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Аннотация
When Navy SEAL Dane Maddock and his squad are sent to find the wreckage of a sunken World War II Japanese “Hell Ship,” they find themselves caught up in a deadly race to solve an eight hundred year old mystery. Can Dane and Bones outrun, outfight, and outwit a cadre of deadly adversaries and find the key to unlock the deadly secret of the Knights Templar? Sunken ships, conspiracies, secret societies, historical mysteries, and all the action you can handle! A globe-trotting, adrenaline-charged thriller in the tradition of Clive Cussler and James Rollins. Don’t miss it!


David Wood, Sean Sweeney
Hell Ship


PROLOGUE — A Different Sort of Hell

South China Sea, 1944
In his lucid moments, Trevor Hancock knew that he was already dead and in hell. Mercifully, those moments were few and far between.
At the beginning, during the long march through the jungle, he had dared to nurture hope. The ordeal would end… he would be placed in a legitimate prisoner of war camp where the rules of the Geneva Conventions were observed and treatment monitored by the Red Cross…he would be rescued in a daring commando raid…he would escape on his own.
It had been easier to hope at the beginning, easier to believe in the possibility that this trial would eventually pass, for the simple reason that he was not alone. Archie was with him, and despite the fact that the Nips would beat them savagely if they attempted to speak among themselves, they’d managed to befriend several other chaps from the service, as well as a pair of Aussies and an American, and as they trudged along, they would whisper words of encouragement to each other.
Encouragement was a good thing, but it didn’t fill their stomachs or slake their thirst, and even though most of them were still alive when they reached Singapore, they were all alone now, barely able to acknowledge each other with a look. Hope was reserved for nothing more than the next mouthful of water… the next chance to simply drop in their tracks and sleep…the sweet release of death.
By the time the column of prisoners reached the ship, Hancock was more an automaton than a living human, trudging forward with almost no awareness whatsoever of his surroundings. If asked, he might have been able to provide his name, rank and roster number, but an hour later he would have no recollection of the exchange.
The ship was a different sort of hell.
He did not remember being shuffled onto the vessel or crammed into the dark furnace-like environs of what he could only assume was the cargo hold of a steam freighter. The fetid air left him dizzy, unable to do much more than slump in place. There wasn’t enough room for any of the prisoners to stretch out and lay down, so arms and legs were splayed and interwoven in a tapestry of misery.
“Hold faith,” a voice whispered, and for just a moment, his consciousness was tugged back into the present.
Archie?
He couldn’t recall the last time he’d heard his old friend’s voice, and he realized that, without consciously thinking it, he had already given Archie up for dead.
Maybe he is dead, and maybe I am, too.
“You might as well be for all the good you are to this outfit,” spat another voice, contemptuously. Hancock recognized the speaker instantly — the old sergeant major who had overseen their training back home. But that didn’t make any sense; the sergeant major hadn’t shipped out with the regiment, and he certainly hadn’t been taken prisoner. “You are an officer in Her Majesty’s service, Lord Hancock. You were meant for better things than this,”
The honorific was pronounced with a sarcastic sneer, as the sergeant major was wont to do, but as the last sentence was uttered, the voice changed and Hancock heard his father speaking.
“Greatness was entrusted to you. You carry our future and all our hopes. Will you die in this hole?”
Do I have a choice?
He did not of course; whether he lived or died was completely dependent on the whim of his captors. But the words lingered in his consciousness and he raised a weak hand, almost involuntarily and touched the side of his head just above his right ear. His fingertips were drawn almost magnetically to the exact spot, and he traced the outline beneath his scalp as if doing so might unlock all of its magical potential.
How long had it been since he had even thought about this?
A secret, entrusted to him almost from the day he was born, his alone to carry and keep safe until….
Until he had a son of his own.
That wasn’t going to happen now. He was going to die in this floating pit of hell, and his body would be pitched into the sea without marker or memory.
“No,” Archie persisted. “You’ll make it if you keep faith. Don’t give up, Trev.”
Despite the pervasive darkness, Archie’s face appeared a few inches from his own and a firm hand reached out to grasp his. Hancock accepted the handclasp, and allowed himself to be pulled erect.
He immediately regretted the move; nausea and dizziness gripped him, and for a moment, he was sure that he would collapse again, but Archie held him upright until the worst of it was past. The sweltering darkness was filled with the groans of dying men, but through it Hancock could make out the faint rumble of the engines and the hum of water sliding against the hull.
“Right,” he mumbled. “Now what?”
“Survive.” The voice was not Archie’s, nor did it belong to his father or the sergeant major, but was somehow a chorus of all three, and then, as if to emphasize the exhortation, a peal of thunder split the darkness.
Not thunder, Hancock realized with a swell of dread. An explosion.
The deck heaved beneath him, and no amount of encouragement from persons past or present, living or dead, could have made it possible for him to stay on his feet. Because he was standing however, when the floor beneath him pitched sideways, he was not crushed in the tangle of bodies, but instead landed atop the undulating wave of flesh that piled up against an unseen bulkhead.
Almost immediately, the ship rolled back to the other side. Fully aware now, and fueled by a primal instinct for survival, Hancock began clutching for a handhold. He was not alone in this effort; all around him, prisoners were scrambling to avoid being swept away and crushed in the receding human tide. The dark hold was filled with groans of pain and exertion, and desperately shouted blasphemies. His fingers grazed an exposed beam, and for just a moment, he managed to grasp it, but then the deck sloped away and he fell, slamming hard against the floor.
The ship rocked back and forth for a few seconds, but when it finally settled again, the deck was no longer a horizontal surface. The ship was listing to one side, and Hancock could only assume that it was taking on water. It was a conclusion that the other prisoners — or at least those still able to think and act — quickly reached, and in an instant, they began surging across the hold. Hancock was caught up in the deluge, pushed by panicked souls behind to fill in the gap left by those in the front who had inexplicably moved down the sloping deck. A few seconds later, the British officer saw the reason for the mass migration: a rectangle of light perforated the oppressive darkness.
A door.
Even as he registered this fact, Hancock heard the familiar rattling-piston noise of a machine gun report. Cries rose up from the tangled throng ahead of Hancock, and he intuitively grasped that the bullets were being directed at the prisoners as they flooded through that narrow exit, but there was no turning away from it. There was another burst and more cries and then suddenly he was through the door.
The gun roared again, almost deafeningly loud because of its close proximity. Hancock expected at any moment to feel the sharp bite of metal tearing through his body, but he made it through the chokepoint and was disgorged into blinding daylight without being hit. Unable to see where he was going, he ricocheted between his fellow fleeing prisoners, following the downward slope like the ball in a coin-operated Ballyhoo machine. He caught just a glimpse of something gray and endless directly ahead — the ocean, stretching on forever — and then he was swept into it.
After weeks in the jungle and God alone knew how many days locked up in sweltering enclosure aboard the ship, the water felt invigorating. For a moment, he was content to simply float there in the sea’s salty embrace. Then the machine gun chattered again and the water around him erupted with bullet strikes.
The ship was still coasting forward, but her screws had stopped turning and the water pouring into the gaping wound amidships was dragging her to a halt. Nevertheless, in the space of just a few seconds, Hancock found himself fifty yards astern of the listing vessel. He couldn’t make out the name painted in white letters on the black hull, but he recognized that he had been wrong in some of his assumptions about the ship. It was not a freighter at all, but a small passenger liner, with a single smokestack and a pair of radio masts bracketing the superstructure. The Japanese, like all the powers fighting in the war, had conscripted civilian ocean liners for use as troop transports. What he had mistaken for a cargo hold had in reality been the ship’s dining hall, or perhaps even a grand ballroom, shuttered with steel armor plates to keep out both sunlight and bullets from strafing aircraft.
He saw no other vessels, which meant that there was probably a submarine lurking nearby, perhaps already lining up to loose another torpedo at the ocean liner. An Allied submarine, Hancock realized with a twist of dread. They saw only the Rising Sun emblazoned above her transom; they could not know that the liner was transporting their captive brothers-in-arms.
There was another explosion from the ship, probably a boiler or a fuel tank rupturing, and the vessel rolled over onto its starboard side, flinging prisoners and Japanese troops alike into the sea. Only now did Hancock realize just how many men were in the water, some thrashing to get away from the doomed vessel, but many more just floating face down, the last of their lifeblood leaking away from gaping bullet wounds.
There was blood in the water; a lot of it.
Creaking and groaning, the ship burrowed deeper into the sea. The bow rose up for a moment, thrusting skyward as the inundated stern aimed for the bottom, and then with a rushing sound, the black hull slipped down like a sword thrust and disappeared.
Hancock rolled over and began swimming frantically to put some distance between himself and the sinking ship, lest the cavitation suck him down as well. He must have been far enough away, for he didn’t feel even the slightest bit of pull, but that was soon the least of his worries.
“Shark!”
The screamed warning echoed again and again so that it was impossible to tell where the threat was coming from. Hancock scanned the water all around for the knife edge shape of a dorsal fin plowing toward him, but saw nothing. This did not reassure him; he’d heard that sharks struck from below, drawn to the smell of blood and the thrashing of swimmers.
The survival instinct that had energized him to escape the sinking ship drained away in the face of this realization. He had been on the verge of collapse before, his reserves exhausted. With nothing left, not even hope to propel him onward, he surrendered himself to the whim of fate and let the water carry him away.

CHAPTER 1

Annapolis, Maryland
Any passersby would have assumed that Alexandra Vaccaro was attempting a complex juggling act, but the reality was somewhat more prosaic: she was just looking for her keys.
The shoes were the problem.
She wasn’t normally given to making impulse purchases, and certainly not Prada knock-offs sold by a shady-looking guy on the sidewalk near the College Park Metro Station. But they really were very nice shoes — silver pointed cap toe pumps — and she had the perfect outfit to go with them; a slinky black cocktail dress that made her green eyes glitter like emeralds, her not-quite-natural blonde highlights shine like gold, and her Mediterranean olive complexion looked like a killer tan. And while she was, as a general rule, morally opposed to purchasing counterfeit merchandise, she felt comfortable making this one exception since there was no way on earth she’d ever be able to afford the genuine article.
Even so, she had been on the verge of walking away from the vendor empty-handed and with no regrets, when a vaguely familiar female voice had reached out from across the street. “Allie?”
She had groaned, even without knowing for sure who the person was. No one called her Allie anymore, hadn’t in years, not since….
She looked in the direction of the shout and saw a stocky woman wearing a US Navy service khaki uniform, crossing the street and waving. As the woman drew near, Alex could easily distinguish the silver bar pinned to the woman’s collar. Mustering a smile that was about as genuine as the “Padra” pumps, she extended both hands in a “come hug me” gesture and squealed: “Lynn? Oh, my God? Look at you.”
On later reflection, Alex recognized that the encounter — or something like it — had probably been inevitable. This close to the nation’s capital, the odds of running into someone from the bad old days of boot camp were pretty good.
With as much poise as she could muster, she congratulated the recently promoted Lieutenant Junior Grade Lynn Baker and deftly turned the conversation away from a discussion about her own life. Alex could see the unasked question in Lynn’s eyes, but she made sure that no opportunity to ask it ever arose.
The unexpected reunion, which lasted no more than ten minutes, had nevertheless thrown her itinerary into a state of chaos. She’d arrived at the National Archives just as the staff was heading to lunch, and so a ten minute delay put her more than an hour behind schedule.
Don would scold her for being so late.
He was a decent enough employer, but he had an almost slavish devotion to orderliness, which included living nearly every waking moment according to schedule. Part of that owed, she imagined, to his profession; a historian — a military historian, no less — he was attuned to how complex systems like governments and civilizations could collapse with astonishing suddenness if the citizens did not mind the details. But Alex suspected that much of his insistence on orderliness stemmed from his desire to be in control of his environment. An invalid — paralyzed by a sniper’s bullet during the Vietnam conflict and thereafter confined to a wheelchair — Don had to rely on others for even the simplest of actions. As his research assistant, Alex had to be sensitive to his whims, and while her position allowed her to operate independent of his schedule, she did her best to avoid thumbing her nose at his rage for order. She certainly didn’t relish the idea of explaining to him how everything had fallen apart because she’d been distracted while window shopping.
She had however decided to treat herself, and as she headed back into the Metro station, her primary mission accomplished, she bought the shoes.
Now an hour later, standing literally on the threshold of her destination, she had cause to regret that self-indulgent decision.
Her keys were in her purse, which hung over her left shoulder. The plain cardboard box with the shoes was tucked under her right arm, and in her left hand, she held a thick manila envelope, containing nearly four hundred pages of recently declassified naval engagement records from World War II. She tried switching the shoe box to her left hand, but the keys remained just out of reach in the hidden depths of the purse. She was going to need both hands to do this, and that meant admitting defeat and surrendering to the notion that she would have to set her burdens down.
Alex hated admitting defeat.
Instead of setting the shoebox down, she placed it against the closed door and shifted her left hip to brace it in place so that she could—
The door swung open.
That’s not right, Alex thought, overcoming her initial surprise and catching the shoebox before it could drop to the floor.
Don insisted the door be locked and bolted; she had turned the key to the deadbolt herself before leaving.
A visitor?
That was unlikely. Except for her, Don rarely had houseguests and his nurse came in the evenings, unless of course there was a….
She swallowed. An emergency. But no, even in that worst case scenario, someone would have called her mobile number. Standing there, framed by the doorway, she shuffled a few more possibilities, all of which brought her back to that original observation.
Something wasn’t right here. Something was very wrong.
She curled the sheaf of documents into a half-roll and stuffed it into her purse. Six inches of it stuck out awkwardly, but she ignored this and shifted the bag so that it hung behind her, out of the way. Then she opened the shoebox and took out one of the ersatz designer shoes, gripping it around the instep, holding it up so that the three-inch heel looked almost like a fisherman’s gaff hook. With a final deep breath to steel her courage, she started inside.
She immediately noticed a sulfurous smell, faint but unmistakable, and knew that her worst fears must certainly be true. Still, she had to know.
The front room was exactly as she had left it, with not so much as a couch throw pillow out of place. She cast a glance toward the kitchen, similarly in perfect order, and kept moving.
Her heart was pounding and despite everything she’d ever learned about dealing with a situation like this, she found herself breathless, almost giddy, as she turned into the hallway that led to Don’s office and bedroom.
The office door stood half-open, affording her a mostly unobstructed view of what lay beyond. It was not at all as she had left it, but was somehow exactly what she expected.
Papers were strewn about like confetti after a New Year’s party, and her first absurd thought was that she would have to clean the mess up. Thousands of sheets of paper — faxes, photocopies of old letters and pictures, manuscript drafts — covered the carpet like an early season snowfall. And in the midst of that white chaos sat her employer, Don Riddell.
He was in his wheel chair, as he always was when she saw him, and she half-expected him to look up and bark at her for being tardy, but even a casual glance told her that would never happen.
A tiny dark spot, dribbling red, marked the spot where something about the diameter of a pencil had bored straight through Don’s forehead.
That was how his life had ended. The uncountable cuts and abrasions on his face and arms told the story of what had happened in the preceding minutes.
Strangely, she felt dissociated from the horror she now beheld. She felt an urge to rush forward, check for a pulse, find some way to save him, but she knew that was merely the human instinct for denial.
Don was dead.
Tortured, she thought. Murdered.
“Damn it.”
There was a soft rustle of movement behind her, and she whirled to confront the source.
In that instant, she saw only the gun. The man who held it was an indistinct shape — dark clothes and blurry features — but the pistol, equipped with a six-inch long suppressor, absorbed her awareness the way a black hole consumes light. As if in slow motion, she saw the weapon come up, swinging toward her like a compass needle seeking magnetic north.
She overcame the spell, raised her eyes to meet the gunman, and struck before he could pull the trigger. She raked the high-heel shoe across the back of his gun hand. The sturdy molded tip bit deep, gouging a bloody furrow in his skin. The man jerked away, involuntarily triggering a round. The suppressor did its job well; Alex barely even heard the report over the sound of blood thundering in her ears. She felt a spray of hot vapor on her face, and felt a rush of something moving rapidly past her ear.
The man retreated down the hall a few steps — removing himself from the reach of her high-heels — and raised his left hand to steady his aim for a second shot, but Alex had also moved, hurling herself into Don’s office, removing herself from the gunman’s line of sight. She ducked behind the motionless form of her stricken employer, and as the killer appeared in the doorway, she gripped the rubber coated push handles of his wheelchair and using it like a battering ram, charged headlong.
The gunman tried to backpedal, but he was too slow by a heartbeat. With her head down, Alex did not see the collision, but she certainly felt it. The wheelchair came to a very abrupt halt, nosing forward and pitching her headlong over the resulting jumble of chair and human bodies. Her foot caught something as she tumbled past, but she recovered quickly, got her feet under her again, and charged through the house. She expected at any moment to feel the burning impact of a bullet, but if the killer managed to get a shot off it came nowhere near her.
She burst through the front door and never looked back.

CHAPTER 2

San Diego, California
It was a typically quiet Tuesday night in the county lockup and sheriff’s deputy Aaron Conway was looking forward to getting caught up on his homework. Since the department was paying the tuition for his criminal justice courses, he figured they wouldn’t object to him catching up on his assigned reading while on the clock. It wasn’t like there was actually anything to do, aside from glancing at the camera feed every once in a while to make sure that the drunks in the tank weren’t hurting themselves or choking on their own vomit.
He hated it when they did that.
Actually, he hated almost everything about lock-up duty. As a very young boy, he’d dreamed of being a cop, but he could not have imagined his career in law enforcement would be like this. He had to keep telling himself that this was only temporary; everyone had to pay their dues. That’s all this was.
A buzzer warned him that someone had just come in through the visitor’s entrance. It wasn’t unusual for someone to show up, even at this late hour, to bail out one of the “guests.” He set his book aside, straightening in his chair to look more official. He was surprised to see that the newcomer was in uniform — a naval uniform with a pair of silver bars on the collar.
Aaron Conway, who prior to joining the San Diego County Sheriff’s Department had served three years active duty in the United States Marine Corps and was still a reservist, immediately stood up and assumed the position of attention. He felt foolish at the automatic response, and told himself to relax; inside these walls, he was the superior officer.
Easier said than done.
The naval officer advanced to the desk and deftly removed his cap to reveal close-cropped blond hair. Conway did not fail to notice a distinctive badge perched above a rack of ribbons on the man’s chest, an eagle with wings spread above an old-fashioned pistol and a trident.
The man was a Navy SEAL.
Sometimes the Shore Patrol would send a petty officer to round up sailors who’d tied-on one too many while on liberty and wound up in the lockup, but this was an altogether new experience for Conway.
“Can I help you, Lieutenant…” He shifted his gaze to the name plate over the man’s right shirt pocket. “Maxwell?”
The officer didn’t waste time with pleasantries or even courtesy. “You arrested a man earlier this evening. Big guy… tall. Dark hair, dark complexion.”
“Uh…” Conway glanced down at the roster even though he knew immediately who the lieutenant was referring to. “You mean the Indian?”
A faint head shake. “He’s Pakistani. That’s a common mistake. So he is here?”
Conway’s eyebrows drew together. He thought maybe the SEAL officer had misunderstood him, but he wasn’t about to argue with the man. “We have someone who matches that description. No ID and he refused to give his name. Had a few too many and started breaking chairs at one of those beachside bars.” He didn’t add that the chairs had been broken over the heads of a few other drunken rowdies, all of whom were repeat offenders and probably deserved their lumps.
The lieutenant nodded and then heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness you’ve got him. There might still be time.”
“Time? For what?”
The SEAL ignored the question. “Deputy, I need to take custody of your prisoner.”
“Take custody? I—”
The officer leaned closer, as if preparing to share some profound secret. “Look, I’m not supposed to tell you this — hell, I’ve already said more than I should have — but this is a matter of national security. I don’t — no, make that we don’t have time to pussyfoot around with ‘proper channels.’” He made quote marks with his fingers. “Where I’m taking him…well, it’s somewhere rules and proper channels won’t be a problem.”
Conway gaped. “Is it really that serious?”
Maxwell shrugged. “Officially? I can’t comment on that. Unofficially, let’s just say that if you don’t turn him over to me ASAP, tomorrow’s headlines might be…memorable.”
The deputy’s first impulse was to pick up the phone and call his department head at home. The navy man seemed to read his intention. “Tick tock, son. If you don’t have the cojones to act decisively, then you’d damn well better call someone who can.”
Conway bristled. “Screw that, sir.” He picked up the phone, but instead of dialing an outside line, he called the deputy stationed in the holding area. “Rex. Bring out the Indian.”
“He’s Pakistani,” the SEAL insisted.
Conway didn’t pass along the correction. Instead, he added: “Wait for me. This guy could be trouble.” He set the handset back in the cradle and turned to Maxwell. “You want to come along?”
“Right behind you.”
Conway pushed a button on his desktop to temporarily disable the electronic door locks, and led the SEAL into one of the holding areas. They’d given the Indian — or rather, the Pakistani — his own cell instead of locking him up in the drunk tank. Once the responding deputies — four of them in all — had subdued the man, he’d been cooperative enough. Now, a few hours closer to sober, he appeared completely docile, offering no resistance as a deputy ushered him out of the cell. But when the tall prisoner caught sight of the man in the Navy duds, his expression hardened. He locked his gaze on the SEAL. “You.”
Before the prisoner could elaborate, the lieutenant spoke. “Deputy, if he so much as looks at me cross-eyed, you have my leave to use your baton on him until he’s a quivering puddle of Jello on the floor. Do I make myself clear?”
Although he was addressing the deputy, his eyes never left the prisoner.
“It would be my pleasure,” Conway answered, resting a hand on the grip of his nightstick.
The big man raised his hands, but his swarthy face twisted into something that looked almost like a smile. “You win, paleface. Let’s bury the tomahawk, or whatever the hell that saying is.”
Conway threw a perplexed glance at the SEAL; he was pretty sure that wasn’t the sort of thing a Pakistani would say. Maxwell however kept his stare fixed on the prisoner. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your trap shut.”
The prisoner barked a derisive laugh, but the SEAL was done talking to him. He gestured toward the exit. “Put him in my car. I’ll take it from there.”
He led the procession through the building and out the visitor’s entrance to a non-descript sedan with government motor pool license plates. Once there, he opened the rear door and gestured for the prisoner to get inside.
Conway frowned. “Sir, I know you SEALs are all badass and everything, but are you sure it’s safe for you to escort him by yourself?”
Lieutenant Maxwell cast an appraising eye at the hulking prisoner. “I don’t think he’s going to be any trouble. But on second thought, maybe you’d better put him up front where I can keep an eye on him.”
Once more, Conway got the sense that the SEAL had missed the point, but surely the guy knew his business, and despite being a little unsteady on his feet, the big drunk Indian—Pakistani, Conway corrected himself — did not resist in the least as he was guided into the passenger seat. With the door firmly closed, the officer donned his hat and circled around to the driver’s side.
He lingered behind the open car door for a final exhortation to Conway. “Thanks for your assistance, deputy. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that what happened here tonight needs to be kept under wraps. National security, you know.”
Conway nodded. “Where you taking him? Leavenworth?”
The SEAL’s craggy expression cracked into something almost like a wry smile. “Trust me, where I’m taking him makes Leavenworth look like a vacation resort.”

CHAPTER 3

Deputy Conway had been right about one thing; the drunken prisoner was indeed an Indian — not an “India, Indian” but rather a Native American, a Cherokee to be precise. He had the unlikely name of Uriah Bonebrake, but most of his friends — those few who were willing to tolerate his acerbic, politically incorrect, and too often unfunny jokes, not to mention his weakness for strong drink — simply called him “Bones.”
More than three hours had passed since his arrest, slightly more since his last drink, and the passage of time had lowered his blood alcohol level a little; he was no longer falling-down-drunk, but merely just mean and disinhibited.
“I suppose you think I’m supposed to get down on my knees and thank you, right?” he snarled at the man in the officer’s uniform behind the steering wheel. “Keep dreaming, Your Holiness.”
The driver, who was in the process of removing the plastic name tag from his shirt pocket, looked over at Bones with thinly disguised contempt. “I don’t want thanks or anything else from you, Bones.” He braced the steering wheel of the moving sedan with one knee, quickly affixed a different name plate to his uniform; this one read: Maddock. “I didn’t do this for you. Personally, I would have been happy to let you rot in there, but unfortunately, when you make an ass of yourself, it embarrasses the whole team.”
Bones snorted. “You’re one to talk about the team.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
Bones gave him a long hard stare. “The team is the guys on the field. You don’t want to be part of the team; you want to be the star. An army of one, or a navy of one. Whatever.”
Dane Maddock stifled his impulse to deny the accusation, partly because he knew that Bones was still half-plastered and that any argument would be wasted on him, and partly because the big man’s underlying premise wasn’t entirely incorrect.
Bones wasn’t finished. “Dude, don’t you get what it means to be part of a SEAL team? Work hard and play hard…only you’re so uptight that you can’t ever just let down and relax with the rest of us when the mission is done. That’s what being part of a team is all about; if you’re gonna be willing to die for your swim-buddy, you’ve got to be willing to hang out with him. We all get that. Except for you, mister tight ass. I thought I’d managed to chill you out on our trip to Boston, but you wouldn’t stay loosened up.”
“We were off-duty.” Dane shifted in his seat. “Besides, I’m impersonating an officer for you. I should get some credit for that. Do you know what will happen if Maxie finds out?”
Bones stared at him for several long seconds and then broke into a guffaw.
Dane hadn’t meant it as a joke, but decided he was glad Bones had interpreted it that way and happier still with the silence that followed.
Bones wasn’t wrong. Dane had been questioning his place among the hard-fighting, hard-playing SEAL team, particularly since their return from a four-month deployment.
Both men were elite US Navy SEALs — the acronym stood for Sea, Air and Land, and represented the environments in which the highly trained and exceptionally fit warriors operated with deadly efficiency — and had been for almost two years, which also happened to be the length of time Dane Maddock had known Uriah Bonebrake. They had met during BUD/S — the Navy was fixated on acronyms; this one stood for Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training, which technically made it a two-stage acronym — and survived the capstone event of the course, a five day long marathon of grueling physical activity and sleep deprivation known affectionately as “Hell Week,” to earn their SEAL trident. There had been some friction between them during the course, culminating in a brawl that might have cost both men their careers if not for the intervention of their commanding officer, Hartford Maxwell. “Maxie” had the brilliant idea of shackling the pair of wayward young SEALs together, figuratively speaking, for a weekend of rest and relaxation that had unexpectedly landed them in the middle of a murder investigation and a search for a priceless relic with the potential to rewrite the nation’s history.
After that, things had gone a lot smoother. Over the weeks and months that followed, they finished their training and were integrated into Maxie’s SEAL team, based out of Coronado Naval Amphibious Station. Dane was put in charge of a platoon, and Bones had been assigned to oversee a squad comprised mostly of guys who had come through BUD/S with them, including Willis Sanders and Pete ‘Professor’ Chapman. With their skills honed to razor sharp perfection, they eagerly embraced the challenge of that first deployment, and everything had gone flawlessly.
And then, it was over and everything had gone right into the toilet. Almost as soon as they were back in the States, Bones had started drinking…a lot.
Bones liked to joke about his heritage, sometimes playing to deeply ingrained stereotypes. Dane was pretty sure he did it as a way of making people feel uncomfortable around him, though why Bones felt the need to do that was anyone’s guess. Maybe it was a defense mechanism, but it was hard to imagine what could possibly make the six-foot six-inch tall Bones feel threatened. Regardless, there was one stereotype that Bones seemed intent on fulfilling: the drunken Indian.
Dane and the rest of the platoon had covered for him to the best of their ability. A lot of the bars around Coronado were on friendly terms with the teams, and knew how to be discreet whenever a sailor tied on one too many. But Bones had blasted through all the familiar watering holes in the first month back, and been 86’d from each and every one. After that, it had been a lot harder to keep tabs on him. Tonight, he’d escalated things…maybe gone too far.
Bones’ drinking was only part of a much bigger problem. The big Indian had, however inarticulately, hit the nail on the head; Dane was becoming more a coach than a player, managing his team rather than leading them. Of course, that was increasingly necessary as Bones and some of the others were constantly pushing the boundaries.
Further complicating the situation was a letter he’d received from Rear Admiral Long — one of his former instructors at Annapolis and currently overseeing the Navy’s Bureau of Personnel — recommending him for a slot as the executive officer of the USS Valley Forge.
When he’d graduated from the Naval Academy, he’d been firm in his decision to become a SEAL and make a name for himself in the elite Special Warfare field, but the Navy was, first and foremost, about ships, and it was expected that the goal of every officer was to one day have a ship of his own. Being recommended for the XO slot on a Ticonderoga-class guided missile cruiser was the equivalent of a career catapult; from there, it might be only a couple more years before he was given his own command.
It wasn’t really what he wanted, but if he refused, there was no telling when or if such an opportunity would come again.
Maybe the universe was trying to tell him something.
Bones stayed quiet for the rest of the drive back to Coronado, his head turned away from Dane, as if to stare out the window. When they arrived back at their team room, Dane discovered that the big man had passed out.
As he got out, Willis and Professor came out to meet him. Both men looked exceptionally subdued, which Dane attributed to being up at two a.m. to cover for their wayward teammate.
“He’s out,” Dane said in a stage whisper. “Come on and help me carry him inside.”
The two SEALs looked at each other and then started forward. “We got this, Maddock,” Professor said. “You should probably head inside.”
“Why?” But even as he asked it, Dane knew the answer, and breathed a curse. Another figure stood in the doorway, watching them…watching him. Dane stiffened his spine and put on his best nonchalant expression as he strode up the walk to meet the team commander. “Evening, sir.”
“Actually, Maddock, I think ‘good morning’ would be the correct greeting.” Maxie’s voice was stern, his visage typically unreadable. “What’s the problem here?”
Dane spread his hand innocently. “No problem that I’m aware of, sir.”
Maxie stared back at him for a moment longer then turned smartly on his heel. “My office,” he said, without looking back. Dane sighed and hustled after his boss. When they reached the utilitarian room, Maxie settled wearily into his chair. “Close the door.”
Dane complied, groaning inwardly. A closed-door meeting was not a good sign.
Maxie didn’t waste time with preamble. “Say the word and Bonebrake is gone.”
Dane shook his head. “That won’t be necessary, sir. He’s a good SEAL. I’d trust him with my life.”
“He’s a sledgehammer,” Maxie corrected. “When you need to smash something, a sledgehammer is a great thing to have. When you need to drive a nail…not so much. I’ve seen dozens of guys like him in my time; they thrive in combat, but can’t handle home port so well. Lord knows, I’ve done my best to straighten him out.”
Dane wasn’t sure if Maxie was offering him a solution or testing his loyalty to his teammates, but either way, despite the friction between them, he wasn’t about to throw Bones under the bus. “He can handle it, sir. We’ll make sure of it.”
“Being in command means making hard choices. I know you think that your first loyalty is to the men in your platoon, but you’re not doing them any favors by covering up a serious problem.”
“I understand, sir.”
“I’m not so sure you do.” Maxie studied him a moment longer, then waved his hand. “Anyway, that’s not why I wanted to talk to you.”
“Sir?”
“You didn’t think I was up at this hour just to deal with a drunken sailor, did you?” A rare smile creased Maxie’s face then he was all business again. “Tonight, I received a call from the SECNAV asking a favor of me. A favor of the very hush-hush variety.”
Dane felt his pulse quicken, equal parts excitement and anxiety. “A mission?”
“A training exercise,” Maxie emphasized.
“Training exercise” was shorthand for a highly classified, off-the-books action, one for which there would be only minimal tactical support and complete deniability. If the mission was successful, there would be no official acknowledgement, and if things went south, the team would be on their own.
“It’s an underwater salvage operation,” he continued. “You’ll be looking for a sunken wreck in the South China Sea. Find it, verify it’s really where we think it is, and then come home without attracting any attention. Zero attention, to be precise.”
Dane was pleasantly surprised by that. While it was true that SEALs were arguably the deadliest warriors in the US military, they were also some of the best trained divers anywhere.
Maxie slid a file folder across the desktop and Dane scooped it up, eager to learn the details of the mission. Would they be looking for an experimental stealth drone that crashed to close to Chinese waters? An illegal arms shipment bound for North Korea?
There was a single sheet of paper inside and most of it was blank, but even after reading it three times, Dane still couldn’t make sense of what was written there. “Is this correct sir? I’m supposed to find a Japanese ship from World War II?”
“The Awa Maru,” Maxie said.
The sheet of paper included a brief excerpt detailing the sinking of the Awa Maru, an ocean liner that had been impressed into Japanese naval service, running supplies and personnel between the island nation and her colonies in the South Pacific and Indonesia. On April 1, 1945, an American submarine, the USS Queenfish, under the command of Elliot Loughlin, had sunk the ship with torpedoes.
Dane lowered the brief and met Maxie’s impassive stare. “Sir, maybe it’s not my place to ask why, but…why?”
“Correct. It’s not your place to ask,” Maxie agreed in a clipped tone, but then his lips twitched into a smile. “Nor was it my place to ask the SECNAV, but I did anyway. What do you know about Admiral Loughlin?”
Dane faintly recalled Loughlin’s name from his classes at Annapolis. Loughlin had been something of a legend during the war, and in the years that followed had become one of the most decorated officers in US Naval history, twice earning the prestigious Legion of Merit award. The incident with the Awa Maru was the only black spot on his record; the ship had been purportedly transporting supplies for POW camps, under the auspices of the Red Cross, and all US ships had been ordered not to engage her. After the sinking, Loughlin was immediately relieved of command, court-martialed, and found guilty of negligence, though ultimately his career had survived and he had gone on to earn the rank of rear admiral.
Maxie nodded as Dane finished his recollection. “The Awa Maru went down with all hands, except for one lone survivor; over two thousand dead, mostly civilian businessmen, diplomats and merchant marines. The Navy brass feared that it would be a public relations disaster, generating sympathy for Japan, but strangely the incident was mostly hushed up. Loughlin received a slap on the wrist — a Letter of Admonition in his permanent record — and the US agreed to pay the Japanese reparations for the loss of the ship. But it turns out, there’s a lot more to the story. To begin with, the Awa Maru had already dropped off its supplies in Singapore. It was transporting cargo back to Japan, cargo which would have aided in their war effort.”
“Which would have made it a legitimate military target,” Dane said. “No wonder the Japanese didn’t make more of a fuss; if word got out that they were using Red Cross designated ships to smuggle contraband, it would have been an even bigger PR disaster for them.”
“And if the Awa Maru had reached its destination, it would have been a military disaster for us. She was carrying enough war loot — gold, platinum, diamonds — to finance the war for several more years. It’s also believed that the ship was carrying the bones of the Peking Man, which went missing during the war and have never been found.”
Dane shook his head. “Let me get this straight. The SECNAV wants us to go treasure hunting?”
“I asked him the same question. As I said, there’s more to the story. Rumors about the Awa Maru’s cargo have been circulating for years; people don’t just give up when there’s five billion dollars worth of treasure out there for the taking. In 1976, the American astronaut Scott Carpenter, and Jon Lindbergh — the son of Charles Lindbergh and a former Navy frogman — discovered the Queenfish’s log, which pinpointed the location where the sinking occurred, and a few years later the Chinese government announced that they had found the wreck, but no treasure.”
“They had the wrong wreck?”
“According to the SECNAV, the Queenfish’s log book was a fake, part of an elaborate ruse to probe China’s defensive posture in the Taiwan Strait. Carpenter and Lindbergh were part of the deception. The Chinese ran them off the site, which was not completely unexpected, and then took over. Whatever ship they found, or claim to have found, wasn’t the Awa Maru. Loughlin’s actual log book indicates that the ship was sunk several hundred miles away and remains undiscovered.”
“Which brings me back to my original question: why does the Secretary of the Navy want us to go looking for buried treasure? Budget cuts?”
“It’s political.” Maxie’s nose wrinkled, as if saying the word had been distasteful, but then he continued. “China has the best claim for the treasure, particularly the Peking Man, which is an invaluable piece of history. And in case you haven’t been reading the news, China holds our markers. Our national credit rating isn’t what it used to be. If China calls that debt in, we’re done, and a lot of folks think maybe that’s what the Chinese want. The President believes that pointing them to the real treasure would earn us some political capital with Beijing, but since we hoodwinked them once before, he wants to make sure that the ship is actually there before passing on the location. That’s why your job will be to find it and make sure it’s really the Awa Maru. Recon only. Under no circumstances are you to attempt recovery of the ship or its cargo.”
“And then when it’s politically expedient, the President can hand the Awa Maru to China, wrapped up in a bow. But why now? Why a middle of the night phone call?”
“SECNAV didn’t say, and I didn’t ask.” Maxie crossed his arms, signaling that he was done entertaining questions. “He made it very clear that this is a favor, Dane. It’s not such a bad thing to have the Secretary of the Navy owe you one, if you catch my drift. Particularly at this crossroads in your career.”
It took a moment for the significance of the last statement to sink in. “You know about the Valley Forge?”
“I may have mentioned your name in passing to Admiral Long.”
Dane suddenly felt numb. “I don’t understand, sir. You want me to leave the team?”
Maxie recoiled a little. “Hell no. You’re an excellent officer. I’m not cutting you loose; I’m trying to set you free to realize your potential. If you stay with the teams, the best you can hope for is to someday have my job. And in case you haven’t noticed, my job amounts to pushing papers, riding herd on drunken sailors, and taking late night phone calls from political appointees. If you ever want to wear a star on your collar, you’ve got to seize every opportunity that comes your way. That’s just the way the Navy works, and I don’t want to be responsible for holding you back. Or, I might add, depriving the service of a damned fine leader.”
Dane wanted to protest, tell Maxie that he wasn’t interested in being an admiral, much less playing the political games necessary to achieve that goal. But there was a part of him that wondered if maybe that was exactly what he should be doing.
A good leader knew the importance of listening to what his NCOs had to say, but sometimes — particularly with guys like Bones — that tested the limits of military discipline. Not to mention his patience. It wouldn’t be like that on a ship, that little voice inside told him.
Maxie seemed to sense his internal conflict. “It’s not as if you have to decide right now. In fact, right now, you’ve got a ‘training exercise’ to do. I want you wheels up by dawn and running a search grid over the target zone ASAP.”
Dane put the matter of his career on a mental back burner. “I’ll tell the guys.”
“Good. Pour some coffee down Bonebrake’s throat. Maybe getting back out in the field will help him straighten up. Oh, and one other thing…”
“Sir?”
“I’ll need my name tag back.”

CHAPTER 4

Washington DC
Alex found sanctuary in a cheap hotel and didn’t venture outside for two days. She paid in cash and the desk clerk hadn’t batted an eye. Come to think of it, he hadn’t even made eye contact. It was the perfect place to lay low until she could figure out what was going on.
Survival was her first concern.
Don’s murder had not simply been a robbery gone wrong; the historian had been tortured, his office ransacked. The killer had been looking for something, and Alex was pretty sure she knew what that something was.
She wasn’t a believer in coincidence. Don had been killed on the very day that he was to receive several recently declassified government documents that he had requested under the terms of the Freedom of Information Act — documents that would have been sitting on his desk when the killer arrived had she not been running late. She still had the envelope from the archives. It only stood to reason that if the killer was still looking for it, he would be looking for her as well.
But who was he? Who did he work for? Until she knew the answer to that question, she couldn’t trust anyone.
Her first stop after fleeing Don’s neighborhood had been a bank ATM where she’d taken the maximum allowable cash advance on her credit cards. Most of the cash had gone toward the purchase of an IBM Thinkpad portable computer, which she felt sure she would need in order to puzzle out the deadly significance of the documents. Afterward, she’d stocked up on non-perishable foods, a few sundries, and then tried to lose herself in downtown DC.
As Don’s research assistant, she had a general idea of what was contained in the documents he had requested. Don’s next book was to be a detailed history of the so-called “hell ships” which had been used by the Japanese during World War II to transport Allied prisoners-of-war to forced labor camps. The conditions on the ships were inhumane, with hundreds of prisoners crammed into holds, deprived of food, water, and even fresh air. Many of the prisoners died of dysentery and other diseases en route. Many more however died when the transports were targeted by Allied planes and submarines who often did not realize that the ships were carrying their brothers-in-arms. More than 18,000 prisoners had been killed when the hell ships carrying them had been sunk. It was a tragic chapter in a brutal story, and one that might prove potentially embarrassing to the Navy and the US government, even fifty years later. But was it something worth killing over?
She spent a full day poring over facsimiles of log book pages from ships and submarines, engagement reports, transcripts and orders, all relating to the sinking of more than a dozen different hell ships. She recognized many of the names from the hours she had spent doing preliminary research for Don, so she decided to start by looking for any discrepancies between what was generally accepted as accurate history and the official and heretofore secret record. There were some, mostly incongruences in time and precise location, but nothing that sounded to her like motive for murder.
Exhausted, she ate a dinner of Ramen noodles soaked in hot tap water, and turned on the local news. There was no mention of Don’s death or her own disappearance. Nor, she discovered had it rated mention in any of the local newspapers.
Someone had moved quickly to cover up the murder. She spent several sleepless hours listening to the noise of the city and pondering the implications of that.
The next morning she changed tactics, focusing her search on the handful of hell ships that she had not previously researched. One document, a message from the commander of the Pacific fleet to the skipper of the submarine USS Stingray, immediately jumped out at her.
She kicked herself for not having noticed it sooner, but it hadn’t seemed conspicuous at first. It was only after reviewing dozens of reports, most of which were told with view to the ‘big picture,’ that the significance of the message became apparent.
The message, just a few lines written for encryption, did not concern a particular ship or area of operations. It focused on a single man, a prisoner who was being transported in one of the hell ships from Singapore to a forced labor camp in the Philippines.
“IDENTITY CONFIRMED XX PREVENT LT HANCOCK TREVOR RA FROM REACHING CABANATUAN BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY”

She read the words over and over, trying to sublimate her incredulity. “Who are you, Trevor Hancock, and why did Allied Command want you dead?”
She turned on her new computer, dialed up an Internet connection, and did a search for: “Trevor Hancock British Army.” The results were disappointing, so she amended her search to: “Trevor Hancock British Army WWII.”
Alex was adept at navigating her way through Internet databases and newsgroups; she also knew how to navigate the labyrinth of tangential leads and separate the wheat from the chaff. Thus it was that, a mere twenty minutes after first discovering his name in the declassified documents, she was reading about Trevor Hancock, lieutenant of the Royal Army and a British baronet, taken prisoner by the Japanese in 1945, and subsequently missing and presumed dead when the transport bearing him to the Cabanatuan labor camp was sunk in the South China Sea.
* * *
It took just thirty seconds for a sophisticated automated search monitoring program to make note of the fact that someone was perusing online sources for information relating to the disappearance of Trevor Hancock. In accordance with its coded protocols, the eavesdropping program immediately alerted its user, who in turn passed the information along to the next person in his chain of authority.
Less than fifteen miles from the hotel where Alex sat hunched over her computer, the man who had, only forty-eight hours earlier put a bullet through Don Riddell’s forehead, opened his flip-phone to silence the chirping alert tones. “Scalpel, here.”
He listened, saying nothing. At one point, he took out a notebook and scrawled a street address. Only when the other party was done speaking did he break his silence. “Understood.”
Half an hour later, Scalpel was standing outside a coffee shop in downtown Washington DC, the approximate location of the user who was searching for information about Hancock.
He stepped inside and quickly scanned the faces of the patrons. The woman wasn’t there.
He stepped back outside and turned a slow circle, looking up and down the street in both directions until his spied the sign for the hotel.
Of course.
He crossed to the inconspicuously placed doorway and stepped inside. A man sitting behind a barricade of metal bars seemed oblivious. He rapped on the countertop, and when the bored desk clerk finally looked up, he drew back the hem of his jacket to reveal his holstered pistol. The clerk’s eyes went wide and he sat up.
“Hey man, I don’t—”
Scalpel held up a photograph. “Is she here?”
The clerk’s eyes flicked upward, ever so slightly.
“What room?”
“I…” The clerk swallowed nervously as he consulted a sheet of paper on a clipboard. “Two-sixteen.”
“Thanks for your assistance.” Scalpel shot the clerk between the eyes.
He bolted up the stairs two at a time and continued down the second floor hallway at a walk so brisk it was almost a sprint. When he reached to door marked 216, he squared his body parallel to it, and with the pistol in a two-handed ready grip, delivered a forceful heel-kick that struck just below the doorknob. The door burst inward and Scalpel flowed into the room, finger on the trigger, searching for a target.
* * *
The sound of a door crashing open startled Alex. She looked up sharply, turning in the direction of the disturbance. She had heard a lot of strange noises during her brief stay at the hotel — fights, lovemaking, parties — but those things almost always happened late at night, not in the middle of the day when most of the rooms were empty.
It sounded like someone had just broken into the room across the hall.
Against her better judgment, she crept to her front door and eased it open a crack. The angle was just right for her to see a man standing in the doorway of room 216. He had his back to her, but she knew with certainty that the dark haired, broadly built man was the same person who had murdered Don and tried to kill her. The silenced pistol in his right hand was the giveaway.
The man surveyed the room for a moment, then swore loudly. He took out his phone and held it to his ear. “John Lee, I missed her. She’s gone.”
Alex made a mental note of the name
There was a long silence, in which she assumed the killer was being berated for having failed his assignment. Finally, the man said, “She’ll turn up again.”
Another pause.
“And where exactly would that be?”
The man nodded absently as he listened. He stashed the pistol under his jacket, and Alex barely had time to pull her door shut before he turned to leave. Through the thin wood door, she heard him say: “I’ll start packing.”
Alex desperately looked for a place to hide, certain that the man would begin a methodical search of the other rooms. She decided her best chance was to wait beside the door, where she might be able to slip past the man as he entered, but after several minutes of quiet, she realized the danger had passed. She cracked the door again, but the hallway was empty. The killer was gone.

CHAPTER 5

The South China Sea — approximately 300 miles southwest of the Philippines
“Man, this ain’t what I signed up for,” Willis complained.
Bones, manning the wheel of the Jacinta, an 85-foot converted shrimp boat, made no effort to hide his smile. “Dude, you’re on a boat at sea, in the company of manly men. You were expecting something else from Navy life?”
Willis stretched in his chair, tilting his head to one side then the other, and then rubbed his eyes. “Easy for you to say. You’ve got a view.”
Bones could have argued that point. The “view” which had inflamed Willis’ envy was a vast featureless expanse of green-gray water. There were no waves or swells to break up the monotony; the only changing feature was the angle of the sun’s reflection which had been dazzling in the early morning hours. In Bones’ estimation, Willis had the more interesting job of interpreting the data received from the sonar fish that was being towed along behind the boat. There was a lot more variation to the sea floor they were scanning than the sea surface upon which they were riding, though so far the sonar had not revealed the squared outlines of a manmade object, such as a five-hundred foot long ocean liner.
He was a little fuzzy about the particulars of the mission. When the last of the cobwebs from his bender finally evaporated, he discovered that he, along with Maddock, Willis and Professor, were already on the move, cruising over the Pacific in a military transport plane. It was not the strangest wake up he’d ever experienced.
By the time the plane put down in Hawaii, he was fully sober and, more importantly, ready for action, even if the “action” amounted to nothing more than driving a boat back and forth across the sea, looking for some old shipwreck. In a way, he was kind of excited about finding the Japanese treasure ship. His adventures with Maddock in New England had awakened in him a nascent interest in historical puzzles and lost relics, just as long as it didn’t have anything to do with Native American culture. He’d had enough of that crap to last a lifetime.
It occurred to him that he might have said some stupid stuff to Maddock; he did that sometimes when he was drunk. He made a mental note to apologize when an opportunity presented itself. Then again, Maddock was kind of a tight-ass sometimes; he needed an occasional reminder, just to keep things real.
Before leaving Coronado, Maddock had arranged for the lease of the Jacinta and the rental of all the equipment they would need, which meant that they were able to hit the ground running when they set down in Manila. After a quick inspection to make sure that the boat and everything else was in good working order, they had left port and headed directly out to sea, to the coordinates where, according to Maddock’s information, the USS Queenfish had fired her torpedoes at the Awa Maru.
Commander Loughlin had only been able to make an estimate of his position. His coordinates were precise only to the degree and meridian, which meant a potential margin for error of as much as sixty miles in any direction. The officially accepted version of history placed the encounter in the Taiwan Strait, dangerously close to the Chinese mainland, but Maddock’s information put the sinking more than four hundred miles to the south, near the Spratly Islands, which were claimed by six different nations, including China and Vietnam. The claims were disputed and mostly symbolic, so there was little chance of running afoul of a military patrol, but the SEALs were acutely aware of the fact that the longer they spent crisscrossing the search zone, the more unwanted attention they would attract.
Jacinta made about fourteen knots, so it had taken them a night and a day to reach the eastern edge of the search grid. Maddock and Bones were trading turns at the helm, while Willis and Professor watched the sonar. The grid was sixty miles square, bracketing the best interpretation of Loughlin’s coordinates. They had started at the northern limit of the search zone, reasoning that the ship’s course would have kept it closer to the mainland, and were running east-west lanes, half a mile apart working their way gradually south. Running the full grid would require one hundred and twenty passes. Each pass took about four hours, so at an average of six passes per twenty-four hour day it would take twenty days of constant operation to cover the entire grid. That didn’t include trips back to refuel and reprovision, each of which would add two more full days to the effort. The math wasn’t that hard; they were going to be here a while. Worse, there was no guarantee that the wreck was even in the waters they were searching.
Maddock joined them on the bridge a few minutes later, bearing cups of coffee and sandwiches. “Did you find it yet?” he asked, half-joking, half-hopeful.
“No,” Bones answered, deadpan. “But we did find a spot where we were picking up the Playboy Channel on the sonar. Want me to circle back and drop anchor?”
“I’ll consider it.” Maddock’s expression grew serious. “Actually, what I’m really considering right now is a change of tactics.”
“I heard that,” Willis agreed. “Anything is better than this.”
Bones was inclined to agree, but recalled the old proverb about switching horses in midstream. Before he could voice his concerns, Maddock went on. “The longer we stay out here, the more likely we are to attract attention, and Maxie was very clear about us not doing that. We need to narrow our focus.”
“Well, unless you’ve got psychic powers you haven’t told us about, I don’t see how we can do that.”
Maddock put down the plate of sandwiches and took out a nautical chart. Like many such maps, they showed a best guess about the shape of the sea floor extrapolated from spotty data accumulated over many years. He circled an area with one forefinger. “We are here.”
“Doesn’t look so big on paper,” Bones remarked. “But that’s close to four thousand square miles.”
“You’re right. What else do you see?”
Bones looked again. He let his eyes rove over the map, taking in the surrounding area. To the southwest the depths rose and fell chaotically breaking the surface with the hundreds charted islets and reefs — merely a token representation of the more than three thousand land formations that comprised the Spratly Islands. To the east lay Palawan and the Philippines. The upper region of the map was mainland Asia, along with the southern tip of Taiwan.
“What were you doing out here?” Maddock murmured, tapping the chart. “The Awa Maru picked up cargo in Singapore…” He moved his finger to the lower left corner of the map. “She traveled alone, without convoy escort, carrying billions of dollars in gold, heading for Japan. The safest and most direct route would have been to stay closer to the mainland, and head toward the Taiwan Strait, which is how it was originally reported. So, what was she doing way over here?”
“If the original reports were wrong about where she was sunk,” Bones mused, “maybe they were also wrong about her destination.”
“Not Japan? Where then?” Maddock moved his finger back to the starting point in Indonesia and retraced the ship’s route along a north-northwest azimuth that brought him to the search zone, but instead of stopping there, he kept going, following the same imaginary straight line until his finger reached land.
“Manila Bay,” Bones said.
“Why?”
“Does it matter? Maybe they need to refuel or pick someone up. Maybe they were supposed to meet a convoy. Maybe someone in Manila wanted to buy the bones of the Peking Duck. Whatever the reason, this ship was on its way to the Philippines, not Japan.”
“That’s an assumption,” Dane cautioned. “You know what they say happens when you assume.”
“Bullcrap.” Bones folded his arms. “Look, regardless of where the ship was headed, we know that it was sunk somewhere in our grid — Loughlin’s coordinates, plus or minus sixty miles. If she was going to Japan, we’ll probably find her in the northwest quadrant. But if she was heading for Manila, she’s somewhere in here — the middle of the grid. If we keep doing what we’re doing, we’ll search this area sooner or later; we can do it today, or next week. So the question is, what does your gut tell you?”
“My gut?”
“Yeah. That thing you never learned to trust?”
The corner of Dane’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Well, if you’re willing to trust my gut, who am I to argue?”
With Bones still at the helm, the Jacinta motored thirty miles to the south and resumed the search. On the second pass, they found the ship.
* * *
Dane stared at the profile of the sea bottom, shown on the monochrome display of the sonar unit. A long flat protrusion, sharply angled on one end, jutted up from the otherwise smoothly undulating seafloor. It was, unquestionably, a man-made object; the keel and hull of a large ship, on its side.
Professor, who had joined them on the bridge during the trip south, clapped Willis on the shoulder, and Bones let out a war whoop worthy of his ancestors.
Dane, however, shook his head. “It’s too short.” He pointed at the screen. “The Awa Maru was over five hundred feet long. That ship is three hundred…maybe three-fifty. It’s not long enough.”
Bones waved him off. “Oh, come on, Maddock. Can’t you just let yourself be right once in a while? It’s exactly where you predicted it would be.”
“You think there’s only one sunken ship out here? They fought a war here, remember?”
Professor nodded sagely. “Actually, I’m surprised this is the first wreck we’ve found, given the history of the region.”
“Maybe the ass end broke off,” Bones said. “Like what happened to the Titanic.”
Dane just kept staring at the screen. He desperately wanted to believe that they had found it, but the numbers just weren’t on their side.
Bones wasn’t going to give up. “Look, it’s only thirty fathoms down. Let’s make the dive and be certain, one way or the other. What have we got to lose?”
“Half a day,” Dane answered, but his reply was half-hearted. They had come looking for a wreck, and even if it wasn’t the right one, at least it was a chance for a practice dive. A hundred and eighty feet was deep enough to work out the kinks. Besides, diving sure beat the hell out of pushing a shrimp boat back and forth across the sea. “Ah, why not? Let’s do it.”
* * *
No way am I giving this up, Dane thought as the green-gray depths enfolded him. If taking a promotion took him away from the sea, away from a chance to dive, then he had no use for it.
A lifelong SCUBA enthusiast, he had been drawn to the SEALs because of their legendary reputation as “frogmen,” and while amphibious operations were certainly a part of the job, it seemed like most days were spent high and dry, carrying out missions in jungles and landlocked desert countries. On those rare occasions when the job did require him to dive, the military had a way of taking all the fun right out of it. This was different; this was just him and the sea.
And Bones of course, lazily kicking his flippers to maintain the correct angle of descent, but like Dane, mostly letting the heavy weight belt and gravity do all the work.
Yeah, even if it means putting up with Bones.
The chicken soup warm water on the surface grew chilly with depth, and as the last bit of light filtering down from the surface disappeared, the temperature was positively bracing. Dane wrinkled his forehead beneath his face mask, waiting for the “ice cream” headache to subside, and then held the mask against his face and snorted to equalize the pressure in his ears. When he opened his eyes, he was in total darkness.
He savored the momentary vacation from all external stimuli. This was why he loved diving. The illusion of solitude evaporated when Bones flicked on his dive light, but Dane’s enthusiasm for the experience was undiminished.
His dive computer ticked off the depth, one-hundred fifteen feet…one-twenty…one-thirty. Somewhere below lay the wreck of a ship that had evidently remained undiscovered over the years since its sinking. Maybe it wasn’t the Awa Maru, but it was a previously undiscovered wreck — it certainly didn’t show up on the charts. They would have only a few minutes on the bottom — most of the air in their tanks would be consumed during decompression stops on the way back to the surface — but it was a small price to pay for being able to touch a previously lost piece of history.
One hundred-fifty.
Dane flicked on his light and played its beam into the darkness below. Through the faint motes of silt, he saw the ship.
Oxidation and centuries of calcium carbonate accretions made the hull look a little like an enormous vaguely ship-shaped stalagmite. If there were any identifying marks on her hull, they were covered by a mineral crust. The vessel lay on its side, appearing exactly as it had in the sonar image: a long flat hull with a raked bow and a blunt stern. The superstructure was a blocky shape, but Dane was able to distinguish the cylindrical outline of a funnel.
He added some air to his buoyancy compensator to slow his descent and kicked toward the superstructure. Bones was right behind him casting the beam of his dive light on the hull as if marking out the path Dane should take.
Up close, he could distinguish finer details: deck rails, the windows of the bridge, stairways leading to the upper decks, and a large open doorway. The latter feature was a dark void that reminded Dane of the towering black monolith in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. If there were any clues to the ship’s identity, they would surely be on the bridge. The ship’s bell or a dedication plaque perhaps — something that might have withstood the ravages of time and salt water. The bridge was the place to start, but his gaze kept wandering back to the open doorway amidships. It looked like a portal into another reality, enticing him a siren’s song of discovery.
A strange clanking sound broke him out his contemplative reverie. Bones was rapping on his air tank, trying to get Dane’s attention. When Dane tore his gaze away from the black void, he saw Bones gesturing first to his wristwatch, and then pointing a finger straight up repeatedly.
Time to head back up.
If they stayed much longer, they wouldn’t have enough air to make their decompression stops.
Just a few seconds more, Dane thought. I need to know what’s in there.
Later, he would wonder if his fascination with the doorway was perhaps the onset of nitrogen narcosis, a condition where excess nitrogen in a diver’s bloodstream causes symptoms ranging from euphoria to paranoia to full blown hallucinations, but at that moment, he didn’t care.
Just one look.
He kicked toward the door and thrust his dive light inside. It took a moment for his slightly addled brain to make sense of what he was seeing. His first impression was of the white blizzard of static from an old television, a three dimensional tableau of light and dark, stark white and impenetrable shadow. As he played the light back and forth, the entire image seemed to come alive, and it was only then that he realized that the strange white shapes were bones.
Human bones.
The skeletons lay piled up from one extremity of the room to the other, and so deep that his light could not reach through them to the bulkhead on the other side. There were hundreds, perhaps more; naked skulls, gazing up at him, skeletal hands reaching out in some final desperate and ultimately futile attempt to grasp salvation.
Perversely, nature had chosen to leave this crypt more or less untouched. A few rags of clothing were woven through the skeletal sculpture, but there was no accumulation of minerals or sediment.
Dane recalled the brief about the Awa Maru; more than two thousand had perished in the sinking. It wasn’t hard to imagine the desperate passengers and crew forced into a single compartment by the quickly rising waters…and yet, something about this explanation didn’t ring true.
Curiosity overpowered his characteristic caution, and before he quite knew what he was doing, he pulled through the opening and began swimming down to the tangled bones. As he drew closer, he saw that something else had survived. Hanging from almost every single bony neck was something that looked like strands of brown thread. Some were thin strings — bootlaces perhaps — while others appeared to be metal breakaway chain necklaces, tarnished and oxidized by years of immersion. The necklace Dane inspected first had two small semi-rectangular tabs, similarly in a state of incipient corrosion, which he recognized immediately.
Dog tags.
He reached out to touch one, rubbing it between a gloved thumb and forefinger. The rust crumbled away beneath his touch to reveal metal, embossed with words…a name, only partially legible, but written in familiar Roman letters. Howard? Edward?
American, maybe? Definitely Allied military. Was this a troop ship? If so, where were the helmets and guns?
Comprehension dawned like a spasm of nausea. These men weren’t troops on their way to the front lines. They had been prisoners of war, captured by the Japanese, destined for a brutal forced labor camps.
This was a hell ship.
The clanking sound came again, but because he was holding audience with the dead, the sound startled him. He twisted as if the skeletal arms were reaching out to grab him, and kicked away, swimming frantically for the opening where Bones — Dane grimaced around his regulator at the thought of his teammate’s nickname — was busy rapping the butt of his dive knife against his air tank.
Yes, thought Dane, flashing an eager thumb’s up. Time to go. Let’s get the hell out of here.
* * *
Just a few minutes after Maddock and Bones slipped below the surface, Willis glimpsed a dark speck on the horizon. He immediately pointed it out to Professor and in the sixty or so seconds it took for the latter to retrieve a pair of binoculars, the little dark spot grew larger; large enough for both men to recognize that it was another boat and that it was headed right for their position.
“Think we ought to prepare to repel boarders?” Willis asked, with only a little bit of sarcasm in his tone.
“Darn it. Forgot to pack the cutlasses,” Professor answered in the same uneasy tone.
They had kept a constant lookout during the search, mindful of the fact that their presence in internationally disputed waters might make them a target for a search or shakedown by military patrol, or worse, they might attract the notice of pirates rumored to be operating out of secret bases in the Spratly Islands. Unfortunately, their options for dealing with such an encounter were limited. They had made the difficult decision to limit their shipboard arsenal to a couple of rifles and one pistol apiece — enough, Maddock had explained, to fend off an opportunistic attack by poorly organized pirates, but not so much that an official Chinese or Vietnamese naval interdiction might lead to arrest, capture, or worse.
In the binoculars, the approaching vessel was revealed to be a sleek motor yacht, modern and far too expensive for outlaw mariners, though definitely not military. The radar put its approach speed at twenty-one knots. With divers in the water, running wasn’t an option, but even if the men remaining aboard Jacinta had been inclined to try, the yacht would have been able to easily overtake them.
“How are we gonna play this, Prof?” Willis asked, nervously.
Professor lowered his glasses. He wasn’t particularly bothered by the prospect of violence, but like any other SEAL, there was one thing that he was afraid of: failure…blowing the mission, letting his country and his swim buddies down.
“W-W-M-D,” he muttered. What would Maddock do? “Okay, let’s break out the rifles. Maybe if they know they we’re not toothless, they’ll hold back long enough to let Maddock and Bones finish the dive.”
Willis nodded and went off to retrieve the weapons while Professor maintained his vigil with the binoculars. He could see the silhouettes of men moving about on the approaching vessel, but little else. After a few more minutes, the yacht veered to port, and if the diminishing froth of its wake was any indication, cut its engines. Even as it coasted to a stop, a smaller vessel — Professor recognized it as a Zodiac, a civilian version of the Rigid Inflatable Boat that the SEALs often used — pulled out from sheltered side of the yacht and turned toward the Jacinta. There were five occupants, all wearing dark tactical gear and carrying assault weapons.
“Well, that answers one question,” Professor said, under his breath.
Willis returned a moment later with a rifle in each hand. He held one out to Professor, but before the other man could take it, there was a loud cracking sound, like someone smashing a hammer into the side of the boat. The bulkhead just behind them exploded in a spray of wood and fiberglass, and a couple seconds later, the report of a high-powered rifle echoed across the water.
Both men threw themselves flat on the deck, but Professor knew the shooter had missed on purpose; it was a warning shot from a sniper on the yacht, covering fire to protect the men on the assault boat.
Professor’s heart sank. They were outnumbered, outgunned…helpless. Worse, there was no way to warn Maddock and Bones about what would be waiting for them back on the surface.

CHAPTER 6

The memory of the skeletons haunted Dane all the way to the surface. At each decompression stop, he wondered if the men trapped on that ship had been alive, desperately holding one last breath, or already dead when they reached this depth. The closer to the surface he got, the more certain he was that those men had been alive when the doomed ship had passed through the water where he now floated; alive and terrified.
When they were just fifty feet below the glittering emerald surface, with the keel of the Jacinta a black gash directly overhead, a visiting tiger shark reminded Dane that perhaps not all of the men who had gone down on the ship had drowned; there were other ways to die. He and Bones ascended back-to-back, gripping unsheathed knives, for the remainder of the ascent. The shark swam lazy circles around them, its coal black eyes betraying nothing of its intent. Because Dane’s attention was focused on the shark, he didn’t notice the more immediate danger until it was too late. As he scrambled onto the low dive platform that hung from the boat’s left side, he found himself staring into the barrel of semi-automatic pistol.
There were two men on the platform, both wearing black tactical gear and matching balaclavas. Their captors didn’t say anything at first, but merely gestured with their pistols. Dane and Bones both held their hands up and climbed the rickety staircase up to the main deck where three more gunmen waited, along with Willis and Professor who were kneeling, hands behind heads in a classic hostage pose. Dane was relieved to see that his friends had suffered nothing more than wounded pride.
Bones shook his head ruefully. “Come on, Professor, I thought you were the responsible one. I specifically said no parties while we’re gone. You put him up to this, didn’t you Willis?”
“Very amusing,” remarked one of the gunmen.
The speaker was, Dane noted, one of the men that had accompanied them up from the dive platform. The man was tall and broad, and carried himself confidently. He didn’t have a discernible accent, which meant he was probably American, and given his professional comportment, Dane figured him for former military, probably Special Forces, now working as a mercenary. Crime was of course an equal opportunity career path, but Dane’s instincts told him that this wasn’t merely a hijacking.
“What do you men want?” he asked, trying to put a little quaver in his voice.
“You found the ship, right?”
Dane sensed it wasn’t really a question.
“Wow, straight to it,” Bones said with a disappointed sigh. “No foreplay.”
No kidding, thought Dane. The ship. These men definitely knew who the SEALs were and what they were looking for.
The gunman nearest to Bones lashed out with his foot, catching Bones behind his left knee. As Bones folded onto the deck, a pistol swiped across the back of his head. A trickle of red appeared from beneath Bones’ dark hair and spattered on the deck. Dane knew from experience that it took a lot more than that to put Bones down, but to his credit, the tall Indian suppressed his instinct to fight.
“How do you like that for foreplay?” snarled the gunman, jamming the muzzle of his pistol against Bones’ neck for added emphasis.
“The ship,” repeated the leader.
There was nothing to be gained by playing coy. “It’s the wrong one,” Dane confessed. “You guys should have given us a little more time to look. There’s a wreck down there, but it’s not the Awa Maru.”
The leader stared at him for a moment, his expression mostly hidden behind his mask, and then burst out laughing. “Maddock you poor dupe. Is that what they told you to look for?”
Dane was more surprised by the reaction, and the fact that the man knew his name, than by the simple fact of the assault team’s presence. Up until that moment, he had suspected that this was might be a group of treasure hunters trying to frighten off a rival. Or perhaps that there had been a leak in the SECNAV’s office, alerting some outside interest or perhaps even a foreign power, to their clandestine search.
Now he saw everything differently.
There was a leak, and it wasn’t merely a case of loose lips sinking ships. But that was only the tip of the iceberg. The SECNAV had lied to Maxie, sent them out armed with bad intel. The Awa Maru story was completely bogus; the ship below was the ship they had been meant to find, and the reason for the search had nothing to do with recovering war treasure or appeasing China.
“You seem to know more about this than we do,” Dane ventured. “I don’t suppose you’d care to enlighten us. Maybe start with just who the hell you actually are.”
“You can call me ‘Scalpel’.”
Bones made a choking sound that Dane recognized as an attempt — not a very good one — to stifle laughter.
“Something funny?” Scalpel snapped.
“No, I was just thinking I should set you up with my cousin, Surgical Mask.”
Scalpel ignored him. “Just answer my question. You found a ship, right? A Japanese ocean liner?”
Dane nodded slowly. “I think they were using it to transport POWs.”
“Any remains?”
Dane nodded again.
The eyes behind the balaclava studied him for a long moment. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You are going to go back down there and find something for me. We’ll stay up here with your friends, and as long as you’re cooperative, everyone will walk away when I have what I’m looking for.”
Dane’s first impulse was tell Scalpel exactly where he could stick his instructions, but decided that wouldn’t improve the situation; his second was to feign cooperation in order to buy time. Scalpel’s demand was patently absurd, and bespoke an unfamiliarity with the difficulties inherent in deep diving and marine salvage. That was something he could use to his advantage, but he would have to tread very carefully. “I don’t know what it is you expect me to find down there, but you do understand that at that depth, max time on the bottom is about twenty minutes. Last time, we didn’t do much more than look in the windows.”
“Are you saying you can’t do it?” There was a dangerous edge to Scalpel’s voice.
Dane held his hands up in a placating gesture. “Just tell me what you’re looking for.”
He sensed that the man was smiling behind his mask. “There was a very special passenger aboard that ship. I want you to find him.”
“There were hundreds of skeletons.”
“I think you’ll recognize Lord Hancock when you see him.”
“Is he related to Graham Hancock?” Bones interjected. “You know, the dude with all the theories about aliens and ancient civilizations?”
“Keep that up and I’m going to shoot you in the head just to shut you up,” Scalpel said. He turned back to Dane. “Lord Hancock has a metal plate in his skull.” The man tapped the side of his head, just above his right ear. “Right here.”
Dane accepted this with another nod then gestured toward Bones. “He can’t dive with that cut. There are sharks down there.”
Scalpel shook his head. “Just you. The rest of your crew will stay here to insure your cooperation.”
“I can’t dive alone. It’s not safe.”
“Oh, I’m not letting you out of my sight. I’ll be going down with you.”
* * *
Dane hung his head, as if in weary resignation, but managed to shoot a meaningful look in Bones’ direction. Bones met his gaze and winked.
The shark still circled lazily as Dane descended along the anchor line half an hour later. Scalpel, now wearing the wetsuit and equipment that had originally been purchased for Willis Sanders, was just a few feet behind him. Dane’s new diving partner carried a harpoon gun, but Dane didn’t have so much as a knife; his had been confiscated as soon as he and Bones had returned from the first dive, and Scalpel did not seem inclined to let him have it back. That was fine with Dane; let the other guy worry about the local wildlife. He was focused on the task at hand.
It took only a few minutes to reach the bottom. This time Dane didn’t pause to take in the scenery, but swam directly toward the dark opening on the main deck. He glanced back just once, verifying that Scalpel was right behind him, and then pulled himself through the doorway.
On the swim down, he had rehearsed this moment in his head a dozen times, recognizing that there would be only this one opportunity to act and no second chances. As soon as he was through, he switched off his light and pulled to one side, pressing his body tight against the bulkhead. For a moment, he was in total darkness, but then a rectangle of illumination appeared above him as Scalpel shone his light through the opening.
Dane didn’t hesitate. When Scalpel poked his head through, Dane struck like a viper, tearing at the other man’s mask and regulator. A cloud of bubbles enveloped them both, momentarily obscuring Dane’s field of view, but he fumbled blindly until his fingers closed around his foe’s equipment harness. He hauled the struggling man through the doorway.
Amid the oddly muted sounds of the struggle, Dane heard a loud snap and felt something brush his arm. It was the trident-tipped harpoon from a spear gun. He ignored the dull throb of pain that followed and continued grappling with Scalpel, tearing at loose equipment and doing everything he could to keep the man from finding his air supply. One hand found the familiar knurled grip of a dive knife, sheathed and strapped to Scalpel’s calf. He ripped it free and stabbed it into the yellow flotation bladder of his foe’s buoyancy compensator.
Through another rush of bubbles, Dane saw the dark silhouette of the other diver struggling ineffectually as he settled toward the tangle of skeletons below. Dane didn’t linger to assess the results of his attack but hauled himself through the opening and began kicking furiously away from the wreck.
In his haste to put some distance between himself and Scalpel, Dane blew through the first two of his decompression stops. He’d spent only a few minutes at depth, so the danger was probably minimal, but he added a few extra seconds to each of the remaining stops. The time passed by quickly. There was no sign of the other diver, and if by some miracle Scalpel had survived, the chance of him actually catching up to Dane was just about nil, unless of course the mercenary was willing to risk a debilitating bout of decompression sickness.
It was only when Dane was halfway to the surface and saw a dark shadow moving in the green expanse overhead that he remembered being hit by the harpoon. Sure enough, there was a hole in the neoprene of his wetsuit, and beneath it, a stripe of red. The cut wasn’t deep, but it was nevertheless an open wound, leaking blood into the water. He tugged his wetsuit sleeve up to cover the cut and swam up another ten feet to the next decompression stop.
The shadow turned his way; the tiger shark had smelled his blood.
The shark’s movements were hypnotic and as it circled closer, Dane had to force himself to look away long enough to check other avenues of approach; if there was one shark, there might be others.
As he moved up another ten feet, the tiger made its move.
It was big, easily fifteen feet, which probably explained why there weren’t any of its relatives in the neighborhood. Its jaws gaped wide, and Dane found himself staring into a maw that was almost big enough to swallow him whole. He twisted out of the way at the last instant, felt the beast’s rough skin scrape against him, the solid muscular body underneath striking him like a full body tackle. The blow shuddered through him, driving his breath out along with his regulator. His mask was knocked askew and cold water splashed into his eyes, blurring his vision, and despite all his training and experience, Dane felt a rush of primal panic.
He slashed the knife back and forth blindly, encountered nothing. He could imagine the shark just hanging back, waiting for him to wear out or drown.
Calm down, damn it. Focus. You need to see. You need to breathe.
He straightened his mask, blowing through his nostrils to clear the water, and even as he pressed it tight to his face to seal out the salt water, he began looking around, frantic to locate the monstrous predator.
The shark was gone.
He didn’t question this bit of good fortune, but instead found his regulator and jammed it between his teeth. After several calming breaths, during which time he kept a constant lookout for the tiger, he resumed his ascent.
He soon located the outline of the Jacinta, and subsequently found its anchor line which he followed back to the surface. After his final decompression stop, he shrugged out of his equipment harness and after taking one last deep breath, allowed the nearly spent tanks to sink into the depths. He swam up the remaining length of cable, breaking the surface an arm’s length from the Jacinta’s overhanging bow.
He trod water there for a few seconds, scanning the bow rail above to make sure that no one had noticed him. To the south, perhaps a mile away, he spied the outline of the motor yacht that had brought Scalpel and his team. Hopefully, the crew wouldn’t notice one lone figure trying to steal aboard; if they did, he was sunk.
He kicked off his flippers and then began ascending the taut anchor line. The neoprene of his suit and the rubber soles of his dive booties gave him a little bit of traction on the greased metal cable, but it was still probably the most difficult thing he had ever attempted. Every time he trapped the line between his feet and pushed up, he felt himself sliding back almost as much as he was advancing, and with each minute of struggling, his strength waned and the lactic acid in his muscles burned hotter.
Inch by incremental inch, he drew himself up out of the water and was able to reach the grommet in the bow where the anchor was stored when the boat was under way. He got one hand around a protruding bracket, and let go of the cable altogether, bracing the soles of his dive booties against the mostly dry hull. He lingered there for a few seconds, gathering his strength for the final pull to the deck, and then with an effort that seemed almost superhuman, he heaved himself the rest of the way up.
He crouched low behind the anchor winch, mindful of not attracting the notice of any watchful eyes on the yacht, or for that matter, alerting the four gunmen holding Bones, Professor and Willis hostage. Voices drifted across the deck, low and indistinct at first, and then a very familiar deep rumble.
“Seriously dude, how long do you expect me to hold it?” Bones complained. “My kidneys aren’t what they used to be.”
“Shut up,” growled another voice, louder this time.
Dane decided that if Bones started talking again, he would use the distraction to move up. Bones did not disappoint. “Come on, man. If you’re gonna kill me, just shoot me, but at least let me die with dignity. Don’t make me piss my pants first.”
“Shut…the hell…up!”
“Just gag him,” suggested another voice.
Dane low crawled until he could just see the four gunmen, along with their hostages who were now bound with zip-ties and lying face down. Two of the gunmen were standing over Bones, discussing how best to shut him up, while the other two attempted to display at least a semblance of discipline; one of them was watching the dive platform, no doubt awaiting Scalpel’s return.
Bones started another round of protests, this time loud enough to distract even the latter pair. Dane figured this would be the last straw for the guards; they would either make good on the threat to gag Bones, or simply pummel him into submission. For just a moment, everyone’s back was turned away from where Dane hid, and he knew there wasn’t going to be a better chance than this.
He sprang up and ran, sprinting the remaining distance without attracting any attention. When he reached the nearest enemy, he drove the butt end of his dive knife into the side of the man’s head. The blow was hard enough to fracture bone and the man’s head snapped to the side with a sickening crunch. Even as that first man slumped, Dane was vaulting over him, drawing a bead on the next closest man. Once more he eschewed using the blade for a quicker and more decisive hammer blow with the knife hilt. He managed to crack a second skull before the remaining two men realized something was wrong and spun to face him, raising their pistols.
Dane figured he might be able to take one more before the last one killed him, but all of a sudden the gunman furthest from him rose from the deck like a missile, launched skyward by the booster rocket lift of Bones’ double-footed kick. The man crashed into the deck rail, and then toppled over, disappearing into the sea.
The last gunman managed to get a shot off, but Dane was already inside his reach, knocking the gun hand up even as the trigger was pulled, so that the bullet flew harmlessly out toward the horizon. Dane smashed his forehead into the bridge of the man’s nose, and then delivered a close punch to the solar plexus that knocked him out cold.
Dane stayed alert as he knelt beside Bones, slashing his bonds with the knife, and then did the same for Willis and Professor.
“Better keep your head down,” Professor warned. “They’ve got a sniper on that boat. I wouldn’t be surprised if he saw what just happened.”
“Took your sweet time getting here,” Bones grumbled, massaging his wrists. “When I heard you crawling up the anchor line, I figured you’d be along any second. Didn’t think I’d have to string them along for ten minutes.”
“You heard me?” Dane asked, skeptically.
“Had my ear pressed to the deck. It’s an old Indian trick. Saw it in a movie, anyway. Every grunt you made vibrated through the hull. Sounded like a humpback whale mooning over his long-lost girlfriend. Or Professor when he found out that one chick was a dude.”
“Hey! That’s not true,” Professor protested.
Dane smirked. “Haul the anchor up,” he told Willis. “Stay low. Don’t show yourself to that sniper. We’re getting out of here.”
As Willis crept forward to operate the anchor winch, Dane led the others to the relative shelter of the superstructure, but on the bridge with its large windows, they were careful to stay down.
“What about the mission?” Bones asked. “Are we still looking for the treasure ship?”
Dane shook his head. “There is no treasure ship. This whole thing is a sham. We were lied to.”
Bones eyebrows drew together as he processed this development. “So, what’s our next move? Head back to Coronado, and ask Maxie for a Whiskey Tango Foxtrot report?”
Dane had pondered that question during the ascent. “I trust Maxie, but until I know what’s going on, we’re going to stay under the radar. The SECNAV sent us on this wild goose chase, so until I learn otherwise, I don’t trust him or anyone working for him, present company excepted.”
Bones shrugged as if that limitation posed no real hardship for him.
“I want to know what’s so important about this particular shipwreck,” Dane added.
“Our friend with the penchant for silly code names mentioned a passenger — Hancock, I think it was.”
“That’s right. He said Lord Hancock. That’s a place to start. Can’t be too many people fitting that description who died on Japanese prison transports during the war. If we can figure out why Hancock is so important, maybe we can figure out who’s behind this mess.”
On the deck below, Willis had activated the winch and was reeling in the forward anchor. With the boat free to move, Dane didn’t hesitate to fire up Jacinta’s big diesel engine. No sooner had they started moving when they saw the motor yacht turning toward them as if to pursue.
“That yacht will run us down long before we make port,” said Professor. “She’s got a good five knots on us.”
“I don’t think they’ll try anything. I’m betting that sniper is all alone over there. Or at the very least that they’ve only got a skeleton crew left aboard. Besides, I’ve got an idea. Professor, take the wheel. Keep her pointed toward Manila. Bones, grab a few life vests.”
“Life vests? What the…?” Bones saw the mischievous gleam in Dane’s eye and suddenly understood. “Not bad, Maddock. There may be hope for you yet.”
* * *
The skeleton crew aboard the motor yacht did not pursue the Jacinta, at least not very far. They had their hands full picking up the men who had been thrown overboard in the shrimp boat’s wake. By the time they rounded up the last man, still unconscious, but alive thanks to the sun-faded life emergency flotation vest that Maddock had bundled him into, the Jacinta was over the horizon and not even a blip on their radar.
The delay proved serendipitous however when the sharp-eyed sniper, acting as a lookout, spied a fifth man in the water behind them, thrashing frantically while a menacing gray dorsal fin slashed through the water in ever tightening circles.
The sniper drove the shark away while the yacht came around to pluck the beleaguered swimmer from the sea.
The man who called himself Scalpel had still been very much alive when Dane had left him. Unable to see, he had nevertheless managed to find his air regulator and had used it to stay alive. After long minutes of fumbling in the darkness, uncertain of even which direction was up, he found the opening that led out of the ship, and then began clawing his way back to the surface. Without a functional buoyancy compensation vest, his equipment weighed him down like a sea anchor, and he had to kick and paddle beyond the point of exhaustion to reach the surface.
His tale of survival was not quite the miracle it seemed, for shortly after being rescued, Scalpel felt a dull ache in his shoulder. He thought it was a cramp, but instead of passing, the pain continued to intensify and spread, concentrating mostly in his joints. He writhed in agony, unable to find the slightest bit of relief.
In his haste to escape the depths, Scalpel had neglected to purge the excess nitrogen from his body. Upon returning to normal atmospheric pressure, the tiny bubbles of gas in his muscle tissue had expanded, creating a condition known as decompression sickness, more commonly called ‘the Bends.’
The only treatment — the only way to alleviate the incredible pain — was to spend long hours in a pressurized chamber, and the closest one of those was in Manila, more than a day’s journey away.
The suffering was almost unendurable. Only one thought kept Scalpel from simply blowing his brains out, and that thought was merely a word…a name…the name of the man who had left him to die at the bottom of the sea. Sometimes, he would howl it through clenched teeth until the ache in his joints relented, if ever so imperceptibly.
“Maddock!”

CHAPTER 7

Manila, Philippines
Bones rolled the longneck bottle between his palms. The cool glass and the beads of condensation felt good on his skin, but the bottle was getting a little light. He was trying to decide whether to ask the bartender for another. After surviving this latest scrape with the grim reaper, he was in the mood to celebrate, but unfortunately, the mission wasn’t over by a longshot, and he had a strict personal rule about staying sober…mostly…when on duty.
During the long trip back to Manila, Maddock had outlined the next phase of the operation. He and Professor would travel to the United Kingdom where, presumably, they would be able to get a little more information about the mysterious Lord Hancock and hopefully figure out why a team of mercenaries — to say nothing of the Secretary of the Navy — wanted him found. Bones and Willis stayed behind in the Philippines to resume exploring the wreck, only this time instead of diving, they would be using a remotely operated vehicle, equipped with a camera and a metal detector, provided of course that they could secure such a unique piece of high tech equipment.
Bones had made a few discreet inquiries and a meeting had been arranged at a bar near the port. With a little luck and a lot of discretionary funding, they would get the ROV, find the remains of the much sought after Hancock, and return for that long postponed victory drink.
Still…one more now couldn’t hurt, right? He waved to the bartender and nodded.
“You the guy looking for a ROV?”
The high-pitched voice came from beside him but when he turned to look he saw no one.
“Down here?”
He lowered his gaze about forty-five degrees and saw her; a slight figure, five feet tall if she stood on her tiptoes and perhaps ninety pounds if soaking wet and wearing winter clothes. She wasn’t wearing winter clothes now however, just a grubby T-shirt and cut off denim shorts that showed off a lot more of her chestnut skin than was concealed. Her short black hair framed a pixie-like face that was cute in a juvenile way.
He found himself momentarily at a loss for words.
“You wanted to rent my ROV, right?” she repeated. She spoke clear English, but with a sing-song Filipino accent.
“I…uh… I wanted to rent a ROV.”
“Cool, because it just so happens that I’ve got a ROV.” She hoisted herself onto the barstool next to him. “Buy a girl a drink?”
“A girl,” he echoed, still a little tongue-tied.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, I’m twenty-two. Never mind.” She reached over, grabbed the bottle that the bartender had just set before Bones, and knocked it back.
Bones shook his head and found his voice. “Slow down, little one. A lightweight like you should pace herself.”
She slammed the half-empty bottle down on the bar. “Lightweight? I’m a university student. Binge drinking is practically part of the curriculum.”
“A student? Back up. I thought you said you had an ROV for rent?”
“That’s right.” She stuck out a hand. “Gabrielle Sandoval. Call me Gabby; everyone does.”
Her proffered hand disappeared inside Bones’ massive paw, but he gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. “I’m Bones. Call me Bones, everyone does. So, how did you recognize me?”
“You kind of stand out in a crowd, Bones. Literally.”
He accepted that with a nod. “Tell me about your ROV.”
“I call her ‘Baby;’ built her from a Sea Perch platform. She’s good to three hundred meters, with a five hundred meter tether which will allow for plenty of maneuverability. She’s a workhorse. I built her for my research, but sometimes we rent out for odd jobs. I designed her to be a multi-purpose instrument platform; plug and play, as it were. Speaking of which, what kind of instrument package are we talking about here?”
“Metal detector.”
“Ah.” Gabby’s smile was both knowing and accusatory. “So you’re a treasure hunter.”
“No. I—”
“Hey, I don’t judge. As long as you pay up front and don’t ask me to do anything illegal, I’m your girl.”
“Nothing like that,” Bones assured her. “And I’m not a treasure hunter. I just don’t want to call a lot of attention to what I’m looking for.”
“It’s your money. Besides, treasure hunting sounds like a lot of fun. When do we start?”
“We?”
“Baby and I are a package deal. She’s the Remotely Operated Vehicle, and I’m the remote operator.”
Bones frowned. He didn’t want to involve a civilian, especially not when there was a good chance of another attack from the mercenary thugs, but time was of the essence. They needed to get back on the site, ASAP. “This won’t exactly be a pleasure cruise. Rough accommodations. Lousy food. And the company won’t be so great; me and one other guy, and I’m the better looking one.”
She gazed up at him, the devious twinkle in her eyes undiminished. “Well, you’re not too hard on the eyes. I like tall guys.”
Bones let that pass. “Listen, I’ve used ROVs before. You don’t need to come along.”
She shrugged. “I want to.”
He drummed his fingers on the bar. “Fine. It’s your funeral.”
“Hey, why so serious?” She scooped up the bottle again and emptied it in a long guzzle. She set it down on its side and gave a whoop of triumph. “The night is young. Let’s have some fun, and tomorrow we’ll go treasure hunting!”
Bones placed a hand over hers. “Let’s save the celebration for after we find it.”
She smiled again. “Is that a promise, Bones?”
“You have my word on it.”

CHAPTER 8

England — 30 miles north of London
Alex stepped down off the bus into Baldock, a small town near the edge of Hertfordshire, and as close to her destination as public transportation would take her. Over the past five days, she had used planes, buses, and trains to get from the District of Columbia to London and ultimately to this place. The actual cumulative travel time was only about fourteen hours, but with a killer on her tail, she was traveling cautiously. It had taken her two days just to establish a false identity for getting out of the United States. She had spent another full day walking around London checking to make sure that she wasn’t being shadowed, eventually crashing in a youth hostel near Piccadilly Circus for the night.
She was now, at last, satisfied that no one was following her, but if her suspicions were correct, she might very well be walking into the lion’s den. A few miles up the road lay the manor house where Trevor Lord Hancock had lived until, at age twenty-six, war had taken him away forever. That much, at least, she had been able to learn from her initial Internet searches in Washington, searches which had, she now realized, led the killer right to her. But if Hancock was as important as she believed him to be, his ancestral home would be a likely target for surveillance. Instead of the killer finding her, she might very well find him or his accomplices.
Or she might find nothing at all. All of her suppositions were predicated on the belief that everything that had happened — Don’s murder and the attempt on her life at the hotel — was a response to that one specific piece of information. If she had deduced wrong, then this trip would be a colossal waste of time.
Using her tourist map, she oriented on the road which would lead her to her destination, and struck out on foot. She considered trying to hitch a ride, but doing so might attract unwanted attention. Instead, she set a brisk pace walking along the roadside, careful to stay well clear of the lanes, particularly when the occasional vehicle sped by. She took this latter precaution partly to avoid being hit but mostly so that she could bolt for cover or make a hasty overland escape if trouble found her.
Trouble did not find her though. Two and half hours after leaving Baldock behind, she reached an unpaved road that led off into the countryside. Forty-five more minutes, in which she saw no cars and very little evidence of human habitation, she reached the gated entry to the Hancock property. The gate was unlocked and she slipped through, continuing down the gravel road toward a small manor house that had perhaps once been elegant but now looked almost run down.
She lingered there for several minutes, studying the unkempt grounds for some hint of watchful eyes or a menacing presence, but if anyone was there, they were well hidden. As she drew near the house, she could hear music — something classical — punctuated occasionally by a sharp clicking noise. The sounds seemed to originate from behind the house, so she circled the perimeter and found herself on the edge of an expansive English-style garden, gone mostly to seed.
The source of the music was a battered old boom box which rested on a well-weathered wrought iron patio table. Despite its age, the portable stereo player was the only piece of modern technology in evidence. The clicking noise came from a pair of pruning shears, wielded by an older man — she guessed him to be in his early seventies — who was humming along with the music as he snipped runners from a rose bush, in an effort to bring the landscape under a semblance of control. Judging from his doddering pace, it was a Sisyphean labor. She paused about twenty yards from him and called out. If her greeting startled the old man, he gave no indication. He merely looked up and waved her over as if he had been expecting such a visit.
That frightened her a little, but there was no turning back now. The old man had a kindly expression and she couldn’t picture him harming anything but the dandelions. She hiked the rest of the way and stuck out her hand. “Hello, sir. I’m trying to find the Hancock place. Is this it?”
“It is indeed.” His smiled only seemed to deepen. “Though not for much longer I suppose, seeing as I’m the last of my name.”
“Then you must be Lord Hancock.” She extended her hand. “I’m Alex.”
“Please, just call me Edward. The title is rubbish and I squandered the last of my inheritance long ago. Can’t even afford a proper gardener now.” He bowed, pressing her hand to his lips in a gesture that seemed more quaint than debonair. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Alex. You’re a Yank if my ears do not deceive?”
“That’s right, Lord…Edward. I’m a historian. That’s why I’m here.”
He cocked his head sideways and the smile seemed to slip a little. “Not much history here, I’m afraid. I’ve done rather a good job of staying out history’s way.”
“I…uh…” Alex realized that she had been so focused on surviving the journey that she’d given little thought to what she wanted to accomplish upon arriving. “Actually, I’m looking for information about one of your relatives. At least I think he was. Trevor Hancock?”
The smile vanished completely, replaced by a sad wistful look. “Trevor was my brother. I was just a boy when he…well, went off to war.” He returned his gaze to her. “I’m not sure I can be of much help to you, Miss. It was a long time ago, and he died before I ever really got to know him.”
“I understand. If I could just ask a few questions?”
“You can ask.” He walked over to the table and shut off the music. “If you don’t mind waiting a little longer for my woefully inadequate answers, I’ll put on a kettle and we can have a spot of tea.”
She nodded, and while Hancock headed into the house, she set about brushing moss from the chairs. He returned a few minutes later and set down a tray, upon which sat a silver tea service, along with a plate of scones, a dish of butter, and a small jar of marmalade. Alex was famished after the long walk, but thought it best to ask her questions before digging into the snack.
“Your brother served in Asia, right?”
Hancock decanted hot water into a pair of delicate china teacups on matching saucers. “Among other places. He was captured in Burma and died there as a prisoner of war.”
“I came across his name on the manifest of a ship that was transporting POWs.” She chose her words carefully so as not to upset her host. “Does that sound right?”
He shrugged. “Perhaps. As I told you, it was long ago and I was only a boy when the letter came. The War Ministry wasn’t exactly forthcoming; not like today where we always have to know every last bloody detail.” He blushed suddenly. “Ah, forgive me. I should have better manners. Truthfully though, all I know is that he went away and that was the last we ever saw. There’s an empty coffin beneath his gravestone.”
Alex sensed that she wouldn’t get anything more from Hancock without revealing the whole truth about her search. She reached into her backpack and brought out the file containing all the information about the hell ships.
“I found a message in a file relating to the sinking of the Nagata Maru, a Japanese liner sunk in the South China Sea.” She shuffled out the paper and passed it to him.
He studied it for a moment then handed it back with a perplexed expression. “I’m sorry, but I don’t see how this sheds any new light on my brother’s fate. Nor, I might add, how it rates the attention of an historian.”
“This is a message from the Pacific Command of Allied Forces.” She shook the paper emphatically. “It’s an order to sink the ship that was carrying your brother…to sink it because it was carrying your brother. Don’t you see? ‘Prevent LT Hancock Trevor RA from reaching Cabanatuan by any means necessary.’ They wanted him dead.”
Edward Hancock shuddered but quickly regained his implacable demeanor. “It was war, and in a war, tough decisions must be made. Perhaps dear Trevor was keeping some bit of information vital to the war effort, and the Allies couldn’t allow the Nips to get their hands on it. Who can know why the order was given? You’d do better to ask your own government, though I can’t imagine anyone will remember the answer fifty years later.”
“Edward…Lord Hancock, listen to me. This isn’t just old dusty history. Someone is willing to kill for this information.”
The old man’s eyes widened. “Kill? And you’ve come here? Led these killers to my doorstep?” His clipped precise accent made the words sound even more accusatory, and Alex felt her face go hot with embarrassment. “Who exactly is after you?”
“I don’t know. And until I can figure out why, I can’t trust anyone. Not even the government. I have to know why your brother was specifically targeted.” She could see in his eyes that she was finally getting through to him, and sensed that he might know something after all. “Do you know why?” she pressed.
Hancock reached across the table. “May I see those papers, all of them?”
She gave them up. “All the files relating to the sinking of the Nagata Maru are on the top. The rest are about other ships.”
“Thank you.” Hancock commenced scanning the papers, flipping each one over after a few moments of scrutiny. His eyes no longer had the watery look of advanced years, but moved back and forth with laser-like intensity. “There’s a discrepancy here,” he said. “This page gives a different latitude and longitude for the sinking.”
“Let me see.” Alex was surprised that she had missed that in her own review of the documents but Hancock was correct. The first page, the official report on sinking of the Nagata Maru did indeed have a different set of coordinates than the second — an excerpt from the log of the USS Stingray, the submarine that had torpedoed the hell ship. The latter document, she noticed, had only been recently declassified. It was very likely that she and Hancock were the first persons to read the sub skipper’s words in five decades. “You’re right. They must have changed the official report.”
“So that no one could find the ship,” said Hancock. “Or Trevor’s body.”
Alex tried to process this. “Why would that matter? Whatever he knew died with him when that ship sank?”
Hancock started to say something, but closed his mouth and simply stared hard at her for several seconds. “Were you followed here? Did you leave any kind of trail that might lead them here?”
“I don’t think so.”
“And these papers; are there other copies?”
“The originals are in the National Archives. Anyone can request them, but unless they know what to ask for…” She shrugged.
“I see. Well, perhaps the men pursuing you have already done so, and consider you merely a loose end.” He lapsed into silence again, chewing his lip as if to gather his courage, and then got to his feet. “I may be able to answer your question after all, Alex. Come with me. There’s something I want to show you.”
Alex felt a rush of excitement, but it quickly turned to confusion when her host led her, not to the house, but deeper into the tangled maze that had once been the garden. Through a clearing in the brambles, she spied a small cemetery with a single ornate crypt and several more less impressive headstones. Like the garden, the burial grounds had been badly neglected. For a moment, she wondered if Hancock was leading her to his brother’s cenotaph, but their path skirted past the cemetery and continued toward a wooded hillside beyond.
Hancock seemed to grow spryer with each step, and when they reached the tree line, it was all Alex could do to keep up. At one point, she lost sight of him when he rounded a thick oak, and when she passed the same tree, she found him standing beside a knee-high boulder. As she approached, he bent over the rock and attempted to roll it aside.
“If it’s no bother,” he said expectantly.
“What? Oh, sorry.” She joined him, and their combined strength was sufficient to shift the rock a couple feet away, to reveal a dark cleft in the hillside. Hancock gestured to it expectantly and Alex’s earlier anticipation turned to horror. He wanted her to go underground.
She wasn’t claustrophobic, not like people in movies were sometimes. She could get into elevators and ride subway trains without the slightest hesitation. But that comfort did not extend to crawling around in a dugout tunnel barely wide enough to let her through.
“Than answers you seek are in there,” said Hancock. “It’s perfectly safe. I’ve even brought a torch.” He took a small flashlight from his jacket pocket and played its bright beam into the opening as if that would somehow reassure her.
“Well aren’t you the Boy Scout,” she muttered. But the light did help a little, and Hancock’s confidence was infectious. He promptly lowered himself into the opening and was swallowed up by the darkness. “Oh, fine.”
She extended a cautious foot into the darkness, felt solid ground sloping away, and then advanced further. Those first tentative steps were the hardest. Once her head and shoulders cleared the opening, she found that there was actually quite a lot of room to move. She could even make out Hancock’s silhouette, a dark outline in a corona of diffuse golden illumination, just a few paces ahead. She soon caught up to him and in the beam of his flashlight, saw that they were not in a natural cave formation, but rather a manmade passage, reinforced with brick walls and an arched ceiling. The passage was wide enough for her to walk alongside him.
The passage was short and ended in a large circular room, which immediately reminded Alex of a chapel. There were about a dozen wooden benches, arranged in two rows like pews. Sculpted figures of metal and stained glass were mounted on the walls at regular intervals like decorative lighting fixtures. At the far end stood a large table or altar, and three more passages branched off like the apse and transepts of a cruciform chapel. The place felt old but not unused or forgotten.
“What is this place?” Alex noted that the cloth covering the altar was adorned with a red cross with arms that were equal in length and tipped with serifs. “That’s a Templar Cross.”
Hancock continued forward to the altar, dipping his head slightly as if to pray then turned to her. “You are correct. I am a sworn brother of the Poor-Fellow Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon — a Templar Knight, in the common parlance — as was my dear older brother, Trevor.”
“The Templars are extinct.”
Even as she said it, Alex knew that wasn’t quite the whole truth. Of course the Templars were gone, the real Templars, but that didn’t mean there was anything preventing modern pretenders from assuming their mantle or co-opting the mystique associated with the crusading holy knights.
“You know something of the order then? Ah, well of course you would. You are an historian after all.”
He carefully balanced the flashlight on the altar so that its light shone up to illuminate the ceiling, revealing a random assortment of intricately carved symbols — crosses, stars, moons, and other glyphs that looked like occult runes. Alex wondered if they were a coded message, instructions to unlocking some mysterious source of Templar power. She understood why people were so fascinated with the Templars — people like Hancock who evidently believed himself an inheritor of their cause.
“I don’t understand how this has anything to do with what happened to your brother.”
“Trevor was the keeper of our greatest secret. That of course did not exempt him from his duty to the Crown, nor would he have wanted it to. He was a true knight, worthy of our heritage. None of us could have imagined that he would not return.”
“Allied Command knew about Trevor’s secret and didn’t want to let the Japanese get their hands on him. But that secret died with him.” Alex knew she was missing something important. “It was war. You had to know that there was a chance he might die and that there would be no way to get your secret back.”
Hancock smiled patiently. “You misunderstand. I did not speak of his survival, but rather his return.”
“It was an object,” she deduced aloud. “Something he was carrying.”
Hancock laid his hands flat on the altar and stared at a fixed point between his outstretched fingers. “For nearly two hundred years — almost as long as your country has been in existence — the knights of the Temple ruled an empire that stretched from the British Isles to Jerusalem. Six hundred years ago, when our enemies conspired to destroy the order, our predecessors took immediate action to preserve the source of our power. A select group of knights were chosen to be the keepers of this secret. Many more, including our revered Grand Master, sacrificed themselves to protect that knowledge.”
“I’m familiar with the stories.”
“Are you indeed? Well, there are stories and then there’s the truth.”
“Where does Trevor come in?”
“Have you ever heard the saying, ‘Two can keep a secret if one of them is dead’?”
Alex smiled. “I think the original quote was: ‘Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.’ Benjamin Franklin.”
“The surviving knights knew that their enemies would stop at nothing to hunt them down, torture them until they revealed the secret. The location of the vault, where the secret was kept, was marked on a map.” Hancock waved a hand over the light. “A map in this very room.”
Alex’s gaze was drawn to the domed ceiling, which she now realized contained more than just elaborate symbols. The entire dome was a single enormous relief map. As she found a few familiar shapes — the British Isles, the Iberian Peninsula, the Strait of Gibraltar — the entire picture emerged in a cascade of recognition. The symbols she now saw, marked specific locations, cities perhaps, or Templar outposts, scattered across Europe, ringing the coast of the Mediterranean Sea and even dotting some of the islands within. The symbols were grouped in sets of two or three at each location, though never in the same order, to form a unique sigil for each. A closer look revealed that no two shapes or symbols were exactly identical.
“The key to understanding this map was inscribed on a medallion,” Hancock went on. “Only one man in each generation would possess the key.”
The medallion fits into one of those symbols. And that’s where the treasure is. Alex didn’t verbalize this revelation. She studied the ceiling a moment longer, trying to take a mental snapshot of the map, but there were so many symbols, so many possibilities. Finally, sensing that Hancock was growing impatient, she said, “Trevor was the keeper of the medallion. But surely the Japanese would have taken it from him when they captured him.”
“In the beginning,” said Hancock. “The medallion was worn, as one might wear a crucifix or a St. Christopher’s medal.”
Alex absently fingered the gold crucifix which hung from a chain about her own neck.
“But the Gatekeepers — that is what we have called ourselves for these past six centuries — quickly realized that there was great risk in doing so. If the medallion was stolen or captured, the means of unlocking the map would be lost forever. So they hit upon a way of ensuring that the medallion would not be lost while its bearer lived. A surgeon would make an incision in the scalp here—” He touched a finger to his head, just behind the ear “—and the medallion would be affixed to the skull. When the wound healed and the scar was covered by a growth of hair, there would be no outward indication of the medallion’s presence.”
Alex nodded slowly in understanding. “So even though Trevor has been dead for fifty years, he still has the secret to unlocking your map.”
“Just so. At least, I assume he does. Trevor was made the keeper of the secret as a youth. I remain one of the Gatekeepers, but none of us — no one alive today in fact — has the key.”
“So the people who are after me… they know about all this. The Templars. Your map. The medallion.” More pieces fell into place, but the big picture remained maddeningly elusive.
“And now you know.” Hancock sighed then reached into his pocket. When his hand emerged, he was holding a small revolver. He pointed it at her. “Two can keep a secret if one of them is dead.”
A cold spike of adrenaline slammed into Alex’s chest. She opened her mouth to protest, to plead, but found she didn’t have the breath to speak.
“I am so very sorry, Alex.” Hancock actually sounded sincere. “You are an innocent, caught up in something you can’t possibly understand. But you know about Trevor, you know where he might be found. The secret must be kept.”
He extended the gun in a two-handed grip, aimed at her heart.
“For someone who goes on about secrecy, you sure are a blabbermouth.”
Because she was so focused on Hancock and the gun, it took Alex a moment to realize that there was someone else in the chapel with them. Hancock however reacted much quicker. He snatched up the flashlight and shone it into the shadows to Alex’s left, revealing a handsome, solidly built man with close cropped blond hair. His eyes were a stormy blue and he didn’t so much as blink when the light fell upon them. Nor did he flinch when the barrel of Hancock’s gun swung toward him.
“Killing her won’t keep your secret. Too many people know it already.”
Alex could almost hear Hancock’s finger tightening on the trigger. “Who the devil are you?”
The blue-eyed man cocked an eyebrow. “I’m the guy who found your brother’s skeleton at the bottom of the South China Sea. That’s all you need to know.” He turned to Alex and winked. “You however, can call me Dane Maddock.”

CHAPTER 9

When Dane turned to Alex, so did Hancock. His aim wavered, and that was the moment Dane had been waiting for. He sprang to the side, away from the cone of illumination cast by the flashlight, and then darted in close. Before the old man could so much as try to find him again, Dane snared his gun hand and slammed it down on the altar. There was no shot; only the sound of frail bones breaking and Hancock’s cry of pain.
Dane tore the gun from Hancock’s nerveless fingers, an old Smith and Wesson Victory Model, if he did not miss his guess, and then relieved him of the flashlight as well.
Alex finally snapped out of her paralysis. She looked down at Hancock who lay like a sacrifice atop the altar, clutching his fractured wrist. “Why? Why tell me everything if you were just going to kill me anyway?”
“He was probably trying to gauge how much you already knew,” supplied Dane. “And whether you’d told anyone else.”
Hancock shook his head. “No,” he said in a weary voice. “Nothing so clever, I’m afraid. I just wanted to tell someone. That’s the thing about secrets; the longer you hold them, the hotter they burn.” He looked up to meet Dane’s stare. “Did you really find Trevor?”
“Not exactly. But I did find the ship.”
“The Nagata Maru?” asked Alex.
Dane studied her. He had arrived at the house just as Hancock and Alex were heading out from the garden, and had followed surreptitiously as they entered the cave, eavesdropping from the shadows. In all that time, he hadn’t really gotten a good look at her, and in hindsight, that was probably a good thing. She was distractingly beautiful, with long straight hair — a sun-streaked brown that defied easy description — strong features and an olive-complexion that bespoke a Mediterranean heritage, and eyes the color of jade.
“Is that her name?” Dane gave an apologetic shrug. “I’m afraid I came in a little late on your conversation, so you’ll have to catch me up. I was actually looking for a different ship when I found her.”
Hancock slumped as if this explanation was an insult he could not bear. “And now that you know its importance, you will return and search until you find him.”
“I just might at that.”
“Wait a minute,” said Alex. “If you didn’t know any of this, didn’t even know the name of the ship you found, then why are you here?”
“Fair question,” Dane admitted. “When we found the wreck, some not-very-nice men showed up with guns and told me to dive on the wreck and find Lord Hancock, the man with the plate in his head.” He nodded at Edward Hancock. “No doubt they were some of his Templar buddies trying to bring back this special medallion.”
Hancock shook his head. “Not us.”
Alex ignored him. “You obviously got away from them.”
“That’s right. And being a curious fellow, I decided to find out what I could about the mysterious Lord Hancock. That brought me here, and not a moment too soon, I’d say.”
“They weren’t Gatekeepers,” insisted Hancock again.
“No? Well, then I guess your big secret isn’t so secret after all, is it?”
The old man straightened. His face was still twisted with pain, but he appeared to have regained some of his dignity. “For as long as we have protected this knowledge, there have been those who desired to take it from us.”
“Is that so? And I suppose you’re just dying to tell us all about it? Those secrets still trying to burn their way out, is that it?”
“You have me at a disadvantage. Knowledge is the only coin with which I may bargain for my freedom.”
“Sorry, I’m not buying it.” Dane strode forward, gripped Hancock’s shoulder and thrust him once more onto the altar. This time, he performed a hasty pat down and found a hard rectangular object in one of the old man’s pockets. He dug out a cellular phone, flipped it open.
“No reception down here,” he remarked. “But I see you made a call twenty-five minutes ago.” He glanced at Alex. “Would that be right after you showed up?”
She nodded.
“I’m guessing you called a couple of your mates from the local Templar chapter to come back you up, maybe dig a shallow grave for her. This whole Chatty Cathy routine is just a way to stall until they show up, isn’t it?”
Hancock didn’t answer.
“That’s what I thought.” Dane shoved the phone into his own pocket then grabbed the flashlight off the altar. He turned to Alex. “Let’s go.”
As they passed between the rows of benches, Alex glanced back into the shadows behind them. “What about him? We can’t just leave him here.”
“Cold blooded murder isn’t my style. Besides, he’s not a threat to us anymore.” He paused at the mouth of the passage leading out of the chapel. Maybe Hancock wasn’t a threat, but how long before his reinforcements arrived? He switched the flashlight off, plunging them into total darkness.
“What are you doing?” hissed Alex.
The darkness was absolute. If anyone was coming down the passage, they were doing so without the aid of artificial light. “Stay close.”
He felt her hand in his and that was good enough.
They reached the mouth of the passage quickly, urged on by the ever brightening sliver of daylight visible ahead. Dane emerged cautiously, sweeping the area with the pistol before coaxing Alex out to join him. As soon as they were out, Dane felt his cell phone vibrate.
“Maddock! Where the hell have you been?” It was Professor and he sounded frantic. “Company’s coming. A van just headed down the driveway five minutes ago. At least two guys, but might be more in the back.”
Dane had left his teammate with their rental car on the main road just outside the manor grounds while he had gone in on foot. Given how little he knew about their enemies, it had seemed prudent to do a little scouting, while leaving Professor behind to provide overwatch. The wisdom of that precaution was now manifest, but Dane hadn’t anticipated losing his cell phone signal when he’d gone underground.
He led Alex away from the cleft, skirting the hillside toward the cover of trees, before responding. “Roger. We’re clear for the moment.”
“We?”
“Me plus one. I rescued a damsel in distress.” He ignored Alex’s eye roll. “Meet us on the road, one klick east of the driveway. Keep your eyes open. I expect company.” He didn’t wait for a reply, but closed the phone and shoved it into his pocket. “Let’s go.”
They ventured deeper into the woods, moving at a right angle away from the trail back to the house, but after about a hundred yards, Dane stopped and held a finger to his lips.
The woods weren’t as absolutely still as the underground chapel had been, but for a moment the only sounds Dane could hear, apart from the thudding of his heart, were the chirp of insects and distant birds, and the creak of tree branches in the breeze. Then he heard voices — soft, hushed tones. Definitely not someone out for a stroll.
He couldn’t make out any words; he didn’t need to. They were being hunted. He took Alex’s hand again and they started running.
Dane tried to construct a mental map of the area, but as they pushed deeper into the woods, it became difficult to know with certainty even what direction they were going. The best he could hope for was to keep more or less to a straight line, easier said than done as they darted between tree trunks.
A burst of electronic music shattered the relative quiet, Hancock’s cell phone in Dane’s pocket! He dug it out, his haste making him all the more fumble-fingered. The ring-tone sounded twice more before he was able to silence it.
“This way!” Their pursuers were no longer bothering to be quiet, and the shout was too close for comfort. The call had not been a coincidence, Hancock had evidently told the pursuers that Dane had his phone, and they had used it to narrow the search.
A series of sharp reports completely shattered the still. Tree branches snapped and exploded above Dane and Alex, showering them with leaves and splinters. Dane threw himself flat, pulling Alex down next to him, but part of him knew that this was exactly what the hunters wanted; pin them down, paralyze them.
More shots. Dane reckoned there were at least three shooters, but he could see no one through the maze of tree trunks.
“We’ve got to move,” he told Alex. “Follow me.”
He didn’t wait for her to question or protest, but sprang to his feet and started running. A look over his shoulder confirmed that she was still with him, and also revealed movement further back. He twisted around without slowing and triggered a single shot from the revolver he’d taken from Hancock. Now their pursuers would know that they weren’t toothless; Dane just hoped he wouldn’t later regret wasting the round on an oak tree.
The woods thinned abruptly and they emerged at the edge of a grassy field. Dane spied the roof of the manor house off to the left, perhaps three hundred yards away. Not an option, he decided. They would never be able to cross that much open ground and there was a good chance that more of Hancock’s cronies would be waiting for them there. He pulled Alex back into the trees and resumed running, keeping the clearing to his left. Somewhere on the far side of that field was the road, where Professor would be waiting. When they had put another hundred yards between themselves and the house, Dane veered back into the open.
They made it halfway, close enough for Dane to distinguish the gray strip of the road, before the shots started again.
“Zigzag!” he shouted without looking back. A bullet crackled through air beside him and brushed through the tall grass. He veered away from it.
The road was close now, maybe fifty yards. Something was moving along it…a car…Professor.
“There! That’s our ride.”
He spun on his heel, saw three figures moving along the tree line, alternately running and gunning. He fired two shots in their direction, watched them scatter, and then turned and sprinted for the road. Alex was already there, tumbling into the back seat of the rented sedan. Dane saw Professor in the driver’s seat — the right hand driver’s seat — and cursed the British for not putting the steering wheels on the correct side. He reached the road and dove across the hood, tumbling to ground on the far side.
A bullet rapped against the fender. Another shattered the rear window.
Using the front end of the sedan for cover, Dane emptied the revolver and then climbed into the passenger seat.
“Go!”
Professor didn’t need any urging. Even before Dane’s door was shut, he pushed the accelerator to the floor and took off, throwing up a rooster tail of dirt and gravel behind them. There were more reports, but none of the shots found the retreating car, and after a few seconds, they were well beyond the range of the shooters. Dane sagged in his seat, breathing deep and savoring the respite.
“You did buy the optional insurance at the rental agency, right?” Professor said with a grin. He glanced over the back of the seat at Alex. “You brought a date? Let me guess; that’s her father and brothers taking pot shots at us.”
“Very funny, but Bones already has dibs on the job of comic relief.”
Professor ignored him. “I’m Pete, but everybody calls me Professor.”
Alex shifted into a seated position and buckled her seatbelt. “Professor of what?”
“Useless trivia, mostly,” Dane said.
“Are you guys military?”
Professor and Dane exchanged a glance. “Former,” lied Dane, “Is it that obvious?”
“I heard you on the phone, ‘one klick east?’ Either you’re military or you’ve watched one too many action movies. So what are you now? You said you found the Nagata Maru; are you fortune hunters or something?”
“Yeah, that’s us. My real name is Indiana Jones. That’s my friend Dirk Pitt behind the wheel.”
“Hey,” protested Professor. “I want to be Indiana Jones. He is a professor, after all.”
“Nice.” Alex didn’t attempt to hide her sarcasm. “I’ve been rescued by Laurel and Hardy.”
Dane turned around to meet her stare. “Ok, your turn. Did I hear correctly that you’re a historian? That Templar business; is that for real?”
“Templars?” Professor perked up and cocked his head.
Alex looked away. “That not really my field. Listen, I’m grateful to you for getting me out of there, but I really don’t want to get mixed up in your treasure hunt.”
“Seems to me like you were mixed up in it before I came along.”
“Well, I still think it might be better for both of us if we just go our separate ways.”
Professor cleared his throat. “Do you want me let you out right now? Because I’d be willing to bet those fellows in the black van behind us will give you a lift.”
Both Dane and Alex looked back. The rear window was an almost opaque spider web of cracks, but through the fist-sized hole where the bullet had struck, Dane could see the vehicle racing to catch them. Professor put the accelerator pedal on the floor again and the sedan surged forward.
Dane had complete faith in his teammate’s skill behind the wheel; every member of the team had gone through an intensive two-week long tactical driving course. Unfortunately, the techniques that worked on a busy highway or a crowded urban street were of little use on a winding country road with poorly banked turns and a rough compacted dirt surface, covered sporadically with loose gravel. They might be able to stay ahead of the van, but the road and the laws of physics almost certainly wouldn’t let them outdistance or outmaneuver the pursuit.
“Screw this,” muttered Dane. “Professor, slow down a little.”
“Slow down?” Professor and Alex were almost in harmony.
“You know what they say about the best defense. Reel ‘em in. Don’t make it look too easy, but let them catch up to us.”
Professor shook his head. “You’re the boss, boss.”
Dane crawled into the back seat and used the captured revolver to clear away the broken window. The van was closing the gap, but for what Dane had in mind, it would have to get a lot closer.
“Stay down,” he warned.
Alex ducked her head and her eyes came to rest on the gun in his hands. “How many shots do you have left?”
“Don’t worry about it. Professor, speed up a little. Make them work for it. Then when I say the word, you slam on the brakes, got it?”
“Loud and clear,” Professor answered, betraying none of the doubt or confusion he surely felt.
“The brakes?” said Alex, incredulous.
Dane didn’t elaborate, but motioned for her to stay low. The van was gaining, slow but steady, two hundred yards back…one-fifty….
“Ease off. And get ready.”
The van seemed to surge ahead, closing to within a dozen car lengths. Its windshield reflected only the sky and the green of passing trees, hiding the occupants and their intentions, but as the gap tightened Dane saw a figure lean out of the left side window.
“Incoming!”
The report and the sound of the bullet slamming into the sedan’s roof were almost simultaneous. There was another shot and a round sizzled through the air above Dane, punched through the passenger seat headrest, and smacked into the windshield.
“What are you waiting for?” Alex shouted. “Shoot back!”
She didn’t sound nearly as frightened as Dane would have expected under the circumstances, but maybe that was because she didn’t know what he was really planning.
“Wait for it, Professor,” Dane yelled, weighing the revolver in his hand and wondering if his crazy plan had even a snowball’s chance in Hell of succeeding.
Only one way to find out.
“Now!”
Professor stomped the brake pedal and the sedan skidded along the gravel roadway. The sudden deceleration threw Dane against the back of the passenger’s seat, but he was expecting it. The hunters weren’t.
The van seemed to shoot forward, filling the empty frame of the sedan’s rear window. The driver reacted instinctively, slamming on his own brakes, but it was already too late.
Dane hurled the empty revolver at the approaching windshield, even as the van skidded forward. The reinforced glass did not shatter with the impact, but the heavy steel pistol chipped a huge pockmark in the tempered pane and sent out long cracks like lightning bolts. An instant later, the van slammed into the trunk of the sedan, accordioning the rear end and propelling the smaller car forward.
Dane was ready for that, too. As soon as the gun left his fingers, he hauled himself through the broken rear window and launched himself at the van’s fractured windshield.
It had to be the craziest thing he had ever done, but he didn’t let himself think about that, didn’t think about what would happen if he mistimed his leap, or if the windshield didn’t break.
He didn’t.
It did.
He felt just the slightest bit of resistance as the windshield collapsed on impact, and then he found himself practically in the driver’s lap. The man was looking away, covering his eyes as if to protect them from flying debris, and before he could recover, Dane drove a solid punch to his temple, putting him out.
There was no sign of the man in the passenger seat and Dane could only surmise that he had been thrown clear at the moment of impact. There was no one else in the vehicle.
Dane squirmed around to an upright position. Everything seemed to be working okay, a few scrapes and probably a lot of bruises, but nothing visibly more serious. He knew that when the adrenaline finally boiled away, he’d feel every bruise, but for the moment he was fully operational. He reached across the unmoving driver and worked the door handle. A single shove dropped the would-be killer’s limp, unconscious body onto the road, and Dane scooted into the empty seat.
The engine was still running, the automatic transmission still engaged and trying to move the van forward but the unyielding mass of the sedan kept it stationary. Alex was staring through the broken rear window of the rental car in complete disbelief.
“Get in!”
Alex didn’t move, but a moment later Professor got out and opened her door. “You heard the man.”
The transfer took only a few seconds, and as soon as they were aboard, Dane threw the transmission into reverse, backed away from the wrecked car, and then shifted forward.
Without the front window in place the wind blasted through the van like a gale, but Dane didn’t slow.
Professor leaned close. “Tell me again why we just did that?”
“These guys are organized. Ten-to-one there will be more of them waiting down the road.”
“And this changes things how?”
“They’ll be looking for our car. I’m hoping our new ride will give us a chance to slip past them, at least long enough to get to the main road.” Dane looked back at Alex who sat on the floor of the rear cargo area. “Then we’re going to have a long talk with our passenger. I think she might know more about this than even she realizes.”

CHAPTER 10

London, England
“I want to go with you,” Alex announced. “I want to help you find the medallion.”
The request surprised Dane. “A few hours ago, you said you didn’t want to be involved. Why the change of heart?”
Before she could answer, their server, and attractive young blonde, arrived to greet them
“Ever had Scurvy?” the girl asked.
They had settled into a corner table at The Mayflower, a cozy riverside public house built in 1550, reputedly the oldest on the River Thames. According to local lore, in 1620 the famous ship which had brought the Puritans across the Atlantic to their new home in the Americas, had pulled up to the dock and taken on some of its passengers who were waiting at the pub, before sailing on to its more noteworthy homeport at Plymouth. Dane was fascinated with the nautical décor and the historic theme, but his primary reason for choosing the pub was that it was the kind of place where three Americans could lay low for a while without attracting too much attention. During the train ride from Hertfordshire to London, and subsequently as they traversed the city looking for a refuge, there had been no sign of pursuit. Nevertheless, Dane was not about to relax his vigilance.
“Scurvy?” Dane feigned a look of horror as he considered the server’s question, but knew from a glance at the pub’s listing in London A to Z, that Scurvy was the name of The Mayflower’s signature house bitter ale.
“I take Vitamin C everyday just to prevent it,” deadpanned Professor.
The girl rolled her eyes, but before she could launch into her well-rehearsed explanation, Dane said, “Let’s have three pints of Scurvy, and a plate of chips.”
As she departed, Dane turned to Alex and repeated his question. “So, what’s changed?”
“Nothing. I wanted in all along. What I said back there, that was just the panic talking back there. Everything was happening so fast, and people were shooting at us.”
It was an adequate explanation but Dane sensed that she was holding something back. “You know, we sort of skipped over the proper introductions earlier.”
“Yeah,” she agreed. “Kind of seemed like there were more important things to take care of.” She stuck her hand out. “Alex Vaccaro.”
Dane took her hand and gave it a gentle shake. “And you’re a historian? But you said the Templars aren’t your area of expertise.”
“Not even close. I’m getting my Master’s in Twentieth Century history, specifically military history, World War II.”
“So that’s how you got involved in all of this. Researching the Nagata Maru led you to Hancock.”
The server arrived with three tankards, each brimming with foam and dripping brown ale onto the table surface. They all took long drinks. Dane found the flavor interesting — mellow, bitter, and slightly fruity. It wasn’t Dos Equis, but it wasn’t bad.
“I was working with a writer,” Alex continued. “Don Riddell, doing research on a book about the hell ships. Are you familiar with the term?”
Professor couldn’t resist a chance to show off his encyclopedic knowledge. “The Imperial Japanese Navy commandeered ocean liners and cargo freighters to transport their POWs to forced labor camps. The conditions for the prisoners were deplorable. They crammed hundreds, even thousands of men onto those ships — stacked them like cordwood. No food, no water, barely even any fresh air. Disease was rampant.”
Alex nodded. “But the worst part was that the ships themselves were often targeted by American forces, who didn’t realize that they were carrying Allied prisoners. It’s estimated that over 18,000 Allied personnel were killed that way.”
“From what I’ve heard of the Japanese labor camps,” Dane remarked. “That might have been a kinder fate.”
“Perhaps. But that wouldn’t have been much comfort to the crews of the ships and torpedo planes responsible for sinking them. And it didn’t play well in the news back home; it still doesn’t. That was going to be the subject of Don’s book; examining the impacts of the deaths these POWs.”
“Was?”
“Don is dead. Murdered.” The admission seemed to take something out of her. She took a deep draught of the ale before attempting to continue. “He…they…whoever…tried to kill me, too. That’s why I ran.”
“You’re safe now.” Dane reached out and took her hand again. “How did you make the connection to Lord Hancock?”
“This all started when Don requested some material from the National Archives; recently declassified documents pertaining to the sinking of several hell ships.”
“Why would those documents be classified in the first place?”
Professor cleared his throat. “I know a little about the hell ships. There were several instances where Allied command knew ahead of time that the ships were carrying POWs. They had broken the Japanese codes, knew the routes and cargos, but if they had let those ships pass, the Japanese would have realized their codes were compromised, and it would have been back to square one.”
“They did their best to cover it up,” Alex added. “The truth came out of course, but it’s one of those ugly subjects that no one likes to talk about. That’s the subject of Don’s book…or would have been.”
Dane waved his hand as if trying to wipe a chalkboard clean. “Focus. Declassified documents. What next?”
“Someone killed Don and tried to kill me.” Her voice had become loud and strident enough that a few heads in the pub turned to look in their direction. She took another sip of ale, and then continued in a more subdued tone. “I ran. Hid out for a while until I could figure out what was so important in those records. That’s when I discovered the discrepancy about the Nagata Maru. And this message.”
She took a folder from her backpack and shuffled out a sheet of paper. Dane read it and handed it back to her. “So you decided to play Nancy Drew? Follow this clue and see where it leads?”
“If I’m Nancy Drew, then you two are the Hardy Boys. We ended up in the same place.”
“Fair enough.” Dane savored a sip from his tankard.
“How do the Templars fit in?” asked Professor.
Dane gave a quick synopsis of what he had overheard in the chapel.
Professor considered this for a moment. “Templars are the bogeymen of conspiracy theories. They’re believed to be involved in everything from controlling the world economy to hiding the Lost Ark of the Covenant.”
“Is any of it true?”
Professor spread his hands. “The Templars were real. We know that much for sure. They fought in the Crusades, established what was probably the world’s first international bank, and were for a time, more powerful than any of the European kingdoms of the day. Incidentally, there are long-standing rumors of a Templar presence in Hertfordshire, so there’s that. But a lot of the rest is gossip, innuendo, or just plain crazy.
“They may have discovered the holy relics of the Temple of Solomon. Maybe they found the Holy Grail. Maybe they possessed the lost Gospel of Jesus Christ or were the guardians of the secret bloodline of Jesus and Mary Magdalene. Or maybe those are all just rumors, spread by the Templars to increase their power, or by their enemies to make them seem more dangerous. Again, all we really know for certain is that they did exist for about two hundred years, and that they were destroyed by the church in early 1300’s.”
“Hancock talked about a secret treasure that survived the destruction of the order. Could that be that true?”
Professor shrugged. “Anything could be true. The Templars were very wealthy before their dissolution, and not all of that wealth has been accounted for. There is a rather persistent story about a hay wagon that left the Templars’ Paris headquarters shortly before their leaders were arrested, so it is possible that that some of that wealth might have been spirited away. But I’m skeptical about a secret society of underground Templars lurking in the shadows for six hundred years.”
“That chapel looked awfully authentic,” said Alex.
“Don’t get me wrong. I think it’s entirely possible that this guy Hancock believes he is a real Templar. Everything he says might be true, up to a point. Trevor Hancock might really have a medallion screwed to his skull. Maybe this thing has been in their family for several generations. Secret societies were all the rage in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, especially among nobility. They were easy pickings for con artists.”
“But no treasure?”
“If you knew how to find a treasure like that, would you just sit on the information? Keep it a secret as part of some big mythical plan?” Professor shook his head. “I wouldn’t. And I don’t think the old Templars would have either. They would have either invested it in a comeback, or more likely spent it all just trying to stay one step ahead of their enemies.”
Dane wasn’t ready to give up until he’d turned over every rock. “What if it’s more than just treasure? What if we are talking about the Holy Grail or the Ark? Or some source of power that can change the world?”
“Or destroy it,” added Alex.
“Hey, I’m just the trivia expert. Like I said, I don’t know what’s true. But if I had to bet money on it, I’d say that if there was a Templar treasure, it’s long gone.”
They sat in silence for several minutes, drinking their Scurvy and munching on chips sprinkled with salt and malt vinegar. Finally Alex spoke up. “Someone in Allied Command was a Templar. Had to be. That’s the only explanation. They knew what Hancock was carrying and couldn’t risk the Japanese finding it. Don’t you think that’s significant?”
Dane looked at Professor. “She makes a good point.”
He didn’t add that there was also the matter of their bogus search for the Awa Maru, personally ordered by the current Secretary of the Navy. It wasn’t hard to dismiss Edward Hancock and his cronies as a group of self-deluded dilettantes, playacting at being Templars, but that didn’t explain why the United States Navy had been so intent on making Trevor Hancock disappear during World War II, or why they wanted him found now.
“So what’s our next move?”
There was only one answer. “We head back to that shipwreck. This won’t be over until we find the mysterious missing Lord Hancock.”

CHAPTER 11

Nagata Maru wreck site
It didn’t take long at all for Bones to determine that allowing Gabby to join the crew had been the right decision, and not just because she was a lot more fun to hang out with than Willis. Her skill with the ROV meant that the two men would be able to focus their attention on watching both the radar screen and the horizon for the approach of hostiles, although, after two days on the site, without so much as a blip, he was beginning to wonder if he had misjudged the opposition.
He had expected them to show up in greater force — more shooters and bigger guns — and had planned accordingly by procuring a small arsenal, enough to fend off anything short of a guided missile frigate. Now, he was wondering if they had decided instead to let the crew of the Jacinta do the heavy lifting, hit them on the way back when they had the prize in hand.
They’ll be waiting a while, he thought irritably. The search of the wreck had been equally uneventful.
He stretched, working the stiffness of inactivity from his muscles and joints, and swiveled his chair to look over Gabby’s shoulder. Her pixie face was lit up by the glow from the small color monitor screen, her eyes moving back and forth as she used a joystick controller to manipulate the ROV’s utility arm to gently pick through the nest of crumbling bones in what had once been the ballroom of a small ocean liner.
They had cleared hundreds of skeletons, retrieving dog tags as they checked each skull for the metal plate Scalpel had described. So far nothing, and with each set of remains they cleared, the likelihood of finding anything seemed to diminish.
“You know,” Gabby said, without looking away from her task. “He might not have been in the ballroom. There could be other compartments. Or he might have jumped overboard before she went down.”
“I thought all the pessimism left with Maddock. Are you saying we’re out of luck?”
“Not necessarily. We can search the area around the wreck with the metal detector.”
He frowned. Two days of searching this haystack, and now he was being told that the needle might be in another field. “How long will that take?”
“As long as it takes.”
“You wouldn’t just be trying to run up the meter?”
She laughed and brought her gaze up to meet his. “Not on your life. The sooner we find this guy that you’re looking for, the sooner I get that celebration you promised.”
Bones had to admit that he was in need of a good celebration, but before he could tell her that, a familiar electronic chirp cut him off.
Gabby’s brow wrinkled. “You’ve got cell phone service out here?”
“It’s an Iridium satellite phone. It works everywhere.” He didn’t add that the service was almost prohibitively expensive, and he only had it because it had been provided for him, but simply hit a button to receive the call. “Bones, here.”
There was an unusually long delay. “It’s Maddock. Sitrep?”
“Not much sit to rep. We’ve almost cleared the wreck. After that, we’ll start sweeping the surrounding area. Got to say though, it’s not looking good.”
There was a long silence, far too long for simple satellite lag, and Bones thought the call might have dropped, but finally Maddock spoke again. “Keep at it. We’ve got to find him. Anything else worth mentioning? Any unwanted visitors?”
“Nope. Of course, they might be watching and waiting to see what we turn up.”
“Could be. Watch your six. We’re on our way back there. Should be on the ground in Manila by tomorrow afternoon.”
“Want us to come collect you?”
“Negative. I’ll charter another boat and meet you on site. I’ll call again with ETA.”
“Roger.”
“Also, try and stay out of trouble until I get there, Bones. Maddock, out.”
Bones clicked off and returned the phone to his pocket.
“Who was that?” asked Gabby.
“My boss.”
She stuck out her lower lip in a fake pout. “I thought you were the boss.”
Bones grinned. “Well, we’re more like partners really. Business partners, that is. Maddock’s a great guy…well, actually he’s kind of a stick-in-the-mud. Not much of a sense of humor. You’ll see when you meet him.”
“When will that be?”
“Day after tomorrow, maybe. He’s coming here.”
“No fair,” she said, pouting again. “I don’t want to work for anyone but you.”
“Well then, what do you say we find what we’re looking for before he gets here?”

CHAPTER 12

Manila, Philippines
Scalpel gripped the padded armrests of the wheelchair and pushed off, standing erect on his own for the first time in three days. Although the doctor has assured him that two days in hyperbaric oxygen chamber had purged every trace of nitrogen from his tissues, he could still feel it. His joints felt as if they were about to burst.
“That’s more like it,” cheered the man standing behind the wheelchair. “When the horse throws you, you’ve got to get back on.”
Scalpel grimaced. His first impulse was to tell the man what he could do with his horse, but it didn’t pay to aggravate the boss, especially not when the boss was someone like John Lee Ray.
Ray was a handsome man, with the physique of an athlete and the face of a movie star. The first attribute was the product of an almost religious regimen of physical conditioning, the second was the result of a lot of cosmetic surgery. He was in his early-fifties, but was often told that he looked like he was in his late twenties, which pleased him tremendously. Ray cared a great deal about such things; he had not been born into wealth and power, but he was ambitious, and knew that appearances mattered a great deal to the wealthy and powerful men whom he served.
John Lee Ray was in the security business, providing personal protection, investigative services and “threat management,” which was his euphemism for pre-emptive assassinations, only to the wealthiest of the wealthy — men who could afford to hire their own army, which was exactly what Ray’s organization was. A former US Army Special Forces officer, Ray had the training, experience, and most importantly, the international contacts to be very good at his chosen profession. He had started out as a single operator, but had quickly gathered a cadre of professionals with a similar background in black ops, to form a multi-million dollar agency. Scalpel, who had been a member of Ray’s SF team — it had been Ray that had given him his operational nickname — had been one of the first to sign up.
“Steady now.” Ray’s voice was accented by a faint South Carolina drawl, which only seemed to add to his charisma. “I can wheel you closer.”
“No,” Scalpel gritted his teeth. “I’ve got this.”
Ray nodded and stepped aside to let a hospital orderly take the wheelchair back into the main lobby. He said nothing more until they were both in the back seat of a heavily armored SUV, one of a fleet of such vehicles that Ray had at his disposal.
When they were on the move, Ray turned to him. “If you’re not ready for duty, I need to know.”
“I can handle it,” said Scalpel, mustering as much confidence as he could. “I need to be in on this, John Lee.”
“You need? Oh, yes. Payback.”
“He left me to die down there. The doctors say this pain might never go away.”
Ray shook his head. “I need you to be focused. The mission comes first.”
Scalpel nodded. “Always.”
“This is important to me.” Ray gripped his subordinate’s hand.
“I know,” Scalpel assured him. And he did know. As part of Ray’s inner circle, he was intimately familiar with the man’s obsession with the Templars. “And making sure that Dane Maddock dies screaming is important to me. So let’s kill two birds with one stone, all right?”
“‘Kill two birds.’ That’s what I like about you. Always looking for ways to maximize our efficiency.” A smile creased Ray’s handsome face, but then he was all business again. “Listen, I didn’t come halfway around the world just to wish you a speedy recovery. I’m personally overseeing this operation now. I can’t afford any more mistakes.”
Scalpel bit back the reply that was already on his tongue. Ray didn’t abide excuses, and the simple truth of the matter was that Scalpel had made mistakes, not the least of which was underestimating Dane Maddock. He chose a different tack. “All I’m asking is for a chance to make this right.”
“You’ll get it,” answered Ray in an easy voice. “But the situation has remained fluid during your convalescence; a lot has happened. Maddock split his team. His crew is back on the site, but he lit out for England to pay a visit to the current Lord Hancock.”
“You said that was a dead end.”
“And so it is, for us at least. Maddock may not have learned anything that we don’t already know, but he’s clearly up to speed now because he’s on his way back. And he’s got company; that loose end you failed to tie off in DC.”
Scalpel did his best to ignore the rebuke. “She’s with Maddock?”
“She is. I’ll admit, when this began I did not anticipate she would be anything more than an annoyance. Now, I’m less certain as to her role in this entire affair.”
“Three birds, then.”
“Quite. But I have changed our tactics. Subtlety instead of blunt force. I have been monitoring Maddock’s team. They haven’t found the Hancock medallion yet, and frankly I’m not certain that they will.”
“And if they don’t?”
“It’s out there,” Ray said confidently. “I’ll just come back and scour every square inch of the site until I find it.”
“So why not just do that now? Let’s take them out and do this our way.”
Ray’s expression did not change, but his blue eyes seemed to harden to the color of concrete. “We are going to do this my way.”

CHAPTER 13

Nagata Maru wreck site
“We finished clearing the ship yesterday, and started sweeping the surrounding seafloor.” Bones motioned to a pile of encrusted debris on the deck. “So far, all we’ve found is a whole lot of nothing.”
“If you don’t include the remains of over four hundred Allied soldiers,” remarked Alex, gesturing to the array of dog tags laid out on a table. There were a half-dozen different styles representing the same number of nationalities. The metal tags were badly corroded and would have to be meticulously restored if an identification was to be made, but some, such as the distinctive red disk and green octagon pair issued by the Royal Army which were made of vulcanized asbestos fiber, were perfectly legible.
Dane didn’t think that she had meant it to sound like an accusation, but he could tell from the way Bones stiffened that it had come out that way. They were all tired and irritable. Bones and his crew had been working long, tedious and ultimately unfruitful hours sifting through the wreck of the Nagata Maru, while Dane, Alex and Professor had been traveling non-stop for too many days to count, first hopping their way across Europe and Asia to reach the Philippines, followed by a long journey aboard the Sea Sprite, a cramped — and not altogether sea-worthy — cabin cruiser, to rendezvous with Jacinta shortly before sunrise. The travel expenses alone had put quite a dent in their reserve — which consisted of several thousand dollars in Dane’s money belt — and every day they spent at sea was just adding to the final tally.
Dane quickly tried to smooth things over. “I appreciate all the work you’ve done. I wish there was a shortcut, but unfortunately this isn’t an exact science. More of a process of elimination, really.”
Bones stared suspiciously at Alex a few seconds longer then turned his attention back to Dane. “Well, like the lady said, we did bring up a whole mess of dog tags. The grandkids of these missing soldiers will probably think that’s worth a hell of a lot more than some fairy tale treasure.”
“Ordinarily, I would feel the same way, but unfortunately this is one fairy tale that people are willing to kill for.”
“People kill for less than that all the time,” intoned Alex. “That doesn’t make any of it real.” She turned to Bones and stuck out her hand. “I’m sorry if I offended you. Truce?”
Bones grimaced, but there was a playful twinkle in his eye. “My people have learned to be very suspicious when the white man asks for a truce.”
“I know this will tax your powers of observation,” Alex countered in the same tone, “but I am not exactly lily-white, and I’m certainly not a man.”
Bones looked her up and down with an exaggerated lascivious grin. “Well, there’s no arguing that.”
Behind them, Gabby cleared her throat. “When you two are finished, maybe you’d like to tell me what to do next.”
Bones transferred his smile to Gabby for a moment then became serious. “As I see it, we have two choices. We can keep searching the sea floor surrounding the wreck, or we can try to go back into the interior.”
He walked over and laid a hand on the monitor screen which displayed the alien-looking sub-surface environment in dull hues of green and brown. “We found some remains in the area around the wreck. I’m no forensic expert, but judging by the way the bones were shattered, I’d guess they were shot, probably trying to escape. So, there’s a chance we’ll find our guy out there, but the further out we go, the less we’re finding. On the upside, it’s going quickly because we can sweep with the metal detector.”
“Okay, what are the pros and cons of going back to the wreck?” Dane asked.
Gabby fielded this question. “The metal detector is useless in there, so we have to do everything visually. We think that most of the prisoners were being kept in the ship’s ballroom — that’s the big enclosure you first explored. We were also able to access the bridge and a few other compartments on the main deck, but there are probably dozens of places below decks that we haven’t checked out yet. The engine room, galleys, crew quarters, staterooms. That will be slow going since a lot of those spaces will have collapsed or been silted in.”
“I doubt we’ll find our missing POW there anyway,” Dane said.
Bones inclined his head in agreement. “It’s your call. Gabby’s working by the hour, so she probably doesn’t care if we spend the next six months out here. The rest of us…” He shrugged.
Dane thought he understood Bones’ subtext. There was no reason for them to still be out here. In finding the ship, they had accomplished the mission objective, or more precisely nullified that objective. Either way, the logical thing for them to do was to return to base, send their findings up the chain of command, and await further orders. SEALs were given a lot of latitude in how they accomplished their missions, but there were limits to their autonomy. Even if he didn’t trust the SECNAV, he knew he should, at the very least, turn the whole thing over to Maxie.
He had been operating under the belief that, once he had all the facts, the way forward would become clearer, but every new discovery only took them deeper into a labyrinth of uncertainty. If they could find Trevor Hancock, find the medallion that was supposedly affixed to his skull, they would have a piece of concrete evidence, but Dane was beginning to wonder if even that discovery would shed light on the mystery, or further muddy the waters.
Hancock and the Gatekeepers were still out there, and there was no telling how deep the Templar influence extended, or to what lengths they would go to preserve their secret. There had already been one attempt to harm them; how long before the next one came? As much as Dane wanted to know the truth, he couldn’t justify putting the rest of the team in danger.
He watched Gabby drive the ROV for several minutes, during which time the scene on the monitor remained mostly unchanged and the metal detector remained quiescent, and came to a conclusion.
“All right, here’s what’s going to happen. Bones, Professor and Willis are going to head home and report what we’ve found.” Dane realized that he was dangerously close to blowing their cover. As far as Alex and Gabby were concerned, they were fortune hunters, beholden to no one, and he wasn’t ready to reveal the truth to them just yet, so he hastily added. “Go public with it. Tell the newspapers that we found a missing ship from World War II. And of course, you should tell our friend Maxie about it. He might have some ideas.”
Bones nodded slowly. “And while we’re doing that, you’re going to do…what?”
“I’ll stay here with Gabby and Alex and keep looking.”
“Ah, you want to send us away, so you can party with the hot chicks, is that right? Is that your idea of taking one for the team?” Bones tone was humorous, but Dane didn’t miss the subtle familiar criticism.
You don’t want to be part of the team.
“I have to do this,” he insisted. “You guys don’t. I won’t drag you down with me.”
Bones looked at Professor and then at Willis. “You guys feeling drug down?”
Willis gave a succinct, “Hell, no!”
Professor was more eloquent. “All for one and one for all, boss.”
Dane shook his head. “I appreciate the offer guys, but our best chance of surviving this is by getting the word out. Sending you back is the right call.”
Bones heaved an overly dramatic sigh. “Fine. Willis and the Prof will go back. I’m staying.”
Dane would have preferred to keep Professor with him, but got the sense that Bones had no intention of budging on the issue. He wondered if Bones first comment about the women hadn’t been a joke after all. Was he involved with Gabby?
Well, so what if he is? At least he’s sober. “Okay, if we’re done with that minor mutiny…Gabby, reel in the ROV.”
Bones craggy eyebrows drew together questioningly.
“We found this ship by throwing out what we thought we knew,” Dane explained. “Thinking outside the box; thinking like the people who were there, living it. So let’s put ourselves in Hancock’s shoes. We know he didn’t go down with the ship, and it’s looking like he didn’t get machine gunned by the guards. If either was the case, we’d have found him already.”
“Not necessarily,” countered Professor. “It’s a big ocean. The odds of finding one person—”
“Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?” growled Bones. Professor promptly fell silent. “Okay, C-3PO here makes a good point, but go on.”
“Like I said, put yourself in his shoes. Your ship was just sunk. You’re alone in the middle of the sea. What do you do?”
Glances were exchanged but no one had an answer.
“You swim.”
“Sure,” joked Bones. “The nearest land is only…what, three hundred miles away?”
“Hancock wouldn’t have known that. He’d been shut up in that ship for days. He would have been swimming just to stay alive. Hell, he was probably just trying to stay afloat. And you’re wrong about the nearest land, Bones. Gabby, you want to tell him?”
The ROV operator looked surprised to have been singled out, and considered the question for a moment. “Oh, duh. The Spratlys. Technically, we’re on the northern edge of them right now.”
“He wouldn’t have known about those either,” Dane continued, “but when you’re adrift in the ocean, you go where the current takes you. Gabby, I’m guessing you know a thing or two about the currents here?”
“Umm, yeah. What time of year was the ship sunk?”
“April,” said Alex. “April 21, 1944, if that makes a difference.”
“Hmm. It might, but the month is the important thing. The currents change with the onset of the monsoon season. And of course they’re always changing from one year to the next. But I can put you in the ballpark.”
Dane felt the same rush of excitement he’d experienced when they had first discovered the wreck. His instincts — his gut, as Bones would say — told him he was on the right track.
* * *
With Gabby’s best-guess plot of the currents to guide them, the crew of the Jacinta, minus Professor and Sanders who were en route to Manila aboard Sea Sprite, headed southwest. The current was only about three knots, an estimate that had been more or less verified by throwing a life ring overboard and clocking the time it took to drift away.
Dane knew this was a shot in the dark. Ocean currents, driven by differences in water temperature and salinity, were predictable only at a very large scale. Perhaps with accurate historical data, crunched by a dedicated supercomputer, they would be able to narrow their focus, but without knowing exactly where — or if — Hancock had gone into the water, success or failure would probably be more dependent on luck than anything else.
Still, luck had gotten them this far.
About two hours after leaving the wreck site, the sea floor rose to within five fathoms — less than thirty feet of water separated the keel of the Jacinta from the bottom.
“It’s a seamount,” Gabby explained. “An undersea mountain that didn’t quite make it to the surface to become an island. There are a lot of them out here. Seamounts, shallow reefs, islands that are submerged except at low tide.”
The landforms, she went on, would shunt the currents aside, creating stronger and faster movement of water, that would stay parallel to shallows. Dane cut the engines and allowed the boat to drift, while watching the horizon in every direction for any sign of land. Soon, he spied the froth of waves breaking on a reef, but a closer inspection revealed a patch of ground about the size of a baseball infield — and just as flat and featureless, too — poking above the waves.
If Trevor Hancock had washed up on that beach fifty years earlier, he would just as surely have been washed away with the next tide. They kept looking.
Twenty minutes later, Bones’ voice boomed like thunder across the decks. “Land, ho!”
Dane trained his binoculars in the direction Bones was pointing and saw another reef, this one only slightly larger and more pronounced than the first one they had seen, but nevertheless worth investigating.
When the Jacinta was safely anchored outside the surf zone, they all boarded the Zodiac that Scalpel’s team had left behind. Bones skillfully navigated through the crashing breakers and into a small lagoon on the islet where Dane hopped out to drag the craft up above the tide line.
Alex clambered over the side to stand with him in the ankle deep surf. “Doesn’t look like much.”
“Maybe not to us,” Dane agreed, “but try looking at it from the eyes of man who’s been floating in the sea for two days, menaced by sharks. Probably looked like paradise.”
Bones cupped a hand to his mouth and shouted, “Yo, Ginger! Mary Ann! Pina Coladas, right here!”
Paradise, Dane had to admit, was a bit of an overstatement. The island was little more than an hourglass shaped sandbar that had accumulated around a pair of craggy rocks, the tallest of which was shorter than Alex. There was hardly any shade, absolutely no vegetation and no evident sources of fresh water. Dane understood now why the Spratly Islands were mostly uninhabited. This was not the idyllic paradise of Gilligan’s Island or Swiss Family Robinson; this was the last rest area on the way to Hell.
“Let’s spread out. Look for anything that looks…well, interesting.”
“That won’t take long,” muttered Bones, but no sooner had he spoken the last word when his voice changed. “Wait a sec. I think that qualifies.”
He was pointing to one of the tall rocks, or more specifically to what looked at a distance like a nub of rock extending out on the sheltered side of the crag. As they got closer, Dane saw that it wasn’t rock at all, but a waist-high heap of driftwood pieces, ranging in size from tree boughs four feet long to chunks no bigger than Dane’s thumb, all of them worn smooth by persistent wave action.
“How did those get there?” Gabby wondered aloud.
The rock was too far from the beach and the pile too neat to be the work of nature. The answer was obvious.
“Someone put them there.” Dane raced over for a closer look, confirming that inescapable conclusion. The driftwood was not merely heaped up, but placed carefully to minimize gaps and prevent shifting. It reminded him of something….
“It’s a cairn,” said Alex. “Like a burial mound.”
If Dane had any doubts about that, they were cleared away when he spied something carved into a large chunk of wood at the base of the mound; a word, made up of straight lines that had been scratched repeatedly in the dense surface.
ARCHIE
“It’s not him,” said Alex, dejectedly.
“It’s someone.” Dane inspected the marker more carefully and saw that something had been wedged into a crack in the wood. It was a circular red identification tag, stamped with letters and numbers. “‘Bailey, A.’ This is a Royal Army dog tag. The kind they used throughout World War II. Archie Bailey may have been a survivor from the Nagata Maru.”
“But not the one we were looking for.”
Bones chuckled. “You don’t think he buried himself, do you?”
“There was another survivor here.” Alex stepped away from the pile. “Look for another cairn.”
“Alex, there wouldn’t be anyone left to bury the last man.” Dane stared at the driftwood marker. “This took a lot of time and effort. Days maybe.”
“What are you saying?”
“Our castaway found a way to survive. At least long enough to bury one of his mates.” Dane took Alex’s hand and drew her along as he explored the second crag, situated at the far end of the hourglass. There was another arrangement of driftwood there, but this time instead of a large mound, the pieces were all about the same size, laid out one the ground, side by side, like a deck.
“Is it a raft?”
Dane shook his head. “No. Or if it was meant to be, he never finished it. There’s nothing to hold the logs together.”
He knelt down and lifted one of the logs, revealing a shallow depression underneath. “It’s a roof! He built a shelter.”
He pulled more of the logs aside, revealing a space easily large enough for a man to lie, protected from the elements. There was other evidence of habitation — brittle fragments of what could only be fabric, and a small heap of seashells.
The others joined them a moment later and Bones gave a low whistle of appreciation. “That’s a pretty nice lodge. I’ll bet he had Indian blood.”
Dane probed at the debris and uncovered a small red tag, just like the one on the grave marker. He rubbed the dust away and read the letters stamped there. “Hancock, T. I think that’s a negative on the Indian blood.”
“He was here,” Alex gasped. “But where did he go?”
She turned in a circle, looking for some other subtle indication of a human presence on the island.
“Maybe he swam away again,” ventured Bones. “I would.”
“You’re a real ray of sunshine,” said Dane.
“Just keeping it real.” Bones turned to Gabby. “Let’s head back to Jacinta and get Baby’s metal detector. If our guy is here somewhere, then that plate in his skull is probably the only thing made of metal anywhere on the island.”
Dane, surprised at Bones’ quick thinking, nodded his approval. As the oddly-matched pair marched back to the Zodiac, Dane tried once more to think like the castaway.
“Okay, let’s be logical. You’re stuck here. You’ve got nothing. Even the clothes you’re wearing are rags. What do you do?”
Alex pointed to the driftwood deck. “Basic needs. Shelter. And of course, food and water.”
Dane snapped his fingers. “Yes. Where do you find food and water in a place like this?”
“Fish?”
“Maybe. He doesn’t have any tools, but maybe he can fashion something out of driftwood. A club, maybe even a spear. And there are dozens of tide pools around here. He could collect mollusks, maybe even fish that get trapped when the tide goes out. That takes care of food, but water’s the real problem.”
“It’s the tropics. Rain?”
“He would have to store it somehow; a catch basin or a cistern.” Dane felt like the answer had to be right in front of him; he just needed a new perspective. He scrambled onto the tall rock next the shelter. It was a change of only about four feet, but now he could see dozens of depressions pockmarking the island, any one of which might have served to catch rainwater.
Then he saw something else.
* * *
Bones kept his gaze on the Jacinta, nudging the tiller to stay on course as the little inflatable boat charged headlong into the surf. He eased off the throttle, allowing the craft to coast — or more accurately to drift backward, caught in the rush of a wave that had already broken — and then twisted the outboard engine’s throttle wide open. The burst of speed caught Gabby unprepared and she tumbled off her seat and landed half on his lap. Bones didn’t let the mishap distract him from the task at hand; with the engine at full power, he drove the boat directly at the rising face of an incoming breaker. The bow end tilted up as the craft started climbing the hill made of water, and then just when it seemed the wave would curl over, capsize the boat and slam them down into the sea once more, they broke through the crest and were rocketing down the backside of the wave.
“Nicely done,” said Gabby, laughing as she used Bones’ thigh for leverage to pull herself upright.
“Just call me the Big Kahuna,” Bones said with a grin.
She took her seat again, this time facing him, but said nothing more until they were past the incoming surf. The subsequent waves hadn’t yet begun to crest and crossing them was considerably less dramatic, but even a momentary lapse in focus might result in them taking a dunk. Only when Bones had eased off the throttle a little, cruising through considerably smoother water toward the waiting Jacinta, did she speak again.
“Your boss seems like a smart guy.”
“Maddock?” He grinned to hide a twinge of jealousy. “Well, he’s what you’d call ‘book smart.’ But yeah, he’s definitely the brains of the outfit.”
“Do you think he can find this medallion you’re looking for?”
Bones shrugged. “If it can be found, Maddock will find it. He seems to have a sixth sense when it comes to stuff like this.”
She nodded as if that was sufficient reassurance and swung her gaze around to watch the final approach to the larger craft. When the inflatable bumped against the dive platform, she nimbly hopped over and secured a mooring line to a cleat. She waited for Bones to join her, then ascended the stairs to the deck where Baby was stored, along with the cable spool that connected it to the operating console on the bridge.
The little yellow submersible looked like the offspring of a spacesuit helmet and an air compressor, to which someone had added a robot claw hand and something that resembled the circular base of a floor lamp. The latter item was the business end of a Fisher underwater metal detector. Bones used his Leatherman multi-tool to cut the plastic zip-ties that secured the device to the ROV while Gabby went to work unscrewing the water-tight cable connector that joined the metal detector to the remote’s cable hub. Both finished their respective tasks in less than a minute. Bones casually propped the treasure finder over one shoulder as if carrying a rifle in a parade and started for the boat.
Gabby called after him. “Hey, I’m gonna pay a visit to the head before we go back.”
“Good thought. The island isn’t exactly equipped with modern facilities.”
* * *
Gabby waited until Bones was on the stairs to the dive platform before ducking inside, but she did not go immediately to the lavatory. Instead, she entered the crew’s quarters and with the same economy of motion she’d employed to disconnect the metal detector, opened her duffel bag and took out an Iridium satellite phone identical to the one she’d seen Bones using two days earlier. She moved swiftly to the bridge, from which vantage she could see Bones, lashing the metal detector to the boat with bungee cords.
Without looking away, she extended the phone’s antenna and punched in a number. There was an electronic click as the connection was made, followed by a brief lag as the signal traveled from its source, to a satellite orbiting in space, and back down to her handset.
“Report.”
“Be ready,” she said. “He’s very close to finding it.”
The wait was interminable. She saw Bones glance impatiently up the stairs and drew back, away from the bridge window, even though there was no way he could see inside. The seconds seemed to stretch out into minutes. This is taking too long, she thought, and was about to sever the connection when she heard the voice again.
“We’re on our way. Here’s what you need to do….”
* * *
From even a short distance away, it was impossible to see the outline of a human skeleton. Fifty years of tropical rain and scorching sun had leached away minerals, partially dissolving the bones so that, from more than a few steps away, they looked like part of the landscape. Further obscuring the picture was the fact that the skeleton had no head. Where the skull should have been, there was a small pool, about two feet across, filled with water.
Dane knelt beside the skeleton, trying to imagine how this man’s life had ended. He dipped a finger in the pool and tasted it. “Brackish. This was his catch basin, but it got contaminated. Or maybe he was waiting for it to rain, but it never did.”
“So where’s his head?”
“I think there are still headhunters in this part of the world. Maybe one of them visited and took a souvenir.”
Alex shuddered.
“Kidding.”
Dane dragged a hand through the sediment at the bottom of the pool. He felt something hard, closed his fingers around it, drew his hand out. The sand fell away to reveal a piece of crab shell. He went in again, raking the sand until he found something hard and crusty, held in place by the weight of sand and the suction of the muck beneath. He bent over the pool and stuck his other hand in as well, working his fingers underneath it until he felt water flooding into the space underneath. With an audible, sucking noise it came free and he lifted his prize out of the pool.
A slurry of wet sand dripped away to reveal a spherical object, half-encrusted with barnacles, but nevertheless easily recognizable as a completely intact human skull. Dane dunked it in the water to clear away the rest of the sediment, and when he took it out again, something flashed in the sunlight. Affixed to the parietal bone, just above and behind where the man’s right ear would have been, was a triangle of yellow metal, slightly larger than the identification disks the man had carried as a soldier. Dane noticed that it wasn’t perfectly symmetrical, but was an obtuse scalene triangle, with one angle slightly wider than ninety degrees.
Dane immediately noticed two things about the medallion. “There’s no oxidation or corrosion. I think this thing is gold. It’s too hard to be twenty-four karat, but definitely a gold alloy.”
“There’s something on it.”
That was the second thing Dane had noticed. Adorning the triangle was a simple but unique symbol: a Templar Cross.
The cross was centered in the triangle, its vertical axis bisecting the medallion through the wide angle. A tiny nail had been driven through the intersection of the cross-arms to secure it in place, but this popped out with the slightest pressure from Dane’s thumbnail. The medallion itself took a little more effort, as if, even in death, Trevor Hancock was reluctant to part with the item that had been entrusted to him as a boy.
Dane gently pried it loose and then set the skull next to the rest of the skeleton. “I’ll take it from here, Lord Hancock. Rest in peace.”
Alex crossed herself, and then stuck out an eager hand. “Let me see.”
She flipped it over, inspected the obverse, then rotated it in her fingers. “I think this was made to fit into one of the sigils on the map in the Templar chapel at Lord Hancock’s estate. Each of those sigils marks a Templar fortress. Whichever one it fits is where they hid the treasure.”
“I don’t suppose you remember where this one goes.”
She closed her eyes, as if trying to visualize the map, but then shook her head. “I wish I had that kind of memory.”
“Then I guess we’ll have to pay him another visit. Think he’ll be happy to see us?”
She raised a skeptical eyebrow.
“Yeah,” he went on. “I don’t think so either.”
“Do you think it could really be that easy? Just find the right slot, put the triangle in and…Presto! Dig here for treasure.”
“If I had that access to that map and knew that there was a treasure in one of those places, I wouldn’t waste time waiting to see if this thing turned up. I’d go to every single location on the map and tear them apart until I found it.”
She grinned at him. “Something tells me you’d be able to narrow it down and find the right place on the first try.”
“Why, thank you.”
She held the medallion close to her eyes, searching for some hidden inscription. “Maybe there’s more to it than just knowing where to go. Maybe once you get to the right place, you have to use the key again.”
Dane held his hand out, palm up. “Doesn’t matter. This triangle is what everyone wants. It’s our leverage.”
“Leverage?” She handed him the medallion. “What kind of treasure hunter are you?”
“I’ll let you know when I figure that out.” He looked out to where Jacinta was anchored, and then saw Bones and Gabby aboard the Zodiac surfing the breakers on their return trip. “Come on. Let’s go tell Bones he wasted a trip.”
* * *
As the wave started to pick them up, Bones gripped the side of the Zodiac and shouted: “Now!”
Gabby, seated at the stern, twisted the throttle and the inflatable craft started forward. For a moment, it seemed that they would lose the race; the wave was relentless, inexorable, while the puny outboard was struggling to overcome the Zodiac’s inertia. The nose tilted down, the boat sliding up the face of the wave…but then, just when it seemed they would lose the wave altogether, gravity gave them an assist. The Zodiac dropped down the face of the breaker like it was a roller coaster.
“Cut it!”
Gabby let go of the throttle, allowing the engine to idle, but even though the screw was no longer turning, they were picking up speed. She angled the tiller so that the boat veered to the right, shooting along the base of the wave as it curled and broke right behind them.
“You’re surfing!” cheered Bones.
Gabby shrieked with delight. “Let’s do it again!”
“Business before pleasure. Besides, first we’d have to get past the incoming breakers to get back out, and as you’ve seen, that’s the hard part.”
“I want to try. Show me how.”
“Let’s drop off our package first.”
She stuck out her lip in a pout. “I thought Maddock was the stick-in-the-mud.”
“Hey, I let you drive, didn’t I? Some gratitude would be nice.” He turned his attention to the beach where Maddock and Alex stood waiting. Even from fifty yards out, Bones could see the look of triumph on his team leader’s face. “Uh, oh. Either Maddock got lucky, or he found what he was looking for.”
As the wave collapsed to white froth beneath them, Gabby engaged the screw once more and turned the Zodiac toward the place where the others waited. Bones sat near the prow, poised to leap out as soon as the fiberglass hull scraped against the sand.
The engine noise cut out as Gabby abruptly let off the throttle again. Bones turned to admonish her, but before he could say anything, she had twisted the throttle in the opposite direction, reversing the screw.
“Not yet—” Bones started to say, but then he was thrown off balance by the sudden deceleration. He saw Gabby reach out to him, but instead of trying to catch hold of him, she gave him a hard shove, toppling him forward over the prow.
The water was hip deep, but he went in face first and it took him a few seconds to right himself. He came up, sputtering, not really angry but ready to meet her unprovoked horseplay with equal and appropriate mischief. The Zodiac however was already thirty yards away, skimming the incoming whitewater and headed for the breakers. He shouted her name, but she didn’t look back.
Maddock splashed out to meet him. “What did you say to her?”
Bones shook his head. “Women. Who can figure ‘em?” Then he realized Alex was there and added. “I mean, she’s just a kid.”
“Well, tell her to quite goofing off,” said Maddock. “We found it.”
Bones wheeled around. “Seriously. I mean, I knew you could do it, but…seriously? You found it?”
Maddock held up a piece of shiny yellow metal.
Bones shook his head in amazement. “A needle in a haystack, and you found it. You’re buying me a lotto ticket when we get back, because you must be the luckiest bastard on earth.”
Maddock nodded to the Zodiac which was fighting its way through the incoming surf. “One of us has to be. What’s she doing?”
“Trying to hot dog, I guess. If she’s not careful…” He didn’t finish the thought aloud. He had been about to say that if Gabby wasn’t careful, she’d be going for a swim, but the awful truth was if she failed, there was a good chance the Zodiac would be wrecked, and then they’d all have a rough swim to get back to the Jacinta.
He held his breath as she made her charge, a couple seconds too soon for his liking, but the wave was smaller than the one he’d charged and she actually made it look easy. The inflatable slid down the shallow back of the wave, momentarily disappearing from view, but when the wave flattened out, he was surprised to see the Zodiac heading for the anchored vessel. Gabby pulled the inflatable up to the diving platform, tied it off, and ascended the stairs.
“Ah, Bones?” There was an anxious incredulity in Maddock’s voice, a sentiment that Bones felt as well, and with each passing second, his dread increased. Something was very wrong.
Any doubts to that effect were swept away when they heard the distant but unmistakable sound of helicopters in the sky.

CHAPTER 14

Dane followed the roar of the approaching turbines and scanned the horizon until he spied the three aircraft. They were moving in low, almost skimming the water, probably to avoid radar detection. As they got closer, Dane could see that they were a motley assortment, different makes and vintages with no uniformity in terms of paint scheme and no visible identifying markings. One bird looked like a Bell 204 or more probably, its military variant, the UH-1 better known by its nickname the “Huey” and Dane wondered if it was a working leftover from the Vietnam War era. It was a passing thought, quickly swept away in the fight or flight cascade triggered by the realization that their enemies had found them.
Bones had assumed a similar posture, every muscle in his six and a half-foot tensing in anticipation of a deadly confrontation. “Damn. She sold us out, didn’t she?”
“Don’t sweat it.” Dane tried — and failed — to affect a care-free tone. Part of him wanted to rage at Bones for being so quick to trust Gabby, for being too easily seduced by her flirtatious manner. But was he any different? His instincts hadn’t picked up on the slightest whiff of treachery, and he’d extended his trust to Alex almost as freely as Bones had to Gabby.
Alex.
He faced her, wondering only now about her loyalties and motives. What did he really know about her? She stared back, anxiety writ in her expression, but when she spoke her voice was steady and calm, as if she didn’t entirely grasp the seriousness of the situation. “Do you think it’s the Templars?”
“I think we’re about to find out.”
It took only a few seconds for the aircraft to arrive and as they swooped over the island, they settled into a loose triangle, hovering in place as if to cover potential avenues of escape. The rear doors of each helicopter had been removed and crowded around each doorway were men in black battle-dress, faces hidden behind balaclavas. The men were all armed with rifles and carbines, and had their weapons trained on the trio stranded on the beach.
Bones curled his fists as if he might try punching the helicopters out of the sky. “What do we do, Maddock?”
His fingers curled around the medallion. He’d told Alex that it was leverage, and while he had not expected that he would need to use it thus quite so soon, or in such a dramatic fashion, he knew that it was their only bargaining chip. He held it up, turning it so that it gleamed in the afternoon sun, and cocked his arm, ready to hurl it out into the surf.
Somebody must have received the implicit message, for two of the helicopters pulled back, as if to establish a buffer zone. The Huey, however, edged closer, throwing up a tornado of grit that stung Dane’s face and arms, and settled onto the flat ground in the middle of the island just fifty yards from where Dane and the others stood on the beach. Dane kept his arm poised to throw as two black-clad figures emerged from the open fuselage and crept out from under the rotor blades.
As soon as they were in the open, the man in the lead straightened and held his empty hands up, signaling for a truce. He then tugged off his balaclava to reveal a handsome earnest face. The trailing man remained hunched over, as if he didn’t trust that he was actually clear of the whirling rotor. He kept his mask in place, and although he did not draw the pistol holstered at his hip, his hands were not raised in a supplicating gesture.
“Don’t do anything rash, Mr. Maddock!” called the handsome man, shouting to be heard over the noise of the helicopter. “If you throw it, you won’t have anything left to trade.”
“What makes you think I want to trade?” countered Dane. “I’d rather throw it away than let you get your hands on it.”
“Your bravado is misplaced.” The man stopped ten feet away, close enough to speak in a normal voice. He was an American, with a Southern accent and a genteel manner of speech. “I’m certain you don’t even know me.”
“I know him,” said Alex, pointing at the second man. “That’s the bastard that murdered Don.”
The hunched over man stared back at her, his hard eyes betraying nothing. Dane wondered how she was able to make that identification, but then he too noticed something familiar about the masked figure.
“Hey, it’s my old diving buddy. Say, you’re looking a little bent out of shape.”
“What, the guy with the stupid nickname?” Bones studied the man in question, as if contemplating an animal at the zoo.
Dane tsked. “Remember what they say about glass houses, Bones.”
The masked man evidently saw nothing amusing in the banter. He whipped off his balaclava and directed his accusing stare at Dane. The unveiling didn’t immediately confirm Dane’s identification, since in their previous encounter, he had kept his face covered, first with a balaclava and then with a diving mask, but the voice was unquestionably that of the man who called himself Scalpel. “You left me to die down there, Maddock.”
“That was thoughtless of me, and I’m truly sorry. I really should have made sure you were dead.”
“Funny guy. We’ll see who gets the last laugh.”
“Dude, your trash-talking is weak,” remarked Bones. He paused a beat, then continued in a slightly more subdued tone. “I suppose Gabby was working for you all along, right?”
Scalpel sneered. “Uh, oh, someone’s got hurt feelings.”
The handsome man cleared his throat, silencing his lieutenant’s retort. “Ms. Sandoval did agree to keep me informed as to your progress. She had no other obligations to me, so whatever…intimations…she may have made, were completely at her own discretion. I consider my arrangement with her concluded. Now, if we may dispense with the playground posturing, Mr. Maddock, and move on to the matter at hand?”
“What’s there to discuss? I normally don’t make deals with murderers, but if you really want this little trinket, maybe we can discuss price…once I’ve had it properly appraised of course. I’d hate to get suckered.”
“Mr. Maddock, at the risk of belaboring the obvious, you really aren’t in a position to negotiate. I am doing you a great courtesy by even talking to you; by all rights, I should simply let Scalpel here kill you and have done with it. I really have no reservations about…how does that bumper sticker put it? Prying it from your cold dead hands?”
“Is that you’re idea of an opening bid?” Dane made a show of ratcheting his arm back a few more inches.
“Throw it then. I’ve spent years searching for it, and I’ll spend more years sifting every grain of sand on this beach if I have to. The only difference is that you’ll be dead.”
Dane met the man’s stare and saw the truth of the statement. The man wouldn’t hesitate to kill them. So what’s he waiting for? “Who are you? What’s your story?”
The handsome face twitched with a smile. “Why, how careless of me? I feel as if I know you already, Mr. Maddock, even though we haven’t been properly introduced. My name is John Lee Ray. I’ll understand if you want to forego the customary handshake, but I do feel a certain kinship with you. We are both members of the very small fraternity of special warfare operators, though I myself have moved on to more lucrative endeavors in the private sector.”
“Special warfare?” said Alex. She turned a suspicious eye toward Dane.
“Ah, you didn’t tell her?” crooned Ray. “Mr. Maddock and his friends are SEALs, sent on this little errand by the Secretary of the Navy himself.”
Alex seemed to be weighing this revelation, perhaps trying to decide if it somehow changed the status quo, but Dane steered the discussion away from his mission. “And who’s giving you orders? Private sector? That’s a pretty word for mercenary, right? You’re a hired gun. Hired by whom?”
“You’re out of your depth, Maddock.”
There was a hard edge to Ray’s voice, and Dane knew that the accusation had put the other man on the defensive. “Then enlighten me. One warrior to another.”
“We don’t have time for this,” growled Scalpel.
Ray shot a look at his watch, then turned to look at the two hovering helicopters. Dane noted that the Huey was not powering down. Ray was eager to be on his way, and maybe not as willing to wade into the surf to retrieve the medallion as he wanted Dane to believe.
Keep him talking.
“If you want this,” said Dane, waving the medallion, “I suggest you make the time.”
“Give it to me, and I will tell you everything. One warrior to another.”
Bones snorted derisively.
“I give you my word. And while I doubt this assurance will do much to convince the skeptical Mr. Bonebrake, you have my guarantee of safety.” He cast a meaningful glance at Scalpel.
“You’ll just fly away, and leave us alone, is that right?”
“Precisely.”
Dane lowered his hand and gazed at the Templar medallion as if assessing its worth. He realized now that it wasn’t a bargaining chip at all. It was a poker chip, and it was time to ante up. He closed his fingers over it once more, squeezing it until he could feel its points biting into his palms.
There were four possible outcomes.
If he threw it into the sea, Ray would certainly kill them all, after which he might still find the medallion and go on to accomplish whatever it was he was planning. Or he might never find it. One way Ray won, one way he lost, but either way, they were dead.
If he trusted Ray and handed over the prize, Ray might break his word and kill them anyway, or he might let them live. Both ways Ray won, but one way they would live to fight another day.
“He killed Don,” warned Alex. “He tried to kill me. These people don’t leave loose ends.”
“Don’t trust him,” declared Bones, flatly. It was good advice, especially from a man whose ancestors knew all too well the price of misplaced trust.
“I don’t. But I’m going to take a chance.” He tossed the medallion to Ray. “All in.”

CHAPTER 15

John Lee Ray caught the gold piece in his right hand. There was something sly in his triumphant smile, but it was the gleeful look in Scalpel’s eyes that told Dane he’d been had.
He was a little surprised when Ray simply slid the medallion into a pocket and then addressed him in the same easy tone. “There, you see? Everybody wins. And once you’ve heard what I have to say, you might be sympathetic to my cause. I’m always hiring, and you’ve certainly proven yourself capable.”
“First, tell me this. You knew that the SECNAV sent us out here. How?”
Ray cocked his head, as if trying to think of the best way to answer. “I believe you’ve made the acquaintance of a certain Edward Lord Hancock, so I’m sure some of what I am about to tell you will no doubt be familiar. I will recount the story to you as I experienced it.
“One of my first clients…I would tell you his name, but discretion is a part of the service he paid me for…suffice it to say, he was a very wealthy and powerful man. One night, while he was in his cups, he told me a most fascinating story. The true history of the world; a history of Templar domination. At the time, I took his account for the ravings of a drunkard, but as the years passed, I began to see patterns…a design as distinctive as the Templar cross.
“They control everything. Elections, wars, economic and social upheavals…nothing happens that does not serve this design. I can see that you are skeptical. I was too, at first. You asked how I knew about your mission? I knew because I have been watching. When Don Riddell made a request for information about the sinking of the Nagata Maru, it threatened to expose their grand scheme. It was a Templar assassin, not my associate here, that killed your employer Miss Vaccaro.”
“I saw him,” protested Alex, pointing at Scalpel.
“He was there, investigating at my behest, but too late to save Mr. Riddell.” Ray paused a moment, as if curious about whether she would accept his explanation. “It was always their intention to recover the key, but this development forced them to accelerate their plans. A full scale search and recovery effort was out of the question, so they sent you. What were your orders? Try to find the ship, but do not attempt a recovery?”
“So, the SECNAV is a Templar?”
“The echelons of power are rife with Templars and their lackeys. This is a conspiracy six hundred years in the making. Our government is nothing but a tool with which the Templars will execute their design. If the Secretary is not himself a Templar, then he dances to their tune.”
“Let me guess,” interjected Bones. “You’re actually the good guys.”
Ray smiled patiently. “As it happens, yes. This is a war, a war against a shadow empire that has controlled our nation from its very inception. We all took the same oath; to defend America against all enemies, foreign and domestic; the Templars are our greatest enemy, subverting the very principles of freedom that we — and all those who went before — pledged to defend with our blood. I will see them brought down. And I will use their own treasure to do it.”
Dane looked at Bones, saw the slight head shake; the unspoken warning had not changed: Don’t trust him. He turned back to Ray. “Yeah. Well, good luck with that.”
“You made it possible, Maddock. You did what even they could not do; you found Hancock, found the key. What do you say? Will you join me in the fight against America’s true enemies?”
“Sorry. I’ve got a job.”
“Told you,” muttered Scalpel.
Ray seemed neither surprised nor disappointed. He checked his watch again. “So be it. Our transaction is complete. I have what I came for, and you have your answers.” He turned away, waving his hand in a circular motion to signal the helicopter pilot to prepare for takeoff.
“That’s it?” said Alex. “You’re just going to leave us here?”
Ray ignored the question. He trekked toward the Huey and did not look back. Scalpel however lingered, his gaze fixed on Dane. “Time to settle up, Maddock.”
“So much for guarantees,” muttered Bones.
“Oh, I’m not going to kill you. I just wanted to savor this moment. You left me for dead, so the least I can do is return the favor.” Scalpel stopped, as if suddenly struck by inspiration. “You know, actually there is one other thing.”
He raised his arm high overhead, wincing as the motion taxed his damaged shoulder, and then brought it down in a chopping motion. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”
The meaning of his parting gesture became clear a moment later as one of the hovering helicopters tilted forward and began moving toward them. Alex drew close to Dane, pressing herself against his back as if he might shelter her from what was coming, but the helicopter passed overhead without slowing and continued out over the breakers.
Bones’ eyes went wide in horror. “Gabby!”
The Jacinta vanished in a flash of light beneath a rising pillar of black smoke.
The thunderclap of the explosion and a hot shockwave driving splinters and spray buffeted Dane and the others. He wheeled on Scalpel, but the mercenary was already aboard the Huey, and lifting off. He hadn’t believed Ray’s assertion that Scalpel was innocent of Don Riddell’s murder, and here was proof that Alex had been right about them not leaving loose ends.
Now, they were the only loose ends remaining.
Dane looked around, desperate to find cover, but the expected hailstorm of bullets did not materialize. Instead, the three helicopters banked away from the island, and headed for the eastern horizon.
Bones continued to stare in horror at the shattered smoking remains of the Jacinta. The blast, probably from a satchel charge, had obliterated the superstructure and nearly broken the boat in half. It took less than a minute for water to inundate the broken vessel and pull it under the surface.
Alex was also staring in disbelief. “I don’t get it. Why kill her and leave us alive?”
“We’re stranded here now,” Dane answered. “He didn’t spare us; he left us to die, stuck on this rock, just like Trevor Hancock. If we’re lucky, that is.”
“Lucky?”
“You may have noticed that Ray was in a hurry to get out of here. These islands are disputed territory. China, Vietnam, and Malaysia, among others, have claimed them, and while they aren’t exactly ready to go to war over them, they all keep a close eye on what goes on here. They might not bother with a visit from an idle fishing vessel, but an intrusion by three helicopters would definitely get their attention. And chances are very good that they noticed that.” He pointed to the dissipating black cloud that marked the place where Jacinta had broken up. “So, there’s a better than even chance that a Chinese or Vietnamese patrol boat is already on its way here.”
“To rescue us?”
Dane shook his head. “To arrest us.”
“Surely if we explain—”
“Right,” snarled Bones. “We’ll just tell them that a crazy mercenary tricked us into finding a lost treasure so that he can destroy a bunch of secret modern Templars. Hey, we might as well let them know that we’re SEALs while we’re at it. Worst case scenario…they actually believe it.”
“Oh.” Alex sagged in defeat.
Dane took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. Because we’re not going to be here.”
Alex did not seem heartened by Dane’s declaration, but Bones perked up. “You got a plan?”
“It’s more of a mission statement right now,” replied Dane, with a dangerous gleam in his eye. “It goes something like this. We get off this island. We go find what Ray wants before he does. And if we get another chance, we don’t make the mistake of leaving anyone for dead.”
“Amen, brother.”
“Even if we get off this island,” said Alex, “we don’t have the medallion anymore. How are we going to find the Templar treasure without the key?”
“We have this.” Dane held up his hand, palm facing her. There, stamped deep into his skin, etched in blood, was a perfect outline of Trevor Hancock’s medallion.

CHAPTER 16

South China Sea
Professor didn’t feel good about leaving Maddock and Bones in the middle of the mission, but he agreed with Maddock’s decision to break radio silence and contact Maxie. Professor didn’t necessarily believe in a centuries old Templar conspiracy, but he knew that the people who did believe — the fanatics who were desperate to wrap themselves in something mysterious and powerful — were capable of anything and were very, very dangerous.
That potential for danger made every mile, every minute of this race for port, pass with excruciating slowness. Four hours after parting company with Maddock and Bones, they were less than a fourth of the way back to Manila. It would be at least another day before they could call Maxie, and of course, let the world know that they had found the wreck of the hell ship Nagata Maru.
After that, he and Willis would move purposefully back to rendezvous with their comrades.
Professor was on the open-air flying bridge of the Sea Sprite, one hand resting on the wheel, keeping the boat on course. He was mentally calculating the length of the return trip — again — to pass the time when he heard Willis call out to him. “Hey, Professor. Check our six.”
Professor craned his head around and stared out across the cabin cruiser’s frothy wake. He expected to see a very familiar motor yacht closing on them, but there were no other vessels to be seen. Instead, there was a black speck in the sky, coming out of the west, and getting larger with each passing second.
Willis climbed halfway up the ladder to the flying bridge, so that only his head and shoulders were visible. He held out a pair of binoculars.
Professor trained the field glasses on the speck and confirmed his worst fears; it was a helicopter and it was chasing their wake. By the time he lowered the binoculars, the aircraft was close enough that he didn’t need them to confirm his identification. Five seconds later, the noise of its rotors was audible over Sea Sprite’s chugging engine, and five seconds after that, the bird passed overhead.
“Think it’s our old friends?”
Professor nodded. “Checking to see if we’re who they think we are.”
The helicopter banked to the right and turned a broad circle to come up once more from the boat’s rear.
“And now they know,” sighed Professor.
“Don’t sweat it, Prof,” declared Willis. “My daddy always used to say, ‘Fool me once, shame on you, and I’ll be a damned fool if you fool me again.’”
“Uh, can you translate that from redneck to English for me?”
“It means, I remembered to pack the cutlasses.” Willis slid down the ladder rails and vanished from sight.
“Impetuous youth,” muttered Professor, though in fact Willis was two months his senior. He trained the binoculars on the approaching helicopter. The pilot had turned the craft so that is was traveling sideways toward them, which presented a poor aerodynamic profile, but gave the men in the rear of the craft a clear shot at the boat…literally. One man appeared to be looking directly at him, over a gun with a very large bore barrel.
Looks like a Milkor MGL, thought Professor. The weapon fired 40-millimeter grenades from a six-round revolver-style cylinder. There was one just like it in their team room back at Coronado.
The MGL let out a puff of smoke.
Professor dropped the glasses and hauled the wheel to starboard. The boat had only just begun to move when a geyser of water erupted to port. Professor felt the energy of the explosion ripple through the hull.
“Hold it steady, Prof!” shouted Willis from the lower deck.
“Are you insane?” He assumed that his counterpart was going to shoot back and needed a steady firing platform, but if he kept the boat on a straight course, the next grenade would land in his lap.
“I just need five seconds.”
Professor muttered a curse under his breath. A straight line was a definite no-go, but a sweeping turn might give Willis those precious moments of stability he’d asked for. He doubted the grenadier would be fooled for a full five seconds, but if Willis didn’t accomplish something by then—
There was a boom — like a mortar round being fired — from the lower deck, and as heat and smoke washed over Professor, his first thought was that they’d taken a direct hit. Then he saw a finger of orange fire, with a tail of white smoke, streak toward the aircraft and impact right behind the open rear compartment.
The helicopter came apart in mid-air.
Willis’ whoop of triumph was mostly drowned out by the explosion. A few seconds later he appeared, holding the spent launch tube of an M72 light anti-tank weapon.
“How do you like that for a cutlass?” Willis said, grinning.
* * *
Dane plunged headfirst into the rising wave and felt it tug at him as its energy passed by. He kicked furiously to the surface, and kept going until the waves were behind him.
The saltwater had a faintly oily taste to it, and Dane could feel the thin sheen of diesel on the surface as he drew closer to the place where the Jacinta had gone down. Pieces of debris — fiberglass, wood and foam — were already washing ashore, but what Dane needed was too big and too heavy to be carried in on the tide.
Bones had offered to make the journey out, but one look at the pain in the big man’s eyes had been enough for Dane to give him a pass. Bones never showed much emotion; he usually hid his feelings behind a mask of sarcasm, or drowned them in drink. This was different. Dane didn’t know what sort relationship his teammate had with Gabby, but despite her betrayal, this tragedy had hit Bones hard. Dane wasn’t about to send him out to investigate the place where she had died.
He trod water in the center of the spreading oil slick, breathing deep for nearly a full minute to saturate his blood with oxygen. Then, after filling his lungs with one last breath, he dipped beneath the water and dove for the bottom.
For just a moment, he felt the familiar peace of the water’s embrace. True, he was doing it on a single breath — which under the best of circumstances, he could make last about three and a half minutes — but even with its time limitations, free diving — unencumbered by bulky equipment, artifice and technology — just felt more natural than SCUBA. Then, through the dark blurry water, he saw the shattered remains of the Jacinta, and his joy dissolved.
The bow end of the vessel looked no different than it had when on the surface, but twenty feet back, the familiarity ended. The boat looked as if a giant had stomped his foot down amidships. The destruction was bad enough, but Dane knew that the tangle of broken bulkheads and fractured fiberglass was also the final resting place of a young woman who’d been guilty of nothing more than a bad decision.
He kicked harder, feeling the faint excess carbon dioxide in his extremities and the impulse to exhale and suck in fresh air. He pushed that urge out of his mind. According to his watch, he’d only been under for forty seconds. He had plenty of time.
A flash of yellow drew his eye. It was Baby. The little ROV was intact, lashed to the foredeck and still connected to its 500 meter long spool of reinforced coaxial cable which served as both a tether and a control link. The control unit had no doubt been destroyed in the blast, but Dane reckoned the cable might have its uses. He swam to the device and loosened the bungee cords restraining it. The ROV’s ballast tanks had been purged during its last ascent, so it was already buoyant, but the cable kept it from drifting away. He left it there and continued searching the wreck for anything else that might facilitate their escape.
He had entertained a desperate hope that the diving equipment might be recoverable; with it, he could take his time salvaging the wreck, but the locker where it had been stored had been completely obliterated.
Further along the deck, he spied the cradle that contained a cylindrical container, about the size of a beer keg. The explosion had ripped apart one end of the canister, peeling the aluminum shroud back like the skin off a banana. The uninflated four-person life raft contained within was peppered with splinters of debris and black scorch marks.
He was starting feel a desperate urge to breathe. It was time to go.
He twisted the release handle of the life raft canister. There was an eruption of bubbles as the contents of a pressurized gas cylinder flooded into the cells of the raft, and then promptly rushed out through the gaping holes caused by the explosion. Not all of the cells were compromised however; half of the raft plumped up like a frankfurter on a grill, and started rising for the surface, boosted by the cloud of free gas rushing out of the damaged sections. Dane knew the raft also contained an array of survival equipment and emergency rations.
He swung around to Baby’s winch spool and disengaged the manual clutch, allowing it to turn freely. The weight of the cable and the friction of the winch axle kept it from shooting straight to the surface, but it nevertheless started rising. With one hand gripping the body of the ROV, he gave the cable winch a spin, rapidly unspooling several hundred feet of cable for the ROV, and was about to kick for the surface when something caught his eye.
Dane felt a surge of excitement at this discovery, but the demand for fresh air would not be put off any longer. He pushed off from the deck and kicked furiously for the surface, letting out the stale breath in a stream as he went.
The ascent was agony. The need to breathe was an animal in his chest, trying to tear its way out. He could see daylight, magnified by water refraction to appear deceptively close. He kept kicking, clawing for the surface with one hand. The ROV in his other didn’t seem to be aiding his climb appreciably, but it wasn’t weighing him down either. The animal told him to let it go, but he refused to part with his prize.
The end was almost anticlimactic. There was a moment of disorientation as his momentum suddenly changed, his kicking legs no longer propelling him upward, after which it occurred to him to check his watch — the sweep hand was just passing the ten o’clock mark, which meant he was fifty seconds through whatever minute this was, probably the fourth, which meant if he could hold for just ten seconds more he’d set a new personal record.
BREATHE!
He took a greedy gasp. Fresh air filled his lungs, lifting him up higher in the water. He realized only now that the ROV had actually helped him stay buoyant when he’d exhaled everything else.
The orange life raft floated nearby, looking like a collapsed parachute on the water’s surface. It was moving, caught in the slow drift current that ran parallel to the island. He imagined Trevor Hancock and Archie Bailey, fifty years earlier, clinging to each other for hours, perhaps days, brought to this island by that current, and then having to swim like crazy to avoid being just as quickly drawn away by it.
Dane knew the tethered ROV would keep him from drifting too far away, but if he didn’t secure the raft, it would be lost forever. He dog-paddled toward it and snared a handful of amorphous rubber. After shifting the ROV inside the collapsed body of the raft and wrapping it up into a crude bundle so the two would not become separated, he pulled his upper body onto the floating mass.
He ached for a rest break, but every idle second took him further from his goal — the beach — and would require that much more effort later on, so he immediately began kicking, propelling himself and the floating bundle back toward the surf. He quickly got into an automatic rhythm that allowed him to compartmentalize his weariness and just drive on without thinking about how exhausted he was, or how much further he had to go. Finally, after long minutes of mind-numbing exertion, he was caught by the incoming waves and thrown toward shore. He allowed himself to be swept in. Bones and Alex were waiting in the tide, and helped him drag his burden up onto dry sand.
While Dane lay supine on the beach, Bones began unpacking the bundle and taking stock of the emergency equipment cache in the raft. “There’s a leak repair kit,” he announced, “but this thing is shredded. We might be able to use the coaxil from the ROV to lash some of the driftwood together, make a raft, but I wouldn’t give great odds for it holding together in open water.”
The canister life raft had been Dane’s Plan A. Cobbling together a driftwood raft had been Plan B, and a desperate one at that. Fortunately, his last discovery before leaving the Jacinta trumped both of those ideas.
“I’m going back,” he announced. “To get the Zodiac. It’s still intact…mostly, anyway. Tied up right where…” Right where Gabby had left it, he almost said. “To the dive platform.”
Bones stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Drop the outboard and you’ll probably be able to float it back to the surface. Be a shame to lose it, though.”
“Maybe we don’t have to.” Dane would have preferred to rest a few minutes — or more accurately, days — longer, but he knew there was no time for delay. “You’ve got your Leatherman, right?”
Bones took the multi-tool from his pocket and held it up for inspection.
Dane outlined his plan, and assigned tasks for each of them. Bones went to work cutting away the damaged sections of the raft, and then he and Alex worked together to deflate the boat and ensure that its undamaged cells would remain air tight. Dane meanwhile removed the compressed air cylinder that was part of Baby’s ballast regulator, and switched out the spent cylinder that had initially inflated the lifeboat. To re-inflate the partial raft, he would need only twist the manual valve on the air cylinder.
Bones inspected the finished contraption with hands on hips. “MacGyver would be proud. But will it work?”
“I guess I’ll go find out.”
“It’s going to be dark soon,” observed Alex. “Sure you don’t want to put this off until morning?”
“We’re going to be a hundred miles away from here by morning,” Dane told her, confidently. He tucked the orange bundle of the deflated raft under one arm and headed out across the beach. “You guys keep working on the rain shroud. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”
The outgoing tide shortened the distance he had to swim and made the paddle out considerably less of an ordeal, which was a good thing since he was still bone-tired and carrying thirty pounds of equipment.
The fuel slick was mostly gone, but Baby’s coaxial cable tether led him straight to his destination, and before long he was once again preparing himself for a final free-dive to the Jacinta.
This time, there was no uncertainty about what he would find or what he would do when he reached the wreck. He sped down the length of the cable and when he reached the deck, the first thing he did was to pull out what remained of the cable and detach it altogether from the winch spool. That took up the first minute of his dive.
He quickly swam over the side of the boat and down to the sunken Zodiac. He immediately noted that it had not escaped the explosion completely unscathed. At least one of its cells had been damaged, and only its rigid fiberglass hull kept it from folding in half like a taco. That didn’t worry Dane overmuch; they could probably repair the damage once the little boat was back on the surface. It was the condition of the outboard motor that worried him most; after a few hours of total immersion, he wasn’t sure they’d be able to get it started again, and if they couldn’t all of his preparations would be for nothing.
No time to worry about that now.
He tied the loose end of the cable around the tapered base of the motor. The wire cable was stiffer than rope, but he managed a decent approximation of a bowline. He then hooked the repurposed life raft to the line and allowed it to unfurl a moment before opening the valve on the pressurized air cylinder.
The raft instantly puffed up and leaped out of his hands, lifting the Zodiac and the heavy engine as if they were feather light. The mooring rope went taut, too taut for him to even attempt untying the knot. Instead, he slashed it with the knife blade of Bones’ Leatherman. The Zodiac floated free back to the surface, and Dane was right behind it.
As soon as the Zodiac reached the surface, Bones started hauling in the cable from the beach. With hundreds of gallons of water filling its bilges, the Zodiac was like a floating anchor, but Bones won the tug of war and got the craft up on the beach faster than Dane could swim. Nevertheless, the sky was a deepening purple, shot through with orange clouds, by the time Dane crawled up on the sand next to the still swamped inflatable.
They bailed out as much of the water as they could, and then tipped the boat up on its side to drain the rest. Dane and Alex transferred their survival equipment to Zodiac, while Bones tinkered with the outboard.
“The good news,” Bones announced, “is that I don’t think the fuel supply was contaminated. I can’t tell if the electrical system was compromised, but we should be able to get her started.”
“And the bad news?” asked Alex.
“That fuel supply I told you about? There’s not a whole lot of it. About a quarter of a tank. Not sure how far that will get us.”
“Far enough,” said Dane, trying to inject a confidence into the discussion that he did not necessarily feel. He’d known all along that, even if the Zodiac’s outboard could be made functional, it would only be of limited use. If they were to reach civilization, it would require another means of motive force. “We’ll take another look at it in the morning. For now, we paddle.”
Alex slumped against the boat. “What, tonight?”
“I told you. I want to be a hundred miles away by sunrise.”
“I thought you were joking.”
“Him?” interjected Bones. “You’ve been around him long enough to know, he doesn’t have a sense of humor.”
“Very funny.” Dane handed Bones an oar. “But true.”

CHAPTER 17

Manila, Philippines
John Lee Ray was almost painfully aware of the gold triangle in his breast pocket, but he resisted the urge to take it out — to touch it, look at it — until he was safely ensconced within the lavishly appointed confines of his Gulfstream III jet, which sat idle at a private airstrip outside Manila, awaiting a destination. With only Scalpel and four other senior lieutenants present — all of them members of his inner circle and true believers in his cause — he took out the thick leather portfolio which contained the sum total of the knowledge he had acquired about the history the Templar conspiracy. He flipped through the file folders within until he found a sheaf of photographs which he removed and spread out on a table-top.
One photo showed a wide-angle shot of the ceiling of the secret chapel at the Hancock manor. The other pictures, dozens of them, showed the individual sigils, and marked on the back of each print was the corresponding geographical location. Many of them were known Templar fortresses and houses dating back to the Crusades. He knew many of these places well; he had thoroughly researched each of them, hoping in vain to find a shortcut to the secret Templar treasury. Several of the other symbols indicated prominent cities throughout Europe and the Middle East where there was no well established presence for the monastic order. Those were more problematic since there was no way to narrow the focus of the search.
Until now.
He shuffled through the photographs like playing cards, removing all those that did not contain a triangle in the sigil. To his dismay, that measure did not greatly reduce the number of possibilities; triangles figured prominently into most of them. He recalled an old riddle he’d come across in his investigations: Where is the Templar treasure? It's under a triangle so large only God can see.
Of course, Ray thought. The triangle is a Masonic symbol, with links to the Illuminati. It all makes sense.
The connection between the Freemasons and the Templar Knights had long been posited by scholars of the Templar conspiracy, but the Masonic influence was so ubiquitous that instead of shedding light on the mystery, this knowledge only obscured the truth.
He studied the medallion again, noting that none of its sides were even. Therein lay its secret. Like a puzzle piece, it might appear to fit in many different places, but would only match one.
If he couldn’t make a match with the photos, he would have to go back to Hancock’s estate.
He’d obtained the photographs three years earlier, learning about the secret chapel only after months of quiet inquiry and investigation. At first, he had hoped to join the secret fraternity; after all, who was a sacred warrior monk in the tradition of the Templars, if not he? He had discreetly approached some whom he knew to be among their number, and while none would confirm what he had discovered, their oblique refusals told him that he was being considered for membership. More importantly, they helped him identify other key figures in the ranks, including a rather shabby English lord with a run-down estate north of London. His surveillance of Edward Lord Hancock had paid off handsomely when, one summer evening, several of the men he suspected were Templars paid Hancock a visit, and took a walk in the nearby woods. When the meeting was concluded, Ray stole into the underground chapel and photographed everything. Soon, he had the whole story, but like the Templars themselves, had no way to decode the map and find the treasure vault.
Further complicating matters, as he got closer to the truth, the doors that had once been opened to him began to close. His attempts to join the order were met with stony silence, and he realized that, in trying to pierce their veil of secrecy, he had unwittingly discovered their grand scheme for world domination. The modern Templars were not the guardians of a sacred trust as he had once believed, but the puppet-masters of Western civilization, manipulating wealth and power to enslave humanity.
He was not alone in realizing this. For as long as the Templars had been spinning their web, others were actively working to disrupt their hegemony. This rival order, known simply as the Dominion, were the true holy knights; they were the spiritual heirs of the order, unlike the real Templars who had lost their way and become nothing more than avaricious bankers.
Ray took out a magnifying glass and began studying each of the triangular glyphs in the pictures. Even though the scale wasn’t correct, the angles should be consistent. “I need a protractor.” He turned to Scalpel. “The pilot should have a protractor.”
The other man nodded, but took advantage of the break in his employer’s concentration to address another concern. “John Lee, you should know that Hammer is overdue for a check-in.”
“Hammer?” Hammer was the only member of the inner circle not present. Like the others, he had foresworn his true name in favor of the operational callsign Ray had given him when they’d been in Special Forces. Hammer had also been with Scalpel during the original failed mission to take over Maddock’s boat, and like Scalpel had a personal score to settle. “He’s hunting the rest of Maddock’s team, right?”
Scalpel nodded. “He should have found them by now, or at least called in.”
“There’s not much we can do about that now,” answered Ray, tersely. “He’ll turn up. But we need to get moving. And I need a damned protractor.”
Scalpel shuffled away and Ray returned to perusing the photos. He was able to further winnow the selection, removing several that were obviously not a match. By the time Scalpel returned with the requested tool, he had figured out how to use the points of the gold triangle to check the pictures, and was able to start moving briskly through the stack.
He froze. He had found a picture that perfectly matched one point of the triangle. He turned it, checking another corner.
Yes!
He checked the third, even though simple geometry ensured that it too would be a match. It was.
Where?
He flipped the photograph over, looked at the corresponding location…and burst out laughing.
It was so obvious.

CHAPTER 18

South China Sea
Without charts and navigational equipment to guide them, it was impossible for the three souls aboard the Zodiac to know with certainty if Dane’s one-hundred-mile goal had been achieved. Dane was confident that they had traveled at least that many miles, but there was a very real possibility that they had been going in circles all night. If so, at least they were going nowhere fast. A steady ten-knot breeze filled the kite-like sail Bones and Alex had crafted from the life raft’s nylon rain shroud, pieces of driftwood, and a loop of coaxial cable cut from Baby’s tether.
For the first three hours after leaving the island behind, Dane had kept the nose of the Zodiac lined up with the North Star. At first, the drift current kept trying to sweep them west, further into the Spratly Islands. Dane used the quiescent outboard as a rudder and expertly manipulated the sail to counter this effect, but they were almost certainly being pulled in the wrong direction. After a while however, this effect diminished and at about the three hour mark, Dane felt a cross-current tugging them eastward, and turned into it. For the rest of the night, they sailed on in what Dane hoped was the right direction. Now, with the dawn breaking over the horizon, they had something on which to fix their course. Unfortunately, the sunrise also warmed the air ahead of them, changing the direction of the wind and forcing a weary Dane to tack at forty-five degree angles to the wind in order to keep them moving in the right direction.
“Nap time, kemosabe,” announced Bones, crawling back to take the rudder. Dane crawled into the shadow of the sail and promptly went to sleep.
It had been decided that, since Dane was better at celestial navigation, he would guide the ship at night, and Bones would take the daylight hours.
He was awakened forty minutes later by a rhythmic clatter. He rolled over to find a smiling Alex at the rudder, and a grumpier looking Bones engaged in what looked like a battle-to-the-death with a contraption that was a sort of grease-gun ratchet-powered garden hose. One end of the hose trailed over the side of the Zodiac into the sea, while the nozzle end had been inserted into a collapsible plastic jug. Each squeeze of the ratchet grip delivered a dribble of water into the container.
“Did you lose a bet or something?”
Bones glared at him. “I was wrong about you,” he growled. “It’s not so much that you don’t have a sense of humor. It’s just calibrated wrong, so you have no idea what’s really funny.”
“I thought it was funny,” chirped Alex. “And actually, he did lose a bet.”
Bones promptly removed the jug from the nozzle and splashed its contents onto Dane and Alex. She squealed in protest, but Dane savored the feeling of the fresh water sluicing away the crust of salt from his skin.
The device Bones was using — with somewhat limited success — was a manually-operated reverse osmosis pump; an innovative device that forced salt water through a membrane to produce fresh drinking water. The filter was part of the survival equipment package from the life raft, and with it, they would be assured a nearly limitless supply of fresh water. Food would be a little more problematic since there were only a few days worth of dehydrated rations, but Dane didn’t anticipate being at sea nearly that long.
When the impromptu baptism was complete, Alex turned her mock-ire on Dane. “So, you two just decided amongst yourselves that you would take turns being the Skipper, and I would just automatically be the water girl?”
“You were asleep,” protested Bones.
“There’s this thing you can do; it’s called ‘waking me up.’” She made a face at them.
“Duly noted.” Dane inclined his head. “I guess this isn’t exactly how things were supposed to work out.”
She gave a wry smile. “Well, it hasn’t been dull. And we did find the treasure.”
“Correction. We found the key to the treasure, which was what we were looking for.”
“Do you think there is a treasure?”
Dane stared at the triangular red outline on his right palm, where much of the detail from the golden tag remained. Dehydration had its benefits. As soon as he could, he’d carved a detailed wooden reproduction, perfectly scaled and representing each element with precision. When the opportunity arose, he’d create something more permanent.
“People have gone to an awful lot of trouble over this. I don’t know if that means there’s really something to be found, but you have to ask: why go to the effort to protect something that doesn’t exist.”
“People do crazy things for stupid reasons all the time,” interjected Bones. He nodded at Alex. “You’re a historian; am I wrong?”
She shook her head.
Dane wasn’t swayed. “Our friend John Lee Ray thinks it’s real and he’s on his way to find it right now. If we operate under the assumption that the treasure is real, I think we can all agree that it would be a bad thing if he got his hands one it. And even if it isn’t real, he’s still going to follow the clues and go where ever the Templar map leads him. So I say we get there first.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Alex made a sweeping gesture. “We’re out here in the middle of nowhere. He’s already on his way.”
“You make a good point.” Dane rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “We need to make up some time. Bones, how about we try to get the outboard started?”
“Don’t know how much good it will do. Might be enough fuel for a half-hour; think we’ll reach the land that soon?”
“We don’t need to reach land. We just need to reach that.” Dane answered, extending his arm and pointing to the north where a tiny black speck, trailing a whisper thin cloud of white vapor, marked the otherwise featureless horizon.
It was a ship.
* * *
The outboard coughed to life after the third pull, and Bones, who had nudged Alex aside, took the tiller. As they closed the distance, the vessel’s outline became more apparent, and Dane guessed it was a small freighter — what would once have been called a ‘tramp steamer’—making its way toward Manila. In open water, there was less risk from being discovered by a Chinese or Vietnamese naval vessel; out on the sea, they were merely castaway survivors of a wrecked boat. Nevertheless, Dane was heartened to see that the ship was a commercial vessel; their story would not be scrutinized as closely, nor would they be held up by red tape upon reaching port.
When they were still a few miles away, Dane fired off one of their signal flares and the freighter responded with a blast from its horn. Half an hour later, they were plucked from the sea by one of the ship’s loading cranes, and welcomed aboard by the captain, an American and a grizzled old sea veteran, who’d evidently gone soft in his twilight years.
“Do you kids need a lift, or is this some kind of hazing stunt?”
“A lift would be nice,” Dane answered affably. “Are you headed for Manila?”
“The old salt shook his head. “Hong Kong. Will that do?”
“Anywhere is better than here.”
“You sure about that?” muttered Bones, taking stock of their new environs. The freighter, which inexplicably flew the Iranian flag, was a dilapidated rust-bucket, stinking of decay and neglect.
“Our mess hall is in a bit of state,” explained the captain, escorting them into what Dane assumed was a rec room for the crew. It too was ‘in bit of a state,’ decorated with depressing clown paintings on velvet and thrift store reject furnishings.
“We don’t take passengers as a rule,” continued the captain. “So I’m afraid our creature comforts will leave something to be desired, but we will put you on the dock in Hong Kong by sunrise tomorrow, and I’ll wager that’s better than you could have hoped for in your little raft.”
Dane put on his most winning smile. “That it is, sir. And if it’s not too much trouble, could I make a ship-to-shore call, to let folks know we’re still alive?”
The captain seemed about to demure, but then his expression softened. “Come with me. I’ll see what I can do.”
Dane followed the man through the dingy corridors of the ship, up a set of stairs that creaked noisily under their weight, and finally to a cramped compartment full of antique-computer and radio equipment. A young crewman sat hunched over what looked like a 1960’s era HAM radio set, but the captain shooed him away, and pointed to a surprisingly sophisticated looking telephone handset. “Use that. Just tell the operator what number you’d like to call.”
Dane thanked him and took a seat at the console. He gave the operator Maxie’s personal cell phone number and waited for the connection to be established. When Maxie’s groggy voice murmured over the line — reminding Dane that it was the middle of the night in San Diego — he quickly said, “It’s Maddock. This line is not secure.”
Maxie was instantly alert. “Maddock? Speak of the devil. I was just talking to Sanders and Chapman, and your name came up.”
Dane was relieved to hear that Professor and Willis had successfully reached port. “How are my old friends?”
“They’re fine. Where are you?”
“You might say I’m on the slow boat to China.”
“China?” There was genuine concern in Maxie’s tone.
“Hong Kong,” Dane amended hastily. “And this boat’s actually moving a bit faster than the last one I was on.”
“Glad to hear it. Can’t wait for you to get back here and tell me all about your trip.”
That gave Dane pause. He had hoped that, once the situation was explained, Maxie would give him the go-ahead to see things through to a conclusion. “I’ll think about it.”
Maxie’s response was stern. “I want you to listen very carefully to what I’m about to say. I would love to tell you to take some time to visit with your friends Charlie and Mike, but your boss wants you back home, pronto. Do you understand?
Charlie and Mike were the phonetic alphabet equivalents of C and M, and were commonly used together as shorthand for “continue mission.” Maxie was saying that, if it were left up to him, he’d give Dane the green light, but the word to curtail their activities was coming from higher up, no doubt from the same person who had sent him out in the first place. Implicit in the message was the warning that if he didn’t come back promptly — if he continued to pursue the matter — Maxie would be unable to protect him from the consequences.
“I understand. I’ll make my way back by the best route possible. Maddock, out.” He hung up without letting Maxie ask him to explain what he meant by “best route.” Dane’s best route would neither be the quickest, nor the most direct.

CHAPTER 19

England
Although Hancock Manor had most certainly entered the twilight of its prosperity, it was currently in the midst of a modest surge in activity. Outwardly, it did not look much different than when Alex had first walked up the drive almost a week earlier, but there were three cars parked near the main entrance and lights were burning in several of the rooms on both the ground and upper stories.
“I think we’re expected,” Alex remarked, staring out from the cover of the tree line, more than half a kilometer away.
“They’re expecting somebody,” agreed Dane, as he swept the grounds with a pair of binoculars. “They know that people are actively looking for their treasure, and they control access to the map.”
“Do you think Ray has been here already?”
That was the question that preoccupied Dane’s thoughts during their journey from Hong Kong to London.
It had been a long, expensive and time consuming journey. Dane had almost completely exhausted his supply of cash. He didn’t even bother with the money belt; the remaining bills fit easily into the wallet he’d bought to hold his newly acquired driver’s license and credit cards — the license was an expert forgery and the credit cards issued to his alias had only a token amount of available credit, just enough to pass the registration process at a hotel or car rental agency. Their false identities had been easily enough procured in Hong Kong, where the business of creating such documents for Chinese nationals hoping to escape the island colony before the British government returned it to China before the end of the century, was booming. Just like with Chinese food, you could get it fast, cheap, or good, but not all three. They needed documents that would stand up to close scrutiny and they needed them in a hurry, so…they paid. Their standby plane tickets had been less expensive, and perhaps more discreet than rushing out on the first available plane, but the trade-off had been another full day lost.
Ray was now at least three days ahead of them. If he had visited the chapel, perhaps without attracting the attention of the Gatekeepers, then he might already have found the treasure vault. Dane left Alex’s question unanswered.
With dusk deepening around them, they crept through the woods toward the hill which concealed the entrance to the Templar chapel. Bones had scouted ahead, channeling the woodcraft of his Cherokee ancestors, and moving with complete stealth despite his size. Dane and Bones each carried a small walkie-talkie, with an ear bud and lip mic to minimize noise, and Bones had reported seeing a foot patrol, in the form of a game-keeper walking an old hound, but there was no sign of permanent surveillance in the area. That left Dane with an uneasy feeling, however there was no putting off what had to be done.
He keyed the mic. “We’re moving. If anyone comes along, make a ruckus.” He knew from experience that a radio signal probably wouldn’t work once they were underground.
There was a scritch of static and Bones soft answer. “Roger.”
Dane took Alex’s hand and led her out of the woods. The covering rock had been rolled back into place and he took a moment to inspect it, ensuring that no booby traps or motion sensors had been placed beneath, before rolling it out of the way.
So far, so good.
He lowered himself inside and lit their way with a red-hooded Mini MagLite. Alex was similarly equipped and they moved through the passage much more quickly than they had during their earlier escape.
The red lights added to the surreal atmosphere of the chapel, giving the decorations an almost hellish cast. Dane took out two metal triangles, identical to each other and hopefully to the medallion he’d found with Trevor Hancock’s remains, except for the fact that these facsimiles were made of copper instead of alloyed gold. Dane had even used an iron stylus to inscribe approximations of the Templar cross on the original, and drilled through each to simulate the nail hole that had been used to affix the medallion to Trevor Hancock’s skull.
He passed one to Alex and they both commenced slotting their respective triangles into the sigils adorning the chapel ceiling. There were over a hundred of the symbol groupings, and an unusually high proportion included triangles, so Dane was a little surprised when, after only five minutes of searching, Alex let out a cry of triumph.
“Got it!”
He hurried over to inspect her discovery. She held her triangle in place at a point on the map that corresponded to a location in the middle of Western Europe, northwest of the distinctive boot-shape of Italy. “Where is that?”
“Do I look like a Jeopardy champion?” she retorted, playfully. “My focus is Twentieth Century American history, not geography. I found it, you figure it out.”
He grinned, consulting his woefully incomplete mental atlas of the world as he studied the surrounding areas on the map. There were no political boundaries, not even those that would have been in use at the time the map was created, nor were there any marking to indicate city names. Some of the sigils however did mark places that were instantly recognizable.
“Okay, we’ve got Italy here.” He pointed to a sigil near the midpoint of the peninsula. “That’s Rome, so we have a point of reference. Over here…” He touched another point that was almost the same distance from their target along a not-quite straight line to the northwest. “I think this is Paris. So our treasure lies roughly at the midpoint between Rome and Paris. Northern Italy or Southern France?” He snapped his fingers. “It’s in the Alps.”
“Don’t forget Switzerland, Germany, Austria—”
“Oh, so now you’re a geography whiz?” Dane shook his head. “Well, we’re not going to be able to pin it down without a current map. We can measure the distances on this map and then triangulate.”
“I forgot to pack my ruler.”
“Me too.” Dane quickly inventoried what they did have that he might be able to use to mark the distances. “Maybe I can cut some strips of fabric off my shirt, tie them together into a field expedient tape measure.”
“Save your shirt.” Alex pointed to the cloth covering the altar. “Use that.”
“Nice.” Dane flicked open the blade of his folding knife and commenced sawing at the flowing white shroud, cutting two long strips. He had Alex hold the end of one at the spot where Rome was situated, and then cut the other end so that it perfectly spanned the distance between the two cities. He then used the second strip to measure the distance from the target to each of the other cities.
As she watched him perform the latter operation, Alex said, “How is this supposed to work?”
“The distance between Rome and Paris is a constant. Sort of. There will be some wiggle room, but if we get the actual distance between the two cities, then we’ll be able to establish the scale of the map. That line forms the base of a triangle, and our treasure vault is at the top. We’ll know the distance of the sides of the triangle, and since it is a triangle, there’s only one spot where those lines will intersect.”
“Maybe you should go on Jeopardy.”
“Nice.” He stuffed the strips in his pocket. “We’re done here. Next stop…” He pointed to the sigil. “There.”
* * *
“There” turned out to be somewhere in the vicinity of Bern, Switzerland. Based on uncertainties about the specific locations shown on the chapel ceiling, inaccuracies in the map itself, and of course, minor errors in his measurements, Dane figured a margin of error of about twenty miles, which meant that identifying the correct sigil on the map had not narrowed the search down nearly as much as they had hoped. This fact did not become apparent until after their undetected second escape from the Gatekeepers’ chapel, as they gathered in their shared London hotel room to pore over a stack of tourist guides to the famously neutral Alpine country along with a few Templar histories which ranged from dryly accurate to ridiculously sensational.
“Where’s Professor when we need him?” said Bones, looking up from a Lonely Planet guide. “Remind me. When were the Templars…umm…around?”
“They were active from about 1120 to 1312,” said Alex. “Why?”
“Because according to this, the city of Bern didn’t even exist until the year 1191.”
“Let me see that.” Alex slid next to him and read the paragraph from which Bones had taken his information. When she was done, she offered her unenthusiastic conclusion. “The city did exist in the Templar period, but you’re right that it would have been a very small spot on the map of the Templars’ world.”
“Did you know,” intoned Dane, reading from a different guide, “that Switzerland didn’t really even exist until the end of the Thirteenth Century…just a few years before the Templars were destroyed. Before that, it was a bunch of isolated independent city states. But in 1291, those independent states formed the confederacy that eventually became the nation of Switzerland. Here’s the interesting part. During the Fourteenth Century, this confederation successfully fought to become independent of the Habsburg Empire. They won several major battles, and according to some accounts, they were assisted by an army of foreign knights who wore white coats.”
“White coats,” muttered Bones. “Somebody has a hero complex.”
Alex shook her head. “Coats refers to their coat-of-arms. A white coat would indicate that they were landless knights, with no property or allegiance.”
“Mercenaries?”
“Or Templars on the run,” said Dane. “Think about it. The Templars must have known that their days were numbered. You can’t get that powerful and wealthy and not have enemies. So in 1291, the Templars establish a secret headquarters in Switzerland — near the city of Bern — and began transferring some of their wealth there. When the Church moves against the Templars, they flee France and head into Switzerland where they begin slowly establishing a new country, a country that even today is famous for three things.”
Bones began ticking items off on his fingers. “Hot cocoa, army knives…and um, oh, I know this one… cheese!”
Dane grinned. “Close. I was thinking banking, engineering, and secrecy. Things that the Templars were also famous for. It makes perfect sense. The proof is right there on the Swiss flag.” He picked up a guide book and pointed to the distinctive white cross on a background of red. “It’s the reverse of the Templar Cross.”
“I’d hardly call that proof,” countered Alex. “Crosses are everywhere. Next you’re going to tell me that the International Red Cross is a Templar front.”
“Well, they are headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland.”
Alex covered her ears. “Not listening.”
Dane grinned. “Look, I don’t know whether any of this is true, but you and I both saw that mark on the chapel map, corresponding to Bern, Switzerland. That’s where we have to go next. The only question is, what do we do once we get there? There aren’t any sites that are known to have a connection to the Templars, but there are plenty of old castles and other buildings that date back to the period. How do we tighten our focus?”
“Another needle in a haystack,” grumbled Bones. But then he abruptly looked up from his guide book. “Speaking of haystacks… give me one of those triangles.”
Dane tossed the copper reproduction to Bones and then crossed the room to peer over his shoulder as Bones held the medallion out in front him, moving it back and forth as if trying to bring something into focus. Dane realized that what he was actually doing was using the triangle to eclipse part of a photograph on the page before him.
The photograph showed a lake at sunset, and in the background, a mountain peak that rose to an almost unnaturally well-defined triangle point; a perfectly match with the shape of the medallion.
Inspired, Dane took out his Mini MagLite, flipped off the red lens filter, and held it above the triangle. A tiny spot of light shone through the hole at the center of the cross and illuminated a point on the photograph.
“X marks the spot,” he announced. “Haystack, meet needle.”

CHAPTER 20

Switzerland
John Lee Ray had long wondered at the inclusion of Bern on the chapel map. His extensive research into actual and suspected Templar refuge sites had uncovered a great deal of circumstantial evidence to support the idea that the Swiss Confederation had been a bold move on the part of the Templars to establish their own independent state in Europe. The timing was too perfect to be coincidence.
The decline of the order had begun in 1291, with the fall of the Templar stronghold of Acre in Palestine. The campaign to take back the Holy Lands was the very essence of the Templar mission, and despite their many successes, the ultimate defeat of Christian forces under Templar leadership had left them vulnerable. That was very year that the cantons and city-states of the remote mountain region east of France had united to fight for an existence independent of the European monarchies.
It was in the subsequent history of Europe however that Ray saw the tentacles of Templar influence. Just as the warrior-monks had created a sophisticated system of banking, the Swiss had, over the centuries, established a banking empire that guaranteed anonymity and political neutrality. Swiss banks had become synonymous with investor security, to the extent that a fortune in Nazi gold bullion, treasure looted from Holocaust victims and laundered through a series of foreign banks, was still sequestered away in Swiss vaults fifty years after the end of Hitler’s regime. Moreover, many of those victims — successful Jewish businessmen — had Swiss accounts of their own, which were now inaccessible to their surviving offspring since the Swiss banking system was built on a foundation of anonymity; names did not matter, only account numbers, and if those numbers were lost, the accounts entered a state of perpetual limbo. Swiss neutrality guaranteed that, even though the Third Reich was gone, no one — neither the victorious Allied powers nor the heirs to Nazi brutality — could get their hands on those assets.
To Ray, this was further evidence of Templar influence. The Swiss could remain neutral in every conflict, secretly bankroll both sides, and were assured that regardless of who was the victor and who was defeated, they would always win.
That knowledge however did not shed light on the location of the Templars’ own treasure vault.
Three days after arriving in Bern, the very place indicated by his photographs of the chapel map, he was no closer to finding it than he had been before traveling to Manila. He had the medallion, which proved that the vault was real, but where was it?
He had begun his search in the oldest part of the city, on the peninsula surrounded by the River Aare. He sent his men out to scout various location in the medieval heart of old Bern, while he and Scalpel visited some of the city’s oldest and most prominent landmarks, searching for Templar symbols or anything that might hint at a secret room or tunnel passage. He fancied the notion that the Zytglogge clock tower, with its elaborate mechanical bell striker, might somehow unlock the vault; turn the clock hands this way or that and a hidden door would pop open. The structure was certainly old enough; it was one of the original gate towers, dating back to the mid-1200s. Unfortunately, it was also, even after seven hundred years, still a work in progress. The Zytglogge tower had been almost completely destroyed in the great fire of 1405, along with most of the rest of the city, and been in a near constant state of renovation ever since. Many of its more famous features, including the clock itself, had been added in the centuries following the fire. If a vault had existed there, it almost certainly would have been discovered during one of the ongoing construction projects.
If not the Zytglogge, then where?
He spent the better part of a day roaming the Nydegg neighborhood and the Nydeggkirche, a historic church built in the mid-1300s on the site of the original Bernese fortress. Here too he found a structure that had been restored, renovated, and repurposed countless times throughout the centuries, but nowhere were there Templar “fingerprints” to be found.
He was pondering his next destination when his cell phone trilled. He answered it with his customary greeting: “John Lee Ray speaking.”
“Rooster here. You’ll never guess who I saw getting off a Eurail train.”
“I believe you’ve been in my employ long enough to know that I detest guessing games,” he answered frostily. “I suggest that you come hastily to the point, after which we may need to review procedures for reporting in.”
“Dane Maddock.” Rooster did not sound the least bit chastened. “Along with the woman and the Indian.”
All thoughts of further berating his subordinate evaporated. “Maddock is here?”
Scalpel immediately took an interest, mouthing the same words.
“Affirmative. I spotted them waiting for a train.” Rooster paused a beat, and then casually added. “I followed them to a place called Mulenen. They’re asking around about something called the ‘Niesen.’”
Niesen. It was the German word for sneeze, but it was also the name of nearby mountain peak, which when viewed from a certain perspective, formed a slightly off-center triangle. So perfect was the outline that Niesen Mountain, just a few miles from Bern, was widely known as “the Swiss Pyramid.”
Not only had Maddock escaped his exile in the Spratly Islands, he had also found the location of the Templar treasure, right where the riddle promised it would be.
Under a triangle so big only God could see.
* * *
Dane held the copper triangle at arm’s length so that it completely blocked out the outline of the Niesen, just as Bones had done with the photograph in the travel guide. Despite its nickname, the mountain only looked like a pyramid when viewed from the east; the most dramatic pictures, including the one that had led to Bones’ discovery, were taken from the far shore of nearby Lake Thun. Through some trial and error, Dane had worked out the approximate location on the slope that would correspond to the pin-hole in the center of the triangle. If all his assumptions were correct — a big if— the door to the Templar treasure vault would be found there.
Peering through the triangle one last time verified the spot at least, which perhaps not coincidentally, fell almost exactly at the location of the Schwandegg station for the Niesenbahn funicular railway — a cable driven single-track conveyance that shuttled hundreds of tourists daily from the village of Mulenen, at the base of the mountain, to its summit, nearly 7,800 feet above sea level. The Niesenbahn had been built in 1910 and was the longest continuous funicular railway in the world. Because it ran at an almost forty-five degree angle for its entire length, the interior of the cars were built on stair-step platforms so that passengers could stand on a level surface during travel. Running alongside it, at 11,674 steps, was the Guinness World Record longest stairway in the world, though the steps were only open to the public once a year for an organized stair-climbing race. Although neither the funicular nor the stairway had been built until many centuries after the destruction of the Templars, the route chosen for both doubtless traced back to an earlier, historical trail. The only question was whether the construction had inadvertently covered up any signs that had been left to indicate the precise location of the vault.
Dane could not help thinking about Bones’ haystack comparison. It felt like every time they made a deductive leap forward, they were confronted with a smaller, but still seemingly insurmountable area in which to search for their goal.
They bought tickets for the funicular and spent the fifteen minute ride halfway up the mountain trying to see the slope as the exiled Templars might have seen it nearly seven hundred years earlier — raw, untrammeled, undeveloped. The shape of the Niesen might have seemed like the perfect signpost, but what would have been involved in transforming the mountain into a place to store treasure?
His research had enlightened him on one point. Although often romanticized — sometimes demonized — the Templar organization was far more complex than most people realized. To begin with, only about ten percent of those who joined the Poor-Fellow Soldiers of Christ and of the Temple of Solomon could be called Templar Knights. The Templar order did not elevate members to the knighthood; only those of noble birth who took monastic vows to join the order — including a pledge to surrender all their wealth and property — were actually considered Knights of the Temple. The rest of the order, which numbered more than 20,000 at its peak, was mostly made up of two classes — sergeants and chaplains. The sergeants were both fighters and tradesmen — blacksmiths, carpenters, stone masons, and so forth. With an army of thousands of skilled tradesman, it would certainly have been feasible for the fugitive Templars to carve out a vault beneath this mountain peak.
They disembarked at Schwandegg but instead of joining the throng that moved to board the rail car for the second leg of the ascent, they meandered around the station and eventually descended the steps to continue their search on the mountain slope itself. Their first bit of luck came when they learned that the station was built on the foundation of an earlier watchtower dating back to the time of the original Swiss confederation.
“We need to focus our search on this building,” declared Dane. “Our Templars might have used that original tower to hide their excavation.”
They waited for the train cars to depart, one returning to the base of the mountain, the other moving on to the top, to begin looking in earnest. It was already early evening and there would only be a few more runs before the train shut down for the day. If they didn’t find what they were looking for, they would have to stay the night at the summit lodge or hike out on foot.
At one corner of the station well concealed by the overhanging viewing terrace, they found a large weathered cornerstone, and on it, more proof: a triangular depression that might easily have been mistaken for a Masonic seal, except that unlike the universal builder’s square and compass symbol, the triangle was not quite symmetrical. They had seen this shape elsewhere; it was on the official logo of the Niesen Park. But it was also a perfect match to the medallion.
Almost trembling with anticipation, Dane pressed one of the facsimiles into the depression. There was a distinctive click from within the block, and then it opened.
Despite the appearance of solidity, the cornerstone was hollow. The face with the triangle symbol was in fact a two-inch thick slab, beveled at the edges so there was no visible seam when it was closed. The heavy slab moved smoothly despite the fact that the hinges were also of carved stone.
“Was there ever any doubt?” Bones pointed a finger at Maddock. “You, me, lottery ticket.”
“If there’s really a Templar treasure here,” said Alex. “You won’t need to win the lotto.”
“One thing at a time.” Dane took a flashlight from his backpack and probed the interior of the block. The cornerstone was the threshold of a carved stairway that descended steeply, into the mountain itself. “Well, this is what we came for.”
He started to take a step inside, but felt Bones’ hand on his shoulder. “Watch your step. I’ll bet these Templar guys liked to build booby-traps. Like in that Indiana Jones movie.”
Alex wrinkled her nose. “The one with all the bugs?”
Bones shook his head. “No, that was Temple of Doom. In India. I’m talking about Last Crusade. The one with the rats and the hot German chick. I suppose there could be bugs here, too.”
“Thanks for the cheerful thought.” Alex shuddered.
Dane continued forward, but Bones’ warning was not lost on him. He didn’t think they would find bugs, rats, snakes or any other living creatures five thousand feet above sea level, but the Templars might very well have employed defensive measures to guard their secret vault. He checked the surrounding walls of the passage for slits or holes that might conceal traps, and checked each stair tread before putting his full weight down. It was slow going, but a few minutes later, he reached the bottom of the stairs about a dozen feet below the entrance, and found himself in the center of a conspicuously circular room.
There were arched openings equally spaced around the circle, and a quick check showed passages leading away to the left and right, while the one directly in front of him led to an ascending staircase. The opening behind the entrance stairs also led to a stairwell, but this one went down.
“Better get down here,” he called. “We’ve got a multiple choice problem.”
When they were all together again, Dane pointed out the openings. “Any thoughts?”
Alex walked the circumference of the room, playing the beam of her light on the arches and into the depths of the passages. “No markings, but there’s something familiar about this place.”
“It’s a standard Templar design. Most of their chapels and churches were round, like the Church of Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.”
“And Hancock’s chapel. But it’s not that.” Alex studied the layout again. “It’s laid out like a cross, no surprise there. One way goes up, one down, the others left and right…oh, duh.”
She wheeled to face them, grinning. “Spectacles, testicles, wallet, watch.”
Dane and Bones exchanged a glance, and then Bones cleared his throat. “Ummm, I should point out that you…like…aren’t wearing spectacles.”
“It’s mnemonic for remembering how to make Sign of the Cross.” She touched a finger to her forehead. “Spectacles…”
Dane quickly forestalled her. “Okay. No need to continue with the demonstration. This room is our Templar Cross laid out in three dimensions.” He held up the copper medallion. “Right now, we’re standing in the hole in the middle, and we have the four cross arms leading away. But which way do we go?”
“Up,” said Alex, confidently. “Start with ‘spectacles.’”
Bones rolled his eyes. “I’m not looking forward to what comes next.”
“We go up the stairs. Maybe there’s another seal we need to activate. Then we go down, and repeat the process, completing the cross in the correct order.”
“It beats anything I’ve got,” said Dane.
Bones however raised a hand. “I don’t like this. You were right to call it ‘multiple choice.’ This is a test, and I have a feeling that a wrong answer will mean something a lot worse than a bad grade.”
“You think it’s a trick question?” Dane moved toward the ascending staircase and scanned it with his light. The beam showed the steps and a confined arched tunnel, both evidently carved of out of the solid bedrock of the mountain, but then he noticed a scattering of dark spots on the walls and ceiling further up the passage. A check of the other passages showed similar deformations.
“Bones, I think this is where your knowledge of fictional swashbuckling archaeologists just might come in handy. Those holes and slits in the walls are murder holes, a common feature of medieval architecture. The gateway to a city would have little windows, just big enough to shoot an arrow through or pour boiling oil on an invader. If I had to guess, I’d say that if we step in the wrong place, something nasty will pop out.” He paused. “Any idea how we can get past them?”
“Trial and error?” suggested Bones. “Tap on the steps, try to avoid getting skewered.”
“Might work.” Dane rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Okay, let’s think like the guys who built this place. They wanted to keep it secret and safe, but they also knew that someday, the guy with the key would come. All the information that we’ve used to get here came from the key — the medallion. It showed us where to look and it opened the front door. There must be something about the key that will help us out here.”
“Too bad we don’t have the original,” said Alex. “You got the best look at it. Was there anything else? Writing or other symbols?”
Dane shook his head. “No. Just a triangle, a cross, and if you want to get technical about it, a circle in the center of the cross.”
“Three sides to the triangle. Maybe every third step is safe?”
“I like it. Three was a very important number to the Templars. There were three classes: Knights, sergeants and chaplains. Their coffers were secured with a three different locks, and the keys given to three different knights. They would fast three times a year, and were only permitted to eat meat three times a week.”
“How do you know all this crap, Maddock?”
“I’ve done a lot of reading about them over the years. And, of course, all the research we did before coming here. Anyway, the number three…”
“There were three tests in Last Crusade!” Bones exclaimed.
“Right. And before going into battle, a Templar would make the Sign of the Cross three times! That’s something every Templar would know.” Dane took a deep breath. “Well, I guess there’s only one way to know for sure.”
He extended his left foot up to the third tread on the ascending stairwell and slowly, gingerly, transferred his weight to it. Nothing happened. He stepped up three more. Still nothing.
“Look at him stretch,” Bones said. “Sucks to be short, doesn’t it?”
Dane grimaced. At a shade under six feet tall, he was hardly short, but compared to Bones… He gave his head a shake and refocused on the task at hand.
The murder holes were all around him, but whatever deadly potential they held remained unrealized. He went up to step number nine, then twelve, his pace quickening both with urgency to be done with the deathtrap and confidence that they had unlocked yet another Templar secret. Then, on what would have been the seventy-second step — a number that corresponded to the number of clauses in the original Templar code of behavior, and was the product of eight and nine, which were also important numbers to the Templars — he reached another landing.
And another circular room with four passages.

CHAPTER 21

The choices in the second room were slightly different. Left and right were again options, but there was no option to go up again. They could go forward and down a new descending passage, or backtrack.
“This place is a maze,” observed Bones when he and Alex completed their ascent.
Dane nodded his agreement. “Another layer of security. Make a wrong turn and you’ll either get completely lost or more probably hit a literal dead end. So which way now?”
Alex reiterated her belief that the Sign of the Cross held the solution to the maze. “Forward and down I think. If it is a maze, then going back isn’t a correct solution.”
“Rule of three still applies?”
She shrugged.
“Thanks for those words of inspiration.” He counted down three treads and took a step.
This passage was exactly twice as long as the first and Dane could almost feel the weight of the mountain bearing down as he went deeper. Three steps. Three more steps.
The descent was, as before, uneventful. At the bottom, he flashed his light up the long straight shaft, signaling that he was done, and then inspected the chamber in which he now found himself.
Not counting the stairs he had just descended, there were only two ways out of this room: left or right.
Just like the Sign of the Cross.
“Spectacles, testicles, wallet, watch,” he murmured, moving his hand through what he thought was the correct sequence. The mnemonic was a relic of a time when men wore pocket watches in their waistcoats and carried their wallets in the breast pocket of their jackets: watch on the right, wallet on the left.
He gravitated toward the left passage, but something was nagging at the back of his mind.
When Alex and Bones arrived, she confirmed that the next turn should be to the left, which prompted Dane to reveal his misgivings. “Are you sure? I keep thinking that going left first is wrong.”
Professor would have been able to shed light on the subject, but Dane had picked up a few bits of trivia regarding the negative associations with left handedness.
In the military, a left-handed salute was considered an insult. In the Bible, the right hand was always linked with divine favor, while the left sometimes indicated rejection by God. The Latin word for “left” was the root of the word “sinister.” In the Muslim world, the left hand was considered unclean. The term “left-hand path” was synonymous with black magic. So pervasive was the bias against lefties that in many places, children who were naturally left-handed were forcibly taught to use their right hand for most activities.
However, Dane had also heard that you could find your way through a maze by always turning left. And there was no denying that south-paws were some of the best baseball pitchers on earth.
“It’s left,” Alex persisted. “Trust me. I’m a good Catholic girl…well, a Catholic girl, anyway.”
“I dated a Russian chick once,” interjected Bones. “We were watching this horror movie where somebody crossed himself, and she said that Catholics do it wrong. In the Orthodox Church, they go right-to-left.”
“And you’re just remembering this now?”
Bones spread his hands guiltily.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Alex irritably. “The Templars were part of the Roman church. So regardless of who’s right, the Templars would have crossed themselves Catholic-style.”
Her insistence did not assuage his anxiety; rather, he was even more certain that he was forgetting something very important. Nevertheless, Alex was correct about the Templars and Catholicism. He moved to the left passage and shone his light down its length.
The entire passage appeared to be completely smooth. There were no murder holes pock-marking the walls and ceiling and nothing at all to break up the plane of the floor. If there was a trigger or a trap here, Dane could not see it.
“Just so you know,” he began, “I’m about to stake my life on you being right about going left, Catholic girl.”
Suddenly, Alex didn’t look quite so confident about her decision, which didn’t make him feel any better, but there was only one way to know for sure. He ventured into the passage, taking one careful step after another, poised to duck or throw himself to the side or beat a hasty retreat at the first click, crunch, bump or thump.
With no steps to count, he instead counted the number of paces, measuring the length of the passage by the length of his stride. When he’d gone about twenty meters, he saw a blank wall directly ahead and shadows to either side; a T-intersection.
He stopped. Something about that choice didn’t feel right. Before, there had been a circular room, like a Templar chapel, but not this time. Was this a warning that he’d gone the wrong way, or simply an indication that the number of choices was shrinking?
He started forward again, slowly, not counting his steps until he was almost at the junction. He saw that these new passages were considerably smaller than the ones they had traveled through to get here, barely knee-high from the floor.
He stopped again, shining his light into the one on the right, and saw that this first impression was wrong; the passages weren’t smaller, but rather were just lower. If he crawled through the opening, he would drop down three or four feet to the floor where he would be able to stand erect.
“This is wrong,” he muttered.
He recalled Bones advice to trust his gut. SEALs were trained to always put the mission first, but they were also taught to listen to their instincts. It was an unwritten rule that any member of a team could call off a mission if they had a really bad feeling about it; they might have to answer some hard questions later, but in the moment, those feelings were to be heeded.
“That’s it. Calling it.” He turned around and started back to where Bones and Alex were waiting.
That was when the floor dropped out from beneath him.
The unexpected movement caused him to fall flat — or rather almost flat. The entire length of the passage was now slanted down at about a thirty degree angle, away from the entrance and toward the T-intersection.
Suddenly a tremendous boom seemed to resonate through the entire mountain. He caught a glimpse of motion and heard a grinding sound growing louder; something was moving down the slope toward him. He raised his flashlight and saw a block of stone, easily the size of a mini-van and almost completely filling the passage, sliding his way.
He scrambled to his feet and instinctively drew back from the relentless rock. If he didn’t get out of its way, it would pulverize him against the end of the passage. But which passage should he take?
In his peripheral vision he saw that both of the intersecting passages were now more or less level with where he was standing. He wouldn’t even need to crawl to get through the openings and escape being crushed, but he would have to make a decision.
Quickly.
Left or right? Either outcome was uncertain, but certainly better than staying where he was.
Don’t think, just go.
Trust your gut!
He did.
* * *
John Lee Ray, flanked by Scalpel and the rest of his inner circle, disembarked the funicular at Schwandegg Station and made their way down the stairs to the base of the elevated structure. Rooster’s last call had placed him at the northernmost corner of the building, where he claimed Maddock had found an entrance to a secret passage.
Ray had initiated movement even before Rooster had finished his first report. He had immediately recalled his men to their hotel, and within ten minutes, they were racing down the motorway in two rented cars. In the time it took for them to make the short road trip to Mulenen and the lower terminus of the Niesenbahn, Maddock and his crew had moved halfway up the mountain and found the entrance to the Templar vault.
Scalpel had been livid at the news of Maddock’s survival. “I should have put a bullet in his skull.”
“I’d say it’s a good thing you didn’t. He’s shown us the way.”
“But he’s going to beat us to the treasure.”
Ray smiled patiently. “In this race, the prize doesn’t go to the man who crosses the finish line first, but to the man who’s still breathing at the end of the day.”
“Maddock won’t be. I promise you that.”
But as Scalpel grunted a little with each painful step down the stairs, Ray wondered if maybe he should have left the man behind. His thirst for vengeance had certainly imbued him with the will to overcome his disability, but was it enough? Would Scalpel’s handicap betray him at a critical moment, putting the entire endeavor in jeopardy?
If he was a dog, thought Ray, I probably would have put him down by now.
They found Rooster sitting casually with his back to what looked at first glance like a structural cornerstone. The mercenary got to his feet and eased open the false rock face like a doorman admitting them to a secure building.
“How long have they been in there?”
“About half an hour,” said Rooster. “I thought about going in after them, but they’re pussyfooting all the way. I couldn’t risk them doubling back and discovering me. Also, no cell reception down there.”
Ray nodded. “Good work. This almost atones for your increasingly impertinent demeanor.”
Rooster laughed, evidently misinterpreting the comment as a joke.
“Are they armed?”
“Not that I could tell.”
“Good.” Ray took a pistol from the concealed holster under his left arm. “Then let’s keep it simple. Find them, kill them. We’ll worry about cleaning up the mess later.”
They descended the stairs single file, all armed with pistols and flashlights, and carrying enough high explosives to blast through any obstacles that came along. Ray took the lead and Scalpel was right behind him, gritting his teeth with each step, but nevertheless keeping pace with his employer.
Ray circled the entrance chamber, shining his light down each of the four passages. “Which way did Maddock go?”
Rooster shook his head. “I couldn’t tell.”
“Six of us and four ways to go. We’ll reconnoiter these tunnels for — say one hundred meters — and then report back here.” He randomly assigned a direction for each of the able-bodied men, leaving himself and Scalpel behind, ostensibly to coordinate.
Things went bad very quickly.
The man he’d sent up the stairs — his demolitions man, callsign: Paycheck — made it only halfway up the flight before a loud snap heralded a cacophony of metallic twangs and a veritable hailstorm of projectiles. Paycheck, howling in pain and surprise, tumbled back down the steps, surrounded by the broken shafts of a dozen crossbow bolts. Miraculously, only two of the arrows had found their target; one shaft protruded from Paycheck’s right thigh, while another had grazed the side of his head, opening a superficial but bloody gash above his left ear.
“Freeze!” Ray shouted, only now grasping that the Templar’s security measures had put the rest of his team in danger. His warning came too late.
Viper, who was scouting the right hand passage, heard both the tumult of the first trap springing and his employer’s warning, but before he could reverse direction, he felt the floor shift ever so slightly under foot, and then something struck the top of his head, not a crossbow bolt but a jet of liquid.
He staggered back, wiping away the oily substance that dripped down from his hair and stung his eyes. His first thought was that he had been poisoned, and the strange chemical taste and smell of the liquid seemed to confirm that. But then an oddly familiar rasping sound from behind the walls reminded him that oily chemicals had other hazardous properties.
Hidden from Viper’s view, a counterweight powered mechanism, similar in design to a trebuchet, had just struck a piece of flint against a long steel blade, producing a shower of bright sparks. Some of the sparks hit the gutter which had channeled the oil when the trap was triggered, igniting the vapors there in a whoosh, transforming the dripping murder holes into fountains of fire.
Viper was already backpedaling away from the trap, but the slippery floor and his blindness conspired against him. His feet flew out from under him and he landed on his back, surrounded by a pool of oil as spurts of flame erupted all around.
The mercenary didn’t bother trying to get up. He twisted away from the oil slick, rolling along the floor, over and over again to extinguish the fires that kept flashing up on his clothes. His hair — which he kept shorn nearly to his scalp — was scorched away in a flash, but he beat his arms against his cranium to prevent the fire from doing any more damage. He didn’t stop rolling until he was almost back at the entrance chamber.
On the descending staircase, a burly Texan who went by the name Cowboy, didn’t hear the sound of traps springing or Ray’s shouted warning. He moved confidently down the steps — seventy-two of them, though he didn’t keep count — until he reached a dead end. The passage just stopped, the last stair tread butting up against a wall. There was a square of stone protruding about an inch from the wall, and reasoning that it might activate another secret passage, Cowboy pushed on it experimentally.
The square slid into the wall and Cowboy heard a loud snap.
The stair tread he was standing on abruptly dropped six inches. The step right behind it dropped too, a full twelve inches, so that it was flush with the first.
Cowboy instantly understood what was happening. Every single step of the staircase was settling, sliding down into increasingly deep recesses that would ultimately leave him at the bottom of a thirty-foot deep shaft. The higher steps were settling more slowly, but there was already a visible gap at the top.
He ran, vaulting onto the steps and bounding up them like his life depended on it, which it probably did. Each time his foot landed on a step, his weight hastened the settling process, and the shifting surface caused him to stumble repeatedly, until he was not so much running up the stairs as crawling. By the time he had clawed his way to the top, at least six feet separated the last step from the opening to the central chamber. Cowboy threw himself at the opening, knowing that if he didn’t catch it on the first try, he wouldn’t get another chance.
His forearms hit the stone threshold, his hands caught the edge, and then his full weight came down on his fingertips as the stair tread beneath his feet dropped away.
An ordinary man might have been able to hold himself there for a few seconds before his strength failed, but Cowboy was no ordinary man. A veteran soldier, he was like all John Lee Ray’s men, in exceptional physical condition. The muscles in his arms and across his back flexed and bulged until they strained the fabric of his shirt. The seams at the shoulder tore open with an audible rasp. Fighting both gravity and the friction of his torso against the sheer stone wall, he slowly hauled himself up until his chin was level with the opening.
“Help!” he gasped, not realizing that he was not the only one in a dire situation. No help came.
He swung his right elbow forward, then his left, so that both arms were entirely on the smooth floor of the chamber. He felt himself slipping, and tried to dig his fingers into the stone like claws. Fingernails bent and ripped free of their cuticles.
“No, damn it!”
His slide stopped as if his hissed denial had somehow altered the laws of nature. He strained again, and this time got his upper torso onto the stone floor. Another heave and he was free of the trap. Panting from the exertion and seething with anger.
It would be a few minutes before Cowboy would realize that he had fared better than any of the others.
Down the left-hand passage, Rooster had also heard the shouted warning a moment too late. He had, as he was wont to do, strode quickly and boldly to the far end of the chamber. There he had discovered a T-junction, though to access either of the intersecting passages he would have to crawl through a low opening and drop down a few feet.
He was just about to kneel down to shine his light into one of these passages when the floor dropped beneath him.
It took him a second to realize that the passage had tilted, angling down to where he now found himself on hands and knees. He was just starting to rise to his feet when he heard the deep-bass thunder of a huge stone block dropping out of the ceiling near the mouth of the passage to slam down on the sloping floor. It immediately began sliding toward him.
Rooster scrambled back, aware that if he didn’t get out of the way, the block would smash him against the back wall, and the only way to get out of the way was to dive into one of the adjoining passages.
Which one?
The stone ground ominously along the sloping passage. There was no time to think about it; he had to move. He turned to the right because that seemed the more natural way to go and dove out of the way of the sliding block. One corner of it struck a glancing blow, just enough to make him stumble but not enough to hurt, and then the massive rock settled into place, completely covering the mouth of the side passage.
Rooster recovered from his near-fall and stood upright directing his light forward to see where the passage went.
The beam showed a blank wall, about eight feet in front of him.
Dead end.
Rooster felt dread creep over him. He was completely sealed in.
He turned back to the block that had imprisoned him and started pounding on it, hoping to somehow signal to the others. The stone absorbed his blows without the slightest noise. He did however hear another sound, the same grinding that had accompanied the sliding block, but this time the noise was all around him.
He turned the light every direction looking for the source, realizing only when he felt it pressing against the top of his head that it was the ceiling that was moving… lowering. Desperately, he tried to brace it up with his body, but the massive weight bore him down to his knees, and kept coming.
In the last few seconds of his life, Rooster wondered what would have happened if he had chosen the other passage.
* * *
“Maddock!”
Bones and Alex both cried out together, but the ominous noise of the massive stone block sliding down the passageway drowned out their voices. The tunnel was filled with a cloud of dust, blocking their view of what happened next, but they didn’t need to see to know. There was a loud crunch as the block reached the end of the passage and settled into place. From somewhere deep inside the mountain, they could hear more stone blocks moving.
Alex started down the passage, but Bones held her back. “No way are you going down there.”
“I sent him down there.” Guilt twisted her face. “You tried to tell me. It’s my fault.”
Bones shook his head, but had no words to ease her grief.
“Yes, it is,” announced another voice. “And I will never let you live it down, Catholic girl.”
The words were broken up by a fit of coughing, but there was no mistaking the voice. As a dust-streaked figure emerged from the passage, Alex wrestled out of Bones’ slackening grip and rushed forward to intercept Maddock with an embrace that sent him into another coughing fit.
Bones overcame his stunned paralysis and started forward as well, throwing his arms wide as if to sweep them both into a bear hug. Maddock held up a hand to ward him off. “Slow down there, sailor. What do you say we just shake hands?”
“Maddock, you are the luckiest man I’ve ever met,” Bones said, still wagging his head in disbelief. “So are you walking through walls now?”
Maddock grinned. “Nope. Easier to go over them. I realized there was a big gap at the top of that block, so I climbed up onto it before it smacked the wall.”
Alex squeezed again. “I am so, so sorry.”
“Forget it. It was coin-flip really and I made the choice that seemed right.” He glanced down the opposing passage. “You know, just before I was almost squished like a bug, it occurred to me that the Templars were influenced by the architecture of the Byzantine Empire. That’s what the books say, anyway. So maybe the Templars picked up some other influences of the Eastern Church.”
“You’re saying we should go right?”
“I think it’s worth a shot.”
Bones cleared his throat. “All right, Houdini. You’ve hogged enough glory for one day. I’ll take it from here.”
* * *
Dane had to resist the urge to argue. He was the team leader; it was his job to lead — from the front. But leading wasn’t the same as walking point. He was part of a team, and that meant letting other people shoulder some of the responsibility.
He disengaged from Alex’s embrace, though when she held onto his hand, he didn’t shake loose, and nodded. “Right behind you.”
Bones approached the tunnel cautiously. “Smooth floor. I don’t see any holes for traps.”
“It’s your call,” said Dane. “I probably used up all my luck anyway.”
“All right. Stand back in case I come running out like my hair’s on fire.” Bones edged forward into the tunnel, sweeping high and low with the light before each step forward. Soon, only the glow of his light was visible, and then even that disappeared briefly, before shining back down the tunnel.
“That’s the all clear.” Hand in hand, Dane and Alex went down the tunnel to join him. At about the one hundred meter mark, the tunnel swung sharply to the left and a few steps later, ended in another circular room with three more arched openings.
“This time, left,” declared Alex, with some of her earlier confidence.
Bones answered with a mock salute and promptly headed down that tunnel. Dane and Alex didn’t wait for the all clear. They were closing in; Dane felt it in his gut. The secret doors, the traps, this entire elaborate cross-shaped labyrinth — it was all proof that the Templar treasure vault was real, and they were about to open it.
Perhaps because it corresponded to the long lateral motion that completed the Sign of the Cross, the length of this passage was at least twice as long as the previous one, and when it finally ended, they found themselves in yet another circular chamber, but this time there was only other way out, at the top of a staircase that spiraled around the circumference of the room.
Bones paused there shining his light up to illuminate a high domed ceiling and another door at the top of the stairs, perhaps forty vertical feet above. “Well, I don’t see any murder holes.”
“Either we’re done with traps,” said Dane, “or they’ve saved the best for last. I say we go find out.”
Dane felt his blood go ice cold when a languorous voice spoke from the tunnel behind him. “Why I think that’s a fantastic idea, Mr. Maddock. I would very much like to see what’s up there.”

CHAPTER 22

Dane raised his hands — one of them still entwined with Alex’s — and backed away from the mouth of the passage as John Lee Ray, with Scalpel and three other men in tow, filed into the chamber.
“You fellows look like hell. Take a wrong turn back there?” There was an edge to Bones’ voice, and Dane could hear the barely restrained rage behind the sarcasm.
Bones wasn’t wrong. Ray’s handsome face was merely streaked with sweat and grime, but the others appeared to have gone through the wringer. One man appeared to have escaped from a fire; his clothes were scorched and there were angry red burns on his hands and bald head. Another had a makeshift bandage around his head. His thigh was also bound tightly, and whatever injury he had suffered had evidently left him barely ambulatory. Scalpel was there as well, bent over as if every step was agony, the relative higher altitude of the Alps doubtless exacerbating the lingering symptoms of his decompression sickness. The sufferings of the rest of Ray’s men were almost certainly, as Bones had intimated, the result of Templar traps, but their wounds in no way lessened the lethality of the pistols they brandished.
Scalpel twisted around in Bones direction and took aim. Dane tensed, certain that the man was about to pull the trigger, and he sensed that Bones knew it too. They were both ready to move, ready to take whatever punishment Ray and his men could throw at them, and fight through it if meant a chance for payback.
“Put it away,” said Ray, sharply. “We are not uncivilized. Whatever misfortunes have befallen us, we cannot attribute them to Mr. Maddock.”
He turned to face Dane. “I am actually quite impressed, Mr. Maddock. How ever did you deduce the correct path through the maze?”
“It was a group effort.”
“Well, remarkable. I myself did not immediately recognize the nature of the test, and you can see the result.” He gestured to his men, none of whom looked terribly pleased by their employer’s behavior. “But then I saw this place for what it was; a spiritual test. Walk the true path of God, and the way will open. Now only one test remains, and I think you have earned the right to lead the way.”
Dane wasn’t fooled for a second. “Drop the act. You just want us to go first to clear any traps.”
“You seem to have a knack for avoiding them. I would be a fool to dispose of someone with your talents. My offer to you stands. We need not be foes.”
“We’ve heard this crap from you before,” Bones spoke up, his tone still as sharp as a knife edge. “You kind of ruined any chances of that happening when you killed Gabby.”
Ray waved dismissively. “She betrayed you. You should thank us for repaying her treachery in kind.”
Bones was about to say something more, but Dane held up his hand. “Bones, let’s do what the man asks. I’m kind of curious to see what’s up there, and it’s not like things will get any worse for us if we do.”
Dane hoped that Bones would hear the unspoken message: Wait for it. We’ll get our chance. Bones didn’t say anything more, and Dane decided to take that as an indication that the message had been received.
He turned and moved without hesitation to stand beside Bones. “Just in case, remember the count. Every third step.” He shone his light up the steps meaningfully, and in a low voice added, “Quick time.”
There weren’t any visible murder holes and Dane was fairly certain that, at this stage in the game, the Templars would have assumed that any unwelcome intruder would have figured out how to avoid triggering such a trap. But if Ray and his men were focused on watching their steps as they brought up the rear, it might provide the distraction needed for Dane and Bones to turn the tables.
Bones nodded and managed to mostly hide a grin, then took an easy stride to the third step. Instead of bringing his feet together there, he brought his trailing foot up to the sixth step, and continued in this manner, setting a quick pace that was more than Ray’s injured men could match. In a matter of seconds, Scalpel and the man with the thigh injury had fallen behind by half a turn of the spiral.
“Slow down,” growled Ray.
Dane looked over his shoulder. Ray had the barrel of his gun just inches away from the small of Alex’s back, but Dane sensed that this might be the chance they had been waiting for. As he turned back around, he made eye contact with Alex. “Watch your step. Whatever you do…” He nodded his head three times, hoping that that she would catch his rhythm. “Don’t…trip.”
There seemed to be a look of comprehension in her eyes, so he nodded out the rhythm again. One…two….
And on three, he threw himself forward, onto the stairs. Alex matched his movements, and for the briefest of moments, Ray had no target.
Dane kicked back, driving his feet into Ray’s chest. His pistol discharged, the report ear-shattering in the confines of the underground chamber, but the bullet struck only the curving wall and ricocheted harmlessly away. Ray flailed his arms uselessly, trying to keep his balance while avoiding a potential trigger step, and started to go over backward. Dane didn’t wait to see how that would play out, but sprang to his feet, pulling Alex up, and bounded forward. Bones, was already racing ahead, still taking three steps at a time, though probably not because he was afraid of setting off a trap.
They completed a full circuit of the spiral before Ray could muster pursuit, but because the mercenaries were so spread out, there was no place on the spiral where they were not at least partially exposed. More shots sounded, some of the rounds striking close enough to pepper the fleeing trio with tiny stone projectiles.
Bones reached the top and slid to a halt, confounded by one last obstacle. Dane and Alex reached his side a moment later and saw another arched doorway, blocked by a wall of blank stone. The arch appeared to be constructed of stone blocks, rather than carved from bedrock, and each one was decorated with a different symbol. There were the usual Templar marks — the distinctive cross, the Dome of the Rock, the fleur-de-lis, two knights riding one horse — as well as others that appeared to be heraldic seals — a lion, a gryphon, a two-headed eagle. There were astronomical signs and there geometric shapes.
“The final test,” breathed Dane.
One of the symbols was an obtuse triangle, exactly like the key, though larger. Clearly, the key was not meant to fit here.
“Maybe it’s like a key pad,” suggested Bones.
The shots had momentarily stopped, but the sounds of shouts and footsteps were getting louder.
“Here goes nothing.” Dane pushed the block with the triangle. It slid back an inch or so, but that was all that happened.
“Nothing is right,” muttered Bones.
“It’s a combination lock,” suggested Alex. “Try the cross.”
Dane found the distinctive Greek-cross with its equal arms flaring slightly at the end, and pressed that block.
Still nothing.
“The circle.” Alex, frantic, didn’t wait for Dane to press the block, but instead pushed it herself. There was thud from behind the slab and then it abruptly moved out of the way.
They bustled through, heedless of any further traps. Once through the arch, they saw that the slab was actually a circle, like an ancient tombstone. There were square holes cut in it, corresponding to several of the blocks on the doorpost. The correct blocks had evidently nudged the stone just enough to cause it to roll down a very slight decline. Pushing the wrong blocks would have locked the slab in a closed position.
“Get the door!” shouted Dane
Bones seemed to comprehend the message. While Dane pushed the three combination blocks back out of their recessed position, Bones braced himself against the stone circle and started pushing. It took Dane only a moment to complete his task and then he added his strength to Bones’ endeavor.
Through the arch, Dane saw the glow of lights growing brighter as Ray and his men bounded up the stairs, closing the gap. The circle began to move, slowly at first, but once its inertia was overcome, it picked up speed. Dane caught just a glimpse of a human outline, blazing flashlight in hand, before the great round slab rolled back into place, sealing out the pursuers.
Dane and Bones both slumped with their backs against the closed portal, panting to catch their breath after the exertion.
After a few moments, Bones said, “Tell me again how that improves our situation.”
“They’re out there. We’re in here.”
“I’m still not clear on exactly how that works in our favor.”
“Me either,” confessed Dane. “It was the best I could come up with on short notice.”
He got to his feet and shone his light at the door slab. Because of the decline, it would take only a little effort to roll the door out of the way again. Dane didn’t think he could rely upon Ray mistakenly pushing one of the locking blocks into place.
“We need to wedge this thing shut.” He searched the area with his light, looking for something — a loose rock or piece of debris — and finding nothing, checked his pockets. His fingers closed on the copper facsimile of the medallion. It seemed somehow appropriate to use the Templar’s key to lock the door. He slipped it into the rolling track and wedged it under the round slab.
“Look!” whispered Alex, directing her own flashlight into the far reaches of the chamber in which they now found themselves.
It wasn’t nearly as big as Dane had expected. The ceiling was perhaps twelve feet high, the room appeared to be a square at least fifty feet on each side. There were shelves along the side walls and a few tables arranged haphazardly about the center, but no other furnishings.
And no treasure.
The shelves and tables were bare. If this was a treasure vault, it had been picked clean.
The room however, was not empty.
Alex’s light fell up nine figures standing motionless in the center of the room. They might have been mannequins, posed suits-of-armor, but for two important distinctions.
Instead of armor, their attire was modern; a grayscale urban camouflage pattern uniform. They wore black tactical vests, with pouches for spare magazines and a brace of hand grenades, and a black beret with the seal of the Templars on the decorative flash. Instead of swords, they had machine pistols.
They were also alive.
Alex’s light fell up on a familiar figure in the center. He stood taller and straighter than Dane remembered, but maybe that was the effect of the uniform. He also wore a holstered pistol though his right arm was in a cast and slung across his chest.
“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show,” said Edward Lord Hancock.

CHAPTER 23

Alex was dumbfounded. “You…how?”
Dane was having trouble grasping this development as well, but the posture of Hancock’s men — presumably sergeants in the Gatekeepers organization — told him that figuring out the mystery of the missing treasure was not the most urgent priority.
Still, it couldn’t hurt to try. He remembered that Hancock had a weakness for grandiose expostulation; maybe the old man would let something slip.
In his initial survey of the vault, he had also noticed another arched opening at the back, and chose to address this detail first. “I see you used the back door. You didn’t mention that when we visited you.”
“No I did not,” said Hancock. “You seemed like the sort of man who would eventually find his way here, so I felt it best not to let you in on that little secret.”
Alex was still lost. “I don’t get it. If you already knew where the treasure was, why…? Why any of it? Why have your brother carrying the key? Why go to the trouble of making him disappear?”
“Tradition?” ventured Bones. “You guys are all about that stuff, right? Even though the reason for it doesn’t matter anymore, you like your rituals and traditions. It’s like a connection to the old Templars.”
Hancock inclined his head as if to agree, but Dane wasn’t sure that was the whole story. “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there. It’s not the treasure you Gatekeepers are protecting at all, is it? It’s this place.”
Alex shook her head. “Why? It’s empty.”
“It’s proof. Proof that the Templars survived, proof that they had a treasure back in the Fourteenth Century.” Dane turned to her and continued. “Remember what Professor said about what the Templars would have done if they really had a treasure? They would have used it; spent it trying to rebuild the order.” He faced Hancock again. “That’s what you actually did, isn’t it? You built your little Templar state in Switzerland, turned that treasure into investment capital and…”
He balked a moment at the next logical conclusion, but then continued in a lower voice meant for Bones and Alex. “Everything Ray said about these guys is true. If word of this vault gets out, it pulls the curtain back on their conspiracy. That’s what they’re really protecting.”
“You are correct in most respects,” replied Hancock. “I was not deceiving you when I spoke of the Gatekeepers. That has ever been our assigned duty; to guard the gates to this vault, and to keep the tradition of protecting the key, just as your large friend there suggests.”
“But if you had a back door,” said Alex, “and you knew there wasn’t any treasure here anyway, why go to the trouble?”
“The treasure was kept here for many years. It was not quite so vast as has sometimes been reported, but those exaggerations served the order well. The belief that our letters of credit were guaranteed by a trove of incalculable value certainly facilitated our recovery after the Church betrayed us. Maintaining that fiction was also an important part of the Gatekeepers’ mission. However, as the years passed and the nature of the European economy began to change, it no longer seemed prudent to leave the treasure here to gather dust, so over the course of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, the treasures were liquidated.”
“And that infusion of cash helped you gain a foothold in international politics.”
Hancock shrugged. “Such matters are not in my purview. “
“I thought you guys had all kinds of treasures, like stuff from the Holy Lands, and secret knowledge,” Bones said.
Hancock gave a small nod. “There are legends of such things, and some are likely based in fact. Our forbearers were widespread and, in some respects, fragmented. I can speak only to this vault and the treasure that was kept here and the responsibilities of my particular sect. I am a Knight Gatekeeper. My duty is to protect the key and the vault, and I might add, the knowledge of the disposition of its original contents.”
“Which is why you’re going to make us disappear, right?” Dane asked.
“You do make it all sound so melodramatic.” Hancock gave an avuncular chuckle. “Why don’t we start with something simple? The key. Give it to me.”
“The key?” Dane laughed. “We don’t have it.”
Hancock’s unflappable lordly demeanor cracked a little. “Of course you do. You couldn’t have come this far without it.”
“We’re just that good.”
“But you found the ship. You said you were going to find Trevor.”
“Oh, we did. And we found your key, but then somebody took it.”
“We got a copy made at Home Depot,” added Bones.
Hancock’s self-control slipped another notch, and in a voice like wire stretched to the breaking point, said, “Who took it?”
Before Dane could even think about how to answer, a sound like the inside of a thunderclap boomed through the vault. The detonation was followed by the equally loud noise of the door slab breaking free of its guide track and slamming mostly intact onto the floor right behind where Dane and the others were standing. The combination of the blast wave and the resulting tremor threw everyone to the floor where a cloud of high explosives residue and dust rolled over them.
Dane’s ears were ringing and he figured that anything he said would be wasted, so he reached out to snare Alex’s hand and pulled her away from the doorway, just as the first of Ray’s men came through, his pistol leveled.
The Gatekeeper sergeants, further from the blast center, responded quickly, turning their machine pistols on the target in the doorway and firing without hesitation. The mercenary pitched backward under the withering torrent of lead, but no sooner had he gone down than return fire erupted from the breached opening.
Dane stayed low, half-crawling to the perimeter of the room, where he paused just long enough to make sure that Alex was still with him and not too badly injured. He could barely see her in the gloom, but when he clapped a hand to her shoulder, she nodded reassuringly.
The firefight intensified, and in the muzzle flashes, Dane spied Bones crawling along the opposite edge. Two of the sergeants were down and Hancock was nowhere to be seen, having evidently fled the battle in a very un-Templar-like display of cowardice. For the moment at least, no one was interested in the unarmed trio, but Dane knew that window of opportunity wouldn’t stay open long. He pointed toward the back of the room, and at a nod from Alex, started moving.
The gunfire slackened a little, and Dane saw that the surviving Gatekeepers were now hunkering down behind overturned tables and taking shots only when they detected movement beyond the entrance. Ray’s men were similarly cautious, but Dane knew that the standoff wouldn’t last; eventually one side or the other would make a bold move.
The back entrance was just twenty feet away and evidently unguarded. He checked to make sure that Alex was ready, and then bolted for the opening. A bullet sparked off the wall above their heads but they didn’t slow. Dane ducked around the edge of the doorway and found himself at the foot of another ascending stairwell.
He risked a quick sweep with his flashlight, and seeing no indication of traps, started up. Within a few steps, the noise of the battle was muffled by the surrounding stone and with his ears still ringing from the explosion, he couldn’t even hear the sound of his own footfalls. He turned his light on again, shining up, but the beam showed only endless steps, far more than any of the other stairs they had previously encountered.
Fueled by adrenaline and a fierce desire to survive, they raced onward, until at last, there was an end to it; a door, not of stone but of battleship gray metal with a very modern-looking institutional panic bar latch. Dane hit it at full speed, slamming his full body against the door. The hydraulic closer resisted the assault, but his momentum carried him through, stumbling into an empty room with cinderblock walls and no other immediately visible exits.
“There!” shouted Alex, pointing her light at the wall to the right.
The mortar around a large section of the blocks was missing, leaving a half inch gap that outlined an area big enough for a person to pass through. There was also a small hole in one of the concrete bricks, and inside it, a metal handle. Dane gave it a push, then a pull, and the section of wall swung toward them on concealed hinges.
Another concrete room, but this time the space was filled with equipment and sundry maintenance items. In the middle of the room was an enormous machine that Dane recognized as the drive pulley for the funicular railroad.
“We’re at the top of the mountain,” he realized aloud.
A cool breeze was drifting in through the dark cable way. He checked his watch and saw that it was after seven o’clock; the funicular should have been shut down for the night, but as they stood there, the machinery whirred to life and the cable started moving. Someone was using the rail line.
Hancock!
“Come on.” He shouted to Alex, but didn’t wait for her. He charged through another metal door to emerge into the brisk mountain evening on a walkway that ran parallel to the track. A hundred feet down the line, a rail car pulling away from the station.
Dane leapt onto the tracks and started sprinting after it. The funicular moved at about six miles per hour, faster than a walking pace, but not faster than he could run — at least not on a level surface. The funicular however was on a sharp angle to match the slope of the mountain, and to make matters worse, the evenly spaced wooden rail ties were a treacherous surface on which to move. He hadn’t worked out exactly what he was going to do when he caught up to the car, but he knew that he had to stop Hancock from summoning reinforcements.
Once he found a stride that matched the spaces between the ties, he picked up his pace and started closing the gap. There was a platform at the rear of the car and just above it, through the large viewing window in the operator’s station, he saw Edward Hancock staring back at him coldly. Dane poured on a burst of speed and got close enough to throw himself onto the platform. The car jolted to a stop.
There was a rasping sound as the side door slid open and he caught a glimpse of Hancock reaching around with his left hand, taking aim with a pistol. Dane lashed out with his foot, slamming Hancock’s hand against the corner of the car. The gun fell from his grasp, clattering onto rails and disappearing, and Hancock pulled back.
Dane immediately scrambled up, swung around the corner and through the opening, driving Hancock back with a body blow that sent him careening down the stair-stepped center aisle. Dane got his feet under him and moved down to stand over the old man.
Hancock stared back at him, unbowed. “This isn’t over.”
“It is for you.”
“Templars never surrender.”
Before Dane could reply, a faint tremor shook the car. He looked back and saw Alex climbing inside through the open door.
She wasn’t alone. Behind her, his pistol pressed against the small of her back, was John Lee Ray.
Ray shoved Alex away, sending her stumbling down the aisle. Dane caught her and pulled her to the side, covering her with his body just in case Ray decided to shoot. There wasn’t much else he could do. Ray’s attention however was fixed on the old man.
“Where is it?” he raged, all trace of his Southern gentility gone. “What did you do with the treasure?”
“There is no treasure,” said Dane. “They sold it off ages ago. This is all just a sham.”
This revelation unexpectedly seemed to please Ray. “I knew it. It’s all true, isn’t it? The grand Templar conspiracy, controlling the world, building a New World Order. And now, at last, the truth will be revealed. The world will know.”
“What difference will it make if they do?” Dane challenged. “Half of the world already believes that everything is controlled by some Big Money conspiracy, and the rest don’t care. Don’t you get it? You’re killing people for something that doesn’t even matter anymore.”
“It matters to him,” snarled Ray. “And it matters to me.”
“You won’t live long enough to tell anyone,” said Hancock, still defiant.
“I’ll live longer than you.” Ray leveled his gun at the old man, and without any hesitation, pulled the trigger.
Hancock flinched as the bullet struck his chest. He coughed once, a stream of blood trickling from his mouth, but strangely he was still smiling. “Not much longer, I’ll wager.”
The old man raised his left hand and Dane saw that he had found another weapon, not a gun, but a small green spherical object about the size of a tennis ball. He opened his fingers slightly and a small spring-loaded metal lever handle flew away.
Ray let out a curse and fired again, but in the time it took for him to do so, Hancock hurled the object up the length of the car to where his murderer was standing. Even as Ray’s bullet plowed into the old man’s forehead, the grenade landed on the top step and rolled behind the mercenary.
Dane had just enough time to push Alex down again before the world exploded.

CHAPTER 24

The firefight in the empty treasure vault had been a war of attrition. Cowboy, the first man through the door had been the first to fall. Viper, who had been right behind him, just as quickly followed him into the hereafter.
The attack was completely unexpected, and for a moment, Scalpel wondered how Maddock had managed to procure weapons. It quickly became apparent however that the foe they faced was not Maddock, or at least not just Maddock and his two companions. For a few seconds, Ray, Scalpel and Paycheck had returned fire, taking down several of the gunmen, but each time they did so, they exposed themselves to the enemy guns. When Paycheck caught a round, Ray had signaled for Scalpel to stop firing.
It was not a surrender. Outgunned as they were, there was no way for just the two of them to win by staying on offense. But Scalpel knew Ray well enough to divine his meaning.
Play dead. Wait for them to come to us.
The ploy had worked. After a minute or so, two of the gunmen came to investigate. Ray and Scalpel waited until they were fully through the door then took them out. Capitalizing on the fact that the remaining enemies were holding their fire to avoid shooting their own men, Ray had used one of the dead men as a shield and bulldozed his way through the door, dropping the last two before they could get off a shot.
Despite their losses, Scalpel was savoring the victory, but Ray flew into a rage.
“Where in the hell is it?”
It took Scalpel a moment to realize what his employer was talking about. There was no treasure in the treasure vault.
There was also no sign of Maddock and the others, but Ray didn’t seem concerned with that. He snatched up something up from one of the dead men; a beret, adorned with a Templar Cross. He threw it to the ground with a disgusted snarl and shone his light around the room, catching motes of dust and whorls of smoke, until he found the back entrance. “That way. Hurry.”
Ray took off at a full sprint. Scalpel breathed a curse of his own, and struggled to keep up, but every step was an ordeal. He reached the doorway, saw the stairs, and groaned again.
Suddenly he was yanked backward. His flashlight and pistol went flying as he flailed his arms, but there was nothing to arrest his fall and he slammed backward onto the stone floor. An immense figured loomed out of the smoke and dust. In the ambient glow of scattered lights, he saw the Indian, Bonebrake, advancing toward him with murder in his eyes.
Scalpel crabbed away, scrambling back to his feet. His pain had vanished momentarily, overwhelmed by a surge of fight-or-flight endorphins, though for the veteran soldier, there was only one choice: fight. He whipped his combat knife from its sheath and reversed direction, charging Bones and slashing the blade ahead of him.
Bones ignored the attack, side-stepped a slash would otherwise have struck home, and planted a kick squarely in Scalpel’s chest. Scalpel was driven back, stumbling but not quite losing his footing this time. Before he could recover, Bones hit him again, harder.
Scalpel realized an instant too late that this last blow had not been designed merely to knock him down. Bones had lined him up like a billiard ball and knocked him squarely toward the main door to the vault. Scalpel stumbled over the fallen slab that once blocked the way, and landed in a tangle of dead bodies — fallen Templars and his own teammates.
Bones was on him again before he could recover. He plucked Scalpel up like a sack of dog food and heaved him away one final time. The hard landing Scalpel braced himself for didn’t happen immediately. Instead, he felt his body accelerating, his guts leaping up as he went into freefall.
Bones had thrown him off the stairs.
His next memory was of pain. His breath was gone, driven from his lungs by the impact with the floor. He lay there unmoving, unable to move, hardly able even to believe that he was still alive…but he was.
His breath caught and with that gasp came another jolt of pain. He knew he had broken something, maybe a lot of somethings. He could almost feel shards of bone slicing into his organs.
But…still…alive.
Maybe he wasn’t as badly injured as he thought. He saw a light at the top of the spiral staircase and tried to judge the distance of his fall… thirty feet? Forty at the most?
The light was moving. Winding around the corkscrew stairs, descending. Bones was still coming.
The fight had gone out Scalpel, but there was still a little bit of flight left in him. He heaved himself onto his side, ignoring the crunching noise that could only be parts of his own skeleton grinding together, and then got to hands and knees. He couldn’t seem to get his feet under him, but thought he might be able to crawl, and so he did.
The passage out of the stair chamber lay just ahead and he plunged into its dark depths. He measured out the journey in a rhythm of grunts; after about twenty such agonized exhalations, he saw a light behind him.
Bones made no sound as he walked, but Scalpel could judge the pace of his pursuit by the increasing brightness.
He’s playing with me, Scalpel thought angrily, but there was nothing to be done about it. He had to keep going, keep moving.
He reached another of the round chambers, and was confronted by a choice of paths. Which way? He had been following Ray during the ingress and while he vaguely remembered that his employer had said something about making the Sign of the Cross, the significance of the statement eluded him.
Don’t stop. Keep moving.
He crossed the chamber to the opposite arched opening and kept going. Bones was only a few steps behind, but made no effort to close the remaining distance. Instead, after taking only a few steps into the passage, he stopped.
It took Scalpel a few seconds to process this change. He kept going, deeper into the tunnel, then finally turned. “What are you waiting for?”
Bones shone the light in Scalpel’s face, blinding him momentarily. “I want you to understand why this is happening.”
Scalpel knew why. “What? The girl? Is that it?”
“Her name was Gabby.”
“She sold you out.” Every word was an effort, forced out through teeth gritted together against the pain.
“Then that was between me and her.” The light got brighter, closer. “This is between me and you.”
Some part of Scalpel wanted to get up, stand his ground, face death on his feet…but the reptile brain controlled his body now. He shied away from the light and squirmed further into the passage. If Bones wasn’t going to come after him, maybe he could get away.
It did not occur to him until he heard a heard a loud click followed by a strange noise that seemed to come from behind the walls, that there might be another reason why Bones was holding back.
* * *
Bones looked on impassively as the fires took Scalpel. He felt no deep satisfaction or solace in the man’s immolation. He wasn’t even sure why he felt such a compulsion to avenge Gabby, especially if the accusations against her were true, as they seemed to be. He had liked her, and maybe it was the fact that he had let those emotions make him vulnerable that troubled him the most. Maybe if he hadn’t been distracted by her advances….
Doesn’t matter.
The only reason he lingered to watch Scalpel burn was to ensure that, this time, the man stayed dead. When the supply of oil in the Templar trap finally ran out and the flames surrounding the smoking corpse flickered out, he turned away and struck the image forever from his memory.

CHAPTER 25

The blast erased most of John Lee Ray from existence. What parts of him that were not vaporized by the explosion joined with the spray of steel shrapnel that shredded the entire upper section of the rail car.
On the lowermost tier, Dane and Alex were sheltered from the deadly spray, but the concussion in the enclosed space felt like a slap from God. Dane had covered up and remembered to open his mouth at the last second, a precaution, albeit a desperate one, to survive the sudden expansion of air spaces in the body from the heat caused by the overpressure wave. It must have worked because he didn’t die, but for a few seconds he thought that might have been a preferable outcome.
His awareness returned almost as abruptly as it had left. He felt Alex moving beneath him….
She’s still alive. Good
But then he felt something else as well, a tremor that vibrated up through the floor. He struggled to a sitting position. The damage to the car was so extensive, he felt a momentary dislocation. All the windows had blown out and the roof had peeled back like the lid of a sardine can, opening the car to the night sky. A blast of frigid air hit him in the face, and only then did he finally grasp what all of these disconnected sensations were telling him.
“We’re moving.”
Alex stirred and then looked up at him. She seemed unhurt and after looking around for a moment, her mouth moved but Dane couldn’t tell if she’d said anything. He got to his feet and peered through the nearest side window.
The dark landscape was rushing by, much faster than he’d seen it move during his earlier ascent. Dangerously fast. They weren’t just moving, he realized, they were out of control.
With a steadying hand against the sidewall, he clambered up the steps to the damaged upper portion. The end of the car had been almost completely destroyed. Nothing remained of the operator’s booth. Through the gaping hole, he saw that the open air platform he’d climbed onto only a few moments before, was now dangling precariously, held in place by a single twisted metal bracket. As it bounced and clattered noisily along the railway ties, he glimpsed something else trailing behind the car, a length of cable, frayed at the end where the platform had severed it.
Now he understood why they were moving. The funicular functioned by connecting two equally weighted rail cars with a cable; the cars acted as counterweights for each other, providing both motive and braking force with just a little extra energy from the drive motor at the top of the line. With the drive cable broken and the onboard safety brakes evidently disabled in the explosion, the car was essentially a roller coaster, hurtling down the track, accelerating to the physical limits of its rolling wheels, which far exceeded safe operating speed. Dane didn’t know the length of the upper line. The lower line, from Schwandegg to Mulenen was just over a mile, and he recalled the operator telling the passengers that the upper section was shorter.
Calculations raced through his head. If the car was traveling just thirty miles an hour, they had less than a minute before reached the end of the line. He and Alex might survive the ensuing collision, might not, but his bigger concern was the passing loop at the halfway point.
The funicular was a single track — a pair of rails — except in the middle where the line split briefly to allow the cars to pass each other. At normal operating speed, the diversion was barely a bump in the road, but at terminal velocity, there was a good chance the car would jump the tracks and go tumbling down the mountain. That was something he didn’t think was they would survive, and he had less than thirty seconds to do something about it.
Jump?
The tracks were elevated, so if they tried jumping out the side, they would fall maybe a couple stories onto an uncertain surface, while still carrying all the forward momentum of their journey. They could jump onto the tracks behind the car, and probably suffer nothing worse than a lot of broken bones. Not his first choice, but an option.
Stop the car, or slow it down. How?
He looked around the destroyed interior for anything he could throw out in front of the wheels to create some friction braking, but saw nothing…except for Hancock’s body.
He leaped down the stairs and hastily searched the pouches on Hancock’s vest, found what he was looking for.
“Get up to the top,” he shouted. “And find whatever cover you can.”
Alex stared at him blankly until she saw him prep the grenade. “You’re not—”
“Go!” He stripped off the safety band and pulled the pin.
Alex scampered up the tiers to the top. There was nothing to hide behind, but she flattened herself on the floor and covered her head.
Dane rolled Hancock on his side and placed the grenade into the space between the body and the corner of the car. He let the spoon fly, dropped the grenade, rolled Hancock back, and then scrambled away, all in the space a single second.
The car continued to jolt and rattle along the track for what seemed like an eternity. The grenade had a five second fuse — Hancock had probably cooked his off for a couple seconds before throwing it to ensure that Ray wouldn’t have time to kick it back at him — and five seconds seemed like an eternity.
How far away was the passing loop? Would they hit it before the explosion? Would they—
The second blast felt nothing like the first. The earlier damage to the car allowed much of the pressure wave to radiate harmlessly away. Hancock’s body caught most of the shrapnel and what little got past was directed straight up; none of it came anywhere near Dane and Alex. The explosion however, did exactly what Dane hoped it would. The front end of the car burst open like a balloon, throwing pieces of metal and plastic debris out onto the tracks ahead of the car. None of the pieces was large enough to derail it, but the debris quickly piled up in front of the wheels, supplying just enough friction to slow the downward plunge.
But not enough to stop it.
Dane lifted his head and looked out behind them. The railroad ties were still flashing past, though not too fast for him to distinguish each one. How fast then? Twenty miles an hour? Less?
It would have to be enough.
He pointed to the platform still dangling behind the car, skipping along the tops of the tracks. “We’re going to climb down onto that!”
She nodded to signal her comprehension.
He made the first move, reaching his foot out cautiously, as if attempting to cross a stream on stepping stones. Too slow, he told himself. Too cautious.
His foot came down, his weight pushing the platform onto the rails. The damaged bracket holding it fast shrieked in protest and for an instant, he thought the added friction would cause the whole thing to tear away. He eased back, and instead threw his body forward, diving onto it, arms and legs spread out so that he wouldn’t fall off.
The platform shuddered beneath him as it was driven down onto the rails, but he rolled over and shouted, “Jump!”
Alex made the leap into his open arms just as the bracket tore free. He caught her, hugged her close, even as the platform skittered chaotically across the tops of the rails.
The runaway car pulled away from them, and then abruptly veered to the right. It had reached the passing loop. There was a screech of metal as the car’s momentum forced the wheel flanges up against the sides of the rails…and then over them. The rail car shot out into space, and a moment later slammed into the mountainside with a hollow-sounding crash. A second impact followed as the car tumbled, splintering trees, and then another and another.
Dane, still holding Alex tight, kicked away from the sliding platform before it could follow the car. The ties juddered painfully beneath them for a moment, but then the hammering stopped, or more precisely, they stopped.
Dane lay there for several seconds, listening to the rail car plow a furrow of destruction down the mountainside. His entire body felt like it had gone ten rounds with an industrial-sized meat tenderizer, his head was pounding and his ears were ringing…and he was grateful for the pain because it meant he was alive. When he felt like he could open his mouth without throwing up, he asked Alex if she was all right.
“Not really,” was her weak reply, but the trace of laughter in her voice told him otherwise.
They lay there together a couple minutes longer, staring up at the darkening sky and the startling visible swath of the Milky Way over head, until the will to move again returned.

EPILOGUE — Hell to Pay

Washington, DC
The door opened and Dane stood up stiffly. His body was still black and blue from the pummeling he’d taken during the escape from the Templar vault, but scrapes and bruises were the extent of his injuries, and those would heal and fade in time. The damage to his career, on the other hand, remained to be seen, but he didn’t have a good feeling about it.
Bones had caught up to Dane and Alex as they hobbled back up the sloping track toward the summit. The tumult had not gone unnoticed at the lodge and it seemed likely that the authorities had already been contacted. The good news was that an emergency response would take time; it might be days before anyone began to grasp the scope of what had happened, more than enough time for them to limp their way off the mountain and make their way back home.
Home, however, had its own perils. When Dane again made contact with Maxie, the conversation was brief and pointed: Proceed immediately to the nearest U.S. military facility and await transport. Maxie did not ask for a report, and made it clear that they were not to talk with anyone.
A military plane returned them to Washington where Alex left them. Maxie was waiting there, stonily silent. He’d brought along their dress whites and told them only that they had an appointment at the Pentagon the following day, a meeting with the Secretary of the Navy.
And now that meeting was about to begin.
“BOHICA time,” muttered Bones. Bend over, here it comes again.
Maxie shot him a venomous look, but said nothing. Dane followed his CO through the door, with Bones bringing up the rear. The female officer who had opened the door stepped aside as they passed, but Dane didn’t look at her. Instead, he marched — as formally as his aches would allow — to stand in front of a table beside Maxie. They were in a conference room, not the Secretary’s office, and that struck Dane as odd, but it was a minor concern.
Maxie snapped to attention and saluted. “Commander Maxwell, reporting as ordered, sir.”
The man in civilian attire seated behind the large table — Dane recognized from the framed photo that hung in every office of the United States Navy — looked up with a slightly irritated expression and returned the salute with a half-hearted wave. Maxie dropped his hand but remained at attention. Dane and Bones just stared forward, waiting for the axe to fall.
“I’ve got a nine-thirty, so let’s keep this short and informal.” The SECNAV rose and picked up a thick manila envelope, then strode around the table to stand in front of Dane. He took a sheet of paper with the distinctive letterhead of the Department of the Navy from the envelope and held it up as if to read.
“Lieutenant Dane Maddock, United States Navy. For exceptionally meritorious service in the discovery of the Japanese Imperial Navy prisoner transport ship Nagata Maru, and assisting the repatriation of the remains of our honored dead…”
He took a slim blue case from the envelope and opened it. Inside was a red and blue ribbon from which hung a small gold colored pendant. He removed it and clipped it to Dane’s breast pocket, right below his SEAL trident.
“…is hereby awarded the Bronze Star Medal.” He passed the paper and the case to Dane and offered a stiff handshake.
What the hell?
Dane was only peripherally aware of the presentation of Bones’ medal. His task complete, the Secretary turned to leave, but paused at the door. “I believe this concludes the affair. Lieutenant Commander Vaccaro will finish your debriefing, after which this matter will remain classified. You are not to discuss it among yourselves or with anyone else. Good day, gentlemen.”
Because he was still trying to process what had just happened, Dane barely heard the parting shot, and didn’t make sense of it until he turned to face the female officer who was closing the door behind the departing official.
“Alex?” Dane stopped himself immediately and reverted to his position of attention. Even looking her in the eye, he barely recognized her. Her face was the only familiar thing, completely out of context in the crisp white uniform, with a gold oak leaf on the collar. “Ah, I mean…Commander—”
Alex strode forward and addressed Maxie. “Sir, could you give us the room?”
The SEAL CO didn’t look happy about it, but nodded. “They’re all yours.”
When he was gone, she motioned to the table. “I guess I owe you guys an explanation.”
“Permission to speak freely,” said Bones, and not waiting for it, continued, “but hell yes, you do…ma’am.”
Alex did not seem the least bit offended by the breach of decorum. “I’m with Naval Intelligence. I was working incognito to monitor Don Riddell’s research. That’s how I got involved in this whole mess.”
“So you’re not a historian after all?”
“Oh, I am going for my Masters. That’s why I was perfect for the job.”
“The SECNAV had you watching Riddell,” Dane said, “just in case he turned up something on the Nagata Maru?”
“No.” She paused as if considering this for the first time. “At least, I don’t think so. My job was simply to give the Navy a head’s up on anything potentially embarrassing in the history. The hell ships are a tragic part of the war narrative and we wanted to be ready for damage control.
“Knowing what we now do, I suppose it’s entirely possible that there was an ulterior motive at work.” She shrugged. “When Don was killed, I wasn’t sure who was behind it. There had to be a leak somewhere and it seemed the best way to fix that leak and flush out the enemy was to stay undercover and pursue the leads on my own. That’s what led me to you.”
“You might have mentioned that somewhere along the way.”
“I wasn’t altogether certain that you weren’t part of the problem. Especially not when I found out you were SEALs. I didn’t know what your mission really was.” She smiled to lessen the sting. “A good thing, too. If I had broken cover, I wouldn’t have been able to cover for you guys here. We probably all would have gotten deep-sixed.”
“No freaking way!” said Bones with a grin. “You blackmailed the SECNAV?”
“Blackmail is a crime. I’m a trained intelligence officer. I use information… strategically.”
“What about the treasure vault? Somebody’s going to wonder why there’s a great big maze underneath that mountain.”
“The Swiss government likes to keep its secrets. They’re reporting that geological instability caused minor damage to the Niesenbahn funicular. They plan to shore up the area by pouring concrete into some recently discovered seismic faults. A lot of concrete.”
“So all of this…” Dane waved the Bronze Star citation. “Give us a medal, sweep it under the rug…that’s how it ends?”
Alex’s smile slipped a little. “Maddock, this is big. We barely scratched the surface, and I don’t even know how far down it goes or who all the players are. I do know that Edward Hancock was acting on his own. The Navy didn’t sell you out or set us up. I don’t know if the Secretary is part of some Templar conspiracy, and frankly, I don’t care.”
Dane knew she was right. Exposing the conspiracy wouldn’t change anything. The people at the top — politicians and the wealthy — would go on playing their power games. The world would keep turning. His sworn duty to his country meant that he had an obligation to follow orders. The mission to find the Awa Maru— the deniable “training exercise”—had been a deception, but was neither illegal nor immoral in nature. The same was true of the implicit order to let it all go.
As a BUD/S instructor had once told him, “You don’t have to like it; you just have to do it.”
Okay. But I may have to rethink my career choices. He was, in that moment, sure of one thing. At the first available opportunity he would draft a response to Admiral Long’s offer of a billet aboard the Valley Forge and a promotion. Thanks, but no thanks.
Alex watched him struggle with the bitter pill for a moment then stood in preparation to leave. Before she did however, she placed a business card in front of him. “Call me.”
He doubted he would, but he pocketed the card anyway.
Bones stared at him for a long while then chuckled. “Well, that went better than I expected.”
“I suppose you’re right.” Dane straightened and sighed. “Let’s get out of here. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink and we can drown our sorrows.”
“A drink.” Bones shifted nervously. “You know, I think I’ll take a rain check on that.”
That was almost as surprising to Dane as any of the day’s other revelations. “You feeling okay?”
“Yeah. Just decided to maybe lay off the booze for a while.” Then he faced Dane again, his expression uncharacteristically earnest. “Hey, listen. This whole business got me thinking about what I’ll do…” He tapped the SEAL badge on his uniform blouse. “After. I actually thought ‘after’ was going to be this afternoon, but no such luck. I know a lot of guys end up working for these private security outfits.”
“Guys like Ray?”
“Yeah. I don’t think I want to end up like that. But I’ve been thinking…”
Dane nodded. “Go on.”
“It was kind of fun looking for that ship, looking for buried treasure.”
“You want to be a treasure hunter?”
“Well…why not? Gotta do something to pay the bills. Unless of course you buy me that lucky lotto ticket.”
Dane realized that Bones wasn’t joking.
“We could go into business together,” Bones went on. “You’ve got the knack for finding these lost things, and I’ve got the good looks and personality. You know that treasure ship we were supposedly looking for? The one with all that gold and platinum and the bones of the Peking Duck—”
“Peking Man.”
“Whatever. It’s still out there, right? We could find it. You could find it. What do you say?”
“What I say is that you and I are both currently otherwise employed, for at least the next few years, and that job is probably going to keep us very busy for a while.” And then Dane smiled. “But I’ll think about it.”
~The End~
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