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Аннотация
In this prequel to THE PHAROS OBJECTIVE, and a homage to the classic Richard Connell story, 'The Most Dangerous Game', gifted psychic and assassin Nina Osseni finds herself the objective of a very special hunt. Set in the exotic city of Agra, India against the backdrop of the legendary Taj Mahal, she must outwit the world's greatest hunters who are seeking the ultimate challenge that she represents. Combining fascinating history, modern thrills and as always — intriguing ancient mysteries, The Shiva Objective is a must-read for fans of the series, or as just a standalone read.


David Sakmyster
The Shiva Objective

"Let the splendor of diamond, pearl and ruby vanish. Only let this one teardrop, this Taj Mahal, glisten spotlessly bright on the cheek of time, forever and ever."
— Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore


ONE

Agra, India — Oberoi Resort Hotel
Nina Osseni entered the luxurious lobby from the street, feeling immediately refreshed by the blast of cool air. She pushed her sunglasses up into the sleek curls of her jet-black hair, while her long, golden-tanned legs moved swiftly, cat-like, her Italian leather high-heeled sandals barely making a sound on the polished marble floors. She wore an ostentatiously bright red sundress, cut low to hint at her ample chest, while her eyes — the color of her subtle emerald earrings — flashed left and right, taking in everything, sizing up the hotel staff and guests, determining who might become a threat.
She ignored the elegant tapestries, gold-trimmed walls and the small party of well-dressed high-rollers at the front desk. The bubbling fountains likewise made no impression on her as she headed toward the private elevator, following the strides of a massively-built man wearing a white turban and sporting a spindly black beard.
She was not unused to luxury, living for the past year on a ninety-foot yacht, sailing the Caribbean and then the Mediterranean, in the employ of a man who spared no expense for the members of his team, members with certain abilities like hers. She and her colleagues, all of them psychic to some degree, were well-suited to pursue the world's most elusive — and dangerous — mysteries. Or objectives, as her boss insisted on calling them, a stickler for using the common lingo. As if anything was common about what they could do.
But Nina had no illusions about this assignment, and as she smiled demurely at her escort and stepped into the spacious elevator, she held her little faux-diamond studded purse in both hands and leaned back against the wall as her escort pressed the button for the penthouse suite.
Her fingers caressed the gems on her purse, drawing comfort from the knowledge that inside, next to a credit card and her passport, was a black Walther .22 loaded with nine rounds of Remington High Velocity bullets. A girl's best friend at a time like this. And as she slid out of one sandal to flex her toes, she felt the reassuring touch of another friend on her inner thigh: a .45 PCP tucked under a leather garter.
She was surprised that no one had yet searched her, expecting to at least have to give up the gun in her purse, but confident that with their cultural prudishness they'd miss the other one. Apparently they were careless. Or was it something else?
Either way, one wrong move by anyone up there and she was going to transform into a dual-wielding assassin and put down anything that so much as breathed wrong. And then she'd get down to business and find out what was really going on.
Maybe I'll do a little fishing now, see if this oaf knows anything.
"So," she said as the elevator's vertical thrust caused a moment of disorientation. "I hope your employer isn't going to be upset that I answered his invitation and came alone, without any of my teammates."
His shoulders gave a slight flinch. But he remained silent while the lights on the elevator panel switched from floor to floor.
"I can understand," Nina continued, "if he's ticked off — disappointed at least. I mean, he asked for as many of us as could be spared, hinting that the object he's seeking might be quite difficult to locate. And then I'm the only one that shows up? I'd be a little miffed, myself." She smiled and scratched a black-painted fingernail against her lower lip. "But if you're only to get one of us, believe me, you could do a lot worse."
The man made a grunting sound. The elevator slowed. The doors opened and he turned, making a slight bow as he swept his big arm into the penthouse foyer.
Nina shrugged and walked out, turning as she blew him a kiss. When he straightened up, she caught sight of something inside his suitcoat. Not a gun — it was wooden and thin with an intricate design. Then she calmly strode into the waiting hallway toward a set of intricately-carved mahogany doors that opened at her approach. Framed in the doorway were two more goons in black suits and turbans.
And packing heat, Nina thought. Of the more conventional kind at least. She stepped past them, nodding demurely as she entered the next room, a lavish office, complete with plush cushions and pillows on the floor. Gold-trimmed tapestries on the crimson walls depicted elephants and their riders charging into battle. A man, concealed mostly in the shadows at the far side of the room, sat at a massive oak desk. By the angle of his head, Nina could see he gazed out the opposing wall-length window overlooking Agra — and specifically, the Taj Mahal.
In the bright sun of midday, the marble walls and columns of the magnificent attraction seemed a shade rosier — a common optical effect Nina had read about before coming here. The mesmerizing structure appeared to change colors along with the time of day, just one more in a slew of impressive architectural features about the Taj Mahal, one of the modern wonders of the world.
Nina had learned more than she ever imagined about the architectural marvel in the last week as she and her teammates were able to determine that their mission most likely involved it in some way. But they hadn't found anything definitive and were unable to discover the true reason for this summons. Turning away from the view, her eyes caught sight of two more bodyguards lurking in the shadows at the other corners of the room.
Finally she faced the desk — and the man in the white suit stood to greet her. He was in his late fifties perhaps, long wavy hair, dark but sprinkled with distinguished lines of grey. His eyes were hooded, deep-set, yet confident and powerful.
"Ah," he said with a soothing voice. "Nina Osseni. So glad your employer could spare you."
She moved forward, holding out her hand, but he merely grinned. His hands stayed in his pockets for an uncomfortable moment, and then he took one out to motion to a velvet-lined chair one of the bodyguards was sliding into place for her. Lowering her hand, she nodded and graciously took a seat, making a show of slowly crossing her legs.
So he's done his homework on me, she thought, confirming her fears. Smart.
"I am Davarius Malmud, as I'm sure you've guessed. Or perhaps," he said, showing off several perfectly-matched gold teeth, "you already knew that. Seen me in the news? Or… in your dreams?"
There wasn't a hint of amusement in the look Nina sent him. "I know you didn't mean that as a pick-up line, so I'll let it pass. But no, we didn't need to use any psychic abilities to learn about you, as it turns out you're pretty much a media hog." She set her purse down on the floor and crossed her arms. "Davarius Malmud, financier and… well there's not really a word that encompasses everything you do. Real-estate Mogul perhaps, but you dabble in casino ownership and run a fleet of luxury cruise liners. You've got a seventy percent share in this hotel, and you've been at the top of India's elite circles for decades."
"You're too kind."
"And there are of course, rumors that you also engage in arms deals with… less than savory parties."
Davarius never changed his expression. "But we're not here to talk about me."
"No." Nina leaned forward, keeping her focus on him while peripherally she tracked the motions of the other four men — five now that her elevator escort had appeared, shutting the office doors behind him as he blocked the exit. "So, tell me Mr. Malmud, what do you need the services of the Morpheus Initiative for?"
Davarius rubbed his hands together for a moment, keeping his eyes on hers; then he got up and casually walked past her, across the room to the window, where his body — sturdy and athletic, Nina noted — blocked the view of the Taj Mahal. The sun threw his shadow behind him and Nina had the impression that it looked like the black king on the chessboard back on the yacht — narrow and pointy-headed, with just the hint of a crown.
"As I told your employer-"
"Mr. Waxman."
"Yes, as I told him, we have an objective particularly suited to the talents of your team." He turned his head, and his eyes were wet from the sun's intensity glinting off the Taj and the winding Yamuna River. "I believe only those with… exceptional abilities such as your own might be able to truly discover the whereabouts of a certain artifact that may have been under our very noses for centuries."
Nina considered him for a moment. Have to be careful here. Remember Waxman's instructions. He had told her in no way to trust him. That Davarius Malmud was obviously lying, hiding the real reason he wanted them there. She was to play it slow.
Screw that. She was already tired of this city, the heat and the congestion, and she didn't like being jerked around. "Why don't you start by giving me the truth? If you wanted a psychic, we know you’ve already had one here, in your employ, for seven years."
Davarius paled slightly, took a step back.
Nina pressed on. "Mohammad Chaudhry. We tried on several occasions to recruit him, but he passed. Apparently, your benefit plan beat ours."
Davarius took a long breath, but still seemed relaxed.
Have I misjudged him? He should be sweating right now.
"Yes, it's true. We had a psychic. A Remote-Viewer like you and those on your team."
"But?"
"But he went… missing." He said the word slowly, and Nina had the sense he was drawing it out to gauge Nina's reaction. She remained cool.
"Ah. Should have asked us. Finding missing persons is a bit of specialty."
"Yes," Davarius said quietly. "That and locating lost artifacts and treasure." He turned back to the window. "I've heard, however, that your abilities… they have limitations and are greatly dependant on the psychic's focus."
Nina sighed. "Yes, we're not all-seeing and even when we get valid visions, they're often hard to interpret." She thought back on countless sessions in smoke-filled conference rooms. All of her colleagues drawing pictures, sketching out what their visions — wrong or right — were showing them. Some had impressive hits; some could see and even hear things in faraway locations, and even in the past. Sometimes the future. But Davarius was right. There were certainly limitations — like why she and Waxman couldn't see exactly what was going on here.
"Right," he said. "Well, Chaudhry paved the way. Showed us the tip of the iceberg, so to speak. But then he disappeared, just as we were getting close."
"To what?"
Davarius placed a hand, fingertips first, against the glass over the distant façade of the Taj Mahal. "Inside our country's greatest tourist attraction, this mausoleum that has been the site of pilgrimages and adoration for four centuries, rests something besides the crypts of the fourth Mogul emperor and his favored wife."
Nina nodded, and leaned back stretching her legs. "Yes, Shah Jahan and his lovely princess, Mumtaz Mahal. Ah, what a wonderfully tragic love story."
"You know it well, then?"
"Of course." A lie. She had only read up on it last Tuesday. And then, when she and another member of the group tried to take a 'look'… they discovered much more.
"But of course," she said, "history and history are not always the same."
"So true," Davarius said, smiling broadly. "What we call history today has been written by the victors. They changed the past to suit their needs and let the ensuing centuries finish the job of covering the truth."
"No one's the wiser," Nina said. "Unless they can see into the past."
Davarius's eyes shined with excitement. "So I don't need to convince you…"
"That your national emblem and this four-hundred year-old love story is a sham?" She shook her head slightly. "No, you don't. Your Shah Jahan may indeed have loved his eighteenth wife slightly more than the other seventeen, but he didn't have the power, the clout, the time or the ability to create such a magnificent palace. And most importantly — he didn't need to."
"And why not?" Davarius asked, leading her on.
"Because it was already there." Nina talked quickly, sensing that this was foreplay that had already gone past being constructive. They were ready for the main event. "Look, let's dispense with the alternative history lessons. I know the Mogul lords, as well as many Muslims throughout history, had a practice of co-opting the local shrines to use as their own mausoleums. I didn't need to Remote-View this to know the story was shaky to begin with. No construction records exist, no bills of sale. No architect formally came forward to even claim such a glorious notch on his resume. And there are references to such a palace cropping up in stories long before Shah Jahan was even born."
She took a breath. "So no, you don't have to convince me that the Taj Mahal was something else before its current purpose as a crypt."
"Very good," Davarius said. "I don't even have to mention then, all the other evidence, like the statues of ancient Vedic gods that were found when restoration teams inspected the walls or the doorways in the basement sealed by cave-ins. Or the nuances of architectural designs that no Muslim would have ever incorporated, or the rumors of vast catacombs below the foundation."
"No," Nina said through clenched teeth. "So get to the point."
"Very well. But just one more thing." He gazed back out the window at the somber and silent palace. "Do you know what the name ‘Taj Mahal’ means?"
Nina shrugged. "Guessing it was named after Mumtaz Mahal. So what — Taj means crown or something, right?"
"That's one theory, yes. But her true name was Mumtaz-ul-Zamani, not Mahal at all. However, there is a valid explanation."
"Okay, let's hear it." She was mildly interested, but at the same time, the stone-faces of the five goons in the room were getting on her nerves.
"The old Sanskrit language has a name, Tej-o-Mahalaya, which means the Temple of Shiva."
"Ah," said Nina. "Good old Shiva. Destroyer of gods, head-honcho of the Hindu pantheon. So, the Taj Mahal may have really been an ancient temple to Shiva and you think these latter-day squatters converted it, and in the process, walled up access to the places below where there might be something… of value?"
"In a nutshell." He clapped his hands and turned toward her.
"And you want us to find it," Nina said.
"Well, since only you came…"
"Sorry about that. They had other priorities."
Davarius's face darkened. "Well, you'll have to do."
Something's so not right here, she thought. Time to push this over the edge. "So, before I start. Let's go back to Mohammad Chaudhry."
"Ah, yes. I was afraid you'd ask."
Nina tensed, but kept going. "You must have known we'd look. We'd ask questions, we'd probe."
"Of course. But I also knew… hoped really, that you wouldn't ask the right questions." He folded his arms, leaning back against the window. "So what did you see?"
Casually dropping her left hand, Nina let her fingers touch the edge of her purse, while the other hand in her lap moved closer to the hem of her skirt. "Not everything, obviously. But enough for my employer to realize that sending anyone but me would be foolhardy."
"A pity. But we'll make do." Davarius kept smiling. "You see, when I heard he was sending you, I did some more research into your background. And I have to say, if I could only have one, I'm very pleased with the outcome."
"Are you?" What the hell was this? If he checked, surely he knew that she wasn't the best psychic on the team, not by far. And also, the main reason Mr. Waxman recruited her was for her other skills… skills involving firearms, martial arts and all sorts of ways to stealthily take out threats.
Davarius nodded. "Nina Osseni. Daughter of Antonio and Belinda, Italian citizens who gained some degree of fame by their… tragic demise."
Nina shuddered. Don't go there… Her eyes started to lose focus — and for a second, she saw: the interior of a wooden shack, with one small window looking out over the tip of a mountainous country, barren of all but some cactus trees. Two Latin-looking men, sweat-stained t-shirts, standing at the door, laughing. Machine guns on their backs. Blood and dirt on their hands. They point, speaking unintelligibly to themselves while in the center of the room, a little girl sits in shredded, filthy clothes, shivering despite the heat.
"On a family vacation in Mexico fifteen years ago, they were abducted by low-level thugs, members of a cartel. Held for ransom. But their relatives were poor, and the Italian government was not forthcoming."
Nina stared at him, her lips trembling. Why was she letting him continue?
"When it was clear the ransom wasn't going to be paid, the couple was taken out back, and who knows exactly what happened, but their heads were returned to the Italian embassy. Their bodies… well, I'm guessing only their daughter might know about that. Their daughter… who was only seven at the time." He gave Nina a poor, pitiful look. "But you made it out, didn't you? Wound up at the American Embassy, where surprisingly, you asked for an agent of the DEA by name."
In Nina's mind: standing in a doorway, as the man in the blue suit knelt in front of her, and she held up a collection of pages. Drawings. Sketches. Maps. Everything he needed to locate the cartel's headquarters, including where the men would be when the agents arrived.
Davarius clapped his hands. "Yes, I'm glad you were the one to come. Training from such an early age, working closely with government agencies. Military, international divisions, espionage, and then… on to your current assignment. They were quick to appreciate your talents — talents that I'm guessing first appeared after your tragic experience on that vacation. Two years in captivity, biding your time, honing your skills. And then-"
"Enough!" Nina narrowed her eyes. "Your point?"
Davarius spread out his arms. "Point's been made. You'll do nicely. My clients will be very excited."
This has gone on long enough. "All right, what the hell is this? I know you've already been down there — below the Taj Mahal. I've seen it. You… and others. Carrying weapons, moving through the shadowy corridors, and into…" She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to see it. "…some sort of large chamber or arena of some kind. And I saw your psychic down there. Glimpses only. He was running. He was tired, scared, and-"
His laughter cut her short. Then he clapped his hands. "Oh, I definitely think this will be fun. You're already proving to be much better than Chaudhry. I can only imagine how long you'll last."
"What?"
"He made it the longest — fifteen hours. In six hundred years of recorded results, no one's ever made it that long."
Nina shook her head. Other images were appearing, fluttering about, half-formed, in her mind's eye. Rooftop chases under a full moon, arrows flying into darkened alleys, pursuit through crowded bazaars and out into lush jungles, then down into labyrinthine tunnels, fitted with traps and cruel devices at every turn.
She whispered: "It's a… game?"
Davarius merely kept smiling. "An ancient one. Time honored and tested. The early Mogul emperors — Shah Jahan included, led an annual hunt, releasing a hundred Bengali tigers and chasing after them on the backs of warrior elephants. Often they would hunt humans, prisoners who would be sent out with just the shirt on their backs — and perhaps a knife to keep it sporting. Give them a head start, and then allow the nobles to hunt.
"Humans of course, were a step up for the hunters. Maybe not as physically threatening as a Bengali tiger, but potentially much more cunning." He sighed and put his hands in his pockets. "But still, over time, as the frequency of the hunts increased — with more and more players being invited, often paying a handsome fee for the privilege… well, what can I say? Regular humans just aren't that challenging any more. We've tried bringing in the best and strongest. Ex Navy Seals, Olympic athletes, former assassins… the works. But sadly, our hunters are too good and the prey too weak. But that's all going to change. Soon. You see, I realized there was a more worthy adversary, one that would be a true challenge."
Nina let her mouth hang open. "Psychics."
Davarius nodded.
"So that's it," Nina continued. "You got the idea after working with Mohammad Chaudhry. Then you put him in the game. That's… that's monstrous."
"More like genius. You should have heard the hunters talk afterwards! How they had been so invigorated by a true challenge. Chaudhry kept foreseeing their plans, staying one step ahead. Hell, he managed to actually kill six of our best hunters before the others collaborated and set a trap he couldn't foresee. But until then, he made them adapt and think out of the box." Davarius beamed. "You can't argue with success. That experience was like a drug. And now they want more — a lot more."
"And of course, they'll pay a lot more."
"Of course."
"Which is why you wanted all of us. The whole Morpheus Initiative."
"Yes, that would have kept the game clicking at a high level, maybe using one of you at a time, playing the game once a month, until I could have found more… talent."
She had to keep him talking while she sized up her options. "So this Shiva artifact — it was all just a ruse? There's nothing down there?"
"Oh, it's there all right. A two-foot tall statue of the god himself, all four arms and three heads. Cast in obsidian. It's set in the center of the underground arena."
"And?" Nina shook her head in confusion. But her fingers had opened the purse. She was reaching inside.
"And," said Davarius, "I was expecting you to ask the right question, which you haven't done yet."
"Which is?"
He smiled. "How do you win the game?"
"Ah. Well then," she tightened her grip on the .22, simultaneously reaching under her dress for the .45. "How do you win?"
"Simply touch it," Davarius said. "Think of this as Capture the Flag, only this time it's a thousand-year-old statue and all you need to do is set one hand on it and the hunt's off. You win."
"And what do I win?"
"Why, your life of course."
Nina bristled. "And you think my employer will just let you get away with this?"
"No of course not. In fact, I hope he'll come looking for you. With your colleagues."
She shook her head. "They'll ask the right questions. They'll be cautious, patient." Where I wasn't.
Davarius shrugged. "Well, if they get scared away, that's that. I'll go to Plan B. It will be more expensive, but I'll send my elite hunters out for them. I'm assuming you people go back to your own homes or hotel rooms on occasion and your employer has no reason to post heavy security. We'll get them, don't worry." He raised a hand, snapping a finger.
"But we'll start with you."
The men suddenly moved, lurching toward her as if they'd been statues just granted the power of life.
A second later: two gunshots, and two guards jerked backwards, small red explosions appearing on their foreheads. Davarius ducked and instinctively flung himself behind a couch as Nina rose up calmly, both arms spread out. She aimed and fired again, but the one built like a Sumo wrestler spun faster than he should have been capable of moving and the slug only caught him in the shoulder. He kept coming, and she didn't have time to take another clear shot.
She leapt backwards, out of the way of his charge, then spun and kicked out at the other guard, connecting with his nose and knocking him back. She landed, twisted around and fired, punching a bullet through the hand that was covering his nose. He fell back, blood leaking out his skull onto the matching carpet.
Three down, two to go. The big man from the elevator still stood at the door, hands at his sides, watching her impassively. She aimed at him — when the Sumo guy slammed into her from the side. She rolled with his impact, tried to fling him off, but he had some skill — and serious weight. She slid an arm up through his grasp, but then he drove a huge fist into her gut.
She cried out and felt her feet leave the floor — and then her left wrist was caught, fingers pried open and the gun wrenched out. But she brought the other one around in a quick motion, pressing the barrel against his right temple. He raised his arm before she could fire — and the shot went high, into the ceiling.
An elbow to her chin knocked her around and onto her back. He tried to jump on her, but she was faster, rolling to the side until she struck the legs of the desk. Getting both shaky hands on the .45, she brought it up and fired.
Once, twice, three times as the big guard tried to rise. Easy target, and the blood flew from three hits, but he kept coming. It wasn't until he was a yard away, reaching for her, that she made it count, getting him right between the eyes.
Still grimacing, with the wind knocked out of her, she got to her knees. Four shots left in this one, she thought, keeping an eye on the last guard, still motionless at the door. She aimed at him, then looked around for Davarius, seeing him cowering behind the furniture.
"Come on out, dickhead." She held her stomach and grimaced. "Sorry I won't be playing your little game. Got to run, but be assured I'll be back. This time with more muscle. You messed with the wrong people. We've got connections, higher up than you can imagine."
Davarius stood up, spread out his arms, and then he smiled. "Is that so, sugar?"
"Sugar?" She aimed. "That's it, forget what I said about coming back for you. This — this is for Chaudhry." Her finger tensed, but then she saw the big man at the door move. He put something to his lips, like he was about to play the flute.
That wooden object in his coat pocket…
Damn, I didn't check that out. It's-
The red-feathered dart came whistling at her, striking her jugular. Before she could pull the trigger, the neurotoxin paralyzed her and she slumped to the floor on top of one of the corpses.
The gun fell from her limp fingers and, just before everything turned to black, she saw a face looming over hers.
"See you in the game, Sugar."

TWO

She awoke in an alley. A putrid smell assaulted her nostrils while thick flies buzzed around her head. Her dress had been replaced by jeans that fit a little too snugly and a simple white t-shirt, already thick with sweat in the oppressive heat. Comfortable socks and a pair of new Reeboks had taken the place of her $800 designer sandals.
I'm so going to get those back.
She stood gingerly, taking deep breaths and rubbing the welt on her neck. Her ribs hurt, but nothing felt broken. Above, sheets and loose garments hung in crisscrossing clotheslines for at least a dozen stories. A pair of heavy rats scurried over bagged garbage near a crooked door and from somewhere ahead she heard the sound of traffic: engines and horns, squealing brakes.
And then, behind her: a shuffle and a throat clearing.
She spun around, hands up — and there was the big lug that had shot her with the dart. Blue turban now, looking like an unstoppable force of muscle and mass from one of the James Bond movies.
"Not you again." She glanced around, seeing nothing else in the alley, nothing that could be used as a weapon. "So what now? Are you one of them — these hunters? Going to shoot me in the back as I start to run?"
The man shook his head, reached into his suitcoat, pulled out a gun and handed it to her. A .45 Glock. Not her favorite from the family of .45s, and she wondered what happened to her PCP.
"Your weapon."
"It speaks!" Nina exclaimed. She warily reached for the gun and the ammo. In the next instant, she slammed home the magazine, chambered a round and aimed the gun at his face. "Thanks, now what's to stop me from blasting your brains out the back of your skull?"
He didn't even blink as he stared down the barrel. Those big, soft black eyes, so out of character for such a mass of villainous muscle, merely kept their slightly unfocused look. "What would that serve? I would be dead and you would have no better chance of surviving the game."
Nina kept the gun on him. "It would make me feel a hell of a lot better. Take another one of you down."
The man shrugged. Folded his arms across his huge chest. He kept his eyes on hers, until she finally relented and lowered the weapon. Stuffed it in the back of her jeans and let her shirt hang over it. Putting the spare clip in her back pocket, she asked: "So what now?"
"Now," he said, "I have been authorized to give you instructions."
"Fine. What are the rules of this insane game?"
"There are no rules."
"But you just said-"
"Instructions. Not rules. You run. Try to make it as long as you can."
"Okay, Mr. — what do I call you?"
"It does not matter. It is highly improbable that you will see me again. But my name is Rakesh." He sighed. "You have no money, no credit, but even if you did — you cannot leave the borders without a passport. And if you somehow managed it, they would just switch to a larger game board. There is no escape. If you make your way to the Taj Mahal, I will find you there and take you to the secret entrance below."
"Why?"
"Because you will have earned an invitation to the second and final round. Where you have a chance to finish it. To find the statue… and end the game."
Nina thought for a moment. "And how many other… contestants have made it to the second round?"
"Under the tenure of Davarius Mahmud, and as long as I've been working for him? Eight," he said. "Including your fellow psychic last month. It is… difficult. In the old days, before our time, in centuries past, the prey was often sent directly below into the catacombs. But the cramped quarters left many hunters longing for the open spaces and the thrill of using the environment. Davarius opened the playing field. The city is the game board. The Taj is the final refuge of the first stage. Get inside the crypt room and you are safe — but only until the end of round one, which must last, at a minimum, ten hours."
"Ten? So if I get there early, I can catch a nine-hour nap?"
"Whatever you wish. Now, go." He pressed a button on his watch.
Nina hesitated, then thought of something. She stepped toward him gingerly, craning her neck to look up into his face. She glanced around, sure this alley was bugged. And there above his shoulder, on the wall — a camera, trained on them. Moving slightly until she was sure his back would block the view, she extended her right hand.
He frowned, staring at it.
Come on, take it.
His hand rose and gently touched hers.
Nina gave him a thin smile while she gripped his hand. "Thank you, Rakesh. You've been very helpful. I'll see you in ten hours." Then she whispered, "Until then, think about this. When I win this game, and I will, your boss will be dead, and so will every other hunter out there. I'm giving you a chance to live. Help me, or I'll show you how a true hunter tracks — and then skins its prey."
Rakesh blinked. His grip went limp under her pressure. His eyes darted up and then down and around, as if expecting men to come out of the walls. "I… cannot."
"You can," Nina whispered. She closed her eyes, drawing something from his touch — a conduit that amplified her psychic abilities. And then she saw it — just a flash, but it was enough. A brief snapshot, like a Polaroid drying into clarity: a young boy and a girl, sitting on the stained floor of a locked room. A slot in the door for food to slide through. Two armed men outside, guarding them.
Nina blinked and it was gone. She trembled at the vision, it having stirred up old memories she had tried hard to forget. Rakesh pulled his hand away, but she had seen enough to guess at his motivation: that Davarius held the ultimate leverage over his key employee.
She thought quickly. She needed an edge, a way to break the game. This was her one and only shot. "Help me," she whispered, "and I'll help them."
Rakesh's eyes widened. But then he blinked, and looked straight ahead again. "Time is ticking. If you don't start running, they'll come for you."
She waited a moment. "Ten hours," she said sternly. "I'll be in the Taj, admiring your beloved national heroes and enjoying a rest."
With that, hoping she had at least placed the seed of betrayal in Rakesh's mind — she turned and raced through the alley.
* * *
Just before the street — with the tumult of cars creeping along in thick traffic and people congesting the sidewalks — she skidded to a stop. She had just come out of the shadow of the steep tenement walls and into the blazing hot sun, when she had a glimpse of something she had sensed before.
The high-rise buildings across the street. The tallest among them, easily thirty stories, was just to the left, opposite from this side alley.
A flash and she saw: Five men dressed in casual Western clothing sitting on fold-out chairs on the roof. A keg of beer rested in a barrel of ice behind them and one of the men, wearing a cowboy hat and mirrored sunglasses, pumped the tap. He had a silver .357 Magnum in his belt next to a sheathed KA-BAR knife. The other four men peered into the scopes of their sniper rifles, angled downward.
Nina backpedaled, then pressed herself against the left wall. Seriously? A sniper attack right out of the gate? She wondered how many others would have been picked off after only a few steps. She supposed it added some degree of difficulty to hit a moving target from so far, and in the midst of all the crowds. But still. She also wondered about the pricing specifics of this game. Was there a refund for those who were waiting somewhere down the road and would be let down by a quick kill right here? Consolation prizes?
She didn’t have time to think about it. Right now she needed a plan or she wouldn't make it anywhere close to ten hours. She looked up at the full clotheslines hanging in the heat and the non-existent breeze, and a smile slowly formed on her face.
She started to look for handholds. And began to climb.
* * *
Ten minutes later, she exited from the side entrance, dressed in a flowing Muslim jilbab with a head scarf and veil over her face. As soon as she stepped into the sun she thought, God, how do women not pass out in these things?
She slid into a crowd where many women wore similar garments. Indistinguishable from the citizens of Agra, she moved calmly, head down, waiting at a street crossing, then shuffling ahead with the others. Try to find me now, bastards.
She glanced around, getting her bearings. This city was unfamiliar enough, although she had made a quick study of the map on the way to the hotel. She knew she had to make it to the Taj Mahal and it shouldn't be hard — she could even catch a tourist bus right now and it would probably take her right there, but she had no money. But she did have other options. She could go to one of the numerous Internet cafés she had seen earlier. Humbly ask to borrow someone's account — and then send an email to Waxman to fill him in on what's going on and to request a team of bad-ass commando types to come in and clean house. Davarius wanted a challenge? Well, that would up the difficulty level of this game considerably.
And sure, Davarius claimed he had the resources to track them down if she fled, but leaving was an option too. Waxman could wire her the money, then she could get out of Dodge and live to fight another day, and on her terms.
So many options. She hesitated a moment as men in business suits walked past her without a glance and old women pushed her this way and that. Someone grumbled something and three Muslims wearing similar jilbabs came up behind her.
One suddenly cried out in pain. Then another screamed and suddenly the crowd split apart, people running away from her — and the two women on the ground. One was on her back, dead eyes looking up as blood trickled from the hole between them. The other was clutching her shoulder, screaming as blood sprayed from between her fingers. Nina gasped, already backing up — just as the woman jerked sideways, another splotch appearing on her back, sending her face down over her dead companion.
How the hell!?
Nina turned and as she lowered her head she saw the laser-red dot of light dancing on her own chest. She ducked and rolled, and a piece of the sidewalk exploded behind her. Damn it, they know!
Head down, she sprinted into the fleeing, screaming crowd, where she peeled off her jilbab in the confusion. No point now and it might buy her a few seconds. How did they know? Maybe someone had seen her scaling that tenement wall and relayed the information to the rooftop snipers?
Well, this should confuse them for a time. Maybe enough to get to the next objective — which had just changed.
No chance she'd make it to a bus stop or taxi, much less the Taj, if she didn't get out of the range of those snipers first.
Either that, or… She had a sudden thought that brought a smile to her face. She quickly switched directions. Heading against the crowd, she made her way to the high-rise.

THREE

In the elevator, head-down, she glanced at the control panel, seeing the numbers light up. They stopped on the fifteenth floor and half the people got out. On the twentieth, all but two left. One was a thin Indian man wearing a traditional surka. The other was a German-looking guy with slick wavy blond hair, dressed in a blue business suit and carrying a silver briefcase.
Stands out like a sore thumb. She leaned against the back wall, between the two men, inching slightly toward the German, who was now whistling softly. His eyes darted sideways once, then back to the door.
Nina brushed against his shoulder, closed her eyes and got a flash of something…
That briefcase, open… a soft black Styrofoam interior, revealing a silver .38 revolver with a scope and a section for six gold-tipped bullets.
Smiling innocently, Nina turned to the Indian man as the twenty-seventh floor lit up. "Can I borrow a pen?" she asked, nodding to the three pens in his shirt pocket.
"Sure," the man said in decent English, handing her one as the doors opened. "My floor, so just keep it."
Nina leaned back, twirling the pen in her fingers. She glanced sideways and the German looked at her, nodding.
"Enjoying your time in Agra?" she asked.
"Yes," he said, then frowned and looked ahead, back at the panel. The 30th floor lit up, two away from the Roof, and she imagined what he was thinking: she hadn't pressed another button, which meant… He turned, slowly, looking back at her, eyes widening.
And she sprang at him, burying the tip of the pen deep into one of those eyes.
When the doors opened, Nina stood up from the body, holding the .38, chambering the last of the six hollow-point rounds. She hefted it, appreciating the weight. Forget the Glock. This will do nicely for now.
She stepped out into the hot sunlight under a cloudless blue sky. Took two steps on the hot asphalt, smelled beer and rank sweat, and then froze. The four chairs ahead — empty.
No time to think, she ducked and rolled to the side — just as three shots rang out, bullets slamming into the closing door. She spun around the side of the door, then sprinted to the next bit of cover — a rooftop air conditioning unit ten feet away.
Four shots tracked her, none hitting. Sniper rifles not the best at short range, she thought giddily as she tucked her body around the rooftop unit. But how did they know I was coming?
Starting to think they were psychics — and better ones — she turned and sighted through the revolver's scope, seeing two men aiming their rifles from above similar cover. Two quick shots, precise, deadly, and they went down.
Three to go. Two snipers, one cowboy. She hoped they'd had a couple beers each at least. Typical Americans, their idea of hunting was to get smashed, climb a tree and take potshots at helpless deer.
Well, this fawn was going to teach them a thing or two. She scanned the roof. Two more air conditioning units were out there, one in the middle, the other near the right edge. She closed her eyes and willed herself to see.
A flash, and it was as if she were in flight, a hovering falcon over the opposite side of the building, looking down on the rooftop, seeing the two snipers crouched behind the middle unit. The cowboy…
Behind her!
She turned — and there he was, creeping toward her, only four feet away, that wickedly sharp KA-BAR knife in his hand, murderous lust in his eyes. Hoping for a close and memorable kill. His eyes went wide when she saw him and his jaw dropped.
"Oh sh-" he started to say, then she shot him through the heart. He spun and fell, the knife skidding away. Sliding sideways, she aimed as one more raised his head, hoping to take advantage of her distraction. They both fired at the same time.
He went down, she didn't.
Confident now, she strode ahead, making for the cover, where she saw the tip of a sniper rifle, trembling. Then it was thrown out and the last hunter emerged, arms up.
"Don't shoot!"
She aimed at him as he backed up toward the edge.
"Please, I-"
"You what? Don't like being on the other side of the gun?"
"I just… just signed up for this last night. At the casino, some guy — he promised us the hunt of a lifetime."
"And how many of you are there on this hunt of a lifetime?"
The man shook his head. "Not sure. Five of us here, a lot more in other parts of the city. But we-"
"Paid more, didn't you? Expected to win it all after just a little target practice."
The man was sweating profusely and looking dreadfully pale. "Listen. This is cool. We're good. You're safe. Go, I won't tell anyone-"
Nina shot him in the leg. "No, you won't." Over his howls, she lined up another shot. "Now tell me — how did you know where I was? After I changed outfits, I was completely concealed. How did you-?"
A noise, subtle at first. A rumbling that she'd been hearing for almost a minute, getting louder. And then, suddenly, it appeared — rising over the edge of the roof, ascending with a gale of dust and heat blowing into her.
A helicopter!
The cabin door was open, a man in a black suit and goggles hanging out. With an assault rifle.
Oh no they don't-
He fired — and she flinched. But the shots were meant for the other hunter, lining his chest with bullets.
For a brief shining moment she hoped Waxman had seen her in trouble and had sent help. But then the shooter aimed at Nina.
She hefted the .38. One shot left. I can take him-
But the man had retreated back into the cabin. And as the helicopter drifted away, Nina lowered her gun. Yeah. Not sporting enough. They were clearing the board, giving her a chance to keep running. And keeping the hunter from talking? Maybe they had a listening device on him?
Nina tossed the .38 and picked up the hunter's sniper rifle. Calmly she approached the edge and took aim. The helicopter wavered, then turned around so she couldn't get a clear shot at the pilot or the shooter. She could blast the fuselage or try to puncture the blades, but she didn't want a crowd of people dying below when this thing fell from the sky. She'd killed before, sometimes innocents. But always for a purpose. And only when there was no other way.
But the chopper waited, just hovering, letting her know she wouldn't be able to just sit tight. She looked down — way down — and saw two black limos pulling up in front of the building. Doors opened, and a crowd of men in what looked like police uniforms burst out.
Fine. I'll keep playing. She thought about the rifle, then let it drop by her feet. She'd never get out of the building with it now and they were coming. Impossible to use it effectively up here on the roof when they arrived. And especially not while there was that helicopter to worry about.
Cursing, she turned and headed for the door.

FOUR

After psychically confirming that the newcomers had all piled into two elevators, she raced down the stairs. She made it through the lobby, as she expected. But on the way down the stairs, she had a full three minutes to think, to try to Remote-View where the other hunters were. She got indistinct results: shadowy images of men in twisting passages underground; others on side streets, at cafes, in the bazaars. Looking inconspicuous, but often checking their smartphones. Looking carefully at something there…
Text messages? Updates? Or something else? She needed more time to focus her sight.
Out on the street, she ducked into a cab just as another fare got in. She smiled at him and the cab driver, then pulled out her .45 and aimed at the passenger.
"Get out."
After he left in a hurry, she turned to the driver. "Sorry," she said. "I'm temporarily low on funds, but I'd really appreciate a ride to the Taj Mahal."
* * *
Three blocks later, just as she was settling in to try to calm her thoughts, preparing to seek some more information, a black van collided with the cab. Out of nowhere it crunched violently into the driver's side and spun them around. Nina bounced off the cushioned seat, lucky to avoid a head injury.
Recovering her wits, shocked they'd found her yet again, and even more surprised at their brazenness, she kicked open the door and, crouching low, jumped out. Shocked onlookers surrounded the accident scene. She rose swiftly, aiming her gun at the van. People screamed, the crowd backed away.
The van's passenger door opened and a man leaned out with something in both hands.
Is that a freakin' crossbow?
She took her shot and ducked to the side as a bolt whistled past. Seeing the spray of blood along the van's door where the archer had been, she aimed to the right. The van was backing up, the driver panicking. She shot the window just above the steering wheel and a second later the horn went off as the driver slumped forward.
Thinking quickly, the eyes of a hundred people on her, she leapt over the hood of the cab and launched herself into the crowd. She looked back over her shoulder, expecting another van to come tearing after her, scattering people. But so far, safe.
Hearing sirens, she ducked into a crowded bazaar, weaving through shops, around crates full of spices and barrels packed with bread and fruit. Deeper into the market, she slowed her pace, adopted a touristy stance, and blended in. She checked out the needlework on some rugs, then sampled some dried fruit as she asked the proprietor for the fastest route to the Taj.
Thanking him, she asked for the time. 3:30. Two hours down.
This was taking too long. But if she could get to the Taj, to sanctuary, she could rest and think. And start asking the right questions.
A commotion behind her. The helpful proprietor was yelling at somebody — a man in a green fatigues. Sunglasses. Bald. He was trying to get around the merchant, but had knocked over a table, spilling all the fruit.
Damn, she thought. Didn't see that coming. Got lucky…
The hunter saw her and reached for something at his belt. Now he had a gun in his hand and the proprietor was shouting, grabbing the hunter's wrist. Two other men — bearing a resemblance to the merchant and possibly his sons — appeared on the scene just as the hunter pulled free. He aimed at Nina, but the men were on him, pummeling him, punching his face.
Nina didn't stay to watch.
Found me again. That was too fast. Maybe they had cameras in some areas and scouts at others, but still… There had to be something else. They didn't have a psychic, not anymore, so what else could it be?
As she ran, she stumbled and then suddenly she saw it:
The bald man, earlier, in the bazaar. Leaning against a post while he looked at his smartphone's screen. The screen — a red dot moving around a map of the city's streets.
Her mind ripped back to the present. And as she ran, she felt around her pockets, sure they had put a transmitter in her clothes somewhere. Or the shoes. It could be anywhere, but…
No, they wouldn't have trusted that she'd keep these clothes. It was something else.
The dart…
A microchip. In her bloodstream. That was the only thing that made sense.
It was likely something of a transitory nature — lasting about twenty-four hours before dissolving. They'd tagged her like a deer and released her into the wild, knowing they could locate her signal and find her anywhere.
She stopped, taking a breath. The sun beat down on her face and she tasted the sweat trickling past her lips.
Not much she could do about it then. They'd locate her, no matter how well she hid. So there was only thing left to do.
They could track her, but she could also track them.
Smiling, she turned around. The Taj could wait.
Time to improve the odds.

FIVE

When she finally made it to the grounds of the Taj Mahal, the sun was setting over the rooftops of the sprawling city, out beyond the old Agra Fort where the Mogul emperors once held court. She turned her gaze ahead to the awe-inspiring Taj Mahal, even more incredible up close, where the pillars, the minarets and the onion-shaped dome seemed to be lit from within the very marble, presenting a reddish-pink glow at once soothing and inspiring.
The past seven hours were now only a blur. Her head ached, but she felt surprisingly good. Normally, whenever she suffered migraines, she liked to go shopping. It somehow soothed her. With the surprising amount of cash lifted from the dead hunters' wallets, she had indulged herself at a little black market dealer to the southeast. She had taken the last hunter's cell phone too, and just for fun she fired off a couple of mocking texts to recent numbers that had sent him updates.
She had confirmed that they were indeed tracking her with a microchip and were leading a well-coordinated process that was ultimately marred by a bunch of overexcited yahoos with guns — some of them drinking at the same time.
She had taken two out where they waited in a locked apartment building by tossing a homemade smoke bomb through the window and then picking them off as they came running out. After the smoke cleared, she went in and rounded up whatever ammunition and weapons were still usable, including another sniper rifle.
Three more she caught off guard by using the limitations of their tracking technology. The program could only tell where she was horizontally in relation to the user, but told them nothing about what altitude she was at. So she had climbed to the fourth floor of an adjacent building, perched on a fire escape with the sniper rifle, and as they wandered the alley, checking their phones and looking around various ground-level hiding places, she dropped them one by one.
Like fish in a barrel.
The last three had had been more difficult. She had used her sight to tell that their positions were in well fortified, highly visible public areas. So instead she lured them to her. After rigging the basement of an abandoned apartment home with trip wires and motion-sensing floodlights, she let them come for her, then got the drop on them after they triggered the lights. Momentarily blinded, they had no defense as she stepped out of hiding and shot all three, point-blank.
And now she casually walked the central courtyard of the Taj Mahal's gardens. Past luxurious fountains and meticulously-groomed bushes and spruces, she admired the scenery along with hundreds of other tourists, natives and pilgrims.
She glanced back, and then to her left and right — and saw them. Several men out of place, trying to appear as tourists, but too obvious. She spotted a Bluetooth device in one's ear and saw another one working his phone, probably relaying information on her position. If they wanted to stop her from entering the palace, they didn't seem to be in much of a hurry. She wasn't sure if the grounds themselves counted as sanctuary, but it was looking that way. Too many witnesses and such a sacred spot. She didn't think they'd risk the backlash.
So a few minutes later, she entered the great mausoleum, staring in awe at the decorative archways, the massive pillars, the dizzying heights seen from inside. And moments later, she was there, before the two golden cenotaphs. Shah Jahan and his beloved. She recalled the legends about how, during a typical power play, he had been imprisoned by his son in the Agra fortress and had spent the rest of his life supposedly gazing out the high window at the Taj Mahal, longing for his lost love.
Nina wanted to gag. It was probably all nonsense. If she had enough time and she felt like it, she might try to Remote-View what happened to him and see if any of that story was true, but right now she knelt along with some pilgrims before the gorgeously-inscribed coffins and closed her eyes.
Safe. And one hour to go. She had time to think.
And to plan.

SIX

When Rakesh came for her, she was ready. She had borrowed a tourist's pen and a sheet of notebook paper. Found a quiet spot in the gardens and wrote up what she intended, then went back in the mausoleum to wait.
Rakesh appeared behind her when she was in quiet meditation. "It's time," he said. "And may I offer you congratulations?"
"You may not," she said, standing swiftly. She handed him the folded note. "So," she continued as he read. "What's the mood up there in the penthouse? Davarius crapping a brick? Can't be too happy that half his hunters are toast."
His eyes wide, lips trembling, Rakesh finished reading. He looked at her a long time, meeting her questioning look. Come on, she urged. You've got nothing to lose and everything to gain.
Slowly, he nodded to her. Crumpled the note, then tapped his lapel, and pointed to his ear. She understood. They were listening in, but her guess was likely correct — they couldn't have any cameras in here and didn't see her pass him the note.
"He is actually impressed," Rakesh said in his usual droning business tone. "And thrilled. You are the best adversary the hunt has ever had."
"Well, doesn't he know how to make a girl feel loved?"
"New members are taking interest and want their chance to hunt the toughest game. He is already preparing dossiers on all your colleagues — and seeking out other potential contestants."
Nina nodded absently. "All right, what now? I know the entrance to the underground caverns is through the mysterious well on the second level, an archaeological feature no one's been able to adequately explain."
"Now," Rakesh said. "I take you there, where the guards are in our employ. They will let you in. And you only come out if you beat the game and make it to the statue of Shiva." He sighed and continued, reciting monotonously. "You will not have a map. The passageways are lit by dim halogen lamps. It is… an extensive labyrinth, but if you are careful you can find your way to the center, to the final arena. There is no other exit but this one. The hunters are already down there, at their positions, waiting."
"Got it," Nina said. "And of course, along the way there are things I've already seen in my visions: bear traps, trip wires, concussion mines and other nasty surprises."
Rakesh gave a hopeful smile and handed the crumpled note back to her, mouthing the words: Thank you. And then he said simply: "Good luck."

SEVEN

Inside the well and past the ancient-looking granite slab, which the guards closed wordlessly behind her, she found her way down a spiral staircase into a cellar and to the back, to a door that opened into a cramped tunnel. There she stood for a long time, almost losing track of the minutes, as she focused her thoughts, projecting her consciousness until feeling the familiar loss of self. As if everything she was became a droplet of pure water falling into an ocean, merging with the larger whole, experiencing everything, being everywhere.
— But only taking in and truly seeing what she was concentrating on, where she directed her thoughts. For a brief moment she could see it all — through the twisting passageways, the dimly lit chambers with high alcoves where hunters perched with night-vision goggles and laser-sighted weapons, all the way through the maze, past the ancient Hindu crypts, past once-sacred grottos and tall underground obelisks, to rooms filled with contemplative statues of gods and goddesses in meditative repose.
Nina smiled inwardly, wondering if this ability of hers, this power of sight — was exactly what the Hindu mystics aspired to, at least one piece of it. She knew she'd never march along the same path in her designer sandals that Buddha strode in his, not by a long shot when it came to humility, restraint and self-sacrifice.
But at least she had this going for her. She could, at times, truly see. And right now, she had seen enough. All the way through to the final atrium. The last chamber — an immense arena, as promised. With an elite squad of hunters, armored and carrying cruel iron weapons, probably hoping she got through the rest of them so they could have their chance.
But of course, as she suspected, there was no reason to get that far. None at all. In the center of the arena was just a trick. A sacrilegious one at that, Nina thought with a chill. In place of Shiva's statue, they had glued the feet of what seemed to be a plastic Ken Doll. Barbie's beau, shirtless and wearing only briefs and sunglasses, arms raised awkwardly up in the air.
Some joke.
Nina shook her head as she pulled out of the trance. Other players, even psychics, might have fallen for it, seen only the rough outline from a distance and believed they were close to the prize. She wondered if in the past they even might have let contestants get close enough to touch it, only to be crushed by the truth — that there was no escape. No winning this game.
She stood up and slung the pack off her shoulder as she walked forward a few steps, eyeing the walls and the ceiling, looking for the most strategic spots.
Probably doesn't matter, she thought. With the amount of C4 explosives she had purchased from the black market dealer, she was pretty sure that no matter where the charges were set, this whole section of the tunnel — the only exit — was coming down.
— And sealing all the hunters in their own tombs. She wasn't sure if air was being circulated through this place by some other means or if anyone could come and dig them out in time. Sure it was likely, but then again… A girl could dream, couldn't she? Of them all suffocating to death, or resorting to cannibalism to survive.
Fifteen minutes later, charges set, she knocked on the door to the Taj Mahal sub-level. The surprised guards opened it gingerly.
She shot them both. Dragged their bodies inside the cavern. Then left and closed the doors. Walked up the stairs and out onto the mausoleum floor.
Between the golden coffins she lowered her head out of respect, while reaching into her pocket for the detonator.
Her eyes flickered, and she received a quick glimpse: The hunter, below. Checking their tracking Apps, seeing that she was going the wrong way. Starting to get concerned. A few of them emerging from their hiding spots, approaching the exit…
She pressed the button on the detonator, just as a crowd of pilgrims murmured in unison, offering prayers and thoughts to the departed.
The floor rumbled, then was still.
She headed for the cool air blowing in through the majestic archway.

EIGHT

The shadows in the corner of his penthouse office suite shifted and Davarius Malmud froze.
Is someone there? He looked at the darkness, wishing he'd turned on more lights, but that wasn't advisable. Despite the magnificent view, he was a target and couldn't give his enemies a clean shot. He had everything else so well protected, all the various aspects of his business enterprises, but the last thing he expected was for an attack to come from right inside his very office, his very sanctum.
Then he thought about her. The hunt. He had been following it on the screens. Impressive. But there was no way she'd win.
He had chuckled at the thought. Of course it was impossible. That was the true beauty of the game. The prey needed a carrot, something to play for. But just like a deer in a gated hunting preserve, there was no escape, no survival. Only the fleeting belief in it — enough so that they wouldn't just lay down and surrender.
But then he got the report from thirty minutes ago… Some kind of explosion down there. Near the entrance. They were still trying to sort it out.
And then he saw it on the central monitor in his office… The red dot, her tracking device.
She was out. She had fled away from the Taj.
Unexpected. And devious. Again he was impressed, but this was nothing he couldn't deal with. He had already sent two squads of elite hunters after her, teams that had been outbid for this game but were itching for the next. For a reduced price, he let them in now, with a major monetary reward slated for whoever eventually bagged the kill.
But where was she going?
At first he was worried.
She couldn't get in here, not past all the guards and defenses.
But then he saw her pass the Oberoi Hotel, heading east. A few blocks later, she stopped. At some office park. He couldn't imagine what she was doing, except maybe trying to lay low. But he knew she'd be coming to him eventually. It was in her file, in her makeup. The same way she had made sure to get revenge on her captors all those years ago.
So he had ordered the hunters to come back, fortify the hotel grounds, the lobby and the elevator access.
Let her come.
And then he waited. Watching that red dot, which never moved.
Sweating now, he kept glancing out the window, then back to the shadows in the corner. His attention was pulled by the soft lights of the sprawling resort with its grand pools, fountains and gardens lit up below. And further back, the magnificent Taj, basking in its resplendent glory and mystery. Normally inspiring, now it seemed to mock him.
Then, from the shadows, a small sound that nonetheless assaulted his ears like a funeral gong.
Impossible. He looked again at the monitor — at the red dot in the same position as before. How? He didn't know, but how she did it could wait. How she got past all the hunters and into his very sanctum without his knowledge, and without making a sound, could wait.
The machine pistol in my top drawer… He thought about it, then remembered how many hunters had already fallen to this quarry. She hadn't survived this long only to lose the game to the lucky chance of who was the faster draw.
But he had no other choice. He had to try to distract her long enough to somehow come out of this alive.
— And hunt another day.
"Congratulations," he said to the shadows. "You've exceeded my hopes. But-"
The darkness parted and a much larger-than-expected figure emerged, completely taking Davarius by surprise. All at once, his hopes were crushed. And then he realized what was in that office building two blocks away. A minor detail, something he hadn't cared about at the time. The basement — where they've been keeping the children, the boy and the girl.
"You?" he whispered to the figure pulling free from the shadows.
Rakesh brought something to his lips and Davarius had a millisecond to cry out — but then the feathered dart flew across the room and plunged into his neck.
And the world faded into black.
* * *
He awoke to a revolting smell, cringing and fighting the rising tide of bile at the back of his throat.
No, no… not here. Davarius got to his knees, looking helplessly about the garbage-strewn alley, cramped between ramshackle tenements with clothes hanging on lines above him. The day was already sweltering, the air oppressive.
He looked down at himself. Nothing. He was dressed just in khakis, a t-shirt and shoes.
Nothing but the clothes on my back. And out there — a city full of shadowy hunters, waiting to see how I'll do.
I'm in my own game, he thought as he struggled to his feet. How far would he get? He knew the rules, knew the tactics of the hunters. Knew all the places to hide, to get weapons. The people to seek out. I can do this, I can-
But then he noticed the quarter-sized red dot bouncing over his heart. He looked up, past the white sheets and black jilbabs swaying on the clotheslines, to the distant high-rise apartment roof, where he saw the sun reflecting off a sniper-rifle's scope.
Now that's not very sporting at all…
He started to run.
But never took a step.

NINE

After wiping it clean of prints, Nina set down the sniper rifle, then stood and straightened out her sleek red dress. She slipped back into her expensive sandals, stretched her toes, and then turned and nodded her thanks to the large man behind her, back near the stairwell. Rakesh smiled, hugging the children wrapped around his tree-trunk sized legs. Moments later they were gone, through the door and out of sight.
She closed her eyes, and for just a moment, relived the cathartic moment in that basement a few hours ago, when she had burst in on the captors, the two men guarding Rakesh's children. She had taken great delight in ending their lives before going to the locked room, rescuing the boy and girl and getting to know them a little before using her new phone to send a JPEG of their smiling faces to the phone she had given Rakesh.
Now she used her phone to dial a different number. She turned her face east, to feel the warmth of the sun rising over the sprawling jumble of rooftops. On the second ring, a man's voice answered.
"Yes?"
"Waxman. It's me. My business here is done."
"Was it… as we foresaw?"
Nina turned her attention to the Taj Mahal, basking in a transcendent reddish-purple glow. "More or less."
"I see."
"Oh, I also learned what happened to the one you hoped to recruit."
"And-?"
"And I avenged him."
"Ah. Well then, come back as soon as you can. We have a new objective."
Nina hung up. She closed her eyes and the image of the Taj Mahal remained behind, mysterious and elusive — as if it had many secrets left to reveal, ones it had successfully kept from even the best of seers. She sighed and opened her eyes to gaze at the distant mausoleum. The palace. The temple.
And she bowed her head.
Perhaps another time.
END
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