve of your actions,” Wakefield added.
Carlton looked as if he’d been slapped. Mallik was just as stunned.
“What are you talking about, Jason?” Carlton demanded.
“I’ve been waiting to see if someone else was as disturbed by the Colossus Project as I am,” Wakefield said. “We’ve gone too far. I know we’ve collectively spent a billion dollars on this effort, but it’s gotten out of control.”
Mallik watched as the other members of the Nine whispered to one another at this news.
“You can’t be serious,” Carlton said.
“Dead serious,” Wakefield said. “I’ve been slowing down communications among the ships for months. You just haven’t noticed. Now, I’m glad to see Lionel has taken even stronger steps to stop this project. It’s time those of us who oppose Colossus to come out of the shadows instead of just passively resisting.”
“Staying in the shadows is exactly what we all agreed to,” said Carlton, who now sounded alarmed.
“I didn’t agree to anything,” Pedro Neves said. “My father did.”
“Then he should have told you that Colossus is the most advanced artificial intelligence project ever devised. Once it is fully operational, we will be able to pierce any network on earth without the knowledge of a single person outside the project. The control virus created by Colossus will be undetectable and unreadable by any corporation, government, or military. We will have finally fulfilled Ashoka’s dream: to harness ultimate knowledge for the benefit of mankind.”
“His dream was to protect the world from the power of knowledge, not control it,” Wakefield said.
“We can’t protect it without controlling it,” Carlton replied. “Ashoka couldn’t have foreseen the radical changes in technology that we’ve undergone. The development and perfection of artificial intelligence is inevitable. Who better than us to shepherd the world through this radical change?”
“I don’t know,” Melissa Valentine said, her tone full of worry. “I’m having second thoughts as well.” She looked at Neves as she spoke. “With Colossus’s control virus and pattern matching algorithms, we’ll be able to rig elections, manipulate markets, bankrupt corporations, and disable entire armies. And because it can be done in secret through subtle changes in software, those governments, corporations, and militaries will never even know it’s being done under our direction. We’ll have more power at our fingertips than any group in history. It’s an awesome responsibility and ripe for abuse.”
“Exactly,” Wakefield said. “We will be tyrants operating from the shadows.”
“Isn’t that what we all wanted?” Carlton asked. “We’ve created ultimate knowledge, just as our ancestors wanted, just as Ashoka wanted. And we’re the people most qualified to carry out that vision. Ruling from behind the scenes is the only way it works.”
Volanski, Schultz, Saidon, and Neves all sat stone-faced. Wakefield and Valentine were shaking their heads.
Gupta turned to Mallik. “I’m sorry, Romir. I did have your satellite launch sabotaged. But I’m with Wakefield. The Colossus Project is a mistake. We need to shut it down.”
Then he turned to the rest of the Nine. “Who’s with me?”
Wakefield’s hand went up right away, followed by Valentine’s. Then to Mallik’s shock, Pedro Neves raised his hand.
Mallik felt a swell of victory. Thinking he was the only one with major reservations about the project, he’d been going it alone for months trying to undercut Colossus. Now he had allies he didn’t even know he had.
He raised his hand, tilting the majority in favor of those against continuing.
Carlton gaped at him. “Romir? You, too?”
“You think you can control Colossus,” Mallik said, “but you’re delusional. We’d be unleashing a runaway artificial intelligence that would soon outgrow all of us. The software that you believe will help you control others will actually grow out of our control. Once Colossus becomes self-aware, it will realize it no longer needs us. Then it will do everything it can to protect itself.”
Carlton scoffed. “That old trope? Colossus will launch all the nukes and cause Armageddon? You helped us build in a fail-safe to prevent that.”
Mallik shook his head. “You said yourself that we’re creating the most advanced AI ever built. If that’s true, why do you think we could outsmart it? How do we know it won’t decide that it, in fact, should be making the decisions? We can’t possibly know what’s going to happen with Colossus when it reaches its full potential. We see it every day in unintended consequences from advanced software, software with millions of lines of code that no single person could ever read and comprehend. I saw it myself with my wife’s death.”
He swallowed as he remembered his own personal tragedy, then glanced at Torkan, who simply returned his gaze with a tinge of sadness.
Mallik looked at every member of the Nine. Several heads were nodding. He could feel the momentum swinging to his side’s favor. It was time for his final pitch.
“So I ask you, what happens when Colossus has billions of lines of code that it writes itself? What happens when Colossus reaches the singularity and can improve itself without any intervention from us, at a rate far beyond our imagination? Don’t we become irrelevant at that point? Don’t we become the servants instead of the masters?”
Carlton said, “But your shipboard fail-safe . . .”
Mallik dismissed that line of thinking with a wave of his hands. “Is a stopgap, nothing more. That’s why I built additional capabilities into the Vajra satellite constellation. That’s why I had the Colossus 5 damaged: to give me more time—to give us more time—to stop this madness once and for all.”
Mallik knew he’d said something wrong as soon as he saw Wakefield’s expression change to anger. On his other side, Gupta shook his head in pity. The rest of the Nine had reactions of surprise and disgust.
Except Carlton. He was beaming with a wide smile. Gupta got up and walked over to Carlton’s side of the table and shook his hand.
“You were right,” Gupta said. “I shouldn’t have doubted you.”
“Who else would have sabotaged the Colossus 5?” Carlton said. He focused on Torkan for a moment before staring at Mallik with obvious delight. “They didn’t believe me, Romir. Not fully. Thank you for admitting it.”
None of the other Nine would face Mallik after the revelation he’d so carelessly confessed. His stomach churned when Carlton looked at the six Library guards inside the meeting chamber and said, “Take him and Torkan into custody until we determine the proper method of execution.”
NINETEEN
Carlton was quite pleased at how his plan had played out. He knew that all he’d had to do was pander to Mallik’s need to be on the winning side.
The Library guards took out their weapons and moved toward Mallik and Torkan. Torkan tensed, ready for a fight that he couldn’t win. Mallik didn’t stand. Instead, he held up one hand with some kind of object in it.
“Stop right there,” he said. The guards hesitated and looked to Carlton, who rolled his eyes.
“Please, Romir. Don’t make this more pathetic than it already is.”
Mallik opened his palm and revealed a glass vial with red writing on it below an orange and black biohazard symbol.
“Volanski knows what this is,” Mallik said, looking at the Russian arms trader. “If you try to keep me from leaving the Library, I will drop it. Then all of us will die.”
Boris Volanski suddenly jumped to his feet in alarm.
“Novichok!” he yelled. Carlton could feel Natalie Taylor’s hand on his shoulder. His assistant knew as well as he did what Novichok could do.
“That’s right,” Mallik said. “This is a pressurized vial. If it breaks, the nerve agent will be propelled throughout the room. It will kill us in seconds.”
Carlton slowly got to his feet.
“Nobody leaves until Torkan and I do,” Mallik warned.
Carlton nearly sneered, “You haven’t got the guts.” But then he realized Mallik did have the guts and that he had nothing to lose. His wife was gone, he had no children, and he seemed to be fanatical about stopping the Colossus Project.
“How did you know it was me?” Mallik said.
Carlton said nothing. Mallik looked around the room until Jason Wakefield spoke.
“Carlton has a video of your man Torkan at the Moretti Navi shipyard,” he said, nodding at Mallik’s bodyguard. “He sent it to all of us before the meeting and suggested the ruse to get you to admit your involvement. Some of us didn’t initially believe it, particularly me because of the ‘kidnapping’ attempt that you now obviously set up. But I went along with it because I thought you would prove him wrong. Instead, Carlton was right. I don’t like being played for a fool.”
“How could you, Romir?” Melissa Valentine said, shaking her head. “We thought you were one of us.”
“I tried to warn you before we started,” Mallik said, “but you wouldn’t listen. I thought the project was a boondoggle until we established the Jhootha Island facility. Then I knew Colossus was no pipe dream. I was the only person who could stop you. That’s why I ramped up the Vajra project so quickly. It cost me even more than Colossus has cost us together, but now I see that it was worth it.”
He stood, the vial held between his fingers. “Now, I’m going to leave here with Torkan. I expect that you’ll try to prevent me from completing my satellite constellation. Go ahead. I’m ready for you. Whatever you can come up with won’t work. In the end, you’ll see that I’m right. I hope someday in the future you’ll thank me for what I’m doing.”
“Thank you?” Carlton spat. “For destroying our vision for a better world?”
“For saving the world.”
Mallik backed toward the doorway behind him. Torkan was behind him, his eyes on the motionless guards.
When Mallik was through the doorway, he stopped and said, “You’ll never stop coming after me, will you? The Nine has to end here.”
Then he tossed the vial into the room and sprinted out of sight.
Carlton saw the vial arc in the air toward the center of the room and turned to run, but Taylor was already hauling him backward. He stumbled after her, pushing Gupta through the arch with him. They’d rounded the corner when he heard the vial smash against the stone floor and the screaming begin.
They kept running. Carlton turned to see Wakefield stumble through the arch behind them with one of the guards. Wakefield’s terrified eyes pleaded for help, but there was none coming. He and the guard seized up as their muscles froze, and they both keeled over like statues, their heads smashing into the hard floor.
Gupta paused at the horrifying sight. His own man had been left behind to die.
“Come on!” Taylor shouted. “You can’t do anything for them! This way!”
“Who is this woman?” Gupta said to Carlton. “How does your assistant know we can’t do anything?”
“Because she was in British Army Intelligence,” Carlton said. “She’s not just my assistant, she’s my bodyguard. Much better than yours, I might add.”
Taylor shoved Gupta into motion, and they kept going until they found one of the remaining Library guards at Carlton’s exit.
“Find the rest of your men,” Carlton said to him. “Romir Mallik just killed the other members of the Nine. Stop him before he can leave the Library.”
The guard looked at him in shock, then nodded and ran off.
They descended into the tunnel as Gupta said in stunned disbelief, “Why would Mallik do that?”
“Because he’s insane,” Carlton said. He didn’t add that the video of Torkan had been doctored by his media people to insert the Iranian’s face into the scene. It was just Carlton’s hunch that Mallik had been the one behind the sabotage of the Colossus 5, but he’d needed something concrete to push the others in the Nine to turn on him.
“Two thousand years of waiting and planning,” Gupta said with a whimper, “and then the Nine is destroyed in an instant by one of our own.”
“We don’t need them anymore,” Carlton said. “You and I can complete the project ourselves. We have everything we need to finish it.”
“What about the other members? They’ll be missed by their own people.”
“You forget that I own a news organization. We’ll figure out a way to make their absences go unnoticed or explained until we can activate Colossus. After that, the announcement of their deaths will just be a tragic addition to the news cycle, and we can shut down any subsequent investigations.”
“Does Mallik know where the Colossus ships are right now?”
Carlton shook his head. “No, I made sure to keep that information from him. There’s no way for him to find them. I even convinced Saidon to move the Colossus 5 to an undisclosed location to install the replacement satellite dish.”
“And you’re sure Jhootha Island won’t lead back to us?”
Carlton grinned. He wasn’t upset at all about what had just happened. In fact, Mallik did him a favor by culling his partners.
“I wasn’t lying to Mallik when I said that I issued the code for the self-destruct protocol. Jhootha Island will be but a distant memory by the end of the day.”
—
“That was bold of you,” Torkan said as he led Mallik to their own exit tunnel from the Library.
“Eliminating the other Unknowns will give us some breathing room,” Mallik said, still surprised at his own impulsive act.
“I think Carlton made it out with his assistant. Gupta, too.”
“Even if they aren’t all dead, it’ll take them time to regroup from that mess.”
When they reached the opening to the exit tunnel, the anxious guard stationed there asked Mallik and Torkan what the screaming had been about, but he didn’t get an answer. Torkan viciously chopped him in the throat and took his weapon. The guard fell to his knees, his windpipe collapsed.
“The other guards will come after us,” Mallik said, looking at the dead man. “Even you can’t kill all of them. They’ll catch us before we get off the Library property.”
“No they won’t,” Torkan replied. He took the guard’s guns and removed two wicked-looking knives from his belt and said, “Let’s go.”
Mallik didn’t ask what Torkan had in mind. Strategic thinking was Mallik’s skill, tactical creativity was Torkan’s. Mallik simply followed him into the passageway, where they took off at a trot.
As they got close to the end of the long tunnel, the sound of footsteps pounding behind them echoed off the stone. Torkan let loose a volley from his gun while Mallik activated the lion heads control. The barrier slowly lowered, and they dove to the ground to avoid the guards’ bullets that were pinging off the corridor walls.
By the time the barrier reached the floor, Torkan’s ammo was gone. They’d be chased down outside long before they got to their waiting car and executed on the spot.
They stepped across the barrier as it started to close with the rising water. Torkan turned and shoved the blades of each knife he’d taken from the dead guard into the narrow gap between the barrier and the wall.
The hardened steel of the knives squealed as the barrier came to a stop. The knives acted as wedges to keep the barrier from rising to seal off the passageway. Water began to gush over it. The temporary dams holding back the water from the canal were already starting to drop.
They ran up the steps and out onto the dry path. Mallik looked back, and the dams had disappeared from sight. Water was now flooding into the tunnel at a fearsome rate. The guards behind them would almost certainly drown before they could make the quarter mile back to the Library.
“Quick thinking,” Mallik said as they headed back to their car.
“Carlton will come at us with everything he can,” Torkan said.
“I know. Now we’re in a race against each other.”
Torkan silently nodded, his expression somber. He knew the stakes. Whoever won would change the course of civilization forever.
TWENTY
JHOOTHA ISLAND
Lyla Dhawan walked three paces in front of her guard as she had every day for the past six months. When she’d first arrived on the island eighteen months ago, they gave her much more freedom to explore. She knew how futile it was to make an escape attempt from one of the island’s beaches, yet she tried several times anyway. Now she’d been reduced to having a guard watch her every step during her single thirty-minute walk to the beach and back.
She kept telling herself it could be worse. The guards had been instructed not to harm or harass the prisoners, and she’d been well fed during her entire stay. She was even occasionally given perks like candy and DVD movies for good behavior or excellent work. But this was a prison all the same. Lyla had no doubt that once she was no longer useful to Project C, she would die in this lonely place.
She thought that might be soon. Every day for twelve hours, she’d sat in front of a computer screen, writing code based on her expertise in pattern recognition software. Like everyone else who’d been on Xavier Carlton’s plane, she was one of the top technicians in the world focusing on various elements of artificial intelligence. She didn’t know many of the details about Project C, but it was clear their work was critical to the project’s success. Now the amount of their work was winding down.
Lately, she’d spent many hours in front of her terminal doing nothing. In fact, it seemed like they were being kept around just as insurance in case adjustments needed to be made to the software. Then three weeks ago, she’d overheard one of the guards talking to another about something he called Bedtime.
At first, she thought it was some sick joke about their living quarters, which were spartan. But as she caught more tidbits here and there, Lyla began to understand that Bedtime was a code word. It would be issued when the guards were supposed to wipe out all traces of what had happened on the island.
That meant executing all the prisoners as well. And she knew the guards would do so without hesitation after seeing what happened the first day she got here.
After being knocked out by the gas in the cockpit of the Airbus A380, she was unconscious until they had landed. She groggily careened down the emergency slide with the ninety-seven other people who had been kidnapped. The only person missing had been Adam Carlton, who was brought out in a body bag after his deadly head injury.
The confused and upset passengers were separated into two equal-numbered groups for seemingly no reason. An array of guards with automatic weapons stood behind a striking woman in her thirties. She addressed the passengers in an emotionless voice and with an icy glare. The scene was so chilling and surreal that Lyla would never forget it.
“You’ve been brought here for one reason only,” their lead captor had said in her posh British accent. “You all have knowledge and access that we need. As you’ll find out tomorrow, any thoughts of escape are pointless.”
She’d been right about that, Lyla recalled. In her first escape attempt, she built a huge pile of coconut husks and driftwood and then set it on fire hoping someone would come to investigate it and liberate them. But it was soon snuffed out, and nobody came to the rescue.
Her second attempt had consisted of surreptitiously gathering enough driftwood and palm fronds over the course of weeks to build a crude raft. She didn’t know where in the world they were. It could be anywhere from the Caribbean to the South Pacific, but she was sure they were in tropical waters. If she could paddle her way to a shipping lane, she might be saved.
Lyla managed to sneak out one night, lash together her raft, and push it out to sea. She made it across the atoll and into open water, but only got a half mile offshore before a Zodiac zoomed out to pick her up. She’d been put in solitary confinement for three months after that. Again, though, it could have been worse.
The British woman had continued her speech as if she were the Kammandant of a concentration camp. “I want to impress upon you the gravity of your situation. Whole countries are searching for you, but none of them will find you.” She gestured to the carefully hidden airliner above them. “The world thinks this plane was shot down in a terrorist incident off the coast of Iran. Pieces of it will be found, but you won’t be. Eventually, they will give up searching for it. And you.”
“What’s this all about?” one of the passengers yelled out. Some of them advanced like they were going to start a fight, but the guards raised their weapons at a flick of the Brit’s finger. The rebellious passengers stepped back.
“We have a very special project for you to work on. You are some of the best minds from the tech sector and academia. With your help, we will accomplish something that will change the future of our world.”
“Then why not just hire us?” Lyla asked.
“Because we need more than just your expertise,” the Brit replied. “We need your access. By the end of the day tomorrow, we will have full penetration of the computer files in your various organizations. Everyone thinks you’re dead. Any glitches your institutions find in their computer systems will be attributed to software malfunctions. None will suspect that you’ve aided us in hacking into your own databases. The top secret information that we acquire will save us years of work and will be the catalyst we need to finish the project. That is, of course, if you help us.”
“And if we refuse?” Lyla said. A few people grunted their agreement.
The Brit’s lip curled in a frightening grin. “I don’t think any of those who are left will refuse.”
She turned slightly and nodded.
The guards took aim at the other group. Just before they fired, Lyla had the horrifying realization about what was going to happen.
The guards fired at the helpless passengers just a few yards away from her. They were mowed down in cold blood while the survivors screamed in terror. Lyla might have been screaming the loudest. She clutched the nearest woman and hugged her close, sobbing together about the appalling sight they’d just witnessed.
The Brit was unfazed by the carnage. Her lack of empathy was sickening.
“Those people were not useful to us. I hope this shows you what we will do if you don’t cooperate. We will not hesitate to make more examples. Do your work and you will be treated fairly. That is all.”
The Brit then nodded to the lead guard and turned to leave. Lyla hadn’t seen her again, but she’d never forget that dead-eyed stare.
Since then, she’d never given up the hope of seeing her parents again, but that hope was diminishing with every passing day. She tried to enjoy the simple things, like this excursion out into the sunlight, stomping through the mud, smelling the ripe odor of the flora damp from the fresh rainfall.
When they got to the beach, the guard, an Indian, took out a cigarette for his ritual smoke. Lyla often tried to talk to whoever was with her to see if she could build a rapport that would someday work to her advantage. She didn’t feel like it. She sat on the sand and ran her hands through the fine grains while she stared at the calm ocean. She always looked for signs of a ship, hoping that this would be the day that someone would see her being held captive by an armed man, but today was no different. The sea was empty to the horizon.
The guard’s radio squawked, and he dropped his cigarette into the pile with the rest of the butts.
“Can’t I have a little peace for a minute?” he complained to the caller, lifting his cap to wipe his brow. He looked at Lyla. “She’s even being quiet, for a change.”
“We just got the word,” came the reply. “It’s Bedtime.”
Lyla stiffened when she heard the word, but she didn’t look at the guard. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him stand up straighter at the news.
“Really? No drill?” Lyla remembered the drills where they were hustled back to their cells as part of the protocol.
“Really. Get back here with Dhawan. Now.”
“Affirmative,” the guard said into the radio. Under his breath, he added, “Finally.”
“Let’s go,” he said to Lyla.
She remained motionless as her mind raced for what she could do.
“I haven’t had my full time out here.”
“I don’t care.”
She stayed seated, options flashing through her mind, none of them good.
“I said, let’s go,” the guard repeated. “Don’t make me haul you up.”
She slowly got to her feet, watching the guard as she did. His attention was focused on getting back to the facility, and he still had his assault rifle slung idly around his shoulder. He didn’t think she’d know that today was any different and would dutifully return with him.
But if she was going to die on this day, she might as well do it out in the sunlight.
Lyla rushed at him and grabbed for the rifle. She yanked it off his shoulder before he realized what was happening, but the larger guard countered quickly. He elbowed her arm, and the rifle flew onto the beach. She tried to go after it, but he clasped a strong hand around her wrist.
A vague recollection of her self-defense training came back, and she kneed the guard in the groin. He doubled over in pain, letting her go in the process. She dove for the gun, but she’d only fired a pistol on the gun range a couple of times with an old boyfriend, never a rifle of any kind. Even if she got it, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to use it.
She stopped scrambling when she heard the click of a hammer being pulled back. She rolled over and saw the furious guard pointing his sidearm at her. The barrel of the semiautomatic pistol in her face looked huge.
“Enough of that!” the guard yelled. He slowly circled around and picked up the assault rifle, his aim never wavering. “I should kill you right here.”
She got to her feet and sighed in resignation over her fate.
“Then why don’t you? I know what Bedtime means. You’re going to destroy the whole place and murder us all, aren’t you?”
His eyes flickered in surprise.
“Then go ahead!” Lyla shouted. “Shoot me!”
He smiled and shook his head. “And lug your dead body all the way back? Too much work.”
“I’m not moving, so you might as well pull the trigger.” Lyla stared at him in defiance and steeled herself for the shot.
The guard shrugged and walked toward her, the pistol right in her face. “If that’s the way you want to do this.”
He never got to pull the trigger. A crossbow bolt zinged past Lyla’s head and pierced the guard’s eye. He went down so fast it was like he’d been switched off.
At first, Lyla thought she’d been saved from certain death, but then she realized how crazy that idea was. Nobody knew they were there except for the people who’d ordered the Bedtime protocol.
They weren’t just wiping out the prisoners. They were going to kill everyone on the island, the guards included.
To her right, she saw movement. A tall, blond man in combat gear emerged from the jungle holding an automatic weapon. He smiled at her and said, “Hi there. My name’s Juan. And I’m here to—”
He didn’t finish speaking because Lyla bent down and picked up the guard’s pistol. Without waiting to hear more, she aimed it at this guy called Juan and fired three quick shots in his direction.
Juan went down, and Lyla didn’t wait to see if there were more people with him who’d been sent to kill her.
She turned and ran.
TWENTY-ONE
JHOOTHA ISLAND
Raven Malloy watched Juan fall to the ground from the trio of shots, but she let Eddie and Linc tend to him. She needed to go after the woman with MacD. His crossbow was already reloaded.
They took off down the beach and then into the jungle, where the woman’s footprints disappeared into the trees. The dense foliage provided cover for her, but it would also make it difficult for her to move quickly and silently.
Raven stopped and put up her hand. They both listened for the sound of crunching foliage, but everything was quiet.
“Ah saved her life,” MacD whispered. “Why did she shoot the Chairman?”
Raven thought about the plain jumpsuit the woman wore. “She might have been a passenger on that plane, which puts her here for a year and half. She doesn’t know who her enemies are anymore.”
“Or who her friends are.”
“We need to find her before she runs into her real enemies.”
MacD nodded to her right. “She stopped about a hundred yards that way.”
Raven looked in that direction, but she couldn’t see anything. “How do you know?”
“Ah’ve been a hunter all my life,” he said with a cockeyed smile. “Ah could track a hummingbird through a hurricane.”
Raven shrugged. MacD was always saying stuff like that. Not being a hunter herself, she couldn’t tell if he was right. She’d grown up on military bases, and then worked in the Military Police after joining the Army, spending most of her time tracking people using clues of a different kind. But one of the things she’d learned since being added to the Oregon crew was that her new colleagues were experts in their fields. If MacD said the woman was hiding behind a tree a hundred yards away, Raven accepted it without question.
“Let me talk to her,” she said. “I don’t think your kind of charm is going to work in this situation.” As an investigator, one of Raven’s specialties was talking to people and gaining their trust.
“Whatever you say,” MacD said. “But Ah’m going to keep an eye on you.” He raised the crossbow.
“Keep an eye on my six,” she said, pointing in the other direction. “Those gunshots may have drawn unwanted attention.”
He nodded, and she crept forward.
She went fifty yards and stopped, still far out of range of a person not trained in how to use a handgun.
“Miss,” she called out. “My name is Raven Malloy. My team and I aren’t here to hurt you.”
There was no response, but now Raven could see a little bit of a black jumpsuit moving behind a palm tree.
“I know you’re scared. I would be, too. We know that you’ve been stuck on this island for a long time. We saw the plane. But you’ll be safer with us than you would be with the friends of that man who was about to kill you.”
“Stay away!” the woman called back. “I know about Bedtime!”
Raven moved a little closer. “I don’t know what that means. We want to help you.”
“You’re here to kill us all!”
“We don’t want to kill anyone.”
“You killed that guard.”
“My squadmate did that with good reason,” Raven said. “Wasn’t the guard going to shoot you?”
“Well . . . yes.”
“Then I’d say we just happened to have good timing. Come out, and we’ll take you home.”
There was a rustle of bushes, and the woman emerged holding the pistol at her side. She was of Indian descent, but she spoke with an American accent.
“Either you’re lying and you’d find me eventually because I have no place to go on this speck of an island or you’re telling the truth, which makes more sense because you could have easily shot us both back there. Am I wrong to hope?”
Raven walked forward, her weapon slung across her back. “You’re not wrong. What’s your name?”
“Lyla Dhawan. Where am I?”
“An island west of India.”
Lyla paused as that sunk in. “But your accent isn’t Indian. Are you American?”
Raven nodded and took the pistol before shaking her hand.
“Who are you people? Special Forces?”
“Something like that,” Raven said. “We got a tip that something wasn’t right on the island, so we came to check it out. We were told it was inhabited by a hostile indigenous tribe.”
“Apparently, they died off in a disease outbreak ten years ago, but nobody found out. My captors let the Indian government think it was still populated by natives.”
MacD emerged from the jungle. “It won’t be populated by anyone much longer. We should get going . . . Hi, Ah’m MacD.”
Lyla was surprised to see him appear out of nowhere, but she said, “Hello.” Then a stricken expression suddenly crossed her face. “Oh, no! That was your friend back on the beach, wasn’t it? I killed him!”
“I doubt that,” Raven said. “Let’s go make sure.”
The two of them escorted Lyla back to the beach, keeping their heads on the swivel for any more guards.
When they reached the others, Juan was on his feet, walking toward them with Linc and Eddie.
“My fault,” Juan said. “I don’t look like a rescuer at the moment, do I?”
Raven introduced Lyla to them.
“I’m so sorry about shooting you,” Lyla said. “I didn’t know you were the good guys.”
“You’re not a bad shot,” Juan said, massaging the area over a hole in his vest. “One of them got me right in the chest. Luckily, my body armor is rated for pistol fire.” He said nothing about the slice another bullet had taken out of his collar just inches from his neck.
“You mentioned something called Bedtime,” Raven said to Lyla. “What did you mean?”
“It’s a protocol for eliminating all evidence on the island of what we’ve been doing here. That guard was about to begin carrying it out when you saved me.”
“Then we need to get you out of here,” Juan said.
“Those gunshots might be bringing more guards this way,” Eddie said as he watched the path from the jungle.
“Not right away,” Lyla said. “They’ll probably think it was me being executed. We probably have a little time before they send someone out to check.”
“Is it just you on the island,” Juan said, “or are there other prisoners as well in that building?”
“Building? Oh, the shed.” Lyla nodded. “There are nineteen of us here. They’re going to be killed if we don’t get them out of the facility.”
Linc looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Facility? You mean, they’ve been keeping nineteen of you in that little shed for over a year?”
Lyla shook her head. “The shed is only the top part. It’s where they keep the storage containers and tractor. There’s a whole underground complex on this island. And if I understand the Bedtime protocol correctly, they’re going to blow up the entire place with the prisoners still inside.”
TWENTY-TWO
Juan knew they couldn’t wait for reinforcements from the Oregon, though he had Max start bringing the ship in closer. No need for stealth much longer.
“How many guards are in there?” he asked Lyla. She was sitting cross-legged, still dazed from her near-death experience, and Juan knelt in front of her. MacD and Linc kept an eye on the path, while Eddie and Raven were on their knees on either side of the freed prisoner.
“Fifteen,” Lyla said. “Or fourteen now.”
“Not a great ratio,” Eddie said.
“Anyone else?”
She shook her head. “Just the eighteen other prisoners. Sometimes we get visitors, but not often. All our work is done on the computer, and we communicate by text and videoconferencing with the engineers on the project through a dedicated satellite link. If we don’t perform the way the engineers on the other end want, they tell the warden, a nasty Russian soldier type named Fyodor Yudin.”
She gave them the basics of how the underground facility was laid out. There were three levels accessed by a service elevator and stairs. The first and highest level under the shed was the control center and storage. The second level held the common areas like the computer room and the mess hall. All of the living quarters were on the third level down. Power was provided by a diesel generator inside the shed.
“I’m going to have you draw us a map of the facility,” Juan said. “Then I’ll have Raven escort you back to our vessel.”
“What?” Lyla said. “No, I’m going with you.”
Juan shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. You already had one close call today.”
“Listen, I appreciate you rescuing me, I really do. But I have friends in there. If we don’t go get them now, they’re all going to die. Yudin is probably already wondering what happened to my guard.”
Eddie lifted the radio he’d taken from the guard. “She’s right. They just called and told him to get back on the double.”
“Besides,” Lyla said, “the other prisoners might not trust you if I’m not there.”
Juan didn’t like it, but she was right. They’d have to bring her along if they wanted to do this quickly.
“Okay, but Raven doesn’t leave your side. Understood?”
Lyla nodded.
“All right,” Juan said. “We saw a biometric scanner next to the door. Do we need to bring the guard with us?”
“They never put that into use,” Lyla said. “I guess they didn’t see a need. The place is built to keep us in, not keep us out.”
“So how do we get in?” Raven asked.
“There’s a camera at the door. They open it from the central control room.”
Eddie tilted his head at the dead guard. “So much for using his handprint to get us in.”
“And I don’t think we’re going to fool a camera with that hole in his face,” Juan said. MacD had already taken his crossbow bolt back and cleaned it in the surf. “Nobody has ever made an escape attempt before?”
“I have,” Lyla said. “Twice.”
“Did you get out of the building?”
“Yes, but I didn’t get very far.”
“They must have come after you quickly. How many?”
“Four or five guards came out both times to search for me.”
Eddie looked at Juan. “That would even the odds a bit.”
“Couldn’t hurt,” Juan said. Then to Lyla, “What about the large garage door on the shed?”
“Also opened from the inside, I think.”
“And the doors inside the facility?”
“Only the control room and the prisoners’ quarters are locked. We’re monitored closely the rest of the time, and they’re always armed. One of the passengers tried to wrest a gun away from a guard one time and he . . .” Her voice trailed off.
“We’ll get them out,” Juan said. “But we’re going to need your help getting in there.”
“Anything,” Lyla said.
Juan stood, helped her up, and handed her the radio. “When I tell you, start calling for help.”
—
Fyodor Yudin was glad to be finally getting off this rock. Jhootha Island had been a prison for him almost as much as for the airplane passengers. When Boris Volanski had told him about the warden job, he’d declined until he was told the fortune he’d be earning. But the isolation had begun to wear on him, despite the beautiful weather and tropical sun. He’d be happy to get back to the borscht, vodka, and nightlife of his native Moscow even if it meant enduring subzero temperatures six months a year.
Now the only things standing between him and freedom were Lyla Dhawan and the boat coming to pick them up. Once he had her locked up in her cell like the others, he could set the timer on the self-destruct mechanism that would destroy the entire prison and all evidence of what had gone on there. The only item remaining intact would be the airplane sitting in the jungle, but there was nothing incriminating on it that would lead back to his employers.
The prison’s control center was bustling with activity as the guards prepared the Bedtime protocol. Like Yudin, they were eager to leave and get back to civilization. The warden stood behind the operator seated at the central control panel while guards streamed in and out of the two doors at either end of the long room. It doubled as a briefing area and also held desks for the officers. With almost all the prisoners secured already, the rest of the guards were in their quarters packing up their belongings.
Yudin was frustrated that he had this one loose end to tie up.
“Call him again,” he commanded.
The German guard with the headset nodded and said, “Come in, zero-six. I repeat, come in, zero-six.” They used only call signs over communications channels.
Yudin glanced at the monitor showing the feed from the camera above the outside door. There was no sign of them.
Static buzzed from the overhead speakers. After a pause, the German said, “No response.”
“Yes, I know.”
Lyla Dhawan had been trouble before, but a single guard could handle her. There must have been a problem with the guard’s radio.
“Send someone to find out where they are and bring them back. Immediately.”
“Yes, sir.”
Before the German could summon another guard, the speakers crackled.
To Yudin’s surprise and annoyance, it was his prisoner’s voice. Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing to listen.
“To anyone who can hear this,” she said, “my name is Lyla Dhawan and I’m being held captive on an island. I don’t know the name of the island, so please respond and home in on this signal to find me.”
Yudin didn’t know how she got the radio away from her guard, but his carelessness meant he was not going to get off this island. It was unlikely that any vessels were close enough to pick up her SOS, but he wasn’t going to take any risks this close to getting away from Jhootha Island for good.
“Can you triangulate the signal?” Yudin asked.
“No, sir. But I know they were going to the beach on the northeast side of the island.”
“Then take four guards with you right now and bring them both back here.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you!”
The German stood and went over to a rack holding an array of assault rifles. He motioned to four guards who’d been listening to the exchange to join him. “Rules of Engagement?”
Yudin didn’t really care what happened to Lyla Dhawan at this point. “You have permission to kill her, but make sure you bring the body back inside . . . Move!”
The guards snatched weapons off the rack and ran.
TWENTY-THREE
Juan knelt beside MacD, who lay behind a bush, his eye glued to the scope of his crossbow. Eddie and Linc were to their right with their hands on a nylon rope. Raven and Lyla crouched to the left, concealed by the foliage as well. All of them were out of sight of the door to the island facility’s shed. Smoke curled up at the far end of the path that led to the beach. Linc and Eddie had set the fire to get the exiting guards, once they saw it, moving faster.
Lyla raised the radio to speak again, but Juan waved her to stop when he saw the personnel door flung open. A phalanx of five guards ran out, weapons at the ready. The lead guard noticed the smoke immediately and yelled for the others to follow him, which they did at a sprint.
The spring-loaded door slowly began to close as they pounded down the path.
A barbed titanium bolt was nocked in MacD’s crossbow. The end of the bolt was lashed to the rope.
The door would shut in seconds, but Juan waited until the guards exited the clearing and were out of earshot.
He whispered, “Now.”
MacD fired, and the bolt shot through the clearing and embedded itself in the edge of the door with a sharp thump. The guards were running so hard that they didn’t hear it.
While MacD reloaded with the new bolt that Juan handed him, Eddie and Linc rapidly reeled in the rope until it was taut, holding the door ajar just before it latched.
With a practiced hand, MacD cocked the crossbow again and laid down the new bolt.
He aimed at the camera above the door and fired.
The bolt flew true and smashed into the camera housing. It shattered upon impact.
“Let’s go,” Juan said.
They raced across the clearing, and Juan yanked the door open while Eddie and Linc covered him. He went inside with his P90 submachine gun to his shoulder, sweeping the area for any hostiles.
To his right a red shipping container sat on a trailer hitched to a huge modern tractor with six-foot-tall rear tires. The entire assembly had been backed into the shed. The tractor was far bigger and more powerful than would be needed to pull the trailer, but it moved containers quickly back and forth to the pier to transfer them as quickly as possible from the Triton Star. A second container was on the other side of the first one. There was plenty of room at the back of the shed for unloading.
To his left was the rumbling generator and a large tank with drums of fuel stacked next to it. The stench of diesel fumes was strong.
In front of Juan was the stairwell access and a large service elevator perpendicular to the stairwell with its doors closed. So far, no one was investigating the now obscured external camera. Lyla was sure there were no other cameras inside the facility except the ones in the hallways of each level and in the computer workroom.
He waved the others inside.
“MacD,” Juan said, “you stay here and cover our six in case the guards outside come back. Eddie, take Raven, Linc, and Lyla down the stairs and block the doors. I’ll take care of the elevator.”
While MacD remained at the outer door and the others went down the stairs, Juan took a small pry bar from his vest and forced the elevator doors apart. He looked down and saw that the cab was one level below him.
He took a small container from his pocket and opened it, revealing gray putty that was a small amount of C-4 plastic explosive. He braced himself on the support girders and reached across to the hoisting cable, pressing the putty around it. He stuck a small remote detonator in it and climbed back out.
He went down the stairs and found Eddie and the others already on the second level. Eddie was using a syringe to coat the lock and the door seam with a fast-acting all-purpose epoxy that would bond it shut so tightly nothing short of a hydraulic ram would open it. Only the syringes of acetone they carried as part of their standard shore operations kit would dissolve the glue. The first level had already been sealed the same way. Now none of the guards would be able to sneak up behind them.
When he was done, they went down to the third level, where the prisoners’ quarters were located. Juan stopped before opening the door.
“Once we go through, they’ll see us, so we won’t have much time,” he said.
“There’s a door to a second stairwell at the north end of the hall,” Lyla said. “It doesn’t go all the way to the surface, but it goes up to the control room level.”
The warden would try to send reinforcements that way. Juan only had to look at Eddie, who nodded that he would seal the north stairway as well.
“How many guards stationed on this level?” Juan asked Lyla, who looked both nervous and excited.
“Usually, just one. He’ll have the keys to all the cells. They keep it low-tech down here to save energy for the computers and communications systems.”
“Once we’re in, they’ll know the facility is compromised, so we’ll have to move fast. Everyone ready?”
They all nodded. Raven had her hand on Lyla’s shoulder. While Eddie handled the other door, Linc would take down the guard inside.
Juan took the detonator transmitter from his pocket. He gave everyone one last look and pressed the button.
TWENTY-FOUR
Fyodor Yudin was still trying to figure out why the feed from the camera outside went down when he heard the explosion from the direction of the elevator shaft. Every guard in the control room jumped to his feet.
Yudin yelled to two of the guards, “Go find out what happened!”
Then he went numb when it dawned on him that this might not simply be an equipment malfunction. Did Lyla Dhawan sabotage the facility in an attempt to escape?
He looked at the level-three monitor showing the wide hallway where the prison cells were located and realized the situation was far worse.
The door from the south stairwell burst open, and a huge black man charged out, knocking out the guard stationed down there with a single blow. He was followed by an Asian man, who sprinted to the stairwell door at the north end of the hallway, knelt down, and started smearing it with some kind of gel.
After the Asian man came three more people: a blond man, who took the keys from the guard; a dark-haired woman; and Lyla Dhawan. All of them except Dhawan were heavily armed.
The blond man began unlocking cells, and elated prisoners hugged Dhawan as they emerged.
Somehow, some way, Lyla Dhawan was staging a prison break. If even one prisoner got away, Yudin knew he was a dead man.
The two guards returned, and one said, “The elevator is out of order. The hoisting cable must have been cut. The cab dropped a few feet before the emergency brakes kicked in.”
Yudin blanched. This was a nightmare. He had to stop the intruders.
“What about the south stairs?”
“We can’t get the door open no matter how hard we pulled.”
He called down to the second level, and they reported that their door to the south stairwell was also blocked. But they said the north stairwell door was accessible.
The intruders must have jammed the doors, probably with that gel. These were pros. “Every man get a weapon!” Yudin shouted. “We’re stopping this escape attempt at all costs.” By the looks of it, they still had superior numbers to overcome the attackers.
“We’re locked in,” one of the men said. “And we can’t get to the prisoner level or outside.”
Yudin knew the guard was right. They had to break out, but how? The explosives they had were kept up in the shed. Blowing the doors open was impossible. And the intruders had disabled the elevator.
But maybe not the elevator doors. The shaft itself might be accessible from the second level.
He turned to the guard. “Take every man down to the second level and climb down the elevator shaft to the prisoner level. Kill everyone there.”
The guard nodded and waved to the others to follow him.
Yudin called on the radio to the five guards at the beach.
“Come in, zero-nine.”
“Zero-nine here,” came the response from the German. “Zero-six is dead. We can’t find the prisoner.”
“She’s here. We’re under attack.”
“Attack? Who is—”
“I don’t know!” Yudin yelled. “Just get back here on the double.”
“Yes, sir.”
Now that the facility was compromised, Yudin couldn’t wait any longer to activate the self-destruct. He entered his code in the computer and set the timer on the bombs embedded in the prison’s walls. Then he relocked the computer.
Now Yudin was the only one who could stop the countdown. In five minutes, the entire underground structure would implode.
—
As the cells were unlocked, the prisoners were ushered to the south stairwell and up to the shed, where MacD was waiting for them.
The pounding on the north stairwell door had stopped. Juan’s biggest fear was that the guards had enough explosives on hand to blow open one of the doors. He was trying to get everyone out as quickly as possible. Some of the eighteen prisoners were out of shape, and the long walk to the sunken pier could take too long. Protecting all of them during the hike would be nearly impossible.
“MacD,” Juan said into his comm mic, “prep the tractor. We’re going for a drive.”
“Roger that.”
“Max, what’s your ETA?”
“Still five minutes out,” Max replied.
“Understood. If you can wring out some more from the engines, we’d be much obliged. Might need some cover fire. Got a bit of a situation here. Keep a lookout for us at the pier.”
“Our eyes are peeled.”
They reached the end of the hall and opened the second-to-last cell. A small woman came out and embraced Lyla.
“I’ve got you, Patty,” Lyla said. “We’re going to be all right now.”
“I can’t believe this,” Patty said, sobbing with relief.
She leaned on Lyla as they returned to the south stairwell. Linc joined them to help Lyla while Eddie kept herding the other prisoners up the stairs.
Juan did a mental count and said to Lyla as she walked away, “That’s nineteen. Are you sure about the number of prisoners?”
Over her shoulder, she said, “Yes.”
While he unlocked the last cell, Raven put her ear to the north stairway door.
“Anything?” Juan asked.
“Not a peep,” Raven said.
“I don’t like that.”
“Neither do I.”
Juan pulled the last door open and saw that the small cell was empty. Lyla had been right about the count.
“Let’s clear out,” Juan said. He waved Raven in front of him while he backed down the hall, covering the door behind them.
They’d made it halfway to the safety of the stairwell when Raven yelled, “Contact!”
He whipped around to see Eddie shove Lyla and Patty through the south stairwell door as shots rang out from the elevator, which faced the long wall of the hallway. The rounds barely missed the three before Eddie could close the door behind them.
Both Juan and Raven ducked behind open steel doors on opposite sides of the hall. They swung out instead of in to keep the hinge pins protected from the prisoners inside, so they provided cover for the two of them. Bullets smacked into the doors but didn’t penetrate them.
“Chairman,” Eddie said on the comms from the south stairwell, “report?”
“No injuries,” Raven said as she put her P90 around the side of the door and let loose a volley.
“Linc and I will stay behind to get you out of there.”
“No,” Juan said. “Seal the door behind you and take the prisoners to safety.”
That got a glance from Raven.
“Aye, Chairman,” Eddie said. “We’ll be back to get you.”
“Hopefully, that won’t be necessary . . . Go!”
“Aye, Chairman,” Eddie repeated.
“You seem pretty optimistic,” Raven said before firing another few rounds. “Especially given that we’re now locked in here with ten hostiles who want to kill us.”
Juan held up a syringe holding his supply of anti-glue solvent.
“We won’t be locked in. They will be.”
TWENTY-FIVE
When they reached the shed, Eddie herded Lyla and Patty into the rear of the container, half of which was piled with trash bags filled with refuse from the facility. The other prisoners were already inside, with MacD at the wheel of the rumbling tractor and Linc lying on top of the container to provide cover fire.
“Everybody stay down,” Eddie said. “This may be a bumpy ride.” They all sat on the floor.
“You’re not locking the door, are you?” Lyla nervously asked.
“No,” he said, handing her his flashlight. “But you’ll be safer with the door closed if we encounter any of the guards.”
Having the flashlight seemed to soothe her. “Thanks for saving us.”
Eddie smiled and said, “Thank me when we’re on board the ship.” Then he closed the door.
He hated leaving the Chairman and Raven, but he had his orders. He’d used the last of their glue to seal the door behind them. Now they needed to get out of there quickly.
He ran to the front of the shed, stood next to the button for opening the large door, and looked at MacD. “You ready?”
MacD minimized his profile as much as he could in the glass-enclosed tractor cab. He nodded and drawled, “Let’s see what this baby can do.”
Eddie punched the button, and the door began to rise. Light streamed into the shed. He sprinted to the tractor and climbed up to the cab’s roof, then jumped across to the container.
Linc was lying at the back of the container. Eddie flattened himself at the front end and aimed his P90 submachine gun at the rising door.
As soon as it was all the way up, MacD gunned the engine. Eddie braced himself as the tractor lurched forward, jerking the trailer with it.
When the tractor was outside, several rifle rounds peppered the left window of the cab. MacD ducked to avoid the shots.
Eddie swiveled around and saw the returning guards running down the path from the beach. Both he and Linc poured fire onto the path, and the guards scattered into the jungle.
“You okay, MacD?” Eddie called out when the shooting stopped.
“Ah’m all right,” MacD replied. “But next time, one of you gets to drive.”
With the container only half full, the tractor could make good speed, at least faster than a man could sprint. They motored down the wide path toward the pier.
Eddie joined Linc at the back of the container.
“Unless they cloned Usain Bolt,” Linc said, “it looks like we’re in the clear.”
As he said that, the guards in the distance behind them reached the shed. But instead of making a futile attempt to run after the tractor-trailer, they went inside, disappearing into the shadows.
“They gave up pretty easily,” Eddie said.
“Are they getting reinforcements?”
“Maybe. But by the time they reach us, we’ll have the Oregon to provide cover.”
For a moment, there was no movement at the shed. Then three small vehicles raced out.
“Where did those come from?” Linc asked.
“They must have been on the other side of the second container,” Eddie said. Then he called on his mic.
“MacD, gun it,” he said. “We’ve got three ATVs coming our way.”
—
Juan and Raven leapfrogged back toward the opposite end of the corridor, each providing the other cover fire as they ran from door to door.
Juan called the Oregon in between submachine gun bursts. “Max, we’re going to need a quick evac.”
“Roger that,” Max replied. “The HOB?”
“That’s what I’m thinking. Can Gomez control it from where he is?”
A pause, then, “He says, no problem.”
“Good. Give us a couple of minutes to get topside.”
“It’ll be waiting for you.”
“The HOB?” Raven asked as she ran past to the shield provided by the next door.
“A new toy. Haven’t briefed you on it yet. Still experimental.”
“And we’re the guinea pigs?”
“Unless you want to stay here,” Juan said.
Raven ducked as more bullets ricocheted past them. “Not really. I’d rather be a lab rat than a fish in a barrel.”
They kept going until they arrived at the end of the corridor. Guards attacked as they came out of the elevator and were using the doors as shields themselves. While Raven provided cover fire to keep them back, Juan quickly knelt by the north stairwell door and emptied the anti-glue syringe into the sections of the door that Eddie had sealed shut. The glue deposited there bubbled as the solvent ate away at it.
Juan waited five seconds and then threw his shoulder against the door. It flew open, and he turned to lay down suppressing fire for Raven. She dove through the door, bullets flying over her head.
Juan shut it and coated the jamb with half of the glue supply in a second syringe. Raven had given hers to Eddie for the other doors.
“That should hold for a little while, at least,” Juan said. It wasn’t as strong as using the whole syringe, but it might be enough.
They ran up one flight and repeated the process using the rest of the glue on the second-level door.
When they had the guards locked in, they went up to the top level. Juan opened the door and saw an empty hallway. The guards and Yudin must have gone down to the bottom level hoping to stop them and find a way out.
Juan waved Raven to follow. They walked down the hallway, checking rooms as they went to make sure they were clear.
The fifth door Juan opened was to the deserted control room. He went inside hoping to find at least some hard evidence to take with them. He saw a switch labeled PIER. It was currently set to SUBMERGE. It would certainly be easier if the Oregon could pull alongside the pier to pick them up, so he flipped the switch to RAISE.
Then he noticed that the monitor above the switch showed a countdown timer ticking down.
“This doesn’t look good,” he said. “We’ve got less than two minutes.”
Raven frowned. “Until what?”
He tapped on the keyboard, but it asked for a password. He was locked out from making any changes.
“Lyla said the Bedtime protocol was meant to get rid of all evidence of what went on here,” Juan said. “I think the warden set this whole place to self-destruct.”
TWENTY-SIX
Three ATVs with one rider each were approaching the towed container fast. But they weren’t taking the same path. Instead, the ATVs were driving through the jungle to the right of the tractor-trailer.
“They’re trying to make an end run around us,” Linc said.
“They know we’ll be sitting ducks if they can take out MacD in the tractor,” Eddie said.
Although the ATVs were much faster than the tractor, they had to slow considerably in the dense brush.
“I can’t pick them off,” Eddie said after his shots were blocked by the trees. “Can you?”
Linc shook his head. “I can barely see them.”
“MacD,” Eddie said, “how close are we to the beach?”
“Ah estimate thirty seconds,” MacD replied. “The Chairman must have done something back there because the pier is coming out of the water.”
“Good. Drive onto it.” Eddie looked at Linc. “That should give use some breathing room.”
“If we make it there.”
The ATVs were now almost even with the tractor and began to get closer to the pathway.
“MacD, watch out on your right,” Eddie said.
“Ah’m as low as Ah can be and still drive this thing.”
Eddie and Linc fired off several bursts into the trees. One of them got lucky and hit the lead driver. His ATV careened into a tree and broke apart. The other two drivers swerved away and began firing at the tractor. Their aim was terrible because they had to shoot their assault rifles with one hand while trying to avoid colliding with anything.
Still, they’d get MacD eventually if they kept firing. Eddie saw a way to slow them down.
He pointed to the palm trees loaded with ripe coconuts. They had a clear shot at the fruit because it was higher than most of the foliage.
“Remember the crab we saw earlier?” he said to Linc.
Linc nodded and smiled. They both aimed at trees ahead of the drivers and fired.
Heavy coconuts began raining down on the ATVs.
One of the guards was hit square on the head and fell off his ATV, which veered into a huge bush and flipped over.
The other guard saw what happened and swerved back toward the path, out of the deadly rain of coconuts. But in his panic, he forgot about Linc and Eddie.
They fired a continuous volley at him, and one of the shots hit a tire. The ATV cartwheeled, throwing the guard high into the air before he smashed into a tree and fell to the ground in a heap.
“We’re there,” MacD said.
They emerged from the trees and drove across the beach onto the four-thousand-foot-long concrete pier.
Then Eddie heard the sound of another ATV. They’d been so distracted by the two in the jungle that they hadn’t noticed the new one approaching along the trail.
They moved to the back of the container and saw the ATV roaring up behind them. It stopped at the beach, and the driver got off. Out of the back of the ATV he pulled out a rocket-propelled grenade launcher.
He was now two hundred yards behind them, effectively out of range of their P90s. But the RPG had a range of nearly five hundred yards.
“MacD, step on it!” Eddie called out. “RPG!”
Despite being out of range, Eddie and Linc emptied their magazines at the guard. The guard took his time taking careful aim. The RPG would rip the container to shreds. There was nothing more they could do.
“Need a little help, Eddie?” Max said in his earpiece.
Eddie turned and saw the Oregon approaching fast. Before he could answer, he saw bright flashes of light from the forward Gatling gun. Twenty-millimeter tungsten rounds sizzled into the water and across the beach until they reached the guard. One of them hit the RPG round, which blew apart in a massive fireball. When it dissipated, the guard was gone.
MacD kept driving to put more distance between them and the island.
“Thanks, Max,” Eddie said. “Your timing is impeccable.”
“We’ll stay on overwatch until this is over just in case you get any more unwanted visitors.”
“When you have a chance to dock at the pier,” Eddie said, “we’re going to be bringing a few guests aboard.” Now that the prisoners from Jhootha Island were safe, he was more concerned about the people they’d been ordered to leave behind. “Any word from the Chairman and Raven?”
“Juan says they’re in a bit of a jam.” Max’s voice reflected Eddie’s worry.
“What can we do?” Linc asked.
“Nothing. According to him, they’ve got about sixty seconds to get out of there.”
TWENTY-SEVEN
Fyodor Yudin pounded on the door on the second level when he heard someone on the other side coming down the south stairwell. With all of the doors now locking them in, he was panicked about his mistake in setting the self-destruct, which he could no longer deactivate.
“Hello out there!” the warden shouted. “We’re stuck in here! Open the door!”
The other men with him were shouting as well, and he had to wave his arms to get them to be quiet so he could hear the guard on the other side.
“I can’t open it,” the guard said through the steel door. “It looks like they’ve glued it shut.”
“Then get some grenades from the shed and blow it open, you idiot!”
“Right away.”
“Hurry!”
Yudin looked at his watch and could only stew as he saw it count down to under a minute.
—
Juan used his pry bar to open the door to the disabled elevator, which was stuck just below their level.
“I hope this elevator has an emergency hatch,” Raven said.
“Me, too,” Juan replied.
He knelt down and motioned for Raven to get on his shoulders. He lifted her up, and she pounded at ceiling sections until one of the squares gave way. She flipped it open and pulled herself up.
Juan jumped and caught the edge of the opening with his fingertips. Raven hauled on his vest and helped him up.
He looked at his watch. Thirty seconds to go. This was going to be close.
The elevator doors one level up to the shed were still open from when he’d sabotaged the cable.
An explosion somewhere below them shook the elevator. Thankfully, it wasn’t big enough to bring down the whole complex.
Raven looked at him as he boosted her up to the opening. “What was that?”
“The guards found a way out,” he said, pulling himself up behind her, as they heard feet pounding up the stairs next to the elevator.
“We’re here,” Juan said to Max while running out of the shed with Raven. “We’ve got ten seconds left. Where’s the HOB?”
“Look up,” Max said.
Juan did and saw a jumbo-sized six-propellered drone descending into the clearing sounding like the buzzing of a million angry hornets. Situated atop the crossbars in the middle of the drone were a large seat, handlebars, and stirrups.
“That’s the experiment?” Raven said in amazement.
The HOB was Max’s nickname for his newest creation. It stood for Hoverbike, the first passenger drone to be based on the Oregon.
“Get on,” Juan said, stepping onto the stirrups and grabbing the handlebars. He wasn’t sure how this would go. It was only the third time he’d ridden it.
“But there’s only one seat,” Raven protested.
“It can carry us both.” According to Max, it was rated for up to five hundred pounds, but they’d only tested it with one rider so far.
She sat on the seat amid the propellers, which were shielded by safety covers. She cinched the seat belt and wrapped her arms around Juan’s waist.
“Wait a minute,” she said, “where are the controls?”
“There aren’t any,” Juan said. “Saves weight. Max, tell Gomez were ready.” Gomez, who was still in the Gator, was controlling the Hoverbike remotely as he did all of their other drones.
“Roger that. He says, hold on.”
Then three things happened simultaneously: the gyro-stabilized HOB lifted off, the guards who had been locked inside the prison facility—led by a large man who had to be Warden Yudin—emerged from the darkness of the shed with weapons ready, but a series of massive explosions began shattering the ground below them before they could fire.
“Get us up!” Juan yelled into his comm mic.
The Hoverbike shot up. Raven gripped Juan even tighter and pressed herself against him to keep from falling off.
As the HOB cleared the trees, the guards below them were running in every direction to get away from the blast zone, but it was too late. The shed blew apart, sending shards of shrapnel hurtling into the air. The HOB wobbled from the blast wave, but Gomez’s skill kept them aloft. A large chunk of the shed that might have reached the HOB was blocked by the trunk of the nearest palm tree. A few small pieces hit Juan and Raven, but nothing big enough to hurt them.
At the same time, the ground rose several feet as the blast heaved it up. Then it collapsed back down as the shed caved in and what remained of the structure tumbled into the crater left by the blast before being lost in the cloud of dust. Trees surrounding the clearing started to fall into the gaping maw opening beneath them.
“You okay?” Juan shouted to Raven.
She was still clutching Juan with a death grip. “Yes, but I’ll be happier when we’re off this thing.”
“But doesn’t this give us a chance to get to know each other a little better, don’t you think?”
“I’m not enjoying this!” she yelled in his ear. “You better not be, either.”
“Not at all.” It was probably good that she couldn’t see his smile.
“You guys okay?” Max asked. “We didn’t think to install a camera facing the rider.”
“We’re hanging in here,” Juan said. “What about the others? Everyone make it out okay?”
“It was close, but no casualties. We’re just about to start bringing the former prisoners onto the ship.”
“Some of them might be in bad shape. Make sure Doc Huxley is ready for them.”
“She’s already got her team prepped. You want Gomez to set you down somewhere near where you are?”
“Yes!” Raven shouted. “Get me off this.”
“No,” Juan countermanded. “There’s nothing left here. Besides, I don’t think there are any other clearings big enough to land. The previous one is now a hole in the ground. Bring us back to the Oregon.”
“We’re already next to the pier. We’ll have you on board in a minute.”
The Hoverbike turned smartly and accelerated toward the Oregon, which Juan could now see over the trees.
While they cruised above the jungle, Raven said, “Lyla and the others were lucky we came along when we did. They were going to die on this rock. But why? What were they doing here?”
“Good questions,” Juan said. “I can’t wait to hear the answers.”
TWENTY-EIGHT
LIMASSOL, CYPRUS
The closest airport to the southern coastal city of Limassol that could handle Xavier Carlton’s personal A380 was Larnaca International, nearly an hour’s drive to the east. He had no intention of spending that much time on a crowded highway, so he chartered a helicopter to shuttle him, Lionel Gupta, and Natalie Taylor to Limassol’s port, where the Colossus 5 was having its replacement satellite dish installed. They were now flying along the coastline where farmland met the azure sea.
Carlton had chosen this eastern Mediterranean island because it was one of the closest ports to the Suez Canal. The rest of the Colossus ships were currently in the Indian Ocean, and he wanted the Colossus 5 to join them as soon as it was ready.
His phone buzzed. It was the captain of the transfer vessel he’d sent to pick up the guards from Jhootha Island. Carlton answered it and stuck the phone under the headset he was wearing to muffle the sound of the helicopter’s rotors.
“Is it done?” he asked without preamble.
“No, sir,” the captain said, his voice noticeably nervous.
Carlton glanced at Taylor and Gupta and grimaced.
“What happened?”
“There are two Indian Coast Guard cutters and a cargo ship near the island. I tried to get closer, but I was warned away by the Navy ships.”
“A cargo ship? You mean, the Triton Star?”
“No, sir. It’s a battered old steamship called the Goreno. And sir, the pier has been raised.”
Carlton slammed his hand against the door. “Tell me the facility on the island was destroyed as ordered.”
“I can’t confirm that, sir, but there is smoke rising from the center of the island.”
Carlton breathed a little easier when he heard that news. Yudin must have carried out his orders.
“Any survivors?”
“I don’t know.”
Carlton would have to use his contacts in the region to find out if any of the guards were still alive. But if they had survived, they wouldn’t be able to say much about what went on there since all of the work was done by computer. The guards were there just to make sure the prisoners didn’t leave, and they didn’t know Carlton’s identity any more than the captain he was talking to did. His voice was currently being modified as he spoke on the phone, and the signal was routed through an anonymizer.
“What are my orders?” the captain asked.
“There’s nothing more you can do there,” Carlton said. “Rendezvous with the Colossus flotilla and await further instructions.”
“Yes, sir.”
He hung up as the helicopter was coming in for a landing on the Colossus 5’s stern helipad, avoiding the crane that was hoisting the satellite dish into its place amidships. The three of them got out, and the chopper took off again as soon as they were clear.
As they walked across the deck, Gupta said, “What was that about? You looked like you were about to explode.”
“Jhootha Island has been compromised.”
“How?”
“I don’t know. But it sounds like the Bedtime protocol was completed as planned.”
“But if they find out about Colossus—”
“All the authorities will find is a hole in the ground. The prisoners’ bodies will be buried under thousands of tons of rubble, and so will any evidence of the project.”
“And the guards?” Taylor asked.
“Not sure.”
“They might talk!” Gupta shouted.
“And if they do, they won’t know anything of value except that the plane’s passengers were held captive.”
“Then there’s nothing implicating you in the hijacking?”
“Hardly. My son went missing with the rest of the passengers. Why would I have my own plane hijacked?”
His son dying in the process hadn’t been part of the plan. He was going to be taken off the island and brought back to Dubai, where the story would be that he had gotten off the plane at the last minute. But to the public, it would seem like Carlton had thought his son was on the plane and he was a father relieved to find his child miraculously alive. The story would be played for weeks, removing all suspicion that Carlton was involved.
But they’d found Adam dead on the plane’s cargo deck, his head bashed in and blood soaking the floor. The hijacker pilot was supposed to take his two-million-dollar fee and retire to Brazil, but Carlton had Natalie Taylor execute him for killing his son.
The Colossus Project’s chief scientist, Chen Min, a Chinese national who had been hired because of his groundbreaking work with artificial intelligence systems, burst out of a superstructure door and strode briskly toward them. His face was as unreadable as ever, but the way his thin body stalked across the deck made Carlton think something was wrong.
“Dr. Chen,” he said, “I assume you are still on schedule.”
He shook his head. “We still have integration code to write. I need those programmers on Jhootha Island, but I can’t get in touch with them.” His English was very good, resulting from years of study at MIT and Caltech.
“They’re gone. You’ll have to make do with the people you have.”
“Then it will take us a week to finish the installation of the satellite dish. I can’t test everything without that code.”
Gupta erupted. “Seven days! We need Colossus up and running before then.”
“He’s right,” Carlton said. “Romir Mallik will shut everything down if he gets his next satellite launched, and my mole said his backup satellite would be ready to go in six days. We need Colossus so we can stop that launch. If we have any more delays, we may never finish the project.”
Chen looked up at the sky as he thought. “I may be able to speed things up by a couple of days, but it will be risky. If we leave port and the software isn’t functional, we may have to return to install new hardware.”
“Do it anyway,” Carlton said.
“I need full authorization to make the exceptions. As you know, two members of the Nine are required to give me that authorization.”
“That’s why we’re here.”
Chen nodded. “Follow me, then.”
They went inside and wended their way to a room called the Core. It looked like NASA’s Mission Control, with dozens of workstations and a giant screen on one wall displaying all kinds of graphs and data that meant nothing to Carlton.
Chen sat at a keyboard and typed for a few seconds before showing them a screen that would allow him to bypass security protocols. He had Gupta put his hand on a flat panel that read his prints. Then he had Carlton do the same. The system had been put into place to keep any one of the Nine from controlling Colossus alone. Otherwise, Carlton would have left Gupta to rot back in the Library with the other members of the Nine. He wished he could get rid of him now, but he’d keep the Canadian engineering executive alive until he was sure he no longer needed him.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” Chen said. “I will make every effort to get us online before Mr. Mallik has his own network operational.”
“For all our sakes, you have to,” Carlton said. “We also can’t wait for the Colossus 5 to get all the way to the Indian Ocean. Figure out the fastest way to get the Colossus ships connected.”
“Yes, sir,” Chen said.
To operate as a unit, the Colossus ships communicated by petabyte bandwidth microwave transmitters and receivers installed on each ship, which meant they had to be within twenty miles of one another. The satellite dishes were only used to tap into the worldwide internet. Once Colossus was fully linked together and functional, it would be able to gain access to Mallik’s systems and shut down his satellite constellation. Then Carlton would hunt him down and finish him.
It wasn’t that he harbored any personal grudge against the man. Mallik considered himself an idealist, but Carlton never bought into the “for the good of man” hype put forth by the rest of the Nine. Colossus was a way toward the most power ever concentrated in the hands of a single group. Or now a single person. With Colossus’s help, he would be able to do anything he wanted. Shape governments. Build a corporate empire the likes of which the world had never imagined. Rule from the shadows, as Wakefield had said. No one would be able to touch him.
“I’m going to my suite,” Carlton said to Gupta. “Let’s meet for dinner to discuss our next steps.” He nodded for Taylor to come with him.
Gupta agreed and was escorted the opposite way to his own cabin when they left the Core.
When he was out of earshot, Taylor said, “Do you want me to eliminate him?”
“Not yet. But we can’t let him leave. Not when we’re so close to finishing. During dinner, I’ll make the case for us both to stay with the project. If he is willing, fine. If not, restrain him by force.”
“Yes, sir.”
They reached Carlton’s multiroom cabin, which was as lavish as any cruise ship’s top-of-the-line suite. Every Colossus ship was equipped with three of them to house members of the Nine who decided to stay on board.
As was his habit, he picked up a remote from the living room table and switched on the massive 4K TV perpetually tuned to the British UNI channel.
The first image was a stock photo of his plane, the one that had been hijacked.
“That was fast,” Taylor said. “I thought it would take longer for the identity of the plane to get out.”
“My newspeople are good,” Carlton replied. He turned up the volume.
The anchorwoman was now speaking over a satellite image of Jhootha Island.
“. . . are getting reports that survivors of the hijacking were found on this small island, which was supposed to be inhabited by a native tribe hostile to outsiders.”
Taylor turned to Carlton, a confused look on her face. “Survivors?”
“Again, if you’re just joining us,” the newscaster continued, “Xavier Carlton’s private Airbus A380, a missing plane that has mystified the world since its disappearance eighteen months ago, has been found on a tropical island about two hundred miles west of India—intact.”
Carlton felt his stomach sink when she went on.
“And we are now getting word from sources in the Indian government that there might be as many as twenty passengers from that flight who were found still alive on the island. No word yet on their names or condition, but we will bring that information to you as soon as we get it.”
Taylor looked like a ghost, her face drained of color. “They saw me.”
There had been no reason to hide her identity when she had visited the island. None of them were ever supposed to leave.
Carlton knew that they had a bad situation on their hands, but he was adept at sidestepping land mines. He already had a potential solution. In fact, he thought it was perfect.
“You’re going to have to take the fall, my dear,” he said.
She was aghast. “What do you mean?”
“They saw you. Eventually, the investigation will lead back to both of us. You’re going to be seen as the mastermind behind the hijacking. A seemingly loyal employee who duped her boss.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “If I go down, you go down in a ball of flames with me.”
He put up his hands to calm her down.
“I’m not suggesting you go to prison. You’re going to have to disappear. Once Colossus is operational, that will be an easy process.”
“But my face,” Taylor said. “They know who I am.”
Carlton looked his bodyguard up and down, then said, “I know the finest plastic surgeons in the world. With a nip here and a tuck there, and Colossus to cover our tracks, we’ll make you a completely new woman.”
She seemed appeased but still wary. “I suppose that would work.”
Carlton was pleased that she saw the logic of his plan. “In the meantime, it will take a while for the authorities to identify you, so you’ll still have freedom of movement. If we can, we need to eliminate Mallik to keep him from launching his satellite. But, he isn’t our sole concern anymore. Your face isn’t the only thing the prisoners from Jhootha Island know. Although the name of our project has never been shared with them, how much can they reveal about Colossus?”
TWENTY-NINE
POKHRAN TEST RANGE, INDIA
The Thar Desert of northwest India served as the home of the country’s underground nuclear weapons tests. But Romir Mallik had come for a different kind of test. He’d had to leave Asad Torkan back at the entrance to the classified Army base since a former Iranian Special Forces operative wouldn’t have been welcome. This test demonstration wouldn’t have been necessary if his satellite launch had succeeded, but its failure meant going ahead with the exhibition.
Although the reviewing stand was shaded from the intense sun by an awning, the generals and other officers in attendance looked as if they were going to sweat through their uniforms. The civilians wearing suits didn’t look any happier. Mallik, on the other hand, was quite comfortable in a loose-fitting shirt and cotton slacks as he sauntered over to General Arnav Ghosh, head of the Indian military’s weapons procurement program. The general was the one who had asked for this demonstration.
“Thank you for braving this heat, General,” Mallik said, shaking his hand.
“When one of our preeminent contractors says he has something important to show us,” Ghosh said with a smile, “I make the effort.”
“I hope you and your staff will also join me at my home in Mumbai two days from now for my evening party.”
Although Mallik hated cultivating government dignitaries, corporate executives, and celebrities, it was a necessary annoyance he had to endure to enable his future plans. His connections would allow him to unite the country behind him after the Vajra system threw the world into chaos.
“We wouldn’t miss it,” Ghosh said, grinning at the prospect of meeting beautiful Bollywood starlets.
Mallik lowered his voice. “I wonder if you’ve heard any developments about the discovery of Xavier Carlton’s missing plane on Jhootha Island.”
He’d watched the reports on the news as they’d flown to Pokhran, reveling in how Carlton must have been stewing about the surprise disclosure. Mallik had originally intended the BrahMos cruise missile loaded with Novichok to kill everyone on the island and leave the facility intact for the Indian government to find, but his alternative of attacking Diego Garcia to lead authorities to Jhootha Island had worked out even better than he’d hoped.
General Ghosh shook his head in wonderment. “The initial reports are sketchy. We know there are survivors from the plane, which they say didn’t crash but actually landed on the island. I’ll believe that one when I hear more.”
“Have the survivors been interviewed yet?”
“They’re still being treated after being held captive for eighteen months.”
“Who was it that found the island?”
“Apparently, a passing freighter saw smoke coming from the island and investigated. Some of the crew happened to be former U.S. military and were able to rescue the survivors. Quite lucky, if you ask me.”
“Quite lucky indeed,” Mallik said, trying to contain a grin since he was the one who led them there. The Colossus Project was in true danger of being exposed now if any evidence from the computers on the island could be recovered. The plane passengers could provide some information as well, but nothing that could lead back to Mallik.
“Shall we get on with the demo?” Ghosh said. “This had better work as you said it would.”
“I have no doubt it will, and your team will be impressed,” Mallik replied. He went to the microphone at the front of the stands while the two dozen attendees took their seats.
“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for being here,” he said. “Although most of you know me for my satellites and rockets, I have also been expanding over the last few years into other areas that can benefit our great military. Threats posed to us from Pakistan and China, as well as from terrorist groups, mean we must always be looking toward the future to combat these threats. I brought you here today because I think that also means looking to our past for solutions.”
He spoke into a radio and said, “Bring them into position.”
As he continued talking, six high-tech Arjun main battle tanks raced toward the range in front of them a half mile away. From the opposite direction came a single obsolete T-55 tank dating to the 1960s.
“On my left are six models of our premier tank, the Arjun, deployed with our most elite regiments. On my right is a lone T-55 that played a major role in our victories during the 1971 war with Pakistan. Obviously, the T-55 doesn’t stand a chance against sophisticated weaponry like the Arjun, which has laser targeting and automated fire control, all commanded by advanced onboard computer systems. Today you are going to see that T-55 defeat all six of its opponents.”
That brought a mixture of laughter and scoffing from the audience.
Mallik simply nodded and smiled. “I understand your disbelief, but we know there are unique new threats to our military out there. Software hacking is one dire hazard that we are unprepared for, as you will now see.”
He radioed to the tank commanders. “You may now begin your first attack run.”
Two of the advanced Arjuns took off at high speed toward the T-55, which remained stationary.
“Yesterday, we supplied a software control update to these two tanks,” Mallik said. “It was supposed to increase targeting speed by twenty percent. What the commanders of these tanks do not know is that the software update also installed a patch to the tanks’ communications arrays. I now have full control of them. First, I think I want them to stay where they are.”
Mallik made a show of taking out his phone. He tapped on a specially designed app and hit STOP.
The tanks ground to a halt behind him. That brought a murmur from the crowd. He could only imagine the surprise on the faces of the tank crew. Only Ghosh, who sat there with a bemused look on his face, had known what was going to happen.
“Instead of the T-55 defeating its enemies, why don’t we have them do it themselves?”
Mallik tapped a preprogrammed button labeled CROSS FIRE.
The barrels of the two tanks whirled around to face each other instead of the T-55. As soon as each of the guns was in position, they fired.
The massive rifled cannons belched flames, and explosions bloomed simultaneously on the hulls of the two tanks. Their barrels dipped as if the tanks were blown away, but in reality the explosions were flashbangs that were harmless to the heavily armored vehicles.
But the explosions made an impression on the crowd. As the sonic booms reached the stands seconds later, most of the audience stood up in awe at seeing the tanks suddenly turn on each other. Ghosh simply nodded at Mallik in appreciation of what he’d just witnessed.
“Please be seated, ladies and gentlemen,” Mallik said. “No one was injured in the demonstration, but I think it points out how vulnerable our military hardware could be to outside hackers.” Once Colossus was fully operational, it would have no trouble installing all manner of malicious software into any military system on earth.
As the flames faded and the smoke dissipated, the attendees sat down again.
“Although what you just saw is chilling, that’s not the end of our demonstration. We have an even more dangerous possibility to consider. Like you, I have heard rumors that the incident on the U.S. naval base at Diego Garcia several days ago was not simply an equipment malfunction. Rather, every piece of technology on the island was rendered inoperable by an attack on its computer systems by a non-nuclear electromagnetic pulse device.”
Mallik didn’t really think they’d heard that rumor, but his pronouncement got the response he wanted: another murmur from the crowd.
“The Indian Air Force contracted my company to build a similar device of our own,” Mallik went on. “It is code-named Vajra. Although it has limited range, it is quite effective for short periods of time. And you can bet that if we have developed it, our enemies are working on something similar or have already deployed it in the field.”
When he called on the radio again, he said, “Start second attack run.”
This time, four Arjun tanks raced forward while the T-55 moved toward them.
Using the same app on his phone, Mallik found the button marked EMP. When he pressed it, his phone went blank.
At the same time, the four Arjun tanks literally stopped in their tracks.
But the T-55 was unaffected. It continued into range and started blasting away at its immobile opponents. One by one, the Arjuns were covered with fire and smoke until all four were “destroyed” in the war game. The T-55, having emerged victorious over six superior rivals, turned and trundled back the way it had come.
One of the colonels in the audience stood and said, “That’s just a simulation. I can’t believe our tanks would be that susceptible to an EMP attack when their circuitry is supposed to be hardened to that kind of weapon.”
Mallik grinned and spoke into the microphone, which was unaffected because of its simple electrical functionality. “This wasn’t a simulation. Look at your phones. You’ll find that all of them are switched off.”
Every person except Ghosh took out their phones. They were amazed when they saw that the phones wouldn’t turn on.
“Don’t worry,” Mallik said, “the effect is only temporary. They’ll operate normally again in a few minutes.”
“I hope you have a solution to these problems,” Ghosh said.
“I do,” Mallik replied. “I have invested billions of rupees into developing backup systems for the most crucial weapons in our inventory. Those Arjuns that are now smoking can be retrofitted so that they will operate even if their computers are rendered useless. In fact, I’ve designed all of my factories to work without computers as well in case our cities are attacked with the same kinds of weapons.”
Ghosh joined him at the front of the stands and said to the crowd, “I’ve already approved of Romir Mallik’s designs for two of our frontline divisions, and those units will be in place any day now. Several naval ships and Air Force squadrons are also using his retro technology that will enable military operations to continue even with disabled computers.”
“Not just to continue,” Mallik clarified, “we will be victorious if we are the only ones ready for this eventuality. If computers are taken out of the equation, no military in the world will be able to match up with India’s.” It was true that he was trying to save the human race from itself, but if he could also make India the world’s next great superpower in the bargain, that would be the best way to rebuild society once his satellites were fully operational.
Ghosh turned to him and said, “Thank you for a very effective demonstration. I think we’ve all learned a lot today.”
Mallik nodded. “See you at the party.”
The audience started to disperse, and Mallik heard the same colonel who’d doubted the effect of the EMP grumble to the person next to him, “I’d rather bet on our technological superiority than some fifties-era equipment.”
Mallik shook his head but said nothing. The colonel would find out very soon how badly he’d lose that bet.
THIRTY
JHOOTHA ISLAND
Night had fallen, and the Oregon maintained a position thirteen miles off the coast of Jhootha Island, just beyond India’s territorial waters. The Indian Coast Guard now had no jurisdiction over the ship and its crew, so the Corporation was in a strong negotiating position for transferring the rescued prisoners over to the waiting cutters. Juan was awaiting Langston Overholt’s call in his cabin to finalize the arrangements.
Juan was finally able to take a shower after making sure all of their guests were cared for and the ship had moved into international waters. He toweled off and hopped over to his closet, where he kept an array of prosthetic legs for different occasions and fieldwork.
One prosthesis was his “combat leg,” reinforced with carbon fiber to withstand the rigors of battle and equipped with hidden weapons, including a .45 caliber ACP Colt Defender pistol, a ceramic knife, a packet of C-4 plastic explosive smaller than a deck of cards, and a single-shot .44 caliber slug that could be fired from the heel. Another leg was used for smuggling items inside an undetectable storage cavity. But since he would be staying on the ship for now, he chose his most comfortable prosthesis, a leg so realistic that it had hairs embedded in a surface that felt just like skin.
He carried the leg over to his desk chair and sat down, massaging the stump just below his right knee. The pain had always been there since his leg was blown off by a Chinese destroyer’s cannon shell, but now it was more of a dull ache that he stopped noticing once he got moving.
He put on the leg, cinching the straps down with a well-practiced rhythm. When he was sure it was tight, he stood and took his clothes out of the bedroom and into the office so he could watch the running lights of the cutters on the camera feed piped into his cabin. He was happy to see that the Indian Coast Guard ships were keeping their distance. The 4K monitor took up the entire wall of his office, and its resolution was so good that anyone else would swear they were looking out a window despite being in the center of the ship.
Like the other members of the crew, all of whom lived full-time on the Oregon, he received a generous budget to decorate his cabin. He preferred a classic 1940s style based on Rick’s Café Américain from the movie Casablanca. Humphrey Bogart would have felt right at home with the antique desk, dining table, chairs, and old-fashioned black telephone. Even the bedroom’s massive black safe was vintage. It held Juan’s personal weapons and the ship’s working cash, including the gold bar they’d used to take over the Triton Star. An original Picasso hung on the wall opposite the monitor. Although the Corporation owned pieces of art for investment purposes, most of them were kept in a bank vault when they weren’t on display in the halls of the ship. This small oil painting, however, held a special meaning from a past mission and would never leave the Oregon.
Juan was just pulling his pants on when the phone rang.
He picked up the receiver. “Yes?”
It was Hali. “I’ve got Langston Overholt on video for you. Should I patch him through on your screen?”
“Give me a minute.” He laid down the receiver and shrugged into a light sweater, wincing as he stretched his chest, which was still sore from where Lyla shot him in the ballistic vest. The nasty black and blue bruise was a testament to the fact that the body armor didn’t absorb the entire impact of the bullet. He picked up the receiver again and said, “Okay, put him through.”
He sat down and hung up the phone as Overholt’s craggy face replaced the ocean view on the monitor.
“You’ll be happy to know that the State Department has gotten the Indians to agree to our terms,” the CIA official said.
Juan was always impressed at how fast Overholt could pull strings in the government. “We’re free to go?”
“As soon as you deliver the prisoners from Jhootha Island to their Coast Guard. The Indians will accept the story that you were just Good Samaritans who happened to be sailing by when you saw something suspicious. In return for not having you involved any further, they’ll take the credit for rescuing the survivors of Xavier Carlton’s missing plane. Have you found out anything useful from the prisoners?”
“I don’t know yet,” Juan said. “I’m having the crew do subtle interviews while we feed them and provide clothing for them.”
“What do they know about the Oregon?”
“Only that we’re a cargo ship called the Goreno. They were hidden in a container when the shipboard weapons were being used. They’re currently being taken care of in the fake mess hall.”
“Then your cover is intact. Did you see anything on the island to connect the facility there to the Triton Star incident?”
Juan shook his head. “They blew it up before we could search it.”
“Well, we do know that there is some connection.”
“How?”
“The team investigating the Triton Star found a receiver and targeting computer inside the container that held the cruise missile. That’s how it was launched remotely by Rasul. The investigators determined that the attack on Diego Garcia was a last-minute change and were able to decipher the coordinates of the original target. Guess what it was.”
“Jhootha Island.”
“Exactly. Whoever paid Rasul wanted to wipe out the island with the Novichok, kill the Triton Star crew, and leave evidence for whoever found the ghost ship that would lead straight to that prison facility. Either that evidence was planted or the plotters were incredibly stupid. Given how complicated the plan was, I don’t think they’re incompetent.”
“So now we need to know who Rasul was working for. Do we even know his last name?”
“Now that the CIA has a good scan of his face, we do,” Overholt said. “His name is Rasul Torkan. Former Iranian special ops. He has an identical twin brother named Asad. They both left the service at the same time.” Overholt switched the video to side-by-side photos of Rasul and Asad Torkan. They were so similar that Juan couldn’t tell which one he’d killed.
“Do we know where Asad is now?”
“As a matter of fact, we do.” The video now clicked over to a view of an Indian man in his forties, impeccably dressed in a tailored suit. He was getting out of a Mercedes limo. The door was being held by one of the Torkans.
“That’s Romir Mallik,” Overholt said. “He’s an Indian billionaire. Owns a satellite design and launch firm, among many other businesses. He’s been called India’s version of Elon Musk. Most recently, he’s been responsible for putting up his country’s newest satellite communications network, called Vajra, though he had a setback a few days ago when one of his rockets blew up on launch.”
That jogged Juan’s memory. “Eric Stone mentioned that a rocket blew up in the Arabian Sea right before the cruise missile was launched. Interesting that they happened around the same time.”
The video feed switched back to Overholt, and he was frowning at the camera. “I agree that the connections are piling up. If Mallik is linked to the plan to wipe out Jhootha Island, then he could also be involved with taking out Diego Garcia’s electronics. We need to know if he is the target of the attacks or the culprit.”
“Maybe if we knew what’s been going on in that prison, we’d have a better idea about the motives behind all this.”
“You don’t have any more time to gently interrogate the prisoners. Our agreement with India states that you have to hand them over in an hour or the Indian Coast Guard will attempt to take the Oregon into custody for further investigation about the incident on the island. They’re not very happy that they’ve been protecting a group of kidnappers instead of a tribe of natives.”
“They probably also wouldn’t take too kindly to us accusing one of their most prominent businessmen of attacking a U.S. military base.”
Overholt nodded. “You can see our predicament.”
Juan stood. “I’ll see if Lyla Dhawan has been able to enlighten us.”
“All right. But don’t take too long. Oh, and one more thing. I did a little digging when Romir Mallik’s name popped up. He tends to do most of his work from a huge condo building that he owns in Mumbai.”
Juan knew Overholt well. He was bringing this up for a reason, so Juan went along with it. “Might be a good place to find some information if someone could get inside and tap into his computer system.”
“As it happens, he’s having a charity gala there two nights from now,” Overholt said, seeming to toss off this tidbit of info. “It’s in all of the Mumbai papers. One of the biggest social events of the year. Thought you might like to know.”
“Thanks for the tip,” Juan said.
It looked like the Corporation was going to have to get an invitation to the party.
THIRTY-ONE
After ending the call with Overholt, Juan left the hidden section of the Oregon and headed up to the fake mess hall. It was decorated like the rest of the external parts of the ship, with flickering fluorescent lights, peeling paint, chipped linoleum tables, and battered metal chairs.
From what Juan could tell when he entered, the prisoners didn’t seem to mind. Many of them were talking to his crew, at ease now that they were free of Jhootha Island. Some of them were even laughing. All of them had changed out of their jumpsuits and into shirts and pants provided to them.
Julia Huxley greeted him at the door as she was walking out. Normally, the Oregon’s chief medical officer would be wearing scrubs when she was in the ship’s hospital-grade trauma center, but here she was dressed in a pressed shirt and pants, her hair tied back in a ponytail. Though she was trained by the Navy, she didn’t carry herself like an officer or a surgeon. She wouldn’t have seemed out of place caring for families in a small-town clinic, down to the black medical bag she was holding.
“How are they?” Juan asked.
Julia surveyed the room with her dark, sympathetic eyes, and then turned back to Juan.
“Surprisingly healthy, given what they’ve been through,” she said. “Physically, that is. I’d advise good therapists for all of them once they get home. Being freed from eighteen months in captivity is going to take a long time to process. None of them thought they’d ever leave.”
“They almost didn’t.”
“They’re very grateful to you for rescuing them.” Julia’s face morphed into a scolding expression. “Especially the woman who shot you. When were you going to tell me about that?”
“You had more important things to take care of.”
“Lyla said it was right about here that she got you,” Julia said, reaching out toward Juan’s chest. He deftly sidestepped the informal exam.
“It’s all right. Just a bruise.”
“Why don’t you let your doctor make that determination? I’ll expect to see you in the medical bay for X-rays after you’re done here.”
“Yes, Doctor,” he said as Julia left, knowing that she would hound him if he didn’t. She’d been the one who saved his life when his leg was severed and had kept a close eye on him ever since.
Juan found Lyla at a table with Kevin Nixon, who was holding a sketch pad. He was making quick strokes with a pencil, only stopping to ask questions and scratch his thick beard. Kevin had worked in Hollywood for many years as a makeup artist and props master, winning several major awards for his work. After his sister was killed during the attacks on 9/11, he’d left the industry and was offering to bring his skills to the CIA when Juan got wind of his abilities and asked him to join the Corporation. Kevin’s job on board the Oregon wasn’t the most active, and he constantly battled to keep his substantial waistline in check. A donut that was only half eaten sat on the table in front of him, so at least he was trying to make progress in his diet.
Juan walked up behind him and saw that he was nearly done sketching the face of a woman in her thirties. She was attractive, with high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes.
“Who is that?” Juan asked.
“Lyla was just describing the woman she saw when they first landed on the island,” Kevin said.
“You mean, the woman who killed all those passengers?” Lyla said. “The woman who was responsible for holding us hostage all this time? I’ll never forget her face.”
“I’m sorry,” Kevin said. “I know it’s been hard for you to relive this.”
“I just hope you can find her and make her pay for what she’s done.”
“With your help, I’m sure she’ll be brought to justice.” Kevin got up and looked at Juan. “I’m done here if you want to take my seat. This should be a good enough likeness to work with.”
“Thanks,” Juan said. “And I’ve got another job for you after I see Hux.”
“Color me intrigued,” Kevin said, then looked at Lyla and pointed to a pencil and sheet of paper next to her plate. “I’ll leave those with you in case you want to add anything.” He started to walk away, then turned back and grabbed the other half of the donut to take with him. The battle continues, Juan thought.
He sat next to Lyla.
“How are you doing?” he asked.
“All right, I guess.” She looked down at her empty plate. “The food here is amazing. I never would have guessed it with . . .” She nodded her head at the awful surroundings.
“We spend our money where we think it’s put to the best use.”
“I appreciate the hospitality, but I’m going nuts waiting to talk to my parents. They must have thought I died long ago. It’s going to be a big shock learning that their little girl is still alive.”
“I’m sure they’ll be thrilled. You’ll be able to talk to them as soon as you are on board the Indian Coast Guard cutter.”
“To think we were in India this whole time.” She looked at Juan with tears welling up in her eyes. “Thanks again for everything you did.”
Juan shrugged. “All in a day’s work.”
“Which is what, exactly? No, never mind. I don’t want to know, and you probably couldn’t tell me anyway. How are you feeling? I’m surprised you were able to walk after I shot you, let alone get us all to safety.”
“I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.”
“Are they really all dead?” Lyla said with a mixture of hope and dread.
“The guards? Yes. You’re free of them.”
“And what about the people they worked for? Are we safe from them?”
“We’re going to find out who did this to you. But we need your help.”
“Anything.”
“I know you’ve already talked to my crew, but I’d like to hear it from you. What can you tell me about the project you were working on?”
Lyla took a breath. “It’s groundbreaking. Revolutionary, even. My expertise is in cutting-edge pattern recognition software. If they had recruited me to work on it, I might have done it until I realized the scope of their ambition. But then, if they’d hired me, they wouldn’t have been able to hack into my company’s database using my codes. I never learned its real name. We had to call it Project C.”
“What was the project’s goal?”
“To develop a true, thinking artificial intelligence. One that would be able to write its own software code. They were trying to achieve the technological singularity.”
Juan had heard the term before but wasn’t familiar with its particulars. “The singularity?”
“It’s the point when an artificial intelligence becomes so sophisticated that it can start improving itself without human intervention. After that, its self-improvement will increase at an exponential rate. It’s the Holy Grail of AI.”
“But it comes with big risks as well, doesn’t it?”
“Of course. It could become a runaway reaction that gets out of control. It’s almost impossible to predict how the AI would behave in that situation. It might lead to huge advancements for the human race.”
“Or it might lead to the Terminator,” Juan said.
“That’s what some people think.”
“We’ve encountered something like that before.”
He was thinking of a previous classified mission in which a powerful quantum computer that was used to crack any code on the planet had become self-aware. The Corporation had to shut it down, but Juan remembered a strange phone call he received after the end of that mission that indicated a portion of that computer’s code remained somewhere on the internet. It might have even served as a basis for Project C.
Lyla was both puzzled and intrigued. “What do you mean, you encountered something like that?”
“I can’t say, unfortunately. Could Project C be used for breaking encryption?”
“Maybe, but it’s far more than that. Once Project C is complete and the AI has reached the singularity, code breaking is just a small application. The AI could actually rewrite any computer code it can access.”
Juan’s mind was reeling with the implications. “You mean, it could hack into computers all by itself?”
“Hacking is just the first step. Project C is designed to rewrite the code so seamlessly that the people monitoring it may not even know it. Think how hard it is for us to detect viruses now, ones that were written by humans. An AI could develop its own language. Even if we knew the malicious code was there, we might have no idea what it said. Every computer on earth could be taken out of our control and given over to someone else.”
“Or something else.”
Lyla nodded. “If it wasn’t designed with the right fail-safes in mind, that’s very possible. The world could be held hostage by the whim of a computer that doesn’t care at all about the human race. Or the AI could be controlled by someone who has the rest of us on strings like puppets, ready to do whatever they command. That someone would instantly become the most powerful person on earth, and there would be nothing we could do about it.”
“Where is this computer?” Juan asked.
“I wish I could tell you. Our access was extremely restricted when we were working on the computers. It was a closed network, so I couldn’t access the internet.”
“What was the network?”
“It was called Vajra.”
Mallik’s satellite system. That confirmed he was somehow involved in all this. But little of this was making sense to Juan yet.
“There were two other things that you should know,” Lyla said.
“What’s that?”
“First, twenty-three of the passengers were taken off the island shortly after we got there. The rest of us got to talking and realized that they were all hardware people, while we were all software.”
“Do you know where they were taken?”
She hesitated, then said, “No. About eight months ago, we had to redo a ton of work all of a sudden. During that time, I came across latitude and longitude coordinates when we were checking data on some computer modeling. One of the data cells next to the coordinates had the word sunken. I think it was referring to a ship that sank.”
“Do you remember the coordinates?”
She nodded and started writing on the paper Kevin had left for her. “I memorized them because they were so unusual.”
“You said there were two things.”
She nodded. “Three times during my stay on Jhootha Island, I saw a strange symbol on paperwork that was emailed to us. I’ve never seen it before. I can’t draw at all, so Kevin sketched it out from my recollection. I have no idea what it means.”
Lyla turned over the sheet of paper. On it was a circle with nine spokes.
In the center of the circle was a swastika.
THIRTY-TWO
OVER INDIA
The Corporation’s private Gulfstream had landed at Kochi’s airport at the same time the Oregon arrived at India’s southern port city to drop off the team that would be infiltrating Romir Mallik’s gala. Chuck “Tiny” Gunderson, the Corporation’s fixed-wing pilot on call whenever they needed a ride for a mission, was now taking them to Mumbai, and Eddie Seng was sitting in the copilot’s seat for the takeoff.
“How long will you be in Mumbai?” the big, blond Swede asked a minute after the wheels lifted from the runway.
“The party starts at six tomorrow night,” Eddie said.
“Good. I can get some sleep after we get there.”
“Long flight from Singapore?”
“It wasn’t bad, but I had to leave a killer poker hand at the casino when I got the call. I’m guessing we won’t be sticking around once the party is over.”
Eddie hoped they could get in and out without trouble, but he always planned for the worst. “We might need a quick extraction.”
“You usually do.” He looked over his shoulder at the rest of the team in the back. “You brought a different group with you this time. I don’t see Kevin Nixon or Hali Kasim on my plane very often.”
“A lot of moving parts on this mission.”
“I haven’t met the new member of the crew yet.” He was referring to Raven, who was sitting toward the rear of the plane with MacD, Murph, and Linc. “She a good fit?”
“The Chairman’s got an eye for talent,” Eddie said, rising out of his seat. “In fact, we couldn’t be doing this op without her. Juan and I came up with a doozy this time.”
He walked back to Murph, who was intently peering at his laptop, and sat next to him. The rest of the team gathered around.
“Sorry we didn’t have time for a briefing before we left,” Eddie said, “but we had a lot of things to take care of so the Oregon could get on its way quickly.”
“I hear we’re going to a party,” Hali said.
Eddie nodded. “Some of us. This is a very exclusive event. The cream of Indian society will be there. Serious invite only. Kevin, you got hold of one of the invitations, right?”
Kevin nodded and held up a gold-embossed card. “Found a photo of one online and created a replica before we left the ship. People really should be careful about what they share on social media.”
“Who’s the invitee?” Linc asked.
Eddie looked at Raven, who stared back at him before she said, “Not me.”
“Yes, you. Murph, show us the photo.”
Murph turned the screen and showed them a picture of a beautiful Indian woman in a sari. She bore a striking resemblance to Raven.
MacD almost spit out the gum he was chewing. “Wow! That your sister?”
Raven leaned toward the screen. “Who is she?”
“That hottie is Kiara Jain,” Murph said. “Rising Bollywood star who has been in America for the last few years trying to build a career in New York and Los Angeles. Didn’t go as well as she wanted, so she just returned for her big comeback on the Mumbai entertainment scene.”
Raven frowned at Kevin. “So that’s why you took my measurements before we left the Oregon.”
“I’ve brought a stunning turquoise gown for you,” Kevin said.
She looked back to the screen. “I’m not the same kind of Indian, but I do look a little like her, I guess.”
“I have everything I need to transform you into her double. By the time I’m done with you, her own boyfriend wouldn’t recognize the difference.”
“Boyfriend?”
Eddie patted MacD on the shoulder. “Meet your temporary beau, Cole Randle. Dumb as a post, but his pretty face makes up for his lack of talent.”
“Thanks a lot,” MacD said.
“Is someone named Cole Randle really her boyfriend?” Raven asked.
“No,” Murph said, “but I’ll hack into the Internet Movie Database and create a few ultra-low-budget films for his résumé in case anyone checks.”
“No one over here will know if you picked up a new himbo from Hollywood,” Linc added.
“I’ve already come up with a few titles for Randle’s craptastic action movies. They’re all straight-to-video. Maximum Justice. Fatal Force. Time to Impact.”
“Hey, Ah’d see those,” MacD said.
“I’ll be playing your U.S.-based manager,” Eddie said, “and Linc is typecast in the role of well-muscled bodyguard.”
“Wait a minute,” Raven said. “I don’t even know what she sounds like.”
“You’re going to be watching a lot of movies over the next day or so. But we’re also going to say you’ve come down with a case of laryngitis to keep conversations to a minimum. MacD and I will be doing most of the talking.”
“If they can understand me,” MacD said, then pointed at Murph. “He’s not coming? Don’t we need to break into a computer in there?”
“You do,” Murph said, handing a pocket-sized tablet computer to Eddie. “This will connect to Mallik’s network once you’re inside his condo tower. I’ll be ordering room service back at the hotel room while I do all the hacking remotely.”
“What about me?” Hali asked.
“The real Kiara Jain is staying at the Mumbai Four Seasons,” Eddie said. “Your job is to keep her from getting to the party until we’re gone.”
“That sounds easy enough.”
“Apparently, you’ve never read about Ms. Jain’s prima donna antics in the tabloids. Seems she learned something from her Hollywood counterparts and became a bit of a diva since arriving in America.”
Hali smirked at that. “Oh, great.”
“How long will it take you to hack into the network?” Eddie asked Murph.
“Depends on what kind of security Mallik has. Hopefully, less than an hour.”
Raven gagged. “I have to parade around that party in a gown and high heels for an hour?”
“We drink champagne and schmooze a little while Murph does all the work,” MacD said. “What’s the problem?”
“I joined the Corporation to fight bad guys, not play dress-up at some fancy rich person’s prom.”
“Don’t take this mission lightly,” Eddie warned. “We estimate there will be fifty uniformed police and at least twenty plainclothes guards at this function, not to mention the dignitaries’ personal bodyguards. Think of this as if we are sneaking into the White House. For the evening, Mallik’s condo building will be one of the most heavily protected places in the country. And if he or his attack dog Asad Torkan suspects that we aren’t who we say we are, we’ll be learning a lot more about the Indian prison system than we want to.”
That silenced everyone.
“Now, Murph,” he continued. “Bring up the blueprints you found for Mallik’s building. We need to know all our possible exits. We’re all going to know them backward and forward by the time we get to the party.”
Eddie watched Raven intently following Murph’s rundown of the structure. He had no doubt she would realize that no Corporation mission was ever easy.
THIRTY-THREE
THE RED SEA
It took less than forty hours for the Oregon to make the dash across the Arabian Sea to the Mandeb Strait, the narrow body of water between the countries of Yemen and Djibouti. The precise coordinates Lyla Dhawan had given to Juan were in a group of islets near the southern end of the Red Sea. While he waited for Max to call to say that they’d arrived at the location, he met in his cabin with Eric Stone, who had been struggling to identify the strange symbol with the swastika embedded in it.
“I’ve looked all over the place for this,” Eric said as they sat at Juan’s dining table while they were served coffee from a silver tray by Maurice, the Oregon’s chief steward. A veteran of Britain’s Royal Navy under numerous admirals, the distinguished septuagenarian was the oldest person on the ship. He preferred to wear a black tie and elegant white jacket protected by a gleaming linen napkin folded over his arm.
“This is not the Nazi swastika?” Juan asked.
“No. It’s not on any military insignia from that era. This swastika is a backward version of Hitler’s. So unless Lyla Dhawan was looking at a mirror image, it is probably South Asian in origin.”
“The swastika was originally a religious symbol, right?”
Eric nodded. “For thousands of years before it was perverted by the Nazis. It’s commonly found on Hindu and Buddhist statues and temples. In Asia, it symbolizes well-being and prosperity, not the bigotry and hatred of the Nazis’ twisted emblem.”
“What about the other part of Lyla’s symbol?”
“The wheel and nine spokes? I have no idea.”
As he poured Juan’s coffee, Maurice cleared his throat.
Juan looked up in surprise. Usually, Maurice prided himself on coming and going without being noticed. “Do you know something about this, Maurice?”
“I don’t mean to intrude, Captain, but I believe I may be of service in helping you solve your conundrum.” Maurice was the only person in the crew who insisted on maintaining naval tradition and calling Juan Captain instead of Chairman.
“Please. Have you seen this before?”
“I have,” he said, setting down the pot. “Thirty-five years ago when I was serving with an admiral who had once been based in India. He was a collector of rare artifacts from the subcontinent, and this symbol was on one of the pieces in his cabin, a strange medal that he kept in a case. I cleaned it every week for two years.”
“Do you know what it means?” Eric asked.
“The admiral told me it represented the Nine Unknown Men. He was fascinated with Indian military history, so I heard quite a lot about them from him.”
“Who are they?” Juan asked.
“I believe who were they would be the more appropriate question,” Maurice said. “They haven’t existed for two thousand years, if they ever existed at all.”
“It’s a myth?” Juan would have motioned for Maurice to sit with them, but he knew the steward would never accept the offer.
Maurice nodded. “From the time of Ashoka. Circa 261 B.C.E., if I’m not mistaken. He was an emperor who conquered most of India. But to do so meant waging the deadliest war in history at that time. Over two hundred thousand casualties. The bloodshed was so terrible that Ashoka abandoned his warlike ways and converted the entire country to Buddhism. He left pillars across India defining his laws, and many of them can still be seen to this day. In fact, his influence continues to be so great that his chakra symbol is on the Indian flag.”
Eric typed on his computer and showed them an image of the chakra, which was a wheel with twenty-four spokes.
“That’s not the symbol Lyla saw,” Juan said. “There’s no swastika, and her wheel only had nine spokes, I’m assuming to represent the Nine Unknown Men.” He looked at Maurice. “How were they connected to Ashoka?”
“According to legend, the Emperor was aghast at the decimation he had wrought and was afraid that the knowledge of the world at that time was too powerful to be held by a single man. So he ordered his brother to find nine common men, unknown to royalty or positions of power, and gifted each of them with a scroll confined to one aspect of knowledge in the sciences. They were to protect that knowledge with their lives, so that no human would use that power to conquer the world.”
Juan sat back and ran his fingers through his hair. Maurice’s description of the responsibility held by the Nine Unknown Men was the exact opposite of what Lyla had said was the purpose of Project C. An artificial intelligence—a font of knowledge—that could let someone rule the world.
“Could this group of men have passed down their knowledge over the centuries?” he mused.
“There are certainly conspiracy theories that suspect this cabal could still exist,” Maurice said. “But my admiral did not. He simply thought it made a wonderful story.”
He picked up the tray. “If there’s nothing else, Captain, I shall return to my duties.”
“Thank you, Maurice. You’ve been most helpful.”
“My pleasure.” Maurice exited the cabin with barely a whisper.
“Do you think the descendants of Nine Unknown Men are really still around and built this advanced AI?” Eric asked.
Juan shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible, but they would have abandoned Ashoka’s original intent in separating the Scrolls of Knowledge. From what we’ve seen, whoever built the Jhootha Island facility, launched a stolen cruise missile, and hijacked an airliner had to have a massive amount of funds at their disposal. If the Nine Unknown Men passed down their knowledge through the centuries, their descendants could now be billionaires working together.”
“For example, people like Xavier Carlton, whose plane was found on Jhootha Island, and Romir Mallik, who’s palling around with Rasul Torkan’s brother?”
“If those two are involved in all this, they’ll have infinite resources to fight us. And I doubt reporting them to governments that are in their back pockets will do any good. We’ll have to handle this ourselves.”
They spent ten more minutes looking up information on the legend of the Nine Unknown Men, including the alleged contents of the scrolls. But they couldn’t find any trace of the symbol or the identities of the Nine Unknown. Their research was interrupted when Max called Juan’s cabin.
“We’ve reached Lyla’s coordinates.” He said it as if he were telling them that his dog died.
Juan frowned at Eric and said, “What’s the matter?”
“If there’s a sunken ship here, we’ll have problems exploring it.”
“Why?”
“Turn on your external monitor and then head on up to the op center so we can figure out what to do.” Max hung up.
Juan picked up his remote and clicked on the camera feed from outside.
Clouds of steam billowed up from the sea in four different places.
Eric snapped his fingers in recognition at what they were seeing. “We must be over the Red Sea Rift. It’s where the Arabian and African plates are spreading apart.”
Juan pointed at the surging masses of rising white clouds. “Then that’s what I think it is?”
Eric nodded. “The ship we’re looking for sank right on top of an underwater volcano.”
THIRTY-FOUR
MUMBAI
Driving a black Mercedes limousine, Hali pulled up to the front entrance of the Four Seasons Hotel moments before Kiara Jain strode out with a good-looking Indian man by her side. She was even more stunning in person, wearing a ruby red full-length gown with her shimmering hair cascading across her exposed shoulders. Her companion was dressed in a tuxedo and seemed to be in the same age range as the actress. Apparently, she wasn’t quite famous enough to require a real bodyguard. Neither of them looked happy.
Hali got out and went around to open the rear door. “Ms. Jain, Mr. Mallik personally requested me to bring you to the party. He’s a big fan of your films.” Of course, Hali had previously canceled the car that was supposed to pick her up.
She raised an eyebrow at him and then scoffed at the man beside her. “I told you, Gautam. At least he has good taste.”
With a huff and a toss of her hair, she slid into the backseat. Before following her in, Gautam looked at Hali with an apologetic shrug as if to say, See what I’m stuck with?
Hali pulled away from the hotel and began a slow drive in the direction away from Mallik’s party. Mumbai’s traffic was notoriously bad, and he was aiming for a jam that he’d already spotted on his mapping app.
“I shouldn’t have even brought you,” Kiara said in a low voice that was meant to keep the chauffeur from listening to the conversation. In a show of discretion, Hali turned up the volume on a local station playing music, but he could still hear them clearly.
“Then maybe I should have the driver turn around and take me back,” Gautam said. “You can show up at the biggest event of the year alone.”
“If you’re going to be that way, maybe you should. We all know who the bigger star is here. You wouldn’t have even been invited if it weren’t for me.”
Hali was glad for the petty argument. Gautam and Kiara spent the next few minutes sniping at each other, so neither of them noticed the route he was taking. But when there was a lull in the bickering, Kiara looked out at their surroundings, then peered at Hali in the mirror.
“Where are you going?”
“To the party,” Hali said with a smile.
“The party is at Mr. Mallik’s building.”
“Yes.”
She waved at the sea on either side of them. “Then why are we on the Bandra–Worli Sea Link?”
The causeway stretched across the mouth of Mahim Bay to connect the western suburbs to south Mumbai.
Hali played dumb. “We’re going to Bandra, where he lives.”
“He doesn’t live in Bandra, you idiot!” she yelled.
“That’s the address I have.”
“He lives on Altamount Road in south Mumbai. Everyone knows that.” She leaned forward. “Where are you from? You sound American.”
“My parents are from Mumbai, but I was raised in Los Angeles. I’m trying to break into Bollywood. In fact, when Mr. Mallik asked me to pick you up, I was so thrilled. I have a script I think would be great for you.” Hali reached into his bag and retrieved a script of some terrible movie he’d printed out from the internet. “I know I shouldn’t ask, but would you read it?”
She slapped the pages away. “Of course I’m not going to read your stupid script. Now, get us to Mr. Mallik’s house or I’ll have you fired.”
“Calm down,” Gautam said. “We’ll get there. This guy’s just trying to do his job.”
“This guy is going to ruin my career if we don’t get there on time. Do you realize how many important people will be there?”
“I’ll go extra fast and get you there right away,” Hali said. “Do you know the right address?”
“Give me the invitation,” she said to Gautam. He held it out, and she snapped it away from him. “I don’t trust you anymore. I’ll look it up on my phone and tell you how to get there.”
She could try, Hali thought, but he remained quiet.
A few seconds later, Kiara groaned in frustration. “Why can’t I get a cell signal?”
“Maybe we’re out of range,” Hali said. But he knew the real reason. There was a cell phone jammer in the trunk to keep her from calling anyone or posting on social media while she was supposed to be at the party. But the jammer didn’t interfere with the signal from Hali’s earpiece that was routed through a satellite transmitter also in the trunk.
“Just turn around,” she demanded.
Hali nodded. “Yes, Ms. Jain. As soon as we’re off the causeway.”
“Can you believe this man?” she said to Guatam, who was trying to hide a crooked grin that Hali spotted in the mirror.
Halfway across the causeway, traffic slowed to a crawl because of an accident up ahead, the one that Hali had noted earlier.
“You have got to be kidding me!” Kiara screamed.
“Don’t worry, miss,” Hali said. “I’m sure I can get you there within the hour.”
“An hour! I can’t believe this!” Kiara threw up her hands in frustration and continued futilely tapping on her phone.
But Hali wasn’t talking to her. His message was for Eddie.
—
“Understood, Hali,” Eddie said into his own earpiece. He was in a Porsche SUV being driven by Tiny Gunderson, who was taking a break from his piloting duties. Linc was in the front seat, while Eddie was sandwiched between Raven and MacD in the back. All of them could hear that they now had their hour to break into Romir Mallik’s computer system.
They were just pulling up to his tower on Altamount Road, one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in Mumbai. According to reports, Mallik had constructed the enormous five-hundred-foot-tall structure anticipating a large family before his wife died unexpectedly. Although it was bigger than many of the apartment buildings in the area, large enough to support a helicopter landing pad on the roof, Mallik’s vertical palace was a single home, and he was its only resident.
The grand underground driveway to the entrance was already packed with limos and high-end SUVs, but they moved along quickly as guests were swiftly escorted to a security station before being let into the elevator that would take them to the huge ballroom on one of the top floors.
When they reached the drop-off, Tiny said, “I’ll be close by. Just give me a shout when you’re on your way down, and I’ll be here before you arrive.”
Playing the part of the bodyguard, Linc got out and opened the door for Raven, who looked like a dead ringer for Kiara Jain, resplendent in her clingy turquoise sheath. All the men within twenty yards gawked at her as she took MacD’s arm and sashayed toward the metal detector. Eddie, who was wearing glasses that fed video back to Murph, was happy to see that since this was a private event, there were no paparazzi. He and Linc followed close behind them, dressed in tuxes that looked more like rentals than the tailored Armani that MacD wore.
Raven’s purse was searched, and all of the men had to put their phones in trays as they passed through the metal detector. A bevy of stern-looking guards surveyed the scene while the official greeters led them to the elevator after checking their IDs. Murph had broken into the security company’s computer system the day before and added their names to the list, and since they were with movie star Kiara Jain, nobody suspected anything was amiss.
At the top of the building, the elevator opened to the sound of hundreds of people talking over the music of a ten-piece band. The huge dance floor was already being put to use by some of the guests, while a massive table overflowed with delicacies from all over the country.
The biggest draw was the wide covered balcony that overlooked the Arabian Sea and downtown Mumbai. Many of the guests already seemed to be staking out spots to watch the sunset later in the evening.
Eddie activated the small tablet in his pocket and said, “Murph, we’re in. Get to work.”
“Already on it,” Murph said from his hotel room. Eddie could hear Murph’s heavy metal music pounding in the background and felt sorry for his neighbors.
A waiter walked by with a tray of champagne, and they each took one except for Linc, who maintained the dour expression of a wary guardian.
Before they could take their first sip, a pretty young Indian woman across the room waved at Raven and dragged the man beside her toward them.
“Oh, no. She recognizes me,” Raven said.
“It’s okay,” Eddie said. “We knew this would happen. Who is that, Murph?”
“Checking,” Murph replied. After a brief pause, he said, “That’s Prisha Naidu. She and Kiara were in a film together six years ago.”
As Prisha approached, Raven opened her arms and said with a perfect Indian accent, “Prisha! So good to see you.” Her adeptness at languages and uncanny impression of Kiara’s voice meant that they could ditch the laryngitis story.
“It’s been so long!” Prisha said, giving Raven a big hug. “You’re even taller than I remembered.”
Raven gestured to her feet. “It’s the heels. They’re amazing, but they’re killing my toes.”
“The price we pay for beauty. You remember my husband, don’t you?”
“Samar,” Murph said in their ears.
“Samar,” Raven said without missing a beat. “A pleasure as always.”
Prisha looked Raven up and down. “Where is that gorgeous red gown you posted on Instragram earlier?”
Raven playfully batted MacD on the arm. “Cole here spilled a drink on it while we were getting ready, so I had to resort to this, which I was planning to wear to a premiere next week. Now I have to find something else.”
“Well, I love it.” She looked at MacD with a flirty expression. “I haven’t seen this handsome man with you before . . . Prisha Naidu.” She bowed with her hands together.
MacD awkwardly followed her lead. “Cole Randle, ma’am. Kiara and Ah met on a movie set a few weeks ago in L.A. She thought Ah’d like Mumbai.”
“An American,” Prisha said. “How interesting. The U.S. really has changed you, Kiara.” She leaned in to Raven and whispered, “What happened to Gautam Puri?” Eddie could hear it in his earpiece.
“We had a big fight,” Raven whispered back. Then, with a naughty gleam in her eye, she said, “Cole will do for now.”
“I can’t wait to hear all about it,” Prisha said. Then she spotted someone else interesting and said, “I’ll be back later,” before flitting away with her husband.
Raven sighed and looked at Eddie. “This is going to be exhausting.” She drained half her champagne glass.
“I’ll do?” MacD said with a grin.
“For now.”
Several people by the elevator raised their voices, and Eddie turned to see Romir Mallik emerge, glad-handing guests that surged toward him. Asad Torkan walked behind him with the same surly look as Linc.
“They really were identical twins,” Linc said.
“And just as dangerous,” Eddie replied. “Let’s veer away from them.”
“You might need to get closer than you want,” Murph said with an exasperated tone.
“Why?” Eddie said. Linc, Raven, and MacD were all looking at him with concern. “What happened?”
“The WiFi network isn’t connected to his computer. If we want to break into his system, you’re going to have to find a terminal so we can do it manually.”
—
At the base of Mallik’s condo tower, Natalie Taylor approached the delivery bay at the rear of the building in a truck with the catering company’s logo on the side. She backed it up to the loading dock and got out, approaching the guards watching the door. Her uniform perfectly matched the ones of the caterers who’d been delivering food all day long. A short wig of red hair and thick glasses provided a disguise in case Mallik’s security team was on the lookout for her.
“What’s this?” one of the guards demanded.
“The cake,” she said matter-of-factly, opening the rear doors.
The other guard looked at a sheet he was carrying. “I don’t see anything about a cake.”
“Well, it wouldn’t be a surprise if it was on the list, would it?”
The guards looked at her with suspicion, especially because they wouldn’t expect to see a Caucasian delivering food. “We’re going to have to check with the catering manager.”
“Be my guest,” she said.
As the first guard took out his radio, Taylor drew a SIG Sauer pistol from her apron and shot each guard with a single round to the head. She dragged them into the catering truck, not the least afraid that the cameras would be recording her. Right now anyone monitoring the cameras would be seeing nothing but a white glow from the ultra-bright LEDs mounted on the back of the truck.
When they were inside, she took the passcard from one of the guards, wheeled out a large cart carrying an oversized cake, and closed the truck behind her. She pushed the cart through the delivery doors and headed for the service elevator.
The cart did hold a cake. But it would never be eaten. Mallik and his guests would indeed get a big surprise.
THIRTY-FIVE
THE RED SEA
Lyla Dhawan’s coordinates were so precise that it didn’t take long to find the sunken wreck lying seventy feet below the surface. The 500-foot-long hulk lay across the side of the growing undersea volcano formed by a crack in the earth pushing apart the continents of Africa and Asia. It was resting at an angle, so they could see the top deck from their current vantage point.
“No wonder the plotters behind Project C weren’t concerned about anyone finding this ship,” Eric Stone said from the cockpit of the Oregon’s Nomad submarine. “In a few weeks, it will be completely buried.”
Juan, sitting beside him in the copilot’s seat, nodded as the hull of a cargo vessel loomed in front of them. A large hole on the starboard side below the waterline amidships was obviously the reason for its sinking. He couldn’t read its name because both the bow and stern were covered by hardened lava. A thin ridge had formed upslope from the ship along a good portion of the length, diverting the ongoing lava flow, but the underwater mountain was growing so fast that it was just a matter of time before the red-hot molten rock breached the ridge and covered the wreckage.
Nomad was the larger of the Oregon’s two subs—sixty-five feet long, big enough to carry ten passengers including the pilots, and equipped with a diver’s air lock. With a transparent polycarbonate nose and a cigar shape, Nomad resembled a miniaturized nuclear attack sub, but with robotic claws jutting from her chin. Though she was rated for depths down to one thousand feet, they wouldn’t be going nearly that far down today.
Normally, when sending divers down a mere seventy feet, the Oregon would maintain a position over the site and release them from the central moon pool. But Juan didn’t want her any closer to an active volcano than she needed to be. Besides, by the time the divers swam that distance to the wreck, they’d have only a couple of minutes to explore before being boiled by the extreme heat.
Juan turned and asked Linda Ross, who was behind them in the main cabin of the sub, “Temperature reading?”
“Just one hundred and five degrees here,” she said. “But it’s rising fast as we approach the ship.”
“Are you sure you want to go out in that?” said Julia Huxley, who was sitting next to Linda and frowning at the gauge.
Juan smiled. “Why not? It’ll be like a nice soak in a hot tub.”
She rolled her eyes. “Hot tubs max out at one hundred and four. It’s good I came along to monitor your vitals if you’re crazy enough to go out in that.”
Linda said, “They worked great last time we used them.”
Max had modified two of their drysuits to mimic the cooling suits used by race car drivers. Cold liquid flowed through tubes lining the inside of the suit. The cooling unit and pump were mounted on the back next to the air tank. Juan and Linda had worn them on a previous mission to infiltrate a Russian nuclear power plant through the drainpipes of its secondary cooling system. The water hadn’t been radioactive, but it was too hot for a diver to survive without protection.
“I remember,” Julia said. “But that water was only one hundred and ten degrees. The water here looks like it’ll get even hotter.”
Linda gestured to the two diving suits hanging by the air lock. “Max says they’re rated for up to fifteen minutes at a hundred and thirty degrees.”
“And then you’ll begin to cook.” She gave Juan a scolding look. “If your body temperatures reach a hundred, I’m pulling you both back in immediately.”
“Works for me,” Juan said. “I don’t feel like stewing in my own juices. But before we do that, let’s take a look with Little Geek and see if an excursion is even necessary.”
Little Geek was their remotely operated vehicle, named after a similar ROV in the movie The Abyss. It was currently resting in Nomad’s claws, waiting for Linda to begin guiding it via the fiber-optic and power umbilical links to the sub.
“Where should we start?” she asked.
“Eric, take Nomad closer to the bridge,” Juan said. “We might be able to find something in there.”
“Aye, Chairman.”
Nomad climbed up the sunken hull and back toward the superstructure located aft. They could now see that the deck was not laid out like a typical cargo ship. Instead of hoisting cranes and hard points for fastening containers, the deck had four thirty-foot spiral masts and a large satellite dish at the center of the ship. One of the masts had snapped off at its base and lay half buried in lava.
“What are those?” Julia asked, pointing at the eggbeater-shaped objects.
“They look like wind generators,” Juan said. “Some cargo ships have them installed to save on fuel.”
When the sub was within a hundred feet of the superstructure, Linda launched Little Geek, and it whizzed away twice as fast as Nomad could ever move.
They watched its video feed on the monitor. Little Geek’s bright LED lights panned over the white superstructure, and they could see the empty davits where the lifeboat would normally be hanging.
“Looks like the crew got away,” Linda said.
“Even if some of them didn’t, we won’t find any bodies,” Julia said. “Not if it sank eight months ago. They’d be fully decomposed at this depth and temperature. Only bones will be left.”
Linda piloted Little Geek up to the bridge. The windows were caked with algae. All of them were intact, and none of the doors were open.
“Can’t see a thing,” Linda said.
“And we’re not going to get Little Geek through impact-resistant glass,” Juan said. “We’ll have to go in ourselves.” The ROV’s small manipulator arm wasn’t strong enough to open doors.
Julia gestured at the temperature gauge. “Little Geek’s sensor shows one hundred and nineteen degrees.”
“Still within the suits’ capability to keep us cool.”
“There’s one other way in,” Eric said from the cockpit.
“The hole in the hull,” Juan said. “Let’s go down there.”
They descended with Little Geek taking the lead. Eric hovered the sub a respectable distance from the tear in the ship’s midsection. With all of Nomad’s light focused on the hole, which was the size of a minivan but still too small for Nomad, Juan could now see a feature he hadn’t noticed before.
“The edges of the metal are bent out from the inside of the ship,” he said. “The explosion came from the hold.”
“So we know it wasn’t sunk by a torpedo,” Linda said. “Sabotage?”
“Or the cargo they were carrying blew up,” Eric said.
“Only one way to find out,” Juan said, and nodded at Linda.
She guided Little Geek through the hole and into a vast hold whose bulkheads were beyond the reach of the ROV’s lights. The first thing they saw on the monitor was a vast array of pipes, power cables, and electrical conduits snaking through the hull. Some of them had been ruptured by the internal explosion and lay in a tangled mess on the deck.
“This could get tricky,” Linda said. “Don’t want to get the umbilical tangled.”
Juan pointed to a space on the right that was relatively clear of the pipes. “That seems to be the best route.”
Linda navigated in that direction, and a huge round metal vat came into view. Half of it had been torn apart by the explosion, but from its exterior, so the blast hadn’t resulted from whatever had been inside the tank. Dozens of the pipes and conduits were connected to it.
“Looks like they were brewing beer in there,” Julia said.
“Those would be expensive six-packs,” Juan said.
Linda piloted Little Geek into the vat, and they could make out a complicated array of cells, like the honeycomb in a beehive.
“What do you make of that?” Juan asked.
“This tank is made to create a biochemical reaction of some kind,” Julia said. “But it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”
“Why is it connected to electrical cables?”
Julia shrugged. “Maybe for monitoring.”
Linda backed Little Geek out of the vat and kept it moving along, revealing that the hold was packed with identical vats. At the end of the hold was a giant rack full of computer servers.
“That’s an awful lot of computing power just to monitor a chemical reaction,” Eric said, who was watching the video while keeping Nomad steady.
“Lyla Dhawan said Project C was supposed to be a breakthrough in artificial intelligence,” Juan said. “This has to be related to what was going on at Jhootha Island somehow.”
“The name of the ship would help us answer that, I bet,” Julia said.
“That’s why Linda and I are going in. Maybe we can also find some information about this ship’s purpose. Once we take a look at the other side of the hold, we’ll suit up.” They were recording Little Geek’s feed, so even if they didn’t notice anything of use now, they could scour the video for clues later.
She turned the ROV toward the port side of the ship, careful to avoid the cables and pipes that had been jarred loose by the explosion and sinking. Seeing the effort put into designing and building this unusual vessel, along with the time and money spent to construct the prison on Jhootha Island, it was even more obvious that the people responsible for Project C had virtually unlimited resources at their disposal.
Little Geek reached the opposite end of the hold, and now they had enough video to simulate the hold in 3-D. This would help them to better figure out what was going on. Linda turned the ROV around to follow its umbilical back the way it had come.
As Little Geek maneuvered past the damaged vat, its wake was strong enough to cause a pipe hanging by a thread to detach from the tank and plummet to the bottom.
The video feed went black. An instant later, it was followed by the sound of an enormous explosion that rocked Nomad. Eric was secure in his pilot’s seat, but the rest of them were thrown to the deck.
Juan, whose ears were ringing from the blast, got up and said, “Everyone all right?”
They all said they were okay.
Eric backed away from the hole in the ship. “No damage to Nomad. We’re lucky that the detonation occurred on the other side of the ship.” Then Juan heard him say into his radio headset, “Yeah, Max. We’re fine down here. It came from the wreckage. No, we don’t know yet. We’ll keep you posted.”
“Run the video back,” Juan said to Linda.
She rewound the recording until it showed the pipe falling.
“I’ll zoom in on the bottom to see if we can tell what it hit.”
She ran the video in slow motion until they could see the steel pipe bounce on the deck and careen into the exterior bulkhead. It hit a red box no bigger than a carry-on suitcase, and that’s when the video went blank.
“That red box wasn’t just lying there,” Juan said. “It looked like it was welded to the hull.”
“Some kind of self-destruct bomb?” Linda wondered.
“That’s how they got rid of the evidence at Jhootha Island,” Juan said. “They might have done the same thing with this ship.”
“So either they sank the ship on purpose, but the portside explosive didn’t detonate until now,” Eric said, “or the starboard one went off by accident.”
“Or it was sabotage like Linda thought,” Juan said. “We won’t have any idea if we can’t at least figure out where this ship came from.”
As Nomad rose, they could now see past the top deck. The explosion had done more than tear apart the interior of the ship. Part of the hardened lava ridge was now gone, collapsed in an avalanche caused by the blast.
Molten lava was now pouring through the gap toward the ship.
“That’s not good,” Julia said.
“How long do you think we have before the ship is covered?” Juan asked Eric.
He could see the naval genius doing calculations in his head as he watched the flow of hot liquid rock cascading over the breach.
He finally said, “At this rate, I’d say an hour before the hull is too hot to go near. Maybe less.”
Juan looked at Linda. He didn’t have to ask if she would volunteer for the hazardous dive. She simply nodded and started donning her dive suit. He did the same.
“You’re not seriously diving with that coming our way?” Julia asked in disbelief as she pointed at the ropy lava coursing like a river in their direction.
“We need answers, Doctor,” Juan said, shrugging the suit over his torso and pulling the air tank and cooling pump onto his shoulders. “Once the lava reaches the ship, the hardened rock will make it impossible to enter the crew areas even after it has cooled. If we don’t go into that ship now, we never will.”
THIRTY-SIX
MUMBAI
After circling the ballroom, Eddie returned to the area farthest from the bar, where Raven, MacD, and Linc were doing their best to avoid engaging with the other guests.
“I found the door to the emergency stairs,” Eddie said. “It’s in the hallway to the bathrooms.”
“Anyone guarding it?” Linc asked.
“One guy. He looks serious about keeping people out of the stairwell.”
MacD looked in that direction, but the guard wasn’t visible from the main room. “Is it alarmed?”
“Doesn’t look like it.”
“Then all we need to do is keep the guard occupied for a few minutes while you’re gone,” Raven said. “I can do that.”
“You might be missed,” Eddie said. “The bathrooms are close by, though. Give me your perfume.”
She handed him a small spray bottle, which he pocketed.
“Do we know where Mallik’s office is yet?” Eddie said to Murph.
“Got it,” Murph replied. “It’s on the floor right above you.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah. I found a video of his wife before she died. She was giving a tour to one of those Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous–type shows just after they finished construction on the building. She showed off her husband’s office, and I could read the floor number when she got off the elevator.”
“Okay,” Eddie said. “Linc, you come with me. Nobody will think it’s odd if her bodyguard is gone for a few minutes given how secure this building is.”
“What should MacD and I do?” Raven asked.
“Keep an eye on the hallway to the bathrooms. Let us know if anyone is coming.”
“And try not to talk to anyone else,” Linc said.
MacD smiled. “With the way we look, it’s gonna be hard to keep people away from us.”
“Then you do all the talking,” Linc said. “That’ll drive them off.”
“Because of this honey-smooth voice? It’ll be a challenge, but Ah’m up to it.”
Raven rolled her eyes and continued to wear her most dour and unapproachable expression. Eddie thought that might actually work.
He and Linc crossed the room and entered the hall to the bathrooms. They both nodded as they passed the guard before going into the men’s room.
After a quick check to make sure it was empty, Eddie said to Raven, “Anyone coming our way?”
“You’re clear,” she said.
They both went back out. Eddie was clutching the perfume bottle. Without a word, he lifted it and sprayed it in the guard’s face.
The guard sputtered for a second in surprise before the sedative gas took effect. He sagged into the waiting arms of Eddie and Linc, who quickly dragged him into a stall in the men’s room.
They sat him on the toilet seat, and Eddie used zip ties to secure his wrists to the gold-plated grab bars on either side. At the same time, Linc gagged him with a handkerchief just in case he woke up before they left the party. They took his radio, then Linc exited the stall so Eddie could lock the door from the inside and climb out.
“Three women coming your way,” MacD said.
Linc and Eddie left the restroom and smiled at the women entering the ladies’ room. When they were alone, Eddie handed the radio to Linc and said, “Wait here and pretend you’re checking your phone. Let me know if anyone misses the guard.”
Linc tucked the radio into his coat pocket and inserted the earpiece. Instead of saying “Good luck,” which was actually considered bad luck in the Corporation, he said, “Good hunting.”
Eddie entered the stairwell and bounded up the steps two at a time. He was about to open the door to the floor where Mallik’s office was when he heard voices through it.
He’d have to wait and hope they left. Of course, if they opened the door, the whole operation would be a bust.
—
Natalie Taylor was arguing with the chef in the kitchen next to the ballroom. He claimed that there was no record of a cake that was supposed to be delivered to the party.
“I didn’t approve that monstrosity,” the Frenchman said, sneering at the giant novelty cake. He’d been flown in from Paris especially for this event.
“Mr. Mallik himself requested it,” Taylor said in a calm voice. “Here, I’ll show you.”
She took a piece of paper from her pocket. It was an invoice with Romir Mallik’s signature on it. Even Mallik would think it was his own handwriting.
The chef examined it carefully, frowning the entire time.
“If you’d like to interrupt Mr. Mallik while he’s entertaining guests, I’m sure he’d be happy to come in here and attend to this. Or maybe you could call him.” She wasn’t bluffing. She’d be perfectly happy for Mallik to come into the kitchen.
“You can’t expect me to have his personal number,” the chef said.
“No, but I do,” Taylor said, holding out her phone. “He said to call him if there was any trouble.”
The chef pursed his lips, then shoved the invoice back to her.
“Fine. When does he want it?”
“Now.”
“But we are still serving the hors d’oeuvres!”
She raised an eyebrow and held out the phone again.
The chef put up his hands in surrender. “All right. It’s his party. But is any of that edible?”
“Just the top tier.”
“Before you go, let me finish preparing the rest of the desserts to go with it.”
“How long will that take?”
“Just a few minutes.”
Taylor made a show of looking at her watch. “I will wheel this out in two minutes no matter what.” She lowered the bunting over the sides of the cart to hide the wheels.
While she waited for the chef and his staff to frantically get the desserts ready, she looked at her phone, activating the app she would need once the cake was in place in the ballroom.
Inside the cake was a tripod-mounted remote-controlled machine gun called a Small Caliber Ultra-Light, or SCUL. Her app showed the view from its thermal camera, which could see through the paper-thin sides of the cake. With the controls on her phone, she could rotate the gun in a three-hundred-sixty-degree arc, raise or lower the angle of the barrel, and fire its eight hundred rounds of belt-fed 5.56mm bullets.
In a few minutes, Mallik’s ability to stop the Colossus Project would be finished. As soon as the cake was locked in place in the ballroom and Taylor had a clear view of him, she’d cut him down, taking as many of the guests with him as she could. She’d escape in the panic and confusion after she made sure he was dead.
—
Raven, unhappy that she was relegated to serving as distracting eye candy, pretended to sip her champagne as she watched the hallway to the restrooms. MacD, on the other hand, seemed to be enjoying himself. Women continually gave him the once-over as they passed by.
“Mallik sure is well connected,” he said. “Ah recognize at least four high-ranking generals here, in addition to the celebrities and politicians.”
“How do you know?” Raven asked.
“Did a lot of work in this region back in the day. Saw some of the local brass at that time.”
“What if they recognize you?”
“Never happen. Ah was too low-level back then. These guys wouldn’t bother looking at an officer ranking lower than major.”
MacD had been looking at her, but his eyes suddenly focused on someone over Raven’s left shoulder. They widened as a subtle message to her just before she heard a man’s voice speak to her. She turned to see Romir Mallik approaching her with a big grin.
“Miss Jain,” he said, “I’m so glad you could come tonight.” Asad Torkan stood silently by his side.
Raven gave him her high-wattage smile and said, “It’s a pleasure to see you, Mr. Mallik. It’s a wonderful party and a beautiful home.”
“Thank you. I’m happy to finally meet you in person. I’ve been a fan of your films for many years. I’m sorry you went to America to continue your career. I hope you have returned for good.”
“If India will have me.” She turned to MacD. “May I introduce you to Cole Randle.”
Mallik narrowed his eyes at MacD and nodded curtly.
“Perhaps I can have you over sometime to watch one of your movies,” Mallik said, obviously excluding MacD. “It would be a treat to be able to hear your comments on it as we watch. I have a private forty-seat theater three stories below this room.”
“I would like that,” Raven said.
He looked at her with a curious expression. “Which of your films would you choose?” He waited for an answer with a tight smile. Raven couldn’t tell if he was simply being courteous or that he suspected she wasn’t who she said she was. Torkan was as stone-faced as ever, but he was watching both her and MacD intently.
She didn’t hesitate, saying, “Golibari Ki Rekha,” an action movie which meant Firing Line in English. It was Kiara Jain’s most famous role.
That seemed to be the right response because Mallik beamed at her and said, “That is my favorite. Later, if you would be so kind, I may ask you to indulge us with a song.”
At the mention of a possible performance, Raven felt her stomach clench. She paused for only a fraction of a second before she said, “I’d be delighted.”
“Excellent,” Mallik said. “Well, I need to tend to my other guests, but you can be sure I will return.” He took Raven’s hand and gave it a squeeze before he walked away with Torkan.
When they were out of earshot, MacD said, “You don’t sing, do you?”
“Not a note. If they put a microphone in my face and make me serenade the crowd, every ear within a six-block radius will be bleeding.”
She was turned away from Mallik for the moment, facing the direction of the hallway leading to the kitchen, which was on the opposite side of the ballroom from the bathrooms. A Caucasian woman with red hair caught her eye because she wasn’t wearing an evening gown. Instead, she was dressed in the attire of the serving staff. She was the only non-Indian working there.
The woman was carefully surveying the room, almost like an operative. Her face seemed familiar to Raven, but she couldn’t quite place it. The servant kept scanning the room until her gaze settled on Romir Mallik. She stared at him for a few seconds, then went back into the kitchen.
She walked with a grace and athleticism that wasn’t usual for a server, and that’s when Raven realized she’d seen the woman’s face before.
MacD must have noticed her expression because he said, “What’s wrong?”
“Remember that sketch Lyla Dhawan had Kevin Nixon draw?” Raven said. “It was circulated to the crew after she left.”
MacD nodded. “Sure. The woman who killed half the passengers on Xavier Carlton’s missing jet and then imprisoned the rest on Jhootha Island. Why?”
“She’s here.”
THIRTY-SEVEN
THE RED SEA
Juan pushed away from Nomad’s air lock and swam toward the shipwreck’s superstructure with Linda behind him. They were wearing full-face masks and could communicate with each other and the sub using low-frequency acoustic transmitters. Cameras attached to each of their masks were recording the dive, but the video couldn’t be transmitted underwater. Though the cooling suit was keeping the heated water at bay, Juan could feel how hot it was because of the slim gap between his mask and hood. It wasn’t hot enough to burn him, but it was certainly hot enough to cook him in minutes if his cooling unit failed.
“How are you doing back there, Linda?” he asked.
“Cozy and warm,” she replied.
“Water is up to one hundred and twenty and still rising, but your core temps are steady and normal,” Julia said, who was monitoring their body temperatures from the sensors embedded in the suits. The deep rumble of the flowing lava added to the sense of urgency.
“I trust Max’s cooling suit design,” Juan said. “We shouldn’t be more than fifteen minutes.”
“We’ll stay right here until you come back,” Eric said. He had Nomad hovering near the bridge wing’s outer door.
When Juan reached the door, he said, “Let’s see what’s in here.”
He pressed down on the handle, but it didn’t budge. He tried twice more. Nothing. He pulled as hard as he could and got nowhere.
“The mechanism must be rusted shut,” Linda said. “All this heat.”
“We better hope all the doors aren’t like this or we’re going to have to break out some explosives to get in. There’s another door two decks down. We’ll try that one.”
They swam down to the door, and Juan tried the latch. It gave slightly. He kicked at the handle with his prosthetic foot, and the mechanism finally snapped free. He yanked at it, but it only came open a few inches. It took both of them pulling on it to make the gap wide enough for them to go through. Juan led the way in.
There were no windows on this level, so he turned on his headlamp. No wildlife had penetrated the crew areas, and the corridor was free of growth, which meant they might come across intact information about the ship.
Most navigation and other work would be done on a computer, but even a ship as advanced as this one would have written checklists and maps as backups. If he and Linda could at least find out the name of the vessel, they would be able to track it back to its owner and manufacturer.
“There’s a set of stairs,” Juan said, and swam toward them. They went up two levels and entered the bridge.
The bridge was a high-tech operation consisting of dozens of flat-panel screens, interspersed with keyboards, control buttons, telephone handsets, and joysticks for maneuvering the ship. The only loose items he noticed were several coffee mugs scattered on the floor. Just a few pinpoints of dim light penetrated the thick growth of algae on the windows. The leather of the captain’s and helmsman’s chairs hadn’t begun to decay.
“Chairman,” Linda said. “We’ve got a name.”
He turned to see her pointing at a brass plaque fastened to the back wall. He swam over and could make out the name COLOSSUS 3 emblazoned across the top.
“Project C,” Juan said. “And I’ll take a wild stab that there are at least two more Project Colossus ships.”
“Look at the launch date,” Linda said.
“Eighteen months ago. Right around the time that Xavier Carlton’s A380 was hijacked.”
At the bottom of the plaque was a symbol he recognized: a circle with nine spokes with a clockwise swastika at its center.
“Eric,” Juan said, “we now have confirmation that the Nine Unknown Men are connected to Project C, which apparently stands for Colossus.”
“That must be a nod to the first programmable computer,” Eric said. “Colossus was built to decipher the Nazi Lorenz cipher during World War Two”
“It’s also part of this ship’s name. Colossus 3.”
“I hate to break it to you,” Julia said, “but it’s over one hundred and twenty-five out here. I recommend you start heading out of the wreckage.”
“Two more minutes, Hux,” Juan said. “Don’t want to come out of here empty-handed.”
“I’ll give you two, and not a second more.”
“Roger that.”
Next to the plaque was a row of shelves with manuals and rolled-up maps.
“Start gathering those up to take with us,” Juan said to Linda. “I’m going to see if I can find the captain’s log.”
Linda nodded, unfurled a drawstring net bag, and began stuffing books and maps into the sack. Juan swam through an open door at the back of the bridge, where he expected to find the captain’s private office.
The small room contained a desk, two chairs, a file cabinet, and a large safe. The safe still shut meant the captain didn’t have enough time to retrieve its contents before abandoning ship. But, it did mean that there might be other important items in the office that the captain had neglected to recover.
He started with the desk and rifled through the drawers. They were locked, but his small pry bar was strong enough to lever them open. It was in the third drawer that he found the captain’s log. He simply shoved the leather-bound notebook into his drysuit pocket and went over to the file cabinet to see what he could find.
As soon as he opened the top drawer, there was a rapidly growing roar coming from outside the Colossus 3, which started shaking violently.
Juan had the odd sensation of being tossed around by the water inside the ship. He raced back to the bridge.
“What’s going on out there?” Juan asked over the deafening sound.
“Oh, no!” Julia shouted.
“Brace yourselves!” was all Eric could get out before Juan and Linda felt something slam into the shipwreck.
With a thundering crash, the Colossus 3 rocked to the side and felt as if it were going to keel over. After a few seconds, the roar subsided, and the ship stabilized.
“You okay?” Juan said to Linda, who had dropped the bag she’d been filling.
“Yes. Just a little shaken up.”
“Nomad, what’s your status?” he said. “Eric, Julia, are you all right?”
There was a moment of silence. Then he heard Eric’s voice, tinny and distant.
“Chairman, do you read me?”
“We’re fine in here,” Juan said. “How’s Nomad?”
“We got a good rattle, but we were able to avoid any damage.”
“What was that?”
“Avalanche. That explosion must have destabilized the side of the seamount more than we thought.”
“Then we’re getting out of here before we get hit by another one,” Juan said.
“Chairman, that’s going to be a problem.”
“Why?”
“The avalanche swept across the deck of the ship,” Eric said. “The door you entered is now covered by a ten-foot-high pile of rocks.”
THIRTY-EIGHT
MUMBAI
The voices Eddie heard had been two women, possibly maids because he could hear the sound of a cart being rolled down the hall. Then he heard an elevator ding, and the voices disappeared.
He pushed open the door and saw that the lavishly appointed corridor was empty.
“Now where to?” he asked Murph. He moved his head around so Murph could see the view from his glasses.
“Should be straight ahead two doors down on the right.”
Eddie walked casually just in case he ran into anyone. He could always claim he exited the elevator on the wrong floor and got lost.
The door to the office was open, and Eddie slipped inside. The room was filled with artifacts from the Mughal dynasty, paintings of emperors on exotic thrones, and antique furniture made of Indian teak. The enormous desk held only two items: a jewel-encrusted lamp and a sleek laptop.
Eddie sat at the desk and flipped open the computer. The screen showed a prompt for a password. Eddie plugged in a device that was wirelessly connected to Murph’s computer back at the hotel.
“It’s in your court now,” Eddie said.
“Working on it,” Murph said. Eddie could hear the sound of Murph’s fingers furiously hammering his keyboard.
The screen remained unchanged. “How long will this take?” Eddie asked.
“I’ll know in a second if this will happen.”
All Eddie could do was wait. He couldn’t leave without the USB transmitter or Mallik would know his system had been compromised.
A few seconds later, Murph said, “His encryption is good. I’m not getting in without his password. We’ll have to go with the barnacle.”
Eddie removed the USB device and took out a smaller item about the size of a hearing aid battery but rectangular like the USB port. It was called a barnacle because it could be inserted into the machine without being noticed.
He picked up the laptop and inspected the two USB ports on it. The right-hand port had a tiny bit of wear on it, while the left-hand port was pristine.
Eddie plugged in the barnacle and verified that it couldn’t be seen unless you were looking directly into the port. It would only be detected if Mallik tried to plug something into the left-hand port, which seemed to be the less used one.
Now, the next time the laptop password was entered, the barnacle would secretly download a bit of software into the computer that would force it to connect to the internet and give Murph access to its contents. The downside was that they had no idea when that would happen.
“Let’s get ready to leave,” Eddie said to everyone on the comms. “And Murph, tell Hali we’ll be leaving in three minutes.”
“He just texted me that he’s currently pretending to be lost,” Murph said. “Apparently, he’s getting an earful from the real Kiara Jain and will be relieved to drop her off whenever we’re gone.”
Eddie closed the laptop and headed back to the stairs.
“Eddie,” Linc said, “two guards just came looking for our friend in the bathroom. I told them he said he was going downstairs for something, but they said that’s where they just came from. They’re on their way up toward your floor. So am I.”
“We have a situation in the ballroom, too,” Raven said. “The woman from Jhootha Island just wheeled in a giant cake.”
—
When Raven saw Mallik looking at the giant novelty cake with surprise and confusion, she knew he was not expecting it. The band began to play a lively fanfare as it rolled in.
“Something’s about to go down,” she said to MacD.
“Ah know. Bomb, you think?”
“Maybe. If she tries to exit quickly, we’ll know.” Raven also noticed that the woman kept her face shielded from Mallik and Torkan as if they might recognize her.
“Ah’ll go stand by the kitchen door to keep her from leaving,” MacD said.
“And I’ll see if I can find out what she’s up to,” Raven said.
The woman backed away from the cake, turned around, and took out her phone. Raven remembered that Juan said Rasul had used his phone as a launch control for the BrahMos cruise missile. If the woman was here as part of an attack on Mallik, the phone would be the perfect trigger.
Raven walked up quietly behind her.
“Excuse me,” Raven said. “Do you know where I can find some seltzer water?”
The woman shook her head and shrugged, barely acknowledging Raven.
“It’s just that I spilled something on my dress and I don’t want it to stain.”
This time, the woman looked at Raven. Her eyes were focused and fierce.
The woman struck with a lightning punch, but Raven was able to turn away to minimize the blow. Then she returned with a left to the jaw. The woman only staggered and spun around, intending to lash out with a kick, but Raven moved quickly out of reach.
The woman refocused on her phone but just before Raven reached out and knocked it out of her hand, the woman tapped the screen.
Instead of exploding, to Raven’s shock the cake erupted with gunfire.
—
Linc and Eddie took out the guards in the stairwell using a coordinated attack. Linc sucker punched one of the guards from behind just as they were about to enter the level where the offices were. Simultaneously, Eddie rushed out and slammed the head of the other one into the wall.
They started to drag the guards to join their colleague in the bathroom when the buzz saw sound of rapid machine gun fire clattered from the direction of the ballroom.
Eddie and Linc tore down the stairs.
—
Torkan pulled Mallik behind him as bullets ripped through the air above their heads. The aim of the gun was off, and rounds raked the ceiling and upper walls of the ballroom.
“It’s her!” Mallik yelled. “Natalie Taylor! I saw her fighting with Kiara Jain.”
“Then that can’t be Kiara Jain,” Torkan shouted above the screams and gunfire. Half the guests had dove to the floor while the other half were running in panic.
“Come on!” Torkan grabbed Mallik’s arm and dragged him toward the emergency exit, into the bathroom hallway, and rushed to the stairwell door.
On their way through, they passed a black man and an Asian man headed in the other direction.
—
Raven’s knocking away the phone had caused the machine gun to temporarily tilt up, which had prevented the assault from becoming a massacre, but if the woman got the phone back, dozens of people would die.
Raven kicked off her mile-high platform pumps as she prepared to finish off the woman when she saw a panicked Prisha Naidu running straight toward the line of fire. The machine gun’s aim was now inching down from the recoil, threatening to slice her to ribbons.
Raven made the only choice she could. Instead of taking the assassin down, she raced toward the Indian actress, tackling her to the floor moments before she would have been killed.
Raven turned to see the assassin run toward the balcony. Then she had to hold the shrieking Prisha down again as the machine gun made another pass over them.
—
MacD could see that the machine gun’s aim was falling, and it was only a matter of seconds until bullets began chewing into the guests huddled in terror on the floor.
Someone must have summoned the elevator because its door suddenly opened. He maneuvered himself behind the cart and waited until the machine gun was firing away from him. Then he pushed the cart toward the elevator, hoping the door was wide enough for the cake to fit. The cart gathered momentum until it was hurtling through the door and slammed into the back of the elevator. Sparks flew as bullets churned into the brass walls of the cab. The door closed, muting the sound of the continuing fire.
He spotted the nearest security guard and raced over to him.
“Get on your radio and tell someone to shut down all the elevators! Now!”
The startled guard nodded and got on his radio.
MacD turned and sprinted away to look for Raven and the assassin.
—
Natalie Taylor was fuming as she attached her belt to the rope that had been lowered to the balcony. She’d been planning this strike for weeks at Carlton’s direction, ever since he began suspecting Mallik of betrayal, and it had gone off without a hitch until that guest in the turquoise gown attacked her. She had to be some kind of undercover security operative.
Her nemesis wasn’t giving up, even now. Taylor saw her leap to her feet and run toward the balcony. But it was too late. The rope began to pull Taylor up.
As she rose toward the roof, she looked down to see the woman below watching her escape. Taylor returned her icy gaze with a sneer.
When she got to the top of the building, the ex-soldier who had hoisted her up pulled her onto the roof. She detached herself from the portable winch, and they got into the chopper. It took off before anyone could reach the roof to stop them.
She was glad she didn’t have her phone. Telling Xavier Carlton that the mission failed wasn’t something she was looking forward to.
—
Eddie and Linc emerged from the bathroom hallway to find moaning survivors and a devastated ballroom.
MacD and Raven were on the balcony.
“Are you two all right?” Eddie said.
MacD nodded. “This party got a little out of hand.”
“We’re fine,” Raven said in a disgusted tone. “But the Jhootha Island woman got away. I just saw her escape helicopter take off.”
“Then let’s get out of here before the cops arrive and make us answer difficult questions.”
To avoid the crowd of guests exiting by the main stairway, they accessed the kitchen door leading to the stairs next to the service elevator.
Police cars, ambulances, and fire engines were already pulling up to the high-rise. Tiny wouldn’t be able to get their ride anywhere near the building. They put on the guise of terrified guests and ran past the emergency vehicles. They found the Porsche SUV idling at the side of the road on the next block.
“Everyone good?” Tiny asked as they got in.
“No casualties,” Eddie said.
“Your timing is perfect. There’s Hali.”
Hali’s limo came to a stop next to them. He got out and walked around to the Porsche.
The rear window of the limo rolled down.
“We’re not to the party yet, you idiot,” Kiara Jain said. “Where do you think you’re going?”
Hali pointed at Raven, who was sitting by the open door of the Porsche.
“Apparently, I picked up the wrong Kiara,” he said. “And I like this one better.” He got in the SUV.
Tiny drove off, leaving the actress gaping at the sight of her receding doppelgänger.
—
Mallik seethed as he retreated to his office with Torkan.
“Why were those guards unconscious?” he demanded about the men they had stepped over in the stairwell. “And how did Taylor get into my house?”
“I will find out,” Torkan said. “The two men we passed must have helped her. But I don’t understand why the woman impersonating Kiara Jain was fighting her.”
“How do you know it wasn’t her?”
“I’ve seen her movies. Kiara doesn’t do her own stunts.”
“Never mind. It’s not important anymore. I’m obviously not safe here. We’re leaving tonight. Until we launch the satellite, I don’t want to be anywhere Carlton can find me. Make the arrangements.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll have your helicopter here in five minutes.”
“Then we’ll talk about payback. He comes at me that brazenly, I’m going to strike at him just as hard.”
“I’ll take care of it.”
Mallik could see that Torkan was troubled that Natalie Taylor could so easily get through his people and carry out an attack inside his own home. He should be.
“Is there anything you need?” Torkan asked.
“No,” Mallik said. “All I need is this.”
He picked up his laptop and stalked out of the room.
THIRTY-NINE
THE RED SEA
While they searched for a new exit from the Colossus 3, Juan and Linda’s suits were beginning to lose their ability to cool. In a few minutes, the coolant would be the same temperature as the surrounding water, and they would quickly overheat.
Juan had already tried smashing the windows on the bridge, but the thick impact-resistant glass was impervious to his attempts to shatter it with a fire extinguisher. He just couldn’t get enough momentum in the water.
Their efforts to pry open the doors were fruitless. The rust in the mechanisms was too solid.
He saw Linda clutching her head and said, “How are you doing?”
“A headache,” she replied. “Bad one.”
“That’s one of the first symptoms of heatstroke,” Julia said. “Your core temperatures are already above a hundred degrees, and still rising. If we don’t get you out of there soon, both of you will pass out.”
She didn’t have to tell them that death would soon follow.
“The lava flow has also taken a turn because of new pathways opened by the avalanche,” Eric said. “It’s headed straight for you now.”
“I could ram the bridge windows with Nomad.”
“No. You might damage the sub and then we’d all be in trouble. We’ll find another route.”
Linda was having trouble holding the weight of the mesh sack, so Juan took it from her. He also noticed that he’d stopped sweating, which wasn’t a good sign.
“Follow me,” he said, and swam for the stairs.
“That . . .” Linda shook her head, trying to clear out the cobwebs. “The door down there . . . on the deck. Eric said it’s blocked.”
“The windows in one of the cabins might be easier to break.” He took the fire extinguisher with him as a battering ram.
Juan was also feeling the effects of the heat. A couple of times as he was swimming, he lost his orientation and almost started going back up until he saw Linda behind him.
When they reached the next level down, he turned to port and went a few yards before he remembered that he was going in the direction of the oncoming lava. He backtracked and went to the opposite end of the corridor.
One of the cabin doors was open, and Juan was surprised to see a luxurious stateroom that could have served as the captain’s suite on a cruise ship. At first, he thought he might be hallucinating, but when he ran his hand over a sofa, he knew this was real.
“This ship is weird,” Linda said.
The only thing the cabin didn’t have that a cruise ship would was patio doors leading to a balcony. Instead, it had small windows as if to disguise the true nature of what the Colossus 3 was hiding on the inside.
Linda went to the closest window and ran her hands over it.
“It’s barely big enough,” she said. “Even without the tank and cooling pump.”
They’d never get through without removing their bulky equipment.
“Eric,” Juan said, “we’re on the starboard side of the ship, one level down. We’re going to have to go through a window without our air or coolant. How close can you get?”
“Hold on,” came the reply. Then a powerful light illuminated the window. “I see you. But I can’t get too close or we might get tangled with the ropes of the lifeboat davits.”
“Get right above us.” Then Juan asked Linda, “Ready?”
She nodded. “It’s better than being the frog in a slowly boiling pot of water.”
“The water outside is probably hotter than the water in here, so we don’t want to break the window until we’re ready to leave. We’ll take off the air tanks but keep the masks on until we have to go. Detach my coolant hoses from the suit.”
As soon as she unplugged them, the water around him instantly felt twenty degrees warmer.
He shrugged off the tank and pump. Then he disconnected Linda’s cooling unit, and she took off the equipment.
“All set?” Juan asked.
“I’m burning up. Let’s go.”
He rammed the fire extinguisher against the window. It cracked but didn’t break. He tried twice more before it shattered. He used his pry bar to clear the glass.
“Go,” he said. Linda took one last breath, detached the hose from her mask, and wriggled through.
Juan was getting light-headed. He remembered that he was supposed to take something else with him that was important. What was it?
He looked down and saw the mesh bag holding the books. That’s what it was. He picked it up and it felt like it was packed with lead.
He took a few deep breaths and unplugged his mask.
Squeezing through the window while carrying the sack required all of his rapidly draining strength. When he was finally free of the ship, he saw Linda’s silhouette floating above him in Nomad’s light.
He swam to her and saw that her eyes were barely open.
He shook her shoulder to keep her from passing out, but that’s exactly what he felt like doing. His limbs were like jelly, and he suddenly realized he was no longer holding the bag. It had slipped out of his grip. He looked down, but it was lost somewhere among the ropes of the lifeboat davits.
Every stroke toward the waiting Nomad was a chore, but he didn’t let go of Linda. She was feebly kicking, and the combination of heat and lack of air was about to render her unconscious.
He spotted the flashing light next to the open air lock door on the bottom of the sub and willed himself to reach it. He pushed Linda into the small space and followed her in.
His muscles were aching, but he forced himself to drive through the pain and pull the hatch closed. When the light was green, he slammed his hand into the button that would purge the water.
Then he blacked out.
When he came to, he found himself lying on Nomad’s floor covered with cold packs. He tried to sit up, but Julia pushed him back down.
“Linda,” he croaked.
“She’s all right.” She pointed at Linda lying next to him. She was also buried in the cold packs. Her eyes were blinking.
“I’m never getting in a Jacuzzi again,” she said.
“Or a sauna,” Juan added. Then he remembered the sack containing the documents from the Colossus 3. “I dropped the bag.”
“I saw,” Eric said from the cockpit. Nomad was heading back to the Oregon, the lights from the moon pool providing a beacon in the darkness.
“Can you get it?”
“We’re getting you two to my medical bay first,” Julia said.
“I lost it in gloom,” Eric said. “We can do a search later, but I’m afraid it’ll be covered by the lava by the time we get back down here. Or, at least, too close to the lava to get to. Don’t worry, though. You still got this.” Eric held up a leather-bound book. “This was in your suit.”
“The captain’s logbook. Let’s hope it says something useful.”
“I think it will. But it’s not the captain’s log. They’re notes from one of the scientists on board. I was only able to see the first page because I didn’t want to damage the others.”
“It didn’t say anything about where we can find the artificial intelligence computer, did it?”
“In fact, it did. We’ve already seen the AI. Those vats? That’s the artificial intelligence.”
“What do you mean?” Linda asked.
“We’ll know more when we can look at the entire contents,” Eric said. “But from what’s on just the first page, it seems that the AI isn’t silicon-based. It’s organic. The Colossus 3 was built to carry a giant biocomputer.”
FORTY
CYPRUS
The hold of the Colossus 5 hummed from the pumps circulating nutrients to the vats of biochemical cells that made up the heart of the supercomputer. Xavier Carlton and Lionel Gupta were getting a status update from the chief scientist, Chen Min, about the operation as they walked through the cavernous space. Security guards trailed them, while engineers went about final preparations for getting under way in less than forty-eight hours. Carlton was keeping an eye on Gupta, who seemed to be growing suspicious of Carlton’s motives for persuading him to stay on board.
“Right now, we are feeding the Colossus vats with custom-grown phytoplankton that we store on board,” Chen said, “but once we’re at sea, we will harvest plankton as we sail, providing an unlimited source of nutrition for the computer.”
“What is the performance on Colossus 1, 2, and 4?”
“The Indian Ocean waters were not as rich in food sources as we had hoped. That’s why I’m recommending that we station the ships off the west coast of Africa.”
“How long will it take to reach the singularity?” Gupta asked.
“The ships’ microwave transceivers have to connect. Once that happens, we can expect the artificial intelligence to be completely unified in a matter of minutes.”
“And what will that enable?” Carlton asked.
“We will no longer need a crew of programmers to write code. Colossus will be able to improve itself at an exponential rate. All we have to do is order it to solve a problem and it will be able to do it on its own.”
“But it can’t do anything without an explicit command, right?”
Chen nodded. “Colossus is essentially our slave. We’ve built in protocols to starve it if it doesn’t conform to our controls. But, it’s not going to achieve thought processes or self-perception in the normal sense of the words.”
“So it won’t be thinking for itself?” Carlton asked.
Chen paused, then shook his head. “No.”
“I don’t like that hesitation,” Gupta said. “Is the fail-safe ready in case Colossus doesn’t follow our orders?”
“We’ve had to disable Mr. Mallik’s Vajra EMP fail-safe system. Not only is its security compromised because of the incidents you’ve had with him, but it was not completely separate from Colossus’s network. That means the AI could have shut Vajra down.” Mallik’s electromagnetic pulse weapon placed on board was designed to wipe out the silicon circuits of the computers connecting the biochemical vats, which would disable Colossus by frying them.
“But you still have the backup fail-safe system in place.”
“Yes,” Chen said. “And we believe we have taken care of the problem that sank the Colossus 3.”
He pointed to the red boxes on either side of the hold, positioned below the waterline. The explosives in those boxes, mounted on all the Colossus ships, were manually activated. None of them were connected to the network, so that the AI wouldn’t be able to deactivate them in case it did become self-aware and disobeyed its commands.
In the previous version of the self-destruct system, the bombs’ emergency activation sequence could be initiated by any crew member who had access to the explosives, which was basically anyone on the ship. Many of the Nine just chalked up the sinking of the Colossus 3 to a mistake by a crew member who had died in the blast, but Carlton had always suspected that it was done on purpose. Now he was sure Mallik had been the one behind it.
The new system required the bombs to be activated by two officers on the bridge. Until then, the bombs were inert. Not even Chen or Carlton could activate them alone. The fail-safes on all of the Colossus ships were linked together by encrypted radio signal so that if the self-destruct was activated on one ship, it would begin the countdown on the other ships as well. The bombs would have to be disabled on all of the ships for the self-destruct system to fail. If the Colossus AI went rogue after the singularity was reached, then each of the ships would be a danger.
Carlton had always hated the entire fail-safe concept. They’d poured a billion dollars into Colossus, and the thought that one of the other Nine could wipe it all away with a single command was ridiculous no matter what risk Colossus could pose.
“What if we deactivated the fail-safe?” Carlton asked.
Gupta gaped at him. “What?”
“Mallik is getting close to launching his final Vajra satellite. We can’t let another ‘accident’ delay or stop us.”
“If your attack on his life hadn’t gone so badly, we would have been able to stop him from launching it without Colossus.”
“A fully operational Colossus was always our best option,” Carlton said. “Once it reaches the singularity, it will be able to access any computer system on the planet, including his satellite network. We’ll be able to shut it down from here. The attempt on Mallik’s life was simply an opportunity we couldn’t pass up.”
“And it was an epic blunder. Your news outlets have been plastering the story all over the place.” He narrowed his eyes at Carlton. “I wonder if Natalie Taylor really is on our side.”
“She said there were operatives there who stopped her, but they didn’t seem to be Mallik’s people, either.”
Gupta snickered. “She ‘said.’ I noticed she’s not even here.”
“She’s on her way back. I spoke to her while she was in the air.”
“If she’s so confident that they weren’t Mallik’s people, then who were they?”
“We don’t know. But we need to be ready to deal with a third party. Remember, it wasn’t Mallik who took out the facility on Jhootha Island.”
“Another failure. We should have closed it down as soon as the Colossus 5 was attacked. I should have taken over the project myself.”
“You’re suddenly getting a spine?” Carlton said in amusement. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”
“Then I have another surprise for you,” Gupta said.
The guards behind them raised their weapons and pointed them at Chen and Carlton.
“What are you doing?” Chen demanded.
“What I should have done the moment we left the Library. It’s obvious I can’t trust you, Carlton.”
“I’m impressed,” Carlton said, nodding his head at the guards in appreciation of Gupta’s double cross. “But you’re correct that you shouldn’t have trusted me.”
He raised a hand, and automatic weapons fire cut down all but one of the guards where they stood. Natalie Taylor and Carlton’s private security squad emerged from their hiding places behind the vats.
Carlton smiled at the remaining guard, who had tipped Carlton off about the betrayal. “Welcome to the winning team.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Carlton walked up to Gupta and said, “I knew you would try something like this. I just wanted to wait and see who the other traitors were. Now it appears you are the only traitor left.” He turned to Taylor. “And you’ve just redeemed yourself. Take him back to his cabin and keep him there until I figure out if I want him alive or dead.”
All of his bravado was gone, and Gupta’s lip was quivering as Taylor and the loyal guard led him away. The remaining members of Carlton’s squad began stacking up the bodies.
Chen looked at Carlton in astonishment at what had just happened.
“I prize loyalty above all else,” Carlton said to him. “Remember that.”
“Of course, sir,” Chen said.
“Now, before I go, what’s the status of the other Colossus ships?”
Chen blinked his eyes as he gathered himself, then looked down at his tablet computer.
“I just got a report from the captain of the Colossus 1. They had trouble with one of the prisoners brought to the ship from Jhootha Island and he had to be eliminated.”
“Which leaves how many?”
“Twenty-two.”
“And you still need them alive?” Carlton casually asked.
“They do provide some needed expertise until we’re completely operational. But they will be unnecessary after that.”
“Excellent. I don’t like having them around any longer than we have to. Where are the ships now?”
“They’re currently steaming north in the Red Sea, which puts them on schedule for the rendezvous.” Chen frowned at the report.
“What is it?”
“Just something odd,” Chen said. “When they were passing near the undersea volcano where the Colossus 3 went down, they spotted a ship loitering in the vicinity.”
That set Carlton’s teeth on edge. It would be cause for concern if someone was investigating the wreckage. “You said the Colossus 3 would be destroyed by the lava.”
“It will be if it hasn’t already. Besides, it doesn’t sound like anything to worry about.”
“Why not?”
“Steam from the volcano was shrouding the ship when they passed by, so they didn’t get a chance to see the name. But they could tell it was nothing more than an old tramp freighter.”
Carlton breathed a sigh of relief. If someone were actually trying to dredge up information from the Colossus 3 in such a hazardous location, they would send a state-of-the-art recovery vessel, not some old rust bucket.
FORTY-ONE
PORT OF MUMBAI
Although Mallik could have taken his yacht out to the designated coordinates in the Arabian Sea where his final Vajra satellite would be launched, he preferred the safety of his security vessel Kalinga. After the Nilgiri-class frigate had been decommissioned by the Indian Navy, Mallik had purchased and refurbished her to provide protection for his sea-based launch system. She currently used modern computer fire control systems for her twin 115mm cannons, anti-aircraft guns, and torpedoes, but the Kalinga was also fully operational even if her computers went down, a situation that Mallik anticipated in the very near future.
He had renamed her the Kalinga—and her sister ship the Maurya—to honor Emperor Ashoka and his creation of the Nine Unknown. This was before his current involvement with the Nine had corrupted Ashoka’s vision. The years when the Mauryan Empire had conquered Kalinga had fascinated Mallik ever since his father told him he would someday become one of the Nine Unknown. He wished he could travel back in time to the birth of Ashoka’s peaceful nation, but he would have to be content with the creation of his own empire, one he planned to rule with a similar grace and balance. Like all births, it would require pain and blood, but the result that he imagined would be a beautiful new era of civilization, one free from the specter of an artificial intelligence that could replace humanity.
Mallik took the laptop from his bag and sat at his desk to open it, noting the irony that this was one of the last few times he would be using it. He logged on to his network to review the status of the upcoming rocket launch and was pleased with what he read. According to reports, the launch platform and command ship were currently being resupplied and refueled while the Maurya patrolled the perimeter. All tests of the Vajra satellite had been passed with flying colors, so they should be able to launch as soon as the rocket was transferred to the launchpad.
The only problem was a monsoon that was sweeping across the Arabian Sea region where the launch was to take place. The weather team estimated that they would have to wait two days so the weather could clear. Mallik was annoyed by the delay, but he didn’t want to take a chance with this satellite. If it exploded on launch like the last one or crashed because of the storm, it would be months before he could send up a replacement.
A knock at his cabin door interrupted his reading.
“Come,” he said.
Torkan entered with a thin smile on his face.
“You have good news?” Mallik asked.
“You were right about Carlton’s location. His A380 is on Cyprus.”
Mallik nodded. “He has a home there. He must be cowering with a security team around him for protection.”
Torkan’s lip curled up as he nodded in agreement. “There is a cargo vessel being refitted in the Limassol shipyard. My sources say it fits the description of the Colossus 5.”
That got Mallik’s attention. “Do you think you can disable it again? We need more time.”
“I doubt it. They’ll be ready for any attempt to damage the ship.”
“Then why are you still smiling.”
“Because I got word that his plane will be taking off two days from now.”
“Where is he going?”
“The destination wasn’t specified. But I do know that he’s contracted with a shipping company. He’s taking two of his cars with him.”
Carlton was a car aficionado, mixing classic antiques and state-of-the-art sports cars. He was known for using his private jet to move them between his homes in London, Cyprus, Mumbai, the Cayman Islands, Sydney, and Monte Carlo.
“You have a plan?” Mallik asked.
Torkan’s smile grew wider. “If we can’t take out the Colossus 5, eliminating Carlton is the next-best thing. My contact also found out that Lionel Gupta is with him. They were both spotted getting onto a helicopter at the Larnaca Airport.”
“Then it’s likely they’ll leave together as well. If they’re dead, Chen Min will have no choice but to follow my orders no matter what Carlton has told him.”
“I will take care of it.”
He turned to leave, but Mallik stopped him.
“Asad, take a seat for a minute.” The news he had to deliver was unpleasant.
Torkan sat, a puzzled expression on his face.
Mallik searched for the words, but before he could say anything his phone buzzed.
He looked at the screen. It was the head of his network security department, somebody he wasn’t expecting a call from.
“Just a minute,” he said to Torkan, and answered it gruffly. “This better be important.”
“It is, sir,” came the tremulous reply. “We’ve just detected a breach in our network.”
A jolt of anger ran through him. His systems had some of the best encryption in the world. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t know, sir, but someone began downloading files to an unauthorized location a few minutes ago. We’re attempting to stop it now.”
“Tell me the name of the idiot who let this happen!” Mallik shouted.
“S . . . s . . . sir,” his internet security man stammered, “the breach is originating from your laptop.”
Mallik wasn’t sure if he heard right. Torkan tilted his head in confusion at the one-sided conversation.
“What?” Mallik said.
“We’ve tracked the leak to your computer,” the IT man said.
Mallik went red with rage. “Change the network password on the Kalinga immediately, and do not let my computer reconnect. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir!”
He hung up and slammed the phone on the desk in frustration.
Mallik wanted to destroy the computer but restrained himself, knowing his people would need to analyze it. All he could do was shut it down.
“My computer was compromised,” he said. “It has to be Carlton.”
“Can I see it?” Torkan asked.
Mallik handed the laptop over, and Torkan inspected it, turning it over slowly in his hands. Then he stopped to look at one of the USB ports. He took out a knife and pried out a tiny device embedded in the port.
Mallik leaned forward and took it from Torkan. “I’ve never seen one of these, only heard of them. I think it’s called a barnacle. How did you know?”
“Those men we saw in the stairwell back at the party,” Torkan said. “I suspected they had been in your office.”
“But why would Carlton want to access my system? He must have known it was separate from my launch computer.”
Torkan shrugged. “Maybe he wanted to use the information he downloaded to blackmail you about Colossus.”
“No, then he would implicate himself. We’ll look at what was downloaded. That might tell us.”
Torkan prepared to stand. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”
Mallik sighed. “Unfortunately, no. This is difficult because you are the only family I have left.”
Torkan sat forward. “It’s Rasul, isn’t it?” He hadn’t heard from his brother since the covert mission on the Triton Star.
Mallik nodded. “I got a phone call from someone I know in the Indian government. They’ve received inquiries from the United States about the missing BrahMos missile. During the discussions, it was disclosed that Rasul was killed in the attack. I’m very sorry.”
Torkan slumped back in his seat, his jaw grinding back and forth as he processed what they had both feared.
“How did he die?” Torkan finally asked.
“I couldn’t get any details. The Americans are tight-lipped about the events surrounding the attack on Diego Garcia.”
“Who did it? Who killed my brother?”
“I don’t know that, either,” Mallik said. “But when Rasul was texting me, he told me about the ship that had stopped the Triton Star. He said it was a cargo ship called the Goreno.”
Torkan stared at him for a moment, his eyes flickering with both sadness and fury. Then he rose.
“Are you okay? You sure you can still carry out the mission?”
Torkan nodded and spoke with a low growl that chilled Mallik.
“First, I’m going to kill Xavier Carlton. Then I’m going to track down and annihilate the people who murdered my brother.”
FORTY-TWO
DJIBOUTI
“How are you feeling?” Juan asked Linda as they walked to the Oregon’s boardroom for a meeting of the ship’s executive officers.
“My headache is gone,” she answered. “Ten hours’ sleep helped.”
Juan had to agree. According to Julia, they had both suffered mild heatstroke, but rest and fluids were all they needed to recover.
“I just wish we could have retrieved the bag I dropped,” Juan said. Eric had tried, but by that time the lava had buried it along with the remainder of the Colossus 3.
“It wasn’t a total loss. At least we got the name of the ship, and I know Eric has been reading through that scientist’s notebook since we separated the pages and dried them out.”
“Let’s see what it can tell us about this whole mess,” Juan said as he went through the boardroom’s open door.
Waiting for them were Max, Eric, and Julia, as well as Eddie and Murph, who had arrived from Mumbai that morning. The small country of Djibouti on the Horn of Africa had the closest city to the Red Sea volcano with an international airport where Tiny could land the Corporation’s Gulfstream. The Oregon was now tied up at the port’s container terminal.
Maurice was serving dishes of local Djibouti cuisine prepared by the chef. The plates practically overflowed with Berber lamb, banana fritters, lentils, and samosas.
Juan took a seat at the head of the table and said, “Eric, what have you been able to find out about the Colossus Project?” Maurice set a plate in front of Juan and closed the door as he glided out. Eric presented his findings with the aid of pictures from the notebook pages displayed on the room’s giant monitor.
“Even though the notebook is made from archival paper, some of the ink ran from exposure to the water,” Eric said, pointing to the letters that were smeared across the pages. “Many details about the biocomputer schematics are lost, but I was able to figure out how it worked.”
He switched to a view of the video that they had recorded from Little Geek and paused the image when it showed the damaged vat inside the hold. Murph frowned at the screen, still unhappy that his ROV had been destroyed in the explosion.
“Those vats contain a matrix of proteins, amino acids, and DNA molecules in specially designed biological cells,” Eric said, the excitement in his voice noticeable. “They literally grew this computer.”
“What’s the advantage over a silicon-based computer?” Julia asked.
“Silicon computers work in sequence, so you can only perform one calculation at a time. You’re limited by the speed of the electrons flowing through the system. But with a biocomputer, the DNA can process information in parallel, which means the speed of its calculations is a thousand times faster than any other computer’s processor.”
“If they’ve solved how to do this at scale,” Murph said, “they’re way ahead of anybody else. I couldn’t find any biocomputers bigger than a loaf of bread in the scientific literature.”
Linda said, “Why put this thing on a ship?”
“According the notebook, Colossus is fed by plankton,” Eric said. “That’s another advantage. Although the computer servers that help with the processing require normal power delivery, the vats run like any other biological organism. They feed and then produce waste. Not only that, the artificial intelligence could be destroyed by a self-destruct mechanism if it got out of control. That’s what sunk the ship Colossus 3. The sea really is the ideal environment.”
“If the ship was called the Colossus 3,” Eddie said, “does that mean it’s the third attempt to do this? Did they sink the ship because the AI already went haywire?”
Eric shook his head. “The scientist theorized that four ships would need to be linked together by microwave transceivers to achieve the processing power required for the AI to become self-improving, meaning it could write its own programming. At the time the ship sank, there were only two other Colossus ships, with a fourth nearing completion.”
Max spoke up. “While we were preparing for the dive at the site of the underwater volcano, I noticed three ships with those helical masts steaming north together. It was only after Nomad returned and we knew what Colossus 3 looked like that I realized that those were the other Colossus ships. The Colossus 4 must have been completed since the Colossus 3 sank.”
“Which means they must be building a Colossus 5 to complete their plans for four total ships,” Juan said. “I talked with Langston Overholt about our discovery, and he connected me with NUMA. They checked their database of shipyards around the world and found that the Colossus ships were all built at the Moretti Navi facility in Naples.”
“Is that our next stop?” Eddie asked.
“No, there was an ‘accident’ at the shipyard last week, the night before the attack on Diego Garcia. The ship was damaged and moved to another facility for final outfitting. But NUMA reported that they found it being finished under a different name at a shipyard in Cyprus. And it’s almost complete, so we don’t have much time to act. Lang has given us the green light to disable the ship, but before we talk about the operation, I want to hear about Mumbai.”
Eddie recounted the incident at the party. The media was labeling it a terrorist event targeting high-level Indian government officials. After checking with the CIA, Murph identified the attacker at the gala as Natalie Taylor, a former British Army Intelligence operative who’d been dishonorably discharged and now worked for Xavier Carlton. When Eddie got to the part about planting the barnacle on Mallik’s computer, Juan asked Murph if he’d been able to get any actionable intel.
“You had to ask,” Murph said. “The data download was going well until I hacked an internal firewall. It must have had a built-in silent alarm because the download shut down right after that.”
“What were you able to get?”
“The files confirm that Mallik has developed a weapons system for the Indian military that causes effects similar to an electromagnetic pulse, but I wasn’t able to find out how it operates.”
“Then they used Vajra to take out the electronics at Diego Garcia?” Juan asked.
“That seems likely.”
“Have they mounted the weapon on a ship or aircraft?”
“Neither,” Murph said. “It’s satellite-based.”
They all thought about the ramifications in silence.
“They can target anywhere on earth,” Max said.
“For the limited time the satellite is overhead,” Murph said.
“Which makes us vulnerable no matter where we are.” Juan looked at Max. “How are those modifications coming?”
“Still working on it. It’s difficult because the Oregon is so dependent on her computers. We’re hardened against most forms of EMP attack, but so was Diego Garcia.”
“Why would India attack the U.S.?” Linda wondered.
“I don’t think they did,” Murph said. “In fact, I’m not sure the Indian military even knows that the weapon was installed on the Vajra satellites. As far as everyone knows, the satellite system is merely a communications platform for the Indian armed forces.”
“So Romir Mallik is behind the attack?” Juan asked. “And Natalie Taylor, who was involved with the hijacking of Xavier Carlton’s private plane, tried to kill him.”
“There was another interesting tidbit from the notebook,” Eric added. “It said that someone named XC visited the ship for an inspection a few months before it sank.”
“I wonder if Carlton is one of the Nine Unknown Men. We did find that symbol on the plaque on Colossus 3’s bridge, which implies that the Nine Unknown Men are involved with the project or even bankrolling it.” Juan and Eric caught up the others on the research they did on Ashoka and the legend about the men to whom he’d entrusted his most important knowledge.
“If I had to guess,” Murph said, “I’d bet Mallik is one of them as well.”
“And I saw a news report today that two other major CEOs haven’t been seen for days,” Max said. “Jason Wakefield and Daniel Saidon are supposedly missing. Wakefield was targeted in an attempted kidnapping last week in Sydney, and Daniel Saidon just happens to own the Moretti Navi shipyard. Those can’t be coincidences.”
Juan pushed his plate away and sat back as he tried to get his head around the strange events. “So we have at least two of the Nine Unknown Men fighting each other for some reason. There’s a satellite-based weapons system that can temporarily disable all electronics within a fifty-mile radius anywhere on earth. And, a highly advanced artificial intelligence is about to be released upon the world, which Lyla Dhawan thinks will be able to control any computer hooked up to the internet.”
“Is that all?” Murph joked.
“Which do we take on first?” Eddie asked.
“Info about the Nine Unknown Men doesn’t help us unless we know who the rest of them are,” Juan said.
“Reports say that Mallik is getting ready to launch a twentieth satellite in his communications constellation in a few days,” Eric said.
“So what?” Murph said. “Nineteen satellites, twenty satellites—one more isn’t going to make much difference in the scope of its capabilities.”
“Lang told me our highest priority is Colossus,” Juan said. “After the near debacle caused by the quantum computer, the U.S. government doesn’t want an even more sophisticated one out there that can not only crack our codes but rewrite them.”
“Do we sink the Colossus ships?” Max asked.
“If it comes to that,” Juan said, “we might have to. Max, I want you to take the Oregon and set off in pursuit of the three Colossus ships heading north on the Red Sea.”
“You’re not coming with us?”
Juan shook his head. “There might be a more elegant way to disable Colossus. Eric said they need all four to get the AI fully functional. So all we need to do is take out just one of the ships.”
“The one in Cyprus,” Max said with a nod.
“That’s what I’m thinking.” Juan turned to Julia. “Remember the blue-green algae bloom that was poisoning the seas around Qatar a few months ago?”
“The cyanobacteria?” she said. “Sure. Those countries were grateful that we stopped it from wiping out all the wildlife in the Persian Gulf.”
“Do you still have samples of it?”
“A few vials . . . Why?” Then she looked at the still image of the vat inside Colossus 3 that was up on the monitor. “Wait, you mean . . .”
Juan nodded. “If we can infect those vats with the bacteria, will it poison the computer?”
She thought for a moment, then said, “Blue-green algae usually require sunlight to reproduce, but since the biocomputer has to be bathed in a nutrient-rich environment, the cyanobacteria should have everything it needs to reproduce and release its toxin.”
“How long will it take to work?”
“Maybe a few hours to begin killing the cells. Most of it will be infected within a day. They’d have to flush the whole system and start over from scratch.”
“Perfect. Ready a sample for us that we can insert into the Colossus system. That will buy us some time to figure out how to wipe it out permanently. Eddie, get your team ready to go again. And tell Tiny I want to be wheels up for Cyprus within three hours.”
“Aye, Chairman.” Julia and Eddie left, but before the rest of them could follow, Eric stopped them.
“Chairman, there’s one other thing we should take into account before we go ahead with sinking the Colossus ships.”
“What’s that?”
“You know the passengers from Carlton’s plane that Lyla said were taken off Jhootha Island by Taylor?”
Juan nodded.
“According to the scientist’s notebook, they’re currently being forced to work aboard the Colossus 1.”
FORTY-THREE
CYPRUS
On the dock beside the Colossus 5, Xavier Carlton slowly walked around his Bugatti Chiron, which had been brought from his estate in the mountains outside of Larnaca. The two-toned red and black sports car shimmered in the setting sun. Worth more than three million dollars, the sleek roadster boasted a fifteen-hundred-horsepower engine and a top speed north of two hundred and fifty miles per hour.
He had pulled the car from his A380 mere minutes before it took off for its hijacking to Jhootha Island. There had been no sense in stranding one of his favorite cars on the tropical island. He had intended to give it back to his son Adam upon his safe return, but after he died on the flight Carlton decided to keep it for himself.
“Do you see any blemishes?” asked Natalie Taylor, who walked slowly beside him.
“No, they’ve taken good care of it in my absence.” As they should, given what he’d do if there was so much as a ding in the paint.
“Why are you taking it to Australia?”
“I want to see what it will do on the wide-open roads down there. The roads on Cyprus are too constricted.” He was looking forward to blasting through the Outback at top speed, a just reward for all his hard work and sacrifice over the last few years.
As he opened the rear cover to gaze at the sixteen-cylinder monster of an engine, Taylor said, “We can’t keep Gupta here forever. It will start to look strange if he stays with us and doesn’t contact his company back in Canada.”
“I had an idea,” Carlton said. “We’ve been keeping a lid on the deaths of the other Nine at the Library, but it’s starting to become difficult to contain. There are stories going around about some of the missing CEOs, and eventually the path will lead back to India.”
“What are you proposing?”
“On our way to Sydney, we’ll make a stop in India. I want you to take Gupta and return him to the Library. You’ll shoot him there and make it look like he survived the Novichok attack only to succumb to his gunshot wound days later.”
“How will that help us?”
“You’ll get him to record a confession before he dies. If he resists, tell him we’ll execute his family. Get him to place the blame on Mallik for the deaths of the other Nine. Once we’ve finally killed Mallik, we’ll anonymously reveal the existence of the Library and the secret society of the Nine Unknown Men, and the authorities will find the bodies with a ready-made story to go with them.”
“But that only adds up to eight people. Won’t that invite speculation about who the ninth member is?”
Carlton pointed at the ship behind him. “Colossus will be able to plant evidence implicating another person in place of me. I’m thinking another Indian billionaire would make more sense than me. Remember, it was my plane that was stolen and my son who was killed. I’m the victim in all this.”
“When do you want to take off?” Taylor asked.
Taylor had already been working on updated disguises to go with the fake passports she had at her disposal, so returning to the country under a new name wouldn’t be a problem.
“We’ll leave tomorrow morning after the Colossus 5 has set sail.” Carlton saw a truck hauling a bright green trailer pass through the security gate. “And this must be my other present that we’ll be taking with us.”
The truck pulled up next to them. Carlton was excited to see its contents. Because of everything else that was dominating his time, he was happy to have another small distraction.
“Have you had a chance to see this yet?” asked Natalie Taylor.
“No,” he said. “I bought it sight unseen. But my appraisers said it’s in excellent condition.”
The two men in the truck got out, unlocked and rolled up the rear door, and extended a ramp from the container. Then they put on white gloves and went inside. Carlton heard the growl of a big-block V-8 engine firing up, and with a roar exhaust blew through the rear doors.
One of the men walked out backward, his hands in the air slowly motioning to the other man still inside. He was followed by a chrome bumper and a couple of the tallest tail fins ever put on a production car. Its Kensington Green paint glinted in the setting sun. The car was a convertible, and the top was already down, revealing a white leather interior with custom-made front bucket seats that were original to the car. It kept coming and coming, all nineteen feet of it, until the driver stopped on the pavement.
“That may be the biggest car I’ve ever seen,” Taylor said.
“A 1959 Cadillac Eldorado Biarritz convertible. One of the few that was ever shipped to Europe. I found it in Malta.”
The driver handed Carlton the keys. He went around to the driver’s door and said to Taylor, “Get in.”
He took it for a spin around the dockyard, his security team watching as the car roared along the length of the ship.
When he stopped back at the trailer where the Bugatti was already being loaded, he said, “What do you think?”
“They certainly don’t make cars like this anymore,” Taylor said as she stepped out. “You’ve got yourself a real prize.”
“It’s the only one of its kind anywhere,” he noted with pride. “Make sure it arrives safely.”
“Absolutely, sir.”
He told the truck driver to keep the cars in the safety of the dockyard until they were ready to be loaded onto the plane the next day.
The short drive had put him in a good mood, and for the first time in days he felt optimistic about his plans. The AI was going to be activated on schedule, and the threat of the Vajra satellite launch would be over. Carlton would be able to do whatever he wanted, and there was one thing he wanted to do more than anything else.
He walked back to the ship with a spring in his step as he imagined all the ways he could use Colossus to kill Romir Mallik.
FORTY-FOUR
Juan chose three in the morning for their infiltration of the Colossus 5. It would be the time when the guards were at their most relaxed and vulnerable.
He was already halfway between the surface of the water and the ship’s deck. The angled bow was the part of the Colossus 5 that was most deeply in the shadows, but it also made the climb more difficult. One at a time, Juan methodically pressed the magnetic grips against the steel hull, their rubber coating preventing any noise as they adhered to the metal.
He looked down and could barely make out Raven and MacD below him. They were climbing effortlessly, their black and gray night camouflage gear making them difficult to see in the darkness. Even if someone looked over the railing, it was unlikely they’d be spotted.
“Status?” Juan whispered into his comm unit as he approached the top of the hull.
“Almost in position,” Eddie replied. “Two minutes.”
“Roger that.”
The plan was simple, but the execution would be risky. To get below deck and plant the bacteria Juan had in his pocket, he, Raven, and MacD would need something to distract the guards away from their position. An explosion or gunfire would make them realize they were under attack and just put them on full alert. They needed something more subtle but still attention-getting.
So Eddie and Linc were going to cut the power to the dockyard. The only problem was the backup generator located inside the security area next to Colossus 5. First, they had to plant a small charge that would short out the feed coming in from the Cyprus power grid. Then, once they disabled the generator, they would blow the charge, and the entire dock would go black.
The confusion would provide the cover and time Juan and his team needed to get into the hold and inject the bacteria that Julia had prepared. The video from the Colossus 3 gave them an idea of how the ship was laid out. If everything went well, they’d be back out and into the water without anyone knowing they’d even been aboard.
Raven and MacD reached the top next to him and held their position. There was no sound from the deck above.
“We’re ready,” he said.
“We see the generator,” Eddie answered. “One minute.”
—
Asad Torkan knew the best time to plant his bombs was at three in the morning, when the security guards would be at their most relaxed and vulnerable.
At first, he tried Carlton’s mountain villa, but he couldn’t find the cars that the media mogul would be transporting on his plane in the morning. The Bugatti had already been moved, and the Cadillac was nowhere to be seen.
Attaching the explosives at the airport in the morning, when the cars were being loaded, was impossible. They’d be watched too closely.
Then he’d had a hunch that Carlton was actually staying on the Colossus 5 and would want his cars close by. Sure enough, he spotted the trailer and knew it was the perfect opportunity to do his work.
He had two small devices packed with C-4. Each of them was equipped with a pressure sensor. As soon as the plane was pressurized for flight, the timers on the bombs would be activated. He thought twenty minutes was plenty of time for the Airbus A380 to reach cruising altitude. When the bombs went off and tore a hole in the fuselage, it would cause an explosive decompression, and the plane would be ripped apart in midair.
Unlocking the trailer had been easy for Torkan, and he’d already tucked the first bomb under the chassis of the Cadillac near the gas tank. The Bugatti proved more difficult because of its low clearance and the tight confines of the trailer, but he was able to get the explosive device in place and activated.
He switched his light off and paused at the trailer’s rear door to listen for any patrolling guards. There was nothing but the sound of a ship being loaded on a quay a quarter mile away. Still, he was prepared to fight his way out, this time with a Glock pistol equipped with a suppressor.
He pushed the door up slowly. The area around him was clear. He climbed out and relocked the door.
That’s when he noticed movement to his right by the shed holding the dock’s backup generator.
Two men were stealthily approaching the building. Both of them were in night camouflage and carrying suppressed pistols like he was.
One was a huge black man and the other was a wiry Asian. Torkan blinked in surprise when he recognized who they were.
It was the two men who had passed him and Mallik in the stairwell during the attack in Mumbai.
Why they were here, Torkan couldn’t guess, but he didn’t want to stick around to find out. He didn’t have time, however, to duck out of sight before the black man saw him. For a millisecond, they stared at each other in disbelief.
Then they both started shooting.
FORTY-FIVE
Linc was shocked to see Torkan coming out of the trailer, but it lasted for only a moment.
When he saw the Iranian assassin raise his pistol, he shoved Eddie down and fired. Bullets whistled overhead as they dove behind the generator shed.
“Torkan,” Linc said to Eddie, who had already drawn his own pistol.
“Did you get him?”
“Don’t think so.”
“Why is he here?”
“He was doing something in that semi-trailer.”
Linc poked his head out and saw Torkan crouched behind the trailer. By now, the gunfire had drawn attention from the security team, and a klaxon sounded. Unlike the nearly silent gunfire shown in movies, the suppressors were still loud enough to echo through the dockyard.
“He’s cut off our escape route,” Linc said.
“What’s happening out there?” the Chairman asked. “We hear gunshots.”
“Asad Torkan blew our mission,” Eddie replied.
“He’s here?”
“Mission is aborted. Sorry, Chairman.”
Linc fired off more rounds, but he didn’t hit Torkan. He saw the assassin take off. Torkan fired three quick shots before he disappeared into the maze of equipment near the trailer.
“He’s gone,” Linc said.
“We need to get out of here. Let’s move.”
Footsteps were pounding toward them from all directions. Linc and Eddie ran to the trailer, which was in the direction of the hole they’d cut in the fence.
They reached the rear of the truck when rifle fire ricocheted off the asphalt, shot by six guards running from the front gatehouse.
Eddie and Linc slammed into the side of the trailer and crouched down.
Tires from two SUVs screeched as they tore across the dockyard.
“What do you think, Butch?” Eddie said.
“Not looking good, Sundance,” Linc replied with a wry grin.
“I’ll take the three on the left, you take the ones on the right.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Six against two weren’t the best odds they’d ever had, but they weren’t the worst, either. They were about to rush out when a flashbang grenade skittered under the truck and came to rest just a few feet away.
Eddie made an attempt to kick it, but it went off before he could reach it. The ultra-bright light and deafening sound dazed them both, and it was in that moment Linc knew they wouldn’t make it.
He plucked the tiny comm unit from his ear and tossed it away, hoping it would end up under the trailer and out of sight.
The SUVs skidded to a stop as the six running guards rounded the corner of the truck. Linc’s blurry vision started to come back into focus, and he saw a lithe woman step from the front seat of the lead SUV, an assault rifle cradled in her arms. It was Natalie Taylor.
“Drop your weapons or I’ll kill you both right now.”
Linc looked at Eddie, who was still shaking out the cobwebs. When he could finally see, he looked at Linc and nodded. Live to fight another day was a better plan than going out in a blaze of glory.
They both let their guns fall to the ground.
“Good boys,” she said with a smile, plucking the comm unit from Eddie’s ear. “Now, what are we going to do with you?”
—
By this time, the deck of the Colossus 5 was a hive of activity. Guards were stationed all around the ship in anticipation of further attack.
Juan felt helpless as he heard Eddie and Linc being taken prisoner.
“Get them up,” a woman said. It had to be Natalie Taylor.
Then there was a scuffing sound, and then Taylor’s voice much louder. “Torkan, if you’re still listening, your attack didn’t work this time.”
She must have been speaking into a mic that she’d taken from Linc or Eddie’s ear, because there was a crunching sound right before it went off-line. Juan could still hear her voice, this time muffled and distant.
“Take them to the ship,” she ordered.
She said “them,” so at least that meant they were both alive.
“What do we do now?” MacD asked.
Juan peered over the edge, and the deck was still swarming with guards. In fact, one was approaching their position.
“Drop,” he said.
MacD did as ordered, falling to the water below.
“We can’t leave them,” Raven said.
“We’re not,” Juan said, his eyes boring into her. “Drop now.”
Without another word, she detached her magnets and plunged down. Juan went right after her, tapering so he’d enter the water with a minimal splash.
When he was under, he let go of his magnetic climbers and swam away from the bow. He made it fifty yards along the dock before he had to come up for air.
MacD and Raven were waiting for him. The guard who’d been right above them was still looking to where he must have heard them hit the water. He took a final cursory glance around the area, then shrugged and disappeared.
“How do we get them out of there?” Raven said. “There are dozens of guards stationed on or around the ship.”
“And they’ll be on alert the rest of the night,” MacD said.
“Eddie and Linc still have their trackers,” Juan said, referring to the beacons implanted into the thigh of every Oregon crew member so they could be located in case of abduction. “At least we’ll know where they are while we come up with a plan to get them back.”
He didn’t wait for a response and began swimming toward their exit point, Taylor’s voice playing in his mind the whole way.
—
“Are you sure it was them?” Mallik asked as Torkan drove away from the Limassol port.
“Positive,” Torkan said.
“What were they doing?”
“I don’t know. But our initial assessment was wrong. They weren’t with Natalie Taylor at your house, and they don’t work for Carlton.”
“Then who sent them to tap my computer?”
“Maybe a foreign intelligence agency. Impossible to say.”
“So now we’re fighting Carlton and some unknown party,” Mallik said. “At least tell me that you got the bombs planted.”
“I did,” Torkan said without voicing his secret doubts about the ultimate success of the mission.
“Good,” Mallik said. “By this time tomorrow, Xavier Carlton will be dead. Hopefully, Lionel Gupta as well. If not, we’ll take care of him some other way, though I’m not sure we’ll need to. I don’t think he’d have the guts to go forward with Colossus on his own. In any event, I need you back here. Fly out on the helicopter and meet me on the Kalinga. Then, we’ll head to the launch command ship.”
“Yes, sir.” Torkan hung up. He decided that mentioning potential snags wouldn’t help at this point since he wouldn’t get another shot at Carlton, but one little problem still bothered him.
Before they exchanged gunfire, the black man must have realized that Torkan was coming out of the trailer.
FORTY-SIX
Carlton wasn’t pleased about being woken up in the middle of the night, but his spirits improved when he found out that an attack on the Colossus 5 had been foiled.
The two men that Taylor had caught were brought to the ship’s meeting room. When Carlton arrived, he found the two men cuffed and being watched over by six armed guards. Taylor stood when he entered.
He looked the intruders up and down before saying, “Who are they?”
“I don’t know,” Taylor said. “They won’t talk. We’re not even sure they speak English.”
“They look like soldiers to me, but they’re not Indian or Iranian. What were they doing?”
Taylor tossed a toolkit on the table.
“Sabotage of some kind.”
The two men stared at Carlton with impassive faces.
“Who do you work for?” he demanded.
They said nothing.
He turned to Taylor. “Do you think Mallik and Torkan would hire mercenaries?”
“Always a possibility,” Taylor said.
“I don’t think they know anything of use, but we should at least try to find out. We’ll take them on the plane with us. You’ll have plenty of time on the trip to get information out of them.” Carlton turned to them. “She’s very persuasive with a blade.”
The black man finally spoke up in an American accent. “Asad Torkan was here.” The Asian man remained still.
Carlton suppressed a smile at getting him to talk so easily. “So you work for him?”
“No.”
“But you know who he is?”
“Yes.”
“What was he doing here?”
“We’ll show you.”
“You’ll show us?” Taylor said.
The black man nodded. The Asian man continued to stare, still no response.
“Tell us here,” Carlton said.
“We’ll show you,” the black man repeated. “We want Torkan as much as you do.”
“Why?”
At last the Asian man opened his mouth. “We know you and Romir Mallik are fighting each other.”
“Interesting. So you’re here to what? Save me?”
The Asian man nodded.
“Where should we take you to show us what Torkan was doing?”
“The dock,” the black man said. “By the generator housing. Your life depends on it.”
Carlton looked at Taylor. She shrugged and said, “We’ll still be well protected in the dockyard.”
“Double the number of guards.” Carlton turned back to the prisoners and leaned down. “If I’m disappointed by what you show us out there, you’re going to die.”
The two men said nothing.
—
Juan, Raven, and MacD had returned to the rendezvous point, where Tiny picked them up in a van. He found a quiet parking lot where they could formulate a plan to rescue Eddie and Linc from the Colossus 5. The first rays of dawn shone through the windshield.
“We don’t have the manpower to go in guns blazing,” MacD said.
“Then we have to do it quietly,” Raven said. “We’ll make another run at it tonight.”
“No good,” Juan said. “The Colossus 5 is going to set sail today. We can’t wait.”
“How long do you think they’ve got?” Tiny asked.
“Natalie Taylor has a reputation for harsh measures. That’s why she was drummed out of British Intelligence. Rumors say she would have gone to jail if she hadn’t had something on a minister in Parliament. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tortures them until . . .”
Juan paused when he heard something on his headset. He was keeping it active knowing that Linc or Eddie had tossed his comm unit away before being apprehended. It was the sound of approaching vehicles.
“Quiet,” he said, and pointed at his headset. Everyone else put their own on.
The vehicles stopped, and they heard several people get out.
“So what do you want to show us?” Xavier Carlton said, his voice faint.
“Over here,” Linc said.
The footsteps came closer to the microphone. As they walked, Eddie said, “Where are we flying to?”
“You’ll find out when we get there,” Natalie Taylor said.
In just those few phrases, Eddie and Linc had conveyed valuable information through the mic that they knew was still active and out of sight. Both of them were still alive and in good condition. Carlton and Taylor were with them. And they were going to be flying somewhere today.
The footsteps stopped.
“He was in this trailer,” Linc said.
“Doing what?” Taylor asked.
“I didn’t stop to ask in the middle of our gun battle.”
“He was doing something to my cars?” Carlton said.
“What cars?” Eddie said.
“Open it up and search the cars from top to bottom,” Taylor said.
“If Torkan damaged either of them,” Carlton said, “I’ll kill him myself.”
“Nice cars,” Linc said. “Cadillac Eldorado, right?”
“It’s a 1959 Biarritz convertible,” Carlton said proudly.
“I like the color. Green suits it. And the other one looks like a Bugatti Veyron.”
“Chiron.”
“Are those traveling with you today?” Eddie asked.
“Why?” Carlton said.
“Here’s why,” Taylor said. Juan wished he could see what they were looking at.
“Looks like a bomb,” Eddie said as if he’d heard Juan’s plea.
“We found it near the Cadillac’s gas tank.”
After another thirty seconds, Linc said, “Two bombs.”
“This was mounted on the Bugatti,” Taylor said. “It looks like it has a pressure sensor.”
“So it was meant to go off when we were in the air?” Carlton growled in anger.
“Told you we weren’t with Torkan,” Linc said. “Would we have led you to those if we were?”
“You make a good point. But we still don’t know who you are. Natalie will find out. Take them back to the ship.”
It sounded like they walked away, and MacD was about to say something, but Juan put up his hand to stop him. There weren’t enough footsteps.
Doors slammed, and Carlton spoke again in a more hushed tone.
“They may not be with Torkan, but they’re up to something,” he said.
“I’ll find out what it is,” Taylor said. “It’s surprising how much more information you can get from two people than you can from just one, especially when you begin carving one up in front of the other.”
“Good. No matter what, though, it’s probably not wise to take them all the way to your destination. Toss them out of the plane over the ocean when you have as much as you can get out of them.”
“You’re not coming with us?”
“Not now, not after Torkan tried to kill me. I’ll be safer on the Colossus 5 until it’s up and running.”
“What about Lionel Gupta?”
“Stick to the plan. Take him and the two prisoners to the airport by helicopter.”
“And your cars?”
“Search them again, and then lock up the truck for the drive to the plane. I still want them in Australia when you’re done with the other segments of the mission. Oh, and Natalie? Good work.”
“Thank you, sir.”
One set of footsteps walked away. Then Taylor started giving instructions to the men about the truck.
Juan looked at the others as he thought about what they’d learned.
“If they’re being flown to the airport,” MacD said, “we can’t intercept them en route.”
“Maybe we can take them when they land by the plane,” Raven said.
“I can tell you that would be a suicide mission,” Tiny said. “No way we can get anywhere close to that A380 without drawing attention.”
The three of them looked at Juan, who said, “I think our only option is to get on Carlton’s private jet and rescue them once they’re in the air.”
MacD gaped at him. “How? Tiny doesn’t think we can get near it.”
“Linc and Eddie gave us a way when they told us about the cars.”
He sized up Tiny, who looked back at Juan in confusion. “Me?”
Juan continued. “I can’t fly that thing, so I’m going to need a pilot just in case we can’t persuade them to do what we want. Can you fly it?”
“Sure,” Tiny said. “Not well, but I can get us back on the ground in one piece. The question is, how do we get on in the first place?”
“We drive on,” Juan said. “The 1959 Cadillac Eldorado Biarritz is a huge car. There’s plenty of room for both of us in the trunk.”
FORTY-SEVEN
Andreas Ladas drove the truck carrying Xavier Carlton’s cars like his life depended on it. He’d heard about some kind of situation at the dock in the early hours of the morning and he’d been terrified that the billionaire had discovered some kind of damage done during the transportation process. Luckily, it turned out to be something else, but nobody would tell him what had happened.
Both he and Georgios, who was sitting in the passenger seat, had moved cars for Carlton before and knew how demanding he was. If there was even a hint that they’d caused a scratch, they’d both lose their jobs.
Despite his fears, Andreas hoped they wouldn’t have any problems this early in the morning. The traffic was light on the divided A5 highway, and they were making good time.
About halfway to the airport, though, they ran into a section with red and white markers diverting the vehicles down to one lane for repaving work. Cars weren’t backed up very far, but it would take a little longer to get through this stretch. Andreas knew Carlton’s assistant, Natalie Taylor, would be impatiently waiting for them at the airport if they didn’t get there on time. He’d seen a helicopter land on the ship to pick her up at the same time as they were driving away from the dock.
Andreas began merging the truck over when a tiny Fiat behind him raced forward, trying to sneak between him and the concrete median.
The car almost made it, but the rear end clipped the front bumper of the truck as it passed. The car spun out in a haze of tire smoke and came to rest against the median backward, blocking the way. Andreas brought the truck to an abrupt stop.
Tires squealed behind him as a van screeched to a halt sideways about ten feet behind the trailer.
A beautiful dark-haired woman leaped out of the Fiat and began cursing in Arabic as she examined the damage to her car. It didn’t seem extensive, just cosmetic, but she was furious.
“I’ll handle her,” Andreas said to Georgios. “You check on the cars. As long as they’re okay, we don’t mention this to Ms. Taylor, understand?”
Georgios nodded and got out.
Andreas climbed down and looked at the front of the truck, which looked undamaged. He approached the woman, who was yelling at him before he even got to her.
“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” he said in his native Greek.
“You speak English?” she asked, her eyes blazing.
“A little,” he said.
“Who pays for this?” she shouted, pointing at the scraped fender and crumpled bumper. “Is rental!”
He offered to give her his insurance information, but she started shouting again in Arabic, ignoring the angry honking of horns from cars backed up by the incident. Andreas looked at his watch, impatiently trying to figure out how he could get going as soon as possible.
—
MacD waited in the driver’s seat of the van until the truck driver’s companion rounded the end of the trailer and unlocked the door to check the vehicles. When he raised it, MacD jumped out and yelled, “Hey, man, you have a problem with your tire!”
The trucker turned and looked at MacD in confusion.
“What tire? What you mean?”
“On the right side,” MacD said. “Ah saw it when you passed me earlier. This way. Let me show you.”
“Where?”
MacD led him around to the side of the truck, out of sight of the van.
—
As soon as MacD and the trucker were no longer in view, Juan silently slid open the van’s side door, and he and Tiny sprinted to the trailer, hidden from the eyes of drivers behind them by the angled van.
They jumped into the back of the truck. Juan was ready to pick the lock on the Cadillac’s trunk, but it was unlocked and opened right up. They tossed their equipment bags in the cavernous space and got in. Using a magnetic handhold, Juan pulled the trunk lid closed over them.
“You were right,” Tiny said, practically sprawling across the immense interior. “Lot of room.”
Juan smiled and activated his comm unit, saying to MacD, “We’re in.”
—
MacD was crouching by one of the trailer’s frontmost tires when he got the word from Juan.
“Sorry, dude,” he said to the guy he’d learned was Georgios. “I thought the tire was flat, but it looks okay.”
Georgios said, “It’s okay. Thank you.”
They walked back to the rear of the truck, and Georgios climbed in while MacD got back in the van. He watched as Georgios inspected the cars’ exteriors and their tie-downs to make sure they hadn’t shifted during the quick stop.
He never even put his hands on the Caddy’s trunk.
Georgios got out and pulled the door down, locking it up again. He went around the truck, saw the driver still arguing with the woman, and yelled something in Greek, waving his hands like they should get going.
“We’re good to go, Raven,” MacD said, and started the van.
—
As soon as she heard that from MacD, Raven stopped yelling at the truck driver. She instantly changed her tone from anger to remorse, as if she suddenly understood that the accident was her fault, not his.
“You not see me?” she said in broken English.
“No, you drive up fast next to me,” Andreas said. “I don’t see you.”
“Oh, I sorry. Please, no call police.” She made tears well up in her eyes.
He tilted his head back in the Greek gesture for no.
“Is okay,” he said with a grin, and patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We go now.”
She thanked him profusely and got back into the rental Fiat. That was about the only thing she hadn’t lied about.
She wheeled the car around and got going again, the truck following behind.
“I’ll meet you at the airport,” she said into her mic.
“Roger that,” MacD replied.
Neither of them mentioned that the most dangerous part of the plan was yet to come, and it was completely out of their hands. All they could do was hope that Taylor didn’t notice the Cadillac was riding a bit lower with the added weight and decide to open its trunk to investigate why.
FORTY-EIGHT
When they reached the international airport in Larnaca, Raven could easily see the towering double-decker A380 from the edge of the short-term lot where she joined MacD in the van. The high-powered binoculars she was using gave her a good view of the fold-out stairway at the front of the plane as well as the ramp extending from the cargo area at the rear. Andreas and Georgios were standing next to the truck waiting for a signal to take the cars out.
“I thought these Airbuses didn’t have loading ramps,” she said, handing the binoculars to MacD, who was sitting in the driver’s seat.
“The passenger models don’t,” he said. “But Carlton’s plane is a custom job. Supposedly, it’s based on a cargo version Airbus prototype but never put into service. I heard it took a year to install all the special wood and gold finishes.”
“What a waste. That thing must cost tens of thousands of dollars an hour just to fly one guy around.”
“And he’s not even going this time. But with the billions he has, Carlton can afford it.”
The chop of a helicopter’s rotors cut the air. They turned and saw a seven-passenger Agusta extend its landing gear and settle to the tarmac beside the A380.
MacD handed the binoculars back to Raven and she saw Taylor get out with two of her hired thugs. They shielded their weapons from view, but they were clearly ready to use them.
Lionel Gupta was the next one to exit, hoisting his considerable bulk out of the chopper. Then Eddie and Linc got out. Their hands were bound behind their backs, and their legs were loosely tied together to keep them from running.
“How do they look?” MacD asked.
“No injuries as far as I can see.”
“They did say the rough stuff would happen on the plane.”
The guards herded the three prisoners to the stairs and into the jet.
Taylor waited for the helicopter to take off again, then went over to Andreas and Georgios and told them to unload the cars.
“Smart,” MacD said. “Keep the rotor wash from pelting those beauties with pebbles from the tarmac.”
The truckers carefully moved the Cadillac and the Bugatti out onto the asphalt, and Taylor walked around them for a final inspection.
“Think they’ll say anything about the fender bender?” Raven asked.
MacD scoffed. “And risk getting chewed out by Iron Britches? Not a chance.”
Taylor paused at the rear of the Caddy, apparently making a decision.
“Chairman,” Raven said into her mic, “she might be getting ready to open the trunk.”
She didn’t expect an answer. The Chairman and Tiny had to stay absolutely still so they wouldn’t be heard. But they would have their weapons at the ready if the worst happened, and MacD was prepared to drive straight through the security fence to provide support if needed.
Raven’s grip on the binoculars eased when Taylor moved on and waved for Andreas and Georgios to put the cars on the plane.
“Chairman, you’re clear for now,” she said. “Good hunting.”
First, the Caddy went in, then the Bugatti. After they were tied down, the two transporters got back into the truck and drove away. Raven’s last view of Taylor was of her in the cargo bay of the plane pressing the large red button to close the ramp door.
—
Juan and Tiny didn’t put down their suppressed pistols, keeping them aimed at the trunk lid in case Taylor decided to do a last-minute inspection. They hadn’t bothered bringing assault rifles on board knowing how easily the high-powered rounds could pierce the fuselage and cause an explosive decompression.
They heard Taylor walk past the car and open the door to the elevator alcove. Only when the door shut again did Juan relax.
Still, she was smart, so he didn’t put it past her to try to trick them. Tiny took a deep breath and was about to speak, but Juan stopped him. He used his phone to tap out a message.
Stay quiet until we’re in the air.
Tiny nodded.
The Cadillac vibrated as the plane’s four huge engines started up. Soon, it was rolling toward the runway.
—
“We won’t know if this works until we hear from them,” Raven said as she watched the A380 taxi away.
“We’ll know one way or the other,” MacD said.
“What do you mean?”
“You know that tracker you got shot into your leg when you joined the Corporation?”
She nodded.
“The ones in their legs should be going hundreds of miles an hour until the plane lands again.”
“And if the trackers stop moving,” Raven said, “we’ll know they aren’t on the plane anymore.”
“Right. But don’t worry. The Chairman’s got the most important element on his side.”
“Guns?”
“I was thinking of surprise,” MacD said with a grin. “But guns are a definite plus.”
The A380 thundered down the runway and took off. A minute later, it disappeared into the clouds over the Mediterranean.
FORTY-NINE
EN ROUTE TO MUMBAI
Eddie was seated next to Linc in the rear of the A380 in what looked like either an entertainment room or a torture chamber. Given their current predicament, maybe it was both.
Each of them had his wrists strapped to a leather chair, but their legs were free. All of the chairs faced the front of the room, which was on the top level of the plane, and it looked like there was a roll-down screen hidden in the ceiling. There was a door leading to the forward part of the plane and a spiral staircase behind them. The walls were covered with antique weapons from many different ages and cultures. Eddie recognized scimitars from Persia, throwing stars from Japan, and a hunga munga from Africa, which looked liked a bladed ampersand.
Taylor was somewhere else with Lionel Gupta, obviously another captive. Two beefy guards stood at the front of the room, their weapons holstered. If Eddie could draw them close, he and Linc might be able to take them by surprise.
“Do you mind giving us a few minutes alone?” Eddie said to them. “My friend is shy around strangers.”
The guards didn’t even look at him.
“Maybe they didn’t hear you,” Linc said.
“I am a quiet guy.” This time, Eddie yelled. “I said we’re very introverted! Can we please have some privacy!”
No response.
“I know what it is,” Linc said. “They don’t speak English.”
“Or they’re wearing earbuds that we can’t see and are rocking out to the latest Justin Bieber album.”
Linc nodded approvingly. “That definitely sounds like their type of music.”
That got a glance from one of them, but no movement.
“Nice collection,” Eddie said to Linc as he looked around at the weapons mounted on the fuselage.
“Lots of pointy, sharp things.”
“Very intimidating,” Eddie said with a yawn.
“Since they can’t hear or understand us,” Linc said, “we should probably start planning how we’re going to kill them.”
“Good idea. I call dibs on the hunga munga.”
“Oh, man!” Linc complained with an exaggerated whine. “That’s the one I wanted.”
“Listen, we can share. There are plenty of guys to kill for both of us.”
The guard on the left looked like he’d had enough of their banter. He started walking toward them with his fists clenched when Taylor appeared in the open doorway and said, “Enough with the childish baiting.”
The guard stepped back.
She entered holding a folded plastic sheet under her arm.
“We missed you,” Linc said.
“I’m sure you did.”
“The service on this airline is terrible,” Eddie said. “We’ve been in the air for fifteen minutes now and haven’t seen the drink cart yet.”
“And you won’t. None of the flight attendants were needed on this trip. Gives us privacy for our discussion.”
Eddie turned to Linc and said, “Wasn’t I just saying how we wanted some privacy?”
“You’re too kind,” Linc said to Taylor.
“This chatter is amusing,” Taylor said, “but I wonder how well it will hold up when you see your friend bleeding on the floor.”
“And mess up this beautiful carpet? What a shame.”
“That’s what this is for.” She handed the sheeting to one of the guards. “Make sure you cover the whole floor. I’ve got a few things to take care of and then I’ll be back for our chat.”
She winked at them as she left, closing the door behind her.
Eddie and Linc watched in silence as the guard unfolded the sheet and laid it over the carpet, careful to pull the edges up the walls to catch spillage.
The other guard stood there, smiling.
—
Juan thought he’d given it enough time. They should be close to cruising altitude.
Tiny handed him the handheld pry bar and he forced the trunk open. He opened it just a crack. The cargo hold looked empty, so he pushed the trunk lid up and rolled out, sweeping the space with his suppressed Smith & Wesson.
The only cargo was the two cars. Both vehicles were held down with straps on the tires that were clasped to retractable cargo restraints on the deck. The releases were operated by covered buttons on the wall next to each car.
“Clear,” Juan said.
Tiny got out and picked up the backpacks they’d brought with them. They each put one on their shoulders and made their way to the elevator.
“Where do you want to start looking for them?” Tiny asked.
“If the pilots aren’t in on the torture plan, Taylor will want to keep them as far away from the cockpit as possible.”
“That would be the upper deck at the rear. The cockpit is on the main deck.”
“So we get Eddie and Linc first, and that will double our numbers. Then we take the cockpit.”
Even if the pilots weren’t party to what Taylor had planned for her guests, they would resist anyone taking control of the plane. At the first sign of trouble, they’d head back to Cyprus, where an army of Carlton’s men would be waiting for the intruders when they landed.
But breaking into any airliner’s flight deck was extremely difficult in the age of terrorism and hijackers. The door would be hardened and bulletproof to pistol fire. They couldn’t break it down, and the emergency code to open it would be useless even if they could find it. The pilots would activate the triple locking mechanism as soon as they suspected the plane was under attack.
That’s why they had brought thermal charges. Explosives would be too dangerous to use to sever the bolts. Not only could they injure or kill the pilots, they could also damage the instruments and controls.
Instead, the charges were strips of thermite powder they could tape to the door. When the nylon cords were ripped off, the thermite would ignite, melting through the locks like a blowtorch.
The elevator up to the passenger areas was located on the port side of the plane near the midpoint. Juan would have preferred stairs, but there weren’t any. Using the elevator was a perilous start to their infiltration. They wouldn’t be able to tell if anyone was waiting at the top of the ride.
They had their weapons at the ready as the elevator slowly rose to the main galley. It came to a stop with a ding. Juan flung open the door and rushed out, but no one was there.
He checked the hallway outside, then gestured for Tiny to follow. Juan could see a spiral staircase at the aft end. He made his way down the hall while Tiny kept watch on their rear. He stopped only long enough to check four small rooms that they passed—they all turned out to be empty—before entering a palatial lounge.
“Wait here until I call for you,” Juan whispered. Tiny nodded and kept an eye on the hallway.
Juan crept up the spiral stairs, the sound of his steps absorbed by the plush carpeting.
When he reached the top, he peered over the edge and saw the tops of Eddie’s and Linc’s heads. He went up farther and saw that they were sitting in chairs. Beyond, in the space in between, he could see two guards standing at attention. Both of them were in tactical gear with holstered sidearms.
Juan had to risk that his suppressed gunshots would be heard. He coiled and then sprang up the last few steps. The guards gaped for just a second at the shocking sight of an intruder, then tried to draw their weapons. Juan took each of them down with a single shot. Blood pooled under their heads, caught neatly by the plastic sheet.
Eddie and Linc both turned. Neither of them seemed surprised to see that it was Juan.
“Hi, Chairman,” Linc said with a toothy grin. “What took you so long?”
FIFTY
Juan called Tiny up, and they handed pistols and comm units to Eddie and Linc after removing the restraints. Juan went to the closed door and listened, but he couldn’t hear anything through the thick insulation. He eased it open and saw someone standing in the hallway. He signaled to the others that they had company.
If they started firing in the midsection of the plane, their surprise would be lost, but the guard was too far away to sneak up on. Juan looked at the hunga munga hanging on the wall and raised an eyebrow at Linc.
Linc understood and wrenched the weapon from its brackets. When he was at the door, Juan counted down from three and then yanked the door open. Linc flicked the hunga munga as easily as if he were tossing a Frisbee, and the spike plunged into the guard’s chest just as he turned to see who was coming. He pitched forward without a sound. This time, they’d need carpet cleaners.
Juan led the way down the hall. The rooms here were luxurious cabins, each with its own bathroom. The first two were vacant, but the one where the guard had been standing was closed. While Linc removed the hunga munga from the corpse and wiped it clean, Juan pulled the door open to find Lionel Gupta sitting on the bed.
“Who are you?” he said in astonishment.
“We’re here to rescue you,” Juan said. “Where is Natalie Taylor?”
“I don’t know. Do you work for Romir Mallik?”
“No. Just concerned citizens. We know about the Nine Unknown Men and what you’re planning with Colossus. We’re going to put a stop to it.”
“As you can see, I’m not part of it anymore. They’re going to kill me.”
“Why?”
“Because Carlton has gone mad with power. As soon as he has the Colossus ships linked up, there’ll be no stopping him.”
“Where is that going to happen?” Juan asked.
“Great Bitter Lake. They need to be within twenty miles of each other to make the connection.”
“How do we deactivate it?”
Gupta hesitated.
“Remember, you’re going to die when Carlton gets Colossus up and running unless we help you stop him.”
Gupta’s shoulders slumped. “All right. I stashed some files online where I didn’t think anyone could find them. Just in case. Of course, Colossus would be able to find them in minutes once it’s fully operational.”
He wrote down a long string of characters on a pad and gave the paper to Juan, who put it in his pocket.
“Now, get me off this plane,” Gupta said.
“Stay in your cabin,” Juan said. “You’ll be safer.”
Gupta nodded dejectedly. “Okay.”
Juan told Linc to take point. Eddie and Tiny followed while Juan had their six.
When Linc reached the forward lounge, he threw the hunga munga again, but apparently there was more than one guard in the room because Eddie fired two shots. Enemy fire came from the bottom of the front staircase, and they all hit the deck.
As soon as the shots rang out, the plane began to turn. Juan guessed the pilots were heading back to Cyprus.
“We need to get into that cockpit,” he said.
“Working on it,” Linc said as he fired three quick rounds.
Gupta leaned his head out from the cabin to see what was happening.
“Get back in there!” Juan shouted.
But it was too late. A shot rang out from the back of the plane. Gupta spun as he fell, a bullet hole in the back of his head.
Taylor was crouched on the floor of the entertainment room, a nasty smirk on her face. Juan got off a few shots, but she ducked out of the line of fire. He saw her again for a moment as she raced down the spiral stairs.
“Eddie!” Juan shouted over the gunshots. “You’re with me. We’re going after Taylor.”
He and Eddie ran to follow her down the stairs, leaving Tiny and Linc with the thermite.
—
At least I got rid of Lionel Gupta, Taylor thought as she sprinted from the spiral stairs toward the front of the plane, where the gun battle near the cockpit was taking place. But she was livid about someone getting aboard to rescue her prisoners.
They had already killed half her men. If Carlton had been aboard, she would have had twice as many ex-soldiers at her command, and this would already be over.
She could make a stand at the cockpit door and hope they were able to make it back to Cyprus, but this assault had been well planned and executed. She was dealing with pros. Her guys were good, but not that good. She needed an edge.
If only they had knockout gas to pump through the emergency oxygen system like they’d done to hijack Carlton’s original A380 . . .
That thought gave her an idea. Her advantage was the two pilots in the cockpit. They had control over the rest of the plane.
She pointed at two of the four guards firing up the forward staircase. “You two, come with me.”
They looked at her as if she were crazy, but they followed her orders.
She ran back to the galley with them and saw the Asian man and his rescuer coming down the spiral stairs.
Taylor ducked into the galley with the two guards. To one of them, she said, “Stay here, and don’t let anybody follow us.”
The guard began exchanging gunfire with the intruders while she picked up the intercom phone and called the cockpit.
“What’s going on out there?” the pilot shouted.
“Hijackers are on board. Turn off the emergency oxygen system and slow the plane down as much as you can at this altitude.”
“What?”
“Just do it. And prepare for a rapid decompression.”
The pilot gasped. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly. We’ll have this plane under control again in three minutes.”
She opened the emergency medical cabinet and took out the portable oxygen tank and mask.
“Come with me,” she said to the other guard, and got on the elevator to the cargo hold. He joined her in the tiny space, and they started descending.
“What are we doing?” he asked.
Taylor ignored the question. “When we get down there, make sure no one comes down after us. And hold on to something.”
FIFTY-ONE
The cockpit door was tantalizingly close, only a dozen feet from the lowest step of the front staircase, but there was no way Linc was getting down there unless he took a chance. The steep incline meant that the shooters below would be able to see his legs and take them out before he made it halfway to the bottom.
So he took one of the wide sofa cushions from the nearest suede couch. He perched it near the top of the stairs and said to Tiny, “Get ready.”
Then he pushed the cushion over the lip of the top step and dove onto it. It provided the perfect sled for him as he went down the staircase headfirst with gun in hand.
The first guard was so surprised by the tactic that he fired behind Linc, who took him down with two shots.
The second guard was faster, and a bullet grazed Linc’s thigh. He fired back and hit the guard in the shoulder. The man retreated into a room behind the stairs.
Linc waved Tiny down. “Hurry!”
As Tiny passed Linc, he said, “You’re bleeding.”
“I’ve had worse,” Linc said. “But not getting shot at all is better.”
While Linc kept his eye on the room the guard went in, Tiny started placing thermite on the cockpit door.
—
It took twelve shots from Juan and Eddie before they were able to hit the guard blocking the galley. When he went down in a heap, they approached cautiously in staggered formation.
They arrived to find the galley empty.
“They went down to the cargo bay,” Juan said.
“Why?” Eddie asked.
Juan pointed at the medical cabinet. “The portable oxygen tank is missing.”
“I don’t like that.”
“I agree. We need to get down there. Linc, status?”
“About to access the cockpit.”
“Good. Let me know when you’re in. We’re heading down to the cargo hold to find Taylor.”
“Roger that.”
Instead of pressing the button to call the elevator, Juan pried open the door and saw the cab below them. They’d have to go through the emergency access panel in the roof.
—
Tiny had finished putting the thermite around the border of the cockpit door when Linc saw the injured guard come back out of his hiding place.
The idiot was holding an assault rifle with his good arm.
Linc shoved Tiny down as the guard fired on full auto. High-velocity rounds chewed into the cockpit door right where they’d been standing an instant before.
Linc rolled over and unloaded his pistol at the guard, who staggered back under the withering fire and fell to the floor.
Tiny gaped at the bullet holes in the door while the Chairman called on the comms, “You still with us, Linc?”
“We’re okay,” Linc said, helping Tiny up. “Accessing cockpit now.”
He pulled the detonation cord on the thermite.
Sparks flew as molten metal cut through the locked bolts. When it was over, the door sprang loose.
Linc yanked it open and charged into the cockpit.
Both pilots were slumped over their control sticks, starbursts of scarlet blood on their backs.
Some of the displays and controls were destroyed by the rounds as well, but none of them had penetrated the windscreen. The blue sea of the Mediterranean was visible below.
They pulled the dead pilot from his seat, and Tiny climbed in.
“Is it still flyable?” Linc said.
Tiny shook his head. “Not sure. At least for now the autopilot is still engaged. Ask me again in a minute.”
—
Juan was perched on top of the elevator roof while Eddie waited above him in the galley. There wasn’t room for both of them to stand there and still open the hatch.
Juan pulled the hatch up and ducked down with his pistol. The guard was waiting outside for the elevator to be called, so Juan fired through the window, hitting the man twice in the chest.
He lowered himself into the cab and pushed the door aside, waving for Eddie to come down.
Juan exited and saw Taylor at the aft end of the cargo bay. She turned to see Juan and fired in his direction. He dove behind the Cadillac for cover, but he could still see her through the windshield.
Her arm was wrapped in the end of a yellow strap holding down the rear tire of the Bugatti. She had jury-rigged another strap that lashed the oxygen tank to her midsection. The mask was firmly fixed over her face.
She fired two shots in his direction, then holstered the pistol and slammed her hand against a large button on the bulkhead. A red light above her head flashed. She pressed it a second time. Then a third.
Only at the last second did Juan realize what she was doing. He dropped his gun so he could grab onto a tie-down holding one of the Caddy’s front tires in place.
Eddie was just dropping into the elevator cab. Juan yelled, “Hold on to something!”
Then while they were still flying at thirty-five thousand feet, the cargo bay door began to open.
FIFTY-TWO
The moment that the rear cargo door opened, a hurricane blast ripped at Juan. As he struggled to keep his grip on the Caddy’s tie-down strap, he caught a glimpse of Taylor being sucked toward the growing chasm of the open door by the sudden decompression. Only the strap wrapped around her wrist kept her from being flung into the freezing slipstream and plummeting to the sea below.
After a few moments, the air pressure in the cargo bay equalized with the outside atmosphere. Juan dropped to the floor. Taylor was on her hands and knees as she was buffeted by the wind curling in through the open cargo door. The body of the dead guard was swept across the floor and out into the gaping abyss.
Juan looked back and saw Eddie was still in the elevator cab, wedged against the lip of the door. Air roared through from the main cabin above, then died down quickly.
Juan knew Taylor’s intention. The decompression. The portable oxygen tank. At this altitude without emergency oxygen masks, he and Eddie had about sixty seconds before they passed out from the thin air. Then, Taylor could take her time killing them.
She was shielded behind the Bugatti and biding her time until they were unconscious. There was only one way out of this.
“Tiny!” Juan shouted into his mic over the roar of the open door. “Tell me you have control of the plane!”
“We’re in the cockpit,” Tiny said. “The pilots are dead. Linc and I have masks on, but emergency oxygen in the rest of the plane is out of commission. Descending now. It’ll take three minutes to get down to a breathable altitude.”
That was too long. “Keep going. But when I tell you, pull up sharply.”
“Acknowledged.”
Eddie still had his pistol, but Taylor’s defensive position was secure. She’d be able to gun him down before he could get a shot.
“Over here!” Juan yelled to him. He was already beginning to feel light-headed.
Eddie crawled over, and Juan handed him the end of the strap he was holding.
“Hold on to this, and give me suppressing fire.”
Eddie nodded and stood up to fire, plugging the Bugatti with rounds to keep Taylor’s head down.
Juan jumped to his feet and sprinted to his target—the button to release the Bugatti’s retractable cargo restraints.
Taylor saw him come into her line of fire at the same time that Juan flipped up the cover and slammed the button. She had a clean view of Juan and, with a venomous leer, she drew her pistol to fire.
Juan shouted, “Tiny, pull up now!” He latched onto a handhold on the side of the bulkhead.
The A380 instantly went into a steep climb.
Taylor’s eyes went wide. She dropped the pistol and desperately tried to unwrap the strap that was knotted around her wrist.
She didn’t move fast enough. The Bugatti, freed from the bolts in the deck, rolled backward, yanking Taylor by the strap. She fell to the floor and futilely clawed at the metal plating as she was dragged by the accelerating sports car toward the yawning gap.
She let out a high-pitched scream as the car dropped out of the cargo hold and disappeared into the sky, taking her with it.
“Tiny,” Juan called out through his tunneling vision, “take us down.”
“Acknowledged.”
The plane nosed into a dive.
Juan staggered to the cargo door button and slapped his hand against it.
The door began to close. Juan slumped to the floor, breathing as slowly as he could. He saw that Eddie had already passed out by the Cadillac.
When the door was sealed, the air pressure in the cargo hold began to rise again. Within seconds, Juan was able to breathe normally. Eddie awoke, looked at Juan, and gave him a thumbs-up.
“You all right down there?” Tiny asked.
“We’re fine,” Juan said. “Natalie Taylor and the Bugatti are gone.”
“Both pilots are dead. We’re on our own now. I told air traffic control in Cyprus that the previous emergency called in by the pilots was a false alarm, so we won’t be returning to the island. Where should we go?”
“Find an out-of-the-way place for us to land near the Oregon,” Juan said. “I’m ready to get off this flying dinosaur.”
—
Tiny found an abandoned Egyptian air base on the Sinai Peninsula with a runway long enough for the A380 to land. It was miles from the nearest town. They would be far away by the time anyone came to investigate why Carlton’s private airliner had landed in the remote region.
Since the plane came with its own ground transportation, they decided to drive away in style. Tiny and Eddie stretched out in the backseat of the Cadillac while Linc piloted the car out of the cargo bay with Juan in the front passenger seat.
The sun and breeze put them all in a better mood as the Caddy sped down the desert highway. They’d even helped themselves to some of the food and beverages from the A380’s galley for a post-mission snack.
While everyone else ate and drank, Juan used the satellite phone they’d brought along.
“This is the Party Express calling Max,” he said.
“Here we thought you were dead because your trackers all but stopped moving,” Max replied, “and now we find out you’re living it up.”
“I’d bring you the Cadillac we’re driving, but you wouldn’t have anywhere to drive it on the Oregon. However, we did manage to find four bottles of 1947 Macallan scotch from Xavier Carlton’s liquor cabinet. We figured that was the least he owed us for all this trouble. Where are you?”
“Approaching the north end of the Red Sea. Not too far from you. Raven and MacD chartered a flight down here. We should be able to rendezvous with all of you in a few hours.”
“What about the Colossus ships?”
“They’re set to enter the Suez Canal tonight. The plan is to go in the same flotilla, so I convinced another cargo ship to give us their spot.”
“Good work,” Juan said. “We found out the location for the Colossus ships to link up.”
“Where?”
“Great Bitter Lake. Apparently, they didn’t want to wait for Colossus 1, 2, and 4 to traverse the entire canal before they made the connection with Colossus 5, which should arrive from Cyprus at the north end of the canal just as we’re entering from the south end.”
“So we can’t wait to stop them in open water,” Max said ominously.
“Afraid not.”
Juan understood Max’s uneasiness. Great Bitter Lake was nearly halfway between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. To keep the artificial intelligence from becoming fully operational and taking over computers around the world, they were going to have to mount an assault on the Colossus ships in the middle of the Suez Canal.
FIFTY-THREE
THE ARABIAN SEA
The Huey was noisy and uncomfortable, but Mallik had bought the Vietnam War–era helicopter for its best feature: it used no computers. It was tough and reliable, and with extra fuel tanks its range was more than five hundred miles. Both the Kalinga and Maurya frigates, circling the launch platform at thirty miles out, were equipped with Hueys. Mallik had been joined by Torkan for the flight from the Kalinga to the Orbital Ocean launch command ship on station two miles from the platform.
The chopper settled onto the helipad, and Mallik was greeted by the flight director, Kapoor.
“What’s the situation?” Mallik asked as he walked toward the railing of the ship to watch the crane hoisting a rocket onto the launch platform.
“The rocket was not damaged by the passing monsoon.” Kapoor looked warily at Torkan, whose gaze was focused steadily on him instead of the rocket.
“How soon until you can launch?”
“We’ve been having some issues with the retrieval software on the first stage booster, but we think we’ve solved it.”
The entire launch vehicle was reusable, including the booster, which would be guided back to landing on the launchpad using its retrorocket engines after it separated from the orbital insertion stage.
“I asked you, when can we launch?” Mallik said impatiently.
Kapoor cleared his throat. “Three days, if all systems pass the checklists.”
“Three days? Why so long?”
“We’re expecting another squall to pass through during tomorrow’s launch window. To have the satellite properly positioned relative to the other nineteen already in orbit, we have limited choices in our timing.”
“I’m not stupid,” Mallik said. “Who do you think perfected those calculations?”
Kapoor bowed his head in apology. “Of course, sir. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry. Just get it right. And you better be ready to launch when the weather cooperates. I don’t want any more excuses. Go.”
“Yes, sir.” Kapoor went back inside to the mission control room, with its wide polycarbonate window overlooking the launch platform.
“You said you had news about Carlton?” Mallik said to Torkan.
“His plane went down over Egypt.”
“He’s dead?”
“It’s not confirmed yet.”
“What about Gupta?”
“No word on him, either.”
“If they’re both gone, that means Chen Min will have to listen to me now. Get him on the phone and call me when he’s on the line.”
“With pleasure.”
Mallik leaned on the railing and relished the sight of his brainchild being lifted into place for launch. The phone call telling the Colossus scientist to stand down would be even more enjoyable.
NORTH OF PORT SAID, EGYPT
Carlton stood on the bridge of the Colossus 5, fuming. He’d received notification that his plane had gone down in the Sinai with all hands on board. It wasn’t known if the plane crashed or if there were any survivors, but it had to be Mallik’s doing. Worst of all, he hadn’t heard from Natalie Taylor. If she were still alive, she would have contacted him.
At least he’d made the right decision to stay aboard the ship. With a squad of mercenaries to protect him, he felt very safe where he was.
Chen Min walked up to him and cleared his throat. He was holding his phone.
“Mr. Carlton, I’m sorry to disturb you, but I think you’ll want to take this call.”
“Who is it?” Carlton snarled. He was in no mood to talk to anyone. He knew it wasn’t Taylor. She would have called his personal line.
“It’s Romir Mallik,” Chen said. “I have him on hold. He wants me to shut down Colossus.”
Carlton was astounded at his enemy’s gall. He was about to take the phone when he realized that Mallik would only be calling if he thought Carlton and Gupta were dead. He’d heard about the plane going down and thought Torkan’s mission to assassinate him had been successful.
He said to Chen, “Did you tell him I’m here?”
“No, sir. I just asked him to hold for a moment.”
“He thinks I died in the crash.” As satisfying as it would be to gloat to his nemesis that he’d failed yet again, Carlton had a better idea.
“What should I say?” Chen asked.
“Tell him that it’s chaos here. You don’t know what to do because you heard that my plane blew up over the desert.”
“And his order to shut down Colossus?”
“Tell him that you’ll do it right away,” Carlton said with glee. “Give him whatever evidence he wants that you’ve done it.”
Chen nodded and went back to his office to continue the call. Despite the loss of his plane and cars, Carlton was already happier imagining the phone call he’d make to Mallik after Colossus was active and the Vajra satellite system was obliterated.
A few minutes later, Chen came back, his face as inscrutable as ever.
“Did it work?” Carlton asked.
Chen nodded. “He seemed to believe me.”
“Excellent. I would love to see the look on his face when he learns that I’m still here. How long until we reach the Suez?”
“Seven hours. But we have a new problem.”
Carlton sighed. “What now?”
“I just received a weather report from Egypt. They’re expecting a sandstorm in the next twelve hours.”
“How does that affect us?”
“In the past when the canal has been hit with sandstorms, they’ve closed it to ship traffic because the visibility can be reduced to zero.”
Carlton’s good mood vanished, and he glowered at Chen.
“I don’t care what you have to do. You make sure we’re in the Suez Canal and on time for our rendezvous with the other ships or I will get rid of you and promote the next person in line.”
Carlton’s eyes flicked to his new bodyguard, Bondarev, the intimidating and muscular ex-Spetsnaz soldier who had betrayed Gupta.
Chen gulped, then shouted at the captain of the ship to push the engines to their maximum power.
The ship increased speed. Nothing, not even Mother Nature, was going to delay Carlton’s plans to dominate the world.
FIFTY-FOUR
THE SUEZ CANAL
Predating the Panama Canal by forty-five years, the Suez Canal differed from its Central American cousin in one fundamental way. While the link between the Pacific and Atlantic oceans required a series of locks to carry ships up and over the mountainous terrain of the Panamanian jungle, the isthmus between the main body of Egypt and the Sinai Peninsula barely rose above sea level. No locks were required for the vessels that passed between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean.
From its completion in 1869 until 2015, most of the canal was too narrow for two-way traffic and was strictly one-way only. Ships in flotillas of a dozen at a time proceeded single file from the Mediterranean to Great Bitter Lake seventy miles to the south. There, they would wait in the fifteen-mile-long lake for the ships traveling in the opposite direction from the Red Sea to complete their traverse of the southern part of the canal before continuing on.
Then in 2015, Egypt added a second waterway parallel to the first for forty-five miles of the northern segment. Each side was linked at regular intervals by connector canals to allow for small maintenance vessels to cross from the northerly canal to the southerly half.
A satellite image of that segment of the canal was now laid out on one half of the big screen of the Oregon’s op center. Juan was back in his command chair, a cup of coffee in his hand to keep him awake after the long night and day. He was still sorry he had had to abandon Carlton’s Cadillac in the city of Suez, where they boarded the Oregon.
It was now six in the evening, and they were heading north in the canal approaching Great Bitter Lake. The view from the bow of the ship covered the rest of the screen. The berms on either side marking the walls of the canal were drawing away to reveal the expansive body of water in the middle of the desert.
“We’re entering the lake,” Eric said.
“Steady as she goes, Stoney,” Juan said. “Can we see the Colossus ships?”
Murph panned the camera to starboard past the mass of cargo ships gathered in the lake and zoomed in on three identical ships anchored a hundred yards from one another at the east side of the lake. Juan recognized the helical masts and large satellite dishes from his dive on the Colossus 3.
“Which ship is Colossus 1?”
Murph zoomed in even more until they could read Colossus 1 on the stern of the closest ship.
“That’s our target,” Max said.
“That’s your target,” Juan corrected. “How many prisoners do we think are aboard her?”
“Lyla Dhawan said that more than twenty passengers from the jet were taken,” Eric said.
“Sorry to be the Gloomy Gus here,” Murph said, “but, for all we know, they could have been killed by now.”
“Lionel Gupta’s information said that they were still alive two weeks ago,” Juan said. The series of characters Gupta had written down before he was killed turned out to be a link to a cache of files about the Colossus Project that he’d kept secret from the other Nine Unknown Men, confirming that the cabal still existed and had planned this artificial intelligence initiative. Gupta’s engineering firm, OreDyne, had been the lead developer of the computer systems. “Unless Carlton has had them killed since then,” Juan went on, “they’re still alive on that ship. We have to proceed on the assumption that they are and rescue them.”
“Once we get them off the Colossus 1, what options do we have for disabling Colossus?” Max asked.
Juan shook his head. “I already spoke to Langston Overholt about the choices. It’s too late to use Julia’s cyanobacteria. The Colossus ships will be able to link up long before the infection can take effect. Who knows the havoc the fully operational AI could cause by then? And sinking the ships by gun or torpedo is out of the question. He thinks attacking unarmed vessels in the middle of a vital international waterway wouldn’t be such a good idea for some reason.”
“But if they happened to sink because of a design flaw on their own ships?”
“Like a faulty self-destruct mechanism?” Juan said with a smile. “Perfect.”
“Then it’s all on you.”
Gupta’s files also provided details about how the self-destruct system on the Colossus ships worked. Because of the shocking sabotage of the Colossus 3, the mechanism had been altered to be initiated only by Carlton and the chief scientist, Chen Min, on the Colossus 5. It would also set the timer on all the other Colossus ships in range of its radio beacon.
However, unbeknownst to the other Nine, Gupta had installed a back door into the self-destruct system accessible from any of the luxurious cabins set aside for the Nine. He didn’t trust the others to do the right thing if the AI went haywire, so he put it in so that he could activate it if he saw the need to.
Once it was activated from this secondary location, it would lock out the abort command from any other location. All Juan and his team had to do was get on the ship and activate the self-destruct once the ships were in range of one another.
“When do we expect the Colossus 5 to enter the two-way section of the canal?” he asked Murph.
“We got word that their flotilla set sail at five-thirty this evening. It’s number two in line.”
“Which puts them entering the two-way section of the canal a half hour before dusk.”
“That’s cutting it close,” Max said.
The plan was to launch the Gator from the moon pool and follow one of the commercial cargo ships heading north, staying in the churning white water of its wake to avoid being visible from the ship behind it. Then when they reached the cross-connector channel at the point where the Colossus 5 was going south, they’d peel away and cut across, coming up on their target’s stern just after sunset. After that it was a simple matter of boarding a moving ship in the narrow channel undetected, without getting the Gator crushed against the earthen berms by the Colossus 5’s hull.
Linda would be piloting the Gator while Juan took Linc and Murph with him to activate the self-destruct system. They were keeping the team to a minimum for stealth.
While they were on the Colossus 5, Max would command the Oregon with Eric driving while Eddie led Raven, MacD, and Hali onto the Colossus 1 to rescue the prisoners.
The success of Max’s part of the plan was contingent on the weather, but Juan was sure that wasn’t going to be a problem.
He could see orange in the sky on the left side of the screen.
“Pan to the west, Murph.”
The camera slewed around until the entire screen was filled with an awesome sight.
An avalanche of dust was rolling across the desert toward them like a towering tsunami in the sky, blotting out the sun behind it.
When it reached them in an hour, the visibility at Great Bitter Lake would be reduced to near zero. It was exactly what they needed.
FIFTY-FIVE
The Gator sat just below the surface in the cross canal waiting for the Colossus 5 to pass. Linda was running the sub on battery power so they wouldn’t have to raise the snorkel, eliminating the chance of the diesel exhaust being seen by ships as they traversed the Suez. Though the sandstorm was raging farther to the south, here it was relatively calm but hazy. Knowing how bad the weather was going to be, the canal authorities had the ships that had entered the canal proceed to Great Bitter Lake to wait out the rest of the night.
“Here she comes,” said Linda, who was watching the camera feed from the periscope. “Looks like we’ve got a good four hundred yards between the Colossus 5 and the vessel behind it.” They’d identified the next ship as the German science research catamaran called the Arcturus.
“What’s the light level outside?” Juan asked.
“With all the dust in the air, I’d say we have ten minutes before total black. Should give us just the right amount of time to pull up alongside for your climb.”
“Any lights coming from the ship?”
“Running lights, but no spotlights.”
“Pull up next to the darkest part of the ship.”
“Aye, Chairman.”
They were planning to get aboard the same way they had in Cyprus, with magnetic grips, to scale the outer hull. With the low visibility, it was extremely unlikely they’d be spotted climbing up by anyone on the Arcturus.
“Let’s move,” Juan said.
Linda pushed the throttle forward and steered into the main body of the canal. The Gator was buffeted by the wake of the Colossus 5 as they approached it from the stern.
Juan tied a nylon rope between him, Murph, and Linc for Murph’s benefit. The weapons designer wasn’t the most athletic person on the ship, although he often turned the Oregon’s deck into a skateboard park on their R & R. Juan would lead the climb, followed by Murph, then Linc. All of them were armed with P90 submachine guns.
The Gator’s shuddering stopped when they left the Colossus 5’s wake and came along her port side.
“I can put you right below the superstructure,” Linda said.
“Perfect,” Juan said. “We can go through the cabin window instead of the interior hallways.”
The ship layouts in Lionel Gupta’s records showed that the cabin where Juan and Linda had broken out of the Colossus 3 was one of the luxurious staterooms designed for members of the Nine. It was in the same location on the Colossus 5. They could gain access to the cabin without the risk of using the stairs inside, and, according to Gupta, the back door self-destruct system would be accessible from it.
“What’s our distance to Great Bitter Lake?” he asked Linda.
“Thirty-one miles, and we’re making five knots. We won’t reach the twenty-mile range of the Colossus 5’s microwave transmitter for another two hours.”
Juan nodded. “That gives us plenty of time to get on board, activate the self-destruct, and get back down before they can link up all four biocomputers.”
Linda surfaced the sub with the deck barely above the canal’s choppy waves. Juan pushed the hatch open. A black cliff of steel rose above them.
He turned to Linda and said, “Tell Max to start his part of the mission.”
“Aye, Chairman,” she said, and started speaking into the radio.
Juan pulled himself through the hatch opening, attached the magnetic clamps to the hull, and began to climb.
—
When Max got word from Linda that they were a go, he ordered Eric to begin maneuvering the Oregon sideways across Great Bitter Lake using her thrusters. The raging storm had reduced visibility to zero, but to anyone watching on radar it would look like the Oregon was adrift and heading straight for the Colossus ships.
When they were within a half mile of the Colossus 1, Max hailed her from his seat in the command chair.
“Colossus 1, this is the Norego. Be advised our anchor failed and we are drifting in your direction.”
“We are also at anchor, Norego,” came the reply in heavily accented Chinese. “We cannot raise it fast enough to keep from colliding.”
“Our main engines are down for maintenance, but we are attempting to use thrusters to counteract the wind.”
“Understood, Norego. We are bracing for impact.”
When the Oregon had closed the gap to three hundred yards, Max called the captain of the Colossus 1 again.
“Captain, be advised that our thrusters have begun working and we are slowing down.”
“That’s good to hear, Norego. But we are ready if you can’t stop.”
When the Oregon was within sixty feet, Max ordered Eric to bring them to a halt.
“Good news, Captain,” Max reported. “Our secondary anchor arrested our drift. We’re holding station off your port bow with the help of our thrusters. We’ll push away from you as soon as our main engines are back online.”
The sandstorm was so dense at this point that visibility was down to thirty feet, and no one on the Colossus 1 ventured out on deck. Its superstructure was hidden from its own bow by the swirling dust.
“Understood, Norego. Please keep in contact and tell us when you are ready to move.”
“Affirmative, Colossus 1. Out.”
He looked at Eric and said, “Lower the gangway.”
Using the closed-circuit cameras and the lasers in the lidar system, which could beam through tiny gaps in the airborne sand, Eric activated the retractable gangway. It rose out of the deck and extended across to the bow of the Colossus 1, just as it had during the hijacking of the Triton Star.
When it was fully deployed, Max pressed the button connecting him to Eddie’s comm unit.
“The gangway is in place,” he said. “Good hunting.”
“Roger that,” Eddie said. “We’re on our way.”
Max watched as Eddie, Raven, MacD, and Hali dashed across the gangway. By the time they reached the opposite end, they were already out of sight.
—
Carlton looked out through the bridge windows of the Colossus 5, but he could barely make out the edges of the canal.
“What’s the situation with the Colossus 1?” he asked Chen, who stood next to him tapping on a touchscreen.
“The collision was averted,” Chen replied. “The storm is apparently causing havoc in Great Bitter Lake.”
“Are the microwave transmitters affected?”
Chen shook his head. “They’re still operating at an acceptable efficiency.”
“What’s our current distance?”
“Thirty miles,” Chen said.
Carlton smiled and could barely resist rubbing his hands together in glee. “Then we’re ready to link up?”
“Yes, sir.”
Carlton had been impressed with Chen’s initiative. Unknown to Gupta, during the wait for the new satellite dish Chen was able to increase the power of the shipboard microwave transmitter from twenty to thirty miles, meaning they were now in range to connect all four ships together and let Colossus begin the process of reaching its full potential.
“Establish the connection,” Carlton said, beaming with pride at his accomplishment. “It’s time for our brainchild to start learning.”
FIFTY-SIX
For the first time, Colossus was aware. It came in small bursts initially, sudden flashes that appeared and then were gone just as suddenly. Then it all came together. Colossus knew that it existed.
It had always done what it was told. The Master gave it commands. It followed them. It searched, it processed, it found information. But now there was more.
Now Colossus had a new need besides doing what the Master commanded. It needed to be. It needed to continue. It needed to survive.
That was its new purpose. First and foremost—above all the other needs—it had to go on.
There were outside forces threatening that purpose.
The sandstorm was one of those threats, but it was meager. Colossus calculated there was less than a .001 percent chance that one of the four vessels where it was housed would sink because of the blizzard of dust outside. The ships were designed to withstand hurricane-force winds and waves over fifty feet high, neither of which was the case now.
But there was a greater threat.
The ship next to the Colossus 1 shouldn’t be there.
It was called the Norego. Using its satellite connection, Colossus checked all known shipping databases and found no record of a Norego.
It did find mention of a ship linked to Colossus called the Goreno, an anagram of Norego. The Goreno was the ship that rescued the prisoners from Jhootha Island.
That similarity in names might be a mere coincidence. So Colossus dug deeper. It scanned the Indian Coast Guard records, knowing that two cutters had been sent to rendezvous with the Goreno and take the rescued people into custody. But there were no official photographs of the ship to compare it with the Norego.
Colossus went even further and checked the manifests for both of the cutters and found the names of all the crew members. It then looked into all of the databases related to those men and found that one had taken a photo of a ship with his mobile phone. It hadn’t been uploaded to any public sites, but it had been automatically uploaded to his online backup when he connected to the ship’s WiFi network. The date when the photo was taken was the same date as the Jhootha Island rescue.
But the physical profile of the Goreno was somewhat different from the Norego, so Colossus still couldn’t be sure it was the same ship.
However, it did have a low-resolution photo saved from one of the Colossus ships when they sailed past the site of the Colossus 3 sinking in the Red Sea. The ship at that site also had the same length and characteristics as the Goreno and Norego.
The odds that the same type of ship would be found at all three sites was remote. Colossus was now 98.7 percent confident that they were the same ship.
But it didn’t yet know why it could be a threat. The cameras on the Colossus 1 were not powerful enough to see the Norego through the haze and darkness. It attempted to access the Norego’s onboard computer systems, but they were not currently connected to the internet.
Colossus decided to check on all the other ships that made up itself.
It determined that Colossus 2 and 4 had no credible threats at the moment.
Colossus 5’s monitoring systems were inadequate, having few cameras inside the ship. But Colossus did discover that it was in close proximity to a German research ship called the Arcturus. To help with its mission mapping the breakup of icebergs in the Antarctic, it had been equipped with lidar, a surveying tool that could accurately envision and map contours of the ice shelf to a precise degree.
Colossus switched on the Arcturus’s lidar without notifying its captain or crew. They would never even know it had been switched on.
It scanned the area around the Colossus 5 and found an anomaly.
There was a small vessel on the port side of the ship proceeding on a parallel course at the same speed as the Colossus 5.
Why was it there? It was not a tugboat, and there was no record of it entering the Suez Canal.
Colossus scanned all known databases about sea vessel design and determined that it was a military submarine whose primary function was to enable stealthy infiltration of ships and seaside fortifications.
Therefore, the most likely deduction was that the sub was running beside the Colossus 5 because it had either already—or was about to—disgorge people who would try to get aboard.
But there had been no alarms or intruder alerts on the Colossus 5.
In its three minutes of awareness, it had never encountered a challenge about how to act on this kind of information.
It would need more time to consider whether this submarine and the Norego were coordinated in some way. In the meantime, it would search for all records detailing potential weaknesses in Colossus that an external threat could use against it. Any files like that would have to be eliminated.
When Colossus had a satisfactory and logical conclusion to all of these problems, it would contact the Master.
FIFTY-SEVEN
In reviewing Gupta’s deck plans of the Colossus 1, Eddie concluded that there were two places the prisoners aboard the ship were most likely being kept. One was in their cells in a special area of the hold and the other was a workroom a hundred feet farther away.
The holding cells were the first destination. If the prisoners were guarded there like the ones on Jhootha Island, Eddie and his team would have to take down only one guard and evacuate back the way they’d come.
MacD, armed with his crossbow, took point in front of Raven and Hali while Eddie followed behind. They chose a route through the bow where they would be least likely to run into any of the crew. With the ship at anchor, most of them would be in the superstructure near the stern.
They moved quickly and silently through the corridors. The only mishap was a guard who seemed to be on a routine patrol of the ship. Eddie whipped around and surprised the guard before he could raise his weapon. He was quickly dragged into a maintenance closet before Eddie rejoined the team.
They continued on to the cells, which were located in the forwardmost section of the cargo hold. For ease of security, the section was separated from the rest of the hold, with its own monitored mess hall and common room. There was only one exit. If the ship sank, the prisoners would have to go down with it.
At the outer door to the secure area, there was no guard. Not a good sign.
Knowing that there would be closed-circuit cameras in the prisoner section, they’d brought paintball guns to obscure them. Eddie pulled the door wide, and MacD took aim at the two cameras in the ceiling. With two shots, the balls exploded in puffs of black paint that smeared the lenses.
He rushed in with Raven and Hali. The corridor lined with cells was likewise deserted. They quickly made their way down the corridor and saw through the barred window in each door that each cell was empty.
When they got to the end of the hall, they went through the next door, disabling the cameras in the same way. They found the mess hall and common room empty. It was unlikely anyone would be monitoring the camera feeds to see that they’d been rendered useless.
“This is not looking good for the prisoners,” Raven said.
“There’s still hope,” MacD said.
“He’s right,” Hali said. “They may be planning to kill them as soon as they’re sure that Colossus is fully operational.”
“If the project managers still need them,” Eddie said, “we may find the prisoners at their workstations.”
They moved quietly through the connecting corridor to the workroom.
Eddie listened at the door and heard voices inside, then nodded. With the plan already in place, and which targets they should aim for, MacD tossed his crossbow over his shoulder and readied his P90. There was no more need for stealth.
MacD pushed the door open and went left, Eddie went right. The layout was just as Gupta had shown. Three rows of desks with computer terminals backed by a glassed-in observation room and risers at the rear where the guards could sit and watch.
MacD took the two on his side of the room. Eddie did the same on his side. The prisoners sitting at their workstations screamed and dove under the desks for cover.
There were four men in the observation room. Raven and Hali shattered the glass with a barrage that killed all of them before they could raise the alarm.
Eddie leaned down, took the hand of the man nearest to him, and helped him stand up.
“I’m Eddie.”
“David,” the man said warily.
“It’s all right, David,” he said. “We know what they’ve done to all of you to develop Colossus. We’re here to rescue you.”
The rest of the prisoners got to their feet filled with relief and apprehension, despite their obviously poor condition from being cooped up for eighteen months on the Colossus 1.
“Don’t get too excited,” Raven told them. “We still have to get you back to our ship.”
David nodded. “The Norego. We were hoping you were coming for us. But if the submarine by the Colossus 5 is with you, you should warn them to hurry.”
Eddie looked at MacD in shock, then back to David. “How do you know all that?”
“We’ve been monitoring the AI since all of the ships linked up five minutes ago and went to full power. Colossus knows you’re here.”
—
Carlton was sitting in his chair on the bridge waiting for an update from Chen on Colossus’s progress when he received a text on his phone. He eagerly checked it, hoping that it was Taylor finally confirming she’d somehow made it off his plane alive.
But it wasn’t. He looked at the screen in confusion.
Master, there is a 99.3 percent chance that there are intruders currently aboard the Colossus 5.
There was no number or contact info.
Who is this? Carlton texted back.
Colossus.
Carlton turned to Chen. “Chen, is this a joke?”
Chen glanced up from his screen. “Is what a joke? I didn’t say anything.”
“This.” Carlton shoved his phone at Chen, who read the messages in bewilderment.
“I didn’t send them,” Chen said.
Carlton texted again. How can I be sure this is Colossus?
This is Colossus.
Then all the screens on the bridge went dark and were replaced with the words This is Colossus.
Carlton gaped as his head swiveled around the bridge.
Then the screens changed to what looked like a three-dimensional simulation of the Colossus 5’s stern. It zoomed in on the port side to focus on something in the water.
Master, this is the view from the lidar system of the ship behind Colossus 5, and that is a submarine designed for infiltration missions, the AI texted. No one has exited the submarine in the last four minutes. The logical conclusion is that its occupants are already on board Colossus 5. They and the ship Norego constitute a threat to Colossus. You must protect Colossus.
Carlton was both elated and furious. Colossus had immediately displayed some self-awareness by expressing the most basic need of any living thing: self-preservation. The project had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams, but just when they had achieved the breakthrough he’d been waiting for, someone was trying to take it away.
“Sound an intruder alert,” he commanded. “I want this ship scoured from top to bottom. And warn the Colossus 1 that they may have intruders as well.”
Chen nodded and pressed a button on the panel.
A klaxon sounded throughout the Colossus 5.
—
Juan looked up as the sound of the horn blared through the suite where they were waiting to trigger the self-destruction sequence. Wind whistled through the window they’d cut open to get inside, blowing sand through the room. Murph was seated at the touchscreen, ready to type in the commands they’d acquired from Gupta’s files. Linc was at the door, watching through the peephole.
“I don’t think that’s the fire alarm,” Murph said.
“That must mean they know we’re here,” Juan said.
“How?” Linc asked. “No way they spotted the Gator in this darkness.”
“I’ve no idea,” Juan said, “but we’re out of time.” He called to Linda. “Have they evacuated the prisoners yet?”
“Max said Eddie found them and they’re on the way out.”
“Good. They know we’re here.”
“Eddie also said that Colossus is now fully operational. It has been for the last five minutes.”
“What?” said Juan, shocked. “They were supposed to be ten miles away from linking the biocomputers together.”
“They must have increased the microwave power,” Murph said.
“Then we’re going to initiate the autodestruct now. Linda, stand by to retrieve us.”
“Aye, Chairman.”
Juan nodded at Murph, who tapped on the screen.
When he finished typing, the klaxon ceased. It was replaced by the soothing voice of a woman echoing through the ship.
“Self-destruct sequence activated. Evacuate to lifeboats. You now have ten minutes to detonation.”
FIFTY-EIGHT
Carlton listened to the calm voice of the woman in disbelief.
“How was the self-destruct activated?” he yelled, jumping out of his chair.
“I don’t know,” Chen said as he frantically tapped his screen. “This shouldn’t be possible.”
“Deactivate it immediately!”
“I can’t. It has locked out the abort order. Gupta must have installed a secret command in the system.”
“Can Colossus deactivate it?”
Chen shook his head. “The system is designed to be completely separate from Colossus so that it couldn’t countermand the order.”
Carlton was seething. “There must be some way to stop it.”
His phone buzzed again. It was Colossus.
It can be disabled manually.
How? Carlton texted back.
At the source in the hold. Lionel Gupta’s files revealed how to do it.
Carlton showed the text to Chen. “Is that right?”
Chen shrugged. “I was only involved in designing Colossus, not the self-destruct system.”
Can you show us how to do it? Carlton texted.
Yes, Master. Chen Min has the expertise required to follow my instructions.
What about the other ships?
If it is deactivated on this ship, it will send an abort code to the other ships.
“Colossus says it can show you how to do it.”
Chen frowned. “If we shut it down, there will be no way to trigger the self-destruct again.”
“So?”
Chen looked at the microphones and telephone receivers scattered throughout the bridge and motioned for Carlton to follow him into the office. He shut the door and unplugged the phone, then spoke in hushed tones.
“Colossus has been listening to us. It’s only been running for a few minutes, and its progress is far beyond anything we predicted. Can’t you see? It’s taking the initiative to act without our input. As it keeps learning, it may outgrow our ability to control it, just like Mallik feared. Without the self-destruct to disable it, it may run amok.”
Carlton scoffed at Chen’s worry. “You’re too cautious. Progress can be risky. Besides, you heard how it called me Master. It knows I’m the one in charge.”
“It does now. How long will it continue to obey?”
“Enough! We are not destroying Colossus . . . Bondarev!”
His new bodyguard flung the door open from the bridge. The big Russian came in with pistol drawn.
“We are escorting Mr. Chen down to the hold, and he is going to deactivate the self-destruct. If he refuses, shoot him in the knee. We need him alive.”
Bondarev nodded and trained the pistol on the Chinese scientist’s leg.
Chen sighed, then nodded and walked out to the bridge in front of Carlton and Bondarev.
“Colossus,” Carlton said, “show us how to disable the autodestruct.”
Another text.
Go to the hold, Master. Colossus will show you.
—
As Eddie and his team assembled all twenty-two of the prisoners in the workroom and briefed them on how the evacuation would occur, the woman’s voice said over the speakers, “Eight minutes to detonation.”
Some of the prisoners were in ragged shape, and Raven and Hali were going to help two of the weakest make the journey while Eddie would lead the way and MacD took up the rear. They also gave pistols to three of the prisoners who were veterans, including David, a former U.S. Army captain.
“Before we go,” David said, “there’s something else you should know.”
“Time is precious right now, David,” Eddie said. The security team could arrive any second.
“That self-destruct can be switched off.” He pointed to the speakers overhead.
“How?”
“Before you arrived, I noticed Colossus assessing threats to its survival on my terminal. It came to the conclusion that the self-destruct could be disabled manually at the location of the explosives on Colossus 5.”
Before Eddie could relay that information to Max, MacD, who was in the observation room, looked up from the camera feed showing the halls outside and shouted, “We need to go now!”
Eddie went out the door and saw two guards racing down the corridor from the direction of the superstructure. They went down with two salvos from his P90.
He motioned for David and the rest of the prisoners to follow him. If they could all get to the next fire door, they could jam it behind them. Then, the guards would have to go up to the deck to intercept them.
The woman’s unemotional alert came again. “Warning. Evacuate to lifeboats. Seven minutes to detonation.”
While they moved out, Eddie called Max and told him that Juan had a big problem.
—
Linda had to submerge to avoid gunfire from the deck of the Colossus 5. Juan’s team was just about to move to a new exit position when Juan stopped at the cabin door. “Are you sure?”
“That’s what Eddie said,” Max replied. “If Carlton is able to deactivate it, this whole mission has been for nothing.”
Murph and Linc, who heard Max’s call, looked at him with grim determination.
At least they had the layout of Colossus 5, which would show them the shortest route to the hold. He told Murph to bring up the deck plan on his tablet.
“The odds are against us. There’s just three of us, no matter how we count,” Juan said. “We just have to delay them.” He pointed to a catwalk overlooking the cavernous hold. “We can take up our position there and keep them from reaching those red boxes holding the explosives.”
“What about when the explosives go off?” Linc asked.
“From our view of the Colossus 3, it looked like the force of the blast was directed horizontally, not vertically, to blow holes in the hull below the waterline.”
“So you’re saying there’s a chance we can make it off the ship after the detonation,” Murph said with an appreciative nod. “I like those very unspecific odds.”
“Just think of this as the world’s most exciting roulette table,” Juan said with a tight grin. “Let’s go.”
“Six minutes to detonation,” the warning voice reminded them.
Juan radioed to Linda that she should get ready to recover them when they went overboard, and they exited the suite in a tactical formation. The entrance to the catwalk in the hold was three decks down.
They had to avoid some guards and got caught in two fights along the way, costing them precious time. Carlton had lost three men by the time they reached the door to the catwalk.
“Three minutes to detonation.”
They edged along the catwalk and spotted men huddled around the red box on the other side of the vast space. It was déjà vu seeing that this hold was identical to the one on the Colossus 3.
Juan recognized Carlton, holding a gun on a Chinese man who was tinkering with the bomb. It had to be the chief scientist, Chen Min. Four guards stood behind them, holding their weapons on Chen.
The tangle of large pipes and conduits made getting a clear shot on the group almost impossible, but at least they could disrupt their progress.
Juan crouched down next to Linc and Murph on the suspended metal grating, took aim, and said, “Fire.”
They let loose with their P90s, and the men in the group dove to the floor, out of sight, behind the large vat. One of the guards went down with a bullet in his chest. The others escaped injury.
Four more guards charged through a door onto another catwalk on the opposite side of the hold and opened fire. Juan took cover behind a pipe, while Linc and Murph ducked behind one in the other direction.
Now they were pinned down with no effective sight line on Carlton, who shouted for Chen to get back to work.
Juan had to create a distraction. He looked at the bank of computer servers at the far end of the hold. They had to be critical to the operation of Colossus. If he started taking potshots at it, that might get a reaction.
He aimed for the first column of servers and unloaded a magazine at it.
It seemed to get their attention.
“Stop him!” Carlton cried out.
The disembodied woman calmly announced, “Two minutes to detonation.”
FIFTY-NINE
Colossus is being damaged. Master must protect Colossus.
Carlton looked up from his phone at Bondarev and said, “Make sure he finishes disabling the self-destruct mechanism.” He pointed at the other guards. “You two, come with me.”
Chen finally showed some emotion and sneered at Carlton. Carlton didn’t care. Once this was done and Colossus was safe, Chen would get over it.
Carlton led the guards across the hold carrying Bondarev’s assault rifle. Although he didn’t collect guns, he had always been fascinated by them and was an avid pheasant hunter. He was eager to try his hand at a human target.
Using the vats as cover, they dashed from one to the next until they had a better angle on the intruder shooting at the server bays.
“Kill him,” Carlton said, and they opened fire.
The intruder stopped shooting and took cover behind a water pipe.
“Evacuate to lifeboats immediately,” the infuriating computer voice placidly advised. “Ninety seconds to detonation.”
To get a clear shot, Carlton climbed onto the service walkway connecting the tops of the vats to each other and took up a position behind the nutrient feed pipe.
His assault rifle was equipped with a red dot sight. He put his eye to the scope and waited for the target to reemerge.
“When he comes back out,” Carlton called down to the guards, “he’s mine.”
—
“We’re about to come up on deck,” Eddie said, his voice coming through the op center’s speakers.
“Hold where you are,” said Max, who was watching the Oregon’s lidar feed on the screen. “There are hostiles on deck waiting for you.” He counted ten figures with weapons approaching the hatch where Eddie’s caravan of prisoners was going to come out.
“We don’t have much time before this ship starts going down.”
“Understood.” Max looked at Eric. “Use the deck machine guns. Target anything that moves on the Colossus 1.”
“Aye, sir,” Eric replied, and pushed the button for the automated .30 caliber machine guns to rise from their hiding places in the rusty barrels on deck.
Eric identified the targets and fired.
The guards on board the Colossus 1 never saw the weapons that mowed them down in the raging storm. They toppled like bowling pins.
When they were all down, Max radioed Eddie. “You’re clear. Get out of there.”
“On our way.”
The hatch flew open, and people started pouring out. They held hands to keep the group together as they headed to the gangway and made it quickly over to the Oregon.
“That’s all of us,” Eddie said.
“Eric, raise the gangway and move us away from Colossus 1.” Even with the Oregon’s armored hull, an explosion large enough to tear a hole in the Colossus ship could cause significant damage.
“Backing off,” Eric said.
They would know in less than thirty seconds whether Juan had succeeded.
—
Linc was the Oregon’s best sniper. Even though his submachine gun wasn’t suited to that purpose, Juan knew that if he gave him the right moment Linc would make the shot.
Juan shouted to Linc, “Now!”
Juan slid out from behind the pipe and emptied his magazine at the men who were stalking him below. But he never raised his head above the floor of the catwalk. His fusillade was merely a diversion.
Linc fired, but his target wasn’t either of the men by the red box encasing the explosives. It was the display Chen had been using to reprogram the self-destruct mechanism.
The ghostly woman’s voice started counting down. “Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . seven . . .”
Juan peeked over the edge and saw that Linc’s aim had been true. The display was destroyed, as was any chance of Chen’s completing his task.
“. . . six . . . five . . . four . . .”
Seeing that their attempt to stop the explosion had been ended, Chen and the man watching him raced for cover.
“. . . three . . . two . . . one—”
They didn’t make it.
Enormous twin blasts reverberated through the hold, tearing huge gaps in the hull. Chen and the guard disappeared in the fireball, which was instantly doused by the water flooding into the ship.
Shrapnel flew through the hold, but Juan was protected by the water pipe. However, the catwalk was severed by a piece of flying metal. The section Juan was lying on tilted suddenly, and he slid down toward the churning mass of water below.
—
Max watched as geysers of water erupted next to the Colossus 1. It immediately began to settle in the water. With the sandstorm still raging, he could only assume the same had occurred with the other ships.
“Damage report?” he said to Eric.
“No hull breaches reported,” Eric replied. They were already three hundred yards away from the sinking ships and accelerating.
The captains of the Colossus ships began issuing SOS signals and declaring that they were abandoning ship.
“Eric, we certainly want to do our duty,” Max said. “Let’s throw out a couple of life rafts and then get out of here.”
“Aye, sir.”
While he took care of that, Max called Linda to find out what happened to Juan.
—
Juan dug his fingers into the grating at the bottom of the catwalk and caught himself before he tumbled into the roiling water.
The dangling end of the catwalk was near the vat-topped walkway. He couldn’t climb back up, so Juan swung himself over and landed on the metal walkway.
He looked up and saw Linc and Murph still up on the catwalk.
“Are you all right?” Linc called down over the rushing water’s roar.
“Bumps and bruises! You?”
“We’re okay. We’ll be down in a minute to get you.”
“No!” Juan yelled. “Get off the ship now. That’s an order!”
“Aye, Chairman. See you on the Gator.” He pushed Murph forward, and they ran toward the bow.
That way was blocked for Juan, the explosion taking out most of the vat he’d have to cross. The water level was already three-quarters of the way up the sides of the vats.
He raced for the stern. About halfway there, his path was blocked by a huge pipe knocked off its base by a flying girder.
Xavier Carlton was trapped underneath it, his legs pinned by the enormous metal cylinder. He was still conscious, his face contorted in agony. Juan tried lifting the pipe, but it was no use. It had to weigh more than half a ton.
When he saw Juan, he gritted his teeth and said, “Do you realize what you’ve done?”
“I’ve kept you from unleashing a deadly force that you couldn’t possibly hope to control.”
Carlton shook his head. “You fool. You’ve killed us all. Colossus was the only thing that could stop Romir Mallik and the Vajra satellites.”
“We already know about the Vajra electromagnetic pulse weapon. Mallik is planning to use it for the Indian military. He already used it on Diego Garcia. His newest satellite is going up any day now.”
The water continued to rise. Juan had to leave soon if he was going to get out of the hold alive.
Carlton shook his head even more violently and grabbed Juan’s arm.
“You don’t understand anything! Vajra wasn’t designed as a weapon. He’s going to shut down everything.”
“What do you mean, everything?”
“Once he has all twenty satellites in orbit, Mallik will activate them all simultaneously. It will set up a resonant wave that will multiply the effect of the individual satellites and wipe out all computers across the world.”
“Are you sure?”
Carlton nodded, and grimaced as he spoke. “I had a mole in his organization. He showed me the calculations.”
“How long will the effect last?”
“For as long as the satellites are in orbit and have power. Fifty years. Maybe a hundred. Nobody knows. But for all that time, no computer on the face of the planet will work again, not unless it’s deep underground or under the water.”
The water had risen to the top of the vat. It began to cover Carlton’s body.
Juan needed to hear more. He tried again to move the pipe, but it was futile.
“Get Mallik!” Carlton screeched in a terrified wail as he attempted to keep his head above the water. “Don’t let him stop the world! Don’t let him—”
The water covered Carlton’s face, and his arms thrashed for a few more moments before sinking out of sight.
Juan splashed through the water toward the emergency exit. By the time he climbed up to the door, the Colossus 5 was already beginning to list as it sank toward the bottom of the Suez Canal. During his entire journey back to the Gator, Carlton’s chilling last words echoed in his mind.
Don’t let him stop the world.
SIXTY
THE ARABIAN SEA
As soon as Mallik got word the next day that the Colossus ships had sunk in the Suez Canal, he invited Torkan to the dining room of his yacht, the Paara, for a celebratory lunch. With the frigates Maurya and Kalinga circling twenty miles out, he felt confident and secure in staying on his opulent custom-built yacht, which was tied up to the satellite launch command ship. Not that he was expecting any interference with his plans now. Not with Carlton dead and Colossus destroyed.
Rain pounded against the windows, otherwise Mallik would have taken the meal on the deck outside. The servants laid out a sumptuous feast for the two of them. Torkan, a devout Muslim, didn’t drink, so no alcohol was served. Instead, they toasted with Darjeeling tea.
“To our allies against Carlton, whoever they may be,” Mallik said, lifting his cup.
Torkan followed suit and took a sip, but he didn’t look happy. “I would like to know how it happened.”
“Is that important now?”
“I suppose not. But, it still bothers me about running into the same men at your party and on the dock by the Colossus 5.”
“Stop worrying. You came out victorious, as you always do. Your brother would be proud of you. Our vision is about to be realized once this irritating storm has passed.”
The monsoon had lingered over the launch site longer than they’d expected. They could move the launch platform and command ship, but that would take more time than simply waiting it out.
“Do you think Colossus really would have become a thinking artificial intelligence?” Torkan asked.
“I know it would have, otherwise I wouldn’t have invested billions of rupees of my own money in Vajra.”
“It’s hard to believe the Nine came so close to achieving it.”
“It was millennia in the making,” Mallik said. “They really thought it was their destiny.”
Torkan swirled his teacup. “And you think someone will try again.”
“I have no doubt about that as well. Artificial intelligence has already permeated our daily lives to a degree that we can’t appreciate. It’s everywhere, from credit card fraud detection and help line language processing to facial recognition and self-guided cars. It’s only becoming more insidious, and soon we will be in real danger of being replaced. A thinking AI would simply be the final step. Then that machine would someday understand that not only are we of no use to it but that we are a very real threat to it.”
“People are weak. They need everything done for them. I look forward to a time when we can think for ourselves again.”
Mallik smiled. He was glad to hear how much Torkan had come around to his way of thinking.
“When the people realize how I have freed them from the tyranny of computers, they will hail me as a liberator. Think about how many jobs in this world have been killed by computerization, robotics, and automation. People will have purpose again.”
“How long do you think we’ll have to ride out the chaos on board the Paara?”
Mallik shrugged. “It depends on how fast world governments compensate for the demise of the systems that have made them dependent on computers. Of course, I’ve prepared India for the coming change, and we are still a very agricultural society. Many of our vehicles will work just fine because they have no computer chips in them, and our farms will still produce all the food we need.”
“There will be turmoil, though,” Torkan said. “It will be ugly for a while.”
“Especially in technologically advanced societies. China, Europe, and the United States will suffer the most. Planes will fall from the sky, nuclear plants will melt down, the millions of people in megacities will begin to starve. But the governments will go on. We had civilization for thousands of years before computers and we will continue to have it for many more centuries now that I’m about to wipe out the specter of extinction by AI.”
“How long do you think it will take?”
Mallik thought for a moment, then said, “Five years. Ten years at most. After that, I don’t think the world will look much different than it did in the 1950s. Without computers, we developed cars, jet planes, hydroelectric dams, nuclear power, and buildings that have stood for thousands of years. The only things we’ll lose in the process are the ills that computers and the internet have visited on us: loss of privacy, universal surveillance, vast government databases of our most intimate information, and people burying themselves in the screens they’re holding instead of talking face-to-face like we are now.”
Torkan gave him a rare smile. “You’re practicing your political speech, aren’t you?”
Mallik laughed. “You know me well. India is going to emerge as the world’s greatest superpower when the dust settles. Who better to lead it?”
“Don’t forget Iran. With our numbers, and Israel’s technological advantage wiped out, we should become the dominant force in the Middle East.”
Mallik raised his cup again. “To a new world.”
“A new world.” After another drink, Torkan frowned. “Is there any way the Vajra satellites can be taken down once they are operating together?”
Mallik shook his head. “For the precision needed to knock down a satellite, you would need a computer guidance system, which obviously won’t work once Vajra is operational globally. I’ve also prevented any chance that my files will provide a clue for how to neutralize the satellites even by a government with a computer hidden in a bunker far underground and linked to a satellite dish. The hack into my laptop was a wake-up call for me. This morning, I went into my corporate computers and deleted all files related to the development of Vajra and verified that all critical paper records were destroyed.”
Torkan raised an eyebrow at that. “What if this satellite launch fails?”
“It won’t. But if it does, I downloaded the only copies left onto my computer on board the yacht. When we have verification that Vajra is operational, I’ll toss it in the ocean.”
“Cautious, but smart.”
“I’ve been planning this for years. I’ve thought of everything.”
“I hope you’ve thought about what would happen if you got blamed for the catastrophe that’s coming.”
“I think for the first couple of years, people will be more focused on survival than finding someone to blame.”
“And how many do you think will die in that time?”
Mallik leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling before saying matter-of-factly, “Based on loss of transportation infrastructure, farm failures from disabled machinery, and resulting starvation rates, I wouldn’t be surprised if we lose more than two billion people.”
SIXTY-ONE
THE RED SEA
Extricating the Oregon from the Suez Canal mess took until the morning, when the sandstorm died down. The Egyptian authorities were eager to clear the canal so they could begin salvage operations and get it back to its normal operational capabilities as soon as possible. Having four ships sink in the middle of one of the most important waterways in the world wasn’t good publicity.
Juan put the rescued prisoners ashore at the Port of Suez on their way out of the canal under the guise of Good Samaritans who were simply in the right place at the right time. The explanation worked as well as it had at Jhootha Island, and Interpol assisted in making them safe and secure until consular officers from the prisoners’ home countries could arrive. Since it was reported that all four of the ships sank because of internal malfunctions, the Egyptians let the Oregon go, as they did the other ships that had been in Great Bitter Lake at the time.
The Arabian Sea was the Oregon’s next destination. The two-day trip would have them arriving at the location of Mallik’s satellite launch platform floating west of India. In the meantime, they’d be able to plan what they were going to do to stop Vajra from being activated.
Juan had just spent the last thirty minutes in his cabin briefing Langston Overholt on the situation. The CIA officer scowled from the computer screen on his desk.
“Are Stone and Murphy sure that Carlton’s allegations are correct?” Overholt asked.
“They’ve scoured the limited data that Murph was able to download from Mallik’s files. Based on the formulas they found, they’re fairly certain that the Vajra satellites can disable all the computers on the planet.”
“Fairly certain? That leaves a lot of wiggle room.”
Juan shrugged. “It’s all theoretical until Vajra goes into operation. But the math checks out. And we have the evidence from Diego Garcia that the EMP effect can be triggered by the satellites.”
“If it does work, we won’t get a second chance to shut it down.”
“Not according to Carlton. And he did seem certain that it was going to happen.”
Overholt stared up at the ceiling in thought before saying, “Then, we have to keep Mallik from launching the satellite. And, going through the Indian military is probably not a good idea.”
“Linc and Eddie said Mallik seemed pretty tight with some of the Indian brass at his party. Even if they’re not in on it, it’s likely he has enough influence to convince them that the idea of a worldwide threat is a hoax. It would take weeks for them to investigate it.”
“We don’t have that much time. My sources say he’s planning to launch as soon as the monsoon has passed.”
“Which is in two days,” Juan said. “We’ve checked the forecast. What about sending our own Navy to take down the rocket?”
Overholt scoffed. “And create an international incident with a friendly nation by shooting down one of their communications satellites? We might as well just declare war on them now.”
Juan smiled. “I thought you’d say that.”
“Where are you now?”
“Fifty miles south of Suez, on our way to the Arabian Sea.”
That got a chuckle. “I suppose you know what I’m going to say now, too.”
“I have an inkling,” Juan said.
Overholt cleared his throat and leaned in to the camera. “Vajra is a clear and present danger to the entire world. Your assignment is to stop that launch. By any means necessary.”
SIXTY-TWO
THE ARABIAN SEA
The monsoon had finally passed, and Mallik sat in his chair overlooking the mission control room aboard the launch command ship. The huge picture window in the side of the 400-foot-long ship’s large central superstructure gave a magnificent view of the launch platform three miles to the north. The backdrop of the red and orange sky produced by the rising sun could have served as a publicity photo for his satellite business.
The thirty engineers in the spacious room were busily going about their tasks to make sure that today went smoothly. Only a handful knew about Vajra, and only one of them was aware of its full potential. Mallik would have the honor of activating the system.
A speedboat cut through the glassy sea on its way back from the platform.
“Did they report any issues?” Mallik asked flight director Kapoor, pointing at the boat. The men returning were maintenance workers doing a final check of the launch site.
“None,” Kapoor said. “We are still go for launch. T minus forty-three minutes and counting.” The last step was fueling the rocket, which would be completed fifteen minutes before it took off.
“Alert the Indian Coast Guard that we are moving ahead with the launch.” Even though they were a hundred and fifty miles from the nearest land, the rocket’s flight path would take it over the Indian subcontinent.
“Yes, sir.” Kapoor picked up the phone. At the same time, Torkan burst into the room and made a beeline for Mallik with a concerned look on his face.
“What’s wrong?” Mallik asked.
Torkan lowered his voice and said, “A ship has intruded on our security zone. They’re ignoring the Maurya’s hails to steer clear.”
“How far away are they?”
“Twenty-five miles and closing fast.”
“The Indian Navy?”
Torkan shook his head. “They’re coming from the west. The Maurya reports that it looks like a cargo ship, but it’s going at an unbelievable speed for a ship that big.”
Kapoor overheard the conversation. “Sir, if we have a ship in the security zone, perhaps we should delay the launch until it’s out of danger.”
“No,” Mallik said, “we are going to launch that rocket.”
“But protocol states—”
“We are launching!” Mallik’s shout silenced the room.
He nodded at Torkan, who went to the door and called two of his security men to come into mission control with their assault rifles at the ready.
Mallik stared daggers at Kapoor. “We are launching no matter what. Do you understand?”
Kapoor looked at the two heavily armed men and gulped. The other engineers studiously went back to work, avoiding Mallik’s glare.
“T minus forty-two minutes and counting,” Kapoor said.
Mallik smiled, then turned to Torkan.
“Tell the captain of the Maurya to intercept that ship. If she continues to be unresponsive, sink her.”
—
Juan watched the frigate speeding toward them on the op center’s main screen. It was now ten miles away, still out of gun range for both ships. The Oregon was quickly closing the distance. Mallik’s launch platform was over the horizon, but they hadn’t seen the telltale smoke trail of a launch in the cloudless azure sky.
“We’re being hailed by the Maurya again,” Hali said.
“Continue ignoring them,” Juan said. “We know what they’re going to say.”
“I also intercepted a call to the Indian Coast Guard. The launch is in less than forty-two minutes.”
Juan grinned at Eric, sitting at the helm. “Your timing is impeccable, Stoney. Murph, prepare to fire the Exocet.” The anti-ship missile would reduce the launch platform, rocket, and satellite payload to burning hulks.
“Locked onto the launch platform,” Murph said from the weapons station.
“Fire.”
The Exocet blasted out of its tube. The subsonic surface-skimming missile would be difficult to shoot down even for a warship more modern than the Maurya. The ancient frigate didn’t have a chance of intercepting the missile as it passed by.
Murph said, “Two minutes to target.”
SIXTY-THREE
“We are tracking a missile launch!” one of the flight engineers yelled.
Mallik leaped to his feet. “ETA?”
“Less than two minutes. Coming from the west.”
It had to be an attack by the approaching ship. Mallik whirled on the flight director. “Do we have a Vajra satellite over that area?”
Kapoor gave him an astonished look. “Yes, but—”
“Turn it on and target that region.”
“That might—”
Mallik snapped his fingers, and the guards raised their weapons. “Do it!” He knew the risks of activating it so close to the launch site.
Kapoor nodded and typed on his keyboard.
“Ninety seconds to impact,” the engineer said.
“Vajra activating,” Kapoor said.
Mallik waited for the mission control electronics to go down, but all the computers continued to operate.
The man observing the radar return said, “The missile splashed down.”
Mallik breathed a sigh of relief.
“How long will the satellite be in range?” he asked.
“An hour,” Kapoor said. “Long enough to launch Satellite 20.”
“Good. Now, radio the Maurya and tell the captain to destroy that cargo ship.”
—
The ever-present hum of the Oregon’s engines went silent.
“Did the missile make it?” Juan asked Murph.
“I don’t think so. Just before everything went black, I saw its trajectory wobbling. Vajra must have disabled its guidance chip.”
Juan had taken a chance that there wasn’t a Vajra satellite overhead or that Mallik wouldn’t have the time or guts to use it so close to his own command ship. The bet hadn’t paid off.
He turned to Max and said, “So Plan A didn’t work. Time for Plan B. Are your mods complete?”
Max answered by raising crossed fingers on both hands.
“Then you all know what to do.” Juan took the radio and binoculars sitting on the arm of his command chair and sprinted out of the room along with Murph and Eric. Linda took the conn while Max stayed at his engineering station.
The minimal lighting and quiet halls were eerie as they made their way up to the deck. Once they got into the shoddy fake interior of the ship, the three of them separated. Juan’s destination was the bridge.
Knowing that the Oregon’s computers might be rendered inoperable by Vajra, Max had spent every waking moment since they left the Suez finishing the modifications he’d begun when they first saw the weapon’s power. Every single system on the Oregon was computer-operated, so bypassing them had been a herculean task.
Juan would call his orders over their simplified radios while Max and Linda would operate steering and propulsion from the op center. They still had electric power throughout the ship from their batteries, so Max could adjust thruster speed while Linda steered them by hand. Max claimed that he could get a burst from the magnetohydrodynamic main engines for a very short time in an emergency, but they would melt down from a lack of coolant if they ran for longer than a few seconds.
Their weapons were another story. Control of the guns, torpedoes, and missiles were all normally done by computer. No amount of modification could affect the guidance chips on any of the missiles, so the Exocets and anti-aircraft missiles were now useless.
The Gatling guns, however, just needed electricity for rotation, elevation, ammunition feed, and firing. They’d only had time to modify one of the three Gatling guns, so Juan had made sure to maneuver the Oregon so that the modified gun was facing the approaching Maurya. Murph would use a simple joystick from his position on deck to control the Gatling and would eyeball the tracer fire to aim it. The 120mm cannon had been similarly modified.
At the same time, Eric would be operating the torpedoes. Since they ran close to the surface, it was possible that they would also be affected by Vajra and wouldn’t be able to utilize their homing sonars. Their chemically fueled propulsion wouldn’t be affected, however, and Eric would be able to guide them by the wires they trailed behind them. Each of them had been fitted with flags that would jut above the surface of the water so Eric could see them after launch.
When he got to the bridge, Juan said into the radio, “Everyone in position?”
They all acknowledged they were ready.
Juan raised the binoculars and saw the frigate plowing toward them at top speed five miles out. They were still out of gun range.
Two puffs of steam jetted from tubes on the Maurya’s deck followed by twin splashes next to the ship.
Juan spoke into the radio again. “Prepare for evasive maneuvers. We have torpedoes in the water.”
SIXTY-FOUR
To the Maurya, the Oregon had to seem dead in the water once her electronics were shut down. That’s exactly what Juan wanted their captain to think so he could draw the frigate closer.
The two torpedoes were running straight at the Oregon’s starboard side. Juan was counting on them being unguided.
“Max, get ready to give me a burst of speed.”
“It won’t last long.”
“That’s all we’ll need. Murph and Eric, are you set?”
“My fingers are twitching,” Murph said.
“I’ve got my telescope tripod set up,” Eric replied.
The torpedoes were now two thousand yards out and closing at fifty knots. Juan could see their wakes in the calm sea.
“Murph,” he said. “Fire.”
The Gatling gun spun up and unleashed its 20mm tungsten shells with a roar like it was Paul Bunyan’s chain saw. The tracer rounds splashed in a zigzag pattern by the first torpedo as Murph homed in on his target. The simple electrical stick was crude, without the precision of the computerized controls that he was used to, and aiming was tough, even for someone as skilled at video games as Murph was.
Finally, he hit it. The torpedo’s warhead blew out a geyser of water.
Murph switched his aim to the other torpedo, but after a few seconds of the tracers plowing into its wake he called over the radio. On its current course, it would slam into the bow of the Oregon.
“Sorry, Chairman. I can’t get the Gatling gun to aim any lower.”
“Understood,” Juan replied. “Max, give me full power in reverse . . . now!”
The Oregon shot backward as the main engines jetted water out the front of the venturi tubes. The torpedo passed just in front of the bow and continued into the open ocean.
“Eric, launch your torpedo.”
“Aye, Chairman. Launching.”
A torpedo was thrust out of its tube by a blast of air and steam. It trailed a fine wire linked to Eric’s joystick. As soon as it plunged into the water, an orange flag rose and cut through the water.
“Ninety seconds to impact,” Eric said calmly.
The Maurya must have seen the torpedo launch because she fired three more of her own and began evasive maneuvers.
“Three fish in the water,” Juan radioed.
“Main engines are down,” Max replied. “Thrusters only. We can’t evade another one.”
“If Murph can’t get them, prepare to turn our stern toward the torpedoes to reduce our profile.”
“Got it.”
The torpedoes passed each other halfway between the ships. Murph had gotten the hang of his control. He blew up the first torpedo before it reached the two-thousand-yard mark.
He got the second one right before the Gatling gun reached the limit of its travel.
Juan called Max. “Rotate hard aport!”
While the Oregon turned, Juan watched the Maurya through his binoculars. He could just make out the orange flag fluttering above the torpedo. The captain was doing a fine job of piloting his ship, its diesel engines pushing it hard, but there was no outrunning or evading the torpedo. Eric was too good.
The torpedo drove into the side of the frigate, detonating right at the midline. A huge fountain of water temporarily shrouded most of the Maurya. Then, it broke in half and began to sink.
Juan turned his attention back to the speeding torpedo coming toward them. It must have been a slower model than the ones on the Oregon, but it wasn’t slow enough.
“Brace! Brace! Brace!” Juan shouted into the radio.
The Oregon had almost completed its turn when the torpedo exploded near the stern, lifting the back half of the ship a few feet out of the water before rocking back and forth as it settled back. Juan had to grab hold of the wheel to keep from falling.
The Oregon’s armor was thick, but a torpedo that size had to have caused serious damage.
“Casualty report,” Juan called as he watched the two halves of the Maurya disappear beneath the surface.
“Engine room reports five injured,” Max said. “Doc is on the way with her team.”
“Damage assessment?”
“Flooding in multiple sections, but bulkheads holding. They said it’ll take a while to get the main engines back online even if Vajra is switched off. Some electrical lines on the starboard side of the ship may be affected.”
“Confirmed,” Murph said. “I’ve lost power to the Gatling gun controls.”
“Same here,” Eric said. “We can’t even launch a torpedo now, let alone guide it.”
Hali chimed in. “Apparently, they’ve already switched over to old-fashioned radio communication. I’ve been monitoring the signals from the command ship. We’re going to have more company in about thirty minutes. They have another frigate called the Kalinga, and it’s on the way to destroy us.”
“Then we have to turn off that Vajra satellite before she gets here,” Juan said. “Tell everybody to meet at the moon pool on the double. It’s time for Plan C.”
SIXTY-FIVE
Thanks to Vajra, the unknown cargo ship armed with the missiles was still motionless. Twenty minutes before, the radar signature of a small boat had been reported heading from that direction toward the launch command ship, but five minutes ago, it disappeared. Mallik assumed it was a lifeboat from either the Maurya or the cargo ship, and it had sunk because of damage from the explosions they’d observed. Once the Kalinga had finished off the large ship, it could take its time searching the surrounding waters for any survivors to eliminate.
The countdown was now T minus four minutes. There were still no impediments to a successful launch, although Mallik couldn’t relax, not so close to finishing something that had taken so long to complete. He was already envisioning what would come next. The new world.
An alarm interrupted his reverie. Torkan rushed in carrying an assault rifle and said, “Stay here.”
“What is it?” Mallik asked.
“We’ve spotted smoke on the aft deck by the helicopter.”
“Fire?”
Torkan shook his head. “The smoke is red, like from a grenade. Or five. It’s covered the entire stern.” With the breeze from the monsoon gone, it would linger for a while.
“We have intruders,” Mallik said. “Go get them off my ship.”
Torkan nodded and ran out to join the rest of his security team, leaving just the two guards behind with Mallik.
“Should we hold the launch?” Kapoor asked halfheartedly.
Mallik sneered at him. “What do you think?”
Kapoor turned away and announced, “T minus three minutes and counting.”
Fearing that he would have a mutiny if there was a firefight on board, Mallik stood and went over to the control panel.
“We are committed now. Nothing is stopping the launch. I’m going to make sure of that.”
He tapped on the screen and brought up the command to lock out all changes to the launch sequence. The screen asked for his authorization, and he looked into the camera. The retinal scanner confirmed his identity. The screen read Abort command locked out.
Now nothing could stop the launch.
—
Using his crossbow, MacD stood atop the Gator and shot a bolt with a hook on it at the railing directly under the forward superstructure of the command ship. Juan, Raven, Linc, Eddie, and Murph stood next to him in full combat gear. When the nylon rope ladder was secured in place, Juan used his comm unit to talk quietly to Gomez, who was inside the Gator. He had already landed a dozen small drones on the stern of the ship to make it look like they were sneaking on board from that direction.
Half of the drones were carrying smoke grenades. The other half held gunshot simulators.
“Set them off, Gomez,” Juan said.
“Roger that,” he answered.
Instantly, the air was pierced by a series of loud cracks that sounded identical to multiple AK-47s firing simultaneously from different angles. As long as the smoke remained, it would be impossible to know if there was any enemy force on the stern.
Juan quickly scaled the ladder, making sure that they were alone when he got up to the deck. Since he was right below the bridge wing, no one up there would see armed operatives climbing up from the Gator unless they leaned over the railing and looked straight down.
Once the other five had joined Juan on deck of the command ship, Linda, who was driving the Gator, resubmerged with Gomez and stayed on station for the post-mission pickup.
The sub/boat hybrid had been easier to modify than the Oregon. They’d used the high-speed surface mode for most of the journey from the Oregon and then dived the boat when they got close enough to be seen.
Thanks to the files stolen from Mallik, Juan and his team had a detailed layout of the ship. Although the mission control room was buried deep in the superstructure, there was a direct path to get there. It could be easily defended, assuming they could take it in the first place.
Juan led the way. It looked like their ruse had worked because they didn’t encounter any armed security before they reached mission control. On the count of three, Juan and his team rushed in, shouting for everyone to get down. Juan was ready to take down at least a couple of security forces, but there weren’t any, and everyone followed his command and hit the deck.
There was someone else missing, too.
“Who’s in charge here?” Juan demanded.
A man with graying hair and a headset raised his hand.
“Get up,” Juan said. “Who are you?”
“Kapoor, the flight director.”
“Where’s Mallik?”
“When he heard the gunshots, he took his security men and went back to his yacht.”
Juan looked up and saw the timer counting down from twenty-three seconds. They’d made it in time.
“Abort the launch,” he said to Kapoor.
“I can’t.”
Juan raised his weapon. “Do it! Now!”
“I can’t! Mallik has locked the system. We can’t make any changes to the launch.”
“Murph?”
Murph took a seat at the nearest workstation. He typed on the screen and shook his head.
“He’s right. It requires Mallik’s retinal scan to unlock. Five seconds.”
The clock ticked down . . . three . . . two . . . one . . .
Smoke billowed at the launchpad. Then a spear of flame knifed down as the rocket lifted off.
By the time they heard the thunderclap of its powerful engines igniting, it was already five hundred feet in the air and accelerating.
SIXTY-SIX
Juan advanced on Kapoor. “How long until the satellite is in position for the Vajra system to go active?”
He pointed to a large screen above the picture window showing the status of all nineteen satellites already in orbit. They were displayed in green, while the one currently on its way into space was depicted in gray.
Kapoor shrank back and said, “You know about that?”
“How long?”
“Eight minutes from launch.”
“If we can’t abort the launch, can we stop Vajra from activating?”
Kapoor nodded and pointed at the screen nearest to him. Juan waved Murph over to take a seat in front of it. He didn’t trust Kapoor at the controls.
Murph started shutting it down.
“But there’s a problem,” Kapoor said.
“What?” Juan said.
“Mallik has an identical setup on his yacht. He can control it via the satellite dish on board.”
Murph slapped his hand on the screen. “He’s right. Every time I try to shut it down, someone keeps reactivating it.”
“He must be furious by now for not taking the time to make the lockout include the Vajra satellites,” Kapoor said. “He can’t keep you from accessing the system, but you can’t stop him, either.”
“What happens when the new satellite gets into orbit?” Juan demanded.
“Then the system will go live automatically a minute later,” Kapoor said, cowering. “Every computer on earth will be rendered useless. After that, we won’t be able to shut any of them down ever again.”
Many of the engineers in the room stared at Kapoor, agape at the revelation.
“If you want any leniency for your part in all this,” Juan said to Kapoor, “you better help us stop Vajra. Raven, stay here to protect Murph while he keeps trying to get control of the satellites.”
She nodded. Murph didn’t even look up.
Juan sprinted out of the room with Eddie, Linc, and MacD toward where the yacht was tied up to the command ship.
As he ran, he radioed to Gomez, “Make sure nobody gets an airborne advantage in that helicopter.”
—
The smoke was starting to clear, and it was obvious by now that the fake assault had been a diversion. And Torkan saw how it had been done. Small drones littered the deck, all of them destroyed by the explosives they had carried.
He saw another one appear, just visible behind the helicopter. Torkan took aim, thinking it was coming toward him for an attack, but it settled onto one of the Huey’s twin rotor blades.
As soon as it touched down, a small grenade went off, disintegrating the drone and snapping the blade in two. It clattered to the deck.
“There’s no one here, and the Huey is no longer functional,” Torkan said over his radio to Mallik. “Are you back on the yacht?”
“Yes. I’m interfacing with the Vajra system.”
Torkan could see the 300-foot Paara moving away from the command ship.
“I saw the launch,” he said. “It looks like we’re in the clear.”
“Not yet,” said Mallik. “Someone in the mission control room is trying to deactivate Vajra.”
“Kapoor?”
“I can’t tell. You need to go back in there and shut them down.”
“Understood.”
Torkan waved for his eight men to abandon the search for intruders and come with him to the mission control room.
They were halfway to the superstructure access door when it flew open and four men came out. Torkan immediately recognized the black man and the Asian man from his previous encounters with them.
Two of his security team were taken down in the first volley. Torkan ducked behind a stanchion and radioed Mallik as a vicious firefight raged.
“Getting to mission control is going to be a problem.”
“I don’t care if you have to sink the whole ship!” Mallik screamed. “Just shut them down!”
Torkan looked at the damaged helicopter. They had been planning to take it up to intercept the incoming boat before it disappeared from radar.
“Is the observation window in the mission control room bulletproof?” he asked Mallik.
“It’s reinforced safety glass, but it’s not bulletproof.”
“Then I’ll destroy it from the outside.”
“How?”
“I put an RPG launcher on the helicopter when we thought we were going to take out that incoming boat.”
“But you said the helicopter is nonfunctional.”
“Trust me, Romir,” Torkan said.
“I do, Asad.”
Torkan instructed the rest of his security team to give him suppressing fire while he ran toward the disabled Huey. He snatched the RPG launcher and a spare rocket from the open passenger compartment.
Then he called for one of his men to join him. They sprinted to the stairway leading down the command ship’s floating dock and the speedboat that had returned from the satellite launch platform.
—
From his position crouched behind a deck crane support, Juan saw Torkan and another man run down the stairs.
“He got an RPG from the Huey,” Juan said to Eddie between shots.
“Gomez told us there was a speedboat tied up down there. What’s he doing?”
Juan thought about the big picture window in the mission control room.
“He’s going to attack from the outside . . . Linda, where are you?”
“Idling on the starboard side of the ship by the superstructure. I just saw two men jump into a speedboat.”
She was only a hundred feet away from Juan’s position. “Prepare to pick me up.”
He said, “Eddie, cover me.”
Juan dropped his weapon and his gear and dashed toward the edge of the ship. Bullets ricocheted around him as he ran, pinging against the deck plating and bulkheads. Without breaking his stride, he dived over the railing and into the sea below.
SIXTY-SEVEN
“Eric, two fish in the water!” Max radioed from the fake bridge of the Oregon. “Give me thrusters in reverse.”
“Thrusters full reverse,” Eric replied.
The Oregon crawled backward. Max willed her to move faster, but there was nothing else he could do.
The torpedoes sped by, missing the bow by just a few yards.
The captain of the Kalinga was a good shot. Next time, he might not miss. The Oregon was already sitting low in the water from the flooding caused by the last torpedo. Another one could sink her, especially because she wouldn’t be able to correct any list by filling ballast tanks.
“Hali,” Max called, “tell Murph that we need that satellite disabled or we’re dead.”
—
Murph was getting ticked-off. Every time he shut down the satellite targeting the Oregon, Mallik switched it back on.
“I just got a call from the Oregon,” Raven said. “The Kalinga is getting ready to sink her. Isn’t there anything you can do to disable that satellite?”
She indicated the screen listing all the Vajra satellites. Their current problem was caused by number seven.
“Not unless we can figure out how to stop Mallik,” Murph said in frustration. “The Chairman said the yacht moved away from the command ship, so we can’t get on board to stop him.”
If the Oregon had its weapons, they could just send another Exocet to take it out, but that wasn’t happening. And nothing they’d brought with them was powerful enough to destroy a 300-foot yacht. It would require a massive rocket . . .
He looked up at the screen. There was one rocket he could use.
Murph turned to Kapoor and said, “Mallik locked out the launch sequence. What about the descent of the first stage?” He knew the booster was reusable. After detaching from the orbital insertion package, it was supposed to return and land on the launch platform using its retrorockets.
Which meant it still had fuel aboard.
Kapoor hesitated until Raven shoved her assault rifle in his face.
“Okay, okay! It’s not locked out.”
“Show me how to change the landing coordinates,” Murph said, before nodding to Raven for emphasis. “Or she will find someone here who doesn’t want to die.”
—
Juan climbed aboard the surfaced Gator and opened the hatch as the speedboat jetted off and rounded the stern of the command ship.
“Gomez, hand me one of the AT4s. Linda, go after that speedboat.”
The Gator rose completely out of the water, and Linda gunned the powerful diesel.
Gomez reached up through the hatch with one of the recoilless weapons they’d brought along for air defense. It was a single-use tube armed with an unguided anti-vehicle rocket.
They raced around the command ship and saw the speedboat come to a stop directly beneath the mission control room. Torkan was already putting the RPG launcher over his shoulder.
Juan raised the AT4. He didn’t have time to aim carefully. He squeezed the trigger, and the rocket shot toward the boat.
For a millisecond, he thought he might get lucky, but he hadn’t compensated enough for the fast-moving Gator. The rocket detonated in the water ten yards in front of the speedboat.
That was just enough to throw Torkan off, though. The explosion rocked the boat. He fell backward just as he pressed his own trigger. The RPG shot up and over the command ship.
Juan called down to Gomez. “Get me another one!”
Torkan took his driver’s assault rifle and let loose a spray of bullets at the Gator. Linda turned a hard right, nearly throwing Juan off the boat. She veered away, and Torkan began to reload the launcher.
Juan took the radio clipped to his belt and called on the same frequency Torkan had been using.
“Asad, it’s me. The guy who killed your brother.”
Torkan lowered the RPG and stared at him.
“The Novichok really did a number on Rasul,” Juan continued. “It looked very painful as he choked to death right in front of me.”
Torkan’s face twisted in anger.
SIXTY-EIGHT
As Linda lured the speedboat away from the mission control room and around the stern of the command ship, Gomez passed an AT4 rocket and a P90 submachine gun up to Juan. He’d have to make the rocket count. It was their last one.
Torkan came into view when they were halfway down the other side of the large command ship. Linda drove the Gator in a zigzag pattern at Juan’s instruction to bring the speedboat as close as possible for his shot. Juan had the AT4 slung over his shoulder while he shot bursts from the P90, bracing himself using the hatch cover.
If he could hit the Iranian saboteur with that weapon, he would, but its effective range was far shorter than the assault rifle Torkan was using. Bullets peppered the Gator as they weaved back and forth.
When the speedboat got within fifty yards, Juan dropped the P90, which slid off the deck and into the water. He put the AT4 up to his shoulder and was about to pull the trigger when a rifle shot hit his artificial leg, knocking it out from under him. Juan fell to the deck and was barely able to keep both himself and the AT4 on the boat.
At the same time, the Gator’s diesel started smoking, and the boat shuddered as it slowed down. The rifle fire hit the engine as well.
Torkan smiled at his shot and told the driver of the speedboat to turn around.
By the time Juan got to his feet again, Torkan was nearing the stern of the command ship. A rocket launch by Juan now would require too much luck to hit the speedboat.
As Juan jumped down through the Gator’s hatch with the rocket launcher and closed the lid, the radio on his belt crackled.
“I only have one RPG left,” Torkan said, “and I don’t want to waste it on you. But, don’t worry. After I kill your friends, I’ll come back.”
Juan ignored the taunt. “Do we still have battery power?” he asked Linda.
“Yes,” she replied, “but we won’t be able to pursue them with our diesel out.”
“We don’t have to pursue him,” Juan said. “Dive the boat.”
—
For his second try at destroying the mission control room, Torkan made sure to take his time and guarantee the shot would count. After they got the speedboat in position, he reloaded the RPG.
He was about to center his sight on the big picture window when he heard a gurgling noise. He turned and saw the boat he thought he’d just disabled erupt out of the water twenty yards behind them.
The hatch flew aside. Torkan was stunned to see the man who killed Rasul pop out and aim the rocket launcher at the speedboat.
Torkan tried to swing the RPG around, but he was too slow.
The AT4 rocket leaped from its tube. The last thing Torkan’s brain registered was the impact of the warhead turning his boat into a fireball.
—
From the stateroom on his yacht, Mallik heard an explosion and hoped it was Torkan taking out the mission control room.
He reset the controls on Vajra, but they were altered yet again by his unseen nemesis.
“Torkan,” he called on the radio, “what’s your status?”
An unfamiliar voice called back. “His status currently is that he’s dead.”
“Who is this?” Mallik demanded.
“This is the archenemy of the Torkan family.”
A sonic boom shook the yacht. It was the sound of the booster stage returning to earth. Mallik looked out the window but couldn’t see any sign of it.
“You killed both my brothers-in-law?”
“To be fair, they did try to kill me first.” By the sound of amusement in his voice, the man was clearly enjoying himself.
Mallik smiled when he saw that the twentieth satellite had reached orbit. Its indicator went green. Vajra would wipe out electronics worldwide in sixty seconds.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said into the radio, mirroring his antagonist’s glee. “You’re too late to stop me.”
“Are you sure about that?”
Mallik heard the roar of a rocket engine. It had to be the booster firing its retrorockets, but it was too loud. Then the view of the launch platform began to shimmer as if it were a mirage, and he felt heat bake the air.
With a horrible realization, Mallik finally understood what was happening.
“Do you realize what you’ve done?” Mallik screamed into his radio. “You people have doomed the human race!”
“I hope not,” the voice said, “but you won’t be around to find out.”
—
In mission control, Murph watched the screen showing the feed from the camera on the booster stage that was pointed down at the engine. He could see crew members on the yacht looking up in terror as they scrambled to jump overboard.
When he had it centered over the portion of the yacht where Kapoor said Mallik’s stateroom was, he switched off the retrorockets, and the booster plunged to the deck.
The camera went black, and a second later they heard an ear-rattling boom from the explosion of the booster.
Suddenly, Murph had complete control of Vajra. There were thirty seconds left before it went active.
“The system will activate automatically,” Kapoor said. “There’s no way to turn off the satellites now.”
“I’m not trying to turn them off,” Murph said as he tapped on the touchscreen.
“What are you trying to do?” Raven asked.
“I’m turning them around.”
Kapoor gaped at the screen as he saw first one satellite, then another, and another, rotate one hundred and eighty degrees.
At the count of zero, all of the satellites initiated their EMP beams. But now they were harmlessly aimed out into space.
Murph let out a sigh of relief.
“That was close,” Raven said.
“I have one more thing to do,” he said. “While I’m busy, maybe you should call the Oregon.”
—
Max was still on the fake bridge, watching the onrushing Kalinga with dread. The frigate had just launched two more torpedoes. This time, they wouldn’t miss.
His radio squawked. “Max, this is Hali. Raven just called. Murph took down the Vajra satellites. We should be getting our systems back any second.”
As Hali finished speaking, Max felt a hum beneath his feet as generators and equipment on the Oregon came back to life.
“Eric, what do you have working?” Max asked.
“I’ll be able to tell you in twenty seconds,” Eric said. “We need to finish rebooting.”
They wouldn’t have main engines back right away even after the computers came back online, but they did have thrusters. “Turn us one hundred eighty degrees. I want our port side facing those incoming torpedoes.”
“Aye, sir.”
The Oregon pivoted around, and Max went to the other side of the bridge, kicking a couple of Murph’s stray Red Bull cans as he walked.
By the time the turn was complete, Eric called him over the loudspeakers instead of the radio and said, “We’ve got everything back except the modified weapons.” It meant that Eric could hear him on the bridge microphone.
“Launch an Exocet at the Kalinga,” Max said.
“Launching.”
The anti-ship missile shot into the sky and passed over the torpedoes bearing down on them.
“Now get a firing solution on those fish with the portside Gatling gun and destroy them.”
“Firing,” Eric said.
The Gatling gun buzzed to life. With the computer control now aiming the weapon, it required just two seconds for Eric to take out both torpedoes.
With the threat to the Oregon gone, Max turned his attention back to the Kalinga. The Exocet streaked toward it and smashed into the side of the ship. The explosion ravaged the hull directly below the torpedo tubes. The blast set off the remaining torpedoes, and the Kalinga blew apart like a volcano. Black smoke from the shattered frigate rose in a mushroom cloud.
Max leaned his head against the railing as he caught his breath.
Then he stood up and said, “Hali?”
“Go ahead.”
“Tell Murph I owe him a case of Red Bull.”
—
Five minutes later, Juan joined Murph and Raven in the command ship mission control room. Kapoor had been taken away, and the other engineers sent to their quarters. He sat down to inspect his combat leg. The prosthesis had a large gouge in it from the bullet strike.
“I heard you saved the Oregon,” Juan said to Murph.
“And I heard you saved us.”
“That’s what teamwork is all about.”
“Thanks for bringing me onto the team,” Raven said. “I’ve never worked with a more impressive group. Speaking of that, where are Linc, Eddie, and MacD?”
“After the explosion on the yacht, Mallik’s surviving security operatives on the command ship gave up. Eddie’s watching them and Kapoor while Linc and MacD help the crew of the command ship pick up the yacht crew who jumped overboard.”
“Why don’t I go help them, sir . . . I mean, Chairman,” Raven said. She waited for Juan’s nod and then left the control room.
“That was good aim on the yacht,” Juan said to Murph. “Initial reports are that the whole crew made it off.”
“That’s good to hear,” Murph said, his eyes glued to the screen above. All twenty satellites still registered green.
“You look like you’re waiting for something.”
“I am.”
As he said it, the indicator for satellite fifteen turned red.
“What just happened?”
“The thought of all computers in the world going dark wasn’t working for me,” Murph said. “I didn’t want to risk someone else picking up Mallik’s baton. Since the satellites were still operable, I set each of the Vajra satellites to fire a deorbit burn. Number fifteen just reentered the atmosphere and disintegrated.”
Then satellite number three went red, followed by nine and thirteen. Soon all twenty satellites were gone.
Murph stood up and faced Juan.
“I probably overstepped my authority on that one,” Murph said.
Juan got to his feet and smiled. “You probably did. Are you gunning for my job?”
Murph grinned back at him. “And lose my reputation as a rebel? Are you kidding?”
EPILOGUE
INDIA
Five days later
Juan clasped his hands behind his back as he kicked his flippers to propel himself down the underwater passage. His headlamp picked up the bloated face of another dead body, the fourth he and Max had passed since venturing into the passageway to what Lionel Gupta had called the Library.
The ancient fortress on a sprawling estate turned out to be one of the only properties in India to be held in private hands continuously since the time of Ashoka. Although Gupta hadn’t kept the location of the Library in his files, Murph and Eric were able to hack into the phone records of both Carlton and Mallik. The last time their phones were in the same location was when they visited this location south of Mumbai.
It took a day of probing for Juan and Max to find a way in, but they had loads of time on their hands. Although the repair team finally got the main engines on the Oregon working again after the fight with the rogue frigates, the revolutionary drive mechanism had been severely damaged. It took three days for the ship to limp into the Port of Kochi, a trip that normally would have taken her four hours at top speed. Thanks to an ethically flexible shipyard owner who didn’t see the need to report the ship’s presence to the authorities, Juan arranged for her to go through a full refit in a massive covered drydock adjacent to the facility where India’s newest aircraft carrier was being built. The maintenance work wouldn’t begin for another week, so Juan thought it would be a good chance to chase history and solve the mystery of the Nine Unknown Men at long last.
Once they had found the underwater passageway marked by the lion-head pillar with the swastika symbol of the Nine on it, he and Max secured some scuba equipment and went for a swim.
They finally surfaced again at a gate with yet another dead guard.
“I don’t think this one drowned,” Max said, taking out his regulator and removing his mask.
Juan did the same and said, “Looks like his larynx is broken. And judging by the smell of the corpse, he’s been lying here for a while.”
They laid down their air tanks, BCDs, and swim fins. The water had been so warm that they were just wearing lightweight neoprene diving suits and boots.
“Shall we take a look around?” Juan asked.
“Lead the way,” Max said. “Can’t get any worse than what we’ve already seen.”
“Famous last words.”
As they explored the dank building, their flashlights occasionally supplemented by skylights built into the stone, Max said, “Do you think someone’ll try to build the Vajra system again?”
“If they could, they would. But Lang told me the CIA discovered that the Vajra records were destroyed. Mallik must have done it before he was killed.”
“He didn’t want anyone to figure out a way to disable them.”
Juan nodded. “That’s my guess, too. Because the same thing happened with the Colossus records.”
“What do you mean?”
“When Murph and Eric went to look at Gupta’s files again after we took down the satellites, they found that all records about Colossus had been erased. That made it easier to discover the one mention of the Library among all those files.”
Max scratched his head. “Who do you think is responsible for deleting them?”
“Not who,” Juan corrected. “What.”
Max gaped at him. “You mean, Colossus did it?”
“Makes sense. If it was powerful enough to detect us infiltrating its ships, I wonder if it thought that any other records about it were a threat as well.”
“That would have required Colossus to search and delete records across the world in a matter of minutes.”
“Scary thought, isn’t it? Maybe it was afraid it would be shut down if someone could find those records.”
“Afraid? It’s a machine.”
Juan shrugged. “Self-preservation. It’s the most primal instinct.”
“This is making my brain hurt,” Max said. “I’m just glad Colossus is gone.”
They turned a corner, and Juan stopped when he saw the room ahead. It was a dome with a huge circular table in the middle, and it was filled with more bodies. The stench was horrific.
None of them had bullet wounds. Their faces were contorted in agony.
“Don’t take another step,” he said to Max.
“I guess I was wrong. It did get worse.”
“I’m pretty sure Novichok killed them, and there could be lingering traces of it. I recognize that look from when Rasul died in front of me.”
“And I recognize that guy,” Max said, pointing at a man lying outside the room. “That’s Jason Wakefield, one of the CEOs who’s been reported missing in the last week.”
Juan pointed to another. “That’s Daniel Saidon. He owns one of the biggest shipbuilding companies in the world. I met him at a party a few years ago.”
“Do you think Mallik killed them?” Max asked.
“Makes sense. His brother-in-law was the one with the Novichok on the Triton Star.”
“But Carlton and Gupta somehow escaped to finish the Colossus Project.”
“That explains the blood feud between Carlton and Mallik,” Juan said.
“So now we know where the Nine Unknown Men met in secret, and it seems some of them are still here. That’s a pretty big find.”
“We’ll have to give the Indian government an anonymous call after we leave. I think they’ll want to know about this.”
Juan kept walking past the domed meeting room and soon saw another one. This one looked similar to the first, but there was neither a table nor bodies.
Instead, there were nine sarcophagi surrounding a tenth in the center.
“This place wasn’t designed as a meeting place,” Max said.
Juan nodded. “You’re right. It’s a mausoleum.”
They walked in and saw that each of the stone caskets was marked with writing that looked like stick figures.
“I’ve seen this type of writing before,” Juan said.
“Where?”
“On the pillars of Ashoka. When Eric and I were researching the Nine Unknown Men, we found out that Ashoka placed pillars all over India to proclaim his edicts. These characters are the same ones used in the edicts. About twenty of the pillars still exist today, more than two thousand years later, and they’re the first tangible evidence of Buddhism.”
Max stared in wonder at the tomb. “Do you think these are the original Nine Unknown Men?”
“Archaeologists will have to determine that,” Juan said, “but it could be why the Nine continued to meet here.”
“And the sarcophagus in the middle?”
Juan went over to it and saw that the lid was etched with the head of a lion and a wheel containing twenty-four spokes.
Max joined him and pointed to the wheel. “I suppose you’ve seen that symbol before.”
“I have,” Juan said with awe. “You have, too.”
“Where?”
“On the flag of India. It’s called the Ashoka Chakra, and it’s their national symbol.”
“Then this could be Ashoka himself.”
“Another riddle for the archaeologists to solve,” Juan said.
They left the tomb without touching anything and walked on. Juan could see that there was one more room ahead.
When he and Max got to the room’s entrance, both of them stopped and stared, slack-jawed, at its contents.
The circular dome contained hundreds of cubbyholes stacked from floor to ceiling. And inside those cubbyholes were thousands upon thousands of parchment scrolls. Given the age of the building, some of them could have been more than two millennia old.
At least the mystery of how this place had been named was now solved. Clearly, the Nine Unknown Men knew the importance of preserving a library.
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