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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The video came in as they flew over the dark and choppy waters of the Atlantic Ocean, the cargo plane’s drone soft as if it knew they travelled in secret; the lighting of the hold so dim that everyone except Dahl dozed and dreamed. Dahl had decided the safety harnesses were for wimps and kept falling off his hard metal perch. 
 
    Mai’s phone rang, snapping her awake. The loud, shrill tune echoed around the cabin, waking everyone else. Mai sent a vicious stare toward Alicia. “If you change my ring tone to Barbie Girl again, I’m gonna remove your testicles.” 
 
    Alicia feigned horror. 
 
    Dahl sighed in relief, glaring at Drake. “I’m just happy the Yorkshire pudding woke up. Any more of that snoring and I was heading out of the plane, thirty-thousand feet up or not.” 
 
    Drake grunted and yawned. “Snoring is a sign of happiness,” he said. “Shows I feel secure with the person I’m sleeping with.” 
 
    Dahl eyed Alicia, but bit back a comment. Probably for the best. 
 
    Drake focused on Mai. “Who the hell’s calling you, love? We’re supposed to be clandestine. Ninjas. Out of—” 
 
    “It’s Bryant,” Mai said. The head of the Glacier private security firm who had fought with them against the voodoo soldiers and at Devil’s Junction had been trawling his many contacts for information concerning President Lacey, for potential allies, and for any sign of a secret enemy calling themselves the Scourge. 
 
    “Good,” Hayden said. “We’re just two hours from DC. I was worried we’d be landing with nothing to go on.” 
 
    Bryant spoke for several seconds before Mai asked him to wait and switched to speakerphone. A moment later, Bryant began again. “It’s far worse than we thought,” he said, swallowing heavily. “The Romanian authorities tracked Marko Lupei’s trafficking gang to a Romanian minister called Dumitrescu. Remember him?” 
 
    Cam spoke up. “I knew my father worked for a top government figure,” he said. “They used the Carnival of Curiosities as a cover to travel the country, collecting and delivering people, weapons and drugs. I guess it was this Dumitrescu.” 
 
    “You got it. The Romanians caught Dumitrescu red-handed and... questioned him quite thoroughly. I won’t embellish it because it’s bad enough, but I’ll read a transcript of what he eventually said. It goes: ‘There was this guy called the Devil. He planned it all for the Scourge. Planned it before he was killed. Zuki ended up in jail but the Devil planned her escape. She’s part of the Scourge’s new world order. There was this feud between the Devil and the Blood King, and the Devil was both evil and clever enough to come up with a long-term plan, even with the Blood King shooting President Coburn, an act that became the catalyst for the Devil’s greatest plan ever—the reshaping of the world’s ruling bodies. Spartak’s involved, and some world-class thieves, and Madame Davic, and more. They’re attacking America from the inside out, making the Scourge the world’s dominant power. Once done with America, they’ll turn to China and Europe. It’s the most terrible array of attacks you can imagine, it’s soon, and it will change the world.’” 
 
    Bryant took a breath. Drake found himself trying to quell a rising horror. They had known President Lacey had been installed for a reason. They’d known he ghosted the Strike Force and other special ops teams for a reason. They’d known something was coming. 
 
    “We came up against Zuki when we hunted for the Four Sacred Treasures,” Alicia said. “I remember her well. Spoiled royal brat with fighting skills. Ended up in some secret prison after bringing the samurai, the ninjas and us together in that crazy battle. It’s where Dino lost a hand.” 
 
    “Madame Davic is in Los Angeles,” Hayden said. “Mano and I have had the recent displeasure of meeting her. Trent and the other two Disavowed guys are keeping tabs on her.” 
 
    “But who are the Scourge?” Shaw asked. The Native American woman was seated cross-legged on the floor, appearing as comfortable on the plane’s steel grid surface as if it were made of feathers. “We need more information.” 
 
    “The name rings a bell.” Kenzie had traded stolen relics on the wrong side of the law for many years before she met the SPEAR team and had some knowledge of most criminal organizations, even the ones which tried to remain secret. “I’ll try to dig something up.” 
 
    “We need information,” Hayden said. “Mano and I are putting all our contacts in the loop. The seven ghosted Strike Force teams are being apprised of the situation. The Disavowed too. Alicia... have you—” 
 
    “Contacted Michael Crouch? Yeah, if anyone can help, it’s Michael.” 
 
    “We need everyone for this,” Hayden pressed. “Everyone we’ve met over the last few years. Everyone from every adventure. Every skirmish. The President of the United States is the worst enemy we’ve ever come up against.” 
 
    “Remember,” Bryant said through the speakerphone. “The Assistant Director of the FBI, Patrick Sutherland, owes me several favors. And he’s on our side. He supplied me with that transcript.” 
 
    “That’s huge,” Hayden said as Drake mulled Bryant’s words: “He’s on our side.” Bryant had proven useful over a couple of missions and had offered them all jobs with Glacier but when had he become part of the team? Maybe Mai knew the answer to that, but now wasn’t the time to question Bryant. They needed every smidgeon of help they could muster. 
 
    “The Romanians backchannelled it to the FBI,” Bryant was saying. “Who passed it on to me with the strict assurance it would go only to you. Those that know President Lacey is a plant and a puppet are counting on you guys.” 
 
    Drake felt the weight of responsibility. “If the Devil concocted this plan back on Devil’s Island when the Blood King first betrayed him, then it’s been in the works a long time. It’s well rooted. I remember Zuki too. She had an enormous reach, endless money and more power than a god. Davic too, if she’s related to the crime boss we dealt with during the bones of Odin op.” 
 
    “She’s Davor Davic’s wife and Blanka Davic’s mother,” Hayden said with a wince. “A female Russian oligarch described as evil incarnate by her own men. We—and the Disavowed guys—have killed both her closest male relatives down the years.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Drake admitted. 
 
    “You reap what you sow,” Dahl said without emotion. “We’ve never killed anyone who didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “And I remember the Devil,” Kinimaka said. “The world’s most terrifying and foremost assassin. He’d bring down a bridge full of rush-hour traffic to kill just one person for anyone that had the money to pay. If he’s engineered this entire thing—we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “The issue I see,” Bryant said, “is that we don’t know what this thing is. I mean, to put it bluntly, what’s actually gonna happen here? What is the plan?” 
 
    “Can’t they drag more out of Dumitrescu?” Cam asked with a look of hope on his young face. 
 
    “He’s told them all he can and in no position to tell them more,” Bryant said. “The Romanians are confident of that.” 
 
    “Put the word out,” Hayden said. “That’s all we can do for now.” 
 
    “They’re attacking America from the inside out,” Shaw repeated what she’d heard. “It’s the most terrible array of attacks you can imagine.” She looked around the cabin. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “We do have suspects,” Kinimaka said. “Zuki. The Scourge. Madame Davic. President Lacey. The trouble is—they’re all unapproachable.” 
 
    Drake considered the Hawaiian’s words, thinking how right he was. Zuki languished in some secret jail. The Scourge were an unknown element. Madame Davic was no doubt guarded by a military entourage. And Lacey... he was an entirely different kettle of fish. 
 
    “I should be able to reach Zuki in jail,” Mai said. “My Japanese contacts are widespread and influential.” 
 
    “Widespread?” Alicia repeated. “Was that how you made those contacts?” 
 
    Mai gave her a dagger-filled look. “Dai Hibiki, my sister’s husband, will help,” she said. “He’s always helped us before, in and out of the police force.” 
 
    “But Zuki won’t cooperate,” Cam said. “She’s part of the plan, part of the Scourge.” 
 
    “To get out of jail she might,” Mai said. 
 
    “It’s desperately important we find out what these attacks are gonna be. Where? When? How? Everything,” Hayden said. “And time’s running out. Dumitrescu said ‘it’s soon.’ We should cover every angle.” 
 
    Mai nodded. “It’s decided then. I’ll go to Japan and confront Zuki. At least then we’ll have some idea of what we’re up against.” 
 
    “It won’t be that easy,” Alicia said. “You’re gonna need some proper muscle for backup.” 
 
    Drake recalled Zuki and her twisted plans. “She’s right. I’ll—” 
 
    Bryant’s voice interrupted him. “I’ll travel with you to Japan,” he said. “If that’s okay?” 
 
    Mai looked surprised and then smiled. “You promise not to be a sleaze?” 
 
    “Ah, come on, you know that’s just a front.” 
 
    “Meet me when we land,” Mai said to Drake’s surprise, but then she and Bryant had been spending quite a bit of time together. He trusted the Japanese woman’s judgement as if it were his own. 
 
    “And call every contact you can. Give them my name,” Hayden added. “Everyone that might be able to help. We’re really going to need them. From procuring the right weapons and gear to dangerous, inside Intel.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Bryant said. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Alicia said. “I said muscle, not Bryant the Sordid. And Drake—you’re not going with her. I’ll go.” 
 
    Mai blinked rapidly at the idea of Alicia and her joining forces for a mission. “Is that really your best idea?” 
 
    “Better than you and the Yorkshire Humper joining forces again.” 
 
    “Bryant the Sordid. The Yorkshire Humper. What is this?” Drake grunted. “Game of bloody Thrones?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Mai waved a hand. “We’ll work it out. The most important thing now is that we go to Tokyo and get there fast.” 
 
    Hayden looked relieved. “If you can just get an idea of what attacks are coming, that’d be everything,” she said. “Get that, and we’re ahead of their evil little game.” 
 
    Mai nodded, aware of the stakes. “Good luck,” she said, looking around the vast cabin and studying every face. “I hope we meet again soon.” 
 
    It was a solemn statement and heartfully expressed. It was telling that both Mai and Alicia met Drake’s eyes, Dahl caught Kenzie’s stare, and Hayden moved closer to Mano. Both Cam and Shaw looked anxious. 
 
    The cargo plane plowed onward below starry skies toward American shores, toward an oncoming storm the like of which the country had never known, toward uncertain confrontations that, unaccountably, seemed to be both wrapped up in and productions of several of their earlier missions. 
 
    You never left the worst of your past behind. You just fought the bastard hard when it raised its claws. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Mai and Alicia arrived in Japan to greet the tail-end of a hurricane with Bryant waiting for them. 
 
    Major airports had only just reopened, but their plane had lost no time in its journey, landing on the tarmac at Tokyo International just before 1:00 a.m., around fourteen hours after they’d left the darkness of a secret airfield in Washington DC. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of that.” Alicia had her nose pressed up against a window, staring out at a line of cabs being assaulted by heavy rain just beyond the streaming glass. “Think we can get Zuki sent here?” 
 
    “It’s rain,” Mai said. “Don’t be so precious about it.” 
 
    “Precious?” Alicia repeated. “Precious? I’ll show you—” 
 
    “Do you two ever stop arguing?” Bryant complained. “I thought a trip to Japan with two carnal, full-blooded warriors would be more... fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” Alicia regarded Mai. “She has a way of sapping all the fun from the room. Must be a ninja trick.” 
 
    “Are you talking to me? I can’t tell because your eyes are looking at me, but your nose is pointed east.” 
 
    Alicia gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. “Look,” she said as Mai walked away, “I haven’t had time to get the bloody thing fixed yet.” 
 
    “Or you’re scared to get it done,” Mai said over her shoulder. “That re-breaking is going to hurt like hell. Oh, look, there’s Dai.” 
 
    They dashed out into the storm, wearing nothing but jeans and jackets, trying to ignore the rain lashing their faces and backs as they leapt through Hibiki’s open doors and into the car’s warm interior. The Japanese ex-police officer turned to face them with a wan smile. 
 
    “How come you only ever visit when there’s trouble?” 
 
    “Trouble wears us like a straitjacket,” Alicia said, “that we can’t escape.” 
 
    Hibiki drove, windscreen wipers set at double speed just to maintain the barest visibility. “I’ve organized you a contact. His name is Saito and he’s an ex-warden of Shin Kudo Prison, the facility to which Zuki—or Mochizuki Chiyome, the princess of the secret Chiyome royal bloodline—was confined. Though an ex-warden, Saito continues to have great sway in Shin Kudo Prison and is willing and able to answer your questions. For a price.” 
 
    Alicia studied a dismal Tokyo as Hibiki made his way through the traffic and around the outskirts of the vast city. At this range, in this storm, it could be any city in the world, its bright lights washed out and diluted by the rain, its skyscrapers cast into shadow. 
 
    Hibiki drove them to a four-bedroomed home at the end of a cul-de-sac outside the city, and pointed to the door. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    Mai nodded, understanding that Hibiki didn’t want to get too involved. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    Alicia followed the ex-ninja out into the rain once more as a new set of clouds scudded across the skies. Mai was about to knock on Saito’s door when it opened inward, showing them a bright warm interior and the face of a grizzled older man with long gray hair and sparkling black eyes. 
 
    “Hello,” he said by way of greeting. “I am Saito. Please come in.” 
 
    They followed the older man along a narrow, wood-panelled hallway. Alicia noted the various prints hanging on the walls, all stunning views taken with a top-notch camera. Saito appeared to love walking, freedom and capturing spectacular views. An interesting hobby for an ex-prison guard. 
 
    “Please sit down.” 
 
    Saito showed them to a tasteful living room. Mai and Bryant sank onto a two-seater sofa as Saito took a worn black chair with a small cushion on the seat. Alicia waited by the door, seeing nowhere else to sit inside the room. 
 
    “She’s better in a high-chair if you have one,” Mai said. 
 
    Alicia gave her the finger then dropped it as Saito rose and left the room to fetch a kitchen chair. Once Alicia was settled, the gray-haired man spoke. 
 
    “Hibiki told me that you are here hoping to visit Mochizuki Chiyome. Do you know who she is?” 
 
    Mai nodded. “Leader of the shadow royal family which used to rule Japan. Head of the secret bloodlines. She tried to steal the Four Sacred Treasures and start a civil war.” 
 
    Saito gave a slight bow. “That is close enough. Zuki—as she is commonly known—has not had it easy in prison. The authorities were not happy with her.” 
 
    “And neither were the Yakuza,” Alicia said. “And countless other organized crime syndicates.” 
 
    “The warden has had as much trouble keeping her alive as he has keeping her contained. But the woman didn’t waste her wealth. She has powerful friends, and she can fight as well as anyone I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “High praise from a prison warden,” Bryant acknowledged. 
 
    Saito smiled a little. “She is unpleasant. Privileged. She believes her kind of royalty—ancient royalty derived from the oldest bloodlines—should rule mere peasants like us with a boot on the neck. She practices that belief. And her subjects love her.” Saito shook his head. “I don’t understand why.” 
 
    Mai inclined her head. “I too was once captive of a clan with similar principles. The Tsugarai.” 
 
    “You are Mai Kitano.” Saito bowed. “Your name is legend, and I am honored to have you in my home.” 
 
    “Can we speak to Zuki?” Alicia asked before the Sprite hero worship got out of hand. 
 
    “Shin Kudo Prison is above maximum security. It is black site, off grid. But it is well populated. The worst of the worst are sent there. I can get you an audience with Her Highness, but I can’t promise a great outcome.” 
 
    Mai smiled at the old man. “Then we are thankful to you.” 
 
    Alicia caught Bryant’s worried look as he drank in Saito’s words. Shin Kudo Prison didn’t sound like his kind of place, but nothing she’d heard bothered Alicia. “We’re in a hurry,” she said. “Can you get us in tonight?” 
 
    “The prison never sleeps,” Saito said. “I can get you in right now.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “Looks pretty standard.” Alicia sniffed. 
 
    Bryant turned to her with a grimace. 
 
    Mai spoke up: “Alicia has visited, stayed in and broken out of several jails in her celebrated past, mostly for fun, an adrenalin kick or just to shag the boss.” 
 
    Bryant’s eyes rose several inches. 
 
    “Oh, didn’t you know? That’s Alicia’s signature move. And you want us all to come work for you at Glacier.” Mai chuckled and walked away, leaving Alicia and Bryant alone. Alicia glared at the Sprite’s back. 
 
    “One day,” she breathed. “One day I’m gonna—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bryant said. “At Glacier, you’d have to form a line to get close to the boss.” 
 
    Alicia sighed, wondering where the sleaze Bryant ended, and the real man began. She hadn’t seen what Mai saw. Not yet. And come to that, she’d forgotten how taxing a few hours with the Sprite could be. But who was worse—Mai or Bryant? They were made for each other. 
 
    Shin Kudo Prison rose from the gloom of predawn, an ugly brick structure set at the foot of a tall hill. Brightly lit, fully-manned towers beat back the dark at regular intervals along the castle-like walls. The front gate was an intricate, bleak design of iron and barbed wire. 
 
    Alicia followed the other two as they approached the walls, stopped at a gate tower and presented credentials and papers. It was a desolate, depressing place, designed only to keep the worst away from the rest of humanity, and in the quiet of predawn it lay in silence, like a nightmare at rest. 
 
    Every time she entered a prison, Alicia felt a kind of nervous tension. Something niggling at the back of her mind that warned her she might not get out, that they might keep her inside by mistake, that she might stay there forever. She wasn’t sure where the feeling came from, maybe a fear originating from a lifetime of searching for the next horizon. Of searching for freedom. 
 
    A prison guard dressed in black body armor led them inside. Alicia waited as again Mai presented their credentials. 
 
    They were led through a secure door, down a narrow passage and then through several gates which needed remote unlocking before negotiating a series of interlocking corridors that totally flummoxed Alicia’s bearings. 
 
    “Don’t know whether I’m facing east, west or upside bloody down,” she breathed as they walked. 
 
    “Typical night for you then,” Mai bit back. 
 
    “You should know, Sprite. You were with Drake before he dumped your skinny ass.” 
 
    Mai stopped then, without turning, but thought better of forcing a confrontation and started walking again. Bryant didn’t react at all. 
 
    Alicia sighed and followed the pair, traversing several more shiny, clinically clean corridors before stopping outside a rectangular barred gate. Through the bars Alicia could see a wide aisle with prison cells to both sides. The walls here were made of pitted old stone, as if the outer structure had been built against a much older building, possibly even a pre-war prison. 
 
    Seconds later they were through. 
 
    Arms snaked out between bars and female faces loomed up behind them. A couple of whistles shrilled out, followed by a curse and a threat. 
 
    Another ten minutes and two more aisles full of cells passed before their guide stopped. Alicia had the distinct impression they were being led into the bowels of the prison where only the outcasts were kept, the ones that couldn’t be saved: killers, traffickers, and those the government wanted forgotten. 
 
    “Here,” their guide said, waving at a cell door and clearly not a master of English. 
 
    Alicia stepped up to a barred window and peered inside. “So this is what happened to Zuki after she lost the Four Sacred Treasures. I wouldn’t want to be her.” 
 
    The cell was large, as befitted a royal, but all the noble trappings ended there. Its walls were pitted stone, its ceiling the same. There were no windows, no heating, and no toilet. Just a bucket and a stone platform for a bed. No blankets. No pillow. 
 
    Zuki sat against a side wall, legs drawn up for warmth, wearing a dirty coat which reminded Alicia of what was once called a donkey jacket—a worker’s unlined garment of scratchy wool—that reached her knees. Zuki was barefoot, her once-luscious long hair hanging limp and filthy, the visible parts of her hands red and swollen, the knuckles bloody. 
 
    From underneath her hair, Alicia saw glittering eyes. Zuki was watching them. 
 
    “Dunno about the Scourge,” Alicia whispered. “She looks like the bloody Grudge.” 
 
    Mai entered the jail cell first, followed by Bryant. Alicia remained at the back, keeping an eye on their guide, again fighting an irrational fear that he might just lock them inside and throw away the key. 
 
    “Guests,” Zuki spoke in a harsh, weary rasp. “You should bow or kiss my feet.” 
 
    Mai walked closer. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    “Remember you?” Zuki looked up now, hair falling away from a feral face and hard, murderous eyes. “I spend my days planning the most painful way to flay you alive.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alicia, conscious that a whole day had passed since they left American shores, stepped up beside Mai. “Quit with the threats, bitch. We need your help.” 
 
    Zuki’s face took on a satisfying half-confused, half-surprised expression. “What?” 
 
    “Information has come to light,” Mai said. “Information that relates to a certain secret organization called the Scourge.” 
 
    Zuki’s shoulders relaxed, her entire body appearing to unwind, as if this was precious information she’d been waiting to hear since the infamous day of her incarceration. “At last,” she said. “I have permitted everything in here. Waited and bided my time. I have endured hell in preparation for this news. Thank you for bringing it to me.” 
 
    Mai frowned. “We didn’t come here to advise you. We’re not your subjects. We came here to learn the Devil’s plan.” 
 
    “The Devil? A sad loss. He was such a great artist.” 
 
    Alicia gestured toward the cell in general. “This doesn’t befit you. A royal princess. Even a spoiled brat. I guess they haven’t been treating you well?” 
 
    “They take canes to the soles of my feet. Feed me rotting slop. Hand me their urine to drink. But they dare not lay their hands on me. It could be far worse.” 
 
    “We can ease your daily suffering,” Mai said. “Even settle you into a fairer prison where you have a window and time alone outside. We can help.” 
 
    “You just gave me the best news I could ever have hoped for. You can go now.” 
 
    Alicia walked forward until she stood just a few feet away from Zuki, her boots close to the woman’s bare toes. “We know that the Devil planned your escape attempt,” she said, smiling. “That’s all over now. You’re probably sitting there thinking some strategy is unfolding that will end with your freedom. Sorry to disappoint, but it won’t happen. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Zuki pulled herself upright with an effort, until she was face-to-face with Alicia. “The Devil did far more than plan my escape. He was a member of the Scourge. He planned the roadmap to the breaking of the world. To the Scourge’s ascendence. First, they will disable America, then China, and then Europe.” 
 
    “But how?” Mai interrupted. “How will they try to do that?” 
 
    “By turning them into theatres of war.” Zuki’s smile was evident even under the filth lining her face. “Incapacitate them. Bring them to their knees. And then the Scourge will rise up as the ultimate power, as they were once before.” 
 
    But for the fact that she knew the Devil had planned all this, Alicia might have thought little of the claims. She might have dismissed it. The words “as they were once before” jabbed at her brain. 
 
    “How?” Mai asked again. “How will they do it? What’s the plan?” 
 
    Zuki backpedaled until her back was to the wall. “Only one scenario exists in which I will tell you what you need to know.” 
 
    “Which is?” Bryant spoke for the first time. 
 
    “You say the Devil’s plan to free me has been neutralized? Someone found out?” 
 
    Alicia recalled that Hibiki had informed Mai of the Devil’s plan a while ago, when they were involved in the Devil’s Island mission. Since then, the Devil had died, and the authorities had plenty of time to thwart any covert plans. 
 
    Zuki was clearly important to the Scourge. But why? She’d been a leading member of one of the most influential shadow families of the royal bloodline of Japan. She’d been thirty-five, elegant, tall and wealthy. Now she was interrogated on a daily basis by those seeking to find the source to her wealth, any siblings that might exist, and much more. 
 
    She’d maimed and killed without care or refrain during her reign as royal princess, seeking power and dominion over the other royal bloodlines, and this was a form of retribution. The Japanese government hadn’t been able to touch her for thirty-five years, and now she was their prisoner. 
 
    But Zuki Chiyome had consolidated, performed and negotiated very well while in jail. She still had influence, money and power and she had an ultimate wonderful plan to unite the samurai, ninja clans and all the shadow royal bloodlines of Japan. The mayhem, bloodshed and death it would cause was positively delightful. Alicia knew all of this from Hibiki’s original report. 
 
    “Months ago,” she said. “The Devil’s plan was thwarted months ago. Whatever you’ve been waiting for, it’s never going to happen.” 
 
    Zuki rubbed her face, smearing the filth, eyes now fixed on the floor. “Then you must break me out,” she whispered. “I can help you. I know every target and the perpetrators of the six attacks. America will be first and, since you are here, it will be soon. Free me... and I will give you the roadmap.” 
 
    Alicia almost laughed before noticing how serious Mai looked. “We can’t do that,” she said. “They won’t let you out of here while you’re still breathing.” 
 
    “Free me and I will owe you. I will give you the roadmap to America’s destruction.” 
 
    Free her? Alicia knew the only way to free Zuki—ever—was to break her out. It was laughable, except that... 
 
    Mai was staring at her. “She’s the only one with the roadmap. We can’t identify the Scourge. The President’s out of reach. The Devil’s long dead. And she won’t reveal any other plans or players unless we free her.” 
 
    Alicia let out a long breath. “How the hell would we break the bitch out? This place is a fortress, a maze and a death trap.” 
 
    Mai faced Zuki once more. “Please,” she said. “Tell us what you know, and I promise that we’ll find you better accommodation. A better life.” 
 
    “The only life I want is the one I was born to lead,” Zuki said. “Of nobility. Of sovereignty. I was born to rule this country and its peasant population.” 
 
    “Is that a no?” Alicia asked sarcastically. “ ’Cause you never answered our question.” 
 
    “No,” Zuki said. “Kiss my ass. Fuck right off. I’ll reveal the roadmap on the outside, and not until then.” 
 
    Mai turned away, leaving Zuki to her grime and misery. Alicia went with her. They went all the way out of Shin Kudo Prison, and drove back to their hotel. Not once in the entire journey did they speak. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see another way.” Mai was in deep conversation with Drake and the others, holding the phone at arm’s length and using her loudspeaker. “It’s a desperate move for a desperate situation. Have you got anywhere?” 
 
    Drake’s Yorkshire twang filled the room. “No, love. Karin’s got her NSA ears to the ground. Michael Crouch is using every contact he’s ever made. Everyone, and I mean everyone, is trawling everything from global communications to backstreet snitches for data. And so far... bugger all.” 
 
    “Then we have no choice.” 
 
    “You aim to break into Shin Kudo, grab Zuki, and break her out in the next few days?” Dahl asked. “I must say, I admire your daring and wish I was there to help.” 
 
    “Me too.” Mai sighed. “But I don’t think the answer lies in breaking into the prison. There’s too much risk and innocent guards would get killed.” 
 
    “Then what’s your plan?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “I go in as a prisoner. Saito could arrange it. I then grab Zuki and break her out, with or without the warden’s help, but preferably with. If Alicia and Bryant work for me on the outside, I’m sure I can get Zuki out of there.” 
 
    Drake whistled. Dahl laughed in appreciation. Hayden cleared her throat before she replied, probably buying time to think. “My instinct is to say no, but, as things stand...” 
 
    “We have no leads, no time, and no help,” Kinimaka said. “Any moment now, America could come under attack and, by all accounts, it’s gonna be bad.” 
 
    “And Zuki’s promised to reveal the entire roadmap,” Mai said. 
 
    “But if she doesn’t?” Drake asked. “If you break her out and she refuses to help?” 
 
    “Then I’ll kill her,” Mai said. “And she knows it.” 
 
    “And I’ll help,” Alicia put in. 
 
    “It’s the start of your second day over there,” Hayden said. “You’re in command of your own op. I suggest you decide what’s best and get on with it.” She didn’t sound happy, but she did sound determined. 
 
    Mai agreed and ended the call before turning to Bryant and Alicia. She was sitting on the edge of the hotel room’s double bed, facing them. Alicia was lounging in a corner as Bryant relaxed in a flower-pattern chair. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked them. 
 
    “We call Saito,” Bryant replied. “We get you in. And then we arrange the biggest distraction we can organize in a couple of days. How long will you need inside?” 
 
    “Two days,” Mai said. “But I’ll be depending on you to get us away from the prison. And then we’ll need time to hear what Zuki has to say.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Alicia said. “We can do that.” 
 
    Mai held the Englishwoman’s eyes. “I’ve never been in prison before,” she said. “Not as an inmate at least. Any tips?” 
 
    “Yeah, a big one,” Alicia said in worried tones. “Don’t be yourself.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day of the first attack dawned as any other. people woke as normal that morning; people who would not live to see another sunset. 
 
    It was the most crucial fact of their morning, yet one they did not know. 
 
    Madame Davic mulled this detail over in her head like a meat grinder mincing raw food. Standing before a floor-length office window, she looked out at the world and watched the souls below go about their day in the early Californian dawn. 
 
    Santa Monica Beach lay in the distance, its pathways jammed with joggers who thought a long life stretched ahead of them, who dreamed they might make the cover of Rolling Stone or Vogue or even Fangoria in some far-flung future, who were already looking forward to meeting an attractive date tonight in some fancy restaurant under romantic lights, who had never seen their husbands, sons and friends gunned down in cold blood by an unfeeling, ruthless enemy. 
 
    Madame Davic reveled in her knowledge of their upcoming agonies. 
 
    She switched her gaze to the tall skyscrapers, the golden beaches and then, inland, to the far hills and the fields, cities and warmongering fortresses beyond. Today, an age-old question would be answered. 
 
    How quickly could an advanced nation turn on itself? 
 
    A stiff breeze gusted up the concrete canyons outside. Columns of sand whorled along the beach in mini-twisters, dying almost as soon as they were born. Dead, brown leaves twirled through the air like old flecks of blood. 
 
    Davic could think of nothing better to do than turn this sun-drenched, cheerful picture postcard of Santa Monica and the rest of LA and America into a rotting, violent husk of itself. 
 
    She turned to the room. “Proceed.” 
 
    They had rented the top four floors of an office building with panoramic views of the city. They had filled it with desks, computers, mainframes and hard drives. They had then hired more than a hundred of the best computer hackers on the planet and transported them here—a task performed piecemeal, that had taken more than nine months to complete. 
 
    They, she thought. Why do I always refer to them as they? I am part of their organization. 
 
    But no. She was not a part of the inner circle. She did not know any private, privileged secrets. The Scourge were an intimate organization at heart. She didn’t know who they were, where they originated from, or what their ultimate objectives were. 
 
    They called her a partner. A colleague, but she knew better, and, in truth, she had her own ongoing enterprise to run. 
 
    “Madame Davic,” a voice called out. 
 
    She turned to face rows of faces, of bowed heads, of nameless creatures with high IQs and a craving for either money or anarchy. Thick, impossibly entwined lengths of colored cable snaked across the floor in treacherous, untidy heaps, but there was no health and safety committee here. Only people looking forward to the next few anarchic hours. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We’re ready.” 
 
    She shivered in anticipation. “Then what are you waiting for? Lay waste this theatre of war.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Karin Blake leaned back in her comfortable chair, a mug of hot coffee in one hand, a blueberry muffin in the other, and surveyed the office. At this early hour on a quiet day, the atmosphere was chilled, only a few individuals beavering away at undisclosed tasks. 
 
    Having said that, desks were untidy with paperwork, and supervisors strode back and forth. The big screen at the front of the room was blank, switched off for now. She shared her space with two other women, one older and one younger than her, but she knew very little about them. NSA workers—at least here—weren’t encouraged to make friends in or out of the smoked-glass-clad building. 
 
    She took a moment to think about Dino, to reflect on how she’d arrived at this place at this time. She missed her brother, Ben, who’d been killed by the original Blood King on a mission long ago. She missed Komodo too, the Special Forces boyfriend she’d also lost along the way. These were quieter times. She didn’t miss the danger, the all-out action. But she was starting to wonder if she’d ended up in the right place. 
 
    Dino, the man who’d stayed with her through army training and then as she re-joined the SPEAR team, had changed since their mission in Japan. The moment he lost his hand, the capable, comical, spirited person who’d always competed with her had lost much of his will to achieve, to move forward, to enjoy himself. 
 
    Karin found herself enjoying the time at work if only to leave the misery behind. 
 
    Of course, being situated thousands of miles from any member of the SPEAR team didn’t stop them asking for her help. Karin had stepped in to help dozens of times already, risking her job and her career but knowing it was the right thing to do. Drake and the others fought for and protected those that couldn’t do it for themselves. There was no job more righteous. 
 
    Karin focused on her screen as a message flashed up. The message was red-flagged, which called for urgent attention. As she sat forward, Karin noticed several other colleagues taking note of their screens. She saw others tap at laptops. She heard the beeping of message apps and the ringing of cellphones. She saw supervisors change their gait from one of reserved boredom to one of marked urgency. 
 
    The message opened on her screen: Data packets just exploded out of California. 
 
    It meant a huge amount of information had been uploaded to the Internet. To social media channels, YouTube and other prominent platforms. Everything had been dumped at once from a site in California. In itself, this wasn’t a daunting prospect. It was the next message and then the next that caused Karin’s fingers to shake, and the coffee mug to slip between them and shatter on the marble floor. 
 
    Misinformation striking all platforms. What the hell is this? 
 
    Civilian targets hit. 
 
    Disinformation dump is huge. 
 
    Buckle in. This is a widescale, concerted attack. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Madame Davic checked that her phone was fully encrypted before calling the President of the United States. 
 
    “Are you watching?” 
 
    The man breathed softly at the other end, having answered almost instantly. “Facebook,” he said. “Thousands of new accounts posting anti-government bullshit. Extremist propaganda balanced with just the right number of facts to make it seem real. Great job. Twitter is getting endless tweets from fake government accounts, calling for action against various senators, public officials, and buildings. I do like the deepfake videos of influential YouTubers screaming about food shortages. That’ll get the idiots into the streets.” Lacey chortled. “What next? Celebrity porn? That works every time. You’re swamping the Internet. I see fake videos of train station and bus depots burning. Instagram has photos of stadiums and casinos being attacked. Shit, is any of this real?” 
 
    Madame Davic chuckled. “Some of it, yes. But you sound scared, Mr. President. This is the time to keep your nerve. To prove that we picked the right man. This is your time to shine.” 
 
    “I know, I know. Act against principles. Give the rioters and the angry mob time to build, to make statements of their own. Pretend to act for the American people and garner support by badmouthing my opponents while constantly, silently undermining the people. Offer promises that can never be fulfilled. Be enigmatic. Draw attention. Turn them against each other. I know my job.” 
 
    “Good. Keep your nerve and do your job. This is only the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Karin studied her feeds with growing horror. Someone was orchestrating a misinformation attack on the United States, and it was only spreading. That same person appeared to be augmenting their posts and stories with real events, which may or may not be related, but were incredibly coincidental. She’d already verified a mortar attack on Ohio Stadium and the Superdome. The MGM Grand had been hit, along with a prominent Las Vegas shopping center. Or had it? Nobody knew what was real and what was not—and that appeared to be part of the plan. 
 
    Panic was setting in. 
 
    The news stations were predictably stoking it, sensing hours and days of juicy footage. The lurid rags would be preparing their headlines to help fan the flames. 
 
    Karin had a battle on her hands. A digital clash, a network-based confrontation escalating by the minute. Alarms were going off all around the NSA and no doubt inside every other governmental office. It was clear, right from the off, that this was going to be huge. 
 
    She had no idea how huge. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mai broke into Shin Kudo Prison on the afternoon of her third day in Japan. Or more accurately, she was marched through the corridors wearing chains, white overalls, and black Velcro-topped boots by cold, detached men carrying batons and tasers. In normal prisons an all-male guard would have been unworkable. But here... 
 
    This was the black hole of dark penitentiaries. 
 
    Shin Kudo didn’t exist. Mai no longer existed. The male guards, their batons and prisoners ranging from peasants to princesses didn’t exist. But the pain... that did exist. 
 
    Mai was thrown to the ground and kicked into her cell. The hard concrete floor was cold, the walls as jagged and pitiless as medieval weapons. She rolled away from the boots and beyond the reach of the batons, scrambling across to the stone platform that would be her bed for at least the next two nights. 
 
    She looked up. A man was standing with his face pressed between the locked iron bars. “Enjoy,” he whispered, then walked away whistling. 
 
    Mai wondered at his cruelty. She hadn’t expected anything less—they didn’t know she was here undercover—and she guessed he was used to dealing with the worst of the worst down here, but still a little humanity never went awry. 
 
    Opposite, Zuki’s cell waited in shadows. Mai saw no sign of the royal brat through the iron bars of her cell door. It was only late afternoon, so she shouldn’t be sleeping. The ticking of a clock she couldn’t see weighed heavily on her mind, but she couldn’t call out to Zuki. Guards were stationed just up the corridor and there were other cells close by. 
 
    Mai sat down to wait, taking in the sounds of the prison. Distant cries and muffled shouting. Boots stamping down some far-off corridor. Everything muffled by thick stone walls. 
 
    Every minute that passed increased Mai’s frustration. But most of all, the torture here was that ticking clock. Something that, as time passed, she began to believe was done on purpose to exacerbate the inmates’ despair. 
 
    But somewhere outside these walls, a terrible dark power was planning mass panic and genocide on an enormous scale. And the only way to stop it was to pray for Zuki’s assistance. 
 
    The assistance of a royal psychopath that the Devil had been planning to break out. 
 
    What could possibly go wrong? 
 
    The stone platform soon grew cold and hard on her back and Mai thought back to her younger days. She’d suffered far worse and been happy with her lot, jumping into the fray time and time again. Now, while her life wasn’t exactly easy, it did have its comforts. Had she grown used to them? Or was she getting too old for this shit? 
 
    But she hadn’t lost her edge. Recent encounters had proven that. And walking into this black site prison wasn’t exactly the act of someone looking to retire. Mai shrugged it off, thinking about Bryant and Alicia waiting for her on the outside. 
 
    Bryant. What an odd man he was and yet somehow appealing. Mai liked the fact that she knew the man behind the disguise. She’d often infiltrated criminal dens undercover and knew the importance of holding up a perfect, practiced façade. Bryant appeared to be a complex man, one that required knowing before a decision on him could be reached. 
 
    Thinking of men brought Luther to the forefront of her mind. She began to wonder where he might be now and if he also might be fighting against—or for—the President? Luther followed orders... there weren’t an awful lot of gray areas in his decision making. 
 
    A noise caught her attention. A soft, scratching sound, like nails on a concrete wall. It was coming from above her head. 
 
    “Hey,” a voice said in Japanese. “I can make it easy for you.” 
 
    “Easy way or hard way,” another voice whispered. “You work for us, we work for you.” 
 
    Soft laughter drifted down. Mai, looking up from her perch atop the stone bed, noticed a series of small holes had been drilled through the wall. Cautiously, and warily, she rose to her feet. There were eight holes, each maybe four fingers in diameter, three of which were filled with eyes peering at her. 
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered, imagining a multitude of potential answers. 
 
    “Your guards, idiot,” one said, sniggering. “How hard do you want it in here?” 
 
    Mai’s first thought was to try to enlist their help. “How much can you help me?” 
 
    “Protection,” one said. 
 
    “Food without insects,” another chortled. 
 
    “Water without additives.” 
 
    “Shivs.” 
 
    “Clothes.” 
 
    The men laughed together in a kind of high-pitched cackle that put Mai in mind of seagulls. “Information?” she ventured. 
 
    The cackling stopped. A harsh voice followed: “We don’t bargain, bitch. You do as we ask, or you will endure hell.” 
 
    Mai would have laughed at his description of hell if it weren’t for the fact that she knew most of the women incarcerated down here had to put up with this kind of shit every damn day. Perhaps this moment was her opportunity to deal out a lesson that would be remembered for a very long time. 
 
    “And what do you want me to do?” 
 
    She heard a brief rustling. As expected, three small, flaccid objects were thrust through the holes. Mai stared at them for a short while then laughed. She laughed for a long time until the fleshy objects were withdrawn. She waited as more rustlings followed and bootsteps stamped to the door of her cell. Beyond the angry guards she spotted other women peering out, watching as events unfolded. 
 
    Mai approached her cell door unfazed. “I guess you were the smallest.” She nodded at the angriest looking guard and then sneered before waving her little finger in his face. “And you...” She faced the middle guard. “I’d get that thing checked for chickenpox if I were you. But you...” She nodded at the third. “Not bad.” 
 
    It was designed to put them at odds with each other and it worked. The third guard smiled, the other two glared at both him and her. 
 
    “You’ll come around to our way of thinking,” the first guard said. “After a few days. They all do.” 
 
    Mai wished there was a way to punish them, but black site prisons were off-the-books, ruled over by whatever entity was put in charge and answerable to very few. Certainly to no one that cared about the inmates. Most were down here because they’d murdered horribly or committed acts of terrorism. 
 
    “Let’s see them again,” she said with a grin. “Go on, boys. Whip out those disease-infested maggots.” 
 
    The first two guards rattled the bars in their anger. The third was fumbling at his belt when his colleagues shook their heads and dragged him away. Mai waved after them as the sounds of their frustration faded. To left and right the jailed women watched her. From Zuki’s cell there came a hiss. 
 
    Mai looked over. 
 
    Zuki stood staring at her, eyes narrowed, face suspicious, clearly recognizing her and knowing something was happening. Mai nodded and walked away, back to her stone bed, and turned her attention to what might happen next. Somehow, she and Zuki had to escape this place and quickly. 
 
    Tomorrow was going to be interesting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cell doors opened at 6:30 a.m. 
 
    Mai hadn’t slept, wondering if the guards might pay her a visit through the night. They hadn’t, which was lucky for them. She’d been feeling incredibly out of sorts, frustrated not to be able to take action, and ready to rain her frustration down on that trio of idiots. 
 
    Mai watched as her fellow inmates exited their cells and lined up. For the first time she got a good look at them. Dressed randomly in what appeared to be the clothes they’d been wearing when locked up, they were a bedraggled lot. Dirty. Some bloody. All with the feral eyes of those who’d had their freedom taken away. Most were barefoot and stood unmoving on the cobbled floor. Some turned to Mai as she joined the end of the line. 
 
    “You have to eat,” one whispered to her. “Don’t make it too hard on yourself.” 
 
    Mai gritted her teeth and nodded. She watched for Zuki to join the line, hoping to grab a few quiet words, but the princess’s door remained shut. Even in here she enjoyed some kind of authority. Mai wondered where they were going and asked the woman who’d spoken to her. 
 
    “Exercise,” came the curt reply. 
 
    A man’s shout came from further down the passage. The entire line shuffled forward across the cobbles, marching for several minutes before coming to a large room where they paired and grouped off. 
 
    The room appeared to be a communal area with tables and chairs, some weights in a corner and other exercise equipment. An open door at the far side led to a fenced yard. Mai decided a good look out there would help her to come up with a feasible plan. 
 
    Leaving the line, she veered across the room, heading for the door. She avoided making eye contact with everyone, even the guards. She wanted to go unnoticed. Conversations hummed around her. Laughter and even some high-pitched singing began. The women appeared to relax, embracing what might well be their only communal time of the day. 
 
    A guard with watchful eyes stood close to the door. Mai stopped near him and nodded at the door. “Can I go outside?” 
 
    The guard nodded without looking at her. This man, unlike the trio from last night, was clean-shaven and proficient in appearance. He appeared to be the first professional she’d seen since she arrived. 
 
    Outside, an early morning sun did nothing to raise the temperature. The ground was hard-packed dirt. The area was a square surrounded by fencing, open to the elements on three sides. Beyond the fence she could see the entrance gate and, past the front wall, rolling green hills. Even the shapes of moving cars. 
 
    She recalled someone once telling her that there’d been a window in Alcatraz, a window that looked out toward San Francisco, and that the window had been installed for just one purpose—to increase a prisoner’s sense of despair. Maybe that was the purpose of this yard. 
 
    Walking to the fence, she took hold of the metal and looked toward those hills, wondering if Alicia and Bryant were up there now, working on their distraction. 
 
    “Fresh meat,” a voice growled at her back. 
 
    Mai sighed inwardly and turned. She’d been expecting some kind of challenge. Nobody here knew her real identity, but every new convict would be tested by the prison’s hierarchy. 
 
    The woman facing her was almost twice her size, with huge biceps, a bulging stomach and hanging jowls. Her eyes were tiny pinpricks in a fleshy face and every inch of skin Mai could see was inked. 
 
    “Please,” she said. “No trouble.” 
 
    “You want to challenge me?” The woman, inches away, stank of old meat. 
 
    Mai backed away for more than one reason. “No.” 
 
    “You think you could take me?” 
 
    “No.” She didn’t have time for this. She needed to find the best way out of this place and talk to Zuki in time for Bryant and Alicia’s distraction. 
 
    “I want to fight.” The woman held out both arms and rushed at Mai. As she did so a shout went up at her back. 
 
    “Yuna! Stop that!” 
 
    Mai sidestepped, evading the attack with ease. Yuna growled and stomped around to glare at a welcome figure. 
 
    “Back inside.” The guard aimed a Taser toward her. 
 
    Yuna grunted and stalked away, giving Mai deadly eyes. 
 
    Mai was pleased to see a female guard facing her, now lowering the Taser as the threat faded. “Thank you.” 
 
    The guard nodded and walked away. 
 
    Mai completed her recce of the yard and the entrance gates, then returned inside. The first thing she saw was Yuna, a great, fleshy beast glaring at her from the western side of the room. The female guard gave her a suggestive wink as she passed, giving Mai yet another headache. The room was quite full now, groups of prisoners separated into factions, all watched closely by male and female guards. 
 
    A siren went off. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Mai was back in her cell. Zuki was nowhere to be seen. On the way back, Mai had managed to catch a glimpse of the time. 08:30 a.m. and she was still no closer to completing any of her tasks. 
 
    She sat down, feeling the massive weight of Shin Kudo Prison all around her. It was not a material weight but something far harder to overcome. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matt Drake sat beside a water cooler, staring at Torsten Dahl. The big Swede watched Kenzie, who was updating Patrick Sutherland—the Assistant Director of the FBI and their only ally outside Glacier—who had come over to apprise them of the latest news and events. 
 
    Bryant, before he set off to Japan, had left orders to allow them free rein of Glacier’s offices in DC. Drake, Dahl and Kenzie were there now, making plans in relative security while the others conversed with dozens of contacts from their safehouse across the city. 
 
    It had been a long, frustrating and dangerous few days. 
 
    The capital city of America, the home of government, had always been a sneaky, back-stabbing arena of corruption, misinformation and jealousy but now—in light of the ongoing attacks—nothing and nobody was safe. The population didn’t know who or what to believe. The politicians didn’t know who to believe. Nobody knew if the events being portrayed through social media were real. It was the ultimate expression of a state ruled by virtual communities, where people relied on Facebook and Twitter and listened to someone called Roger or Barbara who professed to know their subject intimately, rather than rely on the qualified experts in their field. 
 
    Drake poured himself a plastic cup of water, which Dahl swiped. He poured another. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    Patrick Sutherland stared past Kenzie at him. “Confusion is at its highest level,” he said. “But there have been no physical injuries. Not yet. But whoever’s doing this can’t keep bombarding the Internet and social media with this crap forever. The President is only responding to events as expected, but that actually fuels the fires. It’s all very clever.” 
 
    “And only a first attack,” Dahl said. “The FBI have no idea what’s coming next?” 
 
    “None. How’s your agent doing?” 
 
    “Mai?” Drake guessed. “We have no idea. Should know more tonight.” 
 
    “We’re all praying it’s soon enough,” Sutherland said. 
 
    Kenzie plucked Dahl’s water from between his fingers before he’d had chance to sip it. “Praying won’t help,” she said. “You need good soldiers.” 
 
    “Any luck with finding the Scourge?” Drake asked. 
 
    Sutherland shook his head. “They’re Russian,” he said. “And small in number. One theory is that they could be connected to the royal families. You know, the secret bloodlines?” 
 
    Drake nodded and frowned at the same time. “Yeah, you mean the Japanese ones? Zuki was—or is—the leader of one of Japan’s greatest and most ancient secret royal families. They’ve been warring for centuries, competing for top spot. I think she’s the first of them ever to go to jail.” 
 
    “It’s not just Japan that has these royal families though,” Sutherland said. “They exist all over the world. I’m sure you’ve come across some of them in your time. There are secret bloodlines in Europe, Russia, America... everywhere. It’s not a club either. There are no new entries, nothing like that. This is old, old money, power garnered long ago by railroad pioneers, by the first bankers, by those who laid foundations in Washington and London, Paris and Geneva. You sure won’t find any oil sheiks.” He chuckled. 
 
    “And the Scourge are part of this clique?” Dahl asked. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure.” Sutherland said. “It’s a guess. But an educated one. You see, the Russians have a secret, existing royal bloodline but, in the early 20th century, their royal family were murdered by communist revolutionaries. They were the last of the Tsars. It’s possible that these secret bloodlines orchestrated their murders, getting Lenin and co. to wipe out the Tsar bloodline.” 
 
    “But if they were wiped out...” Dahl said. “How can they strike back now?” 
 
    Sutherland made a face. “It’s always been said that some of the Romanovs escaped.” 
 
    Drake blinked. “The Romanovs? Jesus, mate, you think this is some kind of century-old revenge plot?” 
 
    Sutherland shrugged. “Depends on what these other, upcoming attacks are supposed to consist of. Another reason we’re depending on your—” 
 
    “Mai,” Drake said. “Her name’s Mai.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Kenzie was staring out the second-floor window as they talked, taking in an early morning sunrise. “America’s under a misinformation attack and there’s nothing we can do. What about the NSA? Isn’t there normally a huge increase in activity right before events?” 
 
    “It’ll be masked by this huge fake-news dump,” Sutherland said. “Chatter has risen a hundredfold since that began. If that was part of their plan, it’s working.” 
 
    “The Devil,” Drake said. “He did this. He’s the only one with the right kind of warped brainpower. Where did he operate from after his island exploded?” 
 
    Dahl screwed up his face as he tried to remember. “Some place in the desert. He set it up after Devil’s Island got nuked.” 
 
    “Devil’s Junction,” Kenzie said, still looking out the window. “That’s what it was called. Did you guys ever find it?” she asked the assistant director. 
 
    Sutherland frowned. “I’ll check. Are you thinking he might have left plans there?” 
 
    “Either that, or it could be the control room for this whole attack,” Drake said. “Could even be the reason he set up the desert HQ in the first place. Thinking ahead.” 
 
    “Well, he wasn’t planning on getting shot to death.” Kenzie smiled. 
 
    “You never know...” Dahl said ominously. 
 
    Kenzie frowned, about to question him, but then her body language changed. Drake saw a stiffening of her shoulders as she leaned toward the window. “Shit,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Glacier’s compromised,” she said. “Someone told the Scourge we’re here.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Dahl walked over to join her. 
 
    “I count thirty.” Kenzie sighed. “How about you?” 
 
    “Shit,” Dahl echoed, arriving at the window. “And bollocks. This will not be a clean, precise hit. They’re gonna kill everyone.” 
 
    Drake agreed. A certainty based on the scale of the attack so far and what was expected to come. Acting fast, he raced out of the office and hit the nearest fire alarm. “Go!” he shouted, as people stared up at the strident bells and then at each other. “Get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “They’re coming for us.” Dahl rushed past him, headed for the stairs. Kenzie was a step behind, Sutherland following her. 
 
    Drake grabbed his arm. “Hey, mate, just stick with us.” 
 
    “No problem,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sutherland. You’re not going to die today. You’re with us.” 
 
    Dahl spun as he reached the foot of the stairs. “Does this place have an armory?” 
 
    Kenzie nodded. “The last Glacier HQ did. The one that burned down. But...” She glanced around. “The staff have all gone.” 
 
    Dahl made a swift decision and started up the stairs. Drake followed last, taking the risers as fast as he could. The strident alarm bells reverberated inside his head. Hopefully, the outpouring of staff would help slow down the Scourge’s mercs. 
 
    “We’re vulnerable anywhere,” he said as he ran. “This proves it. The Scourge have a million all-seeing eyes. They know we’re working against them.” 
 
    “Which means they also know there are factions within the FBI—and other agencies—also working against them,” Sutherland said. “We have to be more careful.” 
 
    “Let’s concentrate on living through this first, shall we?” Kenzie said. “They’re coming up the stairs.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Across town, Hayden stepped out of the shower straight into Mano Kinimaka, who grabbed her in a wet bearhug. The big Hawaiian lifted her off her feet and swung her around, offering a welcome distraction to the seriousness of their situation. If only for a minute, some light-hearted recreation was just what she needed. 
 
    “Are you finished?” she asked with mock-seriousness as Mano swung her around for a second time. 
 
    “Can’t see the bed,” Kinimaka’s voice was muffled. 
 
    “We don’t have time—” 
 
    “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be quick. Now put me down.” 
 
    Hayden punched his arm as he gently deposited her on the soles of her feet. She toweled herself dry and donned fresh clothes. Mano drifted back out of the room to talk to Cam and Shaw. 
 
    The old safehouse had been their refuge for the last day now, supplied by the FBI. It was by no means comfy, or well equipped, but it was enough for what they needed: a series of rooms with interconnecting doors on the third floor of an apartment building, accessed by a long balcony. 
 
    Hayden followed Mano out into the main room. 
 
    “Who’s turn is it to go get lunch?” Kinimaka asked. 
 
    “Mine,” Shaw said. “But I’m trawling through the latest batch of misinformation uploads. Did you know they’re driving at a theory that the last president, Coburn, wasn’t real? That he was an alien or something. And there are people that actually believe it. They’re commenting, fueling the fire. Other theories—that DC is controlled by Nazis, that Snoop Dogg secretly rules the world, that 9-11 was a Hollywood publicity stunt—are spreading rapidly. I’m sorry, but social media just muddies the world. It never clarifies anything.” 
 
    “So what’s new?” Hayden said. “Always been the same. I guess, in the aftermath of these attacks, something might change to catch trolls and hackers, but I wouldn’t bet my pants on it.” 
 
    A shuffle outside the door alerted them. Hayden’s immediate thought was to check with Mano: “You order a pizza?” 
 
    Kinimaka’s face was serious as he looked from the main door to the interconnecting one. “They would knock—” 
 
    Cam and Shaw were already in motion. Shaw, wearing her ubiquitous leather jacket and tight black jeans, and sporting a long ponytail, slipped two knives from her waistband. Cam, still looking younger than his years despite all that had happened in Romania with his family and the Carnival of Curiosities, had his knuckles clenched, the bruises from recent battles still apparent. They both ran toward the interconnecting door as it burst open. 
 
    A man crashed through. He held a shotgun in two hands and fired. The heavy, reverberating shot blasted into the room, narrowly missing Hayden’s right leg, and passing between her and Kinimaka. 
 
    The intruder, on seeing Shaw, swung the shotgun around but it was too late. Shaw hit him like a bus, crashing into his body and, at the same time, slicing up and outward with both hands, ripping apart his abdomen. 
 
    The man fell in shock and died without ever realizing how. 
 
    A second man, also with a shotgun, crowded in after him and tripped on the body, falling headlong. 
 
    Cam fell on the man’s back like a cheetah onto a gazelle, swiping down at his exposed neck with hard, heavy fists. 
 
    Hayden and Kinimaka ran for the front door. Taking cover behind the wall, Hayden wrenched the door open, simply because it was the last thing their enemy expected. A man stood outside, surprise on his face. He was even more surprised when Kinimaka ran at him, arms out, grabbed him in a bearhug, and launched him into space over the third-floor balcony. 
 
    Hayden slipped outside, barely resisting the urge to shout: “Thanks for flying Hawaiian air!” 
 
    The coast was clear to both sides. Behind, Cam and Shaw were done with their attackers. 
 
    Hayden surveyed the balcony running in a wide rectangle around the apartment block. Empty. She stepped to the rail to check the ground below. A shot rang out, the bullet passing barely six inches to her right. 
 
    “Six more down there,” she said. “There’ll be more coming up.” 
 
    They were all aware of their safehouse, its position in relation to other buildings, and all means of escape. 
 
    “Back inside,” Shaw said with a catch of anxiety in her voice. “We have to make this quick.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Drake followed Dahl, Kenzie and their FBI accomplice, Sutherland, out of the stairwell door and onto the roof of Glacier’s ten-story building. Their pursuers pounded up the stairs about five floors further down. Drake made a quick survey of the roof, seeing an open space and no nearby buildings of the same height. 
 
    Nowhere to hide. Nowhere to run. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Worry not,” Dahl said. “The great Swede is here.” 
 
    “You gonna build us a bridge to the nearest bloody building?” 
 
    “If I have to.” 
 
    Dahl ran to the far side as Drake and Kenzie barricaded the door as best they could, using a few iron bars and scraps of steel that had been thrown in a heap nearby. Drake chose one of the bars as a weapon. Kenzie eyed the remains of the pile. 
 
    “Thinking of filing one down for a sword?” Drake asked. 
 
    “How’d you guess?” 
 
    Dahl’s shout caught their attention. “Over here!” 
 
    They raced across the roof, both carrying iron bars, and stopped when they reached the edge. Dahl was standing on the precipice, head down, as if preparing to take a swan dive off the building. 
 
    “Are you fucking crazy?” Drake winced, following the direction of his stare to what lay below. 
 
    “I have to say,” Kenzie said softly. “That does seem extreme.” 
 
    “Better than fighting machine guns with iron bars,” Dahl said, smiled at them, then jumped. 
 
    Drake’s heart leapt into his mouth as his hands unconsciously reached for Dahl. 
 
    The big Swede plummeted for about eight feet before his boots landed heavily on the planking of a window washer’s cradle hugging the side of the building. Landing surefooted, he reached for the cable holding the controls and dragged it toward him. 
 
    Drake eyed the roof’s door. “It may get us off the roof,” he said. “But there’s no way it’s gonna go fast enough to get us to safety.” 
 
    Kenzie winced as they saw the roof door shake under pressure. “Wish there was another choice.” 
 
    Dahl started the railed platform up toward them. Drake decided it would be quicker to jump. He leapt first, followed by Sutherland. 
 
    Kenzie, jumping last, had nowhere to go. The cradle was full. Still, she leapt, trusting that someone would catch her. 
 
    Her flying body struck Dahl, pushing him hard against the railing and making space. Drake steadied Dahl as the Swede breathed heavily. 
 
    The FBI agent was as white as a sheet. 
 
    Drake held on to the railings. “Go.” 
 
    Dahl started the descent. Motors whirred but their progress was painfully slow. 
 
    Drake couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so exposed and unsafe, dawdling down the side of a building in an open platform ten-stories high with a gang of armed mercs about to spot them. And all he had for protection was an iron bar. “Of all your daft ideas,” he muttered. “This takes the bloody cake.” 
 
    “I know that phrase.” Dahl eyed him. “Did I scare the Yorkshire right out of you? At least we’re moving.” 
 
    “You wish,” Drake said. “But I suppose owt’s better than nowt.” 
 
    The platform crawled down the side of the building. Drake couldn’t tear his eyes away from the ledge above as endless rectangular windows passed them by. 
 
    Of course, Dahl was doing the exact opposite and keeping up a running commentary. “Empty. Empty. Two guys, hiding under a desk. Both ignoring me. Actually, they never saw us,” Dahl laughed. “Don’t worry, I’ll bang on the window next time. Another empty office. Hey! Hey!” The Swede banged hard on the window, stopping the platform for eight seconds before starting it again. “Damn, they’re ignoring us.” 
 
    Drake knew what he was doing. Trying to get someone to let them in. The platform passed the seventh floor. Time was running out. 
 
    Sutherland gripped the rails harder. “They’re here,” he said through tight lips. 
 
    Drake saw them. Eight faces, indistinct at this distance, but clearly surprised and then maliciously pleased. When several of them grinned, Drake met Dahl’s eyes. “We’re in trouble here, mate.” 
 
    “Use your bar.” 
 
    “What? You want me to throw it at them? Can’t see it making that big a difference to be honest.” 
 
    “On a window, dickhead. Break it.” 
 
    Kenzie hammered at a pane of glass. The bar scratched its surface, taking off a flake but doing very little damage. “This thing go any faster?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
    Drake, eyes above, swallowed hard. “Why haven’t they fired? We’re sitting bloody ducks out here.” 
 
    The sixth floor passed them by. 
 
    Seconds later an object looped out from the top of the building. Drake had a moment to watch as the mercs crowded eagerly at the edge to watch before realizing exactly what was about to happen. 
 
    “Down,” he shouted. 
 
    They’d lobbed a grenade toward the platform. They were laughing and whooping up there, impatiently awaiting the outcome. 
 
    Drake hit the wooden planking just as the grenade exploded. Windows shattered. The blast rocked the cradle outward to its limits and then let it loose. The platform slammed back into the side of the building, rocking from side to side. Drake held on using the gaps between the planks. The others gripped the railings. Kenzie’s legs slipped between the upright bars, but she managed to scrabble around for a better grip and pull herself back onto the platform. 
 
    Amazingly, intact, it continued to glide down the side of the building. 
 
    Drake rolled onto his back, staring up at the sky. Eight heads still peered over the edge of the building as another pineapple-shaped object fell their way. 
 
    “Cover!” he cried, knowing there was none, knowing that even a close hit would destroy the platform or the cables attaching it to the building. Speaking of that, Drake could now see more mercs gathering around the mechanism up top that kept the cables turning. Wincing, he turned away from another grenade plunging straight toward them. 
 
    And then Dahl’s boots landed close to his head. 
 
    “Bar!” he cried out. 
 
    Drake didn’t think, just threw the iron bar upward. Dahl caught it and swung it in the same motion. The bar hit the grenade like a baseball bat striking a ball for a home run. The satisfying crunch of bar hitting bomb was topped only by the sight of the object swirling away at a thirty-degree angle toward the ground. 
 
    “Striiiii—” Dahl began. 
 
    The grenade exploded. A massive blast of sound and air washed over them, this time lifting the cradle into the air so that its cables went slack, and then letting go to crash back down against its moorings. Drake clung on. Dahl staggered into the railings, bending them outward at an alarming angle but holding on. 
 
    The force of the blast shattered windows below. 
 
    The platform, resisting all attempts to destroy it, partly due to the mercenary’s appalling aim, continued downward. 
 
    Drake rose to his knees, still looking up, as rifle barrels were pointed at them. 
 
    “Think you can deflect the bullets?” he asked Dahl. 
 
    But the Swede didn’t answer, already concentrating on something else. A second later he stopped the platform. 
 
    Drake saw a jagged, car-size hole had been blasted into the row of windows they were alongside. Kenzie leapt inside the building. Drake waited for the others before jumping inside himself, hitting a wooden floor and rolling before leaping to his feet. The office was open-plan, airy, and empty. 
 
    Seconds later, the mercs opened fire, a storm of bullets clattering and crashing into the cradle, tearing splinters from the wooden planking making up its floor. 
 
    Drake raced for the stairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hayden dashed back inside the room. Together, she, Kinimaka, Cam and Shaw hurried to the opposite end of the safehouse and the largest window. Cam and Shaw both carried discarded shotguns, each with four shots remaining. 
 
    Hayden opened the window. A cool breeze rushed inside. The rear of the apartment block was a sheer block face, but years of neglect had allowed foliage, trees and wild branches to grow next to the building and blend in with the immediate surrounding area. 
 
    Hayden climbed onto the windowsill, reached out and grabbed hold of a branch. 
 
    “Is that gonna hold me?” Kinimaka asked. 
 
    Hayden stepped out, heart in mouth. “It’s thick and sturdy. You wanna go first?” 
 
    “No. I’ll watch your backs.” 
 
    Hayden shimmied along the branch, holding tight with her thighs, until she reached the thick trunk. Behind her, Shaw and then Cam followed. Kinimaka waited until they’d all grabbed other timber appendages before venturing out of the window. Gingerly, he balanced on the tree limb and then started to crawl across. 
 
    Behind him, the door to the apartment crashed in once more. 
 
    Kinimaka flinched. The branch cracked. The whole thing skewed downward and Kinimaka saw the next few seconds flash before his eyes. Three floors, straight down, through tangled foliage. It was going to be bad. 
 
    He yelled out, grabbing for purchase. The branch snapped off. Twigs and leaves slapped him in the face. His body rolled. He hit another large branch, lost momentum, and then fell off, still grasping at thin air. 
 
    Above, the mercenaries poked their heads out the window. 
 
    Cam and Shaw were ready, and immediately fired. Two mercs flew back into the apartment, hit. Two more ducked down. Cam and Shaw moved position. 
 
    Hayden was descending as fast as she could in pursuit of Kinimaka. 
 
    The Hawaiian hit another branch and grabbed hold. Again, it arrested his fall, but his questing fingers just couldn’t get enough purchase. They slipped. 
 
    He fell again, crushing foliage as he went. A branch jabbed his thigh, drawing blood. Another whipped his cheek like a smartly swung crop. A solid tree limb caught him just three feet from the ground. 
 
    Groaning, Kinimaka deliberately rolled off. “I’d rather have hit soft grass,” he whispered, landing with a gentle bump on a bed of foliage that had taken years to form. 
 
    Ten seconds later, Hayden’s figure filled his eyeline. “You okay?” 
 
    “After this is over, I’m going to return and cut this goddamn tree down. I’m pretty sure it whacked me from branch to branch just for fun.” 
 
    Two more booming shots were discharged from Cam and Shaw’s guns. The brickwork around the safehouse window exploded and another man yelled out in pain. Seconds later the pair landed surefootedly beside Mano. 
 
    “Move.” Hayden helped Kinimaka to his feet with a grunt. “Clearly, we’re compromised. We have to warn Drake and the others and find somewhere completely off the grid.” 
 
    “Hope you’ve got a place in mind.” Kinimaka winced as bruises made themselves felt. “These guys aren’t gonna give up.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Hayden said. “I just hope it’s still free.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mai decided big, loud and angry was the way to go. 
 
    With so many female prisoners, so many corrupt guards, and such a slim timeline, there really was only one option. A prison break could happen in a number of ways but, with help only from the outside, she had no choice. 
 
    Riot. 
 
    She waited until lunchtime so that the inmates were out of their cells, the internal doors and gates were open, and the way to Zuki’s cell was clear. Before being locked up, she’d agreed with Alicia and Bryant that—if they didn’t hear from her beforehand—they would unleash their distraction just after midday on the second day. 
 
    First, they had enlisted Dai Hibiki’s help in finding a competent hacker who could take down the prison’s security systems. That man struck at 12:04. Sixty seconds later, Alicia and Bryant detonated low-yield explosives outside the rear wall, beyond the security fencing. The sound of the detonation was clear inside the prison and sent the guards into turmoil. 
 
    The cell doors—even the special ones like Zuki’s—all opened, fire alarms wailed, and all the outer security measures kept failing and coming back online every thirty seconds. The sprinkler system exploded into action, smoke alarms went off, and all the lights flashed. 
 
    Mai, aware the military would be alerted about unrest at Shin Kudo, raced out of the yard, through the common room, and back toward Zuki’s cell. There was no sign of any guards. 
 
    Inmates milled in singles and in groups, some who’d not seen the light of day in years taking a dazed walk. The atmosphere was wary and tense. 
 
    And loud. The alarms were shrieking now. 
 
    Ahead, Zuki’s cell appeared. The royal princess was standing in the opening, leaning nonchalantly against the wall. “I thought this might be your doing.” 
 
    Mai felt her lips tighten. She wasn’t quite sure what to say to this privileged piece of shit but wanted her motivations to be absolutely clear. “We get you out. You tell us everything you know. If you don’t, or I think you’re lying, I throw you right back in here. Deal?” 
 
    Zuki nodded. “I wish I had someone like you when I was searching for the treasures. When I was fighting against the other royal families. Maybe, when I rule again, I’ll keep you as a foot slave.” 
 
    Mai stopped what she was doing and turned for a moment. “Did this place not give you a dose of reality? You saw some of what was going on.” 
 
    “I am above all that. The old royals, the true royals, do not concern themselves with such pettiness. It is so far beneath our station as to be insignificant. Let the peasants rip themselves apart. The royals will always rule from afar.” 
 
    Mai grabbed her arm and led her away from the cell, along the main aisle toward the common room. 
 
    Three minutes later, they skirted a group of laughing, jeering inmates. Mai could see a figure lying prone at their center, a trickle of blood running along the stone floor. A sense of morality struck her, making her slow. 
 
    Zuki kept going. “We will not have long. There’s no time to waste.” 
 
    But Mai couldn’t leave a guard to the mercy of these prisoners. Using an elbow, she pushed her way into the crowd, only to stop when she got a look at the man lying on the floor. 
 
    One of the guards who’d propositioned her. 
 
    Now that was an entirely different situation. 
 
    You reap what you sow, Mai thought. Karma had come knocking for this guy, and she—because to Mai’s mind at this moment Karma was definitely a she—was out for some good, old-fashioned vengeance. 
 
    Mai turned away, caught up with Zuki, and never looked back. Together, they flew along narrow passageways that had previously been gated. Mai saw guards and prison personnel cowering in some of the rooms, barricaded behind their own desks and file cabinets, and felt a jab of guilt. Most of these people were just doing their jobs. They didn’t deserve this. 
 
    Zuki ran ahead, looking neither left nor right, seeing nothing and nobody. Mai wondered what it took to be so aloof and uncaring, so utterly beyond human morality. 
 
    Still, the alarms blared, and lights strobed. Ahead, the final gate stood open, leading to a lobby where visitors were processed. Mai saw a group of guards gathered there, probably for their own protection and to wait for reinforcements. She shouted at Zuki to wait, to slow, but the princess either didn’t hear her or didn’t care. 
 
    Zuki flew at them, screeching. The guards stared in alarm. Some had batons, others Tasers, and Mai was alarmed to see at least two with guns. Primarily though, she was shocked to see Zuki carve her way through the guards. 
 
    Kicking, punching, spinning, dropping low and then rising up, the royal brat exhibited a stunning technique, clearly honed through years of hard practice. The kind of fighting skills she showed—it couldn’t be taught. It was instinctive, innate. Mai realized that if she concentrated on the men with guns, Zuki would take care of the rest. 
 
    She smashed into the first with a shoulder barge, sending him staggering back into a low desk and tumbling over it. She spun on the spot, smashing a high kick into the other’s face. The man staggered, losing his balance. Mai was careful to relieve him of the gun and knock him unconscious so that he would fully recover and then turned back to the first shooter who was picking himself up off the floor, still holding his weapon. 
 
    He raised it. Mai threw her handgun at his face, where it connected solidly with his temple. The man collapsed, stunned. 
 
    Mai whirled again and saw Zuki laying out figures left and right. As soon as she was able, she grabbed the woman’s arms and steered her toward the door. 
 
    “Who the hell are you, fresh meat?” 
 
    The voice, female, came from their backs. Mai turned to see Yuna, the mountain of corpulent muscle that had greeted her in the yard yesterday, standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. One of the discarded guns lay close to her right foot, so close that Mai might not be able to reach it before Yuna could bend down and scoop it up. 
 
    “A diversion,” Mai said. “To give you a break from normality. Embrace it.” 
 
    “I’d like to embrace you.” 
 
    Mai shifted carefully, ready for anything. “You don’t want to slow us down.” 
 
    Yuna chewed her gums in speculation. “I don’t? You know me better than I know myself? Tell me what I’m thinking right now.” 
 
    Yuna licked her lips. Mai ignored the uncomfortable shudder running along her spine. Their window of escape was closing fast. Already, Mai could imagine Alicia chomping at the bit, waiting as close to the front gate as she dared. 
 
    They weren’t out of this yet. Other inmates were approaching behind Yuna, some armed with Tasers, chair legs and other makeshift weapons. The guards were starting to recover. Mai had just a few seconds to make a decision. 
 
    The exit door was behind her, the landscaped arrival area and parking lot beyond it. Mai struggled to choose between Zuki, Yuna and the guards’ safety. 
 
    But her mission objective overruled everything. Zuki held the key to America’s survival and, after that, the fate of the rest of the world. 
 
    “I’ll come back for you,” she told Yuna. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” Yuna blew her a kiss. 
 
    Mai turned, shoved Zuki out the door, and ran. There was a commotion at her back, but she didn’t have time to check what was happening. Ahead, the landscaped gardens forming the front and public view of the prison ended at a sixteen-foot-high, galvanized-steel gate topped with barbed wire. The gate stood open, the way through clear, but the guard towers to both sides appeared to be manned. Mai could see shadowy figures behind the glass up there staring down at her. 
 
    Running was about as risky as things could get. The guards would be armed. Mai slowed and looked around for a car. 
 
    Zuki gestured at her. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Mai muttered. “It was a rushed plan. The guard towers didn’t really figure.” 
 
    Zuki glared. “Then you are useless to me. I will leave you here.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re going nowhere.” Mai was examining the guard towers. “We have a deal. Renege on that and I’ll kill you where you stand.” 
 
    Had Alicia and Bryant neutralized the towers? Perhaps they’d thought of it after all. Mai’s instinct was to trust them, to stick to the original plan. Behind, Yuna was leading a charge out of the prison. Still, above, the figures behind the tower doors only stared. 
 
    “Move.” 
 
    She pushed Zuki ahead and broke into a run. They passed through the first gate, along a wide patch of no-man’s-land, then exited the final gate. A long, dusty road stretched both ways. Empty. Mai studied both horizons. 
 
    “Now what?” Zuki asked. 
 
    “Now? You’ll tell me everything you know about the Devil’s plan to destroy the United States. And I mean everything. If I think you’re telling me the truth, you go free. If not...” Mai let her threat hang in the air like an arrow aimed at her enemy’s heart. 
 
    “I honor my deals,” Zuki said with spite and passion in her voice. “But believe me when I say this—there are certain people working at Shin Kudo who will receive my future attentions.” 
 
    Mai eyed the massive structure at their back. “I can live with that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oddly, the sight of Alicia Myles lifted Mai’s spirits through the roof. 
 
    It was a strange feeling and one Mai longed to forget. But when Alicia and Bryant appeared driving along the road, collected them and then roared off, Mai was able to relax for the first time in days. 
 
    The journey took forty minutes. Alicia and Bryant had prepared a safehouse, all ready for Zuki’s arrival, which further enervated Mai. By the time they arrived, night was falling, and Mai was ready to unwind after two hard days in prison, but the danger and the revelations were only just beginning. 
 
    Bryant took her aside as they passed through the side door of a warehouse, allowing Alicia to lead Zuki into the dim, dusty interior. 
 
    “Are you okay? I was worried.” 
 
    “Keep that to yourself. We have work to do.” 
 
    Mai made to walk past, but Bryant placed a hand on her shoulder. “I am sorry you had to go through that.” 
 
    Mai patted his hand and then removed it. “Later, Bryant. Drake and the others need to hear what Zuki has to say right now.” 
 
    Alicia took Zuki to a desk they’d dragged into the center of the warehouse. On the desk was a computer monitor around which sat four chairs. There were bottles of water, energy bars and a brand-new set of handcuffs. 
 
    Alicia nudged Zuki. “We gonna need those?” 
 
    “I will tell you everything and then you will free me. That is the deal.” 
 
    Alicia patted the gun at her waist. “Any funny business and I’ll air condition you. Got it?” 
 
    Zuki didn’t reply. 
 
    Alicia pushed her down into a chair facing the computer screen. 
 
    Mai was happy to let Alicia take responsibility for a while, grabbing herself a bottle of water and two energy bars. As she ate, Bryant circled the table, clearly frustrated and fraught. 
 
    The warehouse sat around them mostly in darkness, its rafters higher than she could see and pooled in shadow, its four walls lost in the gloom. For all its grungy mystery though, it seemed secure and was certainly remote. 
 
    “Have you organized our journey back to the States?” she asked Bryant during one of his circuits. 
 
    “Of course. We leave in five hours on a cargo plane which will take fourteen hours to arrive. By this time tomorrow, we’ll be back in the States.” 
 
    Mai nodded. It was the best they could expect. Bryant took a moment to tell her that the disinformation and other attacks were still occurring but to a lesser degree. 
 
    Zuki overheard and looked up at them. “Because the main damage has been done,” she said. “Further attacks of that nature are being made to help confuse the population now. And prepare the way for the second, and real, mass attack.” 
 
    Mai wanted to press her right then, but Alicia was getting Drake and the others on the line. Minutes later she heard Drake’s voice, confirming that they could both see and hear Zuki through the monitor. 
 
    “Here you go,” Alicia said. “Here’s your chance to help your fellow humans.” 
 
    Zuki’s disgusted expression would have turned fresh meat rotten. “Their plight is of no concern to me. They have their role in life, and it does not involve even being aware of me. They are not worthy. I—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Drake’s flowery Yorkshire tones came through the computer. “Tell us what we need to know, or I’ll set Alicia on you.” 
 
    Zuki glanced at the Englishwoman who bared her teeth in response. 
 
    “The first attack occurred over a day ago. The Devil’s plan was to confuse, frustrate and anger the people so that everything that comes after might be mistrusted by some and dismissed by others. The more doubt we sow, the better our chances of success.” 
 
    “You are a member of the Scourge then?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “I do not belong to any group or society, but I do stand with them for now. They should have their revenge.” 
 
    “That makes me think you know their identities?” Hayden said. 
 
    “Our agreement was for information relating to the six attacks. Nothing else.” 
 
    “But we need to know their identities to stop the attacks—” Hayden began. 
 
    “Let her speak for now,” Mai urged. “We don’t know how much time we’ve got.” 
 
    “How little time,” Zuki affirmed with a smirk. “The second attack begins on day six. Two days from now. It will devastate your nation.” 
 
    “How?” Alicia asked. 
 
    “The Devil calculated that your infrastructure should come next. Roads. Deliveries. Transport. That kind of thing. He adapted an old model, a plan which showed how the Russians might infiltrate and neutralize America. He modernized it. This attack was supposed to have been handled by the Devil himself. I don’t know who has the responsibility now.” 
 
    “Wait? The roads? How the hell are they gonna do that?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Not just roads. Bridges. Junctions. Pile ups. First major routes will be blocked, and then secondary ones.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t happen,” Kinimaka said. “I mean, you said it yourself. The Devil’s dead. So might be his plan.” 
 
    “Don’t be a fool. The first part would not have been triggered if the subsequent five parts were not viable. This plot has been underway for years, decades even. It could have waited decades more. But the Scourge have enacted it and now it can’t be stopped.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Drake said. “What’s the third attack going to be?” 
 
    “Wall Street,” Zuki said. “The finance and banking structure. The plan allows for some major cities—New York, Las Vegas and Washington for three—to be spared from all attacks at first. This makes it harder to close them down, to stop them running as normal, and heightens the sense of confusion. Do you see? Governments survive and depend on giving out very little real, truthful information. Have you ever seen a politician questioned? The proof is right there. It’s all about sidestepping, and the best in the world become leaders. Well, New York, Las Vegas and Washington are sidestepped at first just so their subsequent attacks will hit all the harder.” 
 
    “And the fourth attack?” Dahl asked in a haunted voice. 
 
    “An odd one,” Zuki said with an air of mystery. “And not in fitting with the rest of the attacks.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bryant asked from his position at Mai’s side. 
 
    “A theft. A very special, precise and difficult theft.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Alicia said. “Am I the only one wondering why the Devil would entrust his great plan to this piece of rat shit? I mean, come on...” 
 
    “The roadmap of attacks was entrusted to several failsafes. Both people and places,” Zuki said. “That is why, after the Devil was killed, they can still happen. The people? Well, a protégé of the Devil is one, named Selena Blade. A man named Spartak is another. And there’s Madame Davic. There are others that I don’t know.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Alicia looked unhappy she couldn’t slap the woman. “Get on with it.” 
 
    “Yes, as I said the fourth attack is puzzling. The Scourge want a particular collection of Fabergé eggs that the Americans kept in Las Vegas following a gang’s attempt to steal them. Though the property of a collector, and essentially belonging to an unnamed Russian, the Fabergé eggs were never returned and lie, to this day, in some casino vault.” 
 
    Mai was reeling. “Are you kidding? If you’re kidding, you’ll be going back to Shin Kudo to be Yuna’s pet.” 
 
    Alicia glanced at her. “Yuna?” 
 
    “Later. Listen Zuki, we saved those eggs and caught the gang who tried to steal them. Are you saying this is another element of the plan that leads right back to the SPEAR team?” 
 
    “I know nothing of that or the theft of the eggs. I’ve been in prison, remember? I know only that the Devil was tasked to regain this collection of Fabergé eggs and that he had a list of the best thieves in the business to complete the task. Only the very best. Infamous, he called them.” 
 
    “I’ve known some good thieves in my time,” Drake said. “Who did the Devil chose?” 
 
    Zuki screwed up her eyes. “As if I cared for their names. I do not need to know those people. But, like I said, the fourth attack is different and formulated, I believe, only to suit the personal aims of the Scourge.” 
 
    “Right, right.” Hayden sounded like she was scribbling the information down in haste. “And the fifth attack?” 
 
    “Properly back on track. The biggest yet. Power grids, water and gas facilities. Police headquarters. This will be the final attack on America’s civilization. After this occurs, you will see a breakdown of humanity. People reverting to their animal selves. It will be beautiful.” Zuki smiled and sat back in satisfaction. “Of course, we’re leaving the radio and television stations intact so that they can be effective and help spread our... message.” 
 
    Mai wanted to hit her but, instead, asked the obvious question. “You said that there were six attacks, not five.” 
 
    Zuki looked down. “Yes, six. But unfortunately, the Devil never fully disclosed the sixth attack. I know only that it involved all the royal families of the world. He died before he was able to elaborate. I have no real idea,” She looked at them with wary eyes. 
 
    “Don’t try to screw us,” Hayden warned. 
 
    “Shin Kudo would love to have you back,” Mai said. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Alicia said. 
 
    “You killed the Devil. You,” Zuki snarled at them. “Think about that. When you happily killed the Devil before he could reveal the final part of his plan you killed your best chance of stopping it.” 
 
    Zuki smiled at them, all of them, eyeing one and then the other with an evil leer. She finished with her gaze settled on Mai. “You owe me my freedom.” 
 
    “One minute,” Hayden said. “These plans. How can we stop them? Who’s responsible for putting them into action?” 
 
    “I can only guess.” Zuki shrugged. “Madame Davic for the first.” 
 
    “Yes, we know that one.” 
 
    “The Devil’s successor, Selena Blade, for the second. Spartak for the third. I imagine this gang of thieves for the fourth. And the fifth... that’s definitely the Scourge themselves, putting the final nail into America’s coffin.” 
 
    “And where would we find this Scourge?” Dahl asked. 
 
    “You think they tell me that? Even I, of the secret upper classes, have no knowledge of their whereabouts. But I can tell you this... they are an old entity. Old and bitter and willing to burn everything you people hold dear.” 
 
    Mai believed every word of what Zuki was saying. And now that they had prior knowledge of the coming attacks what could they do? 
 
    Bryant put her thoughts into words. “So now we have this roadmap. We know when and, roughly, where they’re coming. The trouble is—you guys are ghosted, and Glacier is already being attacked by Lacey’s cohorts.” 
 
    “We have a few contacts,” Hayden said, meaning the Assistant Director of the FBI, Mai thought. “And we have to be there. At the site of the attacks. We can help.” 
 
    Zuki shook her head. “You fool yourselves. You are immaterial and cannot stop this. You are too insignificant.” 
 
    “But we can try,” Hayden said. “That’s what we do. That’s what all soldiers do. We try until we’re dead and hope that maybe we’ll make a difference.” 
 
    Mai dragged Zuki up out of her chair, turned her around and deliberately gave her a hard kick up the ass. Under the circumstances, it was the most undignified treatment she could think of. “Fuck off then, bitch. Go crawling back to your masters.” 
 
    Zuki staggered, face hot with embarrassment and anger, but managed to control herself. “I need a phone.” 
 
    “The only thing you’re getting is another kick up the arse,” Alicia growled, moving toward her. 
 
    “Careful,” Mai warned. “She’s deadly.” 
 
    Alicia slowed but kept going. 
 
    Zuki backed away toward the deeper shadows where the exit door stood. Seconds later she was gone, rushing out into the night. Alicia wasn’t bothered. Zuki would simply run into Dai Hibiki and his colleagues, who had instructions to detain and question her further. The stakes were too high to simply let her go. 
 
    Alicia turned and shrugged. “I really wanted to kick that royal brat up the arse,” she complained. “Well done, Mai. That’s the best thing I’ve seen you do in ten years.” 
 
    “We haven’t been together for ten years.” 
 
    “No, but I’ve known you for ten years. Which admittedly, is a prison sentence. Hopefully Zuki will fall and break her neck before she reaches civilization. We’re a long way from Tokyo.” 
 
    Mai nodded with an optimistic expression. 
 
    Hayden interrupted them, asking them to return to DC as soon as possible and then signed off to plan their next move. 
 
    Mai met Alicia’s eyes and then Bryant’s. “This is going to get far worse before it gets any better.” 
 
    “Just point me at the danger,” Alicia said. “I’ll give it my best.” 
 
    They made ready to return to the theatre of war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The second attack,” Hayden said, “is huge. If we could stop that we could essentially nip this whole thing in the bud.” 
 
    Drake listened as they talked, passing ideas back and forth. He’d been a soldier—on the side of the good guys—for as long as he could remember, and one of the hardest parts of all this was knowing that no matter how hard you tried, how much you put on the line, there was always another madman wanting to end your way of life. The innocent would always be harmed. Even the SPEAR team, that had done so much, couldn’t stop them all. 
 
    “Infrastructure,” he said, “across the United States. Roads, bridges, and more. One thing stands out—the sheer manpower required to carry it all out.” 
 
    “First,” Dahl said. “The planning has taken years. You either import these people a month at a time and give them a wage and a boss to report to, or you use the disenchanted who already reside inside the country. Maybe both. Rather than manpower, the big issue I can see is the vast expense.” 
 
    “Which is why only one of these secret old royal families could pull it off,” Hayden said. “According to most, their wealth is endless. But you do bring up a good point. That kind of transfer of money every month for years on end would surely leave some kind of trail.” 
 
    “I’ll get Karin searching for that.” Drake pulled out his phone and made the call. “Maybe she can get us a break.” 
 
    “More urgently,” Kinimaka said. “How do we stop the second attack?” 
 
    Drake took a seat. Following the attacks on the safehouse and Glacier’s headquarters, they had returned to and crowded inside their old office building, the place where their Strike Force missions had begun, the place that had been attacked by Luka Kovalenko and then forgotten about. It was dark, the room lit only by dim backup lamps, and cold. No generators had been switched on since that might alert any eagle-eyed analyst. The team had pulled up seven chairs and arranged them around their old kitchen table. Though familiar, their surroundings felt hostile, unsafe. Cam and Shaw were keeping watch. 
 
    Kinimaka had already searched the place, coming up with a dozen boxes of earbud communications devices which they all pocketed. Other small, abandoned items like infra-red field glasses and military knives proved that the place had received only a cursory examination before being vacated. 
 
    Dahl swigged from a bottle of water. “We have to take out the chief instigator. These teams, and there must be dozens spread out all over the country, need direction. A ringleader, if you like. And it must be computerized. There are too many parts for it not to be. If we could find that instigator...” 
 
    “Well, we know he or she operated from Devil’s Junction,” Hayden said. “The place that was set up after Devil’s Island blew up. And that Sutherland was trying to locate it. Let me make a call.” 
 
    Drake met Dahl’s eyes as Hayden spoke to the FBI assistant director, both of them too tense and anxious to make any kind of witticism. With the first attack still ongoing and the second looming on the horizon, it was almost physically painful to be standing here, doing nothing. 
 
    “We’ve got something.” Hayden’s words lifted their spirits. “The FBI tracked old movements between that casino where we finished off the Devil and the Blood King and a relatively new setup in the desert. This setup consists of dozens of old buildings that, while neglected and abandoned on the outside, show movement between them and many new sets of tire tracks. Also, there’s a ton of electricity being used if the infra-red heat signatures are anything to go by.” 
 
    “It’s in the right place,” Dahl said. “Is Sutherland sending a team?” 
 
    “How can he?” Hayden shrugged. “He’s the Assistant Director of the FBI and he’s currently hiding in the back of a car he bought for three hundred dollars earlier today, armed with a bag of burner phones and a bucket of water to drop them into, making calls like this and texting me a new number every few hours. He’s looking for allies. Sutherland can’t trust anybody except us.” 
 
    “Did he give you directions?” Drake asked. 
 
    “Better, he gave me coordinates.” Hayden nodded. “We’d best call Bryant and find out the fastest mode of transport he has available. This all depends on us reaching Devil’s Junction before the second attack begins.” 
 
    Drake turned to Dahl. “While she’s doing that, we could track down a few of those old CIA safe boxes and arm ourselves. They’re hidden all over America’s cities for emergency purposes and the codes are never changed.” 
 
    Dahl rose fast, grateful for something to do. “Lead the way.” 
 
    “I always do, mate. I always do.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Hours later, during the fifth day, and with only hours remaining until the start of the sixth, the SPEAR team landed in Nevada on a dusty brown landing strip baking beneath a hot, early evening sun. The surrounding mountains glimmered with seemingly impossible hues—mints, bright reds and greens. The team gathered around a knee-high mound of dry earth as the private jet rose into the sky trailing a plume of dust. 
 
    “Clock’s against us.” Hayden checked her watch’s compass and set off toward the nearest set of rolling hills. Devil’s Junction lay about three miles distant, beyond those hills. 
 
    The team wore a ragtag assortment of clothing, including Kevlar vests, which they’d managed to pull together from their old HQ and various CIA safe boxes stashed around Washington DC. They also carried a rough and untidy set of weapons. Both Drake and Dahl’s hopes were that they could relieve the guards ahead of some of their undoubtedly better weapons early in the fight. 
 
    “We’re going in blind,” Hayden said as they jogged, picking up the pace. “We don’t even know if this is the right place. We have to find this Devil’s protégé, whatever she is, as soon as possible and neutralize them and everything she’s touching. Those protecting her are as guilty as the Scourge. We’re at kill or be killed, guys, and that repeats for the entire country. Whatever’s necessary...” 
 
    Drake already knew it. He focused ahead, aware of the scorched earth around them and how it was a fitting metaphor for what they were doing, and what America might become if they failed. Right now, he wondered if the Devil had chosen this place deliberately long ago, just to drive home that very idea. 
 
    The sun beat down hard as it made its way toward the horizon. On any normal mission, they would wait for darkness to fall. 
 
    On this mission, they couldn’t wait even for a minute. 
 
    Sweating, silent, the SPEAR team made their way through the arid Nevada desert. Cam and Shaw ranged to both sides. Kenzie pulled ahead, searching for any advance guard. Drake, Dahl, Hayden and Kinimaka made up the central wedge. They were of the mind that it had been months since the Devil was killed and any major surveillance should have been stood down. 
 
    Ahead, Kenzie held up a hand. Drake slowed as he approached. The Israeli turned. 
 
    “Clear right up to the ridge.” She pointed ahead. “The complex is on the other side.” 
 
    Drake followed Dahl, who set off at a sprint. The others joined seconds later. They soon reached the rolling ridge, which was dotted with irregular boulders, giving the team plenty of cover from which to perform a quick recce. 
 
    As the surveillance photos had already shown, Devil’s Junction was composed of two random rows of buildings fronting a wide dirt street, something that reminded Drake of old towns in Westerns starring John Wayne and Clint Eastwood. 
 
    The buildings were wood-paneled, ramshackle and beaten by decades of weather. A raised deck sidewalk ran along both sides of the street; although, he noticed, there were no railings to which you might tether your horse. The windows, interestingly, were mirror-like and brand new. 
 
    It was the only giveaway. 
 
    Drake saw no one. The earth was hard and littered with sharp stones. 
 
    Dahl rose and slid down the hill, completely exposed. Drake followed, keeping his gun trained below. The lack of activity was disconcerting, giving the impression that maybe the Devil’s protégé might be working from elsewhere. But somebody was continuing to inhabit this place. The earlier surveillance photos proved it. 
 
    “Which building first?” Cam asked. 
 
    A bloody good question. Drake saw nothing obvious. The tire tracks winding through the dirt were random, the faint boot prints scattered. First contact here was vital. It would alert everyone to their presence. 
 
    Would the Devil have built his own abode? A place kept just for him? From what Drake knew of him the answer was yes. Reaching the bottom of the hill, he crouched at the rear of the nearest row of buildings, temporarily safe once more. 
 
    He glanced over at Hayden. “Did you see anything?” 
 
    “Nothing obvious. I guess we’re gonna have to get lucky.” 
 
    Drake waited for the expected Alicia comment and felt temporarily aggrieved when it didn’t come. Their team was short, of course, and less secure because of it. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Dahl asked. “A fish and chip van? Come on, let’s hit these bastards hard.” 
 
    Drake shouldered him aside and ran into Devil’s Junction. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Splitting up, they approached the rear of every building on their side of the street, one by one. Drake jumped up onto a deck, kept his head low, and sidled up to a window. A quick look inside revealed an empty bedroom complete with two separate single beds. Both beds were squared away, hinting at a potential ex-military presence. Dahl, next door, reported a similar finding over the comms. Kenzie, two buildings away, did the same. 
 
    Hayden came back with a different report. “I’ve got what looks like the equivalent of a soldier’s mess. And eight men, unarmed, dressed down, clearly done for the night. Drinking. Lots of pizza. I think a couple of flash bangs and some zip ties should neutralize all eight.” 
 
    “Sounds like Alicia’s perfect night out,” Drake said, “Get ready for my signal.” 
 
    Cam and Shaw both reported sightings. Drake and Dahl decided to back them up and nullify all the soldiers inside, while Kenzie watched the street. 
 
    Two minutes later they were ready. 
 
    “Watch your back,” Drake told her. “There has to be some kind of overwatch.” 
 
    It made more sense that the overwatch would be computerized and that the person in charge—this mysterious Devil’s protégé—was tied up in something far more important than staring at CCTV cameras. Like... maybe... the second attack... 
 
    Drake went with Cam, who broke a rear window and lobbed in a flash-bang grenade. 
 
    Drake smashed through the front door seconds later. The first man he clubbed over the head, the second he kneed in the groin. All the men were staggering with their hands clapped over their ears, some on their knees, others sprawled on the ground. 
 
    Drake knelt over six men and tied their hands as Cam stood over him, keeping watch. White smoke swirled thickly around them and billowed out the open front door. A quick search of the room revealed no weapons. 
 
    When they’d finished, Drake inched back to the door and stared out across the street. One by one the others came back with their own positive outcomes. Drake couldn’t believe that three flash-bangs hadn’t been overheard by someone. 
 
    Across the street he counted eight buildings. Low lighting burned in three of them. Others, one that looked like a convenience store and one that might be a grocery depot, were backlit, as though maybe just their freezers and fridges were still illuminated. 
 
    Drake hesitated for another few seconds, trying to peer into every window, but Dahl stepped out of his own door and walked along the decking all the way to Drake’s. 
 
    “What you waiting for? The Milky Bar Kid?” 
 
    “Nope. A dumb Swede to draw their fire.” 
 
    Dahl leaned against the door frame and cast an eye over the buildings that faced them. “It is odd, isn’t it?” 
 
    Drake shrugged. “Complacency. Boredom. Their boss died months ago. Maybe this new boss isn’t as ruthless, but the pay’s still good.” 
 
    “Speculation isn’t going to stop the attack,” Hayden told them. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Everyone gave an affirmation. Drake braced himself and ran across the dirt street, zeroing in on one of the lit buildings. A stiff evening breeze swept along the wide thoroughfare, peppering his body with tiny grains of sand. His boots crunched to a stop at the foot of the decking running alongside the full row of buildings. Only his head was above the decking. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Drake didn’t like it. The fact was, if the Devil had still been in charge here, they’d have encountered almost impossible resistance by now. Maybe his demise had depleted the guard. Maybe all that was left were the dregs. 
 
    Either way, Hayden called the next move. They rolled up onto and across the decking, coming up against the front façades of the buildings. As one, each person raised their head and took a quick look. 
 
    “Clear,” was repeated up and down the line. 
 
    “They can’t all be clear,” Drake said. “Try again.” 
 
    They shifted position for different angles and rose once more. The same negative results were returned. 
 
    Drake sank to his haunches with his back against the wall and stared across the street and at the surrounding shadowy shapes of mountains. “Doesn’t make sense. I guess we’re in the wrong place.” 
 
    “Only one thing for it,” Hayden said. “Instead of splitting up and thinning out our enemies as per protocol, we all hit the building from which the heat spike was spotted. Ready?” 
 
    They were. They jumped down from the boardwalk so that their boots wouldn’t resound against the planking, and ran three doors down. The building in question was run down—at least on the outside—accessible only through a covered passage where a steel door sat about halfway down. It was a single-story, elongated building that jutted out into the desert and, for all intents and purposes, gave an impression of abject desolation. The worst building in the little town. 
 
    Drake checked for security cameras. So far, he’d spotted none, but now two concealed cameras came into view opposite the steel door. It was the first clear sign that this building was something other than it seemed. 
 
    “Go,” Hayden said. 
 
    The team burst into action. Dahl ran to the steel door, slapped an explosive strip onto its surface, and backed off. Drake and Kenzie stayed close. 
 
    The strip detonated, blowing the door off its hinges and sending it smashing back into the building. Smoke swirled around the new gap. Dahl leapt toward it, ducking as a figure stepped out. 
 
    Drake saw a broad man carrying an Uzi, and opened fire. Even then the man managed to squeeze his trigger, but his volley of shots went awry as he fell backward to land dead on the floor. 
 
    Dahl rolled to his feet, angled low, and peered through the shattered doorway. 
 
    Drake hugged the side of the building, approaching him. 
 
    Dahl fired a quick burst. 
 
    Another man yelled out and collapsed. 
 
    Dahl jumped up and ran into the building. 
 
    Drake was a foot behind, Kenzie following him. Inside, Drake saw a single, enormous room like a narrow aircraft hangar filled with tables and desks and, at the far end, an incredible array of computer equipment. 
 
    Between them and that though, were three men. 
 
    They formed a row, guns up, and opened fire on full-automatic. 
 
    Drake dived and rolled as the air was sliced apart above him, coming to a stop behind a cheap wooden desk, very aware that it wouldn’t stop a bullet. He lay on his stomach and peered through the nest of table and chair legs, seeking out the shooters. A quick burst sent one of them to the floor. 
 
    Dahl winged another. 
 
    The third shot Kinimaka as he burst into the room, the bullet striking his Kevlar vest and sending him slamming back into the door frame. The building shook. Kinimaka’s own bullet had taken the shooter in the throat. 
 
    Hayden steadied the big Hawaiian as he fell to his knees, gasping. 
 
    Cam and Shaw entered last and darted along the side of the building, between chairs and desks, as they headed for the far end. 
 
    Drake picked his way forward, pausing as Dahl and Kenzie joined him. 
 
    A figure sat before an incredible computer array, rows of tables filled with connected computer screens. Drake counted a collection of six screens joined by a huge central monitor, all high-def and state of the art. Several other desk- and laptops sat adjacent to the main arrangement. 
 
    “I guess this is the nucleus of the place after all,” Dahl said. 
 
    “The Devil’s throne room,” Hayden said softly. “But who’s that?” 
 
    The figure had their back turned to the SPEAR team. It wore all black, including a hood. Its fingers flew across several keyboards, leaping from one to the next, refreshing screen after screen. 
 
    “Hey,” Hayden shouted. “Stop that right now. On your feet.” 
 
    The figure ignored her. 
 
    Drake suppressed an urge to shoot at the screens or hard-drives which sat like black ingots on the floor, stack after stack. However, he did fire a shot into the wall above the figure’s head. 
 
    A second passed. Then, the black-clad figure rose out of its chair, upending it. The figure whirled. Drake saw a woman’s white face, blue eyes so bright they could have cut glass, and a small dagger clasped in each clenched hand. Drake levelled his weapon. 
 
    “What’s your plan then? Stick us all with daggers?” 
 
    Hayden, Cam and Shaw rushed forward. The woman flicked her wrist, sending two daggers toward their faces. The pinpoint accuracy of the throws forced Hayden and Cam to dive left and right. 
 
    But Shaw had knives of her own. 
 
    Backed by Kenzie, the Native American flung her own knife and darted in. The woman spun out of the way and came around holding two more daggers which she threw at Shaw and Kenzie. Both dodged as they ran. Shaw jabbed an elbow at the woman and then a knee. Both attacks were blocked. 
 
    Hayden was trying to get around the fight because it seemed the woman was trying to protect whatever program was running across every screen. 
 
    Drake and Dahl approached. 
 
    The woman kicked Shaw in the ribs and then withdrew another dagger, aiming it at Hayden but refraining from flinging it. 
 
    “Wait,” she breathed. “Wait for one moment.” Her accent was English, her tones well educated. 
 
    “No.” Hayden ran at her. 
 
    The woman stepped to one side, granting access to the full computer array. 
 
    “You’re too late,” she said. “The entire program is in the ether.” She waved above her head. “Disseminated across the Internet. Even now, a thousand remote computers are waking up, whirring and spreading an unstoppable infection.” 
 
    “The second attack?” Hayden hesitated. “But it’s physical. Roads. Bridges. Infrastructure.” 
 
    “A thousand computers,” the woman’s face was ecstatic, “with a thousand instructions. Your capitulation is inevitable.” 
 
    “What?” Dahl turned his gun on the hard-drives, blasting the hard plastic casing and metal innards to bits. Sparks, flames and sharp debris shattered against the back wall. Computer screens smashed and exploded as Drake lent his gun to the onslaught. 
 
    All the time the woman laughed. 
 
    “You are too late,” she said. “It’s already done. It was done more than half an hour before you slid down that hill. Yes, I watched you. Yes, I knew you were coming for me. The Devil taught me how to destroy and humiliate your enemies, to shatter their hope. You let them grasp a little bit of victory before utterly breaking them. He taught me well. My name is Selena Blade.” 
 
    “On your knees, Selena,” Hayden said. “We’re taking you in.” 
 
    Her words sounded hollow, especially to Drake. Where could they take her? They had no easy access to authority. 
 
    “My job is done,” Selena said. “America will fall, and there is nothing you can do.” 
 
    The other screens inside the room, those perched randomly on the room’s desks, blared into life. 
 
    Selena turned and ran for a rear door the team hadn’t noticed until now. 
 
    The moment she dashed through it, a low-yield explosive went off, sealing it shut behind her. 
 
    Drake was left staring between the door and the images on the screens. “What the hell do we do now?” 
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    When Annabelle Watts left the arms of her lover late that afternoon, she had no idea it would be the last time she’d ever see him. That last luxurious, naked embrace, warm beneath soft satin sheets, that wrench when she pulled on her discarded clothes, that quickly blown kiss of goodbye—it was all a swish and daring routine. 
 
    Annabelle crossed the hotel parking lot to her car, taking in the beautiful, hot Floridian sunshine, climbed in and set off on her way back home. The journey west from Winter Park to Lakeland didn’t take long, and passed in a kind of overawed slumber. Annabelle basked in the memories of the last three hours and looked forward to three more next week. 
 
    It wouldn’t happen. Not because her husband would find out, but because the world was about to change... and she’d never see it. 
 
    She arrived home in good time, showered and dressed, then sat down to wait for Jack to arrive. When he did so an hour later, he barged through the front door as usual, already talking at her, already moaning about his hard workday, his harsh confrontations and suspicions of backstabbers, his tales of woe long since turned wearisome and falling on deaf ears. 
 
    Jack changed, grabbed a drink, and checked his iPhone for notifications without ever really seeing her. 
 
    Annabelle sometimes wondered if she was sat naked when he walked through the front door, exactly how long it would take for him to notice. She waited patiently for him to pause his spiel, to stop re-examining his phone, and actually see her with real and present eyes. 
 
    It didn’t happen. 
 
    Annabelle had already clipped back her golden-blond hair. Now she readjusted the formless pantsuit she wore and spoke up. “Jack, we have to talk.” 
 
    “Ah, crap,” he said. “I totally forgot. It’s date night, right?” 
 
    Annabelle blinked. She’d also forgotten but for different reasons. She was about to offer to cancel their plans but then thought that a nice little restaurant would make a far better—and safer—place in which to break the bad news than their secluded home. 
 
    If Jack stormed out, she had money and credit cards of her own with which she could secure a cab and hotel room. She didn’t think that would happen—Jack was a sentimental kind of guy—but it was always better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    They left the house at seven just as the sun spread across the horizon in a vista of crimson hues. The restaurant—their usual—was only a forty-minute drive away, but tonight Jack wanted to get there and back faster because he fancied a “real drink to drown his sorrows” after he got home. Jack took the quicker I4, the big interstate that stretched east to west across Florida. 
 
    Annabelle was about to ask him to change his mind, to go their usual way, but refrained. She didn’t want to upset him this early in the night. 
 
    Darkness fell as they made their way along the six-lane interstate, weaving in and out of slower cars to shave a couple of seconds off their journey. 
 
    Jack was quiet, still broody. 
 
    Annabelle had donned a nice white skirt and formal jacket—maybe in a last-ditch attempt to elicit a response from her husband—but Jack never glanced her way. The darkness outside was a reflection of the darkness inside his mind, somewhere he chose to live the majority of his days. 
 
    Four bright-red motorbikes came roaring past just three minutes before their junction. Jack cursed and flipped them off, speeding up a little as if thinking about giving chase. He didn’t, but he was clearly aggrieved. 
 
    Especially when the motorbikes slowed down a few cars ahead. 
 
    It was a mess now, the traffic all crammed up and stretching across every lane. Red taillights flashed ahead. An enormous eighteen-wheeler then slammed by to their left, hurtling up along the median and bringing the first murmur of alarm from Jack. 
 
    “What the hell... that guy’s crazy—” 
 
    Whatever else he was going to say was lost in the flaming blaze of a mighty explosion as first the bikes detonated and then the massive truck. The ground shook, the concrete and foundations literally ripping apart as tons of explosives destroyed the interstate. 
 
    Something that was repeated around the country. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Shaun Olliver sat at the wheel of his truck, several large cannisters of liquid explosive crammed into the back, just over his left shoulder. He leaned forward, stuck in traffic but getting closer to his destination with every second. 
 
    When the message had clicked into his email earlier—the message declaring his particular task was a go—he’d felt a sense of jubilation the like of which he hadn’t experienced since he saw a deer hit by a truck several years ago. He’d started to salivate, to shake. His thoughts—usually slow—had zoomed around inside his head like little, jumbled missiles. He was going to be a part of this. Of the worst day in history. Of mass murder. His name would be remembered for generations. 
 
    Shaun gripped the wheel with shaking hands. 
 
    The traffic inched forward along jammed carriageways to left and right. Some people stared up at the truck for no obvious reason, making Shaun feel nervous. The sweat was evident on his forehead, so he used his hoodie to wipe it away. 
 
    Ahead, the lights of the bridge stood out brightly, a beacon. 
 
    The men who’d recruited him, who’d brainwashed him and fed him propaganda, had promised a day that would change America forever. A day when the materialistic unwashed would face a chaotic judgement. 
 
    The websites he’d visited, the forums he’d taken part in, the videos he’d been sent, all served to reinforce the fact that this country—and the wider world in general—needed a jarring reset. 
 
    Shaun checked the traffic again. The interstate was jammed on both sides, some slow-moving traffic holding it up. It wasn’t an accident. The bridge loomed until its lights burned his eyes, until its stanchions and guardrails filled his vision, the heavy structure carrying vehicles over the important railway below. 
 
    As Shaun approached the center of the bridge, he glanced down for the first time, down at the plastic black box with the small red button nestling between his legs. 
 
    Shaun believed he could choose his moment to die, that he could take a minute to allow everything he’d ever enjoyed to drift slowly through his mind, to gather some courage. 
 
    But that was never going to happen. The Devil’s plan was too devious and sinister for freedom of thought. The truck was remote detonated the instant it crossed a predetermined, perfect line. 
 
    The blast was white hot, an expanding sheet of deadly light. The sound wave followed moments later; a terrible and glorious roar of freedom. 
 
    Those that watched, hoped and plotted knew that soon the emergency services would turn up and, if they were lucky, the news services too. Then the explosives attached to the bridge supports would also detonate, bringing the whole structure down onto the major railway line below. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Meadow Evans, a semi-famous country rock singer, piloted her little red sports coupe along Santa Monica freeway in Los Angeles, checking her messages and styling her hair with her fingers as she drove. The gigs were piling up, the money not so much. If she worked for any less, she’d be working for free. Shit, she’d be paying them to play their grungy little crapholes. What she needed was a break... a big one. 
 
    She was tired. The last nine months had been a constant rush of activity. Events took up most of her time and yet, she knew, the real future lay in her writing. Penning original songs that she and others could sing was the way forward, but she only found time to do it when she should really be sleeping. Or trying to sleep. Or dating. 
 
    For the hundredth time today, she wondered if leaving the crappy little town in Indiana and moving to LA had been the right move. She guessed the answer was relative and depended on her success—or lack of it—this coming year. 
 
    Meadow was determined to throw her heart and soul into this project. Her parents and friends had been supportive though understandably wary. Her boyfriend not so much. She’d left him behind holding a bunch of roses and an engagement ring—a last minute offering to make her stay. 
 
    But Meadow was forward thinking and had great plans. She’d seen where the celebrated, winding road might take her, and chose to chase her dreams. How could you ever live with your future self if you never chased your dreams? 
 
    Meadow checked her messages again, resigned and unsurprised to see yet another low-paying job pop up. The hope was that someone would spot you and take you under their wing. The chances of that happening were slim. 
 
    But it did happen. 
 
    Meadow was determined to graft as hard as she could for as long as she could. Yes, there might be a time in the future when she decided this was merely a pipe dream but, until then, she’d try with every fiber of her being to make it happen. 
 
    The traffic was light, the cars, buses and trucks working with each other to help the flow tonight rather than fighting for space. Meadow let the speed and the lights of LA soothe her for a while. She was headed for the parking area at the Pier to meet with a guy that could set her up with a string of venues, a mini-tour, he’d said over the phone. Meadow had agreed, albeit warily, to meet him in the most public spot she could think of. 
 
    And just like all the other cars travelling in that moment, she never saw the shooters. Never imagined there would be eight gunmen lying on the roofs of buildings or balanced inside open windows, with instructions to disrupt one of Los Angeles’ major arteries. 
 
    Or that elsewhere in the city, there were a hundred more such gunmen poised around a dozen other significant locations. 
 
    The first shot rang out, killing a driver three cars in front of her. 
 
    A second shot smashed into a car behind her, which slewed first left and then right, crashing into two cars before somersaulting into a barrier. 
 
    The collisions multiplied as vehicles travelling behind crashed into those that had come to a sudden stop. Metal bruised metal and littered the highway. People were trapped, others killed, while still more dragged themselves out of their cars and filled the road. 
 
    Meadow felt her car veer off to the side and gasped. To her left, she thought she saw a windshield shatter and then a white truck slewed sideways and slammed into her, crushing her little car under its enormous wheels. 
 
    All across LA, and San Francisco, Chicago and Miami among others, the gunmen caused havoc. 
 
    There were more surprises planned for when the police and ambulance services arrived at the scene. 
 
    Some of the queuing cars carried bombs. Others carried men with guns. And motorbikes were planned along other arteries. 
 
    America’s long night had begun. Tonight, the land of the free was a theatre of war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matt Drake watched the news channels with a growing sense of anguish. The first attack—against the social media and news outlets—hadn’t cost lives. This new offensive had taken a gigantic step in a new direction, coming with the added terror that 30 percent of Americans didn’t believe what they saw was happening. 
 
    All due to the first attacks and barrage of disinformation it had spread from home to home. 
 
    Debilitating, was the only word he could think of to describe the situation. He didn’t want to move, to act. The depth and range of the attacks, every few minutes a new city—Seattle, New Orleans, Salt Lake City—weighed heavy upon Drake’s mind. How could they hope to stop this? Zuki had been right to call them insignificant. 
 
    “You see how they’re doing it though,” Dahl said. “A small number of men and women can cause big problems if sent against a vulnerable, essential position. No government can police every main road, every junction, every bridge. Someone—probably the Devil—spent years using the government’s CCTV system against them, searching for the perfect place to position an offensive cell. They replicate that a thousand, two thousand times, and they’d put any country on its knees.” 
 
    Drake turned away as images of buildings burning in Atlanta, Indianapolis and Austin were shown, buildings that happened to be near transport hubs, food storage depots and hospitals. 
 
    “I... I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Dahl turned toward him. “We keep on fighting. We never give up. You bloody know that. If there’s trouble, we tackle it head on. Am I right?” 
 
    Drake nodded, trying to force the horror from his mind. The old mantra “you can’t save everyone” had never seemed more appropriate. 
 
    “I hope Mai and the others landed before this happened,” Kinimaka said. 
 
    “They did,” Hayden said, waving her phone. “Got a text. They’re in DC right now. And, luckily, DC is one of the cities that isn’t being targeted.” 
 
    “Not luck. Not with this plan,” Drake said. “It’s all smoke and mirrors, mind games and murder. Destruction and deviousness. I almost wish the Devil were still alive so we could interrogate him, find out how to stop all this, and then kill him again.” 
 
    “We stop it with the Scourge, with the main players of each attack. With President Lacey,” Hayden said, looking around the damaged computer room. 
 
    Cam and Shaw were protecting the ingress and egress points while they planned. Both gave her a thumbs up she didn’t feel motivated to return. 
 
    Drake leaned both hands against a desk, hanging his head. “And where’s the third attack happening?” 
 
    “Wall Street,” Kinimaka said. “Manhattan is like DC and a few others. It hasn’t been touched yet. They don’t know whether we’re under physical or technological attack. They don’t know what to believe. But you can bet your last dollar the people are gonna keep on working.” 
 
    The government will shut them down, Drake was about to say but then remembered who was running the government. And not just that. The Scourge had players—bought or brainwashed—all through the system. 
 
    “Nevada to New York is a long way,” Kenzie said. 
 
    “Let’s hope Bryant can help.” Hayden flicked through her phone. “Because it’s just a four-hour flight.” 
 
    Kinimaka was already calling Assistant Director Sutherland, apprising him of events and what was coming next. Their call was swift and vague because even the FBI couldn’t be sure who might’ve tracked him down these days. 
 
    “We’re moving out to Pahrump,” Hayden said, ending her call. “It’s sprawling, busy and flat. Also, it’s only slightly scathed. Bryant can get a private plane there from Las Vegas in under an hour.” 
 
    Drake latched on to a faint surge of hope. “If we can be in New York by morning, we stand a chance of stopping the next attack.” 
 
    “Sutherland’s already mobilizing the few agents he trusts,” Kinimaka said with a heavy sigh. “But even some of those are unknowns.” 
 
    “He’ll do what he can,” Hayden said. “Now, let’s move back to the car.” 
 
    Grouping and checking their weapons, they headed through the room’s main exit and out into the night. The desert wind whipped grit at their faces, the skies looked alive with scattered stars. A thin crescent moon poked over the horizon. 
 
    Hayden led the way across the street. The team proceeded warily, aware that even now someone might have laid a trap. There wasn’t a single step in this operation that might not include treading on a strategic land mine. 
 
    They crossed the desert and found their vehicle, a big Cadillac with plenty of seats and comfort for the seven of them. Kinimaka took the wheel as Cam and Shaw handed out bottles of water and pre-packed sandwiches, and Kinimaka punched their destination into the satnav. 
 
    “Twenty-seven minutes to Pahrump,” he said, nodding in satisfaction. “That works.” 
 
    As they drove, Dahl pointed out a long-missed and rather obvious fact. “It just occurred to me,” he said. “But we usually leave poor old Mano to do most of the driving. Now, why would we leave the driving to the most accident-prone person amongst us?” 
 
    Drake blinked, realized the Swede was right and immediately offered to change places with the Hawaiian. Kinimaka just gave them both dead eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mano,” Hayden said. “I’ve always felt safe with your driving.” But Drake saw how she dedicated extra attention to the road. 
 
    The big SUV cut through the night, winding its way across darkened flatland toward the distant city. The patches of desert picked out as the headlamps swept across the ever-moving horizons would have been beautiful if the sharp edge of terror hadn’t been hanging over them. 
 
    As they approached Pahrump, Kinimaka slowed. “Ah, damn,” he whispered. 
 
    It wasn’t as bad as anything they’d witnessed on the television, but being witness to an ongoing national attack in the flesh was infinitely more horrifying. 
 
    Fires burned in various buildings ahead. Drake saw two crashed cars, both empty at the side of the road. 
 
    As they crossed the city line, he saw several people roaming along the hard verge, clearly unharmed but shellshocked and searching for something. The fires, though few, shone brightly against the sky because the land was flat and the night dark. Shadowy plumes of smoke spiraled toward the clouds like angry twisters. 
 
    “A post office depot,” Hayden said as they drove past. “A surgery. A supermarket. One person could do all this in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    They saw people standing around their cars in parking lots while others still ate in restaurants like Denny’s and Jack-in-the-box and Carl’s Jr. They saw a long line of people queuing for an ATM, something Hayden believed pointed to a population on the edge. More lines were in evidence outside a huge Walmart. Police cars were evident too, trying to control the crowds. 
 
    Kinimaka drove them down a side street, away from the main thoroughfare. Down here, it seemed that a power cut had hit. Every establishment was lying in darkness but again, people were abroad on the sidewalks and streets. Cars passed to their left, heading for South Highway 160. Drake saw signs for RV resorts, for hotels and casinos. One thing was certain—there was a lot of unrest on the street tonight. 
 
    Ahead, a fire raged through a building. Squinting, Drake thought he could still see the tall sign in the parking lot that read: Doctors. 
 
    Attacks like this were designed to turn the population against each other, leading some individuals to start looting doctor practices, pharmacies and even hospitals for much-needed drugs, and others to leave town in pursuit of easier-to-procure medicine. The terrorists wanted anarchy, unrest and fear. They wanted citizens on the move. 
 
    Drake feared for all of them. 
 
    “Airfield is eight minutes away,” Kinimaka said. “Unfortunately, it’s through that lot.” 
 
    Drake saw where the road turned ahead, a long sweeping bend that cut through several suburbs. A dense crowd of people were standing around, blocking the road and the sidewalk. They were talking and cursing, drinking and smoking unknown substances. But, worse than that, they all carried makeshift weapons. 
 
    “Another consequence of anarchy,” Hayden said. “It brings out the crazies.” 
 
    “Right across the country,” Dahl said, “similar gatherings will be happening. Big and small. Some will be wanting to earn from it, some to go wild, others to take revenge for past troubles. Still more will be wanting to attack an establishment they feel has let them down or restrained them.” 
 
    “Yep,” Drake said. “The hills will certainly have eyes tonight.” 
 
    Kinimaka, unable to choose any other route, approached the crowd slowly. It didn’t disperse. Kinimaka killed the main lights and kept going. The crowd, if anything, bunched together. 
 
    Drake saw a mix of expressions, from hate to ill will, from acceptance to deliberation. This crowd, over fifty strong, clearly felt safety in numbers. 
 
    Kinimaka was forced to stop the car before it. 
 
    “Be ready,” Dahl warned. 
 
    Drake had already noticed there were other cars behind them. This was a semi-important route. One of the occupants of those cars now leaned on his horn, the sound blaring out in a particularly stupid move. 
 
    The crowd reacted, bunching together even more. Some people brandished their weapons. 
 
    The person in the car didn’t let up. 
 
    Drake was ready, though he’d only defend himself under direct attack. Kinimaka edged the car another inch forward. It was only then that a woman in front stood aside and, as if by magic, a pathway opened. The road was clear. 
 
    Kinimaka drove at a crawl. 
 
    Drake didn’t relax for a second, seeing the pent-up frustration in the passing faces, the terror, the anger, the simmering hatred. They had been placed outside their comfort zone by something unknown. How would they react? 
 
    Minutes passed. The crowd thinned. Kinimaka sped up gradually, leaving the scene behind and traversing several different streets without incident. They passed into a well-lit area and then weaved back toward the main road for a minute before taking a sharp left. 
 
    Kinimaka gasped and stamped hard on the brake pedal. 
 
    “Get ready,” Hayden said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a scene from the first circle of Hell. 
 
    Three cars had been set on fire some time ago, their blackened hulks smoldering wrecks. A bus had crashed into a house, and was lying on its side, surrounded by brick rubble and shattered glass. 
 
    Drake thought at first that maybe the crowd they’d just passed had committed some kind of heinous act, but then saw shadows flitting beyond the dying flames about three hundred yards away. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to check this out,” Hayden said. “I mean, where are all the bus passengers?” 
 
    “Agreed.” Dahl was already cracking his door, but Kinimaka decided to drive closer. Dahl held onto the handle and the headrest but said nothing. The car inched past the ruined bus. 
 
    “Stop,” Drake said. “I’ll check inside.” 
 
    “Call the cops and an ambulance,” Hayden said, also getting out. 
 
    Drake made it quick, running to the bus’s open door and jumping up the step. Aboard, it smelled of diesel, sweat and dirt. With Hayden at his back, he hurried to the back row, checking behind every seat. 
 
    The bus was empty. 
 
    Hayden tapped his shoulder to signal she was turning and heading back. Drake spun and followed, lowering his head to look through the row of broken windows. Nothing was visible beyond the fires except those cryptic, menacing shadows darting to and fro. 
 
    Drake exited the bus, ran back to the car, then walked ahead as it followed. 
 
    Hayden joined him, and then Kenzie. 
 
    Dahl’s whisper came through the comms. “I feel like a president.” 
 
    Drake ignored the idiot. 
 
    The car pulled across the road to avoid the smoldering, pasted-together wreckage that had once been two vehicles. 
 
    Drake tried not to inhale deeply as they passed, levelling his gun, alert at every angle. 
 
    Hayden pulled ahead, conscious of the passing minutes and their need to meet the private plane on time. 
 
    They came around the last vestiges of the wreckage. 
 
    Drake stiffened. Ahead, a group of twelve youths surrounded a smaller group of five, who were seated on the floor. The youths carried knives and baseball bats; one held a burning torch aloft; another held a machete. 
 
    They were yelling, screaming, shouting at their captives, baiting them, jeering at them. Occasionally one of the youths jabbed or swung his weapon, stopping it just inches from its intended target. 
 
    Those on the floor cowered in fear, crying and pleading or just curled up into balls. It was hard to be certain through the moving bodies, but Drake guessed at two women and three men. 
 
    He waited for the others to gather. When they were ready, he stepped out and approached the terrible circle. “Step away,” he called. “Stand down.” 
 
    Figures whirled, faces surprised but creased in anger and hatred. Some of those faces were smeared in blood. Drake saw two prone figures lying beyond the circle, both young men with their burned faces staring up at the sky, both young men who had probably started out this day with no clue of the horror it would bring. 
 
    “Looks like they’ve already murdered two,” he grated into his comms. 
 
    The SPEAR team spread out. They all knew that the only things holding the youths back from attacking were the guns. 
 
    Drake saw by their faces, their slavering mouths, and their eyes that they’d all been doing drugs when the latest wave of attacks hit America. 
 
    “On your knees.” Dahl strode toward them. 
 
    Not the best move, Drake thought, but imperative under the circumstances. They had to make that airfield rendezvous. 
 
    The torch-bearing youth ran at Dahl, waving his blazing weapon like a flag. The Swede didn’t bother shooting him, he just stepped aside and clubbed him across the face with his rifle. 
 
    When the youth hit the concrete, Dahl kicked the torch away and pointed the gun at his face. “Did you kill those guys?” 
 
    “Fffffffuck you,” the youth snarled, practically slavering. He tried to get up, but Dahl kicked him hard in the side of the head. “Some people are better off unconscious.” 
 
    Drake approached the rest of the youths. “Put down your weapons.” 
 
    The captives in the middle of the circle were sitting up, hope on their faces. 
 
    Drake, well versed in an enemy’s body language, saw a confrontation coming and motioned his colleagues to spread out further. 
 
    “Stay down,” he told the captives. “Head shots,” he told his team. 
 
    His words appeared to sober several snarling youths. A moment later, they broke away, running in several different directions. The problem was, some of the captives broke away too, jumping to their feet, screaming and running. Drake swore as a dozen figures scattered. 
 
    There was a moment’s pause as they weighed up their best course of action, and then Hayden raced off as she saw a youth club a captive to the ground. 
 
    Kenzie dashed after her. 
 
    Hayden yelled as the youth held his baseball bat over the fallen figure. The attacker ignored her. 
 
    The figure on the ground, a woman with long blond hair, put up an arm, taking the blow on the bicep. The attacker snarled, laughed and raised his bat again. 
 
    Hayden fired in the air above his head. The youth barely twitched. The woman on the ground tried to crawl away. The youth brought his bat down again as Hayden prepared to shoot him in the arm but then a streak of fury crashed into his midriff. 
 
    Shaw tackled him and fell, scraping along the ground atop his face. The concrete grater sobered him up nicely, making him scream out in pain. Shaw held onto the nape of his neck, keeping him face down as she climbed off. The blond-haired woman clambered to her feet. 
 
    Hayden reached out to her, nodding at the arm. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, it still works. Just bruised.” 
 
    “Just take a kick.” Shaw still held the youth down. “Take any part of this asshole you want.” 
 
    “I know him,” the blond whispered, barely able to believe her own words. “I helped him. Something’s happened. I don’t know what, but something to draw the worst of the madness out. Since everyone started dumping fake news the other day, this town’s been on a knife edge.” 
 
    “Human society is fraught and crumbling,” Hayden breathed. “With not enough law enforcement or respect among communities. If we don’t hurry up and stop this, the Scourge will win.” 
 
    Drake, Dahl and the others arrived. “Managed to bag another three,” Drake said. “Left the wankers trussed up for the cops. You good?” 
 
    Hayden nodded, her aims clear in her head. “Hurry. We can’t let them attack New York.” 
 
    Kinimaka brought the Cadillac closer, allowing them to climb in before accelerating away from the scene. 
 
    Drake didn’t like leaving it so unfinished, so ambiguous, but saw no other option. It was an odd feeling, being abroad in America tonight. The whole dynamic of the country felt like it had shifted, the bonds of society tumbling over a precipice. Part of the problem was that nobody in charge was trying to hold it together. But part of it was that the cracks had always been there under the surface. 
 
    “It’s falling apart,” he said. “How could it happen so quickly?” 
 
    “Normal people are waiting for the authorities to act,” Kenzie said. “To them, the worst of it only started an hour or so ago. Some won’t even have noticed yet, to be fair. The criminals, the drug addicts, the dregs of society—they’ll be thinking about taking advantage of it while they can. Anything from murder to stockpiling goods and selling them on eBay. Those that can help won’t know where to turn.” 
 
    “She’s right there,” Drake said. “Even the Assistant Director of the FBI’s bloody struggling.” 
 
    “The hope is he assembles a trustworthy team that can help,” Dahl said. “A big team. The next will only be the third attack and look how hard we’ve already been hit.” 
 
    “And we’re cutting it too close.” Hayden glanced at her watch. “Hurry, Mano.” 
 
    Drake held on as the Cadillac took to a rutted field, the most direct route to the airfield. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seconds later, things grew worse. 
 
    Drake sat forward, holding onto the headrest for support. “What the hell?” 
 
    “They’re hijacking our plane,” Shaw shouted. 
 
    Kinimaka accelerated. Ahead, Drake saw a long, tarmacked runway bordered by wide, flat fields. A private plane sat with its lights blinking, close to an open hangar. The plane’s jets were still roaring as if it had only just landed. 
 
    A group of figures carrying weapons were hurrying toward the plane, some brandishing their guns, others pointing them at the cockpit and cursing at the pilot to open the door. 
 
    “Pilots might think it’s us,” Drake said. 
 
    Dahl gave him a stare. “They might think it’s you. Not me.” 
 
    “Who are they though?” Cam wondered. “Chancers?” 
 
    Drake imagined they were either well-armed locals or maybe a militia looking for every opportunity to further their own desires. “A private airfield might appear to be easy pickings for these guys,” he muttered. “Cowards all.” 
 
    Kinimaka didn’t slow. The margin between stopping the pilots from opening the door and being fired on was down to seconds. The team made ready, grabbing weapons and door handles as Kinimaka skidded to a halt, just thirty yards from the plane. 
 
    Men turned, glaring toward the car and aiming their weapons. 
 
    Drake leapt out, letting the door swing wide to act as a shield. The side window above him shattered as a hail of bullets struck it. 
 
    “They mean business,” Dahl said over the comms. “Let’s show them we’re meaner.” 
 
    Drake and Dahl lifted their heads, took aim and squeezed their triggers. A man fell backward in a puff of red. The others dived for cover. Drake, careful to avoid the plane, took out a man who was trying to run underneath it, leaving him sprawled next to one of the huge wheels. 
 
    Hayden, from behind the SUV, fired a rapid burst. Bullets hit the hangar opening close to where most of the men had ducked. The plane was already starting to turn, preparing to get the hell out of there. 
 
    Drake span to Hayden. “We need that plane. Can you contact them?” 
 
    “Only through Bryant.” She ducked and pulled out her cell. 
 
    Drake laid down covering fire. Cam and Shaw ran from the back of the car to a nearby stack of old, used wheels, crouching behind the barrier. Drake concentrated on another shooter who’d managed to dash around the rear of the plane. It was a tricky shot, especially with the plane moving, but Drake managed to tag the guy’s shins, sending him crying out to the floor. 
 
    Heads popped out from the warehouse seconds before shots were fired. Cam and Shaw kept up a precise barrage of fire, designed to keep them at bay. Hayden shouted into her cellphone. 
 
    The plane continued to turn. Drake got a brief glimpse into the cockpit as it revolved past, seeing two men working frantically at their controls, no doubt expecting their windows to be blown in at any moment. The men in the hangar stepped out, deciding force was the best way forward. 
 
    A salvo of lead struck the car. Drake jumped up into the back seat as bullets crashed around him, lying flat, almost bumping heads with Dahl as he did the same from the other side. 
 
    “You again,” the Swede sighed. “Always butting heads with me.” 
 
    “Grin and bear it,” Drake muttered, wincing as the windshield shattered. 
 
    Kinimaka, lying across the front seats and covered in glass, stared at them through the central tunnel. “You two are worse than a married couple.” 
 
    “He’s just so bloody annoying,” Dahl said. 
 
    Drake shook his head as he waited for the barrage to subside. A second later, it did so. 
 
    The three of them took a quick look and then moved, sliding out of the car and racing across eight feet of open space to a ditch leading down to another hangar. They landed on the grass in their new position and waited for their enemy to show themselves once more. 
 
    The plane taxied forward. 
 
    “Someone’s gonna have to stop that thing,” Cam said through the comms. 
 
    As if it were a true calling, Dahl rose, shrugged his gun over his shoulders, and ran. 
 
    Drake cursed the Swede’s stupidity—again—and opened fire on the warehouse. Bullets clanged and smashed off the steel frame. 
 
    Hayden continued to shout into her phone. 
 
    Cam and Shaw raced from the stack of tires to the side of their opponents’ warehouse, crouching just around the corner to the entrance. 
 
    Seconds passed. Dahl ran in front of the plane, waving his arms. 
 
    The pilot didn’t slow. 
 
    The men popped out again, guns aimed. 
 
    Drake and Kinimaka were poised and ready, shooting immediately, their bullets taking two men out. 
 
    Cam and Shaw slid around the corner, hitting more men in the legs and chest. Those that survived pulled back. 
 
    Dahl held up a hand, now standing right in front of the plane, as if threatening to stop the ninety-foot-long beast with his bare hands. The pilot kept going, ignoring the Swede. 
 
    Dahl backed up just a little but mostly held his ground. 
 
    Drake waved frantically at Hayden. “You got anywhere? If you don’t stop them Dahl’s gonna kill that plane just like he did the submarine.” 
 
    Hayden nodded, holding up a finger. 
 
    The men in the warehouse reached out to grab their downed friends. Cam picked off another man, shooting him in the arm. 
 
    Drake stared at the airfield, the hangar, the town in the middle-distance. It’s like the end of the world. An apocalypse movie. 
 
    The plane slowed. 
 
    Drake jumped up and ran, firing at an angle to keep the shooters at bay. 
 
    Cam and Shaw broke cover too, running for the rear of the plane. 
 
    Hayden helped cover them all as she ran the distance from the car to Kinimaka. 
 
    “You have some of those flash bangs?” Cam asked Drake as he approached. 
 
    Drake threw them to him. 
 
    The plane coasted as the door was flung open. 
 
    Cam and Shaw prepared themselves to run back toward the shooters, heading into danger to safeguard their team. 
 
    Dahl ran alongside the plane, waiting for the stairs to drop. 
 
    Drake watched Cam and Shaw’s backs as they dashed toward the warehouse. It had been quick thinking on their part because, if they boarded the plane and prepared for take-off, they’d all be sitting ducks even to a single well-armed gunman. 
 
    The flash bangs were thrown, detonating loudly. 
 
    The light, makeshift steps descended just as the plane rocked to a halt. Dahl made sure they were fixed in place and then ushered Kinimaka and Hayden up. 
 
    Drake waited for Cam and Shaw before ducking under the plane and dashing to the other side. 
 
    They flew up the steps. 
 
    Dahl was waiting at the top, banging on the bulkhead as he hefted and hauled in the steps. With the door still open, the plane picked up speed. Its engines roared. 
 
    The flight attendant slammed the door shut and wrenched the locking mechanism into place, standing over the horizontal Dahl. 
 
    “Right,” she said, hands on hips. “Who’s ready for the pre-flight safety briefing?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Drake sat back, nursing a couple of bruises and an aching spine. The knocks these days didn’t fade away so easily. Even the cuts seemed to take longer to heal. 
 
    The flight attendant, dressed in a blue skirt, white blouse and formal blue jacket and even wearing a flight hat, brought around trays filled with miniature bottles of alcohol and bowls of nuts. 
 
    Surreal wasn’t even close. 
 
    Drake had seen how quickly and strongly she’d acted, and how she’d then held out a hand and pulled Dahl to his feet, so guessed she was military trained, but then the way she slipped back into the role of air hostess made him doubt his own eyes. 
 
    “Christie,” she said, smiling and holding out a hand. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Drake was enamored. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I’m... umm...” 
 
    “A wanker.” Dahl leaned over from the seat behind, grasped Christie’s hand and shook it. “Thanks for the assist.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Christie did a slight curtsy and laughed. 
 
    Drake took a handful of miniatures, a diet coke and a fistful of nuts. He was about to turn and make an extremely insightful and poignant comment to Dahl—as per usual—when Hayden’s voice cut through the low hum that permeated the cabin. 
 
    “Oh, guys, this is worse than we ever imagined.” 
 
    Drake looked over. Hayden was holding her phone at arm’s length as though it might be heating up. He could tell just by the look in her eyes that the reports were ominous. 
 
    “What is it?” Cam asked. 
 
    “Look at your phones. Look at the news channels.” 
 
    Drake fished his phone out with the others, activated the screen, and checked the headlines. Most of them were dominated by events in the United States. There were reports of road blockages in every major city, on the highways, and in several minor places that, Drake assumed, were the hubs of major supply chains. 
 
    Bridges had been collapsed, interstates jammed. Those stuck in the traffic were probably in a strange kind of hell, reading the reports on their phones and having no idea what was real and what was not. News channels had become so sensationalist that none were now trusted, even before today. 
 
    Drake saw live pictures of civil unrest in Denver, Albany and dozens more capitols. Fires were raging across fifty states. The moon had been turned red over America tonight as the entire country was swept by panic and turmoil. 
 
    “These are scenes from the end of the world,” Kenzie murmured. “If they’re true.” 
 
    Hayden shook her phone. “Yeah, we know what’s going on and we’re still frustrated. I see Delaware on fire. Baton Rouge beset by gangs. I know this is happening, we’ve seen it, but is it so widespread? So violent?” 
 
    Drake read a note out loud about the Army being mobilized and dispersed across the States. He didn’t think it was enough. 
 
    “No bad news reports from Manhattan,” Kinimaka said. “Or DC, Vegas and a couple of others.” 
 
    “It seems Zuki’s information was bang on,” Drake said. “And even if we do stop them in DC, who’s gonna prevent America from going up in flames? She’s right. We don’t have the influence and reach to stop this.” 
 
    “I still think we should be focusing on the Scourge,” Hayden said. “But civilians come first. We just need more people, more boots on the ground.” 
 
    “Which isn’t going to happen in any significant number,” Dahl said. “The placement of traitors in power has seen to that.” 
 
    A long silence followed. In the end they pocketed their phones, sick of seeing the doom and gloom, the violence they couldn’t stop, and the terrible, deadly misinformation being passed on by unwitting and complicit news channels. 
 
    Drake looked at the others without speaking. God help us all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mai Kitano watched the city of New York from a twelfth-story window. Though she wasn’t a native of the famous city, and had only been there a couple of times on missions, she had to assume it was pretty much business as usual down there. 
 
    Although the sidewalks and the roads might be a little quieter, they were still jammed with people and cars. Up here, the noise was muted, but Mai could still hear the steady hum of industry punctuated by the incessant blaring of car horns. 
 
    Bryant was sitting cross-legged on the couch in the corner of her hotel room. The boss of Glacier Private Security had been catching up on the state of his business, the welfare of his influential friends, and, more importantly, the position of the SPEAR team. 
 
    “Mid-air,” he said. “Somewhere over Nebraska. They’re making good time.” 
 
    “You’d think nothing was happening,” Mai said, still staring out the window, her breath fogging up the glass. “Elsewhere, I mean. This is... unreal. People are ignoring the slow death of a great nation.” 
 
    “They’re not ignoring it,” Alicia said from her position close to the mini-bar. “They’re being fed crap, and their years of conditioning to this social media bollocks has left them in an impossible situation—they simply don’t know what to believe. So... they get on with life until something directly affects them.” 
 
    Bryant shifted in his seat. “She’s right.” 
 
    Alicia stared at him with a pained expression. “You’ll get used to that,” she said. “And I always wondered—how the hell do men sit with their legs crossed like that? Is it a bad case of miniature nuts? Maybe Mai could answer that. Hey, Sprite—” 
 
    “Can we focus?” Mai turned away from the window and the busy, deep night beyond. “The third attack could happen at any moment. A plan would be nice.” 
 
    “It ain’t gonna happen when Wall Street’s closed,” Alicia said. “But I guess it might happen at first bell tomorrow. And speaking of bells.” She turned back to Bryant. “How’d you get on?” 
 
    The American didn’t react to her vague insult. He might not have even understood it. “Sutherland is gaining some headway,” he said. “He’s working with a kind of underground network of trusted colleagues and soldiers.” 
 
    Alicia stared. “You mean like a fucking resistance. As in war. Shit, I didn’t think we were there already.” 
 
    “It has to be that way,” Bryant said. “He’s struggling to—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know. Who do we trust? I guess it’s a classic tactic in war. Nobody knew that Coburn’s death, his shooting so long ago, would lead to this.” 
 
    “The Devil did,” Mai said. “He engineered it all for the Scourge.” She paused as her cellphone rang. The number calling, she saw, belonged to Dai Hibiki. A spear of worry lanced through her chest. “Dai? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “It’s not.” 
 
    “Is Chika okay? What’s happened?” 
 
    “Your sister’s fine and worried about you. The problem, I’m afraid, is Zuki.” 
 
    Mai closed her eyes. “Don’t tell me. They lost her.” 
 
    “Good guess. And it was as bloody as it comes. Zuki isn’t the kind to slip away quietly.” 
 
    “That was part of the reason I assumed we’d be able to keep tabs on her,” Mai said. “Find out where she went. She’s incredibly arrogant, egotistic and unlikely to silently flit away into the night.” 
 
    “Well, she didn’t. She used a team of samurai to put an end to her captivity and surveillance. She’s gone, Mai.” 
 
    The Japanese woman ended the call with a heavy heart, feeling sick for those who’d lost their lives, and fury at the woman who’d so casually ordered the murder of people just for doing their jobs. 
 
    “That woman,” she said. “Zuki. She’s another level of danger. I have no idea what she’ll do next.” 
 
    “Some of the pictures I saw,” Bryant said without thinking. “I’d know what to do with her.” 
 
    Mai ignored the comment, but Alicia jumped on it. “Are you serious? Weren’t you listening? She just ordered people killed.” 
 
    Bryant looked up as if his mind was entirely elsewhere. “Oh, what? Sorry. Spoke without thinking again. Sometimes my mind just reverts to the crass version of myself.” 
 
    Alicia glared at him as if trying to weigh him up. The ability to hop around between personalities was not necessarily a good thing, and very difficult to trust. 
 
    “Zuki will go straight to the Scourge,” Mai said. “I’m pretty sure she still has a role to play. And she wants her empire back.” 
 
    “We’ll encounter her again,” Alicia said. “Be sure of that.” It wasn’t stated as a threat or a promise, but Mai knew that Alicia meant Zuki would meet a sudden, sharp end. 
 
    “My company, Glacier, is shut down,” Bryant told them. “For now. But I do have a few trustworthy operatives that I’ve sent to Sutherland to help swell the ranks. He seems to think cutting the head off the snake is the only way forward.” 
 
    “The Scourge,” Alicia said. “I agree. But we have to find them first.” 
 
    “Not the Scourge,” Bryant said. “He means the President of the United States.” 
 
    Mai narrowed her eyes. “Does he have a plan?” 
 
    “He’s working on it.” 
 
    “My life,” Mai said. “My job, my work, it has been all about keeping people safe. Growing up as part of the Tsugarai clan I saw first-hand how evil works, how it corrupts. I didn’t want that. That’s why I fled, joined law enforcement, Drake’s team and then later helped destroy the Tsugarai. I saved my parents, rescued Chika when the Blood King abducted her. I don’t know how to do anything else—but I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    “To my mind,” Alicia said. “Both the Scourge and the President have to be taken out, preferably simultaneously. But an op like that—it’d take perfect planning and a lot of time.” 
 
    “America is a divided country at the best of times,” Bryant said. “Despite being called the United States, it’s a diverse, riven, partitioned country. It’s not that surprising that someone could pull this off. What is surprising is the amount of manpower they have inside our borders.” 
 
    “We’re meeting the guys in the morning,” Mai checked her watch. “So I suggest we grab the last good night’s sleep we might ever get. It’s getting late.” 
 
    Alicia checked her watch. “Late? It’s barely ten. Oh, wait...” She eyed Mai and Bryant. “Are you two wanting a little alone time? That’s brings the phrase ‘tossing and turning’ to a whole new level.” 
 
    Mai practically growled at her. “There’s nothing going on between Bryant and me. Now, stop being a bitch and get out of my room.” 
 
    “All right,” Alicia held her hands up and started walking. “But if Bryant’s walking lop-sided in the morning... I’ll know.” 
 
    Mai held the door open until Bryant got the message and preceded Alicia out. She was left staring at a quiet room, a rumpled bedspread, and a desk full of empty miniatures. Any other time it might have been the sign of a good night in a hotel room. Tonight, it held an aura of foreboding. 
 
    Tomorrow, New York could be hit by a terrorist attack and they couldn’t decide who to tell about it. The authorities already knew—at least some of them did. 
 
    Mai felt helpless, angry and a little scared. For the first time that she could remember they weren’t able to directly fight their enemy, to push forward toward some kind of endgame and win the day. Both of their major enemies were unapproachable. 
 
    I guess we have until the dawn breaks. After that, all our futures are unclear. 
 
    She just wished she wasn’t spending this last night alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aboard the plane, it was chaos. 
 
    Drake called Karin, asking her to warn anyone she trusted in New York that all hell was about to break loose. Hayden tried their friends in LA. Trent, Silk and Radford were busy mobilizing everyone they trusted, and trying to lessen the impact of attacks up and down the West Coast. Kinimaka liaised with those of Bryant’s staff who remained at work—finding a clear, private air strip near Manhattan. On any ordinary day they might be able to take a helicopter from there to a skyscraper helipad but, today, that was out of the question. 
 
    As the plane zeroed into the landing strip, the team were too busy to buckle in. They worked. 
 
    The plane touched down, bumped, skidded, and rumbled up the tarmac to a hangar where two large SUVs waited. It was early morning, before sunrise, making them all aware of the ticking clock as the pitch-black skies took on a lighter hue. 
 
    “Who else can we warn?” Hayden asked as they hurried down the plane steps toward their vehicles. 
 
    “We’ve done all we can,” Dahl said. “You can guarantee most of our warnings won’t get through, but those that do will save lives.” 
 
    “How long to the center?” Drake asked Mano as the Hawaiian started the car and set off. 
 
    “A solid hour,” he said, peering through the windscreen. “A little after sunrise.” 
 
    Drake whipped his phone out and called Mai. “We should be there a couple of hours before the stock exchange opens.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you on Broadway,” Mai said. “Where it meets Wall Street. Bring your guns.” 
 
    “It’s a date,” Drake said, but she was already gone. 
 
    All the roads into Manhattan were snarled with traffic. Police bikes stood at several street corners and helicopters rattled overhead. It might be early, but the working crowd wanted an early start. The coffee shops were bustling, the patisseries overflowed. The incessant crosswalks held them up, allowing a thick flow of human traffic to cross every few minutes. They traversed Broad Street and by the time they were approaching Exchange Place, Kinimaka was searching for a parking spot. 
 
    The sun had long since risen. 
 
    Drake kept in touch with Mai. 
 
    “Walking up and down Wall Street is not my idea of fun,” Alicia shouted down the phone. “Where are you guys? Did you stop to find Mai a date in Barney’s Pet Store?” 
 
    Mai swiped the phone away. “Don’t listen to her. It’s all we can do to unglue her from Tiffany’s window.” 
 
    Drake laughed at that, then found himself hoping Alicia hadn’t heard him. 
 
    Kinimaka swerved into a parking spot, attracting a chorus of horns. 
 
    Drake was out in seconds, staring down a brisk, cool wind and looking along the busy street. 
 
    Hayden and the others jumped out, everyone shouldering backpacks which held their weapons and other gear. Hayden pointed the way ahead and they set off at a hurry, jogging along New Street toward Wall Street. Although Drake wasn’t totally savvy with New York’s street plan, he was surprised and pleased to notice that they were running alongside the Stock Exchange. 
 
    The very place they’d come to protect. 
 
    “How we doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Eight thirty,” Hayden called back. “Don’t worry. We have time.” 
 
    Yeah, he thought, but not a whole damn lot. 
 
    They came around the side of the Stock Exchange, understanding now that it was a pedestrianized street. No traffic allowed. Ahead, Mai, Alicia and Bryant were waiting. 
 
    “Nothing to be seen except tourists and wolves,” Alicia said as they approached. “Might be our terrorists’ day off.” 
 
    Don’t bank on it, Drake was about to say but then realized his words might be taken as a very bad joke. Instead, he nodded at Alicia and then Mai. “You two get along okay?” 
 
    Bryant’s sigh said it all. “Don’t even ask,” he said. 
 
    Drake surveyed the street. Full of tourists with cameras, men with suits and briefcases, buildings flying the American flag, and people seated on a row of benches, drinking coffee and eating pastries. It was a snapshot of everyday American commerce. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this picture?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Dahl said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Drake hurried past the famous white edifice with its stone pillars in the direction of Wall Street itself. Looking right, he saw where the pedestrianized area began, and the road ended. “Surely,” he said, “it’s just Wall Street. The stock exchange is a hard target, but any attack along here will scream the headlines: Wall Street. It’s what the news outlets do. Dramatize for bucks and fuck the detail. We’re in the wrong place.” 
 
    They started jogging, still not entirely sure. Drake was given a good vision of what Americans were currently experiencing as he ran. There was a sense of anxiety among the tourists even as they snapped their cameras. There was a feeling of urgency among the Wall Street types and a tendency to check in all directions. 
 
    Cops patrolled both sides of the street, unsure what they were looking for, but enjoying the fact that they were out in force. An undercurrent of disquiet filled the wide spaces between concrete buildings. The bustle and energy of the big city continued unabated around it. 
 
    Drake angled both hands above his eyes to block out the glare from the sun, gazing down the length of Wall Street. Not knowing what he was looking for, he was surprised to spot the anomaly almost immediately. 
 
    “It’s the bikes, the bloody bikes,” he said. 
 
    They were parked at an angle to the curb, all black—at least six that he could see, standing out against the vehicles around them. Every six meters, all the same, sharks hiding among a pod of dolphins. The sidewalks around them were packed, the road too. Drake checked his watch. 
 
    09:02. 
 
    “There’s no time,” he shouted, then took out his weapon and fired it into the air. 
 
    Screams rang out and people ran. Spaces appeared on the sidewalk. 
 
    Hayden fired her weapon, further scattering the crowd. 
 
    Drake then took off toward the first pair of bikes just as they exploded. 
 
    In savage synchronicity, the entire line of motorcycles blew up. The detonations were deep, reverberating through the ground as much as the air. Deadly metal shards tore forth, slamming into trash cans, brick walls and cars. A passing SUV was knocked over by the blast, tumbling onto its side. Many people, already running, were felled as the resounding explosion washed over them. 
 
    Drake was blown backward off his feet. At first all he could see was sky. His vision clouded. A steady thrum rang in his ears. Alicia was at his side, sitting upright and shaking her head. 
 
    Drake surveyed the damage. The bikes appeared to have been packed with a shaped charge, sending most of the blast toward the sidewalk. A monstruous act. 
 
    Shattered windows and wrecked niches studded walls where the main blasts had hit. The bikes were smoldering ruins, the cars to either side of them crushed hulks. 
 
    Drake heard the screams first, overcoming the ringing sound in his ears. A slap from Alicia helped. He stood up and gritted his teeth as the full horror of what had happened set in. 
 
    “Move!” Hayden ran past. 
 
    People were trapped in cars. More lay helpless on the sidewalk, caught under rubble. There were many bleeding, some badly who needed immediate attention. Drake’s action with the gun had saved countless lives, but the inevitable casualty toll was very apparent. 
 
    And even though Drake and the others knew a primary blast was often used to draw defenders in to bear the brunt of a deadly secondary attack—and had experienced the tactic first-hand—he ran alongside his team into the thick of the destruction. 
 
    Alicia found herself running with Bryant. Together, they reached the overturned SUV. Alicia concentrated on the occupants while Bryant warily eyed their surroundings, looking from adjacent cars to rooftops above. 
 
    “How do you keep fighting? How do you do it? They could be anywhere. More bombs, guns. You name it. I don’t think I’m nearly as strong as you.” 
 
    Alicia fixed her attention onto him. “The only way I can explain it is... have you had the training?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was military trained.” 
 
    “Then... if you haven’t had the training, you run. You don’t confront them. But if you have had the training, you fight. When you feel like running—fight.” 
 
    Bryant joined her as she reached in through the SUV’s shattered front window and helped drag the driver to safety. They did the same for the passenger, escorting both people to the side of the road. Alicia noted that their wounds were superficial, mostly bruising and cuts, and pointed further along the street. 
 
    “We go again,” she said. “See the woman trapped under the car?” 
 
    Drake checked the wrecked vehicles closest to the blast, thankfully finding them empty, before casting his eyes further afield. The main thing he saw was a field of human suffering, people laid out by the blast, some unmoving, most groaning or crying out in pain. 
 
    “This op is now a rescue mission,” he spoke into his comms. “We’re first on the scene. Make everyone as comfortable as you can before more cops get here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hayden bent to her task as terrified cries filled the air. 
 
    Kinimaka, at her side, dragged a man from under an overturned vehicle, wrapping his bleeding thigh with strips of his own jacket. 
 
    Hayden hauled a woman from the gutter, noting a metal projectile sticking out of her leg, and careful to avoid making contact. Together, they made the couple as comfortable as battlefield bandaging allowed and then went in search of others. 
 
    Hayden found a man with a broken arm, and used a discarded walking stick for a splint. 
 
    Kinimaka helped a woman and her young son, mercifully untouched, away from the row of burning cars and bikes. 
 
    “A little help down here.” Mai and Kenzie were dealing with a trio of bankers, their suits ripped by flying debris, their faces bloodied. Hayden and Kinimaka hurried over to them. 
 
    Together, the SPEAR team picked their way down Wall Street, saving lives by acting fast. They were joined by a doctor and a nurse, both affected by the explosion but not hurt. Hayden worked as quickly as she could. Their mission had to be put on hold for now. Those affected by the terrorist attack came first. 
 
    Wall Street was a long stretch of devastation. Debris flew and tumbled through the air, at first so thick it blocked out some of the light. Toxic black smoke plumed through it, bending away over the rooftops, snatched by gusts of wind. The familiar hum and bustle of New York came to an abrupt stop. 
 
    Hayden welcomed more helpers. Sirens cut the air, not far away now. Drake had found a coffee shop that had been devastated, the walls and door shielding its occupants from the brunt of the blast but not all of it. 
 
    Hayden ran over. Drake was already inside, passing those that weren’t hurt badly to Alicia by the doorway. Hayden took people off Alicia and assisted them to Kinimaka, who half-carried them across the road. 
 
    When Kinimaka left, Dahl took his place, assisting the next casualty, and then Cam and Shaw. It was bloody, dirty work. 
 
    Bryant crawled from one victim to the next, patching them up in preparation for the arriving ambulance crews. 
 
    Further down Wall Street, Kenzie pulled a man out from under a pile of rubble with the doctor’s help. 
 
    Hayden kept a constant eye on their surroundings. The blast would be enough to grab international headlines, but she didn’t put it past the Scourge to heap more misery upon the scene. Ambulances were approaching, their lights flashing. Hayden stepped out, shielding her eyes against the rising sun. 
 
    She counted five ambulances in a line, maneuvering their way along Wall Street, and held her breath. She wanted to run toward them, to warn them, to speak to someone in authority through her comms system and tell them to hold back. 
 
    But that wasn’t possible. 
 
    Her team no longer worked for the government or the President. They didn’t have access to anyone. Even Assistant Director Sutherland had gone dark for now. All those years, she thought. All those years fighting for our country, dying for our country, and who really cared? Who will stand up for us—the soldiers—now? 
 
    She broke into a run, eyes fixed on the approaching ambulances. They pressed toward her, eventually stopped by the wreckage. Trauma teams piled out, racing toward the fallen. Hayden slowed as she reached them. 
 
    A paramedic ran up to her, seeing the blood on her hands and face. 
 
    “It’s not mine,” she said. “You’re needed up there.” 
 
    She pointed to where she’d come from. She scanned windows, rooftops and the remaining cars for anything suspicious. A sense of hopelessness coursed through her. How could they—how could anyone—hope to stop such well-funded acts of violence? The world was a scary place even when it didn’t bring its troubles to your front door. 
 
    But when it did... 
 
    You fight. 
 
    She raced across to help a young paramedic having trouble with a panicking male. She lifted the man onto a stretcher. She scanned Wall Street, searching for her enemy. 
 
    And it came. As with every attack so far, as with any attack that produced terror, it was small and yet shockingly directed. 
 
    Another three ambulances arrived on the scene, the last of which disgorged masked men carrying guns. These men turned their weapons on injured people and first responders, without mercy. 
 
    Hayden drew her weapon and engaged them, shouting into her comms for assistance. The attackers, surprised to face such an immediate response, fell back or dropped to their knees. 
 
    Kinimaka ran past her, targeting the gunmen. Bullets smacked into the sides of the fake ambulance. 
 
    Hayden used the still-smoldering wreckages of vehicles to hurry closer to their physical enemy, staying low. Even as she went, she found more people who needed attention. 
 
    Atrocity upon atrocity. 
 
    Whoever planned this—they were the worst evil. Evil the like of which Hayden had never known before—a height reserved for the very worst. Who were the Scourge and why were they doing this? 
 
    Drake and the others arrived to back her up. Together, the SPEAR team converged on the fake ambulance and its contingent of gunmen, forcing them to stay low with constant fire, eliminating a threat when it raised its head just a bit too far. Screams rent the air, those already injured forced to cover up and cry into the sidewalk, the first responders still working despite the gun battle. 
 
    Further down the road, police cars were coming, and more ambulances. 
 
    Hayden stood over the last of the attackers, never resting, searching for more. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, she put her gun away and raced off to help more of the fallen. Drake and the others scattered to do the same. 
 
    It was chaos. Wall Street bled smoke and debris, the thick black plumes rising over the city just another reminder to the, as yet unaffected, residents of New York that some shadow entity was trying to change their world, their entire way of life. A sign that they could no longer ignore. 
 
    Drake rushed up to her. “What next?” 
 
    Hayden saw the police coming, the paramedics working. Most of the injured had been taken care of, but she and her colleagues were covered in their blood. They couldn’t do anything for the people who had died in the first blasts, but they had saved lives. 
 
    “No choice,” Dahl said. “We fade away.” 
 
    Hayden turned away from the chaos, the living and the dead. They made their way back up the street and still, as the police passed among the people and tried to disperse a growing crowd, stopped to help those that needed it. Hayden and the others could not ignore them. Splitting up helped. There were dozens of civilians trying to assist the injured and several off-duty doctors and nurses. This way, the team made ground back toward the stock exchange, and a calmer, clearer area. 
 
    “What do we do next?” Shaw asked. 
 
    Hayden fished out her phone. “First,” she said. “I’m calling Trent and the Disavowed guys. They have to stop Madame Davic and this disinformation attack. They have to put everything into it, every resource they can get their hands on. If we can plug just one of these attacks, it’s a step forward.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Dahl acknowledged. “But the Scourge have now succeeded in three attacks out of three. We’re spread too thin to stop them.” 
 
    Hayden fought the frustration. Always before, there had been a target, someone or something to focus their attentions on, to chase. With each successive attack, however, the Scourge were remaining elusive and showing just how well they had planned their strikes. 
 
    They had to find a way to turn it all around. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake jumped out of the car as Kinimaka brought it to halt outside a low-key Hell’s Kitchen hotel. They paid in cash and rushed up to their rooms, grabbing showers to finish a job they’d started in the car by rinsing their hands and faces with bottled water, standing for a minute under the warm streams before meeting once more in Hayden’s room. 
 
    This time, it was a war summit. 
 
    “We can’t continue bumbling along,” Dahl said, drawing the curtains apart to stare down at an eerily empty street, and at a sky obscured by smoke. 
 
    “He’s right,” Drake said. “The fact is we arrived before that attack and still weren’t able to prevent it. As long as we don’t know who we’re dealing with, we’re just fighting smoke and shadows.” 
 
    “Zuki gave us several clues,” Mai said. “Something about the Romanovs. Maybe someone could research them.” 
 
    The team looked at each other. To be fair, none of them were researchers and wouldn’t know where to start. 
 
    “I’ll contact Karin,” Drake said. “Again. Maybe Dino can help.” 
 
    “I’ll call Sutherland,” Hayden said. “And see how he’s getting along with the investigation into President Lacey.” 
 
    Five minutes later, they had little more information that would help. “She’s on it,” Drake said. “But without boots on the ground in Russia, the Romanov angle is tricky at best. It’s always been shrouded in mystery.” 
 
    “No doubt deliberately,” Hayden said. “Sutherland now has a decent-sized force of men and women. A real resistance.” 
 
    Drake shook his head. “It sounds surreal.” 
 
    “Lacey has surrounded himself with secret allies working against the States, and duty-bound men and women who believe they’re working for its best interests. They will follow his orders, right or wrong. 
 
    “And in the meantime?” Dahl asked. “What do we do?” 
 
    Drake noticed a lot of questions among his friends. He realized then that he’d been asking them too. It was a consequence of the mountain they found themselves up against. The sheer lack of information and an unattainable figurehead to take down. 
 
    And the desperate need to prevent America from collapsing in upon itself. 
 
    Where did you start? 
 
    “The fourth attack,” Mai said, sitting down. “Zuki said it was personal.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Drake said. “And being personal maybe it’ll reveal something more of whoever’s behind all this.” 
 
    “She said it was puzzling, personally motivated,” Mai went on. “The Scourge demanded that the collection of Fabergé eggs we saved in Las Vegas should be stolen. We were never told the US decided to keep them. Essentially belonging to an unnamed Russian, the Fabergé eggs weren’t returned. She knew that the Devil was tasked to regain this collection of Fabergé eggs and that he had a list of the world’s best thieves to complete the task. Only the very best. Infamous, I believe was the word.” 
 
    “And the fifth attack?” Drake wanted to talk them all through. 
 
    “Power grids. Police. Humanity breaking down,” Hayden said. “It takes less time than you would imagine.” 
 
    “The sixth?” Alicia asked. 
 
    Mai looked up glumly. “Zuki said the Devil never disclosed the sixth attack. We killed him before he had the chance.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe her,” Dahl said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Mai nodded. “Let me check into something. Dai mentioned there were some survivors during Zuki’s escape. Maybe they heard something.” 
 
    Mai left the room to make her call. Drake considered all they knew about the fourth attack and then nodded at Bryant. “Talk to Sutherland. Find out where they stored those Fabergé eggs.” 
 
    “We going to Vegas?” Alicia asked with a slight smile. 
 
    “I don’t see any alternative. If we can catch and interrogate this crack team of thieves, we might learn something.” 
 
    “I hate to throw water on your bonfire,” Cam spoke up then. “But we aren’t thieves. And if they’re good enough to steal from a casino vault—” he shrugged “—what chance do we have of stopping them?” 
 
    “We’re not without skills.” Alicia waggled her fingers at him. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what that means.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Drake said. “You don’t want to know. But you’re kind of right. We can’t ask the casino owners for their cooperation because we don’t have government credentials anymore. This is kind of a... stealth operation.” 
 
    “Not my favorite.” Alicia grimaced. 
 
    Mai returned to their room, still holding her phone. “I spoke to Dai,” she said. “Zuki’s guard detail were decimated in the attack. Out of thirteen men, ten were killed outright. One is still in a coma, but looking promising. The other two are recovering with injuries.” 
 
    All eyes in the room turned to her. 
 
    “I really hope there’s some good news,” Shaw said. 
 
    “Maybe,” Mai said. “Under guard, the team continued to quiz Zuki. Apparently... she knew more of the fourth attack than she let on, and did know at least the origins of the sixth and final attack.” 
 
    “Origins?” Dahl wondered. “And why tell them but not you?” 
 
    Mai scrunched her face up as she thought. “You have to understand this royal brat. Her upbringing. Her outlook. She seriously believes she’s of a different class, belonging to a higher and utterly privileged slice of humanity. It would appear strange to her if there weren’t people to walk on, necks bowed, foreheads scraping the ground. There are no repercussions in her world. They said she got bored.” 
 
    “Who said?” Dahl blinked. 
 
    “Her guards. They said she got bored waiting around, and started telling them all about the attacks. You see... life’s a game to her, a game without consequence. She hides or reveals information on a whim. On a fancy. She lives and thrives on impulse. It’s what drives away the boredom.” 
 
    “Tell us more about these sixth attack origins,” Dahl said. 
 
    “Not much to tell,” Mai said. “Apart from—Zuki is involved in them. The Devil formulated them around her. It’s why there was a plan to spring her from prison. The sixth attack centers around Zuki and involves the Scourge and the world’s ancient royal families.” 
 
    “I remember,” Dahl said. “There are secret bloodlines in Europe, Russia and America. Old money from old pioneers. Railroads. Pharmaceuticals. Construction. Property.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Drake said. “I heard the Duke of Westminster still owns half of London.” 
 
    “You’d be right. But the Windsors can hardly be called shadow royals,” Hayden said. “You’d have to look for an older connection.” 
 
    “Is that all you know?” Alicia asked Mai, getting them back on topic. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s not all bad. If we find Zuki, we can stop the sixth and final attack.” 
 
    Drake rubbed tired eyes. “You said she knew more regarding the fourth attack?” 
 
    “Only the name of a great thief.” Mai sighed. 
 
    “If you’re about to say Yorgi, I’m gonna kick his little Russian arse all the way back to Vladivostok.” Alicia growled. 
 
    “Not Yorgi,” Mai said. “It would actually work out better for us if it was Yorgi, our old friend. This man’s name is Guy Bodie.” 
 
    Drake frowned. “Then we find this Guy Bodie, slap some sense into him and his crew of wankers, and stop the theft. Maybe Bodie knows something about his employers that we don’t.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Kenzie speculated. “I’ve heard of this Bodie. We all have. Didn’t his team find the statue of Zeus and then Atlantis?” 
 
    Drake blinked, remembering. “Maybe. The Relic Hunters, or something?” 
 
    “They also found King Arthur’s tomb. The Holy Grail. The—” 
 
    “All right, all right,” Drake snapped. “So they’re clever wankers. Old missions tend to have a way of coming back and biting you in the throat.” He spread his hands. “Case in point. Our last nine missions are somehow wrapped up in this one huge undertaking, all coming to a head right now. Now that you mention it—I’ve heard of Guy Bodie too. Pretty sure he’s been on our radar before.” 
 
    “His team used the sword Cam and I found in Mexico,” Alicia said. “The Sword of Saint Peter. We saved it from the galleon and gave it to the authorities. Bodie and his team used it to locate the tomb of King Arthur and the Holy Grail.” 
 
    “So what are they?” Kinimaka asked. “Chancers? They find anything for a good pay day?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Hayden said. “But I’m sure it goes deeper than that. Let me contact a few old friends.” 
 
    “Old friends?” Kinimaka looked surprised. “You’re thinking CIA?” 
 
    Hayden nodded. 
 
    Mai got to her feet. “The Scourge don’t only want to be the world’s first royal shadow family,” she said. “They want to be the only shadow family. They’re going to wipe out all the others.” 
 
    “Well, this just gets worse and worse,” Kenzie said. 
 
    Minutes later, Hayden cursed as she hung up the phone. “Oh, crap,” she said. “You have no friggin’ idea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Apparently,” Hayden began, settling herself on the bed. “Guy Bodie and his team of relic hunters were coerced into working for the CIA after the Agency broke Bodie out of a brutal Mexican prison a few years ago. They saved his life, then put him and his team to work. Their handler—a top agent named Heidi Moneymaker—managed the crew as they located all these items around the world—” 
 
    “Wait,” Alicia said. “Just wait. I’m sorry—you said Agent Moneymaker?” 
 
    Hayden nodded. Drake sighed. Mai shook her head. “Go on, get it out of your system.” 
 
    “What? Me? I’m afraid you’re gonna have to wait until we meet her for that.” 
 
    Hayden went on. “All seemed well until recently. Bodie’s been working for the CIA under duress. They’ve lost people. Following the discovery of the Holy Grail, they hatched a plan to escape the CIA and live free on a ranch in Mexico. Now, that plan, to a degree, worked perfectly. The CIA didn’t know where they were despite sending Agent Moneymaker and a CIA killer named Kenny Pang to hunt them down. Bring them back at all costs. The Relic Hunters escaped.” 
 
    Drake frowned. “I don’t get it. If that’s the case, why the hell are they taking jobs in Vegas?” 
 
    “It didn’t end there,” Hayden said. “They fell foul of the Illuminati along the way. What followed was an attack on their ranch, a capture and interrogation that led to a potentially world-saving quest across the globe. It’s only just ended.” 
 
    “Did they win?” Kenzie asked. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Hayden said. 
 
    “So they’re like us,” Alicia said. “I like this Bodie guy already. Do you have photos?” 
 
    “Calm down, tiger,” Mai said. “You have a boyfriend as I remember.” 
 
    Alicia frowned. “Nobody said we were exclusive.” 
 
    “Hey,” Drake growled at her. “Hey, can we get on?” 
 
    Hayden cleared her throat. “Okay, so, Agents Moneymaker and Pang have been hunting Bodie and his crew across the globe but now even they’ve gone off the grid. Could be dead. Could be... whatever. Nobody knows. Maybe the Relic Hunters killed them. And maybe... they’re already in Vegas.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Dahl said. “They’re unlikely to return for a week’s vaycay in the country that’s hunting them. It would be a quick insertion, in and out, a matter of minutes rather than hours.” 
 
    “I’d say hours rather than days,” Hayden said. “Since the Fabergé eggs have been placed inside the vault at the Bellagio.” 
 
    Dahl winced. “That’s one of the most secure places on the planet.” 
 
    “Agreed. But George Clooney and Brad Pitt managed to pull it off,” Kinimaka said. 
 
    “With a little help from Hollywood,” Hayden said. “I could give Matt Damon a call.” 
 
    “I wish,” Alicia brooded. 
 
    “How do we find Guy Bodie?” Drake asked. 
 
    “A very good question,” Kenzie said. “They escaped the CIA and the Illuminati, it seems. They’re good enough to be top of the Scourge’s list of top thieves. And on top of that, the fourth attack must be pretty imminent.” 
 
    Drake walked across to the room’s only window, elbowing Dahl out of the way. “Everyone leaves footprints,” he said. “Even us. I mean, sometimes we have the Swede stomping about in his elephant shoes. Sometimes it’s Mai in her ninja plimsoles, but we still get tracked.” 
 
    “Why Mai?” Alicia asked. “I can be quiet too.” 
 
    Drake laughed. 
 
    “And... plimsoles?” Mai made a face. 
 
    Drake was trying to stop laughing at Alicia. “Look, it was just a picture. Nothing else. Bodie and his friends must have left a few coffee grinds in their wake, if you know what I mean. We just need the right man to find them.” 
 
    “Good analogy,” Alicia said. “We need a good sniffer. I know where you’re going with this.” 
 
    Drake nodded. “Michael Crouch. My old boss. Crouch could sniff out coffee grounds in a tornado. I’ll give him a call.” 
 
    Alicia looked a little aggrieved—Crouch being in charge of her second team. Their mutual ‘gold’ team had located many treasures in the past—her best memories being the Aztec and galleon gold hauls. The latter adventure was where she’d met Cam and saved him from the mercs who murdered his sister. Alicia had never had an awful lot of luck making friends, but Cam at least had been a success and had mostly integrated himself into the SPEAR team. 
 
    Shaw, their other recent addition, had been running with the Blood King in New York when they met. Luka Kovalenko had abducted Shaw’s remaining family, forcing her to work with him as a bodyguard. Later, he killed Shaw’s family, and the Native American had been with them ever since. 
 
    Alicia looked back even further as her friends worked their contacts, all the way back to their quest for the bones of Odin where she had been working against Drake, a soldier running with the enemy. Those days, that experience, had allowed her to keep seeking that horizon whenever she wanted. 
 
    Much later, she realized running only kept the past behind you, chasing you, always sneaking up on your shoulder. The only way past adversity was confrontation. 
 
    Hayden spoke up then, diverting her attention. “We should split up.” 
 
    Alicia coughed. “Again? We’ve only just got back together.” 
 
    “I know. But it’s looking like we may have to hunt down Bodie and survey the casino at the same time. It stands to reason that Bodie and the casino won’t be in the same place for more than a few hours.” 
 
    “I could do Vegas,” Kenzie said. 
 
    Cam and Shaw also spoke up which, to Alicia, seemed like a good choice. Hayden thought so too. “That’s settled then. Dahl?” 
 
    “I’m good,” he said distractedly. “I want to meet this Bodie character. And his team.” 
 
    Alicia thought they might need all hands on deck if this relic hunter crew turned out to be as capable as they appeared to be. But Hayden had a point. Someone needed to watch the Bellagio. 
 
    “Keep in touch,” she told Cam as he and Shaw began to make plans for their journey west. “And don’t start any bar fights.” 
 
    Cam grinned at the reference to the start of their recent trouble with the voodoo soldiers. “Don’t worry, I won’t need to protect your honor this time.” 
 
    “My honor?” Alicia stared. 
 
    Mai started to laugh out loud. “Finding it would be a start,” she choked. 
 
    Alicia flipped the Sprite off before smiling at Cam and Shaw. “And watch out for Kenzie,” she said loudly. “That bitch is no good with anything that doesn’t have a sharp edge.” 
 
    Dahl gave her an odd look. Kenzie walked out of the room without answering. 
 
    In the moment of silence that followed, Drake ended his call and caught their attention. “We have a lead,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake poured himself a coffee. “Crouch, it appears, is far better versed in the activities of the Relic Hunters than we are—” 
 
    “Figures,” Alicia said with a smile. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. He’s been keeping tabs on them ever since they found the statue of Zeus.” He consulted the notes he’d taken. “Guy Bodie. Cassidy Coleman. Jemma Blunt. Lucie Boom. And—Yasmine, no second name. Crouch seems to believe they’re almost as good as us, but I doubt it. Especially if they’ve all gone rogue. I think we’re gonna have to kick their arses either way.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Dahl asked. 
 
    “Not a clue,” Drake said just to wind the Swede up and then smiled. “There are only so many fixers in the world good enough to fake an ID package that’d fool the CIA, Interpol and all the rest. One of them—Giselle Van Santen—lives in London—not far from the place where Bodie and co. found King Arthur’s tomb. So, it was a short hop for our runaways while Pang and Moneymaker were sleeping. They found Giselle, had the IDs made, and then scarpered all the way to sunny Mexico.” 
 
    “Where the Illuminati cornered them,” Hayden said. “It makes sense. I guess the million-dollar question is—does Crouch know this Giselle?” 
 
    “Crouch knows everyone,” Drake said. “He’s trying to contact her right now.” 
 
    Hayden looked worried. “Well, I hope they’re in the country because they’re the only lead we’ve got.” 
 
    Drake felt as miserable as she looked. Cam, Shaw and Kenzie said their goodbyes and headed off for Vegas. Drake shook his head in wonder as he noticed the time. 
 
    “Only noon,” he said. “Feel like we’ve been here for days.” 
 
    The team tried to relax, to use the spare time to switch off, but the situation was too dire. Outside, a faint drizzle fell, the sky lamenting so many unnecessary deaths across America. 
 
    Kinimaka turned on the TV to get a feel for what was happening. “Unrest. Riots. Hate crimes. Some channels blame one group, another blames the next. Some are pointing fingers at the police. Queues at grocery stores, electrical outlets, DIY places. Gridlock. All this can’t be policed. Those stuck on the highways are running out of water and food. The slew of misinformation does appear to be slowing.” 
 
    Drake jumped as his phone rang. “Crouch,” he said and put it on speaker. “We’re all here.” 
 
    “Giselle Van Santen,” Crouch got straight to the point, “made IDs for Bodie and co. a few months ago. IDs that would hold up under any kind of scrutiny. Trouble was, the Illuminati found her and then Bodie. The rest is history but, unbeknown to anyone else, Giselle actually made two set of IDs for the Relic Hunters. I have copies of both here and I’m sending them to your email address.” 
 
    Drake blinked in confusion. “I have an email address?” 
 
    “Not yours. Hayden’s. I’m assuming you haven’t changed it?” 
 
    “No, it’s all good. Listen Michael, this big job the Relic Hunters just completed. Their fight against the Illuminati. Where did it end?” 
 
    “Good question,” Crouch said. “The trouble is—it’s all still a bit under wraps, as if the ending hasn’t been decided yet. They don’t want the CIA to find them even now. It could still be happening. It involves locating ten ancient sanctums in ten places around the world and harvesting their cores, something about fulfilling an ancient prophecy.” 
 
    “Then you don’t know where they ended up?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. Just keep it under wraps. They finished in Monument Valley.” 
 
    Drake considered that. “Which isn’t a million miles away from Las Vegas.” 
 
    “Not even a thousand,” Crouch said. “They could drive it in a few hours.” 
 
    “It all fits,” Dahl said. “The Relic Hunters finishing their global quest for ten ancient sites just hours from Vegas. Guy Bodie’s name at the top of the Scourge’s list. If they’re on the run from the CIA, then they’re considered bad guys.” 
 
    Drake frowned. “You do realize that, essentially, we’re also on the run from the CIA? And every other government-run anacronym.” 
 
    “Today we are,” Dahl said with a tolerant shrug. “Tomorrow, who knows?” 
 
    Hayden was already forwarding the IDs that Crouch had sent her to Karin. “If we’re lucky,” she said, “Bodie and friends will have used them close by.” 
 
    “Not lucky,” Crouch said. “We’re good.” 
 
    Drake smiled, unable to count the number of times Michael Crouch had helped them out in the past. He thanked his old boss and warned him off travelling to America for the next few weeks. 
 
    “We’re happy in Zurich, for now. Let’s catch up soon.” 
 
    Drake didn’t have a moment to reflect as Hayden’s phone rang. 
 
    “Yeah? Is that you Karin?” Hayden placed it on speakerphone. 
 
    “It’s me. The IDs you sent across... they didn’t exist until a few months ago.” 
 
    “We know,” Hayden said. “And you could say that tracking them down is a life or death situation.” 
 
    “It’s all going to shit out there.” Karin sighed, her words intensely worrying when Drake considered she worked for the NSA. 
 
    “Is there any rhyme to it?” he asked. “Any way of slowing or stopping it?” 
 
    “It’s all happening too fast. They don’t have the manpower in place to crack down properly on the rioters and criminals. The models aren’t working. America is, essentially, eating itself. All it took was someone to light the fucking touchpaper.” 
 
    Drake knew that most so-called civilized societies walked a tight line. He hadn’t taken the time to consider just how tight that line was until now. 
 
    “You always believe that the guys in charge know what they’re doing,” he said. “Even if you don’t like them, you assume that they have good people somewhere around them, or that the last guy—the guy you did like—put something in place that would help future generations. That at least he or she was selfless. But...” he floundered, “that really doesn’t happen, does it?” 
 
    “Rarely,” Karin said. “They’re employing the National Guard and the Army now. Safeguarding government installations. The people—they’re largely on their own.” 
 
    “A lesson to learn,” Mai said. “Have you had any luck?” 
 
    Karin replied a few moments later. “At least three of those IDs have been used recently in a single place,” she said. “Let me just double check...” 
 
    Drake waited, breathing slowly to curb his impatience. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re staying at a luxury hotel close to the Grand Canyon’s south rim. It’s called the Firebird Lodge.” 
 
    Drake was surprised. “A hotel? That doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re chilling after a hard mission,” Alicia suggested. “To be fair, we should all take note.” 
 
    Drake shrugged it away, already knowing what was coming next. 
 
    Hayden asked Karin to send over the information and then ended the call. As one, the team made ready. 
 
    Drake wasn’t sure how he felt about preparing to take down a team that may have recently saved the world. “How about we try talking to them first?” he suggested. 
 
    Dahl slapped a fresh mag into place, checked the sights of his machine gun, then turned his attention to his Glock. “Don’t start being a pussy, mate. We take them down like we take them all down. Hard.” 
 
    Drake nodded, wondering why he’d bothered mentioning it. To a man and woman, the team was ready—all wanting to end this nightmare. 
 
    The hours after their arrival in Arizona were going to be vital. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darkness was falling by the time the SPEAR team came in sight of the Grand Canyon. 
 
    They approached the entrance in a dark gray rental car along a wide road and queued with other traffic, paying a fee on entry. The driveway took them past several signs, parking areas and guide stations but all they were interested in was finding the Firebird Lodge. 
 
    Drake stayed quiet, wondering what it was about these ancient places that instilled a sense of silent wonder in even the most jaded psyches. It didn’t matter who you were or what you had seen in life—the primordial, profound majesty that enwrapped sites like the Grand Canyon could never be ignored or belittled. 
 
    Just beyond a public parking area, they saw the lodge sprawled along the south rim of the canyon, its rooms, restaurants and outside terraces overlooking the mile-deep, winding gorge that twisted its way through Arizona. 
 
    The team exited the car and gathered around the trunk, waiting as Hayden handed out backpacks and orders. Drake tried to focus on the mission at hand. There was no time to waste. 
 
    “Bryant’s personal chopper is waiting,” Hayden said and then cringed at her words, sending a quick glance at Alicia. 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” the blond said. “What do you think, Mai? Ready to climb aboard?” 
 
    The Japanese woman shook her head. “Grow up, child,” she said, shrugging into her pack. 
 
    “The quicker we get it done the better,” Hayden continued. “Obviously. Look... there are no grudges between us and this team. They’ve done good in the past. If they want to come quietly, let it happen. If they don’t—” she shrugged “—try not to kill anyone.” 
 
    Drake patted Dahl on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, mate. We’re bound to find a rock around here you can batter instead.” 
 
    “Or a sausage,” Dahl muttered. “For you.” 
 
    Kinimaka slammed the trunk. The team fanned out, not wanting to appear more conspicuous than they already were. Alicia donned a baseball cap and Kinimaka pulled on a wool hat emblazoned with the Hard Rock Café logo. Hayden linked arms with the big Hawaiian and together, in twos and threes, the team made their way up a sharp, wide incline in the direction of the Firebird Lodge. 
 
    “Room numbers?” Drake asked, trying out the comms system. 
 
    “On your phones,” Hayden said. 
 
    Drake checked before continuing. The lodge and the areas around it appeared not to have been affected by the wider dilemmas plaguing America. It was a busy place: figures wrapped up against the evening cold were heading out for a walk or standing on the terrace, many strolling into the several on-site restaurants. The sound of conversation was a low hum out of respect for the grandeur surrounding them. 
 
    Drake took Alicia’s arm as they approached the wide front doors of the lodge. The sardonic grin she gave him made him wince. 
 
    “Only time you hold my hand is when you wanna blend in with the locals.” 
 
    “You want me to hold your hand more?” Drake hadn’t even considered Alicia might be open to it. 
 
    “No, but I want you to try so that I can slap you away.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that.” 
 
    The doors swung open automatically. Inside, Drake crossed a plush, carpeted lobby toward a bank of elevators, carefully avoiding the eyes of receptionists sitting behind the front desk. The others, spread out, did the same. 
 
    “Third floor,” Mai said. 
 
    The doors slid closed behind them. Drake swung his backpack to the ground and reached inside for the Glock nestling right at the top. The handgun worked better in close-quarters. He shoved it into his waistband and covered it with his black denim jacket. 
 
    Alicia backed into Dahl as she reached for her own weapon. “I hope to hell that was your gun, Torsty.” 
 
    “It may shock you, Alicia, but I’m not made of steel.” 
 
    “I was referring more to the shape to be fair.” 
 
    The elevator came to a halt, the doors humming open. Hayden and Kinimaka were waiting in the hallway. Hayden nodded at a brass sign. “We need rooms 314-317, to the west.” 
 
    The corridor was empty, their boots hushed by the thick carpeting. Drake stayed at the back of the pack, ready for anything. Dahl padded to the furthest door before stopping and holding up a closed fist. 
 
    “We ready?” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    Dahl kicked out at the hotel room door, fracturing the lock and frame. 
 
    Alicia smashed it open with her shoulder and barged in. 
 
    Drake was a step behind as they ventured inside the room, guns aimed. 
 
    An empty bed appeared first and then a window overlooking the canyon and a small door to a bathroom. 
 
    Alicia checked it quickly. “Empty,” she said. 
 
    “Clear,” the others’ voices came through the comms. “There’s nobody here.” 
 
    Drake cursed and made a quick check of the room. “There’s luggage,” he said. “Two backpacks. Some deodorant on the nightstand. Water, that kind of thing. Someone is staying here, guys.” 
 
    “We have the same,” Hayden said. “I guess we jumped the gun.” 
 
    “A case of premature infiltration,” Alicia said. “It happens.” 
 
    Drake rummaged inside the backpacks, coming up with a passport belonging to one of the aliases Karin had mentioned. “All right,” he said. “Clearly, they’re out. We messed up. Maybe we can find them outside.” 
 
    They pocketed their guns and met up in the corridor, hastening toward the elevators. Seconds later, they were back in the lobby and split up. Drake and Alicia took one restaurant, the others a second. Again, the people and the faces they were searching for were absent. 
 
    “Outside,” Hayden said, heading through the exit doors. 
 
    Ribbons of scarlet still twisted through the western skies like small fire dragons battling an encroaching darkness, sending crimson tendrils across the land. The parking lot was lit up, stark floodlights bathing it with artificial light. People wandered back and forth to their cars, faces visible but not the ones they were looking for. 
 
    Drake led the way to the terrace and walked from table to table, staring at every diner. 
 
    “The canyon,” Hayden said. 
 
    “It’s the only place left,” Mai said. “And not exactly easy to search.” 
 
    Drake followed his team off the terrace and around the tree-lined path winding toward the edge of the south rim. The canyon was up to eighteen miles wide at some points and almost three hundred miles long. As Mai said, it might prove a tad difficult to search. 
 
    They came out of the curving path to face the very edge of the canyon, which rose to just above their eyeline, a ragged line twenty feet or so ahead that seemed to drop off the edge of the earth. The ever-darkening northern skies stretched from horizon to horizon. 
 
    Drake ventured further. The rim ran away to left and right, irregular and ancient, the elemental stillness rising out of the craggy gorge like an invisible mantle settling on the shoulders of those that watched. 
 
    Drake saw vague figures both ways, many standing and looking into the canyon, some sitting together. 
 
    “Split up?” he asked. 
 
    “Not with these guys,” Dahl said with respect. “If they’re out here, they won’t be far. It’s not as if the canyon’s lit up.” 
 
    It was true. Already the shadows pooling in the depths below were turning the bottom into a black soup, making rocks, bushes and outcroppings indiscernible. The Colorado River itself was no longer visible. 
 
    Drake heard whispers and muted laughter on the air. “Walk with me.” 
 
    They started west, slowing every time they came upon a group, even a duo of people. Their task seemed fruitless. Drake was acutely aware that every second, every minute they lost, contributed to the Scourge’s victory. But, to put a positive spin on it, they hadn’t yet heard from Kenzie in Vegas, which told Drake and the others that either the thieves hadn’t hit the Bellagio yet, or the slots were paying out really well. 
 
    Finally, they turned eastward, the final journey of their night before admitting defeat. Maybe they could wait for morning to break and try again, or somehow stake out the rooms they’d trashed just thirty minutes ago. Either way, their night-time search was almost at an end. 
 
    Drake slowed to see the rim curving into the canyon, giving the wandering tourist more space in which to view the treasures it held. The first thing he saw as he focused on the far end were five figures highlighted against the backdrop, five shapes gazing down into the canyon. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “What about those guys?” 
 
    For years, he would remember the first time the SPEAR team crossed paths with the Relic Hunters. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the last of the crimson sunset coated the majestic, ragged curve of the Grand Canyon, the SPEAR team approached the five immobile figures they thought might be the Relic Hunters. 
 
    Drake advanced as incongruously as he could but—since they were the only people on the small outcropping—it wasn’t easy. Especially, he thought, with the big Swede and Mano Kinimaka at his side. The Hawaiian staggered between rocks on the ground as if on purpose, and soon all five figures standing on the rim had turned. 
 
    Drake saw the body language. The fighting stances, the wariness, the sense of flight. There was no point trying to be stealthy. 
 
    “Guy Bodie?” he asked the only male. 
 
    “Don’t come any closer,” Bodie said, his accent English. 
 
    Drake saw how he moved to stand in front of his team as if to protect them. Drake approved. “We only want to talk.” 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the taller females asked. Drake guessed they were about twenty feet from the other crew now but, due to the lighter backdrop, found it hard to make out faces. 
 
    Then, as he inched forward, changing angles, the dying light fell on her face. Cassidy Coleman’s long red hair was unfettered, burnished by sunset. Drake saw a tall, muscular, confident woman who knew how to handle herself. 
 
    “Drake,” he said. “Matt Drake.” 
 
    Alicia was at his side, Dahl and Hayden beyond her. To the right was Kinimaka and Mai. Drake guessed the only reason Bodie and co. hadn’t run yet was because they were effectively cut off. 
 
    “No trouble,” he tried. 
 
    “Unless you want some,” Alicia added. “Then we’re all up for that.” 
 
    Drake gritted his teeth, caught between wondering if their adversaries were carrying weapons and reaching for his own. 
 
    Guy Bodie stepped forward. “Look, guys,” he said. “We’ve had a really big couple of weeks. How about you back off and give us a break. You’ll never understand what we just did for you.” 
 
    Drake winced, knowing the big Swede would be all over that. 
 
    “Hey, pal,” Dahl said. “When you’ve saved the world as often as we have, you can join our big boy club. Until then...” 
 
    Alicia dug him in the ribs. “Big boy club?” 
 
    “Umm, do you want to be called a big girl?” 
 
    Drake hissed at them as Alicia frowned in uncertainty. 
 
    Hayden took the lead. “Listen, Bodie,” she said. “No matter what you’ve been doing you must have noticed the state America’s in at the moment. We’re trying to prevent it getting any worse...” She paused. 
 
    “What does that have to do with us?” Cassidy asked. 
 
    “Your names appear right at the top of a bad guy list of thieves,” Drake pressed. “The best in the world, apparently. You guys headed for Vegas?” 
 
    Bodie stared at him. “You’re not CIA? That’s good. But clearly you’re not dealing with a full deck either. Do we look like we’re headed for Vegas?” 
 
    “Bags are packed ready to leave,” Alicia said. “You could be there tonight.” 
 
    Bodie nodded as if acknowledging that, but Cassidy stepped forward. “You’d better not have stuck your dirty paws into my bag, bitch.” 
 
    Alicia blinked, momentarily surprised. 
 
    Drake tried to save the situation. “Hey,” he said. “This really is as serious as it gets. You, Bodie, are top of a list compiled by a group of arseholes called the Scourge who want to send America back to the Dark Ages. We’re talking infrastructure gone, communications gone, hundreds of thousands dead. It’s all happening right now so please—if you know anything, tell us.” 
 
    One of the other women, raven hair tied neatly in a bun, leaned over to whisper something to Bodie, hopefully an affirmation of his words. Drake recognized her as Jemma Blunt from their fake IDs, and waited, but Alicia moved forward. 
 
    Ohhh... shit... 
 
    “You wanna bring that smart mouth over here so that I can punch the fuck out of it?” she asked Cassidy. 
 
    The redhead didn’t retreat, but also stepped forward. “We’ll see who backs down when the real fun starts.” 
 
    Bodie held up a hand. “Hey, Cass, wait. Just wait.” He turned his attention to Alicia. “I’d really back off, love. She’s a cage fighter.” 
 
    Alicia gave Bodie a predator’s hungry glare, annoyed by his use of the word ‘love,’ and then smiled. “Bring it on.” 
 
    Drake stepped forward then and so did Mai, trying to hold Alicia back. 
 
    The Relic Hunters saw their advance as a threat. 
 
    Drake’s attention snapped from Alicia to Bodie as the strongly built man came at him. “Hey—” 
 
    Bodie jabbed at Drake, the blows strong but not telling. Drake knew instantly that Bodie was not military trained but had picked up a few good moves along the way. He retaliated with a gut punch and a knee to the ribs. 
 
    Bodie fell away, but it was a ruse, the thief just looking for some clear ground in which to run. The man’s head was swiveling left and right, keeping track of his team, and as soon as he saw they were in trouble, he slowed, turning to Drake. 
 
    “We won’t go easy.” 
 
    “We don’t even have to—” 
 
    But Bodie struck harder then, a flurry of blows that drove Drake backward. The Yorkshireman defended himself and brought Bodie in striking distance of Dahl. The Swede grabbed Bodie around the waist and threw him to the ground, taking over. 
 
    Drake lifted his head to take in the scene. 
 
    It wasn’t good but it was spectacular. The SPEAR team fought the Relic Hunters on the edge of the Grand Canyon, their silhouettes highlighted against a vast backdrop of dark sky and glittering stars. 
 
    Alicia sent punches and kicks at Cassidy, testing her defenses, the two women circling each other. 
 
    Jemma faced Hayden, while Kinimaka took on Yasmine, the knife in her hand keeping him at bay. 
 
    The other woman—Drake figured it was Lucie Boom—changed the entire dynamic of the battle. She stood close to the rim, unchallenged and ignoring the fight. Under her right arm she carried a laptop in a leather case. 
 
    Mai waited close to Alicia, looking to get involved. 
 
    Drake stepped back as Dahl and Bodie wrestled on the ground. 
 
    The Swede grunted, caught by a jab to the neck. Bodie appeared to be a dirty fighter. 
 
    Drake had a flashback to training when his instructor had once told him to target vulnerable areas when you needed a swift getaway, as well as something to teach your daughters later. Eyes and balls, men, he’d said. Eyes and balls. 
 
    Bodie leapt to his feet. Drake let him back off and see the battle as Dahl struggled to rise to his knees. 
 
    “What’s up, Dahl? You spot a meatball down there?” 
 
    Bodie was breathing lightly. Yasmine had already sliced Kinimaka’s jacket open, but the big Hawaiian only needed one clear opening to take her down. Hayden and Jemma were trading blows close to the rim of the canyon. Alicia was rolling on the ground with Cassidy on top, caught in a thigh squeeze and trying to exert one of her own. Drake tried not to let it distract him. 
 
    “Back off,” Bodie grated. “We can’t help you.” 
 
    “Why are you top of an extremist’s list, mate?” 
 
    “An old, bad reputation. I’m not that man anymore.” 
 
    “The CIA don’t appear to agree,” Dahl said. 
 
    “The CIA? Are you crazy? When can you ever trust the CIA?” 
 
    Drake caught Dahl’s eye. “He has a point.” 
 
    Bodie was watching the tussle between Alicia and Cassidy. “I know her,” he said. “Not at first. But now. It’s Alicia Myles, yes?” 
 
    “She’s got a bad reputation too,” Dahl said. 
 
    “It’s not that. Alicia Myles helped find the Sword of Peter, which then gave us the glory of finding the Holy Grail and King Arthur’s tomb among the rocks of Albion. We—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dahl muttered. “We found some important shit too. The bones of Odin. Tombs of the Gods. Ancient weapons in Egypt. The plagues of Pandora. The ghost ships of Arizona and the treasures of—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Drake said. “We’ve a decade of experience. By the time you’re finished the bloody sun will have risen.” 
 
    “I was about to say that we used the distraction to escape the CIA,” Bodie went on. “We’re trying to decide what to do next now that the CIA have found us.” 
 
    “You mean Heidi Moneymaker and Kenny Pang, right?” Drake asked. “I don’t see them around here.” 
 
    Bodie bowed his head. “We’re still working out everything that happened.” 
 
    Drake didn’t press the issue. It wasn’t relevant and seemed to weigh on Bodie’s heart. “You haven’t been contacted by a shadowy organization to rob a Las Vegas casino? You haven’t heard of the Scourge? Of Zuki. Of secret royal families?” 
 
    “We’ve been entirely off the grid, mate. Running between countries. We finished just a few days ago.” 
 
    Bodie could be lying, of course, but Drake had spoken with thousands of liars in his time and believed he could read the signs. 
 
    “Any idea who else might take your place?” 
 
    Bodie staggered aside as Alicia and Cassidy rolled past, the latter taking a swipe at Dahl’s legs as she went by and upending the Swede once more. Drake couldn’t hide a smile. 
 
    “You okay down there, Ikea boy? What you looking for this time? Seen a flatpack you wanna build?” 
 
    Dahl growled as he regained his feet and checked his gun was still stuffed into his waistband. “I’m gonna shoot both of them if they do that again.” 
 
    Bodie’s eyes widened in disbelief. “All this time you had guns?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dahl said. “We’re soldiers.” 
 
    “I mean... you never thought to use them? You said yourself that we might be a terrorist group.” 
 
    “No need,” Drake said. “We’ve seen enough terrorists to know when to shoot first.” He shook his head as Alicia and Cassidy’s fight continued. 
 
    “We should step in and stop that skirmish,” he said. “Although...” He paused to watch. “I’m wondering if there’s a way to get Mai involved too.” 
 
    Bodie sighed. “Why bother putting a stop to it?” he said. “They seem to be enjoying themselves.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake and Dahl stepped aside with Bodie. The Swede yelled at Hayden to stand down while Bodie asked Yasmine and Jemma to back off. 
 
    Less than a minute later, both teams stood and watched Alicia and Cassidy as they rolled closer to the edge of the canyon. 
 
    Drake winced as Alicia took a jab to the face. 
 
    Dahl started forward, looking to break the two women apart, but then thought better of it. Taking on a helicopter, yes. A submarine, definitely. But getting involved with Alicia Myles and a cage fighter? Not a bloody chance. 
 
    Mai stepped to Drake’s side. “She seems happy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” he speculated. “But what if they roll right off the top?” 
 
    “A chance we need to take,” Mai said with mock-seriousness. “We may not get another chance to lose Alicia.” 
 
    Drake nodded at Kinimaka and Hayden as they walked up, the big man nursing a couple of wounds inflicted by Yasmine. The dark-haired Moroccan still carried her knife, but held it pointed at the floor now, her face neutral as she too stared at the last ongoing tussle. 
 
    There was a yell from Cassidy and then a strained grunt as she rose, hauling Alicia up by the armpits. Alicia flung an elbow out, catching Cassidy on the cheekbones and drawing a line of blood. Cassidy gritted her teeth and sent out a fake jab, which Alicia ducked to her right. 
 
    Straight into Cassidy’s powerful right cross. 
 
    The blow smashed into Alicia’s nose, causing the entire SPEAR team to gasp and wince at the same time. Alicia yelled out, staggered backward and brought a hand up to her face, trying to stem the flow of blood from her nose. 
 
    Drake took the opportunity to run forward, dragging Dahl with him for support. 
 
    “Stop,” he shouted. “It’s over. We’re done here.” 
 
    Alicia ignored him, fixing Cassidy with eyes practically shooting flames. Cassidy regarded Alicia with no less ferocity. 
 
    The last of the sunset diminished behind them, the canyon a black void against a midnight sky. The faint breeze ruffled Cassidy’s red hair and tugged at Alicia’s blond locks. Between them, tension the texture of sludge hung in the air. 
 
    Alicia removed her hand from her nose, flinging blood to the ground, and turned toward Drake. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Fight’s over, Alicia.” 
 
    “Not until I beat this bit—” 
 
    “Hey!” Mai shouted. “Hey, you’re fixed. You’re fixed!” 
 
    Alicia glared. “Sprite, if you don’t shut the fuck up, you’re going right off this rim—” 
 
    “Your nose,” Mai said as Drake stared. “Cassidy’s punch fixed it. She put it back into place.” 
 
    Alicia blinked and then glided two fingers over the bridge of her nose. The pain made her wince, but the assessment made her smile in satisfaction. 
 
    “Nice,” she said. “It’s been a while. Good job.” She reached out a hand toward Cassidy who narrowed her eyes before warily taking it. 
 
    “Does it look okay?” Alicia asked. 
 
    “I’ve seen worse jobs.” Cassidy sniffed. “Once.” 
 
    “Well, I could say thanks for the rim job,” Alicia told Cassidy, making the others cringe. “But I won’t.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mai said to Bodie. “We’re taking her back to the asylum soon.” 
 
    Bodie was trying not to smile. “We’re not your targets. As much as the CIA want to paint us with the bad brush, we’re on the right side now. I’m not so sure about them.” 
 
    “Nothing is shadier than an anacronym in any part of the world,” Dahl said. “Keep your heads down.” 
 
    “We tried that,” Jemma said, coming up with Lucie Boom. “Didn’t work.” 
 
    Drake nodded then glanced over Bodie’s shoulder. “C’mon, Alicia,” he said. “Time to put you back under lock and key.” 
 
    The Englishwoman moved forward, still waggling her nose. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing.” Drake held out a hand to Cassidy Coleman. “If you ever need anything,” he said. “Give us a shout.” 
 
    “You’re going?” Cassidy looked sad. 
 
    “Yeah, we have to save the world.” 
 
    “But we already did that.” 
 
    “We think,” Lucie added. 
 
    “It’s Wednesday,” Hayden said. “It needs saving again.” 
 
    “Always another mission,” Bodie said shrewdly. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    Drake grinned and shook the man’s hand. “Great to, well, meet you, I guess.” 
 
    Alicia was eyeing Cassidy in the dim light. “Good fight,” she said a little grudgingly. “I could tell you’ve been around a bit.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment?” 
 
    “It’s as close as you’re ever going to get.” 
 
    Cassidy nodded at Alicia’s still-bleeding nose. “You’re welcome for that.” 
 
    Alicia looked like she wasn’t sure whether to smile or spit. 
 
    Drake now shook Bodie’s hand. “Look,” he said. “Any idea of who might replace you guys to hit a Las Vegas casino?” 
 
    “A couple of crews spring to mind,” Bodie said, pursing his lips and thinking. “But last I heard they were out of the game. Holed up and happy somewhere hot and sandy.” He reeled off a couple of descriptions and distinct methods that might single out a particular crew. 
 
    As he spoke, the rest gathered around, Yasmine and Jemma still wary of Kinimaka; Hayden and Lucie staying quiet. 
 
    Drake moved away to call Kenzie, Cam and Shaw with the new descriptions. He returned a few minutes later to see both teams shaking hands while continuing to eye each other with suspicion. 
 
    “Ey up,” he said. “We’re really going to have to go. Apologies guys, for the greeting. Oh, and for breaking down your hotel room doors.” 
 
    Cassidy glared. “Shit, man, that means we’re gonna have to sneak out before dawn. I like it here.” 
 
    “You got lucky,” Alicia said huffily. “We thought you were dangerous fugitives.” 
 
    “We are dangerous fugitives,” Bodie reminded her. 
 
    “And so are you,” Jemma said. 
 
    “Today, maybe,” Mai said with an air of long endurance. “Tomorrow, who knows?” 
 
    Bodie nodded at her. “The CIA kept us on a short lead for too long, promising freedom but never defining it. You can’t keep a wild animal caged forever without it striking out. We had to try.” 
 
    “Not a bad plan,” Kinimaka said, “disappearing in Mexico. But how did you hope to cope?” 
 
    Bodie eyed the big Hawaiian shrewdly. “You mean the lifestyle change? Yeah, it was grating on us but there wasn’t a whole lot of choice.” 
 
    “Grating.” Cassidy shook her head. “It was more than fucking grating. It was like being pushed through a woodchipper every damn day.” 
 
    Alicia eyed the redhead and again touched her nose. “Maybe we have an affinity, you and I. We share some traits. The good ones, obviously. My bad choices are all my own and well earned.” 
 
    “We have to get going,” Dahl said. “We can pick this up another time.” 
 
    Drake nodded. “He’s right. America isn’t going to save itself. Maybe we’ll bump into you guys again someday.” 
 
    Bodie’s face creased into a smile. “And next time on the same side.” 
 
    “Can’t promise that,” Hayden said. “As Mai mentioned, proclivities change as often as underwear in the halls of power.” 
 
    “Then stop working for them,” Cassidy said. 
 
    Drake held up a hand. “We don’t work for them,” he said. “Not in here.” He tapped his chest. “We work to save those that can’t save themselves, to protect innocent, hard-working men and women. We preserve a way of life.” 
 
    “Admirable,” Lucie spoke up. “But where’s it taken you?” 
 
    “That depends on how you look at it,” Dahl said. “We don’t do it for anyone else. We don’t do it to get promoted. Physically, we’re going nowhere. But, emotionally, morally, we’re exactly where we want to be.” 
 
    “And there are options,” Mai added. “Private security firms. You just have to get your CIA issues untangled.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we do that?” Bodie asked. 
 
    “One big job?” Drake suggested. “Something only you can do. And something they can’t. Get to the big dog in charge, the main boss, and find something he wants above all else. Find out what that is, fulfil it, and he’ll have to let you go.” 
 
    Bodie nodded, glancing at Cassidy. The redhead gave him a meaningful look, as if she already had ideas. 
 
    “We’ll see you again,” Alicia said. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Drake backed away from the Relic Hunters as the stark moon slid out from behind a cloud and cast several gleaming shafts of light around the edge of the canyon. The last image he got of the Relic Hunters was of five faceless shadows standing against the dark abyss. Rays of moonlight played at their backs. 
 
    Drake raised a hand and received a salute from Bodie in return. 
 
    And then they were gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Las Vegas was a vast, glittering oasis in a sea of sand. 
 
    A three-strong team approached the city fast, knowing the police had much more to worry about tonight than a speeding Maserati. The car roared between concrete verges, its raucous engine note blasting around and enhanced by the urban canyons. The road swooped toward and then past the back of Caesar’s Palace, the great old casino and hotel remaining resplendent and resolute among the newer towers that challenged it. 
 
    Ferret, Albino and Sniper didn’t speak as their target came into sight. The great fountains out front were dancing to a tune, the booming water jets shooting high into the Nevadan night. All three thieves stared for several seconds before turning their attention back to the road. 
 
    “Parking garage.” Ferret pointed. 
 
    Albino, the driver, nodded. “Got it.” 
 
    The plan, while complex, was laid out like a plain satin sheet in their minds. Simple to follow. Made up of several stages, an ingenious and unforgettable tapestry they’d put together over several months of testing. 
 
    Sniper, her long black curls tied neatly under an official casino cap, took a long swig from an open water bottle. She was going hands-on, the risk taker for this job. Albino and Ferret were plowing the field, so to speak. 
 
    Nobody had ever heard of Ferret, Albino and Sniper. To the world at large they were relatively normal, wealthy individuals who owned small but hugely profitable companies. Most wealthy individuals made their money from boring-sounding jobs. 
 
    Ferret owned a coat-hanger business, from which he made millions of dollars per year. Albino made gym equipment with a similar outcome. Sniper offered everything from eyebrow plucking to all kinds of waxes to Hollywood celebs who were obliviously happy to spend thousands of dollars per hour for her employees’ attentions. 
 
    Their businesses were run by managers and required little of their time. In truth then, they were the best thieves on the planet and were employed full time by royalty, carrying out any nefarious task required of them. 
 
    Shadow royalty. 
 
    Sniper readied herself as Albino threaded the car through the garage and parked near an obscure door marked: Private. The casino’s blueprints revealed that this was the fastest route to the room where the Fabergé eggs were stored. 
 
    No words passed between the three. No communication was needed. Their upcoming actions had been planned to the second, and each stage would be carried out precisely at the faint buzzing of a smart watch. 
 
    Albino and Ferret left the car, slamming the doors shut behind them. 
 
    Sniper kept her face down, not wanting to be seen. In her head, she copied the actions of the two men and counted down the seconds to the moment she was due to enter the action. 
 
    Albino wore a rumpled, designer-outlet suit, the kind that screamed he was trying too hard. Ferret wore expensive jeans and a Gucci jacket, an outfit that might peg him as a rich man, or at least a man trying to get rich. 
 
    Their costumes—for they were precisely that—were carefully calculated. 
 
    Ferret was tall, with dark sideburns and a scrub of stubble covering his cheeks. His eyes were piercing blue—an effect created by contact lenses—and the wig he wore was long and artfully scruffy. Albino was broad-shouldered and tattooed in places that couldn’t be hidden. His bullet-shaped bald head only served to enhance the white pigment of his skin. 
 
    Together, the two men entered the casino and went straight up to the security desk to the right of the check-in counter. 
 
    “We need to talk to Danny Bennett,” Ferret said. “The security overlord.” 
 
    A brunette with suspicious eyes scanned a computer screen in front of her. “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No,” Albino said. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Mr. Bennett is tied up all evening. Perhaps you could call to schedule at a later date?” 
 
    Ferret raised an eyebrow. “That won’t be good enough. Tell him that we have information that this place is about to be robbed. That, if he doesn’t listen to us, he won’t have a job in the morning.” 
 
    The clock ticked. They’d allowed a certain amount of time for this to process, having shaved off as many unknown variables as they could. The royal family they worked for had even arranged Danny Bennett’s female “company” for the night. At this moment, she would be making sure Bennett kept his clothes on, his ardor down, and his phone close, using whispered promises for later. 
 
    “Wait a moment.” The brunette had clearly run through several scenarios in her mind, everything from calling the cops to telling Ferret and Albino to leave, but had come to the conclusion that her job wasn’t worth a mistake. 
 
    As Ferret had anticipated. 
 
    Tonight, everyone was working by the book. They had to. The unrest that had stricken most of America, but somehow failed to make its way to Sin City, was a guillotine blade poised above people’s heads, a sense of doom they couldn’t shake. Some were here tonight partying the hours away as if it were their last night on earth, taking chances and emptying their bank accounts as though they wouldn’t need them tomorrow. Some were here to hide. Many others to taste the bright lights just one last time. 
 
    The brunette spoke into a phone for thirty seconds, then looked relieved. After she hung up, she barely looked at Ferret but said: “Mr. Bennett will be down in just a few minutes.” 
 
    Ferret nodded, drifting away from the security desk so that he created a bit of space between the brunette and themselves. They didn’t want anyone overhearing the next stage of their plan. 
 
    They counted down the seconds. Bennett took forty longer than he should have. 
 
    Ferret hurried things along, seeing a blond-haired, pasty-faced man of around fifty appear from a concealed door. He wore a black suit and a casino-branded tie. Danny Bennett looked like a walkover, but Ferret knew he was anything but. 
 
    “The hell you guys want?” He stared at them with obvious distaste. “I’m a busy man and we’ve had no threat indication this week.” 
 
    “America’s under attack,” Ferret said. “Assuming you watch the news channels, you’ll know that. Las Vegas is next.” 
 
    Those words, coupled with what Bennett was being fed by the media outlets, hit the man like a bolt to the head. 
 
    “Are you sure? How do you know? Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Ferret waited. 
 
    Bennett managed to compose himself after having blurted out the questions. 
 
    Ferret twisted the screw. “Because we work for the people doing it,” he hissed. 
 
    Bennett blinked, studied them closer and then narrowed his eyes. “Wait... what?” 
 
    He was a man of the world. They’d researched him carefully. Bennett should see through their disguises pretty quickly and assume they were here to rip him off. 
 
    “You guys aren’t attacking America. You’re just assholes trying to take advantage of the situation. What do you want?” 
 
    “Let me show you.” Ferret held out a small digital tablet with a diagram on the screen. 
 
    Bennett took it. 
 
    The instant he grabbed the tablet, digital images of his thumb and fingerprints were captured and downloaded by a special program, then sent to Sniper. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    It was what she’d been waiting for. She tapped a button, storing the prints on her phone, then unfurled her body from the Maserati’s back seat, clicking open the door and exiting into the syrupy, petrol-laden heat of the underground parking garage. 
 
    Next, she entered through the door marked Private, kept her head down and strode along a narrow, unadorned passage. In marked contrast to the casino’s exterior and tourist areas, the staff tributaries were plain and basic. That suited Sniper just fine. 
 
    She reached the end of the passage, turned right and joined a vast walkway that sloped upward, a wide, linoleum-lined highway along which dirty linen trolleys, food carts and other big items were constantly wheeled. Sniper walked for eight minutes before taking a set of unassuming stairs at a sharp angle that she knew led to the vault. 
 
    But she didn’t go to the vault. 
 
    The Fabergé eggs hadn’t been stored away, as most believed; they had been set aside in a viewing room, a small annex adjacent to the vault where VIP guests and politicians were allowed to fawn as a sad condolence for losing their millions in the gaming rooms upstairs. 
 
    Sniper laid her phone screen over the fingerprint scanner that accessed the room. The door slid open. She ducked inside, closed the door behind her, and admired what she saw. 
 
    Eight Fabergé eggs perched on shiny titanium display stands, lit from above and below by soft, shifting hues. The eggs were flawless, catching every pinpoint of light and lancing it back at the eye of the beholder. Sniper forced down her wonder to attend to the only job that mattered—securing the eggs for her employer. 
 
    There was no subtle way to do that. 
 
    She checked her watch, saw the seconds ticking down. Eleven... ten... nine... She took a deep breath and braced herself. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In the lobby, Ferret and Albino reached for their guns, taking aim at Danny Bennett and the brunette behind the security desk. 
 
    Roaring up the curving driveway leading to the busy front doors of the casino, came a dozen black motorcycles. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kenzie stepped out of the Hard Rock Café, somewhere along Las Vegas Boulevard, a paper-wrapped shot glass with a unique design clutched firmly in her hand. It was for Mano Kinimaka. The Hawaiian would appreciate the effort but at the same time never let them hear the last of it if they passed a Hard Rock without securing him a souvenir. 
 
    She, Cam and Shaw had been scouting the casino for more than a day. They’d probed the security, spoken to some of the more approachable staff members. They’d kept an eye on the city for attacks. They’d watched out for the Relic Hunters possibly scouting the place and now, after Drake’s phone call, were looking out for two very different sets of thieves. 
 
    Kenzie led the way down the Strip, back toward the casino. It didn’t hurt to nose around different areas near the one you were watching. The bad guys were prone to doing the same. Now however, the fountains were cavorting, catching her attention, the traffic was rumbling up and down the Strip, and the sidewalks were crammed. Despite the situation America found itself in tonight, and for good or bad, Las Vegas wasn’t part of it. 
 
    Kenzie wondered at the local government’s reasoning. Of course, the directives came down from the President and the governors chose whether they wished to enforce them. This president was deliberately misleading the public for his own means, following a destructive agenda. Commands from on high were vague and inflammatory. It should be no surprise to anyone that the nation was divided and confused. 
 
    Kenzie keenly felt her seniority. Both Cam and Shaw were new to the team, still finding their feet in the Special Forces unit. Not only that, but they’d joined around time their—and other—teams had been ghosted, cast aside. Kenzie sometimes longed for her old job back—relic smuggling across Europe and the Middle East came with its perks—but found herself enjoying running with this band of crazy characters, sometimes staggering from one adventure to another. 
 
    And there was Torsten Dahl too. 
 
    The big Swede had grown close to her, more important than any man she’d ever known. It wasn’t just physical. As the months of their relationship wore on it was becoming much more... everything, she thought. 
 
    She was getting to the point where, if she didn’t run, she was going to stay forever. And that scared her. That kind of commitment was for crazy, normal people. 
 
    Not Bridget McKenzie. 
 
    They headed for a set of stairs that led to a bridge crossing Las Vegas Boulevard. A huge, shiny CVS store stood to the right, selling everything from souvenirs to groceries, clothing and alcohol. Kenzie led the way to the bridge and started across. A welcome breeze struck her face. 
 
    To the right, Caesar’s Palace raised multiple towers toward the skies, and digital billboards announced restaurants, celebrity shows and room rates. To the left, the huge Bellagio sprawled to either side of its great lake, both hotels vying for attention. Kenzie descended the other end and made her way toward the Bellagio. Cam and Shaw walked closely at her side. 
 
    “This is incredible,” Cam said. 
 
    Kenzie realized it was his first time in the spectacular city. “Yeah, it’s an eye opener,” she said. “Try to block out the display and look for anything unusual.” She shrugged. “Though I have to admit that here, the unusual is pretty damn normal.” 
 
    She heard the roar of high-pitched engines, like struggling lawn mowers, a minute later. She slowed and whirled toward the noise. A row of bikes was puttering along the Strip. Most were black, like the ones that had exploded in New York, others were silver, green and multiple colors. But they were all riding together, and they were occupying the lane leading to the casino. 
 
    Kenzie ran into the road, holding her hands in the air. It was reckless, but instinctive. She couldn’t tackle thirteen bikes in one go, but she could slow them down. Cam and Shaw were with her, one to each side, helping to block the road. 
 
    Kenzie faced a blacked-out visor over a midnight black helmet, seeing only a reflection of her own features. The head didn’t move at all, remaining fixed in her direction as the bike came to a halt, which was even more unnerving. 
 
    “Hey, guys, can I see your passports?” 
 
    She effected a haughty, suggestive look, put one hand on her left hip and pretended to laugh. For all she knew, this might be thirteen guys on a stag night. They played their hand immediately, however, when the second man in line planted both feet on the floor and reached into his left pocket. 
 
    He pulled out a battered Glock. 
 
    Kenzie stepped to the left, putting the lead rider between herself and the gunman. There was a roar of tinny engines and the entire row of bikes broke ranks, every rider gunning their machine toward the gap that had just developed. A gunshot rang out. 
 
    Kenzie balanced on the soles of her feet as the lead rider reached into his own pocket. 
 
    He pulled out a long blade, which was both surprising and heart-warming. Kenzie grinned. 
 
    The guy thrust toward her. She grabbed his wrist, broke it, and relieved him of the knife. 
 
    Bikes roared past to her right, flying up the curving driveway leading to the hotel and casino’s front door. 
 
    Kenzie threw her knife at the first rider. The blade slammed into his ribs, making him spasm violently and the entire bike wobble. One bike slipped by, but the next two crashed into his rear tires before slewing across the road, bikes and riders sliding in different directions. 
 
    Cam and Shaw ran amongst the upright motorcyclists, grabbing their clothing and wrenching them to the ground. It was a noisy melee of engines, screams and crunching metal. Leather-jacketed figures swung their fists, iron bars and knives. Cam and Shaw blocked and ducked, and forced them to the ground. 
 
    Two more bikes slipped by. 
 
    Kenzie leapt atop the first man she’d felled, checking him over for weapons or detonators and then carefully scanned the bike. 
 
    “C4,” she shouted. “Strapped underneath the seat. Probably more in the back pannier. I think...” She studied the sidewalk, looked up at the bridges over Las Vegas Boulevard and other roads. She stared at the crowds that had gathered to watch the carnage. “I think we need to move. Now!” 
 
    Five bikes were approaching the hotel’s front doors. 
 
    Kenzie sensed the mood change, saw riders starting to forget her, Cam and Shaw, and run for safety. Without thought, she stood up and waved her arms. 
 
    “Take cover!” she cried. “Get down now!” 
 
    She ran, heading for the nearest concrete pillar after first checking that Cam and Shaw were heeding her advice. She ducked behind the three-foot-wide stanchion, knowing she was out of time. 
 
    The explosion occurred seconds later, centered mostly around the pile of bikes she, Cam and Shaw had made. Every discarded bike detonated simultaneously. Deadly metal and plastic parts sheared apart, shooting in all directions. Flames leapt into the air. 
 
    Kenzie huddled down as searing hot sheets of flame shot past both sides of the concrete pillar. 
 
    The ground shuddered. Kenzie heard the distant roar of other bikes detonating, not only those that had made the front of the hotel but still more—other bikes that had ridden up to other hotels along the Strip. The assault on Las Vegas had well and truly begun. 
 
    Kenzie waited as the concrete pillar trembled. Debris struck it hard, pitting the sides. Her ears stung from the detonation, her eyes were dry with the surrounding heat. Fifteen seconds passed. To Kenzie, it felt like minutes. 
 
    Eventually though, she ducked back out into the driveway. 
 
    Cam and Shaw picked themselves up off the floor, none the worse for wear. 
 
    Kenzie looked away from the burning wreckage of at least seven bikes as the heat assaulted her eyes and face. The riders were running, most of them. The blast had caught at least three, two of whom were lying prone and unmoving. 
 
    Kenzie saw movement in the third. 
 
    She ran over to him, skirting the blaze. Around her, flames and black smoke surged toward the skies. Kenzie pulled the groaning guy away from the blaze and then knelt at his side. 
 
    “Who organized this?” she shouted into his face. 
 
    The man, still wearing his helmet, reached into his jacket for a weapon. Kenzie caught his arm, twisted it violently and then snatched off his helmet. 
 
    A young, pockmarked, white man stared back at her, his face twisted with fury. “Get off me,” he snarled. 
 
    “I saved your life. You weren’t suicide bombers. Just weak fucks looking to hurt some innocent people.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. We are the People’s Army. We want change. America should be free, along with its people.” 
 
    Kenzie studied him for a moment. “You want to free America? Fuck, man, just be glad you don’t live in Saudi or North Korea. You have no goddamn idea, you weak piece of shit. The very opportunity you’ve been given to pull this crap is because you’re already free.” She turned her eyes upward. “I guess they’re breeding them even dumber these days.” 
 
    She turned back to the guy. “Who hired you? I don’t believe you idiots planned all this.” 
 
    She leaned in close, sensing he was close to passing out. 
 
    “They... the guy that hired us called them the... Scourge.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kenzie leapt to her feet as the sound of machine-gun fire stung the air. 
 
    It was distant, and solitary, the sound of a lone individual. But then Kenzie heard other gunmen start up, something that she imagined would be echoed across Las Vegas. One lone shooter could cause terror in a certain area, a dozen could paralyze a city. 
 
    But how could she help? 
 
    The cloying, helpless feeling of inadequacy again swept through her. Cam and Shaw were looking around expectantly but, throughout this horrendous attack on America, the SPEAR team had been rendered powerless, unable to prevent the strikes. Kenzie searched for the right thing to do. 
 
    We’re just three people. 
 
    “There,” she said. 
 
    She ran. A hundred yards further along the drive, near the front doors of the hotel, several people were huddled on the ground. Kenzie reached them and checked the first over, finding a broken arm which she quickly splinted. Cam bandaged a deep wound. In the distance they could hear approaching ambulances. 
 
    Kenzie assessed the blown-apart front doors. The glass, the frame and some surrounding concrete had disappeared, leaving a shattered hole that revealed the building’s interior. Kenzie saw several more wounded lying inside. 
 
    She started toward them, but Shaw grabbed her shoulder. “Shouldn’t we... deal with the shooters?” 
 
    Kenzie raised her arms. “Where? How many? I mean—how? We grab one and another one pops up. Meanwhile, people are dying all around us. What do you propose?” 
 
    Shaw shrugged her shoulders inside her leather jacket, frustrated, but nodded and ran to help staunch the blood flowing from a young man’s arm. 
 
    Cam dragged a woman clear of a patch of burning wreckage. 
 
    Kenzie worked with them, kept checking their surroundings for enemies, and called Hayden on her mobile. 
 
    “It’s bad,” she said, and explained everything that had happened. 
 
    “We’ll be there soon,” Hayden said. 
 
    Kenzie pocketed her phone. The ground was cold beneath her knees, the air filled with acrid smoke and alive with the sound of sputtering fire. Traffic along the Strip had ground to a halt and the more sensible people had rushed off to their hotel rooms or homes. She could see news vans arriving on the scene before ambulances, stupidly blocking their way. 
 
    More gunshots echoed from nearby buildings. Kenzie winced but kept at her job, making as many of the injured as comfortable as she was able. When she saw an ambulance approaching, she waved the driver toward the worst of the victims. 
 
    And watched him closely. 
 
    She didn’t trust them until they were on their knees working to save the more severely injured. If the Scourge’s attacks had taught her anything over the last few days, it was that they could infiltrate any organization, any group or society. 
 
    Kenzie finished up working outside the hotel and moved inside. 
 
    The lobby was a mess, debris scattered far and wide. Kenzie saw a young woman slumped over the security desk and hurried toward her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “My head,” she whispered. 
 
    Kenzie saw the large bruise, caught hold of the woman and eased her down to the ground. Behind, Cam and Shaw sought other victims. They couldn’t work any harder, and they could never hope to reach everyone. But it was good, necessary and rewarding work. Most of the time, the SPEAR team raced from confrontation to confrontation, never seeing the aftermath. 
 
    Today, they were a major part of it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake and the rest of the SPEAR team touched down on a helipad atop the Venetian hotel and casino, having gained permission from one of Bryant’s local contacts. The city of Las Vegas had been struck about an hour ago. As they approached the landing pad, Drake saw columns of smoke and flashing lights that had nothing to do with billboard ads. 
 
    The mood in the cabin was somber, and not only because Dahl was piloting. Drake guessed that this particular assault had been partly to cover the theft of the eggs and partly to show America that the attacks were far from over. The cold, calculating callousness of it made him feel sick at heart. 
 
    The team ran from the helipad to an elevator and took it all the way to the ground floor. Outside, instead of the raucous, jubilant, secure atmosphere of Vegas they’d experienced before, they walked into a simmering cauldron of anxiety and ruthlessness. 
 
    They spread out, not wanting to look like a unit of soldiers. They left the Venetian itself and started across the covered Rialto Bridge before seeing several figures lying on the ground below. Drake realized they’d been shot. There was no sign of the shooter. 
 
    “We can’t leave them there,” Mai said. 
 
    Dahl was already headed down toward the injured. Together, the team helped patch them as best they could and stayed with them until an ambulance arrived. 
 
    Then, they headed left toward Caesars and, beyond it, the Bellagio. 
 
    All along the Strip, people were standing or walking, shellshocked. Many had left the streets, but some still hung around as if expecting everything to return to normal. 
 
    Drake and the others jogged in the direction of the Bellagio. 
 
    They met Kenzie, Cam and Shaw outside and exchanged reports. Standing on the sidewalk along Las Vegas Boulevard, they listened for gunfire or any signs of trouble. There were none. 
 
    “They’ve gone,” Drake said. “Taken the Fabergé eggs and gone. We missed the bastards.” 
 
    “Not by much,” Kenzie replied. “Though that’s no compensation. These attacks would have happened anyway.” 
 
    Drake had no doubt. “I’m lost,” he admitted. “Standing here, right now, I’m lost. We can’t police a bloody country. We can’t stop these attacks. What the hell are we supposed to do?” 
 
    The twisted truth was that if a nation’s leader wanted to destroy his country and had deniability, close assistance and blind supporters on his side, then he could make it happen. The Scourge had recognized—undoubtedly long ago—that the key to America’s downfall lay with its leadership and those people’s weaknesses. 
 
    “Looking around,” Alicia said. “I see disbelief. Doubt. Nobody wants to believe this is happening. Not in their backyard. They want it to be over and everything back to normal. I get it.” 
 
    Drake did too. But there was nothing they could do here in Las Vegas. Their little side trip to intercept the Relic Hunters had cost them, but they had learned invaluable Intel from the meeting; yet even so, Kenzie, Cam and Shaw had arrived too late to stop the attacks. A few hours earlier might have saved the eggs... given the Scourge something to consider, to bargain with. 
 
    “We’ve been attending the wounded,” Shaw said. “It seems to be all we can do.” 
 
    “We gotta find the Scourge.” Hayden’s sighed with a heavy heart. “Only stopping them can end this now.” 
 
    “Or they could find us,” Cam said. 
 
    Drake looked at him, wondering what he had in mind, but then he saw the mass of figures stalking toward them from the other side of the wide road. It was surreal. Against the backdrop of the extravagant hotels, the lines of palm trees and a million other distractions, a heavily armed force was coming for them. 
 
    “Time to move,” Hayden said. 
 
    Together, they ran. Kinimaka sighed, looking glum as he set off, but all that changed when Kenzie threw a shot glass at him. The Hawaiian caught it with a grin and pulled out a handgun. 
 
    They picked up speed along the sidewalk, and were able to dash across the wide, normally traffic-busy, junction at East Flamingo. They ran under a footbridge near the old Flamingo hotel and casino. 
 
    The Margaritaville bar caught Drake’s attention if only because he needed a few slugs of spiced tequila, and then the armed men opened fire on them. 
 
    There was plenty of cover around. The verge was filled with thick hedges, sturdy palm trees, and more. Bullets clattered through the vegetation and struck solid trunks. The SPEAR team kept running. 
 
    The bright lights of the Mirage came up next to the left and Harrah’s to the right. Drake was struck by a lasting old memory of watching the Siegfried & Roy magic show at the Mirage, and being astounded at the incredible tricks they performed. 
 
    The whiz of a passing bullet slammed him back to reality. 
 
    He ducked and ran on. Without having to communicate, the team knew that their best chance of survival was to reach the Venetian and the helicopter on the roof. 
 
    Beyond Harrah’s, Drake saw the Casino Royale and couldn’t prevent his feet slowing. 
 
    Alicia was ready and shoved him hard in the back. Across the Strip, their opponents were keeping track, although some streamed across the road. 
 
    “Faster,” Hayden shouted. 
 
    “How many you counting?” Kinimaka yelled. 
 
    “Thirty minimum,” Dahl responded. “And they have the new SA80s.” 
 
    “What’s an SA80?” Shaw asked. 
 
    “British Army rifle,” Dahl said. “One of the best in the world.” 
 
    Ahead now, Drake could already see the famous Strip landmark that indicated the Venetian hotel and casino. A replica of the Campanile in St. Mark’s square, Venice, it rose high above the surrounding buildings and opposite the famous old Treasure Island, outside which Drake recalled watching a pirate ship battle at some time in his life. 
 
    As they passed the Campanile, a wide area of land opened to the right, the vast entrance to the Venetian. It’s twin hotel, the Palazzo, sat just a few hundred yards further along the Strip. 
 
    They cut right toward the entrance to the Venetian, running between abandoned cars and emergency vehicles. The ambulances were still on the scene, the paramedics working with wounded and terrified people. Dahl yelled at them to take cover, warning about the approaching gunmen. 
 
    Drake raced up a sloping ramp toward a row of arches forming part of the spectacular entrance. Huge banners were furled down the building announcing the Grand Canal Shoppes and several celebrity restaurants within the hotel. 
 
    People were standing along the bridge, staring out at Vegas. Drake yelled at them to take cover. 
 
    As he headed for the doors, the Yorkshireman looked back. 
 
    At least thirty mercs were spread out behind them. Two police cars to the left had already taken notice, their occupants approaching, but on seeing the men and their arsenal the officers understandably retreated and screamed into their shoulder-mounted radios. 
 
    Drake saw their attackers clearly for the first time—men and women, all ethnicities, the only thing uniting them appearing to be the SPEAR team itself. 
 
    “Inside,” Dahl cried, opening the doors. 
 
    Drake found himself in a lobby full of opulence, of gold, marble and detailed paintings. A bank of elevators was still a few minutes distant. 
 
    Kenzie yelled at several people milling around inside the entrance, unsure of what to do. Drake understood their uncertainty to a degree. If these people were far from their hotels, if the streets outside were unsafe and the businesses inside closing, where were they supposed to go? 
 
    The nightmare sound of striking bullets rattled across the frontage outside. Lead spattered the entrance, breaking glass and slamming through pillars. 
 
    Drake threw himself headlong across the lobby, sliding over the polished floor. Alicia was by his side. When his momentum stalled, Drake stayed low and scrambled forward. 
 
    Hayden and Mai shepherded two European tourists toward a staircase up which they could run. 
 
    Drake spotted the bank of elevators ahead. 
 
    Glass shattered across the floor. Bullets skimmed through new holes, ricocheting around the inside of the hotel. 
 
    Drake and the others chose that moment to slide to cover, using wide, round pillars, huge plant pots and staircase banisters, then pulled their own weapons from their packs. 
 
    So far, they hadn’t returned fire, thus hopefully lulling their enemies into a false sense of security. 
 
    “We ready?” Hayden asked through her comms. 
 
    “As ever,” Dahl grunted back. 
 
    Drake watched figures approach the entrance, large hulking bodies wearing thick jackets and carrying automatic weapons. They came fast and without mercy, swinging their guns left and right, firing at every movement. 
 
    Drake clenched his fists around his machine gun. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    As one, the SPEAR team unleashed a salvo of bullets. 
 
    The gunmen had just breached the doors and were fanning out inside the gleaming lobby. Drake targeted two men, taking them out of play, their guns clattering to the floor. More figures fell as the other members of his team hit their marks. Screams rang out and up to the intricately painted ceiling, and washed around the marble walls. 
 
    But it was only a matter of time until their enemies hit back. 
 
    Running, twisting, they fired as they ran. Bullets sent Drake ducking for cover, now facing the innards of the vast hotel. 
 
    Shaw stood by a set of open elevator doors. 
 
    “One minute,” he told her through the comms. 
 
    They laid down more covering fire, sending the attacking force scuttling. Those that tried to push forward died where they stood, their chests riddled with bullets. Drake noticed almost straight away that not one of their assailants ran to assist their fallen colleagues. 
 
    It spoke of a ragtag force thrown together at the last minute. Somebody had recognized the SPEAR team on the streets, or through Las Vegas’s wealth of surveillance cameras, and had ordered their closest gunmen to take them out. 
 
    Drake knew they might be targeted for any number of reasons. Teams like his had clearly been on the Scourge’s radar from the very beginning. Teams that might help sway the balance of power. The Scourge had been instrumental in ghosting them. President Lacey knew of them, since his rise to power occurred when they took out the Blood King. Zuki, that appeared to work for, or with, the Scourge, was highly aware of them. Also, the Scourge had been involved in raising funds through the Carnival of Curiosities, which Drake and his friends had shut down. And an entity that had planned and executed this attack over a number of years couldn’t help but have knowledge of Team SPEAR. 
 
    Ergo, this attack should be no surprise at all. 
 
    Drake waited as bullets dug into the pillar at his back, gouging out piles of thick plaster and marble cladding. Dust filled the air. Hayden and Kinimaka returned fire. Alicia and Mai scrambled toward the elevators. 
 
    Together, the team inched away from the lobby. 
 
    Drake stayed behind. When the others reached the elevators, he laid down a withering volley until the mag was expended and then ran, head down, bearing right. 
 
    Dahl and Cam opened fire, their bullets flying past his left shoulder back toward the lobby. 
 
    Drake reached the elevator doors and stepped inside, sweating. Already, their enemies were pounding after them, taking bullets as they came. Drake reckoned they’d lost ten men so far, some of whom were still wounded and groaning on the lobby floor, untended by their colleagues. 
 
    Dahl, the last to leave the fray, stepped inside the elevator, gun barrel still out the door, unleashing lead. Shaw slammed the button. The doors closed. An abrupt and overwhelming silence fell across them. 
 
    “They targeted us,” Cam breathed, his youngish face torn between anger and suspicion. 
 
    Drake went through the many reasons why that might have happened. The elevator whooshed upward, clicking past floors on its journey to the roof. Drake wondered if the indicators below would tell their pursers where they were headed. 
 
    “Surveillance cameras,” Mai said. “It’s the only way they could have spotted us.” 
 
    “The Scourge are everywhere,” Dahl said. “And nowhere. I can’t see a way forward.” 
 
    “Maybe Sutherland will get a breakthrough,” Hayden said. “Or even Bryant.” 
 
    Drake readied himself as the elevator slowed, finally coming to a stop and emitting a discreet sound. The doors slid smoothly apart to reveal the enormous, flat roof space lit sparsely against the night sky. Drake stepped out first, his face caressed by a cool desert wind that made the sweat on his forehead chill. The others fanned out behind him. 
 
    Their black helicopter sat untouched just twenty feet in front of them. 
 
    Drake ran forward. In contrast to the madness downstairs and along Las Vegas Boulevard, the roof held an almost dreamlike quality of silence. Hotel room windows blazed with light in the Palazzo to the right and Treasure Island opposite, but the absence of sound was disconcerting. 
 
    Dahl hurried to the chopper and climbed aboard. Cam, Shaw and Mai ran to the edge of the roof, checking three sides. Drake rushed to the fourth. Overlooking the Strip, he took in a vast array of colorful lights, including police cars and ambulances, droves of people walking or standing around in crowds on the sidewalk or around hotels, the smoking motorcycles that had exploded. 
 
    Hayden had stayed behind to watch the elevator. “It got called down,” she said. “But it hasn’t started to rise again.” 
 
    Dahl shouted from the pilot’s seat. “Get in! What the hell are you waiting for, an email?” 
 
    Kinimaka grabbed hold of the door and jumped in first, the chopper making a groan of protest. Kenzie jumped up next, followed by Alicia. 
 
    Drake turned his back on the sights, sick to the stomach, wondering how they had come this far, be so deep in this nightmare, and yet be no further forward. The sheer scale of the attack had practically cancelled his team out. 
 
    What next? 
 
    Zuki, he thought. 
 
    If they could recapture the Japanese royal bratty princess, they might be able to drag information out of her. 
 
    Mulling on that, he ran for the helicopter. Dahl was already lifting it off the ground, the skids rising, and sent him an annoyed look. Drake half expected him to tap his wristwatch, but the Swede stopped short of such childishness. 
 
    For now, at least. 
 
    Drake settled in the back, finding it a little snug. The aircraft was built for a pilot, a passenger and five more. Their team now numbered nine, but hopefully wouldn’t have to fly for too long. 
 
    Dahl lifted them off the roof. The chopper roared and lifted, its rotors slamming at the air. 
 
    Drake felt the bottom of his stomach drop as they glided off the roof and saw almost five hundred feet straight down. There were figures down there, people who wanted them dead. Drake held on as Dahl drifted away from the Venetian, aiming for the Strip. 
 
    Alicia, sitting on the chopper’s right side with her face pressed to the window, let out a gasp of shock. 
 
    “RPG!” she yelled. 
 
    Dahl had little time to react. The rocket streaked from the roof of the nearby Palazzo hotel, speeding up at them, a light-gray smoke tail marking its progress. 
 
    Drake gripped a grab handle and the bulkhead hard with both hands. The missile struck their undercarriage with a sound like hell on earth. 
 
    Dahl was already descending fast. The impact sent the chopper whirling through midair, the tail rotor spinning and then the nose. 
 
    Drake was helpless, able to do nothing but sit and await their fate. 
 
    Dahl fought the controls hard, wrenching at the collective and then trying to finesse it. 
 
    The chopper continued to spin, its engine struggling, its rotors thudding, the momentum trying to force the craft sideways to the ground. Alicia cursed as the ground, three-hundred feet below, filled her window. 
 
    The chopper fell hard, dropping past blazing window after window, straight down the façade of the Palazzo. Drake saw floor after floor whizz by. 
 
    Dahl let the chopper find its own way, unable to see the undercarriage but coaxing it gently back under control. 
 
    “The landing’s not gonna be pretty,” he muttered. 
 
    Drake was tempted to ask if it ever was, but refrained, putting their welfare first. The fast drop was dizzying but necessary, putting them out of the firing line of another RPG. Dahl hauled back on the controls as the helicopter approached the ground. 
 
    They veered toward the Strip, away from the general area of the Venetian. Drake saw the blacktop approaching fast and then the helicopter seemed to rear and zoom forward, skimming across the top of a bridge. The Starbucks logo blazed to his right, the Palazzo’s elegant entrance to the left. Ahead, the golden tower of the Wynn hotel made a good focal point. 
 
    Dahl brought the helicopter down in the middle of Las Vegas Boulevard, avoiding several abandoned cars and bouncing the craft twice. In the end, it swayed onto its right; the skid there was badly damaged. The team jumped out to the left. 
 
    Once again outside, Drake took stock, glaring up and down the Strip and trying to gauge if they were being followed. 
 
    Hayden ran for the vast gathering of trees and foliage that fronted the Wynn. “Time to get lost.” 
 
    Drake dashed after her, after the whole team. She was right, but the fact that their only means of fast transport had just died weighed heavy on his mind. From here they were on foot. 
 
    Did that put them out of the battle to save America? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake slowed as they approached the Stratosphere hotel and casino. Kinimaka and Kenzie were ahead, entering the parking lot as the rest of the team hid in the shadows, trying to avoid surveillance cameras. If the Scourge had infiltrated the system, as they expected, employing every ounce of tradecraft they knew to stay off the grid was essential. 
 
    As they waited in the rear shadow of a closed Denny’s, the team took stock of their current position. 
 
    Hayden waved a hand back toward the Strip and the line of hotels and casinos that marched as far as Mandalay Bay. 
 
    “I guess they had fifty, sixty people involved in this thing,” she said, breathless after the long, uneasy run. “Maybe thirty bikes. If they used similar tactics on other cities within America, they’d have only needed a thousand or so people crazy enough to carry out these attacks.” 
 
    “A thousand sounds like a lot,” Mai said. 
 
    Hayden stared at her. “This is America,” she said. “Most of us are nice, normal people, but actually four in ten Americans believe the world was created just 10,000 years ago.” She shrugged. “Go figure. There are hundreds of militia groups in this country, all armed to the teeth, all desperate to take a chunk out of a government they believe hates and represses them. If the Scourge sent the right kind of person to recruit and hire them, and the money was right, many would jump at the chance.” 
 
    “You get that many militias,” Shaw said. “All you need is to unite some of them and—” she looked up at the smoke-filled skies about Las Vegas “—start anarchy.” 
 
    Drake nodded at the Native American, wondering briefly about her story and if they’d ever hear it. Shawnasee was unforthcoming about her past, although they were aware of events she’d been forced to reveal when she joined the team. 
 
    Hayden waved to grab their attention. “I’ve been checking for updates,” she said. “And it’s not good. Certain parts of society are breaking down. It’s lawless in some places. There are not enough police, and many of those have their own problems. The Army’s being rolled out across DC, LA, and in New York.” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes briefly. “A last resort.” 
 
    “Could be,” Hayden said. “But it could also be the way they regain control. Lacey can’t block that move without arousing suspicion. I don’t know for certain, but Sutherland could be behind it.” 
 
    “Either way,” Dahl said. “Even if it’s being done with the best intentions, it’s heavy-handed. It won’t instill the calm they’re hoping for.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Hayden said. “But it’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    She turned her phone around. Drake watched several reports and read many headlines. While rural towns were largely untouched, the big towns and cities were bearing the brunt of the attacks. Tourist hotspots had been targeted too, helping to spread the news around the world. 
 
    Drake saw tales of terrorism, of vigilantes taking to the streets. Of rioters shooting and being shot. He saw mass gridlock on the roads and mass panic on the streets. He read a report of a huge protest being broken up by cops with guns, people lying dead on the ground. Fires were burning out of control, emergency services attacked en route. Drake wondered what was real, and what was fake. 
 
    “Clearly, it’s getting worse by the hour,” Dahl said. “The initial misinformation campaign led by Madame Davic feeds into this new reality, making your average citizen wary of what to believe. They will trust only what they see and may even make trips to confirm, adding to the chaos. And the next attack is...” He turned to Mai. 
 
    “The fifth,” she said. “The power grid.” 
 
    Her words caused an ominous silence. Drake didn’t want to imagine how devastating it could be. “You said police stations as well,” he said. “Government buildings.” 
 
    Mai nodded. “Those too.” 
 
    Two cars approached from the parking garage and flashed their lights. Drake and the others hurried over and separated into two Cadillac SUVs. Kinimaka and Kenzie drove, taking them left toward Fremont and northern Las Vegas. The team changed to using their comms system to communicate. 
 
    “How do we stop a power grid attack?” Cam asked. 
 
    “There are so many targets.” Mai shook her head. “I don’t think we can.” 
 
    “But surely there are hubs,” Dahl said. “Core buildings that control the system.” 
 
    “Probably,” Hayden said. “But they’re hardly gonna publicize their location. I’ll ask Sutherland,” She pulled out her phone. 
 
    “Resources are limited,” Drake overheard the assistant director’s voice as Hayden asked her question. “President Lacey has officially ordered the FBI to help out on the streets.” 
 
    The cars picked their way through the night, heading for the nearest highway. Kinimaka imagining that would be safer. “They targeted us specifically,” he said. “Which means the Scourge are still wary.” 
 
    Drake nodded. “This isn’t over yet,” he said. “Not by any means. All we need is a clue to where they’re hiding.” 
 
    “And who they are,” Alicia said with a sigh. “Have you tried Karin recently?” 
 
    Drake fished out his phone and saw three missed calls from their old friend. “How’d you know?” 
 
    Alicia shrugged. “Your phone was in your jeans pocket. I heard it ringing when I—” 
 
    “Stop!” Mai yelled. “We don’t need to hear any more.” 
 
    “No. I heard it ringing when, during the battle, my forehead bounced off your groin.” 
 
    “Oh, that was you?” Drake asked with fake innocence. “I thought it was Dahl.” 
 
    The big Swede didn’t answer as Drake rang Karin back. The call was answered almost immediately. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re good,” Drake said. “All of us.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God. The news is awful, and the streets are on fire.” 
 
    “We noticed,” Alicia said. “But there’s still a chance if we don’t give up.” 
 
    “Right,” Karin said, sounding unconvinced. “Well, I’ve been looking into the Romanovs as you asked and, to be fair, if they wanted revenge, I wouldn’t blame them. But I don’t understand why they’re targeting America.” 
 
    “Not just America,” Kenzie said. “The whole world. America’s just the start.” 
 
    “Right, well that makes more sense, I guess. Neutralize the strongest first and move on. Listen, I don’t have much time. You can imagine they’re coming down pretty hard on us right now.” 
 
    “What do you have?” Drake asked. 
 
    “The House of Romanov was a reigning imperial house of Russia for centuries. They were Tsars under the Rurik dynasty. Old, old money and about as connected as you could ever get. There’s no doubt they were once part of the shadow royals.” 
 
    “What we thought,” Mai said. 
 
    “They became Russia’s second reigning dynasty,” Karin went on. “But, in the summer of 1918, Nicholas, Alexandra, their five children and their servants were told to go down to the cellar of the house in which they were being held. They were organized into two rows and told they would be photographed to help allay any rumors that may have leaked about their house arrest. They were to appear happy, unconcerned.” 
 
    “A trap?” Alicia asked. 
 
    “Very much. Armed men burst into the room. They gunned down the entire imperial family, throwing out bullets like confetti. Those that survived were then stabbed to death.” 
 
    Drake winced, not just at the thought of the hell the children would have gone through, but at the idea of a mind that would order such sickening violence. 
 
    “The bloodline of the Romanovs came to an end,” Karin went on, “and was replaced by a provisional government. This terminated the dynasty’s rule over Russia forever. Of course, the revolution continued, but that’s not our concern. The fact is that decades later, in 1991, in a forest near Yekaterinburg, the remains of Tsar Nicholas II, his wife Alexandra, and three of their children were excavated and later identified by DNA fingerprints.” 
 
    Drake waited. Karin had initially mentioned five children. 
 
    “Which left Crown Prince Alexei and one daughter, Anastasia, unaccounted for,” Karin said. 
 
    “Their remains were never found?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “A second grave was discovered in 2007,” Karin said. “It was all over the news and the Internet, discussed far and wide. People claimed they’d found the lost children of the Romanovs and that put an end to the great mystery. But this new grave was so close to the original. How was it missed for all that time? So...” She paused to consider her next words. “I’ve done a deep dive on those reports, really dug into the meat of them, and I do have my doubts as to their authenticity.” 
 
    “You think the reports were doctored?” Dahl asked. “To divert attention away from the continued existence of the Romanovs?” 
 
    “It would appear so. The reports are fake, though expertly made. It’s all fake news. Very hard to untangle what’s real and what isn’t these days. I mean, just look at the state of America right now. Even I can’t unravel everything that’s actually happening from what’s bogus or even simulated for the Press.” 
 
    “So it’s likely that the real remains were never found?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “Correct. Over the years, many ‘Anastasias’ have come forward, trying to claim... something, I don’t know what, but none were ever formally identified as the long-lost daughter.” 
 
    “So she could still be out there somewhere?” Dahl said. “This Anastasia.” 
 
    “Not unless she’s over a hundred years old,” Karin said. “But, I guess, that’s possible. Hatred and vengeance might keep you anchored to this world for longer than your years. But it’s more likely that she had a family and raised them to carry on her fight for vengeance.” 
 
    “But this was during the Russian Revolution, right?” Hayden said. “What does it have to do with the Scourge? And how did they survive all those bullets? It sounds a bit farfetched.” 
 
    “Good questions,” Karin said. “And yes, it does sound like an urban myth, a legend. But the mystery remains that only three children’s bodies were ever really recovered, despite extensive searching. It was said that diamonds sewn into the children’s clothing stopped the initial bullets and, in the smoke, they were able to crawl to freedom.” 
 
    “And the Scourge?” Drake pressed. 
 
    “That’s the interesting bit,” Karin said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake listened as their old friend continued. 
 
    “If the Scourge are indeed formed from the old Romanov family then they have every reason to want revenge. Their centuries-old dynasty was crushed horribly, children murdered in front of their parents. Maybe the two survivors were buried alive and had to crawl free. The fact is, the Romanov’s were old blood. Old wealth. They once belonged to the secret ruling class.” 
 
    “And we’ve never come across this before.” Drake saw where she was headed. “The shadow royals consider themselves above such petty squabbles. Maybe this was the one time where they slipped up.” 
 
    Karin concurred. “Yes, everything we know about them—which admittedly isn’t much—tells us that, although the shadow royals are dissimilar, they rule as a body. A world order, if you like. But not like those organizations we’ve come across before—the Pythians, for example. Being old wealth, old blood, they consider themselves godlike, ruling like Greek deities on high, moving people around like chess pieces on a board. Getting directly involved with each other is unheard of.” 
 
    “If the Romanovs want revenge,” Dahl said, “why not just take on the royals? Why hit America at all?” 
 
    “Another good question.” Karin sounded surprised. “Have you guys been on the sugar today?” 
 
    “No, but we’ve been dodging bullets and bad guys for a while,” Alicia said. “Must be the adrenalin.” 
 
    “Right, well I think the Scourge—the surviving Romanovs and their siblings—are taking their revenge on the other old royal families. These bloodlines are scattered all around the world. From Paris to London and Venice. From New York to California and Monaco to Sicily. At the same time...” She paused. “They’re reviving their old dynasty.” 
 
    Drake mulled it all through. “I’ve heard of Anastasia,” he said. “Who hasn’t? They’ve made a ton of movies and TV shows down the years. That could’ve been just the Romanovs keeping their memory alive through Anastasia. Or, thinking about it, maybe it was the Romanovs building their legend. Deepening their mystery. Enriching the fable. When they released the new information in 2007—effectively ending all hope of ever finding Anastacia and her brother—that was when they started planning all this. Their return. And now... they’re back.” 
 
    “With the perfect plan and the wealth to make it happen,” Dahl said. “But 2007? That’s an awful lot of planning.” 
 
    Drake nodded. “And the final plan from the greatest architect of them all, the Devil, before he died. And the wealth from the very money the other royals sought to rob them of a century ago. It’s a bloody shitshow.” 
 
    “If it is the Romanovs,” Karin said, “we’re in deeper trouble than you think. They’ve had decades to plan all this. Half of the money rolling into social media ads and subscribers comes from unknown sources. These unknown sources have the reach to influence anything from a presidential election to the kind of gum you eat. It’s all very... coldly calculating.” 
 
    The SUVs left the environs of Las Vegas, heading north. The highways were relatively empty since it was early in the morning, but Kinimaka still chose the minor roads in case some of the bigger interstates had been blocked. 
 
    “Feels surreal,” Mai said, staring out the window into passing blackness. “We’re living it, but it doesn’t feel real.” 
 
    Drake nodded and reminded Karin of the next potential attack on the power grids. 
 
    “We’re on it,” she said. “But nothing so far.” 
 
    They left her to it, ending the call and driving deeper into the night, temporarily lost in their own thoughts. Drake wondered how the escalation had been so effectively managed. It was surely beyond most news chiefs to imagine a full twenty-four hours of average America as anything more than a chain of fleeting calamities, captions that were gripping one day and forgotten the next. Many hadn’t yet grasped the terrible certainty that their lives may change forever and President Lacey, for one, had done nothing to discourage that belief. 
 
    Random reports came in of entire families in North Dakota, out for the duration of the night, praying to the stars and the aliens that inhabited them that tomorrow would be a better day. In Texas, an oil baron hanged himself after witnessing firsthand the violence “good men and women inflicted on each other in the name of materialism.” In Colorado, people held vigils on their front lawns, holding candles aloft and wishing for a return to normality. 
 
    Don’t we all, Drake thought. 
 
    Some news reports claimed the attacks were over. Others promised more to come, in knowing tones that almost had newsreaders licking their lips. Experts were wheeled in from around the fifty states, each one expressing an opinion that may or may not be true. 
 
    “Getting worse?” Kinimaka asked from the driver’s seat. 
 
    “As bad as you can imagine,” Hayden said. “I’m dreading what tomorrow will bring.” 
 
    “But so are they.” Drake shook his phone. “The people. They’ve been essentially isolated by the State. The hardest thing they face right now is the lack of information. It’s what fuels all the worry and the crazies. What we need is—” 
 
    “A united states?” Hayden cut in. “Yeah, many of us have been hoping that might eventually happen.” 
 
    Drake nodded. “America is greedy,” he said. “Like most first-world nations. We want our correct cereal, our rindless bacon, our ground coffee just how we like it, and we whine if it doesn’t happen. Now, the food supply lines are blocked, the main routes closed, the cities burning. How does your average worker come to terms with that?” 
 
    “It’s terrifying,” Dahl said. “If you’re sat at home with your kids, in the dark, through the night, not knowing what’s coming next—that’s terrifying.” 
 
    “Any destruction of the power grids will be catastrophic,” Kinimaka said. 
 
    “There are container ships full of produce sitting at docks in Florida, Louisiana and California,” Mai said. “Untouched. Their cargos left to rot. The docks have become a no-man’s land of violence, run by snipers. The looting... it’s got worse. The grocery and electrical stores are no longer the focus of people’s attentions. Now it’s actual homes too. Warehouses. Small businesses. Mostly the perpetrators are the dregs getting what they can while they can, but normal people have been arrested, seeking food because they’ve run out, willing to pay but unable to find anyone to ask.” 
 
    “It’s spreading,” Shaw said, raising her own phone. “Helicopters are being shot at. Sometimes shot down. Police and news and others. There’s no reason to it, apart from the embracement of anarchy. Police stations are already being targeted. And government buildings. Even places like libraries, civic halls. Community centers.” She shook her head. “And people are organizing defenses.” 
 
    “I guess they have to,” Dahl said. 
 
    Drake wondered what the average father and mother would do. First, they’d watch the TV or check their phones, not knowing how bad things were. Maybe they’d go to their neighbors for second and third opinions. Maybe they’d even mention clubbing together. But then normality would set back in, forcing them to feel a little foolish. They had locks and they had alarms and a line to the police. They could keep their kids safe in their own home until this latest madness passed over. 
 
    Like it always did. 
 
    “Our choices are narrowing,” Alicia said. “And I don’t just mean our transport situation. As I see it, we have to find Zuki, the Scourge or the President.” 
 
    Drake closed his eyes in disbelief, even though he’d been expecting it. Alicia’s first two targets were well hidden and unclear—they could very well be on a different continent... 
 
    But the third target was right here in America. 
 
    And, even better, the daily news had already told them exactly where he was. 
 
    “We once had a direct line to that office,” Hayden said wistfully. “Now, we’re talking about planning an op to breach it.” 
 
    Drake stared out the window. Everyone, he guessed, was hoping for that sudden call—a message from Karin, Sutherland or Bryant to say they’d located one of their targets. It certainly wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility. All three had sublime connections inside the government, military and private sector. 
 
    Outside, nothing broke the dark monotony, not even a distant light or a glittering star. It seemed that night had well and truly fallen across America. 
 
    “We can’t save everyone,” Drake said, repeating something that, in his SAS days, had fast become a mantra. “But we can take out the source.” 
 
    “You’re talking about a trip to Washington DC?” Hayden asked. 
 
    “President Lacey has to know the plan. He must have been briefed. Probably even knows where the Scourge are. I don’t see a choice.” 
 
    “And the fifth attack?” Dahl challenged. 
 
    Drake clenched his fists. “Time’s against us, yes,” he said. “How long to DC?” 
 
    “In this?” Kinimaka sounded miserable. “Almost a day. Might be able to shave a few hours off that but it depends on the state of the roads.” 
 
    Shaw said she’d check the live road apps to find the best route. Mai hit speed dial on her phone. “I’ll try Bryant.” 
 
    Alicia raised her eyebrows. “Hey, am I on speed dial too?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s causing issues. Every time I type the word ‘bitch’ in text it brings your dumb face up.” 
 
    Alicia nodded, appreciating the banter. 
 
    Drake let the others work as Dahl scrolled once more through the burgeoning news reports. “The country’s tearing itself apart,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Across the country, the madness was multiplying faster than a virus. 
 
    Brad Nelson, a convenience store manager from Anaheim, Los Angeles, saw the crazies coming. They began gathering outside his place before dark. They were mean looking, probably hungry, and looking to fight. In fact, as he watched, they were fighting. Scrapping among themselves like wild dogs. 
 
    Nelson locked everything first, windows and doors, then set about dragging the heavy gear to block the door. A low freezer that he could barely shove, a rack of cans that held some weight, a drink-mixing machine. Every window too small to admit a man, he left alone. After the front of the shop was done, he barricaded the rear, sliding an old storage chest across the metal door and giving the lock a good rattle. Finally, satisfied, he approached the front windows and looked out. 
 
    Eyes, he thought. Eyes, all watching me. 
 
    They glared at him, glittering as darkness fell; men and women looking to rob him, to take advantage of the misery sweeping the United States like a plague, to swarm in here and destroy. 
 
    He’d seen it on the news. On social media. A gathering madness. Well, Nelson was a community stalwart. People around here appreciated him and enjoyed chatting, and he liked chatting to them. A band of thugs appearing out of the darkness wasn’t going to drive him away. 
 
    Besides, he had a right to protect himself and his property. 
 
    They came then, a tight group of people. As they drew closer, in their midst, he recognized mothers, sisters, and a regular clutching what looked to be a damaged right arm. People armed with bats and hammers walked alongside faces he recognized. Outside his store, they stopped and yelled a warning. 
 
    “We’re desperate, Nelson. Please. Let us in.” 
 
    Nelson was hard-headed. He rarely backed down even when he knew his wife was right, forever clinging onto the dying threads of a lost argument. Now, he told them to head home, to leave the community be. 
 
    “We are the community,” someone said before throwing the first bottle, which set fire to his store. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    In San Diego, Misty lay on a stripey sun lounger, allowing the artificial light of the sunbed to coat her back with an all-even tan. She lay face down, goggles on. The top half of her bikini had been discarded, the bottom half artfully cut to allow maximum tan. The alarm was counting down. Misty had googled the correct amount of time for the best tan. 
 
    In the background, the TV belted out new reports of unrest across the nation. Misty was sick of it, just wanting it to be over and her world to get back to normal. Today, at her local coffee shop, they’d even run out of those salted caramel sprinkles she enjoyed so much. 
 
    Misty had huffed and puffed about it, given the barista a good talking to for his failings, and then stalked off, ignoring the stares of both men and women in the queue, used to it. They probably recognized her from the many magazine modelling shoots she’d done during the last two years. Every month a different location, jetting to Jamaica, Cancun or the Maldives. It was a stressful life, of course, possibly even verging on the side of manic, but she tolerated it for her art and for her army of fans. 
 
    Misty sat up now as the alarm went off and padded into the bathroom. She toweled off a slight sheen of sweat that the sunbed had produced and took a long look at herself in the floor to ceiling mirror. 
 
    Not bad. 
 
    Tomorrow, she’d be competing to be part of a local modelling calendar. Miss March, by all accounts. But tonight, she decided that she wanted some special company. Crossing to her computer, she brought up a website and scrolled past several “couples” photos before deciding on the right one. It was expensive for one night but looked worth it. 
 
    After booking her friends for the night, Misty hit the shower and spent some time deciding what she would wear. By the time a discreet knock on the door drew her attention, she’d picked out a lacy, knee-length babydoll over black, barely-there lingerie, and padded to the front door. 
 
    “Right on time,” she said as she threw open the door. “Usually, you’re—” 
 
    But it wasn’t her date for the night. It was dopey Jake from next door. Misty covered up as best she could and glared at him with all the fire in her heart. 
 
    “The fuck do you want, Jake?” 
 
    “I came to warn you.” 
 
    “Warn me? Look, Jake, if you don’t get the—” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard? The police have lost control. Riots. Murder. Looting. Emergency squads aren’t enough.” 
 
    Misty stared at him as if he’d gone mad. “But what’s that got to do with me? I don’t care what happens out there.” She waved a hand generally above his head. “Leave me alone, dickhead.” 
 
    Jake looked confused. “But you live here. This is your town, your country.” 
 
    “And it will all be back to normal tomorrow, or the next day. Look, I have an appointment about now and an Insta shoot later tonight. I have to be fresh for tomorrow. Can you please leave me the hell alone?” 
 
    Jake held up both hands and backed off. Misty couldn’t quite understand what he was doing when his head went misshapen. She couldn’t guess at first what spattered her pretty face and underclothes, or why Jake fell to the ground. 
 
    Behind him, waving bats and guns and other weapons, came a horde of figures. Were they fans? Where the hell was Security when you needed them? 
 
    Misty decided she should probably call the cops. 
 
    Jake wasn’t moving. The crowd had spotted her. 
 
    It didn’t look good. 
 
    Misty went back inside her apartment, shut the door, and locked the world away. 
 
    Tomorrow, it would all be better. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A virulent craziness spread across America that night. From vantage points on rooftops across many major cities, news channels including NBC, FOX and CBS, described “hellish” scenes playing out among the streets below. 
 
    Fires raged from fashion stores to apartment blocks and government buildings. Cut scenes showed sights normally reserved for Hollywood horror movies—city blocks filled with lurid fires, ghastly shadows and darting people. 
 
    It was noisy too, screams defying imagination cutting through the night. Countless hotels, restaurants, warehouses and shops were broken into. Proprietors died defending their livelihoods. If the Army was trying to neutralize the local threat that night, it was with a sparse coverage. 
 
    President Lacey oversaw it all, issuing orders from within the safest house in the land. Police commissioners explained how they didn’t have the manpower to prevent such widespread looting and violence. A minimum risk strategy had to employed, where the worst of the violence was toned down. 
 
    Ambulance and other emergency services were stretched until they broke, hospitals performing lesser surgeries in parking lots. The clatter of gunfire was audible throughout the cities. The National Guard was called out. 
 
    Stories came in from all parts of the United States. Stories of desperation and heroism, of daring and disaster. 
 
    A young man running into his burning fourth-story apartment to save his young sister, throwing her over the balcony into waiting arms below and then dying in the blast as a gas oven exploded. 
 
    A semi-famous group of older musicians setting up on the corner of Fifth and East 60th, in view of Central Park, playing their rock music through the night and attracting a large, peaceful crowd that stayed clear of the rioting. 
 
    In New Jersey, Atlanta and Kentucky, older people opened their restaurants and stores, figuring ransacked shelving was better than a burned-down store. But still, their stores burned. 
 
    In Nashville, a forty-strong armed group trucked electrical goods worth $200,000 to a fenced compound, running with armed guards and a drone escort. 
 
    In New Orleans, the poor turned on the rich. 
 
    A boiling, outraged shadow crawled across America, a frenzy of panic that went far beyond hoarding or excitement. Fueled by repressed emotions coming to the boil, a nation that hadn’t realized how close it had always been to the edge, was forced to the very brink. 
 
    Early the next morning, the President gave an address. 
 
    It was dour and uninspiring. Those that tuned in expecting to hear a strong message of hope and action, switched off afterward and then questioned it, quietly, to their partners. 
 
    Did that just really happen? 
 
    Are we alone in all this? 
 
    I’m scared... 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake sat forward as a sprawling town came into view ahead. The first thing he noticed was pluming smoke spiraling up to the black skies. The second was the garish flames licking the rooftops, spreading their nightmarish glow along the base of rainclouds. 
 
    Kinimaka slowed. Kenzie drove the car behind. Their way forward led straight through the unsettled town. 
 
    Already tonight, they’d pulled a stranded motorist from his car, guided a busload of tourists to a local town, and dissuaded an angry mob from ravaging a motorbike dealership. The side jobs had been unavoidable but had cost them time. Washington DC still lay ten hours east. 
 
    “No way around.” Shaw had become their navigator for the long drive. “The only way is straight through.” The entire team, in two cars, communicated through their comms system. 
 
    Kinimaka started off. Hayden bemoaned the fact that Bryant had run out of helicopters and, even so, the President had issued an executive order to halt all air and rail travel for the night. The danger was obvious to everyone. Those trapped on gridlocked roads in their cars were left to fend for themselves. 
 
    Drake stared as Kinimaka approached the town at a gentle speed. The outskirts were mostly doused in darkness, with only a few lights shining. He imagined most of the local residents sitting at home in lightless silence, hoping and waiting, restless for the storm to pass. 
 
    If it ever did. 
 
    The big SUV rumbled along the blacktop. As the quiet scenes unfolded, Hayden’s cellphone rang. “Sutherland,” she said, answered, and put the call on speakerphone. 
 
    The Assistant Director of the FBI asked where he was needed next. 
 
    “As many trusted men and women as you can to DC,” Hayden said. “We’re going for the big one.” 
 
    Alicia sniffed in the seat next to her. “Huh, I’ve been waiting for that my whole life.” 
 
    “And if I recall,” Mai said, “you found it.” 
 
    Alicia sat back, recalling past days. Drake chose to keep his eyes on the road. Hayden concentrated on her phone call. 
 
    “The target’s not your usual kind of informer,” she said lightly and carefully. “But it’s the best we can hope for under the circumstances.” 
 
    Sutherland agreed and told her that men and women would be waiting. He was spread impossibly thin, dealing with real-time issues as well as the overarching obstacle. “Is DC still untouched?” she asked. 
 
    “Mostly,” Sutherland told her. “No attacks. The unrest here is in response to images the news channels are showing.” 
 
    Hayden ended the call as the car entered a long, wide curve in the road running through the heart of the town. Drake saw movement in the shadows, the long alleyways, side streets and doorways to left and right. Hulking shadows that kept pace with the car. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” he said. 
 
    They came around the main curve of the bend, the SUV pointed at Main Street. 
 
    Drake sat forward as something grabbed his attention. In the car, all chatter stopped. 
 
    Kinimaka cut the lights and cruised forward, equally prepared to slam his foot on the gas or the brake pedal at a second’s notice. 
 
    Drake’s first thought was: The Scourge have won. What else came to mind when presented with the scene ahead? 
 
    Fires burned, blazing in trashcans lining the street. Thick, black smoke poured out of them, spiraling up at the sky. Several burned-out shells of cars stood to one side, most with people sitting atop them, jeering and waving an assortment of weapons. These people wore masks half-covering their faces and were dressed in combat gear. They waved burning torches like trophies. 
 
    And they weren’t even half the problem. 
 
    On the opposite side of the street, a grass verge sloped up from the sidewalk to a height of about twenty feet. Many more people were gathered on this grass verge, shouting, raising fists and spurring each other on. 
 
    Two police cruisers were skewed toward the verge, both cars burning. 
 
    At the top of the grass verge, using telegraph poles already in place, three rough, makeshift crosses had been formed. Three figures in police uniform were tied to the crosses, their heads slumped down, their clothes ripped. Drake saw blood streaming from their chests. 
 
    He also saw one big man wearing a full lion mask, the kind you jam down over your head, screaming into a cop’s radio, no doubt describing the scene to these men’s colleagues. 
 
    Even as he watched, Drake spotted blue flashing lights further down the road and then heard the sounds of gunfire. 
 
    And it didn’t stop there. 
 
    Two men and one woman roamed the grass before the crosses, filming the entire scene on their mobile phones. 
 
    Dahl threw open the door of the second car and spoke through the comms. “No,” he grated. “No.” 
 
    Drake knew better than to try to talk the Swede into an alternative strategy. Dahl approached everything head on. 
 
    Instead, he flung open his own door and, as Kinimaka placed his foot on the brake, jumped out to join him. 
 
    The others came too, ranging out. The burning cars were twenty feet in front of them, the gruesome crosses maybe ten feet further on. Four men carrying baseball bats with eight-inch nails hammered through the tips approached them. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” one yelled. “You stupid or something?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Hayden pushed forward, desperate despite herself. “This is your country. Your home. Is this what you want it to become?” 
 
    Drake admired her strength of character. Even after everything she’d gone through, all the ups and downs of being part of the SPEAR team for so many years, it hadn’t dulled her spirit of her love for her country one bit. She was still ready to put her life on the line for it. 
 
    Or more precisely, he thought. The good men and women who live in it. 
 
    These men, however, had put themselves beyond redemption. 
 
    Dahl never slowed. The big Swede didn’t even pull out a weapon. The first man he approached had dull eyes and an expression that registered disbelief as Dahl got up in his face, snarled, and then wrenched the bat from his hands. 
 
    Dahl brought the nail-studded end flying up between the man’s legs, where it stuck as the man collapsed. 
 
    His next target had the presence of mind to swing his bat at Dahl’s head. The Swede didn’t duck, just dodged, allowing the bat to lightly skim his forehead, and then stepped in. 
 
    Two devastating, rib-cracking punches to the man’s midriff sent him to his knees, the bat clattering to the floor. As the man stared upward, Dahl delivered a massive blow to the middle of his face. 
 
    “A gun might be easier,” Drake suggested. 
 
    “They’re not worth bullets,” Dahl growled. 
 
    The third bat-wielder, clearly assuming Dahl’s first two victories had been flukes, swung his own weapon. 
 
    Dahl was already close enough to grab the speeding bat below the nails, arrest its momentum, then step back and slam it back into its owner’s face. Even Drake winced when the weapon struck flesh. 
 
    The final attacker stumbled away. He spun, preparing to run. 
 
    Drake and the others were ready to step in, but Dahl had it covered. He picked up one of the discarded bats and flung it, end over end, at the back of the man’s head. 
 
    Luckily for him, the handle struck first, knocking him unconscious and sprawling to the ground. 
 
    Drake had been gauging the scene ahead. The cops were slumped on their crosses but still moving. Their arms and legs had been lashed to the timbers, not nailed, to his relief. Those standing around the grass verge, watching, hadn’t even noticed the newcomers, but those standing on the burned-out cars had. 
 
    “Hey!” one was shouting. “Hey, hey, we got company!” 
 
    Drake again allowed himself a moment to accept this was America right now, and that the Scourge were winning. They had successfully isolated towns and cities, sown mistrust from sea to shining sea, installed a destructive leader and given the crazies the opportunity to reveal themselves. 
 
    America was not only under attack from its enemies, but from the very people who lived and prospered under its guidelines and tolerances. 
 
    Figures jumped down from cars and walls, their dark shapes moving against a backdrop of lurid flames and hideous shadows. The SPEAR team didn’t slow. Dahl veered left, toward the crosses. Drake, Alicia and Kenzie went with him. Hayden, Mai, Cam and Shaw confronted the advancing shapes. 
 
    “Stand back,” Hayden shouted. “And stand down. We don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    They swore and they cackled. They brandished their weapons. They came on, as blind to reality as the day they were born—a rabid mob bent only on destruction, on spoiling and damaging the very place where they lived. 
 
    Hayden pointed her semi-auto at them. “This is not gonna end well for you.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” came the universal reply of fools and clowns the world over. 
 
    They attacked, flinging weapons, bricks and anything they could find. Some carried axes and nail-studded bats and cleavers. Others waved handguns threateningly in the air. 
 
    Hayden’s training kicked in, but she confined herself to shooting low. 
 
    Drake backed Dahl up as closely as he could, knowing the Swede was engulfed by the red mist. 
 
    The first angry figure Dahl came to—a man screaming and laughing at the cops’ misfortunes, was lifted and dumped onto his own face. Blood spattered the ground. 
 
    The second man was spun and throat-punched. He fell, clutching his neck, gasping desperately for breath. 
 
    The third saw what was happening and called out a warning, seconds before Dahl broke his ribs, his cheek bones and then the hand holding a weapon. 
 
    Drake, Alicia and Kenzie had their guns in their hands. When dozens of figures turned toward them, they shot above their heads as warning. Drake didn’t expect anyone to capitulate and was surprised to see at least half a dozen scarper into the shadows. 
 
    “Handle them.” Dahl half turned. “I’ll see to the cops.” 
 
    Drake stared at the glut of half-shadows starting toward them. “Oh, all right then,” he said. “Giving us the easy part, huh?” 
 
    Once more he fired into the air. “Stand down. Walk away while you still can.” 
 
    Several men took his warnings as a call to arms. With bellowing shouts and snarling faces they came, and sporadic return gunfire rang out. 
 
    Drake dropped down to the grass, shooting bullets into a sea of oncoming legs and stomachs. They dropped as they ran, tangling, screaming. He tried to target the shooters but, in the mass, couldn’t see them all. 
 
    To both sides, his colleagues fired telling shot after shot. 
 
    Dahl raced to save the cops. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dahl ran up the slope toward the line of telegraph poles as his team watched his back and sought to scatter the crowd by taking out the worst of the aggressors. Beyond them, Kinimaka guided the lead SUV along the center of the road in case they needed the extra cover. 
 
    Two men stood close to the first makeshift cross, alternately staring up at the injured cops with greedy eyes and then glancing toward Dahl as if the big Swede were putting them off their dinner. Both carried machetes stained with blood. 
 
    As Dahl watched, they chopped at one of the cop’s calves with their blades. Dahl bellowed and sprinted hard, hitting the first in the face with a stiff arm that sent him reeling backward. 
 
    Dahl spun to meet the second’s attack, kicking out at his knee, breaking it and leaving him to fall into the grass. The first had recovered and swung his machete at Dahl’s face. The Swede wasn’t quite quick enough to dodge it. The blade sliced through Dahl’s cheek. 
 
    Warm blood washed down his face. Ignoring it, Dahl bludgeoned the man with two heavy fists until he collapsed in a heap, barely breathing. Next, Dahl was able to kick the other attacker in the face and then turn his attention to the first cross. 
 
    The cop was staring down at him, hope in his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Dahl said. “You’re safe now.” 
 
    Reaching down, he grabbed a discarded machete and cut the ropes binding the cop’s legs. The pole’s step rungs weren’t low enough to climb on to, so Dahl piled his two groaning attackers on top of each other and jumped up onto their backs. Still, he couldn’t reach the cop’s arms. 
 
    Looking up, he saw that the crosspiece the cop was tied to was a rough plank of wood, held in place by two nails. Dahl glanced around. 
 
    Two more men and a woman were already running at him. 
 
    Out of time, and with the cop’s welfare in the forefront of his mind, Dahl leapt as high as he could, caught hold of the crosspiece and jerked his whole weight toward the ground. The timber snapped, crashing down with the cop still attached. Dahl landed to his left, rolled and saw a smoke-filled sky an instant before it was filled with a sneering face. 
 
    “Gonna really fuck you up, man,” the woman growled. 
 
    Her entire body then stiffened and fell away. Dahl sat up to see the other two attackers also collapse as Drake shot them dead. Trusting his friends, the big Swede turned to the cop. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay? How do you feel?” 
 
    The cop was struggling against his bonds—a good sign. His face was bruised and battered, his lips bleeding. But through the pain, he nodded and met Dahl’s eyes. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he said. “Help them.” 
 
    He didn’t care about his wounds, or the fact that Dahl would have to leave him to fend for himself. His concern was only for his colleagues. Dahl gave him a nod of respect and rose, scanning the grass verge. 
 
    Drake and the others were scattering the worst of the attackers. At least a dozen were down. Alicia and Kenzie ran among them, kicking their weapons away and scooping up firearms. 
 
    Dahl growled, put his head down and ran. He sprinted straight at the two men protecting the second cross. He didn’t waver, didn’t slow, but hit the first chest on, driving him back so that his spine smashed into the telegraph pole between the cop’s legs. There was a heavy snap, like something breaking. The man slithered to the ground as Dahl bounced off, spun, and kicked the other guy full in the face. 
 
    Clear, he cut the leg ropes, then jumped and grabbed the crosspiece, wrenching it free, tearing his flesh in the process but not noticing. 
 
    The second cop fell to the ground, this one already struggling to untie himself. Dahl nodded and helped. Together, they turned and faced the final cross. 
 
    Dahl surveyed the scene. Most of the mob, cowards all, had vanished, flitting back through dark alleyways to whatever pit they’d crawled from. A few were hiding behind the cars they’d damaged, exchanging fire with Mai, Cam and Shaw. Dahl ran with the cop to the base of the third cross. 
 
    Dahl was about to jump up for the crosspiece again, despite his bleeding hands, but the second cop put a hand on his arm. “No bud,” he said. “Let me.” 
 
    Dahl left him to it and set about finding all the discarded mobile phones lying around. After gathering them he gave them to the grateful cop, hoping that at least some faces might be identified from the footage. Looking left and right, he saw that the SPEAR team was almost ready to continue their journey east. 
 
    “When will this all end?” the cop asked him fearfully. 
 
    “When we get to DC,” the Swede said with confidence. “We’re going to chop the head off the snake.” 
 
    With that, the Swede strode away. 
 
    Further up the road, cop cars wound their way through the steel carnage. Kinimaka was turning their vehicle around and Kenzie was already back behind the wheel of the other SUV. 
 
    “The snake?” the cop shouted out tentatively. 
 
    “Batten down for another few days,” Dahl said. “And stick together. Protect your families. This isn’t over yet.” 
 
    Nodding his respect, the Swede turned and ran for the burbling SUVs. The others were already inside. 
 
    Drake nodded as he jumped in and closed the door behind him. “Don’t worry,” the Yorkshireman said. “We covered your arse out there.” 
 
    Dahl sniffed. “Didn’t see you. Thought maybe you were stroking a whippet or something.” 
 
    Alicia frowned. “Is that a euphemism?” 
 
    Dahl relaxed as Kinimaka headed once more into the dark, through a bruised and burning America, and his friends lightened the air with their banter. It took away the sense of catastrophe that pervaded the air, filled their minds with a lighter aura, and enabled them to focus on what was to come. 
 
    The capitol was waiting and that, above all, in any year and in any circumstance and under every leader, and in politics or conflict, had always been America’s primary theatre of war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Washington DC was a vast eye at the center of a country-wide hurricane, the genuine storm of the century. It was functioning and working against the odds and as busy as ever, but it was essentially feeding the immense, violent twister threatening to engulf the country. 
 
    The SPEAR team rolled in from Interstate 66 and took the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge into the city. At first, high foliage and trees obstructed their views but soon, as the bridge ended, landmarks grew visible. 
 
    Drake sat back, lulled by the unending flow of traffic. 
 
    Hayden contacted Sutherland for what might be the last time. “We’re approaching,” she said. “What do you have for us?” 
 
    Sutherland called her back twenty minutes later. “Listen to me,” he said. “I’m in a crowded place on a burner phone. Five minutes and I’m back in hiding. For now, we can talk freely if we’re careful. Washington DC is tottering on the brink, trying to hold on. The Scourge appear to be saving it for last. Have you located them yet? What about Zuki?” 
 
    Hayden explained a little of what they’d encountered between Vegas and DC. “The country is falling apart. All the Scourge needed to do was light the touchpaper.” 
 
    “We knew that,” Sutherland said. “We’ve always known that. A country of over 300 million souls is never going to be united. But we work with what we’ve got, right?” 
 
    “I like to have a little more belief in people and their moral compass,” Hayden said. “But I take your point. The trouble is, in a country of 300 million, even a small percentage can make a huge difference on what’s perceived to be correct. What do you have for us?” 
 
    “President Lacey is in the Oval Office. He crawled there the moment the wider troubles began. He’s orchestrating events from within with impunity, it seems. The president’s office seals off all good emotions as well as good people. In there, they only have the images they’re being fed. Lies they’re being told.” 
 
    “By the Scourge,” Hayden said. “Where are we with Madame Davic?” 
 
    “Ah, of course, you’ve been out of touch. Your friends in Los Angeles... you know the ones I mean?” 
 
    Drake smiled as he thought of Trent, Silk and Radford, also known as the Disavowed. 
 
    “We do,” Hayden said. 
 
    “They led an attack on the Hollywood Hills where Davic was staying. This woman had rented a multi-million dollar mansion at the far end of one of the canyons and surrounded herself with bodyguards. In the full glare of a Californian noonday sun, your friends attacked openly. They had managed to assemble a large squad made up of the various Strike Force teams that had been ghosted. And as you know, these guys are the best of the best. Outnumbered five to one, they cut through the Russians like sharks through shoals of fish. They left nothing alive. The mansion ended up devastated by rocket fire and grenades. In one afternoon, your friends and their allies took down Madame Davic’s operation and blocked a huge new flow of misinformation before it hit social media sites. We owe them a huge debt.” 
 
    “And the guys?” Kinimaka asked. “Are they okay?” 
 
    “A few cuts and bruises,” Sutherland admitted. “But otherwise fine. The same can’t be said for five other men that went in alongside them, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Drake lowered his head out of respect for his lost comrades. A few moments’ silence filled the car. 
 
    “And Madame Davic?” Dahl asked after a while. 
 
    “They destroyed her operation. Cut down her men, took eight prisoners. But Davic herself? She’s as slippery as the Pacific. Washed right through their hands.” Sutherland sighed. “We have no idea where she went.” 
 
    Drake held in a curse. He didn’t blame Trent and the boys. He blamed a hierarchy so divisive and intent on attacking itself that it had failed to see this coming. Or rather—it hadn’t acted to stop it happening. 
 
    “It took everything we had just to get here,” Hayden said. “We’re no further forward with the Scourge or Zuki. What’s your plan regarding our DC-based friend?” 
 
    Sutherland took a breath. “I managed to get two of you onto the safe list. Hayden and Mano. Being ex-CIA and recognizable figures to certain elements of DC life helped. The two of you are cleared for the White House.” 
 
    Hayden took a breath. “Are you sure?” she asked. “The first thing he did was revoke our special forces status.” 
 
    “That’s true. But, without revealing too much over the airwaves, your old statuses weren’t exactly dead and only required the gentlest kiss of life to revive. There’s a great deal of confusion in Washington right now, and particularly around that house. The safe lists are changing literally by the hour. Adding a couple extra names already cleared wasn’t a great issue. especially—” he coughed “—when they’re going in with the Assistant Director of the FBI.” 
 
    Hayden pursed her lips. “That’s incredibly dangerous. How can you be sure they don’t know you’re working against them?” 
 
    “We can’t.” Sutherland sighed. “But I’ve been careful and already have a couple of friends on the inside. So far, according to them, we’re good. And not forgetting we have Mr. Chopper’s help on the outside.” 
 
    Mai nodded thoughtfully. They had nicknamed Bryant Mr. Chopper for anonymity, due to the amount of helicopters he’d been supplying them. Bryant had happily, and unsurprisingly, accepted the moniker. 
 
    Drake watched the struggle on Hayden’s face. They couldn’t trust anyone here, not in this place. Washington was the capital of lies, of backstabbing and personal agendas, of political maneuvering on a grand scale at any cost. 
 
    “But listen,” Sutherland went on. “There’s a stormfront moving across America right now, and it’s comprised of fire, weapons and bad intentions. This is our only play.” 
 
    Hayden sighed. “If we go inside that place,” she said, “it’s a suicide mission. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I understand it’s a one-way ticket,” Sutherland said. “I understand it’s the only way to corner our friend, to get a few minutes with him; and that once we’re done, escape won’t be an option. The Secret Service will kill us. Do you understand that?” 
 
    Hayden glanced across at Kinimaka. The Hawaiian’s face was creased with worry and determination. 
 
    “After everything we’ve seen,” he said, “with our own eyes... that’s enough. The risk is worth the reward.” 
 
    “It’s a 101 percent risk,” Dahl reminded him. 
 
    “Like I said—worth the reward.” 
 
    “Together.” Hayden nodded and then turned to the others in her car, also addressing the other SUV. “I really wish you guys were coming with us.” 
 
    Drake fought down a rush of emotion. In any other situation he’d see a way out, offer some kind of olive branch. But walking into the White House to abduct the President of the United States and torture information out of him? Well... that mission carried zero chance of survival. And the Secret Service would only be doing their job when they took Hayden and Mano out. 
 
    He said nothing, not trusting himself to speak. He held out a hand and shook both of theirs. He swallowed drily, wishing there was another way. 
 
    “Hey,” Alicia said quietly. “When you’re inside, Mano, maybe you could grab a glass for a souvenir.” 
 
    Drake turned away, gazing out the window. Sutherland cleared his throat and announced his time was up. He would see Hayden and Mano in an hour. 
 
    An hour. 
 
    Somehow, Drake imagined they’d have more time. He didn’t know why. The missions they’d carried out together meant any of them could be killed at any second. But... somehow... there was never enough time. 
 
    The car pushed further into the heart of Washington DC—the Capitol building and Washington Monument clearly visible as they approached the center of the city. Barricades were in place everywhere, along with armed police and groups of the military. Kinimaka made sure he steered clear of the main gatherings. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, he parked them in an underground lot close to a hotel. They sat with the engine running for the AC, staying silent for a while until Hayden announced it was time for her and Mano to take their leave. 
 
    She turned around, offering hands to Alicia, Mai and Drake. “It’s been an honor,” she said. “See you on the other side.” 
 
    Drake thought about all that was happening in America, about the terrible potential for the rest of the world, about the Scourge’s shocking intentions. He thought about the sentence: See you on the other side, which had a chilling double meaning. 
 
    “Wish it could be different,” he said. “Wish we were going with you. Take care.” 
 
    Lame, he thought, but then he’d never been a man of fine words, just distinguished actions. 
 
    He sat back and watched Hayden and Kinimaka climb out of the car. When the doors closed behind them, they shut with a deep sense of finality. 
 
    They sat for a while, none of them wanting to break the silence, and when the phone rang and Karin’s name flashed up on the screen, Drake was the first to reach out and grab it. 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    “We’ve found Zuki,” came the breathless reply. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Drake sat up immediately. “Where?” 
 
    Karin cleared her throat. “Get moving to the nearest airport or helipad right away. I’ll brief you on the way.” 
 
    Dahl jumped into the main seat and clicked the car into drive. 
 
    Kenzie spoke up from the other SUV. “We can’t. Air travel’s banned for now.” 
 
    “Is it?” Karin said with a smile in her voice. “Or are you talking to the NSA here?” 
 
    Drake felt a rush of adrenalin. “You can get us to Zuki right now?” 
 
    “Yes. The princess appears to be orchestrating the sixth attack; the one she didn’t reveal in full that involves all the royal families of the world. The secret ones at least. I think she’s wiping them out.” 
 
    Drake held on as Dahl threw the car out of the underground lot and turned onto the main road. “Of course,” he said. “She wants to be the only one. Makes sense. Imagine her status then... at least to herself.” 
 
    “Being the only shadow royal family left on the planet would elevate Zuki to a grandeur previously unheard of,” Karin told them. “Of course, the Romanovs would also be there, but my feeling is that they’d come into the foreground. They’ve already haunted the shadows for too long.” 
 
    Drake tried to think. “How many secret royal families are there?” 
 
    Karin laughed. “Well, your question pretty much answers itself. Only Zuki and the Scourge will know that. But there are at least eight I’ve found working from what’s called ‘old money’ alone.” 
 
    “You mean people like the Vanderbilts,” Shaw spoke up. “The Rockefellers. The Astors. The Saxe Coburgs.” 
 
    “That’s the idea. The Rothschilds, the Grosvenors. We don’t know with any certainty if any of them belong to this secret royal sect that governs the world, that resets society if it gets too affluent or too miserly, that manages wars and epidemics to control mass population and valuable or rare minerals, but we do know that some do. And there are never any new invitations. People like Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos, though ultra-rich, will never be invited to join.” 
 
    “I doubt they’d want to,” Cam said. “Aren’t the royals all beholden to each other in a way?” 
 
    “Good insight,” Karin said. “And yes, they can’t possibly act alone. Not on something of great importance. Which helipad is closest to you?” 
 
    Dahl tapped several times at the navigation screen before reeling off an address. Drake gnawed on his bottom lip as the Swede kept just one eye on the road. 
 
    “Thirteen minutes’ drive.” 
 
    “I can handle that,” Karin said. “There’ll be a chopper waiting for you all.” 
 
    “Not all,” Alicia said quietly. “We’re leaving Hayden and Mano here.” She proceeded to elaborate. 
 
    Karin was silent for a moment or two afterward before picking up her explanation. “Zuki was spotted first in New York City, after the attacks, and then later in eastern New York State. Impossible to know her destination. But then we started seeing others high up on the watch list. I mean wanted mercenaries, killers for hire, fallen ex-soldiers who’ve lost their way in the world.” 
 
    “All headed in the same direction?” Drake guessed. 
 
    “Exactly. The Long Island Expressway lives up to its name and has a ton of surveillance cameras. And with air travel excluded, this makeshift army was forced to drive it. I guess the Scourge never factored that into their wider plan, did they?” 
 
    “You can’t anticipate everything.” Drake shrugged. “And that potentially buys us more time. Any idea of their schedule?” 
 
    “As I’m sure you know, the Hamptons form a series of villages and hamlets in Suffolk County, New York,” Karin said. “Long established as the historical summer colony of the northeastern United States, they’re a playground for the rich. Real estate prices are among the highest in the country. One street in Southampton Village is known as Billionaire’s Lane. You get the picture.” 
 
    “Got it,” Dahl said. 
 
    “One of our wealthy royal families owns an entire hamlet down there. It’s not a huge secret. The shadow royals survive not only on their wealth and their secrets but by staying—ever so slightly—in the public eye. It’s why you have buildings, parks and universities named after them. Events. Football teams.” 
 
    “An entire hamlet?” Shaw questioned. “That sounds big.” 
 
    “It is. We’ve tracked Zuki and around a hundred mercs headed there right now.” 
 
    “A hundred?” Mai said. “Isn’t that overkill?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Karin said. “I guess she wants to be sure. The royals will have a decent security set up, don’t forget. Oh, and there’s something else.” 
 
    Drake glanced down at the phone. “That sounds ominous, love.” 
 
    “It is, I’m afraid. Over half these mercs are foreign nationals. They entered the country at separate locations legally on holiday visas over two weeks ago. Most are Japanese, and all have some affiliation to the samurai.” 
 
    Drake winced. “How could that not have been flagged?” 
 
    “I had to dig deep,” Karin said. “And such deeply buried ties would not necessarily have been noticed nor raised red flags if it had. They entered in ones and twos clear across the country. Different dates and times. None were on any kind of watch list. They’re not criminals in their hometowns. Maybe some were detained and fifty was all she could get.” 
 
    “Still, fifty samurai and fifty mercs is a formidable army,” Dahl speculated. 
 
    “Not just mercs either,” Karin said. “Thirty of the fifty we identified are ex-Delta. Proper warriors, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Drake looked at Dahl in the silence that followed. “Is this a good idea?” he wondered. “Leaving DC, and Hayden and Kinimaka, to pursue almost certain death? We can get that here. I’m wondering if Zuki is so important?” 
 
    “She’s known the plan all along,” Mai said. “I’m sure of it. Which means she also knows the location of the Scourge. If we stop them, we stop the attacks, give America the breathing space it needs, and we can install a new leader. The Scourge can be linked to President Lacey, I have no doubt.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure she knows where they are,” Drake said. 
 
    “I am,” Mai said. “She’s one of them. Always has been. They offered her the chance to be the last surviving old royal and she jumped at it. She worked this plan through with them. The link to the Devil also proves it. If you remember, he was working with the Scourge and planning to break Zuki out of prison. It all makes sense.” 
 
    “In principle, I agree,” Karin said. “But we have no proof of that. And no guarantee you can extract the information from her. She’s pretty tough by all accounts.” 
 
    “She is.” Mai smiled. “But I’m tougher.” 
 
    “Me too,” Alicia said. “We’ll make the brat talk.” 
 
    “Did it occur to you she fed you all the previous information to slow you down?” Karin pointed out. “You’ve been chasing your tails pretty much this whole time. And the info came straight from Zuki.” 
 
    Drake tried not to think about that. “Why, apart from wanting to become the last surviving royal, would she wipe the families out?” he asked. 
 
    “The Scourge’s final revenge,” Mai answered for Karin. “Remember, the shadow royals saw the emerging Romanovs and their incredible wealth as a great threat and used the Russian Revolution to wipe them off the face of the earth. This is the Romanovs’ great vengeance.” 
 
    “And as a bonus,” Karin said. “Exterminating the old royal families will destabilize the world, as it interrupts the flow of money from country to country. Economies will shrink. Markets will fall. A new reset will occur. And the Scourge will be perfectly placed to take advantage of it.” 
 
    “It’s bloody diabolical,” Drake grated. “Playing with people’s livelihoods and families. Their way of life.” 
 
    “It’s what governments do every day,” Dahl said. 
 
    “I know, I know. It gets right under my skin, that’s all.” 
 
    “Four minutes to the helipad,” Dahl said. “And then another hour or so to the Hamptons. We’d better tool up too.” 
 
    Shaw located a CIA storage box located close to the building with the helipad. Karin cleared them all through security as they approached. For the first time in days, Drake saw a ray of light through this endless night. A chance to affect the outcome for the better. 
 
    “We can win this,” he said and not just for show. “Zuki gets us the Scourge, and the Scourge gets us the President.” 
 
    “And Hayden?” Mai asked. 
 
    “Backup.” Drake winced a little. “We can’t pull her out now. We’re going up against fifty samurai and at least thirty Delta boys. The odds aren’t exactly in our favor.” 
 
    “I may have some good news for you there,” Karin said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The helicopter swept along a wide, sandy beach, a mega-million-dollar finger of land running along the edge of Long Island and fronting the Atlantic Ocean. A single main road separated stunning properties to both sides, offering access to hundreds of exclusive homes, some of which had the ocean to one side and Moriches Bay to the other. 
 
    They only had eyes for one in particular. 
 
    The hamlet of Stonebrook Bay lay past Southampton, and toward an even more exclusive area. Palatial homes lay behind well-trimmed, hundred-foot-high trees, sprawling mansions and tennis courts, swimming pools, acres of unused land, and twenty-car super-garages that were homes unto themselves with three floors, games rooms and cinemas. 
 
    This was a different world, and Drake saw none of it. 
 
    They skimmed low across the trees, homing in on a particular property standing on the seaward side of a bunch of startling homes. This was the small hamlet belonging to the shadow royal family known to Drake only as the Gundowans. 
 
    “Be careful,” he muttered to Dahl. “At this rate their security’s gonna blast us out of the air before we get chance to save their bloody skins.” 
 
    The Swede pursed his lips. One issue was the Gundowan family’s anonymity. They were completely uncontactable. No clear line of communication existed directly to the family, and those that led to various tributaries weren’t responding. 
 
    Dahl buzzed the million-dollar homes with impunity, raking the chopper over the tops of castle-like spires, flag poles and even battlements. 
 
    Alicia had a digital image of the area on her phone along with a photo of the Gundowan home. 
 
    “That could be it.” She pointed, zooming in on the screen. “Everything’s in the right place.” 
 
    Drake studied the estate below, made up of a three-story home with two long wings and hundreds of rooms, with outlying buildings, pools and sports pitches. He counted twenty-three vehicles parked haphazardly on the land, saw people lounging by the pool and swimming. 
 
    “That’s it,” Alicia said. “Get down there.” 
 
    “They’re not gonna believe us,” Mai said, exasperation evident in her tone. “This has to be played a different way.” 
 
    “And news on the Delta teams?” Kenzie asked. 
 
    “The good Delta teams Karin is sending to help us are twelve minutes out.” Shaw was looking after communications with their approaching allies. 
 
    “We’ve got point on this,” Alicia said. “What about Zuki and her royal band of bitches?” 
 
    “Best guess? Less than an hour out.” 
 
    Drake gave Karin silent thanks for finagling them a little air space, enabling them to make the journey from DC in minimal time. Unfortunately though, the problem below was escalating. 
 
    “Guards have spotted us,” Cam said. “Pull up.” 
 
    “Can’t you like... waggle your wings or something?” Alicia asked Dahl. 
 
    The Swede turned and gave her a dead-eye stare. “Waggle what?” 
 
    “You know. Isn’t it a sign of comradeship? Like saying ‘we come in peace.’” 
 
    “We don’t have wings,” Drake reminded her. “And we’re not aliens. Well, not all of us.” 
 
    “Sutherland’s had more than an hour,” Mai said. “Along with Bryant. I’m sure they’ll have made some sort of contact between them—even with these people.” Her tone reminded them that they weren’t dropping in to save regular, genuine individuals here—they were dealing with shadow-characters. People who believed they were kings and queens, and enjoyed manipulating the fate of the world and all its citizens. 
 
    “Why are we trying to save them again?” Cam asked. 
 
    “You know why,” Mai said. “Because of Zuki. We want her. And we don’t want the entire planet destabilized, which is what the Scourge are angling for. The fate of millions hangs on this.” 
 
    Cam shifted awkwardly. “Thanks.” 
 
    Below, guards gathered along the front of the sprawling house, where the looping driveway ran past the main entrance door. Drake watched as several spoke into a comms system, communicating with someone unseen. 
 
    Dahl held the chopper steady, the wash stirring up dust whirls along the winding driveway below. 
 
    “I think we’re good.” Dahl nodded as the guards lowered their weapons and stood back. One of them waved the chopper down. 
 
    Dahl wasted no time dropping them like a stone through the air. 
 
    Drake’s stomach somersaulted but the Yorkshireman held on and made ready. They were tooled up to the hilt, automatic rifles, handguns and spare ammo bristling in their backpacks. 
 
    The moment the heavy skids touched earth, Drake threw open the door and climbed out into fresh air. 
 
    “Who’s in charge here?” he shouted. 
 
    A tall man with a thick beard and hard face approached. “I am. Who are you?” 
 
    Alicia appeared close to Drake’s shoulder. “We’re the A-Team,” she said. “And you are?” 
 
    “Jake,” the man said, looking confused. “I run security for the family.” 
 
    “Well, you’re about to face a whole lot more than you bargained for.” Dahl ran up, hefting his pack across his back. 
 
    “And I’m supposed to simply accept what the Assistant Director of the FBI and you guys are telling me?” 
 
    Mai grunted. “Why wouldn’t you? Why else would he call you and why would we bother ourselves with these preening idiots? We have far better things to do with our time.” 
 
    Jake looked surprised and slightly impressed. “All right, then,” he said. “Point taken. The assistant director mentioned an approaching superior force?” 
 
    Drake gave him the bare bones of it. By now, Jake was struggling to take it all in, but they kept him mobile, kept him walking, talking and actioning orders to his men. 
 
    “Three genuine Delta teams are inbound,” Dahl told them. “That’s twenty solid men. Our men. How many guards do you have?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” Jake said. 
 
    Drake was surprised, but pleased. “If you have any off duty, call them in,” he said. “You’re going to need every good trigger finger.” 
 
    “When this force sees we’re waiting and have backup, will they retreat?” a man asked. 
 
    “Good question, but not a chance. This force of men and women are coming here to destroy you. To wipe you off the map. To obliterate this entire family, its home, its very memory. You have to be prepared to fight.” 
 
    Already, Drake could tell the real soldiers from the wannabee pretenders in the expressions of the gathered men. 
 
    Jake led them through a vast lobby where two arms of a staircase wound upward to the next level and then through a ballroom with wide bay windows. 
 
    As they walked, Dahl asked questions. “Are there any family members living elsewhere?” 
 
    “Usually, yes, but today’s a family birthday,” Jake answered. “Everyone, and their partners, are here today.” 
 
    “No black sheep?” Alicia asked, drawing a knowing nod from Mai. 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of.” Jake shrugged. “But who knows?” 
 
    They traversed the ballroom and then a kitchen with several islands and more units than Drake could count. They exited through a set of French windows onto a vast, paved patio overlooking the substantial garden. A swimming pool and lounger area complete with sauna building and gym sat off to the left, other outbuildings to the right, all bordered by a tall wall of lush green trees in the distance. 
 
    Beyond that was the ocean. 
 
    Drake spun as rotors washed the air above. Looking up, he spotted the correct identification marks on the base of three helicopters and waved them down. 
 
    “You’d better calm the spoiled cherubs.” Mai nodded from Jake to the family gathering around the pool. 
 
    Drake realized everyone was rising to their feet in alarm. 
 
    “With me.” Jake pointed at two of his men and hurried off. 
 
    Drake studied his teammates. “One way in by road,” he said. “Let’s make them pay dearly for entry.” 
 
    “And whatever you do,” Mai said urgently. “Zuki must be kept alive. Do not risk killing her.” 
 
    “So long as I can mess her up a bit,” Alicia muttered. “That’ll have to do.” 
 
    They decided to leave Dahl and Kenzie in the back, where the Swede could help organize Jake’s defenses, then they ran for the house. 
 
    Helicopters descended right behind them, putting down on the lawn. Shouts went up from the family and then the guards as explanations were made. 
 
    Drake plucked his main weapon from his backpack as he ran the length of the house and approached the front door. 
 
    “Ah, crap,” Alicia said, pulling up and peering through the windows. “I’m guessing that isn’t a Dominos delivery.” 
 
    A long line of SUVs, vans and several cars were approaching at speed down the driveway. 
 
    Drake winced and pressed his comms button. 
 
    “Dahl,” he said. “It’s time to get mad.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bright, midday sunshine flashed off a dozen or more windshields, sending spears of light into Drake’s eyes. The figures inside the vehicles weren’t yet visible, but he could tell the cars were loaded down. 
 
    “Quick,” he said. “Wait.” 
 
    Realizing the conflicting counsel in his words, he dropped to concealment. So far, Zuki and her soldiers had no idea what they were up against. The chopper they’d arrived in sitting on the driveway could easily belong to the Gundowans. 
 
    “Let them group up,” Drake said. 
 
    They crouched at the side of the front door, waiting, as the enemy vehicles came to a sudden halt along the driveway. Drake watched how the enemy moved, seeing two distinct differences in their actions. 
 
    The ex-Delta contingent ran and formed up as separate, coherent teams, ready and willing to take orders and move together. The samurai were largely individual and distinctive, each one dressed differently and looking only to one person. 
 
    Zuki. 
 
    The royal princess stepped out of one of the most comfortable cars, attired in a tight black kimono and with her hair scraped back, hanging down to the small of her back. In her hands she carried a compact machine gun and a katana. With a flick of her head, she strode among her men and directed them to move. 
 
    Individually, and in groups, they started off. Several hung around the woman as if to guard her, but Zuki didn’t appear to need looking after. The way she held her sword, her gun and the movement of her figure told Drake everything he needed to know. 
 
    “Watch her,” he said. “She’s deadly.” 
 
    They crouched in silence, counting the seconds. Maybe the attacking force was wondering where the guards were. Maybe they were thinking they’d got lucky. Or maybe they assumed they’d already been seen. Either way, they had no choice but to advance. 
 
    The sound of their boots grating on the dirt and gravel of the drive increased. Drake nodded at Alicia. 
 
    Together, they rose, took aim and fired. Four shots. Four dead men. The sound of their bullets ringing out filled the lobby and signaled the start of the battle. The men outside dropped to cover and returned fire. 
 
    As they’d waited, Mai and the others had crept along the internal front portion of the house, heading into both wings. Now, they also rose and opened fire, giving their enemies more to think about. Four more fell dead or dying. 
 
    Drake crouched, keeping his head down as splinters fell across his back. The wooden paneling and glass doors were taking a hammering. 
 
    Alicia cursed under her breath while she waited. 
 
    In a lull, they both rose and loosed several more shots, aiming at the wheels of cars, the helicopter and various enormous fixings in the garden. 
 
    Drake spotted several hulking shapes inching toward them through hedge animals and around low walls. 
 
    Samurai. 
 
    He also realized the vehicles were advancing, the drivers inching forward to give their colleagues better cover. 
 
    It was all happening fast. 
 
    The enemy forces proceeded steadily, working with each other, laying down covering fire. 
 
    Drake expected nothing less. He could work against that kind of advance, knowing it intimately. 
 
    It was the samurai army that fed off hand-to-hand combat and close-quarter battle that was the uncertain variable. They didn’t stop moving, creeping and crawling, and drawing fire. They spanned out too, covering the entire front of the house and no doubt entering through unguarded windows. 
 
    Drake backed up as the entrance frame was bombarded with bullets. Alicia scrambled in his wake. 
 
    Splinters filled the air. The attackers, some behind cars, accelerated, converging on the steps and ascending to the front door. 
 
    Drake ran for the staircase, pounding up to the next floor balcony and taking cover behind marble balustrades. When ex-Delta soldiers appeared, guns aimed forward, he peppered them with lead. At that moment their allied Delta Force stormed through from the back of the house, riddling their enemies. 
 
    Drake added to the toll, spotting another five men go down. The noise of gunfire was tremendous, saturating the lobby and rising to fill the spaces among the high ceilings, resounding from wall to wall. 
 
    Stealing in from the right, seen only though a gap in doorways, Drake saw several pairs of legs heading toward the back of the house. 
 
    “Dahl!” He hit the comms. “Samurai inbound.” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    Alicia, head down and covered in debris, made a waving motion that had meant any number of things in the past, from something downright sinful to a warning of imminent danger. 
 
    “The fuck?” Drake shrugged. 
 
    “We should head back there. Help the dumb Swede out.” 
 
    Drake nodded. The Delta guys below were engaging their enemy counterparts to the max and Dahl was most definitely short of backup. 
 
    They had no blueprint of the place, but he remembered seeing a smaller staircase that wound down toward the far end of the ballroom. “Come on.” 
 
    He led the way, retreating from the balcony along a wide corridor bordered by bedroom doors. He counted twelve before seeing the top part of the staircase up ahead. With Alicia alongside, he slowed, taking a look over the banister before venturing down. 
 
    A huge picture window gave them a wide, unobstructed view across the rear gardens. 
 
    The royal family—made up of about eight individuals that Drake could see—were standing arguing with Jake alongside their pool. One of them was reacting angrily, another shouting with indignation. They appeared literally unable to interact with the reality of what was happening all around them. 
 
    Jake had a lot of work to do if he were to usher them to some sort of safety. 
 
    His men were standing ready, facing the house, some on one knee, others ready to duck behind walls and the three helicopters the Delta soldiers had arrived in. 
 
    Dahl and Kenzie were scanning the house for emerging enemies, their guns held loosely at their sides. 
 
    Drake started down the staircase. Just then, Mai, Cam and Shaw appeared, running toward them, firing backward. 
 
    “Too many to hold back,” Mai said. “We need better cover.” 
 
    To emphasize her point, a statue to her left exploded into alabaster pieces. Mai ducked and kept running. 
 
    Drake hit the bottom of the stairs and ran for the patio doors, flinging them open before raising a hand to Dahl and the others. Out here, it had gone cold. Clouds were scudding in. 
 
    “Idiot,” the Swede growled. “I almost shot you.” 
 
    “Not quick enough,” Drake replied. “Especially since you put on weight.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    But there was no time for a response. Doors and windows along the main house and its two wings blasted open. The doors crashed to the ground, some slithering along atop the debris they made. More windows exploded. 
 
    Samurai and enemy Delta soldiers climbed outside before spotting the royals and charging the swimming pool. 
 
    Drake didn’t hesitate. He swept the group to his left with bullets. 
 
    Alicia spun and fired at the group to his right. Then they ran, looking for cover as shots were returned. 
 
    Dahl and Kenzie were driven to the right, putting a few hundred yards of space between them and the pool. The royals were wide open, guarded only by Jake and eight of his soldiers. 
 
    “Crap,” Drake said. “If they kill the Gundowans we’re done.” 
 
    But the onslaught of bullets kept him pinned down. Drake watched with his back to a chopper, ducking as lead peppered almost every inch of it and Jake remonstrated with his bosses. 
 
    The royals weren’t fazed at all. Still they argued with Jake and watched the advance of the group who’d come to kill them. 
 
    Jacuzzi guy had at least climbed out and was toweling himself off. 
 
    At first, Drake stared in disbelief, mouth dropping open, but then it occurred to him. 
 
    The arrogance. The knowledge that they were on top of the pile. The superiority. It all fostered the belief that they were bulletproof, able to talk, plan or pay their way out of anything. 
 
    Drake saw it now in the eyes of the family’s father, a tall silver-haired man with a deep tan. This man, the head of the Gundowan royal clan, stood facing the oncoming samurai and their flashing swords. The fire of mad privilege had ignited Gundowan’s eyes and actions, and he gestured and shouted at his killers with deep disdain. 
 
    He appeared untouchable; an attitude emboldened by untold years of living with unbridled abandon. 
 
    The samurai rushed him. Most had holstered their compact guns as they approached, no doubt told to make this messy and make it hurt. 
 
    Jake left his attempt to move the royal family and ran to back up his men. 
 
    Drake managed to fire two shots into the approaching samurai before being forced back into cover, tagging a man in the hip. 
 
    Two swordswomen were the first to slice into the guards, their blades flashing faster than lightning. 
 
    One samurai fell away, shot in the stomach. The other hacked at arms, head and shoulders, striking hard and fast. 
 
    Drake touched his comms button. “It’s now or never,” he said. “All at once. Are you ready?” 
 
    “See you in hell,” Alicia breathed and meant it. 
 
    As one, the SPEAR team leapt to their feet and fired. They strafed the lawns back toward the house, crisscrossing the area with bullets. The enemy Delta soldiers were hit or dived for shelter. Walls and planters the size of small cars exploded. The SPEAR team advanced to their right, moving to reinforce Jake’s dwindling guard. 
 
    The samurai, numbering around thirty now, cut and hacked among the guards. 
 
    The enemy Delta men were regrouping just as the SPEAR team’s Delta collaborators hit them devastatingly from behind. The enemy gunfire died. Drake’s team, no longer under fire, raced for the pool. 
 
    By now, the royals had retreated but still stood in a defiant group as if in disbelief at the invasion of their privacy. 
 
    Jake’s guards were down to five. They fought the samurai soldiers around the sides of the pool, but it was a losing battle. They were badly outnumbered. 
 
    Drake shot three enemy fighters but didn’t keep firing and thus force the samurai to pull out their guns because he didn’t want to get pinned down again. Speed was essential. Already, the samurai had closed the gap to the royals by half. 
 
    Drake reversed his weapon in his hands and slammed it over the head of the first samurai that turned toward him. 
 
    The SPEAR team clashed with the samurai soldiers around the swimming pool. Dahl grabbed a man at the midriff and hurled him into the blue waters. 
 
    Alicia snapped a woman’s arm and then looped it around the neck of a smaller man, entangling the two before jumping on top of them. Not quite standard procedure, but effective. 
 
    Cam and Shaw worked together, darting among the swords. Shaw jabbed quickly with her knives, dropping fighters in her wake. Cam got up close and delivered punishing fist after fist, breaking bones. 
 
    Mai was a dervish, a monumental force, twisting and turning among the Japanese attackers. 
 
    The SPEAR team took out a dozen samurai in less than a minute. 
 
    But the samurai were far from ineffective. Their target was all they cared about, and they’d already thinned the royal guard to one man and Jake. They were ten meters away from the Gundowans. 
 
    Jake cried out and fell to one knee as a sword sliced his chest. The pool tiles were becoming slick with blood. 
 
    A samurai pushed by into empty space, facing the royals, but Shaw managed to put a knife between his shoulders. 
 
    The Gundowans watched the entire scene with sneers of scorn. 
 
    Drake shoulder-charged a man, moving under the swing of his sword, and watched him fly backward. Another flashed his blade at Drake’s neck, but he pulled away, letting it slice by. Still another jabbed at his midriff, but Shaw caught the thrust with the flat of her knife and flayed open the man’s wrist. 
 
    A burning question swept through his mind. 
 
    Where the hell is Zuki? 
 
    The highly capable, vicious and destructive royal princess was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Drake laid out another samurai before stepping back from the battle for a few seconds and searching the area. 
 
    The Delta battle was going their way. Only a few enemy soldiers remained. The samurai were dwindling but still around twenty strong, only meters away from the royals now. 
 
    Drake saw dozens of window and door openings along the back of the house and knew Zuki could be watching out of any one of them. 
 
    A light rain drifted across the Hamptons and the house’s back garden in misty sheets. 
 
    Drake wiped sweat from his eyes. This was far from over. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Looking up, Drake found her. 
 
    Zuki was standing on the roof of the great, sprawling house, a bazooka nestled across her left shoulder. 
 
    Shock and sudden alarm ignited inside him. Drake yelled out a warning at the top of his voice. Even the royals scattered in astonishment. 
 
    Zuki laughed as she pressed the firing button. 
 
    A white plume of smoke trailed after the missile as it streaked toward the pool, finally smashing into the gym building with a devastating explosion. 
 
    Drake was on the ground and felt it shudder. Wreckage plumed and drifted into the air, momentarily blocking out the pallid sun. New fires raged among the debris. 
 
    Zuki was already reloading. 
 
    Drake scrambled up. Mai was racing toward the house. “I will stop her,” she shouted back. “She’s my responsibility. I let her go free once.” 
 
    Drake glanced at Alicia. “We have to help her. No telling how many samurai are up there with her.” 
 
    “All right.” The blond sighed. “Let’s back the bitch up.” 
 
    They chased after Mai. At their backs, Dahl and the others took the opportunity to grab the royals and herd them away from the pool, around the side of the sauna building. Most of the samurai were picking themselves up off the floor. 
 
    Dahl threw the last protesting royal head-first to safety, ignoring his bleating. They could square up later if that’s what the idiot really wanted. He took stock of the situation. 
 
    Kenzie, Cam and Shaw were at his side; cut, bleeding and bruised, but still standing. Kenzie carried two samurai swords and there was a satisfied, feral glint in her eyes. 
 
    Nineteen samurai climbed to their feet. 
 
    Dahl watched as they gathered on the far side of the pool. It had been a tough, lengthy battle so far and they were taking a few moments’ respite. Seeing them grouped together like that gave the Swede an idea. 
 
    It’s fucking crazy, he thought. But it might just end this battle. 
 
    Without a second thought, or consultation with his team, he spun and ran back toward the house. Every second counted. 
 
    The samurai saw him but didn’t react, instead hefting their swords and checking their wounds. Their leader, it seemed, was dead. 
 
    Dahl poured on as much speed as he could, watching the samurai from one eye and Zuki on top of the house from another. Twice, he skidded on the slick grass, almost falling headlong. 
 
    Zuki was looking backward at the man trying to reload her RPG. 
 
    Dahl skidded, slowing down, and then dived at pace into the first helicopter he came to. In the pilot’s seat he jabbed at buttons, bringing the rotors to life. The engine rumbled. The main console flashed with lights. 
 
    Hauling on the collective, he lifted the chopper off the ground. 
 
    The samurai were ready to move, assembled in a wedge formation and facing Kenzie, Cam and Shaw. Kenzie looked like she wanted to take them all on, weaving her sword through the air in preparation. 
 
    As Dahl spun the chopper around so that its nose faced the pool, he got a final look at Zuki. 
 
    The rocket was loaded. Her finger was on the trigger. 
 
    Dahl hit the comms button. “Get the royals out of there!” 
 
    Shaw exploded into action, sprinting around the side of the sauna. Kenzie and Cam were ready to defend her. 
 
    Dahl lifted the chopper higher, blocking Zuki’s line of sight. A terrible itch fired up across his shoulders as he imagined the RPG lined up on him. 
 
    Now or never. 
 
    Dahl didn’t think about consequences. He never did. He powered the helicopter forward, making the nose dip and the tail rotor rise, taking aim at the collected samurai as if the chopper was a dart and they were the bull’s eye. 
 
    The helicopter flew true, straight at the samurai. 
 
    Dahl saw disbelief in their faces, their eyes, as this madman came at them, the chopper angling at their legs. He knew they were trying to figure out what was happening because they couldn’t believe their opponent was about to commit suicide with a helicopter. 
 
    He wasn’t. 
 
    Once the chopper was flying as fast and low as space and time allowed, Dahl dived out of the door, landing in the swimming pool. The huge, juddering craft flew on, clearing the pool and crashing into the other side, first the nose and then the rotors slamming through the samurai and into the building behind. Dahl stayed underwater as fire momentarily obliterated the world above. 
 
    Seconds later, his head broke the surface. Treading water, he viewed the scene. Or rather, what was left of it. 
 
    The gym was in ruins, with only shattered walls and timbers remaining. Its roof had collapsed. 
 
    The paved area and tiles bordering the pool were a broken, smoldering ruin. A smoking hole lay where the helicopter had crashed. The craft itself was a mass of twisted metal. 
 
    Around it lay dead, mangled bodies. 
 
    Dahl winced, feeling sorry for the samurai despite their intentions. It was a bad way to go. None were moving. Dahl had just started to turn to see how Kenzie and the others were faring when a scream rang out. 
 
    “Go under!” 
 
    A strange request, but it was Kenzie’s voice and Dahl heard the fear in it. Without a second thought he ducked underwater and headed for the bottom of the pool. In the back of his mind, he knew what was about to happen. 
 
    Instead of firing at the royals, Zuki gave into rage and had loosed the missile at him. 
 
    Seconds later, he had confirmation. 
 
    There was a dull impact as the rocket hit the water and an explosion as it hit one of the pool’s walls. The detonation underwater sent out a shockwave that lifted tons of water out of the pool. 
 
    Dahl was caught helplessly in the middle of it. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Drake and Alicia rushed after Mai as she pounded up the staircase to the next floor. 
 
    Rain smashed against the windows overlooking the rear lawns. Storm clouds gathered around the sun. Drake got a brief glimpse of Dahl running toward the nearest helicopter. 
 
    “That can’t be bloody good,” he muttered. 
 
    “It won’t end well,” Alicia agreed as she ran. “For the bad guys.” 
 
    “Bad guys?” Drake raced down a long corridor after Mai. “That’s Torsten Dahl there, love. It’s not gonna end well for anyone.” 
 
    Mai disappeared ahead. Drake raised his Glock. Alicia didn’t slow. 
 
    They found an open door to the left and heard Mai clambering up more stairs. As Drake stepped onto the risers, Mai grunted. A flailing body fell down the stairwell, crunching to a sudden stop below. Drake pushed his legs harder to try to catch the fleet Japanese woman. 
 
    Above, a door opened out onto the roof. 
 
    Drake rushed out as he’d seen Mai do seconds earlier. The roof was a vast rectangle the size of several football pitches, the flat space broken here and there by raised skylights, solar panels and the hips and valleys that formed the roof. A cold wind scoured it from east to west and a darkening sky hung overhead, bloated by the onrushing storm. 
 
    Drake spotted Zuki to the west, perched at the edge of the roof, still holding her rocket launcher. He saw her cheer. He gritted his teeth and ran. 
 
    Mai was ten steps ahead of him. 
 
    Zuki had four guards. They spun as they heard the Japanese woman’s approach, dropping their katanas and levelling their guns at her midriff. 
 
    They fired, but Mai was no longer there, rolling through the air above their line of sight before striking two of them full in their chest with her heels. 
 
    Both guards staggered to their knees. 
 
    The two still standing tried to bring their weapons to bear. The first turned into Mai’s spinning back-kick. The second met her punishing front kick. Ribs cracked. The man lost his grip on his gun and collapsed. 
 
    The two she’d taken out first were recovering. Drake slammed one with an elbow to the face and a knee to the solar plexus. Alicia grabbed her opponent by the ears, hauled him up to screaming protest, and then headbutted him into oblivion before letting him slither to the ground. 
 
    Zuki turned to Mai and levelled the loaded rocket launcher at her. 
 
    Mai stopped but didn’t move aside. “If that’s what you want, do it.” 
 
    Zuki stood laughing, her long hair hanging down to the small of her back, looking entirely different from the last time Mai had seen her. Then, she’d still been in prison; dirty, alone and powerless. Now, she looked every inch the royal princess, curved katana lashed across her back, clad in her fighting kimono with a black-belt sash and with the regal sneer across her face. 
 
    “Lick my boots,” she said, her voice full of scorn. “And I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    Mai took a step forward. “Left, or right?” 
 
    “Don’t move.” Zuki ran her finger over the firing button. 
 
    “Make a decision,” Mai said as Drake and Alicia came to stand either side of her. “Fire, or don’t. No wonder you failed, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Zuki resisted the bait. “Not failed,” she hissed. “Not close to failing. America is dying as we speak.” 
 
    “But it has its protectors right here,” Drake said. “Those who will save it today and every day after.” 
 
    Zuki didn’t afford him even a glance. “I’ll consider a painless death if you grovel,” she said. “Grovel for me now.” 
 
    Mai shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    Drake couldn’t put himself in Zuki’s brain, where utter privilege formed some iron-clad belief that you were superior to your fellow human being. Where you could never lose, never sink to a lesser level. It was heinous. It was hideous. It was the attitude of many of the worst members of society. Zuki wasn’t alone in her beliefs. 
 
    Mai struck hard and fast, lunging at Zuki. 
 
    Drake and Alicia ducked just in case the RPG went off. 
 
    A stunning sheet of water swept the rooftop, soaking them all, and thunder crashed from behind lowering clouds. 
 
    Mai scooped up a discarded katana as she ran and lashed it toward Zuki. 
 
    The princess sidestepped, deflecting the blade with the side of the rocket launcher. In a quick movement, she dropped the loaded weapon and reached over her shoulder to draw her own sword. 
 
    Mai padded toward her, blade ready. 
 
    Zuki attacked, and the pair came together, swords clashing. Thunder rocked the scudding black skies above them. A streak of lightning pierced the clouds, searing its way down toward the rolling ocean. 
 
    Behind the two fighters, as they clashed on the edge of the roof, the backdrop blazed with forks of blinding white light. 
 
    Mai swung her weapon and jabbed forward. 
 
    Zuki defended the blows and kicked out, catching Mai in the chest. The princess moved devastatingly fast, trading blows and retaliatory thrusts as fast as Drake could blink. 
 
    The two combatants moved back and forth across the edge of the roof as the heavens opened and the rain came down. 
 
    Drake took out his gun, but couldn’t shoot Zuki. Couldn’t even injure her. They needed her alive and the risk of her falling was high. 
 
    He crossed to the edge away from them and looked over. For some reason Dahl was lying flat out on his back, soaked, coughing and spluttering. Drake guessed it had something to do with the crashed helicopter and wondered what the idiot had done. 
 
    Mai forced Zuki back along the ledge, a drop of at least eighty feet to her side. She swept her katana from right to left, saw Zuki catch the swing inches from her face, and then defend as the other woman hit back. 
 
    Mai dropped and kicked out, trying to sweep Zuki’s legs out from under her. 
 
    The princess only jumped over her attack, expecting it. 
 
    As she did so, Mai spun and kicked, saw her left boot flash millimeters past Zuki’s face. But she kept the momentum going, spinning and kicking with the other foot and then the left again and finally dropping into a crouch from where she thrust her blade up at Zuki’s stomach. 
 
    The princess batted it away with an open hand. 
 
    Mai was astounded. She’d known Zuki was well trained, but that kind of split-second reaction required ninja training. Hiding her shock, she defended as her opponent pressed hard. Mai skipped backward across the edge of the roof. 
 
    Another peal of heavy thunder rolled across the skies, exploding from clouds that seemed to be uncoiling down toward the roof. The rain soaked, sprayed and splashed off their blades, catching the light. More lightning flashed across the horizon, a white-hot backdrop. Mai scattered water from her boots and shoulders as she sprang forward. 
 
    Zuki ducked and struck back, sweeping her blade in a low arc. 
 
    Mai somersaulted over it, landing on both feet and slashing at Zuki’s legs. 
 
    The royal princess spun and stepped back, one foot out over the vertical drop, but perfectly balanced. 
 
    Less than a second later she stepped back to safety, poised. 
 
    Drake couldn’t separate them in skill levels. He’d never imagined there’d be a match for Mai Kitano somewhere out in the world, but Zuki was undeniably it. Drake couldn’t predict the outcome of this fight. 
 
    Which left the inimitable Alicia Myles. A one-off edition if ever there was one. 
 
    When Drake saw a flash of movement from the corner of his eyes, he glanced over at her. 
 
    The Englishwoman had dropped to her knees, grabbed one of the robed samurai warriors, and wrenched open his trousers so quickly the buttons went flying. 
 
    Drake’s mouth fell open as Alicia rummaged down the front of the man’s pants. “Steady on, love. I mean now, really?” 
 
    “Shut it,” Alicia growled. “I remember the Sprite once telling me that samurais keep more than a custard launcher in their pants.” 
 
    Drake winced and shook his head. 
 
    Mai circled Zuki, both women panting heavily. A savage gust of wind tore at them, threatening to pluck them off the roof but neither woman lost an ounce of focus. 
 
    Dahl was sitting up below, spluttering. 
 
    As Drake inched toward Zuki, at least trying to put her off, Alicia jumped up and flung something small at the princess. The shuriken flew fast and true, striking Zuki soundly on the sword arm. It stuck deep in her flesh, only the last few millimeters of razor-sharp tines protruding. The shock if not the pain made Zuki drop her katana. 
 
    Drake blinked at Alicia. “Mai told you that? She never told me.” 
 
    “We’ve discussed warriors’, um, attributes, many times over a tequila or ten.” Alicia shrugged. “It’s what alpha women do.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t so sure but chose to stay quiet. 
 
    Mai had already leapt at Zuki, delivered a pinpoint kick where the shuriken bristled from Zuki’s flesh, sending the princess crashing to her knees and crying out in pain. 
 
    Now, the ex-ninja kicked her opponent’s katana away and threw her onto the roof before kneeling over her and securing her hands behind her back with zip ties. 
 
    Drake evaluated the scene below from the edge of the roof. 
 
    Dahl and the others were standing together now, talking. The surviving Delta soldiers who’d flown in to help them were restraining prisoners around the two surviving choppers. The royal family they’d saved were remonstrating with Jake—their head of security. Drake could only imagine what they might be trying to blame him for. 
 
    As he stood there, the rains eased off and the clouds cleared. A ray of sunshine speared down from above, highlighting the roof. 
 
    “I think we won,” Drake said for the first time since the first curtain was lifted upon this dreadful theatre of war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Drake was standing in the shadow of the sauna building, separated from the rest of the contingent and the ungrateful shadow-royal family, checking to make sure his team had survived unscathed. 
 
    “All good,” Dahl told him. “Although the helicopter crash and rocket attack didn’t help much.” 
 
    “Another helicopter?” Drake studied him with pity. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? No, don’t tell me. You caught the RPG in your teeth and bit it in half?” 
 
    “Close enough.” Dahl nodded. “It wasn’t easy.” 
 
    “Neither is flying fifteen feet into the air inside a water bubble,” Kenzie said wryly. “But you managed that quite well.” 
 
    Drake grinned. “Wish I’d seen it,” he said. “I wonder if our resident royals will supply CCTV.” 
 
    “Speaking of the royals,” Dahl said. “I wouldn’t even try communicating with them. They remind me of people with their heads buried deep in the sand, thinking they’re surrounded by a super-protective shield, believing that if they don’t see the danger or normal people, then they won’t have to deal with any consequences. They do not live in our world.” 
 
    “But still,” Mai said. “They should know their lives have been saved. That the Romanovs want them all dead, and that they should pay for their disgusting actions.” 
 
    Drake nodded but then a movement close to his feet caught his attention. To compound Zuki’s haughty astonishment and horror at being bested, they’d given her a dose of her own medicine by trussing her up and placing her at their feet. They surrounded her, the royal brat squirming and grunting behind a gag of her own bloodied clothing. 
 
    “We need her,” Dahl said, “to tell us where the Scourge are. To end this once and for all.” 
 
    Zuki rolled over onto her back and looked up at him. 
 
    Alicia grinned down at her. “How ya feeling now, Princess?” 
 
    Dahl bit his lip. “She’s a survivor,” he said. “Look at her. She knows and she’s gonna reveal it to us for a deal.” 
 
    Zuki gave a brief and painful nod. 
 
    Drake felt a surge of hope, of adrenalin. A way to end this nationwide nightmare. They’d saved the Gundowan royals and sent protective teams to as many other royal families as they could. The Scourge were still winning though, mostly because of one man. 
 
    One man whose time might already be up. 
 
    Drake’s phone rang. One glance at the screen showed the name: Connor Bryant. A shiver of trepidation ran through him. 
 
    “Bryant?” he answered. “What’s going on? Did Hayden and Kinimaka grab President Lacey? Did they stop this?” 
 
    “Drake.” The normally upbeat man sounded terrible, his voice cracking. “Drake,” he said again. “It’s bad. It’s really bad.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hayden Jaye walked alongside Mano Kinimaka and Patrick Sutherland, straight into the White House after crossing the North Lawn from Pennsylvania Avenue. Sutherland told them they were entering through the North Portico in an effort to keep them updated and calm. 
 
    Hayden understood. Here they were, walking into one of the most protected buildings in the world, attempting to interrogate its most protected individual. Odds of success were low, but they had to try. 
 
    The Scourge and their high-ranking puppet couldn’t be allowed to continue destroying innocent lives. 
 
    Hayden thought about the last few days as a ghastly whirlwind. They’d been caught up in its vortex, out of control, thrown one way and then another without being able to penetrate the heart of the storm. Well, she thought, here we are. It doesn’t get more centralized than this. 
 
    She slowed, preparing for what was to come. To the south, a pair of Doric columns led to the Cross Hall. To her left, the east wall housed the grand staircase. 
 
    Their target lay to the right. 
 
    Footsteps clicking across the marble floor, they walked under chandeliers casting a flood of brightness like spotlights tracking their progress. They entered the west terrace and kept moving past its small oval windows. 
 
    Men and women were everywhere, talking in groups or rushing past on urgent errands. All wore suits to a varying degree of smartness, Hayden noticed. The faster someone ran past, the more ragged their tie and top buttons appeared. 
 
    “Oval Office?” Hayden asked. 
 
    Sutherland nodded ahead. “We’re closing in.” 
 
    Hayden braced herself. The conversation with Sutherland from thirty minutes ago stabbed at her mind. 
 
    “How are we gonna get close to the President?” she’d asked. 
 
    “Comparatively easy for the Assistant Director of the FBI,” Sutherland had told her. “We make an appointment.” 
 
    Hayden had felt her eyes widen. “You have to be joking. That’s your entire plan? Make a friggin—” 
 
    “We need him alone,” Kinimaka pointed out. 
 
    Sutherland had nodded. “Of course. That’s the reason for the appointment. The President is normally alone when receiving people in the Oval Office, if requested. It’s standard protocol. He’s safe there. With three doors all guarded by Secret Service, guests vetted by secretaries and more security measures than you can count, it’s a haven within a haven.” 
 
    Hayden shuddered at the idea, but then another thought occurred to her. “Won’t they be waiting for us? You’re not exactly on the Scourge’s safe list.” 
 
    “It’s a gamble,” Sutherland admitted. “But I doubt the Scourge tell Lacey everything. He’s a marionette, not a true figurehead.” 
 
    “We get what we can, and we communicate it to Drake,” Hayden said. Cellphones were obviously allowed inside the White House so long as they cleared security first. 
 
    “Lacey knows you two,” Sutherland had reminded them. “So stay back at first. Don’t forget, if we get a minute with him, we’ll be lucky, and it’ll be the most important minute of our lives.” 
 
    Hayden slowed as the outer chambers of the Oval Office came into view. The atmosphere here was calm and stable, in contrast to the rest of America. It was a sham engineered by President Lacey and his masters, created to keep America running on at least a lower level until the Scourge felt ready to pick up the pieces. 
 
    Sutherland addressed the secretary, introducing Hayden and Kinimaka as advisors. They’d already cleared a rigorous security check. Again, Sutherland was gambling—albeit with experience—that the names of advisors wouldn’t be passed on for the President’s attention. All he knew was that he was meeting the Assistant Director of the FBI. 
 
    And with far less but similar experiences of meeting a president here, Hayden believed that he was right. 
 
    Secret Service stood to both sides of the room, watching everything. They must know something was wrong inside the US, and particularly inside the White House, but their remit was to protect the nation’s leader. 
 
    Sutherland was asked to wait. Hayden’s heart rate rose by ten beats per minute. 
 
    Plush sofas sat around the rear of the room. Hayden retreated to the closest, standing next to the arm and trying to look inconspicuous. The hum of conversation, of telephones beeping and trolleys being wheeled back and forth, loaded with documents, filled her ears. A tiny alarm sounded but it was just someone’s reminder to take a tablet. 
 
    Kinimaka made sure he was safe before sitting down, mindful of his penchant for clumsiness and not wanting to draw attention. Even then the couch creaked as he sat, making a Secret Service agent flick a glance toward him and then narrow his eyes as he assessed what kind of threat the big Hawaiian might pose. 
 
    Minutes passed. Endless minutes loaded with tension. Hayden licked dry lips and tried to listen to the hum of the air conditioning to occupy her thoughts. 
 
    “Mr. Sutherland?” the secretary’s voice rang out. “The President will see you now.” 
 
    As one, they rose. They smiled. They made ready. 
 
    Sutherland went ahead with Hayden close behind, Kinimaka trying to stay a few paces behind them and looking anything but discreet. 
 
    Sutherland put his hand on the door handle and took a deep breath. “Been great working with you,” he murmured. 
 
    Hayden knew this was a one-way street, a suicide mission. There was no way back, no way out. She felt proud to be pursuing it for her country, for real American citizens, and with Kinimaka at her side. 
 
    Sutherland pushed his way into the Oval Office. 
 
    Hayden was immediately struck by the wide space, the gleaming floors, the brand-new carpets and fixtures, and the famous wide window at the far end. Two unfurled flags stood either side of a small desk before the windows. A black leather chair sat behind the President’s desk, and private photographs and paintings adorned the walls. The desk itself was bare other than a phone and, curiously, a plastic in-tray. 
 
    President Lacey stood staring out the window, clad in a dark suit and with his hands clasped behind his back. It gave Hayden precious seconds to advance over the presidential seal embroidered into the deep blue carpet surrounding the famous desk. 
 
    Sutherland moved faster. 
 
    As President Lacey turned, opening his mouth to start a conversation, Sutherland approached him, shielding his hands and body from the cameras that he knew gazed down on the room. Obviously, there were no microphones in here. 
 
    Sutherland let Lacey see the sharp letter opener he’d picked up as he passed the secretary’s desk. 
 
    “Make a sound, a movement, and I’ll slit your throat,” Sutherland hissed. “We know who you are, and we’ll die if we have to.” 
 
    Lacey’s gaze flicked calmly from Sutherland to Hayden and Kinimaka and then filled with a quiet recognition. “I’ve been expecting some form of objection, of challenge,” he said coolly. “But not from those who killed my predecessor.” 
 
    “We didn’t kill—” Hayden began furiously but then realized Lacey was baiting her. For the cameras, she held back. 
 
    Sutherland advanced another step. “Tell us what we need to know, or those windows are going to require a very specialized kind of cleaner.” 
 
    “They suspect something’s wrong.” Lacey nodded at the outer door. “But what can they do? I’ve trained for this for twenty years. We all have, never knowing if we’d get the opportunity. Can you imagine that kind of dedication? I actually welcome your challenge, because I’ve trained for that too.” 
 
    Hayden studied him. “He’s stalling,” she said. “How long do you normally get for this appointment? Five minutes?” 
 
    Sutherland nodded, not moving. “Four left,” he said. “Ample time to get what we need.” 
 
    Lacey waited, saying nothing. 
 
    Hayden acted for the cameras, taking a notebook out, but kept her face pointed at the floor as she said: “Do it. Do it to him now... and God help us.” 
 
    She clenched her fists. Kinimaka coiled himself beside her, ready to spring into defense. The last good seconds of their lives were now, presumably, behind them. 
 
    Sutherland leapt at Lacey, grabbing him by the throat as he sank the letter opener into the man’s midriff. He didn’t stop there, but drove him back against the window and jabbed the weapon in twice more, drawing blood and gasps from the President. 
 
    Hayden and Kinimaka whirled as the doors smashed open. 
 
    “Stand down!” someone shouted. “Step away!” 
 
    Four Secret Service agents, all with guns trained on them, dashed into the room. Four more followed. 
 
    Hayden and Kinimaka faced down the guns while blocking the agents’ view of Sutherland and Lacey. 
 
    “Shoot them!” someone cried. 
 
    At her back, Hayden heard Sutherland again driving the letter opener into the President’s midriff. She heard his harsh, gruff whisper. 
 
    “Where are the Scourge? Where are they? Tell me now or I swear, I’ll slice you open.” 
 
    Time stretched around them like a cracking tree limb. It was all blurring, distending so far it was ready to snap. Hayden saw Kinimaka step in front of her, saw four Secret Service agents level their guns, heard another shout a final warning. 
 
    Sutherland screamed point blank into the President’s ear. “Now! Now! Talk or die!” 
 
    Gunfire broke the spell. Bullets ripped into Mano Kinimaka, driving him backward. 
 
    More hit Hayden a split-second later, thudding into her chest with an explosive agony. Both she and Mano fell to the blue-carpeted floor, the presidential seal suddenly, ironically, an inch from their eyes. 
 
    “Shit,” Mano muttered. “That hurt.” 
 
    Hayden kicked out as Secret Service agents rushed past her. She tripped one, broke the knee of another. 
 
    Kinimaka was up, rising like a wild beast and yelling at the top of his voice, striking out at more agents. 
 
    They fell. Their guns scattered. 
 
    Still more crowded into the doorway. And their next shots wouldn’t be aimed at center mass, where bulletproof vests could stop a round. 
 
    Hayden kicked out again and again, yelling at Sutherland to get the job done. 
 
    Lacey screamed. 
 
    Sutherland shoved the letter opener into the President’s throat, drawing blood. 
 
    Lacey, face squashed against a window, leaking red all over the glass and breathing raggedly, let out his last, defiant gasp. “Fuck you, America.” 
 
    Sutherland jammed the letter opener up Lacey’s right nostril, jamming it in hard. “I will kill you,” he said, shoving and twisting the sharp object. 
 
    Lacey squealed and staggered as his legs gave out, his heels scrabbling for purchase. 
 
    Sutherland leaned on the letter opener, his own hands bleeding now such was the force he was exerting. 
 
    “Then die.” He was out of options. The letter opener wasn’t enough. 
 
    Sutherland smashed the end of the object into Lacey’s nose and felt a warm splash of blood wash across the back of his hand. He turned. 
 
    Just in time to see Mano Kinimaka throw a handgun he’d taken from one of the agents in his direction. 
 
    Sutherland caught it, turned it toward Lacey and shot the President in both thighs. 
 
    As the man slathered out a scream and fell to the floor, Sutherland fired twice more, again into the meatier areas of the President’s thighs, 
 
    Hayden saw the struggling pair no more as they disappeared behind the big desk. 
 
    Men descended on her, knees first. 
 
    She felt a blow to the face, several to the head, and then saw a viscous darkness closing in. The end was coming. 
 
    They’d failed. In the end, Lacey had held out. 
 
    Behind the desk, Patrick Sutherland shot the President one more time and bent his head toward the man’s lips. 
 
    “England,” came the whisper. “Redheim Palace.” 
 
    Before the Secret Service shot him, he forwarded the information to the only people that could save them, but in the end he slipped into oblivion with his head on the rogue President’s chest, leaking blood to mingle with Lacey’s and soak the polished floor of the Oval Office. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
    In darkness, they carved through the turbulent skies above England. 
 
    Drake sat ready with his team, holding onto a belief that Hayden, Kinimaka and Sutherland would be spared for now. Holding onto the faintest hope that Lacey had fed them the truth as he faced death. Holding onto everything that was slipping through their fingers as every desperate minute flowed by. 
 
    Redheim Palace was a sprawling private residence set in the heart of Oxfordshire, a gigantic house built in the eighteenth century in the English baroque style. Ironically, and perhaps tellingly, it was one of only two non-royal houses in the country to officially hold the title of palace. 
 
    Surrounded by acres of relatively flat greenbelt and nestled between two valleys, it was going to be nearly impossible to infiltrate with any hope of secrecy. With that in mind, the SPEAR team had decided to adopt a new policy. 
 
    In Drake’s words, they were going to “do a Dahl.” 
 
    The fast chopper, supplied by Sutherland’s closest British counterpart, a woman from MI6, was already approaching Oxfordshire. 
 
    Drake was aware this was where they laid it all on the line. 
 
    Live or die this day. Live or die. 
 
    From searching for the bones of Odin to fighting in this theatre of war, they’d risked their lives a thousand times. Stared death in the face over and over. But together, they were as strong as any entity in the world. As strong as a force of nature. 
 
    Stronger than the Scourge. 
 
    The helicopter dipped, its nose dropping. The pilot told them they were ten minutes out. 
 
    Drake made ready as he’d done countless times before. Descending into madness had become a habit for them. 
 
    Around him, the others prepared. In the half-dark of the noisy cabin, he took one last, private look at them all. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    There was Cam and Shaw, their two new capable and willing team members. Both had a lot to offer and a bright future with the team. Shaw, in her ubiquitous black jeans and leather jacket, her ponytail tied back, her knives at the ready and face set grim, was a deadly asset. Cam, with his bare-knuckle style, his incredible loyalty and young outlook on life. Both were perched on the edge of their seats, waiting to deploy. 
 
    Beside them, Kenzie sat with Mai, both assassins resting easy and stretching limbs that had been cooped up for hours. Drake had such a long history with Mai Kitano that he wasn’t sure which memory to focus on, but chose instead to look at her now, to see her as the great warrior and friend that helped make his life worth living. 
 
    And then, Alicia and Dahl. To one, he’d never admit it; to the other he already had—but the depth of love he felt for them was boundless. 
 
    The chopper dropped like a stone. Through the cockpit window, Drake saw a massive mansion standing atop a knoll, surrounded by landscaped gardens. The chopper aimed for its roof. 
 
    Seconds later they touched down. The skids hit and Dahl was out first, gun up, a hard look of determination on his face. Alicia followed. There was no talk between the team; they all knew what they had to do. 
 
    Drake leapt out a second later, holding his Heckler and Koch MP5 out before him as the others followed. They raced across a roof for the second time in a few hours, aiming for the single door at the western end. 
 
    But first, Dahl came to a whole row of Velux windows. 
 
    Thinking on the fly, knowing their approach would have been seen and heard, he opted for the best chance of surprise. 
 
    The Swede unleashed a volley into the windows, shattering them and forming a way inside. Then he attached the cord around his waist to a frame and lowered himself down, unlooping it at the bottom. 
 
    Drake followed. Alicia was at his side. The whole team descended fast. 
 
    Inside the house. 
 
    Drake surveyed the room, a good-sized chamber, as the team moved forward. One saving grace was that the chopper remained overhead, surveilling the house from an aerial view with orders to let them know if anyone tried to leave. So far, the radio had been silent. 
 
    Drake checked outside the room. The long corridor was empty. They raced down it, checking rooms as they went and sacrificing stealth for speed. 
 
    Drake ran past potted plants, walls of paintings, and marble statues without slowing. Seconds later, he reached the head of a sprawling staircase. 
 
    Gathered on the ground floor, filling the wide space at the base of the stairs, a group of gunmen stood, aiming their weapons upward. 
 
    As Drake appeared, they opened fire, bullets filling the air from ground to ceiling, thudding into wood, plaster, marble and gold. 
 
    “Kill them all,” Alicia hissed. “No fucking about.” 
 
    The team were focused, hoping to survive but willing to die. There was no leeway in this mission, no time to soften up or use dark humor. It was kill or be killed, and the stakes were as high as they’d ever been. 
 
    Seconds later, Cam, Shaw and Kenzie took grenades from their belts, pulled out the pins and lobbed them over the balcony. They took cover. 
 
    Three explosions shook the floor and the house walls. Drake counted another five seconds. They rose as a unit, gauging the scene below. Mercs lay dead and dying, their blood coating the walls and floors. 
 
    The SPEAR team looked only for danger, for an attack, today not seeing the human side of war. They raced down the staircase, picking off individual mercenaries who were crawling or scrambling for their weapons. 
 
    Shots to the head took care of all that lived. 
 
    Grim-faced, Dahl led them to the right. A long corridor opened out into a ballroom. Mercs were gathered there, ducking in and out of the door, using the frame for cover. This time, Alicia and Mai threw grenades meant to kill, waited several seconds and then raced toward the carnage. 
 
    Four men lay dead. 
 
    Drake leapt past and beyond them. There was nothing other than the wide open room before him, the potential for hidden enemies, and unknowable threats. There was nothing but the desperate need to end this quickly, to stop the Scourge and find proof of the President’s and other top officials’ involvement in their hideous treason. 
 
    Alicia and Mai fired their weapons in short bursts, taking out two more mercs who appeared in the corridor. 
 
    Cam saw a gun pointed over the top of a high, gold-encrusted wardrobe that had to be two hundred years old, and wasted no time riddling it with bullets. A yelp and then a falling body signified that he’d hit his target. 
 
    Drake ran the length of the room, stopped at the door, and nodded at Dahl. The Swede swept by, entering another room with Drake at his back. Together, they swept their eyes left and right, searching for guards to kill. They moved forward. Kenzie and Shaw then took point, rushing into another room. 
 
    Together, they cleared the east wing. 
 
    As they approached the back of the house, a torrent of sound crashed over them. Men and women were yelling, crying out, their voices urgent and forceful. 
 
    Drake caught the harsh tones of orders, the strident pitch of superiors telling underlings what to do. An unkind smile latched onto his face. These royals—these Romanovs—would soon know what it was like to be subordinate. 
 
    The team rushed through another room and emerged into a vast ballroom with gilt-edged paintings hanging on every surface. The room was brightly lit by three golden chandeliers. 
 
    At the far side, three throne-like chairs sat empty. Servants rushed around the room, their standing obvious by the red robes they all wore and the way their eyes were cast downward. This room had no windows. A high domed ceiling shone with a painted tapestry, an old Russian scene that Drake recognized from something he’d been told once before. 
 
    It depicted the Romanovs themselves, sitting in that old ballroom around a century ago, the last of the Tsars executed by the shadow royals themselves. 
 
    Now, in this ballroom, the six descendants of Anastasia and Alexei stopped what they were doing and stared at the interlopers, the SPEAR team. 
 
    Drake trained his gun in their midst. “Down on the floor,” he said. “Hands behind your back. You fuckers are done.” 
 
    The Romanov royals didn’t move, didn’t show fear, didn’t even blink as far as Drake could tell. They stood like statues, unfazed, and stared him down. 
 
    Alicia, still embracing the harsh objective of kill or be killed, still mindful of Hayden and Kinimaka’s plight, still thinking of innocent American citizens, put a bullet in one of the older men’s legs. 
 
    Which got them all moving. 
 
    Drake ran forward, firing above their heads to scare and scatter them. Screams tore at the air, entirely from servants. Drake caught up with one of the younger male Romanovs and kicked him in the spine, sending him headfirst across the floor. Alicia leapt onto the back of another. 
 
    Mai and Shaw swept the legs from under two women. Dahl and Cam barged into the final two. 
 
    Drake hauled his man up to find himself staring into the face of a haughty, aristocratic male of about thirty. The disdain was right there in this man’s eyes which helped give Drake the pleasure of smashing two of his teeth down his throat. 
 
    “You must have a control room,” he said. “Evidence. A center of operations. And you people, you Romanovs, wouldn’t allow anyone else to control what you do. I’m sure of that. So tell me now, or lose the rest of your pearly whites.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the oldest Romanov said. “They’ll find it anyway.” He nodded through a rear door. “It’s all through there.” 
 
    “So you’re the Scourge,” Alicia spat. “We should shoot you all now and save the taxpayer a fortune.” 
 
    “Then shoot us now,” the older man told her. “Do it. You must know it happened exactly this way before. This is a fitting end.” 
 
    Drake shook his head at their fatalistic attitude. From the younger women to the older men, they were all nodding, accepting their fate. He was harshly reminded that people with nothing to lose were the most dangerous creatures on the planet. 
 
    “Check the room.” He turned to Cam, Shaw and Kenzie. “In fact, check all the rooms.” 
 
    They nodded and made a fast exit. 
 
    Dahl ventured into the control room first, checking for traps. Seconds later, he reappeared. “It’s clear,” he said, “And you have to see this.” 
 
    Drake helped to make sure the Romanovs were secured with zip ties and that the servants were exactly as they seemed, before walking across to the Swede. 
 
    When the big man stepped aside, Drake whistled. “Whoa, now that’s a set up.” 
 
    It was impressive. Banks of computer screens formed a wall-to-wall digital and data-based center of operations. Two enormous TV screens were divided into squares of twenty squares each, all showing different news channels. 
 
    Social media platforms scrolled by on even more screens to left and right, controlled by the Scourge’s hundreds of different accounts and by computer programs. This was the hub of their attack, the center of hell, so to speak. 
 
    Drake called Karin without wasting another second, showed her the room using the FaceTime app, and followed her instructions on the safest and quickest way to first stop the outflow of fake news to social media and then send this information and everything that was stored on the computer banks to the NSA. Through this, they were helping Hayden, Kinimaka and Sutherland and so many more Americans. 
 
    Eventually, Drake wandered back out into the ballroom. Alicia and Mai were covering the six Romanovs who were sitting on the floor with their hands tied behind their backs. 
 
    The Romanovs were tight-lipped, their eyes filled with hatred. They all stared fixedly ahead, and not a single one of them appeared defeated. 
 
    Drake narrowed his eyes. He took a long look around the room. He glared at the Romanovs and then flicked a finger at Dahl. 
 
    “What is it?” the Swede bent his head to Drake’s ear. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a defeated enemy looking smug?” 
 
    “Guess not.” Dahl flicked a glance at the six captives. “But what’s your point?” 
 
    “My point? The Scourge planned this for decades. Now, I understand that we surprised them. I see how we neutralized their guards. But... check out their faces. If they weren’t sat in handcuffs, mate, I’d almost believe they’d won.” 
 
    Dahl frowned. “I guess, in a way, they did. They crippled America. They installed a traitorous president. They may have killed other shadow royal families that we don’t yet know about.” 
 
    “But it’s all over. They’re caught. Jailed for the rest of their lives. Would royals—these royals—accept such a dishonorable end?” 
 
    Dahl blinked rapidly and turned to the Romanovs. “You’re ready to die?” 
 
    The Romanovs sat smiling, their eyes unseeing. Perhaps this had always been their plan. 
 
    The shrill ringing sound of Drake’s phone made his heart leap. Taking a deep breath, he plucked it out of his pocket. “Yeah?” 
 
    “It’s Karin. I’ve already started trawling through all that data and it’s just as well I did. You have to get out of there right now!” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “There’s a program nestled inside the code. A program that resets every thirty minutes. If it’s not acted upon, acknowledged every half hour, it activates the biggest chain of explosives you’ve ever fucking seen.” 
 
    Drake stared at the Romanovs. “They’re waiting,” he said. “Waiting to die.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of there!” 
 
    Drake sprang into action, yelling out orders to everyone in sight. There was no telling how long it would be until the computer required a reset, and no hope whatsoever that the Romanovs would help them do it. 
 
    “Whatever happens,” the older Romanov said. “This house will soon be reduced to less than nothing. Exactly like our enemies.” 
 
    The yearning for vengeance shone through his words. 
 
    Drake ignored him and made sure the servants were already heading out of the room, led by Cam. Then, with his team, he hauled the Romanovs to their feet and ran. 
 
    There was something in the air, a kind of ozone that wafted across his nostrils, something primed and ready to ignite. Maybe it wasn’t really there, maybe it was his imagination, but the steely breath of electrical atmosphere clung to every surface, every statue. It was building too, and it came with a rising hum of energy. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Alicia cried out. 
 
    Drake just put his head down and ran, dragging one of the middle-aged men along with him. Dahl had trouble with his captive but kicked the man until he complied. 
 
    Alicia threatened to drag her charge along by the balls, and then demonstrated her intentions, which had a remarkably fast effect toward compliance. Mai and Kenzie pulled their female prisoners mostly by the hair. 
 
    A wild, screeching, battling crowd, they ran headlong down a wide corridor toward the front door of the house. They knew nothing about the blast range, about the size of the explosives—only what Karin had screamed at them. 
 
    They could have left the Scourge behind, but desperately wanted something to show for these dreadful days of war, out of this last-ditch mission. Even one living Scourge member might be made to save lives. 
 
    The electrical voltage in the air increased. There was a sense of impending discharge, of terrible release. Drake ran faster, almost falling. Alicia was a step behind and then all the others. One mistake and they faced almost certain death. 
 
    A deep, reverberating boom surged up from beneath the house. It was chased by countless others, each one rumbling like an earthquake that shook the ground. 
 
    Drake reached the front doors and pushed them open. He hurried outside. More explosions shook the house’s foundations. 
 
    As Drake raced away from the doors, looking back, he saw the house’s entire façade slump. Glass shattered as if it had been shot from within. Brick and blocks cracked and slewed. The face of the vast house crumbled in on itself, the devastation accelerating as it continued. 
 
    And not just that—the very ground they were running on fell away beneath their feet. 
 
    The explosions continued. The paving, the stones and then the grass disappeared at their heels, dragging them down. 
 
    First Kenzie stumbled, was caught by Dahl and hauled along, and then Mai staggered, collapsing to her knees. 
 
    Alicia wrenched the Japanese woman to her feet, employing brute force and adrenalin, and heaving her along until her feet caught up. 
 
    The great house collapsed a moment at a time, horrific, deep-rooted collisions of load-bearing walls and foundations and surging rubble crashing back up at the night with a sound like collapsing mountains. 
 
    Massive mushroom clouds of dust plumed up and out, obliterating vision. The solid ground dropped away into an ever-expanding pit, a vast new crater that swallowed the house whole and chased Drake and his team across the grounds of Redheim Palace. 
 
    Drake’s heart hammered in his chest. His legs were heavy, his energy at an end. They’d been sprinting, dragging their captives, for far too long, each person galvanizing their teammates, staying ahead of the flow of destruction by mere inches. 
 
    All around his flying feet the soil erupted, the grass and stones overturned, the destruction kept pace with his every move. 
 
    Dahl, Alicia and all the others were spread out in a long line to his left and right, staggering and struggling, staying alive by the second. 
 
    The monster that was the house’s destruction pursued them at a manic pace, flinging clouds of dust and rubble at their backs that bruised and cut them. 
 
    They didn’t falter. Didn’t give up. They were a team—unbreakable—and they ran as one. 
 
    But in the end, Drake stumbled. 
 
    The earth fell away underneath him. He hit the ground headfirst, stunned but still fully conscious, scraping at the broken ground with a hand. Beneath him, one of the Romanovs struggled. Looking left and right, he saw that his teammates had also succumbed to the expanding crater. 
 
    All except Dahl. 
 
    Git, Drake thought. 
 
    Then he blinked and smiled as he realized the ground had stopped folding. He’d reached the extent of the demolition before falling and now lay at the very fringe of the great pit, the ground angling away behind him. 
 
    Slowly, he dragged himself up. Dahl helped Kenzie, and then the team joined together to haul each other to safety. When Drake had a chance to look back toward the huge house they’d just vacated, the scene took his breath away. 
 
    “You don’t see that every day.” 
 
    What they could see through the swirling smoke was a rough, jagged crater perhaps a hundred feet deep and a vast hole filled with unrecognizable debris and mind-numbing wreckage. 
 
    It took Drake’s breath away and sent him to his knees. “You people,” he said. “You people are pure evil.” 
 
    Confident that his team stood around him, and that they were unhurt, he pressed a button to radio the chopper that still hovered high above. 
 
    “Come get us,” he said. “We’re done.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, in the dire days that followed, America mourned its losses and the harsh reality that they’d believed in; that they’d accepted and followed a false leader, a traitorous president who sought only to destabilize and destroy the country. 
 
    There was no easy return to normal life. Not for millions of Americans who’d had their world turned upside down. Not for the recently dead and their grieving relatives. Not for the police and other authorities who’d lost confidence in the government. 
 
    And not for the seven Strike Force teams who had been ghosted and disavowed when President Lacey took office. 
 
    Drake and the entire SPEAR team met, almost a week later, in Leicester Square, in the heart of London. It had been a long, hard slog in custody for Hayden and Kinimaka, but eventually the truth, the stern reality and Lacey’s backstory had emerged. 
 
    Now, Drake sat on a bench, watching the flood of humanity flow by. Normality, it seemed, had resumed. The whole team were convalescing, still battered, bruised and reeling from the terrible events they’d witnessed. Not least of which was how quickly some parts of humanity had unraveled. 
 
    But Alicia didn’t want them dwelling upon the miseries. She knew the only way forward was through high spirits and clear outlooks. Through hope and happy anticipation. Her first action was to show everyone her nose. 
 
    “Perfect wouldn’t you say? Thanks to Cassidy Coleman and her relic hunter friends. Told you I didn’t need to get it fixed.” 
 
    Mai raised an eyebrow. “Really? You looked like an old boxer for about three months there.” 
 
    “That bad?” Alicia frowned. 
 
    “Oh yeah. I’ve got pictures. 
 
    “You’d better not have. If you ever show them, I’ll end you.” 
 
    A helicopter drifted overhead, the emblem of a news channel plastered across its side. Drake punched Dahl on the arm when he caught the Swede staring at it. 
 
    “Leave it alone,” he said. “You can’t fight them all.” 
 
    Dahl grinned. Cam and Shaw laughed. The sun beat down onto the square and bathed them in balmy, healing rays. Drake squinted his eyes and looked up at it, reveling in the calm evoked within him. 
 
    Hayden and Kinimaka were seated to his left side. The big Hawaiian kept staring over his left shoulder as if making sure something hadn’t decided to move. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mano,” Kenzie said. “The new Hard Rock will still be there in half an hour.” 
 
    Hayden looked content, just taking in the atmosphere. London was hectic and industrious and often demanding, but it offered a peaceful haven at the center of the storm. Hayden closed her eyes, breathing in the harmony. 
 
    “Zuki behind bars,” Mai said. “Again. The Scourge under lock and key in some off-the-books black site. Five of the eight militia groups that aided them taken out. And all their plans, contacts and activities recorded on computer. It’s the best end we could have hoped for.” 
 
    “Enjoy it,” Drake said, sitting back. “We deserve it. We deserve this moment in time, after fighting for so many years. We’ve earned it.” 
 
    “But what’s next?” Alicia asked, always looking forward. “A new president. A new agenda. The special forces teams re-engaged maybe. And no obvious enemies out there in the world. No Blood King. No Devil. No Zuki or Scourge or any of the others. It’s like... a new beginning.” 
 
    “Here’s to us,” Drake said, raising his half-empty bottle of water. “And to what lies ahead.” 
 
    “The best,” Dahl put in. “The best of our days lies in the future we make.” 
 
    The bright day passed over Leicester Square, the burdened souls made lighter for a while, their troubles washed away. There was no darkness, no shadow, only potential, weeks and months ahead made better for all people by the sacrifices they made, by the way they ran into conflict rather than away from it, and by the way they held duty foremost in their hearts. 
 
    Nobody walking past them, who saw them, who smiled at their contentment, knew just what they’d done or how much they’d sacrificed. And the SPEAR team were good with that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    Please read on for an update to the Matt Drake world. 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed reading this tenth anniversary story as much as I enjoyed writing it. A celebration of ten years of Matt Drake. Many threads came together for the main story and the big scenes and, of course, there was the long-awaited meeting with the Relic Hunters. Drake, Alicia, Dahl and co. have now been working together and getting into trouble for a decade and I want to take this opportunity to thank all my readers, old and new, who have made this possible with your continued encouragement, reviews and support. 
 
      
 
    Next up, it’s the second part of the Relic Hunter adventure centered around the Illuminati which is slated for an early September release. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review! 
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