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Аннотация
A toxic mist rips across a secretive Israeli dig site, leaving Cy Reed's excavation in ruins. As dozens of people perish, a lethal artifact goes missing.
Tormented by his father's legacy, Reed stages a daring recovery operation. At the same time, bizarre weather phenomena plague the globe. Billions of dollars vanish from U.S. government coffers. And a mysterious organization initiates a scheme of apocalyptic proportions.
Trapped on a forbidden island, Reed finds himself hunted by a ruthless monster. Surrounded by enemies and isolated by endless dust storms, he launches a bold counterattack. As he races to unravel an ancient secret, he plunges into a savage struggle that could free him from history … or make him a part of it.
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To H.J.J.
Thanks for the inspiration and wonderful memories.
But we’re still coming for you …


Chapter 1

The world was damaged, far beyond repair. Nothing could help it, no one could save it. Earth had been pushed over the proverbial cliff, so to speak. Hence, there was no reason for me or anyone else to worry about the future. Past generations had already decided it for us. But the past itself?
Well, that was still up for grabs.
A light wind kicked up outside the protective confines of our large dome tent. Thousands of dirt particles thudded against the tear-proof multilaminate covering. The tent, sixteen feet tall with a thirty-one foot diameter, had been specially constructed to withstand powerful tempests. But the storms plaguing the region, a small slice of land not far from Jerusalem, were no ordinary storms.
They were dust storms.
“What’s taking so long?” The feminine voice sounded huffy, out of breath. “You said you’d be done by now.”
Twisting around, I saw Lila Grinberg. She wasn’t skinny, but not fat either. The lack of a visible bone structure gave her an almost cartoonish look. Her resting face, a slight frown and vacant eyes, made her appear vaguely stupid.
But looks could be deceiving.
I arched an eyebrow. “This isn’t an exact science, you know.”
Her lip curled in annoyance.
“Hey Lila.” Dutch Graham’s gravelly voice rang out, breaking the silence. “There’s a shower in that farmhouse, right?”
She stared at him, confused.
Graham sauntered forward, a crooked grin upon his face. Scuff marks covered his dark brown boots. His gray pants were wrinkled and soiled. The pits of his blue and white striped rugby shirt were stained with sweat. “I’ve got to look my best for the reporters.”
“There won’t be any reporters,” she replied.
“But you’re Lila Grinberg.”
He didn’t need to elaborate. Lila had transcended the field of archaeology. And she hadn’t done it by sitting in dusty libraries and churning out articles for obscure journals. Instead, she’d sensationalized her work. She wasn’t the first archaeologist to do so. But she was, these days, the most successful at it.
Four years ago, she’d called a press conference from a dig site in northern France. Surrounded by reporters, she revealed her latest target, the remains of a mythical dragon that had supposedly terrorized the area during the sixth century. She remarked that dinosaur bones, dug up by ancient fossil hunters, might have inspired dragon myths. An excitable reporter asked whether she thought the dragon could’ve been an actual dinosaur that had somehow outlived its brethren. Her answer?
Yes.
That one simple word had turned a small media event into a full-blown frenzy. Reporters dubbed her the Dragon Hunter and began journaling her every move. Television personalities begged her to appear on their shows. Production companies bid for access to her dig.
Eventually, she’d dug up some old bones, enshrined in a tomb. Testing showed the bones traced back to the Jurassic era. But since dating wasn’t a precise science, many media outlets reported the possibility the bones could be much younger. Further tests were promised.
The saga, of course, had never ended. Like most of Lila’s subsequent publicity stunts, it sort of trailed away into nothingness, making way for her next set of headlines.
It wasn’t entirely her fault. Research grants went to the bold, the famous. The ones who knew how to spin a tale for the media.
Lila glared at Graham. “Not everything I do is public, you know.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“There isn’t a story here.”
“So, make one up.” He smirked. “That’s what you do, right?”
While they bickered, I twisted toward the dig site. A deep hole had been carved out of the ground. A stone reliquary, seven feet long by four feet wide, lay at the bottom of the hole. Strange relief carvings adorned its lid. They portrayed a terrible dragon, blazing fireballs, smoke-filled skies, and masses of dead people and animals.
“Hold that thought.” Perking his ears, Graham tilted his head skyward. “I think the wind’s picking up.”
Lowering a pair of lightweight metallic goggles to my eyes, I turned toward the translucent entranceway flap. A sturdy elastic strap kept the goggles in place. Their rubberized eyecups sealed to my face. But the goggles were more than just eye protection.
They were a miracle of modern technology.
Despite the rapidly diminishing sunlight, they allowed me a small glimpse, etched in greenish hues, of the surrounding terrain. Once-vibrant farmland had been transformed into a lifeless desert. I saw dead and decayed plants, barely holding on to the arid soil. Rusty hand tools lay half-buried in the dirt. Shriveled animal carcasses and bleached bones were strewn inside former livestock pens. Abandoned buildings — a barn, a two-story farmhouse, and several dilapidated sheds — were less than a hundred yards away.
“He’s right.” I glanced at Lila. “The storm’s getting worse.”
She shrugged. “So what?”
“So, we should wait for it to pass.”
Her jaw clenched tight. “No.”
“But—”
“I said, no.”
I stared at her, unsure of what to think. Despite being a publicity-hound, Lila had a solid reputation among her peers. So, why was she choosing a speedy salvage job over safety of the artifact?
I glanced at Graham. “You heard her.”
“She’s an idiot,” he replied.
Lila’s jaw dropped. “You know I can hear you, right?”
I groaned inwardly. I’d circled the world and I had yet to meet Dutch Graham’s match in terms of charm and charisma. But those gifts came at a steep price, namely a severe case of obliviousness. I couldn’t even begin to count the number of times he’d embarrassed me in front of others. Still, I let it slide for the most part. He was, after all, the closest thing I had to a father or even a family member.
Graham was the last of an earlier generation of explorers. For him, science had always played second fiddle to adventure. He had a knack for getting into and out of dangerous situations and had the scars to prove it. His battle wounds included a mechanical left leg as well as a patch over his right eye.
Although his best days were behind him, he still maintained the edge of youth. His demonic thirst for wine, women, and poker had led many of his colleagues, past and present, to call him El Diablo behind his back. While they meant it as an insult, Graham wore the nickname like a badge of honor.
Over the years, he’d become somewhat of a futurist, devoting much of his free time to CryoCare, a fledgling business in the small but growing field of cryonics. But he still accompanied me on the occasional salvage job. It was a good thing too. In addition to his growing expertise with computers, he was a master tinkerer with an uncanny knack for fixing and repurposing broken-down machines. Even better, he’d begun to develop his own technology. My high-tech goggles were his latest invention.
“He didn’t mean that,” I said.
“Actually, I did mean it.” Graham crossed his arms. “This is dumb, Lila. And you know it.”
“It’s the best of two bad options,” she replied. “You know as well as I do that God’s Judges roam these parts.”
All Israeli citizens were required to join the Israel Defense Forces. Most of them were in the reserves. When the drought started, looting and riots had become a problem. The Israeli government had called up the reservists. Battles raged for months. As supplies ran short, many reservists decided things were better on the other side. They deserted their posts and formed local militias. A particularly violent one known as God’s Judges now occupied the area in which we stood.
“Getting that reliquary of yours is challenging enough,” Graham said. “Doing it in the middle of a dust storm is downright stupid.”
“He’s right,” I said. “I say we rebury the reliquary, wait for the storm to pass. Another hour or two won’t matter.”
“Unless it does.” Her voice turned cold. “You are Cy Reed, right? I mean the Cy Reed?”
I frowned. “Yeah, but—”
“You own Salvage Force?”
I nodded.
“And you specialize in extreme salvage jobs, right? The ones where artifacts are lost or in extreme danger?”
I gritted my teeth. “That’s right.”
“And that means you don’t work in front of bulldozers like other salvage experts, do you? You work in war zones, amidst natural disasters … the worst kind of hell this planet has to offer.”
“What’s your point?”
“You’ve saved hundreds, maybe thousands of artifacts. So, how come you can’t save mine?”
I stared at her for a long moment. Then I looked at Graham. “Prepare for excavation.”
He shrugged. As he walked away, I knelt next to the pit.
“How can I help?” Lila asked.
“You can’t,” I replied. “Not in here anyway.”
She frowned.
“Get to the barn. Prep the packing materials. And keep an eye out for us.”
Lila turned around. Moments later, she disappeared outside.
We’d arrived on the scene roughly seventeen hours earlier. Lila was alone, having discharged her team until further notice. She’d told us about God’s Judges, about how they were ransacking the countryside for resources and supplies. To keep them from finding her dig site, she wanted us to conduct a high-speed excavation.
We’d gone to work, clearing soil from the area and transporting it to the barn. Now, we were ready to extract the reliquary from the pit. Afterward, we’d transfer it to Lila's full-size pick-up truck and she’d drive it to a secure location.
Lila planned to return for the excavated soil and rocks at a later date. Then her team could sort through the contextual evidence in peace, searching for more clues about the reliquary and those who’d buried it.
Looking into the pit, I saw a complicated mechanical system. We’d secured it in Jerusalem prior to meeting Lila. It included a hydraulic jack and an even larger metal cradle.
Beverly Ginger stood next to the system. She cut an eye-popping figure in her long sleek boots, clingy leggings, tight long-sleeve shirt, and fingerless gloves. My goggles, still utilizing night-vision, shed a greenish tint on her. But I remembered the various hues of her clothes, namely burgundy, black, gold, and black again.
“Are you ready down there?” I called out.
“Ready,” she replied.
“Deploy the cradle.”
Beverly flicked a switch. A soft rumble rang out. Then a steel plate shot forward from the cradle, accompanied by a shrill clanging sound. It passed underneath the reliquary without touching the stone.
“Cradle deployed.” Beverly said. “Ready for cradling.”
“Cradle it,” I replied.
She wrapped several steel cords around the reliquary’s sides and hooked the cords to mechanisms on the cradle’s opposite end. She flicked another switch and the cords tightened, gently pulling the stone box all the way into the cradle where she proceeded to secure it with more cords.
“Cradled. Ready for lifting.”
I looked at Graham. He stood next to a small gantry crane near the pit. A chain hoist connected it to the cradle. “Lift it,” I said.
Graham worked the control panel. The gantry crane burst to life. Metal creaked loudly as the chain hoist grew taut. The crane groaned as it began to lift the cradled box out of the pit.
“How’s it look down there?” I called out.
“Good,” Beverly replied.
Another stiff breeze kicked up, flinging more dirt particles against the dome tent. Glancing at the flap, I saw swirling air currents, stuffed with dirt. They looked whitish as they streaked across my field of vision.
“It’s getting worse out there,” Graham said.
“It’s getting worse everywhere.” I walked to the gantry crane. “It’s called climate change.”
“If you say so.”
“You’ve got a better explanation?”
“Bad luck.”
“Did bad luck cause the African drought? Or the one in America? What about the tsunamis in India? The floods in China?”
He shrugged.
I kept my gaze locked on the rising reliquary. “You’re a denier?”
“I’m a realist.”
“Then you should be agreeing with me. Manmade climate change is a real thing, backed by consensus science.”
“Scientific consensus?” He made a face. “Consensus once held the earth was flat, the sun revolved around the earth, and substances burned because of a nonexistent element called phlogiston.”
“Science has come a long way from those days.”
“Don’t be too sure about that.”
The wind turned vicious. The covering started to buckle. The exterior frame quivered. The anchor poles shifted in the soil.
“Beverly,” I said. “Get up here.”
“But the machine isn’t done yet,” she replied.
I studied the gantry system. The crane continued to move at a smooth, steady pace. “It’ll be fine.”
Swiftly, she climbed a ladder, her boots scuffing against the metal rungs. At the top, she stared outside. Her eyes widened as she took in the growing storm. “We need shelter.”
“Not until we’ve secured the reliquary.”
“It’s not worth the risk.”
“Yes,” I replied. “It is.”
The reliquary rose out of the pit. It lifted several feet into the air before halting. The clanging ceased.
Wind ripped against the dome tent. Graham cast a wary eye at the covering. “What happens if it breaks?” he asked.
A loud ripping noise rang out. The tent buckled violently as wind swept through a gaping hole, carrying millions of dirt particles with it.
My jaw hardened. “It looks like we’re about to find out.”

Chapter 2

The tent shuddered. More dirt swept into it on the back of the vicious wind. It whirled around us, attacking us over and over again.
Fighting the surging current, I moved toward the reliquary. “We don’t have time to transfer this to Lila’s pick-up truck.”
“You’ve got a better idea?” Graham asked.
“We can use our truck.”
“How does that speed things up?”
“By letting us skip a step.” I nodded at the cradle. “It’s too big for Lila’s vehicle. But can it fit on ours?”
He studied the cradle for a moment. “I think so.”
“Good. Then we’ll place the whole thing, cradle and all, onto our flatbed.”
“I suppose it could work. But how the hell are we supposed to get the reliquary out of the cradle?”
“We’ll figure that out later.” I glanced at Beverly. “Where’d you park our truck?”
“On the far side of the barn,” she replied.
“So far away?”
“It’s not like I saw this coming.” Her hands met her hips. “I’m a lot of things, but a psychic isn’t one of them.”
She was definitely a lot of things. Beverly Ginger had learned how to shoot guns and build bombs while employed by the U.S. Army. Eventually, she’d moved her services to a private military corporation named ShadowFire. During that time, she’d acquired skills in carpentry and other forms of construction work.
But Beverly was far more than her skill set. She was also, for lack of a better term, my sort-of girlfriend. In other words, we hadn’t talked about it.
We’d just sort of lived it.
She was beautiful. Her face was perfectly tanned and featured a pair of stunning violet eyes. Her curves seemed to go on forever. Her legs were long and shapely. And her chestnut-colored hair had more waves than the ocean. But her beauty didn’t stop at her appearance. She also possessed something unique, something intangible. There was no word to describe it other than perhaps magnetism. She had that rare ability to walk across a crowded room and leave a gaggle of tongue-tied men and women in her wake.
“Get the truck,” I said. “And make it fast.”
She darted through the flap. Squinting through my goggles, I watched her lithe figure, shaded a gorgeous green, sprint across the desolate landscape.
“What about us?” Graham asked.
“We need to keep this tent in one piece until she gets back.” I nodded at the covering. “Patch up that tear. I’ll check on the poles.”
Graham opened his toolbox. He dug out a roll of duct tape and hurried toward the torn covering, limping slightly on his artificial leg.
I grabbed a piece of cloth and trudged toward the entranceway. A sturdy gust of dry wind ploughed into my face. It dried my sweaty forehead and stole the saliva right out of my mouth. Quickly, I wrapped the cloth around my face and ran outside.
A fierce air current struck a nearby shed. Dirt thudded against the dilapidated wood exterior and pinged off the old sloped roof. Glass windows cracked under the onslaught.
Storms and freak weather-related events, although annoying, didn’t usually bother me. It was part of the job. Over the last few years, I’d survived an underground flood in Manhattan, vicious snowstorms in Antarctica, and endless rain in Mexico. But the rising dust storm was different. It felt strange. Like something out of myth and long-forgotten legends.
I trudged around the tent, feeling drier by the second. My outfit — a navy blue ribbed skullcap, dark gray cargo pants, a navy blue vest jacket, a long-sleeve white shirt, and sturdy hiking boots — rippled in the wind. Sweat beaded up on my forearms only to be whisked away by the blowing air, taking with it valuable fluids and electrolytes.
The tent’s outer structure consisted of sturdy PVC piping, arranged in a dome-shape. The covering was suspended underneath the dome and attached to it with powerful fasteners. This kept the pipes from rubbing against the fabric.
Almost immediately, I saw a pipe shift in the dirt. Then it started to slide out of the soil.
I fought my way to it. Blocking the wind with my back, I drove the pipe deeper into the soil. Then I knelt down and pushed dirt around it, packing the soil as tightly as possible.
Glancing through the translucent covering, I saw the reliquary locked in the gantry crane’s loving embrace. It intrigued me. I knew nothing about it other than the fact that it looked old and was covered with images of death and destruction. I didn’t know who had buried it, how Lila had located it, or what she expected to find inside it. And quite honestly, I didn’t really care.
I just wanted to save it.
The scales of progress vs. preservation had been thrown out of whack and I was, for better or worse, the only one who could restore them. Maybe saving the reliquary wouldn’t fully balance the scales and erase the guilt that plagued my soul.
But it would help.
I packed more dirt against the pipe. But as soon as I lifted my hands, it started to vibrate all over again.
Gritting my teeth, I grasped the pipe. My muscles strained as I drove it even deeper into the soil.
The wind kicked up a notch. The nearby shed quaked violently. Glass shattered. Wood splintered.
I twisted my head. Metal crashed. Wood beams cracked.
And then the shed disintegrated.
Pieces of wood ripped free. They were joined by the roof, which tore off the structure in largely one piece. The walls blew outward. Rolled-up metal fencing, bundles of blankets, and small tools flew into the air, swept skyward by the swirling winds.
My jaw clenched. The dome tent was built to withstand heavy winds. But I knew it couldn’t last much longer. And once it fell, I’d be powerless to protect the reliquary from the elements.
The pipe continued to vibrate. Then it began to push upward, pulled by the fierce current.
“Tent’s patched.” Graham’s voice crackled in my ear. “How’s it going out here?”
“Help …” I struggled to hold the pipe in place. “Help me.”
Rushing forward, he grabbed the pipe with both hands. Slowly, we shoved it into the earth.
The wind increased in ferocity, rising to gale force levels. Dirt stuffed my nostrils, my ears.
Abruptly, the pipe kicked like a wild mule. Graham and I flew backward, landing hard on the dirt.
Slightly dazed, I lifted my head. The loose pipe sailed back and forth, a slave to the insane winds. Then the pipes on either side of it began to vibrate. Within seconds, they kicked out of the ground as well.
The wind ripped at the covering. Graham’s patch job quickly came apart. Other holes appeared. They widened as the tear-resistant fabric failed its ultimate test of strength.
I struggled to gain my footing, to race forward. But the wind pinned me down. Helplessly, I watched the dome structure break free from the ground. It sailed away, bouncing like a tumbleweed and taking the covering with it.
My jaw hardened as I stared at the exposed reliquary.
Faster. Got to go faster.

Chapter 3

Dirt struck my goggles as I climbed to my feet. Hunkering down, Graham and I made our way to the reliquary.
Light flashed. Spinning around, I saw a tiny speck of brightness. Quickly, the speck grew larger.
A medium-duty flatbed truck appeared. It halted about twenty feet from us. Beverly put it into reverse and twisted the wheel until the flatbed faced the reliquary.
As she climbed out of the cab, Graham returned to the crane’s control panel. The gantry sputtered. Curls of smoke rose upward and were quickly swept away with the wind.
Chains clanked as the gantry lifted the cradled reliquary a few feet higher. Manipulating the controls, Graham angled the chain hoist, directing it toward our truck. Then he flicked a switch, causing the giant stone box to halt above the flatbed.
“What’s the hold-up?” I asked.
“The cradle will fit,” he replied. “But we should lash it down before we start driving.”
I winced as dirt-choked wind slashed against the stone box. “There’s no time,” I said. “Lower it in.”
Graham returned to the controls. The cradled reliquary settled onto the waiting flatbed. The rear tires dug an inch or two into the dirt. Then they halted.
I exhaled softly. “Give me some slack on those chains.”
Graham punched a few buttons. The chains sagged.
With Beverly’s help, I disconnected the chain hoist from the gantry system. We placed the chains onto the flatbed, taking care not to scratch the stone box. Then we hustled to the cab.
Beverly climbed into the driver’s seat. I helped Graham through the passenger door and climbed in after him.
Beverly released the parking brake and put the vehicle into motion. Spinning the wheel, she directed us toward the barn. It was tall, rising at least thirty feet over our heads.
As we drew near, the barn doors cracked. Straining her muscles, Lila pushed them all the way open. I caught a glimpse of her expression as Beverly drove us into the yawning interior. She looked furious.
Beverly hit the brakes. Graham and I hopped outside. The wind assailed the barn doors as we helped Lila pull them shut. More gusts of wind struck the barn’s sides as well as its roof. But the old building stood firm.
Lifting my goggles, I turned toward the dimly lit interior. The structure was large and filled with discarded farming equipment. I saw a dust-covered tractor, various tools, and bales of hay. More recent additions included the soil from the pit as well as piles of packing materials.
My gaze flitted to the reliquary. Fortunately, it didn’t look damaged. As I studied it, questions popped into my brain. What was inside it? Why did Lila want it so badly?
And why didn’t she want anyone to know about it?

Chapter 4

“What the hell is going on?” President Walters barked as he glared at the pretty face seated at the opposite side of the Resolute Desk. With neatly styled silver hair and a grave countenance, Wade Walters was widely considered a throwback to presidents of earlier eras.
Chief of Staff Melody Pierce brushed a strand of long blonde hair away from her bubbly face. Dressed in one of her trademark form-fitting business suits, she projected her usual mix of flirtation and professionalism. “Please bear in mind my report is preliminary, Mr. President. My people are still gathering information.”
Leaning over, she extracted a thick folder from her soft leather briefcase. She opened it up and began to shuffle through the papers. “As you know, large parts of Africa — especially the Sudan and Sahel regions — are semiarid. They depend heavily on the West African monsoon for precipitation. Unfortunately, the monsoon failed to show up this year, resulting in starvation, epidemics, and looting.”
Long ago, the president had hardened his heart toward ordinary people. It was a necessity of his position. People died everyday under tragic circumstances and it just wasn’t practical to grieve all of them. “Sounds like perfect circumstances for chaos.”
“Exactly. The Sudan region is on the brink. Warlords are rapidly consolidating power.” Pierce hesitated. “Many people agree with them that, well …”
President Walters resisted the temptation to raise his voice. Pierce was a good woman and a loyal ally. Before dipping her toe into politics, she’d managed to kick start three successful businesses in two separate industries. But at thirty-eight years old, she was still quite young and, more often than not, afraid to be the bearer of bad news. “Spit it out, Melody.”
“They blame us for the situation, sir. And they’re not the only ones. Unusual weather phenomena — freak storms, droughts, and deluges — are happening everywhere. No one has made a public statement to this effect, but people across the globe are whispering amongst themselves. And for the most part, they’re blaming us.”
Senior Advisor Alex Foster cleared his throat. “Us?”
President Walters tilted his fine leather chair backward as he waited for Pierce’s response. He’d known Foster for years, all the way back to their undergraduate days at Yale. Foster was smart and came from a family with much influence in South Carolina’s political scene. On top of that, he was a valuable asset. His calm, methodical approach to politics made for a good counterbalance to the president’s more freewheeling style.
“They believe America’s lust for energy has brought the global climate to a dangerous tipping point,” Pierce said. “They’re worried that if we don’t change our ways soon, the results could be catastrophic … and permanent.”
The president arched an eyebrow.
“At the very least, we’re looking at rising global unrest,” Pierce continued. “Take the Sudan for example. People from all over the region are leaving their homes to join warlords. It’s not that they necessarily like the warlords. But the drought has left them with little choice. Unless the weather reverts to a more natural state in the near future, increased instability and even civil war are distinct possibilities.”
“I see. Well, please keep me apprised of the situation.”
“We really need to devote time to this issue, Mr. President. It goes much further than the Sudan. It could have—”
“I agree. It does deserve time, but not right now. As you know, we have our own environmental crisis.” President Walters glanced at Foster. “Speaking of which, do you have an update on the drought?”
“Yes, sir.” Foster pulled a file out of his briefcase. “The National Weather Service continues to report a severe drought across large parts of the continental United States. On average, the entire southwest, from southern California straight through Texas, has experienced a ninety-five percent decline in precipitation, year over year.”
The president shook his head. “Incredible.”
“Freshwater lakes are drying up across the country and we’re seeing significant increases in forest fires, heat waves, and dust storms. All things considered, it’s the worst drought since the Dust Bowl. And unfortunately, there’s no end in sight.”
Pierce crossed her legs, revealing a glimpse of her silk-encased thighs. “It’s climate change, pure and simple.” Her voice grew bolder. “We all know it. The question is whether or not we’re ready to do something about it.”
President Walters forced himself to ignore the slight bouncing of her legs. Her flirtatious manner always caused his heart to speed up. He longed for companionship, especially since his wife barely spoke to him these days. His devotion to his job, coupled with a casual fling with a White House intern, had damaged their relationship beyond repair. “It’s not about reality,” he replied. “It’s about perception. And unfortunately, the polls are clear on this point. The American public has yet to accept the science of manmade climate change as gospel.”
“Polling data is immaterial. All that matters is what’s best for the country, for the world.”
The president realized he was staring at her shiny lips. Swiftly, he averted his eyes. “Why do you think I pushed Congress to authorize the Columbus Project?”
“The Columbus Project is good, but it’s not enough. We need something bigger, something transformative.”
“Wheeling back the damage of modern civilization is no easy task. It’ll require massive changes to every level of society. I’m not sure the American people are ready to accept that.”
Foster grunted as his pocket buzzed. Reaching inside, he extracted his phone. He pressed the screen a few times. Then he turned his body, angling away from the conversation.
“Please don’t take this the wrong way.” Pierce swept a hand through her hair. “But great presidents don’t lose sleep over public opinion. They seek the best for their constituents, regardless of the political cost.”
A headache sprouted in the president’s skull. Gently, he rubbed his temples.
Winning the presidency was supposed to be the highlight of his political career. But after three years in office, his term had become a nightmare. His popularity had soured. Scandals of all shapes and sizes plagued his administration. Worst of all, the inexplicable weather situation had caused irreversible damage to his support base. Practically the entire United States was a disaster zone and unfortunately, FEMA’s response had been laughable at best.
“I know your feelings on the matter,” the president replied. “And believe me, I’m sympathetic. But my political capital is near zero. And even if I managed to get Congress on my side — a tall order, mind you — I’m not convinced a complete reworking of American society is the best move.”
Pierce pursed her lips.
“Holy …” Slowly, Foster lowered his phone. His body twisted toward the president. “I need a word in private, sir.”
“That’s fine.” Pierce gathered her belongings and stood up. “I was just leaving.”
Foster waited for her to exit the room. “We’ve got a problem,” he said. “A big one.”
The president’s headache turned splitting. Again, he rubbed his temples. But this time, it didn’t help. “What now?”

Chapter 5

My throat felt sore and scratchy as I strode across the barn. Opening the truck door, I helped myself to a bottle of water.
Throwing back my head, I tilted the precious liquid into my mouth. It was warm, but felt cool and refreshing on my dry, chapped lips. I drank greedily for a few seconds. But it didn’t alleviate my thirst. Giving up, I recapped the bottle and tossed it back into the truck.
Shifting my gaze, I saw Lila. Her eyes were fixed upon the reliquary. “How’d we do?” I asked.
“You were supposed to put it into my truck,” she replied icily.
“We were trying to beat the storm.”
“What’s that got to do with it?”
“It would’ve taken too long to transfer it from the cradle to your vehicle. So, we just put the whole thing onto our flatbed.”
“How long will it take you to move it to my truck?”
“That’s not going to happen.”
Her face turned a bright pink. “Why not?”
“Because it’s not necessary. Just tell us where you want it and we'll drive it there.”
She rubbed her temples. “That won’t work.”
“Why not?”
“It just won’t.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of it.” Pulling off my goggles, I glanced at Graham. “By the way, these work great. How long will the batteries last?”
“Eight hours without a charge,” he replied.
“How’d you squeeze night vision technology into such a small package?”
He grinned. “Trade secret.”
Suppressing a smile, I turned toward the piles of packing material. In the process, I saw a metal case. It sat by itself, away from everything else. “What’s that?” I asked.
Lila hurried in front of me. “It’s mine.”
“What is it?”
“None of your business.”
I arched an eyebrow.
She narrowed her gaze.
The back of my neck tingled. Something about her behavior bothered me. Technically, it was her dig. But I felt a responsibility to the reliquary all the same. “Out of my way.”
She stood her ground for a moment. Then she reluctantly stepped to the side.
I walked to the case. Gently, I ran my fingers over its metallic surface. It felt cool to the touch.
Slowly, I unlatched it. It popped open and I took a good look at its contents. “What the hell are you doing with C-4?”
“None of your business.” She snapped the case shut. “If you want to get paid—”
“Forget the money.” I crossed my arms. “What’s going on here?”
She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. I’d already figured it out.
She’s going to blow it up.
It fit the facts. Lila had acted out of character by eschewing publicity. She’d cared more about getting the reliquary out of the ground than keeping it in perfect condition. And she’d refused to let us transport it for her.
But it didn’t make sense. Why had she hired us to dig it up in the first place? And why would she want to blow up an old artifact?
“What about your team?” I asked. “Your research?”
She sighed. “For this dig, there’s no team, no research.”
“You lied to us?” Beverly frowned. “Why?”
“I don’t have time to explain. And honestly, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you the whole story. But I have to destroy the reliquary. I have to destroy what’s inside it.”
I wanted to dismiss her as delusional. But her tone didn’t waver. Her face didn’t flinch. Deep down, I sensed she was telling the truth, or at least a version of it. “What’s inside —?”
“Cy.” Graham’s voice stretched across the barn. “Get over here.”
“Can it wait?”
“Not if you want to keep breathing.”
My boots pounded against the dirt as I ran to the double doors. Lowering his binoculars, Graham stepped away from a tiny peephole. I took his place and peered into it. The dust storm still raged, but with less intensity.
I donned my goggles. My right hand turned a tiny dial. The lens turned telescopic.
In the distance, I saw a teeming mass. It gobbled up the arid soil, devouring all routes of escape. “It’s a mob,” I said softly. “A gigantic one.”

Chapter 6

My breath quickened as the mob drew closer. It stretched the length of a four-lane road. As for depth, I counted at least five rows of heads. Its members walked slowly, carefully. Their bloodshot eyes flitted back and forth. Their sunken cheeks expanded and contracted. Their clothes — a hodgepodge of faded fatigues — were ripped and soiled.
I adjusted the dial. I could see their firm, tense jaws. The long rifles clutched in their hands. The splatters of blood on their clothes.
“Let me see,” Lila said.
I stepped out of the way and she took my place. Using Graham’s binoculars, she peered into the distance. “God’s Judges,” she replied tightly. “I’d recognize them anywhere.”
I arched an eyebrow. “You sound almost relieved.”
“It could be worse.” She exhaled. “Still, those people are dangerous.”
“We’ve dealt with looters before,” Beverly said.
“They’re not just looters. God’s Judges are suspected in over a dozen unsolved murder cases.”
“Looters? Riots? Roaming militias?” Graham shook his head. “What the hell happened here?”
“The drought happened.” Lila leaned against the barn doors. Tipping her chin upward, she stared at the ceiling. “We’re used to droughts here. Our farmers know how to manage arid lands, to grow crops with groundwater flow systems. Our water recycling and desalination systems are the best in the world. But we’re in the middle of a full-blown catastrophe and artificial water supplies are no longer enough.”
I returned to the peephole. Looking ahead, I saw a man in his late thirties. A scarf shielded his nose and mouth. A pair of desert camouflage pants and a bulletproof vest covered his gaunt form. A rifle hung from his shoulder. He walked with a limp, but still managed to move with purpose and determination.
To the man’s left, I noticed a woman of similar age. Her skin was weathered and she looked frightfully skinny. Like the man, she wore desert camouflage pants and a bulletproof vest. A scarf kept her hair, long and blonde, from whipping furiously with the wind.
Looking closely, I saw dried blood on her clothes. She carried a pistol in her right hand. A second pistol was holstered at her side.
Lovers?
It was hard to imagine love in a ruthless militia. But little gestures — quick looks and the occasional brush of hands — indicated they were more than just fellow soldiers.
What had caused them to join God’s Judges? Was it a temporary thing in order to get through the drought? Or had they lost all hope in modern civilization?
“We need to blow up the reliquary,” Lila said. “Then we need to get out of here.”
I slid my goggles away from my eyes. I carried a pistol and machete at all times. Beverly and Graham carried pistols as well. But without help, we wouldn’t last long against the militia. “We’re not destroying anything.”
“But—”
I held up a hand, shushing her.
“So, we run?” Beverly frowned. What if they chase us?”
“I’d like to see them try.” Graham grinned. “In case you haven’t noticed, they’re on foot.”
“And our truck is weighed down by heavy cargo. Plus, we’ll be slogging through soft dirt.”
I recalled our drive from the excavation pit to the barn. I’d chalked up our slow speed to Beverly being extra cautious. But now I realized that couldn’t have been the case.
Beverly wasn’t the cautious type.
“We don’t have a choice. One way or another, we need to leave here in three minutes.” I glanced at Lila. “We’re taking the reliquary. You can come with us or you can drive your own truck.”
“You’re making a mistake,” she said.
“Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, we’re going to have a little chat when this is over. No more lies, no more crap. I want the truth.” I glared at her. “All of it.”

Chapter 7

Beverly lined up in front of a barn door. I stood in front of the other one. Together, we shoved the doors open. Brutal winds accosted us. Looking up, I saw long trails of swirling particles. They filled the sky, blotting out the sun.
I spun toward Graham. “Search this place for supplies. Food, bottled water, anything. Whatever you find, put it in the truck.” My gaze shifted to Beverly. “Grab the cords and cables. I’ll rig up the covering.”
As Graham hustled deeper into the barn, Beverly hurried to the pile of packing materials. She pulled out several bundles of metal cords and cables. Meanwhile, I extracted a couple of flexible, plastic-like sheets from the pile and carried them back to the truck.
Beverly clambered onto the flatbed. She selected a few metal cords from the bundles and connected them to the flatbed’s left side.
I tossed the plastic sheets onto the flatbed and climbed up after them. Quickly, I spread the sheets over the reliquary and taped them down. Then I grabbed some cables and began helping Beverly.
Graham returned to the cab, his hands stuffed with bottles of water and canned goods. He tossed the items into the open door. Then he reached for the ignition and turned the key. The engine sputtered.
And died.
“What’s wrong?” I called out.
He popped the hood and hurried to it. “Looks like a clogged fuel filter.”
“Can you fix it?”
His head bobbed. “Yeah, but it’ll take a few minutes.”
I helped Beverly secure the reliquary with additional cords and cables. Then I glanced in Graham’s direction. I couldn’t see him from my vantage point, but I could hear the sound of rattling metal. “We’re ready on our end.”
Tools clanked in reply.
I hopped off of the flatbed and followed Beverly to the doors. Looking outside, I watched the militia pour over a tall dune.
Whoa.
I turned my attention to the excavation site. The gantry crane and other machines remained in place, having withstood the winds. Numerous rocks lay a short distance away. We’d dug them out during the excavation. But because of their size and weight, we’d left them near the pit. Individually, the rocks weren’t impressive. The largest one was the size of a coffee table. But as a whole, they took up a decent amount of space.
And that was it. Other than the pit, the dust storm had swept away all other evidence of our work.
The engine revved behind me. But it failed to catch and the barn fell silent again. “How are we doing, Dutch?” I called out.
“I need more time,” he shouted.
Sunlight peeked through the flying dust. A few rays reflected off the gantry’s silver metal, casting a sharp glow in all directions.
“I know how to slow them down,” Lila said softly.
I glanced at her. “I’m listening.”
“You’ve got a gun, right? So, use it.”
I frowned.
“We need time. And a couple of dead bodies will buy us time.”
“Unless it whips them into a frenzy,” Beverly said. “They’re not exactly unarmed, you know.”
“I know. But—”
I held up a hand. “We’re not killing anyone.”
Lila frowned. “We can’t let them have the reliquary.”
“We won’t.”
She exhaled a frustrated sigh. In a weird way, I knew how she felt. I was pretty sure I wanted to save the reliquary just as badly as she wanted to destroy it. But that didn’t mean I was about to start killing people.
“Then fire into the air,” Lila suggested. “Aim a few rounds over their heads.”
“With this storm, I doubt they’d even notice,” I replied. “Anyway we need to conserve ammunition.”
“I’ve got an idea.” A sparkle appeared in Beverly’s eyes. “How much C-4 is in that case?”

Chapter 8

“I needed those explosives.” Lila shot me a dirty look.
“They’re being put to good use,” I replied.
“Are you sure about that?”
Admittedly, Beverly’s plan was a long shot. Plus, I didn’t like the idea of destroying the rocks. Although they’d been subjected to the storm, there was a decent chance they still possessed some archaeological significance. “It’ll give them pause. And if we’re really lucky, they’ll focus on the debris rather than on us.”
I squinted, catching a glimpse of Beverly. Metal case in hand, she ran to the rocks. Then she knelt in the soil.
I glanced over my shoulder. The reliquary was now covered with several layers of plastic sheets as well as dozens of cords and cables. There was no way the militia could miss it. But hopefully, they wouldn’t pay it much attention.
“I’m ready.” Beverly rushed into the barn. “Just say when.”
The engine revved again. But it refused to catch.
The engine revved yet again.
I looked into the distance. Even without my goggles, I could see the growing mass of militia members on the dark horizon.
And that meant they could see us too.
Abruptly, the engine burst to life. The truck began to vibrate. “We’re good,” Graham shouted.
I studied the militia for another few seconds. “Do, it,” I told Beverly.
She produced a small handheld device.
Her finger stabbed a large button.
Then everything exploded.

Chapter 9

“Good morning, Mr. Briggs.” A raven-haired beauty of youthful age and tall stature stepped forward, her heels clicking against the epoxy concrete floor coating. “It’s great to finally meet you in person.”
“Yes, yes.” Alan Briggs yawned as he climbed out of the small business jet. He avoided the helping hands of several crewmembers and instead, jumped to the ground. He landed awkwardly and flayed about for a moment, trying to regain his balance.
Tessie Perkins reached out a dainty hand and managed to steady Briggs before he could fall on his face. “How was your flight?”
“Adequate, I suppose.” Shrugging her off, he lowered his briefcase to the ground. He took a few moments to straighten out his dark slacks, non-pressed shirt, and threadbare sport coat. After adjusting the slightly off-center Windsor knot on his gaudy tie, he picked up the briefcase again. “Where’s Simona?”
“Still sleeping.” Tessie smiled. “It’s early morning here.”
“That’s unacceptable.”
“I see.” Tessie swallowed. “She, uh, said to get you settled and she’d meet with you when she woke up.”
Briggs hid a sly smile. He could see that he terrified Tessie. He liked that, liked knowing he could make her whimper. Girls like Tessie, beautiful goddesses, needed a little scare every now and then. They needed to be reminded the world didn’t revolve around their pretty little heads.
“When can I see the model?” he asked.
“We have a private room waiting for you. It’s equipped with a computer terminal. Simona told me to remind you that—”
“Yes, yes. The data is constantly fluctuating, meaning the model is constantly fluctuating as well. Christ, Tessie. I’ve been briefed, you know.”
Tessie stood absolutely still, a look of profound fear etched across her pretty face.
“Well, what are we waiting for?” Briggs said in a dismissive tone. “Take me to my room.”
She twisted around. Heels clacking more loudly now, she strode across the large hangar. Briggs followed her at a reasonable distance, listening to the hissing pipes, the clanking gears, and the whirring mechanical tools. He did his best not to gawk at the bizarre machines surrounding him. But it was impossible.
They were unlike anything he’d ever seen in his life.
Tessie opened a door and led him into the facility. They walked through several corridors, freshly painted. After ascending a staircase, they arrived at a metal door. It was marked Conference Room G.
Tessie opened the door and flicked the light switch. Annoyingly soft light from overhead eco-friendly fixtures filled the space. “Here we are.” Her voice gained a little strength. “The terminal is connected to the model. You just need to turn it on. Can I get you anything, Mr. Briggs?”
Briggs peered at the room through thick spectacles. “That depends. Where’s the fridge?”
“Over there.” She pointed to the corner. A small fridge was tucked behind a locked filing cabinet. “Stocked with cans of Crisp Cola and plenty of ice cubes, as per your request.”
“Then I have all I need.”
Tessie stared at him.
“In other words, go away.”
She didn’t linger, heading straight for the hallway. The door closed behind her.
Briggs set his briefcase on a long table. Pulling out a chair, he sat down in front of the terminal. Without fanfare, he booted it up.
A dendroclimatologist by profession, Briggs had spent most of his thirties studying tree ring data. Once upon a time, the field was fairly simple. Wider tree rings indicated a period of favorable growing conditions. Narrower rings meant the exact opposite. But much had changed over the last few decades and scientists like Briggs were now able to tease out far more specific information from ancient tree rings, including temperature, moisture, cloudiness, and the presence of catastrophic events.
His extensive work in the field had enabled him to build models showing regional and global climate conditions for hundreds of thousands of years. In the process, he’d become something of a modeling expert. So, when an old friend had needed someone to vet Simona Wolcott’s model, Briggs was an easy choice for the job.
The screen grew bright and he found himself staring at a blue background entitled, Eco-Trek PKGCM: Version 4.5. Folding his hands backward, he cracked his fingers. Then he lowered them to a wireless keyboard.
He pressed a few keys. The screen changed abruptly. There were no images or frills. Just endless amounts of data.
From what he’d been told, Simona’s model received a constant flow of data from thousands of sources. The information was added to a massive database.
Relaxing his fingers, Briggs stared at the screen. The image shifted constantly as numbers and words poured down the monitor, an endless waterfall of information.
His eyes blurred, but he didn’t blink. Immediately, he knew there was far too much data for his mind — for any mind — to process. But Simona’s incredible system handled it with ease.
Having seen enough of the data stream, his fingers flew across the keyboard. The data vanished. A fast-paced feed of complex calculations took its place.
Utilizing the data inputs, the model proposed and ran endless amounts of unique equations. The results were fed into still other equations and compared to previously calculated results as well as raw data inputs. In short, the model, the very heart of Eco-Trek’s ambitious project, was a phenomenon of self-organizing predictive knowledge-mining.
More information swept across the screen as the system instantaneously evaluated its own results. It didn’t require oversight from Simona or anyone else. That was what made it so amazing. It observed its own work in real-time, made adjustments to its inner mechanisms, and marched forward. While competing models assumed a stagnant world of constants, Simona’s Eco-Trek PKGCM: Version 4.5 was built for a vibrant world of ever-changing realities.
But while Briggs felt a degree of reverence for the model, he didn’t let that influence his work. He continued to peck away at the keyboard, diving deeper into the model’s extremely complicated inner mechanisms. His employer required one simple piece of information, namely whether the model was flawed in any way.
If not, nothing would happen. Briggs would return to his comfortable Florida home, a much richer man. But if it was flawed, the ramifications would go well beyond the tiny South Pacific island on which Eco-Trek conducted operations.
They would extend across Earth itself.

Chapter 10

Dirt shot into the air. Smoke stretched outward. Flames appeared and shot across the parched earth, streaking like bolts of lightning.
A giant fireball rose out of the excavation pit, nearly blinding me. The gantry exploded. Metal and chunks of rock flew in all directions, smashing into the barn, the farmhouse, and everything else within reach.
Beverly dropped to the ground, pulling me with her. I shifted my goggles into place. The smoke was thick. But I managed to catch a glimpse of the gaunt man. He was lying on top of the woman who’d walked next to him, evidently shielding her from the blast.
God’s Judges were murderers. But the man’s act of self-sacrifice indicated they weren’t beyond redemption. There was still hope. Maybe not now, but in the future.
Unfortunately, we couldn’t wait that long.
Heavy winds swept dust over the excavation site, extinguishing the flames. Evidence of the massive explosion — a large hole, smoldering metal, chunks of rock, and endless smoke — was everywhere.
Beverly frowned. “I should’ve used more C-4.”
“If you had, we’d be dead.” I stood up. A hot breeze, completely lacking in moisture, swept past me.
“Hey.” She held up a hand. “Do you hear that?”
My ears perked. A high-pitched screeching noise sounded out from the east. It grew louder and louder, like a train bearing down on us. Only it wasn’t a train.
What the …?
Peering upward, I saw a plane. It was heading straight for us at an altitude of several hundred feet. Two long columns of smoke trailed the plane. They looked like contrails, or artificial clouds of vapor created by engine exhaust. However, the grayish smoke dissipated at an incredibly rapid rate.
“Oh, my God.” Lila appeared at my side. Her face was taut. Her eyes looked hollow. “She knows I’m here.”
“That’s not a civilian aircraft.” Beverly glanced at her. “Who’s flying it? The Israeli Air Force?”
“If only.” Lila wandered forward, as if magnetically drawn to the flying object.
I grabbed her arm. Whipped her around to face me. “What’s going on?”
“It’s not my fault.” Her eyes turned wild. “I tried to destroy it.”
Shouts and yells rang out. Shifting my gaze, I saw the militia members leap to their feet. They retrieved their weapons and spun toward the plane. Deafening booms rang out as hundreds of projectiles shot into the sky.
Tires rumbled as the truck drove past us. Graham slammed the brakes and honked the horn a few times. But Beverly, Lila, and I, paralyzed by the strange scene before us, didn’t move.
More blasts rang out. New projectiles, far too large to be bullets, soared into the dust-choked sky.
A loud boom filled the air. Two more followed it. Wisps of black smoke materialized.
“Those were missiles.” My jaw tightened. Shifting the dial on my goggles, I zoomed in for a closer look. Black smoke engulfed the aircraft, twisting and curling in all directions. “The plane … it’s been hit. It’s going to crash.”

Chapter 11

This is insane.
Helplessly, I watched the sky. Smoke surrounded the plane, making it impossible to see details.
Questions popped into my head. How many people were inside the plane? Were they young? Old? Did they know they were about to crash? Were they praying for deliverance? Or had they accepted the cold, hard reality of their situation?
The plane dipped, straightened out, and then dipped again.
A small part of me knew it was time to jump into the truck, to drive as far away as possible. But my feet were rooted to the ground.
The plane dipped again and then gained a little altitude. I caught glimpses of scorched metal between wisps of black smoke. More smoke, the grayish contrails, continued to trail the aircraft, dissipating rapidly.
The plane shot overhead. It was so low I felt like I could reach up and touch its belly. The shrieking noise grew louder. It sounded like giant nails scratching a massive chalkboard.
Covering my ears, I spun around. The plane teetered overhead, miraculously maintaining altitude.
“Come on.” Beverly grabbed my arm. “We’ll—”
A coarse cheer sounded to the heavens, drowning her out. Rotating my waist, I looked at God’s Judges. They stood close together, their fists raised to the sky, hollering and yelling like they’d just won a massive battle.
“You go ahead,” I said. “I’ll get Lila.”
As Beverly darted to the truck, I hurried to Lila’s side. Every breath I took tasted foul and bitter in my mouth.
“I should’ve known she’d find me.” Lila knelt on the soil. Her eyes, wide as saucers, were aimed at some point in the distance. “This is my fault. All my fault.”
“Time to go.” I tried to lift her to her feet, but she just sagged back to the ground. Then her eyes widened even further.
Following her gaze, I glanced at God’s Judges. A bolt of electricity shot through me.
The militia members lay on the ground, flailing like dying fish against the soft dirt. Some people grasped their throats. Others clawed at their eyes.
Guess that ends the victory celebration.
I turned my gaze skyward. The plane’s contrails descended upon us. They were thick, yet almost invisible to the eye.
A distant booming noise rang out from the west, signaling the plane’s demise. But I barely noticed it.
My gaze remained locked on the contrails. I watched them twist back and forth, licking at the air like a pack of writhing snakes. The first few contrails settled on us. I could barely see them, but I sensed their presence.
“We need to—” The words caught in my throat as more contrails barreled into me. I felt their weight, their substance. I struggled to say something, anything. But my jaw just hung from its hinges.
The contrails touched my neck, my face. They filled my mouth, leaving me choking for air. They surrounded me, engulfed me.
My vision blurred up. I itched my eyes, but it didn’t help.
My lungs started to ache. Needing to breathe, I inhaled the contrails. They were odorless, tasteless. I inhaled again. This time, I couldn’t smell anything. Not dirt, not wood from the barn, or decayed vegetation. Not even exhaust from the truck.
“We’ve … got …” The words seemed to stick in my throat. I spun toward Lila. “Are … what?”
Her eyes bulged. Her hands flew to her throat. A soft gurgle escaped her lips.
Glancing back, I saw Graham emerge from the cab. Almost immediately, he crouched down, gasping for air.
Shifting my gaze, I saw Beverly. She knelt next to the truck, her head jerking spastically.
Haziness swept through my brain. My balance vanished and I stumbled to my knees. My head felt woozy and light as a beach ball. I tried to stand up, but my body tipped over. My face thudded against the dirt.
My eyes started to sting. My throat closed up. I couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe.
The contrails … they’re killing us.

Chapter 12

The shiny black ball rocketed down the lane. It curved gently, from right to left, angling toward a spot between the one and three pins. President Walters sighed with pleasure.
Slowly, the ball started to drift. A frown creased the president’s face. Seconds later, the black orb slid into the gutter and dropped out of sight.
President Walters slammed his foot against the ground in frustration. “Damn.”
“Really?” The tone was tough and goading. “That’s the best you’ve got?”
The president flung himself into a blue plastic chair. He stared daggers at the room’s only other occupant. “Your turn.”
Special Agent Ed Hooper grabbed a bowling ball and walked to the lane. He was a tall and lanky man with oversized limbs. His lined face was covered with pockmarks. He wore his baldness proudly, keeping his head shaven at all times.
A cheap, but well-fitting gray suit and a dark blue necktie adorned his lean frame. His appearance reflected the no-nonsense attitude that had made him famous in law enforcement circles long before he’d joined the United States Secret Service.
In addition to security, the Secret Service also safeguarded the nation’s financial systems from counterfeiting and major financial fraud. Hooper was widely regarded as the top investigator in the department, with a well-earned reputation for uncovering the truth.
But his work wasn’t confined to the Secret Service. Six months prior, he’d quietly busted a treasury bond forgery ring with ties to the president’s reelection campaign. Afterward, the president had begun to ask him for help with other investigative inquiries.
Hooper studied the lane. Then he strode forward, lifted his arm high above his head, and swung it down in a perfect arc.
The ball shot down the alley, curving from right to left. A moment later, it exploded through the one and three pins, sending all ten pins flying.
President Walters scowled. After six frames, he was losing by a score of 111 to 89. Even worse, he was bowling off an empty frame while Hooper now had the advantage of bowling off a strike.
Quickly, he calculated his best possible score. If he threw nothing but strikes for the remaining frames, he could still break 200. Then he just needed Hooper to toss a few bad balls and leave some open frames. The odds weren’t great. But as long as he had the slightest chance of victory, he’d do everything in his power to seize it.
The president watched Hooper leave the lane. Besides his legendary skills, Hooper possessed two rare qualities, especially for Washington, D.C. First, he was a man of his word. Second, he could be counted on to keep a secret. Because of those attributes, the president trusted him completely.
President Walters waited for Hooper to sit down. Then he grabbed his ball and approached the lane.
Friends of President Nixon had built the White House Bowling Alley in 1969. It consisted of a single lane situated directly beneath the driveway leading to the North Portico. It was surprisingly modest in appearance. The left wall was adorned with a painting of giant pins and a bowling ball. A long mirror hung on the right wall.
Past occupants of the White House had used the place sparingly. But President Walters liked to bowl and often utilized it for business purposes. And at that moment, the president had business to conduct.
Very important business.
The president strode forward and released the ball. It crossed the lane quickly and slammed into the pins, scattering them to all sides. A smile crossed his face.
One strike down. Five to go.
Hooper whistled. “Nice roll.”
“Thanks.”
Hooper stepped up to the lane. The president shook his head as he watched the agent roll another strike. Hooper was incredibly unorthodox. He used a bizarre five-step delivery and froze at the end of it, like some kind of figure on a bowling trophy.
Afterward, Hooper rubbed his hands together and stepped to the side. “I have a question for you.”
“Shoot.”
“Why the hell am I here?”
“I need your services.” The president walked to the lane and bowled another strike.
Two down. Four to go.
Hooper responded with a strike of his own and returned to his seat. “Why me?”
“A problem has come up. I need someone I can trust to handle it.”
“What’s the problem?”
The president wanted to keep Hooper chomping at the bit for a few extra seconds. So, he grabbed his ball and walked to the lane. He studied the layout for a moment. Then he put his ball into play. It slid across the smooth wood and crashed into the pins. He allowed himself a small smile.
Three down. Three to go.
He took a deep breath as he glanced at the electronic scoreboard. His score was now 119. If he could manage three strikes in the tenth frame, he’d finish with 209. It wasn’t a bad score. But it wouldn’t be enough to win unless Hooper started throwing gutter balls. “Bureaucrats are stealing money from the government,” he said.
Hooper guffawed. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“I’m not talking penny-ante stuff.” The president paused for effect. “I’m talking about thirty-two billion dollars.”
Hooper’s laugh lines vanished. “Did you say billion?”
The president nodded.
“And you’re only finding out about this now?”
“Believe me, the tracks were well-covered.”
“What do you want me to do about it?”
“I need you to find out who was responsible and what happened to the money. And I need you to do it fast.”
Hooper picked up his ball and tossed it listlessly down the alley. It skidded too far to the left, taking down just four pins. He waited for the ball return mechanism to do its job and then bowled again. He picked up an additional five pins, narrowly missing the spare. “How does one hide a thirty-two billion dollar theft?” he asked.
“With a sophisticated computer program.”
“When did it happen? All at once? Or over a period of time?”
“Over a period of time.” President Walters walked to the lane and bowled.
A strike.
He bowled again. Another strike.
He waited for his ball. Then he hoisted it and reared back for his final toss. The ball rolled down the lane and smashed into the pins, knocking them askew.
A smile curled across his lips. He’d done it. He’d actually done it. Against all odds, he’d thrown six straight strikes to finish with a 209.
His gaze turned triumphant as he glanced at Hooper. “Your turn.”
Hooper picked up his ball and walked to the lane. He rolled well, but left a split standing in the rear row.
The president felt a sense of destiny rising within him. He could scarcely believe it. He was on the verge of pulling off the biggest comeback of his bowling career.
While he waited for his ball, Hooper cleared his throat. “How’d it happen?”
The president tapped his jaw. “Have you heard of the Columbus Project?”
“No. Strange name, though.”
“Strange, but meaningful. It reflected my hope that a single person could change the world.”
Hooper nodded. “Like how Christopher Columbus discovered the New World?”
“More like how he caused the Little Ice Age.”
Hooper blinked. “What?”
“It’s a long, roundabout story. Before Columbus, some forty to one hundred million people lived in the Americas. In order to farm crops, they burned huge tracts of land. Then Columbus made his voyage.” The president exhaled. “His arrival opened the floodgates for colonization. Ninety percent of the natives died within decades, mostly from war and disease.”
“I didn’t know the number was that high.”
“With fewer people farming the land, trees began to grow again. They absorbed at least two billion tons of carbon dioxide. The atmosphere was unable to trap as much heat as it had in the past. So, the entire planet cooled for about three hundred years. The result was crop failures, famine, hypothermia, and bread riots.”
“You’re right about one thing.” Hooper chuckled. “That’s definitely a roundabout way to blame Columbus for the Little Ice Age.”
“Don’t get me wrong. He didn’t directly cause it. But he set in motion events that drastically changed the environment.”
“So, let me see if I understand this. You named your project after something that caused crop failures and famines. Doesn’t that seem a little, I don’t know, macabre?”
“Perhaps. But when I proposed it to Congress, I took a more hopeful point of view. What if we could change the natural world, just as Columbus helped to do, but in a more positive way? What if we could take steps today that would impact the world three hundred years from now? What if our efforts resulted in a cleaner world, a better world?”
“And the Columbus Project will do those things?”
“The idea was to give clean energy a financial boost. Ideally, this would accelerate the deployment of innovative technology and help break America’s addiction to fossil fuels. Congress authorized my administration to provide financial support of eighty billion dollars in the form of loans, grants, and tax credits. According to official numbers, we doled out aid to about five hundred companies.”
“So, the missing money came out of that eighty billion?”
The president nodded. “Our records show over two hundred companies received grants totaling thirty-two billion. But those companies don’t actually exist. They’re phantoms.”
Hooper shook his head. “How many people know about this?”
“Besides you? Just my senior advisor and the analyst who discovered the crime.” The president paused. “If you agree to help me, I’ll provide you with more exacting details. But suffice it to say, I suspect an inside job.”
“Who had access?”
“The U.S. Department of Energy utilizes an in-house computer program to manage the Columbus Project. A small staff uses it to analyze applications, file paperwork, and track milestone progress. The members of my cabinet have full access to the program as well.”
“Why?”
“The DOE staff can only make funding recommendations. Full approval requires unanimous consent from my cabinet. But in order for the cabinet members to make informed votes, they need to be able to view all the necessary documentation.”
Hooper nodded slowly. “I’ll need everything you have on the staff and your cabinet members. And not just the public stuff. Also, I need access to this computer program. Plus, the applications, vetting notes, and voting records.”
“Consider it done.”
Hooper bowled again. His ball smacked into the eight-pin. The eight-pin, in turn, rebounded off the back wall and collided with the ten-pin.
The president’s heart sank. The split had been his last hope. Now, Hooper needed just six pins to tie his score, seven pins to beat it.
Hooper picked up his ball and prepared to throw it. But at the last moment, he twisted his head toward the president. “Am I doing this off the clock?”
“No. If you accept the job, I want you working on it full-time.”
“My supervisor won’t like that.”
“She won’t have a choice.”
Hooper chewed his lip thoughtfully. “This could get expensive.”
“My office will pay for everything.”
“If I do this, I want to see it through to the end. I don’t care if the trail takes us to places you find uncomfortable. I want complete freedom to pursue leads as I see fit.”
The president nodded. “You got it.”
Hooper studied the lane. Then he walked forward and threw his ball into the air.
The president cringed as the black orb swept down the alley. The roll looked good.
Then it started to drift.
The president’s heart lifted as the ball sailed to the right. Moments later, it smacked into the pins. A few fell.
But only five of them.
A wide smile creased the president’s face. He’d won by a single pin. It was easily the greatest comeback of his bowling career.
“Nice game.” Hooper shook the president’s hand. “One more question. Any idea why someone stole the money?”
“Greed?” President Walters shrugged. “Why else?”
“We’re talking about billions of dollars. Maybe this goes beyond mere greed.” Hooper thought for a second. “Sometimes people do things they wouldn’t ordinarily do in order to serve a higher purpose.”
A sense of unease swept through the president. “Wait a second. You didn’t … you know … let me win? Did you?”
Hooper shot the president a wily grin as he walked out of the room. “Like I said … nice game, Wade.”

Chapter 13

I sensed the contrails flowing over me, around me. My gaze shot to the east. Through hazy vision, I saw dozens of people lying on the ground. Some were still. Others continued to struggle with increasingly lethargic movements.
Fighting off dizziness, I rose to my feet. I felt disoriented. My nose didn’t work. Fluid filled my lungs.
Shifting my gaze, I saw Lila. She was facedown in the soil. I stumbled toward her. Fell to my knees and gave her a good shake.
Her face sagged. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth.
I tried to speak, to shout her name. But the contrails had sucked all the oxygen right out of the air. Clamping my mouth shut, I gave her another shake, harder this time.
Her eyelids popped open. Her brown irises were shockingly dull. I knew death was knocking on her door.
“Don’t …” Lila gasped for air. “Don’t let her have it.”
She’s about to die. Yet, she’s still talking about the reliquary?
I tried to help her up. But she pushed me away with surprising force.
“Destroy it. Burn it. Break it. Grind it into pieces. Whatever it takes.” Lila gasped again. “Or they’ll die.”
“Who?” The word barely squeaked past my chapped lips. “Who will die?”
Her eyes focused for a single moment. “Everyone.”

Chapter 14

Everyone?
She couldn’t be serious. How could a single stone box hurt anyone, let alone everyone?
I checked for a pulse. Then I gave her another hard shake.
But she was dead.
I climbed to my feet. I felt tired, logy. My lungs felt like they were on fire. Awkwardly, I strode to the truck. At the same time, Graham stood up. He climbed into the still-running vehicle. Immediately, he fired up the fans and turned a dial. The windshield wipers went to work, clearing a thick layer of dirt from the glass.
I picked up Beverly and pushed her into the cab. But when I started to climb in after her, I caught sight of the reliquary. A cord had come loose, causing the sheets to shift a couple of inches. As a result, one corner of the stone box was now fully exposed to the elements. My instinct was to cover it, to protect it. Lila’s dying words gave me pause, but only for a moment.
I clambered onto the flatbed and grabbed the plastic sheets. But I couldn’t control my fingers and they slipped from my hands. I grabbed them again and stretched them over the exposed portion of stone. Then I used the loose cord to strap them into place.
Exhaustion hit me hard as I made my way across the flatbed. Carefully, I lowered myself to the ground. But my rubbery legs folded on me and I collapsed into the dirt.
I blinked a few times, watching millions of particles whirl around me. They stabbed at me, nicking my skin. I tried to stand up again, but my legs felt like spaghetti.
I clawed at the soil, trying to drag myself to the cab. But my strength was completely sapped. My mind lost focus. My eyelids snapped shut.
And then my brain slipped into blackness.

Chapter 15

Am I … are we … dead?
My eyes shot open. I gasped for air. Stale oxygen — not nearly enough of it — entered my lungs. I gasped again. And again. And yet again.
My gasps shortened and then vanished. My breathing normalized and I slumped against a hard seat. My lungs hurt like hell, but at least I could breathe.
One by one, my senses returned. I felt warm upholstery touching my damp skin. Smelled the elastic from my goggles. Saw the still-swirling dust through the heavily smudged windshield. Tasted engine exhaust in the air. Heard soft breathing.
I wiped sweat from my face. More sweat beaded up to replace it. The truck’s cab felt hot as fire.
Memories flooded my brain. I recalled the reliquary and the approaching militia. I relived the plane sailing overhead, the hail of gunfire, and the sound of a distant crash. I was reminded of the grayish contrails and how they felt against my skin. I remembered the nonexistent oxygen, the dizziness, and the exhaustion.
But most of all, I remembered Lila. I remembered her insane plan to blow up the reliquary. I recalled the terror in her eyes and her vague warning about how it might hurt people.
Too tired to move my head, I focused my energy reserves to my jaw. “Where …?” I licked my dry lips. “Where are we?”
“Three miles from the barn.” Beverly’s voice sounded strained.
The truck felt motionless. The engine was silent. “We’re parked?”
“For now.”
“Where’s Dutch?”
“Over here.” His voice, strong and vibrant, came from the opposite end of the cab.
“Anyone else make it?”
“I don’t know,” Graham said. “But a lot of people definitely died. If it weren’t for this truck, we’d probably be dead too.”
I didn’t know any of the militia members. And I knew they’d most likely have attacked us if they’d gotten the chance. But a small part of me still mourned them. “I spoke to Lila before she died,” I said after a moment. “She said the reliquary was dangerous.”
“How?” Beverly asked.
“She didn’t say. She just said to destroy it. Otherwise, people would die.” I exhaled. “Lots of people.”
“What do you want to do?” Graham asked.
Good question.
I’d been asking myself the same thing ever since Lila had revealed her true intentions. Something about what she’d said and how she’d said it continued to nag at me. But could I really destroy the reliquary?
I’d destroyed my fair share of artifacts in the past, all with good reason. But the reliquary was different. Hell, I couldn’t even be sure it was dangerous. I only had Lila’s statements to go on and it wasn’t like I could question her about them.
I only knew one thing for certain. The reliquary, like all artifacts, was irreplaceable. If studied properly, it could shed new light on ancient history. Did I really want to be the one to extinguish that light?
“We’re salvage experts,” I said at last. “We save stuff. That’s all. Let others sort out the details.”
“So, what do you want to do with the reliquary?”
“We’ll take it to Jerusalem. Seek out some of Lila’s old colleagues. Maybe they can help us find a place for it.” I took a few more breaths. Gradually, my strength returned. “By the way, thanks to whoever saved me.”
“That was me,” Graham said.
“You must have iron lungs.”
“They do the job.” He gave me a sharp look. “What the hell were you doing out there anyway?”
“Securing the reliquary. One of the cords—”
“You risked your life for that thing?” Beverly’s voice dripped with incredulity.
I glanced over my shoulder. The stone box, covered with sheets and cords, sat on the flatbed. “It’s my job.”
Graham turned the key, igniting the engine. Then he pressed the accelerator and the truck shot forward.
I frowned. “You’re going the wrong way.”
“No, I’m not,” he replied. “We’re going back to the dig site.”
“Why?”
“To look for survivors.”
A light wind whipped across the barren landscape as we drove back to the dig site. A few dirt particles danced in front of the windshield. The dust storm no longer blotted out the sky. But it was dark out, thanks to the rapidly setting sun.
Graham flicked on the headlights. The barn came into view. He drove a little farther before parking the vehicle. Hesitantly, he reached for the door.
“Wait.” I took a deep breath. “I’ll go.”
His hand lingered on the latch. Then he lowered it to his lap and gave me a nod.
Holding my breath, I climbed out of the cab. A few particles of dirt whipped at me, striking my cheeks. The hot air burned my skin.
I took a small breath. The air tasted dirty and foul. But at least I could breathe it.
Pulling on my goggles, I activated the night-vision. The landscape lit up in multiple shades of green. Then I waved at the others.
Beverly climbed out of the cab. A curious expression crossed her face. Pulling off her shoulder bag, she started to rummage inside it.
Graham joined me. We hiked in silence, passing over chunks of rock and metal debris. Misshapen masses appeared at the edge of my vision. But it was a closer one that caught my eye.
My gaze hardened as I stared at Lila’s corpse. Her flowing white shirt and green slacks were smudged with dirt. Her hair clips had come loose, causing her hair to flutter freely with the wind. Her lifeless eyes stared at everything and nothing, all at the same time.
I felt for a pulse, more as a formality than anything else. Then I closed her eyelids. Just a little while ago, she’d been in good health. Now, she was dead, a victim of the noxious contrails.
I stood up. Angling away from Lila, we walked east. A blistering wind ripped into my cheeks. It brought the stench of death to my nostrils. Resisting the urge to gag, I walked to another body.
It belonged to the gaunt man. His fingers gripped the woman’s hand, one final act of love in a harsh world.
Steeling my heart, I swept my gaze down his torso. Then I used my machete blade to lift his shirt a few inches. “He’s got sores. Lots of them.”
“Pretty gruesome.” Graham pointed at the man’s head. “Check out his eyes. They’re bloodshot.”
“Bloodshot and petrified. He died cowering from fear.”
“Can’t say I blame him. Asphyxiation is a hell of a way to go.” He glanced at the woman’s body. “Looks like she’s got the same symptoms. Sores and bloodshot eyes.”
“So, they were sick.” I frowned. “It seems like a lot of people are sick these days.”
“Chalk it up to the famines and droughts. Weak people are more susceptible to viruses. Anyway there’s nothing we can do for these two.” Lifting his gaze, he searched the landscape. “There’s nothing we can do for any of them.”
Standing up again, I glanced at our truck. The ancient reliquary peered over the top of it. When I’d accepted Lila’s proposal, the job had seemed so easy. We merely needed to salvage the reliquary and load it safely into her pick-up truck.
Now, she was dead. We were in possession of a potentially dangerous artifact. And someone — a mysterious woman — was after it.
I glanced at other bodies. Sooner or later, someone would come looking for them. And something told me I didn’t want to be anywhere near the area when that happened.
We walked back to Beverly. As we drew close, she stowed some items in her bag. I recognized one of them. It was her mass spectrometer, which she used to analyze material samples. Normally, one needed large, expensive machines to perform mass spectrometry. But one of her colleagues had produced a handheld version last year. Since then, he’d upgraded it with several firmware updates.
I nodded at her bag. “Testing skin samples?”
“Soil samples, actually,” she replied.
“Find anything interesting?”
“Not yet.”
“Are you ready?” Graham glanced at the horizon. “We’ve got a long drive to Jerusalem.”
My mental scales tipped back and forth as I thought about our next move. On one hand, the reliquary was safe and I intended to keep it that way. The smart move was to head for Jerusalem, to turn it over to some of Lila’s colleagues. Let the Israeli authorities deal with the bodies and the airplane wreckage.
But something stopped me. Maybe it was what Lila had told me. Maybe it was the questions surrounding the reliquary. Maybe it was the desire to know more about the plane, about why Lila had feared it so much. Or maybe it was something else altogether, something I couldn’t even fathom.
I turned west. “We’ve got a stop to make.”
Graham followed my gaze. “No one could’ve survived that crash.”
“I’m not interested in survivors.” In the distance, a thin column of dark green smoke rose into the green-tinted night. “I’m interested in answers.”

Chapter 16

“Your presence here is a waste of time.” Simona Wolcott’s tone turned frosty. “The model is fine. There’s nothing wrong with it.”
“So, you’ve told me. Repeatedly.” Alan Briggs sat back in a stiff, leather-wrapped seat. “Regardless, I’m not leaving until I’ve checked every last aspect of it.”
Simona stared hard at the scientist. Briggs held the gaze without flinching. His presence annoyed her to no end. For months, she’d been able to operate her facility with zero oversight. But now, that had changed. And that meant one thing.
The Separative was growing uneasy.
At first glance, Briggs looked like a stereotypical nerd, albeit not one of the smart ones. He was in his mid-forties, but looked younger than that. His black hair was thick and uncombed. He wore spectacles and ill-fitting, wrinkled clothes.
Simona suspected that Briggs had received more than his fair share of tormenting over the years. It had hardened and focused the man, turning him into an icy-veined scientist and later, one of the world’s foremost modeling experts. Even so, she could see Briggs was deeply uncertain about himself. He craved outside validation. But since few people respected him outright, he tried to inspire fear instead.
But for all his shortcomings, or perhaps because of them, Briggs was a diligent researcher with a penchant for sniffing out problems. He was the kind of guy who’d ask too many questions and dig too deeply.
In short, he was the worst possible visitor at the worst possible moment.
Simona leaned over her sleek aluminum desk. “Fine,” she replied with an exaggerated sigh. “What do you need?”
“Your model is far too complicated for an ordinary inspection. I need a detailed breakdown of its structure.”
“I’ll ask Tessie to give you the necessary documents.”
Briggs crossed his legs. “Thank you.”
“Is there anything else?” She folded her smooth hands on top of the desk’s lacquered white surface. “I’d love to chat, but I’ve got a busy day ahead of me.”
“I also need to inspect the facilities. Not just the hangar, but the production and storage areas as well.”
Her eyes tightened imperceptibly. “I’m afraid that’s impossible. Access is strictly limited to a handful of people.”
“Let me put it this way.” Steepling his fingers, Briggs rested his elbows on the glimmering steel arms of his chair. “Either I inspect them or I shut you down. It’s your choice.”
“Be reasonable.”
“This isn’t a request. It’s an order. And it’s not my order either. My employer wishes to—”
“I know, I know.” She exhaled in frustration. “I need some time to coordinate with my people.”
“Very good.” Without fanfare, Briggs stood up and walked across the frosted glass floor. Opening an aluminum door, he vanished into the hallway.
The door started to close, but a petite hand caught it at the last minute. Seconds later, Tessie glided into the office. “How long is he going to be here?” she said in a tone that spoke volumes about her feelings toward Briggs.
“Too long.” Simona spun her padded leather chair to the side. Her second-floor office overlooked the interior of a sizable airport hangar. It featured frosted glass walls instead of windows. “He wants documentation pertaining to the model’s structure.”
“How much should I give him?”
“Everything.” Simona would’ve preferred to keep Briggs in the dark. But drowning him in paperwork was the next best option.
Tessie smirked. “I’ll get right on it.”
Simona opened a concealed compartment under her desk. Her forefinger pressed a button. A section of frosted glass turned clear.
She looked into the one-way glass. The hustle and bustle of the hangar lay below her. She focused her attention on the area almost directly beneath her office. Rows and rows of computers covered oversized aluminum tables. People flitted about the space, moving endlessly. As per her orders, there were no chairs to be seen. That was important.
Simona didn’t like people sitting down on the job.
“Ms. Wolcott?”
Simona’s eyes remained glued to the glass. “What is it, Tessie?”
“I almost forgot. Jeremy is on the line. He says—”
“He can wait.” Simona waved at the glass. “What do you see down there?”
“But—”
“Answer the question, please.”
Tessie walked to the wall and took a good look at the frenzied movements taking place within the hangar. “People,” she said softly. “I see people.”
“That’s not what I mean. Tell me about the patterns.”
“It’s just chaos.”
“Where you see chaos, I see a system of feedback loops.” Simona pointed at a blonde woman standing in front of a computer. “Take her, for instance. If she mistypes a word, she’ll adjust her behavior in almost imperceptible ways. Her fingers might slow down. Her eyes may stare harder at the screen. She’ll type another word, study her work, and make more adjustments. Each time she takes action, a new environment emerges in which she then takes another action.”
“Sounds like chaos to me.”
“Not so.” Simona watched the little people moving around from machine to machine, dancing an endless dance. “It’s a self-stabilizing system controlled by feedback loops. The human brain can’t even begin to comprehend all those loops. But our computers can handle them.”
“I hate to interrupt, but—”
“If we wanted to, we could model all those people as a cybernetic system. And we could use those models to predict future behaviors.”
Tessie tapped her foot impatiently on the floor. “I really must insist you take Jeremy’s call. He said it was important.”
“Very well.” Simona pressed the button under her desk and the glass frosted over. She waited until Tessie had left the room before pressing a button on her screen. The monitor fired up and the image of a serious, agitated man appeared before her. “Hello, Jeremy.”
“We have a problem, Simona.”
Simona studied her security chief. Jeremy Pascal was short with broad shoulders. His face looked firm, unyielding. His long dark hair had been pulled back into a ponytail. Knife wounds crisscrossed his brown skin.
He was of Polynesian descent, but had little use for his heritage. In fact, his people embarrassed him. At one time, Polynesians had used technological advancements in boating to cross the Pacific Ocean. They’d ruled the South Pacific like kings. But subsequent generations had squandered this mighty empire. Now, his people preferred to hang out at resorts, holding luaus and other outdated ceremonies for gawking tourists.
“Well?” Simona said. “What is it?”
“Nautilus is down.”
She tensed up. “How?”
“A militia — God’s Judges — arrived on the scene shortly before we ran the kill pattern. One of them must’ve fired a shoulder-based missile launcher. Direct hit, unfortunately.”
She rubbed her temples. “What’s Nautilus’ condition?”
“We’re not sure. We tracked it for as long as possible. But it’s no longer responding to our signals.”
“So, it crashed.”
“Not necessarily. We were able to issue an emergency-landing directive before losing communications.”
Simona leaned back in her chair. This couldn’t be happening, not now. “The self-destruct protocol?”
“Activated, of course. But the protocol was issued after we lost communications so I’ve got no idea if Nautilus received it.”
“Can you find Nautilus?”
Pascal nodded. “It shouldn’t be too difficult. At last contact, it was descending over a long stretch of abandoned farmland.”
“Good. Clean up everything before you leave.” Simona took a deep breath. “What about Lila Grinberg?”
“Dead.”
She allowed herself a small smile. “So, you’ve got the reliquary?”
“Not exactly.”
“Explain.”
“As you know, Lila hired Cy Reed’s Salvage Force to handle the excavation. They’ve disappeared along with the reliquary.”
Simona exhaled.
“Fortunately, we caught a break. Some tire tracks survived the latest dust storm. Based on their direction, I think Reed is heading toward the Nautilus.”
“He must be going to check on it. If you hurry, you can kill two birds with one stone.”
“Understood.” Pascal lifted his hand toward the screen, presumably to cut the connection.
“Jeremy?”
Pascal stopped short. “Yes?”
“When I say kill two birds, I mean it.” Simona stared into his eyes. “Once you have the reliquary, kill the salvage team.”

Chapter 17

Dirt whipped against the windshield as the truck went airborne. Seconds later, the vehicle landed on the cracked pavement with a thud.
“Maybe we should slow down,” Beverly said.
My gaze hardened. “I can handle it.”
She looked away.
I understood her concerns. The drought had caused most residents to abandon nearby farms for proverbial greener pastures. If we crashed, there would be no one to help us.
But I had my own concerns. The reliquary, although covered, was still vulnerable to the elements. Thieves were also a potential problem. But most of all, I just wanted to finish the trip as quickly as possible. I wanted to turn the reliquary over to Lila’s colleagues, to wash my hands of the whole mess.
I squinted. While my goggles improved nighttime vision, they also reduced depth perception. So, I’d removed them prior to taking the wheel. Fortunately, the truck’s headlights provided decent illumination.
Looking ahead, I saw what appeared to be an endless stretch of rocks and dirt. Some of the dirt whipped into the air. It swirled around in a funnel shape.
More dirt flew upward, joining the storm. It whirled around the truck until I could no longer see the landscape.
Tapping the brakes, I brought the truck to a stop. As I cut the engine, even more dirt swirled into the sky, forming walls of soil on all sides of us.
“Another dust storm.” Beverly’s eyes widened. “And a pretty big one from the looks of it.”
Dust storms were an unfortunate side effect of the recent droughts. Lack of rainfall loosened particles in the soil. When the wind blew against them, the particles vibrated and rose into the sky. Striking the ground repeatedly, they caused other particles to break free and follow suit.
The dirt wall thinned before my eyes. A moment later, it collapsed completely.
“It’s gone.” Graham arched an eyebrow. “It just vanished.”
“Stay on your guard,” Beverly said. “You never know when another one will pop up.”
I turned the ignition. The truck sputtered for a moment, choking out dirt. Then it sprang to life. Shifting gears, I pushed the accelerator. The truck lurched forward.
After a short drive, a couple of flimsy wooden structures appeared on the side of the road. Dirt swirled around their bases, erasing them. From where I sat, it looked like the buildings floated in mid-air.
I eased off the accelerator. Drooping wire enclosures occupied both sides of the road. One enclosure contained nothing but dry, cracked soil. Someone had carved out dozens of tiny saucer basins in order to contain precipitation. But the basins, like everything else in the area, were bone dry.
Long wooden posts supported the other enclosure. A single black bird perched on a post, facing inward. Following its gaze, I saw what had caught its attention.
Dead cows. Dozens of them.
The skeletal remains lay on parched ground. I didn’t see a single blade of grass or drop of water in the vicinity.
We drove past the remaining enclosures. Then the road twisted to the northwest. Still following the plane’s flight path, I directed the truck off the pavement and onto the parched soil.
Beverly glanced at me. “Are you sure about this?”
I frowned. “Not really.”
“What about Lila?”
“What about her?”
“She told you to destroy the reliquary, right?”
I nodded.
“Then why aren’t we doing it?”
My fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “Because I don’t know if I believe her.”
“It doesn’t hurt to be safe.”
“It might.”
She arched an eyebrow.
My face felt warm. I knew what she was thinking. I’d destroyed numerous artifacts in the past. So, what was keeping me from doing the same thing to this one?
Obviously, I couldn’t be sure the reliquary constituted a threat. But that wasn’t the only reason behind my hesitation. There was something else, something I’d only learned in the last few weeks.
Something that hit me on a very personal level.
I thought about telling her the truth. But I’d barely had time to process it, let alone accept it. So, I decided to take a simpler approach. “What if the reliquary could solve some long-forgotten mystery?” I asked.
“What if it’s just an old stone box?”
“It’s still a part of history. And that makes it important. More important than me, more important than all of us.”
She glared at me, her eyes boring holes into my skull. “Is that right?”
This is simpler?
“In the grand scheme of things, we’re nothing,” I said after a long moment. “Just three people out of billions. But the reliquary is unique.”
“I’m not unique?”
“I’m not saying that.” My face grew warmer. “Look, the world is screwed. We can’t save it. But we can still save the past. That reliquary will improve our knowledge of history. Society as a whole will benefit.”
Her eyes narrowed to slits. “So, society matters more than me?”
“No. It’s just …” I paused, trying to figure out a way to make my point. “Okay, here’s a hypothetical question. What if you had to choose between saving my life or one hundred lives?”
“I’d choose you,” she said without hesitation.
I arched an eyebrow.
“That’s what you do when you care about someone.”
“Okay, what if it was between me and every living person on Earth?”
“That’s a stupid question.”
“What would you choose?”
“It’s a stupid question. It doesn’t deserve an answer.”
“You just don’t want to admit I’m right. Nobody would allow billions to die just to save a single life.” I shrugged. “At some point, the needs of society outweigh our own needs. That exact point may differ between people, but we all reach it.”
“Like I said, it’s a dumb question. How could I even be sure your death would save all those lives?”
“It’s not meant to be a real question,” Graham said. “It’s a thought exercise. You know, like whether it’s okay to torture a person in order to locate a ticking time bomb.”
“That question is just as dumb,” she replied. “How can we be sure the torture will actually yield the correct location? What about blowback? And do you really think —?”
“You’re missing the point,” he said. “The idea is to force you to choose between your principles.”
“Look, I don’t want anything bad to happen to us,” I said. “But I got into this business to save artifacts, to save the past. If I wasn’t willing to risk my life to do that, I wouldn’t be very good at my job.”
The wind picked up speed. Particles of dirt slashed against the windshield. “How’s my direction?” I asked.
“Hang on.” Graham pressed his eyes into his binoculars. “Okay, I’ve got a visual on the wreckage. It’s about two hundred yards away. Keep straight and watch out for the hills.”
“How’s it look?” Beverly asked.
“Intact for the most part.” His fingers tightened around the lenses. “Also, strange. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
The truck jolted as it shot over a small hill. My teeth clashed as the tires smacked against the soil.
In the distance, I saw a series of large hills and small mountains. Abruptly, their bottom halves dissolved into darkness. Then the desolate land in front of the hills started to fade from view. Glancing upward, I saw the night sky grow darker.
Beverly took the lenses from Graham and lifted them to her eyes. “It’s another dust storm.”
“How big is it?” I asked.
“Huge.”
I drove around a steep hill. Then I turned the wheel again and pointed the vehicle directly at the swirling, rising sands.
Graham chewed his upper lip for a moment. “Maybe we should break off, make a run for it.”
“Won’t work,” Beverly said. “It’s too big, too fast.”
“Pull over then.” Graham glanced at me. “We’ll wait it out.”
I didn’t like the idea of exposing the reliquary to another dust storm. But if I had to do it, I wanted it to have additional shielding. And the plane’s fuselage would provide some protection from the wind and blowing dirt. “We’re not waiting it out.” I stomped on the gas pedal. “We’re going to drive straight through it.”

Chapter 18

“One hundred yards to go.” Using the binoculars, Beverly studied the terrain. “Angle us two degrees to the right.”
I twisted the wheel to match her instructions.
“The fuselage is in pretty good shape,” she said. “It looks like the pilot was able to make an emergency landing.”
I continued to drive. But it wasn’t easy. The headlights barely penetrated the darkness. To make matters worse, the terrain was bumpy and pockmarked with rocks, hills, and other obstacles.
A shadowy aircraft materialized out of the darkness. It was about fifty feet long and stood fifteen feet tall. It lay flat on the ground with its fuselage partially buried in dirt. One wing had snapped in half while the other one angled high into the air. Based on the surviving wing, I estimated its original wingspan at about forty to forty-five yards.
The air popped. The truck veered to the right. I twisted the wheel, struggling to keep the vehicle under control.
The vehicle shot back to the left. Looking ahead, I saw the plane just twenty feet in front of us.
I wrenched the wheel. The vehicle skidded along the soil, straightening out until we were parallel with the plane.
Dirt swirled around us. I jolted as the truck slammed into something. Metal crunched. Glass cracked. The air bag deployed, smashing into me, driving me back against the seat.
Fighting off a wave of dizziness, I inhaled a few shallow breaths. My right hand reached up, groping the shelf behind me. Grabbing my machete, I thrust the blade into the bag. Air leaked out. My breathing normalized.
I punctured the other airbag. Beverly and Graham slumped into their seats. While they refilled their lungs, I rubbed my neck. It felt sore. But otherwise, I was uninjured.
Tiny jets of hot air ripped at me. I felt grit in my throat. I glanced at the windshield and side windows. Constructed from laminated safety glass, they’d largely withstood the crash. But tiny cracks perforated their surfaces. Dirt, egged on by the fierce wind, pushed through the cracks.
“Everyone …?” More dirt shot into my lungs and I coughed. “Everyone okay?”
Beverly stretched her limbs. “Define okay.”
“What the hell happened?” Graham asked.
“I guess I lost control.” Peering through the windshield, I saw a mound of dirt. “The plane kicked up a bunch of soil. Looks like we ran into it.”
“Lucky us.”
The wind howled. The windows shuddered.
“We can’t stay here.” Beverly coughed a few times. “The storm … it’s too strong.”
“What about the plane?” Graham said. “It might work as shelter.”
I glanced at the plane, barely seeing it in the raging storm. I knew we’d find corpses inside the fuselage. The real question was whether we’d find any survivors. “Check it out.” I replied. “I’m going to dig out the truck, move it a little closer to the plane.”
Graham forced his door open. Swirling dirt flew into the cab. Quickly, he and Beverly climbed outside.
Flying dirt stung my skin as I exited the vehicle. I trudged to the flatbed and checked the reliquary. It was nestled safely in its cradle, protected by the plastic covering and mountains of cables and cords.
Fighting against the wind, I made my way to the front of the vehicle. The truck was embedded two feet into a mound of dirt. The collision had caused more dirt to pour down from above, covering the rest of the front end with a thick layer of soil.
“We’ve got a problem.” Beverly appeared, striding through the vicious storm.
I twisted to face her. “What is it?”
“That isn’t an ordinary plane.”
“Oh?”
“There’s no way inside it.”
The truck’s passenger door creaked open. Light clattering noises rang out as Graham gathered his toolbox.
“Hang on a second.” Bending over, I studied the vehicle’s underside. My lip curled in disgust as I realized how I’d lost control of the vehicle. “Damn it.”
Beverly knelt down. Her face clouded over as she stared at the flat tire.
“Well, that settles it.” Exhaling loudly, I stood up. “Like it or not, we’re stuck here.”

Chapter 19

“What kind of plane is that anyway?” Graham peered into the swirling storm. “It looks like a damn sea monster.”
Indeed, the wreckage was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. The aluminum fuselage, painted a dull white, bulged out at the front end like the head of a serpent. A giant turbofan engine was mounted on top of the aircraft, facing the bulbous head. The single remaining wing was long and narrow. It looked utterly incapable of transporting such a heavy aircraft.
My gaze turned to a deep groove trailing the plane. Apparently, the pilot had failed to deploy the landing gear in time. However, he or she had still managed to crash land in relatively smooth fashion. The plane had slid on its belly, losing a wing in the process, before finally tunneling into the soil.
“Do you recognize the model?” I asked Beverly.
“No, but …” Her voice sounded hollow in the wind.
“But what?”
She shook her head. “Let’s just get inside it.”
My eyes traced the fuselage. The side facing us was only half-buried in soil. Still, I didn’t see any sign of a cabin door. Twisting toward the tail, I started to walk around the plane.
“Don’t bother,” Beverly said. “There’s no door. And no windows either.”
“Well, what about those missiles?” I asked. “They must’ve left a hole somewhere.”
“We think they struck the opposite wing,” Graham said. “They didn’t completely destroy it, but did enough damage to force the landing.”
“But there’s a hole, right?”
Beverly nodded. “Unfortunately, it’s too high to reach. The same goes for the cockpit.”
My gaze turned to Graham. His toolbox was clutched in his hands. “So, how do we get in there?”
He hiked to the tail. A giant metal access panel, also painted a dull white, was positioned about a foot off the ground. He pounded a fist on the panel. “Through here.”
For the next few minutes, we attacked the panel’s bolts and screws. One by one, they loosened.
The wind picked up speed. The air felt unbearably hot and dry. I opened a water bottle and tipped it to my lips. But when I tried to drink, dirt particles swept inside the bottle, turning the liquid into mud. Disgusted, I spat out the muck and went back to work.
As I loosened a bolt, I tried to make sense of the strange aircraft. From all appearances, the panel was the plane’s only access point. And yet, it had been sewed up tight from the outside.
But why? Was someone trying to keep the pilot from exiting the aircraft?
Graham removed the last bolt. Beverly yanked a metal handle. The panel swung open, revealing a darkened interior.
She pulled it open a few more inches and hoisted herself into the plane. Soft clunking noises sounded out as she gained her footing.
The wind gained even more speed as I helped Graham through the gap. I cast one final glance at the reliquary. It sat quietly on the flatbed, surrounded by the growing storm. I hated to leave it, but unfortunately, there was nothing else I could do to protect it.
Dirt danced around me as I turned back to the hatch. Hacking loudly, I hoisted myself into the darkness.
And into the unknown.

Chapter 20

“Amazing.” Ed Hooper tossed yet another file into the growing pile of paper surrounding his feet. “Simply amazing.”
Leaning back in his cheap swivel chair, he rubbed his eyes. After leaving the White House, he’d returned to his tiny Washington, D.C. apartment. He’d sat down at his desk, a sturdy piece of furniture he’d picked up at a yard sale. With gusto, he’d thrown himself into the giant mounds of paperwork documenting the sad history of the Columbus Project.
From every conceivable viewpoint, the Columbus Project had been a disaster of epic proportions. Over the course of eighteen months, approximately eighty billion dollars of financial support had been doled out to five hundred and twenty-four companies in the clean energy sector. Just two hundred and sixty-six companies, representing about half the total outlays, were still in business. And many of them were experiencing major financial difficulties.
Fifty-two companies, entrusted with eight billion dollars of taxpayer monies, had declared bankruptcy. By itself, that was a staggering figure. But the real problem was the remaining two hundred and six companies.
The fraudulent ones.
Hooper shook his head. The theft was brilliant, especially in its simplicity. Although he wasn’t a computer expert, he had a pretty good idea of how it had happened. Someone had built a back door into the Columbus Project database. That person had proceeded to create hundreds of fabricated documents including basic eligibility applications, due diligence assessments, negotiated term sheets with agreed-upon milestones, signed contracts, follow-up progress reports, and payment records. The documents were added to the database and kept hidden until preprogrammed dates and times. Then they became part of the official record.
Hooper picked up another file and quickly read through it. Submitted by FutureLights, a nonexistent company supposedly based out of California, it requested financial support to develop a more efficient solar panel.
At first glance, the proposal sounded perfectly reasonable. And most likely, it was perfectly reasonable. Hooper had crosschecked over a dozen fraudulent files with simple Internet searches. It turned out the more technical aspects had been directly lifted from real-life companies.
He tossed the file to the side. The theft was incredibly smart. But it had still required one very important ingredient.
Access.
The Columbus Project, for all of its faults, had been designed to minimize the risk of theft. The database was carefully monitored. Applications required multiple layers of checks and crosschecks before receiving approval. Milestones were tracked and tied directly to payments. In short, the system should’ve been above reproach.
The thief had beaten it by exploiting two loopholes. The first loophole had allowed the thief to insert fraudulent paperwork into the mix. The second loophole took advantage of informational deficiencies between those who analyzed the applications and those who approved them.
More specifically, the analysts prepared reports on their respective companies. The president’s cabinet read those reports. However, there was no actual interaction between the two groups. So, the analysts didn’t know fraudulent reports had been filed under their names and the cabinet didn’t know they were reading forged documentation.
The discrepancy had been discovered by accident. One of the secretaries met one of the analysts at a private function and made an offhand remark about a company supposedly recommended by the analyst. Confused, the analyst had checked the database. He was shocked to see his name on numerous documents for Batteroids, a supposed manufacturer of batteries for electric vehicles. He’d immediately called an old friend, the president’s senior advisor.
Hooper twisted around in his swivel chair. More reams of documents rested on the floor behind him, encircling his desk like tiny walls. He scooted his chair toward a particularly small pile and picked it up. It contained about two-dozen folders, stuffed with information about every single person with access to the database. The files were unmarked, but Hooper suspected one of Washington’s many secret agencies had a hand in creating them.
He flipped through the files. The analysts worked for the U.S. Department of Energy. They appeared to be environmental gurus to the core, active in animal rights groups and conservation agencies. Of course, billions of dollars had a way of tempting people from their ideals. Still, he didn’t consider them serious suspects. They were all loners, who joined groups to make change rather than meet friends. And by themselves, none of them exhibited the necessary computer skills to pull off such a fraud.
He moved on to the cabinet members. The first three files held little interest for him. But the fourth file, that of Secretary of Energy Barney Samuels, piqued his curiosity.
Hooper skimmed the file. Apparently, Barney’s wife, Patricia, was an executive of a small computer company based out of Washington, D.C. A dozen years ago, she’d been a person of interest in several computer-related crimes. The nature of the crimes intrigued him. Patricia Samuels hadn’t always been the corporate type.
Once upon a time, she’d been a hacker.

Chapter 21

“What the hell is this thing?” Graham asked.
“It …” Wind howled, drowning out Beverly’s response.
Twisting around, I pulled the panel shut. Swirling dirt particles fell to the metal floor. The wind diminished in volume.
Beverly switched on a flashlight. We stood inside a small passage, barely large enough for walking purposes. Bundles of wires and cables ran alongside the walls and ceiling.
I took a few breaths. The air felt heavy, aided by heat emanating from the metal walls.
I followed Beverly through the grit-covered passage. The lack of windows and cabin door indicated the plane hadn’t been carrying passengers. But I still had no clue what we’d find in the cabin. Machinery, maybe? Weapons? Something else?
We walked into the cabin. Indeed, it looked nothing like a typical airplane cabin. There were no chairs or even stowed cargo. Instead, a giant metallic cylinder occupied most of the space.
An odd gleam appeared in Beverly’s eyes. Kneeling down, she opened her shoulder bag. She pulled out her handheld mass spectrometer and studied it for a few seconds. Slowly, a frown crossed her face.
“What’s wrong?” Graham asked.
She pulled a small metallic container from her bag. It contained a mound of dark material. “This is soil from the excavation site,” she explained. “I gathered it while you guys were looking for survivors.”
I studied the soil. “It looks like ordinary dirt.”
She produced a lighter and flicked it. A small flame singed the air. She raised it to the container. Abruptly, the soil caught fire. The flame burned brightly for a few seconds before flickering to darkness.
My eyes widened. “The soil’s flammable?”
She nodded. “The soil samples show an unusual assortment of chemicals, including hydrogen sulfide. Obviously, hydrogen-sulfide is flammable.”
“And toxic,” Graham said thoughtfully. “It’s a broad-spectrum poison.”
“Yes, but Lila and the others didn’t die from toxicity,” Beverly said. “They suffocated because they couldn’t breathe. I think that’s because the air was literally stuffed with chemicals.”
I looked around. “So, all those chemicals came from this plane?”
Beverly shifted her beam to the cylinder. Then she lifted it, tracing pipes. They stretched to the ceiling before veering toward the rear of the aircraft. “Specifically, from the cylinder. Those pipes must lead to a dispersal system.”
I walked to the giant metal cylinder. Carefully, I studied it from all angles. “So, the plane wasn’t emitting contrails. It was emitting chemtrails.”
Graham gave me a puzzled look.
“Ordinary contrails consist of water vapor. But conspiracy theorists claim some contrails are actually stuffed with chemicals. Hence, chemtrails.” I frowned. “I guess they were right.”
“But why?” Graham asked. “Why would anyone do that?”
“I can think of two possibilities,” Beverly said. “First, it could’ve been an advanced form of crop dusting. You know, to make the soil more fertile. But honestly, I don’t see how these chemicals would do the trick. Plus, this is an extremely sophisticated plane. It would be a waste to deploy it as a mere crop duster.”
“What’s the second possibility?” I asked.
“It could’ve been an attack.”
“That makes sense,” Graham said slowly. “I’m pretty sure I saw chemtrails before the gunfire started. And an attack would explain why God’s Judges targeted the plane.”
“Perhaps. But we don’t know if the plane was targeting them.” She paused. “It could’ve been targeting us.”
An uneasy moment of silence filtered through the cabin. Anger boiled within me as I thought about Lila and all the other people who’d died as a result of the chemtrails.
My gaze turned in the direction of the cockpit. I didn’t know if the pilot had survived the crash. But if so, he needed to pay for his crimes.
“Why use chemicals?” Graham glanced around the plane. “Why not just equip this thing with guns and missiles?”
Beverly shrugged.
I furrowed my brow. “You said the soil contained hydrogen-sulfide, right?”
She nodded.
“That doesn’t make sense. Hydrogen-sulfide smells like rotten eggs. But I didn’t smell anything when the chemtrails reached us.”
“That’s true,” she replied. “But hydrogen sulfide is just one of many chemicals I found in the soil. Plus, I suspect at least some of the chemicals have been engineered.”
“How so?”
“I don’t have the equipment to perform rigorous tests. But according to my mass spec, each sample contains an assortment of chemicals. Hydrogen sulfide, ammonium, carbon dioxide, and sulfur dioxide, to name just a few. But they’re not ordinary chemicals. I’m picking up carbon cluster fingerprint signals for carbon nanotubes and carbon nanodots.” She exhaled. “In other words, the chemicals are actually engineered nanomaterials.”
“You don’t need nanomaterials to kill off a bunch of people,” Graham said. “Hell, you don’t need chemicals at all.”
Another moment of silence passed over the space. I began to think about the problem, consider it from all ends. Graham was right. There had to be another reason the plane had used nanomaterials.
But what?

Chapter 22

“Get some tools.” I crouched next to a second panel. It led to the cockpit and was bolted shut from the outside. “We need to talk to the pilot.”
“There’s no pilot, at least not the way you’re thinking about it.” Beverly paused. “And no cockpit either.”
I cocked my head. “This thing is a drone?”
She nodded. “It was probably developed as a long-range surveillance aircraft.”
Drone was the popular name for an unmanned aerial vehicle, or UAV. They were controlled by remote pilots and widely known for military usage. However, they were becoming increasingly common in areas like firefighting, policing, and geophysical surveying.
My fingers curled into fists. I wanted to punish whoever had killed Lila and the others. Unfortunately, that now seemed impossible. “How come you didn’t say anything before?”
“I had suspicions, but I wasn’t sure until we came in here.” She shrugged. “This model is new to me.”
Graham walked forward, toolbox in hand. “So, the pilot is somewhere else?”
Beverly nodded.
“Any chance he or she knows where to find this hunk of junk?”
“Unfortunately, yes. A very good chance.”
I exhaled. “How close is the pilot?”
“Who knows?” She shrugged. “This looks like a Tier III plane. In other words, it’s capable of high altitudes and long distances. The pilot could be almost anywhere on the globe.”
“Most likely, we’re dealing with the Israeli Air Force,” Graham said. “Still, the fuselage is unmarked. And I haven’t seen a single symbol or flag, government or otherwise.”
I looked at Beverly. “There’s got to be a way to locate the pilot.”
“Maybe.” Beverly’s gaze flitted to Graham. “Feel up to some computer work?”
He grinned. “Just show me to the vacuum tubes.”
She rolled her eyes. “This thing is basically a flying computer, complete with navigation data. Catch my drift?”
“Sure do.” Graham walked to the panel. Kneeling down, he began to loosen bolts and screws.
A few minutes later, he lowered his tools and yanked a latch. Metal groaned. A musty odor filled the cabin area.
Graham pulled a small electronic device out of his toolbox. Then he crawled through the panel. Clicks and soft dings rang out.
I glanced at Beverly. “I’m going to take a look outside.”
She arched an eyebrow. “I’m sure it’s still there.”
“Only one way to find out.”
Donning my goggles, I hiked into the passage. There was little I could do to protect the reliquary. But I still felt a need to keep an eye on it.
I opened the rear panel. The wind pushed back, matching my strength. Gritting my teeth, I shoved my shoulder into the metal plate. Slowly, it shifted open.
My eyes widened as I caught sight of the storm. The unanchored dirt billowed in the air, forming a veritable black blizzard. More dirt joined it by the second, helped along by powerful winds.
Squinting, I caught a hazy glimpse of the reliquary, still covered by the plastic sheets. A thick dust cloud surrounded the sheets. Crossing winds whipped at them, causing them to flap loudly.
Questions haunted me. What did the reliquary contain? Was it truly dangerous?
And who had sent the drone? Was that person targeting God’s Judges? Or trying to keep us from salvaging the reliquary?
“I’m done in here.” Graham’s voice drifted down the passage. “Where are you guys?”
I cleared my throat. “Over—”
“Quiet,” Beverly’s voice was soft, but fierce.
Twisting around, I saw her kneeling directly behind me. Graham’s binoculars were glued to her eyes.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
Her finger pointed into the distance. “We’ve got company.”

Chapter 23

“This is suicide.” Nick Mickles squinted. “I can’t see a thing with all this debris in the air.”
Grover Herman stared out the front window. Dirt flew everywhere, spinning in mesmerizing fashion. “We can’t stop,” he replied. “We have orders.”
“This is dumb. No one’s going to be traveling in this weather. We should just pull over, wait out the storm.”
“Jeremy will have our heads if we do that. You heard him. He said to secure the drone as quickly as possible.”
The SUV bumped over a small hill. Mickles gritted his teeth. “Screw him. I say we—”
“Hold on.” A large silhouette materialized out of the darkness. “I think that’s it.”
Mickles tapped the brake pedal. The vehicle rolled to a stop. For a moment, he stared at Nautilus. Then he twisted his neck to the right. “Looks like Pascal was right.”
“About what?”
“About that.”
Herman followed his gaze to a medium-duty commercial truck. It was parked in front of a sand pile, a short distance from the drone. Producing his satphone, he dialed a number. “We’re on site, sir. Nautilus is in decent shape, but it won’t fly again.” Herman paused. “And it looks like you were right about the salvage team. We’ve spotted at least one truck in the vicinity.”
After a short conversation, Herman hung up the phone.
“Well?” Mickles asked. “Are we killing them?”
“Not yet,” Herman replied. “Pascal wants them alive for questioning.”
Mickles chuckled. “Poor bastards.”
Cracking his door, Mickles climbed out of the truck. The sand was relentless, packing into his nose and scratching at his skin. Wind howled as it ripped across the arid land. Hunkering down, he soldiered forward.
The medium-duty truck came into view. It had slammed headfirst into a wall of sand, which had been thrown up by the crashed plane. Mickles studied the rectangular-shaped object on the flatbed. Then he turned toward the cab. Most likely, the salvage team had been injured in the accident. Securing them would be a simple matter.
He flashed hand signals at Herman. Herman nodded and began skulking along the truck’s passenger side.
Moving cautiously, Mickles approached the driver’s side door. Stopping next to it, he tried to peer through the window. But dirt caked its uneven surface, obscuring his view.
He glanced behind the cab, catching Herman’s eye. Lifting a hand, he counted down from three. Then he grabbed the latch and opened the door. At the same time, Herman opened the passenger side door.
Mickles aimed his knife into the truck. His brow furrowed. A distinct sense of uneasiness crept over him.
The truck was empty.

Chapter 24

The wireless revolution had made everything, including home burglary, easier and more efficient.
Ed Hooper parked his car next to the cobblestone walkway. Glancing outside, he took in the massive stone residence. It was an elegant three-story structure, located on two acres of high hill property. The house, purchased by Barney and Patricia Samuels just three years earlier, was situated in the middle of Spring Valley, considered by many to be Washington, D.C.’s most affluent neighborhood.
Popping his door open, Hooper stepped outside. He had it on good authority that the Samuelses were out for the evening. That gave him plenty of time to do what needed to be done.
The lawn was manicured and bright green, with nary a patch of dirt to be seen. Lush greenery, the kind available only to those willing to pay for it, surrounded the house on all sides.
Glancing over both shoulders, he was pleased to find he couldn’t see the surrounding properties. Like many of Spring Valley’s super-wealthy, the Samuelses had found a way to live in a country setting, smack in the middle of a heavily urban environment. And the price for such a slice of paradise?
A mere seven million dollars.
He strode fearlessly to the front door, chuckling at the many signs for Swabnet Security that dotted the otherwise-unblemished lawn. Swabnet, like pretty much all residential wireless alarm systems, utilized radio frequency signals. If someone happened to open a tagged door or window, a silent signal was deployed to Swabnet, which proceeded to contact the occupants as well as the local police. It was simple to understand.
And even simpler to defeat.
He stopped outside the front door. These days, everything was wireless. Homeowners had even taken to arming and disarming security systems via remotes and smartphone apps. This made it easy for him to capture system passwords.
Alternatively, he could use his radio to perform a replay attack. Then he could just enter the house during one of the many subsequent false alarms. But on this particular evening, he was feeling rushed. He didn’t have time to wait for the Samuelses to issue remote commands. And false alarms, although almost always ignored, would certainly raise a tiny bit of suspicion.
So, he kept it simple, utilizing his radio to jam the intra-home communications as he picked the lock. As expected, Swabnet’s system retorted with anti-jamming counter measures, designed to issue an audible alarm while simultaneously triggering a separate transmission to the security firm. But Hooper easily defeated the countermeasures.
In less than a minute, he’d entered the foyer. Closing the door behind him, he turned on his flashlight. The foyer was larger than his entire apartment and better decorated too. A tall, arched corridor stood directly in front of him. A curving staircase rested to the left of the corridor. On either side of him, separate hallways connected the foyer to other rooms.
He turned his gaze to a small sitting area situated across from the staircase. It was styled in rustic fashion and contained an assortment of chairs and sofas, which appeared to have been made from recycled plastics. Burlap sacks covered the cushions. Two hardwood end tables, topped with LED lamps, were positioned amongst the seats.
Hooper stared at a giant impressionist painting located behind a sectional sofa. It depicted the Samuels’ residence in all of its glory. Once upon a time, he would’ve been jealous of their wealth and possessions. Rich people, by and large, just seemed so happy. But he’d learned that this happiness was, more often than not, a facade. Rich people, like everyone else, faced insecurities, doubts, and fears.
Hooper went to work, crisscrossing the house. He searched the library, the dining room, the sunroom, the living room, the covered porch, the powder room, and everywhere else. Each room was substantial in size and covered by vaulted ceilings.
As he passed through the residence, he noticed an abundance of ultra-modern green technology. Touch screens controlled LED lighting, air systems, and automated blinds. He even saw remote-controlled toilets, outfitted with heated seats and music players.
It was truly a magnificent residence and as far as he could tell, about as eco-friendly as current technology allowed. Seeing it made him doubt his initial theory. The Samuelses weren’t just rich. They were filthy rich. They certainly didn’t need to steal billions of dollars. And even if they had wanted more money, he doubted they’d rob a clean energy fund to get it.
But he kept going, moving from room to room, searching everything and leaving tiny transmitters in his wake. They were invisible to the naked eye and would easily escape detection.
Shortly, the Samuelses would be hosting a fundraiser in their home. His plan was to visit the residence and question them about the Columbus Project. He’d catch them off guard and raise their anxiety levels. Then he’d go outside and listen to every word they said. If they were behind the theft, he’d know it soon enough.
After clearing the top three floors, Hooper headed to the basement. He passed through a recreational room, filled with vintage arcade video games.
Cracking a door, he entered an office. It was as stylish as the rest of the home and just as eco-friendly. Although many environmentalists looked down their noses at technology, considering it the enemy of nature, the Samuelses appeared to hold a decidedly different viewpoint. They’d used technology as an asset, allowing them to build a better home and perhaps, a better tomorrow.
He conducted a cursory search. So far, he’d found nothing of interest, not even a single mention of the Columbus Project. And nothing in the office changed that fact.
As he turned to leave, he saw a single framed photograph mounted on the far wall. Something about it piqued his interest.
Hooper studied the grainy picture. It depicted ten individuals, dressed in outdoorsy clothes and posing in front of a campground. A caption under the photo read, The Separative.
Much younger versions of Patricia and Barney Samuels knelt in the foreground, their arms around each other, smiling like they didn’t have a care in the world. But it was the other individuals that caught his attention. Four of them were easily identifiable.
Kate Roost. George Kaiser. Janet Baker. Bert Bane.
Otherwise known as the respective secretaries for the Department of the Interior, the Department of Transportation, the Department of Agriculture, and the Department of Defense. In other words, he was looking at an old photo of five high-ranking bureaucrats before they’d joined President Walters’ administration. All five of them had helped control the Columbus Project’s purse strings. Some would’ve considered it a coincidence, albeit an epic one. But not Hooper.
He didn’t believe in coincidence.

Chapter 25

Guilt swirled within me as I slipped outside the aircraft.
You made a mistake.
By focusing on the reliquary, I’d allowed others to draw close to us. Now, our options were limited.
Let it go.
Silently, I dropped to the dirt. Two men were positioned on either side of our truck. They appeared to be searching the interior.
Extending a hand toward the aircraft, I helped Graham to the ground. Beverly followed suit, closing the panel behind her. Then we retreated to a small hill and circled around for a better view.
“No uniforms,” Beverly observed. “But they move like soldiers.”
Graham frowned. “Who are they?”
“I doubt they’re locals. Few people still live in this area.” She looked thoughtful. “Most likely, it’s a mop-up team. They probably work for the same people who sent the drone this way.”
My jaw hardened. “So, they know who killed Lila?”
“Most likely, yes.”
One man retreated to his vehicle. The other one crouched down and approached the plane. “I’ll take care of him.” I glanced at Beverly. “Can you get the other one?”
She looked doubtful. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
I nodded.
She spun to the side. Then she took off across the landscape.
Jumping to my feet, I headed down the hill. Dirt churned in my wake, flying into the sky to join the dust storm.
The man turned around. An astonished look appeared on his face.
I groaned inwardly. I’d hoped to sneak up on the man. To capture him without a fight. But as he twisted a knife in my direction, I knew that was no longer an option.
I slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. He tucked into a roll and sprang to his feet. Then he charged me.
Bending my knees, I leapt to the side, hoping to dodge his attack. But the man reacted quickly, swinging a thundering punch in my direction.
His fist struck my torso. I fell to the ground. Before I could regain my footing, a heavy knee pressed down on me, pinning me to the dirt. A calloused hand grasped my neck. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his second hand.
It still clutched the knife.
The man pressed the blade against my throat. “Keep still,” he said. “There’s no need to die.”
“I agree.” I flung a fistful of dirt into the wind. Particles soared into the man’s eyes. He recoiled. His knife jerked away from me.
I leapt to my feet. Blindly, the man swung his knife in an arc. The blade nicked my arm. I grimaced as thousands of dirt particles swarmed the wound.
I charged him. He aimed another swipe at me. But I grabbed his knife hand as I crashed into him. He hit the ground and I landed on top of him. He groaned softly. Blood gushed out of his torso, a few inches beneath his heart.
As I rolled off of him, he pulled the blade out of his chest. He stared at it for a moment.
Then he fell limp.
Sweat beaded up on my forehead as I checked the man’s pulse. He was dead, impaled by his own blade.
I took a deep breath. I hated death, especially when I was the cause of it. Sure, he’d pulled a knife on me. But that didn’t make me feel much better.
I steeled my emotions. As I searched his pockets, faint crunching noises sounded out. Reaching for my machete, I spun around. Then I relaxed. “This one’s dead.” I wiped off my goggles. “Did you get the other one?”
“He came at me with a gun,” Beverly replied. “I had to put him down.”
I ran a hand through my hair, shaking a pound of dirt out of it. Then I glanced at the corpse. “I searched his pockets. They’re empty.”
“Same with my guy. And there’s nothing traceable in the SUV either.”
My gaze shifted to their vehicle. “So, we still don’t know who sent the drone.”
“No. But at least we’ve got its navigation data.” She paused. “I say we take the SUV. The sooner we get out of this place, the better.”
Something flashed in the distance, capturing my attention. “What’s that look like to you?” I asked with a nod at the horizon.
She spun around. Her body stiffened. “They’re—”
“Headlights.” Graham picked his way across the loose soil. “Plenty of them. These guys must’ve been scouts, sent ahead to secure the plane.”
Beverly looked at me. “We should go.”
I glanced at our truck. “Not without the reliquary.”
“We can’t fight all those people.”
“She’s right,” Graham said. “If we stick around, we’re as good as dead. Especially after they see what happened to their friends.”
I was acutely aware of my earlier statements. And I still believed them, albeit for private reasons. The reliquary, rich in history, was worth more than my life. Maybe more than all of our lives.
The stiff wind blew Beverly’s hair across her face. Swiftly, she tied it behind her head. “So, what are we doing?” she asked. “Fighting? Or running?”
Fight or flight? It was an age-old question, one with no good answer. If we fought, we’d face a large, presumably well-armed force. We could hold them off, but only for a little while. If we fled, that same force would find the bodies and chase after us. Either way, we’d end up dead.
Try as I might, I couldn’t see a way to save the reliquary. Our only option was to survive, to give ourselves a chance to get it later.
“I’ve got an idea.” I inhaled deeply. “We can’t fight or run. But we can do something else.”
“What’s that?” Beverly asked.
“We can die.”

Chapter 26

Come on, damn it.
With all my strength, I pulled the SUV’s driver side door. Dry wind sucked at my oxygen as I forced it ajar.
“They’re almost here,” Graham whispered. Although I recognized his voice, I could barely see him through the thick veil of dirt.
The key was in the ignition. I turned it and the SUV came to life. Then I shifted my gaze to the dashboard. “The gas tank is less than a quarter full.”
“Is that enough?”
“It’ll do the trick.” I turned the key, cutting the engine. “Less liquid means more fumes. See if you can find the jumper cables.”
I stepped away from the SUV. Graham caught the door. As he climbed partway into the cab, I tried hard not to look at the reliquary. Like it or not, I was going to be parting with it in a matter of minutes.
I forced myself to look at the man I’d killed. His bloodstained shirt contrasted sharply with the dark ground. Kneeling down, I yanked the garment off his corpse.
Beverly, hunched over, appeared. She walked backward toward me, dragging the second corpse behind her.
Shifting my gaze, I looked across the landscape. Seven sets of headlights swept toward us, moving in a zigzag search pattern. Although the dust storm shielded the plane, I knew it wouldn’t be long before they spotted it. “Take off his shirt,” I said. “I’ll be back in a second.”
I ran to a small patch of dead vegetation. Removing my machete, I cut off some sturdy twigs. As I raced back to the SUV, I saw Graham extracting cables from the cab.
I took his place at the driver’s side door. Then I used my machete to cut a hole in the seat. After removing some soft foamy material, I pressed a lever beneath the steering wheel. The hood released with a small pop.
“I’ve got the cables.” Graham hustled toward me. “What now?”
“Follow me.” I took a step back and strong winds blew the door shut. I rushed to the hood and unlatched it. Then I passed the shirt to Graham and took the cables. “Twist this up and dip it in the gas tank. You don’t need to soak it. I just need a few drops.”
As he hustled away, I connected the jumper cables to the SUV’s battery. Then I dropped the free ends and hurried to the first man’s corpse.
“I got it.” Beverly held up the second man’s shirt.
“Put it in the gas tank,” I said. “Let it stick out a couple of inches. But first, help me get these bodies into the truck. Not all the way though. We need to keep the doors ajar.”
Bending over, I grabbed the first man by his armpits. Despite the dry heat, his skin felt cold and clammy. Swiftly, I dragged the corpse toward the SUV. The sand attacked me along the way. It didn’t matter which way I turned my face. The flying dirt was everywhere.
I glanced over my shoulder. Grit sailed into my visage. Only my goggles kept it from entering my eyes. Blinking, I noted the SUV’s position. Then I lugged the corpse to the door. Graham yanked it open and stepped out of the way.
I pushed the corpse onto the front seat. Leaning over it, I turned the ignition and the engine fired to life.
Graham released the door. It blew inward, thumping against the corpse’s legs. “I’ve got the gas.” He held up the bloody shirt.
“Wrap that around these.” I passed the bundle of twigs to him. “Shape it into a torch.”
I ran around the vehicle and helped Beverly load the other corpse into the passenger seat. Then I darted to the hood. After grabbing the free ends of the jumper cables, I hurried to the gas tank and watched as Beverly snaked the second shirt inside of it.
“The lights,” she said quietly. “They’ve stopped moving.”
Ice crept down my spine as I looked at the headlights. They peered through the dark winds from about fifty yards away.
Abruptly, they blinked off.
I glanced at the reliquary. My gaze lingered for a moment. Then I placed the foamy material on the ground, using my boot to keep it in place. I touched the jumper cables to the material. A small spark appeared.
Dropping the cables, I covered the spark with my hands. Gently, I blew on it, giving it life. The foam started to burn.
“Light your torch,” I told Graham. “And make it fast. This fire won’t last long.”
He touched the torch to the foam. The cloth burst into flames.
“Get up the hill.” I grabbed the torch from him. “And pray this works.”

Chapter 27

Jeremy Pascal frowned as his car slowed to a crawl. Fifty yards away, he saw dim lights. They blinked on and off at irregular intervals. He assumed the lights belonged to the reconnaissance vehicle. But why were they blinking like that? Was the car’s battery failing? Or was the blowing dirt sporadically blocking the beams?
“Park here,” he muttered softly.
The driver pressed the brakes. The car ground to a halt and Pascal lifted his binoculars. Staring through the windshield, he thought he saw several shadows scurrying about the area. But the dust storm made it impossible to be certain.
“Can you see anyone?” Pascal squinted into the lenses.
“Nope.” The driver turned off the ignition. “Want me to try calling them again?”
“Don’t bother. The storm is probably blocking satellite reception. Anyway Herman and Mickles are good at what they do. I’m sure they’ve got everything under control.”
Pascal’s massive hand unlatched the door and shoved it open. The wind threatened to slam it shut, but his arm held firm. Wrapping a scarf around his face, he stepped outside and quietly closed the door. He was reasonably certain Herman and Mickles had already captured the salvage team. But he’d learned long ago never to take any situation for granted.
Two large box trucks and four SUVs pulled to a halt. Their lights darkened. Their engines fell silent. Numerous men emerged from the vehicles.
Pointing his fingers, Pascal signaled a flanking maneuver. His men pulled out guns and divided into two groups.
Crouching down, he led one of the groups to the northwest. He stayed low and maintained an easy pace, avoiding any sudden movements.
An uneasy feeling started to nag at Pascal. He wasn’t all that surprised that Herman and Mickles hadn’t picked up his calls. What really bothered him was the lack of flares. His team knew better than to hunker down and invite suspicion. They should’ve been out in the open, giving signals.
Soft crackling echoed across the soil. Puzzled, he froze in place.
The ground rumbled. An earsplitting boom struck the night sky, drowning out the brutal air currents. The blinking headlights disappeared, replaced by a giant fireball.
Shielding his eyes, Pascal stared at the fire. “What the hell?”
Adopting a moderate pace, he strode forward. Mid-sized flames licked the dark sky, sucking at the oxygen. Large chunks of metal and plastic lay near the mangled wreckage.
He scanned the area for Mickles and Herman. Seeing no one, he circled to the side. Something sharp stung his face. His hand flew to his cheek and came away bloody. Grunting in frustration, he backed up a few steps. The explosion had sent smaller pieces of glass and metal airborne, adding a new element of danger to the dust storm.
Kneeling in the dirt, he studied the wreckage from a safe distance. The force of the explosion had caused a small hill of dirt to collapse. It partially covered the SUV’s metal remains. Several fires raged inside the vehicle, crackling loudly.
Farther to the north, he noticed a medium-duty truck, half buried under a mound of dirt. He figured it belonged to the salvage team.
Peering through his binoculars, he noticed the truck’s front left tire was flat. A large piece of cargo, shaped like a box, was lashed securely to the flatbed. He was pleased to see the explosion hadn’t damaged it.
He waited for the wind to die down. Then he inched forward. Something crunched under his boot. It felt hard, yet soft. Glancing down, he noticed a bloody, dirt-covered object.
It was part of a hand.
Looking around, he saw other bits of flesh lying on the ground. Quickly, he put the pieces together. Mickles and Herman must’ve confronted Reed’s salvage team. A fight had raged between the two sides, largely drowned out by the heavy wind.
During the battle, someone had accidentally shot the gas tank. The fuel had ignited. The truck had exploded. Everyone, from the looks of it, had died.
Pascal strode forward, ignoring the spinning glass shards as they carved thin lines across his body. Upon reaching the SUV, he saw part of a charred corpse lying on the ground, smeared with blood and dirt.
Using his boot, he nudged the body, turning it over. The face had melted away, but Pascal recognized enough to know it was Mickles.
Pascal swung his long knife over his head. The blade slammed into the melted roof and cut through it easily. His throat opened.
And he shouted a primal scream.

Chapter 28

“Mr. President.” The unwelcome voice was loud and grating. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”
President Walters’ blood boiled. Hank Gar was an old colleague from his days in the Senate. They’d been at each other’s throats from the beginning, taking opposite sides on every major political issue. The president didn’t mind opinions that differed from his own. After all, that was the nature of politics. But he didn’t like snakes.
And Senator Gar was a snake.
The senator had achieved his position through ruthless means, engaging in fear mongering, false rumors, and lies. After joining the Senate, he’d only gotten worse. It was widely suspected among Washington insiders that Gar participated in all sorts of questionable activities. But reporters, who appreciated his boisterous personality and colorful sound bites, generally gave him a pass.
“How are you, Hank?” The president offered his hand. “And how’s Lizzie?”
Senator Gar strolled forward. He was a political cartoonist’s dream come true. A thick, bulbous head rested comically on his short, stocky frame. He’d combed his wispy white hair backward, in a vain attempt to obscure a small balding patch on his crown. His exaggerated facial features consisted of bulging eyes, a skinny nose, floppy ears, and a big, round mouth.
The senator pressed President Walters’ hand. “I’m fine, Mr. President. And Lizzie’s well, too. She’s a busy woman, juggling all those nonprofits of hers.”
“I bet.” The president studied the senator’s appearance, noting the man wore an expensive black suit, a white collared shirt, and a red power tie. Clearly, he had something important to discuss. “What can I do for you?”
“I don’t want to waste your time, so I’ll cut to the chase. Recently, my staff came across some disturbing information. It seems some taxpayer dollars have gone missing.”
The president’s heart iced over. “Oh?”
“They were taken from the Columbus Project.”
“Let me explain—”
“I’m sorry, Mr. President. But I can’t just gloss over this. Your administration has lost hard-earned American money.” Senator Gar cocked his head. “Unless, of course, you took it for yourself.”
The president steeled his backbone. “How dare you.”
Senator Gar shrugged. “Regardless, someone took it.”
“So, is that why you’re here? To give me a heads-up before the press conference?”
“Who said anything about a press conference?”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’ll level with you,” Senator Gar continued. “America doesn’t need another scandal, especially of this magnitude. Polls show the public’s faith in the presidency is already at an all-time low. The last thing I want to do is add fuel to the fire.”
The president frowned.
“Face it. This scandal will destroy you, now and in the history books. You’ll be remembered as the most crooked leader in our nation’s history. But I can give you a way out.”
“Is that so?”
The senator nodded. “All I want is a little favor.”
“What kind of favor?”
“Your endorsement.” Senator Gar smiled. “I’m running for president in the next election. And you’ll be supporting my candidacy.”

Chapter 29

The cottage house, although tiny, promised big things. Ed Hooper’s eyes shifted across it, taking in the peeling siding, the filthy windows, and the lopsided roof. The paint, once a vibrant red, had dulled to crimson. Modest was too kind a word to describe the dwelling.
It was a dump.
Opening his car door, he stepped outside. The evening air reeked of urine and garbage. Twisting his neck, he took in the other nearby single-family homes. He stood in the middle of Washington Highlands, one of Washington D.C.’s poorest and most dangerous neighborhoods. It was a far cry from Spring Valley. And yet, a small connection existed between the two worlds.
After leaving the Samuels’ residence, he’d taken a few minutes to search the Internet for information on the various people depicted in the old photograph. Since they were all part of the same administration, he’d initially received millions of hits. But when he’d added the search term, Separative, the hits had diminished to just a handful. One of those hits led him to a three-year old article from the Washington Chronicle. It was entitled, “The Separative Takes Over the World.” The article was archived, so he’d been forced to purchase it. But it had been well worth the cost. In fact, it had been so helpful he’d decided to seek out the author herself for a little extra information.
Hooper trudged up a dilapidated staircase and rapped on the door. Footsteps pitter-pattered toward him. A deadbolt shifted. The door inched open. “May I help you?” a woman asked with perfect enunciation.
She was short and middle-aged. Her eyes were laser bright. Her hair was poofed up and pushed backward, drawing attention to her high forehead. She wore a black sweater and black pants. Her quiet, confident demeanor hinted at a high degree of intelligence.
Hooper smiled. “Are you Ms. Zora Zubin?”
“That depends. Who are you?”
“Ed Hooper.” He showed his credentials. “I need to ask you a few questions.”
“Secret Service?” Her face twisted in suspicion. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“We should talk inside.” Hooper tried to walk through the doorway. But Zora stood her ground. With a shrug, he backed up a few inches. He wasn’t particularly surprised. Most reporters knew better than to let authority figures into their homes without a warrant. “Or we can talk here.”
Zora stepped outside and closed the door behind her. “I don’t know what this is about, but you’ve got the wrong person. I don’t care for President Walters, but I’d never try to hurt him.”
“I’m not here about the president. I’m here about an article you wrote three years ago for the Washington Chronicle.”
The corners of her mouth twitched. “You’ll have to do better than that. Three years is a lifetime in my business.”
“It was called, ‘The Separative Takes Over the World.’” He brought up the article on his smartphone and passed it to her.
“Oh, yes.” She fished a pack of cigarettes out of her back pocket. “Mind if I smoke?”
“Not at all.” Hooper tilted his head. “How long have you been a smoker?”
“Ever since I came to this godforsaken city.” She slid a cigarette between her lips and lit it. “So, why do you care about my article?”
“It might have something to do with a case I’m working on.” Hooper gave her a reassuring smile. “So, why’d you write it?”
“Because it was — is — an amazing story. Five members of the cabinet are longtime friends? And they used to meet together, in secret, to discuss intellectual matters? That’s the stuff Pulitzers are made of.”
“Then how come you never published any follow-up pieces?”
“Ask my editor.”
Hooper arched an eyebrow.
“That first story was going to be part of a series,” she said. “But shortly after it appeared, my editor killed the whole thing. He claimed it was due to lack of interest.”
“You don’t believe that?”
“I’ve been in this town long enough to know when pressure is being applied.”
Hooper nodded. “Okay. Well, how’d you first learn about the Separative?”
She blew out a ring of smoke. “Through Simona Wolcott. She was their ringleader. I met her years ago, right here in D.C. We became good friends. Every Sunday night, she hosted informal gatherings in her parlor. They weren’t very large, just ten people in total. But what they lacked in numbers, they made up for in intellectual heft. They’d debate philosophy, literature, mathematics, politics, and pretty much anything else into the wee hours of the night. They called themselves the Separative.”
“Do you know why?” Hooper asked.
“It was an inside joke. You see, they considered themselves collectivists.”
“Ahh, I see. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.”
“Something like that.” She paused to blow out another ring of smoke. “Anyway it sounded interesting so I begged her to let me sit in on a meeting. Boy, was that a long night.”
“It was boring?”
“Try humiliating. It was like playing a game of chess with a Grand Master. One moment you think you’re winning, the next moment you realize you’ve been set up for checkmate since the first move.”
“Were they all that smart?”
Exhaling another puff, she stared off into space. “Oh, yeah. But Simona? She was in a league of her own.”
Hooper consulted his notes. “Your article mentioned ten members, but only discussed those with cabinet positions. Who else was in the Separative?”
“I’ll have to get out my old notebooks. Wait here.” She tossed the butt onto her porch and stamped it out with her shoe. Then she walked into her house. Ten minutes later, she reemerged, clutching a couple of spiral notebooks.
Flipping through the books, she recited some basic information. Hooper scribbled down names and titles. Before long, he’d compiled a complete roster of the Separative.
George Kaiser: Secretary of Transportation, U.S. Government
Kate Roost: Secretary of the Interior, U.S. Government
Barney Samuels: Secretary of Energy, U.S. Government
Patricia Samuels: Co-founder, Chairman, and CEO, Fizzter Computers
Janet Baker: Secretary of Agriculture, U.S. Government
Bert Bane: Secretary of Defense, U.S. Government
Mary Jordan: Executive Director, Forestry Club
Carly Nadas: Executive Director, PlanetSavers
John Tipper: Executive Director, United Nations Environment Programme
Simona Wolcott:??

Hooper’s brain worked in overdrive. Some of the world’s most prominent people had refined their philosophies within the Separative. “It’s like a Who’s Who of bureaucrats and environmentalists.”
“I know, right? That’s why I wrote my article.”
Hooper checked his notes. “What about Simona? Where did she work?”
“She worked as an independent consultant. But she was more than that. I’m not lying when I say she was the smartest person I’ve ever known. Even then I knew she possessed the type of mind that only comes along every few centuries.”
Hooper sensed something in her voice. “It sounds like you were more than friends.”
“Just for a while.” She bit her lip. “I fell hard for her. Really, really hard. But she might as well have been on a different plane of existence. She was so full of passion, but she just couldn’t transfer it to her personal life. She truly lived for her work.”
“What can you tell me about her work?”
“Her expertise lay in geocybernetics. In other words, she studied the relationship between people and nature. She also loved to model incredibly complex systems. In fact, she spent several years trying to model humanity as a self-stabilizing cybernetic system.”
“People as nodes in a network?” Hooper shuddered. “That’s a pretty depressing view of the world.”
“And unrealistic too, as it turns out. Before we met, she’d tried to build a comprehensive model of a small community. She gathered tons of data. Then she attempted to put it together, to model connections between the pieces. Her goal was to establish predictive power. But her model just wouldn’t reflect reality. So, she gathered more data. And oddly enough, the model became even more screwed up. Eventually, she was forced to abandon the project.” Zora smiled wistfully. “Of course, she never admitted it was a failure. She just said she lacked the computing power to make it work.”
Hooper glanced at his notebook. Simona’s background was interesting, but not particularly useful. Still, the conversation had proven helpful to his cause.
He was beginning to suspect the Separative wasn’t just some defunct social club. It was a living, breathing organization. Its members had risen in the ranks and now occupied some of the world’s most powerful positions. With Patricia Samuels handling the computer end of things, it seemed possible they’d used their newfound authority to siphon massive amounts of money away from the Columbus Project.
But to what end?
Thirty-two billion dollars had vanished over the last eighteen months. What could they possibly do with that much money? It boggled Hooper’s mind just to think about it.
Hooper decided to move on to the other members. But first, he had one more question to ask. “Do you still keep in touch with Simona?” he asked. “Maybe you have an address or a phone number?”
“It wouldn’t matter if I did.”
“Why not?”
Zora’s face crumbled. “I don’t know what happened to her.”
“She disappeared?”
Zora nodded.
“When?”
“About eighteen months ago.”

Chapter 30

Disbelief welled within me as I watched a group of armed personnel direct our vehicle, reliquary and all, toward a large box truck.
What the hell?
My plan had been relatively straightforward. Fake our deaths. Hide. Watch the arriving forces from a safe distance. Wait for them to leave and for the storm to pass. Fix the flat tire. Drive the reliquary to Jerusalem. But now, I saw the fatal flaw in my plan.
Where are they taking it?
Leaning over the dune, I adjusted my goggles. After staging the explosion, we’d slipped away from the area. We’d taken cover and proceeded to watch as the newcomers swarmed the scene. We’d held our collective breath. Fortunately, our charade seemed to have fooled them.
The dirt shifted beneath my fingertips as I studied the barren land. Over the last four hours, a remarkable change had taken place. The small inferno engulfing the SUV had been extinguished. Jagged car parts and grisly chunks of flesh had been carefully gathered and stowed in plastic boxes. Meanwhile, workers had dug our vehicle out of the dirt and fixed its flat tire. Now, they were in the process of loading it into the first box truck. But the drone, well, that was the most incredible change of all.
In record time, a group of workers had dismantled the aircraft. They’d gathered the parts and stored them in the second box truck. Now, all that was left were some sections of the fuselage as well as the giant cylinder.
“I don’t get it,” Graham whispered. “Why are they taking our truck?”
“Because they’re cleaning the scene.” Beverly took a deep breath. “Also, they might’ve been after the reliquary all along.”
My fingers tightened around the dirt as I recalled the hollow look in Lila’s eyes when she’d first seen the drone. She’d been petrified of it as well as of a mysterious woman who controlled it.
My fingers tightened a bit more as I remembered her fears about the reliquary and about a woman being after it. Presumably, it was the same woman who controlled the drone.
Had Lila been right all along? Was the reliquary truly dangerous? Had the drone been sent to kill us with its strange chemtrails? Was the reliquary the real target? If so, why?
The dust storm continued to rage, albeit at a reduced level. I shifted my gaze to a short, dark-skinned man. He was clearly in charge of the workers. Despite the flying dirt, I got a good look at his face. He looked to be of Polynesian descent.
The man walked to the first box truck. Waving his hands, he directed his workers to cover the reliquary with additional padding and chains. Then one of the workers carefully backed our truck up a ramp and into the cargo area. Other workers clambered into the box truck. They spent a few minutes securing the vehicle. Then they stowed the exterior ramp.
A sense of dread filled my chest as the box truck’s rear door slid shut. The workers secured the latch and moved toward the giant cylinder.
Why didn’t I listen to her?
“Pagan,” Graham whispered.
I kept my gaze locked on the Polynesian man, memorizing his features. “What?”
“I’m reading lips,” he replied. “The workers keep saying Pagan. I think it’s their destination.”
“I’ve never heard of it.”
“Me neither.”
The workers took the cylinder to the second box truck. They treated it gingerly and with great respect. A short while later, they gathered up the remaining fuselage pieces. The Polynesian man performed a quick check of the area. Then the workers piled into their vehicles, fired their engines to life, and drove off, heading across the desolate farmland.
Feeling numb, I followed the first box truck as it bounced along the uneven ground, taking the ancient stone box with it. Where were they taking the reliquary? Would I ever see it again?
A small part of me wanted to accept defeat. To forget the reliquary and hope for the best. To move onto other salvage jobs, other artifacts.
Guilt and doubt plagued the other part of me. I had personal reasons for wanting to recover the reliquary. In addition, I’d allowed it to fall into questionable hands. What if it truly was dangerous? What if the mysterious woman hurt people with it? What if she hurt lots of people?
Graham exhaled. “They’re gone.”
Twisting her neck, Beverly studied the terrain. “The road’s back there,” she said. “I say we hike back to the dig site. Hopefully, Lila’s pick-up truck is still there.”
“Then what?” I asked.
She gave me a curious look.
I peered across the dust-choked land. I saw dirt, rocks, and dead vegetation. “Those people killed Lila. God’s Judges too.”
“I’ve got contacts in the Israeli Army. Maybe they can help us.”
“Yeah, right.” I shook my head. “Their hands are full with the drought, the riots. How much time are they really going to devote to this?”
She didn’t reply.
“And what about the reliquary?” I added. “Are we just supposed to forget about that?”
Beverly hoisted her bag over her shoulder. “We can try.”
My jaw hardened.
I’d never really known my father. He’d passed away when I was still a boy. But a few weeks ago, I’d learned something new about him.
Something that changed everything.
The information had reset my priorities. I’d made a renewed commitment to protect artifacts, to protect the past. Maybe the reliquary was lethal. Maybe not. Regardless, I felt an intense need to rescue it, to keep it safe for future generations.
Graham looked at me, looked deep into my eyes as if he could see all the way to my soul. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “And you can forget it. Did you even see those guys? It’s like a small army. We’re way out of our league.”
“You’ve got the drone’s navigation data, right?”
He nodded.
Long ago, my dad had upset the scales of progress vs. preservation. There was no changing the past, no undoing what he’d done. All I could do was try to balance the scales, to save enough of the past to make up for the history he’d destroyed.
“We couldn’t protect the reliquary.” Rising to my feet, I stared into the distance, straining to catch one last glimpse of the box truck. “But we can get it back.”

Chapter 31

A strange substance swirled in the gigantic twin reservoirs. But it wasn’t just any substance.
It was CN-46.
“This is it,” Simona Wolcott said as she stepped outside the private elevator car. “This is the beating heart of Eco-Trek.”
Alan Briggs walked into the underground room. He turned in a half-circle, taking in the space. “It’s enormous,” he said in a slightly cowed tone.
Simona had managed to dodge Briggs for a few days. But Briggs had grown increasingly hostile, even going so far as to threaten to call his employer. So, she’d finally acquiesced to the man’s demands.
But only for now.
“Why don’t you look around?” Simona pointed to the far side of the room. “The production facilities are back there. You can peek through the windows, but please don’t enter the actual space. My technicians work hard to limit outside contaminants.”
As Briggs wandered off, Simona fixed her gaze upon the twin reservoirs that dominated the room. Each container was made of three-inch thick bulletproof glass and boasted a diameter of fifteen feet. They rose twenty-five feet into the air. High above, sturdy pipes shot out of the reservoirs and disappeared into the concrete ceiling.
She strode toward the nearest tank. Her eyes moved up and down, examining every inch of the smoothly polished glass. Her plans had changed over the years. They’d been refined and perfected. But the storage tanks had remained largely consistent with her original design. Their presence made her swell with pride. They were things of beauty, marvels of her ingenuity.
But at the end of the day, they were still just storage tanks. It was the substance inside them that mattered most of all.
A woman coughed. “Takes your breath away, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, it does.” Looking around, Simona saw Briggs had wandered out of hearing range. “What’s our status?”
Dr. Mychelle Besson lowered her voice. “We completed the Miasma compound sixteen hours ago. Despite a much smaller footprint, it mimics the extracted samples perfectly. I’ve moved it into the testing phase. Early results are in-line with expectations.”
“Excellent. By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you something. How close did we get with CN-46?”
“Not very close at all, actually. The extracted samples contain chemicals we hadn’t anticipated. Some weren’t even on our radar. The formulation is different, too. I could go on and on. Suffice it to say, the samples — and Miasma, of course — differ wildly from CN-46.”
“I guess that’s why CN-46 didn’t work.” Simona arched an eyebrow. “How much time do you need to complete testing?”
“Twenty-four hours.”
“That’s all?”
“Ideally, we’d monitor the test subjects for a six month period. But it’s hardly necessary. Our equipment gives us incredible insight into the changes taking place within the subjects. From there, it’s a simple matter of modeling and extrapolation.” She shrugged. “Once testing is complete, we’ll move into production. Of course, distribution is a whole other matter.”
“Let me worry about distribution. We …” Simona trailed off as she saw Briggs staring at them. “Come here, Alan. I’d like you to meet someone.”
Adopting a look of disdain, Briggs joined them near the reservoirs. “And you are …?”
“Mychelle. Mychelle Besson.”
“Your accent … it sounds French.”
“I was born and raised in Calais.”
He arched an eyebrow. “You left France to come here?”
“I believe in Simona. I believe in her cause.”
Years earlier, Mychelle had distinguished herself as one of the world’s most renowned chemists, with special expertise in the field of nanotechnology. But a single meeting with Simona had convinced her to give up the limelight. She’d moved to Eco-Trek’s island sanctuary and taken on a dual identity. To her peers, she was a dedicated scientist and the brilliant inventor of CN-46. But to Simona, she was someone else.
Someone who would change the world.
“I see.” Briggs gave her a pitiful look. “So, what are you exactly? Some kind of PR lackey?”
“Actually, Mychelle is our most prized scientist.” Simona shot him a withering look. “She led the development of CN-46.”
Briggs turned his attention to the twin reservoirs. “Do you handle production and distribution as well?”
“Simona oversees everything. But I have a hand in both areas.” Mychelle walked to a reservoir and studied the small computer attached to the glass. “From both standpoints, we’re in excellent shape. We can produce up to eight hundred tons of CN-46 per day. That’s more than enough to fulfill our needs.”
“And the reservoirs are adequate?”
“Very much so.”
Briggs gave her a close look. “You know why I’m here, right?”
She didn’t flinch. “Simona briefed me.”
“Then this question should be easy for you. Could CN-46 be flawed in some manner?”
“Absolutely not.”
His look turned skeptical. “How can you be so sure?”
“Because I personally oversaw every step of the testing phase.”
“But how can you be sure your tests were comprehensive?”
“Because I designed them, Mr. Briggs. But that’s not the only reason for my confidence. Thanks to Ms. Wolcott’s excellent systems, we’re able to keep a constant eye on CN-46, on how it performs in the real world. We study every little piece of data that comes our way.” Mychelle smiled pleasantly. “CN-46 is a miracle of modern nanotechnology. But it’s still just a compound. It can be observed. Its effects can be modeled. We control it in every conceivable aspect.”
For the next few minutes, Briggs threw increasingly complex questions at Mychelle. She batted them away with ease. Satisfied, he excused himself and continued his self-guided tour of the facility.
“Nice job,” Simona said softly. “You handled him perfectly.”
“Maybe.” Mychelle frowned. “We need to keep an eye on him.”
“What makes you say that?”
“The way he talks, the way he acts. He’s like a pit bull with a scent. He knows he’s onto something, he just doesn’t know what it is yet.”
“Then I suggest you work faster. If testing goes according to plan, what’s your time frame for production of Miasma?”
“An additional four hours. Of course, that’s just an estimate.”
Simona frowned. She hated uncertainty. In her perfect world, it wouldn’t exist. All processes, natural or otherwise, would be utterly predictable. Unfortunately, the world was imperfect. Some things would have to remain uncertain. The work of Heisenberg, Gödel, and Lorenz had proven as much.
But that didn’t mean she had to like it.
“Fine.” Simona smiled. “Thank you, Mychelle. Keep me posted.”
Turning on her heel, Mychelle walked away, her non-slip work shoes padding gently against the concrete floor.
A trance-like state enveloped Simona as she twisted toward the reservoirs. Twenty-eight hours to complete testing and production. Loading and pre-flight checks would take another two hours. It was a small slice of time, but it felt like an eternity.
She’d spent ten years dreaming of this moment. She’d committed six years in full dedication to it. And she’d spent the last eighteen months physically working on it. And now that it was finally happening, she could barely contain her excitement.
Fifteen minutes later, Briggs hiked to the reservoirs. “I guess I’m done here. That is, unless you’re willing to let me into the production area.”
“I’m afraid that’s non-negotiable,” Simona replied. “Do you have any other questions?”
“Is this your only facility?”
Simona stared at him. “Why do you ask?”
“I did some reading on my way here. Japanese forces occupied this island during World War II. I assume they built a number of defensive facilities. Do you use any of them?”
“We use their original airstrip. Of course, it’s been refurbished for our particular needs. But other than that, I’m not aware of any other buildings around here.”
“Okay.” Briggs nodded slowly. “Let’s go.”
She led Briggs to the private elevator car. Once inside, she inserted a key into a keyhole. She twisted the key and punched in her code.
With a soft ding, the elevator doors closed. As the car began its slow climb to the second floor, she felt a rising sense of anxiety, mixed with exhilaration.
Thirty hours.
She had to string Briggs along for another day or so. Whatever happened, she couldn’t let the man discover the existence of Miasma. Unlike Mychelle, a cretin like Briggs would never be able to appreciate it, appreciate how it could remake the world. He’d consider it evil, death incarnate. But he’d be wrong. Miasma wasn’t poison.
It was lifeblood.
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“I don’t see any buildings.” A gust of air struck our helicopter, causing it to shake violently. Graham waited for the tremors to die down before returning to the stack of large, colorful images. “When were these taken?”
“Eighteen months ago,” Beverly replied.
He arched an eyebrow.
“Those are the most recent ones available.” She shrugged. “According to my contacts, someone high up the food chain classified all recent satellite imagery of Pagan.”
“What for?”
“I assume it’s related to the land lease deal. After all, that’s when the U.S. government sealed off the island.”
A few days earlier, we’d returned to Jerusalem. We’d holed up in a small hotel. Immediately, Beverly had gone to work, studying soil samples from the excavation site with every tool at her disposal. Thanks to her former army contacts, she’d even managed to get some help from a well-equipped lab.
Meanwhile, Graham had studied the data he’d extracted from the drone. The aircraft had originated from Pagan, a small island situated in the Pacific Ocean. Coupled with what he’d seen via lip reading, we knew we were onto something.
Apparently, Pagan belonged to the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands. The Commonwealth, in turn, was one of four unincorporated organized territories overseen by the U.S. government.
Eighteen months earlier, the U.S. Department of the Interior had granted a four-year land lease for Pagan to a company named Eco-Trek. Much of the lease, including its exact terms, had been classified. But Graham was still able to gather a few facts.
Eco-Trek was a non-profit company, newly formed to take charge of the lease. Its mission, according to the few documents he’d been able to dig up, was listed as weather and atmospheric research.
A woman named Simona Wolcott, a well-known expert in the field of geocybernetics, was listed as its president and executive director. With a little research, I learned that geocybernetics dealt with interactions between the ecosphere and the anthroposphere. In other words, it attempted to study and control how humans interacted with the natural environment.
The land lease gave Eco-Trek the right to build a weather research station, including a hangar, on Pagan. It also allowed them to rebuild an old airstrip, which had first been constructed by the Japanese Navy in 1935. In order to preserve the integrity of the research station, the U.S. Department of the Interior had authorized a giant bubble surrounding the island in the form of no-sail and no-fly zones.
Another gust of air struck the chopper. My teeth chattered as we jolted up and down for a couple of seconds.
The helicopter jolted again, but I barely noticed it. Tilting my head backward, I stared at the ceiling. My mind churned as I tried to fit puzzle pieces together for the millionth time.
Lila had told me not to let the reliquary fall into her hands. By her, did she mean Simona? It made sense. At the very least, Simona was indirectly responsible for the deaths of Lila and God’s Judges. A big part of me wanted to find her, to make her pay for what she’d done. But recovering the reliquary outweighed my need for revenge.
I began to reconstruct events. Lila had located the reliquary and hired us to excavate it. For some reason, Simona wanted it as well. So, she’d directed one of her high-altitude weather research drones to the region, intending to suffocate us with chemtrails. A mop-up team, led by the Polynesian man, was sent to collect the reliquary and dispose of the evidence.
But God’s Judges had arrived on the scene. They’d probably figured the drone was under the control of the Israeli military. So, they’d shot it down. In the process, the chemtrails had killed them and Lila.
Afterward, we’d driven the reliquary to the wreck. The mop-up team had showed up. After we’d faked our deaths, they’d proceeded to take the reliquary and clean the scene.
Graham, situated in the far left seat, leaned forward. “I still can’t get a signal. Do you think Eco-Trek could be blocking it?”
I frowned. “If so, we’re in trouble.”
“Not necessarily,” Beverly said. “Obviously, someone is keeping a tight lid on Pagan. Maybe signal jamming is a regular thing around here.”
My take on the events felt right. But it also created more questions. How did Lila know Simona? Why did Simona want the reliquary? Was it truly dangerous? If so, how?
Get in. Get answers. Get out.
My plan was simple. First, we’d infiltrate Eco-Trek’s research station. Second, we’d determine why Simona had sought the reliquary. Third, we’d steal it back and escape the island.
Simple? Who am I kidding?
Even if the plan went off without a hitch, I still needed to make an important decision. If the reliquary were harmless, I’d take it back to Jerusalem. But if it wasn’t, well, that was a whole different matter.
I’d destroyed artifacts before. But even when I found it necessary, it still didn’t come easily. My entire professional life had been devoted to saving the past. Doing the opposite just felt wrong.
Graham passed the satellite images to me. Quickly, I flipped through them. Pagan actually consisted of two islands, topped by stratovolcanoes. A thin strip of land, less than half a mile thick, joined the islands together.
Everything about Pagan exceeded my imagination. Its hills rolled in all directions, like waves in the ocean. Its cliffs looked impossibly steep. Dense forests, colored a rich green, covered many parts of the island. It was truly a magnificent place.
“What’s the status of these volcanoes?” I asked, directing my question at the cockpit.
“The big one, Mount Pagan, is the more active of the two,” Milt Stevens replied in a southern drawl. “But they’ve both experienced mild eruptions over the last decade. There are quite a few solfataras — those are cracks in the crust that emit sulfurous gases — on the island. There’s also at least one boiling hot spring and several steam vents. So, more eruptions seem like a sure thing. I suppose that’s why no one lives there anymore.”
Stevens looked more like a fashionable professor than a seasoned pilot. A blue polo shirt and neatly pressed slacks covered his wiry frame. Keen green eyes stared out from behind a pair of thick glasses. His floppy black hair looked stylish, no matter what he did with it.
“Except for Eco-Trek employees,” Beverly said.
“I was referring to the locals,” he replied. “After the 1981 eruption, the islanders were evacuated to Saipan. A group of them — they call themselves Pagan Nation — has been trying to return for years. But the authorities won’t let them. Too dangerous, I suppose.”
“If that’s the case, why’d they allow Eco-Trek to build a research station on the island?”
“Beats the hell out of me. But from what I hear, the locals had no say in the matter. It was a federal decision.”
“When’d you last come here?” I asked.
“Honestly, I don’t remember.” Stevens shrugged. “Saipan gets its fair share of tourists, but most people want quick helicopter tours. They don’t want to spend all day flying over the ocean.”
Looking out my window, I stared over the waters. They appeared dark, forbidden. We were a long way from Saipan. Hell, we were a long way from pretty much anywhere.
From Jerusalem, we’d flown to Saipan. At roughly forty-four and a half square miles, it was the largest and most populated of the Northern Mariana Islands. After some searching, we’d met Stevens. He’d agreed to fly us some two hundred miles to Pagan — no questions asked — in exchange for a large sum of cash.
Now, we hovered in the air, high above the ocean. The two closest islands to Pagan, Alamagan and Agrihan, were each about forty miles away. Since they were also uninhabited, we — along with Eco-Trek’s employees — were the only people around for miles.
“I see it.” Shock filled Beverly’s voice. “It’s … it’s …”
“It’s ugly as hell,” Graham said.
A sharp breeze struck the helicopter. The chopper twisted in mid-air. Looking out my window, I saw a landmass. It was definitely the island depicted in the satellite images. It possessed the same rolling hills, the same steep cliffs. But Graham was right.
It was ugly as hell.
Leafless forests took up much of the island. Even from a distance, I could see the denuded tree trunks were thin and sickly. The grass, what little of it remained, was colored brown. Patches of plants, also brown, were sparse in number. Clearly, death and dirt had taken over the once-fertile island.
“Holy crap.” Stevens blinked. “What happened?”
“A drought,” Beverly said. “A severe one.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
“We’re sure,” I replied. “Take us close to shore. We’ll deploy our raft and make the jump. Then you can fly back to Saipan.”
“How will you get home?”
Graham grinned. “Don’t worry about us.”
I studied the island. It looked a little like a barbell. A large building rested on the northeastern half. An airstrip led away from it, crossing the thin strip of land toward the southwestern half.
A thin road circled the building. At the back, it veered northwest toward an area known as Pagan Bay. Several large boats filled the bay.
“Aircraft,” a soft, feminine voice buzzed from the helicopter’s radio. “This is Eco-Trek Research Station. You’ve entered restricted airspace. Please identify yourself. Over.”
“Crap.” Stevens gave me a nervous look. “What should I say?”
I racked my brain. “Tell her you’re leading a sight-seeing tour to Agrihan. Your instruments malfunctioned and you flew off-course. Tell her you need to land in order to fix them.”
“What if she doesn’t believe me?”
“She will. Just stick to the story.”
Stevens pressed a button on the dashboard. “Eco-Trek, this is Boomerang Eighty-Eight,” he said in a hurried tone. “Requesting permission to land. Over.”
While we waited for the woman to reply, I looked at Graham and Beverly. “While Milt works on the instruments, we’ll sneak into the research station. We’ll mix in, get lost in the crowd.”
“How are we going to find the reliquary?” Beverly asked.
“It won’t be hard. The station is a glorified airport hangar. I bet it’s wide open on the inside.”
“Don’t be too sure about that.” Graham pointed at the northeastern end of the station. “That looks like a loading bay.”
“So what?”
“So, an airport hangar doesn’t need a separate loading bay. In other words, that building is more than just a hangar. There might be offices, rooms, even laboratories.”
“Permission denied.” The feminine voice crackled over the radio. “Please exit this airspace immediately. Over.”
“We’re experiencing instrumental failures,” Stevens replied. “Must land now. Over.”
A few seconds passed. “Negative, Boomerang Eighty-Eight. Eco-Trek is a high-security facility. Absolutely no one is allowed on the premises. Reroute and shoot for Alamagan. Over.”
Stevens frowned. “Now, see here—”
Static erupted from the radio.
“That little jerk.” Stevens exhaled deeply. “Well, I guess that settles it. I’ll just swing—”
“Hold it,” I said.
Stevens gave me a look. “You heard the lady. That’s a high security facility down there. We can’t land.”
“It’s a research station. What’s the worst they can do to us?”
Stevens relaxed his hands. The helicopter hovered for a few seconds while he mulled over my words.
Dark clouds appeared overhead. The wind started to rush. A bolt of lightning shot across the sky. Others soon followed it. Thunder rumbled in the distance.
Rain started to fall, slapping the helicopter’s metallic sides. Peering out the front window, I watched the life-giving raindrops head for Pagan. But curiously enough, the soil and brown vegetation remained dry.
“What the hell?” Graham muttered under his breath. “The water … it’s not hitting the ground.”
“The air must be too dry,” Beverly whispered. “It’s absorbing the rain, turning it into vapor.”
I leaned forward. “Does anyone see that?”
A shadowy figure crested over a hill, roughly halfway between the station and the northeastern volcano.
“It looks like …” Graham frowned. “Hell, I don’t know what that is.”
Another bolt of lightning appeared. It seemed to materialize from the island itself, before stretching through the air.
I squinted. “Is that lightning?”
“I don’t think so.” Beverly leaned forward. “I think that’s … oh, my God … look out!”
Stevens yanked the cyclic stick. The helicopter jerked to the west.
A loud bang filled my ears. I felt an enormous jolt. A large cloud of black smoke appeared. Then a white light blazed through the smoke.
I held my breath. So did everyone else. The helicopter hovered for another second.
And then it started to fall.
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The helicopter swerved and started to circle the ocean. Clenching my jaw, I fought off a wave of dizziness.
Stevens maneuvered the stick. The helicopter slipped out of the spiraling motion and shot north across the island. But it continued to fall at a fast clip.
They’ve got missiles?
I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, it was a high security facility. Still, why did a weather research station need missiles? What other defensive technologies did Eco-Trek possess?
“Brace yourselves.” Stevens fought the controls. “This is going to—”
My body jolted again as the helicopter struck water. My chest slammed against the seatbelt. My teeth chattered.
Blades chopped at the ocean and snapped into pieces. Metal chunks shot in all directions.
With a loud groan, I unbuckled my seatbelt. My chest hurt. My legs ached. My brain felt fuzzy. “Everyone okay?”
“Oh yeah.” Graham rubbed a dark mark on his forehead. “Just great.”
I looked outside. Dark ocean waters surrounded us. Waves swept in our direction with ever-increasing ferocity.
I glanced over my shoulder. The rear right side of the chopper had been torn away. There was no sign of our inflatable raft or our gear.
“How’s the radio?” I called out.
A sharp wave struck the chopper. Stevens reached to the dashboard and began fiddling with the controls. “Broken,” he said. “If I had a little time, I could probably—”
“Forget it. We’ve got to swim for shore.”
I stood up. More waves rocked the cabin and it took me a moment to get my sea legs. Grabbing my satchel and machete, I approached the door.
Swiftly, I removed my boots. As I tied them to my satchel, the chopper shifted beneath me, sliding another few inches into the dark, swirling water.
Beverly followed me to the door. Peering outside, she sighted the island. “We’re at least a mile away. The water’s probably ice cold.”
I gave her a half-smile. “Scared?”
“Hardly.” She tied her hair into a bun. “Care to make this interesting?”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
“Bottle of Hamron’s to the winner.”
“Are you sure you can afford that?”
“I won’t have to.”
I pushed the latch and threw my shoulder against the door. It opened a couple of inches. Salt water rushed into the cabin. It felt like ice against my sock-covered feet.
I pushed again. The door opened a few more inches. Another rush of water splashed into the cabin. It quickly rose above my thighs.
Beverly joined me for a third push. The door groaned open.
Taking a deep breath, Graham dove into the water. Stevens was next. He climbed out of the cockpit and leapt into the ocean. Using powerful strokes, the two men swam toward the island.
With a casual dive, Beverly hit the water. Her stroke was strong and graceful. She quickly passed Stevens and caught up to Graham.
I took one last look at the island. Questions abounded inside my head. What was Eco-Trek really doing on Pagan? And what did it have to do with the reliquary?
The chopper sank faster into the swirling water. I took a few deep breaths, filling my lungs. As I dove into the ocean, I realized only one thing was certain. There was more to Eco-Trek than met the eye.
Lots more.
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A distant hissing noise, like water sizzling on hot metal, filled my ears. Pausing mid-stroke, I looked toward the island. A dark shadow, the one I’d seen from above, flitted across the mountainous landscape. It walked on four legs, moving with an odd sort of jerky precision.
Even on all fours it looked as tall as a person. From my research, I knew cows, pigs, and goats, all descendants of former livestock, lived on Pagan. But this creature was far too big to be any of them.
So, what the hell are you?
Lightning flashed across the dark sky. I blinked.
The strange creature was gone.
I resumed swimming. My knees started to wobble. My arms grew sore. The water felt cold against my skin.
A gust of wind careened against me. The current roiled. I felt myself pushed northeast, away from the island. Battling the elements was the surest way to death. But I couldn’t let them control my fate either. So, I compromised by fighting my way south while allowing nature to shift me in an easterly course.
Ahead, I saw an elevated shore, resting on ten feet of boulders. The surf pounded against the rock, creating large amounts of foam.
I heard some splashes. My gaze shot to the east.
A fin rose out of the water.
Heart pounding, I picked up speed. My legs kicked harder. My arms churned, keeping pace with my lower half.
As I passed Stevens, I gave him a hand signal. He glanced east, toward the fin. His jaw set. He began to swim faster.
Kicking my legs, I caught up with Graham and Beverly. Beverly flashed me a sly smile. I could tell she was taking it easy, saving her strength for the final stretch. It was a good strategy.
Unfortunately, our race had a new entrant.
“Shark,” I said between strokes. “Over there.”
They lifted their heads. Their eyes grew wide at the same time. Then they began to stroke faster.
Glancing east, I caught sight of four separate fins. Three of them stayed in a tight area. The fourth one grew larger as it headed toward us.
I pushed harder. The current picked up speed, shifting me toward the sharks. The nearest one drew within twenty feet.
I swam even faster. If the shark had wanted to attack us, it could’ve done so by now. Most likely, it was still sizing us up, trying to identify us.
Trying to figure out if we’d make tasty prey.
I reached the boulders. Waves pounded against me, slamming me into the rocks. Shrugging off the blows, I gripped a pair of outcroppings. My shoulders strained as I pulled myself upward. My feet found footholds and I reached up again, gripping more outcroppings.
Beverly reached the rocks and climbed up a few feet. She stretched a hand to Graham. He grasped it and she pulled him to a handhold. He grabbed hold of it and clambered, artificial leg and all, to safety.
I helped Stevens onto the boulders. After a short climb, we reached a flat, dirt-covered platform. Lungs heaving, I sprawled on top of it. The shark swam below us, about ten feet from the rocks. I couldn’t see its body in the dark water. But its shadow indicated a length of roughly twelve feet.
“Damn.” Graham inhaled a long breath. “That was close.”
Stevens sank to the ground. “What were they?”
“Tiger sharks?” I shrugged. “Honestly, I didn’t get a good look at them.”
We rested for a few minutes. Then I took off my socks and rung out the water. I donned them again along with my boots.
“I just realized something,” Beverly said.
I glanced at her. “What?”
She smirked. “I won the race.”
“Wait, just a—”
“Quiet.” Graham held up a hand. “Does anyone hear that?”
Stevens cocked his head. “It’s coming from the west.”
I heard a whirring noise. I grabbed my goggles from my satchel and quickly donned them. “Okay, I see a small raft. It’s equipped with an outboard motor.” I adjusted the magnification. In the distance, I saw a tiny craft shoot across the waves. “It’s heading this way.”
“Get down.” Beverly flattened herself against the dirt.
With my eyes locked on the raft, I lowered myself to the ground. It smelled of salt and dead grass.
The engine ceased. The raft slowed to a crawl. A spotlight appeared on the bow, illuminating the rocky water. The raft shifted in a complete circle, tracing the waves. Then the engine started again. Slowly, the raft puttered forward.
A man knelt in the middle of the raft. He directed its movements as well as those of the spotlight. A breathing apparatus, hooked up to a diver’s tank, covered his face. Even so, I still recognized him. “It’s him,” I said. “The Polynesian guy from Israel.”
Graham exhaled. “Well, at least we know we’re in the right place.”
My jaw tightened. “They’re searching for survivors.”
“Then we should make sure they don’t find any.” Twisting toward the south, Graham snaked past a couple of boulders.
We followed him behind the rocks. “Does anyone have a satphone?” Beverly asked. “Mine’s gone.”
I shook my head.
“Lost my phone while swimming,” Stevens said.
Beverly looked at Graham. “How about you?”
“Bottom of the ocean,” he replied.
“At least we’re alive.” Stevens exhaled. “Things could be worse.”
Air rushed. A high-pitched shrieking noise, like nails on a chalkboard, filled the forest.
I turned west. A drone, exactly like the one from Israel, shot past the volcano. It was close, maybe a few hundred feet above ground level and a thousand feet from our position. Moments later, I saw dozens of twisting pillars of smoke.
Chemtrails.
“Things just got worse,” I said. “Much worse.”
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My feet stayed rooted to the ground as I watched the drone zip across the ocean. Moments later, it began a banking maneuver.
Beverly squinted at the sky. “Looks like it’s coming back again.”
It’s flying a crossing pattern.
The drone had flown northeast, showering the western side of the volcano with chemtrails. Now, it was heading southeast, preparing to cover the volcano’s eastern side. It was an efficient and neat way to saturate the area with chemtrails.
It was also deadly as hell.
I studied the chemtrails, their position in the sky. I studied their movements and how the wind affected them. “Follow me.”
Unsheathing my machete, I chopped my way through a mess of dead vines. Then I ran south, straight toward the volcano.
The horrible shrieking noise returned. It grew louder and louder.
I crossed hills, leapt over rocks, and dodged trees. The shrieking noise turned skull-piercing. Gritting my teeth, I watched the drone zoom past the volcano.
I didn’t know who was directly controlling it. Nor did I care. Almost certainly, the pilot was following orders. And those orders most likely came from Simona Wolcott or one of her underlings.
Grayish chemtrails snaked downward, shooting deadly tentacles of smoke in all directions. We couldn’t hide from them. Nor could we dodge or outrun them.
But we can outmaneuver them.
I veered southwest. Pouring on the speed, I charged up a hill. The plane had flown steeply angled routes along both sides of the volcano. The main goal was probably to target the ocean as well as the shoreline. But that didn’t cover everything. The flight pattern left the volcano’s backside completely untouched.
I kept an eye out for the drone, but it didn’t return. The landscape turned rocky and increasingly vertical. Undeterred, I scrambled over a tall boulder, using ridges, cracks, clefts, and small peaks as hand and footholds. Reaching back, I helped Stevens onto the boulder. Then I lowered my hand to Graham.
With Beverly’s help, Graham climbed halfway up the boulder. Reaching up, he grabbed my fingers. Steeling myself, I pulled him upward.
Stevens grabbed Graham’s right arm. Working together, we hauled him onto the cliff.
Quickly, Beverly scaled the rocks. As she climbed onto the boulder, I turned skyward.
The chemtrails continued to glide downward, streaking with great speed. Powerful wind currents caught hold of them, nudging them slightly to the northeast. It wasn’t much.
But it was enough.
“What …?” Stevens hunched over, gasping for air. “What was that?”
“A chemical shower,” I said between deep breaths. “Simona’s people were covering their bases in case we survived the crash.”
He shook his head. “What the hell did you get me into?”
I exchanged glances with Beverly. “It’s a long story.”
“Nice moves out there.” Exhaling loudly, Graham clapped me on the back. “Reminded me of your dad.”
I frowned.
“You’ve got his instincts, his quickness. Did you know he used to accompany me on expeditions?”
I blinked a few times. Graham’s revelation was a stark reminder of how I’d hardly known my father. “But—”
Before I could finish my sentence, the strange hissing noise rang out again. It came from the west and quickly increased in volume, penetrating every inch of my head. I clutched my ears. Gritted my teeth. But I couldn’t block it out.
The sound reversed course. It diminished in volume before disappearing entirely. Releasing my ears, I twisted toward its origin point. Through the foliage, I caught a glimpse of the volcano’s edge.
“What was that?” Stevens winced. “It sounded … I don’t even know how to describe it.”
“I don’t know.” I stared hard at a distant shadow. Abruptly, it shifted positions, merging with other shadows. “And I don’t think we want to find out.”
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“Follow me.” Adopting a crouching position, Beverly glided through a string of boulders to a lower level. Stopping inside a rock-enclosed space, she rose to her full height. “Okay, this will do for now. What’s our supply situation?”
“I’ve got my pistol and some ammunition. My machete, too.” I shrugged off my satchel. “But no food or water.”
“I’ve got my gun,” Graham said. “And that’s it.”
Stevens stared forlornly at the ocean. “I’ve got nothing.”
A pang of guilt hit my gut. If we hadn’t hired him, Stevens would still be in Saipan, drinking beers and swapping tall tales with other pilots. Instead, he was fighting to survive while mourning the loss of his helicopter.
“I’ve got my gun. Plus, some money. Not that it’ll do us much good out here.” Beverly exhaled. “We need to find shelter. Then we’ll look for fresh water.”
I arched an eyebrow. “We didn’t come here for a campout.”
“We’re stranded with no supplies. The only people within reach tried to kill us. If we hope to survive—”
“Then we need to get off this rock as quickly as possible,” I said, finishing her thought with my own. “We need to stick to the plan. We infiltrate the hangar and figure out why Simona wanted the reliquary. Then we grab it and get the hell out of here.”
Stevens sighed. “How are we supposed to leave? In case you haven’t noticed, my helicopter is lying on the bottom of the ocean.”
“You saw Pagan Bay. Eco-Trek has boats, large ones.” Swatting away some pesky flies, I gave the volcano another glimpse. It rose above the dead tree trunks. Deep gullies and ridges lined its steep slopes. “Right now, they think we’re dead. Their guard will be down. With a little luck, we can steal the reliquary and be on our way to Saipan by daybreak.”
Graham shook his head. “That thing is heavy. We’ll have to—”
The air hissed. The sound reached right into my head and stabbed at my brain, pounding away at it until I could barely think.
I grew dizzy. My knees started to wobble.
Dead leaves crunched in the distance. Branches snapped.
I spun to the west. But all I saw was darkness. “Something’s out there,” I whispered. “Something big.”
“This place is nothing but dirt and rocks,” Beverly replied. “It couldn’t support anything larger than a snake.”
More leaves crunched. Heavy footsteps struck the dry soil. “Come on,” I whispered. “Let’s get out of here.”
Heading east, I forged a path through leafless bushes and crowded tree groves. Then I passed through a deep gully and hiked up the far hill. Upon reaching the top, I prepared to enter another gully.
Then I froze.
A disheveled kid stood on the opposite side of the gully. His dark skin, cloaked in ragged clothes, shone in the dim light. He sported an emaciated figure and a thick head of messy locks. Streaks of dirt covered his jaw and cheeks.
He lifted a finger to his lips. Then he waved his arms frantically, urging us to join him.
Beverly started forward.
I grabbed her hand. “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing?”
“How do you know we can trust him?”
“He hasn’t tried to kill us yet.”
Good point.
I glanced at the kid. He’d moved to the edge of a small clearing. His neck swiveled rapidly, shifting from side to side. He was clearly looking for something.
But what?
I flinched as the hissing gained intensity. Spinning around, I saw something in the gully behind us. Its body was impossibly tall and almost perfectly symmetrical. Its coat looked sleek and shiny. For a moment, it stood still.
Then it charged forward.
The creature smashed through bushes in a blur of motion. It moved so fast my eyes couldn’t keep up with it.
A loud grunt rang out. Flesh smacked the ground. Terrified screams filled the darkness as a cloud of dirt shot into the air.
What the hell?
Dust and darkness cloaked everything. I felt the presence of Beverly behind me. Graham was perched a little lower on the hill.
Oh no …
“It’s Milt.” I started down the hill. “That thing’s got him.”
Graham grabbed my arm. I tried to shake him off, but he held on with an iron grip.
Grabbing my pistol, I aimed it into the gully. But the dust cloud was too thick to see anything.
The hissing turned deafening. A loud buzzing noise rang out. Electricity filled the air.
The screams turned into gurgles. The dust cloud exploded, kicking more particles skyward.
Something struck my cheek. It felt warm and sticky. I swiped it with my finger and lifted it to my face. It was red and smelled like copper.
Blood.
My gaze shot back to the gully. The activity had died down. Although dust still choked the air, I could see Stevens’ body lying on the soil. His torso had been cleaved open with surgical precision. His tattered organs, along with tons of blood, had spilt to the ground.
Beverly’s jaw dropped.
Graham’s eyes bulged.
He’s dead.
Sweat ran down my arms and trickled onto my fingers. I stood still, my eyes locked on Stevens’ body. Through the flying dust cloak, I caught a momentary glimpse of his visage. It was frozen with horror and pain.
More dust settled to the ground. I saw a distinct shadowy form. It stood next to Stevens. The buzzing and hissing noises continued without fail.
I couldn’t see details, but I didn’t care. Quickly, I took aim at the shadow. My pistol recoiled as I fired a couple of shots.
Soft pings, like metal striking an extremely hard surface, filled the air.
Take that, you bastard.
The creature lowered its head to the ground. I waited for it to fall, to collapse into a heap of quivering, dying flesh.
The buzzing softened. Abruptly, Stevens’ face vanished. Blood and gore flew outward, splattering across the gully.
Horrified, I took a step backward.
The creature didn’t bother to feed on the remains. Instead, it lifted its blood-splattered shiny head.
And twisted toward me.
I was too far away to see everything. But a vague detail caught my attention. It horrified me, almost as much as Stevens’ death. The creature was nature’s perfect killing machine. And yet, it was also an affront to nature, a horrifying accident of evolution.
Or of something else.
“Run,” Beverly shouted.
Beverly and Graham took off running. I sprinted into the next gully, a few steps behind them.
Looking ahead, I saw the strange boy. He stood at the edge of the clearing, waving frantically at us. Then he turned around and sprinted into the forest.
The hissing rose to an even louder pitch as I reached the bottom of the gully and ran up the opposite side. It egged me on, giving me strength to run even faster. I tried to focus on our next move, on how to survive. But I couldn’t get the image of the creature out of my brain.
Two sets of teeth? One on either side? But that means two heads. What kind of animal has two heads?

Chapter 37

As Ed Hooper pulled into the familiar driveway, he saw a virtual museum of environmentally friendly cars parked around the property. The vehicles, ranging from a 1917 Dual Power Model 44 Coupe to a 1972 Buick Skylark, exuded status, environmental commitment, and overwhelming smugness. A grin creased his visage. His car stuck out.
And not in a good way.
“Yes, I know it sounds crazy,” Hooper said into his wireless headset. “But I think we’re dealing with a conspiracy.”
“Ridiculous.” President Walters’ strained voice filled Hooper’s ear. “My cabinet wouldn’t betray me.”
“It’s not your entire cabinet.”
“Okay, half my cabinet.” The president exhaled. “I still don’t believe it.”
“You know Patricia Samuels? Barney’s wife?”
“Of course. She runs Fizzter Computers. She’s a genius.”
“And a former hacker. I studied the personnel files of everyone who had access to the Columbus Project’s systems. She’s the only one with the knowledge and skill set to engineer a theft of this type.”
“She’s a generous woman. Donates to over a dozen environmental organizations. She’d never do anything to hurt the Columbus Project.”
“It’s not just her. Have you heard of the Separative?”
“It doesn’t ring a bell.”
“It came together years ago,” Hooper said. “Basically, it was a social group. Besides Patricia, nine other people belonged to it. Five of those people — Barney, Kate, George, Janet, and Bert — are in your cabinet.”
“So what?”
“Did you know they were lifelong friends before you brought them aboard?”
“Not exactly.”
“Did you pick them by yourself? Or did you have help?”
“Well, Barney said …” The president trailed off.
“That’s what I thought.”
“It doesn’t mean anything. I hate to say it, but that’s how government works. Positions aren’t based on merit. It’s all about who you know.”
“And they’ve known each other for years.”
“I think you’re wasting your time.”
“We’ll know soon enough. I’ll call later.”
Hooper touched his earpiece, cutting the connection. Then he continued up the steep driveway. He braked, halting his vehicle behind a gleaming 1906 Baker Landolet. Turning his air conditioner to full blast, he sat back and waited for a valet to approach him.
Outside, men in tuxedos and women in evening gowns milled about the front lawn. It was unusual attire for nine o’clock in the morning. But then again, Barney and Patricia Samuels were unusual people.
Hooper observed the guests. They were predominantly white and middle-aged. Minorities were scarce and no kids were present. They were obviously well-heeled and displayed impeccable manners. Yet, the general disdain with which they regarded the hired staff spoke volumes about their true characters.
In Hooper’s experience, most people fit into rather narrow socioeconomic categories. People rarely socialized outside those categories. If one wanted to infiltrate a group, it was a simple matter of adapting the appropriate personality dynamics. If one wanted to earn that group’s scorn, the opposite approach was required.
A man emerged from the Landolet. His jaw dropped as he caught sight of Hooper’s vehicle. Quickly, he got the attention of his spouse, a forty-year old woman dripping in elegant pearls. The woman, in turn, gave Hooper a disdainful look. Then she walked away, nose held high.
Hooper watched the guests for another minute. As expected, they were easy to read. Fabulously rich, yet hopelessly screwed up with all sorts of so-called first-world problems. They loved possessing wealth, but hated themselves for it. So, they sought to assuage their guilt by dressing up, going to fancy parties, and throwing money — always publicly — at the latest problem du jour.
They were soulless creatures in search of pity. But their vapid existence made such pity impossible. They were the type of people who raised money for faraway causes, but wouldn’t lift a hand to help out at a local soup kitchen.
A valet hopped into the Landolet and drove away. Hooper pulled up to a small parking booth. A bald man stood behind it. He sported rippling muscles beneath his tuxedo.
“Hey there.” Hooper grinned. “Is this the line for the car wash?”
The man gave Hooper a withering look. “Name?”
A small crowd of guests began to gather around Hooper’s vehicle. “Ed Hooper.”
The man consulted his list. “Do you have an invitation, Mr. Hooper?”
“Can’t say that I do.”
“This is a private party. You and that … vehicle … aren’t welcome here.”
Hooper studied the man’s nametag. “I have business with your boss, Jim. Be a pal and call him for me.”
“What sort of business?”
“That’s between us.”
“Mr. Samuels is a busy man. He doesn’t take guests without an appointment.”
“A busy bureaucrat?” Hooper laughed. “No such thing.”
Jim leaned in the car window. “Please exit the premises immediately.”
“Or what?”
Jim’s fist lunged out. Hooper caught it and yanked the man’s wrist backward. Jim howled in pain.
Hooper opened the door and released Jim. The man crumpled to the ground, clutching his hand. Hooper paused to look at the guests. “Does anyone know where I can find Barney or Patricia Samuels?”
A woman screamed. The crowd, acting as one, backed up a few feet.
“I’m Barney.” The voice was weak and nasally. “And you’d better have a good explanation for this.”
Secretary of Energy Barney Samuels strode through the crowd. He stood an inch or two shy of six feet. His eyes were deep set and spread wide across his face. His nose was too big. His mouth was even more out of proportion. His leathery skin was tanned and seemed to shine in the sun. His body, soft and plump, was that of a lifelong desk jockey.
As expected, Samuels carried no weapons. However, the same couldn’t be said for the two bodyguards who flanked him.
“I’m Ed Hooper,” Hooper replied. “We have business to discuss.”
Samuels glanced at Jim, then back at Hooper. “No one’s gotten the best of him before.”
“There’s a first time for everything.”
Samuels turned his attention to the gigantic orange vehicle in the driveway. “Interesting choice.”
Hooper gave him a wicked smile. He’d twisted arms until he’d gotten his hands on a 2003 Hummer H2. It was the most fuel-inefficient car he could find on such short notice. “I had to borrow it. You know, I wish they still made these babies. They don’t get good mileage but nothing beats them when it comes to pure testosterone.”
“A real man doesn’t spoil the environment just to make a point.”
Hooper shrugged. “Agree to disagree.”
“Is that why you’re here? Is this some kind of political statement?”
“Actually, I’m here to talk.”
“About what?”
“The Columbus Project.”
“You’re looking for funds?” Samuels arched an eyebrow. “Well, I’m afraid you’re out of luck. That particular well is tapped out.”
“I suppose that’s what happens when thirty-two billion dollars goes missing.”
Samuels twisted around. “Thank you ladies and gentlemen. I can take it from here. Please head to the far lawn for refreshments and drinks.”
Bodyguards gently guided people away from the Hummer. As the crowd dispersed, Samuels stepped closer to Hooper. “Who are you?”
“I’m a special agent with the U.S. Secret Service.” Hooper flashed his badge. “Specifically, I investigate financial crimes.”
“I don’t know what you think you know, but—”
“I think I know everything. I know about the Separative. I know how your wife used your access to the Columbus Project’s computer systems. I know how she added fraudulent paperwork to the mix. Where is Patricia anyway?”
“Entertaining guests.” Samuels mopped his brow. “And your accusations are ludicrous. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”
“You’re a hypocrite.” Hooper rose to his full height. “You claim to care about the environment but really, you’re just lining your own pockets at taxpayers’ expense.”
Samuels paused in mid-step. “Not that it’s any of your business, but no one is getting rich off the Columbus Project. That money is being used for exactly what the president intended, namely technology to improve the environment.”
Hooper arched an eyebrow.
“Look, the Columbus Project was based on the inherent flaws of capitalism.” Samuels exhaled. “Capitalism is a wonderful tool. It’s brought millions of people out of poverty. But it has serious downsides. The relentless focus on profits leads companies to damage the environment. That’s where government can play a role. We can redirect resources away from profits and toward more worthy causes, in this case the environment itself. That was — and still is — the purpose of the Columbus Project.”
“So, you didn’t keep the money,” Hooper said slowly. “You gave it to someone else.”
“We had an opportunity to change the world for the better. So, we took it.” He adopted a modest tone. “It was the right thing to do.”
“It must be nice to spend other people’s money while patting yourself on the back.”
Samuels’ lip curled. “I’d watch my tone if I were you, Mr. Hooper.”
“I’m really scared.” Hooper grinned. “Let me get to the point, Barney. I want money.”
Samuels blinked. “What?”
“I want one million dollars in cash.” Hooper grabbed Samuels’ bowtie and straightened it. “Otherwise, I’ll go to the press.”
“You think that scares me? I’m proud of what we did.”
“If that were true, you wouldn’t have done it in secret. I’ll be in touch.”
Spinning on his heels, Hooper returned to his vehicle. As he drove away, he glanced in the rearview mirror. Samuels stood on the lawn, trembling slightly. The man held a smartphone in his hand.
Hooper drove a little farther before pulling to the side of the road. He pressed a few buttons on his phone, accessing the listening device he’d planted on Samuels’ bowtie.
He listened to the live feed for a few seconds. But all he heard was dull chatter between Samuels and socialite guests. So, he exited the live feed mode and turned to the recorded content.
“George.” Samuels’ voice, breathless and edgy, drifted out of the phone’s speaker. “Is that you?”
“Barney?” The voice was hard and firm. “What’s wrong?”
Hooper checked the information recorded on his phone. He wasn’t surprised to see the number belonged to George Kaiser, Secretary of Transportation.
“We have a problem,” Samuels replied. “Can we meet?”
“What kind of problem?”
“A Secret Service agent just accosted me at home.” Samuels paused. “He knows what we did.”

Chapter 38

My heart raced as I sprinted across the clearing, hot on the kid’s tracks. A steep hill, covered with soft soil, lay before me.
I raced up it, my feet slipping and sliding on loose dirt. The loud hissing noise continued in violent bursts, causing my entire body to cringe over and over again.
Looking over my shoulder, I saw the creature gallop through the gully. It rammed into a patch of dense thicket. Thrashing sounds filled the air as it cut through the dying vegetation.
It burst into the clearing. Its paws slipped on loose dirt and it slid in a half circle, kicking up tons of dirt in the process. I caught a glimpse of its rear.
And of its second head.
Did Simona’s people do this to you?
I squinted. But its teeth gnashed so rapidly, I couldn’t see anything more than a fuzzy blur.
Catching traction, the creature slid to a halt. Then it raced toward me, this time with its second head leading the way.
I sprinted to the top of the hill. The boy was about twenty feet in front of me. Beverly was on his heels and Graham trailed her, moving incredibly fast on his artificial leg. Picking up speed, I followed them over the hill and down the backside.
“Come on,” the kid shouted. “You’ve got to go faster.”
His speed and stamina, especially considering his emaciated appearance, amazed me. Digging deep, I quickened my pace.
Halfway down the hill, Graham lost his balance. He fell, shouting as his right side struck the ground. He tried to get back up, but his momentum was too strong. Abruptly, he began to careen down the hillside.
Hustling forward, I helped Beverly lift Graham to a standing position. His shirt was torn. Bloody scrape marks covered his stomach and right side.
“Over here,” the kid hissed quietly.
I propped Graham up on my shoulder. A wave of exhaustion swept over me. In the last couple of hours, I’d survived a helicopter crash. I’d fought the currents and raced sharks to shore. I’d climbed up boulders, hid from the Polynesian man, and dodged chemtrails. Now, I was being chased across hilly terrain by a two-headed killing machine.
My legs grew weary as I dragged Graham toward a tall rock outcropping. I felt logy, tired. I knew I couldn’t last much longer.
The kid stopped outside a small fissure. Hurriedly, he waved at us. “Pass him here,” he said.
I hauled Graham to the fissure. Multiple hands reached out. They grabbed Graham’s armpits and dragged him into the dark space. The kid hurried after him.
Beverly threw herself at the hole and wriggled through the fissure. As she scrambled into the blackness, the air hissed behind me. Whirling around, I stared at the hillside.
“Cy,” Beverly whispered. “Come on.”
A strong breeze swept over me as I slid into the fissure. A strange oily scent filled the air. The hot temperature warmed a few degrees. I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry.
I crawled forward, my hands and knees banging against rock. The fissure widened and grew taller, eventually opening up to a small cave. I crawled into it. Reaching up, I felt the ceiling. It was about four feet off the ground.
The hissing grew louder. Twisting my neck, I noticed a giant shape on the other end of the fissure. An air of electricity surrounded it.
The creature pawed at the fissure. Then it lowered its head to the thin space. Its eyes, bright red, seemed to reach into the depths of my soul.
Swallowing hard, I held perfectly still. A few seconds passed.
Then the buzzing sounded again. It joined with the hissing, creating a discordant noise.
Rock crunched. Dirt and dust shot into the fissure, getting in my eyes and lungs.
My heart skipped a beat.
It’s breaking the rock. It’s coming in here.
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I reached for my pistol, but a tug on my arm gave me pause.
“It won’t work,” the kid whispered.
“How do you know?”
“Because we already tried.” The new voice was older, strained.
Peering deeper into the cave, I saw a man. He was in his mid-forties and skinny as a flagpole. A pair of green shorts and sport sandals constituted his clothing. Deep scratch marks, welts, and bruises covered his dark skin. Like the kid, he spoke with a Polynesian accent.
“And failed,” a woman piped up in a southern drawl. “Bullets don’t hurt the Grueler.”
The woman knelt next to the man. She was skinny and sported a pair of runner’s legs. Her skin, the color of milk chocolate, featured multiple abrasions and scrapes. Her attire consisted of leggings and a blouse, both heavily stained with mud.
Who were they? And why were they on Pagan?
The fissure vibrated. The sound of crunching rock forced my mind to focus. “Then what do we do?” I asked.
“Simple.” The woman spun around. “We hide.”
Her clothes rustled as she crawled to the cave’s far left corner. A crevice, smaller and tighter than the fissure, awaited her. Dipping her head, she entered it.
Grabbing Graham by the armpits, the man worked his way toward the crevice. The kid, clambering on all fours, hurried after them.
I arched an eyebrow at Beverly.
She shrugged. Then she hurried to the left corner.
Rising to a crouching position, I moved backward until I touched the rock wall. The creature’s dull, reddish eyes seemed to stare right through me.
I flinched as rock crunched at an even louder volume. The buzzing intensified. The walls began to tremble.
You killed Stevens. You deserve to die.
Drawing my pistol, I took careful aim at the red eyes. A hand tugged my arm. Glancing down, I saw the kid.
He patted my gun hand, pushing it toward my waist. Slowly, I holstered the gun and followed him to the crevice.
The crunching grew louder and more ferocious. It sounded like the creature was mere seconds away from breaking into the cave.
With a wave of his hand, the kid ducked into the thin space. I took one last look at the cave. Then I slid between the rocks and entered the crevice.
Almost immediately, I found myself on a downward slope. I crawled ahead, doing my best to ignore the tightening space.
The air tasted musty. I smelled old paint and dust. Sweat gushed from my pores in droves.
The crunching ceased. The air swished. Rustling noises sounded out. They quickly grew faint. Then they vanished.
Did it leave?
The crevice tightened and I banged my shoulders a couple of times against rock. Then it began to twist in a downward spiral. Staying low, I continued forward, occasionally banging my knees against the ground.
The crevice shifted a few more times. I climbed over rocks, around them, and under them.
As I rounded a corner, I saw a bright beam of light. It swept from side to side, revealing a large area.
I crawled into the space. Tentatively, I stood up and looked around. I stood in a large tube, maybe eight feet in diameter. The walls were made of concrete, which crumbled in multiple places. For a brief moment, I forgot about Simona Wolcott and Eco-Trek, Milt Stevens, and the creature. I even forgot about the reliquary.
I walked to a wall. Symbols, painted white, occupied a small section. The paint was old and some of it had already peeled off the concrete.
“What is this place?” I asked.
“It’s an old tunnel,” the man replied. “And unless I’m mistaken, we’re the first people to enter it since the Second World War.”

Chapter 40

The Japanese military built a tunnel under Pagan?
I tried to recall everything I’d read about Pagan. The Imperial Japanese Navy had constructed an airfield on the island in 1935. A garrison was added two years later. The garrison remained small until June 1944, when over two thousand Imperial Japanese Army soldiers arrived to bolster it. The Allies had proceeded to cut off and isolate the garrison. Hundreds of soldiers had died in the process.
I studied the painted symbols. I’d seen Japanese script on numerous occasions and the symbols before me, which were written in columns, looked similar. Unfortunately, I couldn’t read them.
Looking up, I tried to gauge our general location. We were north of the volcano, a long ways from Pagan Bay as well as from the original Japanese airstrip. Why had the Japanese military built a tunnel so far from the island’s most important areas? What purpose could it possibly serve?
The more I thought about it, the more it bothered me. Even if it had been built in a different location, the concrete tube seemed like a waste of resources for such a small garrison.
Regardless, I was grateful to have it. Exhaustion crept through my body. My legs began to ache. My eyelids grew heavy.
Stifling a yawn, I leaned against the curving wall. The concrete felt cool and gritty against my shoulders.
“Well, that was fun.” Beverly hiked to the wall. Propping herself against it, she checked the scrapes and wounds on her legs.
The kid studied Beverly. “I saw the crash. Are you injured? We’ve got a first-aid kit.”
“I’ll live.” She aimed a flashlight beam at the kid. “What’s your name?”
“Akolo,” he said. “Akolo Tenorio.”
Slowly, I lowered myself until my haunches were just above my heels. Glancing to my right, I saw the man help Graham onto a sleeping bag. The woman stood nearby, waiting to cover him with a blanket.
I nodded at them. “Are those your parents?”
“That’s my dad. His name is Benigno. The woman is Carrie Cooper. She’s, well, I guess you could say she’s helping us.”
“Helping you do what?”
“Right now?” He chewed his lip thoughtfully. “Survive, I guess.”

Chapter 41

“We don’t have a lot of food.” Benigno studied my visage. “But what’s ours is yours.”
“Thanks.” My stomach growled. “But no thanks.”
“I’d give my right arm for a steak,” Beverly said.
He laughed. “How about cold beans?”
She grinned. “That was my second choice.”
He strode to a pile of items lumped on the far side of the tube. Rooting around, he selected a can. Then he spun toward Beverly. “Here you go.”
She reached out her hands. The can banged against her flashlight, but she still managed to keep it from hitting the ground. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a can opener.”
He shook his head.
Beverly sat on the concrete floor. Using her knife, she carved a hole in the thin metal. Then she tipped the can and spilled some beans into her mouth.
She wiped her lips and offered the can to me. After a moment of hesitation, I took it from her. Seconds later, beans and sauce swirled down my throat. They tasted good, finer than the finest cuisine.
As I passed the can back to her, I glanced at Benigno. “Thanks.”
He nodded.
We ate in silence. Then Beverly set the can aside and Benigno handed her a bottle of water. She drank from it and passed it to me.
Greedily, I imbibed the liquid. It was warm and tasted like plastic. But it felt like heaven on my chapped lips and scratchy throat.
“Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for a little company.” Benigno’s expression turned hard as stone. “But who are you people?”
“I’m Cy Reed. She’s Beverly Ginger.” I nodded at Graham. “That’s Dutch Graham.”
“Why are you here?”
“That’s a complicated question.”
He crossed his arms.
Benigno had saved our lives. He’d shared his supplies with us. The least I could do was tell him the truth. “Simona’s people stole something from us. We want it back.”
“What did they take?”
“A stone box,” Beverly said.
He did a double-take. “A what?”
“We’re salvage experts,” I explained. “We specialize in extreme salvage jobs, the ones where artifacts are in imminent danger. Last week, a woman hired us to dig up an old reliquary. To make a long story short, Eco-Trek killed a bunch of people and made off with it.”
He frowned. “Why would they care about some old box?”
“Good question,” Beverly said.
I heard soft voices. Rotating my neck, I saw Akolo. He sat with Carrie, helping her watch over Graham.
“We answered your question,” I said. “Now, it’s our turn. What are you doing here?”
“We’re looking for people,” he replied after a moment.
“Who?”
“It’s a long story.”
Beverly crossed her arms.
“Fine.” He sat on the ground. “I was born here. Spent a good chunk of my life on this rock. Then the government kicked us out. They called Pagan a death trap waiting to happen on account of the volcanoes. So, a bunch of us moved to Saipan.”
“Go on,” she said.
“We tried to adjust to city life. I got a factory job. We rented a tiny apartment. My wife and I gave birth to Akolo. It wasn’t an easy life, but we made it work. That is, until the environmentalists decided to gunk it up.” He sighed. “They hounded the politicians, told them the factories were damaging Saipan’s reputation as a … what do you call it … eco-tourist destination. Maybe they were right. I don’t know. Either way, I lost my job. Rizzalyn — she’s my wife — lost hers too. The same thing happened to my friends and family. Things got bad. Real bad.”
“So, you decided to come back here?”
He nodded. “Pagan ain’t much. But it used to have clean air, fresh water, and arable land. We figured we could restore the old coconut plantations. Maybe raise some cotton and sweet potatoes, too. A bunch of us joined forces. We called ourselves Pagan Nation.”
Beverly nodded. “You’re a pressure group.”
“With zero influence.” He grunted in displeasure. “For years, the local authorities denied our petitions. So, I’m sure you can imagine how we felt when the federal government handed Pagan over to Eco-Trek. It was like a slap to the face. We hounded everyone we could find, but no one cared. Finally, we came up with a last-ditch plan. We’d come here on our own accord. We’d refuse to leave until we’d gotten a chance to meet Simona Wolcott. I thought if I could just talk to her, she’d see things my way. Maybe let us live on the island, too.” Benigno shook his head. “God, I was an idiot.”
“What happened?”
“We came by boat. Even from a distance, we could see the dead trees, the brown grass. The others wanted to turn around. But me? No, I was too bull-headed.” He winced. “All of a sudden, our boat exploded. We were pitched into the water. I grabbed Akolo and swam for shore. And then …”
“Yes?” Beverly’s voice was soft, gentle.
“Sharks appeared. They started biting people, eating them. Only eight of us made it to land. But before we could catch our breath, Simona’s guards were on us. They chased us, captured nearly everyone.” He exhaled. “Everyone except Akolo and me, o’ course.”
I glanced at the pile of supplies. “You brought those with you?”
He nodded. “We scrounged them up from shallow waters later that night. We’ve been living off them for over a week now.”
“What about your wife?” Beverly asked.
“Rizzalyn? They got her too.” He jerked his thumb in the general direction of the station. “We watched them take her and the others inside that building. Marched them in there like prisoners.”
His story had the ring of truth to it. Still, at least one aspect didn’t make sense. Why had Eco-Trek bothered to imprison the surviving islanders? Why hadn’t they tried to kill them like they’d tried to kill us?
Carrie stood up to stretch her legs.
I caught her eye. “How is he?” I asked, with a nod at Graham.
“He’s fine. Just needs some rest.”
Beverly gave her a curious look. “How do you fit into this?”
“I used to work for Eco-Trek,” Carrie said after a long moment.
“Did you know Simona Wolcott?” Graham asked.
She nodded.
“What was she like?”
“A real control freak. Nothing happens at Eco-Trek without her approval.” She sighed. “Anyway I saw the attack on the Pagan Nation. When Pascal’s men—”
“Pascal?” I frowned. “Who’s that?”
“Jeremy Pascal. He heads up Simona’s security forces.”
“Short guy? Polynesian? Loads of scars?”
“You’ve met him?”
“Not personally.”
“You’re lucky. He’s a monster.” Carrie paused. “Anyway when Pascal’s guys saw me, they gave chase. So, I ran.”
“We ran together,” Benigno said. “Eventually, Pascal’s guys broke off our trail. But then the Grueler arrived.”
“That’s right.” Akolo turned toward us. “It just came out of the darkness. We ran like crazy. It was right on our tail when we stumbled on this place.”
“He’s being modest.” Benigno smiled. “He spotted it. Saved our lives in the process.”
“What’s a Grueler?” Beverly asked.
“That’s Pascal’s name for the beast,” Carrie replied.
“What kind of animal is it?” I asked.
“Truthfully, I don’t know. It kicks up so much dust, it’s impossible to get a good look.” She exhaled. “I did ask him about it once. You see, we could hear it inside the station. He told me it was Eco-Trek’s guard dog.”
“How’d it get that way?”
“You’re talking about the second head?” She shrugged. “I’ve got no clue. To me, the real mystery is how it’s able to run with either head in the lead. What kind of legs could possibly do that?”
Good question.
“So, what’s the plan?” I asked.
Benigno frowned. “What do you mean?”
“They’ve got your wife. I assume you’re going after her.”
“Not without guns. I had one when I came here. That’s how I know bullets don't hurt the Grueler.”
“What happened to it?”
“I was forced to ditch it.” His jaw tightened. “Occasionally, Pascal’s guards patrol Pagan Bay. We’ve been studying them, watching their movements. If we can lure a couple of them away from the pack, we can arm ourselves.”
I glanced at Carrie. “You know your way around the research station?”
She nodded. “Why?”
“Think you can help me find an old stone box?”
Her eyes shone with curiosity. “I suppose so.”
“Then I suggest we work together.” I patted my gun. “We’ll help you free Rizzalyn and the other prisoners. You help us find the reliquary. Deal?”
Benigno and Carrie shared looks. Then Carrie gave me a nod. “Deal.”

Chapter 42

Benigno cleared his throat. “Intriguing, huh?”
I kept my gaze locked on the large pile of rubble blocking the tube’s southeastern end. A similar pile of rubble blocked the other side as well. “You said you lived here. Did you know about it?”
“You mean before Akolo found the fissure?” He nodded. “When I was a kid, my grandfather used to tell stories about old Japanese tunnels. He said they honeycombed the island.”
After joining forces with Benigno, Akolo, and Carrie, I’d been eager to set out for the station. I wanted to recover the reliquary, to escape the island. But Beverly had convinced me to wait. Eco-Trek’s chemtrails needed time to disperse. Plus, Pascal could still be in the area. And most importantly, Graham required rest.
So, we’d agreed to spend a day in the strange underground tube. It was the smart move. The right move.
But that didn’t mean I was happy about it.
I frowned. “So, this isn’t the only tunnel?”
“Honestly, I’m not sure.” Benigno spun in a slow circle. “Frankly, I’d thought it was just a story.”
“Your grandfather lived here during World War II?”
“Yes, but he wasn’t part of the garrison. He and roughly two hundred other Chamorro people — the Chamorro are the natives of the Mariana Islands — lived here before and after the war.”
“Your family has a lot of history on this island.”
“Tell me about it. My distant relatives were forcibly deported in the late 1600s. We came back in the early 1800s only to be kicked out yet again.” His fingers curled into fists. “Someday it’ll be ours.”
I wasn’t so sure, but I smiled all the same. “What else did your grandfather tell you about these tunnels?”
“Not much. Apparently, the Imperial Japanese Army sent about two thousand people here along with some equipment in mid-1944. Pretty soon, they started receiving massive concrete shipments.”
“Did your grandfather actually see the tunnels?”
“No. He didn’t even see dirt coming out of the garrison. He just heard rumors about them. The whole thing was a pretty big deal, I guess. Even General Yamashita came to Pagan at that time via submarine, supposedly to tour them.”
I racked my brain for information on General Yamashita, but came up short. “Who’s that?”
“Grandfather called him, The Tiger of Malaya. He was some kind of hotshot general and conquered Malay and Singapore early on in the war. Then he was exiled to a distant post in China, supposedly for embarrassing the Japanese government. He wasn’t allowed back to this part of the world until construction started on Pagan.”
The story fueled my curiosity. Why would the Imperial Japanese Army build a network of tunnels under Pagan? What was the purpose of the tunnels? Did Eco-Trek know about them?
I walked past the rubble and stopped next to a section of crumbling wall. Using my machete, I chipped away at the concrete. Gradually, blackish rock came into view. “Well, that solves one mystery,” I said slowly. “The Japanese military didn’t dig these tunnels. They were already here.”
“What do you mean?”
“See that?” I waved at the rock. “Those are step marks. They show the level of flowing lava.”
“You mean …?”
I nodded. “It’s a lava tube.”
Ancient lava tubes, like the one in which I stood, resulted from flowing low-viscosity lava. As the lava cooled, the surrounding walls hardened, forming long tube-like structures.
Benigno nodded slowly. “That explains why my grandfather didn’t see any dirt.”
I continued to study the wall. Meanwhile, Benigno drifted off to the other end of the tube. He lay down on a bed of soil and dead leaves. Before long, snoring filled the air.
My vision grew hazy. I rubbed my eyes, but it didn’t help much.
A yawn escaped my lips. Looking around, I saw the others. Like Benigno, they were fast asleep on beds made from dirt, foliage, and old clothes.
I walked along the wall until I stood across from the crevice. Kneeling down, I shrugged off my satchel. I placed it behind me and leaned back, using it as a cushion.
My eyelids grew heavy. My muscles sagged.
Stay awake. You’ve got to stay awake.
Although I’d only known them a short time, I trusted Benigno, Akolo, and Carrie. Akolo could’ve abandoned us, left us to the Grueler. But instead, he’d led us to safety. All in all, they seemed like good people, caught up in a horrible situation. But that didn’t make me feel better about sleeping. Not when Simona’s forces, her drones, and the Grueler were all trying to kill us.
Despite my best efforts, energy quickly drained from my body. I found myself sliding downward. Soon, the cushion turned into a pillow.
Tired. So tired.
My body sagged. I waited a few seconds, trying to gather my strength. Sleep was not an option.
Stay awake, Cy. You’ve got to …

Chapter 43

Briggs’ hands trembled as they shot across the keyboard. His fingers struck the wrong keys, sending a line of meaningless commands into the Eco-Trek PKGCM: Version 4.5.
Agitated, he paused to delete the commands. He took some deep breaths, aiming to clear his mind. Then he attempted to type again. But again, all that emerged was gibberish.
He interlaced his fingers. Turning his palms outward, he extended his arms. His fingers cracked loudly. He tried to focus on the monitor, but the digits and letters merged together, forming an unreadable mess.
He rubbed his eyes. Turning in his chair, he studied the newest additions to his workspace. The boxes, fifty-six in total, were stacked neatly in columns. They contained countless reams of paper, outlining the inner mechanisms and structure of Simona’s model.
He’d tried to organize the paperwork into a helpful resource. He’d read jargon, studied diagrams, and sifted through countless pages of abandoned code. But all it did was add to his confusion. In fact, he was close to chalking it up as a massive waste of time.
And that annoyed him to no end. The paperwork, properly sorted and organized, could’ve been immensely helpful.
He stood up and stretched his aching back. His entire body, from his toes to the hairs on his head, tingled in uneasy anticipation.
Briggs tried to shake the nervous feeling without success. While Simona had been perfectly kind to him, she’d also been far from helpful. She’d delayed meetings and drowned him in paperwork.
In short, she’d acted guilty.
He couldn’t put his finger on it. But if he was in her shoes, he knew he’d have done everything possible to put the inspection behind him. The only reason to slow it down was if she had something to hide.
Briggs wiped his eyes and helped himself to another can of Crisp Cola. Then he opened yet another box and spilled the contents on the table. He sorted through them for a few minutes, looking for leads. Then he sat down in his chair.
Again, his fingers trembled as they passed over the keyboard. He forced himself to work a little slower. Gradually, he cleared his mind. His typing normalized and he resumed his usual working speed.
His eyes studied the screen while he typed. Dozens of complex calculations passed before his eyes. Numbers appeared, feeding into still more equations.
He moved on, passing deeper into the calculations. The model was nearly impossible to evaluate. It was always changing, always adjusting itself to fit new data inputs. However, he was beginning to realize the model wasn’t a completely fluid organism. Cause and effect were, when applicable, respected. That gave him a base from which to continue his investigation.
The screen changed constantly as he continued his trek down the rabbit hole. His back grew stiff from non-movement. His fingers began to ache from pressing so many keys.
Deeper he trekked, using the paperwork to guide him to one of the model’s many cores. The screen changed yet again and he saw all new equations, rules, and specifications. His eyes flew over the information as he scrolled downward.
Then he frowned.
Adjusting the mouse, he scrolled up a few lines to a small section of code. For a couple of minutes, he pondered an anomaly.
His frown deepened.
Briggs took a few notes on a pad of paper. Feeling reenergized, he returned to the paperwork, scanning information and searching for clues to the anomaly. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure what it meant.
But he knew it was important.

Chapter 44

President Walters sat in the Oval Office, his head in his hands. Senator Gar had given him a deadline and it was drawing near. If he didn’t have answers soon, he’d be forced to either support the senator’s campaign or allow the truth, warts and all, to go public. The first scenario would compromise his values. The second one would unleash a torrent of public anger. His scandal-plagued administration would never recover. Without a doubt, he’d go down in history as America’s most corrupt president.
The intercom buzzed. The president pressed the speaker button. “Yes, Alison?”
“Ed is here to see you.” Like always, his secretary’s voice was no-nonsense. “He says it’s important.”
The president felt a glimmer of hope. “Send him in.”
The door opened. Special Agent Ed Hooper strode into the Oval Office. “Wow.” He blinked. “Are you okay?”
President Walters frowned. “What?”
“You look like crap.”
The president wiped his forehead. His skin felt cold, clammy. “I’m just tired. Haven’t slept much lately.”
“Neither have I.”
“I believe it. What’ve you got for me?”
Hooper strode across the carpet, tracking soil along the way. Without fanfare, he took a seat opposite the president. “Just about everything.”
For the next five minutes, Hooper described his meeting with Barney Samuels as well as the man’s subsequent phone calls to members of the Separative. President Walters’ eyes gradually widened until they looked like they might burst out of their sockets.
After Hooper had finished, the president leaned back in his chair. “So, they’re all in on it.”
“It certainly appears that way.”
“But why? It’s not like any of them are hurting for money.”
“That’s the big question,” Hooper said. “But I believe I have a partial answer for you. The Separative’s unofficial leader was — is — a geocybernetics expert named Simona Wolcott. She disappeared eighteen months ago.”
The president frowned.
“So, I did a little digging. She didn’t actually vanish. Instead, she quietly formed a weather research outfit named Eco-Trek. It turns out that Secretary Roost granted a federal land lease to Eco-Trek. It involves Pagan, a small island in the Northern Marianas.”
“Land leases aren’t exactly uncommon.”
“This one is. It comes with a no-fly, no-sail zone. And when I tried to dig up satellite images of the area, I was told they’d been classified by Secretary Bert Bane.”
“Kate and Bert … they’re both part of the Separative, right?”
Hooper nodded.
The president exhaled.
“When I met Secretary Samuels, I told him I knew about the theft. It shook him up pretty good. He planned a meeting. I’m going to listen in, see what I can learn.”
“We don’t have time to eavesdrop. We need to take action.”
“That can be arranged.”
“Good.” The president leaned forward. Clasped his fingers together and laid them on his desk. “Anything else?”
Hooper pulled a notepad from his pocket. He flipped a few pages. “Documentation is sparse. But Eco-Trek supposedly planned to build a weather research station on Pagan.”
“What’s your point?”
“Just this.” Hooper exhaled. “What kind of weather research could possibly require thirty-two billion dollars?”
“Good question.” A moment passed in silence. Then the president cleared his throat. “We have another problem.”
Hooper arched an eyebrow. “What now?”
“Senator Gar knows. I don’t know how, but he knows. He’s trying to blackmail me over this whole mess. If I don’t drop out of the upcoming race and support his candidacy, he’ll tell the world what happened to the Columbus Project.”
“What if we can prove the stolen money was spent on a useful cause?”
The president looked hopeful. “Can we?”
Hooper didn’t reply.
“I didn’t think so.” President Walters sighed. “I’ve got twenty-four hours. If I support him, I’ll hate myself. The odd thing is my popularity might soar because of it. Sure, I’ll look feckless and party hardliners will abandon me, but everyone else will view it as the ultimate sacrifice for the public good. Which is, of course, the ultimate lie.”
“And if you don’t support him?”
“He’ll go public. My legacy, what’s left of it, will be ruined. Forget reelection. I’ll go down in history as the worst president of all time.”
Hooper leaned back. “The truth has a way of coming out. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow. But eventually, this whole sordid affair is going to become public knowledge. People will know you had nothing to do with the theft.”
The president exhaled in disappointment. He’d hoped for a different answer from Hooper. “History doesn’t always vindicate people, you know. Many scholars consider Warren Harding the most crooked president of all time. But the Teapot Dome Scandal was small potatoes by today’s standard. And he had absolutely nothing to do with it. No one remembers he passed this country’s first real arms control agreement. They’ve forgotten how he was the first postwar president to cut government spending below prewar levels. And his freeing of political prisoners from the Red Scare of 1919 has gone right down the memory hole. He did a lot of good. And yet, no one cares.”
“That’s not true,” Hooper said. “You care.”

Chapter 45

“Destroy it. Burn it. Break it. Grind it into pieces. Whatever it takes. Or they’ll die.”
“Who? Who will die?”
“Everyone.”
I sat up with a start, gasping for air. Searing pain shot through my body, shocking my brain awake.
I sat still for a moment, letting my memories of Lila’s final moments drift away into uneasy nothingness.
My head started to ache. My legs felt sore. My back felt stiff and tender from lying on the concrete.
I took a few deep breaths of the hot, dry air. My heartbeat started to normalize.
I blinked a few times. My eye sockets felt like they’d been stuffed with dirt. I blinked a few more times. Then I looked around.
Benigno and Akolo lay fast asleep. They’d been dealt a horrible situation. Faced with similar circumstances, most people would’ve cowered away on the island, praying for rescue. But not them. They’d refused to accept the inevitable future as decided by Simona and Eco-Trek. Instead, they were determined to save Rizzalyn and their friends.
Just past them, I saw Graham. He lay on his back, coughing gently. Beverly knelt next to him. She had his head propped up and was trying to pour some water into his mouth.
Seeing Graham reminded me of our earlier conversation. He’d started to tell me about how my dad had traveled with him on expeditions. It was difficult to believe. My dad had died when I was just a kid. So, my memories of him were sparse and lacking in detail. But I’d always thought of him as a businessman, not an adventurer.
I recalled my parent’s old bedroom, one of many rooms in my family’s multi-story Manhattan apartment. A photo used to sit on my mom’s nightstand. It showed my parents sitting on the family room couch. They held a baby — me — between them. They looked so happy, so carefree. Like all was right with the world.
My father, sporting a mischievous grin and reddish hair, looked healthy and happy in the photo. It was hard to believe he was the same man who would later cause so much destruction.
Next to him, my mother smiled at me, a smile I wished I could remember. Growing up without my dad — and later without my mom — had messed me up in more ways than I could count.
I recalled another photo on that same nightstand. It depicted mom and a ten-year old me sitting at the kitchen table. She was clapping as I blew out the candles on my birthday cake. A smile danced across her lips, but her eyes revealed a deep sadness.
I didn’t realize it at the time, but dad’s untimely death must’ve been like a lightning bolt to her heart. Even so, she never complained. Hell, she never said a word about it all the way up to and including the day of her mysterious disappearance. But I knew she loved him something fierce.
At bedtime, she would regale me with stories about his life and his career as a real estate developer. The stories were always entertaining, yet moralistic. Sort of like her personal version of Aesop’s Fables.
She painted him as a fun-loving guy who adored his family, his friends, and the rich history of the city we called home. Unfortunately, it was all just a myth, a carefully constructed legend to conceal the truth.
I shuddered as tremendous anger washed over me. A couple of weeks ago, something had compelled me to dig deeper into my family’s past. In one earth-shattering moment, I learned my dad, who I’d practically worshipped, had been no hero. He was a villain, a man who’d waged an epic war on New York’s past. And my mom, who should’ve stood in his way, had let him do it.
His actions had, in a very really way, determined New York’s future. There was no changing that. But the past?
Well, that could still be saved.
That was the reason I’d worked so hard to salvage the reliquary. And it was the reason that, despite everything, recovering the ancient stone box remained my top priority. I was determined to atone for my dad’s sins. To save enough history to make up for that which he’d callously destroyed.
Wincing, I stood up. After a bit of stretching, I made my way to Beverly and Graham. “How is he?” I whispered.
“He just needs some more rest,” she replied. “In a couple of hours, he’ll be ready to go.”
“How about you?”
“You want to talk about me?” She faked a surprised look. “Not the reliquary?”
I exhaled.
“Relax, I’m just kidding. And I’m fine, by the way.”
“Listen, the reliquary is important. Maybe really important. But that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.”
“No. You just expect me to play second fiddle to it.”
“That’s not—”
She lowered Graham’s head and grabbed my shirt. Pulled me close and kissed my hard. My lips were dry, but the moment they touched hers, moisture appeared. Hungrily, I kissed her back.
With a sly smile, she pushed me away. “Can your reliquary do that?”
My face flushed.
“Didn’t think so.” Gently, she lifted Graham’s head and tipped a few more drops of water down his throat.
I furrowed my brow. “By the way, you never finished telling me about your trip to that lab. Did you learn anything new?”
“Actually, yes. The technicians told me the nanomaterials mimic the properties of the original chemicals, only on an exponential basis.”
“You mean they’re supercharged?” My face twisted in thought. “Like one nanomaterial particle is equivalent to a whole bunch of chemical particles?”
“That’s the general idea. Also, the individual nanomaterials were bound together into discs. The discs measured ten micrometers in diameter and carried a width of about fifty nanometers.”
“Sounds small.”
“It’s tiny,” she replied. “Each disc contained a core of various nanomaterials bounded by other nanomaterials, specifically aluminum on one end and barium titanate on the other end.”
I cocked my head. “Why them?”
She shrugged.
“Anything else?”
She took a deep breath. “When we analyzed them, the discs were undergoing a very slow process of disintegration.”
“You sound surprised.”
She shrugged. “Why would Simona’s scientists engineer such complex structures only to have them begin breaking down?”
“Maybe they’re trying to keep people from finding out about the nanomaterials.”
“That’s just it. The discs were disintegrating but their contents — the nanomaterials — showed no signs of change.”
“Could it be a design flaw?”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so. If I had to guess, I’d say her scientists engineered the bonds to weaken over time.”
“Why would they do that?”
She shrugged.
I’d come to Pagan solely for the reliquary. I’d hoped to avoid Simona Wolcott and the rest of Eco-Trek, not fight them. Unfortunately, they’d taken the opposite approach.
Of course, I had no intention of striking back. Recovering the reliquary required stealth, not force. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder about Simona, about her work on Pagan. Why had she taken the reliquary from us? What was she doing with the strange nanomaterials? What other secrets was she trying to protect?
I stood up to my full height. Looking around, I noticed an empty bed. “Where’s Carrie?”
“In the upper cave,” Beverly replied. “She said she couldn’t sleep.”
I wandered back to my satchel. I started to sit down again. But at the last moment, I picked up my satchel and machete and turned around.
I walked to the crevice and slid into the narrow opening. For the next few minutes, I picked my way upward through the thin space. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t stop thinking about the reliquary.
What secrets did it hold? Would I be able to steal it?
And if necessary, would I be able to destroy it?
After what seemed like an eternity, I crawled out of the crevice and entered the cave. Almost immediately, a flashlight beam hit my eyes and I was forced to look away.
“Oh.” Carrie diverted the beam. “It’s you.”
She sat against the far wall, head tilted to the ceiling. Her arms were wrapped around her knees.
With a soft sniff, she brushed a hand across her eyes, leaving a faint trail of wetness on her dirt-smeared cheeks.
I slid along the opposite wall and plastered my back against it. “So, you worked for Eco-Trek?”
She nodded.
“What was it like?”
She didn’t answer.
I decided to take a different approach. “Why’d you try to help the Pagan Nation group?”
She took a deep breath. “It was no big deal.”
“Seems like a pretty big deal to me.”
“Too little, too late.”
I stared at her.
“Benigno’s wife and friends … they aren’t Simona’s first prisoners.”
I frowned.
“I knew something was wrong,” she continued. “But by the time I figured it out, it was too late.”
I could see the sadness in her eyes, the heaviness of her heart. She was stricken with guilt. It was eating at her soul, mangling her in a way that might never be fixed.
“Too late for what?” I asked.
“Too late to save them.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I didn’t come here to work for Eco-Trek.” She paused. “I came here to spy on them.”
A realization dawned on me. “You’re a reporter?”
She nodded. “I work for the Saipan Journal. Digital news has been kicking our butts for years, so we’ve had to get creative. We go the extra mile, take extra risks.”
“How’d you find out about this place?”
“The same way as everyone else, I suppose. Eco-Trek made some headlines with the Pagan lease. Plenty of locals objected to it. And people were even less happy when they learned about the air and sea restrictions. There were a couple of protests, a bit of isolated groundswell. But it ended when Eco-Trek began recruiting from Saipan.” She shrugged. “The press moved on.”
“But not you?”
“At first, I did. But then people started to disappear.”
I cocked my head.
“Homeless people make great sources. They know more about a city’s underbelly than anyone else. I used to talk to this woman named Rowena. One day, I went looking for her in the usual spot. I couldn’t find her so I started asking around. Another source claimed to have seen her. He told me Eco-Trek employees had kidnapped her.”
“And you believed him?”
She nodded.
“How’d he know Eco-Trek was behind it?”
“He recognized their yacht. They’ve got a couple of them, all identical to each other.” She paused. “I reached out to other contacts and discovered other homeless people had gone missing as well. Rumor had it that Eco-Trek, for whatever reason, was behind the whole thing.”
“Did you go to the police?”
“They didn’t care.” Her lip curled in disgust. “Honestly, I think they were happy to be rid of a few homeless people.”
“So, you decided to find Rowena on your own?”
“I guess I wanted to help her. But I wanted the story too.” She shrugged. “Eco-Trek representatives would come around Saipan from time to time, looking for workers. It took a bunch of applications and interviews, but they finally hired me.”
“To do what?”
“Monitor real-time environmental data, mostly. Temperatures, humidity, and plenty of other stuff. It would come in from hundreds of feeds.”
“So, Simona really is conducting weather experiments?”
“Yes. But not the way you think.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “At first, I knew nothing. Everything was very compartmentalized. But I spent my free time snooping around, looking for Rowena.”
“Did you find her?”
Carrie shook her head. “No, but I heard rumors about a strange graveyard near Pagan Bay. I was friends with some of the guards and I’d overhear them talking about it. So, I snuck outside the station to look for it.” She sighed. “That’s when I saw the Pagan Nation group come under fire.”
The more I learned about Simona and Eco-Trek, the more questions I encountered. “Why would Eco-Trek kidnap homeless people?” I asked.
“I never found out. But I discovered something else before I became an outcast. One day, I managed to sneak into a separate computer bank. The screens consisted of these rotating three-dimensional globes. Long dotted lines crisscrossed them, curling in all directions. But they all originated from Pagan.”
“Plane routes?”
She nodded. “What surprised me was the scope of the flights. They went everywhere, all over the world. They didn’t land to refuel. They just flew out and returned. Many of them didn’t even fly over land. They just cruised across the ocean before circling back again.”
“So what?”
“So, I did more digging. I started going places I wasn’t supposed to go, seeing things I wasn’t supposed to see.”
“Like what?”
“The truth. Or at least part of it.” She sighed. “Apparently, the drones are top-secret U.S. military aircraft, capable of flying at extremely high altitudes. They’re dropping an aerosol mixture — internally, it’s known as CN-46 — into the upper atmosphere. And not just a little of it. Simona is literally drowning the planet with the stuff.”
“What kind of experiment is that?”
She exhaled. “The largest one of all time.”
My gaze narrowed.
“CN-46 is really a tightly-wound package of modified chemicals in aerosol form.”
I recalled what Beverly had told me about the disc-shaped particles. “Let me guess. Each CN-46 compound has a layer of aluminum on one side and a layer of barium titanate on the other one.”
Her eyes widened. “How’d you know?”
“Lucky guess.”
She gave me a curious look. “After delivery, a disc’s lighter aluminum side flips upward. Sunlight strikes the shiny surface and two things happen as a result. First, a process — I think it’s called photophoresis — causes the disc to basically levitate in the upper atmosphere. Second, it reflects sunlight away from Earth. With enough CN-46, Simona can actually cause a global dimming effect. Sort of like what happens during a massive volcanic eruption.”
“She’s trying to duplicate the effects of an eruption?” I asked incredulously. “Why?”
“Simona is conducting a massive geoengineering project.” She paused. “In other words, she’s manipulating the climate on a planetary scale.”

Chapter 46

“Geoengineering?” My mind twisted in disbelief. “But why would Simona want to change the climate?”
“I think she believes the experts are right. Namely, that climate change is real and presents a danger to humanity.” Carrie took a breath. “There are three ways to deal with climate change. First, we mitigate it. That is, we limit its magnitude and range by reducing greenhouse gas emissions or by building out carbon sinks to remove carbon dioxide from the air. Second, we adapt to it. We accept climate change is a foregone conclusion and work on limiting its negative effects. Or third, we shield ourselves from it. That’s what experts call geoengineering.”
“How can a bunch of chemicals shield us from climate change?”
“It’s called solar radiation management. Like I said, CN-46 reflects sunrays back into space. Less sunlight means less warming.”
“And that really works?”
“The theory is sound. Most geoengineering experts advocate depositing sulfur-based particles into the stratosphere. In that layer, the particles react with water, which causes them to block sunlight. But CN-46 is an extremely advanced piece of technology. It allows Simona to shield much more sunlight with far fewer particles.” Carrie shrugged. “Even so, it’s more of a bandage than a fix. It wouldn’t do anything to reduce greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. So, things like ocean acidification would remain an issue.”
Geoengineering.
I mulled over the revelation. It answered some of my questions, but not all of them. For instance, why had Simona sought out the reliquary? And why had Eco-Trek kidnapped homeless people from Saipan?
Something clicked inside my brain. “Have you ever heard of the ‘Year Without a Summer’?”
She shook her head.
History was a passion of mine. But not the usual history taught in school. No, I preferred its mysterious, dark corners. I liked to explore taboo subjects, to question so-called truths. And a little digging revealed much of what modern society believed was patently false. The Wild West really wasn’t all that wild. The Federal Reserve, widely respected as an upstanding institution, had been established in a real-life conspiracy. And the atomic bombs, often viewed as the last shots of World War II, were more accurately described as the first shots of the Cold War.
“In 1815, Mount Tambora erupted in Indonesia,” I said. “It was the largest eruption in recorded history and spewed tons of volcanic ash and sulfur into the stratosphere. The sun’s rays were reflected back to space and global temperatures dropped by an average of about one degree Fahrenheit.”
She nodded. “That’s exactly what Simona is trying to do, only through artificial means.”
“And unfortunately, with similar side-effects. Do you know what happened during the ‘Year Without a Summer’?”
Carrie shook her head.
“In 1816, Crops failed and a massive famine took hold over parts of the world. Food shortages led to riots and even a typhus epidemic in Ireland. At the same time, giant storms occurred. Flooding increased.” I frowned. “There were cultural effects, too. Spectacular sunsets became commonplace. Thousands of people, wiped out by crop losses in New England, headed west in search of better growing conditions. That included Joseph Smith, who ended up in the middle of the ‘Second Great Awakening’ and later went on to found Mormonism. I could go on and on. Hell, even Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus and John Polidori’s The Vampyre can be traced to the phenomenon.”
She looked surprised. “All that from just one degree of temperature change?”
“One average degree of temperature change. Some places were impacted more than others. Regardless, even a little less sunlight can cause a lot of damage.”
“Wait.” A look of horror crossed her visage. “Are you trying to tell me Simona might be behind all of the strange global weather phenomena? The droughts? The deluges?”
“It looks like it. She might be fighting climate change, but she’s causing a lot of damage in the process.”
Carrie tipped her head back and stared at the ceiling. “Why’d it take so long?” she said after a moment.
“What are you talking about?”
“You said the eruption took place in 1815. But the side effects weren’t felt until 1816.”
“The climate is a complex system. It takes time for things to unwind. Plus, I don’t think the stratosphere gets a lot of rain. Anything that gets into it can stay there for a long time.”
“So, today’s droughts and floods were set in stone months ago.” Her face twisted in thought. “Is winning the war on climate change worth all this collateral damage?”
“Not to me.” I paused. “So, how does Simona do it? I get the theory, but how does she put it into practice?”
“With hard science,” Carrie replied. “She created a program called Eco-Trek PKGCM to model the global climate now and into the future. PKGCM stands for Predictive Knowledge Global Climate Model. It receives constant data feeds from all over the world. It uses that data to constantly update itself as well as its projections on how the climate will change going forward. In other words, it’s a process of constant refinement and perfection. At any given time, the model can predict how CN-46 aerosols, deposited anywhere above Earth, will impact future climate factors. This allows Simona’s experts to choose the optimal locations for dispersals.”
“So, the model is built on data? Isn’t that just data mining?”
“Yes, but I think Simona considers the lack of theory to be an advantage. I can’t say I blame her. The climate isn’t full of simple, cause-and-effect relationships. Rather, variables interact with each other in dynamic ways. They’re probably impossible to understand from a theory-based approach. But a data-based approach? Well, that opens up lots of new opportunities.”
I frowned.
“Simona’s model filters out the noise from thousands of data streams and establishes relationships between them. And since those connections are dynamic, it continuously updates and refines itself with new data streams, taking great care not to over fit the data. The end result is a dynamic optimal complex model. It may not be able to explain the climate in ways we would understand, but it can still mimic and predict it.”
“But data mining has drawbacks. Connections might be coincidental, rather than causal.”
“Maybe you’re right.” She shrugged. “I’m not an expert. Everything I know comes from documents I stole off of Eco-Trek’s servers.”
I recalled what Beverly had told me about the nanomaterials. “Why are there so many different nanomaterials inside the CN-46 discs?”
“Actually, there’s just one. Each core consists entirely of engineered aluminum.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“Not totally.” She cocked her head. “Why?”
“Beverly collected materials left by one of Simona’s planes,” I replied. “A lab analyzed them for us and found tiny disc-like structures. Each disc was bounded by metallic layers and contained a core of various nanomaterials.”
“That’s interesting. I didn’t see anything about other nanomaterials in the documentation.” Her face twisted in thought. “Simona uses a complicated system to track the CN-46 deposits. Maybe the nanomaterials have something to do with that.”
“Maybe.” I rubbed my jaw. “Can you think of any reason why Simona’s scientists would engineer CN-46 to degrade over a period of time?”
“From what I understand, the discs disintegrate due to UV radiation and interactions with oxygen radicals. I believe it’s a safety feature, designed to keep the particles from becoming a permanent fixture in the atmosphere.”
Another question popped into my brain. “How does Eco-Trek sustain itself?”
Carrie cocked her head.
“Drones, fuel, computing, personnel … it can’t be cheap.”
“I never got a chance to track down funding sources.”
“Okay, here’s another question. Why is Simona doing this?”
She shrugged. “For the greater good?”
“Her planes killed dozens of people in Israel. Her goons kidnapped homeless people. They attacked Benigno’s boat. They chased you. They shot our helicopter out of the sky.”
“I suppose she’s trying to keep this a secret. If people learned she was manipulating the climate, they’d shut her down.”
“I guess that makes sense. But how do the kidnappings fit in to her plans?”
“I don’t know yet.” Carrie waited a few seconds. “I don’t know if I should admire Simona or hate her. On one hand, she’s fighting climate change. On the other hand, she’s clearly hurting people.”
I knew how she felt. Simona’s geoengineering project gave her an incredible amount of power over the climate as well as over all of humanity. What gave her the right to wield that kind of power? And was she wielding it in a moral fashion? Was reducing climate change worth the nasty side effects? Was the greater good really all that good? Or was it something else?
Something evil.

Chapter 47

The woman rubbed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. Then she took two uneven steps and pitched forward, landing hard on her knees. She stretched out her hand, reaching for her daughter.
The little girl, about eight years old, slid to the nearest corner. Terrified, she watched her mother collapse on the concrete floor.
One the other side of the large one-way glass window, Simona Wolcott sipped her coffee. Cocking her head, she watched the life drain out of the poor woman. Then she glanced at the file in her lap. The woman was named Rowena. She was homeless. Her life, like so many others, had been nothing but a burden on the planet.
Simona shifted her gaze to the other isolation chambers. Men, women, and children, carefully selected by age, ethnicity, and other factors, sat quietly on concrete floors. Some chambers were full of people. Others contained just a single person. A few of the subjects appeared quite sick. Others, like Rowena’s daughter, were in perfect health.
Simona turned her attention to another glass enclosure just as a man crumpled to the ground. For a moment, he barely moved, caught between agonizing life and certain death. Tears welled up in his eyes as the chamber’s other occupants backed away.
Dr. Mychelle Besson, outfitted in a white lab coat, strolled past Simona. Carefully, she recorded observations on a long notepad.
Simona glanced back at the first chamber. A door swung open on the opposite side. Four people, clad in white hazmat suits, entered the space. They herded the daughter to the opposite end of the chamber. Then they gathered up Rowena and removed her from the area.
“Counting those two people, we’ve lost five of the forty-eight original subjects.” Mychelle cleared her throat. “The others will live, but with compromised immune systems.”
“How compromised?” Simona asked.
“If allowed back into society, I estimate an additional twenty people would die within six months, all from simple diseases.”
Simona nodded, impressed. “That’s in-line with your original estimates.”
Mychelle nodded.
“Any concerns?”
With a broad smile, she shook her head. “I don’t want to sound over-optimistic. But Miasma continues to act exactly as expected. I think we can safely move on to the next step.”
Simona took a deep breath, allowing the truth to wash over her. To bathe her in its wonderful waters. “You expect production to take four hours, right?”
“That’s right.”
“Very good.” Simona stared at the chambers. Years of labor and effort had led her to this exact moment. Now, she was ready to make the final push. “Initiate production of Miasma.”

Chapter 48

The ground was bone dry. A light wind swept against it, kicking dirt into the air. Thunder cracked in the distance. Dark clouds covered the evening sky.
Taking a deep breath, I clambered out of the fissure. Standing up, I took a few deep breaths. Dust grated against my lungs. The air felt unbearably warm. Sweat began to ooze out of my dirt-clogged pores.
Graham crawled out of the fissure. Pulling up his pant leg, he took a few moments to brush particles out of his artificial joints. From all appearances, the day of rest had done him good.
I scanned the area for paw prints. But time and wind had erased them from existence. Turning to the fissure, I saw cracks and deep puncture marks. The Grueler, whatever it was, was extremely powerful.
After everyone had crawled outside, I cleared my throat. “We’re circling west to Pagan Bay. Keep quiet and stay low. Any questions?”
Heads shook from side to side.
“When we reach the bay, we need time to study the station, ideally from a safe distance.” I glanced at Benigno. “Think you can find us a place?”
He nodded. “Sure can.”
Akolo raised his hand. “What if we see the Grueler?”
“Run.” My gaze hardened. “Run like hell.”
I drew my pistol from its holster. Unsheathed my machete. Weapons in hand, I walked up the hill facing the fissure. Setting a southwestwardly course, I began crossing the arid terrain.
After a short walk, I noticed Graham keeping pace with me. “How are you feeling?” I asked.
He grinned. “How do I look?”
“Like crap.”
He chuckled.
I hesitated for a moment. “So, my dad used to travel with you?”
Graham nodded. “Sure did.”
“Why? I mean he wasn’t an adventurer. He was a real estate tycoon.”
“True, but real estate wasn’t his entire life. He loved the outdoors. In fact, I’d say he preferred it to the boardroom, although he would’ve never admitted that to anyone.”
I nodded.
“You remind me of him,” Graham said. “In a lot of ways.”
My mouth twitched. For whatever reason, a surge of guilt swept through me. “Is that right?”
“He was smart and stubborn as hell, same as you. He even possessed the same skill set. But while you were born for this life, his true expertise was in the art of the deal. So, you’re similar to him.” He shrugged. “But still very different.”
You’re not your father.
It wasn’t exactly a stunning revelation. But even so, it struck my outer surface like a cannonball. My heart pounded as the truth sunk in, all the way to my soul.
Steeling my emotions, I began to move more cautiously, taking care to avoid twigs and dry leaves. We passed through several gullies, retracing our steps. Finally, we climbed a small hill and paused at the top.
Donning my goggles, I switched on the night-vision. Air left my lips as I saw scattered bones and gory remains. The creature hadn’t just killed Stevens.
It had ripped him to pieces.
As I scanned the carcass, I noticed plenty of fleshy material. Why hadn’t the Grueler eaten its victim? Was it some kind of trap? Was the Grueler waiting nearby, hoping to snag additional prey?
I studied the surroundings, searching for paw prints, scat, and other signs of life. But I saw nothing.
“How’s it look?” Beverly asked.
“Clear,” I replied.
Slowly, I descended the hill. As I passed between leafless tree trunks, I cast a wary eye on the area.
Where the hell are you?
A gust of wind swept through the gully. It struck Stevens’ rib cage, causing small pieces of it to break away. Dirt kicked upward, soared around for a few seconds, and then dropped to the earth, partially covering the bones in the process.
I winced. Did he have family or friends? Were they starting to get worried? Had they gone looking for him?
Graham shook his head. “I wonder how Pagan got this way.”
“What way?” Beverly asked.
“Like hell.” Graham swept his hand in an arc, encompassing everything in sight. “The Grueler. Dead trees. Dry soil.”
“I don’t know about the Grueler, but the rest is probably due to CN-46,” she replied. “Simona’s drone sprayed a lot of land trying to kill us. And I’d be willing to bet she’s ordered similar attacks on other people in the past.”
“I suppose that makes sense. But then why didn’t she use CN-46 on the Pagan Nation?”
“Maybe she had something else in mind for them.”
While they talked, I fell to the dirt. For a couple of minutes, I dug a substantial hole in the soil. Then I used my boot to push Stevens’ remains into the hole.
Graham saw something in my face. “You okay?”
I nodded. “It just doesn’t make sense.”
“What doesn’t make sense?”
“The body. It’s all here, limbs and everything. I don’t even see teeth marks. It’s like the Grueler just killed him for sport.”
“Animals do that, you know. It’s called surplus killing.”
I hiked to a large stone. Picking it up, I hefted it to the makeshift grave. Carefully, I placed it on top of Stevens’ remains. Then I stepped back and bowed my head.
A twig snapped. Blood pumped through my veins. My gaze shot to the north. A large shadowy figure, cloaked in swirling dust, stood on the far end of the gully. A familiar hissing noise rang out, grating my ears.
“It’s the Grueler,” I shouted. “Run!”

Chapter 49

Pushing Graham ahead of me, I scrambled up the hillside and into a tree grove. Looking back, I saw a whirlwind of dust blaze through the gully.
The wind turned stronger, ripping through the trees and driving still more dust into the sky. I glanced back again. The Grueler was close, just twenty feet away. A small dust storm obscured most of it, but I could see its foremost head vibrating in rapid fashion. Its teeth looked shiny and razor sharp. They shifted up and down, side to side, over and over again.
We weaved through the trees. The Grueler slowed a bit.
The sky darkened as we ran to another hill. We hurried up its side, our boots slipping on the loose soil. At the top, I saw more dead trees, more dead bushes.
“Over there,” Beverly shouted. “Head for higher ground.”
A wall of boulders lay southeast of us. Beverly and Graham reached one first. Quickly, they climbed it, using crags and nooks for hand and footholds.
Benigno, Akolo, and Carrie hurried to another boulder. Benigno grabbed Akolo by the shoulders and thrust him at the rock. Akolo grabbed hold of it and scampered up its surface. Then Benigno and Carrie climbed after him.
I looked at their position on the boulder, at their slow climbing rate. The creature’s footsteps pounded behind me. I could feel heat emanating off its glimmering coat. I sensed its vibrating jaws drawing closer and closer.
They’ll never make it.
The creature, still cloaked in dust, hurtled over the hilltop. It ran straight at me. Twisting around, I veered away from the others. The creature’s claws clicked against dirt and rocks as it adjusted course.
“What are you doing?” Graham shouted. “Get the hell—”
The hissing grew louder, drowning him out. I ran to a separate boulder. A hot breeze pressed against my back. Claws slapped the ground, casting dirt onto my pants. More dirt swirled around my head, nearly blinding me.
Sprinting faster, I reached the boulder. Then I veered west.
A crash rang out as the creature slammed into the rock. Dust shot upward, cutting my visibility to inches.
I grabbed a handhold. Frantically, I scaled the boulder.
Hands appeared. They grabbed hold of me, pulling me upward. Moments later, I rolled onto the boulder.
I twisted around. Squinting, I tried to see the creature. But there was too much dust.
The air hissed. Distinct creaking noises rang out. The dust cloud shifted, expanded. Then sharp claws struck the rock.
“Come on.” Beverly hauled me to my feet. “We need to keep going.”
The hissing noise regained its normal pitch. As I followed the others, I tried to make sense of what I’d seen.
The creature had struck the boulder at top speed. The collision should’ve maimed it, maybe even killed it. Yet, it had lived. Not only that, it had enough strength to climb the boulder.
What the hell are you?

Chapter 50

The horrible hissing plagued my ears. The air tasted of dust. The creature’s scent, a foul, oily odor, filled my nostrils.
I charged forward, weaving through tree trunks, making sure to keep the others in front of me.
I burst into a small clearing. Looking ahead, I saw another small section of forest followed by what appeared to be a steep drop-off.
My boots pounded against the dirt, kicking up small clouds of dust. My breaths grew uneven. My legs started to feel rubbery.
I glanced over my shoulder. A cloud of dust shot into the clearing just thirty feet behind me. Claws slammed repeatedly against the ground. Dirt stabbed the air, retreated, and stabbed it again.
I headed deeper into the barren forest. Tree trunks towered above me. The ground felt harder under my boots. I kept my eyes moving, but saw no signs of life. There were no animals, no birds. Hell, even insects seemed in short supply.
A strong breeze kicked up from the south and I smelled salt. The breeze slashed at the soil, kicking more dirt particles into the air. The particles swarmed around us. They hid us from the Grueler.
But they also hid the Grueler from us.
Beverly veered to the southwest. We followed her, drawing ever closer to Pagan Bay. Ahead, I spotted a rock-lined trail. It was a straight shot through the forest, with no obstacles to slow us down.
Beverly ran onto the trail. Carrie and Benigno sprinted onto it as well.
Peering back, I saw the roiling dust cloud shoot through a grove of thicket and dead bushes. Dry leaves crunched. Branches cracked and snapped.
A yelp rang out.
I twisted my head just in time to see Akolo trip on a large rock that marked the start of the trail. His right knee struck the rock with a resounding smack. Clutching it, he rolled onto his back.
Graham hustled to Akolo’s side. He scooped up the kid and limped down the trail.
Damn it.
Between his artificial leg and Akolo, Graham was now running at half the creature’s speed. There was no way he could continue to stay ahead of it.
I leapt onto the rock, sliding across it. It felt smooth and polished.
My boots hit the ground. Ducking down, I aimed my pistol into the forest. Dust was everywhere, cloaking the area with its grainy particles.
I took aim at a thick cloud of swirling dirt. But I was unable to draw a bead on the creature. Gritting my teeth, I aimed for the center of the frenzied movements.
The cloud paused. Dirt continued to shoot in all directions. Up and down, back and forth. But it didn’t advance on our position.
I furrowed my brow.
The hissing died off. Twigs stopped snapping. Branches stopped breaking. An eerie silence filled the air.
Then the dust cloud moved. Not forward this time, but backward. It retreated quickly, silently.
And then it was gone.
Beverly, clutching her gun, appeared at my side. “Where’d it go?”
I stared, dumbfounded, into the whirling dust storm. “I don’t know.”

Chapter 51

“I’m telling you, it didn’t sound right.” Akolo wrenched himself away from his father. “It sounded funny.”
Benigno peered at the large rock. “Funny how?”
“I don’t know. It just didn’t sound right.”
Only a few minutes had passed since the Grueler’s strange disappearance. While the others caught their breath, I’d remained at the rock. Muscles tensed, I’d kept my eyes peeled for the creature.
It had hunted us across the island. It had been relentless, even chasing us over the boulders. Then, at our weakest moment, it had disappeared. Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate. It hadn’t disappeared. Instead, it had paused in its tracks. Then it had retreated in orderly fashion.
But why?
The creature had no problem killing Stevens. So, why had it hesitated with us? Had it caught another scent? If so, what?
I shifted my gaze to the large rock. It was flattish, rising about eight inches off the ground. It was roughly rectangular in shape and I estimated its size at ten feet by eight feet.
Reaching down, I touched the surface. It looked jagged, but felt smooth to the touch. Shifting my finger, I traced a small ridge. “It’s definitely rock,” I said. “And it feels pretty sturdy.”
Rooting through the soil, Akolo found a small stone. Then he banged it against the rock. A pinging noise rang out.
“You’re right.” Beverly’s brow scrunched up. “It does sound funny.”
Graham took up position behind me. Gun drawn, he scanned the forest. Freed from watch duties, I dug my hands into the soil. It was firm, so I took out my machete. After less than a minute of chopping, I was able to confirm the rock extended at least six inches beneath the surface.
I shifted my grip to its edges. After a bit of searching, I discovered a small gap. Using my fingers, I felt the gap’s smooth surface.
My eyes widened.
The Grueler forgotten, I flung myself to the ground. Flopping onto my side, I stared into the gap.
“Find something?” Beverly asked.
“Yeah,” I replied. “Some kind of mechanism.”
She lay on the ground. Looking upward, she peered at the gap. “It looks like an electronic locking system.”
“Can you beat it?”
“Not without tools.”
I studied the gap for another minute. Then I drove my machete into the soil and began digging dirt away from the rock.
Two minutes later, another surface appeared. It was attached to the rock, but not a part of it. “It’s metal,” I said slowly. “A metal wall.”
Using her fingers, Beverly dug up some soil on the rock’s eastern side. “There’s another wall over here.”
“I know what this is,” Akolo said excitedly. “It’s a hatch.”
I glanced at him.
“You know. To go underground.”
Shifting my gaze, I saw he was right. The metal walls appeared to form a tunnel, slanting into the ground. A fake rock had been mounted on top of the tunnel. An electronic locking system sealed it shut.
“It must lead to the old tunnel system,” I said slowly.
“And this pathway leads to Pagan Bay.” Beverly’s eyes traced the stone-lined trail. “Eco-Trek must use the hatch to access it.”
Looking south, I studied the trail. Small stones marked it. Trees lined either side of the pathway, enclosing it like a corridor.
“How advanced is the locking system?” Benigno asked. “Could it date back to the 1940s?”
“Not a chance,” Beverly replied slowly. “It’s brand new. It must be Eco-Trek’s work.”
I frowned. Simona’s people had discovered the old tunnel system, probably during excavations for the research station. The hatch indicated they were using at least some of the tunnels.
But for what?

Chapter 52

Heart pounding, Alan Briggs leaned out of the conference room. Checking both directions, he saw no one.
Normally, he prided himself on his control, on his mastery of any and all situations. But for the first time in years, he felt like a puppet, controlled by competing puppeteers in a play he didn’t fully understand.
Simona controlled one side of him. She had created an ingenious climate model. It existed in a state of flux, constantly changing itself to fit the never-ending flow of information. It was a brilliant feat. But it also contained a dark underbelly. And after many hours of research, Briggs had begun to realize a disturbing truth. Simona had used the sheer complexity of her model, along with its fluid nature, to hide something. A secret no one would ever suspect.
A secret she might kill to keep.
His employer, Secretary Barney Samuels, controlled the other side of him. The man directed his actions, incentivizing him to inspect the model, to find problems with it. But why? What was Samuels’ true purpose in all this? And how would he react once he discovered Simona’s secret? Would he merely shut down Eco-Trek?
Or would he kill everyone who knew about it?
Briefcase in hand, Briggs stepped into the corridor and quietly shut the door behind him. He took a moment to smooth his shirt and adjust his tie. Then he ran a hand through his oily locks, steering it into a semblance of a hairstyle. But after a few seconds, he messed it up again. He didn’t want to look too neat, lest he draw suspicion from Tessie or Simona.
As Briggs walked down the long corridor, his gait felt unusually stiff. He tried to will himself to walk normally, to swing his arms in rhythm, but it only made him feel more awkward.
Much remained hidden from his eyes. But through research and speculation, Briggs had begun to understand the sequence of events that had led to this moment.
Simona had developed a revolutionary climate model, one that predicted near-term tipping points and resulting catastrophe. Then she’d gone to Samuels and pitched him with an audacious plan, namely a global solar radiation management project.
Using a fleet of drones, she’d dumped CN-46 into the upper atmosphere, thus blocking sunlight from reaching the earth. Based on the model, this would lower global temperatures in the near-term and substantially reduce the risk of climate upheaval in the long term.
Strange weather phenomena started to occur across the globe. At first, Samuels had probably paid little attention to it. But over time, he must’ve gotten nervous. He’d hired Briggs to investigate the situation, to make sure the long-term benefits were worth the short-term costs. And now, Briggs had an answer for him.
They weren’t.
Not because the plan was infeasible. And not because a sprinkling of unfortunate weather events — droughts and dust storms in some areas, tsunamis and floods in others — weren’t acceptable costs. No, there was one simple flaw in Simona’s otherwise brilliant model.
It didn’t work.
And it wasn’t a simple programming error. Simona had deliberately manipulated the model’s internal mechanisms to keep climate predictions in a tight range. Without those internal guidelines, the model’s forecasts were all over the map. Its predictive powers vanished into the ether.
Briggs paused outside the reception area adjoining Simona’s office. He tightened his tie. Then he loosened it.
He lingered for a few seconds, gathering his courage. Then he stepped to the doorframe. “Hello, Tessie. I need …”
Trailing off, Briggs studied the empty reception area. Evidently, Tessie had left her post for the day. She’d probably gone back to the bunks.
Briggs strode into the reception area. He started to close the door. Then he hesitated. Did Tessie usually leave the door open? What if a guard happened along and saw it was closed?
Deciding to leave it open, he ventured to the second door. Lifting a fist, he rapped gently on the metal surface. “Simona? Are you in there?”
When she didn’t answer, he tested the knob. It turned easily in his hand.
Briggs cracked the door. Seeing a dark interior, he entered the office. Shutting the door behind him, he exhaled in relief. Then he headed for the private elevator car.
He pressed the call button. The doors dinged and opened wide. He stepped into the car and spotted the key, still in its lock.
A slight smile crossed his face. The research station was outfitted with an array of impressive security devices. But they were useless unless paired with common sense.
He strode into the elevator and turned the key. Next, he tapped the keypad, duplicating what he’d seen Simona do the previous day. The elevator doors closed over. The car descended into the ground.
Simona had perpetrated a deliberate scam, probably designed to steal taxpayer dollars. Still, questions nagged at Briggs. She’d already had ample opportunities to skim money from the research station. So, why did she continue to stick around? Why not blow up the computers systems and fake her death in the process?
He suspected the answers to those questions lay beneath his feet. Simona had been reluctant to show the production facility to him. And when he’d finally visited it, she’d kept an unusually close eye on him. He was pretty sure she was hiding something down there.
And he needed to find it.
The car jolted. Startled, Briggs jumped. His heart began to pound all over again.
He knew his life hung by a thread. If Simona didn’t kill him, Samuels would probably do the job. His only option was to obtain proof of Simona’s true intentions. Then he’d leave the island and blackmail her for a quick payoff. He’d use his newfound fortune to change his identity, maybe move somewhere nice.
The doors dinged and opened wide. Briggs perked his ears. He heard the telltale sounds of machinery — whirring, clunking, and rattling — but no voices. Stepping quietly, he walked into the giant underground facility.
Two large cylinders, constructed from thick glass, dominated the space. They rose more than twenty feet off the ground. Pipes connected them to the ceiling. Additional pipes, positioned about ten feet off the floor, drifted backward. They connected the cylinders with the production area.
A frown etched its way across Briggs’ face. Oblivious to everything else, he approached the reservoirs. He studied the mixture inside them as well as the many pipes that helped direct it to the hangar.
His frown deepened. Simona had committed fraud. But it was a masterful fraud, a true work of art in its own right. And that mystified Briggs.
Why had she taken the deception so far? Why had she created such a revolutionary compound? Why had she taken such pains to build a state-of-the-art facility?
Briggs slid between the reservoirs. His eyes traced the second set of pipes as they shot toward the production area. He saw a few people working inside the area. Fortunately, none of them saw him.
He walked to the edge of the room. Then he circled the space, keeping a close eye on the concrete walls.
He’d studied the production area on his previous visit. It appeared fully functioning and he’d seen no obvious problems with it. Yet, he still felt like Simona was hiding something from him.
On the opposite end of the room, he noticed a thin crack in the concrete. Widening his gaze, he saw the crack continue above his head before angling back down again. It continued in an unending line, forming a giant oval.
Tentatively, he pushed the concrete. Slowly, it gave way, spinning on a center axis. He pushed harder. The right side of the oval shifted farther away from him. The left side shifted toward him. Looking through the gap, he saw a dimly lit tunnel, shaped like a tube.
Taking a deep breath, he walked into the tube. He stepped softly, but his footsteps sounded deafening to his ears. Gritting his teeth, he walked slower, softer.
His leg muscles protested and he realized he was walking on a slight incline. The tube twisted a bit. Then it twisted back again, continuing on a general northeastern heading.
The tube widened. Apprehensively, Briggs strode into a larger space. It wasn’t as big as the production and storage facilities, but it still took up a decent amount of real estate, roughly the width of four or five tubes.
Separate tubes shot away from the space. One continued to the northeast. Two others veered off to the north.
Against the east wall, he saw a cleanroom. It was almost an exact duplicate of the production facility. Several large generators, hooked up to the cleanroom, purred softly.
He walked to the outer partition. Oval-shaped windows, illuminated by orange and yellow lights, lined its surface.
He peered into a window. His eyes scanned some strange objects situated inside it. They, along with the surrounding equipment, baffled him.
He glanced at a series of printed materials stacked near the window. They read, Project Miasma. Shifting his gaze, he scanned a few lines.
His hands started to shake. He didn’t fully understand Simona’s plan. Nor could he explain her motivation. Didn’t even want to. He just knew he needed to report it.
And fast.
Lowering his briefcase, Briggs grabbed a satphone from his pocket. Given to him by Eco-Trek, it was one of the few working phones on Pagan. Pressing numbers, he started to dial his contact number. But he paused at the last second.
Was this really a good idea? Sure, it was the so-called right thing to do. But the moment he told Samuels about his discovery, he was in trouble. He couldn’t imagine a scenario where his life would be spared.
But if he didn’t call anyone, the consequences would be enormous. People would die. Lots of people. Could his conscience handle that?
Taking a deep breath, he punched a button, initiating the call. The line picked up almost immediately.
“This had better be important, Briggs,” Barney Samuels said.
The connection was scratchy and Briggs could hardly hear the man. He started to reply but his words came out in a rush. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to calm down. “We’ve got a problem,” he said. “The model … it’s a fake. This entire place—”
A loud blast rang out. It reverberated in Briggs’ ears.
His body jerked to the side. The satphone spilled out of his hands and clattered against the concrete floor. He tried to scream. But the only thing that came out of his mouth was blood.
“Briggs?” Samuels’ voice sounded fainter, scratchier. “What was that? Are you okay?”
Rubber soles padded softly against concrete. Briggs angled his eyeballs upward. Through dimming vision, he saw Jeremy Pascal stoop down and pick up his phone.
Pascal pressed a button, ending the call. Then he knelt next to Briggs.
Briggs felt a pistol dig into his forehead. Tears flooded his eyes as he tried to plead for his life. But again, his mouth refused to operate.
“Sorry.” Pascal squeezed the trigger. “But you shouldn’t have come down here.”
A second blast rang out. Briggs felt a single moment of excruciating pain. A duller ache spread through his body. Then his vision began to dim.
Clothing swished. Rubber thudded against concrete.
Briggs tried to lift his head. When that failed, he tried to lift his arm. Then his hand. And finally, just a single finger.
His vision blinked out. Unable to move, he lay on the ground, feeling the dull ache spread across his body. His brain experienced one final moment of clarity. And then the ache, along with his life, came to an end.
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“I’m not going to mince words.” Barney Samuels took a deep breath. “We’ve got a problem.”
Soft chatter halted as the room’s occupants fell silent. Despite the gravity of the situation, Samuels couldn’t help but enjoy the moment. The Separative members liked to talk and more importantly, to be heard. It was rare to see them reduced to silence.
Samuels cast his gaze across the room. An overhead LED fixture shone brightly, sending blinding rays of light to all four corners. The room was on the small side, measuring just ten feet by fifteen feet. That was how the Separative preferred it. Debate and discussion called for intimacy, not ample space.
The room was located in his basement, near his office. It contained no windows. But otherwise, it was almost an exact replica of Simona Wolcott’s old living room. Even the furniture — two long couches, one rocking chair, one easy chair, two metal folding chairs, and a rickety coffee table — was the same, having been donated by Simona many years earlier.
Although deliberately designed as a replica, the room wasn’t entirely a sentimental gesture. Yes, the Separative had first met in Simona’s living room all those years ago. But they were also interested in retaining the lively energy of those meetings. And while none of them were interior designers, they suspected her original setup was no accident. Somehow, it had brought out the best in them.
Janet Baker, Secretary of Agriculture, broke the silence. “Does this problem have something to with that gentleman who showed up at your party?”
Samuels rubbed his eyes. It was early morning and he’d barely slept a wink since Hooper’s visit. “His name is Ed Hooper,” he replied. “He’s a special agent with the U.S. Secret Service.”
Janet looked genuinely puzzled. “The Secret Service?”
“Agent Hooper doesn’t deal with protection. He investigates financial crimes, specifically major fraud.”
Bert Bane, Secretary of Defense, lowered his hairless scalp to his hands. “What does he know?”
“Obviously, he knows about us. He also knows Patricia …” Samuels nodded at his wife, a tall woman with a clenched face, “… infiltrated the Columbus Project’s systems.”
“It doesn’t make sense.” Patricia, CEO of Fizzter Computers, shook her head. “Our digital footprint is covered. I made sure of it.”
“And yet, he still knows.”
“But does he know?” Secretary of Transportation George Kaiser leaned forward in his easy chair. “I mean does he know about Pagan?”
“He didn’t mention it. But he’s threatening to go to the press. If that happens, it’s only a matter of time before the whole world knows about Pagan.”
“He wants money, I take it.” Carly Nadas, Executive Director of PlanetSavers, exhaled. “How much?”
“One million dollars,” Samuels replied.
“That’s it?” Casually, she waved her hand in the air. “I say we give it to him and move on.”
“If we pay him now, we’ll be paying him forever,” Patricia said.
“We could just kill him,” Bane suggested. “It wouldn’t be hard to make it look like an accident.”
Kaiser frowned. “No, we need to question him first.”
“Agreed. We question him. Then we kill him.”
“Are you two insane?” Kate Roost, Secretary of the Interior, shook her head. “We’re not killing anyone.”
“Yeah?” Bane glared at her. “So, we should just let him go to the press?”
“Sure.” She shrugged. “A group of high-ranking cabinet officers conspired to transfer billions of dollars to an environmental group in the middle of nowhere? Who’s going to believe that? And even if he managed to get his story out, we have the power and resources to quash it.”
Bane’s face pinched. “I’ll have you know—”
“Hang on.” Samuels held up his hands. “Obviously, we need to make a decision on Mr. Hooper. But before we do so, I need to make you aware of a second problem.”
The room fell silent for a second time.
Samuels took another deep breath. “A few days ago, I sent Alan Briggs to inspect Simona’s model.”
Janet groaned. “I thought we voted that down.”
“We did.” Samuels paused. “I know how everyone feels about this issue. But look around. Half the world is living in dust, the other half is inundated with water.”
“Simona told us things would get worse before they got better.”
“People are starving, fighting, even dying. And we’re responsible for it.”
“It’s for the greater good,” Kaiser replied.
“I know that’s what Simona says.” Samuels swallowed. “I just want to be sure.”
“Get to the point.” Carly gave him a look of mild disgust. “Did Briggs find anything wrong?”
“I’m not sure. You see, I’ve lost communications with him.”
John Tipper, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme, leaned forward. “As in, he’s not picking up his phone?”
“As in, I think he’s dead.”
No one moved. No one spoke.
“Are you sure about this?” Janet asked.
“Briggs called me right before this meeting,” Samuels replied. “He was panicked. He said something about the model being fake. And then …”
“And then what?”
“Then I heard a loud blast. Like a gunshot.”
Tipper exhaled. “Did he say anything else?”
“Unfortunately, the line died.”
“Did you try to call back?”
Samuels nodded. “He didn’t pick up. So, I tried Simona. She didn’t pick up either.”
“It’s nothing.” Bane rubbed his scalp. “Briggs was probably just playing a joke on you.”
“Briggs doesn’t play jokes.” Samuels looked at everyone in turn. “I know no one wants to hear this. But maybe he found something. Maybe Simona killed him to cover it up.”
The room erupted with protest. Samuels sat back in his chair and waited for the initial furor to sort itself out.
Finally, Carly gained control of the floor. Her eyes glittered and she spoke with tremendous passion. “Admit it,” she said, practically spitting out her words. “You’ve been after Simona for months now.”
“That’s not true,” Samuels replied. “I just think—”
“You didn’t think,” Kate said. “Simona started the Separative. She taught us how to think, how to debate. But more importantly, she taught us how to be better citizens of the world. She’s not a killer. Not then, not now.”
Samuels exhaled. “But Briggs—”
“Never should’ve been on Pagan in the first place,” Janet retorted.
Samuels shifted his gaze across the room. “I know how all of you — all of us — feel toward Simona. And I understand why you disagree with my decision regarding Briggs. But he still claimed the model was a fake — his word, not mine — and he’s still disappeared.”
“It doesn’t make sense.” Janet scrunched up her brow in thought. “Why would he call it fake?”
“Good question,” a new voice said.
Samuels’ heart sank. Even though his back was to the speaker, he still recognized the voice. “How’d you get in here?”
“It’s not my first time,” Hooper replied with a smile.
“Everyone, this is Ed Hooper,” Samuels said without turning around. “He’s the Secret Service Agent I mentioned.”
Heads swiveled toward the door. Eyes bulged. Jaws dropped.
Samuels waited for someone, anyone to speak. But when silence once again filled the room, he rotated toward the door. “I …” His voice trailed off as he caught sight of two figures. One, of course, was Ed Hooper. But the other figure caught him completely by surprise.
“Hello, Barney.” President Wade Walters strode into the room. His face, although devoid of expression, radiated with anger. “I think it’s time for a chat.”
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Adjusting my goggles, I stared at the research station. The dust obscured everything, but I caught glimpses of the large building. It was close.
Tantalizingly close.
My throat was dry. My cheeks felt hot. I worked my tongue, trying to create some saliva. Instead, I ended up swallowing more grit.
I adjusted the goggles again, enhancing the loading dock. It consisted of a concrete platform, backed by a large set of metal doors. Several trucks and SUVs were parked outside it.
Lowering my gaze, I looked at Pagan Bay. It was beneath us, stretching away from our elevated position. Its shores were dark and lined with rocks. Its waters looked dull and blackish.
The bay was about fifteen hundred feet wide and maybe a thousand feet long. A couple of luxurious yachts were anchored just offshore. They sported gleaming rails and coats of fresh paint. I guessed their lengths to be in excess of thirty feet apiece. Even so, they looked small from my position.
“Not much of a view, huh?” Graham said.
“I’ve seen worse.” I whistled softly. “Look at those ships. Simona sure travels in style.”
“What’d you expect her to use?” Beverly grinned. “Rowboats?”
“Eco-Trek isn’t some gigantic conglomerate, swimming in cash. It’s a non-profit company.”
“Maybe those were the greenest boats they could find.”
“Sure. If by green, you mean money.”
Taking shifts, we’d watched over the research station for a couple of hours, taking care to keep an eye out for the Grueler as well. There were no patrols, so we’d observed the floodlights instead. Overall, the security wasn’t impressive. Apparently, Eco-Trek focused its efforts on keeping people from ever reaching the island rather than on protecting the station.
I scanned the boats for another minute. Then I turned my gaze back to the station.
One road led from the loading dock to the bay. The second road encircled the station. It connected to the first road as well as to the runway.
The runway was wide and stretched away from us, passing across the thin slice of land that connected the volcanoes to each other. Black sand beaches lay on either side of the runway.
Past the runway, I saw the second volcano, covered with sparse vegetation. It was tall and quiet, a silent guardian of the island’s many secrets.
A bit of movement caught my eye. “We’ve got activity,” I said. “The loading bay doors are opening.”
Graham stared through his binoculars. “I see people. They’re carrying guns. Must be guards.”
I shifted my gaze. “See those two in the back? What are they carrying? Is that plastic?”
He pushed the lenses closer to his eyes. “The outer part is plastic,” he replied tightly. “But the thing inside it? That’s a body.”
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“I count eight guards.” I frowned as a puff of dust whirled around my face. Waving it away, I stared at the loading bay. “Four are watching the doors. Four are handling the bodies.”
“Give me those.” Benigno snatched at Graham’s binoculars.
Graham swatted his hand away.
“I need to see.” His breaths came fast, like he was hyperventilating. “I need to know if Rizzalyn is one of them.”
“You won’t be able to tell,” Graham said. “There’s too much plastic.”
“What are they doing now?” Beverly asked.
“They’re loading a truck.” I watched the guards toss the plastic-wrapped bodies into a cargo bed. Then three of them climbed into the front seat. “Okay, they’re in the cab now.”
Beverly glanced at Carrie. “Is this how it happened last time?”
“I never saw any bodies,” Carrie replied. “I never even reached the graveyard.”
The sound of igniting engines drifted into my ears. The truck started to vibrate gently.
“What kind of arms are they carrying?” Beverly asked.
“Rifles.” I watched the trucks rumble onto the road. Moments later, they drove toward Pagan Bay. “They’re heading this way.”
“Good.” Benigno’s jaw clenched. “What’s the plan?”
I heard the worry in his voice and saw the tension lines on his face. He was understandably petrified that one of the dead bodies belonged to his wife. “We get in position,” I said. “Then we strike.”
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“If you’re too scared, give me a gun.” Benigno passed the binoculars to Beverly. “I’ll kill them for you.”
“We’re not scared,” Beverly said. “But we’re not going to rush into this either.”
He glared at her.
“She’s right,” Graham said. “We have to wait for an opening.”
I cast a fleeting glimpse at the research station. From our elevated position, I could see its walls, its blinking lights. I was nearly positive the reliquary lay somewhere inside that building. And if all went well, we’d be looking at it within the next hour.
Sweat gushed from my pores. Wiping it away, I took a quick drink of bottled water. Unfortunately, it did little to alleviate my thirst, my dehydration.
Shifting my gaze, I took in the scene below me. Three guards stood next to their truck at the bottom of some large rocks. They wore bulletproof vests. One guard leaned against the truck, a rifle clutched in his hands. The other two held shovels, which they stabbed repeatedly at the earth.
All around them, I saw disturbed dirt, marked by rocks.
Graves.
I did a quick count. Twelve rocks. Twelve corpses.
The burial ground was located next to the winding road. Curiously enough, small stones lined three sides of the burial ground, hemming it in to the road. They looked exactly like the ones lining the trail near the hatch. Even stranger, those weren’t the only stones in the area. Up close, I saw similar stones lining both sides of the road.
I slid backward, down a gentle slope. Then I spun around, casting a wary eye at the rocks and boulders. Seeing nothing, I looked west, toward Pagan Bay. Its dark waters shimmered in the distance.
The Grueler’s earlier disappearance still bothered me. Its retreat, while fortunate, didn’t change things. It was still dangerous, still deadly.
Where are you?
One by one, the others followed my cue. Sliding down the gentle slope, they joined me in a small circle.
Graham looked at Beverly. “What’s our play?”
“That depends.” She glanced at me. “Are we taking prisoners?”
It was a tough call. We were heavily outnumbered. Our ammunition was limited. Our only real advantage was surprise.
Maintaining that element of surprise was already a difficult task. And it would be near impossible if we had to deal with prisoners. We lacked proper restraints. So, we’d have to knock them out and hope they stayed unconscious or I’d have to leave someone behind to guard them. Neither option appealed to me.
But I knew from experience that killing people, even murderers, tarnished one’s soul. Not right away. But later, when things had quieted down. The guilt stuck in the brain and in the heart. There was no escaping its relentless assault.
“We’ll give them a chance to surrender,” I said. “But if they go for their guns, kill them.”
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As quietly as possible, I stole down a steep slope. I moved in a crouch, staying low to the ground.
The two guards continued to work the soil while the third one kept a casual eye on their progress. They chatted quietly amongst themselves and seemed more interested in the ever-present dust storm than their surroundings.
Aren’t they worried about the Grueler?
According to Carrie, the guards knew about the Grueler. So, why weren’t they keeping a lookout for it?
East of the guards, Beverly snaked down a winding trail. Graham, taking a separate trail, descended west of them.
I stopped at a boulder. I was about ten feet above ground. Glancing east and west, I checked on Beverly and Graham. Then I drew my pistol. “Freeze,” I called out.
The men froze in place. Slowly, their faces turned toward me.
“Place the rifle and shovels on the ground,” I commanded. “Then back up and lie down.”
The two diggers looked to the third man. His brow furrowed as he studied me. “I saw your picture a few days ago. You’re that salvage expert. How the hell are you still alive?”
“I won’t ask again. I want—”
The third man lifted his rifle. His finger squeezed the trigger. Gunfire filled the air as I ducked my head.
The other two guards dropped their shovels. They ran to the truck. One of them yanked the passenger door open. The other one reached inside and grabbed a pair of rifles.
More gunfire, largely drowned out by the wind, rang out. Peeking over the edge of the boulder, I saw a stunned look cross the third man’s face. Then he dropped the rifle and collapsed to the ground. Blood poured out from the back of his head, trickling toward the half-dug grave.
The diggers whirled around, guns in hand.
Deafening blasts erupted. Their faces froze.
Then they collapsed into heaps.
Pistols drawn, Graham and Beverly emerged from their hiding spots. While I covered them, they crossed the burial ground and checked the guards.
“Dead,” Beverly called out.
“That was loud.” Graham glanced toward the research station. “Do you think anyone heard it?”
The wind stiffened as I made my way to the ground. It cascaded against the boulders, causing pebbles and dirt to break away and clatter against each other. It ripped small branches from nearby trees and stirred fallen ones up from the soil. They whirled about, passing over and all around us.
“The wind is pretty fierce,” I said. “Hopefully, it drowned us out.”
Rocks banged against each other. Spinning around, I aimed my pistol at the boulders.
Benigno appeared. Without hesitation, he half-ran, half-slid to the ground. He sprinted to the truck and hoisted himself into the cargo bed. The sound of ripping plastic filled my ears.
Akolo ran down the hillside. He started for the cargo bed, but Carrie grabbed his shoulders. He resisted. Then she whispered a few words into his ear. He frowned. But he didn’t go any closer.
I studied the guards. Unfortunately, their uniforms were covered with blood splatter. We’d have to look elsewhere for disguises.
Twisting around, I climbed into the cargo bed. Using my machete, I sliced through several layers of plastic. A man’s face appeared. He looked old and sickly.
I moved onto the other bodies, making quick work of the plastic. The remaining bodies belonged to four women. The youngest looked to have been about twenty-five years old. The oldest woman had been pushing seventy years. Their physical attributes — height, weight, skin color, body type, and other things — differed wildly.
I cut away more plastic. I saw no wounds or abrasions. They showed no obvious symptoms or other signs of sickness.
Benigno collapsed to his knees. He lowered his head to the ground, sobbing softly.
A small lump formed in my throat. Sheathing my machete, I cast a look at Beverly. She stood nearby, her eyes focused on our eastern flank.
Dim light shone on her neck. Her hair danced in the wind. Her sweat-drenched shirt clung tightly to her body.
What would I do if something happened to her? She was everything to me. Everything and more.
Benigno took a deep breath. “I can’t believe it.”
I didn’t know what to say.
He wiped his eyes. Then he leaned back and looked at the sky. “She’s not here.” A soft chuckle escaped his throat. “She’s still alive.”
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Laughing loudly, Benigno climbed out of the cargo bed. Akolo ran to him, threw his arms around him. They hugged tightly.
Benigno’s laughter proved contagious. Akolo started to laugh. Beverly smirked. Her lips quivered. Then she started to laugh as well. Graham emitted a great big belly laugh, like a drunken Santa Claus. Only Carrie, now perched in the cargo bed, didn’t crack a smile.
As I hopped to the ground, I stared at the research station. It was hard to believe we’d been on the island less than two days. It seemed more like two years.
Carrie appeared at my side. “I found Rowena.”
I exhaled. I’d nearly forgotten about Carrie’s source.
“I didn’t know her all that well,” she continued. “But she didn’t deserve to die.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I stayed quiet.
She took a deep breath. “I had a soft spot for Simona. Even when her people tried to kill me, I didn’t hate her. How can you hate a person that’s trying to save the world?”
I cocked my head.
“I just thought … you know, the greater good and all that.” A frown crossed her visage. “But I was wrong. I see that now.”
The greater good.
The greater good was an attractive concept. But not to everyone. Someone always paid a price. The only way the masses could have their so-called greater good was if they crawled on someone else’s back to get it.
Maybe Simona’s research station would slow climate change. Maybe it would save lives. But was it okay to kill other people just to make that a reality? Did the needs of the many truly outweigh the needs of the few? When I was part of the so-called many, it seemed like the righteous thing. But viewing it from the other side was a whole different matter.
Lila Grinberg. God’s Judges. Milt Stevens. The Pagan Nation members. Rowena. The people buried in these graves.
Were their deaths righteous?
Could righteousness ever come from evil?
“You’re a reporter, aren’t you?” I shrugged. “Write about Simona. Tell the world what she’s done here.”
“No one will believe me.”
“They might.”
“They won’t. And even if they do, no one will care. Simona will hire lobbyists and problem solvers. She’ll pay off bureaucrats and politicians. At worst, she’ll look like a flawed heroine who lost a few lives in hopes of saving the world.”
I exhaled.
“Maybe we can stop her.” Her voice was soft, hesitant.
I arched an eyebrow. “How would that work?”
She didn’t answer.
“We’ve got three guns between us. Eco-Trek has guards, guns, drones, even missiles.” I shook my head. “If it wasn’t for the reliquary, I’d be long gone by now.”
“We have to do something.”
“She’s right.” Beverly appeared at Carrie’s side. “You both are.”
I stared at her. “How do you figure that?”
“We can’t take down Eco-Trek, not by ourselves. But we can’t just forget they’re here.” She paused. “Once we’ve got the reliquary, how are you planning to leave this place?”
“I figured we’d steal a boat.”
“And then Simona will send her fleet after us. She’ll blanket us with chemtrails. She might even crash a drone into us.”
“If you’ve got a better idea, I’m listening.”
“We need to find a way to keep those drones grounded for at least twelve hours. That should give us time to reach Saipan.”
“How do we do that?”
She turned toward Carrie. “Cy told me about the geoengineering project. Is it true that Simona’s model controls the drones?”
Carrie nodded.
“Then it’s settled.” Beverly looked at me. “We’ll take down the model.”
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What’s that?
I cocked my head. To the southwest, I saw something large and shiny. But between the darkness and dust, I couldn’t identify it.
I withdrew my pistol. Hunched down.
We’d made the decision to leave the vehicle at the burial ground. The blood splatter lining its side was too noticeable. Plus, not enough time had passed. Surely, the other guards would expect the three men to take at least a few hours to dig the graves.
We’d decided to stick close to the road, walking in the narrow path between the pavement and the stones. If any lookouts were watching the area, they’d focus their attention on the open ground. They’d never expect intruders to take such an obvious route.
But I couldn’t ignore the shiny object.
Veering away from the road, I passed through some leafless trees and stepped onto a patch of dead grass. My body relaxed as I caught sight of the object or rather, objects. They were the remnants of an old plane crash, one dating back to World War II from the looks of it.
I walked forward, dry grass crackling under my boots. I passed by the tail and stepped carefully over a detached wing. Then I walked past the fuselage and pulled up next to the propeller, which was partially covered with dead bushes.
The plane was a Mitsubishi A6M Zero, better known as a Japanese Zero. The Zero was a long-range fighter aircraft, flown by Japanese pilots during World War II. For a short time, its maneuverability and range had terrified the Allies.
I laid a hand on the three-blade propeller. The Zero had most likely crashed while attempting to land on the runway. Someone had come along after the fact and reassembled the pieces, laying them out as a sort of monument.
“Cy,” Beverly’s whisper nudged my earlobes. “What are you doing?”
I heard her, but only in a distant part of my brain. For a brief moment, I found myself transported back in time. The Zero was an incredible artifact from World War II. It had a history all of its own. But I knew that its history was perilous. Left in its present position, the aircraft would continue to rust. Eventually, it would succumb completely to the elements.
Beverly cleared her throat. “Cy?”
This time, her voice jarred me awake. “Yeah?”
“Come on.”
My initial instinct was to take charge of the scene. To preserve the aircraft, to keep it safe. Scholars could learn much from the Zero, from its wreckage. Still, it was a foolish notion. There were other Zeros for historians to study. Why would I put this one above the lives of my friends?
Why would you put anything above them?
I exhaled. “Okay, I—”
Scratches erupted from nearby, cutting me off. A deep hissing filled the air.
My blood froze. I whirled to the south.
Dust swirled everywhere. Then a mass appeared. It lay on the ground between two trees.
The wind shifted directions. The dust cloud cleared for a split-second and I got my first good look at the Grueler. I saw its face, its grinding jaws.
My blood ran cold. It was impossible, inconceivable. And yet, the truth stood before me.
The Grueler … it’s a machine?
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Placing his hands on his armrests, Barney Samuels started to stand up. But a chilling look from the president froze him in place.
President Walters walked to the center of the room. Twisting around, he faced the Secretary of Energy. “It’s your turn, Barney.”
Samuels sat perfectly still.
President Walters studied the man. He appeared agitated. His eyes were puffy. His normally immaculate attire was creased and wrinkled. “I’m tired and pissed off. Do me a favor and start talking.”
Samuels’ eyes flitted from the president to Ed Hooper and then back again. “I don’t know where to begin.”
The president heard resignation in the man’s voice. He gritted his teeth. All along, a small part of him had hoped Hooper was wrong. But the truth now stared him directly in the face. Samuels, along with the others, had robbed the Columbus Project.
What now? Would he announce his support for Senator Gar? Or would he endure public humiliation?
“Why’d you do it?” the president asked in an angry tone.
“To fight the battle no one else would fight.” Samuels gained confidence as he spoke. “Climate change threatens to destroy this planet. Rather than sit around, we chose to do something about it.”
“What exactly did you do?”
“We spearheaded the world’s first global geoengineering project.”
The president remained quiet.
Samuels frowned. “You know?”
The president sat down. “We’ve set up interrogation rooms throughout your house. The others have been fairly open about Eco-Trek.”
Samuels stood up and walked to a wall. Folding his hands behind him, he stared at an old photo. “Over the last hundred years, the earth’s average surface temperature increased by one point four degrees Fahrenheit. More than two thirds of that warming occurred within the last thirty years. Thanks to modern science, we know it was caused by increased levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.”
The president waited silently.
“Greenhouse gases absorb and emit radiation, allowing heat to be trapped near the earth’s surface,” Samuels continued. “Under ordinary circumstances, that’s a good thing. Life couldn’t exist if sunrays were earth’s only source of heat. However, with the advent of the Industrial Revolution, mankind began to burn fossil fuels and cut down forests at incredible rates of speed. Over the last few centuries, enormous amounts of carbon dioxide and methane have entered the atmosphere. Those gases keep radiation from escaping, causing temperatures to warm over time.”
President Walters decided to throw some cold water in Samuels’ face. “That’s a bad thing?” He grinned. “Warmer temperatures mean fewer pants, more skirts.”
“They also mean melting glaciers, rising sea levels, heat waves, extreme weather changes that disrupt agriculture, and ocean acidification. Suffice it to say the impact from climate change is projected to be far more negative than positive.”
Hooper shook his head. “How can a bunch of drones change the climate?”
“Have you ever heard of Mount Pinatubo?”
“Sure, it’s a volcano in the Philippines.”
“Back in 1991, it erupted, injecting seventeen million metric tons of sulfur dioxide into the stratosphere. The aerosols reacted with water, forming sulfuric acid particles. Those particles stayed in the stratosphere for three years, acting as a sort of cloud cover and reflecting sunlight back into space. As a result, global temperatures dropped by about one degree Fahrenheit.” Samuels paused. “We used money from the Columbus Project to build a small research station in the Northern Mariana Islands. Secretary Bane provided it with the military’s latest drone technology. As we speak, those drones are distributing aerosols into the upper atmosphere, essentially duplicating the effects of Mount Pinatubo.”
“Seventeen million metric tons?” The president frowned. “You’d need fleets of tankers to carry that many particles.”
“Fortunately, we have a few advantages over volcanoes, Mr. President. Eco-Trek’s scientists have developed nanomaterials, which are far more effective at solar radiation management than ordinary sulfide-based aerosols. In addition, we aren’t limited to one geographic area. We’re able to cover the entire globe and thanks to extensive modeling, we know the optimal places to deposit our aerosols.” Samuels smiled. “All told, we’re able to achieve our goals with a miniscule amount of particles. So, we make do with just a small fleet of planes.”
“Back up a second.” Hooper cocked his head. “Other governments let you fly over their borders?”
Samuels nodded. “We’ve paid bribes and twisted arms when necessary. But mostly, we’ve relied on our network for access. Mary heads up the Forestry Club. Carly runs PlanetSavers. And John is the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme. Their words carry a lot of weight with people around the globe.”
The president stared at him. “This is insanity.”
“No, it’s necessity. For centuries, mankind has slowly poisoned the climate. We’ve reached the point of no return. Our only option is to stave off anthropogenic global warming as long as possible.”
“To what end?” the president asked.
“Excuse me?”
“Your little project won’t end global warming. It’s just delaying the inevitable.”
“That’s correct, Mr. President. Solar radiation management isn’t a cure. But it will treat the symptoms while you and other world leaders fight to stop the problem at its source.”
“And how do you propose I do that?”
“Emissions reductions.”
“That’s already happening. Renewable energy is getting cheaper and more effective by the day. Energy efficiency is climbing.”
“It’s good, but not nearly enough.”
Hooper shook his head. “This is crazy. You’re conducting a science experiment with the whole world at stake.”
“That’s true. Then again industrialized society has been conducting its own climate experiment for more than two centuries. We’ve been filling our atmosphere with greenhouse gases, with no thought given to whether or not it was a good idea. Unlike that experiment, this one is perfectly controlled.” Samuels looked uncomfortable. “You see, our climate model … well, it constantly updates itself, allowing us to prepare for any eventuality.”
A disturbing realization struck the president. “All the strange weather phenomena these last eighteen months … that was Eco-Trek, wasn’t it?”
It took Samuels an extra second to answer. “I’m not sure.”
The president’s eyes blazed.
“Let me explain.” Samuels nodded at the photograph on the wall. “She’s in charge of Eco-Trek.”
Hooper nodded knowingly. “Simona Wolcott.”
“That’s right. Well, Simona is a certified genius. She built the model, figured out how to get funding from the Columbus Project, and oversaw construction of the station. Now, she runs our day-to-day operations.”
The president growled. “Get to the point.”
“The weather phenomena bothered me. So, I sent a climate expert, Alan Briggs, to check on things. He called me a little while ago. He said something was wrong.”
“What?”
Samuels exhaled. “He said Simona’s model was a fake. Before you ask, I don’t have any additional details. The call, uh, ended before he could elaborate.”
President Walters glanced at the black and white photograph on the wall. Simona was a pretty woman. Her face was angular and well-shaped, not too skinny and not too fat. Her eyes were big and piercing. Her Roman nose gave her a snobbish, almost haughty appearance. Her hair was dark and cut short.
He peered closely at her unyielding, almost robotic face. He saw coldness, toughness, and complete confidence. He recognized those traits well. They were the same things he saw in his own face when he looked in the mirror.
Most people took the careful path through life. They traded in their ambitions and carnal desires in order to achieve stability and comfort. They didn’t make much of a mark in the world, good or bad.
Then there were the special ones. People like Simona. For them, a single life wasn’t nearly enough time to make their mark. They were driven to change the world, for better or for worse. They were the type of people who lifted mankind up by its bootstraps, forced it along the path to progress. But they were also the folks who pillaged continents and thrust entire civilizations into war. What category did Simona Wolcott belong to? Did she really hope to save the world from climate change?
Or was she after something else?
“Look, sir,” Samuels said. “I imagine you’re angry but—”
“Angry doesn’t begin to cut it.” President Walters felt his temperature rising. “You stole money from my administration. You stole it from the taxpayers.”
“You should be thanking me.” Samuels inhaled sharply. “You ran on a platform of reducing emissions and saving the planet. Now, we’re giving you an opportunity to do just those things.”
President Walters stood up. He walked to the door and nodded at Hooper. Hooper, in turn, nodded at a team of men waiting in the hall. They strode into the room and quickly took charge of Samuels.
The president took a moment to converse with one of the analysts. Then he twisted toward Hooper. “I need a favor.”
Hooper eyed him. “What now?”
“Our tech guys just finished with Barney’s phone. He’s been trying to reach a satphone on Pagan for the last few hours. No one answered his calls.” The president paused. “I need you to go there for me. I need you to take charge of the station.”
“You mean right now?”
The president nodded.
“I’m not a soldier.” Hooper’s eyes shifted to the now-cuffed Secretary of Defense Bert Bane. “What if they put up resistance?”
The president’s hands trembled. Deep-seated guilt filled his gut. He couldn’t escape the growing realization that the deluges, the droughts, the deaths were possibly his fault. Sure, the Separative had fired the gun. But the president had, in a way, put it into their hands.
“A Delta Force team will accompany you.”
“Why me?”
“You know the truth about Eco-Trek. And for now, the less people that know it, the better.” President Walters studied Hooper’s face, trying to read the man’s dark eyes. “Can you do this for me?”
Hooper exhaled. “How quickly can you get me there?”
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The Grueler lay on its articulated metal limbs like a real-life animal. Then it started to vibrate, softly at first. The hissing grew louder. The vibrations intensified. Its lower limbs shifted. Its metallic frame rose a few inches off the ground.
The distinct hissing, which I realized belonged to the Grueler’s hydraulic system, grew louder and more strident. The noise pounded in my ears and my head started to ache.
The Grueler shifted upward, rising to its full height. Dust curled toward it, as if drawn by its electricity. I could see it was about seven feet tall on all fours and incredibly compact. Its legs, complete with hindquarters, joints, and clawed feet, looked like the real thing. Its two ends, protected by thick rubber, resembled separate sets of head and shoulders. Its facial areas jutted outward into fearsome jaws. Two rows of metal spikes lined the interior of each set of jaws.
The Grueler bounced onto its back legs and then onto its front legs. It bounced back and forth for a few seconds as if stretching its limbs. Then it stopped. Its limbs relaxed and started to move individually. Its closest head cocked to one side. It twisted toward Akolo.
Then it charged.
Spinning around, Akolo headed north. Taking his cue, the others ran after him.
My heart raced as the metallic creature galloped forward. I felt the heat generated by its internal mechanisms. I tasted electricity in the air.
Turning around, I sprinted north. My boots thumped against the ground. As I zigzagged through the trees, I whipped out my pistol and took a few quick shots over my shoulder.
The Grueler leapt to the northwest. The bullets whizzed past it.
It can dodge bullets?
Facing forward, I ran faster. How in the world were we going to fight it? It was a quadruped robot, fully capable of killing us. And yet, we couldn’t even shoot it.
The hatch. The stones.
Previously, the Grueler had chased us all the way to the hatch and the stone-lined trail. Then it had disappeared. But why?
The burial ground. The stones.
We’d seen more stones lining the burial ground as well as the road. While inside those stones, the guards had acted carefree.
Why weren’t they worried about the Grueler?
Rotating my neck, I looked at the metallic creature. I watched it smash through a web of bushes, crushing them into twigs and dust. Its gait reminded me of a lion.
But it’s not a lion. It’s a robot.
All of a sudden, it hit me. I knew how Eco-Trek controlled the Grueler, how it kept the metal monster at bay.
Looking east, I saw dead trees. Rocks. Hard packed soil.
And the road.
“Take a right,” I shouted. “Regroup at the road.”
Akolo veered east. The others did the same.
The air thickened. I found it difficult to breathe. Steeling my lungs, I continued to run.
Akolo began to slow as he darted around one side of a tree trunk. Beverly and Carrie ran around the other side, taking the lead. Benigno scrambled over some rocks while Graham circled around them.
Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the Grueler shift directions multiple times, trying its best to follow all of us at once. Its pace slowed and we were able to keep ahead of it.
Beverly dove onto the road. Rolling to her feet, she withdrew her gun. Her gaze tightened as she took aim at the metal beast. Graham ran onto the road. He swung around, gun in hand.
I gained speed, catching up with the others. I could feel the Grueler behind us, its gnashing spikes drawing ever closer to our backs.
Carrie and I ran onto the pavement. Gasping for breath, we spun around.
The Grueler shifted toward Akolo. Electricity filled the air. The kid tried to run faster.
But it wasn’t fast enough.
“Hey, rust bucket.” Benigno slowed his pace. “Over here.”
Benigno fell behind Akolo. The Grueler immediately switched its attention toward him. A metal claw swiped out, grazing the back of his right leg. He stumbled. Fell to the ground.
Machinery clanked. The air buzzed like a swarm of bees. The odors of grease and metal filled my nostrils.
And then it was on Benigno.
Graham, Beverly, and I lifted our guns. A barrage of blasts rang out.
Oblivious to the gunfire, the beast’s heavy paws struck Benigno’s chest, squeezing the wind out of his lungs. Its metallic paws pushed deep into his skin and he cried out. Its spiked teeth, gnashing furiously, shifted toward his head. Benigno tried to move, to escape. But the Grueler had a firm lock on him.
Its teeth flew to his face.
He closed his eyes. Turned his head.
A shout rang out. A blur of motion passed before me.
A loud crunching noise filled my ears. A scream nearly deafened me.
The beast’s jaws halted a foot above Benigno’s exposed cheek. Its spiked teeth clenched a struggling mass of limbs.
A soft ripping noise rang out. Blood gushed. The warm liquid sailed outward, splattering my face. Horror filled me as I stared at the now-limp form hanging from the Grueler’s jaws.
It was Akolo.
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Gunshots rang out from close range. Puffs of smoke shot into the air and the Grueler reared up. Akolo’s body slipped from its jaws and squished against the ground.
Benigno screamed. I grabbed his shoulders. He tried to fight me off, but I managed to drag him back onto the pavement. He continued to fight me, forcing me to hold him down.
Beverly scooped up Akolo’s body and returned to the road. “What now?” she whispered as she set him on the pavement.
“Don’t shoot. Don’t do anything.” I steeled my jaw. “And pray this works.”
Still holding Benigno down, I aimed my pistol at the Grueler. Beverly and Graham did the same.
Its closest head twisted from side to side. Then it began to pace back and forth, like a lion stalking a treed prey. However, it didn’t turn around as it paced. Instead, it just moved from north to south and back again.
It reared up and turned in a circle. I noticed a small gap in its armor. It exposed the beast’s central core, a tangled mass of metal pipes and wires.
The buzzing died off. The hissing melted into silence. Then the Grueler turned northwest.
And walked away.
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Breathing heavily, Benigno crawled toward Akolo. A giant chunk of flesh had been carved out of the boy’s neck area. His head dangled awkwardly to one side and blood was everywhere. Even a top-notch doctor with the best technology available couldn’t save him.
“Oh, wow.” Akolo’s voice sounded ghostly. “That … that hurt.”
“Save your strength,” Benigno whispered. “Maybe we can—”
“No …” Blood streamed from his lips. “This is it … don’t have much time.”
“Why? Why’d you do this?”
“You’re … you’re my dad.”
Tears formed in Benigno’s eyes.
“Please.” Akolo’s voiced turned breathy. “Save mom. You’re her best chance. Her only chance.”
Benigno tried to hug his son. “Just hold—”
“Save … save her. Please … I …”
“Akolo?” Benigno placed his ear against the boy’s chest. “Can you hear me? Say something.”
Akolo’s body sagged. I knelt by his side. Felt for his pulse. Then I reached to his face.
And closed his eyes.
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“Poor guy.” Beverly sighed. “I can’t imagine how he’s feeling.”
I glanced at Benigno. He knelt on the road. His body was hunched over Akolo’s corpse. Soft sobs filled the air as Carrie tried to comfort him.
Coldness crept over my heart, engulfing every inch of it. First, the Grueler had killed Milt Stevens. Now, it had done the same to Akolo. I wanted revenge. I wanted it chase after it, to tear it apart.
But the Grueler was just a machine. And could one really get revenge on a machine? After all, it couldn’t think, couldn’t feel. Blaming the Grueler for its actions was akin to blaming the drone for Lila’s death. Instead, I focused my anger on the two people most responsible for Eco-Trek’s various killing machines.
Simona and Pascal.
“Amazing.” Beverly shook her head. “I’d heard quadruped robots were in development, but I never thought I’d see one face-to-face.”
“I don’t understand.” Graham frowned. “Why didn’t it keep attacking us?”
“Because it couldn’t see us.” Beverly glanced at me. “Right?”
I nodded. “See those stones? They’re markers for an electric fence. Eco-Trek must use it to keep the Grueler away from certain areas.”
I closed my eyes and gave them a good rubbing. But I couldn’t get the Grueler out of my mind. I could see its dual heads, its sleek metallic body, and its powerful metal limbs. I could feel the warmth emanating off the panel of red lights mounted where its eyes should have been located. I could sense its size and weight. And I could hear its buzzing jaws, its rotating tracks of spiked teeth.
“That makes sense,” Graham said. “Still, how was it able to track us all over the island?”
“It’s probably programmed to recognize a combination of things,” Beverly said thoughtfully. “Auditory sensors would recognize footsteps and voices. Visual sensors could determine the identity of prey as well as its location.”
“Pretty advanced for a bucket of bolts. How do you suppose Simona got her hands on it?”
“Same way she got the drones.” Beverly shrugged. “She must have a high-level connection in the U.S. military.”
They continued to talk about the Grueler in hushed, almost reverent tones. Meanwhile, I drifted toward Benigno and Carrie. He was no longer crying. Instead, he stared off into the distance, a lost look in his eyes.
I took a deep breath. “He was a good kid.”
Benigno looked away.
“I’ve lost loved ones before.” I felt a sharp pain in my chest. “Never even saw it coming. I could spin you a bunch of crap, tell you it gets easier over time. And maybe it does. I suppose it did for me. But I know that doesn’t mean much right now.”
He twisted toward me. Gave me a blank look.
“Find a place to hide,” I said. “Somewhere along the road. We’ll get Rizzalyn for you.”
He wiped his eyes. “I’m coming with you.”
“You don’t have to.”
“Yes. I do.”
I pulled him to his feet. He gathered Akolo in his arms and gently placed the boy’s body on the edge of the pavement. Then he exhaled a long breath and turned toward me.
For a moment, I stared into his hollow eyes. Seeing his pain, I began to question my own quest. Yes, my father had tipped the scales heavily in favor of progress. Yes, he’d rampaged right through New York’s history, leaving a trail of carnage in his wake. But would saving the reliquary really make up for that? Could anything make up for it? And even if it could, was it worth the risk? What if something happened to Beverly? To Graham? Was one artifact — were any artifacts — worth their lives?
I forced the questions from my mind. Then I moved to the side of the road, taking care to stay within the stones. Crouching down, I headed south. The lack of guards indicated no one had seen us yet.
And I intended to keep it that way.
As we approached the station, Graham touched my arm. “We need to talk.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Alone.”
I slowed my pace, allowing the others to gain some distance on us. “What’s up?” I asked.
He nodded at Benigno. “Is he going to be okay? I mean can we depend on him?”
I shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out.”
“Fair enough. Listen, I overheard your conversation with Carrie and Beverly. And Carrie’s right. Eco-Trek needs to go.”
I shook my head. “You’re both crazy.”
“Perhaps. But we’re right about this.”
“We’re finding the reliquary and Rizzalyn. Then we’re out of here.”
“What about Eco-Trek?”
“Someone else will take Simona down.”
“You don’t know that.”
I exhaled. “I know we can’t stop her by ourselves.”
“We have to try.”
We stopped short of the station. Its walls were made of concrete. A large sign, mounted above the loading bay, read Eco-Trek.
We waited for a little while, watching for guards and timing the bright spotlights. Then we headed for the loading bay.
A quick check confirmed the doors were locked. Taking the lead, I stole alongside the hangar. Then I peeked into the interior. Controlled chaos lay before me. Men and women of all shapes and sizes hurried back and forth. Some wore lab coats while others wore overalls or other garments. Most of the activity centered on a gleaming drone, which sat almost directly in front of me.
Other drones, exactly like the one we’d seen in Israel, were lined up nearby. To the side, I noticed a small business jet. I assumed it was for Simona’s personal use.
Close by, I saw a mini-junkyard. Discarded machinery, broken tools, and other garbage were strewn over a twenty square foot patch of coated concrete. Many of the items were fairly large. Behind the junkyard, I saw racks of blue jumpsuits and other gear.
“Go for the jumpsuits,” I whispered. “On my mark.”
I bided my time, waiting for an opening. Then, one by one, I waved the others into the hangar. They darted to the racks, grabbed jumpsuits, and ducked behind the machinery.
I paused for an extra moment. Then I hustled into the hangar and made my way to the racks. After everything we’d faced, it seemed so easy, so simple. And yet, I knew it was an illusion. Things weren’t going to get easier.
They were about to get a whole lot harder.

Chapter 65

Ed Hooper clutched his armrests as the weightlessness sensation fled his body. Gradually, he felt heavier and heavier, until he was at roughly one hundred and fifty percent his normal weight. Then his weight reversed course. His grip loosened as he grew lighter and lighter.
Hooper wasn’t especially fond of flying. He liked his feet on the ground, where he could control them. But if he had to be airborne, he supposed the HyperMax was the way to go. Simply put, it was the fastest plane available to the U.S. military.
In fact, it was the fastest plane in the entire world.
Just a half hour earlier, he and a small team of Delta Force operators had been ushered into a top-secret hangar in a remote part of Northern Virginia. They’d quickly been introduced to Major Kevin Ford, a pilot with the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA. Ford was a tall, broad-shouldered man who spoke with a Boston accent. His eyes were soft around the edges, hinting at a career spent testing equipment rather than fighting with it.
After a brief explanation of the flight, Ford had taken them aboard the strange-looking HyperMax aircraft. Within five minutes, it was roaring down a runway and lifting into the sky.
With the aid of special rocket-based engines, the HyperMax had quickly ascended above the outer limit of Earth’s atmosphere, which was approximately twenty-five miles off the ground. Then Major Ford had shut off the engines and the plane began to coast.
Hooper shook his head as he remembered how Major Ford had described the flight. It was, the Major had explained, like skipping a stone along the top layer of the atmosphere. First, the plane would climb gently to a height of forty miles. Then it would lose altitude. Upon falling to a height of twenty miles, the denser air would cause an increase in aerodynamic lift. Coupled with a quick fire of the engines, the plane would be sent upward again. The entire skip, from start to finish, took about two and a half minutes.
Since the HyperMax only required occasional use of its engines, it burned an incredibly small amount of fuel. And because it spent so much time out of the atmosphere, it was able to safely redirect heat build-up into space. This allowed the plane to make do with a lighter airframe and thus, even less fuel.
According to Ford, the trip from northern Virginia to the tiny island of Pagan — an eight thousand mile ride — would take about 23 skips. Adding in the ascent and descent, he’d estimated the entire flight would be about eighty-two minutes.
Eight thousand miles.
Eighty-two minutes.
All on a single tank of gas.
Yes, if one had to fly, the HyperMax was the way to go.
Hooper picked up a thick file on the seat next to him. He turned to a packet of classified satellite images. They showed the island of Pagan, along with Eco-Trek’s research station, at various magnifications.
He flipped through the images, studying each one. The island had undergone a drastic ecological change over the last eighteen months, transforming from a lush paradise into a desolate landscape. What kind of environmental group did that to their own base of operations?
He flipped through more images, examining every piece of the island. Then he paused. A furrow creased his brow.
Staring hard, he inspected a close-up of Pagan Bay. A large object was situated on the hillside overlooking the water. It appeared to be metallic.
In the rush to get him to Pagan, he’d had little time to question the Separative. But he wondered if they’d provided more than just stolen taxpayer dollars to Simona. More specifically, had Secretary Bane provided any special defensive capabilities to Eco-Trek?
He squinted. The object was too blurry for a positive identification. But now that he looked at it — really looked at it — he began to question his initial observation. Maybe it wasn’t a defensive installation.
Maybe it was just an animal.
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“Looks like we hit the jackpot.” I took off my goggles and pulled a jumpsuit over my clothes.
Graham frowned. “Some jackpot.”
“These aren’t just ordinary jumpsuits.” Beverly pulled on a garment and tied her hair into a ponytail. “They’re authentic, field-tested coats from Hell Island.”
“Ugh.” Graham grimaced as he zipped up his jumpsuit. “Whoever used this last didn’t believe in deodorant.”
She winked at him. “That’s part of the authenticity.”
Benigno shook the dust out of his hair after donning a slightly soiled jumpsuit. His eyes were hollow, yet glowed with a deep inner fire.
“What’s the priority?” Carrie asked. “Taking down the model?”
“First, we find Rizzalyn.” Benigno’s jaw twisted in anger. “Then we start killing people.”
“If we do that, none of us will make it out of here alive,” I replied. “And that includes Rizzalyn.”
His jaw twisted a little more. Then he shot me a quick nod.
“So, here’s the plan,” I said. “We find Rizzalyn and the reliquary. Then we secure a boat. After we shut down the model, we head for Saipan.”
The gleaming drone rolled forward. We stepped closer to the wall and watched as it moved out of the hangar. It quickly picked up speed and raced down the runway. With a loud whooshing noise, it lifted into the air.
Slowly, the hangar gate closed over. The commotion died down a little. Eco-Trek employees started to leave the hangar through doors in the back, heading off to other parts of the research station.
Carrie donned a cap. Keeping her head low, she walked across the hangar.
As he followed her, Graham nodded at a mechanical contraption. Long hoses connected to it. “What’s that? A refueling station?”
“Close. It’s an aerosol station.” Carrie kept her voice soft, her face tipped to the ground. “That’s how workers load CN-46 into the drones.”
“Where do the aerosols come from?”
“From what I’ve heard, there’s a basement beneath us.” She shrugged. “I’ve never seen it though.”
“How many of these people know what’s really going on here?” Beverly asked.
“Probably none of them. When I started, I was told the aerosols were for weather experiments. That was it. No details, no specifics.”
Carrie headed for the rear of the hangar, passing numerous people along the way. A few of them cast glances in our direction, but no one seemed to recognize we weren’t part of the work force.
The back of the hangar was divided into five areas. Each area consisted of metal tables, lined up in perfect rows and columns. Large monitors sat on the tables. A wireless keyboard and a mouse sat in front of each monitor.
Carrie walked to the leftmost area. She marched past some workers and took up position at an isolated computer. Without hesitation, she began typing on the keyboard.
The rest of us lingered near her. Graham pretended to type on a nearby computer. Benigno, head held low, strode to the back wall and scanned some environmental posters. Beverly knelt in front of the tables and worked her laces as if retying her boots. Meanwhile, I sidled up to Carrie.
“These computers oversee non-flight operations.” She pecked at the keyboard. The screen shifted and I saw information about inner temperature, maintenance requests, cleaning schedules, and pantry inventories. “Just give me a minute.”
Doors banged. Twisting my head, I saw a number of guards march into the hangar. My brow tightened. “Hurry up,” I whispered.
“Almost done.” Carrie hit more keys. The screen changed. A floor plan appeared. “Okay, this is the first level. Hang on.”
She typed furiously, opening up a series of boxes. As she typed commands into the boxes, I scanned the plan, memorizing it. The hangar took up roughly two-thirds of the floor space. Adjoining it, I saw a separate section lined with hallways. Bunk areas, conference rooms, a maintenance room, a kitchen, a cafeteria, a recreational room, and numerous other spaces occupied it.
The screen changed again and a second floor plan appeared above the first one. “Okay, this is the second level,” she said.
Again, the hangar took up the majority of the space. The rest of it was devoted to offices and conference rooms. One office, which overlooked the hangar’s northwest section, was exceptionally large.
I studied the plans. “If you were Simona, where would you hide prisoners and stolen items?”
“The basement, assuming it exists. Everywhere else would be too accessible.”
“Find it.”
“I’m trying. There’s just one problem.” She frowned. “According to this, there is no basement.”
“Are you sure?”
“Hang on.”
Carrie typed faster, opening still more boxes and typing still more commands.
Rotating my neck, I watched a guard leave the others. He walked to the edge of the computer banks and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Gather around, everyone,” he shouted. “We have a security update.”
“That’s our cue.” Gritting my teeth, I turned to Carrie. “Time to leave before someone realizes we don’t actually work here.”
“One …” She typed in another set of commands. “… second.”
A third level popped up on the screen, just below the first floor. It was labeled Basement. Scanning it, I saw two large cylinders and a boxed-off area. A door rested roughly in the middle of the northeast wall. “Not much detail.” I frowned. “How do we get down there?”
She scanned the screen. “See that?”
I followed her finger to a box. Filled with wavy lines, it sat along the northwest wall. “A stairwell?”
“No. Stairwells are marked with straight lines.” To prove her point, she stabbed her finger at a stairwell on the first floor. “I think it’s an elevator.”
“How do we access it?”
“Well, it’s located here.” She placed her finger on the elevator. Then she moved it to the exact same location on the first floor. “Which matches up to here.”
I arched an eyebrow. “That’s close by.”
She followed my gaze to a giant pillar in the northwest corner. It extended from the ground to the ceiling. “That looks thick enough to hide an elevator.” Glancing at the maps, she shifted her finger to the same spot on the second floor. “The entrance must be here.”
I peered closely at the screen. The gigantic space was marked Office. I didn’t see an elevator, but the room was large enough to fit one. “Simona’s office?”
She nodded.
“Perfect. Let’s go.” I turned to leave.
“Attention, everyone.” A commanding voice, one I hadn’t heard before, rang out. “I need you here right now.”
People rushed toward the voice. Following their movements, I saw Jeremy Pascal. He was short and husky. His hair was tied into a ponytail. Old cuts, healed and recut again, lined his body.
Anger ripped through me. As the head of Simona’s security forces, he was at least partly responsible for countless deaths, including those of Lila, Milt, and Akolo. Their blood was on his hands.
“Hey.” Pascal’s voice dripped with venom. “You guys, the ones in Section A. Get over here or I’ll put you out with the Grueler.”
I clenched my jaw. Shared a glance with Beverly. “We’ll be there in a minute,” I called out.
“Now.”
“We’re just finishing something.”
A short pause followed. “Who the hell are you?”
I reached for my pistol. Took a deep breath.
Let’s do this.
I whirled around. Workers surrounded Pascal, so I aimed my gun above their heads. “The name is Cy Reed.” My jaw hardened. “And I’m about to ruin your day.”
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Still aiming high, I squeezed the trigger. My pistol jerked. A loud bang sounded out. A bullet shot into the air and pinged off the ceiling.
Havoc erupted. Shouting and screaming, people ran for their lives. Many headed deeper into the hangar, taking cover behind the drones. Others aimed for the doors, pushing each other out of the way and creating a small bottleneck.
Peering into the crowd, I saw Pascal. He was pointing and shouting orders to his guards.
Waving at the others, I slipped to the back of the hangar and led the others to the bottleneck. Without hesitating, I slammed into it.
Elbows struck my side. Boots kicked my legs. Waving hands struck my head.
Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Pascal and his men. They were aiming guns, but couldn’t get a clear shot amidst the chaos.
I fought my way into the doorframe and made room for the others. They slipped by me and then we sprinted down a hallway. The concrete walls, painted metallic silver, looked sleek. They reminded me of a minimalist 1960s version of the future, one filled with automated kitchen devices, pointy spaceships, and flying cars.
Other employees, many dressed in identical jumpsuits, ran alongside us. Their faces were tight. Their eyes were cold. They didn’t give any of us — even me — a second look.
Bullets chewed the air. More screams sounded out. Carrie took the lead and swerved into a corridor.
The gunshots turned louder, more frantic. People threw themselves to the floor. Covered their heads with their hands.
I dove into the corridor. My palms struck smooth concrete. Tucking my head, I rolled and regained my footing.
The gunfire ceased. Footsteps pounded behind us. Other footsteps, a bit softer, slapped the floor somewhere ahead of us. Shouts — full of anger, confusion, and pain — sounded out from all directions.
I recalled the floor plans, the rooms and the access points. Looking ahead, I spotted a door. I was almost positive it led to the stairwell.
Faster. You’ve got to go faster.
Abruptly, the door opened wide. A man, dressed in a guard uniform, emerged from the doorway. He gave me a confused look. “What the —?”
My fist slammed into his jaw. He crumpled to the ground.
I jumped over him and grabbed hold of the door. “In here,” I said.
Guards rushed into the corridor. Rifles lifted in our direction.
Carrie ran into the stairwell. While the others followed her, I twisted around and fired a few shots. As the guards took cover, I hustled into the stairwell and shut the door. Exhaling, I studied the metal surface. But I didn’t see a lock.
I sprinted up the staircase. Beverly edged the door open and we peered outside. The second floor was brightly lit and surprisingly empty.
I listened for the first floor door to open wide, for footsteps to pound up the stairs. But all I heard was silence.
Beverly cleared her throat. “Where to?”
“Simona’s office,” I said. “We’ll use her elevator to access the basement. Then we’ll disable the elevator.”
“That’s not much of a plan.”
“It’s better than staying here.”
“Good point.”
Carrie darted forward. As she led us down a hallway, my mind worked in overdrive. With any luck, we’d find Simona in her office. We could capture her, use her for leverage. If not, we’d go straight to the elevator. I was fairly certain the basement connected to the old tunnel system. If so, we just needed to find Rizzalyn and the reliquary and then head for Pagan Bay.
We ran into a reception area. It was empty. Taking a deep breath, Carrie walked to a closed door. She placed her ear against the metal surface. Then she opened the door.
“It’s clear,” she whispered.
I took a quick glimpse down the hallway, making sure no one was behind us. Then I joined the others in Simona’s office. Graham closed the door and engaged the lock.
Frosted glass walls, which overlooked the hangar portion of the research station, allowed a bit of light into the office. Squinting, I saw a couple of leather-backed steel chairs in front of a long aluminum desk. Another chair, outfitted with padded leather, sat behind the desk.
Graham hurried to the elevator and hit the call button. A few moments passed. Then the doors opened and we stepped into the car. Reaching out, he pressed the B button.
Nothing happened.
“What’s that?” Benigno pointed at a lower panel.
“It’s a keyhole.” Graham frowned. “And an electronic keypad.”
“Can you bypass it?” Beverly asked.
“Give me a minute.” Using a small knife, he pried the keypad open. Then he began to fiddle with some wires.
“Cy.” A voice, strong and masculine, rumbled from the hallway. “Get out here!”
Immediately, I recognized the speaker.
Pascal.
I stepped out of the elevator.
“Where are you going?” Graham asked.
“You need time, right?” I took a deep breath. “Well, I’m going to buy you some.”

Chapter 68

Deep in thought, Simona Wolcott paced back and forth in front of the various glass enclosures. Her great plan, her decade-long effort to save the planet, was nearing completion. The prospect absolutely thrilled her.
At the same time, she was apprehensive, maybe even nervous. She prided herself on limiting chaos, on modeling away risks and uncertainties. But life had a funny way of punishing the well prepared.
First, that journalist, Carrie Cooper, had infiltrated Eco-Trek. The Pagan Nation people had showed up unannounced. The Separative had lost faith and sent that so-called modeling expert, Alan Briggs, to pester her. The Nautilus had crashed during its kill run. And then there was that strange helicopter that had tried to land on Pagan.
Of course, she’d dealt with matters effectively and decisively. Carrie Cooper was either dead or would be soon. The Pagan Nation settlers had proven to be valuable experimental subjects. Briggs was dead. The helicopter’s passengers were likely dead as well, victims of either the crash or the ensuing aerosol attack.
Even so, she felt the noose tightening around her neck. Others would come to Pagan, looking for lost loved ones. The Separative would grow even more suspicious when Briggs didn’t return his calls. They’d send other people, maybe even soldiers, to take charge of the research station.
“Simona?”
Spinning on her heel, Simona looked at Dr. Besson. “Yes, Mychelle?”
“Good news. Production is underway. We’re ready to begin loading the first batch of Miasma into the reservoirs.”
Relief swept through Simona. The last major obstacle to her plans was now gone. Project Miasma could, at long last, begin. “Excellent.”
“We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”
“Yes.” She paused. “We have.”
“How do you want to celebrate?”
“Excellent question.” Her concerns forgotten, Simona smiled. “We should—”
Her hand vibrated. Her fingers tightened around her satphone. She checked the caller. Then she lifted the device to her ear. “Can this wait? I’m—”
“He’s here,” Pascal said.
“Who’s here? What are you talking about?”
“Remember Cy Reed? The salvage expert Lila hired to dig up the reliquary?”
She gritted her teeth. “You said he died in Israel.”
“I was wrong.”
Her brain whirled as she fit facts together. Reed was still alive. Not only that but he’d somehow tracked the Nautilus to Pagan. “How’d he find us?”
“I’m not sure. But I’m nearly positive he came in on that helicopter.”
“But we shot it down. We smothered the whole area with CN-46.”
“I know.”
She inhaled through her nostrils. “Where is he now?”
Pascal hesitated. “He just stormed into your office.”
Simona closed her eyes. Quietly, she thanked Briggs for his impromptu visit into the tunnels. Without him, she might’ve never realized how careless she’d become with her elevator key. “Stop him. Now.”
“I will. But unfortunately, that’s not the only problem. Our radar has picked up an incoming plane.”
“So?”
“It’s not one of ours.”
She exhaled. “The Separative?”
“Possibly. Regardless, it looks like an advanced military jet. I’m not sure our missile systems will be able to handle it. What do you want me to do?”
Simona quickly considered her options. “Take the Grueler off its leash.”
“Understood.”
With a push of her finger, Simona ended the call. All her apprehensions came racing back. How in the world had Reed survived this long? It was impossible. And yet, she couldn’t ignore the facts.
She shook her head. It was so odd. The very thing that had most likely drawn Reed to Pagan in the first place was also the very thing that had made Project Miasma a reality. Part of her wished she could just give him the reliquary and send him on his way. It wasn’t like she needed it anymore. But Reed would never trust her. Her only option was to kill the man.
This time, he wouldn’t escape his fate.
Unfortunately, Reed was the least of her concerns. Undoubtedly, the incoming jet was filled with armed personnel. They’d storm the station. The Grueler might be able to fight off the first wave. Maybe even a second wave. But eventually, she’d lose control. And once that happened, the truth about Project Miasma would come to light.
Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to calm down. The beautiful thing about Project Miasma was that it didn’t require repeated flights over an extended time period. A single flight from each drone would be sufficient for her purposes. Then it was just a matter of covering her tracks.
Fortunately, she had a special plan to do that. The Imperial Japanese Army had laid the groundwork for it many decades ago. She’d merely updated their work, bringing it into the modern century.
Yes, everything would be fine. In a few hours, Project Miasma would be finished. The station would lie in ruins. And she’d be gone, whisked away to her private compound to prepare for the wonderful future.
“Simona?” Mychelle arched an eyebrow. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, thank you.” Simona shook her head, clearing the fog. “Please load the reservoirs and alert the crew to begin fueling the onboard tanks.”
“Of course.”
“We’re a little low on time and we may have guests down here in the very near future. So, move quickly. When you’re done, head to Pagan Bay via the tunnel. Take everything that matters.”
Mychelle bit her lip. “You’re scaring me.”
“Do as I say and you’ll be fine. Now go.” Simona took a deep breath. “I’ve got work to do.”

Chapter 69

My heart raced as I cracked the office door and peeked into the reception area.
It was empty.
I paced to the next door. Cracking it open, I peered outside. The hallway was dark. But I saw a single person, short and dark-skinned, standing in it.
Silently, I extended my gun. Took careful aim. Squeezed the trigger.
With incredible speed, he whipped out his gun and fired a few bullets at my head. I ducked behind the door. Air whipped past my face. Metal projectiles slammed into concrete.
“Hello, Cy.” Pascal’s voice was soft, yet full of malice. “Where are your friends?”
I didn’t answer.
“You know those two people you killed in Israel?” He paused. “Their names were Nick Mickles and Grover Herman. I trained them personally.”
“You didn’t do a very good job,” I called out.
“They weren’t just my pupils. They were my friends.” His voice grew louder. “You killed them. Now, I’m going to kill you.”
“You mean you’re going to ask your cronies to do it.”
“They’re not here.” His voice took on a sly edge. “As far as I’m concerned, this is between you and me.”
A thought occurred to me. Maybe Pascal didn’t realize the full extent of Simona’s geoengineering activities. Maybe he didn’t know about all the people she was hurting with her planes. “Do you understand what’s going on here?” I asked.
He didn’t respond.
“Your boss is trying to engineer the climate,” I said. “And she’s causing floods and desertification in the process. People are dying.”
“So what?”
An icy chill ran through me, followed by a blazing inferno of anger. “Are you serious?”
“Look around. This world of ours is screwed up beyond belief. And it’s our fault. We’ve ravaged the land for power and resources. We’ve waged war, torn down forests, and stripped mountains for minerals. We’ve buried streams, domesticated animals, and fished the life out of the oceans. We’ve battled Mother Nature. And we’ve crushed her like a bug.”
I trained my gun out into the open, keeping it absolutely steady. But I didn’t see him in the shadows. “Not everyone does those things.”
“Maybe not. But they’ve benefitted from them. Or maybe they’ve stood by, allowing them to happen. They’re complicit.”
“And for that, they deserve to die?”
“Yes.” His voice turned stern, unyielding. “The world’s most brilliant minds repeatedly trumpet the dangers of climate change. And do you know what people do? They debate celebrity marriages, yap on their phones, and buy things they don’t need. Society is broken, Cy. It deserves everything it gets.”
Did he have a point? Wasn’t mankind pillaging the earth for its own selfish desires? How many computers, television sets, and other baubles did the average person really need anyway?
My gun hand wobbled as I took cover next to the doorframe.
Then again, how much damage did those things really cause? Environmentalists expected others to consume less oil, use less energy, recycle, and only buy certain products. But the overall impact, even for the entire population, was negligible at best.
Maybe doing without certain luxuries wasn’t about improving the environment. Maybe it was about sacrifice. Sacrifice to cleanse perceived sins. But was that really necessary?
I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. All along, I’d hoped to throw Pascal off his game. I’d hoped to distract him.
Instead, he’d distracted me.
Gun drawn, he darted into the reception area. I grabbed his hand.
A small spark lit the air as he fired his weapon.
The shot grazed my side. We struggled for a moment. Our guns came loose and clattered to the floor.
He dove for the guns. Grabbed one and turned around.
I unsheathed my machete. Rearing back, I threw it with all my might.
The blade spun end over end once, then twice, then thrice. It sliced into his upper chest at an awkward angle.
He collapsed, spitting out blood. Twisting his face toward me, I saw shock etched across his visage.
I retrieved my gun. Lifting it high, I swung back to face him. I kept expecting him to rise up, to keep fighting.
But he remained still.
“He’s dead,” Beverly said.
I glanced at the inner doorway. She leaned against the frame, arms crossed and holding her gun in one hand. “You were watching?”
“Only the last bit.”
“Thanks for the help.”
She shrugged. “You didn’t need it.”
Grasping my machete with both hands, I pulled it from Pascal’s corpse. Blood oozed out of the wound, soaking the floor. Although I didn’t like killing people, I felt no remorse for the man.
I hope you rot in hell.
Stooping down, I wiped the blade on his shirt. Then I followed Beverly to the elevator.
“We’re ready.” Graham arched an eyebrow. “What took you so long?”
“I thought you needed time,” I said.
He grinned. “Not that much time.”
Shaking my head, I walked into the elevator. Graham pressed the B button. This time, the doors closed. As the car began to descend into the earth, I kept my pistol at the ready. “Be prepared,” I said. “For anything.”
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“What’s that, Wade?” Hooper held the satphone close to his ear. “I can’t hear you.”
The line clicked. Frowning, Hooper redialed the president’s private number. But all he heard was static. He tried to call the president again. When that failed, he tried calling colleagues as well as close friends. But all he got was static.
“Major Ford.” Hooper stuffed the satphone back into his pocket. “How’s your radio?”
“Lousy,” Ford called from the cockpit. “I can’t raise anyone.”
“Weather interference?”
“Maybe. Or maybe something’s jamming our signals.”
A young, freshly-shaven Delta Force operator named Dexter Harbridge donned his lightweight tactical headset. “Barkin, I need a radio test.”
Cliff Barkin put on his headset. For a few seconds, he spoke quietly into the transmitter.
Harbridge shook his head. “Nothing. Hey Dorsten, call Burger for me.”
Lyle Dorsten grabbed his headset and whispered a few words into the transmitter. “Did you get that?” he asked.
Lee Burger shook his head. “Just static.”
Harbridge pulled the headset from his scalp. “You said this place deals with a lot of data, right? It could be causing interference.”
“Maybe.” Hooper glanced out his window. From his vantage point, the island of Pagan looked like a slab of rock and desert.
“What now?” Ford grunted. “We can’t land without talking to the tower. They need to turn on the lights, make preparations.”
“Oh?” Hooper’s eyes turned steely. “This thing can reach Mach Twelve, but can’t land without assistance?”
“That sounds an awful lot like a challenge.”
“Does it? Because I thought it sounded easy.”
With a wide grin, Ford returned to the controls and continued to direct the aircraft toward the landing strip.
Grant Porvin cleared his throat. “I finished looking through these files, Dexter,” he said in a deep, rumbly voice. “Nothing useful, I’m afraid.”
“Are you sure?” Harbridge asked.
“There are some blueprints of the facility, but they’re definitely pre-build. And there’s no mention of defense systems.”
Hooper’s neck muscles tightened. They still lacked information on Eco-Trek’s defensive capabilities. And the only person who might’ve had such information, namely Secretary Bane, was currently unreachable.
Hooper glanced at the faces of his team members. Their brows were furrowed in thought. Stress lines creased their cheeks.
“Once we hit the ground, expect radio silence,” Harbridge said. “Watch me for hand signals and stick to the plan. Got it?”
His team nodded in unison.
The HyperMax slowed a bit. Hooper angled his vision toward the ground. A long runway stretched across a strip of land. The runway, as well as Eco-Trek’s research station, was sandwiched by two volcanoes.
“What the hell?” Hooper pulled himself close to the window. “Did anyone see that?”
The operators gave him blank looks.
“See what?” Porvin asked.
“The animal. It ran northwest into that tree grove.”
“What kind of animal?”
“I’m not sure.” Hooper shook his head. “It was big though.”
Porvin’s look turned skeptical.
Hooper’s shoulders sagged. God, he was tired. Maybe that explained it. Maybe he was too exhausted to see straight.
“Just be ready for anything once we touch down,” Harbridge said. “Guards, animals, anything. Everyone got that?”
Heads bobbed.
“Last chance,” Ford called from the cockpit. “Say the word and I’ll peel off. We can circle the island, even go somewhere else if you want.”
Harbridge studied the hangar, the runway, and the forest of dead trees. “We’re good. Take us down, Major.”
Ford nodded.
Harbridge shifted his gaze back to his team. “Safeties off, everyone. As soon as the skids halt, we’re out of here. Group One will set up the protection detail. Group Two will spread out and prepare for infiltration.”
Hooper checked and rechecked his gun. Then he pressed his back against the seat. His shirt felt clammy underneath his body armor.
The island seemed to open up as the plane descended into the darkness. The gaps between the trees widened. The edges of the pavement came into view. The research station grew increasingly large.
The wheels thudded against the ground. The HyperMax rolled for a short distance before wrenching to a stop. Then Major Ford threw it into reverse, directing the aircraft to the far end of the runway.
Porvin unlatched the door and thrust it open. Delta Force operators filed outside, quickly and in relative silence. With their guns pointed outward, they separated into two groups. One group ran outward. They formed a loose circle, sticking relatively close to the HyperMax.
The second group hurried past the first one to the black sand beaches lining either side of the runway. They flattened themselves on the ground.
As Hooper climbed out of the cabin, dust swirled into his face. Clamping his jaw shut, he twisted toward the research station. He knew it was more than just a hangar. It also included offices, bunks, and other areas. Even so, he hadn’t expected it to be so large.
The HyperMax’s engine died off. An uneasy silence spread over the runway.
Major Ford exited the cockpit. He checked his firearm and then lowered himself to the ground.
“Stay here,” Harbridge whispered. “I’ll call you when it’s clear.”
Hooper frowned. “But I can help.”
“Let us do our job. That goes for you, too.” Harbridge glanced at Ford. “I need you here with the plane. If things go bad, we may need to retreat.”
Ford nodded.
Harbridge glanced around, making sure all eyes were on him. Then he waved his hand.
Two men, northwest of the plane, rose to crouching positions. Hugging the ocean, they made their way to the front of Group Two.
Gnats swarmed Hooper’s face, oblivious to his bug spray. Waving them away, he watched Harbridge join Group Two. The operators shifted forward in small groups.
A hissing noise pierced the air. Hooper arched an eyebrow as he tried to identify the noise. Was it the hangar gate? If so, did that mean a drone was about to takeoff? Or maybe land?
The HyperMax was parked at the far end of the runway so he wasn’t worried about a collision. Still, any activity posed a threat to them.
Squinting, he stared through the dust storm. In the distance, he saw the station. The hangar gate was closed.
Sweat beaded up on his forehead. It wasn’t the research station. So, what was causing that hissing noise?
Hooper shifted his gaze. In the darkness, he saw members of Group One crouched on either side of the HyperMax. They stood still.
A buzzing noise grated Hooper’s ears. The air cracked. Metal clicked against pavement.
Shouts erupted from Group Two’s position. Gunfire roared. Hooper watched in rapt fascination as tiny bits of light punctuated the near darkness.
A large shadow swept down the runway. It moved with terrifying speed and agility. Screams rang out. The tiny bits of light blinked away. The sounds of gunfire waned to nothing. And then, in a matter of seconds, the shadow slid back into the waiting darkness.
Hooper’s chest cinched tight. The gnats, which had been so relentless just a minute ago, were nowhere to be seen.
Without a word, Group One eased down the runway. They moved in unison, their guns trained on the darkness.
The buzzing intensified. The temperature increased. A hot metallic scent filled Hooper’s nostrils.
“Something’s wrong.” Major Ford checked his pistol. “I’m going to help them.”
“Harbridge said to stay here,” Hooper replied.
“Don’t worry.” Ford’s face turned hard. “I trained for this.”
Before Hooper could stop him, Major Ford was jogging down the runway. Hooper clenched his gun until his knuckles grew white. But he maintained his position.
Looking ahead, he saw Major Ford stealing up the southeastern side of the runway. The man walked low, shifting a pistol from side to side. Before long, he had slipped into darkness.
The shadow reappeared. It raced down the runway. It looked like a lion, but its movements were far too precise.
The shadow swarmed Group One, leaping on them and smashing them to the ground. Horrified, Hooper shrank backward.
A harsh scream rang out as the shadowy creature gripped Barkin by the leg. With a sudden shift of its head, it hurled the man onto the beach. Then it bounded after him, its claws clicking loudly on the pavement. With a quick leap, it slammed into Barkin. Its head lowered to the man’s chest. The air buzzed.
Blood splattered everywhere.
Hooper took careful aim at the creature. But a sudden burst of light from another gun gave him pause. It illuminated the shadow and he saw the creature’s pipe-filled body and camouflage-colored padding. He saw its precise, yet awkward movements. But most of all he saw its teeth. They were sharp, long, and made of metal. The realization washed over him like a cold shower. The creature wasn’t an animal.
It was a highly advanced quadruped robot.
He shifted his aim, trying to locate the still-screaming Barkin. He was astonished to see the robot didn’t just rely on individual limbs. Instead, it appeared to utilize integrated whole-body motion.
Barkin’s screams died out. Other ones took its place. Hooper was tempted to join the fight. But he knew mere bullets wouldn’t hurt the creature. No, his best bet was to skulk along the runway, searching for survivors and getting them back to the plane.
He darted down the pavement. The giant research station grew larger as he neared it.
“Help … help me.”
A sharp inhalation escaped Hooper’s throat as he noticed Harbridge lying on the edge of the runway. The man had been stomped so hard the impact had actually cracked his body armor. Then the robot had torn through his chest, exposing his organs to the elements.
Hooper hurried to Harbridge. His eyes scanned the man’s body. There was nothing he could do.
“God … it hurts.” Gritting his teeth, Harbridge did his best to keep his organs from spilling out of his body. “Listen—”
“Save your strength,” Hooper said.
“Shut this place down. Do whatever it takes. You … you have to—” Harbridge’s eyes rolled to the back of his head.
And then Hooper was alone.
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The elevator car jolted to a halt. The doors opened wide and I saw a massive room before me. Two enormous glass reservoirs, filled with some kind of thick, swirling substance, occupied the middle of the space. They looked a little like support columns, only they didn’t quite reach the ceiling. Instead, numerous metal pipes completed the journey.
Gawking, I stepped out of the elevator car. The air smelled of disinfectant and plastic. Shifting my gaze, I saw more pipes extending from the reservoirs. They shot backward, clear to the other side of the room, where they vanished into the far wall. It took me a few seconds to realize the far wall was actually a partition, designed to seal off a portion of the room.
“Where is everyone?” Carrie whispered.
Beverly frowned. “Evidently, not here.”
“Do you think they went upstairs for the security briefing?”
“Let’s hope so.”
Using his knife, Graham attacked the access panel. Quickly, he sheared through a bunch of cables, disabling the elevator car.
Pistol at the ready, I paced forward. The twin reservoirs were positioned directly beneath the hangar. As I passed between them, I studied their contents. They contained a grayish substance that swirled around as if it had a life of its own.
CN-46?
I placed a hand on the left tank and felt a sudden chill. Was I staring at the pre-aerosol version of CN-46? The stuff that had killed Lila Grinberg? The stuff that had almost killed us?
I crept to the partition. Numerous oval-shaped windows, covered with thick glass plating, dotted its surface. Looking through one of them, I saw a well-organized cleanroom, bathed in a dull orange-yellow light. Numerous machines filled the interior.
“This must be where they produce CN-46,” Beverly whispered.
“Makes sense.” I looked around. “Damn it. No reliquary.”
She turned her head. “And no prisoners either.”
I stared at the production area for a moment. “Where’s the lab?”
“Lab?”
“If you operated a place like this, wouldn’t you maintain some kind of laboratory? What if you wanted to make adjustments to CN-46?”
Her gaze flitted across the space. “Maybe it’s upstairs.”
I recalled the maps of the facility. “I don’t think so.”
She frowned.
I focused my thoughts on the basement floor map. It had contained few details. Two large cylinders had represented the reservoirs. The boxed-off area lined up with the production facility. And the box with wavy lines was clearly the elevator.
What am I missing?
A thought snapped into my brain. “The door.”
Beverly looked at me like I was crazy. “What?”
“The basement floor plan showed a door.” I looked at the northeast wall. “Over there.”
“I don’t see anything.”
Mentally, I pictured the door in my head. Then I ran to the wall. After a brief search, I located a thin crack in the concrete. It ran continuously in the shape of a giant oval.
Beverly inspected the concrete. Then she placed her hands on the right end of the oval and gave it a push. The oval’s right side swung inward and its left side swung toward her.
It’s a revolving door.
She shoved harder. The oval revolved another foot and I caught sight of a tube-shaped tunnel, roughly eight feet in diameter. Like the other tube we’d seen, the concrete looked old. But rather than being left in a crumbling state, workers had patched and repaired it in numerous places.
Looking backward, I saw the others had joined us. I lifted a finger to my lips. Then I strode into the dark space. Taking a few steps, I realized the floor ran at a slight incline. I took a few more steps. Then I paused as soft noises filled my ears. They sounded like voices.
Guess we’re not alone after all.
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“Hold it.” Beverly lifted a palm and fell to a knee. Shifting her head, she peered around a slight twist in the tube. “Okay, I see them.”
Overhanging LED lamps, connected by wires, cast dim light across the tube. Unfortunately, there was no way to extinguish them without bringing attention to us. “How many?” I whispered.
She held up four fingers. “Four armed guards,” she mouthed.
“What are they doing?”
“Moving stuff.”
“What kind of stuff?”
“Boxes and crates. Looks like they’re clearing out a storage room.”
I unsheathed my machete. “Let’s do this.”
Silently, we crept forward. As we passed through the twisting section, I saw another revolving slab of concrete.
A guard walked through the opening. He carried a wooden crate. He walked across the tube and placed the crate on a small stack of other crates. Then he brushed off his hands.
And turned toward us.
His head cocked to one side. He reached for his pistol.
Damn it.
Blade extended, I rushed the man.
His jaw dipped open.
Then he screamed.
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My blade rammed through the man’s chest. His scream died in his throat. He gurgled softly as blood poured from his mouth. Then he slid to the ground in a heap.
The other three guards rushed into the tube. Their guns swung toward my head. The air erupted with bullets.
Grabbing Beverly, I sprinted back to the twisting section of tube. Plastering myself against the concrete, I drew my gun. Then I fired a few quick shots.
The guards ducked behind the concrete slab. Sticking their guns out, they returned fire.
“So, that was your plan?” Graham arched an eyebrow. “Make a ton of noise and retreat?”
“That was just the first round,” I said.
“What’s round two? Wearing bullseyes?”
“Nope.” I checked my ammunition. “We play possum.”
I stayed still. Bullets sprayed the area, chewing the concrete and spitting dust into the air.
Footsteps sounded out.
Reinforcements.
I steeled myself for more gunfire. But instead, it grew sporadic.
I chanced a peek. The oval-shaped concrete slab remained open. The boxes and crates were still in the hallway. But the guards were nowhere in sight.
The dust began to settle. I perked my ears. But I heard nothing.
Guess they’re playing dead, too.
The air was sweltering. Sweat beaded up on my shoulders.
“Cover me,” I whispered.
Beverly shot me a nod and moved to the far left side of the tube. Crouching down, I hurried along the right side.
I stopped near the oval-shaped slab. Taking a deep breath, I aimed my gun into the semi-dark interior. Then I lowered it.
Where the hell did they go?
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“They just ran?” Graham said. “That doesn’t make sense.”
Benigno frowned. “Maybe they went to get help.”
“If there were other guards down here, we’d be fighting them by now.” I shook my head. “No, they’re regrouping somewhere.”
“What were they doing anyway?” Carrie asked.
“Good question.” I took another glance past the revolving oval slab.
Good lord.
We stood at the edge of what appeared to be a house of horrors. Full skeletons, mounted in display cases, hung from the walls. Paintings were situated between them. A quick scan showed a variety of images. A crowd carrying a casket. Dragons dueling across a countryside. A giant fireball, watched by gawkers, streaking across a night sky.
More bones, carefully placed in separate display cases, took up part of the small floor space. I also noticed old tools, ancient tomes in boxes, and — strangest of all — ice cores displayed prominently in high-tech sub-zero container systems.
Graham frowned. “What is this place?”
“It looks like a museum.” Carrie walked to a display case. It contained an aged vase, discolored with time. Intricate drawings of dead people standing on top of clearly trembling ground covered its surface. “This stuff is real old.”
Did that explain why Simona had taken the reliquary? Was she some kind of collector? Of what? The objects were bizarre with no obvious connection between them.
After a moment, I discarded the collector theory. Lila hadn’t been worried about Simona possessing the reliquary. She’d been worried the woman might use it to hurt people.
“How old?” Graham asked.
Leaning close, Carrie read a card mounted on the case. “It dates to 1347,” she replied. “And was found outside of Athens.”
Graham wandered to one of the sub-zero container systems. “These ice cores date to the mid-1300s,” he said slowly.
Beverly studied a painting of strange objects, frogs by the looks of it, raining from the sky. “And this was made in 1349.”
I scanned the area, searching for the reliquary. I didn’t see it, but I did notice the other objects also came from the mid-fourteenth century.
How old was the reliquary?
I didn’t know it’s exact age. But a fourteenth century origin date wasn’t out of the question.
I tried to think, to recall what I knew about that time period. But I was nervous, edgy. I kept looking to the revolving slab, expecting more guards to appear.
Finally, I waved at the others. We exited the small area. As we resumed our trek through the tube, a small part of my brain couldn’t stop thinking about the bizarre museum. Why had Simona obtained those particular objects? Why had she taken the reliquary?
And most importantly, what did she intend to do with it?

Chapter 75

The tube widened by a considerable margin. Apprehensively, I strode into a large cavern, roughly thirty to forty feet wide and twice as long.
I saw separate tubes, all lined with concrete, on the far side of the cavern. One tube ran northeast. The other two tubes took a slightly more northern course.
I walked forward and turned around. I saw two tubes to the west. They ran southwest, parallel to the one we’d traversed.
Instantly, I realized the room in which we stood was made up of three separate tubes. The walls between them had been knocked down. Pillars had been erected in their place.
To the east, I noticed a cleanroom, virtually identical to the one used as a production facility. Large generators buzzed and crackled. Wires connected them to the cleanroom, the overhead light fixtures, and other machines. Still other wires veered into the connecting tubes, presumably providing electricity to the old tunnel system.
“Body,” Beverly said tightly. “Over there.”
I shifted my gaze. My eyes crinkled at the corners.
A body lay in the corner. Its arms were stretched outward. Its legs were spread wide. The concrete floor underneath it was stained a crimson red.
Gun drawn, I crept to the corpse. It belonged to a man. His face, torn apart by a gunshot, was unrecognizable. His hair, thick and black, was matted with blood and sweat. A pair of spectacles lay at his side, along with a smashed phone.
“Do you recognize him?” Beverly asked Carrie.
Carrie, holding her mouth with one hand, shook her head.
I detected movement. Rotating my hips, I saw Benigno slowly approach the far northeastern tube. “Get back here,” I whispered. “We’ve got to stick together.”
But he ignored me. Seconds later, he strode into the darkness.
Gritting my teeth, I strode after him. Right away, I saw numerous glass structures sitting against the right wall. They looked like large, waterless fish tanks.
Several chairs were situated in front of the glass tanks. Small desks were set up throughout the area, their surfaces covered with computer monitors, papers, and notebooks.
My nostrils burned as I detected a strong odor of disinfectant. I smelled something else, too. But I couldn’t quite place it.
Benigno fell to his knees. A loud wail filled the air.
I swung toward him. He knelt in front of a glass tank. Looking inside it, I saw what had caused his reaction. A woman sat sprawled within it, her back against the far wall. Her eyes were closed. Her head lay on her shoulder.
My nose wrinkled as I finally identified the scent.
It was the scent of death.

Chapter 76

“I can’t believe she’s dead.” Beverly exhaled a long breath as we exited the tube. “I really thought we’d save her.”
I knew how she felt. Adding to the pain, Rizzalyn wasn’t the only Pagan Nation member who’d perished at the hands of Eco-Trek.
They were all dead.
A few looked like they’d passed away in their sleep. But the rest had been executed with gunshots to their heads.
“Me too,” I said.
“They never stood a chance.” Graham’s lip curled in anger. “Simona must’ve ordered their deaths when she found out we’d gotten past her security guards.”
I scanned the cavern as we crossed it. I didn’t see the guards from earlier. But I kept my gun ready just in case.
We’d searched the rest of the tube after checking the other bodies. A collapse of rubble sealed off its far end. Then we’d left the tube, giving Benigno a few moments to grieve while Carrie comforted him. We couldn’t give them a lot of time.
Unfortunately, it would have to be enough.
While we waited, I strode to the cleanroom’s outer partition and peered through one of the many oval-shaped windows.
Orange and yellow lights illuminated the room. To my right, I saw long tables, covered with computer monitors and various machines. They ran lengthwise across the lab. Wires poked out of the machines, connecting them to other machines as well as to the computers. Opened notebooks lay on some of the tables while clipboards were tucked into the small areas separating the machines. Squinting, I was able to make out two words on many of the papers.
Project Miasma? What’s that?
I shifted my gaze toward some metal shelves. They held various instruments and were pushed up against the right side wall. I didn’t recognize the instruments, but they looked far more sophisticated than the microscopes, beakers, and test tubes I’d played with back in high school.
“It’s a lab,” Graham said slowly. “A big one.”
“This is what you were looking for,” Beverly said to me. “They must do their research here.”
My neck twisted to the left. My heart thumped against my chest. Slowly, I lifted my hand to the window. It was made of some kind of safety glass and felt cold against my fingertips.
An oversized transportable hydraulic lift occupied the left side of the lab. Two objects rested on it. One object was a large statue, carved out of black and shiny rock. The other object was a stone box, seven feet long by four feet wide. Its lid, covered with familiar relief carvings, lay next to it.
“We found it.” Electricity tingled through my joints. “We found the reliquary.”

Chapter 77

President Walters tilted his chair backward and glanced at one of the five ornate clocks mounted on the wall. It was 11:37 a.m. His eyes moved to his wristwatch. 11:37 a.m., as well.
He glanced at the stack of file folders on his desk. They were crooked. Leaning forward, he rearranged them. Then he straightened his in-out box. And then he repositioned his water glass so it sat in the exact middle of the underlying coaster. Satisfied, he leaned back and rechecked the time.
11:37 a.m.
He grumbled to himself. He wasn’t used to waiting on others. What had happened to Hooper anyway? One minute they were talking on the phone. The next minute, all communications had ceased.
Glancing at his desk, he saw the notations he’d made about Pagan. The island was fourteen hours ahead of Washington, D.C. That meant it was 1:37 a.m. on the island. In other words, the HyperMax was, almost certainly, on the ground.
So, what the hell had happened to Hooper?
He smoothed the wrinkles out of his shirt and patted down his pants. He knew he was fidgeting, but he couldn’t help himself. He was President Wade Walters, damn it. He kept people waiting, not the other way around.
But as the minutes ticked by, the president began to realize he wasn’t going to be hearing from Hooper anytime soon. And the thought unnerved him. Deep down, he hoped nothing was wrong. It wasn’t just that he liked Hooper, although that was certainly the case.
No, the real problem was Senator’s Gar impromptu press conference.
A few hours earlier, Senator Gar had announced a press conference for 1:00 p.m. Speculation among Washington’s elite was that the man was preparing to announce his presidential candidacy. And perhaps that was the case. But the president knew that wouldn’t be the only announcement. He was nearly positive the senator would blow the lid off the gigantic theft.
The president still hadn’t made up his mind. Should he come clean and lose everything? Or should he swallow his pride, support the senator, and salvage what little remained of his reputation?
The first option sorely tempted him. He could even call an emergency press conference and beat the senator to the punch. He could reveal the truth about Eco-Trek, about how the Separative had redirected money in order to shield the world from climate change. The public outcry would be immense. People would condemn him. But at least he could justify the Separative’s actions.
But what if Samuels’ suspicions were right? What if Simona’s model was a fake? What if she’d kept the money for herself? Even worse, what if Eco-Trek really was causing all the destructive weather phenomena? If that were the case, the smart move would be to accept the senator’s demands. To quietly clean up the mess and pray no one else ever found out about it.
Before he made his decision, he needed answers. And only one man could give them to him.
“Come on, Ed.” President Walters whispered softly to himself. “You can do this. You have to do this.”

Chapter 78

As I stared at the reliquary, my initial excitement began to wane. Its lid, covered with relief carvings of a dragon, blazing fireballs, smoke-filled skies, and countless dead things, had been removed. So, I could see the stone box was empty.
I shifted my gaze to the dragon statue. It wasn’t a masterful work, the kind that would be desired by museums around the world. Instead, it was roughly carved out of poor quality material. In fact, I wasn’t even sure it was a dragon.
I came all this way … for that?
“It’s creepy.” Beverly made a face. “No wonder someone boxed it up.”
I didn’t disagree with her. But although it lacked aesthetic beauty, it was still an artifact. And I was determined to save it. Hell, if possible, I’d save the artifacts from the strange museum as well.
Twisting my neck, I studied the transportable hydraulic lift. It appeared easy to operate. We just needed to roll it outside the lab and into one of the connecting tubes. Then we could head for Pagan Bay.
I recalled the Pagan Bay hatch. It was large enough to fit the reliquary as well as its lid. The statue would be an even easier fit. We just needed a way to lift the artifacts to the surface. After storing them on a boat, we could find a way to disrupt Simona’s model and thus, its drones. Then we’d head for Saipan.
But what about Simona?
Would anyone believe us once we reached Saipan? Would anyone even care? And what if something happened to us on the way? What if we never reached our destination?
I walked to a large pair of doors built into the far right end of the partition. They slid open with a swish and I entered a room with Beverly and Graham in tow. Blue cleanroom suits, complete with hoods and face protectors, hung from hooks. Boxes of cotton gloves, rubber gloves, plastic booties, rubber booties, and masking tape sat on a small shelving unit.
I closed the doors. Ignoring the protective gear, I opened a wide door to my left and the three of us stepped into an air shower.
Graham closed the door. Immediately, air shot out from a dozen nozzles, causing our clothes to flap wildly. Then a buzzer rang. The door in front of us cracked open.
I strode into the cleanroom, skirted around the tables, and headed straight for the reliquary. It was as large as I remembered. Staring into it, I saw streaks of black where the statue had scraped the stone.
“What’s wrong?” Beverly asked.
I glanced at her.
“I thought you’d be a little more excited.” She waved at the reliquary. “We went through a lot to find this thing.”
“I know.” I hesitated. “What do you know about my dad?”
She arched an eyebrow. “Just what you’ve told me. He was some kind of developer, right?”
“That’s right. But not an ordinary one. In the months before he died, he bought and tore down over a dozen historic structures in Manhattan. He destroyed decades, even centuries of history in the process.”
She gave me a confused look.
Graham exhaled. “You know?”
“I found out a few weeks ago.” I glanced at him. “How come you never told me?”
“Why would I?”
“Because it’s a big deal.”
“Your dad was a good man.”
“A good man doesn’t destroy history just for the hell of it.”
“He had his reasons.”
“Yeah? Like what?”
“I don’t know.” His response was quick. Maybe too quick, although I didn’t really care. “But I knew him. And he didn’t have a bad bone in his body.”
“Wait.” Beverly’s confusion melted away. “Is that why you’ve been so crazy about the reliquary? Are you trying to make up for what your dad did?”
“Maybe. Hell, I don’t know.” I exhaled. “Look, history matters to me. Always has, always will. I’ve dedicated my life to finding it, saving it. But when I found out what dad had done, something changed. I can’t explain it. I … I guess I just had to do more.”
Her face twisted in thought.
Eager to change the subject, I glanced at the reliquary. “We can worry about this later. For now, let’s see if we can figure out why Simona wanted this thing.”
Beverly picked up a clipboard. “This looks like historical information about the reliquary,” she said. “According to local legend, it contained the remains of a dragon that plagued Jerusalem during the fourteen century. It says here it caused much death and destruction, like the one slain by Saint George.”
Fourteenth century, huh?
Obviously, it wasn’t a real dragon. Still, I was pleased to hear the artifact came with a bit of history.
Beverly continued to read. “You know, I don’t think Simona was after the dragon statue. She was after something else.”
“What’s that?” Graham asked.
“Air.” She read a few notes. “Apparently, Lila used to work for Simona. Simona had tasked her, along with several other archaeologists, with finding samples of extremely ancient air from the fourteenth century. So, they researched old documents to look for evidence of boxes, reliquaries, and other sealable items.”
I recalled the skeletons we’d seen in the nook. “Like coffins?”
She nodded. “I’m not sure why Lila turned on Simona. But it looks like the reliquary was exactly what Simona wanted. After bringing it here, she submitted it to extensive testing via ultrasound and other techniques. There were no leaks, no soft spots.”
Jolts of electricity raced through me. The oldest sample of atmospheric air ever taken only dated back a few decades. That made the reliquary’s ancient air truly extraordinary. If Simona’s team had extracted it correctly, it could be used as a benchmark to compare with modern air. It could provide fresh insight into how the rise of industrialization had impacted air quality and the ozone layer.
My heart burned deep inside my chest. The reliquary had been an ancient time capsule, a glimpse into the air quality of the long-forgotten past. It could shed valuable light on the fourteenth century. Everything about it seemed positive.
So, why had Lila been scared of Simona taking it?
Graham looked up from a machine. “Didn’t Carrie say Simona’s compound was called CN-46?”
I nodded.
“According to this, her scientists have been developing something called Miasma.”
I recalled the basement and production facilities. The twin reservoirs rising high into the air. The swirling substance.
“So, they changed their aerosols,” Beverly said slowly. “But why?”
“CN-46 was supposed to block sunlight,” I said, deep in thought. “But what if Simona has something else in mind? What if she has another reason for wanting to put aerosols into the atmosphere?”
Graham arched an eyebrow.
A chill ran through me. At last, I understood the truth. I didn’t know how it worked. But I knew what Simona was trying to do.
“It’s the air.” I glanced at the reliquary. “Something was inside that air sample. Something that’s been preserved since the fourteenth century. Something that Simona has replicated and is now feeding to her drones.”
“What?” Beverly asked.
I walked to one of the tables. Picking up a notebook labeled Project Miasma, I began to leaf through it. My brain raced as I scanned the pages. “We have to stop her. We have to—”
The air rushed, so softly I barely heard it. Spinning to a window, I saw the three guards, now outfitted with body armor, rush into the cavern. They quickly surrounded the laboratory. Then a stylish, middle-aged woman strode into view. I’d never seen her before. Yet, I knew her name.
Simona Wolcott.
Beverly and Graham raised their guns.
The guards raised their guns as well.
Shots rang out on both sides.
I ducked my head. Graham and Beverly followed suit.
I waited a few seconds before standing up again. Looking outside, I saw the guards. They gave us confused looks.
I glanced at the oval windows. They were still intact.
Bulletproof glass.
“We have to destroy this place,” I whispered. “This lab, the production facility, the reservoirs … everything.”
“Why?” Graham’s mouth twitched. “What the hell was in that old air anyway?”
“The secret to the most infamous plague in history.” Simona stopped short of the laboratory. Her voice sounded slightly muffled behind the partition. “The Black Death.”

Chapter 79

“The Black Death?” Beverly gaped at Simona. “Are you insane?”
“I was hired to save the world.” Simona smiled sweetly. “And that’s exactly what I’m doing.”
Graham arched an eyebrow. “Not one for humility, are you?”
“I prefer honesty.”
“So, the whole geoengineering thing is just a scam?” Beverly asked.
“You know about that?” Simona looked thoughtful. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. As to your question, I wouldn’t call it a scam. Rather it was a means to an end. A way to get resources and unobstructed access to the sky.”
I glanced at Beverly. “You’re right. She is insane.”
Simona regarded me carefully. “I’ve done a little research on you, Mr. Reed. We’re very much alike, you and I.”
“Don’t insult me.”
“Do you know how we’re alike? We’ve both dedicated our lives to paying for the sins of our fathers.”
My gaze hardened.
“At first, your arrival here confused me. Why would some salvage jockey travel halfway around the world to retrieve a stolen artifact? It didn’t make sense. That is, until I read about your dad, about all the history he destroyed when you were a kid.”
My lips tightened.
“My dad was a developer too. A real greedy one who ripped up a bunch of forests just to get his hands on the timber. I hated him for it. But initially, my focus was limited. I just wanted to do some good, to make up for his destruction. It seemed simple enough. I’d build the world’s most sophisticated computer model and use it to engineer the climate. That way, I could undo his damage.” She sighed. “But over time, I realized it wasn’t enough. My dad wasn’t the source of the problem but rather, a tiny offshoot of it. So, geoengineering, even if it worked, would never address the real issue.”
“And what issue is that?”
“Industrialization, of course.”
I frowned.
“Geoengineering might slow climate change, but it won’t stop businesses and so-called progress from hurting the environment. Just like you might save some artifacts, but you won’t stop people from destroying the past. You see, it’s not enough to paper over historical sins. The sin itself — industrialization in both our cases — has to be removed.”
I couldn’t help but marvel at her easy manner. “And you think killing people will do that?”
“Most environmentalists — including the ones who helped me build this place — are brilliant, but shortsighted. Rather than make the tough choices, they want to use climate engineering as a way to buy humanity a little time. Time to turn the wheels of government, to bring about lasting change. Unfortunately, that’s just a pipe dream.” She looked into my eyes. “The only way to save this planet is by weeding out the very thing that’s hurting it. That is, industrialization. Consider my version of the Black Death a sort of high-tech cleansing, a major disruption that will bring modern society to its knees.”
“You really think a disease —?”
“Who said anything about a disease?” she said, interrupting me.
“But you said—”
“I said the Black Death.”
I frowned.
“From 1347 to 1350, the Black Death ravaged Europe, reducing its population by somewhere between thirty and sixty percent.” Simona adopted a mask of solemnity. “It’s considered one of the most lethal pandemics in history.”
My mind raced. If the Black Death wasn’t a disease, then what was it? And what did it have to do with the ancient air she’d secured from the reliquary?
“The Black Death was caused by bubonic plague,” Graham said. “Everyone knows that. It’s considered the third great outbreak, following the Plague of Athens and the Justinian Plague.”
She smiled. “That’s what the experts say. But they’re wrong.”
Slowly, the guards spread across the room. I shifted my gaze, trying to keep them all in view.
In the process, I snuck a glance at the far northeastern tube. I saw two shadows — Benigno and Carrie — near a wall. I couldn’t imagine how Benigno felt. He’d lost his wife and son. Now, the woman most responsible for their deaths was within striking distance.
Unfortunately, he was unarmed. If he tried to attack Simona, he’d go down in a hail of gunfire. His best bet was to stay in the shadows.
Easier said than done.
“Let me back up a second.” Simona took a breath. “The conventional wisdom, of course, is that the Black Death was caused by bubonic plague, spread by rats and fleas. It’s assumed that infected rodents in Central Asia, or perhaps Africa, brought the disease to the Black Sea region and the Central Mediterranean via trade routes. By late 1347, the plague had arrived in Europe, striking at a severely weakened population.”
Beverly arched an eyebrow. “Weakened population?”
“That’s where the conventional theory begins to show holes. The dirty little secret is that a weakened population is the only way the plague theory makes even the remotest bit of sense. You see, the Black Death killed people at an extraordinary rate, far higher than that of a typical bubonic plague outbreak.”
Sweat poured down my fingertips. “So, that’s your argument? The Black Death was too efficient to be bubonic plague?”
Her smile widened. I could see she was enjoying the opportunity to share knowledge, to debate. “It’s a good argument,” she retorted. “In the 1900s, a confirmed bubonic plague outbreak spread through India and China. The kill rate was just three percent.”
Graham shook his head. “That’s five hundred and fifty years later. By then, doctors would’ve known how to treat it, how to isolate it.”
“Actually, doctors of the time observed bubonic plague didn’t spread very easily. Relatives visited patients without getting sick. Few nurses or doctors contracted the disease.”
“That doesn’t prove anything.” He crossed his arms. “Maybe the population had somehow gained immunity by that time.”
“Maybe. But here’s the odd thing. Those same doctors still wrote that the bubonic plague was highly contagious.” She paused to let the implications sink in. “In other words, they observed a disease that didn’t spread very easily, yet still told others it was extremely contagious.”
“Why would they do that?” Beverly asked.
“I believe the so-called truth about bubonic plague, namely that it was highly contagious, had been beaten into their heads during medical school. It was so engrained in them that they couldn’t see the real truth.”
Simona had snagged my curiosity. I knew our lives were in danger. And yet, I couldn’t stop trying to figure out the mystery of the Black Death.
“So, the population was weakened somehow,” I said slowly. “That’s the only explanation.”
“It was weakened,” she replied. “But the Black Death still wasn’t caused by bubonic plague. Consider the transfer mechanism. Supposedly, great masses of infected rodents spread north across Europe. As they died, their fleas — now infected — searched for new hosts, eventually deciding on people. However, the disease spread far too fast to be carried by rats and fleas alone. Plus, there are no written documents from that time describing the vast legions of dead rats which would’ve been required to carry the plague.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Graham retorted. “Maybe dead rats in the streets were commonplace back then. Or maybe they died indoors.”
“Perhaps. But the conventional theory has other problems. First, the Black Death killed over half of Iceland’s population. But rats didn’t actually reach Iceland until the nineteenth century. Second, it moved in almost magical ways. For example, it leapt over Constantinople on its way across the Mediterranean. Third, it continued to kill people during the winter months in northern Europe. However, the plague requires relatively warm temperatures to survive.”
“Maybe there were no rats,” Beverly said. “Isn’t there a pneumonic form of the disease?”
“Yes, but the symptoms don’t match the famous descriptions of Black Death victims. The reason bubonic plague was suspected in the first place was because some of the victims displayed buboes, or swellings around the armpits and groin. That’s common in the conventional form of the plague. But they don’t occur in the pneumonic form.”
I searched my brain for an answer to the mystery. But I came up empty. “I give up. What caused the Black Death?”
She lifted her chin to the ceiling. “‘There have been masses of dead fish, animals, and other things along the sea shore and in many places covered in dust,’” she said in a haunting tone. “‘And all these things seem to have come from the great corruption of the air and earth.’”
I recalled the death and arid land I’d seen in Jerusalem and on Pagan. An uncomfortable feeling spread through me.
Simona lowered her gaze. Her tone normalized. “That’s a description provided by a contemporary of the Black Death. And it’s not an isolated one. Documents of the time speak of earthquakes, tidal waves, rains of fire, foul odors, strange colors in the sky, mists, even dragons.” Her gaze shot to the dragon statue before returning to me. “Most historians lack the imagination to understand these accounts. They chalk them up to colorful imagery or the ravings of religious fanatics. But they’re actually something else. They’re accurate accounts of what was happening at the time, as people tried to put into words the startling things they saw all around them.”
“You’re talking about metaphors,” I said.
She nodded. “Metaphors for a corrupted atmosphere, to be specific. You see, the ancients didn’t know about germs. Instead, they believed in something called the miasma theory. To put it simply, they thought rotting corpses and other dead things decomposed into poisonous, foul-smelling vapors. Those vapors supposedly spread epidemics among populations. And in the case of the Black Death, they were right.”
I recalled the notebook. Its title blazed its way into my brain.
Project Miasma.
“Air pollution might not be the healthiest thing in the world,” Graham said. “But it doesn’t just kill everything it touches.”
“This was no ordinary air pollution. The miasma that killed half of Europe’s population originated from the sky.” She smiled. “In other words, the Black Death was really death by comet.”

Chapter 80

“A comet?” Despite our predicament, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “That’s crazy.”
Graham laughed. “Just so you know, major space impacts are rare. We’re talking one every ten thousand years or so.”
Simona smiled condescendingly. “Obviously, you’re only familiar with the American school.”
His laughter died away. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“There are two schools of thought on near-Earth objects. American astronomers believe the main threat to Earth lies in Apollo asteroids, which are solid bodies of rock crossing our orbit. They want to map the Apollos and keep an eye on them. Like you, they believe no large objects from space have struck this planet for many thousands of years.”
“You mentioned two schools.” I kept a close eye on the guards, but they kept their distance from us. “What’s the other one?”
“It’s based out of Britain,” she replied. “Unlike the Americans, its proponents believe comets pose the biggest threat to our planet. Comets contain a greater variety of materials, including ice, frozen gas, carbons, and rock. They’re often colored black and thus, are far harder to see in the sky. In addition, since most of their materials break away in mid-air, they don’t leave craters in the same manner as asteroids. The British school believes close encounters with comet fragments occur far more frequently than is commonly thought, perhaps in the neighborhood of one every couple hundred years or so.”
“So, you think a comet hit Earth way back in the 1340s?” Graham looked doubtful. “How can you be so sure without a crater?”
“We don’t have to trust the words of our predecessors alone,” Simona said. “Tree-ring data from Europe and the Americas indicates there was a global environmental downturn during the years of the Black Death. Also, ice core data suggests there were increased amounts of carbon dioxide and ammonia in the air at the time, suggesting ocean turnover. All of this points to a corruption in the atmosphere.”
“Let’s say you’re right,” Graham said. “How in the world does a comet corrupt the atmosphere?”
“The same way a volcano does.” My eyes tightened. “By stuffing it with dust and chemicals.”
“Very good.” Simona nodded. “Multiple sources indicate there was a significant earthquake on January 25, 1348. Other earthquakes soon followed. I believe fragments from Comet Negra, which passed by Earth in 1347, caused those quakes. In other words, our planet was subjected to a comet shower. Now, most of the fragments exploded in the atmosphere, producing ammonium, nitrate, and a whole host of other chemicals. Others collided with the ocean or in remote areas, setting off earthquakes in the process. In any event, the fragments injected large amounts of dust as well as a variety of chemicals into the stratosphere. The chemicals drifted downward, poisoning the breathing air and infecting the drinking water.”
A few uncomfortable moments passed. My brain reeled as I connected the dots between the Black Death and Project Miasma.
Graham glanced at her. “You said the Black Death had symptoms. Buboes, right?”
“That’s right.” My gaze turned to Simona. “How could a corrupted atmosphere cause buboes?”
“First-hand descriptions of the Black Death are far from similar. Symptoms varied from case to case, which is exactly what you’d expect in a corrupted atmosphere.” She rested her hands on her hips. “The corrupted air killed some people. But most importantly, it weakened many others, which made them easy prey for a whole host of diseases. Some of the victims probably did fall prey to bubonic plague. Others succumbed to anthrax. Still others fell to far simpler diseases.”
I tried to find the flaw in her logic. But her theory made a whole lot of sense. A severe corruption of the atmosphere had weakened people. Diseases had run rampant. Writers of the past and present had grouped them together, turning many ailments into the Black Death.
“A comet shower would explain the geographical spread,” I said slowly. “As material descended from the sky, it must’ve first fallen on the northern Mediterranean Sea. Then it branched outward, hitting some areas more than others.”
Simona nodded. “Exactly. If the atmosphere were well mixed, the material would’ve hit everywhere at once. But it’s not well mixed. My research indicates the material fell in concentric circles. That’s why certain cities were spared the Black Death while neighboring ones were devastated by it.”
“Ancient air.” The last big piece clicked into place. “That’s why you needed the reliquary. That’s why you collected those other artifacts, the ones that had been originally sealed in boxes. You’re trying to recreate the exact air quality that existed during the Black Death.”
“Actually, my scientists already recreated it. We call it Miasma.” Simona smiled. “First, they developed specific nanomaterials to mimic the properties of ordinary chemicals, only on a much greater scale. Then they spent many hours researching comets and trying to synthesize a mixture that would approximate the Black Death. But the result — which we call CN-46 — was unsatisfying. So, I started funding digs, hoping to find an air sample from the era. That’s how I met Lila. Unfortunately, she didn’t agree with my intentions.”
“You mean she realized you were crazy,” Beverly said.
“I liked Lila. I hated to see her go.” Simona exhaled. “On the bright side, she led me to the reliquary. And to top it off, I even got a chunk of Comet Negra in the bargain.”
I followed her gaze to the dragon statue. And then I realized why the rock had looked so strange to me.
It’s carved out of a meteorite.
I thought about Carrie’s quest to find out what had happened to Saipan’s homeless people. And I thought about Eco-Trek’s capture of Rizzalyn and the other Pagan Nation members. “You tested Miasma on people,” I said slowly. “That’s how you know it works.”
She nodded. “Based on our tests, it’s the real deal. It’s the Black Death, just in a much tighter package.”
A moment of silence fell over us as the gravity of the situation became fully apparent. I recalled Beverly’s work on the Israeli soil samples. The nanomaterial discs — which I now realized were actually CN-46 — had begun to experience structural disintegration shortly after their deployment. This allowed the individual nanomaterials to separate from each other. Miasma, I realized, was designed to do the same thing.
Under the guise of geoengineering, Simona planned to pump tons of Miasma aerosols into the upper atmosphere. Those tightly-bounded compounds would break apart, spilling nanomaterials into the air. The nanomaterials, which were equivalent to vast quantities of individual chemicals, would spread out and slowly descend to the earth. In the process, they’d contaminate water supplies. They’d alter the air. Immune systems would falter, break down. Diseases would run rampant.
“You really think you can replicate a global comet shower with your little fleet?” Graham said.
“I’m not just replicating it. I’m improving on it. Miasma aerosols are a miracle of nanotechnology. They allow us to mimic the effects of the Black Death with far less material.” She smiled. “Also, Comet Negra was inefficient, dumping much of its deadly debris over oceans or vacant land. My planes have spent the last year and a half circling the globe, collecting data on how chemicals behave in the atmosphere. We’ve learned about particle stability, the impact of wind currents, and many other things. We’ve already adapted that knowledge for the Miasma dispersal, allowing the aerosols to be specifically targeted for optimal effectiveness.”
“A traditional pandemic would be quickly isolated and stopped,” I said slowly. “But yours will arrive all at once, like a blanket. And since it’s not an actual disease, it can’t be cured.”
She nodded. “Once it’s in the upper atmosphere, it can’t be stopped. My models project that a small amount of Miasma, scattered in aerosol form above a busy city, will kill ten percent of the inhabitants within two weeks. An additional thirty-five to forty-five percent will suffer severely weakened immune systems. They’ll succumb over a period of six months. Altogether, I expect over three billion people to perish within the next year.”
The number was shocking, outrageous. I couldn’t even begin to contemplate it.
Graham shook his head. “You’re a fool.”
She cast him a curious glance. “Oh?”
“You built a model, performed calculations. You think you’ve got everything figured out. But there’s one thing you never took into account.”
“What’s that?”
“Human ingenuity. People like you can’t imagine progress. Instead, you sit around and calculate things as if the world will never change. And that’s just the thing. The world does change, often for the better.” Graham shook his head. “If you kill half the world, you’re killing half the ingenuity as well. And you might end up killing off the very people most capable of saving this planet, if indeed it needs saving.”
“We agree on one thing. Ingenuity will lead to the world’s salvation. But it won’t come from just anyone. It’ll come from me and my scientists.”
“What about morality?” Beverly asked.
Simona looked curious. “What about it?”
“You’re talking about killing billions of innocent people. Doesn’t that bother you?”
“There are no innocent people. All of us, without exception, have embraced industrialization.”
“But people—”
“Are inferior to the natural order,” Simona said, cutting her off. “Nature is perfect. Anything that subverts it is evil.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“It regulates itself, takes care of itself, even evolves on its own merits. Every animal, every plant, every aspect of it plays a role in an established ecosystem. Except, that is, for mankind. We are the fallen ones. We’ve stepped outside nature’s perfection and attempted to remake it in our own image. Miasma will change that. It’ll end industrialization and force us into a new age. We’ll return to our rightful place among animals, among nature.”
“Among billions of dead bodies,” I said.
“Unchecked development will end,” she continued, ignoring me. “Centuries will pass and nature will heal itself. And then all will be right.”
“People will find out you did this. You’ll be remembered as a monster.”
“Perhaps at first,” she replied. “But history has a way of changing things. Abraham Lincoln fought a Civil War that killed over seven hundred thousand people. He was hated in his time, viewed as a bloodthirsty tyrant. But now, we remember him as a demigod. A man who made horrible sacrifices to improve humanity.”
My mind whirled as I thought about the similarities between Simona and myself. Our fathers had both been developers. And we’d both tried to make up for their presumed misdeeds.
I’d taken the viewpoint that the future had already been decided for us. So, I’d increased my focus on saving the past, on trying to salvage artifacts like the ones my father had destroyed.
Simona had taken a decidedly different approach. Rather than plant trees to replace the ones her father had torn down, she’d vowed to change the future. To stop humanity from hurting nature. It was oddly inspiring.
And utterly insane.
Alarm bells blared. Red lights, mounted on the walls, started to flash. Metal shifted inside the lab and clicked loudly.
I ran to the door connecting the lab with the air shower. I yanked it, but a large bolt kept it in place.
“Don’t bother,” Simona called out. “The locks have been electronically activated.”
Slowly, I turned to look at her.
“I enjoyed our chat.” She gave us a sad smile. “Unfortunately, I need to go before more soldiers arrive.”
My eyes widened.
“If you have anything to say to each other, do it now.” She turned to leave. “Because you won’t get another chance.”

Chapter 81

“She locked us in here?” Graham’s visage morphed into one of disbelief. “But why?”
I eyed him. “You’d rather she sent her goons in to kill us?”
“No. But why didn’t she?”
Looking through a section of thick glass, I took in the cavern. Moments earlier, Simona had walked into the far left tube. It led north, presumably to Pagan Bay.
Beverly lifted her eyes. “Maybe she’s going to gas us.”
I followed her gaze to the ceiling. A chill ran through me.
Graham gritted his teeth. “Let’s not wait around for it.”
I tried to think. But the blaring alarm caused my head to hurt. Twisting around, I saw the reliquary. My final conversation with Lila blazed a trail across my brain.
“Destroy it. Burn it. Break it. Grind it into pieces. Whatever it takes. Or they’ll die.”
“Who? Who will die?”
“Everyone.”
Why hadn’t I listened to her? Why hadn’t I destroyed it when I had the chance?
I noticed a shadow. Lifting my gaze, I saw Benigno creep out of the far northeastern tube. Stepping quietly, he made a beeline for us.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a glimpse of light. But it wasn’t one of the red flashing bulbs.
Oh, no.
“Wait,” I yelled. “Get—”
Gunfire ripped out of the northern tube.
Benigno faltered. He spun around. Blood flew out of his chest and stomach. He collapsed to the concrete. A final breath escaped his lungs.
Then he died.

Chapter 82

My gaze shot back to the far northeastern tube. My eyes searched the area for Carrie.
Hide. Hide now.
I glanced at the north tube. Three guards were situated just inside it. They kept their distance, like snipers watching over the cavern.
“That bastard.” Graham shook his head. “She didn’t just leave us to die. She left guards behind to make sure it happened.”
I looked at Beverly. “Think you can find enough stuff in here to rig up some explosives?”
“Maybe.” She looked around. “There’s just one problem. We’re in close quarters. We might not survive the blast.”
As I twisted toward the ancient reliquary, I realized the stark choice before me. There was still a chance I could save the ancient box. I could take it to a boat. I could flee the island. But if I did that, I’d be dooming people — including the ones who meant the most to me — to horrible deaths.
My brain focused. I knew my next move would seal the reliquary’s fate. But the more I thought about it, the less I cared. Yes, the reliquary was an ancient artifact. Yes, it was an irreplaceable piece of history.
But it wasn’t worth more than the future.
“Leave that to me,” I said.
She ran toward a workbench and began taking an inventory of the lab’s contents. Meanwhile, I darted to the hydraulic lift and studied the controls. Then I activated the lift and began to operate it.
“Hold on,” Graham said. “You’re doing it wrong.”
“I know what I’m doing.”
“Really? Because you’re about to dump the reliquary on the ground.”
“Exactly.”
He frowned. Then his eyes started to shine and he pushed me aside. Taking the controls, he manipulated the hydraulic lift, raising it into the air. Then he tipped it. The dragon statue toppled off the lift and clattered against the ground. The lid was next to go, striking the floor with a dull thud.
Then the reliquary started to slide. Seconds later, it fell off the lift, shifted ninety degrees, and crashed sideways to the ground. Dust kicked upward, filling the air.
“Okay, this should work.” Beverly took an armful of supplies to the partition. “Just give me a second.”
“You’re going to blow up the wall?” Graham frowned. “Why not the door?”
“Because the other doors are probably locked, too.”
As she set up the materials, Graham and I ducked down and slid into the large space afforded by the reliquary.
Moments later, Beverly squeezed into the space with us. “Get ready, boys.” She grinned. “This is going to be a big one.”
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The air exploded. Metal cracked. Glass shattered.
A generator sizzled. The blaring alarms ceased. The flashing red lights went out. Light fixtures turned black.
I grabbed my gun and jumped to my feet. Through a thick cloud of dust, I saw a gaping hole in the partition.
Part of me was tempted to wait for the guards to enter the lab, to seek us out at close range. But I couldn’t be sure they’d do that. They might keep back, knowing we’d have to move sooner or later.
Using the dust as cover, I made my way to the partition. Peering forward, I saw a guard standing in the center of the room, flanked by two pillars. He held a rifle, which he swung back and forth. Despite his bulletproof vest, he still looked skinny.
Out of the corners of my eyes, I saw the other guards. They’d moved to the far ends of the room, taking cover behind other pillars.
As silently as possible, I crept through the gaping hole.
The middle guard shifted. His gun swung in my direction. “I got one,” he shouted. “Over here.”
Time slowed down as I dove to the side. I saw the tubes, the pillars. I saw the wreckage wrought by Beverly’s impromptu explosives. And oddly enough, I saw liquid streaming into the cavern.
My finger squeezed the trigger. The middle guard staggered as a barrage of gunfire slammed into him. A bullet caught his chin and he went down like a rock.
The other guards took aim at me. I retreated behind a cracked generator and laid down some cover fire. Graham and Beverly raced out of the gap and headed for my position.
“Not the worst odds,” Beverly said as she knelt next to me. “But I’d feel more comfortable if they weren’t the only ones with body armor.”
“Who cares?” Graham shrugged. “Just aim for their heads.”
The two guards hunkered down behind the last layer of pillars. A couple moments of silence followed.
“That looks like water.” I nodded at the liquid. It was two inches deep and rising at a disturbingly fast clip. “You don’t suppose Simona’s flooding the tubes, do you?”
“Makes sense,” Graham replied. “The Japanese could’ve booby-trapped this place back in 1944. Simona would’ve just had to get everything in working order.”
“Death by drowning, huh?” Beverly arched an eyebrow. “At least we’ve got time to escape.”
I sniffed. The air smelled of salt. “Not as much as you think. The water is moving fast. Coupled with the aging concrete, I wouldn’t be surprised if the walls start to give way.”
Her jaw tightened.
“If that happens, the water will saturate the soil,” Graham said. “This tunnel system could fail. Hell, the whole station could come crashing down.”
“Then we’d better hurry.” Beverly shifted her gaze. “Split up. I’ll take the guy on the right. Cy, you take the one in the middle.”
“What about me?” Graham asked.
“Keep us covered.”
Graham took up position next to the generator. I slid out from behind him and eased toward the middle of the cavern. Beverly passed behind me and made her way to the right side.
My boots sloshed gently in the water. It moved faster and faster. It splashed against pillars, walls, the broken partition, and everything else in the cavern.
I stopped next to a pillar. Kneeling down, I felt the middle guard’s pulse. He was dead. Quickly, I detached his vest and donned it.
A burst of gunfire filled the air. Instinctively, I ducked down.
I heard a soft grunt. Flesh slapped against water and concrete. I snuck a quick look and saw the right-side guard lying face down in the dark, swirling water.
Two down. One to go.
Water splashed.
“Watch out,” Beverly shouted. “He’s—”
Another gunshot rang out. I twisted around just in time to see the last guard fall to his knees.
Graham slid out from behind the generator. A puff of smoke drifted out of his gun barrel.
I ran to the last guard. Felt his pulse.
He was dead as well.
With gun drawn, I headed deeper into the manmade cavern. Graham followed me and we met Beverly on the back end. We cleared the rest of the area and then made our way to the far northeastern tube. “Carrie?”
A shadow appeared from inside one of the glass enclosures. She sprinted toward us. “I was playing dead. Is …?” Her words trailed off as she caught sight of Benigno’s body. “No. Oh, God no.”
“You can mourn him later.” Beverly grabbed Carrie by the arm. “Right now, we have to focus on escaping. Can you do that?”
Carrie blinked away a tear. Then she nodded.
I cast a quick glance at the reliquary. The stone had cracked from the force of Beverly’s explosives. Jerusalem’s dragon had been smashed to smithereens. But truth be told, I didn’t care. All I cared about was getting my friends to safety.
And destroying Miasma.
“How do we stop Simona?” I asked.
“We could take out the reservoirs back in the basement,” Graham suggested. “Stop the chemicals, stop the flights.”
“Tempting.” Beverly frowned. “But I’m willing to bet the chemicals are already on the move.”
I rubbed my jaw. “If we take down Simona’s model, we can ground her fleet. That might buy us time to figure out a permanent solution.”
Graham scrunched up his brow. “Even better, I might be able to reprogram it. Make her drones crash into the ocean.”
“Sounds good.” I glanced at Carrie. “Once we get topside, we’re splitting up. I need you to go with Dutch. You know this place better than any of us.”
She took a deep breath. “Okay.”
I darted into the far north tube, splashing through the rising water. Setting a fast pace, I made my way forward.
Graham caught up to me. “What about you and Beverly?”
“We’re going to take down Simona,” I replied. “Or die trying.”

Chapter 84

I sprinted through the tube. Mentally, I pictured our location on the island. We were close to Pagan Bay.
I shifted my gaze just long enough to stare at the curving walls. LED lamps, their wires stringing back to the generators, were mounted every few feet. Some still worked. Others had gone dark.
Questions zinged through my brain as I ran forward. Surprisingly, they had nothing to do with Simona or Eco-Trek. Rather, I found myself questioning the tubes. Why had the Japanese military spent so much time fortifying them with concrete? Did the tubes connect in other places besides the manmade cavern? What had been their original purpose?
The tube curved to the west. Water splashed over the tops of my boots. It was at least a foot deep and rising quickly.
I ran faster.
A large ramp appeared, sloping gently toward the surface. At the other end of the ramp, I saw a bit of slanting light.
Pistol at the ready, I darted up the ramp. A large metal plate — presumably the other side of the hatch — rested above me. Taking a deep breath, I clutched a thick metal handle. “Let’s hope this works.”
I turned the handle. Metal clanked. Clicking noises rang out as the hatch rose into a vertical position.
I peered outside. A gust of hot wind struck my face. Squinting, I shifted my goggles into position.
The familiar stone-lined trail lay ahead of me. Keeping an eye out for guards, I hoisted myself to the surface.
While the others climbed out of the tube, I headed down the trail. Pagan Bay came into view. In the distance, I saw three people — Simona and two younger women — and two SUVs. The two women were already situated in one of the vehicles. Simona was walking toward it, heading for the passenger seat. Since the rest of the area looked clear, I assumed the second SUV was intended for the guards we’d killed outside the lab.
Their loss. Our gain.
Simona cast a quick glimpse at the hillside. Her eyes widened as she spotted us. She started for the second SUV.
I lifted my pistol. Squeezed the trigger. Unleashed a barrage of bullets.
Her arms flailed as she backpedaled. She retreated to the first SUV. Seconds later, it zipped forward, careening toward the research station.
I shifted my pistol. Tried to draw a bead on the vehicle. But it was moving far too fast. Exhaling, I holstered the gun.
Damn it.
“Wow.” Graham recoiled. “What the hell are those?”
I followed his gaze back to Pagan Bay. My jaw dropped.
Dust spun in the air. Only this time, the spinning wasn’t random chaos. Instead, the particles had joined together, forming dozens of mini tornados.
Dust devils.
I’d seen dust devils before, but never at close range. Fortunately, the ones before me were small, measuring just a few feet wide.
Following the trail, we descended toward Pagan Bay. The path was steep and it took us a few minutes to traverse it. At the bottom, I scanned the bay for additional guards. But I didn’t see anyone.
Silently, I started toward the remaining SUV.
Graham grabbed my arm. “That’s not a good idea.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Simona’s people will see us coming.”
“They already know we’re coming. At least we can—”
A sharp hissing rang in my ears. A pair of red lights shone in the darkness, blinking haphazardly, with no discernible pattern.
Metal crunched as the Grueler tore past — tore into — the SUV. It gave way and the Grueler appeared before us.
My heart raced. Not because of the lost SUV. But because the Grueler stood on the pavement, utterly oblivious to the stones it had crossed.
“Simona must’ve turned off the fence.” I removed the goggles from my eyes and glanced at Graham. “Take Carrie and get to the research station. Shut this place down, no matter what it takes.”
“What about you guys?”
“Don’t worry about us.” I backed up a few steps. “Just run!”
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The dust devils shifted back and forth, side to side. They grew larger, more ferocious. Then they broke free and began to shoot off in all directions.
A large dust devil expanded rapidly, growing to thirty feet in diameter. It started toward us, hot on the trail of several smaller dust devils. They blew at the Grueler, slashing at its metallic sides, and drowning out its hydraulics.
The Grueler broke into a run. Graham and Carrie backed toward the bay. Beverly and I waited a few seconds, making sure it was focused on us. Then we twisted around.
And ran for our lives.
The dust devils drew closer as we retreated up the hill and darted into the forest. Behind me, I heard crunching wood and clicking claws. Twisting my neck, I saw the Grueler barrel between two mid-sized trees. Their thin trunks shattered from the force and they toppled over, crashing to the ground.
My first instinct was to head for the hatch. But I didn’t know if we could get it closed in time. And even if we managed to do so, we’d still have to contend with the floodwaters.
I glanced at Beverly. “Split up!”
Immediately, she angled off to the northeast and sprinted through a different section of forest.
My brain raced. We couldn’t run forever. Eventually, we’d have to fight it. But how? Our bullets and my blade would just bounce off its metal casing. Meanwhile, it would carve us to bits.
Glancing back, I saw the Grueler, framed in the giant dust devil, charging after me.
It’s a killing machine.
I veered toward some tall rocks. They rose up before me, but the darkness obscured their details.
The air sparked with electricity. The Grueler hissed loudly. Its claws pounded against dirt as it closed the gap.
Hot air pressed against my neck. Dirt struck the backs of my pants.
My adrenaline increased. I ran faster than I knew possible, faster than my body could even control. One wrong step and I’d have no chance to recover. I’d crash to the ground and the Grueler would deal the deathblow.
As I neared the rocks, I saw crags and nooks. None of them were big enough to hide me.
Can’t beat it, can’t outrun it.
The air grew hotter, more oppressive. I could scarcely breathe.
From past experience, I knew only one way to throw the Grueler off my trail. As I reached the rocks, I veered again, this time to the east. Then I doubled back. The Grueler tried to twist around, but once again it reacted too slowly. Scrabbling frantically at the ground, it slid along the soft surface. One second later, it slammed into the rocks. Debris shot into the gloomy sky and was quickly entrapped in the smaller dust devils. Large pieces of rock crumbled away. They collapsed in a heap, burying the metal monster. The hissing noise died off.
Thank God.
The air buzzed. The buzzing picked up volume until it sounded like a dozen chainsaws, operating all at once.
The heap of rocks trembled. The trembling turned to quaking.
My chest cinched tight. I knew I needed to keep running. But I couldn’t move a muscle.
Abruptly, the pile exploded. Small rocks shot to the sides as the Grueler climbed to its feet. Its closest head twisted toward me.
Damn it.
I sprinted northeast. The creature raced after me, moving much faster than I remembered. Tree branches splintered and shattered. Claws struck the dirt evenly and neatly, with no sounds of slippage.
What now?
I ran up a small hill. My feet slipped at the top and I allowed myself to slide into a shallow ditch filled with soft dirt. Looking back, I saw the Grueler reach the top of the hill. Even though it lacked eyes, its glowing red lights still felt like they were staring at me.
Metal creaked. The hissing stung my ears.
Then the Grueler raced toward me.
I darted out of the ditch. The beast crashed into the soft dirt and charged after me. But the soil slowed it by a considerable margin.
Dust devils continued to rage. The wind shifted and dirt particles began to assault me at an angle. As I ran up another hill, my mind raced.
How does it work?
The Grueler was highly dangerous. It combined the strengths of robotics and predators with few, if any, of their attending weaknesses.
But if I wanted to survive, I had to stop thinking of the Grueler as the perfect machine. Instead, I needed to figure it out, to understand it. Only then would I be able to defeat it.
I heard faint footsteps above the hissing. Looking east, I saw Beverly’s feminine figure running through the woods. She moved quickly, gracefully.
The Grueler hesitated. Then it angled itself eastward. It ran after Beverly for a few seconds. Then it ran westward again. It proceeded to run back and forth, switching its focus between us.
It can’t decide.
I racked my brain. How was the Grueler tracking us? Surely, the dust devils obscured auditory and visual clues.
Body heat?
I thought back to our first encounter with the Grueler. It had lost interest in us once we’d entered the crevice. Maybe that was because the rocks blocked our body heat.
It’s just a robot.
My brain went into overdrive. The Grueler was a machine, subject to programming. And at that moment, its programming was causing it to chase after both Beverly and I. Swiftly, I remembered other things I’d noticed about the Grueler. Maybe we couldn’t outrun it. Maybe we couldn’t beat it in a fair battle.
But we could outthink it.
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“I see the vehicles,” Carrie whispered. “But no guards.”
Graham leaned out from behind the tree. The hiding spot afforded them a good view of the station and the runway.
Shielding his one good eye, Graham looked at the loading bay. The large doors were wide open. The interior was pitch black, a near perfect contrast to the blinding spotlights. Numerous SUVs and trucks sat next to the loading bay. Their engines and headlights had been turned off.
Twisting his hips, he looked toward the runway. Spotlights danced on the pavement, illuminating a strange, bulky object. “I think that’s a body,” he said. “Keep low and follow me.”
Gun in hand, Graham slipped out from behind the tree. He hurried to the research station and worked his way to the hangar side of it. A quick look confirmed the large gate was closed.
He darted onto the runway. After a short jog, he pulled up and inhaled a long, slow breath. Bodies, maybe a dozen of them, lay scattered up and down the edges of the pavement. They looked a bit like angels, thanks to the glare of the spotlights. But their clenched jaws and blood-splattered clothes ruined the illusion.
Most of the corpses were far away from him. But one was relatively close. He crept to it. It belonged to a young man, no more than thirty years old. The man’s face was freshly-shaven and his skin was unwrinkled. He wore black clothes and black boots. Black greasepaint was smeared across parts of his visage.
“Severed limbs and carved-up bodies.” Carrie winced. “This is definitely the Grueler’s work.”
“Simona said something about soldiers.” Graham exhaled. “Looks like these ones didn’t make it.”
Carrie looked around. “The runway is lined with stones. She must’ve disabled the electric fences here too.”
“And probably put them back up again once the Grueler was done.” Graham felt the earth rumble beneath him. Furrowing his brow, he recalled the flooding tunnels. “Okay, let’s get—”
“Freeze.”
Graham whirled around. A man stood about ten feet away, outside the range of spotlights and shrouded by blowing dust. He was big and powerfully built. A pistol was clutched in one of his hands.
“Drop the gun.” The man aimed the pistol at Graham’s face. “Or die.”
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“You’re dressed like him.” Still holding his pistol, Graham nodded at the corpse. “One of yours?”
The man’s gun didn’t waver. “Names?”
“Carrie Cooper.”
“Dutch Graham.”
“Dutch Graham?” He cocked his head. “I used to read about a guy named Dutch Graham when I was a kid. He was this crazy explorer. Always getting in and out of trouble.”
Graham chuckled.
“It’s really you?” The man stepped forward. His eyes scanned Graham from head to toe. “It is you. What the hell are you doing here?”
“Getting into trouble.”
The man exhaled. Then he holstered his gun.
“Who are you?” Carrie asked.
“Special Agent Ed Hooper,” he replied. “I’m with the Secret Service.”
“Secret Service?”
“It’s a long story.”
“Are you here to shut down Eco-Trek?”
“That was the plan.” Hooper’s gaze flitted to the corpses. “Unfortunately, we weren’t prepared for a robotic guard dog.”
“Yeah, neither were we.” Graham took a deep breath. “Did anyone else make it?”
“Nope. Just me.” He exhaled. “That thing almost got me, too. All of a sudden, it just retreated.”
“We could use your help.”
Hooper arched an eyebrow.
“We don’t have much time. But Simona Wolcott is planning to use her drones to kill a lot of people. We’re going to stop her.”
“Just the two of you?”
“There are two others.” Graham’s jaw hardened as he recalled the Grueler chasing his friends. “They’re coming.”
Hooper stared at Graham and Carrie for a moment. “What’s the plan?”
“We’re going to sneak into Simona’s office and access her computer. Hopefully, we can divert her planes.”
He nodded. “Lead the way.”
Getting low, Carrie made a beeline back to the research station. Hooper and Graham followed at a short distance. They ran around the building, stopping just outside the loading bay.
The doors were open. Graham squinted, trying to see into the interior. But the darkness, combined with the exterior spotlights, thwarted his efforts.
They ran up a ramp and slid inside the building. Faint voices and the sounds of machinery rang out, coming from the hangar’s direction.
Carrie led them through a few corridors and then into a dark stairwell. As he ascended the steps, sweat beaded up on Graham’s hands. His heart pounded against his chest. His trigger finger twitched and twitched again.
At the top of the stairs, they paused. Hooper did a quick check and confirmed the floor was clear. Evidently, Eco-Trek’s entire staff was in the hangar preparing for the upcoming flights.
They crept down a familiar hallway, crossed Simona’s reception area, and entered her office. While Hooper kept an eye on the door, Graham hurried to the desk. Within seconds, he was hunched at the waist, his fingers flying across the keyboard, punching keys in endless patterns.
Carrie watched him for a few minutes. Finally, she cleared her throat. “How long will this take?”
“Five minutes? Five hours?” Graham shrugged. “How the hell should I know?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be a computer expert?”
“I’m the best Salvage Force has to offer.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
He gave her a grim smile. “There are only three of us.”
Even as Graham worked, he doubted his efforts. His odds of diverting the drones were incredibly low. He stood a better chance of disabling the model. But that would only have a temporary impact. Eventually, Simona would fix it. The planes would head for the sky.
The high-tech version of the Black Death would commence.
“Okay,” he said a few minutes later. “I’m in.”
“What exactly are you doing?” Carrie asked.
“I’m reprogramming the drones, changing their routes. I’m directing them toward the ocean, as far away from land as possible.”
“What about collateral damage?”
“I don’t follow.”
“What happens when Miasma aerosols hit the water? They might kill fish for miles.”
He paused in mid-keystroke. “Would you rather they killed people?”
“Not really,” she admitted.
He returned to his work. Then he lowered his face to the computer until his nose was practically touching the screen. “Uh, oh.”
“Uh, oh?” Hooper peered into the office. “What’s wrong?”
“Someone’s overriding my changes.”
“Simona.” Carrie clenched her fists. “Can you stop her?”
“Maybe.” He began frantically pounding away on the keyboard. Then he slammed his fists on the desk. “Damn it.”
Hooper’s jaw hardened. “I take it that’s a no.”
“I’m completely shut out of the system.” He shook his head. “It looks like Simona has commandeered her model from another location.”
“But what about the drones?” Carrie asked. “What about the new Black Death?”
His shoulders sagged. “I can’t stop it.”
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“Beverly.” I sprinted between two thick tree trunks. “Keep your distance, but follow my lead.”
She flashed me a nod and kept running. I hustled northeast, searching for another patch of soft dirt. After a brief run, I swung to the east. Beverly followed suit.
The massive dust devil whirled to the west. The wind died off and I saw something promising.
My boots pounded against the soil as I raced toward a deep pit. “You take the right,” I shouted. “I’ll take the left.”
Beverly nodded. With a sudden burst of speed, she shifted out a few feet and ran alongside the pit. As I ran along the opposite side, I glanced over my shoulder.
The Grueler, surrounded by flying dust, galloped after us. Its metal appeared orange in the darkness. Its hydraulics had risen to unbearable decibels.
It ran into the pit. Its metal legs churned. Its massive bulk surged forward and it began to slice through the soft soil.
I ran to the far end. Inhaling deeply, I watched the metal beast make its way toward the middle of the pit. Its legs moved quickly, easily.
Dirt squelched. Metal squealed.
The Grueler’s movements slowed as its legs slipped deeper into the loose dirt and dust. But it kept moving toward us.
My brain raced. I had no backup plan, no other ideas. If the pit didn’t stop the creature, we’d be forced to keep running.
The Grueler lifted its left front leg. The metal limb only rose partway out of the soil. The robotic beast tried to shift the leg forward. But the dirt resisted the effort. It lowered the limb and tried to lift the right hind one. But it refused to move as well.
I felt a strange sense of fascination as I watched the Grueler struggle to free itself from the pit’s clutches. It was like standing at the La Brea Tar Pits, watching a prehistoric animal trying to fight its way out of bitumen.
Beverly appeared at my side. Cocking her head, she studied the creature. “I think it’s—”
Abruptly, the Grueler’s front legs lunged forward in a single movement. Its back legs did the same and it shifted a few inches toward us.
“It’s not going to stop.” Unsheathing my machete, I strode to the edge of the pit.
“Where are you going?” she called out.
“To finish this.” I hopped into the pit. My boots sank into the soft dirt and I fought my way forward.
The Grueler tried to lunge at me as I drew within range. But it was too slow, too awkward. I easily sidestepped its effort and hoisted myself onto its back. It reared up. The hissing climbed another pitch. Then it began to jolt and buck like a horse.
I wrapped my legs around the chassis and gripped a piece of piping with my free hand. Using my machete, I pried open a section of protective casing.
The bucking increased. I began flying back and forth, barely maintaining my grip. Beneath me, I saw the Grueler’s inner workings. I scanned them, looking for a central control unit. Giving up, I fit my blade between various sets of pipes. Taking a deep breath, I plunged it downward.
My blade sliced through numerous wires. The bucking halted and I was able to catch my breath. Looking down, I saw a small metal box beneath the sheared wiring. Padding protected it on all sides. I shifted my blade and slammed it into the box.
I felt a small jolt. Electrical sparks flew outward. The Grueler froze. Then it slowly sank into the dirt.
I waited for the creature to stir, to come back to life. But it didn’t move. Slowly, its red glowing lights faded to blackness.
After a few additional seconds, I relaxed my grip and stood up on the partially submerged metallic carcass.
Beverly stood at the edge of the pit. I gave her a sly smile. Then I lifted my hands over my head in classic victory pose.
She faked a yawn. “Took you long enough.”
I stared at her in disbelief. “I was trying to give you a good show.”
“You thought that was a good show?”
Chuckling under my breath, I hopped off the Grueler and waded through the dirt. Then I climbed out of the pit.
She backed up a few inches.
Suddenly, I tackled her to the ground. With a soft squeal, she tried to squirm away. But I held fast.
Small dust devils soared around us, blanketing us. Dirt smashed into our bodies and faces.
With a grunt, she rolled me onto my back and climbed on top of me. Brushing back her hair, she stared at me with those stunning violet eyes of hers. Then her mouth was on mine, pushing hard. Our tongues met in the middle and electric sparks flew inside me.
“That’s enough for now.” She kissed me again and then stood up. Offering a sly smile, she extended her hand.
I grasped it and pulled her back down. I kissed her passionately. Her body melted into mine and I felt her heaving breasts against my chest.
I held the embrace for an extra moment. Then I slid out from under her and climbed to my feet. She stared at me with longing and exacerbation for a few seconds. Then she took my outstretched hand and I pulled her up from the ground.
I took one final look at the Grueler. My body hurt and my strength felt sapped. But it was worth it to see the robotic beast lying in the pit, broken and defeated.
“Cy.” Beverly’s voice was soft, serious.
“What?”
“Look.”
She pointed toward the station. Staring hard, I saw a bright light spread across the runway. “What’s that?” I asked.
“It’s light from inside the hangar. They must’ve opened the gate.” Her eyes turned hard as steel. “I hope Dutch and Carrie are in position. Because those drones are about to take off.”
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The spotlights, coupled with the hangar’s bright lights, lit up the runway. Simona stared at the bodies, which had been dragged to either side of the pavement. It was over.
She’d won.
In a few short minutes, her drones would lift into the air. They’d deposit their Miasma payloads into the upper atmosphere. Their job complete, they’d crash into the ocean.
The Black Death would be reborn.
A flickering image on her laptop caught her attention. It came from one of her island cameras.
Looking close, she saw two people, a man and a woman, standing near a giant pit. The Grueler lay in a heap at the bottom of the pit. She squinted, confirming the people were Cy Reed and his female companion.
She had to hand it to Reed. He’d survived every obstacle she’d thrown his way. Even the Grueler had fallen before him. Not bad for a salvage expert.
“Simona.” Tessie cleared her throat. “The planes are ready for take-off.”
“Excellent.” Simona cocked her head. “Did you hear back from the security detail?”
She nodded. “They reached your office. They said it looked like someone had been using your computer. But they couldn’t find anyone.”
Simona breathed through her nostrils. Minutes earlier, she’d caught someone trying to infiltrate her model. She’d quickly shut it down and sent a team to take charge of the would-be hacker. Unfortunately, the hacker, who she assumed was with Reed, was still at large.
She glanced at her laptop. Her sensors showed the tunnels were flooding right on schedule. Soon, the foundations would crumble. The station would break apart, destroying all evidence of what she’d done.
“We should go,” Dr. Mychelle Besson whispered.
Simona frowned.
“They might not be able to stop your planes. But more troops will come here soon. They’ll be looking for you. And if they catch you, well …”
She didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t have to. Simona knew very well what would happen to her if she didn’t leave Pagan. She’d be locked in a cell, trapped while industrialization collapsed all around her.
Over the last eighteen months, she’d secretly diverted a significant sum of money from Eco-Trek. She’d used that money to purchase and fortify a new home on a private island. With Tessie and Mychelle at her side, she’d wait for Miasma to run its course. Then she’d use her resources and knowledge to help start the rebuilding process. This time, industrialization would be avoided.
This time, humanity would be righteous.
But before she left, she had one other thing to do. Within mere hours, soldiers would be combing the island. It wasn’t enough to just destroy the station and everything in it. She had to make sure all evidence of what she’d done was erased.
“Is my reservoir ready?” she asked.
Mychelle nodded. “I personally oversaw the installation.”
“Without them, this wouldn’t have been possible.” Simona stared at the many employees occupying the hangar. Few if any of them knew the full picture. But a smart investigator could piece it together with their testimonies. “It’s too bad none of them will see the new world.”
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“You wanted to see me, sir?”
President Walters looked up as Alex Foster strode into the office. Foster appeared agitated. His eyes were puffy. His normally immaculate attire was slightly wrinkled. “Yes, Alex,” the president said. “Come in. And please shut the door behind you.”
Foster closed the door. “Why is the media here?”
“I’m sorry. I should’ve told you. But it’s a little late for that.” The president unfolded his hands and pushed himself back from the desk. As he stood up, he studied his longtime friend. “Thanks for coming on such short notice.”
“What’s going on?”
“I want to thank you for your service.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You will.” He exhaled. “I’m about to make an announcement. After that, I’m finished.”
Foster stared at him in disbelief. “You’re resigning?”
“Not exactly. But I won’t be sitting in this office next year.”
“Talk to me, sir. I can help.”
“Not this time.” President Walters offered his hand. “Again, thank you for everything. You’ve been a loyal advisor and an even better friend.”
Foster shook the president’s hand. Then he turned around. Shaking his head, he walked to the door.
“Oh, Alex?”
Foster whirled around. His face turned hopeful. “Yes, Mr. President?”
“Please send in my guests.”
Foster stood still, clearly shell-shocked. Then he walked to the door and opened it wide.
The president frowned as reporters piled into the Oval Office. He still didn’t know what he was going to say. He wasn’t even sure what he was going to do.
Throw his support behind Senator Gar? Or bite the very big bullet known as Eco-Trek?
The president sat down. Folded his hands on his desk. Patiently, he waited for the reporters to get settled and the cameramen to set up their equipment. “My fellow Americans.” His voice thundered through the Oval Office. “Thank you for your time. I’m here today to …”
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I strained my ears, listening for engines. But all I heard were voices and churning machinery.
Holding my breath, I snuck along the station’s northwest side. My pistol felt slippery in my sweaty hand.
I checked on Beverly. She stood a few feet behind me, her pistol at the ready. Her eyes were hard, determined.
As I paced forward, I thought about Simona, about the people who’d supported her. Undoubtedly, they were eco-warriors to the core. They’d thought they were building a better world. Little did they know her so-called better world required billions of deaths.
I couldn’t stop her, not by myself. I didn’t have the manpower to take down her guards. Hell, I barely had enough bullets for a decent duel.
Fortunately, Graham and Carrie were on the case. Most likely, they’d already taken control of Simona’s drones. But I wasn’t content to wait at a safe distance. In the event something went wrong, I needed to be able to launch a distraction. And the best place to do that was inside the hangar.
We strode along the edge of the building, passing over well-trampled dirt. I paused at the edge. Then I peeked out. Thirty guards, armed with rifles, stood in front of the hangar entrance.
About half of them were staring straight at me.
“Freeze!”
Yeah, right.
I shifted backward.
Gunfire rang out. Air rushed past my cheek.
Ducking my head, I retraced my steps, hot on Beverly’s trail. As we neared the corner, the air swished again. Metal blasted against concrete.
Cursing, I hung a right. I saw the loading bay, shrouded with a blinding cloak of light. The large doors were open, revealing a pitch-black interior. Numerous trucks and SUVs sat around the area.
I ran behind an SUV. Beverly took up position behind another one. Together, we aimed our pistols at the station’s corner.
Distant footsteps echoed in my ears.
“They’re circling around,” Beverly said. “Looks like they’re going to take us head-on.”
“Got any ideas?”
“Yeah. Retreat.”
I sprinted up the ramp, aiming for the open doors. My eyes opened wide. I slid to a halt and stared, dumbfounded, at the interior.
It was so bright, I could hardly see anything. But I managed to catch a glimpse of various shadows. I couldn’t make out all the details, but I knew what was causing the shadows.
More Guards. Lots more.
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I twisted as gunfire blasted in my direction. Pushing Beverly ahead of me, I veered toward the far side of the doors.
More gunfire rang out. Caught in the crossfire, I threw Beverly to the ground, just outside the hangar. Covering my head, I jumped on top of her, bracing myself for the inevitable.
An anguished cry rang out. In the near blinding spotlights, I saw a guard fall to the ground, clutching his ear.
The gunfire continued, unabated. Then a second guard crumpled over and fell to the ground.
I shifted my gaze. Eco-Trek guards were lined up along both sides of the loading bay doors. The interior, pitch black, was a stark contrast to the blinding exterior.
I heard a shriek. Flesh smacked against concrete. Moments later, a body materialized. It tumbled out of the dark interior and rolled onto the ramp, arms splayed to one side.
My brain raced. The guards couldn’t see each other. It was too dark inside the station, too bright outside of it. And the swirling dust further obscured their vision. So, each side thought it was fighting us.
But in reality, they were fighting each other.
For twenty seconds, I listened to gunfire. A few cries rang out. Soft shouts stung my ears. And then the shooting stopped. All sounds of life drifted away.
I lifted my head. Cautiously, I looked at the ramp and the area beyond it. Corpses lay everywhere, perfectly still as dust swirled around them.
Inside the station, bodies lay on the ground. Ever so slowly, blood seeped across the floor.
Is it over?
I caught Beverly’s eye. She gave me a look of pure disbelief.
Cautiously, I stood up. I studied the area for movement. Seeing nothing, I ventured to the nearest body. I checked for a pulse and found nothing.
For the next minute, Beverly and I checked for signs of life. Then we regrouped near the ramp.
“I can’t believe it,” she said. “They’re dead. The two sides … they killed each other.”
“Yup.” A grim smile crossed my visage. “I guess we’ll call that one a draw.”
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Footsteps pounded toward us. Beverly and I raised our guns.
Three people raced into view. Seeing us, they skidded to a halt.
“Dutch?” I lowered my gun. “Carrie?”
“In the flesh.” Graham cast a glance at the floor. Then he looked toward the ramp. “I see you’ve been busy.”
“They got into a firefight,” Beverly explained. “With each other.”
A third person, a tall man, appeared at Graham’s side. Instantly, I lifted my gun.
“It’s okay,” Carrie said. “He’s with us.”
I studied the man. “Are you sure?”
“He’s with the Secret Service.”
I arched an eyebrow.
“It’s a long story,” Graham said. “But his name is Ed Hooper. And he’s trying to help us stop Eco-Trek.”
Beverly’s face grew tense. “Trying to?”
“Yeah.” He shook his head. “It didn’t work. Simona blocked me.”
“So, the drones …?”
“… are still under her control,” Graham said, finishing her thought.
Engines roared. A wave of heat rolled over me followed by a sense of utter helplessness.
We were out of time, out of moves.
We raced back to the hangar portion of the station. Another engine roared. A drone nosed out of the hangar and wheeled onto the runway. I searched my brain for a way to stop it. But my pistol was no match for it.
A second plane, the small business jet, rolled out of the hangar. I caught a glimpse of Simona’s face in the cockpit.
My gaze flew to Beverly. “Think you can block the drone?”
Her eyes tightened. “You’re not coming with me?”
“Not this time.” I stared hard at the jet. “I’m going after Simona.”
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Stop Simona. Stop the drones.
I ran back to the loading bay. My feet pounded against the soil. My breaths came hot and fast.
I didn’t think about the reliquary or the old tunnel system. I didn’t think about the Grueler or the research station. All I could think about was stopping Simona.
I figured she was controlling the model from the cockpit. If I could capture her, we might still have time to reprogram her drones.
As I rounded the bend, spotlights blinded me. They were even brighter than I remembered. Shielding my eyes from the glare, I studied the SUVs.
The vehicles remained in the same positions. The corpses hadn’t moved either. The only thing that had changed was the dust, which seemed to be in the process of easing a bit.
My brain registered two shadowy figures. Without hesitation, I darted toward the nearest one. His eyes opened wide with terror. Swiftly, he raised his rifle.
I ducked under the muzzle and grabbed my machete. With a flick of the wrist, I slashed the blade deep into his hip. He collapsed to the ground.
Leaping to the side, I shifted my blade. It swept toward the second guard, slicing easily through his thigh. Dropping his rifle, he fell to the ground, clutching his bleeding limb.
More guards raced out of the station. A single glance told me I couldn’t take them all.
Loud blasts rang out. A guard took two to the chest. He tripped over his feet and rolled down the ramp.
“Go,” Grimly, Hooper took aim at the other guards. “I’ll cover you.”
Wrenching open a door, I dove into an SUV, landing on the soft fabric seat. I slid behind the steering wheel and fired up the engine. I shot the others a salute.
A split second later, the vehicle launched down the access road. My hands gripped the steering wheel, unflinching.
Deep down, I had an alternative reason for going after Simona. Regardless of what happened to the drones, I knew she couldn’t let anyone live, not if she wanted to keep the authorities from figuring out her plans.
Unfortunately, my chances of stopping her were one in a million. The safer bet was to get to a boat, to evacuate the island.
But I knew it wasn’t that simple. There was little to no chance of us escaping the deadly aerosols. That left just two choices. Stop her or die.
And I wasn’t ready to die.
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“Can you handle this?” Beverly ran around the vehicle. She opened a door and climbed into the front seat.
Graham opened the driver’s side door. He slid into the seat and turned the ignition. “You’d better believe it.”
The vehicle jerked forward. Beverly braced herself against the dashboard. “Just don’t kill us.”
Wouldn’t dream of it.
She checked her ammunition. “Got any weapons?”
“Just my pistol,” he replied. “Plus, I saw a few rifles in the backseat. But they won’t be much use against that drone.”
“Get me in front of the nose. I’ll handle the rest.”
He gave her a sideways glance. “What kind of crazy idea is rattling around in that brain of yours?”
She inhaled through her nostrils. “A long shot.”
He grinned. Pressing down on the accelerator, he directed the vehicle around the access road. Then he spun the wheel. The vehicle lurched violently onto the runway.
As he straightened it out, Beverly studied the drone. It was moving down the runway, but Graham’s maneuver had bought them a little time.
He pushed down on the accelerator. Then he drove onto the black sand beach and passed the drone. Graham yanked the wheel. The vehicle jolted as it hit the runway, twenty yards ahead of the plane. While he straightened out the wheel, Beverly grabbed a rifle from the backseat. “Slow us down a bit,” she shouted over the rushing air. “And jam this into the wheel to keep it steady.”
“Are you crazy?”
“What do you think?”
“Don’t ask.” Easing up on the accelerator, Graham took the rifle. Quickly, he positioned it against the edge of the seat, effectively locking down the wheel. “Now what?”
Beverly glanced at the runway. The drone was almost directly behind them. “Now, we jump.”
Flinging the door open, she jumped into space. As she tumbled through the air, she raised her pistol. She could see every detail of the SUV. Its faded green paint. The small dent in its rear.
And the gas tank.
She squeezed the trigger. Bullets chewed up the pavement. Abruptly, the vehicle exploded into furious flames. A whoosh of air sent her hurtling to the ground. She hit the pavement and rolled, protecting her head. She bounced and jolted a few times before sliding into a dazed heap onto the black sand.
Her skull pounded as she lifted her head. Through blurry eyes, she stared at the burning wreckage. The vehicle lay in a shattered wreck, about two-thirds down the runway. Chunks of black rocky material surrounded it. As she’d hoped, the massive explosion had blown a colossal hole in the pavement.
The drone gained speed. Beverly cringed as she realized a potential problem. She’d been so busy thinking about how to stop the planes she hadn’t considered the possible downsides of her actions. What if the drone leaked its deadly chemicals after crashing into the hole?
Seconds later, the drone rolled into the gaping hole and slammed into the burning vehicle. Sparks flew. Metal crunched. Then the drone burst into flames as well.
Beverly struggled to her feet as a second drone smashed into the first one. A small smile crossed her face. The damaged runway would make it impossible for the drones to get into the air. And hopefully, the flames would consume the bulk of the Miasma compound.
She stretched. Her limbs ached. Long cuts and nasty welts covered her shoulders and back.
She stumbled across the runway. Flames licked the air, shedding ample light onto the pavement. “Dutch?” she called out. “Where are you?”
“Over here.”
She limped east. Graham sat on the edge of the runway. He held the pieces of his shattered artificial leg in both hands, a forlorn expression on his face. “It’s done for,” he said sadly.
She chuckled. “You’ll make a new one.”
Lifting her gaze, she peered into the distance. She saw a vehicle whipping down the access road heading toward Pagan Bay. “You can do this, Cy,” she whispered through clenched teeth. “You have to do this.”
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I pressed down on the gas pedal, increasing my speed. The vehicle bounced as it drove over a small chunk of uprooted pavement. With a slight turn of my wrists, I straightened out the wheel and aimed the vehicle directly at the business jet.
The small plane hung a soft right. The movement caught me by surprise. I’d expected the plane to follow the drone down the runway. But obviously, Simona had something else in mind.
Tilting my head, I watched the plane jolt off the runway and onto the access road, narrowly missing me in the process. My jaw tightened. The road ran to Pagan Bay, with good clearance on either side of it. With a little luck, her pilot could use it as a makeshift runway.
I stomped on the accelerator. Wrenched the wheel. The vehicle spun in a tight arc. Then I drove onto the access road and quickly closed the gap. Slowing my speed a little, I tried to cut around the plane in order to ride even with it. But the pilot, aware of my actions, expertly maneuvered the small jet to keep me at bay.
I shifted toward the left side of the plane, only to be thwarted again. As I drifted back behind the jet, I found myself pushing harder on the gas pedal. That could mean only one thing.
The jet was gaining speed.
I twisted the wheel to the right, sending the vehicle careening to the edge of the access road. Dirt squelched under the tires. Low-hanging branches reached out, scratching the chassis and scraping against my window.
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of frenzied fire. I snuck a look and saw two figures on the runway, surrounded by chaos.
Guess we don’t need the model anymore.
An idea formed in my mind. It was crazy. But I didn’t see any other way of stopping Simona. I urged the vehicle forward, gliding past the jet. And then there was nothing in front of me except for empty road. Driving forward, I kept my eyes glued to the rearview mirror.
The jet slipped to the left, just missing some tree branches in the process. As the pilot straightened it out, I steeled my nerves.
Suddenly, I slammed the brakes and twisted the wheel to the right. The front tires squealed as they slid across the pavement. The rear tires, propelled by the spinning wheel, spun to the side, allowing the vehicle to complete a neat one hundred and eighty degree turn.
The tires squealed again as I released the brake and pressed down on the gas pedal. My eyes narrowed, observing everything. Less than fifty yards separated me from the oncoming jet. As a kid, I’d tried my hand at chicken on a couple of occasions. Now, I was engaged in the biggest game of my life.
And failure was not an option.
Forty yards.
I squinted as the plane drew closer. In the front window, I could make out three blurry faces, all women. One face clearly belonged to Simona.
Thirty yards.
Keeping my torso perfectly still, I cracked the door.
Twenty yards.
I could see their faces in much greater detail. Simona’s jaw was set. I firmed my own jaw and maneuvered my hand, setting the cruise control.
Ten yards.
I kicked the door as hard as I could. As it flung open, I kept my hand on the wheel, determined to stay until the last second. I took one final look at the jet and saw Simona shouting something. Then I jumped.
Like a powerful fist facing an iron jaw, the vehicle crashed headfirst into the racing jet. Loud metallic scraping sounds pierced the air and the plane crunched through the vehicle, nearly tearing it apart.
I felt a burst of heat as my body flew backward. Moments later, I slammed into soft dirt. Closing my eyes, I rolled across the dry surface.
My momentum ran out and I came to a stop. Lifting my upper body, I watched as the jet pushed forward, seemingly determined to steer through the wreckage.
Metal screeched. Sparks flew upward as the plane’s front wheel tore away from the undercarriage.
I pushed myself to my feet as the jet slid to a halt. Then I limped toward it, vaguely aware of distant shouts.
I passed the rear of the jet, stepping over bits of wreckage and small fires. I hobbled all the way to the front of the plane. Then I peered into the cockpit.
The front window was intact. I saw three heads. Two of them were colored crimson and tilted at awkward angles. The third head belonged to Simona.
Abruptly, she stirred. Then she unbuckled her seatbelt. Groggily, she looked around.
Her gaze fell on me. For a full second, she sat motionless, staring down from above. Then her face twisted with pure hatred.
I grinned at her, pouring fuel onto the fire.
Her visage twisted further. Then she froze. Her eyes whipped from side to side. I saw small hints of fear in her pupils.
My vision began to fog up. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. But it wasn’t my eyes that were fogging up.
It was the cockpit.
Instantly, I realized the explosion had ruptured a chemical dispersal system, similar to the one carried by the drones. Now, it was releasing the Miasma aerosols. The cockpit, still in one piece, effectively sealed in the toxic vapor.
Her hands gripped her throat. She gasped for a few seconds, choking in a gas chamber of her own making. Then the grayish aerosols enveloped her completely.
I dipped my head, suddenly feeling very tired. I lowered myself to the ground. I heard footsteps sprinting toward me, but I barely noticed them. Instead, I breathed softly.
My gaze drifted upward. High above, I saw an object shoot across the sky, bright as dragon fire. I chuckled. My chuckle quickly grew louder and before long, I was laughing so hard tears were rolling down my face.
Maybe past generations had built the present. But the future?
That belonged to us.
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My boots splashed into a thin layer of water. I slid out of the harness and gave it a tug. “Your turn.”
Moments later, a second rope appeared. Uncoiling, it fell through the hole and struck the ground.
While I waited for Beverly to climb down it, I looked around. We stood in a new tube, one of the few I had yet to explore. Located east of the volcano, I’d found it a few hours earlier with ground penetrating radar.
Beverly’s rubber soles struck the water. Quickly, she released herself from the harness and pointed a flashlight beam around the tube. “Looks like all the rest of them,” she said.
I adjusted my satchel. “This one’s different.”
“Oh?”
“It goes somewhere.”
Her eyes blazed with curiosity.
After destroying Simona’s fleet, we’d retreated to the HyperMax. We’d stayed at the ready, just in case any surviving Eco-Trek guards came looking for us. Fortunately, they were focused on putting out fires and trying to rescue Simona and her friends from the chemicals.
Within an hour, helicopters were circling the island. Paratroopers dropped to the ground and quickly took charge of the situation. They rounded everyone up for interrogation.
Afterward, the U.S. military had sent Carrie back to Saipan. Then they’d tried to force us off the island. We’d refused. Hooper had come to our aid, calling President Walters on our behalf. A short while later, we were given permission to remain on Pagan for a short time period as well as equipment and supplies to conduct a salvage operation.
A very special salvage operation.
“This way.” Turning northwest, I led her down the long, curving tube. My boots splashed against the water.
Decades ago, the Imperial Japanese Army had constructed an ingenious water trap. It was designed to flood the tunnels with salt water, thus drowning anyone who entered the area.
Simona had found the trap and updated it. And indeed, it had almost worked. Fortunately, the military personnel who came to the island managed to shut off the water and drain it before the tubes — and the research station — could collapse.
“I can’t believe the president is funding this,” Beverly said.
“Why not? He funded everything else on this island.”
“Not by choice.”
While we’d been trying to stop Simona, President Walters had conducted a live press conference on national television. He’d revealed everything about the Columbus Project and a group within his administration known as the Separative.
His opponents, led by Senator Hank Gar, had tried to capitalize on it. They’d issued calls for impeachment, but from what I’d heard, that was an unlikely outcome.
We walked farther. Crumbled concrete lay all around us. It was old and flaky.
The tube shifted and we began walking at a slight incline. Gradually, the water level declined to nothing. We kept walking, twisting to the west. Then we entered a giant cave.
Beverly swept her beam in an arc. Glittering light shone everywhere.
I strode into the space. Cast my gaze at dozens of crates. They were filled with gold bars, silver bars, paintings, sculptures, and many other treasures. A small smile crossed my visage.
I reached into my satchel. Carefully, I pulled out a dark bottle and two plastic glasses. I removed the cork from the bottle and poured some liquid into each glass. I handed one to her.
She eyed the glass suspiciously. “What’s this?”
“Hamron’s.” I grinned. “I owe you a bottle, remember?”
Laughing, she tipped the glass to her lips. “What’s the occasion?”
“Our discovery.” I swept my hand across the room. “Of the Yamashita treasure.”
She gave me a curious look.
“Benigno told us a Japanese General by the name of Yamashita came here in 1944 to oversee tunnel construction. At the time, the name seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it. Well, I did a little research.” I lifted the glass and dumped its contents down my throat. It burned, but in a good way. “During World War II, the Japanese military looted much of Southeast Asia. According to experts, General Yamashita hid the treasure in a series of underground tunnels in the Philippines.”
“So, they had the right idea. Just the wrong location.”
“Exactly.” At the back of the room, I noticed dozens of metal boxes, roughly six feet in length. They were stacked on top of each other.
“What are those?” Beverly asked.
Unlike the crates, the boxes were covered. Even so, I had no trouble identifying them. “Coffins.”
She exhaled.
“According to legend, Yamashita killed everyone who knew the location of his treasure.” I took a deep breath. “I guess the legend was true.”
“So, he put treasure above his own people?”
I nodded.
“How about you?” Adopting a snooty expression, she mimicked my voice. “The reliquary is more important than you, Beverly. It’s more important than all of us.”
“That’s not me.” I pulled her close. Locked her in an embrace. “Not anymore.”
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