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Аннотация
AN ANCIENT RELIC

Jamaica, 1705: An English naval officer boards a slave ship to find its entire crew dead, victims of a horrific disease. The only survivor is the ship�s deranged captain, found clutching a mysterious mask, stolen from the depths of Africa.

A DEADLY SECRET

Venezuela, Present Day: Archaeologist Benjamin King unearths an almost identical mask. But, when members of the dig start dying and the base camp is attacked, he is forced to rely on the enigmatic Nathan Raine, a fugitive and convicted traitor, to save the expedition from a terrible fate.

AN EPIC ADVENTURE

Hunted from the steamy jungles of the Amazon to the shark-infested waters of the Pacific, Raine and King must navigate a web of deceit and treachery, ancient relics, deadly booby traps and sinister enemies if they are to discover the secret of the Moon Mask.


James Richardson
Moon Mask

�Time travel maybe possible, but it is not practical.�
STEPHEN HAWKING


PROLOGUE:
Savage Mumbo Jumbo

Off The Coast of Jamaica,
1705
The stench of death engulfed the ominous black hulk of the slave ship. The L�aile Raptor lolled on the swell, her rigging creaking in the breeze. The sky above was as clear as a crystal, shimmering in the heat. Yet, despite the brilliance of the sunlight, the deck of the slave ship seemed swathed in perpetual shadow.
Second Lieutenant Percival Lowe, of His Majesty�s Ship Swallow, had read merrily rhyming poems that dared to describe the darkest labyrinths of the devil�s realm. Those words paled in comparison to the hellish pall that enveloped the slave ship.
The deck was deserted, the sails half-mast. It was strewn with debris, dirty. Not a soul was in sight. Even the gulls kept their distance, circling some distance away as though they too felt the menace this ship exuded.
He had heard tales of these ghost ships; ships that were found drifting at sea, their hulls intact, their rigging fine, their galley�s full, yet all of the crew gone. His mind played through numerous fanciful scenarios, picturing sea monsters slithering up the deck, great tentacles dragging every last soul to a watery grave.
He sucked in another lungful of sea air, ordering his stomach to calm itself. He was embarrassed enough already at having shown such weakness in front of the men.
Following one of his boarding parties below deck moments ago, he had been utterly horrified at the sight which greeted him. Two hundred black bodies chained together, wrist to ankle, their skin decaying, their lifeless eyes staring at the low ceiling.
The stench of rotting flesh had slammed into his belly like a hammer blow and he�d spun on the spot, raced back above decks just in time to throw-up over the side of the ship.
Just to make certain that he hadn�t been sucked into the same netherworld as the Raptor�s crew, he glanced aft to ensure the Swallow remained at station keeping, and beyond her in the distance lay the faint outline of Jamaica�s golden coast.
Satisfied that the remainder of his breakfast wasn�t going to find itself floating on the Caribbean swell, he wiped a handkerchief over his lips and chin.
He glanced at Gil, an old sea dog with a wild mane of grey hair. �They were all slaves,� he said, his voice pitifully weak. Bile burned his throat. �So, where is the crew?�
�Looks to me like the slaves all starved to death, sir,� Gil replied. �We did find one alive, though.�
�Alive?� Lowe was shocked.
�Don�t ask me how the devil he�s alive, sir, but he is.�
Lowe nodded slowly. He wouldn�t put it past these lesser races to resort to cannibalism to survive. �But the crew?� he asked again. �What happened to the crew?�
A call from astern caught his attention and he walked quickly over to one of his men.
�We�ve found them, sir,� he said, his face green and sickly looking.
Lowe�s heart thudded. �And? Are they alive?� he demanded.
The sailor stared at him for long moments, eyes wide. �You better take a look, sir.�
Lowe reluctantly followed the man below decks to the crew barracks. The door was closed but already the stench of decay wafted sickeningly at his nostrils. He demanded his stomach to be stronger this time, to hold on to the remnants of his breakfast as though it was a pirate's treasure.
�Are you ready, sir?� the sailor asked, standing by the door. Gil stood behind him, hand over his mouth. On the lieutenant�s hesitation, the old sailor prompted him.
�Sir?�
�Yes, yes! Get on with it.�
The door opened.
The vision of the staved slaves was nothing compared to the horror that confronted him now.
Whereas the ship�s human cargo had all looked like deceased humans, albeit savage Africans, the crew looked as though they themselves were the monsters that had sealed their own fate.
Their faces and bodies were distorted with hideous whelps, blisters and even what looked like burns. Many of the blisters had burst and seeped over the deck before drying into a sticky residue. Human hair, large tufts which had fallen from scalps before the natural decomposition of death had begun, stuck to the grotesque glue.
Dead eyes stared at him accusingly as he staggered back, out of the room. He felt his breakfast race up his throat but swallowed it forcefully, retaining a tiny modicum of pride.
�It�s a plague ship,� Gil exclaimed. �The crew must have succumbed, then, without anyone to feed them, the slaves staved.�
�Lieutenant Lowe, sir!� a loud voice bellowed from above. Lowe gratefully used the call as an excuse to rush back on deck once more and suck in the fresh salty sea air. He relished the touch of sunlight on his face.
�We�ve found another live one, sir,� the man who had shouted said urgently.
�A� another live one?� Lowe stammered. He felt his body trembling. A plague ship?
�Yes sir, looks like the cap�n� but you better come see.�
With heavy footsteps, Lowe followed the boson across the deserted deck to the captain�s cabin. Cautiously, he creaked open the door and stepped in.
Sat, cross-legged on the floor, in the middle of the room, rocking back and forward, his eyes distant and wild, Captain Edward Pryce, his head bald and blistered, his skin cracked and bleeding, cradled a brightly coloured mask in his arms and mumbled softly to himself.
�Savage mumbo-jumbo,� he said again and again. �Savage mumbo-jumbo, savage mumbo-jumbo, savage mumbo-jumbo��

1:
Jane Doe

Baltimore,
Maryland, U.S.A,
Present Day
Emmett Braun hauled the steering wheel around to the left and the Ford Mercury sedan slewed across the road in response. A cacophony of horns blared in his wake as he cut across Orleans Street and barrelled down Hillen towards the Interstate.
Wind rushed through the shattered rear window and he knew that, embedded in the back of the passenger seat, were at least two spent bullets.
He hadn�t felt any satisfaction at having cheated death by mere inches. He was an old man and knew he didn�t have long left on this earth. Nevertheless, he planned to die in bed in the arms of his wife, or at least relaxing out at sea, a fishing line in the water and the gentle waves lapping at his small boat�s blue hull. He had no intention of allowing a couple of CIA assassins, disguised as lowlife criminals, shoot him in the parking lot of John Hopkins Hospital.
He might have believed the cover himself. Baltimore was a big city and old men were mugged and killed all the time. But he had seen the face of one of his would-be assassins, lamely concealed by a navy-blue �hoody�. It was the same man who had come to his house not twenty four hours ago.
He had been out fishing at the time, enjoying the serenity of the gentle swell rocking him back and forth. He never went far and, from his canvas chair on the deck, with his feet up on his chiller box and a bottle of Bud in his hand, he could see his house on the shore. Gulls circled lazily above, waiting for the frenzy that his catch would instil in them.
Then his radio had hissed to life. It was Martha, his wife. In a flap. Two men, flashing CIA badges, were insisting on speaking with him. They gave all the usual crap about national security but Emmett had retired from the navy a long time ago. He had done his duty. He had gone beyond it in fact. A pre-eminent specialist on radiation-related illness, he had seen the legacy of the splitting of the atom and had devoted his life to developing better treatments against the ultimate evil.
He had left the navy, disgusted with the U.S. military�s blatant disregard for the dangers of radiation, and gone into civilian health care. He had treated men, women and children whose lives had been torn apart by a serial killer they could not see. Hiroshima, Nagasaki, Chernobyl. He had come out of retirement and flown to Japan to assist with the men and women endangered by the meltdown of Fukushima following the 2011 earthquake and tidal wave.
Nevertheless, however disgusted he was with the establishment, he couldn�t turn a deaf ear to the pleas of sick and dying U.S. service men and women either. While he was rarely given any information about the missions which had subjected them to harmful doses of radiation, he had been called in time and time again to clean up the military�s mess, even if he could do no more than make his patients final days on god�s earth a little more comfortable.
But he had been determined that enough was enough. He was retired. He was old. He was finally happy.
�The Phoenix has arisen,� one of the CIA agents had told him over the radio. The agent didn�t have a clue what his cryptic message had meant, he was merely a messenger.
But Emmett knew. The words had sent a cold chill down his spine.
Only hours later, he had been on a private jet alongside the two agents who identified themselves as Jones and Tomskin. Touching down in Baltimore, he had been whisked to John Hopkins Hospital. The staff there had been confused by his presence alongside a female patient, labelled simply 'Jane Doe'. One of the world�s leading hospitals for infectious and tropical diseases, the doctors had been forbidden to talk to Emmett. He didn�t find this unusual. As soon as the government got involved, a veil of secrecy fell upon even the most innocuous of situations.
Anyone who had any contact with, or knowledge of Jane Doe would be debriefed by government cronies, he knew, and forced to sign confidentiality agreements. If they ever spoke of what they had seen, they would be prosecuted. But Emmett knew such prosecution would never come. They would simply vanish.
The moment he laid eyes on the Jane Doe, Emmett knew that she was not suffering from any tropical disease. Her skin was red and blotchy and in a few places the redness had swelled into ulcers which the medical staff had dressed. On first sight, it did indeed look like some tropical disease.
He read the notes which had been carefully edited to remove any mention of the girl�s real name and any background information about her.
He understood how the doctors at John Hopkins hadn�t immediately recognised radiation poisoning. Her initial symptoms, reported by the medical team first to treat her on site � wherever �on site� was � were nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea and high fever. The skin irritation had then developed, followed by unconsciousness. All signs pointed towards a biological agent but the doctor in charge, upon discovering hair-loss, checked her blood work for signs of radiological material and brought in a Geiger counter.
Despite it looking more and more like radiation sickness, all tests proved negative for exposure to any source of radiation.
At least, any known type of radiation.
Emmett snapped himself out of his lapse in concentration to narrowly avoid slamming his rented sedan into a speeding truck. The large vehicle�s lights flashed crazily and its horn echoed as he shot through an underpass and then circled around, speeding up as he tore onto the interstate. In his rear-view mirror he saw the flash of the black SUV but then snatched his attention back to whip around a bus.
Interstate 83 was busy, the rush hour traffic whirring all around him and he felt in a daze, trying to control the surge of adrenalin pumping its way through his body. His hands trembled as they clutched the steering wheel, while his mind hastily sought through his memories, desperately trying to think of someone, anyone, who could help him.
After he had run his tests on the Jane Doe and confirmed his findings to Jones and Tomskin, Jones had stepped out to make a call. On his return, he�d thanked Emmett for his help and told him a rental car was waiting outside and a reservation had been made in a nearby hotel.
Emmett had been shaky as he wandered through the hospital parking lot and identified his car, his mind working in overtime, absorbing what he had just discovered. Perhaps he should have known that now his task was complete, he wouldn�t be allowed to live. He had seen the two men approach, heads down, hoods up. He remembered an odd thought as he noted their shoes � black, polished, matching.
He�d quickly got in the car, started the ignition but, glancing in the mirror, he�d seen one of the hooded men look up. Recognised Jones� face.
Without thinking, he�d slammed the car into drive and stamped on the gas, squealing away even as two shots rang out and glass shattered.
Now, he raced for his life, dodging and weaving amongst the heavy traffic. The black SUV was there again, closing fast, flicking in and out of view as its driver fought his way through the m�l�e.
Emmett slammed his palm down on his horn as he braked hard to avoid smashing into the back of a slow vehicle in the fast lane. The offending car drifted out of his way and Emmett floored the gas again, squeezing through the narrow gap between the car and the centre of the road. The SUV pushed in front of the bus Emmett had already passed, and hauled between two other angry drivers to plant itself in the fast lane directly behind Emmett.
He watched through his mirror as the assassins closed the gap, their more powerful vehicle easily�
The slow moving car slammed into Emmett�s hind quarters. Panicked by the sedan�s angry order to move out of his way, the incompetent driver had swerved into the middle lane just as a large truck was pushing out of the slow lane to overtake. He panicked and swung back into the fast lane but too quickly.
It was only a glancing blow but, pushing one hundred miles an hour, Emmett instantly lost control. The steering wheel spun on its own accord and he felt the vehicle slew out, its front end intersecting the middle lane only to have the incompetent and now petrified driver scream as he rammed into Emmett�s broadside. The sedan rolled and Emmett heard the crunch of metal and the screech of rubber above his own scream as the car rolled over once, twice, three times. Each time, Emmett�s world got a little smaller as the metal of the car compressed on him. His head smashed the windscreen, the steering wheel, the roof, the chair, and the erupting airbags. He realised that he hadn�t fastened his safety belt in his haste to escape the gunmen and now rolled inside the crushed wreck.
But no safety belt or airbag could have saved him.
Even as its driver fought with the brakes, its twenty-foot-long trailer swinging out from side to side and taking out half a dozen other vehicles, the large truck which had indirectly caused the pile-up hammered into the crumbled sedan. It exploded into two separate pieces which spun away, rolling and twisting until at last they came to a stop.
* * *
Behind the carnage, Agent Jones skidded the black SUV to a halt while beside him, and for miles behind, hundreds of other vehicles did the same. Within moments, Interstate 83 was gridlocked. Car horns echoed and angry voices shouted out, indignant about the sudden halt to their journeys home.
�Did you see that?� Tomskin asked beside him. Glancing at his subordinate, Jones noted the younger man�s face had lost its colour as he stared ahead. All in all, there were about a dozen vehicles that had been caught up with Emmett Braun�s death, the wrecked hulks of cars, trucks and buses belching smoke into the sunset.
�Of course I bloody saw it,� Jones snapped without sympathy. He clambered out of the SUV and headed towards the remains of Braun�s rental car. Tomskin had the good sense to follow.
Emergency sirens wailed as the first responders battled through the gridlock to the site of the crash while people from the first rows of cars to escape the carnage rushed to help the survivors.
�Well, I don�t think we�re gonna get our rental deposit back on that,� Tomskin tried to joke. Jones, ever the professional, ignored him and focussed on the charred and bloodied figure crushed within the folds of metal that had once been the sedan. Then he pulled his cell phone out and called the pre-programmed number.
�It�s done,� he said simply.
* * *
On the other end of the line, the man who had answered did not smile. He simply replied, �Good,� and then hung up and began dialling another number.
As he waited for the encrypted connection to be answered, the man glanced at the information on his computer. It displayed a medical report for Doctor Karen Weingarten, signed off by one Emmett Braun who had known the sick girl only as Jane Doe. It confirmed everything he wanted to know.
Weingarten had been an archaeologist working on the UNESCO funded Sarisari�ama Expedition in Venezuela, one of the last places on earth he had expected someone with her �condition� to be discovered.
Of course, he knew all about the expedition. It had been on the news for over a year now, ever since a billionaire playboy with nothing better to do had illegally base-jumped into an enormous sinkhole on one of the country�s famous table-mountains. His chute had been caught on the holes� thick foliage, swinging him into the vegetation encrusted wall. But there, totally unexpected, hidden for hundreds of years by the thick vines and lush tropical vegetation, was a doorway, hewn into the rock. That doorway had led to a series of passageways tunnelling into the three-hundred square mile summit, sparking enormous academic debate over its origins.
Over eight thousand feet above sea level and defended by almost vertical cliffs on all sides, the summit of Sarisari�ama had a uniquely isolated ecosystem with numerous endemic species of fauna and flora. Its four giant sinkholes burrowed over a thousand feet into the mountain and one of them, Sima Humboldt, was over a thousand feet wide. No thorough scientific study had been conducted on the summit since 1976, and no archaeological expedition had ever had cause to set foot there.
Hundreds of miles from the nearest road and accessible only by helicopter, Sarisari�ama was one of the most isolated places on the planet. And it hid a secret far more powerful than a simple doorway.
A voice on the other end of the phone answered. �Yes?�
The man was quick to the point. �Braun confirmed it.� He eyed the computer screen again, looking at Weingarten�s plump but pretty face and wondered, not for the first time, how she had managed to get herself caught up in all this. Then he thought about the rest of the U.N. expedition � a multi-disciplined team of archaeologists and anthropologists, along with a host of biologists, botanists, zoologists and entomologists. The scientists were supported by a team of local workers, cooks and porters and an international film crew documenting the adventure.
But now, the entire expedition was in his way.
They had to be removed.
His next words, his orders, were cold and hard. �You have a go.�

2:
Black Death

The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
With a final shove, Benjamin King burst through the prison of thick vines and fell unceremoniously onto the ground.
�Ben!� he heard Sid cry out in shock as her boyfriend suddenly vanished in a cascade of rotting greenery and crumbling stone. She wafted away the plume of dust from King�s passage and pushed into the hole in the wall, shining her torch through the gloom.
It took a few seconds for Sid�s eyes to discern King�s dark skin, betraying his African descent, amidst the gloom. �Ben?�
�I�m okay,� he coughed.
The passageway they had been exploring had led to a dead-end but King had realised that the blocking wall was different to the surrounding walls. Whereas the rest of the underground labyrinth of tunnels running through the mountain had been constructed with painstaking precision, every block cut perfectly to fit on top of the last, this wall was imprecise, sloppy even. The blocks were a haphazard jumble of irregular shapes, loosely piled up and then cemented together with a thick grey mortar. Unlike the smooth, almost marble-like finish to the rest of the passageway, these rocks were jagged and rough, allowing the jungle�s hardy vines to find purchase and spread across it like a spider web, concealing the narrow gap where some of the wall had fallen away.
It was through that gap that King, while slashing away at the vines with a machete, had fallen, part of the structure giving way beneath him.
He scrambled up onto his feet, chunks of ancient masonry and decapitated vegetation tumbling to the ground, and picked up his own torch, scanning it across the walls.
�Wow,� he mumbled under his breath. �This is amazing.�
�Uh� a little help here?� Sid called. King ignored her as he ran his light over the walls, his eyes picking out the intricate detail.
�Ben!� she snapped.
King whirled around, shaking off his astonishment, and hurried to assist her. She was part way through the newly excavated opening and had become intertwined in the crusted vegetation.
�Here,� he said, helping her to untangle herself and jump into the passageway. Another shape appeared behind her, a form even more lithe and athletic than Sid. Ben offered her a hand.
�I do not need any help,� a clipped Russian accent replied. Sure enough, moments later Nadia Yashina slipped into the hidden passageway unaided. Her sharp eyes surveyed her new surroundings and astonishment flashed across her normally stoic face.
�What is this place?� Sid asked, awed.
�I�m not sure,� King replied excitedly, scooping up his satchel and notes from where they had fallen on his less than elegant entry. He hurried up beside Sid to study the wall. �It�s absolutely amazing though.�
From top to bottom and stretching all the way into the gloom beyond where their flash-lights could penetrate, every single block in the wall had been carved into the near perfect shape of a human skull.
�They�re all like it,� Sid said enthusiastically, moving from block to block, running her hands over the polished craniums. �I�ve never seen anything like it. I mean, most of the ancient South American cultures had their fascination with sacrifice and death and decorated their temples with images of skulls and skeletons, but I�ve never seen anything like this before.�
�They�re all so lifelike,� King said. �I wonder what sort of stone they�re��
�Bone.�
King and Sid both looked, mouths agape, at Nadia, but no elaboration was forthcoming.
�Bone?� Sid repeated. �You mean�� her voice trailed off as she realised what her friend was saying. Reverently, she removed her hand from a shiny plate and her face twisted into a slight grimace. �Oh.�
Each and every one of the skull-shaped blocks was in fact an actual skull.
�Well that�s a little on the spooky side,� King commented.
�Why?� Nadia asked sharply. She continued to study the bone-encrusted walls with her usual detachment. �As Sid said, the ancient peoples of the Americas were particularly fascinated with sacrifice and death. You�ve been to the Cenote Sagrado.�
King remembered his explorations around Central America very well, following his father on what some scholars termed a �lunatic�s quest to find the origins of civilisation�.
Believing that the sacrificial wells at Chichen Itza might hold clues to what he called the �Progenitor Race� which seeded civilisation across the globe, Reginald King had camped near the sinkholes for three months. Ben had spent the summer before starting at Oxford with his father and still now remembered the surrealism of the site. So still, placid and beautiful now, the waters had once turned red as the remains of those offered to ancient gods were dumped in them.
�Yeah,� he admitted to Nadia, �but I�ve never seen the victims used in the foundations before.�
�Are you sure they�re actual skulls?� Sid asked.
Nadia was irritated by her friend�s questioning. Having met at Oxford, Sid was probably closer to the Russian woman than anyone, yet even she appreciated the reason most of the expedition members referred to her behind her back as �The Ice Queen.�
While brilliant, she had few people skills and didn�t like her conclusions to be questioned. As an osteoarchaeologist, specialising in the study of human bones, she didn�t expect to be queried by a �run of the mill bog-standard archaeologist� like Alysya �Sid� Siddiqa.
In many ways the two women were like chalk and cheese. Sid�s grandparents had moved to London from the slums of Bombay in the nineteen fifties and with their entrepreneurial spirit selling clothing at Camden Market they had built a successful business. Eventually, Sid�s parents had taken that business global and become very wealthy. Wealthy enough to finance their most promising daughter�s education through Oxford University.
She was attractive in a very pretty way, her mocha-coloured skin offsetting dark eyes and a round face framed by black-as-night hair. Despite coming from a very privileged family, albeit self-made, there was nothing pretentious or superior about her. She had an ever-ready smile and a gentle, caring nature.
Nadia, on the other hand, had lived a hard life, growing up in the Dagestan town of Izberbash on the coast of the Caspian Sea. She had seen her fair share of war and horror as a young child in the troubled state which was fighting for independence from Russia, but had escaped the difficulties when her genius level IQ had been spotted at an early age.
By sixteen, she had won a scholarship at Moscow State University and became the youngest ever graduate in Quantum Physics. She went on to study practical science and medicine and became known as one of the world�s most intelligent people.
With three degrees to her name by the age of twenty five, she returned to her home town to work with her father, Iosef, himself a respected quantum physicist. But following his brutal murder by the militant organisation Shariat Jamaat, Nadia had fled to Great Britain, seeking asylum, both from the militants, and from the state that had declared Iosef Yashin a traitor. Traumatised by her experiences, Nadia had sought a new direction in life and earned her fourth degree, this time in archaeology, from Oxford.
Her experiences had made her hard and cold. She rarely socialised with people and a smile was a very rare thing to grace her beautiful yet stern face. She was the epitome of sexiness, turning many young men�s eyes. Her body was toned and firm, but not as firm as her icy manner. Much as most of Oxford�s young men may have wanted to, no one got close to the Ice Queen.
Deigning to respond to Sid�s query, Nadia instead said, �We must report this to Doctor McKinney.�
�What?� King demanded, shocked. �We�ve not even checked this passageway out yet.� He started off down the tunnel.
�Nadia�s right, Ben,� Sid called after him. �We�ve got to report in.�
�But who knows what else might be down here?� he argued.
�Precisely,� Sid pressed. �No one knows what�s down here. More to the point, no one knows that we�re here. If something happens to us they won�t know to look for us in a hidden passageway � it�s hidden, you see, that�s kinda the point.�
�The procedure is to report any unmapped passages before proceeding down them,� Nadia added.
�What, and let McKinney and all her brown-nosers find whatever�s down here and take all the credit? No way! This is our discovery. The three of us. You go back and make your report if you want but I�m taking a better look around.�
He headed off again, this time with the tell-tale gait of a man whose mind was made up. Sid rolled her eyes and glanced at Nadia. �Why can�t he ever be that passionate about me?� Then she headed off after him. A heartbeat later, Nadia fell into step too, without saying a word.
Despite the Russian�s desire to follow procedure, King could tell that somewhere under her cold exterior she was as excited as he was. And it was true. Doctor Juliet McKinney, the strong-minded, blusterous, hot-tempered Scottish bitch in charge of the expedition would swoop in and steel the glory of the moment. She was a fame seeker, spending every possible moment in front of the documentary crew�s cameras. She would relish this find. So far, after almost six months camped on Sarisari�ama�s jungle-clad summit, all the archaeological team had found was meter after meter of empty tunnels. Thus, they had dubbed it, The Labyrinth.
The construction of the tunnels themselves was fascinating to any scholar and had already sparked fierce debate in the circles of academia.
Firstly, the presence of sophisticated tunnels boring into the rock of a table-mountain had reopened the age old question about whether or not a more sophisticated and established society than isolated Indian communities could exist in the inhospitable rainforest. For decades the general consensus had been that the jungle was too imposing an environment for civilisations like those found in the distant Andes to evolve.
But it was the design of the walls inside the tunnels that had stirred up the real hornets� nest in halls of learning across the globe.
Constructed out of hundreds of oddly shaped blocks of varying sizes, carved to fit snugly against one another, the walls bore an uncanny resemblance to the Inca structures scattered around the Sacred Valley of Peru.
That the Incas could have established an outpost so far into the immense rainforest, so far from the safety of the Andes, had sparked a renewed interest in the legends of El Dorado and the Lost City of Z. The general public�s interest in the dig had been enormous and, with the power of modern technology, the expedition had been a true multi-media event. Blogs were posted on the dig�s official website, live videos were streamed whenever satellite coverage permitted, and hundreds of thousands of people followed the events on Twitter and Facebook.
Despite being in one of the most remote places on earth, the expedition was an open book for the whole world to see.
The biological division of the expedition had been hugely successful, the team of UNESCO scientists identifying a number of brand new endemic species of flora and fauna. But the real public interest lay in the archaeological mission and that, sadly, had been far from the roller-coaster, Indiana Jones-like adventure which many had expected.
Seeking fame, all McKinney had been able to report on in six months was the numerous, almost identical tunnels and a few shards of broken pottery which had yet to yield the secrets of Sarisari�ama.
The discovery of a hidden passage lined with human skulls would send McKinney into fame-fuelled overdrive and King had no doubt that she would shut him, the �radical son of a radical archaeologist�, as she had already referred to him, out.
Before she did that, however, he wanted to find out anything he could about his exciting discovery.
They continued down the tunnel slowly, stopping occasionally to examine the walls and jot down notes.
�Poor Karen,� King said. �Can you believe she missed out on this find?�
He did feel genuine regret that Karen Weingarten, the German archaeologist who had been assigned the exploration of this section of the tunnel system, had missed out. By all rights, it should have been her team�s find, but she had been taken ill, contracting some sort of tropical disease. UNESCO had organised her emergency medical evac. The expedition�s supply chopper, a private contractor based in Caracas, had brought a medical team to the summit. Once they had confirmed that no other expedition members were showing signs of the illness, they had transferred Karen back to Caracas and, from there, flown her to a specialist hospital in the States.
McKinney had reshuffled the eight teams of three archaeologists who had each been assigned a section of the tunnel system. King, Sid and Nadia had been reassigned to Karen�s sector.
�I know,� Sid replied. �She would��
Her words were drowned out by the sudden, sharp cracking of stone and, before her eyes, King vanished!
* * *
With a sharp lurch and a blur of motion, the ground beneath him dropped away! King fell into a black hole, the crash of tumbling rocks and a billow of dust pluming around him.
He splashed down into icy, knee high water, his legs buckling under the impact. His head went under and for a moment he panicked, sucking a lungful of fetid, stale water in before breaching the surface and coughing it back out.
Disorientated, he looked around, his eyes struggling to make out his surroundings. The impenetrable darkness was broken only by the eerie rippling effect of his submerged flashlight shining up through the water. He could hear Sid and Nadia shouting to him, their voices high with panic.
�I�m okay!� he called up. It was bravado that spoke. In truth he hurt like hell, his entire body aching from the jarring impact. He felt bruising spreading across his rib cage and his left ankle shot jabs of pain up his leg. The darkness also closed in around him, claustrophobic and suffocating and he felt a jolt of fear pass through him.
�Hold on,� Nadia shouted. �I have a rope. We will pull you out!�
King stumbled to his feet, the smelly water draining off him and his clothes. His satchel was still wrapped around his shoulders and he scooped down to pick up his flash light. Free of the water, the torch beam cut through the darkness and King felt himself relax a little. He panned it around his surroundings.
The chamber he had fallen into was about thirty feet in diameter and roughly circular, not unlike a giant well. The walls were the same jigsaw puzzle of misshapen rocks, some large, others small, as the rest of the underground complex.
Scanning his torch up, he saw that a section of the ceiling, about five feet wide, had collapsed and through the hole, fifteen feet above, he could see Sid and Nadia�s worried faces.
�I�m alright,� he called up to them, more firmly this time. �I�m in some sort of chamber.�
He knew the implication of his statement would not be lost on the two women. No identifiable rooms or chambers had yet been found in the endless hundreds of feet of passages.
�I wish you would stop literally stumbling onto discoveries like that,� Sid half-joked.
King laughed then brought his torch beam back down. Shining it at the ground, he realised he had potentially been very lucky. Directly beneath the hole, he had landed on a partially submerged plinth of stone rising out of a much deeper pool. While the water landing may have been softer, there was no way of knowing what lay beneath the murky surface.
He turned around and jumped in fright as a hideous visage peered back at him!
It was another skull, this one alone, its lifeless expression somehow seeming to leer at him. It wasn�t just a skull, he realised. It was a complete skeleton. It was curled up on a recess cut into the wall at the back of the plinth, about seven feet off the ground.
He moved towards it�
Something slapped at his head and he spun around, arms up defensively only to discover a rope dangling down from above.
�Ben, grab on,� Sid called. �We�ll pull you up.�
He was about to take hold of the rope when something stopped him. He couldn�t explain what, exactly. Curiosity, he supposed. �Hang on a sec,� he shouted up to Sid and Nadia.
He cautiously sloshed through the water, wading over to the wall beneath the recessed slot. He guessed the shelf-like recess had once held an idol or some other sacred object and wondered for a second whether the human remains were in fact that object.
Ignoring all his archaeological training, he proceeded to use the joins between the blocks of the wall as finger and toe holds and hauled himself up to peer into the recess at the skeleton.
Its back was slumped against the wall, its knees bent, legs folded under it. Focussing his torch on the remains, he was surprised to note fragments of clothing still clinging to the bones, most notably the rotten remains of a hat sitting lopsided on the skull.
�Ben,� Sid called again from above. �Hurry up!�
He ignored her, peering more closely at the man�s clothing, completely out of place in an ancient South American ruin hidden deep in the Amazon.
�What have you found?� Nadia asked, her clinically detached demeanour making her more interested in his discovery than his welfare.
�A skeleton!�
�Wow,� Sid replied mockingly. �It�s not like we haven�t seen any of them embedded in the walls!�
�This one�s different,� he swung his satchel around to hang in front of him and plucked out a pair of tweezers and a plastic bag with one hand while using the other to hold him to the wall.
�It�s not just a skull,� he explained. �It is a complete skeleton. And, judging by its clothing, he wasn�t from around here.�
�Where do you think he came from?� Nadia asked, a hint of excitement breaking through her icy demeanour.
�Europe.�
�Conquistador?� Sid asked. The Spanish Conquistadors had penetrated deep into the Amazon in their bloodthirsty quest for gold.
�Not unless conquistadors wore tricorns,� he replied.
�Tricorns?�
Something just behind the unblinking skull caught the light, glinting, dully. Tentatively, he reached around the dead man�s shoulder and his fingers brushed cold metal. He peered over the skeleton and, as his eyes made out the distinctly metallic object amidst the gloom, a rush of boyish excitement shot through him, prompting him to act totally unprofessionally.
�Oh my god,� he gasped, wrenching the object free with one hand and holding it before him. �It�s him.�
�Ben?� Sid shouted to him.
�It�s him!� he bellowed up excitedly, hearing his voice echo in the chamber. �Sid, it�s him!�
�Who?� Nadia asked.
�Death! It�s Death!�
�Death?� Nadia mumbled uncertainly. �As in� the Grim Reaper?�
�Not again,� Sid moaned. She didn�t share Nadia�s confusion. She knew exactly what King was talking about. How could she not? His obsession with an obscure historical reference to a man known as the �Black Death� was an offshoot of his father�s own insane quest. That quest had led to the brutal murder of King�s mother and sister at the hands of the fanatical General Abuku, known as the �Himmler of Africa,� in front of him when he was a young child. It had led to both he and his father�s ridicule in the academic community as they hunted for the origin of civilisation among ancient myths. Only months ago, it had ultimately led to his father�s disappearance somewhere within the heart of Africa, searching for the mythical city of the Bouda tribe, a remnant of what he called the �Progenitor Race�.
The Black Death, King believed, had been a member of the Bouda, perhaps their chief, who had been initiated into the mysteries of the Moon Mask, the tribe�s central icon. According to legend, the mask offered its wearers� glimpses of the future and, in one tradition, even gave them the ability to travel through it.
�Ben,� Sid called to him but her voice seemed very far away. His own heartbeat thundered in his ears as King clung to the wall with one hand, while in the other he clutched a circular slab of metal.
It can�t be, he thought.
He had almost convinced himself that the legends of the Bouda and the Moon Mask were nothing but nonsensical oral traditions, passed down through his ancestors to his father.
A sudden flashback to that terrible afternoon in Lagos assaulted his mind. The hate-filled face of General Abuku flashed in his eyes, just as they did in his nightmares every night. A spray of blood coating his face as a bullet blasted out his mother�s skull. A pool of red swelling across the carpet of the family�s rented apartment as his sister met a similar fate. The pain as the hot muzzle of the monster�s gun pressed against the centre of forehead, forever branding his flesh.
He quickly pushed the memory aside, his thoughts drifting to a kinder time; sat around a camp fire outside of the Wassu Stone Circle near to the Gambian River, his father had finally explained to him what he had demanded to know since the day the �bad man� had killed his mother and sister.
Following the tragedy in Nigeria, father and son had eventually returned to London. It had all been a blur to the little boy. He remembered a memorial service. Lots of visitors, some official, others not. He remembered the irritating counsellor that had constantly tried to make him open up his feelings about what had happened. But mostly, he remembered how his father had thrown himself into his research, more focussed than ever. While always making time for his son, little Benny had seen the distance in his eyes, his mind constantly sifting through his research even when he was not at his desk.
Two years later, when Benny was nearing his eighth birthday, they had flown to The Gambia. It wasn�t just for his research, his father had told him. Despite being a third generation British citizen, it was important that Benny learn about his ancestral roots.
His father claimed that they were descendants of the Bouda, a mythical tribe who could transform themselves into hyenas and look into the future. But they were no mere myth, he had said. They were the forefathers of Africa, the remnants of a great civilisation which had spread across the continent, teaching the people the art of agriculture and stone working. It was this search that had bisected Abuku�s own insane quest. The madman believed such a claim could endorse his brutal elimination of all non-ethnic Africans from the entire continent and enforce a return to the old religions from before the days of Christ and Islam. An original, united Africa.
Reginald had taken his son to some caves near to the stone circle where crude paintings depicted a ship attacking a city of stone. Throughout the Gambia, there were similar drawings, paintings and other depictions of the Black Holocaust, the years when Europeans raped Africa of her children. But this particular depiction, his father had told him, showed the destruction of the Bouda. It was drawn by a survivor of that terrible assault, a distant ancestor of the King family. And, prominent among the images of Africans being led to the ship in chains was a figure wearing a mask.
The Moon Mask.
Broken up by the ancient gods long before the King family converted to Islam. Broken and scattered across the globe so that no man could harness the power of god.
But one man had tried, Benjamin King believed. The �Black Death�, one of only two survivors of the cursed transatlantic crossing of the slave ship, L'aile Raptor. His entire tribe had perished alongside the accursed crew.
Ever since his father had told him the story of the Moon Mask, King had become equally obsessed with it. He had traced the Raptor�s voyage to Jamaica, pieced together the scanty clues about the Black Death�s life� his escape from the Hamilton Sugar Plantation, his theft of a ship, his turn to piracy. He had a paper trail proving his epic voyages in search of, King believed, all the pieces of the Moon Mask so that he could claim the power of the gods, the power of time, and save his tribe.
And yet, for all the proof he had found of the Black Death�s existence, the one thing he had never found, the one irrefutable piece of evidence that he needed to convince the world�s scholars that the Bouda were real, and, therefore, so was his father�s proposed Progenitor Race, was the Moon Mask itself.
Until now.
He gazed reverently at the metal and shook off his reverie, turning the mask over. He struggled to keep his emotions in check, wanting to jump and whoop and laugh and scream in joy whilst resisting the urge to collapse to his knees and sob. All the years of ridicule, all the whispered murmurings behind his back, the rolling eyes, the scoffing cackles, now, he would throw them right back at the ignominious disbelievers.
�It�s a piece of the Moon Mask! Sid, it�s the Moon Mask!� He whooped like a boy on Christmas morning, splashing back down into the water. �Oh my god, this is incredible!�
�Ben!� Sid called.
�I mean, this could well be the greatest discovery since��
�Ben!� Sid snapped, alongside Nadia�s own warning.
King turned. And froze.
Plodding up the ramp from the murky pool, moving with little haste yet exuding the utmost menace, was a nine foot long crocodilian. Its armour-like scales glistened as beads of water dripped off it, whilst, in the shaking beam of his torch, the beast�s eyes shone hellish red.
He stared back at the enormous monster as it took another waddling stride, then another, the muscles of its legs flexing. �Um,� he mumbled. �It�s a crocodile. I�m stuck down here with a goddamn crocodile!�
�Are you sure it is not a caiman?� Nadia queried. While Orinoco Crocodiles were known to populate the area, their numbers were so depleted by hunting that a black caiman would be more probable.
Sid shot her friend an angry glance then peered back down the hole. �Ben, get out of there!�
King tried not to panic. Despite the crocodile�s plodding manner, he knew it was faster than he could ever hope to be and should he panic and make a dash for the dangling rope it would have its jaws around him in seconds.
Slowly, cautiously, he took a step towards the rope while tucking the mask into his satchel. Then he paused. �What about the remains?�
�We�ll come back for them later,� Sid said urgently.
�Okay,� he gulped and began a gentle, non-aggressive movement through the water towards the rope. Each footstep however brought him closer to the reptile and�
A splash of water and a lunging shadow!
Ben dived backwards, out of the wide-open jaws of a second crocodile. He went underwater, unprepared, and gulped in a mouthful of the foul tasting liquid before scrambling to his feet and back-stepping away from the beast as its shadow vanished beneath the surface.
His heart raced, his body shook with fear � no, not fear. This went beyond fear! This was a feeling he had never experienced before, this was�
�Ben!� Sid called anxiously. �There are more of them in the water!�
�You think!?� he snapped.
Indeed, beyond the shelf, where the water dropped to indeterminable depth, he could make out the disjointed silhouettes of maybe three, even four more of the monsters.
�Damn!� he cursed. �I�m dead! I�m dead! I�m dead!�
An explosion of red and purple light blasted into the chamber, half blinding him. The flare, fired from Nadia�s flare gun, part of the essential survival gear they were required to carry, shot down. It exploded just above the surface of the water, the bright light glaring from its black surface. It stunned the crocodilians, many of them lashing up out of the water and thrashing about.
�Quick! Now!� Nadia shouted.
Ben didn�t need to be told twice. He sprinted off the mark, darting to the dangling rope and the salvation which lay at the top of the long climb. But, as he was within arm�s reach, another croc broke the surface, jaws gaping open, breath foul and stinking. Somehow, King, marginally faster, twisted out of range, staggered back, hit the wall. The living dinosaur closed in, coming about for a second attempt.
King fumbled inside his satchel, found his own flare gun, jammed a cartridge into the barrel, pressed his back against the wall, closed his eyes and fired!
The flare shot out of the gun and drove straight into the crocodile�s gaping mouth. It exploded inside the beast�s head, blasting out skull, bone, teeth and brains in a downpour of gore.
The body rolled off the shelf and was instantly set upon by the other crocs, all thrashing about, tearing great lumps of flesh from one of their own. The crocodile that had been plodding up the ramp rolled into the water to join the feast, thus leaving King�s way to the rope free. He didn�t waste a second as he ran forward, grasped the rope and heaved himself up.
Sid and Nadia took the strain and tried to pull him up but, half way to safety, a commotion below caught his attention.
He glanced down to see the crocodiles suddenly discard their meal, lunging beneath the water in a new frenzy, one which smacked of fear and survival themselves.
Beneath the floating carcass a dark shape moved, twisting and undulating, sliding through the water carelessly. Whatever it was, it was massive and whatever could scare away ten-foot long crocodiles was not something he wanted to hang around to see.
He continued with renewed haste towards the hole in the ceiling and was helped through by Sid and Nadia, while below him, the carcass was dragged silently beneath the surface.
He afforded a quick glance back down the hole to note that the chamber was still once more, that the crocodiles and whatever leviathan that had scared them had vanished. Then he turned his attention to the object he retrieved from his satchel and stared wide-eyed at his prize.
The Moon Mask.
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Airborne over Jaua-Sarisari�ama National Park,
Venezuela
The Huey swung low over the treetops, its downdraft blasting at the canopy of the Amazon rainforest. Sprawling for thousands of miles in all directions was an endless ocean of green, broken only by the snaking meanders of the Orinoco�s tributaries.
The small helicopter hurried south, passing mountain ranges and plateaus, magnificent waterfalls and gaping chasms. The noise of its propellers caught the attention of some of the jungle�s higher life forms, breaking into the grooming patterns of monkeys and scattering flocks of brightly coloured parrots.
Nathan Raine threw the chopper from side to side, banking sharply, twisting and spinning the aircraft in ways that stretched the laws of physics to their limits.
As tumultuous clouds gathered to the south, purple and menacing, he dropped the Huey into a nose dive and then pulled up sharply, flying only meters above the uneven canopy of the Amazon. The green ocean whipped by beneath him in a blur as he pushed the engines to their maximum one hundred and thirty miles per hour.
It was a waste of fuel, he knew. But after being cooped up around Caracas Contract Choppers headquarters for so long, he used his fortnightly supply run as a chance to stretch his wings. Besides, he knew exactly how much the Huey could take, exactly how much fuel he needed to get to Sarisari�ama and back again.
The storm hit him violently, the sudden down pour hammering against the metal skin of the helicopter. The rain fell with such intensity that even with the Huey�s wipers on full, his view was obscured. But he did not decrease his speed but kept ploughing ahead, thundering through the vortex that whirled around him, battling to control the aircraft in the buffeting wind, even as its skids screeched by precariously close to the canopy.
All it would take, he knew, was a single giant tree standing out above the rest and it would all be over. But he welcomed the danger. Nathan Raine wasn�t a man to live a comfortable, safe lifestyle. He thrived on peril, on knowing that any moment could be his last.
After forty minutes, he spotted the river and swung the Huey across the treetops, dropping down even lower into the narrow chasm the churning brown water had cut through the trees. The rain continued to pound down, rippling in the water and swelling the river so that it burst its banks and flooded the surrounding jungle.
He raced along the river�s course, following its sinuous twists and turns, banking left and then right until he saw it branch ahead into an obvious V-shape.
He pulled up hard on the Huey�s control stick and the helicopter responded in kind, arching back and shooting, nose first, almost vertically up the side of an immense wall of rock. The river broke into two, forming a natural moat around the base of the cliff. He knew that over three hundred miles away, on the other side of the immense topographical anomaly, the two stunted rivers eventually reformed and continued their combined journey.
The Huey barrelled its way into the clouds and inky blackness roiled over Raine. He continued powering up the vertical northern face of the table-top mountain until, with an almost triumphant flourish, he burst out above the storm clouds.
Bright sunlight glared down at him and he pulled on his mirrored aviator sunglasses as he continued the Huey�s climb, eventually flying up past the mountain�s summit.
At last, he dropped the helicopter level and eased back on the engines, slowing almost to a stationary hover as he got his bearings and took a moment to admire the view.
Wreathed amidst a halo of cloud, the summit of Sarisari�ama looked like an emerald island floating above the earth.
With an area of almost three hundred and fifty square miles, the topography of the table mountain�s summit was startlingly flat, affording Raine with a stunning view of the entire site.
Meaning �House of the Gods�, there were one hundred and fifteen �tepuis� scattered across La Gran Sabana, the vast area of southern Venezuela bordering Brazil and Guyana. The remnants of a great sandstone plateau that had been eroded in distant pre-history, the isolated monadnocks now gave the illusion of jutting out of the earth. They were some of the most ancient and unspoiled places on earth, giving rise to legends among the Indian tribes who lived far below, and inspiring Sir Arthur Conan Doyle�s famous novel �The Lost World.�
Yet, beyond their antiquity and the process of their formation, there was little uniformity to the vast islands of the rainforest. Each was home to an endemic, unique eco-system as far removed from one another as from the rainforest far below.
Auyantepui was the largest, with a surface area of almost five hundred miles and was home to Angel Falls, the highest waterfall in the world. Mount Roraima formed the border between Venezuela, Brazil and Guyana. Matawi was also known as Kuken�n, the Place of the Dead, and a cave ran the entire way through the heart of Autana, from one side to the other.
But there were numerous features which set Sarisari�ama apart from all the others.
Its four almost perfectly circular sinkholes, one of which was over a thousand feet wide, harboured an eco-system unique even from its own summit. Raine�s position high above the mountain gave him a view of the huge dark holes which burrowed almost a thousand feet down into the isolated island of rock.
Other than the recent discovery of artificial tunnels burrowing through the mountain, Sarisari�ama was unique in that its summit was choked by thick jungle with trees climbing almost eighty feet into the oxygen thin sky. This jungle environment gave birth to a far richer diversity of life, much of it endemic, than the sparsely vegetated summits of its neighbours. It also gave it a startlingly emerald green colour set against the azure blue sky. Cut off, hundreds of miles from civilisation, Sarisari�ama hung below Raine like the Garden of Eden.
Pinpointing the clearing in the canopy that had become the expedition�s unofficial landing site, Raine nudged the Huey into a hover above it. Three hundred feet from the landing site, near to the edge of the largest sinkhole, or sima, Humboldt, the heavy-duty canvass tents of the expedition�s base camp fluttered in the downdraft as he began his descent.
UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Benjamin King watched the helicopter vanish amidst the trees surrounding the landing site and heard the whine as the roaring engines powered down. Nathan Raine�s usual �greeting party�, upon seeing the chopper�s approach, hurriedly swept down the trampled path from the camp to the landing site. The vast swarm of imbeciles would be urgently enquiring after post from home, seeking eagerly awaited supplies of coffee or chocolate, and some, a garish cult of the expedition�s young ladies, interns mostly, would simply be swooning over the �boy wonder�.
�Morons,� he muttered, returning his attention to the mask on the examination table.
It had been four hours since his literal escape from the jaws of death and he had spent much of that time being reprimanded in Doctor McKinney�s �command� tent.
As expedition leader it was the Scot�s job to ensure the smooth running, and indeed the safety, of the entire expedition. By breeching established protocol in not reporting the discovery of the hidden, skull-lined tunnel, King and his team, the bad tempered bitch had snarled at him, had endangered their lives, and the lives of the rescue team she would have had to send if all three of them had fallen into the crocodile infested chamber.
Reprimand issued, as expected, she had then proceeded to actually laugh in his face as he laid his Moon Mask theory on the table.
His father had always been controversial, even before his often described �insane theories� were made public. He had enrolled at Oxford in a time when black prejudice was still simmering near the surface and his research into the origins of West African cultures was often hindered by the prejudices of his professors. Nevertheless, he carved a name for himself in academia, becoming a well-respected authority on world mythology. His personal and professional interests intersected, however. Reginald�s own father had been granted citizenship in Great Britain following his heroic efforts against the Nazis in World War Two, but he had ensured that his son retained knowledge of his ancestral home.
The legend about the Bouda had been passed down from father to son for generations. It was a continental myth, shared by cultures all across Africa, even among tribes not known to have ever been in contact with one another. Shape shifters with the gift of foresight, the were-hyenas were known to the peoples of Morocco in the north to the Mali Empire in the west, from the Maasai in the east and the Zulus in the south. The legends varied in exact detail, yet all bore an unusual similarity to one another.
Examining this similarity, studying the legends, depicted through both oral traditions and drawn or painted in caves or on monuments, Reginald King had begun to formulate his theory. That the Bouda were known across Africa because they had once been the predominant culture. A civilising race. Some great cataclysm had stunted the empire, however, drawing them back to their capital city, but not before spreading the knowledge of civilisation across the continent. Their fingerprints could be found everywhere, from the ruins of Great Zimbabwe to the stone circles of Gambia; from the astronomy of the Dogon to the knowledge of the San Bushmen.
His theory had been met with ridicule. His white peers at the time had difficulty accepting the idea that the Dark Continent had been home to a vast continental empire long before the days when the Ancient Britons were little more than savage tribes bashing each other over the head with wooden clubs.
The legend of the Moon Mask, the Bouda�s ability to see the future and wield their knowledge of it to create their civilisation, had been described as preposterous.
Driven by his reaction to the murder of his wife and daughter, and later laughed out of the halls of learning, he had nevertheless expanded his theory, examining the similarity of world myths which described some great and godly race which had brought civilisation to mankind. This race he described as the Progenitors had probably passed on their own knowledge, and possibly even the Moon Mask itself, to the Bouda. But he also came to believe that they had passed their knowledge onto the Ancient Egyptians, the Olmecs and Maya of Central America, the inhabitants of Tiwanaku on the shores of Lake Titicaca and numerous other ancient races across the globe.
Finding a piece of the Moon Mask in a hidden labyrinth in the South American rainforest, King had told McKinney, proved that at least part of his father�s theory was correct. Not to mention his own investigations into the fate of the mask after it had been stolen from Africa.
But McKinney was having none of it. She had looked at the mask he had recovered with interest but rejected his theory that it was part of the Moon Mask, a complete mask broken and scattered by ancient gods across the world.
King vowed to prove her wrong.
Sid smirked at his comment about Raine and his flock of swooning �morons�. �Don�t start all that again,� she lectured softly. �Nate�s alright.�
�Nate?� King glanced at her, a shot of jealousy shooting through him. �What happened to Mister Raine?�
�Nathan Raine,� she told him, �is as much part of this expedition as any of us. He�s helped us out no end of times. If it wasn�t for him getting Karen out so quickly, I dread to think what state she�d be in now.�
�He�s not part of this expedition,� King grumbled, pretending to immerse himself in his examination of the mask.
Sure, Raine came across as the brash yanky hero with his untamed black hair and his big aviator sunglasses and his wiry wit and womanising charm, but King had seen his fa�ade slip. He had seen him on his stopovers sitting in the mess tent, alone in the shadows, nursing a bourbon � hadn�t he even heard of Scotch? � while his eyes stared off into some faraway place.
The pilot had secrets, King was sure of it. Why else would a man like him be holed up in a place like Caracas, dealing no-doubt with drug smugglers and gun runners? He was hiding behind a mask as real as the one in King�s hands.
�Well if you think he�s so great, why don�t you go over and drag your tongue across the floor in his wake along with all the others? Oh, great,� he added upon seeing McKinney heading in Raine�s direction as the pilot was led like some conquering hero out of the trees and into the camp. Even the older Scott, a married professional, seemed to swoon in the yank�s presence.
�Now the old battle-axe is going to ask the all-American hero to swing down into our underground chamber, wrestle half a dozen crocs and rescue our skeleton and then all the girls will fall at his feet even more.�
Sid tried to hide the slightly amused expression from her face. �Are all British men like this?� she asked, stepping closer to him.
�Like what?�
�Overly jealous of Americans. Needy. Whingey. Whiney. Look,� she laughed, placing the palms of both her hands on his chest. �I think your view of him is somewhat warped. From what I hear he�s got some sort of military background. That�s why McKinney wants him to go back down into the chamber. And as for his swooning band of followers� so what? A few young interns, stuck in the middle of the jungle, have a crush on an exciting older man. I seem to remember you having your fair share of followers back at Oxford. Still do. If I wasn�t on this dig with you, you�d have them queuing outside your tent.�
At six foot two, Benjamin King was a big man with broad shoulders. His black skin glistened in the humidity of the examination tent and, suddenly conscious of his girlfriend�s interest, he ran a hand through his short hair, subconsciously hiding the circular scar that had been seared into his forehead as a child. When he smiled, revealing a perfect row of white teeth, she always felt herself grow weak at the knees. And when he made love to her, she always felt as though her world, her life, was complete. He was a British gentleman through and through, the sort of man that would help an old lady cross the road or save a cat stuck in a tree.
She laughed at her own clich�d idea about him. He had his faults for sure. He easily grew obsessed with his work, often to the neglect of her and his own health. But she couldn�t picture herself with any other man.
She ran a hand gently over his cheek. �Besides,� she told him. �I�d much rather have the all-American hero get eaten by crocs than the man I love.� She reached up and planted her lips against his and he felt the twisted knot of anger and jealousy temporarily evaporate.
* * *
It was an hour before sunset by the time Raine, McKinney and the party that had gone down to the secret passageway and the sunken chamber reappeared out of the sima. With them, suspended from a series of chains attached to winches, came the carefully packaged remains of the skeleton.
A crowd had assembled around the party, all eager to see the human remains that King and his team had found. King kept back, staring with something akin to reverence at the bagged remains. He knew what they represented � confirmation of an unorthodox view that people like McKinney would fight to keep hidden.
As it was their find, the Scotswoman had nevertheless reluctantly agreed to allow King and Sid to take charge of the examination of the mask and Nadia the study of the human remains but King knew she would resist any findings that didn�t conform to orthodoxy.
He had just been about to return to the examination tent when a voice called to him. �Hey, Benny!�
King rolled his eyes and slowly began to turn around.
�Be nice,� Sid warned him. �Nate likes you. He�s only trying to be your friend.�
�I don�t want any friends,� he grumbled to himself. Sid shot him an angry look.
�Hey,� Raine greeted as he walked up to them. The crowd parted to allow the human remains to be carried to the examination tent. Ben noticed the Yank shooting a winning grin at Sid. �How�s my favourite archaeologist?�
King ground his teeth.
�Hi Nate,� Sid swooned, following Raine and McKinney, along with four interns carrying the stretcher with the remains.
King felt his face flush hot as he followed them into the examination tent. His eyes drifted to a large handgun tucked into Raine�s waistband.
Nadia moved to one side of the examination table and began to unwrap the remains when sudden commotion caught her attention.
Raphael del Vega burst through the tent flap, his olive skin glistening with sweat. His khaki Bolivarian Militia uniform was dirty with wet patches under the armpits and across the chest but he insisted on wearing it as a reminder of who he represented. President Chavez and the Venezuelan government. His presence had been one of the conditions UNESCO had needed to agree to in order to get the permit to explore the mountain.
Behind him came seven other men; local workers employed from the scattered settlements throughout the region, their angular features betraying their mixed Spanish/Indian descent. They were all big men with large muscles and were currently covered with dirt. Five of them had been down in the tunnels all day, but the other two had been preparing the expedition�s evening meal in the mess tent.
Irate about something, del Vega began talking quickly and loudly in Spanish to McKinney, his heavily accented words supportively repeated by his followers.
�Raphael,� McKinney held up her hands, trying to calm him. �Please slow down, I can�t understand you��
But there was no stopping him. His foreign words spewed out at a speed which King struggled to translate�
�He says he has heard that you�ve found a mask,� Raine translated smoothly. He leaned casually back against the thick central tent pole, arms crossed, eyes hidden behind the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses. �It is an Evil Spirit which will devour us all. You must return it now. Return it to where you found it.�
King was irritated by Raine�s ability to translate so easily. He considered himself fluent in Spanish but found the local accents he had encountered difficult to understand. Then again, he often found McKinney�s Glaswegian accent even more difficult.
�Raphael,� McKinney said smoothly in her usual, condescending tone. She had a habit of talking to everyone as though they were infants. �I know all about the Ye�kuana legend. I assure you, there are no evil spirits living in the tunnels.�
Indeed, most people on the expedition knew about the Ye�kuana Indian legend; in fact, it was how the tepui had earned its name. Supposedly an Evil Spirit lived on the summit, devouring human flesh and making the sound �sari� sari�� To this day, the Ye�kuana feared the mountain and warned any who trespassed there about the evil it contained.
McKinney�s flip dismissal further agitated del Vega and the other men. He gestured at one of the men, the youngest of the group.
�He says this man worked on a Sanum� reservation. He was told a story,� Raine continued his translation, �a story passed down through many generations.� He frowned as he struggled to translate one of the words and King felt a twang on smug satisfaction. �Eons?� del Vega nodded.
�Eons ago, the Evil Spirit, without form, grew hungry. To satisfy its hunger it manifested itself into a face so that its mouth could devour the humans who lived on the mountain.� He paused to catch up. �Many died. Whole villages. Many hundreds��
�Thousands,� King corrected the obvious mistake, trying not to gloat. �He said �many thousands�.� Then he turned his attention to the militiaman, suddenly very interested in this legend but McKinney cut him off.
�Enough of this superstition and speculation,� she snapped. A crowd had gathered outside the tent and she had noticed the documentary crew�s cameras pushing their way to the front.
�Doctor King, you have your find to be getting on with studying and I want an impartial and unbiased initial report as to the mask�s origins and identification by morning. Doctor Yashina,� she looked at Nadia, the beautiful woman now kitted up in medical examination garments. �I can trust you to give me nothing but solid facts relating to these remains. I want to know this person�s statistics; its height, sex, age, race and cause of death. I appreciate these things take time but again I want an initial idea by morning so that we can make a�� she fixed her gaze solidly on King � �professional decision as to how to proceed with this investigation.�
She turned to Raine and, infuriatingly, her expression softened, a wide smile replacing her frown. �Mister Raine, thank you once again for all your help. Raphael,� she continued, guiding the native workers away and assuming a diplomatic air. �Walk with me please.� Their gabbled conversation faded as they moved away through the camp.
There were a few moments of awkward silence in the examination tent. The four interns who had brought in the skeleton looked nervously about themselves until Nadia ordered them out. Then she turned back to the examination table and snapped on a pair of latex gloves.
�Yikes,� Raine said, pushing away from the tent pole and stepping closer to the Russian woman, his ice-blue eyes mischievous. �I love a girl in latex.�
Nadia�s equally cold blue eyes glanced at him for only a moment before looking down at the skeletal remains. �And I love probing around in dead bodies, Mister Raine,� she replied.
He raised a roguish eyebrow. �How about probing something a little livelier?�
She looked at him with exaggerated sadness. �I am afraid that my specialities are limited to human remains, not over-confident Americans with dinosaur-level attitudes towards womankind.�
One for the Rusky! Ben thought admiringly.
�Ooh, Nadia, you wound me,� Raine moved on, unruffled. �Is there no melting the Ice Queen?�
�Of course,� she said, examining the skeleton�s thigh bone. �Unfortunately there is nothing hot enough to thaw ice in the current vicinity.�
Strike two!
Raine simply laughed light-heartedly and moved towards the exit. �I�ll see you later Sid,� he smiled and King felt his hackles rise. �Benny,� he nodded by way of a departure, and then he was gone, leaving the three scientists alone.
�See,� Sid said under her breath. �He�s trying to be your friend.�
�I hate being called �Benny�!�
Sid was about to say something further when they both felt Nadia�s eyes boring into them. They turned to face her and saw that she had looked up from her work and was staring straight at them. �I work most productively whilst free from interruptions and distractions,� she said in her usual clipped tone.
Sid nodded in understanding. �Point taken, Nadia,� she said, smiling and taking King�s hand. �We have our own work to do anyway.�
King paused by the entrance and turned back to Nadia. �Can you let me know the moment you determine his race?�
�It will take some time to pinpoint the exact area of origin.�
�Yeah, but you should be able to narrow it down fairly quickly to give me a rough idea. All I need to know is that he was a black African male.�
Nadia considered this a moment. �I have to make my report to Doctor McKinney��
�Please, Nadia,� King pleaded. �I�d consider it a personal favour.�
Nadia hesitated a moment longer and then simply nodded once. King smiled his appreciation then stepped out of the tent.
An unusually cool breeze drifted through the camp, stirring the canvas and making the hairs on the back of King�s neck stand on end. The setting sun cast the sky a deep blood red and twisted distorted shadows through the trees. For a moment, he fancied that he heard a whispery sound drifting through them.
Sari� sari�
He forced his imagination back under control and headed off after Sid.

4:
A Little Less Conversation

UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
King stood alone in one of the camp�s five lab tents. Even out in the wilderness, the lab was the epitome of high-tech science. Touch-screen computers lined the sturdy canvass walls, powered by huge generators and they synced up to numerous handheld tablet computers which the camp�s scientists could carry with them, making notes and examining the enormous array of subject-relevant e-books stored in the system�s hard-drive. Ergonomic workstations were arranged around the perimeter of the large tent, equipped with state-of-the-art polarizing microscopes, a multitude of acid and lignin-free containers, a 3D-digitizer, osteometric boards, digital callipers, microscribe digitizers and x-ray scanners, as well as an array of precision conservation tools: scalpels and minute vacuums, brushes, air purifiers and dozens of bottles of cleaning fluids and chemicals.
Wrapped within the canvass folds of the expedition�s five labs, it was easy to believe you were back in some ultra-modern European research facility rather than the hot and sweaty remote table-mountain.
Yet, despite all the technology available to him, Ben King sat hunched over one of the work stations littered with actual books and placed the small brush and vacuum down on the table top. In his gloved hands, he reverently lifted the carefully cleaned mask to look at it in all its detail.
While similar to the descriptions of the Moon Mask of his African ancestors, on closer inspection the Sarisari�ama piece was noticeably different.
There were no brightly coloured beads patterned in swirls around the face�s cheeks. Instead this mask was adorned in some sort of ochre coloured paint, now faded and flaking. Where the cave paintings of the Bouda mask indicated rectangular slits for eyes, the Sarisari�ama one had wide, gaping holes. The benevolent �almost-smile� of the African mask was replaced by jaws filled with corroded metal teeth, twisted into a perpetual, malevolent snarl.
Despite the differences though, the similarities were undeniable, even to Doctor McKinney and her ilk. The overall shape of the mask was identical to the depictions of the Bouda�s, derived by following the curve of a piece which was out of place.
He remembered the cave paintings his father had shown him in the Gambia and flicked now through the discoloured pages of his battered notebook to find the sketch he had made on a return visit many years later. A faded photograph had also been taped into the book and he cross-checked the two pictures.
Amidst the images of black men, women and children being herded like cattle onto a European ship was the man described by his father as the Oni or Great King. The mask he wore was depicted as a swirl of colour but, easily identifiable, was a triangular section of the forehead, painted entirely in startling red, completely out of keeping with the rest of the mask�s design.
While the rest of the mask had been designed in the fairly traditional style found throughout Africa, this triangular section, his father had told him, was one piece of the shattered Moon Mask. The rest of the mask had been fashioned around it, its shape and dimensions derived from the curve of the original forehead piece.
The Sarisari�ama mask now held in his hands also had a section out-of-keeping with the overall character of it. Though it had once been coated in the same ochre paint as the rest of the mask, a roughly triangular section of it, this time its left hand jaw, tapering up to the point of the nose, was identifiable through the cracked paint. Again, it seemed obvious to King that this piece had been used as a base from which the shape and dimensions of the overall visage had been derived.
Actually holding the mask in his hands, King was now able to completely verify what he had always believed. Unable to discern further detail from the cave painting, he could see now that, in the case of the Sarisari�ama mask at least, the rest of the mask had been constructed as if to accommodate the red metal of the original piece.
Feeling a swell of excitement bubbling inside, he hurried to the lab�s scanner and, ignoring the pounding thump of music and the sounds of laughter coming from the mess tent, he placed the photograph of the Gambian cave painting down on the glass. Working the controls, he enlarged the image to four times its original size and sent it to the printer.
�Hey,� Sid�s gentle voice said as she pushed through the tent flap. Beyond her, the summit of the table-mountain was bathed in silver moon light, the points of the camp�s tents silhouetted against a purple sky.
�Nate managed to squeeze a crate of beer into the helicopter�s hold. Everyone�s having a drink in the mess tent to celebrate our find. I think the man who made the find should be there.�
I doubt they�d miss me, he thought distractedly, knowing he was probably the least popular member of the dig. But, he knew his girlfriend wouldn�t take no for an answer. �I�ll be there in a moment,� he replied half-heartedly.
A drink in her hand, Sid moved inside the tent and stepped up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist and kissing the back of his neck. In the low light of the tent his smooth features and dark African skin glowed bronze but he kept his gentle brown eyes focussed on what he was doing.
Sid frowned as she observed him pick up a sheet of tracing paper and use it to trace the outline of the forehead from the scanned copy he had just made:
[image: ]
Then he used another piece of paper and, placing the edge of the pencil against it, shaded in the shape of the original metal plate from the Sarisari�ama mask:
[image: ]
�You remember that McKinney said she wanted an impartial review of the mask?� she reminded him.
�I�m simply presenting her the facts. Cold, hard, undeniable facts.� To punch home his point, he crudely folded his two pieces of paper and then brought the tracings together:
[image: ]
Allowing for discrepancies in the cave painting�s portrayal, the photocopy enlargement and his own tracings, the upper edge of the Sarisari�ama mask�s jaw piece met almost exactly with the lower edge of the Bouda mask�s forehead piece.
Sid actually felt a shiver of excitement rush through her boyfriend�s body.
�That�s it!� King exclaimed. �The proof! The proof that the Moon Mask was real and that the Black Death really existed. That he searched the globe for the pieces of it.� He smacked an excited kiss against Sid�s lips.
�Easy there, tiger,� she said, pushing him back. �Don�t get ahead of yourself. It�s going to take more than two pieces of tracing paper to convince McKinney, let alone the rest of the academic world, that an escaped Gambian slave became a notorious pirate who scoured the earth in search of a magical mask. We don�t even know if the remains you found are African, and even if they are, how did a Gambian pirate end up in the middle of the Amazon rainforest, in a hidden temple that was built centuries before he was born?�
He looked at her, wounded. �You don�t believe me?�
�It�s not that I don�t believe you, baby,� she said, stroking his cheek. �It�s just that we�re going to have to put together a strong argument to convince McKinney. And I hardly think that the middle of the night when you�ve got a party waiting for the guest of honour to arrive is really the time to do that.� She kissed him then smiled, her smooth Indian features glowing with warmth. She took his hand and led him out of the tent, towards the centre of camp where the large mess tent stood.
�Let�s go and celebrate,� she continued. �Then tomorrow we can work out how best to proceed.�
He paused, glancing the opposite way across the table-top plateau, his mind still reeling with the possibilities presented by his discovery. �You go,� he told her. �I�m just going to check in with Nadia first.�
Sid sighed. �Ben, I��
�Sid,� a voice cut in. Two of the camp�s younger girls whose names King couldn�t even think to recall, hurried past, arm in arm, giggling drunkenly. �Mister Raine is looking for you.�
King noticed a shift in Sid�s expression then, subtle, but there nonetheless. Excitement? He chose to ignore it, too excited by his discovery to let a pang of jealousy sour his feelings.
�I�ll see you in a bit then,� Sid said and hurried off towards the mess tent. The two girls walked off, chatting about how they both wished �Mister Raine� was looking for them.
King headed across the camp, scouting through the alleyways between tents. The camp was set back about thirty feet from the edge of the plateau. A cordon of red and yellow tape marked the inner boundary and a bright red one marked the outer one, just five feet from the sheer drop beyond. A warning to venture no further.
Nadia Yashina�s lab lay on the far side of the camp, near to the gaping black hole that was the Humboldt Sima. He could see lights inside and knew that the Russian woman would be far more interested in examining the human remains they had found than celebrating their discovery.
He trekked over to the lab and ducked inside. He froze just inside the flap as he saw Nadia standing over the skeleton, discussing her findings with Juliet McKinney.
The Scottish woman looked up at him, her curls of copper hair hanging about her face. Nadia, for her part, did her best to disguise a guilty expression.
�Doctor King,� McKinney began, a fake smile curving her lips. �Your timing is impeccable.� She turned and nodded at Nadia. �Doctor Yashina, perhaps you could reveal to Doctor King the results of your examination?�
Nadia shot him an apologetic look before indicating the human remains lying on the osteo-board in front of her.
�My analysis of the remains,� she began in her normal detached tone, her Russian accent rolling off her tongue, �has led me to the conclusion that what we are looking at here is a�� she hesitated for just a second. McKinney�s eyes gleamed triumphantly. �A Caucasian male, one hundred and sixty two centimetres in height, approximately forty to fifty years old at time of death.�
�Caucasian?� King repeated, his voice hollow.
�Continue,� McKinney ordered Nadia. The Russian frowned but nevertheless complied.
�Based on gas residue, the level of decay and erosion as well as the fragments of clothing found with him, I suspect he died at some point between 1700 and 1750 Common Era, although this is only an initial estimate and more detailed study is required.� She indicated the skull. �There are signs of damage to the subject�s skull, possibly the result of a sword or cutlass wound to the face, though I do not believe this is what killed him. There are a number of other injuries on the subject�s remains, suggesting a somewhat violent death. Also, I noted a deformity in the brain cavity, possibly caused by a growth or tumour��
�Thank you Doctor,� McKinney cut her off, noticing King�s gaze becoming distant as his mind absorbed all the information he had just been fed. �I think Doctor King has heard all he needed to hear for the time being.�
King�s eyes shifted at the sound of her voice, locking angrily on her as she finished her conclusion.
�I think it is safe to say that this unfortunate gentleman was not an African pirate, least of all an entirely fictional one.�
King was silent for a moment. He had tuned out almost immediately, as soon as Nadia had declared the remains to be Caucasian, not African. His mind struggled to catch up, focussing on McKinney�s final, sarcastic comment. A flash of anger erupted somewhere deep inside. His hands gripped the pieces of tracing paper they held, scrunching them. His moment of triumph seemed to be slipping away.
�Fictional?� he snarled, glancing from Nadia to the human remains � as though the dead man himself had betrayed him � and then back to McKinney.
�You�re lying!� he accused her. �You told Nadia to say those things, to destroy any view that doesn�t fit in with the status quo of archaeology.�
�My words are my own, Ben,� Nadia said. �I give only the facts, though I confess that further study is needed.�
�The Moon Mask is real,� he told McKinney, ignoring the Russian. �Whether or not these are the remains of the Black Death, the mask I found today proves that the Moon Mask is real. And if the Moon Mask is real, it proves my father�s theories.�
�Oh, not again,� McKinney sighed, turning her back to him. �More King fantasies about little green men seeding civilisation or survivors from Atlantis? You�re supposed to be a scientist, Ben! As was your father. Look at where his outlandish ideas got him. Dead, in some godforsaken cess-pit in the middle of Africa!�
His anger erupted. King�s face twisted into a violent snarl and he stepped towards McKinney.
�Ben,� Nadia warned.
He forced his anger under control and thrust his tracings at her. �Part of the mask I found today matches perfectly with part of the Bouda�s mask as depicted on the cave paintings near to the Wassu Stone Circle in Gambia.�
McKinney snatched the tracings from his hand and casually glanced at them. �Cave paintings,� she scoffed. �If archaeology was to believe that everything drawn on the walls of caves and tombs were real events then we would live in a world full of dragons and sea monsters and giants. These prove nothing!� She threw the two sheets of paper back at him.
King let them flutter to the ground. �They may not be concrete proof,� he admitted. �But they at least suggest that my father�s theories were correct.� He bent and picked up the drawings, turning them to face the Scot. �Two pieces of the same mask, both incorporated into newer facades, scattered across two continents that didn�t interact until the days of Columbus.� He waved the papers at her. �What these prove is that, in some distant period, a race of people, perhaps known to history, perhaps not, had the technology and the navigational know-how to cross the Atlantic Ocean.�
�And scatter the separate pieces of a smashed mask that let an ancient king travel through time?� McKinney laughed. �You truly expect me, or any respectable scientist, to believe that?�
�You mean, do I expect you to believe that an ancient legend could be based in fact? Like Troy? Shangri La? How many historical sites around the world, once scoffed at as nothing but legend, are now being seriously studied?�
�But you�re not talking about an ancient fortress long forgotten. You�re talking about time travel!�
�I�m talking about drug-induced trances,� King snapped. �I�m talking about hallucinogenic rituals in which shamans and wise men and prophets claim to see future events.�
McKinney offered no further argument so King continued. �I�m talking about almost every culture in the world that has ever existed. Witch doctors and voodoo masters, astrologers and fortune tellers. I�m talking about crystal balls and fortune telling dice. I�m talking about Christianity, Islam, Judaism and just about every other religion that has ever existed and preached of prophets who could commune with god, who could see the future. Do I believe that any of these people could do so?� He shrugged. �I�ve read the myths and I�ve read the science. Some say yes, some say no. Others just keep an open mind.�
He felt himself becoming impassioned by his speech and he let that passion take hold. For all his life he remembered his father being constantly put down by the academic world, constantly laughed at. The only man who actually believed in him was a genocidal maniac who had butchered his family. Even he, himself, had lost faith in his father�s unrelenting belief. In so doing, he had betrayed him.
Rather than accompany him on what Reginald declared would be the greatest archaeological discovery in history as he trekked through the heart of Africa to find the ancient city of the Bouda, King signed on to the Sarisari�ama Expedition. It was his chance to study orthodox history, to make a name for himself as a serious, respectable scientist. Months later, his father�s expedition had officially been declared �Missing; presumed dead.�
Now, here, on another continent, he had the chance to honour his father�s memory. By proving that he was not some raving lunatic who had led his expedition to doom. But that he had been right all along.
�What is undeniable,� he continued, �is that the men and women who have claimed to see the future, often aided by substances, believe it. As do their followers. Why do you scoff at the notion of a ritual in which an African tribe, wearing a mask and breathing in hallucinogenic fumes to enter a trance, could have given rise to the legend of a man actually travelling into that future?�
For a moment McKinney seemed to be mulling King�s words over in her head, but then her face hardened. �Your view of archaeology would have me believing in Indiana Jones-type booby traps and the mumbo jumbo of magical masks that can predict the future. That is not archaeology, Doctor King; that is a Hollywood manuscript. Your �Black Death� did not exist. There has never been one piece of evidence to confirm his existence, nothing more than unrelated, detached rumours. And as for your �Moon Mask�, what you have found today is nothing more than a relic, yet to be understood, just like all the ruins below our feet are yet to be understood.�
King�s fists squeezed into balls once more, his jaw clenched, and his anger swelled. �And your view of archaeology would have us believe that our knowledge of history is set in stone, that we know all there is to know. But the truth is that in a single day, in a single moment, any discovery could change everything we ever thought we knew about our ancestors, about our history. That is the point of continuing our work, to disprove tomorrow what we learned today. But you, you and your ponced-up, brown-nosing, arse-licking, little pricks who consider yourselves to be the experts, you�re too afraid that tomorrow might bring a discovery that makes you irrelevant, that makes your knowledge useless! And then what happens to your big fat pay cheques, your second homes and your fleet of four-wheel drives?!�
�Are you quite finished, Doctor King?� McKinney�s face burned red with anger, rage boiling up.
�I�ve not even started!� he growled back.
�I�m afraid you have,� she snapped. �And you�ve finished. You�re fired.�
�What?� King demanded, rising up to his full height.
�Doctor McKinney,� Nadia cut in but the Scottish woman shot her a look.
�Stay out of this, Doctor Yashina. After your disregard of procedure today you�re already on thin ice my girl.� She glowered at King. �Pack your bags. You�ll be leaving with Raine tomorrow.�
King�s entire body quaked with barely suppressed rage, his muscles bunched and he finally exploded, lashing out to smack a computer monitor and send it flying from its desk, smashing against the floor in a shower of sparks. McKinney and Nadia both gasped and stepped back away from the raging man and for a moment the Scottish woman feared for her safety.
But then King whirled and charged through the tent flap, stalking away through the camp. He didn�t jump over the taut guy-ropes but walked straight through them, ripping them from the ground. He felt the urge to lash out and hit something else but fought it.
He was close. He was so close to finally proving his father�s theory, to finally showing the bastards that he was right; about the Black Death, about the Moon Mask, the Bouda, and the Progenitors. But they were against him! They were all against him! He had been laughed at, scoffed at, mocked and belittled all his life and yet he had struggled on, he had ignored people like McKinney and sought out people like Sid�
�Don�t get ahead of yourself.� His girlfriend�s words repeated themselves in his mind. She was against him too. She had betrayed him, and where was she now? Swanning about with Captain America, swooning and drawling and�
All sense, all reason left him. He ploughed into the mess tent, pushing through the crowd. His eyes scanned their faces, looking for Sid. Looking for Raine.
�Where�s Sid?� he demanded. Blood pumped through his eyes. Adrenaline and testosterone surged through his body.
�Out back,� someone replied. �With Raine.�
King was already moving, stalking through the crowd which nervously backed away, allowing him to burst through the back entrance, just in time to see Sid, hidden inside a copse of trees, throw her arms around the American�s neck.
�You bastard!� he snarled, stalking up behind the American and grasping his shoulder. He spun the stunned pilot around and before he knew what was happening, his large and powerful fist smashed into his smug face!
Blood erupted in a fountain as Raine staggered back. The crowd burst into shocked gasps, some of the drunker ones hooting like monkeys, egging the violence on, while others screamed obscenities at the madman.
�Ben!� Sid bellowed. �What the hell are you doing?!�
King ignored her. He threw himself at Raine but the American was faster, recovering from the initial blow quickly and spinning away from the second. He swung up a defensive block, pushed King back then bolted to his feet. He moved faster than the archaeologist, jumping back, just beyond each of his swings.
�Benny!� Raine shouted, anger mixing with confusion. �What the-?� He ducked below another swing and, realising the enraged archaeologist wasn�t going to back down, he lashed out with his leg, catching King behind the knees and wrenching him to the ground.
Instead of falling backwards, King lunged forward, his powerful shoulders smashing into the pilot�s chest in a wrestling-style take-down. The impact threw them both to the ground.
�Ben, get off him!� Sid bellowed but King didn�t hear. Straddling Raine, he brought his fist back for another blow but his elbow was caught mid-air. The gawping on-lookers had finally been spurred into action and several of the men closed around him, grasping him and wrenching him off the helicopter pilot.
Raine scrambled to his feet, holding his bloodied nose. �What the hell is your problem, Benny?!�
�My problem?!� King struggled against the overwhelming number of hands holding him back. �My problem is that it�s not enough for you to sweep in here every fortnight and disrupt this dig just so you can get your end away with the interns, but now you feel the need to put your ego-centric American whammy on my girlfriend!�
�What?� Raine asked, confused.
�He wasn�t putting the �whammy� on me, Ben,� Sid shot at him, angry.
�I saw you�� he wasn�t sure what word to use and annoyingly settled on �embracing! Out here in the bush where no one can see.�
�Yeah,� Sid admitted matter-of-factly. Her blunt admission brought him up short. Wasn�t she even going to try and deny it? �Yeah, I hugged him� to say thank you.�
Now it was King�s turn to be confused. He shrugged off the hands holding him. �Thank you? For what?�
�For this!� She threw a cardboard sleeve at him. It frisbeed through the air and one corner dug into the soft earth at his feet. �Nathan�s spent the last two months trying to get hold of it and get it out here in time for your birthday next month! The Royal bloody Mail doesn�t exactly deliver to the middle of the Amazon, you know!� Tears streamed down her face.
King suddenly felt very small, very stupid. The eyes of the entire camp were watching him.
�She didn�t know where you were or when you were going to arrive in the mess so we came out here so I could give her it without you seeing,� Raine explained. The embrace King had witnessed was nothing more than a friendly thank you.
�It was supposed to be a surprise,� Sid whispered through angry sobs.
�Sid, I�� he began, reaching out for her but she pulled away and pushed through the crowd, running through the mess tent and vanishing into the gloom. King watched her go, his legs heavy and unable to run after her.
�Come on folks,� someone said from behind him, addressing the crowd. �There�s nothing more to see here.� In a babble of muted conversations, the crowd dispersed back into the mess tent. King kept his gaze averted as someone led Raine past, having applied a damp towel to his bleeding nose.
Moments later, he stood alone, his heart hammering in his chest, his face flushed with embarrassment and shame. The music was abruptly cut off and the floodlights shut down, leaving him in muted darkness, staring down at his gift, still embedded in the ground.
For a few moments earlier that day he had had everything � the proof of his theory, his ticket to academic success� and he had Sid to share it with.
He finally bent over and picked up his gift, examining it. It was a record � an actual LP, not some digitally re-recorded CD. His joy at discovering the title � a rare 1976 Elvis Presley Live at Lakeland vinyl � was locked within a black pit of despair.
Not an hour earlier he had had it all.
Now, he feared, he had lost everything.

5:
The Evil Spirit

UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
The camp was silent, save for the hum of the generators which kept essential equipment running throughout the night.
The impromptu party had, unsurprisingly, come to an equally impromptu end following King�s fiery display. All the attendees had soon retired to their tents, the distant whispers of conversation slowly dropping away as lamps were extinguished one by one. Now, the only light came from the bright display of speckled stars and the silvery haze of the moon as it hung low above the canopy of trees.
Benjamin King sat alone in the darkness. As he often did, late at night when Sid was sleeping and he was haunted by nightmares, he had ducked under both the safety cordons and sat on a ledge which he had picked out not long after arriving on the dig.
This night was different, however, in that instead of sneaking out of the tent which he and Sid shared, he had not retired to it at all. Instead, he sat alone, legs dangling over the edge, thousands of feet above the ocean of tree tops below. Over the artificial whine of the generator, he could hear the natural backdrop of noise � the buzzing and twitching of insects, the distant cry of prey falling to nocturnal predators, the occasional flourish of activity on the forest floor or the rapid beating of a bat�s wing. He realised sombrely that he was going to miss each and every one of those noises.
�Beware of Greeks bearing gifts,� a voice said quietly from behind. King glanced around to see the last person he had expected to see.
Nathan Raine ducked beneath the perimeter cordon, a bottle in hand. �May I?� he indicated a spot beside King on the ledge.
King shrugged. �Sure you want to?�
�Well, I thought that sharing a bottle of whisky might restrain you from taking another shot at my nose,� Raine half joked, shuffling into a position beside King and, like him, dangling his feet casually over the vertical cliff face.
King glanced at the bottle. �That�s not whisky.�
�It is bourbon,� Raine said, double checking he had brought the correct bottle.
�Precisely. You want whisky � you need to get your taste buds around a single malt Scotch. Not some Yankee swill.�
Raine pulled the cap off with his teeth. �Hey, don�t look a gift horse in the mouth.� He offered King the bottle and he greedily took a long swig, feeling the liquid burn his throat. Then he smiled hollowly.
�How�s the nose?�
�The nose?� Raine repeated casually. �Ah, fine,� he waved it away. �You punch like a girl.�
King shot him an angry look but when he saw the subtle hint of mischief in the American�s ice-blue eyes he couldn�t help but laugh. They both looked back out over the rainforest, settling into an uncomfortable silence.
�So, McKinney tells me I�ll be having a passenger with me on the way back tomorrow,� Raine broke it.
King nodded slowly. �Guess so,� he said.
�Not gonna try and practice your punches while I�m flying are you?�
�Doesn�t sound like the brightest idea.�
�Seems to me you�ve not been too bright lately anyway.�
King sighed. �Guess not,� he admitted. He looked at Raine and offered the whisky bottle as he said, �I�m sorry.�
Raine laughed. �You know what, I like you Benny,� he said. �In fact, you�re probably the only schmuck in this place that I do like, except for your good lady of course.�
�For someone who doesn�t like these �schmucks�, you certainly made a good impression on them.�
The pilot took a swig, handed back the bottle, put his hands behind his head and leaned back, seemingly oblivious to the sheer drop below. �They�re my employers. Regardless of what you really think of them, you�ve gotta put on your smiling face and make �em happy if you want that pay cheque at the end of every month.� He tilted his head in the direction of the sleeping camp. �And what hot blooded male who spends most of his time flying a Huey over one of the most isolated places on earth is going to turn down a little female attention, huh?�
�You�ve got a point,� King conceded.
They each took another swig of bourbon. King felt his head start to swim already but enjoyed the sense of relaxation the alcohol brought to his tense muscles.
�So, what is this crazy-ass theory of yours, and what�s it got to do with that thin looking fellow I pulled out from a crocodile pool earlier?�
�Ah, it�s complicated,� he replied casually.
�I�m listening,� Raine replied.
King studied him for several seconds, looking for any signs of piss-taking. �Okay,� he said and proceeded to layout the theory that he and his father had spent years working on. He told the pilot all about the Bouda, about their city of stone and their belief in a magical mask which could travel through time, but which did not save them in the end.
He explained how initially his father had come to the conclusion that the Bouda had been a great civilisation which had spread throughout the African continent, but that his theory evolved to suggest that they too had been the remains of an even greater, global culture. The Progenitor Race, he had come to believe, were the gods of the Bouda who had divided up the Moon Mask and carried it on their journeys to different lands, one of which being South America. Finding the Moon Mask not only proved the existence of the mythological Bouda, but of their ancestors, the Progenitors.
Raine listened with a surprising degree of interest, asking the occasional question between taking gulps of bourbon.
�So how does our emaciated friend fit into all this?� he asked, referring again to the skeleton they had found earlier.
King�s face sank. �I don�t know,� he admitted. �Not now. I mean, I thought I did, but��
�Who did you think he was?�
King took another swig of whisky. His words came out breathlessly. �The Black Death.�
�As in� the plague?� Raine asked uncertainly.
�The pirate.�
�Oh.�
�Between the years 1707 and 1712 there were a number of scattered reports about a pirate raiding ships and ports around the Caribbean � a large, black African. An escaped slave.�
�What�s so unusual about that?�
�Nothing,� King admitted. �Except that most of the pirates of that era were well documented at the time. Blackbeard, Henry Morgan, Bartholomew Roberts��
�Jack Sparrow,� Raine added with a grin.
King smiled. �But, there have never been any official logs or reports that specifically mention anyone I can identify with the Black Death. It�s more of a legend, verging on a ghost story. I�ve only ever found two references to him by �name�, or nickname anyway. In each account he is described as a giant black man, wielding a golden sword and dagger.�
�Would pirate ships of that era have travelled such distances?�
�It�s not unheard of, though they ordinarily concentrated on particular areas.�
�Hence, Pirates of the Caribbean,� Raine said with a grin. Apparently, Hollywood was his only fount of knowledge concerning pirates.
�But,� he continued, �for the right prize��
�The Moon Mask,� Raine realised. �The Black Death was searching for the pieces of the Moon Mask.� He frowned. �Why? Surely there were much more lucrative treasures to be found?�
�The Black Death wasn�t interested in treasure,� King said. �I believe he scoured the earth, travelling any distance necessary, in order to find all the pieces of the Moon Mask. I�m not saying I believe it,� he added defensively, �but there is no doubting that he would have believed the ancient legend.�
�About the mask giving its wearer the ability to travel through time,� Raine remembered what King had told him. He also made another connection. �He was part of the Bouda. He thought that with the entire mask, he could go back in time and save his people from dying on that slave ship.�
�Or, from ever stepping foot on it,� King nodded. �My father and I spent several months travelling with a group of Tuareg nomads around the Sahara,� he continued. �One of their stories tells of how, several hundred years ago, one of their parties fled a violent enemy and sought shelter in a great stone city.�
�The city of the Bouda.�
�There, a prince of the city, a man named Kha�um, they told us, fought and destroyed the Tuareg�s enemies and offered them sanctuary. As thanks, they gave him a sword and a dagger.�
�Gold?�
�Not gold,� King corrected. �Brass.�
�Which, in the heat of battle,� Raine realised, �you could be forgiven for mistaking as gold. Just like the descriptions of the Black Death you found.�
King nodded. �The cave paintings I told you about, they depicted a black hulled ship coming to a great stone city and the entire surviving inhabitants being loaded on-board in chains. The oral traditions also say that the feared Bouda were conquered by white devils.�
�So they were captured by slave traders,� Raine said.
�And, it stands to reason that whoever conquered the Bouda would have claimed the Moon Mask for themselves. In 1705, a log entry was made by a Lieutenant Percival Lowe, of the HMS Swallow,� he flicked through his notes to show Raine a photocopy of an old ship�s log. �Lowe was ordered to board the slave ship L'aile Raptor which had been found drifting off the coast of Jamaica. On board, he found that all but one of the human cargo had died of starvation, because all the crew, save for the ship�s captain, had died of disease. That captain, a British man named Edward Pryce, was found in his quarters, rocking back and forth like a madman, while holding a brightly coloured mask.� He glanced at the quote that Lowe had taken from Pryce. ��Savage mumbo-jumbo� he said again and again.�
�So, the surviving �slave�,� Raine said delicately, �you think is the Black Death.�
�That�s right,� King agreed.
�And, other than the captain, he was the only survivor of a disease which, one way or another, killed everyone else. So what happened?�
�Lowe�s log doesn�t mention what happened to the �heathen� as he put it. Pryce was admitted to an asylum and I�ve never found any further mention of the mask itself.�
Raine pulled himself back up into a sitting position and ran his hand through his black hair. He took another swig of bourbon then handed the bottle to King. �So, it�s a dead end.�
King took a gulp and felt a wave of nausea pass through him. The world spun as the copious amount of whisky he had consumed in a short period of time hit his head.
�It was,� he admitted. �My father and I began to focus our attentions elsewhere. If we couldn�t find the mask, we would have to find the city itself.�
�But the fact that an entire city has remained hidden for centuries,� Raine said, �implies that finding it isn�t going to be easy.�
King felt a pang of loss stab at him. His father had died searching for that elusive city. �That�s right,� he admitted, trying to focus his thoughts. �But then I got a lucky break. A construction crew working on a new tourist complex outside of Kingston in Jamaica stumbled upon an underground chamber they didn�t know was there. Turns out there had once been a sugar plantation on the site, with a large house attached to it. Records showed that it burned down in 1707��
�The same year that the reports of the Black Death began,� Raine pointed out. King felt a pang of annoyance that he had picked up on that fact so quickly.
�Yes,� he agreed tightly. �But I don�t think he was responsible for the house�s destruction.�
�Oh?�
King began to rummage through his satchel while he continued. �The archaeologists who examined the site � the house's wine cellar they believed � found, among the racks of bottles, the remains of three humans and� this.� He pulled another book out of his bag, this one even more battered and obviously far older than his notebook.
�This,� he explained, �is the diary of Emily Hamilton, the daughter of the plantation�s owner.� He handed the book to Raine to look at, although it was wrapped in a sealed, acid-free plastic bag so he could not open it.
�In it, she talks about a slave who saved her when she had an accident during the annual burning of the sugar crop. She convinced her father to make him her manservant and over the course of the next year, she mentions him a number of times, always referring to him as �My Hero�.�
�Sweet,� Raine rolled his eyes sickeningly.
�Most of it is just the prittle-prattle of a young English girl living on a Caribbean island during the eighteenth century, attending dinners and parties, making eyes with Mr Darcy-wannabes, that sort of thing. It�s got more emotional ups and downs than Eastenders��
�Than what?�
King ignored him. �The book itself is historically unimportant. To raise funding, the local museum auctioned it off.�
�Historically unimportant to everyone except to you,� Raine realised.
King nodded. �She became very close to her �Hero,� closer than would be expected for that period in fact. But she does write down, somewhat fancifully, about some of the adventures he had in his homeland. She writes about her �Hero�s� great city, about some of his battles and, most importantly, she mentions a �magical mask.� But,� he added before Raine could interject, �what is really interesting is where the dairy ends.�
�Ends?�
�The last entry is made on the 14th May, 1707. It�s a perfectly normal account of a perfectly normal day, just like any that came before it. Except for the fact that, only two thirds of her way through the book, she makes no further entries. It is also the day that the Hamilton estate on Jamaica was burned to the ground, tragically along with every member of the Hamilton family, and every one of their slaves and servants. There are no records of what caused the fire, only that nothing was left.�
King sat up and shivered, hugging his knees. A thin layer of condensation had settled onto them both and, with no more whisky, the cold was beginning to settle in. �A month later,� he concluded, �the first mention of the Black Death appears. To the slaves of the Caribbean islands, he becomes a bit of a folk hero, a Robin Hood of the New World if you like.�
�So, you think the Oni of the Bouda was captured by slavers and taken to Jamaica where he became the manservant of this Emily chick. Then somehow he escaped and became the �Black Death�, attacking ships and colonies across the Caribbean before setting sail on a quest to find all the pieces of a magical mask so that he could travel back in time and save his tribe from annihilation?� Raine laughed a little. �Are you insane?�
King looked at him indignantly, a swell of anger resurfacing. �Yeah,� he replied sharply. �A little.�
Raine raised his hands in conciliatory surrender. �Hey, I�m not criticising your theory, Benny. In fact, to someone who knows jack-shit about this stuff, it all makes a certain amount of sense to me.� He frowned though, troubled. �Two things though. If this Kha�um and the Black Death are the same man, how could the Black Death be seen wielding a golden sword and dagger? I mean, surely they would have been confiscated from Kha�um when he was captured?�
It was King�s turn to frown. �That�s something I�ve never been able to reconcile,� he admitted.
�Also, why would Emily Hamilton be hiding in a basement when her house was on fire?�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, you said the archaeologists found her remains in��
�No, they weren�t hers,� King corrected. �The remains they found were all from males. And they didn�t die because of the fire. They all had indications of blunt force trauma. They were killed before the fire had a chance to finish them off.�
�But, to have dropped her diary means she was in the basement?�
�Cellar,� King muttered. �And yes, I presume she must have been. But she made it out and whoever those remains belong to, didn�t.�
Raine narrowed his eyes at King. �Let me guess. You know who those remains belong to?�
King looked out across the black expanse of the Amazon far below. �That very same night,� he said, �a lookout post on Jamaica spotted a ship off the coast. They logged and reported its presence but it apparently vanished. The report was never investigated further.�
Raine eyed the archaeologist. �So. ?�
�So� the ship flew the Jolly Roger.�
�The Jolly Roger?� Raine asked, frowning, the magic of the story broken. �Like the Skull and Crossbones?�
�Yeah,� King said, perplexed.
Raine laughed. �I thought that was just fictional, something invented for Captain Hook stories!�
�What?!� King choked. �No, it was��
�In fact,� a new, far lovelier sounding and much less slurred voice joined the conversation. �The skull and crossbones image on the Jolly Roger was first recorded in 1687 and has been used by pirates the world over until the present day.�
�Sid!� Raine and King both jumped to their feet.
�Glad to see you two boys have made friends,� she said, only half joking. She smiled at Raine, her features distorted by the flash of her head-torch. �Now, if you don�t mind, at two o�clock in the morning, I�d like to steal my, now drunken,� she observed, �boyfriend away to bed.�
King suddenly looked sheepish. �Sid, I��
�Now, say goodnight to your friend, Ben,� she said, mock-motheringly. �It�s time for bed.�
He looked at Raine and shrugged. �Night.�
Raine nodded, �Night,� he said.
Watching their silhouettes fade into the darkness, fingers tentatively touching until firmly holding one another�s hands, Raine felt a pang of emotion, a flash of painful memory of his own fingers tentatively touching and then holding the hand of his own love, in another jungle on a distant continent.
He blinked the image of her face out of his eyes and took a final swig from the dregs of the bourbon bottle before heading back to the mess tent to find another.
* * *
Sid led King through the maze of tents, wincing as, aided by the bourbon, he tripped on several of the guy-ropes and caused a stir of mumblings from within.
Eventually they returned to the tent they shared and Sid pulled aside the flap to allow him access. She followed him inside and secured the heavy-duty zip and mosquito net.
King sat back on his haunches in the centre of his thick sleeping mat and, when she lit a rechargeable lantern, Sid noticed him staring at her. His dark eyes had suddenly sobered and the levity she had seen in him moments before had vanished.
�McKinney fired me,� he said without preamble.
Sid was surprised not to hear bitterness in her boyfriend�s tone. Instead, it was a simple statement of the facts.
�I know,� she admitted.
�Gloating, was she?�
She should have known it wouldn�t take long for that bitterness to break through. �She came here looking for me,� she explained, curling onto the mat beside him. �Believe it or not, she heard what had happened in the mess tent and came to explain the probable cause for your actions.� She smiled sadly and laid her warm hand on his shoulder. �Baby, I�m so sorry your theory didn�t pan out.�
He pulled away from her. �Who says it didn�t pan out?�
�Nadia�s analysis of the remains��
�Suggested that the human remains were from a white man,� he finished for her. �That doesn�t take my theory out of the running. We have a piece of the Moon Mask. There�s no denying that�� He trailed off, aware of his girlfriend�s scrutinising gaze. �What?�
Sid removed her hand from his shoulder and took King�s hands in hers. �Ben. I love you, you know that. And you know I�ve always supported your theories and I�ve defended your crazy ideas,� she laughed but King did not return the gesture. �But its over�� she put a hand up to stop his response. �This quest has gone far enough. You�re a great man, Ben. You have a great mind! Say you�re right. Say the �Black Death� was a real man, say he was a pirate obsessed with finding a relic from his tribe� then what?�
�Then I show McKinney and��
�What? What do you show them? That you were right and they were wrong? Whoohoo! So you�ve saved face! But at what cost, Ben? At what cost?� She looked at him longingly but his face remained as impassive as the Moon Mask itself. �Your reputation? Your life?�
She saw the flash of agony in his eyes. The loss of his father was still raw, a recent wound yet to heal. Reginald King had died for this insane quest. Ben�s entire family had died, one way or another, all to prove the Moon Mask was real. Now, he possibly had a physical piece of that mask. But what did it really prove?
Sid spoke before King could reply. �I�m coming with you Ben,� she said. �Tomorrow, when you leave.�
He opened his mouth to protest but Sid put a finger to his lips to silence him. �It�s done,� she shrugged. �I�ve told McKinney.�
�Why?� King asked, shocked. She had worked hard to get a place on the UNESCO expedition. �This place was your dream assignment!�
The answer wasn�t immediately forthcoming. Sid�s eyes drifted to the top of the tent, as though peering through the canvass to the starry night sky beyond.
�Because I love you,� she told him at last. �Because I will sacrifice anything, anything, for you.�
There was an unspoken question which lingered in her dark eyes. King read it. But will you sacrifice anything � Kha�um, the Moon Mask, the Bouda � for me?
It was something he had thought a lot about, especially since his father�s death. That loss had made him open his eyes to what he had. A career, prospects � however few � and a beautiful, intelligent woman who he couldn�t stand being without.
He kept telling himself that the moment just hadn�t presented itself to reach into his satchel and pull out the ring-box concealed within. Yet, somewhere deep inside, he feared the answer to his girlfriend�s question. And it was that fear that had stayed his hand and kept the engagement ring hidden in his bag for over six months.
It wasn�t that he didn�t love Sid. He did, deeply and truly. Since the day she had walked into the library at Oxford University all those years ago. It hadn�t been some fairy-tale romance. There had been plenty of ups-and-downs, trials and tribulations. Like any relationship.
Yet, for all the love he felt for her, he knew that a husband needed to be committed, one hundred per cent. He needed to be ready to sacrifice anything, anything, for her. But there was one thing he feared he couldn�t sacrifice.
The Moon Mask.
He had thought he could. Following his father�s death, he had sworn to forget all of his �crazy� ideas. Sid had convinced him not to follow his father�s path. He thought he had put the world of the �maverick archaeologist� behind him. Yet his mind always searched for clues to the Moon Mask�s location. His nightmares always replayed that terrible afternoon in Lagos.
His quest for the Moon Mask was far more than mere scholarly one-upmanship. It was more than fame-seeking, it was more than proving that his father wasn�t a nut-job.
It was about proving to himself that his mother and sister hadn�t died for nothing all those years ago.
Could he sacrifice that?
He knew he needed to tell Sid something. Saw the desire in her eyes. Felt the longing in his heart.
He reached for his bag. �Sid, I�ve been meaning to ask you something��
�Don�t.� She caught his hand and pulled it back. It was as though she had read his mind, his thoughts. She knew his fear.
Tears flowed down her cheeks. �Don�t say what you don�t mean,� she pleaded.
�But I��
�Just kiss me,� she demanded, cupping his chin in her hands and bringing their lips together.
In that brief meeting of flesh, all of King�s worries evaporated. The passion grew, the heat intensified.
Piece by piece their clothing was removed. Inch by inch her hands explored the hard ridges of his muscular body. Kiss by kiss, his lips caressed her silk-smooth cocoa skin.
For tonight, at least, Benjamin King knew, he could sacrifice himself, if nothing else, to her.
* * *
The dream was the same as the previous night, and the night before that, and every night for as far back as he could remember.
Nathan Raine ran through the dense underbrush, his athletic legs pumping hard, branches tearing his clothes, whipping his face. The sound of automatic gunfire drilled into the dark sky, accompanied by the screams of the dying and the wails of the mourning�
�It is not healthy to sleep in such a position.�
The words jolted him awake and he sat bolt upright in the canvass chair.
He was in the mess tent, tendrils of sunlight creeping under the canvass as it flapped in the strong morning wind. Stood three feet away, a severe expression blanketing the natural beauty of her face, was Nadia Yashina.
A mischievous grin split through his sleepy daze. �I can think of a few better positions to sleep in, if you�d care for a demonstration.� He scanned the Russian woman�s body, clad in tight fitting black trousers and a form-hugging khaki vest-top which revealed the merest glimpse of the top of her full, rounded breasts.
�No doubt you could conjure up numerous experimental bedtime positions more comfortable than that, but I believe you have a number of other candidates who are first in line to be your� guinea pig.�
Her scathing remark and nonchalant attitude, in fact her complete lack of interest in him whatsoever, only made Raine�s blood boil hotter.
�Why, you sound almost jealous, Nadia,� he accused.
The Russian scientist turned away and headed to the small kitchenette area. �I am merely stating an observation, Mister Raine. I would have thought by now you�d have realised I have no interest in becoming another one of your� how you Americans say? Conquests!�
�It hadn�t escaped my attention,� he grumbled under his breath.
�What are you doing here anyway?� Nadia demanded. �You have your own tent, no?� She began pouring herself a bowl of high-fibre Venezuelan cereal which Raine had delivered the previous day.
His mouth dry and his head feeling groggy, Raine glanced at the empty bourbon bottle on the floor next to his chair before achingly climbing to his feet. He rubbed his sore neck from where his head had lolled at a curious angle during sleep.
Nadia�s eyes snapped from her breakfast, to Raine and then to the whiskey bottle. �Ah,� she said in understanding.
��Ah,� what?� Raine asked innocently but the Russian said no more.
Raine stood on the opposite side of the self-service counter and switched on a half-full kettle. �Coffee?� he asked.
Nadia glanced at him. �My cereal is fine, thank you,� she replied curtly but her voice was drowned out by a sudden, high pitched scream. It echoed across the mountain top, piercing the shrill howl of the wind and scattering frightened, roosting birds into flight.
Acting on pure instinct, Raine launched into action, bursting from the tent and running in the direction of the cacophony, Nadia on his heels. They darted between the ranks of sleeping tents, bolting guy-ropes and dodging the occasional occupant who had been woken by the noise and sleepily come to investigate.
Within seconds they had both arrived at the tent that was the source of the disturbance, squatted on the edge of the camp near to the science labs. From within came the screaming: high pitched, panicked, out of control. A figure within lunged and thrust at the canvass, as if desperate to escape but having forgotten how to use the door!
Without hesitation, Raine ripped open the zip and flung up the flap. Instantly, a middle-eastern looking woman in her early twenties, wearing only thermal sleeping garments, burst out and fell into his arms. She panicked and struggled but Raine held her close.
�Hey,� he said, trying to steady her. �Hey!� he snapped, more harshly this time. It did the trick. The girl stopped struggling and stared, wide eyed, up at him. �What�s the matter-?�
He cut himself off and brushed the woman�s black hair away from her face. Hidden beneath was a large, oozing welt of broken flesh. It was all he could do not to pull away from her, aghast.
�Nate,� Nadia called. Her tone seemed flat, somehow. Detached. And her use of his first name was also surprising.
She was halfway inside the tent but backed out to allow Raine access. He relinquished the frightened girl to Nadia�s embrace and peered inside the canvas.
It was all he could do to swallow the bile that rushed up his throat.
Lying on the second of two roll mats was an oriental man, lifeless eyes staring. His naked body was covered in dozens of boils and welts which had burst and sprayed sickly smelling, oozing puss over the tent�s interior.
�Oh my god,� Raine gasped and quickly retracted from the tent.
Another scream suddenly tore into the early morning sky, this one deeper, more masculine. Raine spun and stared across the camp as a man burst out of his tent in a panic. Even from this distance, he could see boils on his flesh. Then, awoken by the disturbances to discover the same debilitation, one scream of terror after another rose up. Men and women erupted from their tents, some waking up next to dead loved ones, others blistered and bleeding. Some ran around in a panic, others stumbled, dazed and shocked.
�What the hell is happening?� Nadia whispered.
In only moments, the sunbathed summit of Sarisari�ama had been transformed into a living, bleeding hell.
Raphael del Vega�s words suddenly came to Raine�s mind.
It is an Evil Spirit which will devour us all.
It seemed the spirit had awoken.
And it was hungry.

6:
Secondary Concerns

The White House,
Washington D.C., U.S.A.,
United Nations Ambassador Alexander Langley hurried into the Oval Office, surprised to see the two men seated on the president�s blue sofa.
Michael �Mick� Kane was into his fifties, a streak of grey running through the once thick black hair on either temple. Most of that grey had developed since he had taken up the mantle of Secretary of Defense. He was a good man, Langley knew, honest and decent. Unfortunately, those traits occasionally clashed with his responsibilities. A veteran of the first Gulf War, he tended to think too much about the lives of individual soldiers and less about the overall importance of a situation.
Jason Briggs, on the other hand, was cold and analytical. As Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, he had learned to treat everything as commodities � from field reports to company vehicles to soldiers� lives.
He was a short man with a wiry frame and a head of silver hair. But despite his petit stature, only a brave, or foolish, man crossed him. Urban legend that circulated through the intelligence community even suggested that he could kill you with a stare from his intense dark brown eyes, a skill he had learned from the notorious mind-manipulating �Stargate� Project.
Langley masked his surprise and glanced at President John Harper.
At forty three, Harper was only two months into his second term, narrowly scraping through the polls to retain his seat. Langley had known from the moment he had stepped into the Oval Office just over four years ago that he was never going to be one of America�s great presidents. He was no Washington or Roosevelt or Kennedy, but he had made his mark on the country, more so than most of the population knew. But now, his once jet black hair and narrow, youthful face was showing the signs of presidential stress. His hair was run though with streaks of grey and worry lines danced across his once handsome features like a child�s doodle pad.
�Thank you for meeting with me at such short notice, Mister President,� Langley said.
�Please, Alex, take a seat,� Harper replied, rising from where he had perched casually against the Resolute Desk. Crafted from the timbers of the British ship, HMS Resolute and presented to President Rutherford B. Hayes by Queen Victoria, the desk had been present in the Oval Office through numerous administrations.
Langley took a place on the sofa, crossing one leg over the other in a casual pose. He nodded and smiled a greeting at Kane and Briggs before refocusing on the president who took a seat opposite him.
�I�ll get straight to the point, Mister President,� he began. �At approximately seven hundred hours this morning, our time, UNESCO headquarters in Paris received a distress call from Professor Juliet McKinney. She�s heading up a scientific expedition on one of Venezuela�s table mountains.�
�I know all about the Sarisari�ama Expedition, Alex,� Harper cut him off with a smile.
�Well, sir, it seems the expedition has been struck by some sort of contagion. The Director-General of UNESCO has been desperately trying to organise a rescue operation but she�s meeting opposition from the Venezuelan authorities. They themselves are proving reluctant to commit resources to the site until the exact nature of the contagion has been determined.� He shrugged. �So she called me.�
The situation, in fact, fell somewhat out of Langley�s purview as the United States� Permanent Representative to the United Nations Security Council. But the Director-General had called in a personal favour and, when he had begun following the unfolding drama, he had felt compelled to assist. He knew coming to the president was a long shot, and frankly had been surprised by his agreeing to a meeting.
So far, there had been three fatalities on the summit: a male Japanese botanist, a female Scandinavian zoologist and a female American intern. But the illness had spread quickly through the camp�s population.
The first symptoms were stomach cramps, headaches, vomiting and diarrhoea, followed by severe skin irritations which on many of those infected had quickly developed into painful ulcerations. Several reports also mentioned hair loss as a symptom which had raised concerns in Langley about some sort of radiological exposure. The impromptu medical team on the summit, however, had used Geiger-counters and radiation detectors to ensure this was not the case. Also, he had since read the medical report on the German woman who had been evacuated several days earlier.
John Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore had diagnosed Karen Weingarten as suffering from a rare and extremely aggressive strain of leptospirosis or Weil�s Disease. Apparently, the condition was caused by coming into contact with water contaminated by animal urine and caused fever and severe flu-like symptoms along with skin irritation. The strain the expedition was suffering from was far more aggressive, exaggerating all of those symptoms, to the point of death. While minor cases could be treated with strong antibiotics, severe cases, like most of those on Sarisari�ama, required dialysis. It was therefore imperative that the sick scientists received medical help as soon as possible and, to do that, Langley would have to pull in a few personal favours of his own.
He finished explaining the situation to the president and sat back, trying to look relaxed.
Before a bullet to the knee cap had brought a sudden end to his military career four years earlier, Langley had been the rising star of D.C. But the scandal that had surrounded his injury had almost crushed him. Nevertheless, for a man who had fought enemies with guns, the slimy agents of Capitol Hill weren�t going to keep him down. He had manipulated his way into the U.S. seat on the Security Council and since then had fought enemies far more cunning than Taliban fighters.
He knew when something was �up� and, expecting the president�s detached query of �what can we do about it?� and instead being met by awkward silence, he knew that something was most certainly �up�.
�Mister President,� he said. �There are American citizens on that mountain. And unless we act now to get them the medical attention they need, they are going to die.�
Langley watched the president�s eyes flick towards Jason Briggs. The CIA Director subtly nodded his head. The Sec Def did the same.
Harper took a breath then rose to his feet, straightening his grey suit jacket. �We�re already well aware of the situation developing on Sarisari�ama.� He looked significantly at Langley. �More aware than you, I dare say, Alex.�
This didn�t come as a major surprise. As American citizens were involved, he knew the president would have been keeping apprised of the situation. But, once again he wondered what the Secretary of Defense and the head of the Central Intelligence Agency had to do with a group of sick scientists.
�We already have a team en-route to the base,� Briggs spoke up. �But there is much more at stake than a handful of American lives.�
Langley frowned. What was he talking about? He looked again at Harper and noticed how grave his expression was.
�A Special Forces team should be arriving inside of three hours,� the president continued. �And an emergency medical evac is being arranged, but I�m sorry to say that the lives of those scientists are a secondary concern.�
�Secondary?�
�Alex, I agreed to this meeting because I need something from you.�
�Sir?�
Harper�s eyes bored into his own. �I need you to convene the Security Council. I need you, and the U.N., to help prevent the secret of Sarisari�ama from falling into the hands of those who would use it against us.�
Langley�s eyes narrowed in confusion. �What secret, Mister President?�
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UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
�Your people are suffering from a rare strain of the leptospirosis virus.�
Benjamin King listened to the voice emanating from the sat-phone�s speaker. He had identified himself as Rudolph Nebrinkski, one of the Assistant-Directors of UNESCO�s World Heritage Committee and the man directly in charge of the Sarisari�ama Expedition.
He stood inside one of the labs and struggled to hear the crackling words over the thunderous pounding of giant raindrops against the canvas. The storm which had broken had only soured the expedition�s morale further. Three were dead, another seven were in a critical condition and everyone else was suffering from the illness to one extent or another, showing symptoms of vomiting, diarrhoea or the angry skin irritation.
Everyone except himself and Nathan Raine.
In the hours since the horrific discovery of the affliction on the summit, neither man had demonstrated any symptoms. The only one hundred per-cent fit-and-able bodies on the mountain, they had been press-ganged into becoming Nadia Yashina�s reluctant nurses.
The Russian woman�s previous studies in medicine and her current application of osteoarchaeology made her the most logical candidate to tend to the sick, despite her lack of bedside manner. She had set up an impromptu hospital in the mess tent, dividing her patients into categories depending upon the severity of their illness. Nevertheless, she was the first to admit that her studies in medicine were purely from an academic point of view and she had no practical knowledge of how to tend to so many sick and dying patients.
They needed help. And they needed it fast.
�Is it connected to Karen Weingarten?� Sid asked. King glanced at her, concerned. Her normally olive complexion had turned sickly and pale. He knew she had vomited on several occasions and even now she was scratching the skin irritation that had appeared on her left hand. Nevertheless, she had insisted on listening in to the briefing from UNESCO, along with Raine, King, Nadia, McKinney and Raphael del Vega.
�It is,� Nebrinski�s voice confirmed. They all knew about Karen�s emergency. Raine had flown her to a hospital in Caracas but, when the doctors there had been unable to diagnose her illness, UNESCO had flown her on to John Hopkins hospital in Baltimore. But word had not yet reached the isolated expedition about her condition. �A specialist confirmed the diagnosis only last night. She has been treated with dialysis and is expected to make a full recovery.�
A sigh of relief passed through those present, both for Karen and for all their sakes. If Karen had been treated, then they all could. It was only a matter of time.
King noticed Nadia�s face crease into a frown. She seemed unconvinced by the Assistant-Director�s report.
�What can we expect?� McKinney asked irritably. Her auburn hair was matted with sweat and a large blister had developed on her cheek. She held the desk upon which the sat-phone was located and was hunched over. The whites of her eyes had gone blood-shot and her hands trembled. She was not well at all, King knew. For all their differences, he couldn�t deny a certain respect for her determination. She was like a captain on a sinking ship, still trying to steer it when patients in better condition than her lay in their sick beds.
�Flu-like symptoms,� Nebrinski answered from the sat-phone. �Fever, chills, headache, muscle-fatigue, followed by abominable pain, vomiting and jaundice.�
�So what caused the three deaths?� McKinney asked.
Nadia frowned, about to deliver the bad news. �The severe form of the disease is more commonly known as Weil Syndrome. In up to 50�% of cases it causes complications such as renal or liver failure or cardiovascular problems. It is fatal.�
There was silence in the tent for several long moments. It was eventually broken by Nebrinski�s disembodied voice from Paris.
�The strain you are suffering from is extremely virulent but, based on Karen Weingarten�s progress, the doctors at John Hopkins are confident that, if treated in time, a full recovery can be expected.�
�Great,� Raine said eagerly. �I�ll start shipping the worst cases out now��
�No.� Nebrinski snapped.
�What?� Raine asked, shocked. �These good people are dying here. We�ve waited this long to start the evac because you clowns insisted on knowing what you�re dealing with first. Well, now you know��
�As I just said,� Nebrinski cut him off. �This strain of the virus is highly virulent, extremely infectious. As of yet the transmission technique has not been determined. In a small, contained population on a mountaintop it is easily treatable, but should it get into a larger population� Who knows where it could spread to, or how fast.�
King noticed those gathered around the sat-phone glancing worriedly at one another.
�We have a specialised team en-route to you from the U.S. as we speak,� Nebrinski explained. �Their mission is to contain the virus and to administer treatment to all expedition personnel. As the source of this new strain has not yet been determined, they have ordered that nothing and no-one leaves the mountaintop. That includes expedition personnel, no matter how critical their condition may get, and any artefacts or specimens you may have uncovered. Anything like that could well be the source.�
King felt a sudden surge of energy rush through him. �The Moon Mask,� he whispered.
�Due to the delicate nature of their work there, the medical team will be accompanied by American Special Forces personnel, under the directive of the U.N.�
They all knew what Nebrinski meant. The doctors were being accompanied by soldiers just in case the sick people got out of hand. They would rather shoot an infected person than allow them to reach civilisation. In truth, King couldn�t blame them. It was the right call.
His eyes flicked up to Raine. He didn�t know why, but something caught his attention, some shift in the man�s expression as Nebrinski mentioned U.S. Special Forces. His usual mischievous, irritating, take-nothing-seriously demeanour had been replaced by something else. Genuine concern. Even fear.
�As the closest country equipped to handle a medical emergency of this scale, and with UNESCO interests at heart, the United States will be taking the lead in this operation, under the authority of the United Nations Security Council and the World Health Organisation. Once Sarisari�ama is secure, all expedition members will be transferred to a quarantined medical centre in the U.S. for treatment.�
�What about those of us who are not showing signs of infection?� Raine asked. King�s eyes narrowed with suspicion. The all-American-action-hero wanted to run away. But King suspected it wasn�t the virus he was running from.
Nebrinski seemed shocked by this question. �Not showing signs of infection?� he repeated. �That�s impossible.�
Nadia frowned. �Indeed not,� she protested. �The generally accepted method of transmission of Leptospirosis is through the ingestion of animal urine, normally through a contaminated water supply or a break in the skin. In fact, I find it far stranger that this virus could have infected such a large number of people in so short a space of time, than it is for two people to be unaffected.�
There was a notable pause and King detected the merest hint of a stammer before Nebrinski replied sharply. �As I said, this is a previously undiscovered, new strain of the virus which has been identified by some of the world�s leading experts at John Hopkins��
�You�ll have to excuse my staff, Director,� McKinney cut in, shooting the Russian woman a warning glance despite her deteriorating strength. Apparently sucking up to the boss went beyond a life-and-death situation. �It has been a trying few hours.�
�I don�t doubt,� Nebrinski replied, his voice back to its previous calm. �Just be ready for the medical team�s arrival. They should be with you inside of three hours.�
King watched Raine�s face for any reaction. There was one, however subtle, but King couldn�t quite pinpoint what it was. Another flash of concern?
�I think I speak for all of us here,� McKinney finished, �when I say we�re very much looking forward to seeing them��
All of a sudden, the Scott�s arm that was supporting her against the desk buckled. She folded forward, like a heavy sack of potatoes, and would have smashed painfully to the ground had Raine and King not both caught her.
Nadia hurried around from the other side of the desk to examine her. She was unconscious, a dead weight slumped between them. �Quickly!� she barked at the two men. �Get her to the mess tent!�
Airborne over Venezuela
The three black and unmarked Harbin Z-9 helicopters roared across the canopy of trees. Their tear-drop shaped fuselages cast shadows across the treetops and gave the illusion of some swarm of giant insects homing in on the kill.
Indeed, with twin 23 mm cannons and TY-90 air-to-air missiles, each helicopter was more than equipped to handle any violent confrontation. That, however, was not the choppers� occupants� primary mission.
On board each helicopter were ten men kitted up in black NBCs. Often confused with the bright yellow or red hazmat suits worn by civilian services, the �Nuclear, Biological and Chemical� suits were far more frightening. The black rubber totally encased the wearer and, unlike the large, transparent faceplates of their civilian cousins, the NBCs hoods and masks totally covered the head and face. Only the eyes were partially visible, protected by plasti-glass lenses which peered down the long snout of the breathing apparatus.
As the last of the choppers� occupants donned their hoods, their leader�s voice came through their communication earpieces, blunt and simple.
�We are approaching the target. You have your orders.�
The cabin lights dimmed and were replaced by sultry red beacons which reflected off their black rubber-encased bodies, casting a hellish sheen. Indeed, as they grasped their assault rifles and prepared for the active stage of their mission to begin, they looked like an army unleashed from hell. Demonic.
The Demons of Sarisari�ama had returned.
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
�This is insane!� Raine seethed as Nadia pulled the sheet up to cover Juliet McKinney�s head.
Despite trying to keep them at bay, a large crowd had gathered around the impromptu examination table that had once been a dining table.
�We could have saved her if we got her to a hospital,� Raine said angrily. Around him, those well enough to be on their feet circled the professor�s body, caught in various degrees of distress. While the hard-as-nails Scott had not endeared many to her, she was well respected and her loss would be felt both here and across the academic world.
But it was more than that, Raine knew, as he glanced at the stricken, tearful faces staring at him. Anyone could share McKinney�s fate. At any time.
�Unlikely,� Nadia replied, shooing the sobbing people away. Her face remained hard and impassive, but Raine could see the strain of the last few hours creeping into her eyes. �I believe it was cardiovascular failure.�
�A heart-attack?� Sid said. She stood to one side with King�s arm draped around her shoulders. Her face had grown pale and was now marked by teary streaks. Likewise, Nadia�s movements were growing slower and her exposed left arm was reddening.
�Most likely it was a condition she already had which the virus merely antagonised.�
Raine picked up on something in the way Nadia said the words. A lack of conviction.
He glanced at the people who were still milling around, distraught and terrified, then clutched her elbow and led her towards the exit. They ducked through the tent flaps and stood under the canvas awning attached to the exterior. Rain continued to beat down heavily upon it. The view across the mountaintop was obscured by the slanting sheets of the downpour and the sheer edge of the table mountain was swathed in a wreath of mist and cloud. Above, the muted halo of the sun could be vaguely discerned in the sky but the sodden camp remained in perpetual gloom.
Along with the zombie-like groans of the dying, their vacant expressions, wan complexions and often bloodied clothes, it felt like he had stepped into a horror story.
Indeed, he supposed he had.
�You don�t seem convinced,� he accused the Russian as King and Sid stepped into the awning with them.
Nadia frowned. �I am relatively certain the professor�s death was caused by cardiovascular failure��
�But you don�t think it was caused by the virus.� It wasn�t a question. He had seen the doubt in her eyes as Assistant-Director Nebrinski had described the expedition�s affliction.
She sighed and ran her hands through her dark hair. King and Sid studied her closely.
�No,� she finally admitted. �Something just doesn�t seem right about it. The symptoms are similar � aching joints, flu-like illness, and severe skin irritation.� She scratched her own arm subconsciously. �The deaths, also, are fairly consistent with the virus. Organ failure��
�Then why the scepticism?� King cut her off.
Nadia glanced at him. �Leptospirosis is generally caused by the introduction of animal urine into the system.�
�Sounds yummy,� Raine joked.
�But if that was the case, why are you two not infected?� she glanced at Raine and King. �I presume you are still not experiencing any of the symptoms?�
�I feel fine,� King replied.
�What can we say?� Raine said. �Benny and I are just your shining example of manliness. Right, Benny?�
�I guess,� was King�s only reaction. Raine had noticed the other man�s coldness towards him return following the sobering events of the morning. When Nebrinski had mentioned the deployment of U.S. Special Forces he had tried to keep his expression neutral, but he had noticed King�s intense gaze fall on him. He was sharp and focussed. Right now, that could be a problem for him.
He tried to steer the conversation back on track. �So, if Benny and I have some sort of immunity to this bug, can�t you just replicate it or something?� he asked.
The Russian arched an eyebrow. �If only everything was as simple as your mind, Mister Raine,� she said scathingly. Several sharp responses bubbled up inside of Raine but he kept silent, watching Nadia�s beautiful features. �The truth is,� she continued, �that while everyone but you two are showing symptoms of the illness, there is no indication of the virus in anyone.�
Raine saw his own shock and confusion mirrored in King and Sid�s faces. �What?�
�How�s that possible?� Sid asked.
�I do not know,� Nadia admitted. �The blood tests I have done are basic, I�ll admit, and I�m sure the professionals at John Hopkins have access to much more sophisticated equipment than we have here.� In truth, the expedition had little more than a glorified first aid kit. �Nevertheless, I find it difficult to believe that I would find no traces of the virus in any of the infected people. Not even the dead ones.�
�That is because there is no virus!� a new voice descended on the conversation. They all turned to see Raphael del Vega push out from behind the tent flaps where he had been eavesdropping. The wide shouldered Venezuelan militiaman had an ugly boil on his left cheek and his every step, his every word, seemed to deplete his dwindling energy reserves.
�You should be resting,� Nadia scolded him. After he had helped them bring McKinney to the mess tent, the exertion had severely weakened him.
He ignored her though. �It is not a virus! It is not an illness!� His wild, bloodshot eyes settled on King. �It is a curse! I told you to return the mask to where you found it! You have awoken the Evil Spirit!�
�There are no Evil Spirits and there are no curses,� Nadia told him sternly, obviously in no mood to entertain the local superstitions.
�Yes there are,� Raine said before he even realised what he was saying. He felt everyone�s eyes shift to him. �The Curse of the Moon Mask.� He nodded at King. �You said that when that slave ship reached the New World, all the crew was dead, killed by some unknown disease. They even had boils or blisters or whatever on them.�
Nadia�s irritation only increased at the mention of the Moon Mask. �You believe that the mask you found yesterday is cursed?� she asked King incredulously.
Raine could see that this was not the first time King had considered this, but with so much going on he had not had the opportunity to voice his opinion.
�Not in any mystical way,� he defended himself. �But, what if, I don�t know� What if there is some sort of bacteria on the mask which produces these blisters? Or fungus? Or� something?�
�What about radiation?� Sid asked. �Could the mask be radioactive at all?�
That was something Raine hadn�t considered. It seemed stupid to him now that it hadn�t occurred to him earlier.
�Yeah,� he agreed. �Vomiting, blistering� all the symptoms are just like radiation sickness.�
�It would explain why Karen got ill before anyone else,� King added. �She was exploring the section of the tunnels nearest to the mask.�
�But if that�s the case,� Sid frowned, glancing at Raine and King. �Why aren�t you two both affected? You both touched the mask. You should be more ill than anyone��
�This is all very interesting conjecture,� Nadia cut in, glancing at the bewildered looking del Vega and back again. �But I have already considered radioactivity. Geiger counter readings were negligible.�
�But have you scanned the mask itself?� King insisted.
�I�ve scanned the people who have died, Ben!� Nadia snapped angrily. �I�ve checked the people who are still dying! There is no sign of radiation,� she stated firmly.
�But there is no sign of the virus, either,� King pointed out.
�It is the curse,� del Vega interjected.
Nadia glared at them each in turn, silencing any further discussion. �There are almost two hundred sick and dying people in here,� she pointed back inside the mess tent. �We have no properly qualified physician. I am all these people have, and you want me to neglect them whilst I investigate some ancient curse?� She shook her head, exasperated.
No one said anything further and for several seconds they all simply stood there, listening to the hammer of the rain on the canvas. Then the Russian turned and headed back into the tent to tend to her patients.
After a few seconds, del Vega went back inside, followed shortly after by King and Sid. Raine remained outside. He turned to take in the obscured view. The luscious green of the Amazon was totally concealed by the blanket of the storm. Things here were going from bad to worse. With the death of the expedition�s leader, they were only going to deteriorate until their knights in shining armour arrived in their helicopters.
But the expedition�s saviours were his enemy and they were out there now, hidden in the clouds, closing with every second.
One thing was certain. He had to get off this mountain top before the soldiers arrived, virus, radiation or curse be damned.
Checking that the tent flap was closed behind him, he darted out into the storm.
Airborne over Venezuela
The black plane battled through the storm, its propellers working hard as it banked lower towards the tree-line. On its radar screen, three blips indicated the positions of the enemy�s helicopters closing fast on the summit.
The leader of the assault team knew he didn�t have to be concerned about those choppers seeing them. The modified Catalina Flying Boat had been retrofitted with stealth technology, rendering it almost invisible to radar. Nevertheless, he was angry that the enemy had almost beaten them to the target, and even angrier that his attack plan had been disrupted by the storm. Had it not, his team could still have beaten the helicopters to the camp, parachuted in as planned, secured the target and evacuated before the choppers got there.
Now, however, they had needed to go to Plan B.
�I have the river in sight,� the pilot called through his communications unit.
�Okay, take us down. Get us as close to the north face as you can.�
He felt the plane drop from under him as the pilot dived through the storm towards the snaking line of the river which circled the island in the jungle.
With the summit�s heavy vegetation, there was nowhere to touch down and parachuting through the storm would be too dangerous. Now they had to land on the river and scale the north face of the mountain and hope they made it to the target before the enemy.
�Sir,� the co-pilot called. �I�ve just picked up another helicopter on radar, closing from the north.�
The leader had expected this and he felt the exhilaration of the chase begin. While his team had beaten his two competitors to the mountain, he had been hindered by the storm.
As the Flying Boat�s hull touched down upon the river and the pilot shut down the engines, the leader knew that the race was now truly on to be the first to unravel the secret of Sarisari�ama.
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Nathan Raine took one last look back through the mist-shrouded trees at the outline of the expedition camp. A surge of guilt swelled up through him but he forced it back down. They would be fine. The medical teams were less than an hour away now. Besides, he wasn�t a doctor. There was nothing more he could do.
Nevertheless, he had trained for years to never leave a fallen man behind. Tucking tail and running now felt wrong.
He slipped on his head-set and reached up for the Huey�s overhead controls. His control board lit up, the chopper�s wipers swished across the windshield, pushing aside the water to reveal a sodden form staring at him from out in the rain.
A gun was levelled at him through the glass.
�Don�t!� Benjamin King warned, raising his voice to be heard over the pounding of raindrops.
Raine felt a laugh escape him. He should have known that King would have been watching out for him. The archaeologist was more paranoid than he was! For whatever reason he didn�t trust Raine and, caught red handed, he couldn�t really blame him.
�Hey Benny,� he called out a casual greeting. �Need a lift?�
King ignored him and yelled back. �You heard what Nebrinski said! If this disease gets outs into a wider population, the effects could be��
�Believe it or not, Benny,� Raine cut him off, �I wasn�t really just going to fly back to Caracas and infect the entire city�s population.�
�I suppose you were just, what� dusting, then?� King indicated with the gun the overhead controls. The movement afforded Raine a better glance of the weapon and he realised it was actually a flare gun.
�You gonna shoot me, Benny?�
�If I have to!� King�s voice was firm but Raine could see the lack of conviction in his eyes. The rain hammered down on the archaeologist, running down his dark skin and he had to keep wiping his eyes clear.
Raine sighed. �Look,� he said as he removed his headset and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The effects of the previous night�s whisky session and the hellish day since had swelled into a killer headache. �I�m not an idiot, or a selfish murderer for that matter. I�m not going anywhere near civilisation. I�ve got enough fuel to get me to a safe house I know in the jungle. There�s food and water enough to survive on for two weeks and it�s over a hundred miles to the nearest settlement. I�ll hole up for a fortnight, make sure I don�t get any of the symptoms before��
�What are you running from?�
The question seemed to come right out of the blue, despite it being an obvious one to ask. �Who says I�m running from anything?�
King said nothing. What was there to say? Raine couldn�t deny that he was running, and it was obvious who he was running from. The American soldiers. What King really wanted to know was why he was running.
�We all have our dirty little secrets, Benny,� he replied. �You know that.�
�Sure I do,� King agreed. �But mine don�t plunge me into panic at the mention of the United States Special Forces� or the idea of a medical evac to the States.� He narrowed his eyes. �You�re a wanted man, aren�t you?�
Raine pursed his lips in thought. �Let�s just say that the U.S. Government would probably be a little on the merry-side of happy if chance landed me on a medical evac back home.� He shrugged, slipped on his headset again and turned back to start the Huey�s warm-up sequence.
�Don�t!� King repeated more forcefully this time. �Get out of the helicopter!� King practically roared the words, anger coursing through him. But Raine shot back an equally angry, equally stubborn gaze. The pressure was mounting. The soldiers would arrive soon and it wouldn�t take long for them to discover who he was.
�You�ll have to shoot me,� he told King. He flipped a switch. The cockpit came to life, the engines started whining.
�Don�t think I won�t do it.�
Raine ignored him as he worked the controls expertly. The huge propellers began to shudder into motion.
�Raine!�
The tail rotor began spinning; the main propellers spun faster and faster.
�Raine!� King screamed at him and the vehemence of his voice caught the pilot�s attention. Raine spun just in time to see the flare explode from the gun in King�s hand and shoot through the air. He reacted with razor sharp reflexes, throwing open the cockpit door and hurling himself out.
As he hit the muddy ground, the flare struck the chopper�s bubble-like windscreen and detonated. Glass exploded everywhere in a display of pink and red fireworks.
Raine rolled to his feet, covering his head until all the glass had settled on the ground. Beneath the spinning rotor blades his hair and clothes whipped around him, churning the falling rain into a vortex.
�You crazy son of a bitch!� he yelled at King.
�I warned you!� King said, dropping the now useless flare gun and staring at his hands in disbelief. But Raine didn�t notice his remorse. Anger flashed through his mind, his heartbeat thudded in his ears, mixed with sudden dread, fear and urgency! He stared at the chopper � useless now without a windshield � and then glanced at the mountaintop around him. The north face was probably scalable. If he headed off now then�
With gut wrenching dread, he stared up at the sky and realised that the thudding in his ears was not his own heartbeat� but the beating of propellers.
Ripping through the fabric of the storm, three black helicopters wheeled about above the summit. Sharks, circling for the kill.
�Shit!� Raine cursed and glared at King, a sudden urge to smash his face in getting swamped in the chaos of the moment. Lines rolled out of the choppers and black-clad soldiers began to descend on the mountain top.
There was no escape.
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In a whirl of dust and debris blown up by the three helicopters� downdrafts, ten men from the chopper hovering nearest to the stricken Huey zipped down lines. Weapons raised, they immediately spread out � five of them hurrying off towards the science tents, two towards the mess tent and three running straight for Raine and King.
Shielding his eyes from the storm of spinning dust, rain and loose vegetation, Raine noticed that all the men wore unmarked, black NBC suits. Their faces were covered by breathing apparatus so that only their eyes could be seen. Through the gloom and the chaos of the drenching storm, they looked like escaped extras from a science fiction movie.
One of the soldiers shouted at them but Raine couldn�t make out the words above the roar of the choppers and the pounding of the raindrops. He gestured with his ear as the soldier stepped closer, his weapon levelled at his chest.
Could he have been recognised already?
�Both of you, come with us!� the soldier shouted again.
The helicopters moved away, scouting out landing sites so that the medical team could be dispatched now that the SFs had secured the vicinity. One by one, the enormous metal beasts began to touch down, remorselessly crushing the unique, often endemic vegetation of Sarisari�ama without regard.
The soldier waved his rifle, a QBZ-95, Raine noted. �Move! Now!�
�Alright,� Raine raised his hands above his head.
�You too,� he snapped at King. Raine felt a small surge of relief flood through him. If the archaeologist was being treated the same way as him then it meant he hadn�t been singled out and identified. Yet.
At gun point, Raine and King were led across the table mountain�s summit, back down the slippery path to the mess tent. They were pushed less than gently inside.
�You�re early,� King pointed out to the soldier. �Not that your punctuality isn�t welcome, mind you.�
Raine had noticed that also. A.D. Nebrinski had said the team would be with them in around three hours. That was less than two hours ago. He also noticed something else.
�You haven�t identified yourself. Who the hell are you?�
There was a moment�s hesitation. It was fractional, but defiantly there.
�I am Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Sanderson, United States Special Forces,� the man said crisply.
Raine detected the merest hint of an accent hidden amongst the clipped, practiced American drawl. He glanced at the man�s weapon again; QBZ-95 assault rifle. And the helicopters were all Harbin Z-9s.
He glanced around the tent�s interior. The arrival of the American forces had stirred up a mixture of excitement and relief, but also a little fear. The soldiers� masked faces were less than friendly and their demeanour was brusque, even to the very sick. In fact, he noticed that none of the medical staff had even entered yet.
�There are a lot of sick people here, Lieutenant-Colonel,� he said to Sanderson. �How�re you gonna get them all out in just three helicopters?�
Again there was a pause. Subtle, but there.
�Larger transport ships are on their way,� he replied.
King scanned the tent, noticing how anyone who was not in it was being marched in through the open flap. Several of the scientists who were only displaying minor symptoms had been attempting to pack up and secure several of the more important specimens they had collected over the months. They were being rounded up and herded together like cattle.
�Why are you treating us like criminals?� he demanded.
�It is important to assemble you all in one place so that we can set up a secure perimeter,� Sanderson replied. Then, without preamble, he raised his voice to address the entire tent.
�My name is Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Sanderson, United States Special Forces.� The muted chatter faded to silence as all eyes fell expectantly upon the soldier.
�As you are all aware, you have been infected with a highly contagious virus and you, this camp and this entire mountain have been officially quarantined under the authorisation of the World Health Organisation. Medical teams are on site and shall begin administering to the sick in short order, but in the meantime I must ask that you all remain here. Guards will be posted on all access points to this tent and anyone attempting to leave will be shot.�
His blunt statement received several horrified gasps from the gathered expedition. Without another word, Sanderson ducked back out of the opening and the flap was allowed to fall back into place.
�Ben!� Raine heard Sid call as the conversations in the tent tentatively started back up. She pushed her way through the milling throngs, disturbed from their sickbeds by the soldiers� arrival, and ran to King�s side. He embraced her, kissed her head then moved her back to assess her health.
Her skin was deathly pale, Raine noted. Her eyes were yellow and blood-shot and the reddening on her hand had begun to blister.
�You should be resting,� King admonished her.
�I�m fine,� she shrugged him off and glanced at Raine. His crystal-blue eyes panned across the tent, scanning each person�s face in turn. Someone was missing.
�Where�s Nadia?�
�I don�t know,� Sid replied. �After our� discussion earlier, she left the mess tent. I�ve not seen her since.�
As if on cue, the tent flaps were suddenly flung open and Nadia was practically thrown inside.
�Where were you?� Sid asked as she hurried to her friend�s side.
Nadia�s hard eyes caught her face and expressed a sense of dread. She gestured them all into a corner away from the main congregation and dropped her voice. Her own illness was developing, Raine noticed, glancing at her blistering arm and sickly, pale face.
�They lied to us,� she whispered to them.
�What?� King asked. �Who?�
�The Americans, WHO, UNESCO, Assistant Director Nebrinski� and these men.�
�Whoa,� Raine said to slow her down. �What have they lied about, Nadia?�
Her eyes met his, serious and severe, yet somewhere in the sapphire orbs Raine could see the same fear that ran through them all.
�There is no virus,� she explained then glanced at King. �You were right all along, Ben. The Moon Mask is cursed.�
�What?� Sid was shocked. Nadia was the last person she had expected to get sucked into the saga of the mask.
�We are not suffering from a virus,� she subconsciously rubbed her arm. �We are suffering from the effects of radiation poisoning.�
That didn�t make any sense to Raine. �I thought you said you had scanned for radiation?�
�I did. There was none.�
�Then what��
�After our discussion earlier, I recalibrated my equipment to scan for one particular type of radiation. I detected some and traced its source.� She looked significantly at King. �The piece of the Moon Mask, the smaller jaw section,� she clarified, �is composed entirely out of iridium.� She clarified further for the three blank stares. �At temperatures below 0.14 kelvins, iridium becomes a superconductor, which means it has virtually no electrical resistance. What is peculiar here, however, is that it is emitting tachyon radiation.�
�Which means. ?�
�A tachyon is a hypothetical subatomic particle that moves faster than the speed of light.�
�Again,� Raine said. ��Which means. ?��
Nadia sighed heavily. She had little patience for people on a slower wavelength than her. �Scientists have for years been trying to prove that tachyons exist. They are an elemental aspect to theoretical physics, and to many they have become a�� she shrugged. �A holy grail to physicists.� She paused and her face seemed to darken. �Including my father.�
Raine knew little about Nadia�s early years, only rumours and gossip he had heard on the expedition. One of those rumours was that her father had been executed for feeding potentially dangerous information to terrorists.
�I won�t bore you with all the details,� she said curtly, �however one unusual aspect of tachyons is that as their speed increases, their energy decreases. Therefore, theoretically, the longer a tachyon exists, the faster it travels and the more energy it bleeds as Cherenkov radiation. This is well known.�
�Yeah, who didn�t know that,� Raine quipped.
�My father, however, dedicated most of his adult life to proving that tachyons are real. After decades of research, he succeeded in constructing a device which captured a single tachyon for one billionth of a second.�
�A billionth of a second?� Raine asked, incredulous.
�What he detected was an enormous amount of energy, travelling at the speed of light. The particle also emitted a type of radiation which conventional Geiger counters could not detect.�
�Tachyon radiation,� Sid confirmed.
�That�s right. And that�s why my initial scans failed to indicate any radioactive material. Because the radiation that does exist is unlike any previously detected, except by my father.�
�So what does this mean for us?� Sid asked, trepidation in her voice. �Can it not be treated?�
�On the contrary,� Nadia replied. �It can be treated in much the same way as conventional radiation sickness, if caught in time.�
Raine saw the relief wash over Sid�s face. King tightened his grip on her shoulders, reassuringly.
�I still cannot explain why the two of you are showing no symptoms, however,� she said to Raine and King. �Theoretically, as you both had direct contact with the mask, you should both be dead.�
�That�s reassuring,� Raine smiled. He glanced at King. He had remained quiet through most of Nadia�s explanation, absorbing all the details. He knew what the archaeologist was thinking, beyond the immediate implications of the Russian�s discovery.
The tachyon radiation proved that the Curse of the Moon Mask was real. The deaths of the slavers, the legends of the flesh eating Evil Spirit of Sarisari�ama. It was further validation to his work.
�My theory is that your immunity, Ben,� she directed her words at King, �might possibly stem from your ancestral roots.�
�It makes sense,� Sid agreed. �The Bouda supposedly developed an immunity to the �curse�, at least to a point. And if the curse is radiation, its stands to reason that, somehow, they were protected from it in order for them to use the mask. That immunity must have been passed down through your ancestors.�
�Then what about me?� Raine asked.
Nadia eyed him curiously. �You, Mister Raine, I believe are nothing but a defect of nature.�
King steered the conversation back to Nadia�s original concern. �Why would anyone lie about this?� he asked. �I mean, if they had just told us we were suffering from radiation poisoning��
�Because the Americans want the Moon Mask,� Nadia cut him off.
�What? Why?� Sid exclaimed. Raine watched the interaction, glancing around the tent to ensure no one was listening in.
�My father was killed because he was accused of selling tachyon technology to the Shariat Jamaat, a separatist organisation in Dagestan,� the Russian woman explained.
�Why would they care about a bunch of hypothetical particles that haven�t even been proven to exist?� Sid asked.
�Why would Moscow care?� Raine added, intrigued.
�Because of the enormous amounts of energy created by tachyons,� Nadia explained. �They�ve been linked to Zero Point Energy, which is, in your layman�s terms,� she directed this at Raine, �a hypothetical well of infinite energy. If tachyons could be proven to exist and then harnessed, whoever controlled that power would theoretically have an unlimited energy source. My father�s most grandiose claim was that if he could develop a way to emit tachyons, he would have solved all of humankind�s energy problems. He would have saved the world.�
It was all falling into place for Raine now.
�So the Russian authorities didn�t want rebels controlling this power source,� Sid realised, but Raine knew it was much more than that.
�It wasn�t about the power to create,� he said, glancing at Nadia for confirmation. �It was about the power to destroy.�
Her beautiful blue eyes were swept by a pang of sadness and shame. She nodded slowly. Raine could see realisation dawn on King and Sid also. The enormity of what they suddenly faced had begun to take hold.
�A bomb,� Raine voiced their fears.
Nadia allowed the icy moment to linger a little more.
The thunderous pounding of the storm against the canvass became a distant, womb-like echo in Raine�s ears. He felt his heartbeat quicken.
�A tachyon bomb,� Nadia said at last, �would have the potential for unlimited destructive power. It would make the highest yield nuclear warhead look like a water pistol.�
�So, if the Moon Mask is emitting tachyon radiation,� Sid said cautiously, �then I assume��
�It is also emitting tachyons themselves,� Nadia confirmed, cutting her off. �The radiation is merely an unfortunate by-product.�
�And, if the Americans get the mask and harness the tachyons, they�ll be able to build one of these bombs?� King asked.
�In time, yes.�
�Then I have some good and some bad news for you all,� Raine cut in. He pulled aside the tent flap a fraction and glanced out at the armed guards posted around the mess tent. The remaining personnel were sweeping through the camp, ignoring the sick and dying scientists. Searching for something.
�Those aren�t American soldiers,� he said. �They�re Chinese.�
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�Chinese?�
King, Sid and Nadia all said the word at the same time, shocked. Raine briefly described how he had noticed the soldiers� equipment. QBZ-95 assault rifles, Harbin Z-9 helicopters. Only one of them had spoken, and even then Raine had detected the hint of a Far Eastern accent. Their faces were masked by their NBC suits and while the lack of markings and insignia was not uncommon for Special Forces teams, he would have expected some official identification as they were acting on behalf of the U.N.
All in all, he knew that their plan was simple. Most civilians wouldn�t know a QBZ-95 from a BB gun, especially a bunch of nerdy scientists working on a remote mountain top. But Raine had been trained to identify weapons and aircraft and recognise threats. From the moment the troops had landed, he had felt that training slip back to the forefront of his mind. As he had been marched through the camp, he had been building a mental map in his head, pinpointing the location of the helicopters and the sentries as they were posted.
Peering carefully through the tent flap, he updated that map with the enemy�s most recent locations.
There were two guards outside the mess tent�s main entrance, their backs to him. Rain water flowed off their NBC suits. Silently, he closed the flap then made his way through the large tent to the far side. He peeled back the rear exit and pinpointed another two soldiers standing there.
�What�s going on?� one of the scientists asked, leaning up from where he lay. Raine ignored him and returned to Nadia�s side.
�Where�s the mask now?� he asked.
A moment�s hesitation washed over the woman�s face. �I hid it,� she replied.
�I guessed as much.�
�Where?� King asked, concerned for the mask�s safety.
�It is in my lab,� she said.
Raine frowned and peeled back the front entrance once more, just enough to peer more deeply into the small canvass village the expedition had erected. There were five more guards patrolling the perimeter of the camp but the rest of the black-clad figures were sweeping through the tents, systematically searching the labs while waving long wand-like devices around. Radiation detectors.
�It won�t be safe for long,� he said.
�I hid it inside a lead container in my lab and covered it with earth. Even if the soldiers have calibrated their scanners to detect tachyon radiation, the lead should shield it.�
Raine watched the end of an overturned workbench suddenly appear through the doorway of one of the labs. �They�re going to find it sooner or later.� He looked at his three companions. All trace of the mischievous, easy-go-lucky flyboy had vanished. The man in front of them now was focused and intense. �We need to keep it away from the Chinese until the U.S. special ops team gets here.�
�You mean the team you were trying to run away from not ten minutes ago?� King asked bitterly. Raine felt a pang of anger rush through him but fought it back down.
�What do you mean?� Sid asked.
Raine ignored her. �I could try to get it into the jungle. Hide it somewhere where it won�t be found.�
King laughed. �Or sell it to the highest bidder, more like.�
�Ben!� Sid hissed angrily.
Another stab of anger hit Raine but he turned his grimace into an ironic grin. �Still don�t trust me, Benny?�
Sid grasped King�s forearm and shot him an angry look before turning back to Raine. �Couldn�t you just fly it out?�
�Great idea,� he replied. King wouldn�t meet his gaze. �If someone hadn�t shot up my helicopter.�
Sid glared at her boyfriend. �You did what?�
�We can�t let the Americans have it,� Nadia cut in, more concerned with the immediate crisis than the men�s differences. �No one should have that sort of power. Not America, not China, not Russia.�
�I agree,� Raine said. �No one should have that sort of power.� He glanced at his companions each in turn. �But short of us trying to hide the mask for another gazillion years, I don�t see what we can do about it. Someone is going to get the mask. Either China or America.�
�And good-old-righteous America is obviously more deserving of such awesome power,� King snarled.
�No. But Nadia is right. No one should control that sort of power.� He paused to allow his emphasis to sink in. �No one nation should control the mask.� He shrugged. �But that�s just it. This is a UNESCO expedition, right?�
�Right.�
�And UNESCO is a United Nations organisation. The fact that Mister Nipple-inski lied to us means he knows the truth about the mask, and that means the U.N. knows all about it too.�
He had had enough involvement with the upper echelons of global diplomacy to understand everyone�s current position.
�I don�t doubt that the United States government would kill to get their hands on this technology,� he continued, knowing the literal truth behind his words. �But right now their hands are tied. They�d love for this to have been kept secret. They�d have sent in their SFs and taken the mask from under our noses. But we screwed that up for them by alerting UNESCO to our little medical crisis. Now, a dossier about tachyon radiation is sitting on some schmuck�s desk at the U.N. Security Council. The only way for the U.S. to come out of this without looking like a villain desperate to snatch the Moon Mask for their own greedy little purpose, is to come out of it looking like the noble hero. They�ll swoop in under the banner of the United Nations, snatch the mask out of the hands of the unscrupulous Chinese and hand it over to U.N. custody. They look like the good guys while the Chinese look like the villains.�
He paused, reading his companions faces. There was uncertainty there, fear. �Power in this world,� he concluded, �balances on the head of a pin. If what you say is correct, Nadia��
�Which it is.�
�-then the Moon Mask has the potential to shift that balance dramatically one way or another. If China gets it, the face of global power will shift in their favour. They�ll have the ultimate weapon at their disposal. But if the American team gets it, unless they�re willing to stir up the world�s biggest shit-storm, it will be handed over to the U.N. The fate of the mask will be decided by a coalition of countries, not by one single power.�
Silence descended upon them all as Raine�s words sank in. He knew his logic was sound and, despite wanting to resist, he could see King�s face dawn with comprehension. He couldn�t argue.
�The Americans are still an hour away,� Sid pointed out.
�The Chinese will find the mask before then,� Nadia added.
�I need to get to it,� Raine said. �I�ll find somewhere to hide��
�The tunnels,� King said. Raine glanced at him. He could still see the suspicion in the other man�s eyes but, for the moment, he had no choice but to trust him. �There are almost two miles of tunnels all criss-crossing and intersecting one another below out feet. If we can get to them��
�We?� Raine asked.
�The Moon Mask is the ultimate realisation of everything I�ve worked for, everything my father worked for. Died for. You think I�m gonna let you run off and stick it on EBay or something?�
Sid�s face paled considerably. �You heard what Sanderson said. They�ll shoot anyone who��
�I�ve got to do this, Sid,� King cut her off. Raine watched the exchange. It was like some form of telepathy, a silent conversation passing between the lovers� eyes. After a moment, Sid stepped down.
�Just be careful,� she warned him.
�You just better keep up with me, Benny,� Raine added his own caution.
�I�ll be leaving you standing, flyboy,� he shot back testily before returning his attention to Sid. He thwarted any further objections with a kiss. �I�ll be fine,� he promised.
A look of grim determination set across Raine�s face. �What is it Elvis says, Benny: a little less conversation, a little more action, please?�
He pulled the skirt of the tent up and scanned the camp again, noting the soldiers� most recent positions and determining the best route to take to Nadia�s lab. A line of shipping crates was dotted haphazardly near the back of the mess tent and would provide some cover from most of the guards except for the two at the tent�s rear entrance.
He dropped the skirt and stood, making his way towards the back of the tent, the three scientists in tow. �We�re going to need a distraction,� he told them.
�Like what?� Nadia asked.
Raine grinned lecherously at her. �You could always flash �em.�
Nadia scowled. �This isn�t some ridiculous Hollywood movie,� she said, �and not all men are as pathetic as you as to be distracted by breasts.�
Raine merely answered with a shrug as he moved to crouch behind the rear tent flap. King and Sid parted, the former moving to crouch beside him while the latter followed Nadia out of the exit, holding back the flap just far enough for Raine to see what was going on. Rain pounded on the awning canopy and Nadia had to raise her voice to be heard.
�Excuse me,� she addressed the nearer of the two guards in her usual, stern voice. He spun to face her, aiming his rifle. Nadia and Sid moved to the left, forcing the soldier to turn his back on Raine and King�s position. His comrade, however, continued to eye the tent�s perimeter.
�I want to know why there has been no medical assistance provided to��
The soldier said nothing but gestured dramatically with his weapon for Nadia and Sid to go back inside.
�Damn it,� Raine cursed, hoping the second guard would also be forced to engage with the women.
The distraction wasn�t working. The second guard stepped closer to the tent flaps. Another few steps and Raine and King would become visible.
Nadia rolled her eyes, realising what she had to do. �Oh, for the love of god,� she grumbled, and then promptly lifted her vest top up to expose her full breasts, supported by a thin sports bra.
Caught unaware by the beautiful, though unexpected sight, the first guard�s weapon lowered slightly. The second caught a glimpse of flesh from the corner of his eye and instinctively spun to get a better view.
This was their chance.
King pushed out from under the tent skirt, rolled across the ground and�
Raine�s eyes were wide as he too was distracted by the show of Nadia�s silky flesh.
�Come on,� King hissed and spurred him into motion.
Raine rolled out of the tent and scrambled to his feet, keeping low to the ground as he led King to the shelter of the shipping crates.
The momentary slip of the guards� attention was soon replaced by suspicion and they quickly raised their weapons again. Nadia pointed at the reddening on her chest, a symptom of the �illness� and a justifiable reason for flashing her body at them.
Raine and King scrambled into cover just as the second guard swung his gaze around to their position. They remained motionless, holding their breath as the guard�s eyes fell upon the stack of crates, lingered for a second, and then continued a 360 degree survey of the mountaintop.
Raine peered around the crate and, with a single glance, locked the position of each soldier into his mind.
�Stay with me,� he told King then, without another word, he dashed from cover, keeping low, and ran fast to skid through the muddy ground behind one of the science tents. He checked that King was still behind him and was pleased to see�
The dirt at King�s heel erupted under the onslaught of lead and the archaeologist instinctively threw himself forward, skidding on his belly up to Raine�s side.
�Damn it!� the pilot cursed. The canvas of the tent tore apart as dozens of bullets chewed into it and, reflexively, King clamped his hands over his ears. Raine ducked down as low as he could, eyes scanning his surroundings, desperately searching for a more secure hiding place, but there was nothing.
They were caught, out in the open.
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Screams of panic erupted from the patients inside the mess tent as the sound of gunfire thundered across the summit of Sarisari�ama.
Stood under the awning at the rear of the tent, hands behind her head and her black vest top pulled over her bra to reveal far more flesh than she ordinarily permitted, Nadia rolled her eyes in despair. �Well that didn�t take long,� she grumbled.
With a flick of her eyes, she glanced across the camp to where Raine and King took shelter behind one of the tents. Bullets shredded through the canvass as half a dozen soldiers converged on them.
The two guards gestured at Nadia and Sid, moving forward in an effort to drive them back inside the tent. The two women retreated, ducking partway through the flap. The second guard, realising the situation here was secure, spun and raced off to converge with the other soldiers on Raine and King�s position.
�We�ve got to do something,� Sid glanced in horror. The tent the two men shielded behind was now in tatters, only whatever solid items contained within preventing the men from being shredded. �They�re going to be slaughtered.�
Their guard jolted his rifle at them.
Nadia huffed, exasperated, and then threw the guard a winning smile. �Never send an American to do a Russian�s work,� she mumbled through gritted teeth. Then, without warning, her leg flashed up with such speed and such force that her boot struck the guard�s rifle and slammed it up into his chin. The man�s head snapped back and he crumpled to the ground.
She snatched the rifle up off the muddy ground, brought it up against her shoulder, aimed and fired. The weapon slammed into her shoulder painfully as it spewed out bullets on full auto. Her father had taught her how to use weapons as a young child, growing up in the dangers of Dagestan, but she had never handled anything with such power behind it. Her entire body shook as she tried to hold it steady, spraying a constant stream of bullets at the Z-9 helicopter parked at the edge of camp. Rain lashed against her face, stinging her eyes and the thunder of the weapon assaulted her ears but she didn�t let up until a spark eventually ignited the chopper�s fuel tank.
The entire machine blew apart in a terrific ball of fire, shooting searing hot debris in all directions. The concussive boom slammed into her, knocking her and Sid off their feet and warping the mess tent. Other canvass structures caught alight, rippling heat into the storm drenched arena. Soldiers, taken off guard, collapsed to the ground, shielding their heads as flaming meteors slammed into the mud.
Staggering to her feet, her soaked clothes clinging to her lithe body, she glanced across to see Raine cautiously push himself up out of hiding.
She raised her voice and shouted over the din to him. �Much better than lifting my top, no?!�
* * *
Raine shrugged, noncommittal. �Nah,� he replied.
Then he was all action again. King hadn�t anticipated the other man�s speed. Focussed and intent, his earlier warning came back to the archaeologist. You just better keep up with me, Benny.
Raine dashed from cover and pulled a handgun from the back of his waistband. King remembered wondering about the weapon�s necessity yesterday. Now, he was grateful for it.
Raine fired at two of the soldiers as they struggled to their feet. A third charged at him, bringing his weapon up and around too slow. With expert precision, Raine doubled him over with a knee to the groin then dropped him with a chop to the neck. He snatched up his QBZ-95 assault rifle and fired at the other soldiers. Too slow in regaining their wits after the fiery destruction of their helicopter, they were scattered by Raine�s spray of bullets, scrambling for cover behind burning tents and chunks of smoking metal.
But it wouldn�t take long for them to mobilise again. �Benny, move it!�
King�s legs felt like jelly as he ordered them into motion, running up behind Raine as the other man cut a swath through the soldiers. He didn�t let up with the rifle, his eyes expertly locating any movement and putting down resistance before it arose. The storm continued to rage, rain lashing across the summit but King ignored the downpour, shadowing Raine all the way across the camp until they arrived at Nadia�s research tent. Raine threw aside the canvass door, checked the all clear.
�Get the mask,� he ordered.
King didn�t hesitate, darting out of the rain into the tent. His eyes scanned the work stations, his arms sweeping across them and scattering books and computers and microscopes. His body shook violently with an adrenaline overload. It felt as it his heart was going to burst out of his chest, his brain explode!
Think, Ben, damn it! Concentrate!
The sound of gunfire grew more intense and several bullets suddenly burst through the canvass of the tent, ricocheting off the equipment. Reflexively, he dropped to the ground and shielded his head.
Outside, Raine checked his magazine � nearly empty. He switched to single shot, aiming carefully at the ever increasing numbers of soldiers converging on their position.
�How�s it coming in there, Benny?� he called.
Lying on the ground as bullets flew above him, King�s eyes suddenly noticed an odd, rectangular shape in the ground sheet. He remembered what Nadia had said about hiding the mask in a lead lined container and burying it. That was what she had been doing before the soldiers had caught her.
�Almost there,� he shouted back to Raine. He crawled forward, pulling his pocket-knife from his trousers. He dug the blade into the ground sheet and tore the material before hastily yanking the suitcase-sized container out.
�Got it!� he announced, hefting the heavy case up just as Raine retreated backwards into the tent, discarding his stolen rifle.
�Great,� he grumbled. Pulling his handgun from his waistband again, his expertly slid the clip out. Two bullets left. He glanced at the container King tried to carry. �It�s too heavy. Take the mask out.�
King dropped the case and flicked the latches. He paused for a second before opening it, considering the danger the tachyons posed to him. Why he and Raine hadn�t been affected yet was a mystery, but there was no guarantee they wouldn�t be.
A resurgence of bullets punching through the fabric of the tent cast his doubts aside. He wrenched open the case and plucked the mask from within. He glanced at Raine, noticing him moving swiftly through the tent, unscrewing the caps on oxygen canisters used for cleaning objects.
�Come on,� he called. King ran forward, listening to the sounds of boots splashing through the mud outside. He snatched up a lady�s pink purse, one of the interns he supposed, discarded in the chaos, and slipped the mask into it.
�Suits you,� Raine commented as he ran to the back of the tent.
�Where are you going? There�s no way out back there.�
Raine ignored him, running fast for the canvass on the tent�s rear. He plucked a scalpel off one of the examination tables and slashed it in a straight line through the fabric. Before he could protest, King felt the other man shove him through the newly created door just as Chinese troops poured into the tent.
Then Raine was through, grabbing his elbow and dragging him into the dense jungle beyond the camp.
�Here,� he said, swinging King around the trunk of a large tree. King watched as he spun on the spot, took aim at the tent and fired his last two rounds.
The tent erupted like the maw of a volcano, the bullets igniting the build-up of gas which he had released. A fireball plumed high into the clouds, blinding against the storm-dark sky.
King had no idea how many soldiers had been taken out in the trap, but he knew it wouldn�t hold them off for long.
�We�ve got to get into the tunnels,� Raine said and pulled him to his feet. They both turned and dashed into the thick jungle, crashing through the vegetation. King heard his own heart pounding in his ears; his legs began to burn from the exertion and the branches stung his flesh as they whipped back at him, admonishing him for his intrusion.
The two men leapfrogged low bushes and fallen trunks, limboed beneath thicker branches and batted aside those that they could. The mud churned beneath their boots and rain seemed to twist in a vortex before the archaeologist�s eyes.
With a meaty slap, a bullet slammed through the underbrush to embed itself in a moss encrusted trunk. King staggered, shocked. Another bullet slammed into the tree in front of him, peppering him with flecks of bark. He hesitated, stepped back, turned�
A black-clad soldier levelled his weapon at his chest.
A spinning streak of silver whirled past his ear and dug deep into the soldier�s throat. The scalpel Raine had taken from the tent.
The man took a step back, throwing his arms wide in surprise, his trigger finger clenching to release a hailstorm of bullets into the jungle. He hit the muddy ground with a squelch, the thunder of gun fire ceasing to be replaced by voices shouting in Mandarin. Dark figures, little more than wraith-like shadows, shot between the trees, circling on the pair.
�Hurry up!� Raine grasped his forearm, snapping him out of his daze. They ran forward another few steps but then the ground in front of them erupted, spraying them with hot mud and charred vegetation.
�Mortars!� Raine yelled to be heard over the din.
We�re never going to make it, King thought.
Another mortar shell whistled through the air and exploded on impact with the ground thirty feet away. The concussive boom slammed into King�s chest, driving the air out of his lungs.
�We�re close to the sinkhole,� Raine urged him on. �We�ve got to keep going!�
They set off again through the hellish realm of Sarisari�ama�s summit. A barrage of gunfire chased them while a bombardment of mortars hounded their every step, exploding to the left, then the right; in front, then behind. King�s world receded to a tunnel. He focussed all his energy into driving himself forward through the pounding rain�
They broke out of the dense jungle and King�s eyes absorbed the familiar scene of the yawning sinkhole stretching away from him. Its sides were coated in thick green plant life which was today awash with numerous torrents of water as streams created by the storm cascaded down into the sinkhole�s black depths.
Directly in front of King was the winch station, a jury-rigged contraption of metal scaffolding clinging to the cliff face, housing giant reams of metal cables. The science teams used the system to be lowered into the tunnels and out each day.
Right now, however, two men in black NBC suits were rising out of the hole, dangling in their harnesses.
They saw Raine and King and raised their weapons.
From behind, dozens of soldiers swarmed towards them.
All around them, mortars pounded the drenched earth.
Trapped.
King�s footsteps faltered, ready to surrender, but Raine dragged him on. Another mortar shell smashed into the ground at their heels. The blast slammed into them, intense and agonising. King heard himself scream as the heat wave threw both men forward.
But Raine had been ready for it. He used the explosion to help propel them both out over the gaping sinkhole. They cried out as the momentum of the blast died away and gravity took hold, dragging them into the yawning maw of the gateway into the earth.
King saw the black abyss below spread out to encompass him, to drag him to hell, but then, with jarring suddenness, they jerked to a halt and swung painfully into the cliff face.
Raine had snagged the harness of both the enemy climbers, momentarily halting their death-dive. The sudden weight ripped both soldiers from their perches and now all four men fell, arms and legs cart-wheeling. They dropped like stones, bouncing off the sheer sides of the sinkhole, a tangle of limbs and a m�l�e of petrified screams.
Above them, the winches spun freely, unspooling meters of cable until, at last, the safety mechanism bit the brake into the line.
The cables snapped taught, jarring them all to a halt.
King�s back smashed into the cliff face, winding him. During his fall, he had reflexively grabbed hold of one of the cables and he struggled now to keep his grip on the slippery line. He glanced down. The base of the sinkhole was still hundreds of feet below him. Vertigo sent a wave of dizziness to his skull.
The two soldiers hung limply, dazed, but secured in their harnesses, they quickly re-gathered their wits and went for their guns.
Too slow.
Somehow, King noticed, Raine had manoeuvred himself into position above one of the soldiers. He dangled from one arm, muscles flexing, and merely plucked the rifle from the stunned Chinaman�s hand, turned and fired point blank at his face.
A spray of blood and brains rained down into the sinkhole.
In one fluid movement, he twisted again, planted the muzzle of the weapon under the chin of the second man and fired. A starburst of blood splashed across the vertical walls of the hole.
King felt bile rise up his throat. His eyes were wide, locked on the two dangling cadavers.
�Benny,� Raine called to him, his voice hard, devoid of emotion despite his actions. �Grab his controls. We�ve got to keep moving.�
King didn�t move. He simply dangled above the hole, his arm muscles burning yet his fist clenched tight.
Raine reached and released the control unit from the belt of the soldier whom he shared a cable with. Pressing the red �down� arrow, he and the corpse began to descend but he halted when he realised King wasn�t following.
�Benny,� he called. But when he didn�t answer he barked more sharply. �King! Move your goddamn ass!�
King shook himself into action and struggled, one handed, to release the dead man�s controls. Together, they allowed the winch to lower them further into the sinkhole until they reached the familiar metal platform that had been affixed outside of the entrance to the underground labyrinth.
King jumped onto it, the clanging metal feeling good and solid beneath his feet. His eyes focussed on his companion. Raine�s face was hard, the lines of his rugged features set straight and steady. There was no shaking of adrenaline, no overly laboured breathing. There was no emotion in those icy blue eyes.
Who are you? He wondered. �You killed those men,� he accused.
�We�ve got to keep moving.� Raine relieved one of the dead men of his rifle then turned to head inside the tunnel. King remained fixed on the platform. Above, Chinese troops began to gather and lower themselves over the ledge. The storm continued its torrential downpour.
�You just� shot them.�
�Yeah, well,� Raine shrugged. �They were gonna shoot us.�
�How can you be so flippant about killing?� King snarled. �Like it was easy or something.�
Raine whirled on him, face twisted into an angry snarl. But it wasn�t anger in his eyes, King saw. It was something else.
A cold emptiness.
�It gets easier every time,� he lied, then turned and vanished into the gloom of the tunnel.
King hesitated a fraction of a second longer, and then followed him into Hell.

11:
Death Above�

The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Raine and King ran through the impenetrable darkness of the tunnels. Water had found its way into the labyrinth, draining down walls and collecting on the floor. Jungle vines clung to the perfectly cut jigsaw-puzzle walls as King led the way, groping through the blackness. He directed them solely by touch and memory and he desperately tried to picture in his head where they were and where they were going.
�We�ve got to move faster,� Raine whispered. He could hear movement behind them, sloshing through water and ripping through vines. The soldiers would move faster, he knew, aided no doubt by night-vision goggles and bristling with weapons.
�I can�t see anything,� King hissed back, bumping bodily against a very-solid wall. The darkness was choking now and King felt claustrophobia pressing against him. �We�ll be sitting ducks in here,� he pointed out.
�Reckon you can get us to the hidden passage you found?�
King studied the darkness but it was impregnable. He had led them this far through the well excavated tunnels by sheer dumb luck. But the hidden tunnel he had found the previous day was deep within the underground maze, difficult to get at even with the large halogen lamps the excavation team carried with them. Nevertheless, he groped the walls, feeling his way forward.
�Even if I can,� he asked. �What good will it do? We demolished the retaining wall so you could go play Indiana Jones with the crocodiles.�
�Just get us there,� Raine replied. �I�ll take care of the rest.�
UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Colonel Ming ripped through the canvass flap of the mess tent, eliciting startled gasps from its dying inhabitants.
Order had been re-established following the explosive excitement and five guards now stood inside the tent, training their weapons on its occupants.
Ming walked through the crowd of groaning scientists to the rear of the tent where two women had been tied to one of the poles. A guard stood beside them.
�You,� he snapped at them. He had removed his helmet now that the mask and its radioactive properties were not in the vicinity, and now that his men�s cover had been blown anyway. Secrecy was no longer important. He had gone to Plan B. Instead of Plan A�s subterfuge � a snatch and grab operation under the guise of U.S. Special Forces � the backup plan was far more brutal: a full-on assault, leaving behind no trace of their presence. All of the scientists would be eliminated, their deaths blamed on Venezuelan terrorists.
Glancing around at the tent�s occupants, he wondered whimsically whether he could save on his men�s ammunition. Without treatment for severe radiation sickness, these people would be dead in a matter of hours anyway.
He stopped in front of the women, noting their attractiveness. The Indian woman�s eyes glanced up nervously at him, but the Russian woman, whom his men had dragged in earlier, held a defiant gaze.
�Communist pig!� she snarled.
Ming surprised himself when he was unable to stifle a laugh. �Coming from a Russian,� he replied, �I don�t know whether to take that as a compliment or an insult.� Then his eyes darkened and he crouched down to the Russian�s level. �For your sake, I hope it was a compliment.�
Nadia bit back a quick and angry response. �What do you want?�
�Want?� Ming�s English was flawless. His face was almost perfectly rounded, his skin silky smooth. He might even have been considered attractive in some circles, if it wasn�t for the wickedness of his narrow eyes, stained nicotine-yellow. �I would have thought that was obvious.�
�The mask.� She had, of course, already known the answer, but she was surprised when he corrected her.
�Wrong.� A pause. �I want to know where the mask has been taken.�
Nadia couldn�t prevent a coy smile from curling her lips. She had seen Raine and King heading for the sinkhole. The intricate network of artificially built tunnels and natural caves twisted like a maze, many criss-crossing, some circling back, others leading to dead ends. Ben King knew them like the back of his hand, and with Nathan Raine�s resourcefulness she had no doubt they were easily eluding their pursuers. She also had no doubt as to their destination: the hidden, skull-lined passage. It was where she would have headed.
�Why do you smile?� Ming asked.
�Because if they are inside the tunnels,� she replied smugly, �then you will never find them� at least not before the Americans get here.�
�Who would have thought it? A Russian cheering for the Americans.�
�Better American do-gooders than you Chinese arseholes.�
The back of Ming�s hand angrily struck her face, slamming her inside cheek against her teeth. Her head whipped to the side and she spat out globules of blood before glaring back up at her attacker with a frightening degree of anger.
�Colonel,� a voice squawked over his radio in Mandarin. Nadia translated it. �We have the thieves cornered. Closing in on their position now.�
Ming enjoyed watching the smug expression slide from the Russian�s face and he smiled victoriously. �Kill them and bring me the mask.�
The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Two dozen Chinese troops had swept into the labyrinth of tunnels which burrowed into the Sarisari�ama tepui, fanning out to flush out the thieves. Night vision goggles illuminated the gloom, casting the network of tunnels in a ghostly green pall.
It had seemed a futile task as the two man teams wandered in circles, bisecting one-another�s paths without even knowing it. But then the breakthrough had been made. Drops of blood on the ground� and then more further on� a trail of breadcrumbs leading straight to the hapless heroes.
The team that had found the blood trail followed it to the remains of a hastily de-constructed wall, the demolished stonework now only waist high. Four other teams had rendezvoused with them, huddled beneath the wall, waiting.
A glance down the sealed hallway revealed two figures, huddling around a distant bend, just out of the troopers� rifle range.
The team leader held up a hand, counted down on his fingers and, on the clench of his fist, all ten men hurdled the low wall and moved silently down the tunnel, nearing their prey, rifles raised�
With a resounding boom and a lurch, the ground dropped away from the first line of soldiers and they plummeted into the hole in the ground.
But as they fell they reached out, grasping the edge of the hole. Huge stone blocks came away in their hands, one after another as they scrambled for purchase, the hole growing larger and swallowing up the second rank of men, then the third. Plumes of dust erupted, followed by the staccato of rifle fire.
As the dust began to settle, a figure appeared in the tunnel above them, brandishing a stolen rifle. He moved to the edge of the hole and peered down.
* * *
Illuminated by the flare of muzzle flashes, Nathan Raine pinpointed seven men sloshing in the murky water, firing maddeningly into it. Dark shapes glided with surprising agility around them.
An explosion of gunfire, an agonised scream and the sickening crunch of bones brought seven men down to six, then five.
Raine watched the absolute panic in the chamber as the troopers fired desperately at the enormous shapes in the water. King came up alongside him.
�Don�t look��
�Oh god,� he gasped, turning away, stomach clenching.
Five men became four, then three, two�
A bullet struck the wall of skulls that lined the corridor behind them. Raine whipped out a hand, pulled King down to ground level and fired off a couple of rounds at the demolished dividing wall from where the shot had originated. Through the ambient glow of muzzle-fire he could make out shapes moving there.
�Now what?� King shouted to him. The ruse with the hole had worked. They had lured half of their pursuers into the hidden corridor and the trap Raine had set.
It was a gamble, but it had paid off.
The price of the gamble was that the corridor was a dead end. They had no place else to run.
Except one.
�Into the hole,� Raine ordered.
�What?�
More bullets flew overhead as reinforcements arrived.
Raine grabbed hold of the rope which he had left there after extracting the human remains the previous day. He secured it to the baton he had hammered into the wall and then threw the length into the hole. He fired an erratic burst of bullets at the wall, blind in the darkness and the dust. �Go!� he bellowed and this time King obeyed, scrambling down the length of rope.
Below King�s dangling feet the chamber was completely dark, the gun fire ceased, the silence broken only by the gut-curdling crunching of human bones and the sloshing of competing beasts.
This was madness. He was being shot at from above while being lowered to a gnashing death below. His options looked grim.
�Hurry,� Raine called down.
As silently as he could, King�s feet touched the hard surface of the platform at the side of the chamber. The water sloshed around his knees, much deeper than it had been the previous day. He also heard the sound of water falling from above but could not see the cascade in the darkness.
�Okay,� he half-whispered back to Raine before hugging the wall, skirting, petrified, around it, as far away from the silhouettes of the reptilian monsters as he could.
Above him, Raine emptied the remainder of his rifle clip on the phantom shadows beyond the wall, causing just enough of a distraction to allow him to vault into the hole. The rope took his weight, swinging as he quickly slid down it like a fireman�s pole�
The baton wrenched free of the wall above and he dropped like a stone, splashing into the fetid water below!
He broke the surface, gasping, retching, and immediately came nose to snout with something huge, something deadly, something�
That exploded in a gristly eruption of crocodile skull, brains and mashed up leathery skin.
The roar of weapons fire was accompanied by the inhuman war-cry of a terrified archaeologist as Benjamin King emptied one of the dead soldiers� discarded rifles into the attacking crocodilian�s skull. It clicked to empty and Raine took that as his cue to scramble out of the pool and sidle up to King. The other beasts turned on their own fallen, thrashing about, ripping limbs and tearing flesh.
Raine and King backed right up to the corner again. He muttered his thanks as he knelt next to the body whose weapon King had lifted and plucked his night vision goggles off the corpse�s head.
�You won�t be needing these,� he commented and then donned them.
The chamber came to life, wrapping itself around him, physically unchanged since he had come down here the previous day to salvage the mysterious skeletal remains. Only this time, through the ghostly aura of the goggles, the green-tinted chamber was a cauldron of mashed body parts. The remains of the Chinese soldiers floated alongside the bloated hulks of giant crocodiles like so much flotsam and jetsam. The demonic, glowing white shapes of the Orinoco Crocodiles thrashed about, caught up in a feeding frenzy the likes of which made his stomach churn.
�Okay,� King said slowly, breathing deeply, still consumed by darkness. �What do we do now?�
Raine glanced about the chamber. Three individual cascades of water emptied from slots high up in the wall, tumbling down into the frothing pool. Some sort of drainage system, he guessed. The slots were too narrow for either of them to squeeze through, however, even if they could find a way up to them. With the rope now under not just water but dinosaurs-from-hell, there was no way to climb back up. Besides, looking up, he saw the Chinese soldiers tentatively circling the hole, NVGs peering down the length of their QBZ-95 assault rifles.
Another splash of water nearby drew his attention quickly back to the feeding crocs. It wouldn�t be long before their attention drifted from their current feast to something a little fresher. But it wasn�t one of the crocodiles that had caused the splash. Instead, it was the bloodied and torn remains of half a torso and three quarter�s of an arm.
�Ever heard of the expression, between a rock and a hard place, Benny?� he asked, creeping forward and leaning down to the floating remains. He kept a wary eye on the water but for now all the crocs were preoccupied.
�Yes, of course.�
Raine began stripping what he could out of what remained of the dead soldier�s torn combat webbing: a torch, a large knife, a Norinco M-77B handgun and three grenades.
�Well,� he replied. �We�re there.�
As if to punch home his point, a bullet sparked across the wall behind him. He dived out of the way just in time, just as his assailant switched his rifle from single shot to full auto. A hailstorm of bullets tore into the chamber, spitting through the water. Some embedded themselves in the crocodiles� thick scales, inciting an even bigger frenzy. Others chattered across the walls, ripping out chips of stone and chunks of masonry.
Raine pushed King against the wall beneath the alcove where he had found the Moon Mask, just out of the shooter�s line of fire. A quick glance up confirmed that the shooter was adjusting his position. They wouldn�t just be sitting ducks. They would be ducks lying down sunbathing with their arms behind their heads and a bulls-eye painted on their chests!
Raine�s mind hurried through every possible scenario in the blink of an eye, but there was only really one option.
�Get in the water!�
�What!? Are you insane?� King protested, shielding his head from flying chips of stone. He could not see Raine grin and shrug.
�Yeah, a little.�
Then, before the archaeologist could argue further, Raine grabbed his elbow and dragged him forward, firing blindly and one handed at the hole above his head. He threw them both into the water just as three more Chinese troops took up positions and strafed the entire chamber with bullets.

12:
�Death Below

The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
The water was icy cold and putrid, stinging Benjamin King�s eyes as he squinted. Orange bursts of machine gun fire blazed above, muted by the water, distorted by the ripples� and, terrifyingly, revealing the silhouettes of the killing machines amidst which he now swam.
Panic rose in him. He broke the surface, gasped for air but felt something strong grasp his ankle and pull him back down.
In terror, he thrashed, kicking and punching through the water. His fist hit something hard and leathery. An enormous shape whipped away from him, a muscle-bound tail smacking into his chest like a sledge hammer. And still, whatever had hold of his ankle did not let go, but instead pulled him deeper into the churning pool of water, towards the far wall.
He dared to glance down and, fearing the sight of a crocodile�s jaw crunching through his lower leg, he was slightly relieved to see that it was only Nathan Raine.
The other man kicked with all his might, dragging King deeper. He didn�t understand why but then Raine clicked on the waterproof torch he had commandeered. The beam cut through the dark water and there, at the base of the wall, King saw a submerged tunnel, roughly five feet in diameter.
It suddenly made sense to him. For the crocodiles to have survived, they couldn�t have been isolated in the one chamber. They must have been coming and going through this tunnel. He also remembered seeing something emerge into the pool the previous day from somewhere else. Raine must have seen the tunnel through his night vision goggles but, despite having a destination, King was still far from happy. Nevertheless, he stopped resisting Raine and kicked with him and before he knew it, they were at the entrance.
Raine clicked off the torch, plunging King back into absolute darkness. He had never been more terrified, nor more reliant on someone else.
Raine guided him down. King�s eyes readjusted to the gloom, aided by the muzzle fire from above. He kicked towards the tunnel and was just about to enter it when Raine slammed him back into the wall. He resisted the automatic urge to gasp and felt a flare of anger pass through him until he saw the reason for Raine�s actions.
Through the flickering orange eruptions of light, he saw something emerge.
Something massive.
A long, black, serpentine body glided silently out of its lair, exuding a menacing, though agile grace. It had a girth of almost four feet, nearly filling the tunnel, but its length was even more colossal. Yard after yard, its great, undulating body spewed out into the pool and King watched, both awed and horrified as it shot towards the surface.
A melee of panic erupted among the crocodiles, their colossal shapes now dwarfed by the much larger serpent. They shot down through the water, darting like torpedoes into the tunnel, ignoring Raine and King. Above them, the giant snake finished off their meals, wrapping its immense bulk around the hulks of dead crocodiles and men alike. A final flash of gun fire from high above illuminated the water just enough for King to see a monstrous mouth, dislocated at the jaw, encompassing the upper torso of a bullet-riddled croc.
Then, with a severe tug, Raine pushed him into the tunnel.
UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
�Then follow them!� Colonel Ming barked into his radio.
�But sir,� the soldier�s voice replied. �There are crocodiles down there!�
�Well shoot them!�
�And��
�And what?� he demanded, impatient. He was in no mood for this whimpering little boy on the other end of the radio. This �simple� mission against a bunch of scientists had cost him over a dozen men so far and still their prize had not been secured. The soldier�s report about the thieves vanishing into a crocodile infested pool had only soured his already bleak mood.
�There is� something else down there,� the man said.
�Is it frightening?� Ming asked with mock sympathy.
�Well, sir, it is� I do not know what it is.�
�I�ll tell you what it is, Mister.� His voice hardened. �It is nothing compared to the fear you should have of me if you don�t get down that fucking hole right now!�
A nervous pause was followed by a timid reply. �Yes sir.�
As the soldier signed off, Ming sighed and looked about himself. Rain continued to lash in horizontal slants across the smouldering camp, smoke and steam coiling up into the tumultuous clouds.
The Americans would arrive soon, he knew. Time was running out.
He opened a communications channel to the next highest ranking soldier on the summit. �Take command up here,� he told him as he hurried purposefully across the mountaintop to the sinkhole. �Purge the site. Kill all the scientists, burn the labs. I want no trace of this place left.�
He followed the well-trodden path through the jungle and emerged on the edge of the enormous green sinkhole, peering down into its depths.
It was time to take control of the situation.
The North Face,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
The leader of the eight, black-clad men hung just below the summit of the tabletop mountain, listening into the Chinese transmission which his communication�s expert had managed to hijack.
He had been monitoring the transmission ever since the three helicopters had arrived, trying to keep track of the events above as they happened while urging his men to climb faster. He hadn�t expected the terrific explosion of one of the Chinese helicopters being destroyed, nor the eruptions of gunfire that followed. Nevertheless, the noises had not been unwelcome. The theft of the mask had given him more time to get his men to the summit. If it weren�t for the hapless thieves, the Chinese would most likely have gotten away with the prize by now.
Satisfied that his team was still in the running, he gave the order and the eight heavily armed commandoes swung up onto the mountain and headed towards the base camp.
The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Nathan Raine�s lungs burned as he swam down the length of the tunnel, the night vision goggles cutting through the darkness. Small flecks of dirt and detritus, bright in the NVGs, drifted past like stars streaking past a spaceship.
The current was getting stronger the deeper into the tunnel they swam, propelling them faster with every second. He had noticed the current in the chamber when the dead Chinese soldier had bumped against the submerged platform and guessed that it had been created by the storm. The rain water draining into the chamber had caused the water level to rise. If the same had happened at the other end of this tunnel, he theorised it had broken over some sort of dam and created a flow of water from one end to the other.
If that was the case, there had to be another chamber somewhere ahead. That meant oxygen.
Right now, however, he was beginning to doubt his decision. The tunnel walls boxed them in on all sides. Glancing back to check on King every few seconds, he scanned the walls, floor and ceiling for any breaks, any air pockets but there was nothing but solid rock all around him.
He resisted the urge to breathe, falling back on his training. He could last at least another minute, he knew, having been taught to hold his breath for far longer than most people. But King was a different matter. Glancing behind, he saw panic on the other man�s face. His eyes were wide and a stream of bubbles flowed from his mouth and nose. Any second now and his reflexes would take over his rational mind and force him to suck in a lungful of water.
Death above, death below.
Something pounded against his back, slamming him down onto the floor of the tunnel. He rolled and looked up through the goggles. The water frothed and foamed above him, which meant that there was a break in the tunnel.
Without thinking, he grasped King and thrust them both up into the hole.
The thunderous roar of cascading water pounded down around them, struggling to push them back under but Raine braced himself and held King�s head above the surface. They both sucked in a desperate lungful of stale air.
�It�s okay, Benny, it�s okay!� Raine shouted at the archaeologist over the noise. Still in utter blackness, King could not see what he saw, not that that would have filled him with much hope.
They had emerged inside a narrow vertical shaft, barely three feet wide, its far end obscured high above. Water, most likely runoff from the torrential storm, cascaded down all its sides. Nevertheless, there was air and both men were hungry for it.
�Where are we?� King called between ragged breaths, shielding himself as best he could from the spray.
�I don�t��
Something black and solid slammed into King�s legs and took them out from under him. He was dragged under and Raine reached out but was also pulled beneath the surface.
In a thrash of arms, legs, jaws and tails, the two men rolled over the top of the fleeing crocodile, its shape vanishing as it darted like a missile down the tube. Raine dragged them back into the vertical shaft and they both took in more air, coughing and spluttering.
�I don�t know where we are,� Raine admitted, amazed and more than a little relieved that the crocodiles were more concerned about saving their own skins than they were about supper. �But if ten foot long crocodiles are running away from something, then I suggest we follow them!� He grasped King�s shoulders to steady him, imagining how much more terrifying this experience must be blinded. �Take a deep breath!�
They both did, and then Raine guided King down into the tunnel and kicked into the current. The pull of the water grew stronger and within another sixty seconds they arrived at another vertical shaft, took another deep breath and then dived again.
Now, the current really took hold and it swept them forward and swirled them around a tight bend. Raine�s back impacted the wall. He scrambled with his hands to slow his movements but the skin of his fingertips tore against the stonework. The tunnel raced around him, a kaleidoscope of psychedelic greens and whites�
And then his head broke the surface. He took in a deep breath, expecting to go under once again but then realised they had emerged into a much larger chamber. A rocky beach straddled either side of the underground river into which the tunnel had spewed them but no safety lay there. Swimming with powerful strokes, the Orinoco Crocodiles swam to the beaches and scrambled onto them.
Through the NVGs, Raine saw dozens of the giant reptiles populating the shores.
�What�s happening?� King demanded.
�Just stay in the water,� he told him. �Let it take us.�
�Take us where?�
Raine turned his head to see if he could make out a destination. A roaring filled his ears and, the green glow of the goggles moving past the writhing shores of black armoured crocodiles, he saw�
�Oh� shit!� he shouted, a moment before they plummeted over the waterfall.

13:
The Place of Fear

The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Colonel Ming hurried down the skull-lined corridor deep inside the heart of Sarisari�ama, six men in tow. He came to a halt beside the soldier who had drawn the long straw and remained to guard the hole in the floor rather than follow the thieves.
�Sir!� he saluted.
�Report.�
�Lieutenant Xan led the rest of his team into the chamber, sir. There is a submerged tunnel which they proceeded down. I�ve not had any contact with them since.�
Ming peered over the edge of the hole, his night vision goggles piercing the gloom. The chamber below was empty, silent. There were no signs of his men, either dead or alive.
He pulled his NBC suit�s mask and headpiece back into place and connected it to the air-supply on his back. As well as protecting the wearer from nuclear, biological or chemical threats, the durable, self-contained units could be used underwater. He�d also had the foresight to bring fins from the choppers and he and his men now affixed them to their feet.
�We have one objective,� he addressed his team when they were ready to be lowered into the chamber. �Retrieve the mask, whatever the cost.�
UNESCO Base Camp,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Nadia knew something bad was about to happen when she saw the silhouettes of six men all converging on the mess tent.
They were coming to kill them all.
�Are you ready?� she asked Sid. Though still weakened from their exposure to the tachyon radiation, Sid and Nadia were still two of the strongest survivors. The radiation had affected different people at different levels, regardless of their exposure time to the Moon Mask. In a distant part of her brain, the scientist looked forward to analysing the varying effects on different individuals� body chemistry. But first, they had to survive the Chinese soldiers sent to kill them.
�I guess,� Sid answered nervously. A handful of the other, stronger expedition members also nodded, knowing they had little choice but to fight. The alternative was to sit there and die. At least this way they had a chance.
Nadia watched the six men break into two teams of three, one moving to the tent�s front entrance, one to the back. The flaps were roughly shoved aside and three soldiers stormed through the front entrance. The two women moved as quickly as their weakened states would allow, leaping up from the ground, leaving behind the bonds which they had cut earlier. Raphael del Vega led the �charge� at the soldiers coming in through the rear entrance.
Panic erupted as a thunderstorm of bullets echoed across the tepui.
But instead of the slaughter of innocent scientists, the soldiers� bodies were all pummelled by hundreds of bullets, shredding all six men apart.
Caught mid-lunge, Nadia watched as eight black-clad commandoes tore into the tent, P-90 assault rifles raised.
�Yay,� she said ironically, her heavy Russian accent dripping with sarcasm. �The Americans have arrived.�
As though hearing her comment and focussing on her accent, the leader of the newcomers pushed through the scramble of panicked scientists and over the bloodied hulks of Chinese and homed in on her.
�Where is the mask?� he demanded.
Dressed head-to-toe in black, from their heavy combat boots, trousers, Kevlar breast plates and sleek black helmets, the face plates of which reflected back Nadia�s own image, the commandoes looked more like futuristic Knights of the Round Table than U.S. Special Forces.
Without preamble, he pointed his weapon squarely at her chest. �The mask was taken into an underwater tunnel,� he said. �Tell me how to get to it.�
Nadia�s face betrayed nothing. Whoever these people were, she realised, they weren�t American soldiers, and they certainly weren�t here to save the day.
�What mask?� she asked innocently.
The butt of the man�s rifle slammed against the side of her skull, dropping her in an agonising explosion of stars.
Sid gasped and rushed to her side but one of the other soldiers made a show of hefting his rifle at her, halting her in her tracks.
�We are not the United States Special Forces,� the man said, as though reading her thoughts. He jammed the hot muzzle of his gun right against the Russian woman�s head, pinning her painfully to the ground. �And I have no qualms about putting a bullet in your skull. There are plenty of other people here to interrogate.�
Nadia�s vision blurred. Her eyes rolled.
�Now,� the leader said, kneeling down beside her. �Where is the mask?�
Airborne over Venezuela
The two United States Black Hawk helicopters hung low to the canopy of treetops. In its hold, Laurence Gibbs frowned at the satellite telemetry he was receiving, bounced down to his durable military grade tablet computer from a CIA satellite orbiting high above the earth.
The thirty-second time-lag updated itself, a fresh screen pixilating into existence. Fires still smouldered on the summit of the table-top mountain, spewing out smoke, but even through the heavy rain clouds, Gibbs could make out the dots of armed men killing other armed men. Whatever was happening on the mountain, there was more than one enemy to contend with.
�What the hell is going on down there?� O�Rourke, his second in command, asked, peering at his C.O.�s data screen.
�I don�t know,� Gibbs replied, scrambling to his feet and shuffling towards the cockpit to peer out the windshield. The storm lashed the helicopter, sheets of rain driving into them.
He grasped the pilot, David Sykes, on the shoulder and called through his helmet�s radio. �We have to cut down our ETA! We need to get there. Now!�
The Labyrinth,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Benjamin King burst up from beneath the pool of water, thrashing about in the total blackness. He kicked to keep his head above the surface, fear of what might be beneath him gripping his heart and turning it to ice.
It seemed like he had been consumed by darkness for hours, running through corridors, diving through submerged tunnels, never being able to see his surroundings, never knowing what was coming next: crocodiles, giant snakes and thundering waterfalls.
He hadn�t seen the approach to the waterfall, only felt the sudden ferocious tug of the current, the stomach lurching moment as he past the point of no return and plunged into oblivion, hitting another body of water beneath, but how far beneath he didn�t know. It had felt like he had been falling for an eternity, his stomach jumping into his throat. For all he knew a bed of jagged rocks could have been waiting for his bloody touch down.
He had survived the fall and struggled to the surface against the pounding torrents cascading from above. Nevertheless, death could still be seconds away.
�Nate!� he called out as loudly as he could but his voice was lost to the roar of the falls. He felt the current, though far more gentle now, guiding him away from the waterfall. �Nate, where are you!?�
What if he didn�t survive? What if I�m down here on my own?
Claustrophobia pressed in. Panic swept over him. He thrashed in the water and began to swim aimlessly away from the noise of the falls. After only a few strokes, his outstretched hand hit rock and he hauled himself out of the water. His body trembled uncontrollably, both from fear and the biting cold which pressed against his soaked clothing.
Forcing his breathing under control, his heart rate began to settle. The noise from the falls was still deafening, all encompassing, echoing all around. The cavern he had been deposited in must have been huge, he deduced.
Suddenly remembering the Moon Mask, he hurriedly checked it was still safely secured in the women�s handbag he had wrapped across his shoulders. He felt the hard contours of metal through the pink fabric.
A pinprick of yellow light suddenly erupted in the darkness across the other side of the underground reservoir, illuminating the shallow blur of an ethereal figure.
�Benny!�
King felt his breath release in relief.
�Nate!� he called back. �I�m over here!�
After several seconds of searching, the torch beam finally settled on him, its brightness blinding.
�Stay where you are,� Raine told him. �I�ll come to you.�
It took several minutes for Raine�s distant figure to navigate through the darkness. He splashed into the lake at the foot of the waterfall and swam in several powerful strokes to King�s side. The archaeologist helped to haul him onto dry land.
Behind him, something splashed into the water and Raine spun, aiming the torch at the silhouetted shape of a crocodile diving down. He played the beam of light across the pool to the waterfall and illuminated a zigzagging ledge leading down from above. Several enormous crocodiles waddled ungainly down it.
�We better get away from the water�s edge,� Raine warned, leading King back.
�Where are the goggles?� he asked.
�Lost them when we went over the falls,� he replied, turning to aim the torch away from the cascade. �Any idea where we are?�
�No,� King admitted, then he grasped Raine�s arm and directed the light down the edge of the pool. Branching off of it was another channel of water, the source of the current he had felt, but it didn�t meander its way naturally through the cave. Instead, it was directed in a straight line by an artificial aqueduct composed of interconnected blocks, sitting together perfectly like the pieces of a jigsaw.
�Its manmade,� he gasped.
�Yeah, so was that giant water-slide we just came down.�
�What?�
Raine explained how he had noticed through the night vision goggles how the underwater tunnels had all been constructed in the same manner as the rest of the Labyrinth.
�It�s a water supply,� King speculated. He frowned in the darkness. �The whole network of tunnels was built to direct rain water from the summit, underground. But why would someone go to the trouble of building such an elaborate system of water pipes? Other than the chamber where we found the mask, which I�m guessing was originally a shrine to bless the water � hence the niche for a deity carving � we�ve found no evidence of any habitation. No temples, no store houses, no residences� unless��
He snatched the torch out of Raine�s hand and scanned it across the path before them. The ground, as expected, was a jig-saw puzzle of varying sized blocks, but as he brought the torch up, the beam hit one single, giant slab of stone.
He instantly had a flash back to the time he had spent with his father in the ruins of Tiahuanaco on the shores of Lake Titicaca in Bolivia. He had spent hours as a young man staring up at the enormous Gateway of the Sun, a giant doorway constructed out of a single piece of andesite. The image of the Staff Deity, a composite male/female entity portrayed holding a staff in either hand, had transfixed his father�s attention for a time, seeking links to Viracocha, the supreme, bearded god of the Andes.
Now, he stood, staring in amazement at an almost identical looking gateway, only this one even larger.
The doorway in the centre was easily twelve feet high and spanned the width of the aqueduct, leaving a narrow path on either side. Attached to the outer edges of the gateway were enormous walls. Their construction was, once again, Andean in style, the familiar jig-saw pattern easily identifiable. Only, the blocks of stone here were enormous, several towering above the two men as they tentatively approached.
The wall reminded King of another Andean ruin, this time the fortress of Sacsahuaman on the outskirts of Cuzco, the ancient Inca capital in Peru. There, several blocks had been estimated to weigh in excess of one hundred tons and King could easily believe that what he saw now was comparable.
But it wasn�t just the incredible structure itself that had captured King�s attention, nor even the promise of what the immense wall protected.
�This is incredible,� he whispered, stepping closer. �The design is Andean, and the Staff Deity is almost identical to Chavin depictions. If I didn�t know any better, I�d say we had stumbled onto an ancient outpost of one of the Incas ancestors.�
Raine glanced at the wall, only half interested. �That�s great.�
�But it�s wrong,� King cut him off.
�What do you mean?�
He moved the light slightly to the left of the carving of the Staff Deity. More carved shapes came into focus, smaller but no less detailed.
�These are hieroglyphs.�
�Great,� Raine shrugged.
�But the Incas and their ancestors never developed writing.� He stepped closer to the gateway. �These are Mayan hieroglyphs. But, what is undeniably Mesoamerican writing doing on an equally undeniably Andean structure?�
�Beats me,� Raine shrugged. �What does it say?�
King translated the ancient text easily. He felt an icy hand clutch his heart. Squeeze tight.
�Roughly translated into terms someone like you would appreciate,� he replied, �it says, Welcome to Xibalba.�
Raine shrugged and started forward. �Thanks.�
King halted him with an outstretched arm. �Xibalba literally translates into �Place of Fear�.� Raine glanced at him. King elaborated. �The Mayan Hell,� he said.
Raine�s features crinkled into a less-than-pleased frown. �Well that sounds just peachy,� he complained.
At that moment, a bullet screamed past King�s ear and struck the ground, spitting up sparks. He dropped to his knees as more bullets spewed out of hidden locations, somewhere near the waterfall.
�Turn off the damn light!� Raine spat at him. King fumbled with the switch, plunging them once again into total darkness. But the blackness wouldn�t protect them for long, he knew. With NVGs, the Chinese soldiers would find them again in seconds.
�All things considered, Benny,� Raine said, grasping his arm and dragging him towards the colossal gate. �I�m going to take my chances in Hell!�

14:
Xibalba

Xibalba,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Bullets strafed the ancient walls as Raine and King darted through the darkness. They swung around the side of the gate and skidded to a halt just inside the entrance.
�What are you doing?� King asked when Raine held him back from venturing further into the ancient ruins. �We�ve got to keep going?�
�The moment you switch that torch back on, they�ll see us. And I, for one, don�t plan on spending eternity running around aimlessly in the dark in some Inca hell.�
�Mayan,� King felt the need to correct him. Luckily, he couldn�t see the fierce glare Raine shot him through the blackness. �Okay, so how do we get out of here?�
�Same way as the crocs,� Raine replied. Crocodiles weren�t nocturnal animals. They basked in sunlight for hours, their bodies needing the warmth it provided. Their reptilian hosts didn�t spend all day inside the hollowed out interior of a mountain, Raine knew. For such a large colony to have developed and survived, they had to have access to the outside world.
�How are we going to-?�
�Shut up,� Raine snapped at him. He knew it was part of an academic�s nature to question everything, but in a fire-fight it was damned annoying. Right now, he missed the discipline of well-trained soldiers watching his back.
The firing had stopped and a painful silence had descended upon the two men. All of Raine�s senses were on alert, ultra-sensitive. King�s breathing seemed impossibly loud in his ears as he strained to listen for the soldiers� approach. He focussed past the beating of his own heart, the dripping of moisture and the roar of the distant falls�
There!
The crunch of earth beneath a boot. Quiet, almost silent. But definitely there.
It came again, one stealthy footstep followed by another, cautiously approaching the gate; ten feet away, nine.
He wished he hadn�t lost the night vision goggles in his tumble over the waterfall. At least they would have evened the odds a little. Instead, right now, one heavily armed predator that could see in the dark stalked its totally blind prey.
Feeling with his hands, he reached down and silently took the torch from King while gently tugging him down into a crouch. The archaeologist didn�t resist and, whether or not he had heard the soldier�s approach, he knew enough not to say a word.
Raine took hold of the torch�s shaft, repositioning it in his palm while in his head he pictured the soldier�s position, listening to the sounds of his footfalls.
Crunch.
He was right on the other side of the gateway now. Raine could picture him slowly creeping along the narrow path between the gate and the water�s edge, rifle held before him, NVGs casting a green pall about his surroundings. Even the most highly trained, highly disciplined soldier would be anxious now, not knowing what or who was lying in wait.
The soldier paused for just a fraction of a second, gathering his nerve, and then Raine sensed rather than saw the man swing around the gatepost, rifle scanning the space just above his and King�s heads.
Nathan Raine however, even though totally blind, never hesitated.
Like a striking viper, he jumped to his feet, one arm knocking the soldier�s rifle to the side while his finger thumbed the torch�s ON switch. The beam of light flared in the soldier�s goggles, overloading them and searing his eyes. Raine knew how painful the sudden overload of light through NVGs could be and he took full advantage of the disorientation he knew the soldier now felt. His fist slammed into his belly, doubling him over. Then he brought the base of the torch down against his exposed neck, shattering vertebrae and dropping the man to the ground.
�Raine?� King asked quietly, uncertain of who had won the fight.
�Shut up,� Raine snapped as he quickly removed the downed soldier�s goggles. The underground ruins came to life around him but he forced his mind not to be distracted by the overwhelming enormity of what he saw.
This would give Benny an orgasm, he thought. Too bad he can�t see it.
Taking hold of the soldier�s QBZ-95 assault rifle, he did a quick sweep of the surrounding area. It was clear, for the moment.
He expertly relieved the corpse of his equipment, pulling on the black tactical vest which he had worn over his NBC suit. He checked the equipment: a knife, three grenades, to replace those he had lost during his tumble over the falls, a wad of C4 plastic explosive, extra ammo clips for the rifle and a Norinco M-77B handgun.
�Here,� he handed King the Norinco and the torch but told him not to use either unless he really had to. �Follow me.�
Raine led the way through the ruins, rifle held at the ready. King kept hold of the back of his shirt so as not to get lost in the maze of ruined buildings which grew denser the further they ventured from the Gateway � the deeper they ventured into Xibalba.
The ghostly green glow of the goggles cast the ruins in an eerie aura. Crumbled walls and fallen statues of grotesquely depicted creatures, half man, half beast, lay scattered all about him, littering the narrow passageways between rows of terraced buildings. The stonework was covered in layers of moss and hardy vines which he presumed needed little, even no sunlight to survive. The spongy green coating gave the ruins an almost magical feel, as though they could be home to fairies or pixies.
Hell�s not so bad after all, he thought.
He came to a dead-end, turned a corner and peered down a long avenue lined with human skulls.
Shut up, Nate!
Most of the skulls were still hugged tightly within the rough mortar the ancients had used to affix them to the walls, but many had fallen to the ground and smashed, shattered craniums and hollow eye sockets peering up at him accusingly.
His eyes panned up the wall, registering its enormous height. Twelve feet, he guessed. The same as the gateway. But this was no city wall, but an avenue which would only take them deeper into the metropolis.
�What�s the matter?� King whispered. �Why have we stopped?�
Raine had a bad feeling about this. He glanced back the way they had come, the path from the gateway following the water�s edge until now. It seemed the Avenue of Skulls was the only way to go.
�Nothing, I just��
He saw movement only a fraction of a second before the first bullet erupted. He hurled King forward, pushing him in through one of the open doorways of a long abandoned building just as a cascade of bullets strafed across it.
�Stay down!� he told him, pushing him below the lintel of a window sill. Something crunched beneath them.
�What�s that noise?� King asked.
Raine peered down, already fearing he knew the answer. Skulls. Lots and lots of skulls. But also other ancient bones; ribs and fumers and spines. They covered the floor of the room, piling up higher towards the rear wall. A mass grave from eons ago.
�Uh, don�t ask,� he replied, focussing his attention back on their attackers.
Through the hollow window he saw them; two ghostly shapes perched high up on the frame of one of the tallest ruins, giving them a perfect vantage point of both the river-side path from the Gateway and the Avenue of Skulls.
They were trapped.
�What�s happening?� King demanded between bursts of automatic fire.
�We�re in a spot of bother.�
�I gathered that!�
�Come on.� He grabbed King�s arm and dragged him to his feet, forcing him to run towards the rear of the room. Each footfall crushed another skull or snapped another body, the sounds seeming colossal within the enclosed environment.
�They�re bodies, aren�t they?� King groaned in realisation.
�Yup.� He pulled King up the mountain of human remains at the rear of the room. They piled up almost to the top of the roofless wall, bringing the pair closer to the enemy�s position. Stunned by their prey�s unusual direction � moving towards them rather than away � the soldiers took a second to re-aim at them. Raine used that second to peer over the wall. It was a twelve foot drop into the alleyway on the other side, but at least there were no more skulls down there.
�Try to land on your feet,� he told King.
�What?!��
Raine hauled them both over just as a spray of bullets chattered into the wall!
They hit the ground, hard, the impact jarring, but they both rolled forward, crashing in a heap against the opposite wall.
�You really are insane!� King spat angrily.
�I told you.� Without giving his unwilling partner a chance to complain further, he again dragged him to his feet and ran down the ancient alley. The wall temporarily blocked the shooters� line of fire but a quick glance up revealed them navigating the tops of the walls, deftly homing in on them.
Raine fired a sporadic burst in their direction as he led King to a cross-road. He took the left-hand street, then at the next junction turned right, zigzagging his way away from the enemy.
But there were more soldiers, he saw, at least another half a dozen deftly jumping from wall to wall, trying to circle around the fleeing men. Raine fired again. Two men ducked for cover, jumping down into a distant alleyway but return fire sent him reeling.
Ahead, the narrow alleyways all opened on to a wide plaza, a series of eight, three foot-high steps rising up to a platform over a hundred feet, end to end. Immense, jig-saw-puzzle stone walls towered above them, leaving a fifty-foot wide avenue running down the centre. It looked almost like some ancient arena, with spectator stands looming on either side.
Raine felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. There was something he didn�t like about this. The wide open space would leave them open to attack by the Chinese forces. There were no walls to hide behind, no alleyways to dash down. It was simply one long, straight avenue, five hundred feet in length. The only advantage was that the walls of the stadium were so high that the Chinese soldiers wouldn�t be able to scale them. They would have no choice but to leave their elevated positions and pursue their quarry on the ground.
With no other option, Raine increased his speed, dragging King behind him. He helped him up the huge steps and then told him to run as fast as he could in a straight line.
Like two Olympic marathon runners, they shot off the mark and raced down the avenue. The only way they would survive would be to get to the far end before the Chinese.
That plan went to hell when King fell.
* * *
Blinded in the darkness, Benjamin King ran for all his worth, his muscular legs pumping hard, his boots hitting the ground and propelling him through the blackness, Raine�s hand constantly clutching his upper arm.
He was reliant totally on the other man and, despite Raine keeping him alive this far, he still felt a niggle of distrust. He longed to have his sight back, not just so he could see the dangers around, but also so he could see what he was missing.
He was inside the real city of Xibalba, the Underworld of Mayan legend. No one had even suggested that it could be a real place, merely a figment of ancient imagination, a hellish realm beneath the earth dominated by twelve demonic lords. It was a place of torture, punishment, humiliation, misery and death, filled with diabolic tests: Houses of Darkness, Knifes, Bats, Jaguars and Fire; Rivers of Scorpions, Blood and Pus. According to legend, the cenotes or sinkholes of Mesoamerica hid the entrance to Xibalba and he realised now the accuracy of that belief. Only Xibalba wasn�t hidden beneath the limestone of the Yucat�n, but beneath one of the giant sinkholes of Venezuela�s table-mountains.
His mind struggled with the enormity of his discovery even as he raced in a straight line through the darkness. He had no idea where the Chinese were, or even where he was, only that he had to keep running. He clutched the pink purse containing the Moon Mask, a distant part of his mind contemplating what the discovery of Xibalba meant for his father�s theories. The Moon Mask, the Bouda, the Progenitors, Xibalba. How were they all linked?
The thought was blasted out of his mind the instant his boot struck something in the darkness. He staggered, Raine�s grip struggling to keep hold of him. He went down to one knee, his weight crushing something that felt very much like a ribcage, before sprawling across the ground.
The stone block beneath him decompressed with his weight. The grinding of stone as he was lowered only an inch seemed deafening in the enclosed environment. A sense of dread clutched at his churning stomach. With his ear to the ground, the sound of grating stone was replaced with another noise. The muffled rush of water below the floor.
Oh no.
Knowing he shouldn�t, he grappled for the torch Raine had given him, clicked the switch and shone the beam back at whatever had tripped him. Sure enough, it was a body, the ribcage now shattered, its skull missing. But in its skeletal fingers, it clutched the hilt of an iron sword, slightly curved. It was as out of place in the Mayan underworld as he himself was.
It wasn�t the body of an ancient sacrifice. It was the remains of a hapless eighteenth century sailor who had triggered the same trap as him.
�Switch the goddamn light off!� Raine cursed.
�Uh, we might have a problem.�
�You only just realised that?�
Another sound echoed from below, louder than ever. The ground began to tremble.
It�s a Ball Court!
�Get down!� King pulled on Raine�s arm, dragging him to the ground just as something whipped through the space his head had just occupied and around them, a river of fire ignited.
* * *
Colonel Ming rendezvoused with Lieutenant Xan�s team at the foot of a series of eight giant stairs. He nodded to his subordinate, the silent communication that he was now in charge of the mission. Then he led the six men he had brought with him, as well as Xan and his two surviving team members up the steps and into the long avenue, weapons ready.
With a stroke of luck, his eyes immediately focussed on the ghostly green and white shapes of two struggling humanoids on the ground, only a hundred feet from the far exit of the avenue.
Got you!
He raised his QBZ-95, took aim and�
He registered the rumble beneath his feet only a second before his NVGs illuminated an object hurtling towards him � a rubber ball with razor-sharp blades protruding from its sides.
He dropped flat to the ground but the man behind him was too slow. In the blink of an eye, the blades sliced across his throat, cut through the tendons and muscle of his neck and shattered his spine. Both head and ball hit the ground and rolled into a semi-circular gulley which directed them both towards the base of the spectator-like stands to the right of the avenue, vanishing into a hole.
�Retreat!� he barked at his men as, shuffling on haunches, they turned and�
The incredible wall of flame erupted fifty feet into the underground void, totally blocking the entrance to the avenue, and any hopes of escape.
* * *
The ancient mechanism, in some ways crude, in some ways ingenious, had not failed. Unlike other booby traps in ancient ruins the world over, the Xibalbans had not relied on bio-degradable rope or rotten wooden contraptions. They relied, instead, on the power of water and the combustion of a single spark.
As Benjamin King�s weight had depressed the block of stone he had fallen on, a one-inch gap had opened in an underground reservoir. Fed and replenished over hundreds of years by the rainforest�s downpours being directed through an ancient sewage system, built originally for the irrigation of crops, the unleashed fury of the water had surged into the crack. It had pushed the depressed block lower, allowing more and more water to surge through a network of tubes beneath the avenue. Each tube led to a stone �plug� in front of which was a rubber ball, smeared with razors. Each ball was fractionally larger than the hole facing the avenue which prevented it from merely rolling out. As the water built the pressure behind the plug, the ball was compressed until at last it gave in to the weight of water. It popped with tremendous force and speed out of the hole, shooting with deadly menace across the enclosed avenue.
An independent flood of water was directed through the pipes to push against six further �plugs�. These plugs did not push against rubber balls, but instead held back reservoirs of highly flammable oil. As the oil was unleashed, it poured out of six holes in the sides of the walls at either end of the avenue. Each �tap� was carved into the ferocious visage of a jaguar-head and, as the oil spilt forth, a single spark created by the stone blocks rubbing against one another ignited it so that it looked as though the monstrous felines spewed forth the fires of hell.
The wall of fire blocked the avenue, but it did not stop there. Instead, the river of oil gushed into indents in the ground, washing away from the Xibalban Ball Court, swirling around corners, sluicing down alleyways, roiling down the gutters of ancient streets, carrying atop it a seething river of flame.
In moments, the entire, enormous underground cavern was alight with the fiery glow. Shadows flickered and flames danced, illuminating ancient stone work, elaborate carvings of mythological beasts, of great and epic heroes, of the demonic overloads of the Mayan Underworld. Skull-lined avenues blazed, the hollow gaze of the dead staring into oblivion. And still the river of fire advanced, circling the entire city to bring light to a world of darkness.
Great columned halls, a rival to the wonders of Karnak, were revealed. Arched gates and monolithic walls all shimmered under the molten glow. Vast sweeps of Andean-like terraces clung to the inner walls of the enormous cave, once the lifeblood of a subterranean culture. The great manors of the Lords of Xibalba were revealed in all their hideous glory, decorated with the bones of sacrificial victims. Limestone temples, hewn and twisted by stonemasons of old stood atop vast platforms which towered above the crumbled slums of the city�s general population. Elaborate networks of aqueducts, viaducts and canals ringed the urban centre, small streams branching off to irrigate the farming terraces, long since abandoned and left to decay in the void.
But, dominating it all, rearing above the city with majestic glory, towered an enormous step-pyramid. Not unlike the famous Temple of Kukulkan at Chich�n Itz�, the pyramid�s four faces were lined with protruding stairways, balustrades decorated with snarling jaguars and feathered serpents, rising to its flat-topped summit two hundred feet above its base. Covered with only the hardiest vines and vegetation which struggled to survive in the usually lightless world, the pyramid�s white face, glistening with moisture, reflected the firelight and cast it aglow.
* * *
Trapped within the fiery depths of the Xibalban Ball Court as razor-edged projectiles shot from the walls, Benjamin King stared in both awe and horror at his surroundings.
�Yeah,� he sighed. �We�ve got a problem.�

15:
The Ball Game

Xibalba,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
Nathan Raine ripped the night vision goggles from his face, spitting out a curse as the eruption of firelight seared his retinas. Before he could do or say anything, however, a razor-edged ball sliced through the air above his head, taking a lock of black hair with it.
�Might want to keep your head down,� King warned.
�You think?!� He glanced about at his surroundings, now lit up by the fire glow, his vision quickly having to adapt from the muted, other-worldly green glow of the NVGs to the intense blazing red of the cavern. �What the hell�s going on, Benny?� he demanded.
�You walked us smack bang into the middle of a Mayan Ball Game. And not just any ball game,� he added. �A ball game in the Mayan Underworld.�
Raine could only think of one thing to say. �Oops.�
Down the far end of the avenue, one of the Chinese soldiers panicked and made a run for the curtain of fire blocking off the entrance. Whatever it was he intended to do when he got there, he didn�t have a chance to demonstrate. One of the razor-edged balls slammed with colossal force into the back of his head, pummelling his skull and splashing out brain matter and gore. He fell forward, into the intense fire and, somehow still alive for a fraction of a second after impact, gave out the most blood-curdling scream Raine had ever heard.
�Well, I guess that way is out of the question,� he said, glancing at an identical wall of fire blocking the other exit.
So close!
Another ball whistled above him, hit the far wall and bounced back. �Whoa!� He jumped out of its path, watched it until its inertia died and it rolled down a groove, into a hole at the base of the wall to be, no doubt, reloaded.
�Any ideas?� he asked King.
�Hey, you�re the super-duper action hero. You come up with something.�
Gunfire rattled from the far end as one of the Chinese soldiers tried firing at a ball. But the balls were not hollow and could not be burst. The solid lumps of rubber weighed in excess of nine pounds. At least the flying balls of death were keeping them distracted, however.
�Okay,� he said to King. Another ball flew out. He tracked it and both men crawled out of its path. �Tell me about these ball games. What�s the big deal?�
�You mean, other than the balls of razor sharp metal?�
Despite outward displays to the contrary, Raine was not a stupid man. He had been in enough tight situations to know that he needed to utilise every possible asset. The biggest asset in any situation was knowledge. Right now, he needed King�s knowledge.
�Ben!� he snapped.
�Okay, okay,� King struggled to wrap all his thoughts together. �The Mayan Ball Game, or Mesoamerican actually. Um, it�s called Tlatchtli in N�huatl��
�Something useful, Benny,� Raine urged, rolling to the left as a ball shot to his right.
�I�m trying, I�m trying!� he rubbed his tired eyes hard with the palm of his hand, trying to focus, then he looked up and took in his surroundings. �Okay, up there, I�m guessing they�re the twelve lords of Xibalba.� He pointed to the very top of the enormous walls at six statues on either side, sitting in thrones. While some distance away, he could make out the depictions of tortured human beings carved into the thrones, while the statues themselves depicted the personifications of the lords: Hun-Came (One Death) and Vucub-Came (Seven Death); Xiquiripat (Flying Scab) and Cuchumaquic (Gathered Blood); Ahalpuh (Pus Demon) and Ahalgana (Jaundice Demon); Chamiabac (Bone Staff) and Chamiaholom (Skull Staff); Ahaalmez (Sweepings Demon) and Ahaltocob (Stabbing Demon); and finally, Xic (Wing) and Patan (Packstrap).
They sat atop the cornice, below which the slanting eighty-foot high �Apron� walls depicted scenes of human sacrifice.
�These are the �Bench Walls�,� he indicated the vertical walls rising twenty feet above the �Playing Area�. About six feet up their sides were twelve holes, spaced out underneath the statue of each Lord, six to a side. From these, the vicious balls were spat, as though propelled by the Mayan demons. Another twelve holes at ground level directed the balls back inside.
�The Ball Game was much more than football is to the British, or baseball is to you Yanks,� he explained, dodging another ball. A cry from the Chinese followed the near severing of an arm. �It was a deep, spiritual ritual, played for at least three thousand years, though I�m guessing this place is older than that. Sometimes it was just played for fun, but often it was associated with battle and with human sacrifice � the losers would quite literally lose their heads.�
�Soccer hooligans, huh?�
�In myth, the Xibalbans took it one step further. They used a ball, covered with razors, to injure, humiliate, and eventually kill the players. They killed Hun-Hunahpu, the father of the Hero Twins, the central heroes of the Popol Vuh� the Mayan bible,� he very crudely answered Raine�s quizzical look. �The Hero Twins eventually came to Xibalba and were challenged by the Lords to a Ball Game.�
�Did they win?� Another ball bounced against the far side and almost slammed back into King�s shoulder, missing by an inch.
�Uh� not really. They allowed themselves to be defeated and eventually killed, so that they could return to life and trick the Lords.�
�So, you�re saying we�ve got to die to win?�
King frowned, not liking what he was saying any more than Raine.
�How was the game played?�
A bouncing ball nearly took out Raine�s leg as King answered. �No one knows for sure. There were probably two teams who had to stick to their own side of the court. If it was anything like the modern day descendant, uluma, it was a bit like volley ball, only without the net. The teams had to bounce the ball to one another using only their hips until one team didn�t return it.�
�So it doesn�t always involve shooting razor-sharp balls jettisoned from holes in the wall?�
�No.�
Raine cursed, unsure of how King�s knowledge benefited them after all. He considered trying to block the holes on the ground, but even if they could prevent the balls from shooting at them, they would still be trapped within the fiery gates with half a dozen pissed off Chinese soldiers!
But then, gazing up, he noticed a further series of holes in the Bench Walls, again six to a side, only these were almost at the top, twenty feet above the ground.
�What are they for?� he asked.
King looked. While the holes shooting the balls were designed to look like the mouth of a snarling jaguar, the higher holes were worked into carvings of snakes.
�I�m not sure,� he admitted. �On several ruined courts, archaeologists have found protruding stone rings. Theoretically, if a player got the ball through the ring � almost impossible considering they were twenty feet off the ground � then it would be an instant win.�
Raine stared at the holes for several more seconds. �It�s not volleyball,� he realised. �Its basketball.�
Then, before King could protest, Raine rose to his full height, spinning the assault rifle he carried so that he held the barrel. Like a baseball bat, he swung the rifle�s stock at a ball as it hurtled towards him.
The ball and the rifle struck with a metallic clang, before the rubber bounced off the weapon and hit the wall. It came back at Raine and he changed his position, ducking as another ball rushed at him from behind�
The hilt of the sixteenth century cutlass struck the second ball and sent it rebounding back. King felt the jar of impact shudder through his muscular shoulders and then stood back to back with Raine, each of them parrying against the flying balls of death.
* * *
�Are they insane?� Lieutenant Xan muttered in Mandarin as he watched the two men play the ancient ball game.
�Yes,� Ming said thoughtfully. �A little.� And then the colonel was on his feet, barking at his men to rise also. He flipped his QBZ-95 around, just like Raine, and used it like a bat, slapping at the balls as they came near.
* * *
�Down!� Raine and King both shouted at the same time. Leaning against one another�s back, they dropped to the ground as the two balls, one from either side, flew above them, hit the far walls�
�Up!�
Again, bracing each other, they rose to their feet just in time to smack the balls back. This time, Raine managed to get under his and hit it from beneath, increasing its altitude. It hit the wall, only two feet away from one of the holes, bounced back�
He ran and leapt at it, swinging his rifle like a club. He smacked the ball at the centre of its gravity and it flew towards the hole. For a second he thought he had missed again, but then it slipped inside the wall, vanishing.
Almost instantly, to the rumble of stone, one of the jaguar heads spewing out oil into the Ball Court�s exit, choked and died. The raging fire at either end of the avenue diminished ever-so-slightly.
Spurred on, caring now more for their own lives than the mission, the Chinese soldiers �upped� their game, throwing themselves into their swings.
Ming struck home first, followed by Xan.
One of the soldiers hit a ball. It slammed into the wall, bounced back. He ducked. It missed him. But a second ball, rebounding off of one of his comrades, slammed into his back in an explosion of blood and a cry of agony.
King struck home on the next one, his ball slipping inside a serpent�s mouth. Each time one of them scored, another jaguar head ceased belching flame and the curtain of fire shrank a little more.
But there were still eight balls left, firing out constantly now, bouncing back and forth, and all the men, Raine and King included, grew weary from hitting the heavy rubber.
�Benny!�
Two balls hurtled towards the archaeologist at the same time. He hit one and tried to duck the other but Raine hit it just in time. It hit the wall and came back at him forcing him to dive to the side. Its airborne momentum spent, it hit the floor and rolled down the incline, into one of the holes on the ground. Water pressure pushed it back into �firing� position and only seconds later it was shooting towards them again.
One of the Chinese soldiers scored. The fire dimmed.
�Benny,� he called. �Back up towards the fire.� He knew that as soon as they were safe from the balls and the flame, the Chinese commander would be back on them in seconds.
King did so, smacking at another ball. On the rebound, he scored. Seconds later, so did Raine. He glanced at him, too much enjoyment twinkling in his blue eyes.
�You�re actually enjoying this, aren�t you?� he accused.
�Blows baseball out of the water!� he said, avoiding decapitation by a fraction of an inch.
Down the avenue, Ming scored again, then so did one of his subordinates.
Four balls left.
Raine looked at the fire. It was about six foot high now, still too much to jump. The heat rolled off of it, stinging his eyes with its oily perfume. He almost missed another ball, the rubber and metal glancing off his rifle�s stock.
Lieutenant Xan scored another.
Three balls. Five feet.
Ming glanced in his direction, eyes narrowed. He began to advance towards him, swinging at a ball that came too close.
King scored another hit!
Two balls. Four feet. Still too high.
With only two balls flying through the air, the danger had now diminished enough for Ming to reverse his rifle and take aim.
�Benny, when I say jump��
�Jump?� King asked sarcastically.
A red laser sight trained itself on Raine�s chest just as a ball flew towards him. But, instead of hitting it towards one of the goals, he shifted his feet and threw his full weight into the blow, hurtling it down the length of the Ball Court, directly towards Ming.
Panicked, the colonel barely had time to move, rolling to the left but the razor-edged ball nevertheless sliced across his cheek, ripping out a wad of flesh and blood.
He howled in agonised fury but forced himself to stay focused, grasped his weapon, reacquired his target just as Xan slammed another ball into the goal.
The flames dropped another two feet.
�Jump!� Raine bellowed.
Ming fired.

16:
Pyramid of Death

Xibalba,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
The onslaught of bullets blasted apart the stone steps on the other side of the wall of fire as Raine and King touched down, their clothing singed, their nerves frayed.
With the entire city now illuminated by the conduits of fire, King didn�t have to rely on Raine to guide him. In an instant, they both found their feet and hurdled up another steep set of three foot high stairs to a wide platform, cut in half by a wide and surprisingly fast flowing aqueduct. An ornately carved bridge, now half crumbled and all-but ruined, spanned the water and on the far side a number of one and two story temples littered the base of the pyramid.
They were entering the sacred district of Xibalba.
�Get over the bridge,� Raine ordered and King didn�t need to be told twice.
�What�s the plan now?� he asked through a ragged breath as they scrambled onto the far bank.
�Beats me,� Raine admitted as a hailstorm of bullets erupted from behind. He turned to see the seven surviving Chinese soldiers running towards him, crossing the bridge.
�Get to the top of the pyramid,� he told King, hoping the archaeologist realised that the high point would be the most defensible position. �I�ll hold them off for a second.�
He dived behind the cover of a low wall, rolled, hurled his torso over the top and fired his stolen QBZ-95 at his pursuers. He hit one squarely in the neck who gurgled and groaned as he rolled over the side of the ruined bridge and splashed into the water. The other soldiers scattered, three of them on this side of the bridge, three on the other.
They moved to out-flank him.
* * *
Benjamin King ran through the streets of Xibalba�s temple district, keeping the purse containing the Moon Mask tucked snugly beneath his arm.
He hurdled toppled masonry and ducked beneath collapsed arches, rounding the final corner which led directly towards one of the pyramid�s steep stairways.
He hit it running, hauling himself on all fours as fast as he could up the ancient structure.
* * *
Gunfire suddenly came at Raine from a different angle as he failed to prevent the Chinese soldiers from slipping around his flank. He dropped down, allowing the crumbled wall to take the brunt of the weapons fire. The remaining soldiers crossed the bridge, the one with the torn cheek bellowing at another. A second later, the soldier ran off in the direction of the pyramid while the others focussed on Raine.
* * *
King was only a third of the way up the pyramid�s face when the bullets began to chase him, chipping the ancient stone work. Flecks of rock bit his skin, stinging, but he ignored the pain as he continued to climb the steep slant.
Realising he was out of range, the soldier gave up firing and began to climb also.
* * *
Raine�s keen eyes picked out the distant shapes of King and his pursuer on the face of the pyramid.
Damn it!
His cover was slowly pummelled to pieces by an endless barrage of bullets but then he heard the tell-tale click of a magazine running empty, the clang as it hit the floor and the soldier efficiently reloaded.
Raine took his shot, pushing up out of cover and firing a burst at the soldier. He dropped in a plume of red, the remorseless attack momentarily surprising the other soldiers and giving Raine his chance to dash from cover and sprint around the street corner.
* * *
It was a desperate race for his life as King charged up the pyramid faster and faster, adrenaline pushing him far past the limits of endurance. He had gone beyond exhaustion, beyond fear. He worked now purely on instinct, knowing that the moment he gave up would be the moment he died.
With that thought, his palm hit the surface of the platform at the top of the pyramid and he hauled himself up. Dominating the summit was a pillared temple, its walls covered with carvings but he ignored the archaeologist in him and turned away from the visage, pulling the Norinco handgun Raine had given him from his waistband. He crept back to the ledge of the pyramid and aimed the handgun down the vertiginous slope.
It was empty.
Where the hell?
He felt the hot muzzle of a gun jam itself into the delicate flesh just behind his right ear.
He froze, petrified, yet also irritated that he hadn�t considered the possibility of the soldier switching to another face of the pyramid and beating him to the summit.
Idiot!
He suddenly found it difficult to breath. His heart pounded so heavily that he feared it might actually break through his ribcage.
So this is how I�m going to die.
He didn�t know how long it had been since his mad dash from the summit of Sarisari�ama had brought him face to face with death in so many forms, but this was the most intimate moment of death he had yet faced. It was silent and drawn out. A rifle at his head, a moment of dread and terror instead of the adrenaline of being shot down during the chase, ripped apart by hungry crocs or sliced open by a Mayan ballgame.
He feared he might break down into tears, sobbing, pleading for his life, urinating his pants while screaming like a school girl.
So it surprised him as much as the soldier when, as the other man squeezed the trigger, King spun, knocking the rifle away with his own gun while slamming his shoulder into his opponent�s stomach, throwing them both backwards into the temple in a spray of bullets.
* * *
Raine zigzagged his way through the ruins as machine gun fire blew them apart around him. Orders were barked in Mandarin and he watched as two soldiers raced up a parallel street, trying to cut him off. They spun around the corner and fired down at him just as he jolted to the side, leaping through a vacant window frame and rolling into a gutted building.
The soldiers swept in after him but he hauled himself back out of the opposite window just in time.
Machine gun fire rattled from the summit of the pyramid and he glanced up to see the orange strobe of muzzle flash from within the temple. He tried heading towards the pyramid again, but once again, the soldiers outflanked him, forcing him back towards the aqueduct�
A leg slammed into his groin with agonizing force, doubling him over. He cried out as he staggered, all of his training trying to resist the reflex to drop his weapon and grasp his genitals.
Nevertheless, winded, he staggered and dropped to the ground, sprawling beside the narrow alleyway where the man with the torn face had been hiding.
Before he could regain his wits, the Chinaman�s foot smashed into the side of his head. His neck jarred. His vision blurred. And then, his eyes seething with fury, the colonel hauled him to his feet. Raine took a swing at him but the other man blocked his weak attempt and punched him in the nose, splattering them both with a spray of blood.
Staggering, Raine nevertheless had the sense to freeze when a Norinco M-77B handgun was planted firmly against his forehead.
�Where is the mask?�
* * *
King was lucky.
He landed on top of his attacker, accidentally knocking the wind out of him. He didn�t waste a second in driving his fist into the man�s face, pulverising his nose, cracking his jaw�
The soldier heaved, bucking beneath him and flipping him over so that he was on his back, on the defensive, and it was all King could do now to block one blow after another, fending off the trained killer.
A lucky, glancing blow bounced off the soldier�s head but a fierce one caught King�s jaw in return.
White hot pain flashed through him, his arms fell limply to his side�
And his fingers instinctively wrapped themselves around the soldier�s fallen rifle.
He had no time to work out how to use it � he didn�t even know what part of it he was holding � but he nevertheless brought it up and swung it like a club. It smashed into the soldier�s head once, twice, three times. On the fourth savage blow, King watched the man�s eyes roll up and his head loll to one side. Then, exhausted, he pushed the man off of him, scrambled onto all fours and scuttled away, sucking in deep breaths of air.
For several long moments he simply stared at the corpse, his mind as numb as his battered body. He felt bile rise and fought it back down.
�You killed those men,� his accusing words to Raine echoed through his mind. �How can you be so flippant about killing? Like it was easy or something.�
�It gets easier every time.�
A deep shudder trembled through him. He closed his eyes, rubbed them hard, glanced up�
And immediately forgot about the dead man as his eyes took in the fire-lit carvings dancing on the fa�ade of the temple.
�Incredible.�
* * *
Colonel Ming�s face felt as though it was on fire. The razors on the ball the American had flung at him had torn apart the right side of his face. Now his cheek flapped as he spoke and he could not hear out of his right ear. Nevertheless, his orders to his men still rung true in his head.
Whatever the cost.
�Eat my shorts,� the man snarled in reply to his question.
He slammed the butt of his pistol against the American�s forehead again, cracking the skin and drawing blood.
�Where is the mask?� he repeated.
�I lost it,� the American growled, icy eyes glaring at him. Xan and the three surviving soldiers had circled the dangerous man now and had their weapons trained on him.
�When I went over the waterfall,� the prisoner elaborated. �Go check if you don�t believe me. And, if you don�t mind skinny-dipping with the crocs.�
Enough! The American didn�t have the mask, which meant his accomplice did. As much as he wanted to make the smug, blue-eyed man pay a painful price for his injury, Ming knew he was running out of time. He had lost contact with his team on the summit and�
�Colonel Ming,� a voice called over Ming�s radio, loud enough for the American to overhear. It was the soldier he had left guarding the hole leading into the crocodile chamber in the Labyrinth. �I�m under attack��
The call was cut short by the crackle of gun fire, followed by static.
Ming glanced at the American, expecting to see a cocky, smug grin at the knowledge of the U.S. Special Forces arrival. Instead, the American seemed just as concerned as he was.
He tried to say something, his throat gurgling on his own blood.
�What did you say?�
The American leaned in closer, speaking softly into his good ear. �I said, catch.�
Ming frowned. �Catch?�
Then the prisoner head butted him in the nose and, as a spray of blood obscured his vision, Ming saw the grenade which the man had somehow concealed in his hands. He pulled the pin and tossed it vertically above the group. While Ming�s soldiers stood, confused, the American pushed between them and ran for the water�s edge. Ming turned and followed, running fast. Behind them, Xan and the three soldiers took a second too long to register what was happening. It was not until the grenade�s rate of ascent peaked and it began its fall back down to earth that any of them caught up with their senses and moved.
In a panicked scrabble they dashed away from the falling grenade. It hit the ground in between them and exploded on impact, ripping up huge chunks of ancient roadway and the earth beneath and blowing it out in a mushroom of flame.
Two of Ming�s men were too slow and were almost instantly incinerated. Another fared little better and had most of his flesh roasted like a joint of meat.
Xan had the sense to follow the American and Ming, several footsteps behind, and as the blast wave rippled out, it plucked all three off the ground and hurled them into the icy water.
* * *
His head throbbing from the pounding Ming had given him and the concussion of the blast, Raine broke the surface and gasped for air, turning to face the two Chinese soldiers who had landed in the water alongside him.
Ming had lost his weapon, but Lieutenant Xan had not.
He moved quickly, bringing the water-proof weapon up to aim at Raine�s chest, point blank.
All Raine could do as he treaded the deep water was raise his hands in submission.
That was when, without a single sound and in the blink of an eye, the soldier was dragged beneath the surface of the water in an explosion of startled bubbles.
Dread dawned on the American and the Chinaman at the exact same moment.
Beneath the water, they felt the current surge and, peering nervously down beneath their feet, they saw the mammoth coils of the leviathan undulating as it digested its human prey.
Ignoring each other, both men threw themselves forward and swam for the water�s edge.
But they were both too slow.
Raine felt a sudden, intense and agonising weight wrap itself around his body, crushing his chest, mere moments before he was dragged into the dark domain of the monster.

17:
Leviathan

Xibalba,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
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Nathan Raine thrashed manically, losing sight of Colonel Ming. The giant snake, an anaconda he guessed, clutched him in its coils, its giant girth squeezing. He felt muscles, incredibly strong, clenching beneath silky skin and he gasped for breath but was rewarded only by choking. He panicked and futilely smacked the snake with the palms of his hands�
He saw Ming, in a similar predicament, struggling, eyes bulging, gasping for air and drinking in the stale water. The coiled lengths of the snake slithered and twisted and brought the two men close together.
Raine saw his chance. As momentum and serpentine muscle brought him near to Ming, he reached out and plucked the Chinaman�s dagger from his combat webbing. With only seconds of consciousness left in him, he jabbed the blade deep into the snake�s flesh. He felt the beast contort in pain a second before a giant head whipped around, gnashing at him. But by that point the snake�s hold on him had loosened and he slid through its coils, out underneath and kicked to Ming�s side.
He repeated the process, stabbing the monster again and then ducking for cover, dragging Ming with him.
They broke the surface in a splutter of gasping breaths but already the anaconda, unwilling to lose a meal tastier than crocodile flesh, twisted and glided through the water towards them. Its terrifying head broke the surface, slicing through the fire-lit water like a shark. It closed on them, immense jaws opening�
Raine pushed to the side just before the anaconda�s jaws came crashing down on nothingness. Ming had duplicated his actions on the other side of the four foot girth, reaching out and holding on to the side of the snake�s head, careful to avoid its jaws. It was far safer to cling to the side of its head than be in front of it, Raine decided.
How the serpent had grown so staggeringly huge was beyond him. Everyone had heard tales of the giant anacondas spotted by the early European explorers but most had been ridiculed. There was no ridiculing this monster, however. Perhaps, secure in a world away from human interference, sustained by crocodiles, themselves massive, it had simply grown to such astonishing proportions. Perhaps it was simply a different sub-species of anaconda, one glanced at by a handful but never documented by science. There were enough folk tales from Amazonian tribes attesting to as much.
The other possibility which, bizarrely shot through his head at such an inopportune moment, was that perhaps it had been affected by the tachyon radiation emitted by the Moon Mask.
He hoped to live long enough to find out.
The snake dived again, thrashing from side to side to shake him and Ming loose. Again submerged, Raine held on for his life as they tore through the water. Wounded and angry now, the snake bucked and heaved its considerable weight. It smashed itself into the side of the waterway, almost knocking Raine free. In retaliation he jabbed the dagger into the side of its head.
The massive creature reared up out of the water and Raine saw his chance. He was yards away from the bridge and so he pushed off the snake and dived for it, feeling jaws closing just behind him.
Ming jumped also and landed, bent over the side of the stone blocks of the bridge, legs dangling above the water, arms scrambling for purchase. He fared much better than Raine, however, who crashed shoulder first into the bridge and was unable to find purchase. He dropped towards the water, arms cart-wheeling. His hands automatically closed around Ming�s trouser leg and he held firm. The Chinaman grunted and kicked.
�Let go!�
Raine glanced at the behemoth snake. It had over shot its mark, darted beneath the bridge, but now twisted its agile body around on itself, contorting its muscles to sway its length, propelling it forward: directly for Raine.
�Pull me up!� he gasped.
�Let me go!�
�Pull me up, you asshole!�
Ming�s grip on the top of the bridge was slipping.
Death ploughed through the water towards them.
�I helped you, now you help me!�
�If I pull you up, I�ll kill you anyway!� Ming admitted without pause. He kicked again, violently. Raine slipped, dropped, regained his hold, feet touching the water.
�How you Americans say? Eat my shorts?� He laughed at himself.
The snake�s head rose, its jaws opening, aimed directly at Raine� and the lower half of Ming�s body.
�I won�t,� Raine replied, �but he might.�
With that, he pulled the pin from his last remaining grenade, thrust it into the large pocket on Ming�s thigh and then pushed off from the Chinaman�s body, diving into the water, streamlining his body to drop as far down as possible.
The snake�s jaws closed around Ming�s legs and lower body and with a petrified shriek of primordial terror, the colonel was torn from the bridge and pounded into the water.
The grenade detonated.
The explosion blasted apart both Ming and the snake�s head in a grotesque balloon of blood and snake brains which plumed in the water and jettisoned through the air, splashing against the bridge and the nearby temples.
The snake�s body twitched momentarily before finally floating motionless on the surface.
Raine broke the surface to witness his handiwork. Frenzied splashes nearby told him that the crocodiles had witnessed the death of their own tormentor and they dove towards the bloodied carcass. Raine dragged himself out of the water and darted away from the danger it posed before glancing back around at the melee of death as the crocs tore the leviathan apart.
The Chinese were gone. The giant snake was gone and the man eating crocodiles were occupied. But he had heard Ming�s radio message.
The United States Special Forces had arrived and Nathan Raine would not let them take him.
Whatever the cost.

18:
The Ashes of Eden

Xibalba,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
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�You�ve got to take a look at this.� King exclaimed enthusiastically as Raine staggered into the temple on the summit of the pyramid.
�Glad to see you�re okay too,� he deadpanned. �We�ve got to go.�
King didn�t even notice Raine�s bedraggled state; his soaked clothes, bruised and bloodied face and exhausted expression. He himself had been revitalised. He rushed to the temple�s far wall.
�Here, look at this. I think this place was some sort of hall of records. Like a� a library or something.�
�That�s great Benny, but we really need to keep moving.�
�I thought you said on the radio all the soldiers were dead?�
After surviving his wrestle with the anaconda, Raine had used one of the dead men�s radios to see if King was still alive. The archaeologist had answered his own victim�s radio and given Raine his position.
There was a pause before Raine answered now, and if King hadn�t been so caught up in his discovery, he might have picked up on it. �There�ll be more on the way,� Raine lied.
�Then we still have time. I can�t leave yet.� He thumbed on his torch and shone it at the wall. The bright artificial light cut through the fire-lit gloom and illuminated thousands of carvings of all shapes and sizes. Some were easily recognisable, pictograms of birds and animals, vaguely human-looking shapes, even tools and buildings. Others looked to the untrained eye like nothing more than random squiggles, a series of lines, dots, waves and spirals. King saw the incomprehension on Raine�s face.
�It�s a form of writing,� he explained, his voice filled with enthusiasm. One would never have guessed what dangers he had just lived through. �It incorporates Mayan hieroglyphics into it, but it�s far more in depth than that.� He turned and cast his torch beam over the twelve-foot high stone columns which filled the summit temple like a petrified forest. �It�s on all of these columns as well,� he explained. �But most of it has been erased, chiselled out.� He answered a question which Raine didn�t even ask. �I�m not sure why. I mean, we see this type of erasure on temples around the world when new monarchs come to the throne and want to eradicate the memory of previous rulers. Egypt is full of such examples.�
�Yeah, that�s great Benny,� Raine said half-heartedly, peering out across the city. There was no denying the spectacular sight before him: an entire ancient metropolis sprawling inside an enormous cave, but he kept his mind focussed, peering across to the waterfall down which they had come. He pulled a pair of NVG binoculars which he had taken from a charred Chinese corpse on his way to meet King, and focussed them on the falls. Sure enough, as he had feared, eight black-clad soldiers were abseiling down the slippery rocks on either side of the rushing water.
United States Special Forces.
�We�ve really got to go.� He glanced at the carvings. �Does that tell us how to get out of here?�
Sensing the urgency in his voice, King fell back down to reality. �Not exactly,� he replied, peering across the city to where Raine was looking. �Are you sure they�re Chinese?� he asked nervously. �It could be the Americans��
He cut himself off, dread dropping like a cold hammer through his belly. The Americans. The very people Raine was trying to flee from before the Chinese showed up.
The two men faced each other, an icy tension settling on them. After saving his life half a dozen times in the last hour, King thought, would Raine really hurt him now?
If he decided to, he realised, after seeing him in action, the swift ease with which he had taken out the Chinese, he knew he wouldn�t stand a chance. His best bet was to play along with him, wait for an opportunity to escape to arise.
�What do you mean, �not exactly�?� Raine asked, referring to his previous statement.
�What? Oh. Well, this section��
�The part that�s missing you mean?� he checked, looking where the archaeologist was pointing. Only the faint outline of the carvings remained, but it was enough for King to formulate a basic hypothesis.
�Yeah. I think it tells the origins of the city. But here, this bit that remains, talks about the �Face of the Gods� appearing in a flash of lightning. Shortly thereafter, most of the city�s population died horrible deaths.� He indicated the crude depictions of twisted and distorted humans, mouths open in silent screams, flesh decaying, blood oozing.
The Curse of the Moon Mask. The flesh-eating �Evil Spirit� of Sarisari�ama.
His mind flashed back to the horrors he had witnessed in the base camp and he instantly thought of Sid. Was she okay? Was she even alive?
�It was only part of a face that appeared to them and so, most likely to appease its ravenous appetite, they fashioned it into a mask, venerated it, sacrificed hundreds, possibly thousands of people in hopes of it sparing others.� He ran his fingers over a scene of decapitated bodies.
�Peachy,� Raine quipped. �So, no back door out of here?�
�That�s just the thing,� King continued. He felt his eyes drift across to the waterfall but he could not see the soldiers there any longer. It was a dangerous gamble he was playing, stalling for time. If Raine realised what he was doing, there was no telling how he might react. Not to mention, Raine could be telling the truth after all and all King was doing was giving more Chinese troops the time they needed to catch up with them.
�Whatever this place was originally,� he explained, �it ultimately became Xibalba � the Mayan idea of Hell. It was a place of torment, where the damned would suffer at the hands of the Twelve Lords,� he indicated twelve grotesque-looking figures. �Rumours about this city must have escaped from here in some unknown epoch and spread across the early Andean and Mesoamerican cultures. Rumours of an underground city, adorned with the bones of the dead, where people were forced to endure hideous tests and trials�� he glanced at more images of slaughtered people, of ball courts and rivers of fire. �Then, over the years, these �rumours� engrained themselves into the developing cultures� mythologies. Their tales of the Underworld. Hell.�
�And if this is hell� then no one gets out,� Raine realised. He refocused his binoculars on the soldiers. They were moving now through the city, towards the pyramid. �One entrance, one exit, and we can�t go back that way.�
�Except, it wasn�t always Hell,� King realised, cutting through the other man�s thoughts. His fingertips gently traced the rough contours of the erased carvings, closing his eyes, his mind trying to digest the tactile sensation, to form a picture in his mind.
He opened his eyes again, ran the torch down the length of the temple wall, then out through the forest of columns. All had once been carved with the history of Xibalba, but only a small section, telling the story from the �arrival� of the piece of the Moon Mask remained intact. Untold years of history had been erased, sponged out by the real-life, though no less hellish leaders who came to power during the dark days following the mask�s arrival.
�This place, this city,� he decided. �It wasn�t custom built to be Hell. No great architect sat down and decided today, I�m going to design the Underworld.� He gazed out across the city, his eyes absorbing its reality for the first time. The channels of fire were diminishing as the oil burned away, subduing the once hellish furnace to a gentle, miasmic glow, flicking upon the buildings. He allowed his mind to drift back, to picture what this place had once been before the near obliteration of its population by the tachyons emitted by the Moon Mask.
The city came to life around him, a hustling, bustling metropolis, spreading out from the pyramid in its centre. Priests prayed to the ancient gods, temple virgins sung sweetly, carrying braziers of sickly incense through the pillared halls of elaborately carved temples. Bakers kneed their dough, blacksmiths worked their furnaces, and children played and frolicked in the wide, blue aqueducts, fed by an elaborate network of water pipes the likes of which the ancient world had never seen. Sunlight streamed into the immense cave through sinkholes in the ceiling, directed onto the green and fertile farming terraces, laced with irrigation canals, by giant mirrors hanging high above�
�Benny!�
Raine�s voice snapped him out of his daydream and he spun to face him, pulling his hand out of the pink purse containing the Moon Mask. He felt disorientated and glanced up to the ceiling. Sure enough, a single sheet of metal, once polished smooth, now tarnished and rusting, hung by one corner to a chain. It had once been part of the network of mirrors which he had seen in his daydream.
The only thing was, he hadn�t seen it in reality until after the spell was broken.
�Of course there is another way out,� he told Raine. He had seen that too. The water, collected on the summit during the jungle�s rainfalls, was fed through the Labyrinth tunnels, over the waterfall and distributed through the city, from east to west.
�Give me the binoculars,� he ordered then placed them to his eyes, scanning the west face of the cave. Sure enough, there he saw the confluence of all the aqueducts and irrigation canals flowing back into one body of water and vanishing into a tunnel. The mouth of the tunnel had once been fashioned into the maw of a giant serpent, now crumbled and decayed. �There,� he pointed.
�Good,� Raine replied from behind him. �Now move.�
Picking up on the shift in the other man�s tone, King slowly turned to face him, lowering the binoculars and raising his hands.
�Nate?�
�Sorry, Benny,� Raine replied, QBZ-95 aimed at the archaeologist�s chest.

19:
Escape from Xibalba

Xibalba,
Sarisari�ama Tepui,
Venezuela
King led the way at gunpoint through the ruined city, moving fast and keeping low. Fury bubbled inside of him and he struggled to contain it. He had told everyone not to trust Nathan Raine but as usual, no one listened to jealous, paranoid Benjamin King! Now, he was the one aiding and abetting what was obviously a wanted felon in his escape from U.S. authorities.
�So what did you do, Nate, if that is your real name?� he demanded as they turned off of a wide plaza and jogged down a narrow alleyway. Both men�s eyes and ears were peeled for the Americans, though for different purposes. King wanted to find them so they could arrest this son-of-a-bitch, while Raine did everything he could to avoid them. They zigzagged their way through the city, the fire glow diminishing and stretching long, ghoulish shadows across the Mayan hell.
�It is,� Raine answered part of his question. �And it�s complicated.�
�You a terrorist? Murderer? Traitor?�
�All the above,� he replied lightly. �Stop here.�
King halted at the end of the alleyway. A six-foot wide cobbled path lined the edge of the aqueduct. They would be out in the open now until they reached the tunnel.
�Face the building, place your hands on the wall,� Raine instructed him. King did as he was told but craned his neck to watch as Raine crouched down and leaned out of the alleyway, scanning the open space with his stolen rifle. King�s confiscated Norinco handgun was tucked into the back of his kidnapper�s waistband, just out of arms reach.
He felt his pulse quicken as he evaluated his options. Raine was faster than him, stronger than him, and definitely more brutal than him.
�It gets easier every time,� his flippant response to death came back to haunt him.
If he did nothing and simply allowed the criminal to use him as a hostage, sooner or later he was going to kill him, take the mask and escape. And as they got nearer to the tunnel and freedom, King knew that moment was fast approaching.
In the blink of an eye, he made his decision.
He spun and threw himself at Raine, but the other man was faster. He wheeled about on his haunches and rose to his full height, slamming King back against the wall and pressing the muzzle of his rifle under his chin.
�Don�t be stupid, Benny!� he snapped angrily, blue eyes smouldering. �I told you I won�t hurt you if you do as I say.�
�You expect me to believe that?�
There was a flicker of emotion on Raine�s face. �It�s the truth. As soon as we get to the tunnel, I�ll let you go.�
King laughed bitterly. �And take the mask? That�s what you�ve been after all along, isn�t it? The potential to make a tachyon bomb. Fetch a tidy price in Iran or North Korea I bet.�
�I don�t give a damn about the mask or about tachyon bombs. I just want to get away from the Americans. If I left you in the pyramid, you would have told them where I was going. Now,� he relaxed his grip and stepped away, keeping the rifle levelled at his chest. �Let�s pick up the pace.�
They ran out onto the riverside path and followed its course west, crossing a crumbling bridge to the far side. Occasionally their path would take them away from the aqueduct and back into the ruins, but each time Raine led them back to the water.
Finally, the grotesque visage of the snake�s open mouth loomed before them. Where all the city�s water supplies met, a large churning pool of white water frothed and broiled before rushing with surprising speed down into the monster�s stony gullet. The six-foot wide path on either side narrowed to little more than a foot of slippery, crumbling stones, vanishing into darkness.
�I guess this is goodbye, Benny,� Raine said to him. He backed up along the path to where it vanished into the tunnel entrance, keeping his weapon trained on him at all times until, finally, he had to turn to watch his footing.
He kept his word, King realised with surprise.
A red dot appeared on the back of the escapee�s head.
He didn�t know what possessed him, what sense of betrayed camaraderie that had developed during their flight to Xibalba forced him to do it but, one moment he was watching the targeting laser fix itself on Raine�s skull, the next he ploughed his shoulder into the man�s back!
They tumbled into the churning water as the bullet spat off the tunnel wall. Shocked, Raine thrashed about, a flash of anger replaced by gratitude when he realised that his hostage a moment ago had just saved his life.
A splash of reptilian bodies turned King�s blood cold.
�Get out of the water!� Raine bellowed at him but as they both hauled themselves up onto the path, the stonework was shredded by a barrage of machine gun fire. They both instinctively fell back into the water.
�We�re U.N. scientists!� King yelled at their hidden attackers.
�I don�t think they�re here to help, Benny!� Raine shouted back at him. The churning vortex of the converging waterways spun them about. Raine fired wildly in the direction of the hidden enemy, causing their own weapons to silence for an instant. It was all Raine needed to grasp King�s shirt and throw him bodily up onto the path.
More bullets. He turned and fired back. Another pause.
�Nate!� King warned, seeing a giant black shape shooting like a torpedo through the water. He reached down with both hands and grasped Raine under the armpits, hauling them both backwards just as the enormous Orinoco crocodile breached the surface, jaws agape, teeth gnashing. The reptile propelled itself six-feet out of the water and landed with half its body of the path. It whipped around its head, jaws mere inches from Raine and King�s feet. Together, they kicked it once, twice and, a third time, with all their strength. The crocodile, perched precariously, lost its balance and rolled back into the churning water.
More bullets chewed up the ground. �Come on!� Raine jumped to his feet, firing the last of his own bullets and manhandling King down the throat of the stone snake.
�I�ve had enough of being shot at!� King complained.
�You get used to it!�
The narrow, manmade path grew narrower and the ambient light from the city faded to little more than a flickering glow. Footsteps echoed behind them as their attackers gave chase, following them around a sharp U-bend. A beam of red laser light pierced the gloom, hitting Raine�s back�
The ancient path collapsed under their combined weight and they hit the fast moving water just as it crested the top of a series of underground rapids.
The freezing spray stung King�s eyes and the rocks of the tunnel scraped his skin as he was hurled over one rapid, the current dragging him under. He breached the surface, looked about, and saw Raine take the full brunt of an impact to the chest. He went under and didn�t surface before King hit the next series of rapids. These were longer and steeper and despite thrashing his arms and legs, he could not control his angle of descent. He cried out in terror as the blackness took him. He felt his skin slice open on razor sharp, jagged teeth of rock.
Instinctively, he reached out and grasped an outcrop, ignoring the pain as it tore his flesh and then pounded him against it.
The ping of a bullet whip-lashed off the rock only an inch from his hand. He released his hold and was swept away once more. Spinning in the eddies, he saw Raine surface and fire wildly up the tunnel. Through the light of his muzzle-flash, King saw another humanoid figure being swept towards them. A barrage of bullets answered his challenge, super-hot metal striking sparks off the walls.
�We�re not gonna make it!� King shouted.
Raine grasped him by the shoulders and swung him around. �Don�t be such a pessimist!� he scolded and pointed ahead down the tunnel.
King saw the most welcome sight of his life. A single stream of golden sunlight piercing the gloom up ahead.
They had made it.
Almost.
The torrent of water swung them around another bend in the tunnel. The light faded, returned. Then they dropped again, a six-foot high fall, sending King�s stomach up into his throat. They both went under, surfaced�
The black-clad soldier was there, struggling in the maelstrom of frothing, churning liquid. The glassy face-plate of his helmet turned towards King, then looked down at the pink purse he still carried, the Moon Mask within. He lunged at King just as they hit another rapid. King was hurled over the rocks, clear out of the water. The impact sliced through his clothing and his skin, causing him to cry out. He rolled down them, splashing back into the water�
The soldier�s hand grasped the purse and ripped it from his body, the straps snapping. King lunged at him but the butt of his rifle slammed into his chin.
Stars exploded behind his eyes as he fell backwards. The cold water brought some sense back to him, as did the lungful of liquid which he vomited out.
Raine tore up out of the frothing chaos, having been dragged in the current from the mini-waterfall. Propelled against a rock, he slammed into the soldier before he could aim his rifle. King saw both men go under, limbs thrashing. He swam towards them, saw the purse, reached out�
His back smashed into a large outcropping of rock. He spun around and was blinded by the intense glare of sunlight streaming in through the tunnel�s exit. Below, he saw a flash of emerald green � the jungle canopy.
That meant they were high.
Very high.
Raine and his opponent surfaced just in time to see the deluge of water pour over the lip of the tunnel and drag all three of them down.
�Not again!� Raine called out as they were tossed like flotsam and jetsam, spewed out of the innards of the enormous monster that was Sarisari�ama.

20:
Resting Place

Jaua-Sarisari�ama National Park,
Venezuela
Benjamin King felt consciousness tickle at the corners of his mind an instant before he awoke in a fit of coughing, spluttering foul tasting water over the undergrowth. The distant roar of cascading water impacting a lagoon echoed over the other noises of the jungle; the whoop of monkeys, the cries of colourful parrots, the hiss of reptiles and the buzz of insects.
He suddenly became very aware of the dangers around him and quickly scrambled out of the narrow channel down which he had been swept.
Wiping water out of his eyes, he surveyed his surroundings. He couldn�t see the pool of water in which he must have landed and realised the current had swept him, unconscious, several hundred yards downstream. The thick canopy of trees obscured much of the pounding rain as the storm continued to rage overhead, but as the sun began to set, red streamers of light cut horizontally through the jungle, setting it aglow.
His hand instantly went to his side where the purse containing the Moon Mask had been for most of his insane adventure. He remembered the soldier ripping it from him, Raine desperately trying to tear it free.
But, where was it now?
* * *
Nathan Raine broke the surface of the pool at the base of the Sarisari�ama tepui. He coughed to clear his lungs and quickly took in his surroundings. A channel of water snaked away from the sheer face of the mountain, cutting deep into the rainforest.
There was no sign of King but, as he swam quickly to the edge of the pool and clambered ashore, he saw a black-clad soldier lying, arched impossibly backwards, over jagged rocks at the base of the cascade.
Clutched tightly in his hand was the strap of a pink purse.
The Moon Mask.
* * *
The rain splashed in the water of the pool as King followed the river�s course back to the base of the tepui. He scanned the darkening jungle, searching for any sign of Raine, the soldier, or the Moon Mask.
He found the soldier sprawled across the rocks, his outstretched hand empty. The Moon Mask was nowhere in sight. Neither was Nathan Raine.
His eyes absorbed all the details of the sheer mountain face, peering up to the cloud-wreathed summit. Once again, he thought about Sid, wondered about her fate. But he knew he had to focus on his task. If what Nadia had said was true, he couldn�t let the mask get into the wrong hands.
He pushed into the Venezuelan jungle, the enormous leaves of the world of giants casting a gloomy shadow on the world below. He was tired, his body desperately needed a break. His skin was slashed and bruised, his bones aching, but he continued on, wandering aimlessly.
A noise froze him!
Another made him swing his head around.
But there was nothing but the green prison of humongous leaves and snaking vines. Then, some distance away, he saw the underbrush swaying, heard another crunch of foliage beneath heavy boots.
He was being stalked.
Hunted.
But by who? The Chinese? The black commandoes?
Raine?
He spun around and would have yelped in surprise had not Raine�s hand suddenly clamped around his mouth, silencing him. He dragged him to the ground and hid beneath the giant leafs. For a moment, he resisted the attack.
�Shhh,� Raine hissed, a finger to his lips. He wasn�t trying to hurt him, but protect him.
�I thought you�d left,� King whispered accusingly.
Raine shrugged. �Couldn�t just leave you to the natives now, could I,� he replied. �Here, you dropped this.� He dropped the pink purse containing the Moon Mask into the archaeologist�s lap.
King stared at him for several long moments, his face a mask of puzzlement. �You�re a difficult man to work out, Nathan Raine.�
Raine ignored him. �The Americans, the real Americans, will be here anytime now. We�ll find somewhere secure for you to hide until they arrive. Then I�m out of here.�
King studied the hard lines of the other man�s face. Whatever he had done in his past, there was no denying that he had saved his life more times than he could count in a matter of hours. He could have taken the mask and vanished forever, but instead, he had come back to ensure the mask got into the right hands. To ensure that he was safe.
King nodded his agreement.
They waited until the rustling in the leaves was gone, and then Raine led them in the opposite direction. They kept low and moved fast, trying to disturb the undergrowth as little as possible.
The jungle grew darker as the blood-red rays of the dying sun sank below the western horizon. The rainforest grew more alien, the noises more terrifying. Then again, he had just survived a rollercoaster ride through hell so he wondered if he could ever be terrified again.
After some time, Raine slowed, holding out a hand to stop him. After checking the vicinity for signs of the enemy, he crept forward again.
�What the hell is that?� he whispered in the gloom.
King peered beyond him at the odd construction in the jungle.
Encrusted with snaking vines and draped in a blanket of rotting vegetation was an alien shape.
King recognised it instantly. �It�s a ship,� he gasped.
To call it a ship was an exaggeration. In truth, little remained of the ocean-going vessel, merely a handful of metal fittings, pulleys and fallen canon, all encrusted with vegetation. The towering masts and their massive sails had been claimed by the jungle, as had much of her wooden hull. But, before her body had rotted away in the humid damp of the rainforest, the jungle had grown over her, encompassing her hull. Vines had snaked and coiled and wrapped themselves around her masts, the undergrowth had, in turn, decayed and rotted upon her hull, leaving behind a hollow, crusted shell.
A glint of tarnished metal reflected up from the jungle floor not far from the stern of the vessel. King ran to it.
�Benny,� Raine warned, but he ignored him, picking up and rubbing the plaque clean. Beneath the centuries of jungle muck, crude, engraved letters could still be seen.
Hand of Freedom.
�This was Kha�um�s ship,� he realised.
�Bit of a leap, isn�t it?�
King shot him an angry look. �I can�t explain it� I just know this was his ship.�
�But I thought Nadia said our bony friend was Caucasian?�
King�s mind worked it all through, pulling the pieces of the jigsaw together. �He was a competitor,� he realised. �Someone else after the Moon Mask too. He followed Kha�um here, they fought�� Then it hit him. �It was Pryce! The remains that we found. He must have defeated Kha�um, found the Xibalban mask but got trapped in the tunnels and died.� Then he realised something else. �If Kha�um�s body is still on this ship, it would prove everything!� He turned and ran around the vessel�s hull, excited as a school boy.
�Benny,� Raine called after him, trying to keep his voice low. �We�ve got to keep moving.�
But it was no use. King found a crack in the crusted shell of the ship and squeezed inside. Almost all of the wood had rotted away over the centuries, including the dividing decks. Before it had done so, however, the jungle had claimed the wreck, clawing out with snaking limbs to coat the entire structure with plant life. By the time the ship�s hull had rotted away, a carbon-copy shell had replicated its shape. It reminded King of making paper m�ch� models of the earth by plastering the paper m�ch� over a balloon. Once the paper m�ch� set hard, the balloon was pierced with a needle, popping to leave behind only the outer shell.
The undergrowth squelched beneath his feet as Raine pushed inside behind him.
�Ben,� he whispered but King ignored him. A scurry of small mammals, insects and reptiles hastily evacuated, disturbed by the intruders as King switched on his torch, bringing the muted details of the interior into stark focus. The carpet of plant-life swept like a meadow over the fallen rubble of the ship, metal cannons and tar-hardened barrels presumably filled with loot and other less-degradable materials.
But King�s eyes were focussed on one thing only.
The sole occupant of the ghost ship.
�Benny,� Raine hissed angrily. �We�ve gotta go. The soldiers could be here any second.�
But King wasn�t listening. �It�s him,� he said reverently. He knelt down in front of an obscure mound of vegetation and began to carefully peel back the growth. Gently, layer by layer, King peeled back the living cocoon of jungle life to reveal the skeletal remains of a large man beneath. Just as he had expected, the tarnished remains of a brass sword and dagger hung from rotten scabbards around its waist. �It�s him,� he repeated. �It�s Kha�um.�
A noise whipped Raine�s attention around to the hole they had entered through. The flash of red feathers revealed a bright parrot taking flight.
�That�s great,� he said through clenched teeth. �Now it�s time to��
�He�s holding something,� King interrupted. Raine�s keen eyes scanned their surroundings, searching for danger, while King�s expert fingers uncovered the skeleton�s hands.
Raine did a double take when he saw what he was holding. �Another mask?�
King carefully extracted the second mask from the dead man�s grip and examined it. He removed the first from the purse he had hastily tied back together and compared the two.
�It�s very similar to the one we found in the temple,� he explained and sure enough Raine could make out the similarities � the distorted, near-human shape, the large eye holes, the bared teeth. The colour, however, was quite different. Instead of the blood-red glow of the mask found in Xibalba, the second mask�s metallic composition was a much more subtle, slightly ochre tint. It was also composed out of a single piece of metal, rather than a composite of two.
�It�s a fake,� King realised. �A copy of the real mask. The Xibalbans must have fashioned it to use as a decoy, in public ceremonies or when it was a risk of being damaged.� He glanced sadly at Kha�um�s remains. �He came all this way to find the final piece of the mask, only to steal a fake.�
Raine shrugged. �You can�t win �em all,� he said and started for the exit.
�Hang on, what�s this?�
�Now what?!� Raine snapped, swinging around. His irritation was lost on King as he pulled free the skeleton�s other hand. In it, he grasped a single, flat piece of bone, polished smooth. It was roughly four inches in length but both edges had been cut into a knobbly shape.
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�What is that?� Raine asked.
�It�s a map,� King said wondrously.
Raine frowned, unconvinced. �Looks like a hair-comb if you ask me.�
�It�s a tactile map,� he explained, closing his eyes and feeling the contours of the bone. �These edges are carved to depict a coastline. A number of cultures use them for navigating in the dark. Trust me, it�s a map.� He opened his eyes and stared at the piece of bone, noting a slight circular depression on what he assumed to be the bottom edge. A metaphoric X. �It�s a treasure map.�
Raine raised a sceptical eyebrow, but before he could utter a response a definite crunch of underbrush sounded from the far side of the ship�s hull. Both men spun to face the sound and saw a human-shaped shadow dash down the ship�s length.
�Now it�s really time to go,� Raine told King and this time the archaeologist did not protest.
They crept low and fast towards the hole and Raine went through first, wary, watching, scanning the jungle. Deciding it was all clear, he gestured for King to follow.
They stepped out of the ship�s shadow and�
Six men in jungle-camouflaged NBC suits burst out of cover from behind the trees and from beneath the underbrush, weapons raised. They shouted at them to raise their hands and, totally surrounded, they had no choice but to comply.
�United States Special Forces!� one of the masked soldiers declared. �Identify yourselves.�
A wave of almost uncontrollable relief washed over King. �Thank god,� he sighed, noticing the iconic Stars and Stripes of his country�s closest ally�s flag on the man�s arm. �I�m Doctor Benjamin King, part of the Sarisari�ama Expedition.�
�Where�s the mask, Doctor?� he demanded brusquely. For a moment, King thought about resisting but, totally surrounded, what could he do? Slowly, he removed the lady�s purse from over his shoulder, suddenly feeling very conscious of the less-than-masculine shade of pink, and handed it to one of the soldiers.
The soldier efficiently ran a radiation detector over the two masks he discovered within and the oddly shaped map. The fake mask and the map produced little more than a bleep from the handheld device, but the original mask sent it crazy, a constant clicking noise reverberating out. �Over five hundred thousand Curies,� he said to the leader. Another soldier stepped forward and dropped a black, hard-shell rucksack from his back. He unclipped the air-tight seal and placed the irradiated mask into the padded interior.
�Bag the whole lot,� the leader ordered, just to be on the safe side.
As the team hastily packed away all of the materials, the soldier with the detector scanned Raine and King. He looked back at the leader, his expression hidden behind his NBC�s hood, but the confusion in his voice was evident. �I�m only picking up about thirty Rads in each of them. That�s not possible. Most of the science team has sustained a dose of about six hundred Rads.�
Without being requested, another soldier double-checked the first�s readings. �I concur. No more than thirty Rads. They�re clean.�
The leader nodded and proceeded to remove his suit�s hood to reveal an ugly face with puckered skin and a nose broken many times. �We�ve been searching everywhere for you, Doctor King. The expedition base camp is secure. Medical teams are attending to the sick and evac choppers are on their way.�
It�s over, King sighed, his mind suddenly catching up with the messages of pain and exhaustion his body had been trying to feed it for hours. It was all he could do not to crash upon the ground and weep.
The leader turned to Raine. �Identify yourself, mister.�
King snapped his head around to look at the man he had just faced life and death with. We�ll find somewhere secure for you to hide until they arrive. Then I�m out of here, his words repeated in King�s head.
But Raine had never had the chance to get away.
He kept his head down, staring at the ground, his face lost in shadow.
�I asked you a question!� the soldier shouted, unused to his orders being ignored.
Slowly, Raine raised his head. King heard a gasp of surprise and then another soldier stepped forward, ripping his own hood off his head to reveal the smooth, handsome features of a young African-American.
�Boss?� the man asked, shocked.
�Boss?� King repeated, glancing at Raine.
At that moment, the team leader slammed the butt of his rifle into the side of Raine�s head, knocking him out cold.

21:
It�s All Politics

United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, U.S.A.
There was chaos in the United Nations Security Council chamber as the Chinese Permanent Representative fought off the indignant attacks from the other fourteen member states.
Alexander Langley kept his silence, trying to hide the bemused expression which twitched at the corners of his mouth.
His nation�s actions, the Chinese representative argued, differed in no way to the actions that any other nation, having intercepted the information the Sarisari�ama Expedition had sent to UNESCO, would have taken.
�How convenient was it then,� Ambassador Chal Chan had said at one point, �that the United States happened to have a Special Forces team within range of the beleaguered scientists when their mayday came through?�
All eyes had turned to Langley. Tall and lean, his dark skin betraying his African ancestry, Alexander Langley had a kind face and an ever-ready, wry grin. Just into his fifties, there was no denying that there was more salt than pepper in his close-cropped hair. Crows-feet seemed to wander at will around his eyes and a couple of pale �age spots� had appeared on his cheeks in recent years.
Of course, the Chinese representative was right. The U.S. Special Forces team was very conveniently located to be the first rapid response team on site.
He had known the moment he had stepped into the Oval Office two days ago that far more was going on upon the summit of Sarisari�ama than an outbreak of Weil�s Disease. He had listened with a mixture of shock, fear and interest as the CIA Director had, at the President�s request, told him about the tachyon radiation that had been detected in Karen Weingarten�s body.
Emitted from an ancient artefact which the expedition had unearthed only the previous day, the tachyons, he was told, had the potential to unleash an uncapped amount of energy.
A bomb, the likes of which the world had never seen.
Of course, Langley wasn�t naive enough to think that the U.S. Government, especially if the Agency was involved, didn�t want this technology for itself. He had been on the ground in enough missions the world over to know that the morals of Washington were no higher than Moscow�s or Beijing�s. But the United Nations had been alerted to the situation, and that meant they couldn�t just swoop in and steal the mask without creating the same international crisis that the Chinese had managed to stir up.
In fact, by having Langley be the one to talk to the U.N. Director-General and the President of the Security Council, requesting an emergency session, the U.S. had not only saved face, but had also stepped up onto the moral high ground. They had sent a rescue team, securing both the mask and the stricken scientists and overseeing their evacuation to the States.
He knew that, secretly, it must have galled President Harper to hand over the Moon Mask to U.N. custody, despite his grandiose speech about international cooperation.
�Unlike the splitting of the atom, it will be down to all nations to decide the fate of the tachyon,� he had proclaimed in a closed session.
It was all politics.
In response to Chal Chan�s accusation, Langley had spoken the truth. �Very convenient, Mister Ambassador,� he replied, smiling.
Now, chaos reigned in the �Norwegian Room�, the unofficial name for the Security Council Chamber. Gifted by Norway, a huge mural depicted a Phoenix rising from the ashes, symbolic of the rebuilding of the world following World War Two.
It was in this room that the third such war had come perilously close to being declared on numerous occasions in the decades since. Now, Langley feared another �close-call� was on the horizon.
China�s actions could not go ignored or unpunished, yet in so doing, this hornets� nest would only get stirred up even further.
Demands were shouted out by indignant representatives, calling for vetoes on Chinese trade, cuts to aid, the withdrawing of loans from the World Bank. Some even called for China�s expulsion from its permanent seat on the council, citing its appalling human rights record as further evidence for such a drastic action.
But Alex Langley was a firm believer in the old adage about keeping one�s friends close, one�s enemies closer.
China was one of the �Big Five�, the only five countries who had a permanent seat on the Security Council, alongside Great Britain, France, Russia and the United States. It was also one of the world�s fastest growing economies and had the potential to one day become the world�s second superpower alongside the United States. At least, as part of the Security Council, America and the U.N. could keep a close eye on them.
But, for now, the arguments which had slipped into a slanging match were getting off track. The current Security Council President, the representative from France, had been unable to reign in the uncontrolled outbursts for the last three minutes. Now, voices carried across the room, angrily shouting at one another, some in support of China, others strongly against. The president struggled to make his high pitched voice heard over the clamour and failed miserably to restore order.
Alex Langley had the Security Council members exactly where he wanted them.
�Mister President!� he called out, his voice calm, smooth and confident. Those around him heard his words and quietened slightly. It had a knock-on effect. Only a very few of the most experienced, and foolhardy, ambassadors dared to go it against this U.S. representative.
Coming from a military background, with no history of diplomacy or politics behind him, Langley�s appointment to the post two years ago had been a shock to all. Many had laughed at his inexperience. All who had done so had come to regret it.
�Mister President,� he said again, his voice ever-so-slightly louder, carrying above the few muted debates that continued.
�Mister President,� he said one last time, his tone, despite its calm, challenging anyone to dare talk over him. All fell silent now, every pair of eyes watching Langley�s commanding figure.
�If I may suggest Mister President,� he began, looking directly at the Frenchman. �While no doubt China�s actions deserve some form of reprimand,� Chal Chan tried to speak up but Langley carried on as if he had not heard. �Currently, it should not be the Council�s top priority. This emergency session was called to examine and evaluate the security risk represented by the source of the tachyon radiation, and to determine the best possible way of securing and if needs be, nullifying said threat.�
The President, a balding man who struggled to be five foot three, peered nervously through mousy eyes hidden behind crescent-moon spectacles. Langley expertly hijacked control of the proceedings.
�You may continue, Mister Langley.�
Langley smiled, as though he needed permission. �As we have all been briefed,� he began, removing his own reading glasses so that they dangled from a cord around his neck, and stepping onto the main floor of the chamber. The large, circular tables surrounded him and he slowly turned to encompass all involved. �The source of the radiation is actually a deity carving, a�� he consulted the notes he held in his hand, peering through his glasses then dropping them to his chest again. �A Moon Mask,� he read.
He looked through his glasses at his notes again. In fact, there was no need to. He had memorized the entire document.
He was nothing if not a showman.
He had also taken the liberty of speaking to Doctor Benjamin King, after reading all the material he could on his and his father�s theories.
�Based on the mythological name, Xibalba, the archaeologist who discovered the city where the mask was found believes that it may have been constructed by an ancient race of seafarers, people he calls the�� Again, he checked his notes. �The Progenitors. And that these Progenitors, these early civilisers of mankind, divided up the Moon Mask into several pieces because they knew the power it contained should not be controlled by any one person, or nation.� He looked pointedly at the Chinese delegation.
�This is all irrelevant,� the Russian ambassador spoke up. Langley talked over him.
�There is nothing irrelevant about it, Mister Ambassador. Doctor King�s theory has, by his own discoveries, been validated enough for me to believe it whole-heartedly. I�m no historian. I don�t claim to understand half of what the man told me in his interview. But I trust what he said. That some ancient race divided up the mask. Millennia later, a descendant of that race tried, and almost succeeded in finding all the pieces. Now, we have one piece, but the rest of it is out there somewhere.�
Again, he directed his gaze to the Chinese. �I would hope we have all learned from the events of the last days and can trust our respective countries to work together. But, need I remind you that another group of as yet unidentified persons is also after the mask. They know it exists now. And it won�t be long before every terrorist cell, religious fanatic and international black-market arms-dealer tries to find the rest of it.�
�What are you proposing?� the British ambassador asked.
�I would have thought that would be obvious,� he stated. Perhaps it was his military background that made it obvious to him. Out in the field, he couldn�t afford to second-guess every decision, to sit down and discuss every scenario or to rely on others to make the uncomfortable suggestions, all in the name of politics.
He wasn�t a talker. He was a man of action. And right now, it was action that the Security Council, indeed, the world, needed.
He spelt it out for them.
�We need to find the rest of the mask.�
Several murmurs drifted from the mouths of the delegates.
�And how do we go about doing that?� the German representative asked. �It says here,� he held up the same briefing Langley had memorised, �that, if this Doctor� King is correct, then the mask was scattered across the known world thousands of years ago. How do we possibly begin looking for it?�
�That�s just the thing, Ambassador,� he grinned. �We don�t have to. Because, someone already found it for us.�
Twelve hours previously
�My name is Alexander Langley,� the grandfatherly-looking man had introduced himself as. Grandfatherly or not, however, Benjamin King felt the uncontrollable urge to punch him.
His frustration had been building since the moment the American soldiers had found him in the Venezuelan jungle and taken Raine into custody. He wasn�t sure how he felt about their rough handling of the other man. On the one hand, Nathan Raine had saved not only his life, but also prevented the Moon Mask from falling into the hands of the Chinese and the unidentified soldiers in black. On the other hand, however, he had also taken him hostage at gunpoint � never the best way to endear oneself to another.
He hadn�t seen Raine again since the helicopter had ferried them back to the summit of Sarisari�ama. There, just like the rest of the expedition, he had been led behind a privacy screen that had been set up, stripped naked and forced to stand in what amounted to little more than a paddling pool while he was hosed down and scoured with rough brushes to clean his irradiated skin.
Eventually, he had been briefly reunited with Sid and the two lovers had fallen into each other as though they were both parts of the same whole. Again, he�d fingered the engagement ring hidden in his satchel which had been left safely in his tent. But, yet again, the correct moment had just never presented itself to bring it out into the open.
Both the Moon Mask and the fake mask which he had found on Kha�um�s remains had been secured inside lead-lined containers, blocking out the harmful tachyon radiation of the former.
An hour later, four more helicopters had arrived, ferrying in a full medical team. Shortly thereafter, the evacuation had begun in earnest. Despite their objections, Sid and Nadia had been shipped out with the rest of the sick scientists while King had remained on the mountain with the soldiers to ensure that the two masks, as well as anything relating to them, such as the remains of Pryce and Kha�um, were carefully stored for transport.
�I�ll be with you soon,� he had promised Sid. But he saw the hurt in her eyes. Once again, his obsession with the Moon Mask took precedence over her. To make matters worse, that had been over two days ago, and he still had no idea where his girlfriend, or any of his colleagues, were.
He had felt an odd sensation as he stepped off the summit of Sarisari�ama, the last of the doomed expedition to leave the site where so much had happened.
For him, it was more than the tragedy of the deaths of so many people; it was more than the horrors and the exhilaration of what he had lived through.
Sarisari�ama now represented the culmination of his life�s work, of his father�s work. Of his obsession. It had brought to life the Moon Mask, Kha�um and so much more. Xibalba. Surely the biggest archaeological discovery since Hiram Bingham had unveiled Machu Picchu or Howard Carter had opened King Tut�s tomb.
King�s family name would no longer be remembered as a laughing stock, but as the discoverers of the wonders of history.
The Black Hawk had taken off from the summit in the dead of night, leaving the burned and bullet-riddled remains of the expedition�s base camp to the lonesome Evil Spirit of local folklore once more.
In Caracas they had transferred to a U.S. Army Gulfstream C-20G jet which shot north over the continental United States. He had tried to sleep, but the weariness of his body could still not give in to the adrenaline rush that had overcome him.
Six hours later, they had landed at an unspecified military base. There, he had been �debriefed� by the leader of the Special Forces team, a man named Gibbs. The debriefing, however, had felt more like an interrogation.
At first open and cooperative, as Gibbs had pushed him for all he knew about the Moon Mask, tachyon radiation, the Chinese and the unknown hostiles, King had closed up. His previous suspicions about the motives of the Americans came back to the forefront of his mind. He had demanded to speak to a representative of the British Embassy and to be reunited with Sid. Seven hours later, without either of his demands being met, he�d been shipped by helicopter to the United Nations Headquarters in New York City. There, he�d been met by a representative from Great Britain�s mission to the United Nations Security Council.
Due to the serious nature of the events that had occurred in Venezuela, normal British counsel couldn�t be supplied, he had been told. Very few people in the world knew the truth about what had happened. Even the scientists themselves had been fed a cover story about Weil�s Disease and mercenary tomb raiders who had detected the expedition�s mayday and taken advantage of the situation.
The Official Secrets Act had popped up a number of times during his new debriefing with the British Security Council Representative. Sid and Nadia, he had been told, were both responding well to the treatment they had received at John Hopkins hospital and were being shipped to New York. As another two people who could not be spoon-fed the lie, they would undergo a similar debriefing.
Until the Security Council had convened and decided on a course of action, however, none of them would be allowed to talk to each other or to anyone outside of the small circle of knowledge.
And so, as Langley stepped into what amounted to little more than a cell � a basic, windowless room with a single bed, a chair and desk, a television and a small shower/toilet room � King couldn�t keep the anger out of his voice.
�I�ve already told you everything I know,� he snapped at the ambassador�s extended hand.
�I know, Ben,� Langley replied. He picked up the metal-framed chair, turned it around and straddled it casually. �May I call you Ben?� he double checked, eyeing the archaeologist perched on the edge of the bed, muscles tense, eyes tired. He didn�t reply to his question so Langley continued smoothly. �I�m sorry if your stay here has been less than friendly so far. You know what these military types are like,� he shrugged. �They had to be certain you didn�t pose a threat to national security.�
�I�m an archaeologist,� King answered, losing some of the bluster in his voice. It was more resignation now. Exhaustion.
�Of course,� Langley smiled. �But I�m afraid that since 9/11 everyone looks like a terrorist to this country�s security forces. I make no excuses for that. These are dangerous times. And quite frankly, Ben, you are at this moment one of the most dangerous men in the world.�
King�s expression of surprise quickly descended into one of humour. He laughed bitterly. �I heard that you yanks had a habit of coming up with a load of cock-n-bull to justify throwing people into Guantanamo without trial, but I think you�re going to have a hard time pegging that title on me.�
�I�m afraid it is the truth, Ben.� Langley�s face softened. �But don�t worry. No one is throwing you into Guantanamo Bay or any other prison.�
King studied the man in front of him. Despite the relaxed demeanour and the casual nature, he could see an analytical mind at work behind his grey eyes. Yet, strangely, he sensed that it wasn�t the behind-the-scenes manipulative analysis of an ordinary politician. There was something open and honest about the man. Refreshing, following his days spent being interrogated by harsh soldiers and slimy bureaucrats.
�Who are you?� he asked.
�As I said, my name is Alexander Langley,� he repeated. �I am the United States Permanent Representative to the United Nations Security Council.�
�And what do you want with me? Shouldn�t I be speaking to the British ambassador?�
�I am a United States national,� Langley explained, �but in my position, I do not represent the interests of the U.S. but of the United Nations. And, right now, the U.N. needs your help.�
�My help?� He had been expecting a battle to remain in any way involved with the study of the Moon Mask, given what it�s physical composition represented in terms of world power. All he cared about was understanding the cultural and historic link between Xibalba and the Bouda that the mask represented.
Langley threw his thoughts off track. �Would you like a coffee?�
Catching him by surprise, all King could think to do was shrug, non-committal.
�Follow me,� Langley said. He knocked on the door which was opened by the guard. Obviously, King�s jail-break had been prearranged as the guard didn�t question him. After a moment�s hesitation, King followed him out into the corridor, to an elevator which ferried them up through the heights of the Secretariat Building. On the twenty-second floor, the doors opened and he was led down another corridor to the ambassador�s office.
A long mahogany desk sat to one side of the room, its polished surface clear of clutter, a state-of-the-art touch-screen computer occupying most of the space. A large, abstract painting hanging on the wall in front of the desk looked vaguely African in origin, its bright colours a nod to the ambassador�s ancestral roots. Unexpectedly, a large, bright green cheese-plant loped against the side of the desk, effectively dividing the room in two.
Langley led him around the giant vegetation to an L-shaped couch which had been set up in front two floor-to-ceiling corner windows. One looked down on the hub-bub of the United Nations Headquarters complex, tiny dots of people going about their business, moving purposefully from the famous thirty-nine story tall Secretariat tower to the domed General Assembly building and the unimaginatively named �Conference� Building which housed the Security Council Chamber.
King took the pro-offered seat in front of the other window, however, which offered a spectacular view of New York City, the varying heights of the high-rise buildings reflecting in the sunlit waters of the East River.
With one side pushed up against the wall, the L-shaped sofa and the corner windows created a square shape, in the middle of which sat a glass coffee table. A pre-arranged silver tray held a coffee pot, a small jug of cream, a pot of brown sugar, two cups and saucers and a plate of biscuits. Langley poured them both a cup of coffee, added cream and sugar to their liking then settled back into his own couch, casually placing one leg over the other and resting his cup and saucer on his knee.
�Help yourself to the cookies.� Bored of the dreary meals he had been fed since arriving in the U.S., he tucked into the assortment of biscuits with vigour.
Langley laughed lightly before settling down to business. �I mentioned earlier that you are currently one of the most dangerous men in the world.�
Suddenly, King�s appetite abandoned him. He swallowed the lump of food in his mouth and gazed up at the ambassador. �What did you mean by that? I�m not going to hurt anyone.�
�Not knowingly.� He took a sip of his coffee. �Over the last twenty four hours, I�ve given myself a crash-course in everything �Benjamin King�. I know about your father�s theories, about the Bouda, the Progenitors. I know about the death of your mother and sister at the hands of General Abuku.�
King felt a flash of anger stab at his heart. Who the hell was this man to invade his privacy like this, to dredge up the dark and painful memories of a childhood lost?
�I�ve read every article you�ve ever written about this Kha�um character and his quest for the Moon Mask.� He took another sip of his coffee, but King�s own went untouched. He focussed on the man in front of him, realising that despite the hospitality, he was still in the midst of an interrogation.
�The Moon Mask,� Langley said again, his own voice holding a degree of reverence. �It has shaped your life, hasn�t it, Ben?� King said nothing. He felt the other man�s eyes bore into him, the cold grey seeming to cut through his outer fa�ade and see into his very soul.
Suddenly, he stood up, balancing his coffee cup as he turned to peer out the window at the sunbathed city. Evening was approaching, a dusky haze settling into the azure sky.
�Tell me, Ben, do you believe in destiny?�
�I�m a scientist. I believe in facts, figures, evidence.�
�Kha�um believed in destiny. You said so yourself, in the paper you wrote three years ago.�
King�s eyes narrowed. �No. Kha�um believed that he could rewrite his destiny. He believed in the Bouda myth about being able to use the mask to travel through time.�
�You don�t believe that?�
King laughed. �Of course I don�t.�
�And you don�t think it was your destiny to find Kha�um�s body inside a rotted ship in the Venezuelan rainforest?� He turned and looked at him, a quizzical expression on his face. �After all, you weren�t looking for him anymore. Quite the opposite, as I�m led to believe by Doctor Siddiqa's debriefing.�
�You�ve spoken to Sid? Where is she-?�
�She says that you went to Venezuela for precisely the opposite reason. To escape your family�s doomed obsession with the Moon Mask, with the Bouda, with the Progenitors.�
�What�s any of this got to do with-?�
�I do believe in destiny, Ben.� Langley returned to his seat, perching on the edge. �Not in any clairvoyant, star-reading nut-job kind of way. I believe that everything happens for a reason. Does that mean there�s some greater force out there pulling our strings?� He shrugged. �Beats me,� he admitted. �But you� your family has sacrificed so much to find the Moon Mask, to prove that the Bouda were real, to prove that an ancient civilisation once sailed this earth long before we ever thought possible. And right when your quest was over, your father dead, your hunt ended, only then did you, quite by chance, quite unexpectedly, find the evidence you and your father were seeking.�
This guy�s got a screw loose. �I�m not sure what you�re saying,� he admitted carefully.
Langley sighed and relaxed back into his seat. He took another sip of coffee, savoured it then swallowed. �I�m saying, Ben, that it is your destiny to find the Moon Mask. All of it. I�m saying that you�re the only man in the world that can do that. And that makes you dangerous. Very dangerous.�
Langley placed his coffee on the table and walked over to his desk. He retrieved a tablet computer which was synced to his P.C. and returned to the couch.
�A science team from NASA, under the jurisdiction of the U.N., was tasked with studying the two masks you retrieved from Xibalba,� he explained, handing King the tablet. On it was displayed a scientific report which, despite the photographs of the Moon Mask and Kha�um�s fake mask, meant very little to him.
�To tell you the truth, I�m no scientist and all their report did was bamboozle me with information. But the general gist of that report is that Doctor Yashina�s original analysis of the mask was slightly in error.�
Dare you to tell her that. �How so?�
�The mask you found in the Labyrinth was composed mostly out of iron. This piece,� he indicated the roughly triangular section encompassing the left-hand jaw, tapering to a point in the nose, �she surmised as being composed out of pure iridium. She was almost right and, given the instruments she had to work with compared to NASA, she really had no way of knowing otherwise.�
�Knowing what?�
�Iridium is a superconductor, which means that its electrical resistance decreases as its temperature decreases,� he regurgitated, in layman�s terms, what the NASA boffins had told him. �Below 0.14 kelvins, iridium has absolutely no resistance. Zero. In a normal conductor, every time an electron collides with an ion, some of the energy carried by the current is converted into heat, which is carried off so that the energy is constantly dissipating. Superconductors work differently, however, in that when the metal is cooled, the current loses no energy as heat, and therefore flows without any energy dissipation.�
King listened intently, recognising some of what the ambassador was saying from Nadia�s own description of Iridium back at the base camp.
�0.14 kelvins, that�s iridium�s �critical temperature�, works out at something like minus four hundred and sixty degrees Celsius. Pretty damn cold. It has to be cooled to that level with liquid helium. Once there, a current can theoretically be maintained for over one hundred thousand years with very little degradation and with no further voltage applied. In recent years, so I�m told, scientists have begun trying to understand High Temperature Superconductors. It�s the same idea, only instead of being cooled by liquid helium, they use liquid nitrogen, which I�m told is a lot warmer � about 30 kelvins, or minus two hundred and forty three Celsius.�
�Balmy.�
�The Holy Grail of superconductivity, though, Ben, is a metal that demonstrates absolutely zero electrical resistance at room temperature. Such a marvel would revolutionise the world � power distribution, electronics, transportation. You name it.�
King peered at the image displayed on the tablet�s screen. The Xibalban mask stared back at him.
�The mask, in fact, both the masks � the iridium-like section of the one you found inside Xibalba, and the entire thing that you found with the remains of Kha�um � both demonstrate that attribute. Whatever the metal is, it�s not iridium, and it�s not of this world.�
�A meteorite?� King asked, although he had always suspected the answer. The original Bouda legend told of a king who had fashioned the original mask out of a piece of the moon which had fallen to earth, only to have it confiscated by the gods and scattered around the globe.
But what about the second mask? he wondered. His first thought upon finding Kha�um cradling a second mask in the remains of his ship was that he had stolen a decoy, a fake mask used to dupe thieves. But if what Langley was saying was true, then both the �fake� mask and the piece of the original, were fashioned out of the same miraculous lump of metal that had fallen from space hundreds, even thousands of years ago.
�That�s right, though not the same one. The so-called �fake� mask, while demonstrating the same super-conductivity as the piece of the original, is not emitting any tachyons.�
So they had finally arrived at the real heart of the matter.
Tachyons.
That was what everyone was really after; the Chinese, the soldiers in black, the Americans, the U.N. None of them cared about the impact these space rocks had had on ancient cultures, how the tachyon radiation had destroyed an entire ancient civilisation and manifested itself in other cultures� mythology. None of them cared about Kha�um, the Bouda, the Xibalbans or the Progenitors.
It was all about the tachyons. Because, it seemed, tachyons were power in more ways than one.
He placed the tablet computer on the coffee table, drained his cup and looked Alex Langley squarely in the face. �What do you want from me?�
Now
�A tachyon bomb has the potential to wipe humanity off the face of the earth.�
Alexander Langley�s profound statement echoed across the United Nations Security Council chamber, twelve hours after his conversation with Benjamin King had finished.
�NASA is not too sure how the tachyon particles are being generated in the piece of the original mask,� he explained. �One theory is that they are in fact a bleed-off of the superconducting metal�s current. At its critical temperature � in this case, room temperature, 300 kelvins � zero electrical resistance is found in the metal. However,� he continued, �the physical mass of the material, the mask itself, could have a limiting effect to the amount of energy it can store. Effectively, the mask is at full capacity and is bleeding off some of the excess energy in the form of tachyon particles. These in turn, as they decay, emit harmful radiation.�
�Has the science team attempted to recreate this effect with the �fake� mask?� the Australian representative asked.
�They have, but to no avail. The current they applied to the fake mask is self-sustaining itself, in that the energy flow is not dissipating, however it is not emitting tachyons.�
�This is all very interesting, Mister Ambassador,� the president cut in. �But I�m not sure what the point you are making is.�
�We�re all aware of the danger a tachyon bomb poses to world peace. Just the promise of it has claimed too many lives already. No one nation must have that type of power.�
�I agree. So, what is it that you are suggesting?�
Langley turned to look at the little man, and then scanned his calculating eyes across every man and woman seated in the immense, circular hall.
Crunch time.
�A joint mission, Mister President,� he said. �Under the control and the authority of the United Nations, I propose that we send Doctors Benjamin King, Alysya Siddiqa and Nadia Yashina in search of the other pieces of the Moon Mask.�
�Doctor King hardly has the soundest reputation in the academic world,� the British representative protested.
�And what about protection?� his old opponent, Sergei Dityatev, the Russian representative, spoke up, casting an accusing eye at his Chinese counterpart.
This is going to hurt. �I propose that the scientific team will be protected by the same Unite States Special Forces team that retrieved them from Venezuela three days ago.�
The uproar of indignant voices was even louder than he had anticipated, yet he nevertheless stood his ground in the centre of the council chamber. The torrent of voices hurled everything from laughter to outright obscenities, in a veiled, politician�s way, at him. Sergei�s voice was the loudest, however, the powerfully built Russian rising to his feet.
�An American military force?� he scoffed. �Now, that really is convenient Mister Representative.�
Langley knew the implication behind his sparring partner�s words. Over the last few years, the two men had developed a mutual respect and mistrust of one another that had seen them share a few shots of vodka between locking antlers in the council chamber.
He knew how it looked, and he would have acted in an identical manner if Sergei had proposed sending the Spetsnaz to protect the team.
It looked like he was putting the interests of the United States before his obligation to the United Nations.
�What is convenient, Mister Ambassador,� he raised his voice to be heard, nevertheless retaining that infuriating sense of calm and self-righteousness that had seen him through battlefields. �What is convenient is not alerting even more people to a potentially disastrous situation.�
The tirade of voices quietened down as outraged delegates tuned into his words.
�We have worked very hard to contain a very delicate situation,� he continued, capturing their attention. �We have all agreed that the fewer people who know about this, the better.�
He turned his attention to the British representative. �We could assemble a new team,� he agreed. �Of course we could. Totally independent. Fresh faced. And in so doing, we would be alerting yet more people to the existence of the Moon Mask, and more importantly, tachyons. Not to mention, we would be wasting valuable time bringing them up to speed on the events of the past days, the history of the Moon Mask, of Kha�um and Edward Pryce.� He paused, allowing his words to hang there.
�Benjamin King,� he continued, �may not have the best reputation among British scholars, but the fact remains: he was right, everyone else was wrong.�
The ambassador was about to object but Langley talked right over him. �King is the world�s only expert on the Moon Mask. Doctor Siddiqa is a distinguished archaeologist in her own right and will provide valuable, and I believe after talking to her, unbiased opinions to King�s work. In short, she�ll keep some of his more outlandish ideas in check.�
He looked now at Sergei Dityatev. �Doctor Nadia Yashina is widely considered to be one of the most intelligent people on this planet. As well as her archaeological credentials, she is a recognised expert in the field of theoretical quantum physics. It was she who, with limited resources in a field base on a mountain-top, detected the tachyon emissions in a matter of hours. It took the staff at John Hopkins hospital days to discover the same thing.�
He turned in a full circle, making eye contact with his audience, daring them to object. �They are the team of scientists to send. And, it makes sense for the U.S. Special Forces team which has already become embroiled in this problem to be the ones to accompany them. They�ve already been briefed on the dangers of tachyon emissions, and the potential threat of a tachyon bomb. They�ve already had contact with the Moon Mask, they know what it looks like, the type of environment it might be kept in. And, they�re here. It will take days to assemble a multi-national team of trusted Special Forces operatives from the various countries represented here, in this council. It will take more time for them to butt heads, for the egos of men and women from different nations to decide who is the boss, who is in charge. Believe me, I know. I was one of those men once.�
No one could offer a strong argument to his reasoning and he knew it. Nevertheless, he concluded; �The United Nations will be in charge of this mission. The Special Forces team will report to me, direct, not the White House, not the Pentagon. And, I welcome any oversight from any of my esteemed colleagues here,� he encompassed the entire chamber. �Breathe down my neck, read every report, shadow my every move. So long as you don�t stop me from doing my job, in the best interests of the U.N. and all of our nations, then I and this mission will be an open book to you.�
No one said anything. He could see the entire assembly contemplating his words, mulling them over, seeking any way to pick apart the logic of what he was saying.
But, he knew, there was no way. His logic was sound.
Eventually, the president rose to his feet. �We shall take a vote,� he said.

22:
Reunion

United Nations Headquarters,
New York City,
U.S.A.
�So, this meteorite crashes into the rainforest near to Sarisari�ama,� Sid repeated her boyfriend�s hypothesis, mulling the information over in her head. �The residents of the city of Xibalba � a bright, prospering subterranean city � fashion it into a mask and it becomes a central idol in their faith.�
�That�s right,� King said excitedly.
They stood inside one of two suites in the Secretariat Building which had been morphed into impromptu science labs. While the adjoining room had become a sterile-as-possible environment in which Nadia was studying the human remains of Kha�um and Edward Pryce, this one was a disorganised shambles. Open books littered the sofas and beds, crinkled maps were pinned to the walls, computer screens were open on dozens of different web pages.
It was the result of their manic twelve hour hunt for the remains of the Moon Mask.
After Langley had left King, he had been reunited with Sid and Nadia. He had embraced his girlfriend tightly but, even as her emotions, pent up for the last few days, spilled out, his mind had been focussing on the puzzle of the mask.
He had forced the two women to get to work immediately. While both the Moon Mask and the Fake Mask were stored in a lead-lined concrete bunker beneath U.N. Headquarters, Langley had provided them with all the material they needed. For the first few hours they had scoured through the NASA report, Nadia�s knowledge filling in any blanks and irritably giving King and Sid a crash course in quantum physics.
Then they had split up. Their goal was to locate the missing pieces of the mask which King was convinced Kha�um had already found and assembled for them. Despite having a starting place in mind, to do that, they needed to look at the giant puzzle from every angle.
Nadia got to work on the human remains. Although she had already studied what King suspected to be Pryce�s body, she wanted to conduct a more thorough investigation, particularly on the skull deformity which she had suggested may have been the result of a tumour or some other growth. King remembered her saying as much during their discussions in her lab several nights ago before Professor McKinney had cut her off.
Sid, meanwhile, focussed her attention on the �map� which he and Raine had found with Kha�um. She had scanned a high resolution image of the piece of bone into the computer and was running a program, searching for any correlation between it and any coastline. Without knowing where to start, however, it was like looking for a needle in a haystack.
An awkward distance had settled between the two lovers as they�d worked. Very little had been said, and all that was communicated between them related to the mission. As the hours had passed, that expanse, an expanse that had opened the moment King had stumbled into the chamber and found the Xibalban mask, had only grown.
King himself had devoted his time to reviewing all his and his father�s work on everything to do with the Moon Mask, the Bouda and the Progenitors. The awkwardness between him and his girlfriend drifted from his mind. He could barely contain his excitement as another piece of the thousand year-old puzzle fell into place.
�Then,� Sid continued, �a piece of another, broken mask is brought to the city by one of your� Progenitors. But, instead of the harmless lump of space metal they used to make the first mask, this one emits tachyon radiation. The inhabitants of Xibalba quickly succumb to the deadly effects of it. Most of them perish, their flesh seemingly devoured, giving rise to the local legend of the flesh devouring Evil Spirit that lives on the mountain.�
�But, just as some of our expedition demonstrated a greater resistance to the radiation than others, some of the Xibalbans hung on to life.�
�But their society was changed drastically by the events,� Sid concluded.
�All social order collapsed,� King said, his mind drifting. He could picture the great subterranean city in his mind, a wondrous place where possibly one of the world�s very first civilisations had arisen. But a dark shadow had fallen upon the city.
�The citizens saw the terrible affliction, a plague it must have seemed to them, as the wrath of the gods. There was rioting in the streets, chaos everywhere as the monarchy lost control of its populace. Agriculture on the terraces grew to a halt, starvation set in. Dead bodies littered the streets, poisoning the water supply. Total anarchy reigned.�
Sid studied her boyfriend as his eyes grew distant, staring off into the space behind her, as if he was reliving a memory.
A nightmare.
�It became a hellish place,� he continued. �In an attempt to appease the gods, they fashioned the shard of the mask into a new, complete construction, but the curse continued. For years, the survivors struggled to survive, the radiation, now locked in the temple we found the mask in, slowly killing them. To try and maintain some sense of order, the Lords of Xibalba became a brutal entity, a state controlled by fear and brutality. They came to worship the mask, and even the death it brought them, sacrificing their own survivors. Sometime before the end, a few of them escaped, fleeing west towards the Andes, and north into Central America where their tales of their cursed city became ingrained in the local mythology.�
He looked at the battered photograph of the Gambian cave paintings he had taken many years ago which was now pinned to a cork-board.
�Just as the Bouda were the first great civilisation of Africa,� he realised, �the Xibalbans were the first of the Americas. The Progenitors spread to them both, teaching them agriculture, metal and stone-work. Civilisation. When the Xibalbans fled their doomed city, they took with them not just legends of the Underworld, but knowledge of how to build vast pyramids, temples and cities out of stone; how to terrace mountainsides to be used for farming; how to construct networks of sophisticated irrigation canals.�
He thought again about the Progenitors. They still drifted at the back of King�s mind as little more than a ghost, merely a theory that his father had developed to explain the similarities in world mythology. Hinted at in cultures both modern and extinct from countries across the globe, a unified image of a vast civilising race had begun to identify itself in Reginald King�s research.
When the Spanish Conquistadors had arrived in the land of the Incas, they had been greeted as gods, as Viracochas, a word literally meaning �Foam of the Sea.� Portrayed as a tall, bearded white man, the god Viracocha was a creator deity, often described in the plural sense, suggesting more than one existed. According to legend, Viracocha came to the Andean region from across the sea sometime after a great flood. After bringing the fruits of civilisation to the Incas� predecessors, he once again returned to the ocean.
Kukulkan of the Maya and Quetzalcoatl of the Aztecs, the great Feathered Serpent, was likewise a civilising god, a bearded white man who returned to the sea from where he had originated.
As he delved deeper, he had found this corresponding theme littering mythology, tying in legends from Peru and Mexico to Egypt and Sumer, India and China. Osiris and Thoth, Vishnu and Enki, Oannes and Odin, to name but a few of these God-Men.
He hadn�t been the first to suggest such a link in the theology of the ancient world. Pseudo-scientists and often described �pyrimidiots� who believed the Giza pyramids had been built by extra-terrestrials or descendants from Atlantis had seen the connection years ago. But Reginald King was one of the few recognised scholars to partake in a serious study of a global civilisation, much to his own ridicule. He had never believed in E.T. but had come to the conclusion that hundreds of years before the rise of Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, long before the recognised beginning of history, another civilisation existed. A civilisation with the knowledge and technology to teach developing cultures across the globe the art of civilisation.
Yet, despite the links he had identified, the similarities, the near-identical myths in ancient cultures that had never met, the Progenitors had remained always a phantom. Never had there existed any tangible, indisputable evidence for their existence.
Until now.
�Okay, say you�re right,� Sid said carefully. �Say the Xibalbans are in fact the progenitor race of other South and Central American cultures, and that they were in fact influenced by an even greater civilisation. How did the Progenitors survive carrying the pieces of the Moon Mask on their global journeys? And why, if they were in fact this incredible, benevolent race of ancient humans, why would they transplant something they knew to be harmful, deadly, to a developing culture. Surely they knew it would mean death to the Xibalbans.�
�Maybe they didn�t know,� King suggested. �Nate and I have some sort of immunity to the tachyon radiation. Maybe so too did the Progenitors. And if they weren�t harmed by the mask, then they wouldn�t have known the harm they were doing to the Xibalbans, or any other culture they entrusted with a piece of it.�
Sid�s pretty face screwed up, unconvinced. �I don�t know, Ben. Something just doesn�t fit. I mean, I�m not disputing the Moon Mask theory, nor the idea of the survivors transplanting the myth or Xibalba, or even their technology and knowledge. But I think pursuing the Progenitor connection between the Bouda and Xibalba is barking up the wrong tree.�
King frowned at her, a jolting sense of betrayal rushing through him. �No,� he argued. �The mask�s presence in the New World proves it was transplanted from the old by a race of advanced seafarers in prehistory.�
�But that conflicts with the legends of the Moon Mask,� Sid protested. She knew she was treading on thin ice. Her boyfriend was sensitive about his theory, even more so since his father�s death. Nevertheless, Ambassador Langley had wanted her involved in the mission as a �level head�, to keep King on track. The priority wasn�t proving the existence of the Progenitors; it was finding the rest of the mask.
�Remember what Raphael del Vega told us about the Sanum� legend,� she said to him. �He said that the Evil Spirit on Sarisari�ama manifested itself into the form of a face so that its mouth could devour the humans who lived on the mountain. And nowhere in the Bouda legends does it mention that they were actually given their shard of the mask by any particular person.�
King grew agitated. He turned from the picture board they had assembled and glowered at Sid. �They believed that the gods divided it up and entrusted one piece to them. Any significantly advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic,� he quoted. �To the primitive tribe that they were before being given the Moon Mask, the Progenitor�s level of technology would have seemed advanced. Magical. Godly.�
�Ben,� she replied, her own frustration starting to boil over. �We�ve been tasked by the United Nations with finding the rest of the Moon Mask. Yes, it was broken and scattered across the earth. Yes, somehow one piece made it to the New World, but that doesn�t prove the existence of the Progenitors.� King tried to cut in but she continued to speak over him, determined to get her point across. �For all we know, Christopher Columbus himself might have taken it there! Or Hernan Cortes or Francisco Pizarro��
�I thought you were supposed to be supportive?� King snarled angrily.
�No!� Sid snapped. Her lower jaw trembled as her emotions, pent-up for days, erupted. �I�m a scientist, Ben. I�m not just going to blindly go along with your theory if I don�t think it�s right.�
�How can you doubt��
�Under ordinary circumstances,� she cut him off, �if we were just debating the existence of the Progenitors for a heated scholarly debate then fine, I�d be willing to open my mind a little. But we are not! I want to find the rest of this mask because it poses a danger to thousands, even millions of people�s lives. But you,� she heard the bitterness crack into her voice. A lump formed in her throat. �You don�t care about that, do you? All you care about is proving that your father wasn�t crazy! All you care about is showing off to the world, saying �hey, look at me! I�m Benjamin King and I was right all along!��
�How dare you��
�You�re obsessed, Ben!� Her eyes were angry now and hot tears began to swell. �You�re obsessed with the mask. Just like Kha�um was. Just like your father was. You don�t care about anything else,� her body trembled as the words spilled out of her mouth. �Not the tachyon radiation or this super-duper bomb. Not the millions of lives that are at risk, and most certainly not about me!�
The words smacked King in the face like a physical blow. �What do you mean? Of course I care about you.�
�Do you?� A single tear finally squeezed out of her left eye. �When we were on the mountain-top, where was your priority? With me or the mask?�
�We had to keep it safe.�
�I was dying, Ben!� She broke down. The awkwardness that had consumed them since being reunited finally manifested itself. �By the time you got back to me, I might have died, just like Professor McKinney!�
�You just said yourself, millions of lives��
�It was my life Ben! Am I proud that what you and Nate did kept a potentially terrible weapon away from the Chinese? Yes! I am so proud of you.� She touched his check, feeling the firm set of his jaw as it clenched. �But you weren�t thinking about millions of lives. You weren�t even thinking about my life. All you were thinking about was the mask. About keeping it away from the Chinese, about keeping it away from Nate��
�That�s not fair!�
�Isn�t it? Tell me I�m wrong! Tell me you thought of me, of my safety and nothing else as you ran around those ancient ruins! Tell me you didn�t care if the mask was destroyed or lost so long as I was okay! Tell me I mattered more than some lump of space rock! Tell me��
�Sid,� he grasped her arms. She tried to pull away but he overpowered her, pulling her to him. She resisted a moment longer before breaking down against his powerful chest. He wrapped his muscular arms around her lithe body, holding her close as the stress and tension of the past days racked through her.
�You know, you haven�t once asked me if I am okay,� she mumbled against his chest.
�Langley told me you had taken well to treatment. That you were fine.�
She pushed back and looked up into his dark eyes. Her own glistened with moisture and her cheeks were run through with teary streams. She looked so vulnerable and so hurt that King felt his heart skip a beat. An angry jolt of self-loathing shot through him.
�That�s not what I meant, Ben.�
She was right. Although Alex Langley had confirmed that both she and Nadia had been treated for the radiation sickness they had suffered and were both fit and well, he hadn�t asked her personally how she was. There was more than just the physical aspect to what they had all lived through. There was the emotional. The man she loved had left her on the summit of a mountain at the hands of Chinese soldiers suffering from an illness that had already killed several of her friends and peers. Then, except for a brief reunion before she was shipped off to a state-side hospital and he had elected to remain behind to look after the mask, they had been separated for days. She had been kept in an isolation ward, fed drugs and undergone tests while he had been interrogated by American, British and U.N. officials.
And, after all of that, he couldn�t remember what the first words he had spoken to her had been but, sure enough, he had not once asked her directly how she felt.
In fact, he couldn�t remember thinking about anything except the Moon Mask since the moment he had laid eyes on it.
�I�m sorry,� he whispered, cupping her chin in one hand.
�I don�t want to lose you, Ben,� she whimpered.
�You�re not going to. Not ever,� he promised but the sadness in her eyes only seemed to intensify.
�I already am,� she whispered.
He couldn�t think of what else he could say to her. Instead, his hand drifted to his pocket, his fingers gripped the ring that he still had not been brave enough to produce.
�Sid, I��
�I�m sorry to interrupt,� Alex Langley said uncomfortably as he pushed into the room. He halted in the doorway, his eyes scanning the unkempt state of the room and the two lovers embracing in the middle of the chaos.
Sid held his gaze for a second longer and then turned towards the ambassador. King released the breath he didn�t know he had been holding and let the ring drop back into his pocket.
Alexander Langley looked almost dead on his feet as he made his way further into the room. His tired eyes were bloodshot and large bags hung under them.
�Any luck?� he asked the two scientists.
King glanced at the strewn books and the computer monitors. �We�re still running a comparative mapping program to see if the map we recovered can be matched to any particular piece of coastline but, with no rough location, no scale and, bearing in mind coastal erosion patterns over the last three hundred years, it�s a long shot.�
�Ben did find something out about Edward Pryce,� Sid said, wiping her eyes uncomfortably and leading Langley to one of the monitors. On it was displayed a digitized copy of a very old, dog-eared, yellow stained document.
�What�s this?� the ambassador asked.
�These are Edward Pryce�s release papers,� King explained. He glanced at Sid and their eyes locked for several long moments before he focussed on his work.
�After he was found aboard the Raptor,� he explained, �he was admitted to an asylum on Jamaica. But, three years later, he was released into the custody of this man.� He tapped the screen and it zoomed in on a scrawled name. �Jonathon Hawk.�
�Who was he?�
�The son of a wealthy British businessman,� Sid told him. �There�s not a lot of information on him.�
�Then how does this help us?�
�I think it offers further support to my theory that Pryce chased Kha�um around the world, both of them,� he glanced significantly at Sid, �obsessed with finding the Moon Mask. Also, now knowing the name of Kha�um�s ship, I searched for any references to the Hand of Freedom. I found one, in June 1708, which mentions a ship, bearing that name, passing a watch-post on Malta.�
�In the Mediterranean,� Langley said needlessly. �So how does that help us?� he asked again.
�The sighting comes only days after the report I found of �The Black Death� off the coast of Tunisia. It proves we�re on the right track. That the remains we found in the Freedom are those of The Black Death, aka, Kha�um, and that he sailed into the Mediterranean. I think, in search of another piece of the mask.�
�The Med is a big place, Doctor, surrounded by a lot of countries.�
�That�s right, and he could have found the mask in any of them. The point is,� he said, glancing at the interconnecting door as Nadia came in from her own ad-hoc science lab, �that Kha�um searched for and I think found the other pieces of the mask. He hid them in one hoard, probably along with other treasure, to keep them safe before embarking on his final voyage into the Amazon. So, all we have to do is find that hoard of pirates treasure. We�ve got a map, or part of one anyway, and I know where to get the rest.�
�All we need,� Sid said to Langley, �is �a go.��
Langley mused through all the information he had just been given and then nodded. �The majority of the council voted in favour of sending the three of you, under the protection of American soldiers, to retrieve the rest of the mask.�
A look of relief crossed King�s face and he felt Sid�s eyes watching him. But he couldn�t help it. He�d been given an opportunity to find the rest of the mask.
�That�s great,� he said. �When do we go?�
�You�ll be shipping out in the morning.�
�I�m afraid not, Mister Ambassador,� Nadia�s voice suddenly cut in. Everyone turned to look at her serious expression.
�We have a problem.�

23:
The Castle

United States Disciplinary Barracks,
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas,
U.S.A.
The helicopter raced through the dead of night, its rotor blades whirring as its pilot altered its pitch, coming in low over the brightly lit Fort Leavenworth Army Base. Bright halogen spotlights moved with menacing grace, bringing sections of the establishment into glaringly brilliant focus, outlining the stark silhouettes of walls and fences topped by razor wire, the encircling trench and the guard towers beyond.
Built by prisoners between 1875 and 1921, the largest barracks, dubbed, due to its domineering presence and fortified persona, The Castle, had been torn down in 2004. Nevertheless, the new facility, despite being portrayed as �brighter and airier� was no less of a fortification than its predecessor. Situated in the middle of the one hundred and eighty year old army base and surrounded by fourteen foot high fences and a multitude of high-tech surveillance and security equipment, the new, state-of-the-art Castle was home to the American military�s most dangerous men.
The Department of Defense�s only maximum security prison, USDB housed five hundred court-martialled male inmates. Most of the prisoners were enlisted men or officers who had been convicted of rape or murder, but a small handful were held there convicted of offences related to National Security.
Alexander Langley stared through the forward windshield of the helicopter as the pilot radioed in his clearance and began his descent.
Beyond mere exhaustion now, Langley�s eyes were bleary; his head pounded and his body craved sleep. For a moment, he mused upon how fragile he had become since retiring from the forces. But, he supposed, twisting the arm of the most powerful man on earth could be draining.
�Absolutely no way!� the President of the United States of America had practically shouted at him. �Totally out of the question! I can�t believe you�re even bringing this to me! You of all people, Alex!�
For his part, Langley hadn�t let John Harper�s outburst faze him. He had held his ground, staring through the teleconference suite at U.N. Headquarters, his image and voice being transmitted into the identical suite in the White House.
Leering back at him, each of their faces displayed on six-foot tall, high definition screens to either side of the president was Sec Def Mick Kane and CIA Director Jason Briggs.
�I wouldn�t, Mister President,� he had replied with all the diplomacy he now wielded instead of an assault rifle. �If I thought there was any other way. But the fact of the matter is, sir; we need him.�
Harper�s face had darkened. �The man is a traitor,� he snarled. �A traitor to his country, to his people, to his uniform. To me,� he added. �He took an oath to protect the citizens of this country, the office of the president and, having abandoned that oath, he committed perhaps the vilest betrayal of all. He betrayed the men and women under his command. He has the blood of U.S. citizens and U.S. soldiers on his hands. He escaped justice once, Alex, but fate has given us, and the families of the dead, a second chance to see that justice enacted.�
�With all due respect, Mister President, I am aware of his history.�
�You�re aware? Damn it, Alex, he betrayed you too!� Harper had practically roared at him. �When he escaped Leavenworth, he set you up for the fall, made it look like you had helped him escape. A great man like you had to throw in your military career because of a cowardly little traitor like him. Now you want me to set him free? Give him a presidential pardon? I can�t believe what I�m hearing. I really can�t!�
Silence had settled over the four occupants of the two rooms then. Langley had seen the president�s face, flushed red a moment ago, struggle to relax. He�d also noticed Jason Briggs� eyes boring into him through the digital stream. Trying to read my thoughts, Jason? He�d thought sardonically. He�d always known that his previous superior had considered him an accomplice in the escape, despite the bullet to the knee.
�No, Alex,� Harper almost whispered the words, reigning in his emotions. �Nathan Raine is going to burn in hell for what he has done to this country.�
Langley waited for a heartbeat and then matched the president�s tone. �I don�t doubt it, Mister President. But, sir, I�m concerned that if we don�t include Raine on this mission, then we will all, the people of this country and of the whole free world, burn right there alongside him.�
The dramatic statement had finally broken through the president�s thick skin. A flash of worry flickered in his eyes. �What are your thoughts, Jason?�
Briggs continued to peer down his beak-like nose at Langley, his shrewd eyes calculating. �This establishment, this country, trained Nathan Raine to be the best of the best. There is no doubting that the man we all once knew would be not only a great asset, but could pull this mission off single-handedly, if he had to,� he replied carefully. �But it is that very ability that concerns me, Mister President. He is a loose cannon, and if he again turns his sights on us, I�m scared to think of what might happen.�
�But what�s done is done,� Mick Kane spoke up unexpectedly. All eyes had turned to him, a flash of anger in Briggs�.
�I don�t mean that callously, Mister President,� he clarified. �There is no doubt, nor denying what he did. He went off the rails and people, good people, died because of it. But, if your intelligence is correct,� he glanced significantly at Briggs, �then he has spent the last three years in hiding, eking out an existence flying tourists to their rich resorts.� His eyes flicked in Langley�s direction, a brief nod of allegiance. Langley liked the Sec Def. Both former soldiers, they knew what it was like out on the battlefield far more than the politicians they served.
�The mighty have fallen, sir,� he concluded. �He has nowhere to go, no prospects, and no future. Presidential immunity in exchange for his help. I don�t believe he would throw that away.�
�He may be a loose cannon, Mister President,� Langley had cut in then, sensing his moment, �but without him, mark my words, without a shadow of a doubt, this mission will fail.�
Harper�s face had still been angry, Langley could see. His eyes burned with hatred. Raine�s history with the president was personal. He wasn�t just any old soldier that had gone rogue. He was the man selected by the president to command his own personal army, and he had betrayed both the professional oath that he took to the President and the personal promise he had made to John Harper.
�It seems that fate has dealt me a losing hand,� the president had finally said. �To protect this country, I must make a deal with the devil.�
Well, Hell certainly is the place to do that, Mister President, Langley thought now as he was guided by three prison guards under the still spinning rotors of the chopper and into The Castle.
It was a silent place, especially at this late hour, the muted stillness broken only by the occasional slamming of huge metal doors and the clanging home of giant locks.
He was passed through numerous security checks, an inordinate amount of time being taken as the guards, or �corrections specialists� as they were referred to, scanned the metal plate in his knee.
In a sadistically whimsical part of his brain, he mused that his torn knee, after three years, had finally come full circle.
With very little care for his elevated status, the guards finally decided that he was carrying no weapons or other forbidden objects and he was led deeper into the facility.
Composed of three, two-tier triangular pods, the facility covered fifty one acres of land. The white walls were broken by solid metal doors and peering inside a handful that were vacant, he saw barren cells, empty save for a metal cot, a toilet and a sink.
After what seemed like an endless march, accompanied only by the pounding of his and the guard�s boots, the jangle of keys and the electronic buzz of mag-locks, he arrived on Death Row.
Despite its airy, sterile atmosphere, compared to the cold grey, dungeon-like aura of the original Castle, USDB Death Row truly was a place of the damned. Reserved for some of the most vile creatures in the world, rapists and murderers, trained in the art of killing by the United States Armed Forces, this was their purgatory; their last stop before the chair, then Hell.
Traitors, all of them, reserved for only the lowest level of the Underworld.
They ultimately halted outside of a thick metal door set into the middle of a bland wall of breeze blocks, supported, Langley knew, by concrete and iron bars.
Even in a maximum security prison where escape was impossible, this cell was the ultimate in containment and solitary confinement. Only two men had ever escaped from the United States Disciplinary Barracks. In 1988, David Newman had made it all the way to Kansas City before being caught four days later. Nathan Raine, however, had been on the run for three years and was only caught due to a stroke of severe bad luck.
He wasn�t going to escape again.
Other maximum security prisoners were confined for twenty-three hours a day. Nathan Raine was confined for one hour extra. He had been trained first by the Army, then Delta Force before being selected to join America�s most elite and secretive special operations force, the CIA�s Special Operations Group.
Often under the direct command of the President of the United States, the �SOG� had conducted clandestine operations around the world for decades. Right from its earliest incarnation as part of the OSS during the Second World War, the Special Activities Division and the Special Operations Group, SAD/SOG had been on every major playing field on the world stage. From Cuba to Vietnam, Columbia to Afghanistan, SAD/SOG operatives had conducted raids and sabotage, assassination and hostage rescue, counter-intelligence and guerrilla warfare for almost seventy years. They carried nothing which could identify them with the U.S. Government, they had no history, no identity. If they were captured, the government would deny all knowledge of their existence. They were men and women who operated outside of the normal chain of command, outside of the law even. Working in small groups or often alone, recruiting native armies and conducting unconventional warfare, they had toppled governments and overthrown regimes all in the name of U.S. National Security.
Only the very best soldiers were selected from the other branches of the U.S. Special Forces � Delta Force, the Navy Seals, the Army Rangers � and, despite having previously been considered the best of the best, they spent over a year re-training. Required to possess at the very least a Bachelor�s degree, they were intelligent men and women with incredible levels of adaptability. It was the only unit whereby all members were required to be trained and proficient in all its branches: Air, Maritime, Ground and the Armour and Special Operations Branch. They were experts in the use of domestic and foreign firearms, weaponry, explosives. They were trained in elite hand-to-hand combat techniques, high-performance driving, flying, SCUBA, closed-circuit diving, freefall and parachuting. They were required to speak numerous foreign languages and survive extreme wilderness conditions, to be experts in tracking and in EMS medicine.
But, most concerning for the guards assigned to the confinement of Nathan Raine, was that he had not only been taught, but had proven his efficiency in what the military termed SERE � Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape.
�Escape� being the optimal word for this particular prisoner.
The architects were convinced that this cell could keep even someone of Raine�s talents confined but, the moment the door was opened, it was feared, he would be gone.
His food was given to him through a slot in the seven-inch thick door and security cameras watched his every move inside his cell. Even now, with a presidential immunity agreement in his hand, Alexander Langley knew not to take the caged animal for granted.
He knew this, because he had taught him everything he knew.
He glanced at the screen above the door which displayed the CCTV image of the interior. He recognised Raine�s shape lying on the bed, his black hair ruffled, his intense blue eyes hidden beneath their lids.
But he wasn�t sleeping, Langley knew.
He was waiting.
�Prisoner,� one of the guards boomed through an intercom into the room while another produced a set of heavy chains. Langley knew the procedure. A small slot in the foot of the door would allow the guards to chain the prisoner�s ankles to the concrete floor.
�That won�t be necessary,� he told the man. �Just open the door.�
�But��
�I�m here on the authority of the President of the United States, young man,� he told the guard in his usual firm but somehow calming voice. �Now, open the door.�
The man, already informed that the prisoner was being released and therefore � hopefully � posed little flight risk, capitulated. Three keys, from three guards, undid the hard locks, while two electronic key cards from another two guards beeped against the scanner.
The door creaked open and all five guards rushed into the room, bludgeons raised as they circled the bed.
Raine had still not moved and for a second Langley feared it was a decoy. Then he saw the subtle rising of his chest.
�Up, prisoner!� the lead guard bellowed with his considerable lungs. The figure on the bed, lying in darkness, illuminated only by the orange triangle of light filtering through the door, did not move. The guard barked at him again and finally got a response.
Slowly, the prisoner reached out his arm, hand clenched into a fist, and then uncurled the middle finger.
�Why, you piece of��
�That�ll be all,� Langley cut him off. �Leave us.� The guards hesitated but they had been given their orders. One by one, they filed out of the door.
�We�ll be right outside, sir.� The words were not reassurance, Langley mused. They were little more than a finely concealed threat.
Even now, there were those that still believed, like Jason Briggs, that, despite being shot in the knee and taken hostage by his former pupil, Alexander Langley had helped the prisoner escape three years ago. The accusations, though unfounded, had proved crippling to his career in the Agency.
After having risen through the ranks of Delta Force and being recruited to SAD/SOG almost twenty years ago, he couldn�t go back to the �normal� ranks of the military, despite holding the rank of General. Briggs had made it clear that his career in the Agency was finished but, as a former commander of the Special Operations Group, often referred to as the President�s Private Army, he had Harper�s ear. Once he had recovered from his injury, he had been posted to the U.N. Security Council.
Nevertheless, suspicion of his involvement in Raine�s escape still rebounded through the halls of power.
�Some lights would be helpful, gentlemen,� he called as the guards closed the door. An instant later a single bright bulb, burrowed into the ceiling and protected by an acrylic casing, preventing it from being ripped out and used as a weapon, flared into life.
�Hello, Nathan.�
Nathan Raine did not move on his metal cot. His eyes remained closed, uncaring. It was all show, Langley knew. He knew Nathan Raine probably better than any person alive. He knew that the detached demeanour he portrayed was nothing but a front, a barrier that had always prevented people getting close.
But Langley had been close to him. Even now, after everything that had happened, everything that Raine had become, he couldn�t help but see the young man for what he was.
The son he never had.
�The silent treatment, Nathan?� he continued after a long pause. �I see three years in exile haven�t made you grow up very much.� Still nothing. �Have you nothing to say to me?�
Another long pause, then, �How�s the knee?�
�Oh,� Langley replied conversationally. �Not too bad. Still aches a little in cold weather.�
�And Philippa?�
This time it was Langley�s turn to hesitate, white hot pain searing at his heart anew. His voice was very controlled when he spoke next. �Philippa passed away eighteen months ago.�
Raine opened his eyes, still the striking shade of blue that Langley remembered had almost shocked him when he had first met the cocky young pilot years ago.
Slowly, he pushed himself up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. �I�m sorry,� he said.
Did he care? Langley wondered, trying to read him. How could he not? Philippa had thought just as much of Raine as Langley himself had. The son they could never have, because of the ovarian cancer which had ultimately claimed her.
�The cancer flared up again,� he explained, �about two months after you escaped. She fought it. Hard.� His voice caught and he saw emotion in Raine�s eyes. �I was very proud of her.�
Raine said nothing. What could he say?
�She asked after you,� he continued, probing further, trying to find the man he had known. �Right until the day she died.�
Langley could see the pain passing through the younger man�s face, tears threatening.
�Even after. ?� Raine tried to ask but couldn�t finish.
Even after everything you did, you mean? �Until the day she died,� he repeated. He took a deep breath to clear his head. He wasn�t here to reminisce. In truth, he wasn�t sure why he had come all this way.
Because he wouldn�t listen to anyone else, he told himself again.
�Look Nathan, we don�t have a lot of time,� he said, all business. He pulled a sheet of paper out of the manila folder he carried and handed it to Raine. He took it reluctantly.
�What�s this?� he asked.
�It�s a pardon, Nathan,� he replied, his voice severe. It was the only way he could hold back the raw emotion he felt. It had been a tough three years � first Raine�s court-martial, the escape, three months in a hospital recovering from the gunshot wound, more months fighting to prove his own innocence. And then Philippa.
He had thrown himself into his new work to bury the pain of it all. To make it feel like he was still making a difference.
�A full pardon,� he explained. �Signed by the President.�
Raine frowned, chuckled softly. �John Harper is still the president, isn�t he?�
�Two months into his second term.�
Raine laughed out loud. �I don�t know what the bigger joke is. That the American public actually re-elected him, or that he signed this.� He threw the paperwork on the bed.
�It�s no joke, Nathan.�
�There isn�t a chance on earth that Harper would��
�We need your help,� he cut him off. �Your country needs your help.�
�There�re plenty of other��
�Nadia Yashina explained to me about your seeming immunity to the effects of the tachyon radiation,� he said. He watched the other man intently. Despite trying to appear unconcerned and disinterested, Langley could tell that he was hanging on his every word.
He briefly outlined the main points of the Russian scientist�s findings.
In 2003, a Russian professor, working at Cleveland Bio labs, began work on a �cure� for radiation sickness. Protein, produced in bacteria found in the intestine, showed signs of protecting cells from radiation.
Tests on two groups of mice proved positive. Both groups were subjected to lethal doses of radiation. Those mice implanted with the harvested protein survived while those that did not all died. Similar tests were then carried out on monkeys, with the same results.
Still waiting for FDA approval, the experimental medication, it was said, could have a dramatic impact on the modern world. Not only could cancer patients be subjected to higher doses of radiation, safely, but the face of warfare could be altered dramatically. The drug had the potential to alter the balance of power on the global stage and had therefore been kept secret until 2009.
Human tests were still awaited.
�It seems your intestine produces an unusually large amount of this protein,� Langley told Raine, �giving you an effective immunity to the effects of radiation� even tachyon radiation.�
�The same goes for Ben King, I guess?� Raine asked.
�That�s right. His immunity, Nadia guesses, has been passed down his genetic line from his Bouda ancestors. That�s why they were able to live in close proximity to the Moon Mask and their Oni or Great King was even able to touch it.�
�The Xibalbans didn�t have that immunity,� Raine realised, �and so the mask devastated their population.�
�As for your immunity?� Langley shrugged. �Maybe some of your ancestors also had it. Maybe it�s just a fluke.�
�I still don�t understand. Why does any of this matter?�
Langley explained to him about the U.N.-led operation that was being hastily put together.
�There is every possibility that the team will come under attack again. If not by the Chinese, then by the unidentified soldiers you encountered.�
Raine leaned his head back against the wall. His eyes flicked momentarily to the door and Langley could see that his mind was working on an escape plan. The moment he tried anything, the president�s deal would be off.
�We need you to accompany Doctor King to retrieve the other pieces of the mask when he finds them.�
�I still don�t get it. Benny and I may have an �immunity� but Gibbs and his team have got NBCs��
�NBC suits are useless against tachyon radiation, Nate,� Langley put his cards on the table.
That had been the problem which Nadia Yashina had explained to Langley, King and Sid in the suite at the U.N.
Both the bodies she had examined, those of Pryce and Kha�um, displayed abnormalities in the skull, indicating the possible presence of brain tumours in the region of the Parietal Lobe. Both men, she surmised, had the same immunity that Raine and King shared, though Pryce�s was to a lesser extent. While the immunity had protected them to a degree, the extended physical contact with the mask, or numerous pieces of the original mask, had eventually taken their toll on them both.
Tachyon radiation, it seemed, was even more dangerous than ionising, nuclear radiation. Running comparative tests on the bodies of some of the Chinese soldiers recovered from the site and the U.S. team, revealed that the tachyons had gone straight through their Nuclear, Biological and Chemical protective suits and attacked their bodies just like those of the scientists.
Prolonged contact with the tachyon emitting metal, or even proximity to a large stash of the metal, as King suspected they would find in Kha�um�s �treasure hoard,� could be deadly.
Once they found the rest of the mask, the soldiers and anyone else not protected by their own quirky immunity would have to stay away.
Which meant that Benjamin King, an archaeologist, would have to retrieve the mask on his own, possibly fending off enemy attacks in potentially dangerous surroundings.
Tests had been hastily carried out on the members of the Special Forces team but none of them displayed the immunity. Nadia hypothesised that only one person in several thousand might harbour the high protein count needed to protect them. Use of the experimental drugs had been ruled out due to their lack of mass production and unknown side-effects on un-tested humans. And to vet all the personnel of United Nations soldiers would take days. The mission had already been delayed long enough, giving hostile forces time to mobilise.
They needed to move quickly, Langley had argued to the president. But Doctor King needed protection. And there was only one man in the world who it was known had both the immunity and the ability to do so.
Nathan Raine.
�So, if I help find the Moon Mask,� Raine said carefully, glancing at the document he had thrown on the bed, �I walk free?�
�That�s right, Nate. You�ll be a free man, let loose to start your life again. Here, at home in America rather than on the run, always looking over your shoulder, always wondering when the authorities are going to catch up with you.�
Raine considered this. �You say Gibbs will be the team leader?�
Laurence Gibbs, the commander of the CIA SOG team that had rescued the Sarisari�ama Expedition had once been a member of Raine�s own team when he was team leader. He, along with Rudy O�Rourke, had been present on that fateful mission which had ended with the deaths of their colleagues at the hands of their commander. He knew that neither of the soldiers would take kindly to Raine�s inclusion on either the mission, or the presidential pardon he had been granted.
Langley nodded.
�He�s not gonna like it,� Raine said needlessly.
�It�s not going to be a walk in the park, Nate,� he agreed. �But, when�s that ever stopped you from doing something?�
Cautiously, as though it might turn around and bite him, Raine picked up the immunity deal and glanced through it. The presidential seal seemed to glare accusingly at him.
�How do I know Harper won�t just rip this up once I�m done?�
�You know how this works, Nate. Its all above board, signed and witnessed by the Attorney General. So long as you keep up your end of the bargain � you help the team, protect King and secure the mask � there is no going back on that agreement.�
Raine�s eyes darted back to the door, thinking, analysing, watching the movements of the guards, retracing his route through the prison to the cell.
If he tried to escape, Langley had little doubt that he would succeed. But then what? He would be a fugitive once more, and Benjamin King would be as good as dead. He might as well hand the Moon Mask over to an enemy state on a silver platter.
�What do you say, Nathan?� he asked, cutting into his thoughts, refocusing his attention. He held out a hand to his former student. �One last mission, then you can finally stop running.�

24:
Camaraderie

Sherman Army Airfield,
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas,
U.S.A.
Despite being situated in the middle of one of their bases, an agreement between the City of Leavenworth and the U.S. Army meant that Sherman Airfield was open to civilian air traffic at all times. A mixture of commercial flights and DoD transports vied for the single runway and the services of the base�s refuelling teams, mechanics and aircraft accommodation.
Off to one side of the airfield, however, one of the normally unrestricted taxiways had been temporally shut off to corporate and private use. A string of armed soldiers patrolled the perimeter, idly watching light aircraft take off into the blue Kansas sky.
An open topped military jeep ploughed down the taxiway towards the hanger at the far end. Sat in the back of the vehicle, his ice-blue eyes hidden behind a pair of mirrored aviator sunglasses, Nathan Raine watched the activity around him. He had missed it, he realised now. The adrenaline as he prepared for the next mission, the envious glances new recruits gave the enigmatic men who headed towards the black hanger that was beyond their security clearance. Most of all, he missed the camaraderie that could only be experienced by men and women who had fought alongside each other, that placed their lives in one another�s hands.
With a screech, the jeep pulled up outside the hanger and, thanking the driver, Raine slapped him on the shoulder and jumped out without opening the door, hoisted his duffle over his shoulder and walked in through the massive bay doors.
�Whoa,� he breathed to himself as he laid eyes on the monstrous machine filling most of the hanger�s space.
Over one hundred feet long and thirty feet high, the Sikorsky CH-53K was the newest member of the United States military�s �Super Stallion� helicopters. While having flown both the 53E and the navy�s equivalent, the Sea Dragon, he was still taken aback by the sheer enormity of the military�s newest helicopter. He hadn�t even been aware that any of them had yet come off the assembly line, let alone were in active service.
With a speed of almost two hundred knots, the new and improved Super Stallion was powered by state-of-the-art GE38-1B engines and featured a composite rotor blade system. It had twice the lift capacity of its predecessor and was almost thirty knots faster. Unlike the endless array of analogue dials and gauges found in most cockpits, the 53K was outfitted with a state-of-the-art �glass� cockpit. Essentially, the interior looked like something ripped off of the bridge of the Starship Enterprise; LCD screens and touch-screen plasma panels scrolled through pertinent information while a sophisticated flight management system simplified the operation and navigation of the craft, allowing the pilot to concentrate on the mission objectives.
As Raine watched, a black, unmarked Humvee roared up the helicopter�s rear loading ramp and vanished into its cavernous interior. Like flies buzzing around a cadaver, dozens of technicians swarmed over the aircraft, seeing to its every need. Refuelling had been completed but the technicians ran their final operational checks, ticking off a long list on durable tablet computers.
Raine had only been out of the game for three years, yet he felt like a dinosaur surrounded by the military�s modern gadgetry.
Whatever happened to a simple clipboard? he wondered.
That was when the first soldier spotted him.
* * *
Laurence Gibbs frowned as David Sykes cut off his report in mid-sentence. He was just about to reprimand him when his eyes drifted in the direction the other man was looking.
An immediate swell of anger churned in his gut.
Nathan Raine stood just inside the hanger, slowly removing his mirrored sunglasses and looking just as cool and relaxed as ever.
After everything that had happened in that cursed jungle four years ago, he looked for all the world like a man with a clean conscience. And, indeed, why should he appear any other way? He had gone rogue, sided with the enemy and killed members of his own team. He had betrayed the men under his command as well as the United States of America. And, for all his troubles, he had been handed a big-fat presidential pardon. His crimes had been swept beneath a rug, swatted out of existence just like the lives of the soldiers he had taken. So, Gibbs realised, why should he look like anything but the smug bastard that he was?
I have learned to hate all traitors, he recited the words of the ancient Greek tragedian, Aeschylus, and there is no disease that I spit on more than treachery.
Almost like a domino effect, Sykes� silence spilled over to Gibbs and in turn to the other six members of his special operations group. Even the technicians, busy readying the mammoth chopper, seemed to sense the icy awkwardness and glanced in Raine�s direction despite being oblivious of his actions.
The shock of seeing Raine in the middle of the Venezuelan jungle had quickly twisted to fury, followed by a sense of pride in bringing in the traitor for a second time. For it was himself and his second-in-command, Rudy O�Rourke, that had apprehended Raine when he�d gone rogue. Gibbs was happy to put a bullet in his head there and then but O�Rourke, filled with the naive idealism of youth, had insisted they bring him back to America to face justice. In Venezuela, witnessed by the civilian scientist and waving the nansy-pansy flag of the U.N., he�d been forced to follow procedure again and apprehend the bastard.
If only he�d followed his gut instinct, he growled inwardly, filled with loathing. Raine would have been a rotting corpse, being picked apart by the scavengers of the Amazon. Instead, he was now a free man.
Sykes cleared his throat and continued his report, briefly outlining the team�s route. From the �Moon Mask Mission�s� new jumping-off point, Fort Leavenworth � a site picked purely because it was where Raine was incarcerated � they would head south. After a brief refuelling stop in Gibbs� home state of Texas, they would continue south-east across the Gulf of Mexico.
As the man spoke, however, Gibbs found his thoughts drifting back to that blood-drenched jungle. His vision darkened, his heart beat faster. He didn�t realise it, but his fists clenched at his sides.
The President himself had spoken personally to Gibbs, explaining Raine�s release. Just like Raine, his immediate predecessor, such direct communication with the president was common-place. As the CIA�s �flag-ship� SOG team, their orders were often received straight from the Oval Office, hence earning the team the nick-name �The President�s Private Little Army.� Some conspiracy circles had come to refer to them as the �Phantoms� due to their seeming lack of existence. The scientists they were supporting on this mission had been given only the most limited information about their military escort in an effort to keep information about the Special Operations Group restricted.
The six men and one woman that formed his team also seemed to struggle to keep their attention away from the handsome newcomer. While only he and O�Rourke knew the details of Raine�s history, the others had all heard the rumours. The best of the best had gone bad. And now they were being asked to place their lives in the traitor�s hands.
�I don�t want to do it, Laurie,� the president had said to him after explaining about his former commander�s apparent immunity to the tachyon radiation. �But if you can�t handle him on this mission, then I�ll find a temporary replacement for you. We need him.�
It was this last statement that truly hurt. We need him. It was what went unsaid which wounded him, a loyal soldier, the most.
We don�t need you.
He had reluctantly agreed to take Raine on his team and to provide him the same level of protection that he would any of the civilians. It was absolutely necessary that the U.N. secured the Moon Mask and Nathan Raine, even Gibbs hated to admit, was the best way of doing that.
Nevertheless, Gibbs didn�t have to like it. And, while he had vowed to offer the same protection that he extended to King and the scientists, he would not offer the same accommodation.
Nathan Raine was a traitor. He couldn�t be trusted and, the moment he showed any attempt to deceive he would put a bullet through his skull and face the reprimand later.
Dropping his duffel by the helicopter�s ramp, Raine strolled up to the gathered soldiers. His intense blue eyes analysed each of them in a fraction of a second. They looked young, Gibbs knew, fresh faced. But he knew that Raine wouldn�t take them at face value. These weren�t slack jawed recruits on their first mission. These were handpicked from Delta Force, the Navy Seals, Marine Recons and Army Rangers. They were young, because generally one didn�t live long enough to grow old in that elite force of men and women.
The hairs on the back of Gibbs� neck stood on end, irked as he realised Raine�s eyes loitered on the curves of Kristina Lake a fraction longer than anyone else. Always the dashing hero, Nathan Raine had been the charmer, the womaniser. Scarred by terrible acne, pock-faced Laurence Gibbs had always been like his little troll, scuttling after his commander�s every whim.
Not anymore. This was his team now. And Lake was his bitch. He�d pictured her often enough in the shower, his lecherous eyes absorbing every curve of her luscious form, the curl of her blond hair, soaked as he made her shower with the men. If women wanted to be in special ops, they had to be treated the same as their male counterparts. Lake, for her part, was tougher than any of the men on the team. While her cheer-leader good looks had been hardened by years in the field, she�d never hesitated to strip off and get down and dirty to prove her macho-ness.
�Hey Gibbsy,� Raine said jovially, a crocked grin splitting his face. Gibbs� stomach clenched in irritation. He ground his teeth, glowering at the other man.
�Reporting for duty, boss,� he finished, emphasising the last word.
The whole team eyed the traitor, glancing between him and their commander, expecting a fist-fight to break out any second. But Gibbs forced his dark fury back under control, contemplating the president�s direct order.
Briefing over, with an almost physical degree of effort, he turned towards the enormous helicopter, barking orders.
�We move out in five!� he shouted, stalking away into the shadows. Then he turned and pointed to one of his team. �West! Get him on board! And don�t let the bastard out of your sights or I�ll bust your balls so hard they�ll get lodged in your throat and choke you to death! Got it?�
�Got it, boss,� West replied in a heavy Brooklyn accent but Gibbs had already vanished behind the Super Stallion.
* * *
�Well, that was awkward,� Raine grunted as he watched the team leader stalk away.
�Shut the hell up,� West snapped at him, nodding to the rear loading ramp. �Let�s go.�
Raine smiled at the young operative, earning nothing but an annoyed scowl from the man. �Well, manners have certainly gone downhill since I was in charge.� He slowly replaced his sunglasses over his eyes despite the gloom in the hanger. �Lead on, West,� he said with a flourish. Around them, the other members of the team dispersed, the blond woman and a dark haired man heading to the cockpit while the rest grabbed their gear and scrambled towards the hold.
To be part of the CIA�s Special Operations Group, one was trained in all operations to the highest levels of proficiency, however to keep things clear it helped to designate duties to various team members. The woman and the dark haired man were obviously the designated pilots. Judging from the amount of technical gear West picked up, he was the communications specialist. The others, too, would have their own assigned roles.
Picking up his own duffel, Raine followed West up the loading ramp. Strapped securely into harnesses on the uncomfortable seats in the cargo hold, looking as out of place as a jelly-fish in the Sahara, sat King, Sid and Nadia.
Raine headed towards them and stashed his bag in the over-head webbing, greeting each of them in turn. �Hey Benny, glad to see you�re okay.� He hadn�t seen any of the scientists since making very physical contact with the butt of Gibbs� rifle in the rainforest.
�Yeah, you too.�
There was something reserved and forced in King�s reply. The sense of camaraderie he�d felt develop during their flight through the ancient city dropped away like a curtain falling. Something in all three pairs of eyes seemed to stab at him accusingly.
So, they know, he realised.
While they wouldn�t be privy to all the details, someone somewhere along the chain of command on this mission had felt the need to explain his crime to them.
Treason, punishable by death.
Knowing that whatever fleeting sense of friendship had developed between him and the three scientists had gone the way of the dodo, he took a seat away from them as the SOG team piled on board.
Feeling intense eyes boring into him, he glanced over to see the handsome features of Rudy O�Rourke staring hard across the cargo hold at him.
Now second-in-command, Raine himself had recruited the man out of the Army Rangers and took him under his wing. Out of the eight-man team that had gone into that jungle four years ago, only three had walked out.
He could feel the sense of betrayal radiating from the man. A gentle giant, O�Rourke had been described as. Built out of almost solid muscle, he was softly spoken and polite almost to a fault. Even now, Raine didn�t feel the same waves of hatred radiate from the man that did from Gibbs.
Raine nodded a greeting.
O�Rourke continued to stare at him for several long moments but then something in his face seemed to soften. An almost imperceptible nod was returned.
�Right! Let�s get this bird in the air!� Gibbs practically roared as he stormed into the hold, eyes glaring at Raine.
With a rumble of engines, he felt the enormous helicopter taxi out from the hanger and into the glaring Kansas sun. Vibrations juddered through the steal beast as the propellers began to spin, slowly at first, growing ever faster until eventually the Super Stallion lifted off and banked south, powering down the continental United States.
Any other man would have shrivelled under the accusing glares that kept drifting his way but Nathan Raine merely leaned back, arms behind his head, sunglasses obscuring his eyes and feet up on the bonnet of the Humvee.
�So, somebody want to tell me where we�re heading?� he asked.
Silent exchanges passed between the civilians and the soldiers, trying to determine just how much information the �rogue� agent was going to be privy to. Raine let the seconds tick by, unconcerned.
Eventually, King spoke. �Jamaica,� he answered.
Raine�s face broke into a wide grin. �Yeah, mon!�

25:
The Kernewek Diary

Airborne over the Caribbean
The Super Stallion helicopter swung low over the aqua marine waters of the Caribbean and raced towards the coastline of Jamaica. It banked hard to starboard, swinging almost in a three sixty loop before roaring into a steep climb, coming almost to a halt high above the earth and then plummeting back down like a rock. At the last possible moment the two pilots wrenched the controls and brought the aircraft back under control.
In the cargo hold the six remaining SOG operatives sat strapped to their seats, ramrod straight, not bothering to hide their amusement at the obvious discomfort of the three scientists. Even Nadia Yashina�s normally icy demeanour seemed shaken by the fierce banking the two pilots threw the aircraft into for no reason other than some testosterone driven need to prove something to the final member of the group.
To the chagrin of the soldiers, however, Nathan Raine lay slumped in his seat, feet sprawled on the hood of the Humvee, arms crossed, apparently dozing, looking for all the world as though the best efforts of the pilots to shake him loose were in fact boring him to sleep.
The chopper lurched starboard with such sickening ferocity that even Benjamin�s King�s African skin visibly paled.
�Is there really any need for this idiotic flying?� Sid shouted angrily over the din of the rotor blades echoing through the hold.
Lawrence Gibbs levelled his gaze on her. He was not a man used to being spoken to in such a manner but Sid met his beady eyes with her own fierce indignation.
�All right,� Gibbs shouted, his voice being picked up above the noise of the cargo hold by his ear mounted com-unit. �Sykes, cut the testosterone bullshit.�
�Copy,� the crisp confirmation of David Sykes snapped over the shared com-link.
�Boss,� Lake�s voice cut in. None of them referred to one another by rank or title. �Updated E.T.A. to destination is 17 minutes.�
�Copy,� Gibbs replied then took in his whole team, civilians included. Raine continued to doze in his slouched position as the helicopter levelled out and headed smoothly and surely towards the coastline of Jamaica.
�Okay, listen up,� he bellowed. �This will be a quick snatch and grab mission. O�Rourke, you and Garcia will take point.� Garcia was the youngest member of the team, stemming from New Mexico, King guessed, based on his accent and the colour of his skin, though no such details had been provided on any of their chaperones.
�The civvies will follow you,� the team leader continued, referring to the scientists. King listened intently as the man laid out his plan with military brusqueness. �West and I will bring up our six. Nelson, Murray, you�ll take up sniping positions to the east and the west of the main building. Sykes and Lake, keep the bird running hot in case we need a fast get away��
That�s enough! King thought. �Excuse me,� he interjected, cutting off Gibbs. He ignored the angry glare he received in response and continued. �A fast get away?� He frowned. �We�re talking about a seventy six year old obese Jamaican woman.�
�Ben�s right,� Sid supported him, leaning forward and gripping his hand. He felt uncomfortable as Nelson and Murray saw the demonstration of affection and sniggered like school boys.
�Don�t you think storming the castle, all guns blazing, is a bit of an overkill?� she accused.
Gibbs� face flushed red. �Your job,� he replied, his voice scarcely more than a growl, his Texan drawl elongating his words, �is to identify the target. My job is to get you to it. I suggest you let me do mine and you do yours.�
�I can�t do my job,� King shot back just as pointedly, �if she dies of a heart attack before I locate the target.�
Gibbs glared, his voice dripping with thinly veiled contempt even over the direct com-link. The small transmitter/receiver unit King had lodged in his ear was surprisingly comfortable but he�d much rather be listening to the sounds of Jailhouse Rock than the drawl of the soldier over the din of the engines.
�You yourself said that the proprietor would be uncooperative��
�I can try and reason with her,� he suggested. �Bargain with her. Langley said I�d have the full disposal of the U.N. Security Council behind me, including their financial clout.�
�You said she wouldn�t sell when you approached her in the past.�
�Anything�s for sale at the right price,� a new voice cut in.
All eyes turned to Nathan Raine. He hadn�t moved a muscle nor opened his eyes, but he was far from asleep.
King saw Gibbs� eyes flash with intense hatred and he wondered what the exact source of such hatred could be. Sure, he had been told about Raine, in so far as he was ex-Special Forces and had subsequently been convicted of high treason, but there seemed to be something deeper in Gibbs, something that went beyond patriotic indignation.
�We�re not going to a goddamn Sunday market, Raine,� Gibbs snarled at him.
�Nor are we going into a theatre of battle� Gibbsy,� Raine replied calmly. He removed his sunglasses and opened his eyes. King could feel the tension in the air. It was electric. Raine�s nonchalance only seemed to irk Gibbs all the more.
�Benny said it�s a haphazard, almost bust museum, a private collection of memorabilia from Port Royal�s heyday, run by a little old lady with a temper,� he recited.
King had earlier explained the reasoning behind having made Jamaica the team�s first stop.
In his on-going research into the life of Kha�um, he believed he had discovered another diary, most probably belonging to Emily Hamilton and picking up the story after the attack on the Hamilton estate in 1707.
In 1714, a new player had entered the social spotlight of Kingston�s elite. Lady Amelia Kernewek had, in one newspaper at the time, been described as possessing a king�s ransom in wealth yet with no traceable ancestry. It was as if she had appeared out of nowhere, many years after the terrible, unexplained fire at the Hamilton Estate.
While Amelia was a derivative of Emily, that alone was not enough to go on. However, King�s research had shown that Lady Kernewek had all but bankrupted her estate by the time she died at the age of 71. Her vast wealth hadn�t been frittered away on the lifestyle of the day, however. Instead she became something of a recluse, purchasing a large lot of land and hundreds upon hundreds of Negro slaves.
But the slaves, apparently, had not been treated as slaves. Instead, she had paid them generously to work in a self-sustaining community where all she asked for was that they provide her with enough food to live on. She went on to campaign for slave rights and became an influential voice in those early days of the abolition of slavery. She founded the �Hand of Freedom� museum, an ineffectual attempt at presenting the horrors of slavery to a world which still turned a blind eye. Some rumours even suggested that she had a scandalous affair and sired a Negro child.
King had long ago become convinced that Amelia Kernewek was Emily Hamilton. His recent discovery of Kha�um�s ship�s name, also the Hand of Freedom, only served to fuel that belief now.
Despite the possible link between the first name and the coincidence that the enigmatic Lady Kernewek first appeared in 1714, the same year that King had lost track of any accounts of Kha�um, and now surmised it as the year of his death in Xibalba, there was no unequivocal proof.
Except, he was certain, within the pages of the Kernewek Diary.
Upon her death, Lady Kernewek left all her few worldly goods to her �slaves� and the handful of white people who had flocked to her humanitarian banner.
The Kernewek Diary, King was sure, had been passed down through the generations to the present day owner of the tiny, near bankrupt Hand of Freedom museum. But despite the paper trails, the owner, an overweight and intimidating Jamaican woman, insisted no such thing existed, despite King�s best efforts to simply see it. He had almost bankrupted himself to pay her for a single look at the diary, positive that it would relate the adventures of Kha�um and Emily Hamilton and reveal the resting place of the assembled Moon Mask.
�We need that book,� Gibbs stated bluntly. �And I�m not prepared to sit around a negotiating table hammering out a sales ledger. We go in, King identifies the book, we take it and leave.�
�Just one problem,� King admitted. �I don�t know what I�m looking for.�
Gibbs stared at him, dumbfounded. �You� What the hell do you mean��
�I�ve never seen it. The owner denies it even exists��
�Surely you can tell, right?� O�Rourke added, entering the conversation. �It�s a museum so there�ll be labels and information boards.�
�It�s not the Louvre,� King snorted irritably. �This place is a mess. It�s full of memorabilia that has never been properly catalogued.� He redirected his gaze to Gibbs. �There are books galore in there. I can find the diary without the owner�s help. But it�ll take half a lifetime.�
�We need her to tell us where it is,� Raine added in support.
�And short of torturing a seventy six year old innocent woman,� King concluded, �she�s not going to do that if we storm her particular little castle.�
Something flashed through Gibbs� face in that instant, something worrying, as though he were actually considering torture. Would they really succumb to that, he wondered, glancing at the soldiers in a new light?
�If we can�t take it by force, and if she won�t be bought, then how do we get her to give it to us?� Gibbs demanded, equally irritable.
That was something King hadn�t yet worked out either. His last encounter with the owner of the museum had ended in a stay at the local prison � not something he wanted to repeat � and he didn�t doubt that the stubborn old cow would even resist Gibbs� torture attempts.
But then Raine spoke up. All eyes turned to him. �I have an idea,� he grinned. �But I�ll need a tie.�

26:
Sin City

Port Royal,
Jamaica
The black Humvee raced down the Palisadoes, the promontory which almost entirely encircled the Kingston waterfront. To either side of the Norman Manley Highway which ran the length of the Palisadoes, the inviting waters of the Caribbean sparkled brilliantly blue under the tropical sun while at the end of the spit of land lay what had once been described as �the richest, wickedest city in Christendom.�
Originally called Cayo de Carena by the Spanish, it was later renamed �The Point� by the English. Realising its strategic importance, they built Fort Cromwell, later known as Fort Charles, the first of six forts to be manned by a garrison of more than two and a half thousand men.
The town of Port Royal developed to service the garrison and it became a sprawling array of workshops, rum shops, inns and brothels. For it was not only the English garrison that was serviced by the folk of Port Royal, but pirates. The name �Port Royal� went hand in hand with the folklore of the days of high sea buccaneers. It became a seething, broiling mass of rum and whores, of smuggling and piracy, murder and mayhem.
The original Sin City.
But the glory days of piracy waned and Port Royal was almost entirely swallowed by the sea in a massive earthquake. Huge crevices tore across the land, entire buildings dropped into the sea, an enormous tidal wave wrenched an entire vessel from the harbour and deposited it on the roofs of the buildings. Two thousand people died on 7 June, 1692.
Perhaps Sin City was being punished by God for is evils, for only nine years later, while it was being rebuilt, it was gutted by a terrible fire.
The hay day of the notorious Port Royal was over. Many of the residents relocated to up-and-coming Kingston on the mainland. The Royal Navy continued to use the Point as their main Caribbean base until 1905, after which time it fell into historical obscurity.
Now, it was little more than a small fishing village, frequented by pirate enthusiasts and wannabe treasure hunters who scoured the underwater remains with masks and snorkels. The ruins of Fort Charles remained on the western tip, well preserved rows of fading red-brick, semi-circular gun ports warding off nothing more than the ghostly memories of old.
At the wheel of the Humvee, Nathan Raine drove the three civilian scientists into the town of Port Royal. A hotchpotch of varying architecture from its convoluted history swept in low archways and narrow cobbled streets. There were dozens of museums, some large and important like the Fort Charles Maritime Museum and the National Museum of Historical Archaeology. But it seemed that, especially after the hype of a series of hugely successful Hollywood blockbuster pirate movies, the entire population of Port Royal was looking to make a quick buck. Almost every other building claimed to be an authentic pirate museum and, turning a corner onto the seafront, they were suddenly confronted by a mass of pirates and wenches milling around the fishing harbour.
Raine let out a low whistle. �Johnny Depp, eat your heart out.�
�It�s a pirate party,� King explained from the back seat where he sat with Sid.
Ever since civil unrest in Kingston in 2010 had damaged the island nation�s tourist industry, the authorities had been struggling to bring back holiday makers. Port Royal had, for years, been at the centre of numerous plans, ranging from a pirate-themed amusement park sponsored by Walt Disney to an ultra-modern port for expensive cruise ships. In the absence of financial support for grander plans, organising these �pirate parties� was a weak attempt to draw tourists to the otherwise sleepy town.
�Looks like some nerdy Star Trek convention for pirate enthusiasts,� Raine said as he slowed the vehicle and let out a series of toots on the horn. Several of the fancy-dressed revellers scattered off the road but many more, dressed in tri-corns, eye patches and hooked hands, still wandered aimlessly in front of them, too caught up in the fun to notice. Market stalls lined either side of the road selling giant Jolly Roger flags, large skull shaped mugs, plastic swords and, ironically, pirated DVDs of seemingly every pirate movie ever made.
Through his mirrored sunglasses, Raine scanned the crowd for any sign of trouble. Many of the partygoers carried toy muskets and pistols but his trained eye easily nullified them as any real danger.
�Eagle Eye, do you read me, over,� he said through his invisible com-unit.
Kristina Lake�s voice came back through the tiny ear piece. �Delivery team, we have a visual on you.�
The Super Stallion remained at a high altitude, keeping an eye on the Humvee. King knew it was as much to keep Raine on the straight and narrow as it was to watch for any threats. Just convincing Gibbs that the convicted traitor should accompany the civilians had been �more difficult than sunbathing in a cave�, to quote the rogue agent. The team leader had eventually relented, though not without a warning. The SOG team would be watching Raine�s every move. Waiting, no doubt, for the wrong one.
Still unsure of the other man, King was thankful that the soldiers wouldn�t be far away.
�Roger that,� Raine replied over the com. �Gibbs?�
Despite whatever grievances there were between the two men, now they were in the field, both Raine and Gibbs acted with highly trained professionalism.
�All units in position,� Gibbs� disembodied voice replied. King knew the plan. The soldiers had surrounded the Hand of Freedom building, just in case Raine�s plan didn�t pan out. Or, he knew, in case it was all a ruse. �Delivery Team, you have a go.�
�Copy,� Raine acknowledged. He pushed harder through the crowd, keeping his hand on the horn. Shocked, the mass of revellers scattered out of the Humvee�s path, shooting angry glances his way.
They broke out of the party and Raine put his foot down. Following King�s directions they wound their way through town and out towards the southern tip of the Palisadoes. Behind the ruins of Fort Charles and the modern establishment of the Jamaican Defence Force Coastguard Headquarters, Raine guided the vehicle off the main road and down a rutted, disused dirt track. A handful of tatty, broken and pealing signs pointed towards their destination, a single lonely building, half a mile out of town, nestled against the southern shore. Beyond it lay nothing but the crystal Caribbean waters and a handful of seabirds gliding on the warm Jamaican air.
�I don�t think this road is used all that much,� Sid commented as the vehicle bounced and bumped over the track. A thick nest of weeds were slowly devouring it, making it difficult to discern.
�I don�t think the museum gets many tourists these days,� King replied. �And the owner, Mrs Marley��
�No way��
King ignored Raine. �-has become somewhat of a recluse. The Jamaican Defence Force has been trying to buy the estate for years but she won�t sell.�
Raine pulled up outside the oddly shaped building and stopped the engine. �This it?� he asked, stepping out of the Humvee and lowering his glasses. Out of the car�s air-conditioned interior, the Caribbean heat was almost overwhelming, but a fresh breeze skittered over the gentle waves of the sea and cooled him.
�This is it,� King confirmed as the others exited.
The building was a peculiar shape, starting wide on its northern face and tapering into a narrower point towards the south before splaying out like the fingers of an outstretched hand. It was coated in moss and vines and seagull excrement; the windows were so dirty as to be impenetrable and the paintwork was faded, mottled and pealing.
�Why is it shaped so strangely?� Nadia asked. Like Sid, the Russian woman had discarded the tactical gear she had only just been issued and now wore a black knee length skirt, white silk blouse and a form hugging blazer. Also following the unexpected shopping spree in Kingston, King now wore a pair of blue jeans, a white shirt, open at the neck, and a black suit jacket, looking very much the traditional modern day university lecturer. Raine finished off the professional image by wearing an expensive black business suit and tie and had slicked his normally wild hair straight back.
�It�s the �Hand of Freedom�,� King explained. �Lady Kernewek was by all accounts a bit of an eccentric. Apparently the shape of the building represents the hand of the slave reaching out to freedom. It was the motif of her abolition movement.�
�Shall we?� Sid suggested.
They made their way towards the narrower, southern end of the building. Above the dirty glass window of the narrow door, fading red letters peeled off a rotting wooden sign, cut into the vague motif of a blocky, outstretched hand:
[image: ]
�Lady Kernewek was certainly revolutionary for her day,� Sid commented. King glanced at her, absorbing her beauty. The awkward distance that had developed between them still existed, despite both of their attempts to deny it. He loved her very much, but even now, with their relationship feeling shaky, he could think of nothing but the Moon Mask, contained in a lead-line case up on the helicopter, along with the fake mask and the map they had found.
Behind this door, the answer to all his questions lay.
�All teams,� Raine whispered into the com. �Stand by. We�re going in.�
Raine led the team into the shadowed interior of the museum. Immediately inside the door he had to turn left and open a second door. It caught an old fashioned ship�s bell hanging above it and the loud dong echoed throughout the museum. It was followed instantly by the booming voice of a woman with an almost impenetrable Jamaican accent bellowing from up a flight of rickety old stairs.
�Stay where you are and touch nothing you�re not prepared to pay for!�
Raine froze in his tracks. �Friendly welcome,� he muttered.
�It would explain the lack of custom,� Nadia added.
The four of them stepped deeper into the labyrinth of dusty display cabinets. Through the grimy glass, Raine could make out artefacts within: rusty shackles that had once clamped slaves together, tools used to work on the plantations. There were dusty paintings from the days of Lady Kernewek depicting the sufferings of African slaves, the tight confines of the hellish slave ships, and the brutality of the men who oversaw them in the plantations. There were more recent sepia and black and white photographs, capturing the real life anguish of actual people, and newer still, more triumphantly perhaps, photos of Martin Luther King and Nelson Mandela, added to the collection centuries after Lady Kernewek had founded this museum to document the history of King�s ancestors. There were also piles upon piles of old books and papers stacked on the wooden floor or thrown haphazardly onto bookshelves, small ornaments, and the occasional period musket or cutlass. The wooden stairs led to a small, equally cluttered platform recessed into the northern end of the building which then led upstairs to Mrs Marley�s private chambers.
The Hand of Freedom building wasn�t so much a museum, nor a library, as it was a living, breathing piece of history. Even the musty air tasted old and the brilliant Caribbean sunlight was filtered through the smeared and dirty windows into a muted haze which caught millions of dust motes bobbing lazily in the air.
Raine let out a low whistle. �Mrs Marley could sure do with a spring clean.�
�Mrs Marley could sure do without cocky interfering Yanks meddling in other peoples� business!� the thunderous voice boomed from upstairs.
�I like her,� King said, shooting Raine an ever-so-smug grin.
With a plodding momentum and a pounding of heavy meat against creaking wood, the impressive bulk of Mrs Marley thumped down the stairs and turned to face them.
�I s�pose you be wantin� a tour �ll ya?� She said the words as though having potentially paying customers was the worst thing she could imagine.
Massive to the extreme, Mrs Marley could easily have been getting on for thirty stone. She wore an enormous, brightly coloured dress of yellow and green stripes. Her black-as-night skin shone with a perpetual sheen of sweat from the effort of simply shuffling instead of actually walking. Her eyes were bloodshot, her few remaining teeth were bright yellow and even from a distance her putrid breath stank of strong marihuana.
Then, her red eyes fell upon King and any fa�ade of pleasantness evaporated.
Uh oh.
�You!� she shouted, pointing one accusing, podgy finger at him. �I warned you not to come back here!�
�Mrs Marley,� Raine tried to cut in but the woman ploughed right on over his words.
�I told you if I ever saw your thieving little face round here again I�d blow you to��
�Mrs Marley,� Raine snapped with all the authority of a man used to commanding troops in battle. For someone like Mrs Marley, King knew from first-hand experience, nothing less would suffice. �My name is Nathanial Raine, Attorney of Law.�
�Attorney?! Well that figures! The little thief �ill sure as hell need an attorney when I�m through with him!�
�Thief?� Nadia enquired. King cringed but before he could defend himself, Mrs Marley gave her version of events.
�That�s right,� she hollered. �Caught him in here one night trying to steal a rare book!�
�I wasn�t trying to steal it,� he argued, feeling the accusing eyes of Nadia and Raine fall on him. Only Sid knew the truth, and even she had been less than happy at having to contact his old professor to get him to throw his weight behind releasing him from jail.
He shrugged, feeling sheepish, like a boy caught with his hand in a biscuit jar. �I thought it was the Kernewek Diary,� he explained. �I was only going to borrow it then return it.�
�I told you one time, mon, I�ll tell you a hundredth! There is no such thing as the Kernewek Diary. Bringing your little posse of lawyers and tarts��
�Hey!� Sid and Nadia protested together.
�-ain�t gonna do jackshit to change that, you hear me!�
King felt the confrontation spiralling out of control but Raine jumped to the rescue.
�I�m afraid we have evidence to the contrary, Mrs Marley,� he said in his most diplomatic voice.
�Evidence? You mean that fabricated paper trail of wills and testaments he showed me two years ago? Bah! It don�t prove nothing, mon!�
�I�m afraid it does,� Raine replied. Trying to calm the situation he added, �Mrs Marley, is there some place we can talk?�
�Sure there is. Right here, right now! Only thing is, I don�t got nothin� I wanna say to you so I give you thirty seconds��
�Mrs Marley, are you aware that according to the last will and testament of Lady Amelia Kernewek, amended in the year 1754 and witnessed by a Reverend Thomas Kelly, all of Lady Kernewek�s belongings, including this very establishment, are in fact the legal property of my client, Doctor Benjamin King.�
King had to admit, Raine sounded convincing. Then again, he guessed traitors tended to be good liars.
A mixture of fury and amusement painted across the old Jamaican woman�s face. She burst out laughing, a loud and grating noise that didn�t sound like a regular occurrence. �Are you crazy? I�m Kernewek�s descendant Mister Attorney. I have all the proof I need of that; birth papers, death records of my old mon, of his parents and theirs, all the way back to Kernewek.�
�No one is disputing your ancestry, Mrs Marley,� Raine replied. He took a breath and turned to the two women. �May I introduce you to Doctors Siddiqa and Yashina��
�The tarts, you mean?�
Raine smoothly brushed over the comment. �Doctors Siddiqa and Yashina are the world�s foremost genealogists.�
�Genie-whats?�
�We study family history,� Nadia spoke up. Her frosty, Russian accent seemed even stronger than normal.
�You know,� Sid added, her natural kindness flowing. Good cop, bad cop. �Family trees.�
�I�m sure you saw them both on the news last year,� Raine ad-libbed. �They accurately identified the human remains of a hundred and six year old woman as being those of Princess Anastasia, the daughter of Tsar Nicolas II of Russia��
King nearly choked as he tried to stifle a laugh. Raine carried on smoothly. �You must have heard about that, surely?�
�Of course I did,� Mrs Marley snapped irritably. �So what are you trying to say? That these two tarts��
�Hey!�
�-reckon they can prove I�m not the descendant of��
�Nothing of the sort, Mrs Marley,� Sid stepped forward, opening the black briefcase they had purchased in Kingston and pulling out a folder.
�In fact, our research proves that you are most definitely a descendant of Amelia Kernewek,� Nadia added.
Mrs Marley looked confused. �Then�what?�
�It has also identified, through a number of marriages stemming back to the year 1726, that Benjamin King is also a direct descendant of Amelia Kernewek.�
�And the original last testament and will of Lady Kernewek specifically stated that any male heirs would��
�This is crazy! Are you insane?! Are you all insane?!� Mrs Marley practically exploded. She shook with rage. �You expect me to believe all this?�
�As the only living male descendant,� Raine concluded, trying to wrench back control, �this building, this business, and all its contents, officially belong to my client.�
�I�ll see your client in hell before��
�However,� Raine spoke over her. �Doctor King is not without his generous side.� Mrs Marley halted mid-rant, her blood-shot, yellowed eyes boring into King. He could think of nothing more to do than grimace under her attention.
�He has agreed to sign over the papers to all of Lady Kernewek�s possessions to you, Mrs Marley,� Raine produced his own folder of official-looking documents downloaded from a prominent American law firm. They all ignored the fact that they were divorce papers.
�All but one of her possessions,� Raine added.
Mrs Marley�s face darkened like a gathering thunderstorm. Tears � of anger or terror, King wasn�t certain � began rolling down her podgy cheeks. He felt a pang of self-loathing for the turmoil they were putting her through. He felt no better than the playground bullies that had tormented his school-life.
�All I want,� he said softly, �is the Kernewek Diary.�
Mrs Marley stared at him for several long, drawn out moments. It was as though everyone else in the room had vanished. He tried to read her face. Would she capitulate?
Then, like Vesuvius, she erupted.
�You will never get your hands on that book, you hear me! Not with an entire army will I ever let you touch it! And you�ll have to raze this entire building, this entire island to the ground before you throw me out of my home! Now get out!� She screamed, the noise vibrating through his body.
�Mrs Marley,� Raine pleaded.
�Get out!� Her voice was shrill, her breathing ragged.
�All I want is the book,� King said, stepping towards her.
The massive woman made her move. Before he could react, she swung one mighty, meaty fist and slammed it into the side of his head, knocking him out cold.
* * *
Sid and Nadia gasped and rushed to King�s side as Raine caught the woman�s arm and pushed her firmly but carefully backwards by her shoulders. She pushed him harshly away, with far more strength than he had anticipated. He lost his footing and sprawled across the floor, hitting his own head on one of the glass and wood cases.
�Raine, what the hell�s happening in there?� Gibbs� voice came over his com.
Nadia rushed to his side and helped him sit up. Enjoying the Russian�s arms around his lower back, he knew he was putting it on a bit thick, pretending to be more dazed than he really was.
�Are you insane?� Nadia shot at Mrs Marley, angry and oddly defensive of him.
Interesting, he thought.
�Raine?�
�Standby,� he muttered under his breath. He watched the Jamaican woman turn her back on them and stalk up the steps to the platform at the rear of the building and then pushed up to his feet. He crouched beside King whose head was being held in Sid�s hand. His eyes fluttered open and levelled angrily on him.
�You never said that was part of the plan,� he growled.
�Well you never told me that you tried to rob her,� he shot back.
�I didn�t try��
�Um, Nate,� Nadia cut in. Raine glanced at her. She nodded towards the platform and he turned to see Mrs Marley�s enormous form turn back to them. She stalked back, feet thumping loudly on the floorboards, expertly loading what looked very much like an antique musket.
�I think we might have outstayed our welcome.�
�You think?� King groaned.
�This woman is insane,� Nadia commented.
�Get out!� Mrs Marley bellowed at them, pulling out a small bag of gunpowder from between her considerable bosom and stuffing it into the barrel.
�Who the hell keeps bags of gun power down there?� Raine said.
�I told you she�s eccentric,� King reminded them as they helped him clamber to his feet. They all backed away towards the door as the mad woman screamed at them again. She levelled the musket.
�You�re in a lot of trouble, Mrs Marley,� Raine called angrily as they filed, one-by-one, out of the door. This was the endgame. �You better take one last read of that journal, because we�ll be back here to get it real soon. As well as this dump you call a museum!�
�Get out!� Mrs Marley screamed and fired the 18th century musket. It smashed through the window of the inner door just as Raine ducked through and rolled outside. They all scrambled back into the Humvee and moments later Raine sent them bounding down the dirt road, a plume of dust blooming up behind them.
* * *
No one said a word until they clawed back onto the tarmac of the highway and headed back towards the township of Port Royal. Nadia broke the silence.
�I feel terrible,� she said from beside him in the passenger seat.
�You feel terrible?� King grumbled. Raine glanced in the rear view mirror. The archaeologist nursed a purple eye but he�d live.
�We practically terrorised that poor old lady with nothing but lies,� the Russian continued. Raine glanced at her, eyes flicking momentarily to the exposed flesh between the V of her blouse. Then he settled on her ordinarily severe face, her blue eyes, set off by locks of brown hair which now hung loose around her neck and shoulders. The more casual look had been agreed upon for their little melodrama in the museum. It was a good look.
Nadia met his gaze. Her concern for the old woman revealed a far greater glimmer of humanity than he gave her credit for.
�She�ll live,� he replied casually, slipping his sunglasses back on and turning back to the windshield. He felt Nadia�s eyes linger on him a moment more. Analysing. Contemplative. Was she searching for his humanity too?
�Besides,� he added. �It was better than Gibbs� alternative.�
He pushed the Humvee back through the escalating �pirate party� and continued down the highway back toward the mainland and the rendezvous point.
Nadia�s gaze finally peeled away from him. �I just hope that we got what we went for.�
* * *
Mrs Marley sat shaking on the floor of her museum where she had collapsed after her confrontation with the attorney. Shards of shattered glass were scattered around the smashed window and the sulphurous, rotten egg smell of gunpowder permeated the air.
Could the attorney be right? she wondered for the thousandth time. Could Doctor King be telling the truth? Was she days, perhaps hours away from losing her home, her business, the legacy of the great people that had come before her?
Eyes gushing tears, all she could do was chuckle at the irony of her thoughts. To lose this place, this ball and chain that had dragged her down because of loyalty which her father had taught her. Loyalty to an oath once taken by a man or a woman who had lived hundreds of years before she had been born.
�Protect our family legacy,� her father had told her every day of her life. �Protect the memory of those that fought for our freedom,� he had said on his death bed. �But most importantly, protect the mask.�
The mask. The goddamn mask.
Her entire life she had been told the story of the Moon Mask. She had been told how she would be the next guardian of the Kernewek Diary. She knew the diary page for page, word for word. She alone in the world knew the secret of the Moon Mask and to honour a vow made centuries ago, she had forgone her own life, her own dreams, to protect it.
And now an end was in sight. If the lawyer told the truth then the responsibility, according to that very same oath, would at last fall to another.
Yet now she found, after a lifetime of resentment, allowing the memories of the past to become tarnished and forgotten, this building, a symbol of freedom, to fall into ruin, she did not wish to give up her charge.
Her ancestors had been strong. Now so would she.
The sun was beginning to set by the time she heaved her considerable bulk up off the floor and lumbered over to the stairs. Slowly she climbed them to the top floor where her tiny bedroom, as cluttered as the rest of the building, lay. She walked up to the filthy double bed upon which she spent most of her days staring at the ceiling contemplating a life that could have been. She heaved and slid it to one side.
In one of the floor boards there was a finger hole and, slotting her index into it, she lifted one board, then two others.
In the compartment within, she lifted out a large chest and, retrieving a heavy metal key from a chain between her drooping breasts, she unlocked it.
* * *
�That�s it,� King breathed.
Along with Raine, Sid, Nadia and Gibbs, he huddled around West, the SOG operative assigned to communications. On a XGA Rugged laptop, encased in a chassis made of ballistic armour, designed to survive the extremities of military field work, they watched a live-streaming video being transmitted from the microscopic video camera which Raine had attached to Mrs Marley�s dress when he had pushed her away.
On the screen, Mrs Marley plucked a battered, leather bound book from within the chest and almost reverently opened the cover to the first page.
�There,� King snapped. �Pause it there.� West did so, freezing the image on the elegant scrawl of the first page.
He retrieved another book from his own satchel. The same one he had shown Raine five nights ago on the summit of Sarisari�ama.
Emily Hamilton�s diary.
He opened it to the last page, mysteriously cut off three quarters of the way through the book, and held it up against the laptop screen.
The writing was an exact match.
Emily Hamilton and Amelia Kernewek were one and the same.
Just as Raine had planned, frightening the old woman had forced her to take them straight to the Kernewek diary.
And the diary would take them to the Moon Mask.

27:
Ambush

Off the coast of Jamaica
High above the tiny Caribbean island of Jamaica, a full blanket of stars spread as far as the eye could see, reflecting in the mirror � like surface of the waters which sloshed gently against the island�s shores.
But despite the hundreds of people who still partied around the north western beaches, no one noticed the black plane that passed in front of the stars, its light absorbent paint making it all but invisible to the naked eye at night, its stealth technology hiding it from any obtrusive radar scans.
Yet this plane was no Next Generation Stealth Fighter. In fact it wasn�t even equipped with jet engines, but relied on two traditional propeller engines outfitted with state of the art silencers. Its body wasn�t the curvaceous, sleek wannabe star of a new sci-fi blockbuster like the famous B2 bomber, but was in fact the somewhat ungainly frame of a WWII-era Catalina �Black Cat� Amphibious Flying Boat. Outfitted with new technology, it was designed to function as an operational command base for an elite force of soldiers.
There was no insignia upon the plane, no flag, no name. These soldiers belonged to no country.
The Catalina Flying Boat touched down in the waters of the Caribbean, two miles off shore, and pushed through the gentle swell towards the Jamaican coast. Pitch black, with no running lights, it was as invisible in the water as it was in the sky, even as it circled the Palisadoes and deposited eight black-clad soldiers � two abreast on four black motorbikes � upon the spit of land connecting Port Royal to the mainland.
* * *
The Hand of Freedom building was dark.
Only a single light shone dimly through the upstairs bedroom window and shortly before midnight that was extinguished. The only light now came from the stars.
Benjamin King ran low and fast, struggling to make sense of the alien world he saw through the Night Vision Goggles attached to his face. A sickly green pall enveloped everything he looked at, including the two figures of O�Rourke and Garcia as they flanked him to either side.
It was a low risk mission, the highest threat coming from a two hundred year old musket, but nevertheless his two escorts treated the assault on the museum as though they were invading Saddam Hussein�s palace.
Crossing the courtyard, they hit the wall, backs to it, O�Rourke with a SCAR Assault Rifle and Garcia with a Heckler & Koch HK416 held at the ready. Garcia silently picked the lock and the three man team slipped into the museum.
* * *
Raine watched the team�s progress on the screen of the XGA Rugged Laptop. Its screen set to night-mode, the image gave off very little light so as not to give away his position as he lay in the boughs of a tree to the west of the museum. West worked the controls while Gibbs, Sid and Nadia looked over his shoulder, all clad in black Kevlar armour. Nelson and Murray held sniper positions somewhere around the building, while Sykes and Lake circled the island high above.
He still seethed from another confrontation with Gibbs. He had insisted on accompanying King into the building, declaring that his purpose on this mission was to protect King and help him retrieve the Moon Mask. Since they knew the mask was not present here, Gibbs had argued, his presence was not necessary. He had even tried to confine him to the helicopter but when the heated debate grew overly confrontational, Rudy O�Rourke had stepped in and negotiated this compromise. Raine was allowed to be an observer while O�Rourke took full responsibility for the archaeologist�s welfare.
Raine hated sitting out on the action but he had very little choice. All he could do now was lie in the brittle grass in the grounds of the museum and watch the transmission from King�s NVGs on the laptop screen.
* * *
Stopping just inside the courtyard of Fort Charles, leaving the motorbikes with four of his men, the Team Leader led his other three men the rest of the way on foot, moving fast and low.
The strangely shaped building came into view.
The Team Leader ordered the attack to begin.
* * *
King followed O�Rourke up the rickety wooden steps. Despite the mission�s low risk rating, he nevertheless felt his pulse racing, adrenaline pumping through him, his own breathing echoing in his skull.
O�Rourke reached the top step and held up a hand in what the archaeologist guessed was military-language for �halt.�
King obeyed and watched O�Rourke pick his way stealthily over the strewn historical bric-a-brac which littered the floor. The African-American�s athletic form appeared as a dark silhouette through the eerie glow of his N.V.G.s.
* * *
Sid watched the screen with apprehension, her own heart beating as fast as King�s as she watched her boyfriend move through the dark museum.
�He shouldn�t be in there,� she whispered, more to herself than any of the others. �That woman�s insane. Ben�s not a soldier.�
A reassuring hand squeezed her shoulder, followed by the scarily serious voice of the normally cavalier Nathan Raine. �Benny knows how to handle himself in a fight.�
There was something in the man�s tone that scared Sid. Something certain. Despite Gibbs� reassurances, she knew, Raine believed that a fight was inevitable.
She turned her head to look up at him but his blue eyes would not meet hers. Instead they focussed beyond the laptop screen, out into the darkness of the Hand of Freedom building. A flock of sea birds took flight, wings flapping noisily into the night sky, the sound seeming to echo in the otherwise unnatural silence.
She felt Raine�s body go rigid beside her, eyes sharp and intense.
�What?� she dared to ask him.
Raine�s voice was flat. Matter-of-fact.
�Something�s wrong.�
* * *
Peering through the infrared scope of an M14 Sniper Rifle, the interior of the upper floor appeared in crisp focus to SOG operative Nelson. Through it he saw O�Rourke moving across the landing towards the master bedroom. He saw the civilian scientist, Benjamin King, follow cautiously behind. He saw Garcia sweeping behind him, watching their six.
What he did not see, however, was the black-clad soldier sneaking up behind him.
If the radio call had come through a split second earlier it might have alerted Nelson to the danger. Gibbs� voice, however, only came over his com at the exact same moment as the black carbon dagger blade slit his throat.
�Nelson,� Gibbs hissed over the radio. �What�s your status?�
* * *
The silence spoke words.
Raine�s eyes glared accusingly at Gibbs.
In the seconds after his bold prediction of doom, he had argued with Gibbs, demanding he check in with the two snipers he had positioned around the museum. Gibbs had protested for no reason other than because it galled him to be taking advice from the traitor. He couldn�t, however, give a good enough reason not to and so made the call.
He had grinned almost triumphantly as Murray checked in.
His grin faded at Nelson�s silence.
�Shit!� Raine swore, sensing the trap springing. How he knew it was beyond him. To some it might have seemed as though he was gifted with some sixth sense. But he knew it was nothing more than instinct, honed by years of training, coupled with the ever increasing sense of paranoia which had only strengthened since going on the run.
�Get them out of there!� he ordered Gibbs. Then, before anyone else could do or say anything, he was on the move, darting out across the courtyard towards the museum, ignoring Gibbs� angry curse.
* * *
�Possible bogey,� Gibbs� voice startled King as it erupted into his ear. �Retrieve the book and evac. Discretion is no longer a goal.�
�Copy,� O�Rourke responded instantly and all at once the slow-motion effect that had encompassed King burst forward with startling speed.
O�Rourke instantly shifted from his stealthy progress across the first floor landing and ran towards the closed door of the master bedroom. He slammed his foot against it and it burst inwards. He swung in, training his rifle on�
�Nothing,� he said in momentary confusion.
�What?� King came up behind him, peering in at an empty room, and the un-slept in bed. �Where�s Mrs Marley?�
�I�m right here, mon,� Mrs Marley�s gruff, heavily accented voice came from the shadows across the landing. King swung to face her and didn�t even have time to shout as the obese Jamaican woman levelled her two-hundred year old British infantry musket at him and fired!
* * *
�Ben!� Sid screamed at the screen as she saw the gun blast, from Ben�s point of view. It was as though she was living his last moment of life with him, as him.
She practically felt the thunderous jolt of the musket blast slam into his chest, throwing him backwards and over the landing railing. She saw the world spin, the chasm of the jumbled museum spinning around and around, the glass display case rushing up to meet him.
It shattered in a tremendous explosion of glass as King�s limp form smashed through it.
�Shut the hell up!� Gibbs snapped at her. Her outburst had surely given away their position but the woman did not care. Like Raine before her, she charged out from hiding and ran towards the building.
* * *
Even as King plummeted to his death, O�Rourke and Garcia shook off their surprise and levelled their weapons on the insane Jamaican. But they didn�t have a second to contemplate pulling their triggers as, at that moment, the entire north wall of the building exploded in an eruption of fire and debris, consuming the two soldiers and Mrs Marley.
Through the fiery breech, four black-clad soldiers swung into the building. �Fan out,� the Team Leader ordered, surveying the destruction. �Find the diary.�
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All hell broke loose.
Running down the west face of the Hand of Freedom building, Raine was pretty much shielded from the blast of C4 which the four soldiers had used to rip open the north wall. Nevertheless, the pounding heat picked him up and hurled him forwards, sending him sprawling across the brittle grass.
Only seconds later he was on his feet again and charging for the door. The lock already picked by Garcia, he had no problem slamming through it, twisting through the second, inner door and into the museum.
Huge chunks of masonry had smashed through the display cases and crushed dozens of artefacts but luckily the explosion hadn�t erupted into a massive fire.
Amidst the destruction he saw the prone form of Benjamin King lying sprawled upon the smashed remains of the display case he had landed on.
He ran to the fallen man�s side. �Benny,� he hissed, touching his bloodied head. He checked for a pulse.
* * *
�You, stay here,� Gibbs ordered Nadia as he climbed to his feet seconds after the explosion had lit up the sky. �All units,� he called into his throat mike. �Move in! Secure King and the book!�
He broke cover, hauling his HK-416 from his shoulder and charged towards the building. �Eagle Eye, we need air support. Now!�
* * *
Responding to the expert skills of David Sykes, the helicopter twisted through the clear Caribbean sky and dropped towards the ground, pulling up at the last possible second and swinging around the hand-shaped building.
From the large halogen lamp attached under the nose of the bird, a brilliant beam of light lit up the smashed building.
* * *
Raine�s fingers expertly found a pulse in King�s neck and he felt the archaeologist stir. He had landed face down on top of a glass and wood display case and now rolled painfully onto his back. His Kevlar body armour had protected him from the brunt of the musket shot and the impact with the display case, but Raine could hear a rattle in the other man�s chest as he breathed. A broken rib, he guessed, hoping he hadn�t punctured a lung. His eyes were dazed and blood ran around his neck and shoulders from a gash on the back of his head.
�Try not to move,� he told him. �You�ve got a concussion and��
�The dairy,� King gasped. Raine glanced to the top of the stairs, knowing the archaeologist was right. The diary was the primary goal.
�I�m on it,� he said, taking King�s handgun from its holster. Gibbs� orders be damned � he needed a weapon now. Then, just before dashing into the wreckage, he added with a grin. �Don�t go anywhere.�
* * *
On the balcony the black-clad Team Leader rolled Mrs Marley over. Blood ran down her face from where she had impacted with a large chunk of spinning debris but she was still breathing.
One of the other soldiers came out from the master bedroom. �No sign of the book,� he reported.
The Team Leader needed no extra prompting. He slapped Mrs Marley across the face with such force that it shocked her back to consciousness. Her eyes wandered, terrified, before focussing on the soldier.
�Where is the Kernewek Diary?� the Team Leader demanded.
Mrs Marley sneered at him then spat out a sticky wad of blood and mucus. It splashed against the Team Leader�s unmasked face. He drew back his fist and slammed it into the old woman�s nose. It exploded in blood.
�Where is it?� he growled.
Gasping back sobbing racks of agony, Mrs Marley nevertheless remained defiant. The Team Leader quickly drew his holstered handgun, black, unidentifiable, and pressed the muzzle hard against the woman�s fat kneecap.
�Where is the book?� he said again, his voice cold, icy. Uncaring. Despite the blood that soaked her, Mrs Marley never shifted her defiant gaze from her torturer�s face. �Fine,� the soldier shrugged and squeezed the trigger.
The head of the soldier in the doorway exploded in a splatter of blood and gore, shocking the Team Leader. He whirled in time to see an American soldier with a mop of black hair and intense blue eyes launch himself from his cover on the top step and train his M1911 semi-automatic handgun on him.
Mrs Marley took his lapse in concentration to make her own unexpected move. Mustering agility she didn�t know she possessed, she hauled her feet up and slammed her incredible body weight into the Team Leader. He sprawled across the landing, his own rifle scattering just out of reach.
* * *
Raine dashed forward, hurdling the corpse of the man he�d just killed and homing in on his second victim just as two soldiers ran onto the landing from the bedroom doorway. They opened up with fully automatic rifles, hundreds of bullets hammering into the wall behind him. In the blink of an eye, he scanned his surroundings and then hurled himself away from the gunfire and into the stinking bathroom.
It looked, and smelt, as though it hadn�t been cleaned in years, but Raine didn�t focus on the stench. He knew that in mere seconds the two soldiers would come swinging around the doorway, guns blazing. He hurriedly unlocked the bathroom window and pulled himself outside, tucking his gun into his waistband as he clung onto the plastic guttering that ran around the building, just above the level of the window.
It wouldn�t hold his weight for long, he knew, so he quickly shuffled along it to the next room over. As he had hoped, the master bedroom�s window was open and so he easily slipped back inside the building, landing softly upon the filthy, broken bed.
He heard the shuffle of boots as the two soldiers spun around the wall and into the bathroom. �He�s not here,� one of them called to their leader.
�Forget him,� the team leader snapped. �Find the goddamn book!�
Raine dropped to the floor of the ransacked room and rolled under the bed, remembering the video stream he had seen earlier of Mrs Marley retrieving the diary from under the floor boards.
The floor was now sticky and damp from the blood of the soldier Raine had felled near the doorway. He ignored it and quietly pulled up the first floor board, then the second. The treasure chest was still hidden underneath but, oddly he noticed, the large brass key he had seen was still in the lock.
He lifted open the lid and looked inside.
There was no diary, only a single piece of paper with something scrawled across it. He lifted it out and, in the gloom underneath the bed, read it.
�You want the book,� Mrs Marley had written defiantly, as though she knew they would come for it, �then come and get it!�
At that moment, the Super Stallion�s bright light exploded in through the windows and the hole in the building�s north face while, simultaneously, Gibbs, West and Murray ran into the lower floor of the museum and opened fire on the soldiers.
* * *
�Ben!� Sid cried as she ran into the museum seconds ahead of Gibbs� team.
Gunfire echoed through the ruins of the building as Gibbs, West and Murray fanned out, pummelling the upper level with bullets.
The attackers scrambled for cover, forgetting Raine, and returned fire, strafing the exhibition cases which exploded in violent eruptions of wood and glass.
�Sid!� King called weakly to her, taking cover behind one of the cabinets. Sid ducked behind the same cabinet, narrowly avoiding the hailstorm of bullets.
�Oh my god,� she gasped upon seeing a flow of blood dribbling down King�s neck and shoulders from a wound to the back of his head. His eyes rolled and he struggled to stay focussed.
Sid grasped his face and forced him to look her in the eyes.
�Stay with me Ben,� she pleaded, seeing his eyes loll backwards again. She turned and, shielding her face from flying splinters of wood, she shouted at Gibbs. Her voice, however, was lost beneath the terrible noise of the gunfire. The SOG team had been locked down by the elevated attackers and now struggled to return fire, themselves taking scant cover where they could find it.
Then she remembered the throat mike which had been taped to her larynx earlier that day and, pressing it softly, she called to Gibbs again.
�Ben�s been hurt,� she told him. �We need to get him to safety.�
* * *
Face grim and focussed, Gibbs heard Sid�s voice come in through his radio ear piece. �None of us are going anywhere at the moment,� he replied, unleashing another barrage of fire. Then his assault rifle clicked empty and he hurriedly ejected then inserted a new magazine. �Raine,� he redirected his next query. �Do you have the goddamn book?�
* * *
�I think so,� Raine whispered into his own throat mike, still hiding beneath Mrs Marley�s broken bed. Between the discarded sheets, past the body of the soldier, he had a perfect view between the copious bosoms of the enormous Jamaican woman sprawled across the landing. And there, nestled between her giant breasts was the spine of a book.
�Gotcha,� he hissed as he scrambled forward.
* * *
Sid shielded her head and did her best not to scream as shards of glass and splinters of wood flew all around her, peppering her flesh. She hunched over her boyfriend�s prone body, cupping his face in her hands. His eyelids flickered shut. Not a good sign.
�No, Ben, stay awake!� She slapped his cheek, desperate to ensure he remained conscious. If he went to sleep, she feared he would never wake up again. �Ben!� she shouted at him over the thunder of automatic weapons. His eyes fluttered open, locked on to hers, filling her with resolve.
�Come on,� she said, �I�m getting you out of here!�
She wrapped his arms around her shoulders and struggled under his weight. She could feel his legs desperately trying to work, to help her but it was as though they were made out of jelly.
Filled with determination and fuelled by adrenaline, she let out a loud scream of frustration and dragged him physically towards the door.
* * *
�What the hell is she doing!?� Gibbs demanded of no one in particular as he saw Sid drag King into the fray, struggling towards the door.
�Cover them!� he ordered West and Murray. With their backs to the enemy, the two civilians would be mowed down in seconds. Unless he gave them something else to shoot at.
He broke from cover and ran straight at the enemy position, his finger squeezing his rifle�s trigger, spewing a torrent of burning metal bullets at the attackers.
* * *
Despite himself, Raine couldn�t help but be impressed by Gibbs� ferocious frontal assault. Not only did the ballsy action force the attackers to duck for cover, but it gave him the opportunity he needed. He darted out of the bedroom and slid to his knees next to Mrs Marley�s now unconscious form.
* * *
Dodging bullets, the Team Leader hurled himself around the corner, out of range of the Americans weapon. He took a second to slam a fresh magazine of ammo into�
He couldn�t believe what he saw.
Right in front of him, only four feet away, having crawled across the landing, the blue eyed American perched above the Jamaican woman�s body, his hand extracting a book from between her enormous breasts. Realising he had been caught, the American looked up at him with a �hand-in-the-cookie-jar� expression on his face and grimaced.
�This isn�t what it looks like,� he said.
The Team Leader aimed and fired but the American was fast. He rolled over the carcass of the soldier he had shot in the head and vanished back into the stinking bedroom.
Down below, the ugly soldier who had so brazenly assaulted his team�s position ran out of ammo and gave his men the opportunity they needed to scramble out of cover and resume firing down on the Americans.
But the Americans were no long important. He knew where the book was.
�Extraction team,� he called into his radio, �move in.� Then he ordered his two remaining soldiers to hold the Americans back before he dashed off, swinging around the door frame into the master bedroom�
The American was waiting for him!
As soon as he appeared, the blue-eyed devil lashed out with his foot, slamming it into his kneecap. He felt a bolt of pain as tendons tore and he went down hard. He swung his rifle towards his attacker but was taken aback by his speed. The American was faster, jolting his foot into his gun arm just as his finger closed on the trigger. He unleashed a hailstorm of bullets which shattered the window and blasted apart the wall. Chunks of plaster and shards of glass spat at him.
Then the American came in for the kill and the Team Leader knew he had less than a second to live. But he used his attacker�s own speed against him. Just as the American�s hand shot like a striking viper at his throat, his own closed upon his still holstered handgun. He didn�t have time to aim but the shot was lucky and slammed into the American�s chest.
Kevlar cracked and the American�s blue eyes went wide with shock. The sensory overload fried his attacker�s nervous system even though his armour distributed the worst of the impact across its plates and he dropped unconscious to the floor.
He staggered to his feet, reached down and scooped the leather bound book from the American�s hand and then aimed his handgun at his head.
Just then an almighty blast of searing heat picked him up and hurled him across the room.
* * *
Rudy O�Rourke lay on his belly on the balcony. Only seconds earlier, after having head-butted an extremely large chunk of masonry when the north wall had exploded, he had fluttered back into consciousness.
His head pounded as though a Zulu warrior was beating it as a war drum but he nevertheless took in the chaos around him and pinpointed the soldiers standing not six feet away, firing down on his team mates below.
Armed with his SCAR Assault Rifle, fitted with a 40mm FN40GL grenade launcher which had fallen beside him, he had drawn a bead on the nearest soldier and fired.
The grenade ripped through whatever armour the man had been wearing and made light work of his flesh, literally blasting his body to pieces. The blast also consumed the second soldier, hurling him over the balcony and down to a grisly death upon a jagged shard of glass on the ground floor.
* * *
The Team Leader slammed into what remained of the far wall, the concussion blast of the grenade having hurled him a good ten feet. He felt as though he had been hit by an arsenal of sledge hammers and his lungs burned with the heated chemical residue of the blast. He coughed, glanced across at the American. He began to stir and outside on the balcony shadows which he knew could not be his men shifted.
It was time to go. He turned and clambered through the shattered remains of the window and out into the Caribbean air.
* * *
Escaping from the maelstrom within the museum, Sid crashed down upon the dry grass. The noises of the fire fight were muted by the building and drowned out almost totally by the thunder of the hovering helicopter. But she ignored it all as she rolled King over. His head lolled back. Eyes closed.
Was he dead.
�No,� she gasped, checking for a pulse. She found one, however weak.
�Ben,� she shook him. �Ben!� she tried more rigorously. Met with failure again, she tapped her throat mike. �Nadia, its Sid, I need help. It�s Ben��
Out of the darkness burst four black motorcycles, each carrying a black clad soldier. Their engines drowned out by the din of the helicopter and their headlights off, they had been all but invisible but now they surrounded her like a flock of hungry vultures, driving in a tight circle around and around. They acted more like a brutish biker gang, taunting her, rather than the trained professionals she knew them to be.
She cradled King�s prone body protectively, flinching at the movements of the soldiers, desperately searching the grounds for any sign of Gibbs or Raine or the others but she was alone.
Then one of the riders lashed out with a boot and smashed it into her face. Her vision exploded and she screamed in agony. She tasted blood. She saw stars and then realised she was on her back, gazing up at the heavens. She tried to move but a heavy boot, perhaps the same one, stood on her chest, pressing her down. Rough hands grasped King.
�No!� she tried to cry out but her breath was squashed away from her. Then she heard a voice, speaking into a radio.
�We have King and Siddiqa. King�s hurt. I�m not sure if he�ll make it.� A pause, then; �Shall I kill the woman?�
Sid felt her heart leap at his words. She struggled but the soldier�s weight on her chest was too great. She saw two of the soldiers haul King onto the back of one of the bikes and use plastic cuffs to secure him upright behind the rider.
Then the voice returned. One side of a conversation.
�Understood.�
The soldier standing on her chest looked down at her, gun in hand. She felt a prayer form on her lips, mumbled the words in Hindi. And then the soldier leaned down, leering at her, gun pointed at her head.
There was a moment of excruciating pain and then her world went black.
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Raine jolted awake just in time to see the team leader wriggle through the open window and haul himself up onto the building�s roof.
He struggled to his feet, his entire body aching from the gunshot. His ribs felt as though a ten-ton boulder had been dropped repeatedly on them.
Seconds later, Rudy O�Rourke stumbled into the room, his face smeared with blood. He glanced significantly at Raine, sizing him up but Raine knew they didn�t have time for any of the SOG team�s misgivings about him.
�He�s on the roof,� he said, tearing off the shattered body armour and staggering to the window. He scrambled out, used the plastic guttering for support and heaved onto the roof. O�Rourke followed seconds behind, speaking into his com unit.
�This is O�Rourke. One hostile is on the roof. He has the book. I repeat, he has the book.�
In response, Sykes and Lake spun the enormous helicopter two hundred degrees, its powerful search light spearing across the roof top and silhouetting the black shape of the fleeing soldier.
�We�ve got him,� Lake�s voice crackled over Raine�s ear piece and an instant later the mighty chopper powered forward, coming down low, Lake at the gun controls.
The fleeing figure never wavered under the scrutiny of the search light nor the prospect of his doom. He ran hell for leather down the length of the roof, towards the �knuckles� of the fist-shaped building, weaving around air-ducts and ventilation shafts.
�Got you,� Lake�s voice continued through his radio as she settled her sights on the hostile. Raine guessed she was balancing some sort of rifle on single shot mode. If she used the helicopter�s powerful cannons both the hostile and the book would be mulched.
�What in the name of�� O�Rourke�s comment was cut off when Raine saw what he had just seen.
A blur of motion in the night sky above Eagle Eye One seemed to manifest into the silhouette of a plane, black as the void between the stars. It unleashed a barrage of tracer bullets at the pursuing helicopter and forced David Sykes, at the controls, to pull up hard.
As Eagle Eye One twisted on its axis and screamed out of harm�s way, the black airplane swooped on down, hammering the rooftop with bullets, tracing a line across it, all the way to the north face where Raine and O�Rourke stood.
�Move!� Raine ordered, leaping to the left while O�Rourke threw himself to the right. The barrage of bullets narrowly missed both of them as the plane thundered on overhead and climbed back into the sky.
* * *
�Raine, what the hell are you doing up there?!� Gibbs bellowed into his radio as he led West and Murray back outside�
Bullets slammed into the doorframe and he only just managed to scramble back inside for cover.
�God damn!� he cursed. Outside, he saw four more black-clad soldiers on motorcycles. Two maintained their sustained barrage on the building�s main exit while two more were tying the limp forms of King and Sid to two of the bikes.
With bullets shattering the windows and walls all around, Gibbs� team was pinned down.
* * *
�Come on,� Raine yelled to O�Rourke once the plane had passed overhead.
As if it were the old days, Nathan Raine led Rudy O�Rourke across the rooftop, in pursuit of the fleeing team leader. They dodged the air vents that littered the building and avoided the now shattered skylights. O�Rourke took a few distance shots at the soldier but he was too far away.
�He�s trapped.�
Raine instantly regretted his words as he watched the hostile reach the end of the Hand of Freedom building and simply drop off it, vanishing from view. Raine closed the distance in seconds and skidded to a halt, peering over the edge just in time to see the enemy soldier disconnect himself from the grappling hook and rope he�d used to abseil down to earth. He bolted onto one of four bikes and barked orders at another two. Raine quickly shook off the surprise and horror of seeing King and Sid strapped, unconscious, to the bikes� riders and watched as the three vehicles shot off the mark and flew into the night.
The remaining two soldiers, laying down covering fire and keeping Gibbs trapped inside the building, began their retreat, moving backwards towards the fourth and final bike. One picked it up and mounted it while the other covered him, then he took over firing while the first laid down covering fire. The driver twisted the throttle, kicked back the stand and skidded in a 270 degree circle.
Raine knew what he had to do. He looked at O�Rourke. �You with me?�
There was a flash of something in the big black man�s eyes. Pain. Hurt. Regret. Raine couldn�t blame him. His former commanding officer, a man who had betrayed him, was now asking for his trust once more.
Whatever passed through O�Rourke�s head, however, did so with lightning speed. He nodded. �I�m with you.�
The bike reached the breaking point of its spin, gravel and sand blasting out from beneath its tyres as its rider gunned the engines and shot off the mark.
Without any further communication, Raine and O�Rourke took a run up and dived off of the roof of the building, arms stretched out before them. For a second they looked like Superman wannabes flying through the air but, just as the bike�s tyres bit into the earth and it shot forward, they collided with it.
It hurt like hell, the impact jarring through Raine�s body but it was softened slightly by the body of the man beneath him. A sickening crack signalled the breaking of the passenger�s neck. He hadn�t even seen his flying death approach.
O�Rourke�s enormous form crushed down on top of the driver. The force of the impact slammed his head against the handlebars, punching his nose up into his brain, killing him gruesomely.
In a tangle of limps, the bike went down and Raine and O�Rourke rolled out of the fiercest brunt of the collision. In seconds, however, Raine was on his feet, ignoring the pain stabbing through his body. He limped to the bike and hauled it upright, straddling it. O�Rourke vaulted on behind him as he twisted the throttle and shot off in pursuit.
* * *
The four black motorbikes raced across the Palisadoes, bounding over the rough dirt track which linked the Hand of Freedom museum to the historic town.
Tied to the back of the two leading bikes were Benjamin King and Alysya Siddiqa, leaning, unconscious against the backs of their drivers.
Not far behind them was the Team Leader, the Kernewek Diary nestled safely in a waterproof breast pouch in his combat webbing.
Bringing up the rear were Raine and O�Rourke, riding hard over the rough ground, leaning forward and trying to coax every last ounce of speed from their shared bike.
The coastal scenery rushed by to their right, the calm waters of the Caribbean lapping against the Jamaican shore.
�They�re heading for the coastline,� O�Rourke shouted above the howling wind caused by their speed.
Indeed, ahead, Raine could see all three bikes veering right, coming off the track to bounce off-road over the green scrubland. He twisted the handlebars, the bike�s tyres gripping the soft dirt and charged after his prey.
�Whoa!� O�Rourke exclaimed. Raine looked up from his off-road path. �Would you look at that?!�
As they had seen before, seemingly out of nowhere, as if emerging from an invisibility field, the black plane swept down from the clouds above their heads, the backwash of its propellers pummelling them on their bike. Raine swerved and almost lost control. He kicked out his right leg and pushed the bike up steady again, regained control of the handlebars, twisted the throttle and continued after the descending black plane.
In a plume of white water, the plane touched down in the sea one hundred meters off the coast and the pilot instantly brought the big vehicle around, heading diagonally towards the shore.
The three fleeing bikes hit the beach, heading north as the plane, the Catalina Flying Boat, bounded through the gentle swell, matching the bikes trajectory, coming in closer to the beach.
�They�re gonna pick the bikes up,� O�Rourke realised.
Raine hit the beach, the studded, all-terrain tyres churning into the grey sand and spraying up a ferocious shower of it in their wake. They hurried forward, trying to close the distance, even as the Black Cat came alongside the shore, still heading north. Its rear loading ramp began to lower and the three bikes swerved into the shallow surf, the water immediately slowing them, giving Raine a chance to close the distance.
But it wasn�t enough. They weren�t going to get there before�
An eruption of lights splayed through the night air as Eagle Eye One thundered overhead, its rotors churning up a sandstorm, a stream of bullets blasting out of a shoulder-window mounted machine gun.
The Flying Boat was peppered with bullets, forcing its pilot to swerve out to sea. Its sudden alteration caused a large wave to splash against the three bikes. They all went down as the Catalina powered up, its loading ramp closing as it picked up speed and pulled up, water gushing back out from inside its hold. A rear mounted machine gun fired at the Super Stallion as the plane took to the sky and came about.
Raine skidded to a halt, spraying up sand as he twisted the bike around but the Team Leader was fast. He ripped a handgun from its holster and fired at Raine. Raine dropped the bike, O�Rourke clutching him, and slid horizontally across the beach and into the surf.
�You,� the Team Leader shouted to one of his men as he lifted up the bike which King was attached to. He stirred, groggy, uncomprehending.
The soldier understood the Team Leader�s order. Handing the bike to him, he opened fire with his automatic assault rifle. The bullets hammered into Raine and O�Rourke�s bike which offered only limited shielding to the two men. Meanwhile, the Team Leader straddled the bike with King and twisted the throttle.
�Night Hawk,� he called through his radio to the Catalina Flying Boat. �Extraction Point B.� Then he shot off the mark, the second bike right behind him.
Trapped beneath the bike in the warm water, Raine and O�Rourke covered their heads as the third soldier�s bullets pounded it, spitting up sparks which bit at their flesh.
Raine pulled out his M1911 handgun and fired blindly over the hulk of the shattered bike but the soldier�s rampage did not lessen.
The bike�s gas tank was hit.
Fuel started leaking out onto the sand.
Sparks spat.
Still Raine and O�Rourke were pinned down by the weapons fire. If they stayed there, Raine knew, the fuel tank could explode any second. Yet if they scrambled away from it they would be mowed down by machine gun fire just as quickly.
Then the soldier�s weapon clicked to empty.
�Go!� Raine yelled.
Together, Raine and O�Rourke pushed out from beneath the bike as the soldier reloaded, brought up his rifle and�
O�Rourke fired his rifle-mounted grenade launcher at their abandoned bike. It blew apart in a tremendous explosion which punched through the air, flattening Raine and O�Rourke across the sand. Standing too close to it, the soldier was struck by the flames and then watched, wide eyed, as a spinning piece of shrapnel lodged itself in his throat.
Raine was on his feet only seconds later, running around the burning hulk of the bike to the Team Leader�s own discarded vehicle. He ignored the soldier gurgling his last breath on the sand as he scanned the beach. Other than the tyre tracks, there was no sign of the remaining two bikes.
�We�ve lost them,� he cursed as O�Rourke ran to him, already talking into his throat mike.
�Eagle Eye One,� he called. �Do you have visual on the target?�
Raine straddled the bike, the engine roared as O�Rourke bounded on, and he headed off in the direction of the tyre tracks.
* * *
�Affirmative,� Kristina Lake replied from the cockpit of Eagle Eye One. �We have both bikes on infrared. Heading west, off road, into town. Bringing up G.P.S. and satellite image overlay. I�ll direct you through.�
�Roger that,� O�Rourke, replied.
�Where are you?� David Sykes whispered from the pilot seat, eyes scanning the night sky as he kept the large helicopter on course, high above the two motorbikes. Almost as soon as the enemy plane had taken off he had lost radar readings and visual. He had seen the B-2 Stealth Bomber in operation before. That sleek, world famous aircraft used a combination of state-of-the-art reduced acoustic, infrared, visual and radar signatures which made it all but impossible to detect and track. But despite being coated in radar-absorbent materials, without the unique design characteristics � a smooth, slender shape and a one-of-a-kind flying wing design � its stealth-mode would be ineffective.
Yet, regardless of whatever radar-absorbent material this enemy plane was coated with, the fact remained that it was a boxy, unwieldy, even archaic design, not used by the U.S. military in decades. Both radar and the naked eye should have been able to see it with no problem.
But David Sykes, despite sitting inside one of the most state-of-the-art cockpits in the world, was effectively flying blind. He felt like a stranded swimmer, treading water in an ocean where a shark lay in wait.
The glow of Kristina Lake�s satellite terminal reflected upon her features � blond hair, swept sternly back, pale face hard, yet undoubtedly attractive out of uniform.
�Okay,� she said into the radio. As a rule the CIA Special Operations Group refrained from using ranks or call signs or anything else which would associate them with the American government. �You should be entering the town now. Turn right onto Norman Manley Highway. I�m going to lead you around the target to cut them off.�
* * *
On the ground, Raine threw the bike into a sharp right hand turn and flew down the long, straight road. There was still no sign of King and Sid, which only prompted him to drive faster. He swerved around an old banger which trundled up the road with a traditional all-the-time-in-the-world Jamaican pace.
�Take the next left,� Lake ordered.
Raine cut in front of an oncoming van, earning an elongated screech of tyres and a sharp honk of the horn but he ignored it as he ducked into the rabbit-warren of little streets which riddled Port Royal, following Lake�s directions, twisting left, then right, then left again.
The crumbling stonework of the colonial buildings stretched past at a blur as he guided the bike down narrow allies, avoiding dumpsters and packing crates and the occasional late night stroller.
* * *
�Okay, now take the next��
�Shit!�
Sykes threw the helicopter into a sharp, stomach churning lurch to port as the streaking ribbon of an AIM-92 Stinger air-to-air missile whooshed on by. Behind it she could see the enemy plane suddenly appear, dropping down from the blackness of the night sky. It looked almost like one of those optical illusion pictures where by only by holding it at the right angle would the image on it be realised. To Lake, it looked as though the Caribbean night sky were the canvass and the enemy plane the painting.
�Which way?!� Raine shouted through the cockpit speakers, even as Sykes brought the helicopter out of its awkward tumble, the G-force lessening under his expert guidance.
She checked her console. �Damn it! Double back, you�ve overshot��
�Belay that!� Sykes cut her off. �Get the hell out of there!�
Lake snapped her head around. Through the cockpit window she saw the black plane drop towards the ground and open fire with its multiple machine guns on the tiny figures of Raine and O�Rourke on their bike.
* * *
The bullets tore into the ground just behind Raine�s back tyre, the big black plane thundering down above him. He pulled back on the handlebars, lifting the front wheel off the concrete road. O�Rourke grabbed him around his chest to prevent from falling backwards as he spun the bike on its rear wheel only, a full 90 degrees and shot into an ally just as the stream of bullets shattered the road they had just occupied.
The Catalina swept on by, banking just above the rooftops, the thunderous air of its propellers punching into Raine�s bike and threatening to topple it. He kicked out, struck a dumpster and up-righted the bike. He refused to slow down as he raced down the alley, directly towards a wooden fence.
A dead end.
Raine twisted the bike�s throttle harder, squeezing every last ounce of speed from it.
�Shiiiittt!� O�Rourke called out as soon as he realised Raine�s intentions. He gripped the driver tightly around the waist as Raine pulled hard, lifted the front wheel off the ground once again, inches from the fence.
The force of the impact was shocking. The front wheel crashed through the rotten panels and the fence literally exploded, huge splinters of wood cart-wheeling away down the street.
The front wheel slapped back against the uneven roadway of a larger side street and Raine cut west, dodging potholes as he lanced into the night.
�Talk to me, Lake!� he called into his radio.
* * *
�They�re coming about for another pass!� Sykes warned even as he threw the chopper into evasive manoeuvres, lurching down just as a trail of tracer bullets erupted from the Black Cat.
Lake was trying to do a dozen things at once � work as Sykes' co-pilot, monitoring the enormous banks of computers and guidance systems, manning the Super Stallion�s armaments and guiding the team on the ground. Raine�s bike appeared as a red smudge on her infrared, now directly below the chopper. She also tracked two more red blobs which headed towards the western harbour.
�Take the second exit on your right,� she told Raine.
�Lake,� Sykes snapped at her. �Shoot the goddamn bastards!�
The Catalina rushed towards them, fast and furious, its design, though antiquated, nevertheless intimidating. Once upon a time, the Catalina Flying Boats had been the workhorse of the U.S. Navy, its amphibious landing capabilities making it perfect for either search-and-rescue missions or bombing operations, heading deep into Japanese territory during WWII. Now, it was as though a ghost of those famous planes, now outfitted with modern technology, was haunting the skies of Jamaica. Fast, silent and deadly.
Lake worked the Super Stallion�s gun controls and let rip with a barrage from the chopper�s shoulder mounted machine gun. The Catalina was almost hit and banked hard, almost completing a 360 barrel roll as it escaped their weapons fire.
Sykes adjusted the chopper�s torque, pivoting the vehicle where it hovered in the sky above the Caribbean island. Lake kept the volley of machine gun fire chattering away, chasing the aeroplane. It began to climb so Sykes altered pitch, bringing the helicopter�s nose up to allow Lake a better shot. But, try as she might, the black plane stayed seconds ahead of her leading bullets.
Then, in front of their eyes, once the Catalina increased altitude above the Super Stallion�s, it vanished from sight, literally appearing to fold back into the blackness of the night sky. It vanished from radar at the same instant.
�Holy mother of god,� Sykes blasphemed. �What the hell is this thing?�
�Lake!� Raine pleaded through the cockpit speakers. She snatched her attention away from the ghost plane and glanced at the heat signatures over laid on a satellite map.
* * *
�Left! Turn left!�
Raine followed the delayed order to the letter and twisted left, mounting the sidewalk and ducking down a tiny ally between two buildings. It was barely wide enough for the width of the handlebars, the cobblestone walls of the old town blurring by as he raced down it.
�The end of this alley will bring you out onto the harbour. Time it right and you�ll come out just in front of the targets!�
* * *
The Team Leader hung low to the handlebars as he skidded onto the waterfront. To the left was Port Royal�s fish-smelling harbour, decrepit old trawlers moored to the concrete dock. In front of him, the �Pirate Party� still raged. Close to three hundred pirate enthusiasts � dressed as everything, from Long John Silver to Captain Hook to Jack Sparrow and their scantily-clad wenches � milled about with plastic cups of cheap beer and Captain Morgan�s Spiced Rum.
They blocked the street directly in front of him, oblivious to the two motorbikes racing into their midst.
�Move!� he yelled at them. �Get out the fucking way!�
The partygoers on the outside of the gathering seemed to notice him then, staring wide-eyed with alcohol induced shock. The Team Leader ploughed into them, lashing out with his legs to kick their knees, crumpling them to the ground out of his way. His one remaining soldier followed with Sid strapped to his bike, while the dead weight of Benjamin King, his head bloody, pressed against his own back.
The stirrings of indignant panic began to simmer among the crowd which still refused to move quickly enough out of his way.
Holding the bike under control with one hand, he wrenched out his handgun and shot Captain Jack Sparrow square in the forehead!
Pandemonium ensued. Some of the partygoers didn�t even know what had happened but were nevertheless caught up in the confusion, adrenaline causing them to run any which way they could. A few even jumped into the dirty water of the harbour to escape the madness that gripped the party as men and women literally clawed at each other to escape the gunman.
They also opened up a tunnel through the heaving bodies which the Team Leader took full advantage of. He raced down the open space, weaving around any stray pirates, faster and faster, gun in hand, remorselessly ready to gun down any idiot who happened in his way.
That idiot turned out to be one Nathan Raine.
* * *
Raine�s bike burst out of the alleyway and cut through the throng of people. Assuming he was another lunatic gunman, they screamed and ran away from him as he drove out into the middle of the waterfront and twisted directly in front of the Team Leader.
O�Rourke, SCAR Assault Rifle already mounted on his shoulder, had a perfect headshot. He drew a bead on the Team Leader�s exposed forehead, even as the hostile tried to squeeze the brakes to halt the bike and twist out of the way.
O�Rourke squeezed the trigger.
At that precise moment an almighty explosion bloomed up in the middle of the waterfront as a Hellfire Stinger missile slammed into the ancient harbour, shattering the stonework. Massive chunks of concrete and the older foundations of the harbour blew high into the sky, along with a dozen bodies, the pirate partygoers, hurled high, arms and legs cart-wheeling, agonized screams echoing as the fireball consumed them.
The concussion blast punched into Raine and O�Rourke, dragging them and the bike into the sky, spinning in a tangled mass of limbs, metal, wood and stone.
The Team Leader, unlike O�Rourke had theorised, had not been swerving to avoid his head shot. Instead, ducking low over the handlebars, he led the other bike in a wide berth, skirting around the explosion which the Catalina�s pilot had warned him about a split second before the missile hit the ground.
He raced on through the hailstorm of debris, keeping low, shielding his head from chunks of rock and his exposed flesh from the searing heat, emerging on the other side of the destruction and ploughing on at full speed.
* * *
Raine hit the ground hard and felt lumps and chunks of concrete pepper his body, digging into his flesh. He smelt the sickly scent of singed hair and the tingle of a minor burn to his left cheek.
He felt like doing nothing but lying there, flopped out upon the harbour side, exhausted, doing nothing.
Instead, he pulled himself up to his feet and stared in disbelief at the devastation around him � bodies burning, a huge crater surrounded by chunks of rubble. Beyond the curling cloud of smoke he saw the two motorbikes racing into the distance. His own lay on its side not far away.
He ran to it, hauled it up, and glanced at O�Rourke. The big black man stirred and looked up. Grimacing, he called to him; �Go!�
He didn�t need telling twice.
He skidded around and shot off the mark once more.
* * *
�Eagle Eye One,� Raine�s voice came over the chopper�s speakers. �I�m still in pursuit. Can you slow these bastards down for me?!�
Despite the military�s best-kept-secrets, David Sykes had heard about Raine�s previous betrayal. He was a traitor to his country, to his uniform, to his men. But he couldn�t deny that he was damn good to have around in a fight.
�We�re on it,� he promised, dropping the helicopter down towards the rooftops.
�Lake,� he ordered. �Keep an eye out for that sneaky bastard out there!�
�Roger that.�
The Super Stallion thundered over the rooftops and the tiny figures of the three motorbikes came into view, two out ahead, one in hot pursuit. They raced down the now deserted harbour side at phenomenal speeds.
Sykes was faster.
Dipping the chopper�s nose, he charged like a raging bull, roaring fast, first over Raine, then sweeping above the targets, moving out ahead of them. He worked the joystick and the foot pedals, altered the chopper�s torque, increased the rotor blades pitch, and dropped the enormous flying machine towards the ground, yards in front of the fleeing bikes, cutting them off�
�Dave!�
Lake�s warning came a fraction of a second too late. He saw it too, the ghostly appearance of the WWII-era Black Cat appearing from nowhere directly in front of them, spewing forth a deadly missile, propelled upon a tail of fire, which slammed into the Super Stallion�s broadside.
In that last moment before death, he did the only thing he could think of to do.
He reached down and pulled on Kristina Lake�s ejection seat.
* * *
Raine couldn�t believe his eyes as he tore across the waterfront, the needle on his bike�s speedometer straining.
In the sky directly in front of him, Eagle Eye One erupted in an all-engulfing ball of flame, swallowing the metal carcass of the giant airborne beast. He saw a shimmer in the sky as the black plane pulled up hard to avoid the hellish flames, for a moment silhouetting itself against the fiery destruction.
The two bikes carrying King and Sid squeezed beneath the hovering helicopter a split second before impact and now raced away beyond it. And in a heartbeat�s time, the hulk of the Super Stallion would plummet down to earth, blocking off Raine�s pursuit.
It was insane even for him, he knew. But he did it anyway.
Instead of slowing, he bent over the handlebars to offer less wind resistance, squeezed the bike between his knees and twisted the accelerator as far as it would go.
A hairsbreadth before the burning carcass of the giant helicopter smashed down onto the ground, Raine raced on under it. For an insane moment, he realised, he actually closed his eyes, but he nevertheless felt the incredible heat of the inferno blazing around him, heard the clang of metal striking stone, the pop of exploding gas tanks, followed by the whoosh of igniting jet fuel.
Only yards behind his back tyre, the wreckage smacked against the ground and sent up a billowing wall of heat which actually picked up his rear wheel and threatened to flip him over. Through luck more than skill, he maintained his balance and the wheel smacked back down, caught purchase on the ground and shot him forward, faster than ever.
Ahead, at the end of the water front, he saw the incredible sight of the old fashioned WWII-era Catalina Flying boat swoop in front of the bikes, its far-side wheel only half on the jetty, one wing out over the water, one wing millimetres away from the harbour side buildings.
Raine coaxed every last ounce of speed from his tortured bike.
The Black Cat�s rear loading ramp opened, scraping sparks as it hit the ground.
Raine flew towards his abducted friends.
The Black Cat slowed slightly.
The two fleeing bikes accelerated.
They bounded up the ramp and slammed into a safety net within the plane�s hold.
Raine gained on the slowing plane, racing only feet behind the now closing ramp. He saw the Team Leader inside, a smug expression upon his battered face.
And then the black plane accelerated, moving away from Raine�s bike.
It lifted off just as its forward wheels dropped off the end of the concrete jetty.
Raine didn�t slow, even with the end of the road literally in sight.
The plane took to the sky.
Raine hit the end of the jetty and both he and the bike, propelled by their phenomenal speed, took to the air also, sailing through it. He pushed off from the bike, arms outstretched, reaching desperately for the plane.
He fingers fell just short and with sickening realisation, Nathan Raine dropped down into the tranquil waters of the Caribbean while the enemy plane carrying Benjamin King and Alysya Siddiqa vanished into the blackness of the night sky.

30:
Tortured Souls

United Nations Headquarters,
New York City,
USA
�What the hell went wrong?� Alexander Langley demanded over the communications link to Laurence Gibbs. He could hear the tension in the other man�s voice and a twisted part of him missed that post-action adrenaline come-down.
He experienced no such thing now, however. Whereas Gibbs was currently standing on the waterfront in Port Royal surrounded by emergency vehicles, Langley had been beating back the wolves. The Jamaicans were demanding an explanation for the explosive events in Port Royal while �those in the know� were demanding answers to the exact same question he had just asked Gibbs.
�What went wrong?� Gibbs snapped. �Someone must have sold us out!�
Langley could understand that assumption. The operation in Jamaica had been top secret, known to only a handful of people. He had watched the entire event unfold from the safety of the U.N. Tactical Operations Centre (TOC), a state-of-the-art command facility located five stories beneath the Secretariat Building. It was laced with so much fancy, ultra-modern, state-of-the-art surveillance technology that Langley felt like he was standing on the set of a science-fiction movie. He remembered the first time he had seen a TOC, newly recruited from the Rangers to Delta Force. He had been awed then by the array of computers � boxy, bulky, beige-coloured machines with enormous monitors and tangled knots of spaghetti-like cables trailing to telephones and headsets. Archaic by today�s standards. Here, there wasn�t a cable in sight. The computers were waiver-thin, the keyboards nothing but fully customisable projections which somehow knew what non-existent key one was tapping. He felt like a dinosaur, reborn into the twenty-first century.
An NSA satellite had given him and his action group a real-time feed of the assault which had been projected onto a wall-spanning SMART screen. Dozens of other sleek-looking computers littered the dimly lit space, collating shared intelligence from all member states of the Security Council. He had purposely included service men and women from numerous countries into his action group to prove to the doubters in the council that the mission to find the Moon Mask was indeed a joint U.N. venture and hadn�t been hijacked by the United States. Nevertheless, no one on the team knew what it was the Special Forces team was after, referring to the Moon Mask at all times as �the package.�
�It was Raine,� Gibbs said vehemently over the com-link. �It was all part of his escape plan. Now he�s got King and the book he�ll find the rest of the package and sell it to the highest bidder.�
�Raine knew nothing about the mission�s destination or objective until you and King briefed him en-route. And you�ve restricted his access to all com equipment.�
In truth, that had been one of President Harper�s provisos in releasing Raine. He�d be a free man once the mission was completed. Until that time, however, he would have no access to communications technology of any kind, including mobile phones and computers. The only thing he was permitted was an isolated shortwave radio to keep in contact with the team. There was no way he could have gotten a message to the still unknown attackers.
�Besides,� he continued. �From what I saw, Raine did everything he could to stop those men.�
�All theatrical, sir. Staged to make his escape look convincing. He�s been in with these people from day one. How else do you explain the same soldiers that were in Venezuela showing up here?�
Langley was about to offer a further argument when he was interrupted by one of the TOC�s technicians. He handed him a data tablet. �Sir, we got a hit on one of the soldiers.�
Langley glanced at the profile. During the fighting the satellite they had been using had snapped a usable photograph of the hostiles� leader. They had run it through watch lists from the NSA, CIA and FBI as well as Interpol. They�d got lucky.
Port Royal,
Jamaica
Gibbs scanned through the document which Langley had just uploaded to the laptop. He ignored the noise of the emergency sirens, the flashing blue and red lights, the sounds of screaming and crying emanating from the injured and bereaved party-goers. Several helicopters circled the town, some from story-hungry media outlets, and others from the Jamaican coastguard.
Acting under the authority of the United Nations Security Council, Gibbs had been allowed to isolate the survivors of his team on the jetty, leaving it to Langley to smooth it over with the Jamaican government. Only five minutes ago, Garcia and West had retrieved the two cases containing the piece of the Moon Mask and the Fake Mask from the remains of the helicopter. Built to withstand a nuclear blast, the black shells had suffered only minor grazing when the helicopter crashed to the ground. It had been easy enough to locate their transponder codes within the burning wreckage of the Super Stallion. David Sykes� body on the other hand had been charred to a crisp.
Anger stirred in the pit of his stomach at the loss of his comrades. Nelson and Sykes were dead. Lake had ejected just in time but had sustained severe bruising upon landing. Garcia and O�Rourke had suffered burns and shrapnel wounds when the enemy had blown the museum�s north wall.
Pushing his thoughts about the sorry state of his team aside for the moment, he read the details on the man he recognised as the enemy team leader displayed on the laptop.
Captain William �Bill� Willis had apparently served in the Australian SAS. Although his service record, as was to be expected, was unavailable, it was known that he was dishonourably discharged. Following that, he had been recruited by C.H. Logistics, a mercenary unit based in South Africa before branching out on his own. Now self-employed, he ran numerous mercenary operations, charging his clients disgustingly large sums of money for his services.
He knew that mercenaries were being used by world governments more and more each year, bringing much needed man power to the War on Terror. But Willis� operation was small and did not come in to consult or even to add numbers as IED cannon fodder in Afghanistan. He was only called in when a particular job needed completing. In the sometimes seedy world of mercs, he was the best of the best, running a highly paid, highly trained �Delta Force� of men for those that could afford it. No questions asked. He was brutal, but he got the job done.
Was Raine in league with this man?
It was possible. Raine had been similarly discredited and had been on the run for three years. But, much as he hated to admit it to himself, it didn�t quite fit. Langley was right. Raine had been denied access to all communication equipment. And other than his presence in both Venezuela and here, there was nothing else to link them together. Additionally, if Raine was earning the big bucks of Willis� operation, then why had he been shunting supplies to and from a godforsaken mountain top in the middle of the jungle?
Of course, discovering that the soldiers who had attacked both the expedition in Venezuela and the mission here were mercenaries only opened an even bigger kettle of fish. Mercs didn�t work for themselves. Someone was paying them. But who? Someone else who was after the mask. It couldn�t be the Chinese as their own team had clashed with the mercenaries. The Brits maybe? Or the Russians?
He glanced at Nadia who stood by the water�s edge, peering worriedly into its inky depths but Langley�s voice cut into his thoughts, laced with its own concern.
�Any sign of Raine yet?� he asked. Gibbs also peered down into the water where the hovering helicopter circled, its bright light searching for the traitor who had not been seen since he�d dived into it.
�Negative,� was his curt reply.
There was a pause, and then: �Keep me informed.�
West cut the com link between the two men then followed his superior�s gaze. �He must be dead.�
Gibbs didn�t take his eyes from the water as he shook his head. �Nah,� he said. �That son of a bitch ain�t dead.�
* * *
Raine found Mrs Marley, of all places, up on the roof of the Hand of Freedom Building. He knew that time was against him. Sooner or later, Gibbs would work out where he was. He was a good soldier, Raine knew, but he wouldn�t get the information they needed out of the old woman.
After watching the enemy plane fly off with King and Sid, he had swam to shore and made his way back to the battered museum. The emergency services hadn�t arrived yet and, with the book gone, the building was no longer of any interest to Gibbs and his men.
He approached the obese woman from behind, moving silently across the rooftop, skirting the ruins of air ducts and ventilation shafts. Still ten yards from her, though, she surprised him by addressing him without so much as turning around.
�You know, Mister Attorney,� she said, her heavily accented voice deep and husky. It held a sombre element to it that Raine hadn�t noticed before. �In the great earthquake of 1692, a church was swallowed by the sea.� She paused, staring off into the distance. The pitch black sky was softening in the east to a moody indigo and, her giant body silhouetted against it, Mrs Marley took on an almost ethereal presence. �They say that sometimes,� she continued, �you can hear the bell tolling from beneath the waves.�
Then she turned to face him and if she was surprised by the gun which he levelled at her chest, she did not show it.
�Can you hear the bell, Mister Raine?� she asked him pointedly.
Despite himself, Raine found himself straining to listen into the darkness. All he could hear, other than the gentle breaking of the surf, was the distant whine of emergency sirens.
�It is the toll of history,� she whispered before he could reply. Then she glanced at the gun in his hand before fixing on his eyes. �You�re here to torture me, then?� It wasn�t so much a question as it was a statement.
�The men that attacked you,� Raine said, his voice steady, flat. �They took the Kernewek Diary� and two of my friends.� His haunting blue eyes bored into Marley�s own. �You know where they�re going.�
�I know no such thing, young mon.�
�You�re lying.�
�It seems you are an adept at that yourself.�
Raine hesitated for a second, considering how much to tell her. �The secret that the book protects,� he said. �It could be used to kill hundreds of thousands of people. We�re here, under the authority and command of the United Nations, to stop them.� He studied her, trying to read her, but her face remained impassive. �You had the book, the diary, all your life. You must have read it. You must know its secrets.�
She laughed bitterly and shook her head. �I know nothing.�
�Do you really want the blood of innocent people on your hands?� Raine demanded. The old woman seemed to snap, his words striking something within her. Her face twisted angrily.
�Get out of my house!�
�Not until I have what I need to find my friends.� He made a display of unlatching the safety of his gun. �I�ve explained myself. I�ve asked you for your help.� His eyes darkened. �I won�t ask again.�
�And what will you do?� she snarled. �Shoot an unarmed old lady?�
Raine�s icy eyes never left hers. His tone was flat and even. Honest. �I�ve done a lot worse.�
Mrs Marley studied his handsome, chiselled face and noticed that he did not waver in his resolve. But neither would she. She responded by hacking up a glob of mucus and spitting it in his direction. �You won�t do it!�
A moment later, Raine pulled the trigger.
Airborne,
Location Unknown
High in the sky above the Caribbean, Benjamin King was jolted awake by a powerful hand which slapped him around the face. He just about stumbled out of the seat to which he had been tied but the restraints held him in place.
He was disorientated. Flashes of memory assaulted him, as though he was waking from a bad dream. One moment he was in Lagos, General Abuku�s gun searing into the flesh of his forehead, branding him. Then he was at the Wassu Stone Circle with his father, hearing the tales of Kha�um and the Bouda. He remembered running through the hellish realms of Xibalba, dodging razor-sharp balls and lunging caiman. And then he was back in the Hand of Freedom building, falling from a great height, an agonising pain in his chest. Then nothing but random visions of men in black, of racing through cobbled streets, things exploding all around, people screaming�
His head swam, his brain thundered with the most incredible headache he had ever experienced and for a moment he thought he was going to vomit all over the deck of the Catalina Flying Boat.
He took several deep breaths, gathering his senses, and glanced at his surroundings.
The hold of the decommissioned airplane had been gutted out of its original furnishings and redesigned with state-of-the-art military equipment. It looked more like an Apple Store than an airplane.
Three black motorbikes were stashed by the aft section, in a hold designed for five, just within the closed rear cargo door, while arranged in a methodical manner, strung in combat webbing in the rear hold, was a small arsenal of some of the meanest looking weapons the archaeologist had ever seen.
The main cabin, where he was held, had been kitted out to look like a scene from a science fiction movie, the bulkheads adorned with flat, touch-screen, high durability computer monitors, microscopes and all manner of other equipment, some of which he recognised, others which were utterly alien. It was like a flying laboratory. No, he realized a second later: a flying war room. From here, it looked to him like his captors could organise a military operation anywhere in the world.
�Wakey, wakey,� a voice broke into his thoughts, redirecting his attention to the not unhandsome face of a man in black combat clothing. In his younger years, King suspected he would have attracted the attention of many women with the hard lines of his face and jaw bone and his grey eyes which held an intensity not dissimilar to Nathan Raine�s. But this man was older, the grey stumble of his leathery skin, lacerated by too many wounds, merged seamlessly into his equally grey buzz-cut. He had the twang of an accent, Australian perhaps, but it was faded, mellowed by years away from home. He also had the bearing of a soldier. Not the mindless �yes-sir, no-sir� automatons he had seen wandering the halls of Fort Leavenworth days earlier. This man held himself with the same confidence he had seen in each of Gibbs� men. He was Special Forces. Australian SAS, perhaps.
King pulled against his restraints, though he knew it would prove fruitless. �What do you want?� he demanded.
�What?� the man said, �no pleasantries, Doctor King? No demanding to know who I am and who I work for?�
�I don�t give a toss who you are or who you work for,� King admitted.
The man glowered at him. �At least you�re honest.� He shrugged. �Well, for conversation sake, why don�t you call me�� he seemed to pluck a name out of thin air �� Bill.�
�Bill?� King said, deadpan, his mind plucking at memories of watching �Bill and Ben, The Flower Pot Men� on TV with his sister as children. It was strange how his mind kept flashing back to long forgotten moments from years ago. He considered the possibility that it was a side effect of his head injury but then realised he had been thinking about the past an enormous amount these last few days.
Ever since laying hands on the Moon Mask.
�Okay, Bill,� he said, pushing aside his thoughts. �What do you want?�
�Bill� smiled insincerely. �Your help, Doctor King,� he replied, pulling a dirty brown leather-bound book from a pouch on his combat webbing.
�You want me to help you find the mask?� King laughed. It was pointless playing games. He�d known, of course, from the moment he woke up, what his captors wanted from him.
�That�s right, Ben,� Bill replied, then added, as an afterthought: �May I call you Ben?�
King ignored his last question, confident that the man would call him whatever he wanted to. �And if I don�t help you, I suppose you�ll kill me?� Again, the threat was too obvious to bother tiptoeing around.
But Bill threw him a curve-ball. He laughed, sincerely this time. �No,� he shrugged. �I�ll kill her.�
King followed Bill�s direction to the far end of the hold, just outside the doors of the cockpit. Obstructed by a large soldier in black combat gear, he hadn�t seen Bill�s second hostage. Until now.
�Sid!�
Port Royal,
Jamaica
Mrs Marley hit the rooftop in a spray of blood, letting out a startled scream. Raine was at her side instantly, pulling her enormous bulk away from the rooftop�s edge so that she wouldn�t accidentally topple.
Had that been her plan anyway? To jump? Why else would she have been on the roof?
He slapped his hand over the gunshot wound in her shoulder, tightly applying pressure.
�You� you shot me,� she gasped, her dark Jamaican skin paling.
�I told you I would,� he replied, fixing her with a serious gaze.
Whatever jovial man with an ever-ready sense of humour Mrs Marley had seen earlier was gone. This man was cold, humourless.
�The bullet has shattered your collar bone and punctured an artery. If you don�t get to a hospital, you will die.� His voice was a serious growl. Intense and dangerous.
Mrs Marley felt a terrified shudder swell up from the pit of her soul. Nevertheless, she remained defiant. �What do you want from me?� she growled, teeth gritted against the pain.
�I want to know where the diary leads.�
�I don�t know��
Raine�s index finger dug inside the bullet would, grazing at the torn nerve endings. Marley screamed in agony and tried to throw her bulk away from him but she was pinned down by her own weight.
�I can�t tell you anything!� she cried.
�Can�t?� He dug deeper and new spasms of pain assaulted the woman. Her eyes were rolling upwards so he slapped her across the face, bringing her back into the moment. �Or won�t?�
With a renewed surge of determination a twisted snarl warped her features. �Won�t!� she spat. �I won�t!�
Raine withdrew his hand from the wound and the sight of so much blood terrified the old woman. Raine gripped her face with his blood soaked hand, smearing it over her chin. �My friends are going to die, Mrs Marley,� he hissed, his voice barely even discernable. �I don�t want them to die. I don�t want you to die. But if I have to choose between you and them��
�I took a vow!� she stated forcefully, tears streaking her face.
�A vow to whom?�
She hesitated. �My father,� she said. �My grandmother. Her father. To every generation that has lived since that goddamn book came to my family!�
�A vow to protect its secrets?� Raine asked.
Marley laughed. �You�re pathetic!� A shudder of pain. A grimace. �You and all your other little treasure hunters. Is it the gold you�re after? The jewels? Or just the glory?�
Raine finally realized what it was that Marley was protecting. �The mask,� he answered and from the look on her face he knew she understood.
�What mask?� she asked flippantly. Her head was spinning and she felt nauseous. Pain, the likes of which she had never felt, racked through her enormous bulk.
�You took a vow to protect the location of the Moon Mask. The location which is hidden in that book.� He sat back onto his haunches and glanced at the bloodied old woman. His hands did not tremble nor did his mind reel at the horror of what he had done to her. That would come later. It always did.
�Mrs Marley,� he said. �The people who took my friends are after the mask. And if they get it�� he shook his head. �If you once took an oath to protect its location, then you must tell me!�
Mrs Marley studied the young man for several very long moments. Her skin was pale, almost green, her bloodshot eyes raw with tears and her trembling body drenched in sweat. Yet, for all Raine�s dishevelled appearance, the resolve in his features made something click inside the stubborn old woman.
His face softened. His tact altered. �You�re not going to die,� he told her and the words, strangely, hit Mrs Marley with more of a blow than her death sentence, only moments before, had. She realised, for the first time in as long as she could remember, that she actually wanted to live.
�It was a clean shot,� he admitted. �A bit of muscle damage but you�ll be good as new in no time.�
�There�s a lot of blood,� she stammered, out of breath. It was like an epiphany had struck her out of the blue. After so many years of hating life, her brush with death, fake though it may have been, had opened her eyes.
Raine ripped a strip of cloth from his black shirt and began to pad the wound. Neither of them said anything for a moment, but then the old woman broke the silence, surprising even herself.
�Forever more, the bearer of my name shall hold my piece of the map in their hand,� she intoned cryptically
�What? What did you say?�
Airborne,
Location Unknown
�I never again saw my beloved Kha�um,� Bill read the final passage from the Kernewek Diary with a sarcastic tone in his voice. King tried to blot out the sarcasm. Despite the circumstances, this was a pivotal moment in his academic life. He was about to find out how the story of Kha�um ended. As he listened, it was not his captor�s voice that he heard, but that of Emily Hamilton, echoing out from the ages.
�Without his piece of the map, the vast wealth we have concealed shall remain forever lost, yet I do not weep, for I know that amidst the treasure of a pharaoh�s tomb lies a darkness which is best kept from this world. My friend, Abubakar, agreed and, after many months, when we at last gave up hope of Kha�um�s homecoming, he returned to that land of frozen sand which he so loved and I know in my heart of hearts that he found the peace he always cherished. As for me, I cannot weep for the love I have lost. My life has been full and blessed. But now, as I write this final passage, now that time, that enemy Kha�um fought so hard against, has finally caught up with this old lady, I still fear what we buried in that cave.
�Kha�um called it a gift from the gods and perhaps it was. But in the hands of man, it brought only evil. Its curse killed all those aboard the L�aile Raptor so very long ago. It turned Edward Pryce into a hideous monster, deformed and insane. And even Kha�um, the noblest man of all, succumbed to its insidious curse. No man, not even Kha�um, should have the power of god and the Moon Mask is such a power. One day, perhaps, mankind will have evolved enough to harness that power to its true potential, but until that day I must entrust these memoirs and the secrets they hold to my descendants. For the mask must only be unveiled when the time is right.
�Kha�um�s map is lost, but not forever I fear. Abubakar took his piece with him to his new life at the world�s end. As for mine? Forever more, the bearer of my name shall hold my piece of the map in their hand.�
With an overly dramatic flourish, the mercenary slammed the book shut. �So what the hell does that mean?�
King�s mind was reeling as he struggled to decipher that for himself. A strange mixture of boyish excitement collided with an ominous dread. Even back then, the Moon Mask exuded some menace which Emily Hamilton had obviously been privy to. She had known then exactly what he knew now: the Moon Mask couldn�t be allowed to fall into the wrong hands.
�Damned if I know,� he shrugged.
�No, Ben,� Bill said casually, strolling up the length of the cabin. �She�s damned!� He slapped the barrel of his handgun against Sid�s forehead, squeezing the trigger.
�Wait!� King jolted forward, only to have a strong pair of hands, Bill�s surviving lackey, slam him back into the uncomfortable seat. Like a shark moving in for the kill, Bill turned back to look at him.
King�s heart pounded. His body shook. Sid�s eyes found him, filled with terror. Dirty streaks ran down her checks but her sobs were muffled by the duct tape stuck over her lips.
�Thought of something?� Bill asked casually.
Escape was impossible, he knew. He had been pulling against his restraints since regaining consciousness but all he had achieved was slicing his flesh on the plastic ties. His head pounded and blood crusted in his short cropped hair from the wound on the back of his skull. It wasn�t as life threatening as Bill�s men had originally believed but it still hurt like hell. But he ignored his own discomfort, focussing instead on Sid. The gun pointed at her head brought back nightmares of that terrible afternoon in Lagos. He again relived the moment he�d seen the bullet enter first his mother�s skull and then his sister�s. The circular scar on his forehead burned anew.
�Times-a-ticking, Ben��
�I can work it out,� he snapped. He felt an immediate sense of guilt wash through him. His wasn�t only betraying the U.N. mission but also all that Kha�um and Emily Hamilton had gone through centuries before. He wished he had never gone to Jamaica. He wished he had just left Mrs Marley well enough alone.
But he hadn�t. His own quest for the Moon Mask had endangered Sid�s life and he wasn�t prepared to lose her. Not even for the Moon Mask.
�Give me the book,� he said. �The answer�s in there. I know it is. I just need to work it out.�
Bill stared at King like a hungry predator unwilling to give up his prey, his gun still pressed against Sid�s head. Then, all of a sudden, he threw the book at him.
�This isn�t a library, Ben,� he warned as he started to read. �Make it quick.�

31:
The Voyage

Port Royal,
Jamaica
�King was right,� Mrs Marley began. �About everything, really. Emily Hamilton and Amelia Kernewek are one and the same. And her diary � well, it�s more of a memoir really, written many years later � holds the key to the location of the hoard of treasure they collected. And, of course, the Moon Mask. But,� she held up a podgy finger. �I honestly do not know the location of one piece of the map, and the other piece is� well, I have a theory as to where it is.�
Raine studied the old woman�s face, searching for any hint of deception but found none. It was almost like she was a different person. The moody, angry woman who had punched King in the face had vanished. A new �sparkle� seemed to have appeared in her eyes and it was more than just the pain of her gunshot wound that caused it. He didn�t pretend to understand what motivated the woman. Nor did he care. He had patched her up as best he could but they still sat huddled on the roof of the Hand of Freedom building. Dawn tickled the eastern sky but hadn�t yet broken.
�Go on,� he urged.
�I must start at the beginning,� she told him and before he could say anything further, she flew into a commentary.
�Just as King had suspected, Kha�um was one of only two survivors of the Atlantic crossing of the slave ship, L�aile Raptor. The �curse� of the Moon Mask had killed all the slave ship�s crew and the slaves themselves starved to death. Kha�um was stronger and somehow survived for a long period without food and water. The only other survivor was Edward Pryce, the ship�s captain. But, somehow, the curse had disfigured him. His hair had fallen out and his skin was pocked with scars from agonising boils.�
Raine kept quiet about the source of the �curse� and let Mrs Marley continue.
�While Pryce was admitted to an asylum, Kha�um was sold to Emmett Hamilton and set to work with many others in his sugar plantations until he saved the life of the owner�s daughter, Emily.�
�This is what King told me,� Raine said, feeling irritable. �Mrs Marley, we don�t have a lot of time.�
She smiled, as though amused by his words. �Time?� she repeated. �This story is all about time, young mon. About a year after saving her life when she fell down a hidden well, the Hamilton estate was attacked� by Pryce. A man named Hawk had released him from the asylum and supplied him with a ship and crew. His motivations were unknown, but Pryce�s were plain and simple. He wanted to reassemble all the pieces of the Moon Mask and use it, as the ancient legend suggested he could, to travel back in time and prevent the evil that had befallen him. The Bouda�s mask would show its wearer the way to the other pieces, but he knew that wearing it again would kill him.�
�So he needed Kha�um.�
�That�s right. But Kha�um wouldn�t help him, of course, so Pryce was cunning. He attacked the estate, killed its inhabitants and burned it to the ground. But, after confronting one another, he allowed Kha�um to not only escape but, with a small group of freed slaves, to take control of his ship. They rechristened it the Hand of Freedom.�
�And he took Emily with him.�
�Willingly,� she pointed out. �He protected her through the entire assault but with her family dead she had no reason to return to Jamaica. Besides, she was quite unlike most white people at the time. She respected her father�s black slaves and treated them with humanity and compassion. And, most scandalous for the age in which she lived, she had fallen for her dashing hero.�
Raine found himself caught up in the narrative but he knew they had to get to the point. Mrs Marley caught the impatience in his eyes without him muttering a word.
�They spent about seven months sailing the waters of the Caribbean. They attacked slave ships and plantations and freed the human cargo. A large uprising was stirring. The legend of the Black Death spread throughout the waters. He gave hope to the slaves, hope of freedom.�
Just like the legends of Zorro and Robin Hood, Raine thought, remembering what King had told him.
�But the rebellion stalled.�
Raine couldn�t help himself. �Why?�
Mrs Marley�s eyes were dark and dreamy. �Obsession,� she stated. �Just like Pryce, now free, Kha�um became obsessed with fulfilling the ancient legend and reuniting the pieces of the Moon Mask.�
�He believed that he could travel back in time and save his family, his entire tribe.�
�That�s right.�
�But how? You said he needed the mask to��
�He had already used the mask. He believed it had already revealed its location to him. So he spent more and more time meditating in his cabin. He would rub various hallucinogenic ointments into his scalp, cutting the flesh to allow them into his blood.�
Just like King had suspected, the visions given by the Moon Mask were in fact caused not by magic but by drugs.
�He claimed that he kept on seeing three great mountains, covered in gleaming white snow, but they stood in the middle of a vast desert. Emily describes her frustration at trying to convince him that such a thing is impossible but then, one day, they rescue a cargo of slaves. Among them was an Egyptian named Abubakar and, upon hearing about Kha�um�s visions, he said he had seen these mountains. Only, they weren�t mountains��
�Pyramids,� Raine realised the moment Mrs Marley mentioned the Egyptian connection. �The three pyramids at Giza.�
�And once, long ago, so Abubakar told them, they had been clad in bright white limestone.�
�Which, in Kha�um�s vision, could look like snow,� he said, forgetting for a moment how preposterous the story sounded. �So they went to Egypt, which would explain the sightings of the Black Death off the coast of Malta.�
�That�s right. And once there, so Emily Hamilton�s words say, �he seemed to become possessed of another mind. Suddenly, upon seeing those wonderful pyramids, he knew just where to lead us.� And he did so, leading them slightly away from Giza to a labyrinth of tunnels hidden beneath a step pyramid. And there, they found a tomb, dozens of rooms filled with treasure; gold and precious stones, finely carved statues. Most amazingly of all was an enormous golden coffin covered with picture writing which they could not decipher.� Hieroglyphs, Raine knew. �The body within the coffin wore an elaborate death mask. But it wasn�t made entirely out of gold. Part of it,� she explained, �was constructed out of a peculiar reddish metal, just like the original piece of the Moon Mask Kha�um had seen built into his tribe�s idol. And so we arrive at what you are most interested in.�
�The map,� Raine said.
�They loaded the treasure aboard the Freedom and set sail again��
�Hang on,� Raine cut her off. �If they took the mask with them, why didn�t any of Kha�um�s crew die?�
She shrugged. �Maybe the curse only struck Pryce because of his ill intentions.�
Somehow, Raine didn�t think tachyon radiation would be so selective. Then again, it hadn�t done him any harm!
�They sailed to an unknown island,� Mrs Marley continued regardless, �and placed most of the treasure, save for a share for the crew � Abubakar kept a golden dagger Emily tells us � inside a cave. But they divided the map between the three of them, Kha�um, Emily and Abubakar who had become a �third partner�. I don�t know how it was distributed, only that one of them knew the location of the island, one of them knew the place to put ashore, and one of them knew the route they needed to take to the cave.�
Raine thought about the �tactile map� he and King had found on Kha�um�s remains but said nothing. The contours of it most likely mapped the coastline of this mysterious Treasure Island.
�So where are the three maps now?� he asked.
�Kha�um�s piece I can only assume lies with his body somewhere inside the rainforests of South America,� she said, ignorant to Raine�s knowledge of the man�s fate. �Emily Hamilton�s own piece has always eluded me. The last passage of her journal suggests she passed it to the �bearer of her name�.�
�Her descendants,� Raine suggested.
�Of which I am one,� she said, confirming King�s theory that Emily had married an African. In the subsequent generations, the Caucasian traits must have been bred out of her children�s children�s children. �The comment about keeping it in that descendant�s �hand� suggests it is somewhere in this building. But I have never found it and nor did my father. He told me that my family had taken an oath to protect the mask�s location and made me vow to keep that promise.�
Raine wasn�t sure why, but he believed she was telling the truth. She didn�t know where Emily�s map was. �What about Abubby-thing�s piece?� he asked.
�Abubakar,� she corrected. �Well, to discover that, the story must continue,� she said and without permeable dived straight back into her narrative. �Once the treasure was secure, Kha�um placed the Egyptian Death Mask on his head and Emily describes him being assaulted by visions which she could not see. The experience brought him to the point of death, she said, but when he awoke, he knew where the next piece of the mask was.�
Raine didn�t understand how that was possible. And, thinking about it, he couldn�t work out how the drug induced visions had brought him to the exact spot of the Egyptian tomb either. But he didn�t have a chance to voice his doubts now.
�It was on an island, surrounded by an army of statues which had themselves been modelled on the piece of a face which had fallen from the stars years before. We now call the place Easter Island but Kha�um had no name for it as it had not yet been discovered by Europeans and wouldn�t be for another eleven years.�
Raine had visited Easter Island with his grandfather as a boy and remembered staring up in awe at the world famous moai. Had they really come about because of a piece of a broken mask, theoretically scattered across the globe by an ancient culture? And how could Kha�um possibly have known about the island, much less that a piece of the mask was there, simply by wearing another piece of it?
�So they set sail again, heading south and rounding Cape Horn. But in a powerful storm, the Freedom was damaged and they had to beach the ship to repair it. They went ashore in Tierra del Fuego and encountered members of the Selk�nam Indians. After an uncomfortable first encounter, Abubakar developed a �friendship� with the daughter of a Selk�nam chief. He, apparently, was fascinated with what he described as a �land of frozen sand� � snow. He fell in love and actually married the chief�s daughter but nevertheless left with the Freedom when repairs were completed, vowing to return.
�They continued on to Easter Island and found another piece of the Moon Mask which they stole from the island�s inhabitants and returned to their �treasure island.� Now, the mask was almost complete. He had two pieces, he knew that Pryce�s benefactor had another, the Bouda piece, and planned to steal it from him. But there was still a final piece to be found. Again, he wore one of the masks, though whether it was the Egyptian or Easter Island piece I do not know, and saw where the final piece of it was. But when he described it to his crew � an underground city filled to the brim with human skulls and skeletons and ruled by hellish demons � they said he had described Davy Jones Locker. The pirate hell.�
Raine was taken aback by Mrs Marley�s description, picturing Xibalba in his head. But how could Kha�um have known that before he went there? Then again, Mrs Marley had said the book was more of a memoir than a diary, written when Emily Hamilton was an old lady. She must have escaped and written her own description instead of Kha�um�s exact words.
But that theory went out the window with Mrs Marley�s next words.
�Emily and Abubakar refused to accompany him, as did many of the crew.�
Then how could she have described his vision so accurately? he wondered.
�In a heated argument,� the Jamaican went on, �Emily accused Kha�um of being obsessed by his hunt for the mask. It had clouded his judgement and sent him to the brink of madness. And, to literally go into the jaws of hell itself, was beyond even that madness. And so they parted ways. Kha�um vowed to return, but he never did. Emily and Abubakar waited for almost two years before finally giving up hope of seeing him again. Pryce was rumoured to have followed Kha�um into �the Locker� but whether that is true or not is a mystery.�
Raine had an urge to tell her all that he knew, to complete the unfinished story for her. He knew how the story of Kha�um and the Hand of Freedom had ended, at least to a point. He had seen �Davy Jones Locker�. He had seen the mortal remains of Edward Pryce and the Black Death himself.
Mrs Marley drew in a deep breath. She was not melancholy, like he might have expected. Instead, it seemed that she was relishing the opportunity to pass the burden of her family secret onto someone else.
�Emily took her fortune� some of the wealth they hadn�t buried on their Treasure Island� and changed her identity, founding this museum and starting a campaign for the freedom of slaves. She took a Negro husband � causing quite a stir � and died happy, asking her children only one thing. That they protect the location of the two pieces of the Moon Mask she had helped to find. For they hid a menace, she believed, a terror waiting to be unleashed upon the world. And, as I say, I have honestly never found her piece of the treasure map. But,� she added, �she does say that Abubakar returned to that land of frozen sand which he loved so much. And that�s probably where his map is. Somewhere in Patagonia.�
Raine grimaced. �Bit of a wide area to search,� he said.
Mrs Marley shrugged. �It�s the best I can do. If you want the map, you�ll have to find a way to narrow it down.�
Raine considered that for a moment. Patagonia was an immense area, covering over six hundred thousand miles of the southern-most region of South America. To narrow down Abubakar�s destination would be like searching for a needle in a haystack. Not to mention that there were no guarantees that the region was his final destination. For all he knew, the Egyptian might have diverted his travels, or perished, along with the map, en route.
Nevertheless, he knew that King would be reading the diary right now. He would find a way to narrow down the search and, with Sid used as leverage, he�d have little choice but to reveal that information to his captors.
If King worked it out, then he�d have to as well.
He heard the distant whump of helicopter blades growing louder and turned to look across at the activity by the harbour front. One of the Jamaican Coastguard choppers had landed briefly but had now taken to the air again and turned towards the ruined museum. No doubt, by order of the U.N. Security Council, it had been lent to Gibbs and the survivors of his team.
It would take only seconds to travel the short distance.
�Mrs Marley,� Raine said urgently, shifting his intense eyes back to her. �We�re out of time. Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything at all?�
The old woman laughed. It wasn�t the same bitter cackle of before but carried with it a certain weariness. �You�re out of time?� she repeated as the chopper, a Bell 407, swung into a hover over the rooftop. A spear of light shot down and the aircraft�s side door slid open. Raine didn�t have to look to know that at least a couple of assault rifles were trained on his back.
�Stay where you are,� Gibbs� voice boomed, amplified by the chopper�s speakers. �Do not move or we will shoot you!�
Raine had no intention of moving. He kept his eyes fixed on the Jamaican, straining to hear above the din as the helicopter lowered to the rooftop. His hair and clothes whipped wildly around him in the chopper�s backwash.
�There�s never enough time, is there, Mister Raine,� Mrs Marley said to him, seemingly oblivious to the chopper. �It�s a predator. It stalks us, hunts us our entire lives. And yet, complain as we do about there not being enough hours in the day, we do nothing but waste it! Until we run out of it. Until we hold a dying lover in our arms, wishing forever that we could turn back the clock, say what we didn�t say, do what we didn�t do.� Raine felt a pang of pain shoot through him as the old woman�s words dredged up bitter memories of a life wasted.
�But the Moon Mask can change all that,� she continued, both of them oblivious to the soldiers pouring out of the chopper and running towards them. The wind whirled like a hurricane, the noise thundered through his skull, but all Raine could focus on was the old woman�s words.
�Kha�um believed that the Moon Mask could control time,� she told him. �If he could harness its power, he could go back and save his wife and his son. But that would have given him the power over life and death and who was he to say who lived and who died, or even who does or does not exist! To control the Moon Mask is to control the power of god, and no man should have that power. You hear me, mon?� she reached up and grasped a chubby hand onto his shoulder.
�Hell, Raine!� Gibbs gasped as he halted beside him. Garcia and West stopped behind him, guns pointed at his head. �What the hell did you do to her?�
But Mrs Marley ignored the blood on her brightly coloured dress and even the gun totting soldiers around her. She stared fiercely at Raine, the very man who had tortured her only moments ago.
�That is why my family was entrusted to protect the mask,� she concluded. �And now, I pass that burden to you. Promise me, Mister Raine. Promise me that you�ll let no man take the power of god.�
He nodded weakly, stunned by her words. In some ways it seemed preposterous. Did she truly believe the legend about the mask�s abilities? Either way, her words were true. The power of the Moon Mask, the power of a tachyon bomb, was comparable to the power of god and she was right. No one man, nor nation, should control it.
�Promise me!� she demanded.
�I promise,� he said, and then she released him and lay back, gazing towards the east where the sun began to rise. She chuckled softly to herself.
�A new day,� she whispered.
Raine stood and turned towards the waiting chopper. Garcia and West kept their weapons on him but held their fire.
�This woman needs medical attention,� he told Gibbs.
�I�ll have an ambulance pick her up,� he replied tersely as they clambered into the belly of the waiting helicopter, hovering a meter above the weakened rooftop. �We�re heading to a U.S. Navy vessel to��
�Negative,� Raine cut him off. �We need to get to Patagonia. Now.�
Gibbs snarled at him. �Why the hell��
�Because that�s where Benny and Sid are heading� to find a piece of the map.� He turned and faced Gibbs and he could see the soldier rustling for a fight.
�I want to know everything that woman told you,� he demanded.
�No problem,� Raine replied, buckling into a seat next to Nadia. �But we can waste time talking about it now, or I can explain it to you en route.� He shot Gibbs a winning grin, knowing it would annoy the hell out of him. �Trust me, Gibbsy.�
Gibbs snorted derisively and turned to issue the orders to Lake in the cockpit. Seconds later, the chopper lifted off and shuddered higher. Raine turned to peer down at the receding form of Mrs Marley. Strangely, he felt a connection to the obese Jamaican woman. It was as though she had looked into the darkest depths of his troubled soul and still found something in there worthy of her charge.
The rising sun finally broke the horizon and streamers of golden light rushed across the Caribbean, hitting the white sandy beaches, gliding through the palm trees and bouncing off the half-demolished walls of the Hand of Freedom building.
�Wait!� he shouted suddenly, urgently. When the chopper continued to climb, he hastily unbuckled his seat and banged on Lake�s shoulder. �Wait a second!� he ordered.
The woman threw the chopper into a hover, high enough above the Hand of Freedom building to see it�s strangely designed �hand-shape� in its entirety. The birds-eye-view allowed something which had been nagging him to click into place. A sly smile creased his face.
He knew where Emily Hamilton�s piece of the map was.

32:
Map of Names

Airborne above South America
King was enthralled.
Lost within the pages of the Kernewek Diary he had almost forgotten the situation that he and Sid were in. It read almost like a novel, the scrawling handwriting difficult to read, yet King had long ago mastered the swirls, loops and whoops of the intricate script. The handwriting, as he had always expected, was identical to that within the pages of Emily Hamilton�s diary which he had read dozens of times, searching for clues as to her, and Kha�um�s fate.
Now, he had in his hand the greatest sequel of all time. This was no dreary monologue about a young woman�s worldly desires, dreams and fears like the Hamilton diary. This was a rip roaring adventure, picking up almost instantly from the moment that its predecessor stopped. It told of Edward Pryce�s terrifying attack on her family home and Kha�um�s dramatic rescue of the slaves, leading them to freedom aboard their commandeered ship. It narrated the events of the subsequent months, of Kha�um�s heroic struggle to free others who had fallen into the world of slavery. It was all just as he had imagined. The Kernewek Diary would rewrite the history of slavery, introducing a new historical hero, an outlaw to rival Zorro or Robin Hood, into the tapestry of Caribbean folklore.
He had been right all along. If only that stupid fat Jamaican woman had let him have access to this small leather bound book years ago. He could have proven his and his father�s theory. He could have proven to the world the existence of the Moon Mask.
A flash of General Abuku�s face shot him back down to earth. Such vindication of the mask�s existence was exactly what he had wanted. It was what his mother and sister had died for. In that despot�s hands, the mere existence of the Moon Mask would have costs tens of thousands of lives. For so many years, King�s father had forced them to work in near secrecy for fear of the Himmler of Africa. It wasn�t until his assassination almost four years ago that the King�s felt they could publish their research. King remembered the feeling of triumph upon hearing about the death of his mother and sister�s murderer. Yet a strange emptiness had also taken hold. It was over. His family�s memory could be laid to rest, their murderer brought to justice at the hands of some unknown assassin. The Moon Mask no longer needed to be protected.
He had been grossly mistaken.
He glanced up at Bill, realising that the veteran soldier�s eyes had barely left him in the hours that they had been flying.
They were heading south, based on his initial skim reading of the diary. In a profession which involved trudging through giant volumes of ancient text, often in search of only the most insignificant fragment, he had become adept at skim reading and had quickly identified Patagonia as their general destination. Now he scoured the diary in more detail, searching for clues to pinpoint the location of Abubakar�s map.
And once he found it, he knew, Bill would need only Emily Hamilton�s piece to find the mask. But for what purpose? To sell to Islamic terrorists? The Russians? The Chinese?
Either way, he had opened Pandora�s Box. The secret that Mrs Marley�s ancestors had kept for so long was about to consume the world.
While Emily Hamilton, or Mrs Marley for that matter, knew nothing of tachyon bombs, they had both clearly realised the danger the Moon Mask presented. Even early on in the diary King picked up an air of menace in the tone of the writer whenever the Moon Mask was mentioned. An obsession, Emily had called it: �One which has already dragged Edward Pryce into the darkest pits of hell and back again. An obsession which has taken hold of Kha�um also.�
Pryce. Kha�um. Abuku. His mother, his sister and eventually his father. The Moon Mask had, one way or another, claimed them all.
He glanced at Sid. She still sat, her head lolled at an awkward angle as she dozed fitfully, tied to her seat. She looked so beautiful, her mocha skin smooth and creamy, her black hair falling in ringlets around her face, hiding the welt that had formed from where she had been struck by one of Bill�s men.
He wouldn�t let the mask claim her as a victim too. One way or another, he would get her out of this calamity he had dragged her into. Then he would pull the ring from his pocket, get down on one knee and�
�Tick-tock, Ben.�
Bill�s voice suddenly shocked him back into the moment. The rugged mercenary grinned nastily at him, following his gaze across to Sid.
�She�s quite lovely, isn�t she,� he said. The sudden voices made Sid stir and she looked around at her surroundings, confused for a moment before remembering where she was. The other mercenary sat opposite her, eyeing her body lecherously.
King felt a surge of anger pass through him. For an insane second he considered tackling both the soldiers. There were only these two and the pilot now. As his hands had been freed so that he could read the diary, maybe he could overpower them, take control of the plane.
�So, what have you got?� Bill asked. The interior of the old flying boat had been soundproofed so that the noise of the propellers was little more than a muted rumble. Outside the windows he could see nothing but clouds but he knew that they were cutting south-west across the immense bulk of South America.
Forgetting all his ideas of heroism, he closed the diary and sighed. �There�s nothing more in here,� he admitted truthfully. �Nothing else that indicates where the two pieces of the map are.�
�Well, that is a shame, Ben,� Bill said, rising to his feet. Very slowly, he drew a fierce looking knife out of its sheath. One edge glistened in the cabin�s lights, razor sharp. The other edge was jagged like a shark�s jaw.
�If there�s nothing more you can offer me to help, then I guess I won�t be needing any leverage against you anymore.�
He stepped up to Sid who tried to squirm away but he grabbed her face roughly between his calloused palms and laid the edge of the blade against her left cheek.
�No!� King shouted at him. He pushed out of his seat but, with his feet still tied, all he succeeded in doing was falling forward, reaching desperately towards his girlfriend.
�I can find the map! I can find it! I know how to find it!� he roared at the mercenary. His heart thundered inside his rib cage as he watched the knife lightly slice across Sid�s cheek, drawing a slither of blood. She squealed at the pain but could not move away.
�No! You bastard! I�ll kill you if you hurt her! I�ll��
�Enough of the threats, Ben,� Bill scolded. Throughout the entire exchange, the calm tone of his voice had never wavered. He wiped the blood off the metal blade and left Sid shivering in her seat, unable to even probe the wound on her cheek. Then Bill picked King up and threw him back against his own seat, re-sheathing his knife.
�If you lie to me again, Ben,� he promised, �I will cover your girlfriend�s lovely, lovely body with hundreds of little cuts, just like that one. It will be agonising and, even if I then decided, merciful as I am, to let her live, she would be so disfigured, so heinous and abhorrent, that even Quasi-goddamn-modo wouldn�t want to screw her. Got it?�
King studied the other man�s emotionless grey eyes, sickened to the core by what he saw there. It wasn�t just evil. No, evil was something he could understand, something he could quantify and hate. But Bill�s eyes were simply cold, as lifeless and as dead as a corpse.
He nodded weakly and got to work.
* * *
The V-22 Osprey thundered south over the Andes, its powerful turboprops chewing into the mountainous air and propelling it at almost three hundred miles per hour. Unlike most planes, however, the V-22�s rotors were able to be tilted up and down, giving it the ability to take off and land vertically or to hover just like a helicopter. This tilt-rotor design had made it the ideal choice for Gibbs� team upon learning of the likely terrain of their destination. Much of the Patagonian region of Argentina and Chile was occupied by mountains, glaciers and tiny archipelago islands, making it almost impossible to land an ordinary airplane should their destination be as remote as they feared. Yet, worrying that they were already lagging behind their prey, the speed of a fixed-wing aircraft was essential.
Using their borrowed Bell 407 Jamaican coastguard helicopter, the team had flown to a rendezvous point in Belize where a hastily assembled Sea King, on loan from Britain�s Royal Navy, had been waiting. They had used the Sea King to head south to a Peruvian airbase where they were supposed to meet up with the tilt-rotor which had been sent from a U.S. Aircraft Carrier in the Pacific. The well organised logistical operation had fallen apart due to confusion between the Peruvian authorities and the U.N. and had delayed the mission by over an hour.
Fearing they had fallen behind the mercenary plane, they now pushed the Osprey to its limits even as, inside its hold, Raine and Nadia tried to pinpoint their ultimate destination.
�We need to track down the descendants of Abubakar,� he told the Russian woman. Despite the events of the last hours, Nadia still managed to look remarkably sexy, her black clothing clinging to the curved contours of her body. Her eyes were as intense and focussed as ever, though, as she studied the laptop computer perched on her legs.
�What makes you think he has any?� she asked.
�Because if he doesn�t, we�re screwed. And so are Benny and Sid.�
She fixed him with a hard stare but he could see the genuine concern in her eyes. She wanted to find her missing friends as much as he did.
With startling proficiency, she linked the laptop via satellite signal onto the World Wide Web. The system wasn�t dissimilar to the link-up the computers had used back at Sarisari�ama, allowing a fast, flaw-free flow of information from just about anywhere in the world, even high above the Andes.
�Where do you even start?� West asked, his Brooklyn accent strong. He sat between Gibbs and O�Rourke who both dozed on the opposite side of the cabin. Garcia sat beside Raine while Murray occupied the co-pilot seat in the cockpit along with Lake.
�At the beginning,� Nadia replied automatically, not really listening to anyone else as she navigated into a powerful search engine which had been developed by DARPA. In a matter of seconds she had a list of websites which claimed to hold census data for Argentina dating back to the mid sixteenth century. She quickly weeded out the obvious commercial sites that had sprouted up in recent years since the boom in interest in plotting out family trees. She clicked on a link that ended in �.gov.ar� which opened onto the homepage of the Archivo General de la Naci�n, Argentina�s General Archive of the Nation. Raine, fluent in Spanish, took the computer off her lap and scanned through the text.
Established in 1821, Archivo General de la Naci�n absorbed dozens of historical archives, libraries, church and provincial records, amassing them all into one place. Raine quickly navigated through the website.
�I presume we do not have a second name for this �Abubakar?�� Nadia asked.
�Afraid not,� Raine replied. �But I�m guessing that the child of an Egyptian and a Selk�nam Indian wouldn�t go unnoticed.�
Across the hold, Gibbs stirred and opened his eyes. Bleary for a second, they suddenly snapped onto the laptop on Raine�s knees.
�What the hell!� he snapped. �I told you, no com equipment! West, you�re supposed to be watching him!�
�Sorry boss,� West grumbled.
Raine held up his hands in surrender. �Whoa, keep your panty-hoes on Gibbsy,� he said. �I wasn�t looking at Playboy or��
�Give the computer back to the Rusky,� Gibbs said firmly. Raine saw his hand drift to his sidearm and a flare of rebellion made him want to hold on to the machine just to piss the man off. But causing trouble wasn�t going to help King and Sid so he slowly placed it back on Nadia�s lap.
�Sorry,� he said insincerely. �I just figured that doing something more than taking a cat-nap might be useful.� The dig at Gibbs was obvious and his face twisted in fury but Nadia cut him off.
Her hands had been running across the keypad at incredible speed, almost a blur, ignoring the exchange and finishing Raine�s search, but in a flourish, she jabbed the return key and announced: �Shakir Adjo.�
* * *
�Shakir Adjo,� King read the name off the computer embedded into the bulkhead opposite him. Bill operated it under the archaeologist�s direction to prevent him from trying to use the internet to call for help.
King�s hunch had paid off. Accessing Argentina�s Archivo General de la Naci�n, he had pulled up the files for settlements in the Patagonian region from the year that, according to the Kernewek Diary, Abubakar had returned to the area. From Emily Hamilton�s descriptions, Abubakar and his wife, K�nos, sounded as if they were head-over-heals in love with one another. Even though their wedding, he could only assume, had been a bizarre conglomeration of Muslim and local customs and therefore most likely not recorded, the strong presence of Christian missionaries in the area would have seen to it that even pagan and heathen births were recorded.
He had then scanned through a list of recorded births from the period he had surmised the Egyptian had returned to Patagonia, from around 1713 onwards. Most of the names were heavily influenced by the predominant Spanish settlers. Except for one. Shakir Adjo.
�It doesn�t list the name of the parents,� Bill said accusingly. �And you said the diary doesn�t mention Abubakar�s second name. How can you be so sure that this is his child?�
Sid now sat beside her boyfriend, allowed to join in with the investigation. Bill�s lackey had cleaned the cut on her cheek and applied a couple of paper stitches. Now, her dark eyes shone with intelligence as she scanned the digitalised version of the archaic birth record. �We may not know his second name,� she replied, �but Shakir Adjo is a popular Arabic name. If you look at the names on the other records, they�re mostly things like Jos� or Hernando, influenced strongly by the Spanish explorers and missionaries to the area which interbred with the natives. There wouldn�t have been very many people of Arabic descent in Patagonia back then. Or now, I imagine.�
�Plus,� King added, �Abubakar hid a clue in his own son�s name.� Bill frowned but Sid�s face lit up with understanding.
�Adjo,� she realised.
�It�s Egyptian,� King told Bill. �It means �treasure�.�
�He gave his son a surname which he himself never had,� Sid said. �A map of names��
�Which leads to the map itself,� King concluded. Despite himself, he felt a twinge of enjoyment, even excitement. �All we have to do is follow that map.�
* * *
�Now we have a name, it should be a relatively simple process to chart the family�s movements,� Nadia said in her usual calculating manner. Her eyes never left the screen as she spoke and her delicate fingers ran over the keyboard with robotic precision, never a key out of place.
She quickly set up a flowchart template on a basic office document, a series of boxes linked with arrows. In the two at the top she typed �Abubakar and K�nos�, linking it to a box below it in which she typed �Shakir Adjo, Son, Born 1715.� From there sprouted off two more branches and she input the name of Shakir�s son and daughter, and then his wife, before branching again to their children and so on. A complex diagram literally grew from the tiny acorn of an obscure Egyptian name into the mighty oak of a family tree. The closer to the present the tree came, the more complex the information that was held about Abubakar�s descendants: birth, marriage and death certificates, places of residence, military service records, even digitalised copies of last wills and testaments.
After sometime, Raine peeled his gaze away from the screen and glanced across the hold at Gibbs. His puckered face stared back at him with a menacing glower and, in response, Raine couldn�t help but fire him one of his winning grins. Then he shifted his gaze to the other members of the team. They all looked battered and bruised following the explosive events in Jamaica and the hollowness in their eyes revealed the pain of losing team mates. But these were the best of the best. They had lost comrades before and they would do so again. They betrayed no sense of grief or anger but Raine knew the turmoil of emotions that were churning around inside each of them.
�Hey,� Garcia said from beside him, his accent betraying his Latino roots. �That thing you did with the bike. It was pretty damn cool.�
Raine nodded his appreciation. Such simple praise from men such as these was an honour. It meant that despite whatever rumours they had heard about the convicted traitor, they had seen him in action now and judged him a worthy warrior. He felt a sudden longing for that sense of camaraderie and shifted his gaze to O�Rourke. The big man remained silent, his eyes meeting his for only a second before flicking away under the bitter scrutiny of Gibbs who then refocused all of his attention on him. Raine could practically feel the malice rolling off of him in waves.
There were only three of them alive now, him, Gibbs and O�Rourke. And despite whatever ruling a military court had made on him, whatever sentence he had received and now the pardon he had been granted, he knew that only those two other men had any right to judge him. And their verdicts scared him. They had been there. They had seen what he had done.
The icy moment was broken when Nadia announced: �I know where the map is.�
* * *
�Hernando Gruber Adjo,� Sid read off the sheet of paper on which King had spent the better half of two hours scribbling down Abubakar�s family tree on. She glanced at the proceeding boxes. �What a mix,� she commented.
Over the subsequent years since Abubakar settled in Patagonia and married an Indian woman, his bloodline had blended into the Hispanic settlers and, shortly after the end of World War Two, even German.
�So this guy,� Bill said, pointing to the computer screen which displayed a forty three year old birth certificate, �is a mixture of Egyptian, Selk�nam Indian, Spanish and German bloodlines?�
�That�s right,� King nodded.
�And you�re sure this is the right guy?�
It was a best guess really. There were, he had worked out, currently six living descendants of Abubakar scattered around Argentina, Chile and Brazil. One had even immigrated to New Zealand.
�As is the custom in most societies, important family heirlooms usually get passed down through generations via the first born son. I�m also figuring that the name �Adjo� corresponds with this. It hasn�t been filtered out through marriage like you might expect can happen when we�re looking so far back in time. So,� he traced his index finger along the line on the family tree which he had highlighted. �I followed the map�s passage from Abubakar down the line of first born sons. Luckily for us, each generation had a male born into it, carrying on the family name. Follow the path and we come to this man. Hernandez Gruber Adjo; the forty three year old owner of a youth hostel in the town of El Chalten, Patagonia, Argentina.�
He looked Bill straight in the face and didn�t dare show any of his misgivings. He and Sid were only alive right now because they were useful. If he let on to the fact that he was making some pretty massive leaps here and it turned out that he was wrong, that the map was passed into another branch of the family generations ago, both he and Sid would be dead.
�That�s where we�ll find Abubakar�s part of the map,� he said firmly.
Bill stared back at him, his gaze calculating. Eventually, he turned away and headed up into the cockpit. Already en route to the Patagonian region, King nevertheless felt a shift in the pit of his stomach as the plane banked towards its new destination.
They were running out of time.

33:
World�s End

Laguna Viedma,
Argentina
The Black Cat dropped down through the crystal clear Andean air, banking towards the long line of mountains that stretched down the backbone of the South American continent. Running through rainforests and deserts, the incredible line of mountains approached their final destination in the ice fields of Patagonia. Their jagged peaks towered around the black plane as it dropped into them, surrounded on all sides. Winter in the southern hemisphere dropped sheets of pure white snow upon them, broken only by grey outcrops of rock.
The flying boat banked into a wide valley, its shadow passing over the remote and isolated settlement below like some stalking bird of prey. Looming above the town, the iconic summit of Cerro Chalt�n, renamed Mount Fitz Roy for the captain of the famous H.M.S. Beagle, stood like an ancient citadel belonging to the legendary Giants of Patagonia. Long since explained by science as being members of the Selk�nam tribe whose average height was greater than their European �discoverers�, the legend nevertheless enticed the imaginations of those who dared to venture into the wild and haunting lands at world�s end.
There were no airfields or landing strips anywhere near the town of El Chalt�n and so the Black Cat ploughed on through the valley, catching only limited interest from those below. It climbed over a mountain ridge, out of sight of the settlement, and then dived steeply towards the fifty mile long blue expanse of Laguna Viedma. Its hull splashed into the frigid waters of the glacial lake, sending up an enormous spray as the pilot wrestled with the controls, bringing the plane around the three mile long terminus of the Viedma Glacier.
From above, King had seen the enormous tongue of sprawling ice carving its way through the mountains, unstoppable and impenetrable. But now it loomed above them, dwarfing the Black Cat, sheer cliffs of glistening blue and white ice. With a torturous wrenching sound, an enormous chunk of the glacier calved away from the terminus. It slammed into the lake with far more force than the plane�s touch down, giving birth to yet another ice berg which slowly drifted deeper into the lake, constantly feeding it.
�Hold on,� the pilot�s voice warned as the powerful ripple caused by the calving ploughed into the flying boat�s hull. The plane slid down the edge of the wave and bounced over the preceding, smaller ripples until the water was still once more.
Then, all King could do was sit silently as the pilot headed towards the deserted shore and lined up with a jetty ordinarily used to ferry tourists out to the glacier. It was empty, the ferry nowhere to be seen, possibly undergoing maintenance during the winter months before the tourist boom of the summer.
With the whirring of gears, the rear loading ramp of the plane descended, coming almost level with the rickety wooden jetty.
�Let�s go, Ben,� Bill barked.
His body felt leaden as he rose to his feet. His hands and feet had been untied and he considered making a move against the mercenaries but forced himself not to. The time wasn�t right and, now, he feared it would never be right.
�I said, move it,� Bill snapped.
He turned and breathed in the fresh and clear mountain air blowing gently in through the rear opening before looking at Sid. Her lovely big eyes locked onto his, pleadingly.
Don�t leave me, they seemed to say.
But he didn�t have a choice. Bill�s lackey roughly grabbed his arms and hauled him towards the two motorbikes locked in front of the loading hatch. He struggled weakly against him, looking over his shoulder at Sid the whole time. He wondered if he would ever see her again.
I�ll be back for you, he silently vowed with a weak smile. She seemed to understand. Words weren�t necessary but he couldn�t leave without saying something to her.
�I love you.�
�Good,� Bill cut in before Sid could voice her response. �Then you�ll remember what I told you.�
How could he forget? It was clear to King that Bill was worried. When he had landed in Jamaica, he�d had eight men in his team. Now, all he had was two; the pilot and the unnamed lackey. An escape plan had quickly formed in his mind. Once they were on solid ground, two against three weren�t such bad odds. Maybe an opportunity would arise and he and Sid could get away, alert the authorities.
But such hopes had been quickly dashed when Bill announced that Sid would be staying on board the Black Cat with the pilot while he and his lackey took King into town to find the map. He�d be checking in with the pilot every fifteen minutes. If the pilot didn�t hear from him, he was ordered to shoot Sid in the head, no questions asked.
With a sense of dread clutching at his heart, King mounted one of the bikes behind Bill�s minion. Then, on another bike, Bill kicked the ignition, twisted the throttle and shot off at startling speed, up the incline of the ramp and onto the jetty. King�s driver lurched after him, King casting a final glance over his shoulder at Sid.
His obsession had got her into this. Now he had a new obsession.
He wouldn�t stop until he got her out of it.
The two bikes raced along the jetty then hit the shore, tearing up a steep rutted track which led away from a cluster of abandoned sheds before joining the main highway. The air was cold, shockingly so following the sauna of Jamaica, and it bit into King�s exposed hands and face as the bikes hurtled along at shocking speeds. The scenery shot by in a blur, the lake to their left, a line of grey and white mountains to the south. Ahead lay another barrier of snow-capped peaks, the sprawling, snake-like body of another glacier burrowing through them in the distance.
Veering around to the right, the lake was cut off from view behind them by the line of mountains as the road followed the meandering waters of the Rio de las Vueltas and began descending towards the village of El Chalt�n.
Built in the eighties in response to Argentina�s border disputes with Chile, El Chalt�n was little more than a scattering of ugly box-shaped prefabs dotted upon the beautiful landscape, nestling at the foot of Cerro Fitzroy. In fact, Mount Fitzroy and its surrounding peaks and glaciers were the settlement�s only lifeline, the entire village existing now solely to service hikers, climbers and backpackers. It was virtually cut off from the modern world, devoid of cell phone reception and broadband, the local hostels relying on expensive and slow satellite link ups to allow their guests to attempt to keep in touch with the modern world. Hundreds of miles from the nearest major town by rutted, pothole infested roads, El Chalt�n existed in a state of near total seclusion and isolation, far from civilisation, far from the short arm of the law, and far, far from help.
Not exactly the best place to mount a daring escape, King thought darkly as the bikes slowed on the outskirts of town. King thought he saw Bill speak into his radio, checking in with the pilot he presumed, and realised, his hopes sinking further still, that it had taken roughly fifteen minutes to ride from the lake to the village.
�Damn,� he cursed under his breath. Even if he could escape from Bill and his henchman, would he make it back to the plane before Sid was murdered?
With a growl, the bikes started forward again, rolling menacingly around a sharp corner upon which sat a grocery store. A group of young people, backpackers judging from their clothes, exited the store carrying boxes of cheap Vino Tinto. To either side of the road sat independent little buildings, most of them remarkably smart yet looking little more than wooden summerhouses like he had seen in gardens back in Oxford. How they kept out the cold, King could only guess, yet they had been put to good use, some being used as restaurants and bistros, others as telephone cabinas. One even housed a small bookshop.
They continued up the main street, passing another, smaller corner shop to the right before finally coming to a halt outside of the largest building King had yet seen, this one constructed out of bricks and mortar and standing three stories high. A large yellow overland truck, a Scania lorry which had been converted into a giant passenger vehicle, sat on the main drive, its cab tilted forward while its driver worked on its engine. Another lorry, painted blue and white, was parked next to it.
Parking the bikes on the side of the road, Bill led King and his guard towards the main entrance. His guard walked closely behind him, the silencer of his gun occasionally jabbing him in the kidneys as a reminder not to try anything stupid.
Stepping into the hostel, King was struck by the heat and the sudden smell of cooking reminded him that he hadn�t eaten in close to twenty four hours.
The main floor of the hostel was large and square, cluttered with numerous tables which were occupied by noisily chatting groups of people, mostly in their twenties or thirties but he noted a few older faces. All were backpackers, hikers or climbers and, despite himself, King found himself analysing each of them, searching for any potential allies.
�Don�t even think about it,� Bill warned quietly, as though reading his thoughts. �Remember, one word to my man on my plane and your pretty little��
�I got the memo,� King shot back.
Bill glowered for a moment longer before returning his gaze to the busy hostel. A stairway led from the centre of the floor, curling up to a balcony where more tables were arrayed around chunky computers and a scattering of beanbags. A door at the back of the ground floor led to a self-catering kitchen where the clatter of pots and pans echoed. Straight ahead there stood a wooden bar with a window behind it leading into a professional kitchen and King realised that was where the smell of cooking was coming from, Argentine waiters delivering sizzling plates to tired looking hikers back from a day on the mountain.
Bill ignored all else and stepped up to the window of the main reception where a young woman greeted him with a wide smile.
�Hola,� she said pleasantly.
�I�d like to speak to Mister Adjo, please,� Bill requested curtly, assuming the Argentinean woman spoke English.
�Can I help?� she asked, proving that she did indeed speak English.
�Not unless you are called Mister Adjo.�
Her smile still in place, the receptionist�s eyes nevertheless lost some of their warmth. �I�ll see if Mister Adjo is available,� she said, picking up an old fashioned telephone and speaking in quick Spanish into it. After several seconds she hung up and looked back at Bill. �Go to the top of the stairs then through the door directly in front of you. Mister Adjo will meet you there.�
The three of them followed the receptionist�s instructions, winding their way through the crowds of backpackers. The overland trucks could carry twenty or so people each on an organised trip around South America but the hostel was heaving with many more independent travellers.
At the top of the stairs they stepped across the balcony and through a doorway. A corridor in front of them led to the hostel�s many rooms but another door, marked with �No Entry. Staff only� opened to their left and a man stepped through.
�You Mister Adjo?� Bill asked.
Dressed in a pair of black cargo trousers and a red fleece jumper, the forty three year old had pale olive skin, unlike the tepid white of most Argentines, and his dark eyes and narrow face smacked of Arabian descent, however distant.
�That�s right,� he man nodded. �How can I��
He didn�t have time to finish the question as Bill suddenly slammed the muzzle of his pistol to Adjo�s temple and pushed the stunned man back through the door he had just exited before anyone else saw. King was �urged� in behind him.
�What is the meaning of this? Who are you people?� Adjo demanded.
�Shut up, or I�ll shut you up,� Bill snarled.
�I demand��
With a fierce jab, Bill slammed the butt of his gun against the side of Adjo�s face, almost knocking him over but he caught him and dragged him roughly up the set of stairs just inside the doorway, thrusting him out into an open plan living space at the top. An eruption of screams came from above and King rushed forward to see a woman, presumably Adjo�s wife, and two girls, no older than ten, scramble in horror away from the gunman.
�Oh my god,� King gasped, realising that he was responsible for leading the gunman to their home.
�Shut them up or I shoot them both!� Bill barked at the frantic woman. Adjo tried to scramble forward but Bill held tight. �Shut the little fuckers up now or��
Adjo�s wife quickly collected the girls together, clamping a hand over their mouths to silence then, talking soothingly despite the sheer terror on her face.
�That�s better,� Bill sighed, then he tossed something to King who automatically caught it. It was a roll of duct tape. �Tie them up.� King didn�t move and so Bill levelled his gun towards the head of one of the girls. �Do it.�
King didn�t need to be told twice. He hurried towards Adjo�s wife and daughters. �And don�t try to be a hero, Ben.�
King felt sick as he tied the innocent woman and children�s hands and feet together and then, on Bill�s command, taped their mouths shut also. The words �I�m sorry� escaped his lips but were met only by an angry glare from Adjo�s wife.
�Good,� Bill said, pushing Adjo away from him. Tears streaked his face and his terrified, helpless expression shot to King�s heart. If anything happened to this family, he was to blame.
�You have in your possession a map,� Bill said, his voice casual, relaxed. �A treasure map,� he added. �All I need is for you to give it to me, let my� expert, here,� he nodded in King�s direction, �verify it, then we�ll be on our way, with our sincere apologies for having disturbed you.�
�A map?� Adjo choked, his voice raw. King could see the man�s entire body trembling but it was not fear for himself, but for his family. �I don�t know anything about a map��
Before he�d even finished his sentence there was a muted pop from the muzzle of Bill�s silencer, followed by an agonised squeal from Adjo�s wife as the bullet tore through her upper thigh. She writhed in agony, falling onto one side of the couch and knocking one of the girl�s to the floor.
�You bastard, I�ll kill you!� Adjo leapt forward, ignoring the guard�s pistol which was levelled at his head. Bill�s pistol, planting itself firmly against the girl who remained sitting, froze him mid-step, however. As always, Bill moved coolly and casually, as though the whole affair was part of daily normality for him.
�That was a warning shot, Mister Adjo,� he explained. �Now that you understand how serious I am, I�m sure that when I repeat my request, your answer will be much more satisfactory.�
King saw the look of rage on Adjo�s face morph into desperation. He sobbed, wanting to pull himself forward to protect his family despite Bill�s guard�s gun. �Please,� he blubbered, breaking down. �Don�t hurt them. Please. Don�t hurt my family.�
�I won�t hurt anyone, Mister Adjo, as long as you��
�I don�t have a map. I�ve never seen any treasure map��
Bill shrugged. Pulled the trigger�
�Wait!� King�s voice exploded out with more authority than expected, halting Bill�s trigger finger. The girl squirmed away from him.
�Something to add, Ben?�
King took a moment to collect himself, fighting back an explosion of painful memories from that afternoon in Lagos.
He didn�t doubt that Bill would have pulled the trigger and so had shouted out on reflex to stop him, but without something to show for his outburst the girl�s life would be only seconds longer. Her life, the lives of Adjo�s entire family was in his hands.
�He doesn�t know where it is,� he argued meekly.
�I�m simply jogging his memory.�
�Look at him,� King demanded, pointing a finger at the man crumpled to his knees. Tears streamed down his face, mucus drooled from his nose, his breath came out in ragged breaths and his body visibly trembled. �Look at him,� he said again. �That�s not a man who is lying to you for the sake of a map. That�s a man who would do anything, anything, to protect his family.�
Bill regarded the man and King noted that there was no distain in his expression, no pity or contempt. It was as though Bill was a blank slate, totally devoid of all feeling. He had a mission, a purpose, and it didn�t matter who lived or died so long as he saw it through to its fruition.
�What are you saying, Ben?� he asked. �That you�ve brought us to the wrong goddamned place? That you�ve led us on some wild goose chase to the cesspit of the earth? Because if that�s the case then it�s someone else who will be suffering the punishment.� He went to tap his radio earpiece.
Sid.
�No,� King cut him off. �The map�s here. But we�re talking about nearly three hundred years of history, Abubakar�s descendants moving around all over Patagonia.�
�Abubakar?� Adjo repeated the word, grabbing Bill�s attention.
�That�s right,� King said, cutting in before Bill threw a new tirade of threats at him. He came around from the sofa and crouched down to the other man�s level. �Abubakar was your ancestor. From Egypt.�
The man�s eyes went wide. �Egypt?� His brow creased. �But how? That is not possible.�
�It is possible, Mister Adjo. Abubakar settled in Patagonia in 1713, fell in love, married and had a child. But before he settled in these parts, your ancestor was�� he feared saying it, feeling the inklings of a bond forming between him and Adjo which threatened to collapse at the incredulity of his next word. �A pirate.�
�A pirate?�
�That�s right,� he replied before the other man had time to fully process what he had just been told. �And he had a map � well, part of a map really � which I�m guessing he handed down to his son, who passed it onto his son, and so on, and so on, right up until you.�
Adjo shook his head. �I have never seen this map which you speak of.�
�But you did recognise the name Abubakar, didn�t you Mister Adjo?� King felt Bill�s impatience mounting as Adjo nodded.
�It is a word, scratched into the chest.�
�Chest?� That got Bill�s attention. Nothing like a good old pirate clich� to enrapture the uneducated morons of the military world, King thought.
Adjo nodded again, more vigorously. �There is a chest. A very old chest, made out of wood. It was my father�s, and his father�s before him. It has been in the family for many years, many generations. And, scratched into the inside lid of it there is a word � Abubakar. My father said he never knew what it meant.�
�Where is it?� Bill demanded.
Adjo glanced nervously at him. �It is in the attic,� he explained, then shrugged. �We use it to store blankets.�
�Show me,� King said.
�There is nothing in it. There never has been. It was empty when my father gave it to me. There certainly is no map.�
King�s heart sank. If he didn�t find the map then Adjo�s family would be butchered, and so would Sid. Maybe there would be something, some clue as to the map�s fate. �Show me anyway,� he said, glancing at Bill for permission. He nodded to his guard.
�Go with them. And Ben��
�I know,� he said, rising to his full height, �Don�t try anything.�
With a significant glance at his family, worriedly taking in the crimson pool of blood from his wife�s gunshot wound, Adjo led the way through the apartment to where he retrieved a wooden ladder. He leaned it against one wall in the corridor leading to the bedrooms then climbed up to remove the hatch in the ceiling. Bill�s guard ordered him back down and then proceeded up first while Bill covered them, then Adjo and King ascended after him.
The attic space was surprisingly large but low and the frigid Patagonia air had crept in so that King could see his own breath escape his mouth in clouds of vapour. Keeping low to avoid the diagonal beams of the building�s roof, Adjo led the way through mounds of discarded items � rolls of carpets, rarely used suitcases, bags of clothes and boxes of toys. In one corner there sat a bulky television set, the faux-wood sticker peeling off.
�Here,� Adjo said. He cleared some of the junk out of the way to reveal an old wooden chest. It was almost stereotypically pirate-esque, about a meter long, half a meter wide and the same again as deep. Its lid rose into an elongated dome and metal strips strengthened the corners. The wood was dark and laced with scratches and gouges, making it look worn and most certainly well travelled.
King crouched down beside Adjo while he opened the lid and threw out the blankets and clothes within in a hurry. Their guard kept his silenced pistol aimed at them.
�There,� Adjo said and he pointed at the inside of the lid, low down near to the rusted hinge. King studied the marking. It was faint and looked like it had been purposely gouged into the wood with a knife.
�Abubakar.� As he read the name he felt a momentary sense of awe come over him. This was the private treasure chest of someone who had become one of Kha�um�s closest allies. It was yet another physical connection to that fantastical world of buried treasure and epic adventures he had read about in Emily�s diary.
He shrugged it off. This wasn�t the time. Even as one part of his mind instantly got to work trying to work out the chest�s connection to the map, the other part was trying to figure someway out of this mess. He knew that once the map had been discovered Bill would kill Adjo and his family. He couldn�t let them talk to the authorities until they were out of harm�s way. Yet if King acted against them then he would order Sid�s execution.
But even if he somehow found Abubakar�s part of the map, he doubted he and Sid would live much longer. He had read the Kernewek Diary cover to cover and, while it had led him to Patagonia in pursuit of Abubakar, he had no idea how to find Emily�s part of the map. His and Sid�s lives were worth only the value of the information King provided their kidnappers.
�So where�s the map?� their guard demanded, surprising King. Not only was it the first thing he had heard the man speak, but it had been said in a strong Welsh accent.
�I told you,� Adjo said innocently. �There is no map.�
The mercenary�s face twisted angrily but King cut in before he could speak. �When your father gave you the chest, was there anything else with it?�
Adjo was exasperated. �No. Nothing. No map, no��
�It�s okay,� King placed a calming hand on the man�s shoulder. Adjo sighed, rolling back on his haunches. �It�s got to be here somewhere,� he mumbled under his breath. In fact, the rational part of his mind knew it could be anywhere in the world right now, separated from the chest years, even centuries ago. In fact, there was no proof that it had ever been contained within the chest. After all, what self-respecting pirate would keep a map to buried treasure inside his own treasure chest? Yet something told King he was close.
He checked all the surfaces of the chest, running his finger along all the scratches and the gouges, searching for any pattern, any sense of logic that might reveal directions scrawled into the wood. Turning it on its side he checked the bottom, and then the domed lid before finally slamming it closed in frustration.
Something clanked inside it.
King�s brow furrowed in confusion. �I thought you emptied it.�
�I did,� Adjo replied, opening the chest again to reveal its empty interior. King took the lid from him and slammed it closed again. Once more, something shifted inside. It was subtle, barely noticeable in fact. Was he clutching at straws?
�Is everything alright up there?� Bill�s voice crackled through the Welshman�s radio.
�Fine, boss. Just the Doc making a hullabaloo,� he replied. �Looks like another dead-end to me.�
�Well tell King that he has three minutes until my next check in. I�d better see some progress by then or else his girlfriend�s gonna start losing fingers.�
King ignored the man�s threats. He opened the lid again and then shook it on its hinges. The rattle was definitely coming from inside the dome of the lid. The underside of it was nailed shut. �I need something to prise this open with,� he told Adjo.
�I have a toolbox,� Adjo said, rising to his feet. The merc whipped his pistol up and Adjo held up his hands, startled by the aggression. �I have screwdriver,� he explained.
The guard considered this before nodding. �Slowly,� he warned, trailing him with his gun as he scrambled to a metal box lodged against the old TV. Adjo returned a moment later with a flat headed screwdriver and handed it to King.
King instantly pictured himself driving the screwdriver savagely at their guard but the mercenary had obviously considered that too.
�My gun is aimed squarely at your head,� he told him. �Get any ideas and you�ll have a bullet pass straight through that genius brain of yours. Just do what you�ve got to do then put the screwdriver on the floor and slide it back to me.�
King glanced at the brute�s reflection in the TV screen. Sure enough, the pistol was right where he�d said it would be. Even Raine wouldn�t be able to move fast enough to attack the man with the screwdriver before getting up close and personal with a bullet. Instead, he used the flat head for its original purpose, sliding it between the inside of the lid and its frame. The wood splintered as he levered it along its length until finally it wrenched free, falling into his hands. Within the cavity of the domed lid he saw something glisten.
�Alright, Doc. Do like I said,� Bill�s lackey reminded him.
And like that, the next few seconds all clicked together for Benjamin King.
He cautiously placed the screwdriver on the floor and slowly slid it back, subtly keeping his eyes on the TV in the corner. In the reflection, he saw the guard, gun still aimed at his head, crouch down to the retrieve the potential weapon. He kept his back straight, his weapon poised, but the immediate threat of using the screwdriver to attack him had passed.
He flicked his eyes down to the screwdriver.
King made his move!
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Wrenching it from its cocoon within the lid of the chest, Benjamin King spun around and with savage ferocity, an act of desperation, he sliced the golden blade, once the weapon of an Ancient Egyptian, across the guard�s throat, gouging deep. Even after so many years, the knife slid through flesh and cartilage as though it was butter, crunching against the bone of his guard�s spine. He was dead pretty much instantly and, in horror, King watched as the body slumped to the floor. The impact would alert Bill in the living room below. He�d kill Adjo�s family, then order Sid�s death�
Adjo moved as fast as lightning and caught the soldier�s body, lowering it softly and silently to the floor.
King stared at the bloodied dagger in his trembling hand, his mind numb.
During his dash through Xibalba he knew he was responsible for the deaths of some of his attackers, but he had never in a million years contemplated the brutal murder of a man, staring into his horror struck eyes as the knife plunged deep, as�
�It is okay,� Adjo whispered. His words seemed harsh on his ears, loud, shocking him from the nightmare of the Welshman�s face as it flashed again and again through his mind.
Gently, Adjo placed a hand on King�s trembling wrist and lowered the knife. It was solid gold, its handle once wrapped in leather that had long since worn away, its hilt decorated with tiny hieroglyphs and precious gems. King remembered Emily Hamilton�s description of a golden dagger which Abubakar had kept and knew this was the same one, but how could it be the map he sought?
�We must do something or that man will kill my family,� Adjo refocused his thoughts on their present plight.
His family? King shook himself back into reality. Adjo�s family. Sid. He didn�t have the time to feel guilt or self-loathing over what he had done. He had to take charge of the situation. He nodded once, firmly, to Adjo then knelt quietly on the floorboards, taking a moment to wrap the dagger in an old shirt which had been tossed from the chest. He then slipped the weapon into the inside pocket of his jacket and reached over to pluck the dead man�s gun from his fingers.
�We need to get the timing just right,� he said in hushed tones to Adjo.
�Is everything all right up there?� Bill�s voice crackled loudly through the guard�s radio.
�Shit,� King cursed. He knew that any delay in a response would rouse the other man�s suspicions. He plucked the dead man�s radio to his lips. �Sure boss,� he said in what he hoped was something akin to a Welsh accent.
He checked his watch. It had been almost fifteen minutes since Bill�s last check in with his pilot. It was almost time to act. �We�ve got the map. Coming down,� he added briefly.
�Copy that.�
�What do we do?� Adjo asked, a stir of panic in his voice.
King had already worked out a plan of attack. �You go first,� he told the hostel owner. �When I say, I need you to create some sort of distraction, get Bill looking away from me.� He was an amateur with a gun. Bill was an expert. He knew that in a direct shootout with his captor he�d end up looking like Billy Clanton at the O.K. Corral. Dead. �Go,� he ordered.
Adjo paused a second by his toolbox and plucked out something which King could not see. He then proceeded to the hatch and descended out of sight.
�Slowly,� he heard Bill warn.
King moved to the hatch and watched Adjo hit the ground. Bill�s voice called up to him. �Okay Ben, come on down.� Then, to Adjo again; �Move over there, stand by the wall.�
King swallowed hard, feeling his heart racing in his chest, desperate to explode. He swung his legs onto the ladder rungs and began his descent, his clammy hands slipping on the wood. Just as he lowered his head through the hatch he caught sight of the Welshman�s dead eyes staring back at him. It was an image that he�d never forget.
His boots touched the ground. �Nothing rash, Ben,� Bill warned. King pretended to ignore him when in fact his attention was fixed solely upon the man holding the gun. The timing had to be just right. Bill would be expecting his lackey to appear at any moment. If he didn�t then he would start firing. King would have to shoot back but if he did that before he checked in with the pilot�
�Okay, I got �em covered. Come on down,� Bill called to the dead man upstairs.
King froze. He felt Adjo�s eyes boring into him� now? he pleaded, caring only about his family. When the Welshman didn�t reply�
Bill clicked on his radio again.
Damn. King�s sweat-slicked finger tightened on the trigger�
�This is Bill,� he said into his radio. �Fifteen minute check in.�
�Copy that,� the disembodied voice of the pilot replied. �Resetting the clock.�
That was King�s cue. He checked his watch, noting the exact time, then, imperceptibly, he nodded at the ever vigilant Adjo. Instantly, the window on the opposite side of the room exploded in a shower of glass. It shocked King, having not been expecting quite that and he wasted a valuable moment realising the source of the explosion. A nail gun had appeared in Adjo�s hand, loosing a single projectile through the pane of glass.
King snapped out of his shock, raised his pistol and�
Bill turned to him.
King fired. Once, twice, three times. Each shot punched silently into Bill�s torso, hurling him backwards so that he crashed into the far wall and slouched down it to the ground.
Adjo dropped the nail gun and was in motion instantly, running to his screaming family. King forced himself not to stand there in a dazed stupor and bolted for the stairs, hurling himself down them two at a time.
�Watch out!�
Adjo�s warning came too late. Bill�s entire body slammed into King from behind, rugby tackling him so that they crashed down the remaining steps and through the door at the bottom, sprawling out into the corridor. A young couple who had apparently decided the corridor was the best place to make-out jumped in terror at the sight of the two armed men.
�Forgot about the fucking body armour, Ben,� Bill gasped. While he was evidently in a great deal of pain, the bullets bruising his ribcage, Bill was nowhere near as dead as King would have like.
He pushed out from under the other man but Bill smashed his forehead down against his nose. He felt gristle crunch and searing agony as bone was crushed, an explosion of blood erupting out in violent bursts.
Bill raised his gun but arched backwards in sudden pain, forgetting his attack and reaching behind him in a desperate attempt to yank what King suddenly realised was a nail out of his back. Behind him, at the top of the stairs, Adjo stood, nail gun raised.
�Go!� he shouted. �Get your girlfriend!�
Unable to reach the nail, Bill instead twisted and let loose a volley of fire up the stairs. Adjo darted backwards, losing the nail gun which bounced and clattered down the steps.
King heeded the man�s advice but not before, ignoring the searing pain of his pummelled nose, he wrenched Bill�s radio from his ear and smashed it upon the ground. At least now he couldn�t call ahead to order Sid�s execution.
In response, Bill whirled again, aiming at him. King bolted, stupidly leaving his own pistol on the ground. He dashed after the fleeing couple and burst out upon the balcony above the hostel. The couple�s screams echoed through the cavernous space as King dived down the wooden stairs. Instants later, Bill tore out of the corridor, two pistols in hand now and fired indiscriminately in King�s direction. King saw an eruption of blood burst from the chest of one hippy-looking man as others dived out of the way, fleeing in a mad panic.
King tore through them, keeping low, his broad shoulders muscling through the crowd as they stampeded towards the exit. Feet and hands and bodies were everywhere. Another person went down in a cry of agony and then King was outside, the frigid air smacking him in the face, raw against his smashed nose. But Bill wasn�t far behind.
The coughs of the silenced pistol were deadly, propelling bullets after the fleeing archaeologist. He barrelled through the crowd as it began to disperse, and headed for the two bikes left on the pavement. Eruptions of dust as bullets slammed into the ground persuaded him otherwise and he turned, darting away from the bikes.
He needed a vehicle. Quick. He couldn�t spare a second to glance at his watch but he knew the minutes were ticking by. He had to reach Sid before the latest fifteen minute deadline was up.
His eyes fell upon one of the two enormous overland trucks parked on the hostel�s driveway.
�King!� Bill�s voice echoed in the air. �Give me the map!�
But King was already in motion. He literally hurled a hapless runaway traveller out of his path and dived towards the truck. The cab had been lowered and the driver/mechanic had been inside, revving the engine. He was only now clambering down the step to see what all the commotion was when he was suddenly wrestled to the ground by the big black man.
King�s tackle had saved his life, however, as a bullet slammed into the inside of the open door.
�What the hell?� the driver demanded with a New Zealand twang but King ignored him, bounced to his feet and leapt inside the cab.
�No!� Bill roared in desperation as he realised the archaeologist�s plan. He ran forward, both pistols raised and threw himself around the open door of the truck, just as King slammed the vehicle into gear.
Bill fired.
King froze. His time was up.
Nothing happened.
It took both men only an instant to realise that the mercenary�s guns were both out of ammo. But King reacted fractionally faster. Just as Bill was about to scramble into the cab to throttle him, he jerked down hard on the accelerator, the wheels spinning, rubber burning. Then he wrenched off the handbrake and the massive yellow truck lurched forward. Bill lost his balance, perched only on the step leading to the cab. He grabbed hold of the open door to steady himself just as he saw King�s plan.
At the last possible moment, the mercenary jumped from the cab just as the driver�s side slammed into the parked bikes, crunching metal. Sparks spat, igniting the crushed fuel tanks and an eruption of flame lifted the cab into the air.
King cried out as he felt the lorry buck beneath him and for a moment he thought it was going to roll but then it slammed back down. He accelerated through the flames, the explosion ripping the open door off its hinges and whipping inside. He felt his skin blister in the heat but the speed of the vehicle soon took him beyond the explosion.
With a small sense of triumph, King took back control of the overland truck and hurled her forwards, scattering the crowds of bewildered travellers and locals alike.
* * *
Bill rolled away from the explosion, shielding his head with his hands. The moment it died down he was on his feet, face twisted into an angry grimace.
King had the map. He couldn�t be allowed to get away with it.
He still held one of the two pistols in his hand, having lost the other during his escape from the explosion. It may have been empty but no one around him knew that. He spun, levelling his weapon at the crowd who had stood motionless, stunned by the destruction. Now, with the crazed gunman back in business, they resumed anew their crazy antics.
He ran across the drive to the second truck, flung open the cab door and clambered inside. The driver of this vehicle, painted blue and white, had fled, leaving the keys in the ignition. He turned them, pumped the gas, slammed it into drive and shot off the mark, spinning the wheel quickly to pull onto the main road after King.
* * *
�Damn!� King cursed as he caught sight of the blue and white truck in his passenger side wing mirror, the driver�s having vanished along with the door. The cool Patagonian air whipped inside, ruffling his clothing and the loose crisp packets and sandwich boxes that were strewn in the passenger foot well.
He crunched up through the gears but it quickly became apparent that the lumbering lorry was no racing car. It was slow to respond and, even with his foot to the floor, the pace seemed plodding.
Bill was only a hundred yards behind him but King knew that once he reached the T-junction at the end of the high street he�d have to slow considerably to make the ninety degree turn�
�Unless,� he muttered out loud. The turn was fast approaching, the opposite side of the road blocked by a row of wooden summer-house-like structures. The one directly ahead had a large menu board outside, professing to offer Argentina�s best steak but its lights were out, the building in darkness.
The junction was getting closer. He glanced in the wing mirror. Bill seemed to be advancing. King didn�t slow.
�Hell, I knew I shouldn�t have hung around with Nate,� he grumbled, then, believing Raine would do the exact same thing, he pressed hard on the truck�s horn � a warning to anyone inside the restaurant to get out. As he�d suspected, no one did.
Instead of slowing to make the turn, King ground the accelerator into the floorboard and hurled the truck straight forward.
* * *
�Got you,� Bill hissed in triumph as he realised the trap King had led himself into. The T-junction would be impossible for a vehicle of that size to navigate in anything more than first gear. And the moment he slowed, Bill intended to ram into the back of the truck and�
�No way,� he gasped as he saw the yellow truck accelerate towards the row of houses. He wouldn�t have thought the archaeologist would have it in him and expected him to chicken out at any moment. But King proved his determination as he threw the overland vehicle straight into the wooden building at a terrific speed. The truck barrelled through, hurling smashed beams of wood and giant splinters high into the air. They whistled all around Bill�s own truck as he raced on through the wreckage after him.
* * *
�Whoa!� King exclaimed as the steering wheel bucked and trembled. His windscreen shattered as a splintered beam crunched through it, imbedding itself into the passenger chair. But he didn�t slow. Instead he ploughed on through the restaurant, crunching the wooden building beneath the bulk of the truck and then steered to the right, smashing through yet another wooden hut before crunching back down onto the road. He lost some of his revs and worked down through the gears, felt the power of the engine take hold again and lurch on forward.
Seconds behind him, Bill�s own vehicle emerged from the devastation in an equal state of disrepair, its windscreen shattered, its bodywork scratched and impaled with spears of wood.
The road was straight now. Straight, that is, except for the traffic island on the outskirts of town, upon the centre of which was mounted a sign that read �Welcome to El Chalt�n.�
King exploded his yellow truck through that as well!
* * *
�Are you crazy?!� Bill yelled at King even though he knew the other man couldn�t hear. Nevertheless he followed him up and over the mound of the island, knowing he�d be unable to slow enough to navigate around it, and then followed King out of town, leaving smouldering ruins and shell-shocked travellers behind.
But this chase was far from over.
Coaxing every last ounce of speed out of his lorry, Bill pushed forward, closing on King.
* * *
Slammed hard from behind, King almost lost control. The giant steering wheel spun wildly through his hands and he felt the truck pulling itself to the right, towards the edge of the road. He gripped the wheel hard and threw his entire body weight to the left. The truck moved slowly back towards the middle of the road just as he rounded a left hand bend, following the course of the river.
Bill tried to ram him again, but this time King was ready and spun the wheel so that Bill�s cab just missed the back of his own vehicle. Bill lost speed, falling back after his failed assault. King could just picture him cursing as he crunched back down through the gears to pick up his speed but, sure enough, he was on his tail again.
Shortly before impact, however, Bill swung away from him, trying a different tact. The shock of inaction jolted King, lapsing his concentration for just a moment. That was all Bill needed to pull alongside him, driving hard to heave his metal beast up so that they were level. Head to head.
The wind rushed through the shattered windscreen as King glanced across into the other cab. He saw Bill raise a gun and wondered what he was doing. He was out of ammo and surely hadn�t been able to reload while driving under such conditions�
A jolt of pain slammed through King as a two-inch long nail dug deep into his upper bicep, propelled across the distance between the cabs by Adjo�s nail gun. Bill must have retrieved it before pursuing him.
Shocked by the sudden pain, King lost control. His truck veered to the left, threatening to topple off the road and plunge down the sheer drop into the river. King pushed through the pain and grasped the steering wheel, his arm screaming at the effort as blood poured from the wound. Angry, he hurled the vehicle to the right and Bill saw what he intended to do a fraction of a second before he rammed broadside into his attacker. The thunderous boom of impact was followed by the ear-splitting shriek of sheering metal as, like ancient titans, the two giant overland trucks locked themselves into mortal combat.
Bill pushed back against King but King pushed back harder. He felt the vibrations quaking through the lorry as Bill attempted to speed up but he knew he couldn�t let that happen. If Bill took the lead then he�d screech to a halt and block the road.
He had to get to Sid.
King pushed ahead harder than ever and, clawing at each other, desperate in their need to conquer one another, the two vehicles sped at phenomenal speed down the mountain roads.
King felt his control slacken, the pain in his arm making it difficult to hold the wheel with all his strength. He felt himself being pushed closer and closer towards the edge of the road and the sheer drop beyond.
Then they were past the drop, the river coursing away below them as the road lead away from it. Now, instead of a sheer drop King suddenly found the wall of a mountainside rushing by, blocking him in.
Bill savagely thrust his truck at King, slamming him into the cliff. The screeching sound increased as the truck was torn apart by the jagged walls, wrenching gouts of metal from the lorry, shattering the windows of the passenger compartment. King fought hard against Bill but Bill fought harder, keeping King pinned there. He hit a large rock, bucking the vehicle and jolting Bill�s purchase. The mercenary veered away, giving King room to breathe. But not for long. Moments later Bill hurtled back into him, crunching metal, shredding rubber. King felt one of his rear tires blow out. The truck lurched. Sparks spat and screamed and�
From ahead a ramshackle 4x4 raced towards them, lights flashing, horn blaring in panic. King experienced a moment of sheer terror. There was absolutely nothing he could do to avoid a head on collision.
But then the driver of the 4x4 panicked, absurdly spinning his vehicle onto the other side of the road, as though he would fare an impact with the blue and white overland truck better than the bright yellow one.
Bill acted on instinct. He slammed on his brakes and his vehicle slewed across the road, whipping out behind King�s. The blue and white vehicle spun but Bill regained control, whipping into King�s side of the road just as the 4x4 raced past, slamming on his own brakes.
King used the reprieve and pushed forward but his vehicle was damaged. He could feel it slowing, detect the tremors of the dying lorry bucking through its engine. Its burst tire slapped at the road.
Bill powered forward, his truck in slightly better condition. King knew he couldn�t let him get alongside him again and so thrust out into the very centre of the road. When Bill pulled to the left to attempt to get around him, King matched his move, blocking him. He mimicked the manoeuvre to the right, then the left again, zigzagging through the Patagonian Mountains.
Viedma Glacier came into view ahead, a great, slow moving leviathan yawning down upon the lake and the tiny black dot of the Catalina flying boat.
He�d almost made it, but was it in time? He couldn�t even afford to glance at his watch. Then the turning appeared ahead, a side road leading from the main highway down towards the ferry port. At the last possible moment he swung into it, taking the corner far too fast. He mounted the verge, almost toppling the vehicle but by the grace of god it remained upright.
Bill became more determined than ever now, racing up behind him. He slammed straight into King�s behind, shuddering the truck. It spun. He regained control. Bill struck again, wielding the lorry like a sledge hammer, striking again and again. King couldn�t slow down without being totally smashed by his attacker. In fact, he hadn�t had a chance to think the next few moments through to any extent. Instead, he did the only thing he could do. He acted on instinct and ploughed ahead, faster. Faster still. Bill struggled to keep up, bounding over giant pot holes and racing past the boatsheds King had seen earlier.
The Black Cat was still docked on the left side of the rickety old jetty, but King aimed his lorry, now in full runaway mode, the angle of the hill leading down to the lake increasing his speed, straight onto the old pier.
He hit it, Bill hot on his heels. The short jetty vanished in an instant as King raced across it, but, moments before ploughing over the edge of it, he twisted the steering wheel with all his might, ignoring the screaming agony in his arm.
The yellow truck twisted, slewing around so that it covered the last few meters of the pier lengthways on, sliding down its length. It toppled, falling onto its passenger side.
Only meters behind it, Bill didn�t have any time to react. He screamed as his own overland truck ploughed head-on into the broadside of King�s, crunching the two vehicles around each other and propelling them both over the edge and into the freezing water.
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Laguna Viedma,
Argentina
Seconds before the two runaway overland trucks hurtled down the track leading to the pier and plunged into the tranquil waters of Lagos Viedma, Sid had been watching her guard intently. She knew that her life depended on nothing more than a radio call from the man who had identified himself as Bill.
Every fifteen minutes for an hour now Bill had broken the tense moments with a brief message, checking in with his pilot. Each time, in the moments leading up to the call, the guard had studied his watch intently, glancing occasionally in her direction. Each time, Sid had held her breath, waiting for him to swing the pistol, which had been clenched in his fist the entire time, up to her head. Yet, each time, seconds before she was convinced her guard was going to become her executioner, Bill had called.
But not this time.
�Time�s up,� he announced in a scarily quiet voice. Some analytical part of Sid�s brain decided that the guard would take no pleasure out of killing her. Instead, she thought, it seemed as though he believed he was carrying out his duty. Nothing more. Nothing less.
For some reason, that observation scared her more.
�Wait,� she stammered. Her heart hammered inside her ribcage. �Not yet. Surely it�s not��
�I have my orders,� he answered, raising his gun to aim at her head. �Fifteen minutes, on the dot. But it�s been your lucky day. I�ve given you an extra forty five seconds just to be sure.�
Sid wanted to say something smart and factious, like �how generous� but she found that her mouth was bone dry and�
She saw the reflection in the window behind her executioner just as his finger squeezed the trigger.
There was an ear-splitting screech of metal and the stench of burning rubber as the yellow lorry�s tyres shredded and it spun on its axis to slide length ways down the pier. Then, seconds later, a second truck, this one blue and white, slammed into it and they both were hurtled off the jetty and into the water.
Sid braced herself just as the enormous wave created by the impact of two giant lorries slammed into the Catalina�s hull, throwing the flying boat up into the air. Her guard, however, had not been ready and he staggered then fell to his knees in front of Sid.
Sid reacted on impulse and lashed out with her bound feet, smashing his lower jaw against his upper with such force that she heard what she supposed were teeth crack. The man let out a howl of pain as he bit the tip of his tongue clean off and a spurt of blood spewed out.
He fell back onto his haunches and Sid lunged out of her seat, slamming into him and knocking him back further. He sprawled across the deck, his gun falling from his fingertips.
But ultimately, her guard was a professional and Sid was not. Pushing his pain to some other part of his mind, the man slammed an elbow into Sid�s ribs and drove the wind out of her. With her limbs still bound, she was unable to prevent a second blow. She rolled off the man and he took the advantage to scramble across the deck, pluck the gun into his fist, turn and�
A blur of motion swept the guard from behind, lifting him up off his feet and somersaulting over the shoulder of the man who had just tackled him.
With the crack of breaking bones, though Sid wasn�t sure which ones, the guard went down and Benjamin King rushed to her side.
�Ben,� she gasped in both relief and shock. �How. ?�
King, adrenaline still pumping through his body, didn�t have time to describe his terrifying escape from Bill, the chase through the mountains or how he had leaped through the vacant hole that had once housed a door in the driver�s side of the cab just before its own weight had dragged it underwater.
He ignored her question as he hurriedly ripped the duct tape from around her ankles and then her wrists, helping her to her feet.
�Ben!� she warned, pushing him aside. A bullet whistled past and smashed into one of the compartment�s windows. Behind them, their guard hauled himself upright, gun in hand. In response, King pushed Sid towards the back of the plane just as another bullet slammed into the bulkhead.
He had entered the plane through the hatch at the front of the plane and had planned on leaving that way too. Instead, he fumbled with the controls for the rear hatch. With a hiss of hydraulics, it began to slowly yawn open. King didn�t wait. He pushed Sid up the incline of the opening and then scrambled after her just as the pilot got to his feet and took aim. His bullet hit the bulkhead just as King climbed through and leapt with Sid onto the latticework of wooden beams which held the pier above the water.
�Climb up,� he ordered his girlfriend and they both started climbing as though the beams were the rungs of a ladder, reaching for the safety above.
With a thwunk, a four inch long nail jabbed into one of the beams three feet away. King spun to see Bill scrambling from the freezing water at the far end of the pier, the unwieldy nail gun still in hand.
�King!� he bellowed down the length, his voice echoing against the underside of the rickety jetty. �Give me the map!�
�Quickly,� King told Sid, ignoring Bill. They were still three feet below the level of the jetty and he suddenly realised that Bill had the advantage. At the end of the pier, rising out of the water, was an actual ladder and realising his warning had fallen on death ears, Bill quickly ascended it.
Even as he reached above him to heave himself up onto the top of the pier, King realised it was too late. Bill was already running down it. He fired again. Closer, the accuracy of the nail gun was far improved and another four-inch long projectile splintered the wood in front of him.
King yelped, grabbing Sid and pulling her back under the safety of the pier.
�Is he shooting nails at us?� she asked as he led her into the maze of struts and beams which zigzagged this way and that at haphazard angles, some embedded with long rusty nails and sharp splinters which they had to be careful to avoid impaling themselves on.
�Better than bullets,� he replied.
A bullet slapped into the post right behind his head.
�Faster,� he urged and together they hopped, jumped and skidded through the latticework of the pier�s frame towards the opposite side. The Black Cat�s pilot stood in the plane�s open entrance firing and King could hear Bill�s footsteps above.
They were trapped.
Then he saw it.
Tethered to the jetty, a small motor boat, a tender for the vacant ferry, he guessed, bobbed on the swell the sunken trucks had created.
He grabbed Sid�s shoulder and pointed. She nodded. �When I give the word,� he told her, �get in it and start its engine.� Sid nodded but paused, waiting for him. Another bullet ricocheted through the supports. �Go,� he hissed.
Sid started towards the tender, leaving King in the middle of the pier. His body trembled with adrenaline and fear. His heart was pounding and his breath came rapidly. He wondered if this was how Nathan Raine felt in situations like this, whether or not his cool demeanour was merely a front.
He saw one of the rusty pins sticking out of the wooden beam in front of him. He clutched it and tugged. It came away from the wood easily and King studied it. This was no four-inch nail. Instead, it was nearly a foot long and despite the rust, its tip was still sharp.
He clutched the pin in his hand then climbed up so that he was pressed against the underside of the pier. He kept one of the thicker support beams between himself and the Black Cat�s pilot and then he waited. Sid was hovering near to the tender but he ignored her and instead concentrated on one thing only.
Bill�s footsteps.
Methodically moving from one side of the pier to the other in a search pattern, Bill was quickly approaching King�s position.
The wood creaked above his head. Slithers of dust cascaded through the gap in the jetty�s floor boards through which King peered.
And then the sole of Bill�s boot fell upon the gap, blocking out the light.
King struck.
He thrust the long pin up through the gap in the boards and jabbed it through the sole of the mercenary�s boot, driving it home through his foot so that the sharp tip punched through the top in a spurt of blood.
Bill howled in agony, sprawling over, his foot nailed from beneath. The scream caught the pilot�s attention also and King used the distraction to yell incoherently at Sid. Thankfully she got the message and, even as he swung through the underside of the pier as fast as he could, Sid jumped into the tender and pulled the ignition cord through the small outboard motor on the back of the vessel.
It didn�t take the first time, nor the second, but on the third attempt it sputtered into life with a pathetic mewling noise just as King jumped on board, tugging the mooring line from the pier. He took the controls and, as the pilot realised what he was doing and fired wildly in their direction, he guided the tender out away from shore and into the lake proper.
�Yes!� Sid exclaimed excitedly, planting a fierce kiss on King�s lips. But King�s focus was less than amorous. For, even as the tender�s poorly maintained, low speed engine chugged through the water, he heard a far louder and mightier throb of much bigger engines rumbling to life.
He glanced behind him just in time to see the Black Cat�s propellers spin into a whir of motion and the massive flying boat push away from the jetty and plough through the water directly towards them.
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The tender�s outboard shrieked in protest as King gunned the engine, sluicing through the water. Behind them, the PBY Catalina Flying Boat picked up speed as it pushed away from the jetty and powered after them.
King turned the boat into an arc, heading towards the shore closest to the mountain highway but all of a sudden the water before him exploded in froth and spray as the Black Cat�s guns were loosed upon them. Cursing, King pulled back around, the boat tipping haphazardly.
* * *
�Stay with them!� Bill barked angrily into his headset to the Black Cat�s pilot.
The agony coursing through his leg from the torn hole in his foot threatened to spill over into anger but he resisted the urge to simply gun down King and his girlfriend as he sat at the gun controls in the nose of the plane. King had the map and if the boat sank and he went with it, it would take far too long mount a diving expedition to retrieve it.
Instead, he tried to drive King away from any possible escape route. If he made it to the highway he might be lucky and flag down a passing car, or else hijack one in his desperation. But, there was one place close were he could mow down the archaeologist without fear of losing the map. A place of no escape.
* * *
�He�s herding us towards the glacier,� Sid realised.
Hunched in the front of the boat, bitterly cold spray spat over the bow and the wind bit into her exposed face and hands. The roar of the outboard was almost drowned out by the roar of the wind as the tender bounced along the surface of the lake.
Once again, King tried to swerve towards the shore but was confronted by a barrage of machinegun bullets. They were far enough away to cause no harm, but close enough to send the fear of god into the boat�s inhabitants.
King spun the boat hard about and powered away from the pursuing behemoth. The Black Cat also sluiced through the water, the larger vessel needing a much wider turning angle. Its starboard wing dug down, the float steadying the vessel and helping it to pivot. Another burst of gunfire erupted from its nose.
�What do we do?� Sid asked worriedly.
�Hold on,� King warned and shot towards the monstrous terminus of the Viedma Glacier. Even from a distance it loomed with an omnipotent menace but it wasn�t so much the terminus itself which King headed for, but the dozens of small icebergs which floated away from it. Bunched fairly close together they would provide the perfect obstacle-course in which to evade their pursuers.
Bill evidently realised this also and let loose with another volley of machinegun fire, but it was too late. King slipped the tender into the field of icebergs.
He spun to the left around one, weaved to the right around another. With a thunderous crack, the wrenching of tearing ice, another ice berg cleaved away from the terminus and splashed into the lake. The displacement sent a large ripple reverberating out, pushing the floating bergs. One heaved up on the wave and loomed above the tiny boat. King tried to steer away from it but was too late. The free floating island of ice struck. Metal ground against the solid surface as the berg settled again in the wake of the wave. But the damage was done. The tender was half out of the water, caught on the edge of the berg.
Behind them, like an orca coming in for the kill, the Black Cat manoeuvred slowly around the ice field. Menacingly, it turned towards them.
�Damn! Come on, push us free,� King barked at Sid and they both leaned over the side and pushed against the ice berg, their exposed hands raw against the frozen surface. The boat slithered forward, whatever had caught them snapping free and then it slipped back into the water just as the tip of the ice berg blew apart under a hailstorm of bullets. Chunks of solid ice rained down like a hailstorm from god, pounding the boat. King and Sid shielded their heads against the onslaught and were lucky enough to avoid the full brunt of a killer ice cube.
The propellers chewed up the water again and shot them forwards. King aimed towards the shore but the edge of the small ice field came into sight. Once out of it, they would have no cover. They�d be sitting ducks.
As it was, King didn�t even have the time to make the mad dash across the open water. With a cough and a splutter, the outboard jerked in his hands. He looked in time to see a spurt of fuel shooting out of a torn line and suddenly remembered how whatever had snagged the boat on the berg had broken free.
In a desperate move, he grasped the torn fuel line. Luckily it hadn�t ripped in half but had only torn a hole in it. Nevertheless, even gripping it as tightly as he could didn�t prevent the loss of pressure. The boat slowed.
�What now?� Sid asked. King could see the desperation in her face and again he felt a terrible pang of guilt for having dragged her into this mess.
He stared longingly at the shore. It wasn�t that far. In fact, he knew he�d be able to swim it. If the water wasn�t cold enough to kill in a matter of minutes and there wasn�t a World War Two era retrofitted warplane hot on his tail, that was.
Cursing angrily, he threw the outboard around and coaxed as much juice as he could into it, gripping the torn line tightly. His hand was slick with fuel and the pungent smell made his nostrils burn and his eyes sting.
He turned and headed away from the far shore and darted past the ice field towards the towering cliff of the glacier�s terminus. He turned parallel to it, shooting with ever diminishing speed in front of it. The throbbing power of the engine faded until finally it spluttered its last breath and they coasted in towards a spit of rock which marked the right-hand-most limit of the terminus.
While the terminus itself was sheer and un-scalable without ice climbing equipment, the spit of land had a shallower incline, strewn with massive boulders which had been deposited like a petulant child�s toys by the glacier. High above, a wooden jetty marked the setting down and picking up point for the daily tourist ferry to the glacier but the tender scraped onto the shingle beach at the foot far below.
�Hurry,� King said, dragging Sid from the boat before it had even ground to a halt. In the lake behind, the Black Cat altered course towards them.
Desperately, they scrambled up the rocks. They were glassy-smooth, polished by the glacier for hundreds of years before global warming caused it to retreat, unveiling what had once been hidden within its serpentine folds.
Exhausted, their panting breath pluming as vapour in the frigid air, they reached level ground, at the same elevation as the jetty, just as Bill opened fire again. Bullets flared and sparked across the rocks as they ducked behind the cover of the boulders, still climbing higher.
* * *
Below, the Black Cat swooped in towards the spit of land. From its side hatch, a black-clad figure emerged, a fresh MP-5 submachine gun in hand.
Bill scrambled up the maintenance ladder affixed to the hull and pulled himself onto the top of the plane. Careful of the whirling motors set close to the fuselage, he ran down the length of the vessel�s starboard wing just as the pilot turned from a head on collision with the glacier. The Black Cat spun, the wing coming more or less parallel with the wooden jetty and, without slowing his pace, ignoring the pain of his foot just as he had been trained to do so, Bill ran to the wing�s very tip, leapt over the gap between it and the jetty and rolled onto the wooden construction.
Expertly using the momentum of the roll to propel himself back to his feet, he started up the incline towards his fleeing prey. Behind him, the pitch of the Black Cat�s engines stepped up a notch as the propellers spun faster and the flying boat sped down the length of the lake, hitting take-off speed and taking to the skies.
Then, like a bird of prey swooping in on two petulant mice, it came about and flew back towards the glacier.
* * *
�That can�t be good,� Sid said as she noticed the plane take flight.
They stepped cautiously over the threshold between rock and ice, the point where the glacier�s unstoppable force had gouged a channel into the very mountains.
Instantly, King and Sid felt themselves slipping. Glacier trekking without crampons was not recommended, but neither of them had that luxury. Instead, with no agility whatsoever, they slipped and slid across the flat field at the edge of the glacier towards the forest of frozen shapes deeper in.
A burst of gunfire rattled behind them as Bill gave chase. The bullets chewed up the ice at their heels. They both went down, hard, slipping again. Their hands and knees were bloody and bruised already but they had no choice but continue on. Another barrage of fire almost caught up with them seconds before they vanished into the warped and twisted heart of Viedma.
It was like a storm-tossed ocean, flash-frozen by some phenomenal force of primeval nature. Huge waves of frozen ice towered thirty feet above them, frozen solid as if caught split seconds before breaking. The landscape rose and fell in dramatic crests and troughs. Lonesome pillars stood out like Indian totem poles; spiralling twirls twisted as though spun into a frozen flurry by an angelic ballerina; sheer cliffs, narrow chasms and bottomless pits all sparkled crystalline blue, glittering with a hidden menace. It was like being inside a Christmas bauble, a world unto itself, a staggeringly enchanted land of outstanding beauty.
And apparelled danger.
King led Sid in a blind dash down one of the narrowest channels which wove its way deeper and deeper into the heart of the glacier. They ran for about fifty feet, using the close walls to steady themselves. There didn�t seem to be any end in sight, the horizontal chasm seemingly unending and King realised his fatal mistake of bringing them in to it when Bill appeared back at the entrance.
They were sitting ducks. Again.
Bill opened fire.
A break in the wall appeared as if out of nowhere and King threw Sid into it just as Bill�s bullets punched into the channel. King dived in after her and only then realised that the off-shoot of the channel was not level but angled downwards at a substantial angle. With no way of stopping themselves they slid down the slope as if it was an adventure playground. Behind them, secured in crampons, Bill crunched robotically down the channel.
Sid hit the bottom of the slope first. The momentum and the frictionless ice spun her on her bottom and she continued to slide, this time to the side. King followed behind a second later. Above, Bill reached their escape chute, brought his gun up and aimed just as they slid out of sight.
Unable to stop or control their movements, both Sid and King screamed in a mix of fear, adrenaline and an odd addition of excitement until the incline levelled gradually and they were able to haul themselves to their feet.
Again, King grabbed Sid�s hand and they raced into a twisted array of grotesque natural ice sculptures, the tallest about fifteen feet high. Some looked almost like the petrified bodies of ancient humans though King knew that was merely his imagination running away with him. Nevertheless, he led Sid through them, ducking and diving, weaving and gliding up, over, under and around the alien landscape.
On the far side of the �forest� several paths opened up to them. They headed right, hoping to veer back closer towards the terminus. Though neither King nor Sid had a plan of escape, they both knew that fleeing too far into the snaking glacier would mean certain death.
* * *
�I�ve lost them!� Bill barked into his radio.
�I�m on it,� his pilot replied. In response, he heard the whine of the Black Cat�s engines above as it swept in towards the glacier from over the lake. With its infrared radar, spotting the heat signatures of two exhausted humans on a slab of solid ice would be easy.
Bill kept watch on the G.P.S. transceiver in his hand as the Black Cat�s sensor fed it directions. Two blurs of deep red against a background of blue appeared but Bill didn�t head immediately in that direction. Instead he paused and watched as the Black Cat came in for the kill.
* * *
Another narrow chasm suddenly opened out into a deadly booby trap wrought by the forces of nature.
To the one side the sheer wall of ice continued for another eight feet, but to the left a gaping expanse of nothingness dropped for as far as the eye could see. The enormous hole shone with an eerie blue light, as though the fires of hell far beneath the earth were reflecting through the ice. There was no bottom to the abyss that King could see. It stretched as though into the abyss of eternity.
They halted at the threshold and glanced back the way they had come. But Bill would be out there, they both knew.
�What do we do?� Sid asked, though they both knew the answer. King glanced at the narrow ledge which ringed the abyss. It was barely two feet wide.
�We go around,� he replied, though with less confidence in his voice than he would have liked. �I�ll go first. To make sure the ledge will take my weight.�
�What if it doesn�t?� Sid asked.
King frowned at her. �I�d have thought the alternative was fairly obvious,� he mumbled. He looked down at the abyss again. His heart raced. Though, in all honesty it had been racing for quite some time now.
Taking a deep breath, he summoned up all the courage he felt � which wasn�t a lot, he realised � then stepped�
�Wait,� Sid grasped his arm and spun him around, planting a powerful kiss on his lips. It was something of an anti-climax after preparing for almost certain death. �I love you.�
The words, said a hundred times, suddenly took on a deeper meaning. A more real meaning. As though they had never been uttered before. �I love you too.� Then he turned back to the abyss, took another breath, fumbled in his pocket, felt the ring box, went to step out then�
�Sid, will you��
�Just do it,� she snapped, unable to bear the suspense any longer.
King spun, stepped out and threw his entire weight onto the narrow ledge. His heart practically burst through his chest. Only then did he realise that his eyes had been clamped tightly shut. He opened them one by one and discovered that he was still alive.
He let a relieved breath whistle out through his lips.
That was when the wall of ice to which he clung exploded!
The thunderous bombardment of bullets jack-hammered through the ice as the Black Cat powered overhead, its nose-mounted machine gun spewing out the deadly fire.
In an instant, the ledge upon which King stood crumbled and he felt himself slip. He groped desperately at the wall of ice but that too crumbled under the Black Cat�s onslaught, large chucks blasting out in all directions. One large piece slammed into Sid�s head and she dropped to the ground, her unconscious form sliding towards the precipice.
Then, as the plane pulled up, its engines screaming through the frigid air, King felt his last fingertip-worth of purchase slip and, with a stomach lurching sense of motion, he slid down the chasm�
A four inch-long nail slammed into the back of his right hand, punching through, out the palm and into the ice, pinning him to it. He cried out in sudden agony as his entire body weight snagged to a halt, held in place by the nail. The hole in his hand began to stretch and rivulets of blood coursed down his arm and smeared across the vertical side of the chasm.
�Ben!� Bill called. �Give me the map!�
King struggled to catch his breath. A mixture of shock, pain, anger and abject fear caught in his throat. The last of the exploding ice cascaded down around him, large blocks bouncing painfully from his back and plummeting forever downwards until they were lost into the inky blue gloom far below. The thudding sound of impact echoed up dully several seconds later.
He struggled to look around at Bill. Thankfully he had pulled Sid away from the edge of the crevice and she was slowly stirring back into consciousness. Bill pointed his machine gun directly at her head. �Now!� he ordered.
King struggled to speak. �Okay.� His voice seemed weak and feeble. Pathetic. He tried to support his impaled arm by clamping his left one onto it but it was no use. He became suddenly aware of the burning in his right bicep caused by the nail already embedded there. The nail in his hand, meanwhile, continued to rip slowly but surely through the flesh as his bodyweight pulled down on it. The ice started to give way under his struggling, melting from the heat of his palm, the nail pulling out.
�You think I won�t kill her?� Bill snapped. He pulled the trigger. Bullets erupted from the muzzle of his weapon.
�No!� King screamed. But the bullets slammed into the ice just beside Sid. The tremendous noise shocked Sid back to full wakefulness and she stared in horror at the gunman, then over in King�s direction.
�Okay!� King shouted. �Okay, I�ll give you the map.�
They�d lost, he knew. The nail pulled out further. His hand and arm throbbed. He realised in that moment that this was it. He wasn�t going to live through this. The same obsession that had led his father to whatever fate he had met; the same obsession that had dragged Kha�um to his tropical grave in Venezuela, had also lured him to his death in an icy coffin in Argentina.
Strangely, he realised, he could accept that.
But he wouldn�t accept the same for Sid.
Without even really contemplating what he was doing, King reached into the folds of his jacket and wrenched free the Egyptian dagger. Then, taking aim, he wrenched his hand away from the wall and kicked off it, using his body�s momentum as it dropped to hurl the dagger at his enemy.
It flashed by in a streak of gold. Bill dodged to the side but the blade sliced through his cheek and pummelled the lower half of his ear. He fell back reflexively but the last thing King saw before he dropped below the edge of the crevice was the mercenary recover enough to aim his gun at Sid.
As he plummeted to his death, King heard the resounding crack of a single shot echo down the shaft. He screamed inwardly. Not at his own fate, but at that of the woman he loved. Instead of killing Bill as he�d hoped, he�d enraged him and sentenced Sid to death.
He dropped like a stone at phenomenal speed, the sides of the chasm racing past in a blur of ice-blue, the yawning abyss of hell�s hungry jaws closing in around him�
He snagged to an agonising halt as something caught his outspread arms!
His downward plummet ceased and he swung in the middle of the abyss, a hundred and fifty feet down.
Fearing what he might find, cautiously he looked up into the smug face of Nathan Raine.
�Hey Benny,� he mock-scolded, suspended upside down from a line attached to a hovering airplane. �Quit hanging around. We�ve got a job to do.�
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At the exact instant that Benjamin King had wrenched his impaled hand free of the ice wall and hurled the Egyptian dagger at the mercenary leader known only as Bill, the V-22 Osprey had swung across the glacier. Its wing-mounted rotors had tilted vertically to bring it to a halt, hovering above the three human-shaped heat signatures lost within the twisted landscape of Viedma.
Strapped to repelling lines, ready to zip down to rescue King and Sid, Raine had watched in horror as King dropped into a yawning chasm while Bill had raised his MP-5 submachine gun angrily at Sid�s head.
A single shot from Private Murray�s M14 sniper rifle missed Bill�s head and slammed into his chest, hurling him backwards, into the narrow channel of ice. He slid down the incline out of sight.
But Raine ignored all of that, focussed instead on King. With a surreal sense of slow motion, the archaeologist hurled himself into the chasm. Raine, somehow, had predicted the move seconds before he had made it, just as the Osprey had come to hover above the mini-battle ground, and had already thrown himself into thin air.
As King dropped below the edge of the crevice, Raine had been only meters above. He�d reached out to snag the falling man but missed.
Expertly, he clamped his arms tight to his sides and angled his body like a torpedo, streamlined and fast compared to the wild flailing of King�s limbs.
Faster and faster the two men flew down the chasm, one oblivious of the other. Raine reached out again and, quite by accident, clamped his hand around King outstretched right arm. Despite being slick with blood, Raine found a strong purchase and, using his free, gloved hand and wrapping his legs around the repelling line, he�d snagged them both to a halt in the middle of the abyss.
�Hey Benny,� he�d said, feeling a rush of relief wash over him. �Quit hanging around. We�ve got a job to do.�
* * *
Minutes later, winched up to the safety of the hovering tilt-rotor, Gibbs helped King inside the hold. Raine clambered in after him and watched as he staggered forward into the arms of Sid. They embraced tightly, both tearful.
After Raine had leapt from the plane to save King, Gibb�s had led his team down onto the ice. Securing Sid, he had taken her back to the safety of the Osprey while O�Rourke led the remaining men in pursuit of the mercenary leader.
�I thought you were dead,� King and Sid said to one another before kissing. But King pulled away from the kiss.
�Before anything else happens,� he said hurriedly, pulling something desperately from his pocket as though his life depended on it. He flipped open the ring box that had travelled with him through Venezuela, New York, Jamaica and Argentina. In all those places he had been shot at, kidnapped, almost blown up, attacked by crocodiles and anacondas, leapt from waterfalls and plummeted into bottomless pits, yet only now did he find the courage to utter four simple words.
�Will you marry me?�
Sid�s face lit up and, despite the tenseness of the situation and the usual harshness of Gibbs, the coldness of Nadia and the coolness of Raine, all three spectators broke into wide grins as she replied: �Of course I will!� They kissed again, hungrily and passionately.
Raine felt a tremendous swell of joy for his two friends. He tried to shrug off the memories of his own lost love and found his eyes drifting towards Nadia. Whether she had meant to or not, her eyes had also drifted towards him. An almost guilty expression crossed her face, self-recrimination at being caught, but instead of flicking her eyes away, her full lips curved into slight smile.
�Alright people, this isn�t the love boat,� Gibbs snapped, all business again, his broad Texan accent tearing the warmth of the moment apart. �Those maniacs are still out there and they�re still after the mask. We need to find it. Your doe-eyed canoodling can wait til later. O�Rourke, report,� he snapped into his radio.
�Come on, lover boy,� Raine said, scrambling past Gibbs to take King�s arm and guide him to a bench where Nadia was busy opening a first aid kit. �Let�s get you cleaned up.�
King reluctantly released his new fianc�e yet despite all he had just been through, he couldn�t wipe the world�s biggest grin off his face. He allowed Raine and Nadia to gently get to work on his injuries.
�There�s no sign of any mercs, Boss,� O�Rourke replied.
Gibbs moved into the cockpit but his voice could still be heard. �Lake, anything on infrared?�
�No sir,� she replied. �And there�s no sign of the stealth plane either.�
�Damn,� King muttered, trying his best to ignore the fact that he still had two nails protruding from his body. With the adrenaline wearing off, they were starting to hurt like hell. �He got away with the map.�
�No,� Sid corrected. Raine noticed a certain degree of reluctance in her face, as though revealing what she was about to could ruin the happiness she had just found. The quest for the mask was far from over, but had King overcome his obsession?
Before taking a seat next to her fianc�e, she pulled a golden dagger out of her waistband and presented it like a prize to King. �These guys chased him off before he could retrieve it,� she explained.
King took the dagger in his left hand and turned it over, studying it fully for the first time. He noticed again the worn leather of the handle, the hieroglyphs and the precious stones, most striking of which was a large red gem in the centre of the hilt, but he still wasn�t sure how it could be a map.
Then he noticed something which seemed out of place. Twisting in a seemingly random pattern down the length of the golden blade was a crude engraving, a single line which stretched in what he could only describe as a �squiggle� down the metal. Unlike the fine craftsmanship of the rest of the knife, the line was ugly and rough. Certainly like nothing he had seen on a ceremonial Egyptian weapon before.
A vibration in the deck indicated that the Osprey was moving, its tilt-rotors shifting position to pull the plane out of the hover it had maintained to proceed to the rendezvous with O�Rourke.
�I don�t see what good it�s going to do us though,� Sid frowned, looking at the ornate knife, wondering who it had once belonged to. Nadia paused in her administrations to glance at it also.
�Kha�um�s map will lead us around the coastline of an unknown island,� King told them what he had learned from the Kernewek Diary, unaware that Mrs Marley had already told Raine. �This,� he held up the dagger, �must lead us through the system of caves to where they stashed the treasure. But we still need to figure out where Emily�s piece of the map is. And I have no idea where to start looking,� he admitted.
Raine grinned triumphantly at him. �Well, smarty-pants,� he said, �look no further. Miss Yashina,� he said to Nadia as she finished wrapping King�s hand, the nail now removed and the wound coated in antiseptic ointment. �If you please.�
Not playing up to Raine�s theatrics, Nadia nevertheless flipped open the laptop screen to display an image of an area of land easily identifiable to an Englishman.
�Cornwall?� King asked. Then it all clicked into place and he slapped his forehead, instantly regretting the action as it sent new bolts of pain through his hand, his arm and his head. �Of course!�
�Of course� what?� Sid asked, not understanding.
The Osprey settled into another hover low to the glacier, scarcely three feet above a flat section of ice and one by one O�Rourke, Garcia and West clambered on board. Seconds later, Lake piloted the tilt-rotor up and away from the glacier and headed east over the mountains.
�Forever more, the bearer of my name shall hold my piece of the map in their hand,� King repeated the final passage of Emily Hamilton�s diary. �I took that to imply that the bearer of her name, her descendants, would look after her piece of the map. That it was kept somewhere safe in the Hand of Freedom building. But she wasn�t talking about her great, great, great grandchildren or whatever,� he said excitedly. �She literally meant the bearer of her name, which she changed to Kernewek.� To Sid�s blank expression, he added: �Kernewek is the traditional language of Kernow� Cornwall, the southern peninsula of Great Britain, and home to a long legacy of piracy and smuggling. The coastline is riddled with caves, many of which were expanded on by smugglers to gorge their way through the county and avoid the authorities.�
�So, the bearer of her name was another entity entirely,� Sid confirmed. �Not a person but the actual landmass where the treasure was buried. Not an island, but a peninsula.� She frowned. �But what about the hand? Her clue suggests that the map was somewhere in the Hand of Freedom building.�
Raine answered that. �May I?� he asked, plucking the laptop from Nadia. Gibbs was too busy working out the logistics of getting them to England to notice his indiscretion and Raine took that as a mini triumph.
�This is a map of Cornwall,� he showed them the image on the screen:
[image: ]
Then he brought up a satellite image of the Hand of Freedom building which they had previously used to plan their infiltration and juxtaposed the image on top of the map:
[image: ]
�Forgive the pun,� he said with a grin, �but it fits like a glove.�
Indeed, the Hand of Freedom building hadn�t been designed in the shape of a hand at all, but rather as a copy of the iconic shape of the southern tip of England.
�So now we just need to work out what part of the coastline Kha�um�s tactile map represents and��
�We�ve been busy,� Nadia cut King off, taking the laptop back off of Raine and tapping at the keyboard. King recognised the computer program Sid had been using back at the U.N. to fit the contours of the tactile map into the coastline of a landmass. But without any idea of where to start, it had been like looking for a needle in a haystack.
Now, however, the computer had only a limited landmass with which to work with and had found a fit easily:
[image: ]

[image: ]
King remembered the small depression on the face of the tactile map which he had assumed to be the metaphoric X marking the spot. Looking at the overlaid image of the two maps, he saw that that point lay in the middle of an area known as The Lizard. He could picture in his minds-eye Kha�um, Emily Hamilton and Abubakar rowing in a boat laden with a pharaoh�s treasure around the rugged coastline under the cover of darkness, navigating with nothing more than a piece of bone crafted into the shape of the coast. They would have come in off the English Channel, rounded the southern point of the Lizard and then cut in land, following the course of the Helford River until it branched into the numerous small creeks which fed it. They had followed one such creek, now dried up and gone, to a point in the middle of a field which, he saw, today was situated inside the perimeter of a Royal Naval Air Station.
But where had they gone from there? The modern map indicated no caves. Part of him wondered whether, true to the clich�, they had simply dug a hole in the middle of the field and dumped their hoard. But that didn�t make sense.
�So where�s the treasure?� Raine asked with a gleam in his eyes.
King looked at the Egyptian dagger in his hand, following the twisting line snaking down the blade, etched into its surface, he believed, thousands of years after its original owner�s tomb had been sealed. Then he turned the knife diagonally and followed the line in the opposite direction, from the tip of the blade to the red stone in the centre of the hilt.
That was when he recognised the shape of what he was looking at: the route, and the final destination.
The line terminated in the centre, where the blade, the handle and the hilt all met, forming a very obvious + shape.
He grinned back at Raine. �X marks the spot,� he said.
Raine rolled his eyes. �I hate clich�s.�

38:
Traitor

United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
Alexander Langley pressed the palms of his hands into the balls of his eyes in a futile attempt to alleviate the building pressure throbbing through his skull.
His team had touched down in Great Britain without further incident and had been assigned quarters within the Royal Naval Air Station Culdrose. Safely tucked away inside a military base in England allowed them all to have a few hours down time before moving on to the final stage of the mission. Even the seemingly resourceful mercenary Bill Willis couldn�t touch them there and the Chinese certainly would think again before attacking a British military base.
He hoped.
Along with the ongoing logistics of running this operation � the Jamaicans were still pissed, the Argentines were less than happy and he owed a Peruvian Army general a big favour � he had been keeping apprised of the deteriorating relations with China.
Affronted by accusations, they had made a shocking decision to withdraw from the U.N. Security Council, sending both the United Nations and governments around the world into panic.
Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, he thought sardonically.
In an even more dramatic move, they had closed their borders to all non-Chinese incoming travellers. Tens of thousands of travellers and holiday makers, due to meet connecting flights or stopovers within the P.R.C. were stranded and holiday companies were struggling to redirect them and sort out the mess. Trade had been suspended, a bizarre decision that could irretrievably damage the country�s own economy but had nevertheless put the cat among the pigeons in the halls of power around the globe. It would only be a matter of time before they ejected foreign ambassadors and Langley knew once that happened, there would be no coming back from this chaos.
There was no doubt about it. China was on a war footing. Large numbers of troops had been mobilised around the major cities, their missile control centres were on high alert, their air bases operating at maximum readiness and a naval fleet, commanded by their brand new aircraft carrier, had embarked on �war games� in the Pacific.
Japan was jumpy and had mobilised its own military in response, as had Russia. The Pacific coast of the U.S. was also on high alert and a large task force was heading towards Asia, also on �exercises�.
The only public statement China had released said that they had taken precautionary actions in response to an undisclosed threat they faced. Their movements were not aggressive and Washington, Moscow and London could rest assured that the People�s Republic of China meant them no ill-will.
But Langley knew exactly what this was all about. He had heard the panicked chatter in the back channels of power � secret talks between China and North Korea. Vietnam was considering closing its own borders as were other South East Asian countries.
Langley understood Beijing�s worry. It all pivoted around the existence of an ancient deity carving fashioned out of a piece of meteorite. The Moon Mask.
The posturing was simply China�s way of telling those in �the know� that they were watching the Moon Mask Mission and if they weren�t happy with the way it was handled, if they felt they were being left out of the loop, if they felt that any one country, namely the United States of America, was taking control of the power of the tachyon single-handedly, then they were ready to fight for it.
Could it really be that World War Three could be ignited by something as simple as an ancient mask?
The shrill chime of his intercom buzzer shocked him out of his dark thoughts.
�I said I wasn�t to be disturbed,� he snapped irritably to his aide in the adjoining room.
�Yes sir, I�m sorry,� she replied. �It�s just that there is a Jack Harman here to see you. He says it�s urgent.�
Jack Harman? Langley thought. What the hell is he doing here?
�Send him in,� he told his aide. A second later the forty-nine year old man walked into his office, closing the door behind him. His sandy-brown hair, as always, bobbed up and down on his head as though he was auditioning for a roll in a shampoo commercial but his belt was a few notches looser than the last time he�d seen him. Langley supposed that the desk job had added a couple inches to his own belt in recent years.
�Jack,� he greeted his old comrade, walking around his mahogany desk to shake his hand. They had served together in the CIA�s Special Operations Group. Harman, however, had opted out of the field almost a decade ago to take a desk job in Virginia and start a family and had risen to the position of �Intelligence Director� only eight months ago. Nevertheless, they had kept in touch, meeting up socially with one another at least a couple of times every year, and meeting each other in an official capacity with increasing regularity.
�Not that it�s not good to see you,� he said as pleasantly as he could, �but I�m afraid I�m quite busy. I would have thought you�d have your hands full with the Chinese��
�This isn�t a social call, Alex,� Harman cut him off.
�Then what�s this about?�
�I know you�re heading up a special U.N. mission involving one of our SOG teams.�
Langley was taken aback. As far as he knew, the mission�s existence hadn�t been disseminated down from the CIA Director. Sure, Harman was a powerful man in the company, but�
�I had to come here, to warn you in person,� Harman continued.
�Warn me? About what, Jack?�
Harman�s voice was grave. �You have a security leak in your team.�
RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
The thunderous boom of jet engines reverberated through the air as the Red Arrows seared across the azure blue sky. The Royal Air Force�s world famous aerial aerobatic team twisted and spun, cart-wheeling and barrel-rolling to the delight of spectators far below.
Each year, Royal Naval Air Station Culdrose played host to an International Air Day, presenting hundreds of aircraft from around the globe to gawping members of the public. Many of the displays were static, the parked jet fighters and helicopters standing in hangers or on runways, cordoned off and guarded by military police and base personnel. But the main focus of the thousands of civilians who were allowed into the base, catered for by souvenir stands, craft markets and fast-food vans, was the �central arena� where the amazing war machines of militaries from around the world took to the skies to perform daring stunts to the awe of the masses.
And of all the aerial displays, none attracted more attention than the famous Red Arrows. Only the Royal Air Force�s �best-of-the-best� ever got behind the controls of the bright red and white BAE Hawk T1As. Small, fast and manoeuvrable, the nine jets screamed through the skies above South West Britain, performing their carefully choreographed sequence of daring fly-bys at speeds in excess of ten miles per second. Often their fly-by would take them out into the distant horizon until they were little more than pinpricks. But the thunderous boom of their sonic engines signalled their return even before their sleek, predatory shadows raced across the throngs of civilians.
Sheltering in the shade of one of the navy base�s large aircraft hangers on the far side of the arena, Raine, King, Sid and Nadia stood just outside the entrance watching the display.
After a quick touch down at a Chilean Air Force base, the team had quickly migrated onto a waiting transport jet and made the long flight to England. They had spent much of that time resting and, having landed at Culdrose in the dead of night, they had been assigned quarters. In the morning, as hoards of camera toting members of the public were being thoroughly searched before being admitted into the base, the team had been escorted by Royal Marines to the point indicated on Kha�um�s tactile map.
It was an empty field in the wasteland just to the east of the base, still within the razor-wire perimeter. There were indications of an ancient creek bed which had long since dried up and been claimed by the luscious green grass of the West Country.
Nadia had taken a radiation reading but there was no evidence of any tachyon emissions.
�Maybe we were wrong,� Raine had suggested.
In response, King chucked him one of the shovels they had brought along. With the help of the grumbling marines, it hadn�t taken long to dig a six-foot deep hole even as the first of the day�s air displays thundered into the sky.
One of the shovels had hit something hard then. Not rock, however, but what little remained of a rotten wooden board.
�A mine shaft,� Sid had stated the obvious. Indeed, a shaft, roughly five feet wide had been sealed and then buried beneath layers of earth and turf. Shining a flash light into the gloom revealed a tunnel stretching away into darkness.
�Still no tachyon emissions,� Nadia had reported.
King had pulled the data tablet out of his satchel on which was an image of Abubakar�s dagger, the real thing now kept under guard back at the base. He zoomed in on the line etched into the blade. �It�s the route they took through the mine,� he realised.
Gibbs had ordered the marines to secure the perimeter and for Raine and King to suit up into their NBC suits when an urgent call from West had stopped them. Ambassador Langley was ordering the entire team back to the hanger they had been assigned. Reluctantly leaving the mine shaft under the protection of the marines, Gibbs had led them back to the base and vanished into the small office in which West had set up the com equipment. He hadn�t looked happy.
Now, the four civilians stood watching the Red Arrow display while Gibbs barked down the radio, demanding an explanation from Langley.
Raine glanced into the hanger to see the SOG team preparing the equipment he and King would need to go down into the mine. His eyes settled on the curvaceous form of Kristina Lake. She gave him no attention whatsoever, but that hadn�t been the case during the night.
Exhausted from the misadventures of the past days and the long flight to Britain, he had nevertheless laid on the bed in the room the base commander had assigned him, unable to sleep. A mid-night knock at the door revealed the SOG operative, wearing only a pair of tight shorts and a form-hugging black vest. For a second, Raine had been disappointed, hoping to have found Nadia standing there, but his disappointed didn�t last long. Without so much as a word, Lake had peeled the vest from her torso and shimmied out of her shorts to stand there naked.
Raine fully understood her need. Female SOG operatives needed to be of a certain mind-set to survive the testosterone-fuelled environment. It was some of the reason women couldn�t serve in Delta Force. But working for the CIA was different. There were certain missions where a female operative, trained to be just as deadly as any of her male counterparts, was essential. That mind-set required an adrenaline junky, someone who not only could handle the danger but thrived on it. She, like Raine and the rest of the team, were trained to control that excitement, to reshape and hone it into discipline, but Raine knew how that pent-up fire needed to be released.
Lake wasn�t there for emotional comfort. She was there to fulfil the physical need of her body and who was he to deny her that? He�d simply shrugged then removed his own underwear.
After an intense session of fierce, animalistic love making, they�d laid there for no more than five minutes, without any gentle touching, soothing stroking or whispered nothings. Then, without a word, Lake had stood, pulled on her clothes, nodded once and left�
�Hey, Boss,� a voice suddenly broke into the sweet memory, shocking him back into the moment. �Sorry, I mean��
�It�s fine,� he cut off O�Rourke�s faux-pas. They had served together for a long time and in all that time the younger soldier had referred to him simply as �Boss.� His new boss wouldn�t be happy about the slip, but that only made Raine appreciate it all the more.
�Gibbs wants to see you. In the office.�
�Okay,� he replied, removing his mirrored aviator sunglasses as he stepped back inside the hanger, sending a winning, roguish grin Lake�s way.
* * *
King glanced behind to see Raine head towards the small office set into the rear of the hanger which Gibbs had commandeered. He stared at his back for several long seconds. Once again, the disgraced soldier had saved his life and try as he might not to, he was starting to consider the cocky pilot a friend. But something kept his �shields� up, a barrier he wasn�t sure he wanted to break down. An ugly truth.
�What�s his story?� he asked O�Rourke just as the SOG operative was about to head back inside. He stopped and looked at King.
�Raine�s?� he asked, his words drowned out as the nine Arrows shot past before breaking formation, three teams of three splicing out in opposite directions. But King�s question had caught the attention of the two women as well.
�Gibbs says he�s a traitor,� Sid added. �But I don�t believe it.�
O�Rourke kept his face impassive as he came to stand between King and the women. He looked out, his intense eyes tracking the course of the planes across the canvass of a clear English summer sky.
King knew the truth too. He could see it in the soldier�s face as his mind drifted off to some other place, some other time. King had seen that expression before. In Raine. Painful memories flooded both men, but King knew that Raine was no traitor. He had been wrongly accused, or taken a fall for someone�
�He is a traitor to his country,� O�Rourke finally said, his face suddenly hardening. The words hit King. He hadn�t expected to hear them, not from this man at least. O�Rourke had been Raine�s only supporter on the team, which only made his judgement all the more damning.
�I don�t understand. What did he��
�I can�t tell you that, Doc,� O�Rourke said. He watched as, to a collective gasp of awe, all nine Red Arrows released plumes of coloured smoke � red, white and blue � which entwined with themselves to create geodesic patterns in the sky. Then, the soldier turned back into the gloom of the hanger, returning to the darkness.
�But I will tell you this,� he added as an afterthought but in fact it seemed to King as though something had just clicked in the man, as though some difficult decision had been reached. �Nathan Raine is a traitor to his country. But he�s the only man I know who ain�t a traitor to his conscience.�
* * *
�Yo, what�s up?� Raine asked casually as he walked into the office Gibbs was using. His lack of formality was intentional, yet the effect on Gibbs was more intense than he�d expected. Instead of his usual scowl, he looked as though he was about to explode. His face was flushed red with anger, his eyes intense and hateful as he glanced in his direction. Then, thunderclouds darkening further still, he turned back to finish his conversation with the image of Alexander Langley on the laptop�s screen.
�I�m calling the president,� he growled.
�Be my guest,� Langley replied with all of his customary calmness, but Raine detected the concern in his former mentor�s voice. �But I�ll tell him the same thing I told you. This is a U.N. mission, and I�m in charge. Now, is he there yet?�
Gibbs glowered over the top of the computer at Raine, the resentment of all the years spent in his shadow evident on his ugly features. �Yes.�
�Then put him on, and leave the room.� Although Langley�s voice barely changed, there was no mistaking the authority in it. Raine could remember the exact same tone barking orders at him over a battlefield, the exact same tone dressing him down or complementing him. He suspected it was the exact same tone that neutralised arguments in the U.N.
Without another word, Gibbs pushed away from the desk upon which the laptop sat and pushed bodily past Raine. He paused for just a second, leaning in close to his face.
�Whatever you and the old man are planning,� he hissed, �you can forget it. This is my team now, not yours. I�m in command. Got it?� He didn�t even give Raine a chance to answer, instead waltzing through the door and slamming it shut behind him.
Raine came around to the front of the laptop and looked at the image of Langley being fed via a secure satellite feed. His own image was being recorded, compressed, encrypted and transmitted to New York also. He wondered if that image presented him looking as much like a deer-in-the-headlights as he felt.
�You know, Alex, I�m perfectly capable of pissing Gibbsy off all by myself without you getting involved,� he joked.
Langley, however, did not smile. �Is that room secured?�
�Yeah,� Raine replied, double checking. �What�s going on?�
�There�s a mole in the team, Nate,� he said. �And, right now, you�re the only person over there that I can trust.�
It took a second for Langley�s statement to sink in. �A mole?�
�A contact in the Company just informed me that one of their �assets� intercepted a heavily encrypted file which had been sent as a data-burst and routed through a number of NSA servers. The file contained all the data we had accumulated up until that point on the Moon Mask, the Kernewek Diary and the team�s first destination; Jamaica.�
�So that�s how the mercs knew where to find us,� he realised. �But why are you telling me, not Gibbs?�
�Because you�re the only one on the team who has been denied com access. Quite simply, even if you wanted to, you couldn�t have sent that data burst. But anyone, anyone else could have.�
Raine glanced through the office window and into the hanger, glancing at each member of the SOG team in turn and then at King, Sid and Nadia. An icy feeling began to twist in his gut.
�Where was this data-burst intercepted?�
Langley hesitated for half a second. �Moscow.�
Raine�s blue eyes immediately zeroed in on Nadia. She stood next to Sid, watching as O�Rourke explained something about the equipment to King.
�Now don�t jump to any guns,� Langley cut into his thoughts. �Obviously, she�s the most obvious suspect, but you know her history. Her father was killed by the Russians, she was assaulted by Russian soldiers and forced to apply for asylum in Great Britain. Like I said, Nate, it could be anyone.�
Raine felt a jolt of betrayal and it affected him far more personally than he would have expected.
�I need you to review all the team�s communications equipment. Look for any trace of the data-burst being sent.�
But Raine wasn�t listening now. His mind was shifting through all the data. Of course, anyone of the team could have been the traitor, but Langley was forgetting one thing. If the mercenaries led by Bill Willis were being paid by the Russians, then a previous data-burst would have been sent to Moscow before even the Chinese arrived at Sarisari�ama. At that time, the SOG team wouldn�t have known the full details about the Moon Mask, meaning that it had to have been someone on the expedition itself: King, Sid or Nadia. And who was it who knew about tachyons and the practical applications of them before anyone else? Whose father spent years developing technology that could have been turned into a tachyon bomb? Who was it that had unlimited com access to investigate the mask and the diary? Who was it that had escaped Sarisari�ama, Jamaica and Patagonia almost totally unscathed?
His eyes fixed on the Russian woman across the hanger, boring into her. She glanced up and looked straight at him and it was almost as if she could read his thoughts. Instead of offering a smile or a nod, she looked away guiltily.
He would check the com equipment, more for evidence to support his accusation than in the belief it would reveal a different suspect. But he was absolutely certain about one thing.
Nadia Yashina was the Russian mole.
* * *
�Okay, once you�ve secured the mask, you place it in here.� Rudy O�Rourke held out one of the two metallic rucksacks which they had been carrying around since leaving the States. The hard shell, painted yellow with the easily recognisable radiation warning symbol on it, was battered and scratched after being blown up when the Super Stallion had been shot down in Port Royal. Nestled within the foam-padded interior was the fragment of the original Moon Mask which had been extracted from the Xibalban mask.
The archaeologist took the case reluctantly. Despite Nadia�s assurances that neither he nor Raine had been affected by the close proximity of the Moon Mask in Venezuela, holding something with a symbol of almost certain death etched into its side was nevertheless unnerving.
He stood in the hanger dressed in a black Nuclear, Biological and Chemical suit just like those he had seen worn by the troops in Venezuela. The hood and helmet was off, hanging halfway down his back but the summer breeze slapping his exposed face did little to cool his sweltering body.
Outside the hanger, the thunderous roar of jet engines and helicopter rotors continued to swoon the masses.
Despite there still being no indication of tachyon emissions coming from the mine shaft, he and Raine would be going down alone and relying on their natural immunity rather than the suits to protect them once they found what was hopefully down there.
�It�s heavy,� he complained about the case.
�Its outer shell is solid lead,� O�Rourke explained. �It�s pretty much impervious to anything you can throw at it � fire, water� you name it. This bad boy ought to survive a nuclear blast.�
King grimaced. �Let�s hope it doesn�t have to.�
�Amen to that,� the soldier replied with a smile. King decided that he liked the man. Out of all of the Special Forces soldiers he had been forced to work with these past days, O�Rourke seemed to be the most� human.
�Inside, there is foam padding. The bit of the mask you found in Venezuela is already in there so you can check the pieces you find against it to make sure you�ve got it all before the rest of the team come down. But, just to be sure these tachyon things Nadia�s so worried about don�t seriously damage a potential Mrs O�Rourke�s baby-dreams, she rigged this up.�
King placed the case on the ground then took the proffered device from O�Rourke. �What is it?�
�A tachyon particle detector,� he replied. �A fancy Geiger Counter. Miss PhD over there has rigged it up to read the tachyon levels. Once all the pieces of the mask are safely snuggled up inside the case � and it�s locked, tight � the readings should drop to almost nothing.�
�Almost?�
�Well, she reckons there�ll be some residual tachyons like, I dunno, floating about, or whatever they do, but not enough to cause any harm.�
Just then, the door to the office opened and Raine emerged. Gibbs was instantly on his feet, moving in like a predator about to strike, but Raine ignored him. Instead, he marched resolutely across the hanger towards Sid and Nadia. King could instantly tell that something was wrong. The �other� Raine was there again. Not the easy-go-lucky flyboy that he portrayed, but the intense, searing, determined man whose shockingly blue eyes held menace and danger. The air practically buzzed with an almost palpable charge. A storm about to erupt.
Quick as a flash, Raine grasped Nadia and hauled her off her feet, slamming her down on the bonnet of the jeep parked in the hanger.
�What the hell are you doing?!� Sid demanded, rushing forward to grasp his arm, but he held tight to Nadia�s throat, pinning her down.
�You sold us out to the Russians!� Raine spat, his face twisted in anger.
�Nate!� King bellowed at him as he ran to join the commotion. Gibbs was there also, pulling Raine away from the Russian woman. Everyone was yelling at him but Raine was focussed solely on Nadia.
�You nearly got us all killed!�
Nadia tried to protest, her hands clamped around the man�s wrists, trying to prise him off but to no avail.
�Let her go!� Gibbs shouted. �That�s an order!�
�What are you talking about?� King barked. By now, the entire team was gathered around. Outside, a Merlin helicopter bowed to the audience in a display of the machine�s agility. �Nadia�s not betrayed anyone.�
�I won�t tell you again, Raine!� Gibbs un-holstered his sidearm and jabbed the muzzle firmly against the side of Raine�s head. �Let. Her. Go.�
Raine�s eyes locked on Nadia�s, fury seething from them. His face was hard and unforgiving. Despite her lack of breath, Nadia�s remained cold and impassive. Fire and ice.
�Nate!� Sid snapped.
As though it was a physical struggle, Raine pushed away from Nadia, allowing her to slide to the floor, gasping for breath. She wheezed, pulling long breaths down her bruised wind pipe. Sid was at her side, her hands supporting the trembling woman. King immediately felt a pang of concern at his fianc�e�s proximity to the woman who had just been accused of betraying them. He felt guilty for thinking it, but what if Raine was right? What if Nadia was working for the government of her birth? What if, now cornered, she took Sid hostage?
Then the ice cracked and Nadia�s face twisted in anger. �You crazy fucking son of a bitch!� she spat.
�What�s going on, Raine?� Gibbs demanded. He hadn�t holstered his weapon yet, but neither had he decided where to point it: Nadia or Raine? King noticed also that the other soldiers all had moved their hands to their respective weapons. They were twitchy. The situation was tense and King feared that one false move could result in a bloodbath.
�Sid,� he said softly, trying to catch her attention and draw her away.
�It�s okay, Ben,� Nadia replied for her, her voice scathing. �I�m not going to hurt her if that�s what you�re worried about. I�m not going to hurt anyone.� She looked pointedly at her accuser. �Because I have nothing to hide! Nothing to fear.�
�That�s what Langley wanted to talk to you about?� Gibbs asked. Raine nodded. He briefly summarised his conversation with the ambassador.
�And so, because the data was sent to Moscow, it is obvious that I am the traitor!� Nadia declared, sarcasm dripping off every word. �How very astute of you Nathan. I am Russian, therefore it must be me, yes?� Her face twisted into a sneer. �You have the intelligence level of a Neanderthal!� As she spoke, more vehemence rose in her voice. She pushed up to her feet but all eyes remained fixed on her. Jumpy. Twitchy. Ready to gun her down at the first sign of trouble.
�You are an idiot!� she shot at him. �And you have now tipped off whoever the real traitor is.� She glanced menacingly at each member of the team, King and Sid included. Her stare was accusing.
�I checked the com-logs,� Raine said. �You tried to delete the data-burst once it was sent but it left a digital fingerprint on the laptop�s hard drive. Three bursts altogether. One, shortly after we landed in Jamaica, when we on our little shopping trip in Kingston. Not only do the data traces left on the laptop prove it, but your login was active at the same time that the transmission was received in Moscow. A second burst,� he counted down, �when we were en route to Patagonia. What was that for, Nadia? To give Bill Willis a heads-up that we were coming?�
�No��
�And a third time,� he cut her off. �When we were on the jet heading to England.�
King saw the concern suddenly flash over Gibbs� face. The enemy knew where they were� again.
Slowly, Gibbs brought his weapon around and pointed it at Nadia. Garcia and West both followed their commander�s action and pulled out their own weapons. King hurriedly pulled Sid away.
But despite the three weapons pointed directly at her, Nadia�s complete attention remained focussed unwaveringly on Raine. His gaze didn�t flicker either.
�Garcia,� Gibbs barked his orders. �Secure Miss Yashina.�
�You nearly got us all killed!� Sid suddenly erupted. King held onto her as she lunged towards the Russian woman. O�Rourke moved in to intercept her as well. �Ben nearly died because you sold us out! You bitch!�
�Hold her back!� Gibbs shouted.
�Sid,� King said, trying to restrain her. The shock of Nadia�s betrayal erupted like Vesuvius in his fianc�e. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She pulled against him again and nearly broke loose but this time Lake intercepted as well.
�Get her back!� Gibbs yelled again. �Garcia��
�This is a mistake,� Nadia protested. �Do you really think I would betray you? To the Russians?!� The question was directed solely at Raine, totally oblivious to the commotion Sid was causing or the three guns pointed at her. Garcia holstered and secured his weapon and then stepped forward. Nadia didn�t resist as he took her hands behind her back and bound her wrists with plastic ties.
�I would see all of Russia burn in the fires of hell and damnation before I ever raised a finger to help them!� The ice was gone from her voice. The fire burned. �My precious Russia, to whom I have betrayed you, killed my father and raped and abused me! Perhaps you should have done your homework more thoroughly before you started pointing fingers, Nate!�
�Come on,� Garcia said, shoving her roughly away. Gibbs and West followed, keeping their weapons trained on her. On the far side of the hanger, Sid was dragging in deep breaths in an effort to calm herself.
�You have made a mistake, Nathan!� Nadia shouted back to him as she was ushered into the office. �And now, I think, you will die because of it!�

39:
The Mummy�s Curse

Poldark Mine,
Cornwall, England
�Which way now?�
�Uh� that way.� King pointed down the left most tunnel out of the selection of three. Raine stepped ahead, the torch beam affixed to the helmet of his NBC suit slicing through the gloom while his handheld torch darted around the walls and ceiling of this latest tunnel.
As with the other tunnels they had trekked down for the last twenty minutes, the wooden support beams put in place centuries ago by the ancient tin miners had rotted away. Much of the wall had sagged, the damp soil slouching down to the ground, covering the tracks of whatever antiquated system of carts had once prowled these depths of the earth, ferrying ore to the outside world. In some places the ceiling had caved in completely but narrow gaps had allowed them to squeeze through into the tunnels beyond. Nevertheless, it had been a precarious adventure since they had been lowered down through the shaft which they had discovered and ventured deeper and deeper into the depths of the earth.
Moisture glistened from the walls, large drops echoing loudly as they splashed into stagnant pools. The shards of rotten wood creaked under the pressure of three hundred feet of earth above their heads.
Preparing for his and Raine�s mission into the mine, King had read up on the history of Cornish mining. Now, he wished he hadn�t, because of all the statistics he�d read about � about mines with around forty miles of tunnels dropping to depths of almost 3,000 feet � it was, unsurprisingly, the accident rates that had wedged themselves into his memory. Tale after tale of cave-ins, explosions and gas leaks. And those mines were kept in comparatively good condition, maintained to some degree at least by the miners. He guessed that this however, perhaps a southern extremity of Poldark Mine, had been long since abandoned even in Kha�um�s day. Despite Poldark�s modern visitor centre and underground tours and ghost hunts, he guessed that this branch had been cut off from the main network centuries before. Abandoned, lost and forgotten about.
Which meant, of course, no maintenance whatsoever.
Their booted feet sloshed through the muddy ground as Raine led the way cautiously down this latest tunnel. King held a tablet computer in his hand. Small, flat and compact, its touch screen now displayed an enhanced image of the route etched into Abubakar�s dagger but trying to juxtapose it into his real life surroundings was proving to be very difficult.
Raine had barely said a word since they had started their descent, except for the odd instruction to assist with overcoming some of the obstacles. But King knew it wasn�t just the oppressiveness of the low and crumbing ceiling that kept him quiet.
�You know, it doesn�t make sense.� King had to break the silence. The sense of claustrophobia had been slowly gnawing at him.
�What doesn�t?� Raine�s voice came back to him through tinny-sounding speakers set into his clumsy helmet. His breathing sounded not dissimilar to Darth Vader. As well as offering some limited protection from the tachyon emissions� despite Nadia�s assurances that their bodies were immune to the effects � the suits also protected them from any potentially fatal gases which had been trapped down here for the past three centuries.
�Well, Bill � the mercenary leader � didn�t sound the remotest bit Russian. Surely��
�It makes perfect sense. You said it yourself, Benny. He was a merc. Nadia fed Moscow our itinerary and Moscow relayed it to their hired help. If the Russians had sent their own team and they�d been discovered, they�d be in the same boat as the Chinese right now.�
�So you�re saying that by using mercenaries, the Russians have got plausible deniability?�
�Something like that,� Raine replied, non-committal. �I guess they figure one international incident is enough at the moment, and it�ll take a lot of people�s bank balances to go through to find the paper trail linking the mercs to Moscow.�
�But we�ve got the proof of the data-bursts.�
�Yeah, but to use that as official evidence means sacrificing the CIA�s �asset� in Moscow, which I guarantee you won�t happen.�
�So, what? Nadia�s going to walk?� There was a longer pause than he had expected. �Nate?�
�She won�t walk,� he replied. �And she won�t talk.�
His words sent a chill running through King. �What do you mean by that?� Raine didn�t answer. �Nate?� Still nothing.
King grasped the other man�s arm and swung him around. A flash of anger flared across Raine�s features and King thought for a moment that he was going to hit him. Then his expression mellowed again.
�There are� ways of governments dealing with� sticky situations.�
�What do you�� He cut himself off. �You don�t mean. ?�
�Moscow will deny all knowledge of her. Washington won�t be able to let her go. So, she�ll be� absorbed, I guess you could say.�
�Absorbed?� King was disgusted. He tried to read Raine�s expression behind the glass face plate but found, once again, that he was unreadable.
�She�ll vanish into the bureaucratic regime of two supposedly peace-time nations, pushed out of existence, forgotten about. Too dangerous to release, too embarrassing to keep.�
�We can�t let that happen. Whatever she�s done��
�Nadia knew the risks,� Raine replied harshly. �Just as I did.� He laughed bitterly. �We�re pawns to them, Benny. To Washington, Moscow, London, Beijing. You name it. We�re nothing more than pieces to be moved across the playing board. And if sacrificing a pawn to save the king is the only option�� He didn�t need to finish his statement. Without another word, he turned and continued down the tunnel. King stood glued to the spot for a moment more, watching the other man�s silhouette fade into the gloom and, once again, he wondered about his history.
He was dangerous, that was for sure. Yet he had also shown an honourable side. But he was branded a traitor. Even O�Rourke had confirmed that. And King suddenly realised, with a sense of dread, the irony of a convicted traitor producing evidence to implicate another right at the moment of achieving the mission�s goal.
If anyone had something to gain by jumping into bed with the Russians, it wasn�t the woman whose family had been massacred by them. It was the man who had been imprisoned and sentenced to death by Russia�s greatest rival.
Alone, trapped beneath hundreds of feet of crumbling earth with a hardened killer, Benjamin King suddenly realised that he could be in a lot more trouble than he�d realised.
What if Nadia wasn�t the traitor?
What if it was Raine?
United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
Alexander Langley watched the video feed which was streaming from a camera mounted on Raine�s helmet, now almost three thousand feet below ground, three and a half thousand miles away. The audio feed had been cut while Raine and King made their way through the treacherous labyrinth. Occasionally, Raine�s voice would crackle over the com-link, checking in with the rest of the team posted at the entrance to the mine shaft.
He absently stroked his chin as he watched the men�s progress. He felt nervous for them, knowing that the ancient mine could come crumbling down on their heads at any moment. Then there was the added Russian involvement. If Moscow had betrayed the U.N. agreement, was the team safe even in the middle of a British naval base? The Russian agent, Nadia Yashina, had been detained, so an angry Gibbs had reported to him, but that didn�t mean there wouldn�t be some other attempt to snatch the Moon Mask from Raine and King. The Russian Permanent Representative had been refusing to return his calls, his aides fobbing him off with one weak excuse after another ever since their treachery had come to light.
He had delayed taking this information straight to the U.N. Security Council, knowing that it would spark yet another major international incident.
The situation with the Chinese had gone from bad to worse. The situation was spiralling out of control. Heated discussions in the Norwegian Room had erupted into full scale arguments between the members of the Security Council. Threats and allegations of wrong doing, all centred around the Moon Mask, were hurled like spears. The former fa�ade of friendship and cooperation was beginning to crack. The promise of the power of a tachyon bomb was bringing out the worst in all involved. To openly accuse the Russians, even with the evidence he had, would form a schism from which the council, and indeed, the world, may not recover.
The nuclear threat had fuelled the paranoia of the Cold War. Would the power of the tachyon erupt into a second Cold War? Or worse?
Yet something still didn�t sit quite right in his gut. And, in his line of work, Alexander Langley had learned to trust his gut instinct.
As he continued to watch the live video feed, he typed his password into another computer on his overburdened desk. Before the mission, background files had been accumulated on the three civilians, King, Siddiqa and Yashina. He tapped his keyboard, bring up the file which had been compiled by the CIA, the NSA and the FBI on the Russian woman. He had read it before the mission, but now he read it again.
Born in the old oil extraction town of Izberbash on the Caspian coast, part of the Republic of Dagestan, Nadia had won a scholarship to the Moscow State University at the age of sixteen. There, as one of Russia�s brightest young minds in the turbulent years following the collapse of the Soviet Union, she had become one of the youngest people to earn a PhD in Quantum Physics. She then went on to study across a wide range of fields, earning degrees in mathematics, practical science and medicine. But then her life took a very different course. During the resurgence of separatist hostilities in Dagestan, her father, mother and three sisters were killed by Russian Special Forces. The reports claimed that her father, Iosef Yashin, himself a respected physicist, had been feeding sensitive information to the followers of Abdul Madzhid, the leader of the militant organisation Shariat Jamaat until his death in 2008.
Fearing for her life also, Nadia had fled to the west, seeking and being granted political asylum in Great Britain where she had attended Oxford University and deviated her studies towards archaeology, earning a second PhD, this time in osteoarchaeology.
�Why would you sell us out to the people that killed your entire family?� he asked the photo of the woman on the screen. But the answer was obvious.
She hadn�t.
He read through the files on King and Siddiqa too, and he likewise came to the same conclusion that they were innocent. Besides, they had both been prisoners at the time one of the data-bursts was sent.
Which meant it had to be one of the SOG operatives.
But they had all been through the most rigorous vetting process imaginable. No one got to be on what some people considered to be the �President�s Private Guard� without being one hundred percent loyal to the most powerful man in the world.
No one, he suddenly realised with a gut wrenching sense of despair, except Nathan Raine.
RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
�I have to talk to Gibbs,� Nadia demanded futilely. �Or Doctor Siddiqa.�
Locked inside the office compartment of Hanger 14, she became exasperated and in her temper she kicked the desk that occupied the middle of the room.
�Hey!� Garcia snapped through the glass window at her. The traitor had been handcuffed to one of the hot water pipes that ran from floor to ceiling and stripped of all her equipment. The young soldier couldn�t help but admire the curves of her body. Her black pants and vest-top clung to her and perspiration glistened on her smooth skin. �Shut it, or I�ll gag you.� In truth, he wouldn�t mind doing just that if it gave him the excuse to get his hands on those curves for thirty seconds.
He and Murray had been left to guard the prisoner while the rest of the team, Gibbs, O�Rourke, Lake, West and Siddiqa were stationed at the mine shaft, monitoring Raine and King�s progress on a laptop which West, the teams communications specialist, had rigged up to a camera on Raine�s helmet.
�Garcia,� Nadia replied. �Screw you!�
�I wish,� Garcia mumbled under his breath. Murray chuckled next to him. Outside, more jet engines thundered above the airbase and across the way hoards of spectators milled about food stands, market stalls and static aircraft displays.
�Take me to see Gibbs!� she demanded. �Now!�
�Okay, I�ve had it,� Garcia complained. �Cover me,� he told Murray as he unlocked the door and walked into the office. Murray pulled out his M1911 handgun and kept it trained on Nadia�s prone form while Garcia plucked a small roll of duct tape from one of the pockets of his tac-vest and�
Nadia�s legs moved in a blur, whipping out and wrapping tightly around Garcia�s neck. She clamped hard, cutting off his airflow, but that wasn�t the main threat.
�Drop it!� she demanded of Murray. His gun remained steady in his hand but Nadia had positioned Garcia�s body between them. She clung to the metal pipe, her athletic body tangled around her captive, her knees clamped firmly on either side of his head. �One twist, and his neck will break like a twig,� she explained calmly to Murray in her accented voice. �I will not hesitate to do it. So, last warning, Murray. Drop your weapon and kick it to me.�
Garcia, for his part, was gagging. His neck firmly squeezed, he struggled to draw any oxygen into his lungs. His face had turned deep red and his eyes bulged but Nadia did not relinquish her hold on him. She twisted slightly, producing a yelp from her hostage.
�Okay, okay!� Murray held his gun away from him and then slowly lowered it to the ground. He kicked it towards her.
�And the rifle,� she ordered and Murray pulled the M14 from over his shoulders and again kicked it towards her. �Good, now cuff yourself to that pipe behind your head. Slowly,� she added. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Garcia�s hand move towards his holstered gun, more instinctual than orchestrated. She squeezed tighter, twisted. He yelped once before sagging to the ground, her body lowering with him.
�You double crossing bitch!� Murray barked at her but by now he had already tied his wrists to the pipe with plastic ties.
Expertly, Nadia dragged Garcia�s body towards her then crouched down, feeling around his belt until she found his knife and pulled it free. �He�s not dead,� she explained to Murray. �But he�ll have one hell of a headache when he wakes up.� She inverted the knife�s blade towards her and quickly cut through her own plastic bonds. Then she slipped the knife into her waistband and picked up Murray�s handgun. As she ran out the doors, she jabbed the handle of the gun into the base of Murray�s neck with calculated force. It slammed his head forward into the water pipe and he sagged, unconscious.
* * *
Alysya Siddiqa�s eyes were fixed on the laptop screen, carefully following each movement that Nathan Raine made through the ancient network of tunnels three thousand feet below the naval base. She knew that Ben was somewhere behind him and, not for the first time, wished that the camera had been fixed to his helmet instead of Nate�s. Instead, all she could do was hope that her fianc�e was in fact behind the man assigned to protect him.
In the hours since Nadia�s arrest, Sid had been feeling more vulnerable than normal. The betrayal of her friend had hit her hard, shaking her to her core. Once she had calmed down, her mind had gone into overdrive, seeing villains in everyone around her. If her best friend couldn�t be trusted, then how could she trust Gibbs and his team? Or Nathan Raine?
Raine had insisted on carrying a gun into the tunnels. Gibbs had argued that it wasn�t necessary but Raine had proved persuasive. It was his job, after all. The reason he had been released from prison and issued with a presidential pardon � to follow Ben wherever their mission led, as the only other person immune to the tachyon emissions, and protect him against whatever threat awaited.
Now, however, Sid couldn�t help but find some agreement in Gibbs� argument. The threat had been neutralised. Nadia was under armed guard. The mercenaries employed by the Russians had been reduced down to two and surely they wouldn�t launch an assault on a Royal Navy base. Nor would the Chinese for that matter. Due to the stash�s location beneath Culdrose, the threat of enemy attack was practically nil. So, why the hell did he need a gun?
�According to the map, it should be just around this corner,� King�s voice suddenly cut in over the com-link.
Poldark Mine,
Cornwall, England
�Roger that,� Raine�s voice replied into King�s helmet speakers as he led the way around the sharp right hand bend in the tunnel and�
Into a dead end.
�What the hell?�
�I think we took a wrong turn, Benny-boy,� Raine replied. His voice was as calm and level as ever, contradictory to King�s own rising concern. In the dark, damp, claustrophobic confines of the mine, his paranoia had only been growing worse. That, added to his rising excitement at finding Kha�um�s treasure, followed by the shock of the dead end, threatened to topple him.
�Damn it!� he cursed angrily, pushing past Raine. Six feet ahead, right where the line on the map ended at the red gem affixed into the dagger�s hilt, right where the treasure should have been, there stood only a very solid looking wall.
�Take it easy.�
�Take it easy?� King snapped. �I�m stuck down here is this hell hole with� you, and you want me to take it easy?�
�What�s going on, Raine?� Gibbs� voice crackled into both their speakers.
�Firstly,� Raine ignored the SOG operative, �you�re not stuck. The way back is as clear as it was on the way here, so long as your little tantrum doesn�t bring this whole place down on us. Secondly, what the hell do you mean, me? And thirdly,� he added before the archaeologist could reply, �I know where the treasure is.�
This last statement brought King up short. �What?�
�Raine, King, report.�
�Stand-by,� Raine replied. Then he took King by the arm and turned him around to face the dead-end, running his light over the wall, down to the floor� where the shaft of light pierced the ground, dropping through the hole to a yawning chasm beyond. There, it hit something and flared back more brightly than ever.
Gold.
With that irritatingly smug look on his face, Raine didn�t say another word as he began un-looping the rope from his shoulders. He spent several minutes fixing two cams into a secure section of the wall and fed the rope through a series of karabiners until he had built a rig like he had done several times previously on their way down through the abandoned mine.
�Okay, Benny,� he said when he was done. �Just like before, I�ll strap you up, then I�ll go first��
�No,� King cut him off. �I�ll go first.�
The two men�s eyes locked for a moment and King saw that dangerous glint that he had seen before. It was as though Raine was secretly telling him that he knew he was onto him.
�Alright,� he replied slowly. �Just like before, nice and slowly. We don�t want any accidents, do we?�
RNAS Culdrose,
England
All eyes were now glued to the video streaming from Raine�s helmet as he squeezed down through the hole in the floor of the tunnel and shimmied his way through about ten feet of solid rock. For a moment all the screen showed was the jagged interior of the hole, then he squeezed out from below and hung above the cavern.
The view from the camera was limited and it jumped about as Raine slid with militaristic ease down the rope. The beam from his torch, and that of King�s below, couldn�t pierce its way to the walls, giving the impression that the chamber was very large.
�Benny, heads up,� he warned. Then Sid watched as he pulled himself to a stop part way down the rope and yanked something out of the webbing attached to the outside of his hazmat suit. A bright explosion sent the camera out of focus and Sid gasped in fright.
�It�s only a light-stick,� Lake said. The female operative stood looking over her shoulder, as did Gibbs and O�Rourke.
Sure enough, Raine threw the stick down into the darkness and it instantly chased away the gloom that had encompassed the cavern for centuries. But the eruption of light was even more brilliant than any of them had expected, for it was amplified by the chamber�s contents. It bounced off of surfaces, reflecting from one piece of gold to another in quick succession until, for just a moment before the light-stick started to die, the hoard of pirates treasure shone like the surface of the sun.
Gasps of awe escaped from all the spectators� lips, far more enraptured than the hordes of tourists watching the world famous Vulcan Bomber sweep through the sky, its booming engines masking the noise of the approaching footsteps.
Their lapse of concentration was the SOG team�s undoing as Nadia Yashina appeared, as if out of nowhere, and clutched Sid around the throat, pressing her stolen handgun against her temple.
Poldark Mine,
Cornwall, England
Benjamin King could hardly believe his eyes, even as he shielded them from the sudden glare as Raine�s light-stick reflected off the surfaces of all the gold.
He had never seen so much. It was literally a king�s ransom, or, more accurately, a pharaoh�s!
The treasures surrounding him made the tomb of Tutankhamen look like that of a peasant. Indeed, by ancient Egyptian standards, the boy-king had been a relatively minor ruler, coming to power shortly after the heretical rule of Akhenaton had brought near-ruin to the country.
�Oh my god,� he gasped, staggering up an avenue of golden treasures to what dominated the space: an eight foot long sarcophagus, fashioned thousands of years ago out of pure gold. Unlike Tutankhamen�s, which had been fashioned into a representation of Osiris, holding the crook and flail, the traditional symbols of kingship, this giant coffin was fashioned into the shape of a baboon, an incarnation of Thoth � Scribe of the Gods. And, as King read the hieroglyphic name of the sarcophagus� occupant, the association was not lost on him.
�Imhotep.�
Not a pharaoh after all, but someone even greater: a man whose tomb had been sought after by archaeologists and adventurers for hundreds of years.
While not being a king, Imhotep had nevertheless been one of the greatest men of his day, in many ways surpassing the importance of the monarch for whom he had built the famous Step Pyramid at Saqqara, one of the oldest buildings in the world, predating even Giza. He had been a vizier, an architect, a scholar, a surgeon and, later, a demigod. As befitting his status, he had been buried with all the wealth of Egypt.
Thoth, like Imhotep, was associated with the development of science, the creation of writing. He was the balance upon which the order of the universe depended, a defender of Ra, a learned god who brought the wonders of heaven to earth. To have been buried in a sarcophagus bearing the god�s image was perhaps the greatest honour that could have been bestowed on him.
�This is incredible,� King whispered, more to himself than anyone else.
Surrounding the sarcophagus were hundreds of golden items: gilded chairs and beds, pots and vases, spears and swords and shields, jewellery and canopic jars. Everywhere King looked there was gold, laid on the ground and hung on the outcroppings of the walls.
Then the light-stick faded and drew the treasures of Imhotep back into the darkness.
�Wow.� Raine said as he dropped to the ground beside him, startling him.
�Yeah,� was all King could think of to say.
�So where�s the mask?�
King eyed his companion. �In a hurry?� he grunted but moved away before he could reply. He stepped up towards the large sarcophagus, the light of his head and hand torches bouncing back from it. Then he turned and slowly panned his beams around the chamber. It was a massive space, but there was nowhere in particular to hide the mask. His torch beams fell through the open mouth of another tunnel leading away from the chamber and he toyed with the idea that Kha�um had hidden his most prized treasure away from the rest of the booty but instead he brought the lights down to converge, once again, on the sarcophagus. �Could use a hand,� he said to Raine.
Together, they grunted as they shifted the enormous weight of the coffin�s lid. It slid slowly to one side and King ordered Raine to be careful as it teetered off. Despite their best efforts, it still clanged loudly against the floor, echoing throughout the cavernous space.
And there, inside the hollow interior of the sarcophagus, lay the mummified remains of Imhotep. A man lost to history and even to legend, almost five thousand years old. His body was shrunken, the mummification techniques so close to the dawn of Egyptian history a far cry from those used millennia later on the great and famous rulers of the New Kingdom. Yet the body had indeed been preserved; the structure was still there, the linen bandages still wrapped around the withered limbs. But most impressive was the face � for it was not that of a man, but of a baboon. A golden baboon. Imhotep�s death mask.
Only, there was a piece missing � the upper-most quadrant of the vaguely human shaped ape-face.
�Benny,� Raine nodded towards the radiation wand O�Rourke had given him. The needle on it was going crazy.
�The coffin was lined with lead,� King realised, running his hands along the interior. He felt breathless. �That�s how Kha�um transported the mask back from Egypt without his crew dying.�
�Okay,� Raine said sceptically. �But how did some dead Egyptian dude know about radiation� much less what materials can contain it?�
King didn�t answer him. Instead, his eyes flicked down to the body contained within the coffin. Balanced upon his chest, broken off from the golden Death Mask, presumably by Kha�um, was the missing piece:
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Only it wasn�t alone. Beside it, kept safely inside the lead-line sarcophagus was a second piece, this one of the lower half of a jaw. The piece Kha�um took from Easter Island.
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Almost reverently, King reached out and plucked the two pieces of the Moon Mask from where they had laid since Kha�um had deposited them with their mummified keeper three centuries earlier.
�You don�t believe in curses do you?� Raine asked suddenly, breaking the almost spiritual moment.
�What?� King snapped. Raine shrugged.
�Just, you know, the whole Lord Carnarvon dropping dead, while at the exact moment in England his favourite dog howled then keeled over as well�� he trailed off at King�s incredulous look. �What?�
King shook his head and began taking the heavy, lead-line rucksack O�Rourke had given him off his shoulders. �I don�t know if I�m more surprised that you know about Lord Carnarvon or that you actually believe in the Curse of King Tut.�
He unclasped the container and opened the lid. Inside, set within the protective padding, was the piece of the Moon Mask which they had found in Venezuela.
�It�s just, you know,� Raine was saying. He callously picked up one of Imhotep�s arms as though it was a rag-doll. �I keep expecting him to suddenly sit bolt upright or something and say �boo!�� He said this last loudly in an obvious attempt to frighten King. Instead, the archaeologist snapped angrily.
�Be careful! That�s a four and a half thousand year old mummy, not some� prop from a crappy Brendon Fraser movie!�
�I thought it was quite good,� Raine mumbled, gently placing the arm back down. �Didn�t think much of the sequels though.�
�Don�t you have anything better to be doing? Like checking in with Gibbs?�
King thought he noticed a hesitant expression on the other man�s face, bringing back his earlier concerns which his excitement at finding the mask had assuaged. He tried to shrug off his misgivings as he pushed the two new pieces of the Moon Mask into the foam. It crunched beneath them, conforming to the pieces� shapes and only then did King�s heart sink.
�There�s a piece missing,� he said.
Raine looked at him, serious again. �You said you thought the original Bouda piece wouldn�t be here. It wasn�t mentioned in the journal, right?�
�That�s right. I figured that would be a different route of investigation to find the piece that Edward Pryce took from Kha�um originally. But, I mean there�s another piece missing.� He turned the case so that Raine could see:
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Sure enough, the three pieces of the mask made up only three fifths of a circle. The red-coloured piece of the mask from Xibalba, with its grotesque carvings, slotted almost perfectly with the piece that
Kha�um had cut out of Imhotep�s baboon death mask. It was still gilded gold, but its edges betrayed the base metal�s true colour. The piece that had inspired the giant Moa statues of Easter Island also sat snuggly against the Xibalba section, but two significant gaps in the overall structure were revealed. One missing piece was the Bouda mask, but it hit King with gut wrenching realisation that he had no idea where the second missing piece could be.
�Damn. So it�s not over yet,� Raine pointed out. �Gibbs, do you copy; over.� He was answered by static and King felt a shiver of dread snake down his spine. �Gibbs, this is Raine. Do you read me; over.� Again, only silence replied.
King�s guard went up. There was a certain convenience in the timing of the communication cut-out which he didn�t like. �What�s going on?�
Raine shrugged casually. �Beats me,� he replied, stepping around to King�s side of the ancient coffin. �Maybe we�re too deep.�
�It was working a second ago,� King replied, the hint of an accusation in his voice.
�What can I say, Benny? I�m not the com-specialist, that�s West�s job.�
King stepped away from him, closed and sealed the rucksack. The tachyon emissions instantly dropped.
�We�d better get out of here though. If we�re out of contact with them and these ceilings come down on us or something, we�re screwed. Give me the case, I�ll go up first then help to pull you up.� He reached for the case but King pulled away.
�No!� he snapped.
�What the hell?� A sudden flash of anger twisted Raine�s face. His treachery revealed, quick as a flash he whipped out his gun and fired!

40:
Follow the Arrows

RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
�You�ve got to listen to me,� Nadia demanded. She ignored the fact that there were three guns pointing squarely at her head. It seemed that Sid�s life wasn�t worth all that much to these soldiers as one squeeze of her trigger and the young woman would be dead. But that wasn�t Nadia�s intention.
�Listen to me,� she pleaded, struggling to keep Sid in her grasp. �Ben is in danger.�
�What?� Sid whispered.
Nadia glanced at the three soldiers. �Now that I have your attention, I am going to lower my gun,� she told them clearly. �Then you can arrest me again, or shoot me or whatever it is you intend to do to me. But first you must hear me out.�
Sure to her word, the Russian woman slowly stepped away from Sid, releasing her while lowering her gun.
�Put it on the ground,� Gibbs ordered and she obeyed, crouching to place the weapon delicately on the grass. On the laptop screen set up on the edge of the mine shaft, she noticed the video feed, which displayed Raine and King inside a chamber filled with gold, while overhead a display team from Saudi Arabia in propeller planes twisted and spun through the summer haze.
�Take her,� Gibbs ordered and instantly O�Rourke and Lake were upon her. She did not resist.
�Wait,� Sid snapped at the soldiers. She stepped up close to Nadia, even as her hands were bound by O�Rourke. �What do you mean, Ben�s in danger?�
Nadia studied her friend closely, sorrow in her eyes. �I know I have no evidence at present to prove my innocence,� she said. �So very well. Treat me as guilty. But do not let that blind you, for I am not guilty.� She glanced at Gibbs, beseeching reason from the man of action. �Consider this. I am safely in your custody, unable to do any harm. But my concern right now is not for my name, my reputation or my freedom. It is for the safety of Doctor King and the success of this mission. I am not the traitor,� she looked again at her friend and she could see she was getting through. �Which means the real traitor is still among us. It could be anyone. Anyone except you and Ben.�
Sid�s earlier concerns over Nathan Raine suddenly resurfaced. She looked again at the laptop screen, saw Ben talking to Raine even though the audio was cut, and then�
As if on cue, static erupted on the laptop screen, cutting the image of her fianc�e. �What�s going on?� she demanded of no one in particular.
�Raine, King, come in,� Gibbs called into his radio. Nadia looked on, still clamped in O�Rourke�s arms, her mind running through the scenario, analysing�
It hit her like a blow to the face. Something so obvious that none of them had noticed.
�Where�s West?�
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King was a split second faster than Raine!
He swung the heavy case on its straps, planting it with a dull thud against the other man�s gun arm. The force of the impact sent Raine�s shot wide, the bullet ricocheting loudly through the chamber and the gun flying out of his hand. He landed on the floor, but the swing of the heavy case spun King off balance also and he fell too, hitting the ground hard.
If he hadn�t, he would have been dead.
Raine had seen it only a split second before, just as he was about to agree to let King take the case if he really wanted to. He was only trying to be helpful by offering to carry it after all! But from the corner of his eye he had seen the outline of the man sneaking through the murky darkness of the mine, Heckler and Koch HK416 raised, trigger finger tightening.
But Raine had been faster. He�d whipped his M1911 handgun out of the holster attached to his hip, lined up a definite kill shot, and fired.
Just as, for some crazy reason, King had slammed the full weight of the lead-line rucksack into him, knocking him to the ground and sending his gun skittering across the muddy floor, the shot going wide. The attacker�s shot whistled through the air above King just as he fell down behind the cover of Imhotep�s sarcophagus.
�What the hell are you doing?!� Raine demanded angrily. He pushed King off of him but the archaeologist pushed back, slamming him down. He threw a punch at Raine�s head but the ex-soldier blocked it. �Ben!� he shouted.
�You�re working for the Russians, you bastard! You sold us out!� King rose to wrench his hand free and tried to deliver another blow. Evidently, he hadn�t realised there was a shooter in the tunnel and Raine quickly grasped the other man�s helmet and yanked him sharply down just as a volley of automatic gunfire strafed the side of the sarcophagus, whistling over the top of it.
�I�m not the traitor, you idiot!� Raine snarled, just as a face appeared over the lip of the golden coffin. �He is!�
King turned in his bulky suit and peered up at West.
�Oh.�
United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
�Gibbs!� Alexander Langley barked down the satellite phone. On the computer screen in front of him the video stream from Raine�s helmet had been replaced with static. �I have some information which you may find of interest.�
�Oh yeah?� Gibbs� voice replied. He sounded slightly out of breath.
�I believe you should relieve West of his duties temporarily. I�ve uncovered evidence which suggests a link to Moscow��
�That�s great,� Gibbs replied with a slather of sarcasm dripping off his tone.
RNAS Culdrose,
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�Unfortunately, it�s about thirty seconds too late,� Gibbs snapped as he completed the abseil down the mine shaft to the tunnels beneath.
�Too late?� Langley�s voice repeated in his radio. Unlike Raine and King, Gibbs, O�Rourke and Lake weren�t kitted up in NBC suits and so were able to move more quickly down the slanted tunnel, moving deeper into the bowls of the earth. Above them, outside the sinkhole, a group of five Royal Marines had been sent by the base commander to watch over Nadia Yashina who, in Gibbs� mind anyway, was still a suspect.
�We�ve lost contact with Raine and King. The video�s been jammed and so have all comms. And West is missing.� He regulated his breathing as he ran quickly alongside his team mates. The air down in the mine was thin and without hazmat suits, they could be breathing in any number of deadly gases.
�What do you mean, he�s missing?� Langley demanded.
United Nations Headquarters,
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�The base commander has initiated a base-wide search,� Gibbs� voice replied. �We were distracted by the Russian woman.�
�Nadia?�
�She escaped custody and attacked us.� Gibbs was on the defensive. He could hear it in his voice. �Once the situation was under control again, West had vanished.�
�He�s going after the Moon Mask,� Langley said needlessly.
�That�s our theory.�
Langley felt a slither of anger erupt. He slammed his palm on his desk, not for the first time feeling insignificant being trapped in his prison of bureaucracy rather than being out in the field with the team. He felt like dressing Gibbs down like a raw recruit for his incompetence but knew that now wasn�t the time.
�Are Raine and King armed?� he asked instead. There was a longer than necessary pause. �Gibbs? Are they armed?�
�Raine has a handgun.�
�A handgun?� he repeated incredulously. �That�s all you sent him down there with?�
�With respect, sir,� Gibbs replied. Langley could hear the exertion in his voice. �I didn�t foresee any need for more armament.�
�Damn you, Gibbs!� he cursed. �You know what�s at stake here. Raine was our insurance policy, to provide protection where your team can�t go. How�s he supposed to do that with nothing more than a handgun?�
Whatever Gibbs� response was going to be, he ultimately decided to simply ignore the politician�s statement. �We�re in pursuit of West now.�
�You better damn well hope that you can stop him, Gibbs. If the Russians get their hands on the mask��
�There�s only one way West can get out of here, and that�s coming back through us. We�ll stop him.�
There was nothing more to say. Langley leaned back in his chair and ran a hand over his face, rubbing his tired eyes. But Gibbs� last comment remained in his mind, bouncing around for a few moments as though it was a petulant child seeking attention.
Surely West knew that the moment he vanished, he�d become a suspect, even if Langley hadn�t uncovered his links to Moscow. That information had come at the last possible moment, a favour pulled in with Jack Harman at the CIA. Convinced of Raine�s innocence, and Nadia�s for that matter, he had focussed his attention on the SOG team and Harman had discovered large deposits of money being dropped into an off-shore bank account in West�s name. The deposits had all been made in the last few days and had all originated from Moscow.
West was being paid a lot of money to betray his country and deliver the Moon Mask to the Russians. Which meant, he had to have a plan in place to escape.
He picked up his cell phone and punched in his pre-saved contact number for Jack Harman.
�Jack?� he said when his old friend answered. �I need another favour.�
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�I can�t believe you actually thought I was the traitor!� Raine hissed at King. They both looked up at West whose semi-automatic was trained on Raine�s head.
It made sense, of course, Raine realised belatedly. As the team�s communications specialist, West had access to all the team�s computers and com equipment, allowing him to jam the video feed and the radio signals. More importantly, Raine guessed that he had rigged the laptop which Nadia had been using to collate and transmit everything the team had discovered and recorded as a data-burst, perhaps whenever she was logged in. Who better to implicate as a Russian mole than the only Russian member of the team?
�Sorry,� King replied through gritted teeth. �You were acting suspiciously��
�Suspiciously?�
�I hate to break up this little domestic,� West cut in. �But, Doctor King, if you wouldn�t mind handing me the case, that would be terrific.�
�How much are they paying you, West?� Raine asked. �To betray your country?�
�You don�t lecture me on loyalty, Raine,� the man snapped, his Brooklyn accent strong.
Raine took a moment to study the man. �Actually, I think I�m the perfect person to lecture you,� he replied softly. West wasn�t wearing an NBC suit and Raine could see beads of perspiration running down his face and neck. �I know what it�s like to be branded a traitor. To be a fugitive. Living your life in exile. Always looking over your shoulder, wondering when they�re going to catch up with you. Running. Always running. And just when you get settled, when you think you�ve got it made and you can put what you�ve done behind you, something spooks you. Someone snooping around, asking too many questions about your past, who you are. And then you�re on the run again. Always running.�
A flash of indecisiveness flickered in West�s eyes. Then his face set again and twisted into a snarl. �I got legs,� he replied. �Running ain�t a problem.�
Raine laughed bitterly. �You don�t just know how to run,� he said. �It�s something you�ve got to learn.�
�Just give me the fucking case!� West shouted, erupting in anger.
Anger was a soldier�s worst enemy. It was a distraction, and Raine used that distraction to his advantage.
He moved, fast as lightning and knocked the gun barrel aside just as West opened fire. Bullets strafed along the walls behind them, banging and pinging from the golden treasures of the chamber.
�Ben, run!� Raine shouted.
West reached with his other hand to grasp King but he pulled away from him and darted towards the rope still dangling from the ceiling.
�No!� West screamed and tried to angle the rifle towards him. The bullets spewed out in a crescendo of deafening explosions. King dived out of their path, down into the tunnel from which West had appeared.
Raine dragged West forward, pulling him over the sarcophagus, disturbing the remains of Imhotep, and then head-butted him in the nose. Cartilage crunched under the impact and an explosion of blood spewed out. He grasped the gun and wrenched it out of West�s hands�
Just as a mass of solid gold slammed into his head with agonising force, throwing him backwards. Despite the protection from his helmet, the blow from the baboon-shaped death mask of Imhotep knocked him out cold.
West didn�t waste any time to finish off his opponent. Instead he wrenched his rifle free and spun around in pursuit of King.
United Nations Headquarters,
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Langley watched the satellite feed which Jack Harman had linked him into. It hadn�t been easy getting him to give him access to the CIA�s network of spy satellites which didn�t actually exist, or so was the official line. But Langley knew about them from his days as a Special Operations Group operative. Nevertheless, admitting that they had satellites spying on British military establishments, despite the two nations� special relationship, wasn�t something either country would take lightly.
Regardless, Langley now looked at the satellite imagery on his computer screen taken around ten minutes ago. Clearly visible was the sinkhole and five people crowded around the command base they�d set up. Two minutes into the feed, however, as four of the humans � Gibbs, O�Rourke, Lake and Siddiqa � had been crowded around the computer watching the feed from Raine�s helmet, the fifth person � West � broke off from the group.
Langley watched him run quickly to the shelter of one of the nearby hangers where he slid around the back and then, quite by surprise, removed a manhole cover.
�Damn,� Langley whispered to himself.
He shut down the satellite image and quickly tapped away at the controls on his computer. Eventually he found what he was looking for in the CIA database. Schematics of the sewer system which ran beneath RNAS Culdrose.
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King ran down the tunnel, virtually blind. The darkness of the mine was overwhelming, the torch beam on his helmet cutting only meters into the inky blackness. His breath, coming out rapidly, misted up the faceplate of his helmet and the internal filters weren�t designed to keep up with the exertion. His boots slipped on the wet ground and the walls and ceilings seemed closer than ever.
He had no idea where he was going but took some comfort from the fact that the angle of the floor was taking him higher rather than lower into the depths of the earth. Nevertheless, he knew he was running further into the latticework of tunnels and roughhewn passageways which for one reason or another had been abandoned centuries before.
�King!� West�s voice echoed down the corridor from behind. �Give me the case and I�ll let you live!�
King ignored him and continued his sprint. Ahead, part of the ceiling had caved in but a gap had been formed on the ground which looked just wide enough to squeeze through. With none of the caution he and Raine had displayed on their trek down here, he dropped to his belly and tried to wriggle inside but his helmet banged against barrier of earth.
�Damn,� he cursed, quickly ripping the helmet off. The air was stale and thin, filled with musty dampness which caught at the back of his throat. He pulled the torch from the helmet, having left his hand torch in the treasure chamber, and then burrowed into the hole.
It was tight, his broad shoulders rubbing along the walls and the ceiling pressing against his back, sharp stones digging in painfully. The ground beneath him was slick, a puddle half an inch deep which he had to put his face into in order to squeeze through. He pushed the case containing the Moon Mask in front of him but it obstructed the torch beam, preventing him from seeing how far he might have to claw his way through like this.
A hand suddenly grasped his ankle and yanked him back sharply. The roughness of the assault scraped his body along the walls, ceiling and floor and his felt his suit tear and his skin rip. He had the foresight to release his hold on the case and push it forward as hard as he could. Then he scrambled futilely along the ground, digging his fingernails into the mud in an attempt to escape West. But it was no use. With a final, savage thrust, West yanked him free of the hole. The blinding light of his rifle-mounted light glared in King�s eyes.
�Where�s the mask?� he demanded but realised the answer immediately. He pulled the trigger and in a desperate move, King lunged at him. The gun barrel swung to the side and the bullets pounded into the wall as King threw West backwards. But West struck out with the heavy stock of his rifle and slammed it into the side of King�s head. With a searing bolt of agony, he dropped to the ground and was defenceless as West took aim on the centre of his skull.
The gun blast was deafening in the confined space but King watched as the bullet slammed into West�s shoulder, spinning the soldier around before he had a chance to fire.
Down the far end of the corridor stood a ghostly figure, a black silhouette illuminated only by a torch beam.
Raine.
West opened fire on fully automatic in Raine�s direction, the hailstorm of bullets racing down the corridor. Raine vanished, presumably diving for cover. King�s head swam and he felt nausea threaten to overcome him, the blow to the head harder than he had expected. He wanted to move, to help Raine but found that his body would not respond to his demands. All he could do was watch helplessly as West emptied his magazine then discarded his useless weapon.
Raine reappeared, firing his handgun but West dropped to the ground, seemingly oblivious to the bullet hole in his shoulder, and shimmied quickly into the hole where King had left the Moon Mask.
United Nations Headquarters,
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�Gibbs,� Langley shouted into his satellite phone. The team leader�s voice came back, faint.
�Sir?�
�West isn�t coming back your way,� he explained urgently. �Get back above ground now.�
�He�s got to come this way. There�s no other way out.�
�Just do as I say,� he ordered, hanging up and dialling a different number immediately. He didn�t even let the young woman who answered finish her greeting. �I need to speak to the base commander immediately.�
�Captain Robertson isn�t available at��
�This is Ambassador Alexander Langley calling from the U.N. Headquarters. Now, you find Captain Robertson, young lady, and you tell him that he has a Russian terrorist running about on his base. Then see if he�s available to take my call.�
�Uh� okay,� was the feeble response. On the other end of the line he could hear rapid footsteps as the young officer ran off to find her C.O. Behind that, he could hear the thunder of jet engines as planes paraded through the sky to the delight of the spectators at the Air Day. The voice of a man giving a commentary over a loud speaker system cut through the drone of the airplanes and helicopters.
He looked at his computer screen again, feeling anxiety building. �Come on,� he pleaded quietly.
The schematics on the screen showed a network of wide sewage tunnels that had been built during Victorian times to service the seafaring towns littering the south Cornish coast. Five hundred feet below ground, it had been blocked off when the Royal Navy had built their base above it to prevent any ingress into the camp. But access could still be made into the system through manholes inside the base. And the main tunnel, Langley saw, passed very close to the chamber where Raine and King had found Kha�um�s treasure.
�This is Captain Robertson, C.O.,� a flushed voice suddenly erupted over the phone, breaking into Langley�s thoughts.
�Captain,� Langley cut in. �Listen to me very carefully.�
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�Benny!� Raine rushed to the fallen man�s side and helped him sit up. Blood dribbled from a nasty looking gash on his forehead, not dissimilar to the wound on Raine�s own skull. He had removed his smashed helmet in the treasure chamber and hurried after West despite the world spinning around him in sickening circles.
�You alive?� he enquired.
King squeezed his eyes tightly shut in an effort to focus, then opened them again. �I think so,� he replied.
�Good, �cause I�m gonna kill you,� Raine hissed angrily. �But first, let�s get that bastard.�
He spun around and dropped onto his belly to shimmy into the narrow chasm. He moved with far more speed and agility than King had managed to and was even able to gripe at him as he did so.
�I can�t believe you still don�t trust me,� he grumbled as he pulled himself out the other side and shone his torch around. West was nowhere in sight. Nor was the Moon Mask. �You must be the most paranoid man I know!�
He helped pull King out of the chasm and to his feet.
�What do you expect? Everyone keeps trying to kill me!�
�I�m not,� Raine said. �At least, not yet.� Then he broke into a sprint, dashing up the tunnel. The incline grew steeper and despite King�s fitness he had trouble keeping up with the military trained Raine. �Come on,� he called back.
�Just go, get the mask!� King shouted at him, knowing he was slowing him down. Raine didn�t need to be told twice. Somehow he managed to increase his speed further still and was soon way ahead of King. The mine tunnels widened slightly as they drew closer to the surface and then King noticed something bizarre. Ahead, the roughhewn, rock-cut tunnel wall on the left gave way to an orange brick-built structure. An old sewer, he guessed. A hole had been smashed through it, the old mortar crumbling easily under the assault of a sledge hammer that had been discarded nearby.
Raine vanished into the hole.
* * *
West climbed the metal rungs of the ladder which stretched up from the Victorian sewer to ground level, the lead-lined rucksack strapped securely to his back. He heard running footsteps below and knew that Raine wasn�t far behind. The bastard didn�t know when to give up.
Then West reached the top of the ladder. He heaved on the modern day manhole cover and pushed it open just as Raine reached the bottom of the shaft and fired blindly up it. He missed and started climbing himself.
West hauled himself out of the shaft and rolled across the tarmac, the bright summer sun glaring. Four Royal Marines ran around the back of the aircraft hangar where the manhole was located. West swore, realising that if the marines had been scrambled then his treachery was out. In truth though, he had expected as much and had planned accordingly.
Just as the marines raised their weapons and were about to open fire, West fumbled with the detonator attached to his tac-vest. The pack of C4 which he had planted on the side of the hanger earlier exploded, showering the marines with shrapnel. Three of them went down, their bodies impaled with chunks of metal. West finished the fourth off with a gunshot to the head, from one of his comrade�s own weapons, then turned and bolted down between two more hangers towards the runway. On the other side of the runway, thousands of tourists still milled about the tents and food stalls or stood watching as the latest display of three planes came to an end and they touched down on the tarmac, their engines having masked the C4 explosion.
Behind him, Raine pushed out of the manhole and quickly took in the scene of devastation before setting off after his quarry.
United Nations Headquarters,
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�I don�t understand,� Robertson was saying, more to himself than to Langley over the sat phone. �How does he hope to escape a naval base?�
Langley had just been pondering the exact same thing. It was one thing to use the sewers to access the mine and steal the Moon Mask, but those sewers were blocked off, according to the base commander, by steal-enforced concrete plugs, so the traitor would have to surface back into the base. Robertson had ordered marines to quickly lockdown every manhole cover in Culdrose, quickly but subtly. The last thing anyone wanted was a mass panic to send the crowds of spectators at the Air Day into a stampede which would undoubtedly cost lives. Nevertheless, the base was locked down. Public access into and out of Culdrose had been halted. Military Police and Royal Marines stepped up their perimeter patrols. There was no way West was getting out of there. Langley knew it. Robertson knew. But, puzzlingly, West knew it too.
All this processed through Langley�s mind in the exact same instant as he heard the commentator�s voice in the background.
�Our next display is a Sukhoi Su-30,� the voice boomed to the crowd, �being flown today by Captain Andrayvoz from the Russian Air Force.�
Langley felt the blood drain from his face while the voice in the background continued its commentary.
�Oh my god,� he whispered.
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West was out on the runway, running full pelt down its length. The three planes raced past him, their engines almost deafening him but he ignored the pain in his head and the wound in his shoulder as he ran straight behind the three planes towards the Russian Sukhoi. Its canopy was still up even as the sleek, predatory prow came about on the runway, lining up for take-off.
�West!� Raine bellowed from behind. West stumbled and looked behind, dodging a bullet as Raine opened fire. The sudden commotion on the runway was noticed by many of the spectators and murmurs of alarm rippled through the crowds. The commentator smoothly covered the situation.
�Don�t worry folks. Just a little demonstration by two of our commandoes, warming up for our famous commando challenge a little later.�
Raine had read about the Commando Challenge in the Air Day programme he�d skimmed through earlier, where Royal Marines put on a display of their prowess in a mock assault, complete with pyrotechnics and loud bangs.
But Raine was getting a live preview.
West fired back blindly at him then drove ahead faster. The thumping of feet as dozens of marines converged upon the runway came from all around. West threw down his gun, as though the lack of its weight would increase his speed, and ran for all his might towards the waiting fighter. The pilot was waving at him to hurry up. The thrum of the plane�s engines reverberated through the tarmac.
West wasn�t acting alone, Raine realised. He was fully supported by the Russian government. He knew the reverberations of that treachery would vibrate much further than the runway.
West practically ran into the side of the idling Sukhoi and scrambled up the ladder into the cockpit, falling ungainly into the co-pilot seat. The pilot didn�t give him time to up-right himself. The plane lurched into motion, slowly at first, scattering the bewildered technicians who were gathered about it. West twisted in his seat and pulled on an oxygen mask as the canopy lowered itself with a hydraulic hiss.
Raine continued running down the runway, head-on with the deadly fighter jet just as its engines roared to life and it bounded with shocking speed down the runway towards him, covering the distance in the blink of an eye. Raine fired his last two remaining shots at the fuselage which rebounded harmlessly away and then he dived to the ground and rolled clear as the jet powered into the sky.
The audience erupted into enraptured applause as the Russian plane, and the Moon Mask, shrunk into the distance.
Raine didn�t waste a second. He jumped to his feet and ran into the crowd of gawking technicians. The marines swarmed around him and Raine knew he didn�t have time to explain the situation to them. He needed to get into the sky.
He searched around, looking from one parked fighter jet to another. One was being refuelled; another had its innards spilled out and was being worked on by mechanics. But a pilot was scrambling into the only plane which looked ready to fly immediately.
He ran to it, yanked the stunned pilot from the plane and scrambled up in his stead. There was a commotion as the marines, realising a second plane was about to be stolen, swarmed in from all sides. But the plane�s engines were already thrumming, having been warmed up ready for its return flight to its home base.
He worked the controls, feeling right at home instantly in the cockpit of the small plane. He strapped the oxygen mask over his mouth and nose then throttled up, driving the plane into the mass of marines which scrambled desperately out of his way.
He lowered the cockpit canopy then gunned the engines and felt the intense thrill of sudden acceleration as the Red Arrow shot down the runway and blasted into the sky.
But, despite the urgency of the situation, his vanity took over for just a second and he spun the Arrow into a barrel-roll. He pictured the delight and applause of the crowd far below as he tore through the sky in pursuit of the Moon Mask.

41:
A Call to Arms

United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
�Where the hell are they?� Langley demanded as he marched into the TOC beneath the Secretariat Building.
�NSA is repositioning a satellite over Europe to track them,� a voice shot out from the chaos that had erupted.
�General Rhodes from the Pentagon is on-line, Ambassador.�
�The only person I want to speak to right now is the Russian Ambassador,� Langley snapped.
�His office says he�s in a meeting and cannot be disturbed��
�I don�t care if he�s in a meeting was the ghost of Tsar Nicholas the Second. I want him on the phone, now.�
RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
�What�s going on?� Benjamin King demanded as two Royal Marines escorted him into the Operations Centre.
�Ben, thank god,� Sid threw her arms around King�s neck and kissed him. He gently pushed her aside, throwing her a reassuring smile. He�d made it back up to the surface in time to see the base in a state of chaos, marines and military police running here, there and everywhere. He�d stripped out of his hazmat gear and allowed his escort to bring him to the O.C. where the rest of the team had relocated.
All around him, the room was in a state of chaos as men and women in military uniforms punched commands into computers or barked into satellite phones. A glance through the large windows on the southern wall confirmed that the Air Day was continuing unimpeded, the chaos smoothly covered up, but the activity within the O.C. told King otherwise.
�West escaped on a Russian plane,� Nadia informed him. She and Sid had been stood in the middle of the room, feeling very much in the way. Gibbs spoke animatedly into a telephone while O�Rourke and the others were liaising with the base staff.
�On a Russian plane?� King repeated. �So the Russian government are involved?�
Nadia�s face was grim. �So it would seem.�
King grimaced. �Nadia, I�m sorry��
�Do not apologise.�
�Well, if it helps, I accused Nate of being the traitor too.�
The Russian woman shrugged. �It helps. A little.�
Then a thought occurred to King. He frowned. �Where is Nate?�
Airborne over Europe
The Red Arrow thundered through the clouds, the sonic boom of its engines rippling out through the sky, turning the heads of people far below.
The Cornish Peninsula vanished from view in the blink of an eye as the world�s most famous display plane tore east across the southern coast of Britain. Far in the distance Raine could see the tiny speck of orange flame which represented the escaping Sukhoi Su-30. He kept his attention focussed on it, desperate not to lose sight of his prey.
Despite their global renown, Raine realised to his chagrin, the Red Arrows were a far cry from his technologically advanced prey. While the Sukhoi Su-30 was fitted with all the latest fighter jet mod-cons � sat-nav, radar and on-board computer � not to mention an extensive array of weaponry, the Red Arrow was essentially a tin can fitted with a huge engine. Basic compared to modern day warplanes, the Arrows� fame came not so much from the planes themselves, but from the amazing flying abilities of their Royal Air Force pilots. The stunning displays they put on as world-wide ambassadors for the RAF elevated those men and women to be recognised as the best in the world. They had inspired men and women to become pilots for generations and Raine was no different. He could still remember the day he�d first seen them in action. �Someday I�m gonna fly a Red Arrow,� he remembered telling his grandfather who�d brought him and his brother on holiday to England.
Just look at me now, Gramps.
RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
�Understood,� Gibbs finished barking into the phone then slammed it back onto its cradle. King approached him but he waved him off dismissively. �Not now, Doctor.�
�What�s going on,� the archaeologist ignored him, �What are we doing about the Moon Mask��
�I said not now,� Gibbs snapped and turned his back on him.
Captain Robertson burst out of an adjoining office, looking flushed and red faced. He marched straight up to Gibbs. �I�ve just got off the blower to Downing Street. I�ve been ordered to pass operational command of the retrieval of your �cargo� to U.N. Headquarters.� He didn�t look happy about it. �Just what the hell did your people find down there?�
Gibbs� face was impassive but King had come to know him enough over the last few days to pick up on a concealed smugness. �That information is on a need to know basis, Captain.�
�And I�d say I damn well need to know,� Robertson shot back under his breath. King remained just within ear shot. �The safety of my base has just been compromised, my men have been killed and a British aeroplane has just been stolen from off of my bloody runway by a member of your team. I�d say I�ve earned the right to know.�
Gibbs slowly turned to look out the window. �I�m sure he�ll return it in one piece.�
King couldn�t help but laugh. �I doubt it.�
Airborne over Europe
G-Force crushed Nathan Raine as he pushed the Red Arrow�s engines harder. The sleek plane ripped through the skies at phenomenal speeds, a red streak appearing for the blink of an eye against the azure summer sky before it vanished into the far distance.
The shores of Great Britain were far behind him now. The blue expanse of the North Sea stretched out below. To the south the northern coastline of what he presumed was Germany streaked by. In his head he pictured the route he was taking � a straight line cutting across Northern Europe from Great Britain to the western boarder of Russia.
United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
On the huge wall mounted map in the TOC, two blinking dots represented the progress of West and Raine as they made their dash towards the domineering mass of Russia.
�Okay, we�ve got two squadrons of F-15 Eagles just taken off from Geilenkirchen.�
Instantly, on the wall map, another blinking dot appeared, about fifty miles from Cologne in Germany. The NATO Air Base in Germany was the only one of its kind in the world, a truly international military base with personnel from thirteen NATO countries. While two separate entities, the ultimate goal of the United Nations and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation were one and the same: the maintaining of international peace and security. As such, the NATO commanders had been apprised of what had become known as the �Sarisari�ama Incident� and had been kept in the loop on the escalating situation with the Moon Mask. It hadn�t taken much persuading in Langley�s call to NATO�s Supreme Allied Atlantic Commander, to get him to authorise the interception of the Russian plane. The political fallouts and repercussions of a Russian plane being shot down by a U.N. requested NATO force were not something Langley relished being immersed in, but everyone knew the stakes. If the Moon Mask got into Russia, it wouldn�t be seen again. And Russia, the all-time-favourite enemy of the west, would have the power of a tachyon bomb at their disposal.
�Thank you,� Langley said, relaxing ever so slightly at the news of the interceptors launch. �Patch me through to Raine.� A second later, he got the go ahead. �Nate,� he said into the wireless headset he had been given.
�Alex?� Raine�s voice came back, a little surprised.
�That�s right Nate. You can power down and return to Culdrose now. We�re tracking West�s plane and we�ve got two squadrons of F-15�s on intercept. Thanks for the good work up there.�
Airborne over Europe
�You�re recalling me?� Raine asked.
He could still see the afterburner fire of the fleeing Russian plane. He grimaced as he pushed the Red Arrow to its maximum speed, hitting nearly eight hundred miles per hour. About 7 Gs pounded into him and it felt like his chest was going to implode and his eyeballs pop. Most people would have blacked out by now but, like all pilots trained to fly at such speeds, Raine had been taught how to tense his stomach muscles to prevent his blood from rushing into his legs, abandoning his heart and starving his brain. Pilots ordinarily wore anti-gravity suits pumped with pressurised air to prevent this, but he hadn�t exactly had the time to don one. It was an exhausting process, a mental and physical effort to keep his muscles tensed but he knew if he released for even an instant he would black out and die.
�That�s right, Nate. Get your ass back to safety.�
�But��
Raine heard someone speak to Langley, something about a �problem� before his old commander snapped at him. �That�s an order!� He cut the communications link.
United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
�What�s the problem?� Langley demanded from the young man who had interrupted him.
�Sir, NSA satellites have just picked up a large force of planes taking off from an airbase near Kaliningrad.�
Langley felt his heart skip a beat. A thousand shocked expressions threatened to tumble out of his mouth � What? Are they insane? Are you sure? Where are they headed? Maybe it�s a coincidence. Are they really going to intercept West? Would they actually open fire on a NATO squadron?
Instead, reverting to his military training, he turned to face the large wall map, his eyes focussing in on the tiny coloured block which represented the Kaliningrad Oblast. A tiny area of not even six thousand square miles, the Oblast, Russia�s western most extremity, was totally cut off from her motherland by the boarders of Poland to the south, Lithuania to the north and east, and the Baltic Sea to the west.
�Model and number?� he ordered.
�Intel coming in now.� There was a long pause. Too long. �Speak to me,� he demanded.
�Sukhoi Su-35.�
�Dear god,� Langley whispered to himself. The Su-35, he knew, was one of Russia�s latest additions to her military hammer. Easily a match one on one with an F-15 Eagle, the Su-35 was armed to the teeth with 30mm cannons, R-73 air-to-air missiles and an array of laser guided rockets and bombs.
�How many?� he asked.
�Looks like two squadrons, sir. Around thirty planes in all.�
So it was a one-on-one round to the death. �Take into account the top speeds of all the aircraft � West�s, ours and Russia�s � their current positions, and super-impose their trajectories on the map,� he ordered.
Moments later, CGI animation lit up the plasma screen display. Langley watched in horror as three lines drew menacingly away from the three dots that represented West�s plane, the NATO forces and the Russian interceptors. They cut across the map like a surgeon�s knife slicing through the flesh of the earth until they collided in one spot high above the nodule of land sticking up from the top of Germany: Denmark.
In eight minutes all three forces would collide.
And if the diplomats couldn�t put out the resulting wildfires, all hell would be loosed upon earth, the Moon Mask be damned.
Airborne over Europe
High in the air above Northern Europe, sixty four planes tore through the skies, racing towards an apocalyptic collision. Thirty F-15 Eagles, manned by multi-national crews from thirteen different countries hurtled towards thirty two Russian Sukhoi Su-35s, all with their sights set on one Sukhoi Su-30, carrying one Russian pilot, an American defector, and a case containing a simple piece of metal, moulded by an ancient culture into a shape resembling the human face. It was in itself unambiguous enough. Yet, even before its secrets had been cracked and the power of the tachyon harnessed, its mere existence threatened to plunge humanity into a potential world war.
The only man who had the ability to stop it realised so as the update was fed to him from the other side of the globe. If the fleeing aircraft could be knocked out of the sky before the two opposing task forces of warplanes intercepted one another, then maybe a catastrophe could be averted.
But that same pilot flew a plane without any weapons, designed to perform aerial acrobatics to swoon crowds of spectators, not to engage a heavily armed fighter jet � and that was if he could even catch up with it. His engines were already being pushed harder than safety limits recommended to keep within visual range of the fleeing plane, and his body was already being pummelled by gravitational forces the likes of which it wasn�t designed to withstand.
Nevertheless, coaxing just a little more out of the screaming engines, Nathan Raine pushed faster; the G-force crushed his lungs and pounded his skull, the engines burned furiously, and the Red Arrow began to close the gap.
United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
�What the hell are you playing at, Sergei?� Langley demanded into the telephone receiver.
�I should ask you the same thing, Mister Ambassador,� his old sparring partner, Sergei Dityatev, replied, his ire equal to Langley�s own.
Just about everyone who was anyone was involved in the escalating crisis now. The U.S. and Russian Presidents were currently embattled in a teleconference; the UN Security Council was being hastily assembled; the NATO Supreme Commanders, the British Prime Minister, even the Chinese Premier, were all hurriedly rushing to their respective defence departments even while they hurled accusations of foul plan and treachery at one another. The delicate tapestry of world-wide politics was slowly starting to pull apart. But even within the UN and NATO alliance, no one could decide what action should be taken, nor who could authorise it. In a matter of minutes, the Supreme NATO Commander had threatened to recall the force sent to intercept the Moon Mask rather than sanction a hastily and un-thought-out aerial battle with Russian forces. Wars just didn�t happen this fast! There were discussions and hearings and meetings; there were votes, there were sanctions, there were diplomatic pressures. One didn�t just go to war in the space of less than an hour.
Yet the seriousness of the danger posed by the Moon Mask could not be ignored. NATO and the UN couldn�t just go to war on a whim. Yet neither could they allow control of the tachyon technology to disappear into the depths of Russia.
�Order your planes back, Sergei,� Langley urged forcefully.
�Hah!� the Russian Ambassador to the UN laughed. He had snuck out of the Secretariat Building sometime over the last hour and returned to his embassy. �Our planes are there as a direct response of your actions. You have sent thirty of your warplanes to shoot down one Russian jet that has done nothing wrong!�
�Nothing wrong?�
�Nothing wrong!� Langley could hear the fury and the mock-indignation in the ambassador�s voice. �That plane has an authorised flight plan to travel from Britain to Russia. It was in Britain by invitation, to take part in some fly over or display or some such. It was a guest.�
�It was there specifically to pick up the Moon Mask.�
�The Moon Mask is on board that plane?� Sergei made a poor attempt at playing innocent.
�Don�t bullshit me, Sergei. We both know what�s at stake here��
�Very well, Alex, I shall not �bullshit you�, as you so eloquently put it. Yes, the timing of your team�s mission to the British airbase worked out perfectly. We had a legitimate reason to have a plane there, so we took advantage of the opportunity.� He paused a second to collect himself. �Did you really think my government would sit idly by and let the United States claim the Moon Mask for themselves? Did you really think we would sit in Moscow quaking in fear while we watched you build a tachyon bomb, thus confirming your self-appointed place as rulers of this planet? Hah! We cannot allow that. Already, you Americans have too much control. Already you decide the fate of nations so far removed from your own: Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya. You send your soldiers in, and you send your bombers in! You hide behind the emblem of the United Nations, but really it is the United States that holds the true power.�
�I�m not here to debate Iraq with you, Sergei. I�m here to stop a war!�
�If we stop a war, then we invite a holocaust!�
�What the hell do you mean by that?� Langley had tuned out of the chaos in the Tactical Operations Centre, focussing entirely on his counterpart�s words.
�For the Russian people, Alex, it is far better for us to go to war, than to allow America to become the world�s first and only Tachyon Power. Look what happened when you became a nuclear power. Look at Hiroshima! Look at Nagasaki!�
�Mistakes,� Langley cut in. �Bloody ones, yes. But ones we have learned from.�
�Hah!�
�It is irrelevant anyway, Sergei. This is a United Nations mission. The Moon Mask will come under the control of the UN, of which Russia is a part. Whatever decisions are made about it, Russia will have a say in. What, if any, scientific knowledge or technological advancement is made from it, Russia will be a full partner in, just like the US, just like Great Britain, and France��
�Now you are �bullshitting� yourself, Alex.� His harsh words cut through to Langley. �The United States never had any intention of sharing this knowledge. That is why you sent an American team to find the mask.�
�There was a unanimous decision to send the team that was already involved. That happened to be an American team, yes. But there are representatives from other countries on it, Russia among them.�
�The woman scientist? Hah! She is no Russian. She is a traitor. The daughter of a traitor.� Then Sergei sighed. There was a sense of defeatism in him and Langley felt a swell of hope. He glanced at the wall map. The lines were drawing ever nearer to intersecting. Is this the countdown to World War Three? he wondered.
�You are a good man, Alex,� Sergei continued softly. �I like you. But, I am sorry to say, you are an American. Whatever you believe is right, whatever you believe is wrong, America will claim the Moon Mask for herself. Think about it, Alex. How do you think your government even knew about the tachyon radiation? They sent a team to Venezuela to retrieve the mask long before it even came to our attention.�
�I��
But Sergei didn�t let him speak. �You are an American. You are a member of your president�s cabinet��
�I have taken an oath to the United Nations.�
�As have I. And yet, man�s most important oath is to his country. This is why I have �betrayed� you Alex. And this is why you will betray me.�
The resignation in the other man�s voice was like the toll of death falling. Langley felt his legs give out from under him and he slumped into a chair against the desk. His eyes drifted up reluctantly to the wall map. Someone had decided to include a timer, a countdown, on the lower right hand corner. It read �3 mins, 34 secs�. The trajectories of the three groups of planes crept painstakingly closer. His eyes drifted to the small blinking dot which represented the commandeered Red Arrow. It was closing the gap between itself and West�s plane, but Langley knew that was a lost cause too. Raine�s plane was weapon-less.
Yet, he should have known that he wouldn�t give up. Nathan Raine never gave up.
His thoughts wondered to Raine�s last mission in charge of the SOG team. He thought back to his subsequent discussions, his interrogation, his court martial hearings.
�We hereby find Major Nathanial Raine guilty of treason,� the judge�s voice still echoed in his head. And he was right. Nathan Raine had committed a gross act of treason against his country and was justifiably sentenced to a lifetime in prison.
And yet�
�You�re wrong Sergei,� he spoke into the receiver again. �A man�s most important oath is not to his country. It is to his conscience.�
With that, he hung up and rose to his feet, full of new-found resolve. He looked at the wall map again. 3 mins, 7 secs.
There was still time.
There was still hope.
There was still Nathan Raine.

42:
Supernova

Airborne over Europe
Nathan Raine didn�t even realise he was screaming as he flew the Red Arrow at phenomenal speed towards the growing dot that represented the afterburners of the Sukhoi Su-30.
The pain was awesome, fast approaching ten G�s, enough to kill a man. Every muscle in his body was tensed but nevertheless he could feel his blood draining. His vision began to tunnel, the clouds streaking by over, above and around the cockpit canopy. His ears rang loudly, a shrill and painful din, caused by his own scream of agony, frustration and adrenaline.
He�d flown faster than this before, but never without an anti-gravity suit. He remembered his training; he�d been flown up to five Gs by a burly, cock-sure instructor who was notorious for making his trainees black out in moments. Raine didn�t black out, though he did feel as though a sumo-wrestler had slam dunked him two dozen times.
But it was nothing compared to this.
The actual plane model was a BAE Hawk T1A whose maximum safe speed was around 600 mph. It could push to 800, but by burning off most of the fuel in his tank to lighten the load, Raine had coaxed it up to just shy of 1,000 mph. He knew the display plane was designed to withstand expert pilots pulling and pushing it at high velocity but he knew it wouldn�t withstand much more of this.
Nor would he.
* * *
�He�s closing on us,� the pilot�s voice crackled into West�s headset.
West sat in the co-pilot seat, clutching the lead-lined rucksack as though his life depended on it. Luckily, the pilot had thought to make sure there was an anti-g suit ready for him, though wriggling into it in the cockpit hadn�t been too easy.
The pilot had been tracking what he assumed was Nathan Raine pursuing in a Red Arrow since leaving Britain, but rather than wasting time shooting down an unarmed display plane, they�d decided to push on and rendezvous with the Russian squadron out of Kaliningrad. They could take care of him then.
�He�s climbing. I am going to shoot him down.�
�Don�t worry about him, buddy,� West said, his strong Brooklyn accent startlingly dissimilar to the pilot�s Russian accent. �He can�t do anything without��
The thud was loud and thunderous. The plane lurched to the side, the wings wobbling from port to starboard as the pilot struggled to keep control. A dark shadow loomed above and when West looked up he couldn�t believe his eyes.
�He�s fucking insane!�
The underside of the Red Arrow was less than a meter above the canopy of the larger Sukhoi, the smaller plane�s length fitting above the Russian�s fuselage but in front of its tail. And the crazy son-of-a-bitch had just lowered down and struck the canopy with the underside of his own plane. How either pilot had managed to maintain control was incredible, but West had bigger concerns.
�Shoot him down!� he screamed.
�He�s too close!� Even if a heat-seeker swept around and hit the Red Arrow, the explosion would engulf them too.
�He�s coming down again!�
�Hold on!�
* * *
Moments before the underside of Raine�s plane would have struck the Sukhoi�s canopy for a second time, the Russian pilot drop away from under him, nose down as he dived. But Raine had been waiting for that � hoping for it even. He had barely managed to keep control of the Arrow after his first �gentle bump� and wasn�t confident he could do so again. Even the extraordinarily responsive Red Arrows weren�t meant to fly that close to another plane.
Raine matched the Russian�s move, lurching the Arrow forward into a stomach-lurching nose dive. He kept close to the top of the Sukhoi, both to prevent the other pilot from trying to level out and to prevent him getting a heat-seeking missile lock on him.
He was no fool. This was the ultimate David Versus Goliath showdown. The moment the Sukhoi let loose a weapon he was done for. His only weapon was his own manoeuvrability. And imagination.
The two planes plummeted towards the ground. The coast of Denmark came into view and Raine could sense the Russian pilot�s rising panic. With the Red Arrow preventing him from levelling his descent, he suddenly realised he was going to plummet straight into the ground.
The ground rushed towards them faster and faster. Desperate, the Russian pilot began to pull up. Raine could do nothing but spin the Arrow into a barrel-roll and twist away. He levelled up close to the ground and shot forward. The Sukhoi similarly had managed to avoid destruction and with a roar of its afterburners it shot towards a distant line of mountains.
Raine stayed close and fast, matching West�s plane move for move. He stayed on their tail as the mountain range grew around them. The Russian pulled up the steep sided slope of the closest face and Raine mimicked the manoeuvre. But, unexpectedly, the Russian continued flying up and over into a wide arc, a loop-de-loop, and before Raine could even register what had happened, a missile burst forward from one of its wings and streaked towards him.
United Nations Headquarters,
New York City, USA
�What�s happening?� Langley demanded as he suddenly noticed the erratic behaviour of Raine and West�s planes. They were no longer moving towards the expected �collision� point with the Russian and NATO planes but had instead dropped down, almost to sea level.
�Updating intercept time,� someone called and Langley noticed the countdown on the wall screen suddenly change. 3 mins, 57 secs.
Whatever Raine had done, he�d just bought them all some extra time.
Airborne over Europe
Raine was out of time!
The missile screamed towards him even as he flew up the pine-clad slope of the mountainside. He pulled hard on the control stick, more out of instinct than any rational reason, and the Red Arrow responded immediately, cart-wheeling away from the mountain just as the missile struck his previous position. A pluming explosion of rock and burning tree trucks burst out from the mountainside but Raine ignored the destruction as he flew headlong towards the Sukhoi.
* * *
�Shoot him! Shoot the bastard!� West practically screamed at his pilot.
This time, the Russian did. He pulled the trigger on the 30mm nose mounted cannon and spewed forth a hailstorm of bullets at the bright red plane.
* * *
Raine tipped his port wing and dropped in altitude, plummeting out of the path of the bullets. He regained control but West�s pilot wasn�t going to give up so easily. He dipped his nose and aimed the trail of bullets after Raine�s plane. They missed. Just.
Raine opened the throttle to its fullest extent and felt the sudden increase in g-force slam him back into his seat. The Red Arrow shot forward. He worked the control stick, banked around�
The Russian was there, trailing a line of bullets.
Raine hit the deck, dropping so close to the ground that his engines scorched the earth. Bullets tore up dirt and chattered through trees, splintering them, but the Russian plane overshot and flew out to the west, back over the sea.
Raine twisted the controls and felt the rush of adrenaline. This was real flying, the seats-of-your-pants kind of stuff that he�d missed since leaving the Special Operations Group. He wasn�t a man who felt fear often, and when he did, he simply punched through it.
Like now.
Instead of high-tailing it out of there and waiting for the cavalry, he pulled back hard on the control stick, tipping the plane�s nose up into the sky and he climbed at a phenomenal rate before going past the point of no return and flipping over on himself. But instead of following through the loop, he broke out of it, aimed for the fleeing Sukhoi and began a lateral run.
* * *
�Who is this man?� West�s Russian pilot demanded. �He�s coming about and chasing us again!�
�I told you, he�s crazy,� West snapped. �So crazy that he�ll attack us again, even without any weapons. Finish him off, buddy, then get us the hell outta here.�
* * *
Less than three hundred feet above the choppy sea off the coast of Denmark, the Sukhoi banked sharply about and, like a bull charging a matador, thundered towards the defenceless Red Arrow. But despite the demonic demeanour of the black plane�s predatory presence, the Red Arrow�s course did not falter. Its booming engines echoed through the air as it sped towards its prey. Like combatants in a medieval jousting competition, both planes hurtled headlong towards a point of collision, their sharp, beak-like noses the javelins of the modern age.
But the Russian had no intention of playing fair.
With mechanical precision, a heat-seeking missile dropped off its starboard wing, the chemical reaction of its rockets ignited, and it leapt away from the Sukhoi at incredible speed, zeroing in on the Red Arrow�s super-hot engines.
United Nations Head Quarters,
New York City, USA
�Here they come!� someone shouted in the TOC, his voice carrying with it a wave of panic. All eyes now watched the wall board as the blinking digital representations of the NATO and Russian forces swept towards their own collision point.
Airborne over Europe
In the air above Denmark, the squadron leader of the NATO planes checked in with his own commander.
�Roger that. We have a visual of the target.�
* * *
In the lead plane of the Russian forces, the squadron leader�s hands were slick with sweat as the gripped the control stick of the motherland�s newest fighter jet. Ahead of him, he could see the tiny silhouettes of two planes engaged in a dogfight, while beyond them was the swarming black mass of thirty more fighter jets.
NATO jets.
Enemy jets.
His orders were clear. Protect his comrade no matter the cost.
�All pilots,� he radioed. �Prepare to engage.�
* * *
All across the globe, those in power, those in the know, watched status screens, monitors and live video feeds of the turmoil in the skies above northern Europe.
The Kremlin,
Moscow, Russia
The Russian President�s hands were shaking, despite his outwardly cool demeanour. History would judge him this day. The moment one of his fighter jets obeyed his orders and opened fire on a NATO plane, he would be plunging Russia, and the world, into war. Yet the alternative meant annihilation for his country.
It wasn�t supposed to have come to this. It should have been a quick snatch and grab operation. There would have been political fallout; diplomatic relations would have soured for a few months, just like those with China, but ultimately the status-quo would have been maintained, only this time with Russia holding all the aces.
Russia had to control the Moon Mask.
The White House,
Washington D.C., USA
The American President watched the swarm of NATO forces that he had urged, pressured, even threatened, race towards an aerial collision with those of his nation�s age-old enemy.
Russia must not control the Moon Mask.
Airborne over Europe
In the skies above the coast of Denmark, squashed between two forces of advanced warplanes closing at colossal speed, a single Red Arrow flew straight and true, directly towards the heat-seeking missile which raced towards his engines. It had launched only a second ago, yet for Nathan Raine it had felt like an eternity. He hadn�t had chance to ponder his position, to consider the sixty savage beasts waiting to hurl themselves at one another, closing all the time. Nor had he even realised that the fate of the world rested on his shoulders. The politics of nations, the power plays of world leaders, the gesturing of political forces never entered his head. They didn�t matter.
Raine�s world had focussed down to him, the Russian, and the missile that lay between them.
In the blink of an eye, moments before the missile struck, Raine yanked the steering yoke, spinning the Red Arrow into a barrel roll. The missile shot past. Raine dived. The missile re-established its lock, swung about. The Russian plane banked and began to climb. Raine pulled back, sweeping the Arrow up towards the underbelly of his more-powerful prey. The missile followed, trailing a streamer of smoke.
* * *
The Russian and NATO planes grew larger all around, the roar of their engines deafening.
* * *
West�s pilot realised Raine�s plan and flipped his own plane expertly to port. The Red Arrow shot up past its cockpit and West realised he must have been hit because he was trailing smoke.
Raine spun the Red Arrow on its axis, a barrel-roll as he climbed over the Sukhoi�s cockpit then levelled out. The smoke was thick and intense, clogging and all encompassing. The Russian pilot found himself temporarily blind.
�Why�s the smoke red?� West heard himself ask.
The Sukhoi dropped slightly as the pilot tried desperately to escape the cloud of bright red smoke which now engulfed them. From the ground, the scene far overhead looked as incredible as it did bizarre as the Red Arrow released its tanks of coloured vapour, usually used to swoon crowds of spectators as they criss-crossed through the sky. But now the Arrow had dumped its load over the canopy of the Sukhoi�s cockpit and the split second it took the Russian plane�s disoriented pilot to realise what was happening was all that was needed.
The heat-seeking missile pierced the cloud of red smoke and, the Sukhoi having drifted, blinded, into its path, drove itself into the underbelly of the plane!
Raine screamed loudly, a roar of adrenaline, pain and fear as he threw the Red Arrow away from the blossoming cloud of destruction. It looked as though a nebula was bursting into life above Denmark as the cloud of smoke billowed outwards like a supernova.
* * *
�Target is down, I repeat, target is down!� The NATO squadron leader yelled urgently into his radio.
The Kremlin,
Moscow, Russia
A similar report, relayed from the Russian commander, echoed through the speakers of the Russian president�s office but he was already in motion, grabbing the radio and screaming into it. �Abort! Abort!�
Airborne over Europe
The command was echoed through the channels, from presidents, supreme commanders, generals and ultimately to the pilots of both forces.
Just as sixty-two warplanes converged on the blossoming explosion that marked the position of their target, they veered away at the last possible moment. Their engines boomed as the two opposing forces weaved in and out of one another, so close that the pilots of their respective counterparts could be seen through the cockpit canopies of their fighters. It was a thunderous melee of deadly, terrifying machines designed for the sole purpose of bringing death and destruction to one another, yet not a single bullet was fired.
Instead, as though they had passed through a storm cloud, all the planes swept out from the tangle of metal that could easily have been the ignition point of a third world war and powered away from one another.
RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
�What did I tell you,� Gibbs barked at Robertson in the O.C. of RNAS Culdrose, raising his voice to be heard over the collective sounds of relief from the staff that had watched the events closely. �You�ll get your plane back in one piece.�
�Mayday, mayday,� a voice crackled over the speakers as if on cue. Nathan Raine. �I�m going down, I repeat, I�m going down.�
Airborne over Europe
Whatever burning chunk of debris had hit the tail of the Red Arrow had obliterated its engines. Raine banked about shallowly and headed out over the coast. Already he could feel his altitude dropping and his speed dipping. Nevertheless, the plane�s own momentum still had it travelling at close to four hundred miles an hour as it cleared the west coast of Denmark and dropped towards the glistening blue that raced by underneath.
�I�m bailing out.� He fed his coordinates to the operator at Culdrose, then reached down and pulled the eject lever. A small chemical explosion catapulted the canopy from the top of the plane and Raine barely had time to register the sudden rush of wind that hit him as he and the pilot�s seat were shot out from the dying bulk of the plane and launched into the air. The parachute plumed open instants later and he watched as the sleek Red Arrow slammed into the ocean, crumpling on impact. It bobbed there for a moment, buoyant, before its own weight and its flooded cockpit dragged it under.
RNAS Culdrose,
Cornwall, England
Despite the situation, Benjamin King couldn�t help himself as he stood watching the events in the O.C. at Culdrose. He leaned in between Gibbs and Robertson, remembering the former�s promise to return the �borrowed� plane safe and sound.
�I told you so,� he smiled smugly.

43:
The Destroyer of Worlds

United Nations Head Quarters,
New York City, USA
Alexander Langley slumped into his chair in his office at the United Nations Secretariat Building and rubbed his throbbing temples.
In the space of only a few days, the world had gone from something loosely resembling order into undisputed chaos. In his mind�s eye, Langley saw the earth as little more than a dry haystack with half a dozen people gathered around holding magnifying glasses over it. At any time, a single spark was going to ignite the whole thing.
It had been so much easier when he had been a soldier in the field. All he had needed to focus on was the mission, and his team. And that was how he had played this entire Moon Mask crisis, focussing purely on that one aspect of the mission � the retrieval of the mask. Even now, he had just devoted enormous amounts of resources to cordoning off the crash site in Denmark while the NATO forces there searched for the transponder signal from the mask�s case. The case had been designed to withstand a nuclear detonation so he had no concerns about it not having survived, yet he found himself wishing it hadn�t.
Now I am become death; the destroyer of worlds.
Oppenheimer�s infamous statement following the detonation of the world�s first artificial nuclear explosion had been plaguing him ever since finding out about the threat that these tachyons posed.
He was the man selected to find this power and contain it. Protect it. But now, as he stepped back to look at the bigger picture, to look beyond the simple retrieval of the Moon Mask and consider the eventualities involved with its being reassembled, he found himself wondering just who he was protecting it from.
The United Nations had always shone as mankind�s brightest beacon of international hope, a place where all nations could come together for the betterment, and the protection, of humankind. But now both China and Russia had shown their hands. They had no interest in international security, only in their own goals.
Sergei�s accusation still echoed in his mind. �Think about it, Alex. How do you think your government even knew about the tachyon radiation? They sent a team to Venezuela to retrieve the mask long before it even came to our attention.�
How had the Pentagon known about tachyon radiation? How had U.S. doctors diagnosed the German archaeologist, Karen Weingarten, as suffering from tachyon radiation poisoning if it was only theoretical? The Russians had experimented on it, and he presumed so had the Chinese for them to have known to send a team to the Amazon. But following that train of thought likewise led him onto the only logical conclusion: the United States had also been experimenting with tachyons. And if that was true, were their motives equally as selfish as Russia and China�s?
The shrill ring of the phone on his desk startled him from his dark thoughts. He grasped the receiver. �Yes?�
The voice of his aide replied. �Mister Ambassador, we just got word that the package has been recovered.� She said the words in such a simple, casual manner, totally oblivious to the danger that the ancient mask posed to the modern world.
He didn�t know whether he was relieved or not. �Thank you, Kelly,� he said half-heartedly. He went to reset the receiver in its cradle then snatched it back to his ear. �Kelly.� She was still there. �Will you get me the name and contact details of the doctor at John Hopkins who diagnosed Karen Weingarten from the UNESCO Sarisari�ama Expedition? Thank you.� Then he hung up the receiver and returned to his dark and troublesome thoughts.
NATO Air Base Geilenkirchen,
Germany
The low afternoon sun glared through the window in the office space Benjamin King had been allocated upon arriving at the NATO base two hours earlier, but he ignored it and his own fatigue as he scrolled through page after page of digitalised documents on the internet. Spread across the desk around him were numerous books which he had managed to commandeer from the base�s library but so far they had revealed nothing about the two missing pieces of the Moon Mask.
He had been expecting one to be missing. Throughout the Kernewek Diary, there had been no mention about Kha�um recovering the mask originally stolen from the Bouda by Edward Pryce. On his adventures through Chile and then Cornwall, he had been positive that the Bouda mask wouldn�t be with the pieces Kha�um had gathered from his own adventures three hundred years ago. But he had been certain that all the other pieces would be there � the Egyptian mask, the Easter Island mask, and ultimately the final missing piece which King himself had found � the Xibalba mask.
Tracking down the Bouda mask, he knew, was only a matter of time. Sid and Nadia were currently in an adjoining office trying to piece together the life of Edward Pryce. In all of her writings, Emily Hamilton had described Kha�um�s nemesis as little more than �a devil which dogged our trail every step of the way�. But there was more to Pryce than some faceless villain, King knew. He was a man obsessed with reuniting all the pieces of the Moon Mask in the misguided belief that he could use it to travel back in time and right the wrong he felt had been done to him. King already knew that he had been declared insane and locked away in an asylum. Yet all of a sudden he reappeared in Kha�um�s life, not only released from his asylum but suddenly in command of a ship and a crew. And then, after losing his ship to Kha�um, he had miraculously found another. Yet, the records indicated that all his assets had been frozen when he had been declared insane, his family�s wealth, built on the trading of African slaves, absorbed by the government of the time.
So how was Edward Pryce able to purchase two ships and two crews? How was he able to provide the supplies and provisions for numerous trans-Atlantic hunts in pursuit of Kha�um? Or, more importantly, who was funding him from behind the scenes? And why?
King knew that if they could answer these questions they would lead to Pryce�s puppet-handlers. And whoever was pulling his strings, he knew, was also the person who possessed the Bouda�s mask.
But while Sid and Nadia pursued that line of investigation, King had set himself a far more daunting challenge.
Taking into account the missing piece which they could account for, there was still another �gap� in the completed Moon Mask, a slot for the final piece of the ancient jigsaw to fit into.
Only this time, King had no idea where to begin.
There were no clues, no open lines of enquiry. He�d re-read the Kernewek Diary and all the other source material he had accumulated over the years but everything he had so far suggested that the puzzle was complete, that the mask was composed of four parts: the Bouda piece, the Xibalban piece, the Easter Island piece and the Egyptian piece.
So he had started from scratch, searching the internet for any hits that might reveal the final piece�s location. He searched for any references to magical masks, which came back with so many possibilities that he�d never have enough years of his life left to read them all. He�d scoured the UNESCO database and Nadia had set up a �spider� search program which spread throughout the web, searching museum inventories, private collectors and auction houses. So far, he�d read about masks from Egypt to Mexico, Ancient Babylon to Aboriginal Australia. He�d read myths and legends, folktales and purely farcical stories about the magical masks of Solomon, Rameses and Augustus to Genghis Khan, Henry VIII and George Washington, but none of them fit, either physically or metaphorically, with the Moon Mask.
After clicking onto yet another whacko website about a magical mask worn by George Washington, King dropped his head down onto the desk and thumped it three times. It did nothing to help the headache which he hadn�t shaken since crashing off the balcony in the Hand of Freedom building and then being knocked out by West in the mine. His eyes felt like they were going to pop, just about every muscle in his body ached from the exertions of the last week and the nail wound in his forearm and hand still hurt like hell despite the pain killers he�d been prescribed by Culdrose�s medic.
�Ben?� Sid�s voice suddenly startled him. He looked up at her groggily. The brief excitement of their engagement seemed years ago now. He was running on empty. Sid had tried to get him to catch some shut-eye on the two hour flight from Culdrose but he�d spent the whole time re-reading Emily Hamilton�s narrative about Kha�um�s adventures, hoping for some clue. How had Kha�um found the other pieces of the mask in the first place? If he couldn�t track them down using the universal network that was the internet, how did an illiterate escaped slave find two pieces and almost a third, three hundred years ago? But all that Emily said about the matter was that Kha�um �placed the mask upon his head and entered a trance-like state�. When he removed it, severely weakened and disorientated, he claimed to know where the next piece was. But how was that even possible?
�Hi,� he greeted Sid and Nadia. Officially released from custody, Nadia had been reinstated back onto the team. But despite her cooperation, King could see a distance in her that hadn�t been there before. She was angry. She was hurt. Luckily for the rest of them, most of that anger seemed to be directed at her original accuser: Nathan Raine.
They�d been told that Raine had been recovered safely and, after a quick once over in the infirmary, he was now being debriefed somewhere on the base. The British were pretty angry about him destroying a Red Arrow, but King suspected he�d rather be facing a pissed off RAF Air Marshall than Nadia Yashina at this precise moment.
�We think we�ve got something,� Nadia stated crisply.
Sid continued. �What do you know about George Washington?�
King glanced from the image on his computer screen back to the two women. �You�ve got to be kidding me.�
United Nations Head Quarters,
New York City, USA
�As you may or may not know, Mister Ambassador,� King�s voice came through Langley�s computer speakers, �national archives from around the world have started digitalising ancient documents � UNESCO, the Smithsonian, the British Museum. Pretty much any official document kept in some dusty warehouse somewhere either is, or will be within the next ten or twenty years, available online. We got lucky on this one though.�
Langley studied the images of the three scientists on his computer screen, the sophisticated video-conferencing technology of the U.N. Headquarters and the NATO base allowing a seamless transmission.
�As you know, back at the U.N. we managed to find the original discharge papers for Edward Pryce��
�The man who was following Kha�um,� Langley said.
�Hunting would be a more apt word, but yeah, that�s him.�
�So how does that help us?�
King explained his logic to Langley, how if they could find Pryce�s handlers, maybe they�d find the Bouda�s mask. �The discharge papers placed Pryce into the custody of a man named Jonathon Hawk. This man Hawk also made a hefty donation to the asylum at the same time.�
�So he�s the man pulling his strings.�
�Initially, yes,� Nadia added.
�Initially?�
�Well, we pretty much know Pryce�s story � he chased Kha�um around the world trying to find the Moon Mask and met his end in a dead-end chamber in Sarisari�ama,� Sid added. �So we did some snooping into the life and times of Jonathon Hawk.�
�And what did you find?�
�Additionally to signing Pryce�s discharge papers, Hawk�s signature also appears in a number of different places. Notably, on the billing information we found for two decommissioned ships purchased from the Spanish navy.�
�So he supplied the ships to Pryce,� Langley said. �But who is this �Hawk� character?�
�Jonathon Hawk, among other things,� Sid explained, �was one of the first Freemasons in the New World.�
Langley hadn�t seen that coming. �Freemasons?�
�That�s right.�
�Freemasonry wasn�t firmly established in the Americas until around the 1730�s,� Nadia said, her usual scathing tone in her voice, �but as the migration to your �land of the free� spread out of Europe, so too did the various lodges of England, Scotland and Ireland.�
�What do you know about the Freemasons, sir?� King asked.
�Only what I�ve read in Dan Brown novels,� he joked.
�Well, without boring you too much with the history of Freemasonry, we all know that it is a secret society, or rather, a �society with secrets� as they term it, composed entirely of men.�
�Rich, fat, old men,� Nadia added testily.
�Not necessarily,� King interjected. �In fact, some of the most powerful men in history have been Freemasons.�
�What does any of this have to do with the Moon Mask?� Langley cut in, seeing another scathing response bubbling up from Nadia.
�Well, the trail of the Bouda Mask goes cold once it reaches Jamaica,� Sid continued. �Pryce�s ship is boarded by the British, he is sent to an asylum, and Kha�um is sold to Lord Hamilton�s sugar plantation. But, except for the log of a Lieutenant Percival Lowe of the H.M.S. Swallow which mentions finding Pryce with the mask, there is no further mention of it.�
�I still don�t see how this all fits together.�
�No one really knows all that much about the origins of the Freemasons,� King confessed, �or what goes on in their lodges. Mostly, it is just a bunch of rich, fat old men,� he glanced at Nadia, �playing dress up, acting out ancient rites which most people think stem from Egypt. Powerful people belong to their lodges, to be sure, but they are very much a peaceful organisation. It is not a religion �per se� but it is a �brotherhood� which uses allegorical symbols and codes in what you could call a �quest for enlightenment�. But,� he added quickly, seeing Langley�s mounting irritation, �there are also lots and lots of myths surrounding them. Most of them are poppycock, but when Sid and Nadia discovered Pryce�s benefactor�s links to the masons, they delved a bit more deeply into some of these myths.�
�One of the main themes that kept popping up was �time travel�,� Sid said.
Langley shifted forward on his chair. In the 1700s, well before they understood anything about tachyons, the main belief surrounding the mask was that, if assembled, it gave its wearer the ability to travel through time.
�They are all crazy conspiracy theories, of course,� Nadia said, �posted on the internet by the same people who claim to have seen UFOs and Bigfoot��
�But all of them surround the mythical �33rd Degree�,� King added; �The great secret that is revealed only to the highest order of the lodges.�
�Lots of the stories we found claim that the secret of the 33rd Degree is the knowledge of how to see the future, look into the past, or even to travel to them and manipulate events,� Sid explained. �One theory even suggested that the origins of the Freemasons stem from time travel. That originally the masons were slaves forced to build the Great Pyramid at Giza but discovered the ability to travel through time and thus escape their masters.�
Langley couldn�t help but smile at the whimsical nature of the stories he was being told. �Surely you�re not suggesting any of this is true?�
�Of course not,� Nadia said. �They are nothing more than modern day myths.�
�But, I think we have proven over the last few days that mere myths deserve more than just a cursory glance,� King argued. �We�ve proven the existence of the Moon Mask and explained, with science, the myth behind its �time travelling� properties. And I think the same goes here. Myths don�t have to be thousands of years old, Mister Ambassador. And this one is only as old as the Freemasons. But who is to say that it doesn�t stem from the same source? Nadia, back at the U.N., you yourself explained to us that the tachyons emitted from the Moon Mask stimulate a specific part of the brain: the Parietal Lobe. Well, it may shock you to discover that I�ve come across this before while researching the legends of the Moon Mask. Extra Sensory Perception, or ESP��
Nadia tried to cut him off with a scoff but Langley watched as King barrelled straight through her objections.
�Scientists have been studying ESP for years, looking into how some people claim to perceive future events, predict the card you�re holding in your hand, or even commune with the dead��
�ESP has not been scientifically proven to exist,� Nadia argued. �The legends surrounding the Moon Mask�s fortune-telling properties were the results of the hallucinogenic compounds which you yourself said Kha�um used to enter a trans-like state.�
�But suppose for the moment that the tachyon stimulation of the Parietal Lobe, causing the brain tumours you discovered in both Kha�um and Pryce�s remains, did give them some degree of extra sensory perception,� King argued. �It would explain Kha�um�s visions, how by simply wearing part of the mask he found the other pieces. Imhotep, who one way or another came into the possession of another piece of the mask, was considered a visionary. He designed the forerunner to probably the most iconic shaped building in the world, the pyramid. He was a master of science and medicine, far beyond anyone else of his day. He knew to seal the mask inside lead. He even carried out successful brain surgery!�
�You�re kidding,� Langley couldn�t help but say, shocked.
�No, it�s a well document fact,� King confirmed. �Having developed a form of ESP from his exposure to tachyons explains how he came about such knowledge.�
�You�re saying that he took this knowledge from his visions of the future?� Nadia didn�t bother trying to hide the disdain in her voice.
�That� right. And if the Freemasons had access to the Bouda�s mask then it would explain the time-travelling legends behind the 33rd Degree.�
Langley felt this video conference spiralling into a fierce academic debate and so pulled it back on track. �So you�re saying that this man, Jonathon Hawk,� he concluded, �a prominent member of an early sect of the Freemasons in America, took Pryce�s piece of the mask and then� what? Employed Pryce to find the other pieces?�
�Basically, yes,� King confessed. �Pryce most likely was himself being used by Hawk and Hawk�s own superiors. I�d guess that they promised him that he could use it to undo the �curse� he�d been inflicted with.�
�Suppose any of this is true,� Langley said. �How does it help us?�
�It opens up a new avenue of enquiry to pursue,� King replied. �About eighteen months after Kha�um and Pryce left England for the last time and set sail for �Davy Jones Locker,� Hawk left the Caribbean and never returned. He moved to the Colony of New York where, in later years, he became an outspoken opponent of British rule. He was also instrumental in the formative years of the Grand Lodge of New York, the oldest officially independent Freemason Lodge in America. Hawk died about twenty five years before it was officially founded but we discovered evidence of his interactions with a man named Daniel Coxe, the first of the Provisional Grand Masters during the 1730�s.�
�Where�s this going, Doctor?� Langley was getting agitated again.
King felt the pressure mounting. Langley, an American patriot through-and-through, wasn�t going to like the next part. �He also had dealings with a tobacco planter from Virginia � a man named Augustine Washington. Whether or not Hawk had any influence over Augustine�s son, George, is unclear, but what is known is that on November 4th, 1752, in his early twenties, George Washington was initiated into Freemasonry. In 1789, following Washington�s victory over Britain in the War of Independence, Robert R. Livingston, the Grand Master of the Grand Lodge of New York, administered America�s first president�s oath of office.�
�I know all this,� Langley felt ire rising. He considered himself a patriot; he knew the history of his country and didn�t need to be taught it like a school child by a Brit.
�Washington was considered, and still is by most Americans today, to have been visionary. He laid down the building blocks of the government of the United States, most notably the presidency, and presided over the writing of the constitution.�
�Doctor, you�re preaching to the converted here.�
King ignored him. �This �visionary greatness� has led to many urban legends, and the fact that he was a Freemason � everyone knows the story of how he laid the cornerstone of the Capitol Building dressed in his Freemasonry regalia � only fuels these stories. His military success during the war, his uncanny ability to �predict� British movements, his unnerving knack of always being one step ahead, has given rise to legends of what can only be described as �witchcraft� and �magic� going on behind the closed doors of the Grand Lodge. Some Evangelic Christian groups even suggest that he�d sold his soul to the devil to be given the power to overthrow the British.�
�This is preposterous, Doctor!� Langley was getting angry now.
�I agree, Mister Ambassador. I don�t think he sold his soul to the devil, but we�ve got to remember that we�re talking about myths here. And if there is any element of truth in it then we need to follow that thread and hope it leads us to the mask.�
�Do you know where the mask is Doctor King?� Langley crunched straight to the point.
King hesitated a second. �We found references to Washington�s ability to see future events. One of those references suggested he did this by using a magical mask that gave him the ability to see through time.�
�Yes or no, Doctor?�
King swallowed. �Not yet, but��
�Doctor King, I respect the work the three of you have been doing, but I don�t appreciate you throwing about wild speculation about the �Father of the United States.� George Washington may have been a member of a secret society, but that society, in your own words, is not in any way evil nor magical. We are not searching for a magical mask which gives its wearer the ability to see the future, much less travel to it. We are searching for a lump of metal from outer-space which in the wrong hands could bring about not just the destruction of nations, but the annihilation of humanity!� He paused, catching his breath. �George Washington was a great man, a man who won independence for this country not through the use of black magic and mumbo-jumbo, but by the sheer will of his character. Now, I appreciate the �thread� you�re following, but I think you�re barking up the wrong tree.�
�With respect Ambassador,� King argued firmly. �I think you had more of an open mind when I was telling you how the Moon Mask influenced the �forefathers� of the Mayans and the Incas. This is no different.�
Langley forced himself to relax and take a deep breath. As a military man he had always seen Washington as the hero of America, the great general who became a president. Having someone suggest that he had been assisted by a magical mask had been insulting, yet King�s comment was fair.
�You�re right, Ben. But it still seems loose to me. Other than Emily Hamilton�s reports about Kha�um using one piece of the mask to find the next, there is no evidence to support this theory of ESP. Now, you�re trying to link George Washington into the equation using only that link. It just doesn�t sit true.�
�At the moment, it�s all we�ve got.�
Langley studied the young man in the monitor. �But where does it get us? Is there any actual evidence of Washington having the Moon Mask?�
�That�s where we were hoping you could help, Ambassador.�
�How so?�
�Whether or not you and I believe the Moon Mask has time travelling properties,� Nadia took up unexpectedly, �the truth is that that is the myth which has surrounded it. The Xibalbans venerated it, Imhotep used it, and the Bouda learned to control it. It seems only the Easter Island culture knew nothing of its importance. So that is the investigative route we went down.�
�From the link to George Washington, we looked further into the references between Freemasonry and time travel,� Sid spoke up again.
�We stumbled upon a name that I recognised from my own research into the effects of tachyons,� Nadia explained. �Nikola Tesla.�
�Tesla?� Langley repeated, recognising the name.
�Tesla�s theoretical work formed the basis for the alternating current, the AC electrical power distribution systems which we still use today. In many ways, one could argue that Nikola Tesla is the father of modern civilisation. Without him there would have been no Second Industrial Revolution. No computers, no televisions, no microwave ovens. Without him we would still be shovelling coal into steam engines, yet few ordinary people know his name. We remember Edison and Einstein, but few know of Tesla�s contributions.�
�I recognise the name,� Langley admitted. �Didn�t he invent spark plugs for cars?�
A brief, and unexpected smile, crossed Nadia�s face. �Yes.�
�In 1891,� King continued, �one hundred and twelve years after Washington was sworn in by the Grand Master of the New York Lodge, the Serbian born Tesla was granted U.S. citizenship and moved to New York City. Things get a bit sketchy then but it looks like Tesla tried to join the Freemasons, the Grand Lodge of New York to be precise.�
�Tried?�
�Some accounts say that he was blocked from joining because his experiments were considered by the masons to be dangerous,� Sid replied. �The Masons felt that if they fell into evil hands, the forces of darkness would have the power to control the world.�
�Yet other accounts,� King picked up, �suggest that he did become a Freemason, and escalated high into the ranks, perhaps even to the 33rd Degree, but was later expelled, for want of a better term, because of his eccentric personality and his belief in increasingly bizarre, and terrifying, science and technology.�
�Let me guess,� Langley said. �Time travel.�
�Supposedly, Tesla believed he was capable of building a number of futuristic things,� Nadia said, �including enhanced energy-beam weapons, radio-controlled bombs and torpedoes, a zero-point-energy generator � not dissimilar to a tachyon emitter � and most importantly to us, yes, a time machine.�
�And the core of this time machine, something which conspiracy theorists have called �Phoenix�,� King concluded, �was the secret of the 33rd Degree.�
�And if you are correct about the Moon Mask being the 33rd Degree of Freemasonry��
�Then the Moon Mask, somehow, was incorporated into Tesla�s time machine.�
Langley studied the three faces staring back at him from the screen. He was serious for a moment but then laughed, throwing his head back and rubbing his tired eyes. �You�re not seriously wanting me to believe that Tesla built a time machine, are you?�
�Built, yes,� Nadia confirmed. �Used, no. Most likely, he hit the same wall that all scientists that have ever toyed with the possibility of time travel have come across � the inability to produce enough energy to distort space-time.�
A terrible thought occurred to Langley. �The tachyons in the Moon Mask��
�Even the completed mask will not have anywhere near enough tachyon energy to do what you are suggesting,� the Russian consoled him before he�d even voiced his concern
�So where does this leave us?� he asked.
�It leaves us theorising that Nikola Tesla,� King concluded, �is the last man to have seen the Bouda piece of the Moon Mask that we know of.�
Langley ran it all through in his head. The Bouda piece of the mask was taken by Edward Pryce to Jamaica; from there into the hands of Hawk and an early sect of the Freemasons in the New World where it became a physical element of the sacred 33rd Degree, the ultimate secret of Freemasonry. From there it fell into the hands of a �mad scientist� name Nikola Tesla who incorporated it into a failed time machine experiment.
It was still a weak train of thought, he couldn�t help but think. Clutching at a lot of straws, making a lot of suppositions and guesses � what if the mask had nothing to do with the 33rd Degree? For all any of them knew, the Freemasons knew nothing about it. And if that was the case, then all that Tesla took was nothing but arcane secrets linking back to the esoteric past of the brotherhood.
�You said you needed my help,� he remembered suddenly.
�Tesla died in 1943, alone and broke in a New York hotel room,� King explained. �Because of the dangerous nature of his work, after his death all of his work and property was impounded by the FBI and the O.S.S.� The Office of Strategic Services was the predecessor of the CIA, Langley knew. �Supposedly there were two truckloads of papers taken away and branded �Top Secret� by J. Edgar Hoover himself. Eventually Tesla�s nephew won possession of the materiel but conspiracy theorists, and anyone with a dash of reality, believe that all of the most sensitive and valuable stuff was kept by the O.S.S.�
�We believe that somewhere in that materiel is the location of the mask,� Nadia concluded, �if not the mask itself.�
Langley heard a warning bell ring in his head. His earlier concerns about the true nature of the U.S.�s involvement in this crisis came rushing back to him. Had one piece of the mask been right under their nose the whole time? And if so, did anyone else know about it?
�I�ll speak to my contact in the CIA,� he replied half-heartedly, �see if I can get us access to at least some of the files. But it won�t be easy, and it will take time. If the only evidence we�ve got that they kept hold of some of Tesla�s research back in the forties is nothing more than conspiracy theories then it�s going to be tough just getting them to admit it. In the meantime, I think we should be pursuing other avenues. Where are we on the other missing piece of the mask?�
The downcast looks of all three scientists confirmed his fears. King answered. �We�ve got nothing.�
Langley offered them an encouraging smile, despite feeling anything but encouraged. �Come on. You�ve got this far, you�ve found the other missing pieces and a possible trail for the Bouda mask. Surely you�ve got something.�
�That�s just the thing. We have no trails to follow, no leads, no clues. I don�t even know where to start looking. I thought that once we�d found the Egyptian and Easter Island mask, then it would just be a case of tracking down the Bouda mask which Pryce stole. But there�s nothing mentioned in the Kernewek diary. As far as I can tell, Kha�um assumed that other than the piece Pryce stole, the Xibalba mask was the final piece of the puzzle.�
�We�ve been going through books and searching the web for any reference to magical masks,� Sid added, placing a hand on King�s shoulder. Langley could see how exhausted he was. More than anyone, King felt a responsibility to find the mask, though it went beyond his desire to keep it out of unfriendly hands. It was an obsession, Langley knew. One which had driven his father to his death. �The truth is that there are so many legends and myths that there�s no starting place��
�I�ll find it,� King cut in with sudden determination. �It�s out there somewhere, and I�ll find it.�
Langley studied the screen for several long moments. �Okay, keep on it Ben. If what you say about Tesla�s research is true then at least the Bouda piece is safe for the time being. The final piece is the wild card. It�s out there, somewhere, and you�re not the only one looking for it now.�
King nodded and after brisk, to-the-point farewells, Langley cut the video feed and leaned back in his chair, mulling over in his mind everything he had just learned.
He closed his eyes and felt the tantalising fingers of sleep clawing at his consciousness. For a moment he considered letting it embrace him but then the intercom on his desk beeped. He pressed the speaker button and his assistant, Kelly�s, voice came through it.
�Ambassador?� She sounded more tentative than normal. �I found the contact details for Doctor Emmett Braun, the doctor who diagnosed Karen Weingarten.�
�Thank you Kelly. Send it to my screen.�
There was a pause. �Um, sir� Doctor Braun was killed in a road accident nine days ago.�
Langley threw himself upright and stared at the speaker phone as though it had just sprouted legs and done a little dance. His words to King echoed in his mind. �At least the Bouda piece is safe for the time being.�
He was beginning to think that his statement couldn�t have been further from the truth.

44:
Out of the Ashes

Ocean Avenue,
60 Miles South of New York City, USA
Alexander Langley drove the black SUV down the coastal road. To the left waves broke against the rocky shoreline while to the right the sun sank lower in the sky, casting long shadows from the trees which hemmed him in. The built in sat-nav glowed dully from the centre console, its muted screen taking up the position ordinarily occupied by a stereo system. Open on the passenger seat, wirelessly connected to the internet, his laptop continued its search through classified government files but he fancied that he already had what he needed.
Sitting dauntingly on his desktop was an encrypted folder. The data-tag read �Phoenix� and, whatever it contained, was large, and very highly protected. Despite being a member of the president�s cabinet, a representative of the U.N. Security Council and a retired SOG field commander, none of his security clearance allowed him access to it. In fact, after trying for the third time, a stark warning had told him that his failed attempt to access the classified file had been logged and that any further attempts would be a breach of federal law.
Coincidentally, Jack Harman had been tied up in meetings all day and unable to take his numerous calls. In fact, no one high up enough in the CIA to help had been available all afternoon, which in itself was odd considering he was the appointed commander of an international U.N. mission of vital national, and even international security, and in direct command of a CIA Special Operations Group team.
Getting nowhere with the file he�d promised King he�d look into, he�d shifted his attention on to the death of Doctor Emmett Braun but had fared little better there. He�d found reports in online newspapers about the tragic death of a renowned scientist but he�d been surprised to discover that Braun�s speciality wasn�t in tropical diseases, as he had suspected. Instead, he was an eminent specialist of radiation related illnesses. He�d produced a number of treatments for radiation poisoning and had been instrumental in developing detection methods and classifications of different types of radiation and their varying effects. He had been involved with most of the major radiation-related accidents of the last quarter century, most notably Chernobyl and Fukushima. Yet, strangely, he had been brought in to identify a supposedly �tropical disease� picked up by an archaeologist in the middle of Venezuela.
It was all the proof Langley needed. The U.S. had known about the tachyon radiation right from day one. Unsurprisingly, Braun�s reports had been classified, as had all the medical data gathered at John Hopkins hospital, above his clearance level.
The hands-free speaker phone system continued the shrill dial tone but this time he�d shifted track. With all his attempts to reach Harman or anyone else in the CIA either gone unanswered or been rebuked by surly receptionists with a mightier-than-thou attitude, he�d instead tried a totally different number.
�Hello?� a female voice answered casually. Langley could hear children in the background, the sounds of meat sizzling in a pan and the clatter of pots.
�Jenny? It�s Alex.�
�Alex? Hi, how are you?�
The number he�d dialled was the cell phone of Jennifer Harman, Jack�s wife, and Langley instantly felt a pang of guilt for using his friendship with the family to get through to the CIA chief.
�Oh, not too bad, not too bad,� he said as breezily as he could. �Listen Jenny, I don�t mean to be rude but I�ve been desperately trying to get through to Jack all afternoon but I think he�s cell phone must be off. You know what he�s like,� he laughed. �Is he there?�
�Yeah, sure,� Jenny replied happily. �I�ll just put him on.�
Got you! Langley thought triumphantly. As he had expected there was a muffled pause as Jenny told her husband who was on the phone and admitted that she�d told him he was there. After a lengthy wait during which Langley could picture his friend�s reaction, Jack Harman�s voice echoed through the tinny speakers of the SUV.
�Hello Alex.�
Langley couldn�t help but smile. He heard the reticence in the other man�s voice.
�Jack, you�re a hard man to reach.�
�I�ve been in meetings all day.�
�So I�ve been told. It seems that just about anybody who�s anybody in the Agency has been in meetings all day. In fact, your secretary just told me about five minutes ago that you were still in a meeting and would be unreachable for hours.�
�I managed to slip away early. A bit of family time. I�m sure you understand.�
�Oh sure, sure.� He followed the curve of the road to the right, leading him away from the coast. �I was just starting to feel a little neglected. I must have left a dozen messages on your answer phone.�
Harman cracked. They both knew they were wasting one another�s time playing this game. Harman had been avoiding his calls, simple as that. �What do you want, Alex?�
Any fake levity evaporated from Langley�s voice too. �I want Phoenix.�
The pause was a little longer than it should have been, confirming Harman�s knowledge. �Never heard of it.�
�Really? I�m looking at the encrypted file on my laptop right now. It was buried deep in the agency�s archives��
�Becky, go help your Mom,� Harman said unexpectedly. Becky was Jack and Jenny�s eldest. �Because I told you to! Just do it!� Then all his attention was back on Langley. �Alex, I�m your friend so I�m going to give you a bit of friendly advice. Stay away from Phoenix.�
�You know I can�t do that Jack. Phoenix has information relating to the Moon Mask. All I need is access��
�You think I can give you access?� Harman laughed. �I don�t even have access.�
�You�re the Director of Intelligence at the CIA��
�I know that Alex, but even my clearance has limits.�
That was astonishing. The upper echelons of the CIA were made up of the directors of Intelligence, Science & Technology, Support, the Centre for the Study of Intelligence and the National Clandestine Service. These five directors reported to the Associate Deputy Director, the Deputy Director and the Director himself. For someone of Harman�s level to be denied access to anything in the CIA meant that it was one of the most closely guarded secrets in America.
�But you know the file exists,� Langley accused. �So you must know something about it.�
�All I know is that whatever it contains, it is dangerous. And by trying to access it you�ve dropped yourself smack bang in the middle of that danger.�
�I�m willing to take that chance Jack.�
�Well I�m not.� Langley knew what his friend was saying. He�d been ordered not to speak to Langley and he knew that, by showing an interest in whatever Phoenix was, all the eyes and the ears of the CIA would be watching him. Most likely this phone call was being recorded and if Harman gave away anything he�d be thrusting himself and his family into whatever danger he�d implied existed.
�I understand,� Langley said. �Sorry for interrupting your evening.�
Just as he went to hang up, Harman interrupted. �Alex,� he said nervously. �Be careful.�
Sea Girt,
New Jersey, USA
Forty-five minutes later, Alex Langley walked up to the porch of the Braun residence and knocked twice.
Situated right on the rocky coastline with its own jetty, moored to the end of which was a ramshackle small blue and white motorboat, the house was in generally good shape but could have used a lick of paint and a tidy-up in the yard. Most of the houses in Sea Girt, just over a hundred miles south of New York City, were of a similar style. It was a place, Langley guessed, where the middle-class liked to retire; a sort of poor-man�s posh neighbourhood filled with dentists, plastic surgeons, retired car sales men and medium-level entrepreneurs.
After a lengthy wait, he at last heard the sounds of keys turning and then the door creaked open. A small lady peered out at him and despite her advanced years � she had to be pushing ninety � she glared at him without any sense of intimidation.
�What do you want?� she demanded in a strong southern drawl that was somehow out of keeping with her frail appearance.
�Missus Braun? My name is Alex Langley. I work for the United Nations. I�m sorry for your loss, but I was hoping I might be able to ask you some questions about your husband��
�I already answered all your questions,� she replied defensively. �I ain�t got nothin� more to say to you suits.�
�Suits?�
�That�s right. You lot, in your fancy suits, coming around here terrorising poor Emmett all of his life. And what�s he get for his troubles? Knocked off. Is that what you�re here for? To finish me off too?�
Langley tried to hide the quiet bemusement that twitched the corners of his mouth. �I assure you Missus Braun. I�m not here to �knock� anyone off.�
She looked him up and down, her eyes sharp and calculating. They lingered for a moment on the five-o�clock shadow around his lower jaw and his tired eyes. �You do seem different to the others. Alright, you got five minutes. Come on in.�
She thrust the door wide open and then descended into the long corridor leaving Langley to let himself in. He followed her into living room where she had crashed onto a threadbare green and red floral sofa. Langley scanned the room, noting the antiquated television set in the corner standing in stark contrast to the ultra-modern-looking computer which seemed out of place in an otherwise typical old-person�s-home. Scattered amongst shelves full of trinkets � bells, ceramic eggs, shoes and Russian dolls � were dozens of photos depicting what he supposed were the same two people. Some were old, sepia, and portrayed a young man and woman, both handsome in their day, but as the photographs got newer, the couple grew older.
He picked one up. �Is this your husband?�
�The clocks-a-ticking, Langley. You�ve got four minutes left.�
This was no soft, reminiscing granny he was talking to but a harsh, sharp witted woman whom he was sure could hold her own in the UN Council chamber. He discarded the pleasantries and got straight to the point.
�Did your husband ever talk about his work?�
�My husband was a patriot Mister Langley. A patriot until the day he died. If he was ordered not to talk about his work, even to me, then he wouldn�t so much as utter a word.� She shrugged. �Not consciously at least.�
�Not consciously? What do you mean?�
�Emmett had dreams � nightmares really. Or night terrors.� Her face turned hard again. �Whatever you people had him involved in, it haunted him all his life. When he was asleep, he�d cry out, calling names, screaming and babbling incoherently. Get them out!� she screamed suddenly, startling Langley with her impression. �Get them out! He�d scream over and over again.�
�When did these dreams start?� Langley asked. �I know he was at Chernobyl. Was it after that?�
The old woman laughed with a bitter twist of melancholy. �Do you want to know why Emmett went into medicine? Why he spent his entire life studying the effects that radiation has on the human body and trying to find ways to treat it?�
Langley felt like saying �not if it eats into my four minutes� but kept his mouth shut. The old lady�s change in topical direction might reveal something.
�Emmett wasn�t interested in science, or nuclear power� and certainly not war. All that he cared about was his duty. His duty to me, his wife. His duty to his country. But most importantly, he cared about his duty to his race, to humanity. That is a duty that goes beyond national boundaries, beyond flags. That�s why he was at Chernobyl. That is why, even as a very old man, retired, he was at Fukashima. That is why, at the age of almost ninety, he went with those men in suits almost two weeks ago, and he never returned.� Her voice began to crack, raw emotion threatening to weaken her hard resolve. �Now I am become death; the destroyer of worlds,� she whispered.
The words hit Langley. The very same worlds had been going through his head since the tachyon threat fell in his lap.
�Robert Oppenheimer said those words, referring to his thoughts when they detonated the first atom-bomb,� she explained needlessly. Langley knew the words, originally spoken by Vishnu in Hindu scripture, very well. �Emmett used to quote them whenever he heard of another nuclear accident. He knew right from the beginning that those horrible weapons brought about far more death and horror than just the initial blast. And then they started building nuclear power stations!� The vehemence died away into melancholy again and Langley could see that she was on an emotional rollercoaster, one minute high and angry and hard as nails, the next small and weak and longing to be reunited with her lost love.
�He told me once,� she continued, �that in cracking the atom mankind had released the ultimate evil upon itself and that, after all he had seen, it was his responsibility, his duty, to battle it. Everywhere that people were dying and suffering because of radiation, Emmett went, always questing to ease their suffering, always hoping that what he learned this time would save people the next time.� She gestured her head sharply at the computer in the corner. �He used to sit on that infernal thing for days on end, even after he�d retired, even when he became an old, old man. He never gave up. He never forgot his duty.�
Langley felt that the old lady was letting her guard down a little but nevertheless he knew he had to tread carefully. Perching on the edge of a similarly patterned armchair to the sofa, he leaned forward and in a soft voice asked; �Mrs Braun, you said �after all he had seen�. What did you mean by that?�
She looked at him, collecting her thoughts. �When the Japs dropped their bombs on Pearl Harbour in �41, Emmett was only fifteen years old. We were childhood sweethearts, you know.� Langley smiled warmly. �I begged him not to, but he insisted on signing up. He joined the navy so that he could go off and help our boys in the Pacific. I know what you�re going to say � fifteen wasn�t old enough,� she pre-empted. �But Emmett wasn�t the only lad to forge his papers back then. Some did it in the pursuit of glory, others, like Emmett heard the call of duty. And the admissions office was willing to overlook the glaring forgeries if it meant getting troops on the front lines. That,� she concluded, �was the strength of his sense of duty, Mister Langley.�
�Admirable,� he replied. Coming from a distinguished military background, Langley appreciated such acts of patriotism perhaps more so than the other members of the president�s cabinet.
�In �43,� Mrs Braun continued, �he was assigned to a brand new ship. He was very excited. Of course, he couldn�t tell me anything about it, but he did say that if tests were successful, it was going to change the tide of the war.� Darkness descended across her features, a twist of anger. �He was never the same after that.�
�That�s when the nightmares began,� Langley realised.
A single tear began to roll down her cheek, the memories of a lifetime ago still raw. �That�s right. He was given six months leave,� she said. �Six months, in the middle of a world war!�
�Was he injured in some way?�
�Not physically.� That was answer enough. The body was far easier to heal than the mind. Langley knew this well. The things he had witnessed, the things he had done, in the name of his country, still gave him nightmares. It was those things that had driven him to his post at the UN in the naive hope of helping to maintain international peace, to prevent the need for such actions to ever come about again.
�When he returned to the navy,� she continued, �he transferred into the medical corp. Years later he was sent to Japan as part of a relief team.� She laughed bitterly. �We drop an A-bomb on their country then to appease our national conscience we sent in a few medical personnel to try and help the victims of the radiation fallout. Hah! It disgusted him, and it disgusts me!� She had an accusatory glint in her eyes as she looked at Langley. A �suit�, she�d called him. A policy maker. A guilty party. �He became the world�s foremost expert on radiological illnesses. A few years after the war he left the navy and continued his work on civvy street, but every few years men in suits, just like yours Mister Langley, would show up at the doorstep and whisk him off to one undisclosed location after another, for weeks, months sometimes. And each time he returned he was just a little bit sadder, a little bit� darker. It was like the United States government was slowly, piece by piece, eating away at his soul.�
They sat there in silence for several long moments, the chiming of half a dozen small clocks thundering in Langley�s ears. He could have argued his own innocence, reiterated his UN credentials, but the truth was she was right. The US government had destroyed her husband, piece by piece. He wasn�t the first, and he wouldn�t be the last, and as a representative of that government, Langley�s hands had as much blood on them as anyone�s.
�Mrs Braun,� he said carefully. �I know it was a long time ago, but do you remember the name of the ship your husband served on in �43?�
�Of course I do,� she snapped. �I�m old, not senile, Mister Langley.� Langley offered an apologetic smile. �You�re no spring chicken yourself, you know� she grumbled, then looked him in the eye as though the next words she said were going to be the defining ones of his life. �USS Eldridge.�
The name immediately sounded familiar to Langley, though he couldn�t quite place why. Then again, in his military career he had set foot upon so many ships in the US Navy that he couldn�t remember all their names.
�Now, if you don�t mind Mister Langley, your five minutes are up.� She rose and gestured him out of the door. Of course, there was no way the frail old lady could make him leave and he still had many questions to ask, but Alex Langley was a gentleman and if the lady wanted him to leave, then leave he would.
He followed her back along the hallway and out on to the porch. But just as the old lady was about the close and lock the door without so much as another word, a question Langley hadn�t planned to ask sprang from his mouth.
�Just one more question, Mrs Braun,� he said urgently just as the door clicked closed. He raised his voice so that she could hear him on the other side. �Did your husband ever mention anything about something called �Phoenix�?�
There was a long pause and Langley thought that she couldn�t have heard and had returned to the living room, but then the lock clicked and the door swung open. Whatever frailty had been there previously had now gone. She stared at him, long and hard, deciding something, Langley realised. Then she made her decision.
�Phoenix killed my husband, Mister Langley.�
Langley still had no idea what Phoenix was but he played his hunch. �I think that Phoenix is going to kill a lot of other people too. And I need your help to stop it.�
Another lengthy pause. Another decision reached. Then she opened the door wider and gestured him in. �You�d better come with me.�

45:
The Fires of the Phoenix

NATO Air Base Geilenkirchen,
Germany
Benjamin King�s head throbbed. No, �throbbed� was too kind a word. In reality it felt as if some dark minion of Satan had climbed up through his body and was now sat inside his head thrusting a pneumatic drill into the back of his eyeballs. Each time the computer screen that had sat in front of him all day had flashed onto a new page that little demon upped the power level a notch and thrust deeper.
Now, lying with only a towel wrapped around his waist on the bed in the room he had been allocated with Sid, he lay staring at the ceiling. The sound of running water came from the bathroom where Sid showered. She had ordered him to shower first so that he could get straight into bed and sleep but there was no way he could do so. His mind kept mulling over the events of the last few days, focussing mainly on the last hour or so.
He, Sid and Nadia had locked themselves away inside the office space they had been allocated by the base administrators, surrounded by some of the most sophisticated computer systems in the world, trawling through endless websites ranging from the religious to the fanatic to the absurd. They�d read the museum manifests of everything from the Smithsonian to small private collections; they�d searched databases of myths and legends catalogued by historians and explorers from the days of Herodotus until now, and still they had nothing. No strong leads, no hints about mysterious magical masks that could see the future or travel to it.
They had hit a dead-end. A brick wall.
�We�re going about this all wrong,� he had said shortly before midnight. All three of them were tired and grouchy. Other than the lead they had passed onto Langley, which in itself was weak and made too many assumptions, none of them had anything to show for the endless hours they had been hunting on the World Wide Web.
�How so?� Sid had asked. Nadia looked up from her computer also, her eyes tired and weary.
King turned in his seat to look at the two women. �Kha�um and his crew didn�t have the internet, no digitalised libraries or the global resources of UNESCO, yet they still managed to find the location of three pieces of the Moon Mask.�
�Yeah, but I thought you said Emily�s diary didn�t ever explain how they found them.�
�Sure she did � �Kha�um placed the mask upon his head and his pagan gods revealed all to him�.�
Nadia rolled her eyes and was about to respond but King cut her off.
�Back at the U.N., you yourself said that the tachyon radiation given off by the Moon Mask, as well as making everyone at Sarisari�ama sick, also had some sort of neurological effect � an increase in brain patterns which in Kha�um and Pryce resulted in some sort of a tumour or growth forming on the Parietal Lobe. An area of the brain which scientists are studying in relation to ESP. Well get this,� he�d raised his voice over Nadia�s huff of frustration. �I touched the mask. Back in Xibalba, I could actually see the city as it was thousands of years ago. Since then, I keep on seeing things, thinking about the past, but not in some day-dreamy sort of way. It�s like I�m back there again, experiencing�� He trailed off, unwilling to voice the painful memories of his mother and sister�s execution.
He cleared his throat and continued. �For days now, I�ve been experiencing the oddest sense of d�j� vu.�
�We have all been under a lot of stress since this all began,� Nadia argued, keeping her tone flat and even. It held a condescending tone to it. �The two of you were taken hostage and had your lives threatened. Under such conditions it is ordinary for the mind to� play tricks on you.�
�And yet that whole time, when Bill held us hostage, it felt like� like I knew what was about to happen. Like I�d already seen it, lived, it before.�
�In times of stress, the brain pieces together fragments of your memories, your past experiences, to help you cope with such terrifying circumstances.�
�But I can tell you now, Nadia, I�ve never been held hostage before�� He cut himself off, realising his own lie. Of course he had been held hostage before Bill Willis. That afternoon with General Abuku was one of the most defining moments of his life. He felt the circular scar on his forehead burn anew and his cheeks flush, a mixture of embarrassment and anger.
�Down in the mine, with Nate,� he offered a different argument, though he knew instantly how flimsy it would be under Nadia�s scathing scrutiny. �I felt sure that we were going to be betrayed.�
�That was nothing more than paranoia stemming from what, at the time, you felt was my betrayal. It doesn�t mean that since touching the Moon Mask you have become a psychic.�
�Ben,� Sid had added, �you yourself said that the most plausible explanation for the legends about the Moon Mask being able to predict the future is the hallucinogenic compounds ancient cultures used in their rituals. The famous Oracle of Delphi was one of biggest con-artists of all time without even realising it. The prophets and seers of the ages, you said, if they were alive today, we would call them druggies and smack-heads. The practise is still in use with shamans and witchdoctors and Native American tribes today who use hallucinogenic compounds to induce trances and when they wake up they say they�ve seen the future when in fact they�ve just had very vivid dreams.�
�But what if I was wrong?� King asked, glancing from Sid to Nadia. �What if some of these people had ESP?� Nadia moaned and ran an exasperated hand through her hair but King spoke over her protests. �Kha�um found three pieces of the mask, by doing nothing more than wearing the mask. If it was just superstitious mumbo jumbo, visions brought about by drugs, then how did they lead him to the pieces of the mask?�
�Kha�um was the keeper of the mask for his tribe,� Nadia said. �He would have had access to all the lore surrounding it, clues written by whomever originally distributed the pieces around the globe, for surely someone, perhaps even your Progenitors I�ll concede, must have done so. Unless you now expect us to believe that the gods shattered it and in a flash of light sent it sprawling across the globe, like the Xibalbans believed?�
�Damn it!� he had snapped. �It�s worth a goddamn shot, isn�t it!?� King had slammed his palm down on the computer desk and rose to his feet. Frustration had turned to anger � anger at his own inability to solve this final piece of the puzzle. �This is getting us nowhere,� he gestured at the computers. �For all we know the Chinese, or the Russians or Bill�s people have already located the final piece and are about to turn it into a bomb!�
Sid had ignored his last few words, instead focussing on her fianc�es first statement, a sense of dread dropping through her gut. �What�s worth a shot, Ben?� she�d asked cautiously.
King turned and looked at her but Nadia answered for him.
�Wearing the mask,� she realised. �You think that if you put the mask on then the �pagan gods� will reveal all to you?�
�But I thought you said the tachyon radiation caused gross abnormalities in anyone who touched it extensively?� Sid clarified with Nadia.
�Edward Pryce�s remains, after being in close contact with one piece of the mask, as well as physical abnormalities, was riddled with evidence of tumours� as was Kha�um�s.�
�No,� Sid fired vehemently at King. �I won�t allow it.�
�Nadia, you said I was immune to the tachyon radiation.�
�In relatively close proximity to one piece of the mask, your body does seem to have developed a resistance to the radiation. But that resistance, as I stated previously, is most likely hereditary, stemming from your ancestral links to the Bouda. Yet the fact that Kha�um also suffered from brain tumours implies that even he was not fully immune to the radiological effects. You said that, traditionally, the price that the �keepers of the mask� paid was short life.�
�But a short, one off exposure��
�No, Ben!� Sid had snapped, jumping to her feet. �No!� She stared at him hard, her eyes fierce and yet loving. �This is going too far. This quest for the Moon Mask killed your father, your entire family! I won�t let it kill you too! If you try to wear the Moon Mask � especially in its almost complete state � it could kill you! And I can�t lose you Ben, I�m sorry I just can�t.� She struggled to hold back tears.
Nadia quietly invaded the awkward silence that followed Sid�s outburst. �The answer is in here, Ben,� she said, placing a hand on a computer tower. Her normally hard voice had seemed somehow softer, pleading almost. �It�s not� out there,� she said vaguely, gesturing into thin air. �We�re scientists, not mystics.�
Now, alone on the bed in his room, Nadia�s words echoed in King�s mind: We�re scientists, not mystics. It was a similar sentiment he had said to his father the last time they had seen each other, when he had finally decided enough was enough, that the Moon Mask was nothing but a myth. All they had left to go on was hearsay and prophecy. His father�s reputation was in ruins, his estate dry, his future bleak, yet he had kept faith in the ancient traditions of his tribe. �Come with me, Ben,� he had pleaded. �The two of us against the world. They may laugh at us now, just like they laughed at Schliemann before he discovered Troy, but we too will prove that myth can be reality.� Together they had spent years searching for the Moon Mask but with nothing more than dead-ends and broken promises, his father had decided the only way to prove its existence was to follow the legends they had unearthed about the �Gods,� a race of advance people he had identified as the Progenitors, bearded men from a distant land that had seeded civilisation in distant pre-history.
But his father�s offer of such adventure had come at the same time as his offer to join UNESCO and build, as it had been termed to him, �a reputable, respected reputation, deserving of such a brilliant mind which unfortunately has been led astray.� Roughly translated, it was orthodox science�s final chance to join its ranks, to abandon his father�s unconventional beliefs and build a name for himself. As with any young man, the dreams of greatness, of acceptance within such an establishment of great minds, had been too great.
When his father had told him that an old shaman in Mali had given him clues to the whereabouts of the Progenitors, it had been the final straw. �We�re scientists, not mystics!� he had shot back in the middle of the argument. His father had been devastated that he would not accompany him on what would prove to be the greatest adventure of their lives. Both distraught, they had parted company. Six months later, the official verdict into the disappearance of his father�s expedition had been made. Lost, presumed dead.
�Hey,� Sid�s calming voice cut through the turmoil of his thoughts, bringing him back into the present. She came into the bedroom from the bathroom with nothing but a white towel covering her body. She was drying her black hair with another towel while peering at him with a touch of concern in her eyes. �I thought you were going to get some sleep.�
He took a deep breath and tried to make himself relax. His head sank into the pillows � surprisingly soft and comfortable considering they were on a military base. �Couldn�t sleep.�
Sid padded barefooted over to the side of the bed and dropped her hair towel to the floor. She ran one smooth hand across his bare chest and stomach. Despite being an academic, there was nothing saggy or baggy about her husband-to-be. His stomach was firm and solid, his chest well-formed and his arms were heavy with muscle. She longed to have them wrap around her, to feel the intimacy they had been denied since this crazy adventure had begun.
�I�m sorry about how I reacted earlier,� she said.
King met her eyes and forced a smile. �It�s okay.�
�I just� I just don�t want to lose you Ben.� Her index finger ran up the centre of his chest, his neck and chin and then stroked his cheek. She leaned closer to him. �I just want this all to be over. I wish the Moon Mask had never been found.�
King wished he could have said the same to her but despite what he had said to her after Gibbs� team had picked them up from Patagonia, he knew that this was one Pandora�s Box which he needed to open. His father had died, disgraced in the eyes of his peers and, worse, he believed, disgraced in the eyes of his son, the only survivor of his family. For his sake, for all their sakes, he had to see this through to the end!
Yet, the turmoil he felt that raged inside of him was unrelenting. His need to honour his family�s memory conflicted with his desire to whisk the woman he loved off to some secluded island somewhere where they could spend their days far away from the horrors of the world.
Surprising even himself, the usually mild mannered man grasped Sid�s head and pulled her down into a passionate kiss. At first taken by surprise, she started to pull away but, feeling his hunger echoed inside of her, she quickly gave in. Their lips locked, their tongues played and coiled around one another. He ripped her towel from off of her body; she tore his from his groin and then clambered astride him. Both ready for one another, they slid together perfectly, the sudden intimacy erupting. He drove into her, deep, holding her tightly. His eyes wandered down her body, the gentle yet definite contours of her neck and shoulders, her rounded breasts which he couldn�t resist lapping at with his tongue. His strong hands slid down her waist, over her hips, his thumbs rubbing her inner thigh before moving closer to her lustrous core, playing with her. The minutes of passion rolled on, time, that enemy which every man and woman tried to conquer, seemed to slow, and then stood still, as they moved together, their bodies rocking in hypnotic rhythm, their lips tasting one another, the intensity flaring, erupting up through their bodies in an explosive crescendo.
Sid cried out in intense pleasure as he felt the fire explode from within him, their bodies tangled together, one and the same. Then, fulfilled for the moment, she crashed down on top of him, pressing her body against his, kissing his neck. He ran his hands up and down her bare back, circled her firm buttocks then began the return journey. Soothing, relaxing, and before either of them knew it, their sudden brief burst of activity drained the final reserves that they had been running on for days. Tangled bodily with the woman he loved, sleep finally began to claim Benjamin King�s troubled mind.
�I never want to lose you, Benjamin King,� his fianc�e whispered.
He smiled. �You never will� Alysya King.�
She returned the smile. Warm and loving. �Promise me you won�t do anything stupid with the Moon Mask,� she demanded wearily. But, as sleep finally claimed her, she did not hear the hesitation in his voice.
�I promise,� he lied.
Sea Girt,
New Jersey, USA
�About two weeks ago, two men in black suits came to my door,� Mrs Braun explained. She and Alex Langley were once again in her living room only this time their postures were much more business-like. Langley had to keep reminding himself that the woman before him was nearly ninety because her energy and focus was that of a much younger woman.
�They said they needed to speak to Emmett immediately,� she continued as she powered up her dead husband�s computer. It was state-of-the-art and the fast processor brought life to the machine quickly. �I told them he wasn�t around, he was out fishing.� Langley remembered seeing the blue and white fishing boat moored to the house�s private jetty. �But they insisted. Said it was a matter of �national security� and all that crap that men just like them have told me over the years. But you�re different though,� she added, eyeing him, still with suspicion, but now with a twinkle of hope. Hope that this was the man who could bring about justice for her husband.
�Anyway, what could I do? They were talking about it being a federal crime to impede their investigation, so I showed them to the transmitter over there,� she nodded to the radio Langley had spotted earlier. �What they didn�t realise was that I was listening in on an identical radio in the kitchen.�
Langley laughed. �Mrs Braun, I should arrest you for making that confession.�
�Just you try it,� she replied. Langley could feel a bond growing between them as he watched her navigate clumsily through her husband�s computer system. �Well,� she defended her actions anyway, �I was fed up with the government just whisking him away. He was an old man, not in any shape for all this excitement and drama anymore. Anyway, they told him all the usual stuff, �national security, we need your help, lives on the line� that sort of thing. But Emmett said no. He said he�d finally retired and that they�d have to find someone else.�
�And what did they say?�
�Something very strange. They said, �the Phoenix has arisen�.� She paused for dramatic emphasis. �Of course, I had no idea what that meant but Emmett apparently did because he immediately agreed to help them. He came back to shore, packed some of his belongings and went. That was the last time I saw him.� Her voice wobbled at this last statement but Langley pushed on, fearing the momentum of her confessions would falter.
�Is there something you�re going to show me?� he asked, looking at the computer.
She snapped herself out of the melancholy that again threatened to overwhelm her and resumed her search through the computer. �Emmett had a photographic memory,� she said. �You could show him a page torn out of any book and a week later he�d be able to dictate it to you word for word. He was a brilliant man.� Langley had already come to that conclusion. �He was under orders not to talk to anyone about the work he did for the government, and he didn�t utter so much as a single word until the day he died. But, despite not being allowed to retain any material or data from the government projects, whenever he got back from one of their �missions� he would sit here and barely move for days and days, recording everything he�d seen and learned, hoping that it might help in the future.�
She turned and looked up at Langley, allowing him to see the screen. On it, a folder icon was displayed and beneath it was the single word: Phoenix.
�After I was told that Emmett had been killed in a �car accident� I knew he�d been killed to protect the secret of Phoenix, so I switched this infernal machine on to see if he�d kept any information about it.� She double clicked on the icon but the computer beeped and displayed a password box.
�He encrypted it,� Langley realised.
�I�ve tried every possible password I could think of,� she confessed, �but I can�t get in.�
�Well that�s just a basic encryption package,� Langley explained. �You can buy the software on the high street or download it from the internet. I should be able to hack into it fairly easily.�
�Be my guest,� Mrs Braun said, vacating the chair for him. But just as Langley sat down a strange sound assaulted his ears. It sounded like a wooden chair leg screeching across a tiled floor. It came from down the hall where Langley had seen the kitchen was located. The old lady, ever wily, had heard it too.�
�Does anyone else live here?� he asked, cautiously rising to his feet. The old lady�s face had gone pale.
�It�s just me now,� she confessed.
�Stay here,� he told her, slowly pulling his handgun from the inside of his jacket. Mrs Braun backed away at seeing the weapon but Langley ignored her as he moved out into the hallway and slipped back into his previous persona as a SOG operative with ease. He glided silently towards the kitchen. Weapon at the ready, he eased himself through the half open doorway, crouching low. A strange smell assaulted his nostrils but he didn�t have time to process it as a black-clad figure suddenly bolted from hiding and burst through the door which opened from the kitchen onto the front of the house.
Langley sprang into action instantly, bounding through the kitchen and crashing through the door which the intruder had slammed back to slow him down. Out on the road the passenger door of a black sedan, its engine running, swung open and the intruder dived into it. Langley fired but the car had already shot off the mark, rubber burning as it screeched away up the street. Langley ran out onto the street proper and aimed his weapon at the speeding vehicle but it was too far away.
Then it struck him. The smell.
Gas.
Eyes wide, he spun and ran back to the house. �Mrs Braun!� he bellowed at the top of his lungs. �Get out of��
Then the house disintegrated into a roiling ball of flames, pluming high into the sky. The shockwave of the explosion slammed into Langley and threw him down the street. The heat burned his skin, singed his hair and seared his lungs. He hit the ground hard and was temporarily paralysed.
The thunderous boom echoed into the heavens as pieces of debris rained down all around him.

46:
Scars

NATO Air Base Geilenkirchen,
Germany
Irritated by the disturbance, Nadia unlocked the door to her room but, seeing who stood on the other side, she instantly began to close it again.
Nathan Raine thrust his foot into the gap and pushed against it. �Nadia, I just want to talk��
�I have nothing to say to my accuser!� she shot back vehemently. Realising she wasn�t going to win against the former special forces soldier, she stepped back. Raine, who had been pushing against the door, flew in, almost going down. He re-gathered his composure and looked at her.
�Is this how you All-American-Heroes get the girl?� she demanded sarcastically. �By forcing your way into their room? Is this how you got Lake?�
�What?� he frowned, confused.
�I saw her leaving your room the other night!� Despite herself, she couldn�t keep the acid jealousy out of her tone. Unable to sleep after landing at RNAS Culdrose two nights ago, she had finally given in to the attraction she felt for the former fugitive. She had tried to deny it for months, watching him at the expedition base camp, swooning the young interns yet daring to turn his charm onto her the next morning. She couldn�t deny that she had always found him physically attractive: a lithe, athletic form, well-toned body, a permanent five-o-clock shadow, dishevelled hair and moody blue eyes. But her superior intellect � she was a genius after all � prevented her from succumbing to her base desires. Another trophy for the cocky American pilot.
But she had seen how he had worked during this crisis and almost felt herself swoon idiotically at his dare-devil heroism, his calm head under pressure and his unyielding sense of duty to his friends, especially when King and Sid had been taken hostage. He had become a man possessed by determination to find them and save them. How could she not fall for him?
And so she had crept out of her room in the dead of night, excited by the prospect of feeling her legs wrapped around his muscular body, of tasting his sweat as they clawed desperately at one another. But she was too late. She had halted in the shadows and watched Kristina Lake leave Raine�s room, barely dressed, hair matted, face flushed.
She had almost felt tears threaten and, angry as she was at herself, the sense of betrayal had kept her awake all night, seething and indignant. Only hours later, the first man she had almost given herself to in years had accused her of betraying the team. The betrayal and the hurt had pierced her on a much deeper, more emotional level than she cared to admit even to herself. She could forgive Sid and King for getting swept up the conspiracy against her. She could forgive Gibbs and his team for placing the security of the mission above all else.
But she couldn�t forgive Nathan Raine for breaking her heart.
�So how was your little American slut?� she demanded bitterly now.
Raine, taken aback by her discovery of his night with the SOG operative, ignored the Russian�s words. �I didn�t come to get the girl,� he said in a conciliatory tone. �I came to apologise.�
�Oh, well that is okay then.� Sarcasm dripped off of every word. �So long as you have apologised, then falsely accusing me of betraying the team, my friends, the United Nations, and having me arrested, really doesn�t matter anymore!�
�Come on, Nadia, would you have acted any differently?� he demanded. �I was given Intel that someone on the team was leaking information to the Russians. As the only Russian on the team you were automatically the prime suspect.�
�You jumped to conclusions!�
�They are Russians, you are Russian,� he stated matter-of-factly. �Yes, I jumped to a conclusion.�
�Yet anyone who knows me would have known that I would never do anything for Russia!� She spat on the floor, such vehemence she felt at being associated with her country of birth. �I would never do anything for the country that executed my father!�
�That�s just the thing Nadia,� Raine shot back. �Nobody does know you! You never let anybody get close enough to know you!�
She put her hands on her hips and stared back at him, her beautiful features contorted by anger. Her long hair was loose and fell in waves over her smooth shoulders, visible through the narrow straps of a black vest-top which clung to her frame. Raine himself was similarly attired in a black T-shirt and cargo-pants.
�You want to know me, Nate?� she said, her tone shifting to one of angry suspicion. �You want to know what makes me tick? What makes me the way that I am? The Ice Queen?� She scoffed, her lips twisted in hate but Raine realised it wasn�t hate directed at him anymore. �You want to hear all about how I was a perfectly normal young lady once, working with my father, one of the greatest minds in all of Russia, to create and harness the power of the tachyon?� Her gaze seemed to drift off into her distant past and Raine allowed her to follow her thoughts wherever they were going to lead.
�It was to be the greatest discovery of mankind,� she said. �A source of unlimited power, a way to save the fossil fuels, the natural resources of this planet. You want to hear about how my government wanted to harness this power and turn it into a bomb?� she demanded. �About how my father, not just the greatest man but the bravest,� her voice cracked, her face twitched with emotion which she ordinarily did not reveal. �You want to hear about the night they came for him? The way the soldiers broke into our house? My father destroyed all the research we had spent years compiling so that he didn�t become another �destroyer of worlds�.�
Voicing the memories was too much for her. The dam, holding back half a lifetime of pent-up emotions, finally cracked. A racking sob erupted from her mouth and tears, the first shed since that terrible night, began to stream from her eyes. Unabashed. Unashamedly.
�You want to hear about how, as punishment, they tied him to a chair and stripped me naked!?�
�Nadia, I�� Raine tried to cut in, suddenly feeling exposed, as though he was trespassing into a part of her mind, a part of her soul which he wasn�t allowed to see. But the distraught woman couldn�t hear him now. She lived once again in that moment.
�You want to hear about how, after beating me and burning me with their cigarettes, they made my father watch as they raped me?! And not just one of them, but all of them!� Her voice was hoarse, trembling. Her entire body shook. �One by one. And all my father could do was sit there and watch and plead with them to stop.� She coughed suddenly, her throat raw.
Is this the first time she�s ever spoken about this? Raine wondered.
�You want to hear about how, after witnessing all this, they shot my father between the eyes? You know how that looks, Nathan!� she accused. �You�ve shot men between the eyes before. You�ve assassinated nameless, faceless individuals, for no good reason other than �simply following orders! You know how the skull erupts, bursting apart like a melon dropped from a height! Well that is the last image I have of my father! Every time I think of him, I picture that moment!�
�Nadia,� he tried to say again but in truth he had no idea what he could say. Truly now, his pathetic apology did seem pitiful. His accusation was greater and shot far deeper than he could ever have imagined.
�They left me then, alone in the house, lying in a pool of blood � some mine, some my fathers. Our neighbours found us the next day. The authorities blamed it on militants! They accused my father of selling his tachyon technology to Abdul Madzhid, the leader of Shariat Jamaat, a militant organisation fighting for Dagestan�s independence. They said that he was trying to double cross everyone and Madzhid killed him for it. They called him a traitor! But it wasn�t militants that killed him. It was the soldiers of the Motherland! Of great and powerful Russia!� Then her gaze shifted back to Raine, her eyes smouldering. �And then you come along and accuse me of helping them?!� She practically screamed the words at him. �I would never help them! Never! Even if all of Russian was in flames I would not lift a finger to help them!� She fought for control again.
�Now, do you know me Nathan?� she asked quietly. �Now do you see who I am? Does it give you pleasure to know that you have cracked the Ice Queen?�
�No, of course��
�Is that what you came here for?� she demanded. �To see my scars! Huh? Well here they are, Nate! Take a good look! Here is your proof that I�m not working for the Russians! Right here!� She ripped her vest top up over her head and stood there topless before him!
Scarring her perfect figure, where once virgin-pure, smooth skin had been, were dozens of angry scars. Knife wounds, some of them, but most, he realised, were small and circular: the legacy of burning cigarette-ends searing into her flesh; her back, her rib cage, her stomach and breasts.
�Sexy, aren�t I?� She asked sarcastically. The anger seemed to subside slightly in her but it only swelled in Raine. His own thoughts turned dark, his own memories consuming him. He had seen acts of brutality the likes of which Nadia had survived. He had seen soldiers, U.S. soldiers, run amok through houses and villages, consumed in bloodlust, perpetuating an orgy of murder, mayhem and rape. He had been in the midst of it all. It had sickened him then, and it sickened him now. But what sickened him even more was that he had allowed it to happen, he had allowed the perpetrators to get away with it.
�As they violated me,� she said tightly, totally uncaring about her state of undress, �I shut myself off. I disengaged my emotions. I became hard, cold.� She sneered at him. �Your Ice Queen was born.�
What could he say? Tell her about his own past, his own demons? Tell her about the monsters that kept him awake at night, the screams that still echoed in his head, the faces that haunted his dreams? Words were meaningless he knew.
Instead, slowly, he removed his own t-shirt and stood bare-chested before her. Her eyes roamed his body, but not focussing on the firmness of the muscle or his well-toned abdomen. Instead, she focussed on the hideous scars that marked his chest also � slashes, tears, burns and bullet-wounds. A living testament to a lifetime of violence.
�I have scars too,� he said, his voice low, husky, wrought with emotion.
Slowly, gently, they stepped together, as though pulled by the magnetism of the revelation of their pain, the imperfections inflicted upon their otherwise flawless bodies. Both were coldly calculating, shut off from their emotions, devoid of feeling to the outside world. Nadia hid her pain behind a mask of cold detachment; Raine hid his behind a veil of cool indifference. But now, for tonight, without uttering another word, they both conceded to reveal their scars to one another. Scars that ran far deeper than the flesh.
With a terrified quiver, her lips brushed his. He let her take control, somehow aware that this was the first time in a very long time for her. They were like opposites driven by the same source. She had broken away from human contact; he had immersed himself in it, finding brief moments of salvation in the delights of the female flesh.
Carefully, he moved his hands onto her hips. He felt a tremble quake through her, a desire to let go perhaps, but she didn�t. She pressed her lips more firmly against his. He traced his finger up the curve of her back, the sensation sending an entirely new tremble through her body. She felt the touch flare in her belly, a sudden yearning, a longing.
She reached out and closed the door, blocking out the midnight sky, then took his hand and led him to the bed.
�Nadia,� his voice whispered. �We don�t have to��
�Shh,� she placed a finger on his lips then removed it and replaced it with her own lips. They were still gentle, soft and probing and Raine felt that closeness excite him in a way he hadn�t experienced for so long. He had become so used to heated, animalistic passion, like that night with Lake, that he had forgotten the intensity of such intimacy. �No more words,� she whispered.
Then, as promised, without another word, they proceeded to undress each other, hands probing, lips tasting. They fell onto the bed, their naked bodies wrapping around one another, consuming one another.
For one night at least, their pain was forgotten; their scars were healed, and the two casualties of the brutality of the world, at last, found peace.
* * *
King awoke to the scarlet haze of predawn. His body was soaked in a cold sweat and the lingering sentiments of a bad dream toyed with his mind, vague images, faces obscured by the mist of slumber, hidden just beyond reach. But the first thing he thought about was his dead father and he knew that was a lingering tendril of the dream.
Despite only a few hours of disturbed rest, he felt reinvigorated, alive at last following the tedium of the last two days since he and Raine had found Kha�um�s stash.
He felt he had purpose again, as though whatever it was that had occurred in his dreams had helped him to come to a decision. One, he realised, that he had already come to but hadn�t quite been ready to embrace.
Slipping stealthily out of bed, trying not to disturb Sid who lay wrapped up in the sheet beside him, he pulled on his cargo trousers, t-shirt, socks and shoes but, just as he was about to open the door, he turned back to the bed. Carefully leaning over, he kissed Sid gently on her head then looked at her serene, beautiful features.
�Don�t hate me,� he pleaded to her sleeping form, then he slipped out of the room and made his way across the base. The sun had not yet risen but it did cast a molten glow amidst the eastern clouds. Bird song sang from the trees and a cool breeze brought out goose bumps on his arms but he ignored it all as he headed directly towards the dull grey building block in which the base�s bio-hazard lab was situated. He flashed the ID card he had been issued at the two NATO soldiers which stood guard by the entrance then stepped into the long sterile corridor, retracing his steps to the hazmat lab.
Following the retrieval of the Moon Mask from the wreckage of West�s plane, it had been brought here and surrounded by NATO troops. The only people allowed into the building, as per the agreement Langley had made with the NATO commanders, was the U.N. scientists and SOG team.
Rudy O�Rourke and Garcia sat on plastic chairs outside the entrance to the hazardous materials lab. The team had been taking it in turns to guard the mask since it had been brought here.
�Hey Doc,� O�Rourke greeted him. Following the events of the past days, King no longer felt like an outsider but was beginning to detect a sense of camaraderie from the Special Forces unit. �Early bird gets the worm, huh?�
�Couldn�t sleep,� he explained. �Something�s been bugging me about something I noticed on the mask yesterday.� Due to his �immunity,� King had been the only person allowed to examine the mask. Covered head-to-toe in a hazmat suit, he had spent several hours the previous morning poring over all the pieces of the mask, as well as the �fake� mask in hopes they might reveal a clue as to the final piece�s location. �I wanted to get in there and take a look.�
O�Rourke winced a little. �You know I�m not supposed to let anyone in there without Gibbs� direct authorisation.�
�He gave me his authorisation yesterday, remember,� he replied innocently. O�Rourke still wasn�t convinced so King added; �Call him then, he�s only going to say yes anyway, but probably be grouchy about being woken.�
O�Rourke sighed. �Go on,� he said reluctantly. This was the only egress to and from the sealed lab and a security screen was affixed to the opposite wall of the corridor. �I�ll help you suit up.�
Several minutes later, after O�Rourke had checked all the seals on King�s hazmat suit, he opened the decontamination unit�s door and King stepped in. As the door was sealed behind him, a blast of mist hissed out of the unit�s vents and cleaned his suit. Once the process was complete, a red light on the opposite door turned green and King pushed into the hazmat lab.
Utilitarian, the room was airtight and its reinforced walls were lined with lead. Designed precisely for the purpose of containing any hazardous material, it was the only place on the base where the tachyons couldn�t escape and do any harm. Nevertheless, as an added precaution, the mask had been left sealed inside a new lead-line case on a workbench in the centre of the room.
King proceeded to unclip the case and open it. Staring back at him were the three pieces of the Moon Mask forming a broken circle. They were lodge securely in the case�s foam padding which held them together in their nearly-complete state. One by one, he plucked each piece of the mask out, turned it over then lay it back down, pushing it firmly into the padding so that the inside of the mask faced upwards.
Then, hesitating for only a second, he reached up and ripped his hazmat suit�s hood from off of his head. The blast of the lab�s air was cool and refreshing.
Almost immediately, as he had expected, O�Rourke�s voice echoed through the lab�s speakers: �Doc, what the hell are you doing?! Put your hood back on!�
But King knew the soldier wouldn�t barge into the lab until he had donned his own suit. By that time, it would be too late.
Reaching tentatively into the case, King clutched the edges of the foam innards and carefully peeled it out. It had effectively �glued� the three pieces together and he raised the entire conglomeration to his face. He took a deep breath. Closed his eyes. Then settled the mask onto his face.
Instantly, he felt a wave of nausea sweep through him and he staggered, reaching out with a hand to steady himself against the worktop. But the worktop was not there! Instead, there was the wooden wheel of a ship, then the stone altar of a temple, a metal bulkhead, a brick wall, and then nothing, and he fell forwards, tumbling into an abyss of emptiness. He felt his eyes searing as though they were on fire. He felt his brain swell within his skull and throb like a pulsating star. Images flashed before his eyes, a thousand faces, a thousand landscapes, some he knew, others which were as alien to him as another world.
Then, unable to control the searing agony, Benjamin King dropped to the ground and screamed.
The screaming didn�t stop for hours.
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The Philadelphia Experiment

New York City,
USA
�Okay, okay, I�m coming already!� Rasta-Man-872 shouted to whoever it was that was incessantly pounding his door bell.
Of course, any preconceptions of Rasta-Man-872 being of African origins went out the window the moment one took a look at the ultra-skinny five-foot-one mousy-looking man whose skin was as pale as a polar-bear�s hide. The ambiguous dreadlocks which went down to the middle of his back and the brightly coloured clothes he wore looked ridiculous on him but Rasta Man didn�t care. He often said that he was a black man trapped inside a white man�s body. His walls were adorned with posters of Bob Marley, ultraviolet lights cultivated his crop of marihuana and when he talked he tried to put a Jamaican inflection into his boyish voice.
He peered through the peek hole and was surprised by who he saw on the other side. He quickly opened the door. �Alex Langley, how�s it going, mon?�
�Not great, Rasta. I need your help.�
�Shit, what happened to you?� As Langley stepped hurriedly into the light of Rasta Man�s basement apartment, his bedraggled state became apparent. His normally immaculate clothes were torn and smeared with dirt and soot, his face was covered with flecks of ash that had landed on him and a number of cuts and bruises were evident on his features. The hair on the right side of his head had been singed and now felt like a matted mass of hard nylon and his face still stung from the blistering heat, but he�d been lucky. Far luckier than Mrs Braun.
Following the explosion at her house, he�d spent several minutes clambering through the wreckage, shouting her name, but as there was little left of the house, he quickly forced himself to acknowledge that there would be even less left of her.
He�d quickly scrambled into his SUV, struggling to control the shock and the adrenaline, and then raced away from the burning wreckage. The sounds of emergency sirens had howled through the air but he knew he couldn�t remain on the scene. Someone was trying to keep Phoenix a secret; they�d silenced the Brauns and, having escaped, he�d be next on their list.
He�d driven fast back towards New York City, taking a circuitous route, always looking in his rear view mirror expecting to see someone come back to finish the job. Once in the city he�d dumped the vehicle, taking his laptop, phone and gun with him, then descended into the subway system, doubling back on himself numerous times. Twice he�d surfaced, hailed a cab, driven to a different location, switched to a different cab and then a bus before descending back to the subway.
He hadn�t become as stale in the years since he left the CIA as he�d thought, he�d realised. All his training, all his experience had kicked back in.
Confident that he had lost any tail he might have had, he finally made his way to the home of the only man who could help him, hidden in a dingy, windowless basement flat in Queens.
�I don�t have time to explain,� he said, pushing his way into Rasta Man�s main room, ignoring the crop of marihuana.
�It�s for medicinal purposes,� Rasta Man defended himself. �My back�s been giving me��
�I need you to access an encrypted file for me.�
Rasta Man was the best at what he did, and what he did was hack.
Nathan Raine had been the first to �recruit� the gangly boy years ago on a previous mission. Back then, Rasta Man had gone by his real name of Elliot Basingstoke, the son of a Queens Caf� owner. Bullied at school for his nerdish tendencies, he had come to the attention of MIT who had offered him a scholarship. But, always weary of authority, following the daylight robbing of his parents� caf� and their murders, he�d retreated underground � literally. He lived now on that narrow line between villainy and normality, surviving by hacking rich peoples� bank accounts and sieving off small amounts of money � enough to buy the high grade computer equipment he needed but not enough to get noticed. And he hacked. He hacked into banks and private corporations. He hacked into politicians� files and government databases. And he even hacked into the military database. But he knew the limits. He knew that the government allowed him and the other world class hackers of modern society to get away with minor infringements which were posted online in conspiracy theorist websites. All they did was deny the theories, label Rasta Man and his ilk as �whackos� and �nutters�. But if he ever tried to break through the military�s inner firewall, they would be down on him in no time and he�d never see the light of day again.
Langley was about to ask him to do just that.
He opened his laptop, already powered up, and spun it around on Rasta Man�s desk which was cluttered with computer towers, monitors, hard-drives and card readers. Rasta Man crashed into his plush swivel-chair-on-wheels as though it was the command chair of the Starship Enterprise and began tapping at Langley�s keyboard.
�Phoenix,� he read, his hands flying over the machine in a blur. Screen after screen appeared until all of a sudden a loud tone erupted from the speakers and a warning screen shot up. Rasta Man jumped back as though he�d just been bitten by a Rattle Snake.
�No way, mon,� he said in a panic.
�Rasta, it�s important,� Langley said. �Can you do it?�
The young man looked even paler than usual. �Sure I can do it, but there is no way I�m gonna. That file is protected by half a dozen firewalls, it�s encrypted up to its teeth. I�m guessing there are only a handful of people in the world that can access it.�
�Which is why I need your help,� Langley said smoothly. �Think about it, what this file contains could be the scoop of the century � it�s a conspiracy theorist�s wet-dream.�
�And worst nightmare,� Rasta added. �Al, listen to me, mon. I can hack it, but Uncle Sam�ll know what I�m doing the instant I start. They�ll be here in less than ten minutes � NYPD to begin with, just following orders, locking me down. Then the Fed�s will show up in their suits, then I�ll find myself in a torture chamber under the Pentagon somewhere while they water-board-out-of-me what I saw. Then, if I�m lucky, I get to spend the rest of my life in a high security military prison, probably shacked up in a cell with some six-foot-seven beast who takes a liking to my tooshy.�
�Elliot,� Langley said, his tone serious, no-nonsense. �If you don�t do this, thousands, even millions of people could die.� The young hacker looked as though he was about to be sick. �I�ll protect you. You�ve hacked my record, I�m sure.� He didn�t deny it. �You know my history � I was the commander of the most elite Special Forces team in the world. I can make you vanish, like a ghost.�
Rasta Man gestured at his array of computers. �I don�t want to vanish. This is my world��
Langley fished into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He threw it at Rasta who instinctively caught it. �It�s yours,� he said. On the hacker�s puzzled expression, he explained. �All the money I have in the world, which is a lot, Elliot, a lot � it�s yours. I�m not going to need it where this path is going to take me.� He looked the young man in the eyes, catching his gaze and not letting it go. �From the moment you start hacking the file, we�ll have, I estimate, about seven minutes before NYPD arrive, directed by the DOD�s cyber-terrorist unit. How long will it take you to download the file onto a disk drive?�
Rasta�s mind was racing as he calculated the time he�d need. �If I have all the programs I need open and ready before I start the hack, I can get into the file in under a minute.� He glanced uncertainly at the screen. �But it�s a big file. Even with the speed of my computers it�ll take about four minutes to save onto a portable disk.�
�Then you make the hack,� Langley explained, �you download the file. That still leaves us two minutes to get as far away from here as possible before��
�Two minutes isn�t enough��
�Two minutes is an eternity,� Langley snapped, �if you know what you�re doing. And trust me, I know what I�m doing. We can be out of the city in under an hour, then you can go buy yourself a penthouse suite in Miami full of computers and a harem of whores to cater to your every geeky desire. What do you say� mon?� he added with a smile.
Rasta Man took a deep breath and then slowly let it out. �Okay.� Then, with renewed energy he swung back to his desk and plugged Langley�s laptop into one of his many computer towers and began pressing buttons. �It�ll take a few minutes to get ready to make the hack.�
�Take your time,� Langley replied. �Do you have another machine I can use? I want to follow up on another lead.�
�Sure.� With a tap of another keyboard, another of Rasta�s many plasma screens lit up.
�All I need is an internet connection.�
�There,� he said, with one hand opening a basic internet connection on Langley�s allocated machine while continuing his own efforts. Langley sat down and typed USS ELDRIDGE into the search bar. It was the name of the ship Mrs Braun had said her husband had served on which she believed had triggered his emotional problems and his interest in radioactive related illnesses.
�Whoa, you�re really getting into this conspiracy theory stuff, mon,� Rasta said, peering momentarily at the results screen.
�What do you mean?�
�First hacking into Phoenix, then researching the Philly Experiment.�
�The what?�
Rasta paused what he was doing and looked at him. He nodded at the screen. �The Philadelphia Experiment,� he explained. �Don�t you know what you�re looking at?�
�Enlighten me.�
�Okay,� he returned to what he was doing on his own computer but spoke as if he were making a cup of tea rather than preparing to hack the Department of Defense�s firewall. �You really should read my blog, you know.�
�Rasta,� he urged.
Rasta Man seemed excited now as he recited what he knew. �The Philadelphia Experiment is one of the holy grails of conspiracy theorists,� he explained. �Of course, the government�s covered it all up, just like they did with Roswell and JFK, but I got evidence that it really happened.�
�What happened?�
�In the latter half of 1943, while in the Philadelphia Harbour Naval Yard, the USS Eldridge, a newly commissioned destroyer, took part in an experimental procedure. Some people reckon it was to test a new faster-than-light engine, others say it was to make it impervious to mines and torpedoes, others say it was to render it totally invisible. The other theory is that the U.S. Government was experimenting with time-travel.�
�Time travel?� Langley gasped. Somehow, he had expected to hear that, yet it still came as a shock. Nevertheless, he knew to take Rasta�s claims with a pinch of salt.
�The ship was fitted with two massive 75 KVA generators, connected to magnetic Tesla coils on the main deck where the weapons turrets should have been.�
Tesla coils, Langley repeated in his mind, linking back to the evidence King had presented him about Tesla�s involvement with the Moon Mask.
�There were three 2 megawatt RF transmitters, three thousand power amplifier tubes, special synchronizing and modulation circuits, and a whole shit-load of other stuff. All the most state-of-the-art technology of the time.�
Langley felt like asking how the hell he knew all this but he knew now wasn�t the time to question his theory, only to listen.
�All the equipment was designed to generate massive electromagnetic fields to bend light and radio waves around the ship,� he explained. �On July 22they powered the generators up, a green mist enveloped the ship and then both the mist and the ship vanished � totally. It wasn�t visible on radar or to the naked eye. Fifteen minutes later they shut the generators down and the ship reappeared. But,� he added ominously, �there was a problem. When the ship was boarded, its entire crew was suffering from severe vomiting and disorientation. I reckon it was the effects of radiation poisoning.�
Langley kept his poker face in place while secretly he was reeling. Time travel. Radiation poisoning. Could this experiment have been responsible for the course that Emmett Braun�s life had taken?
�Nevertheless,� Rasta continued, still tapping away at his keyboard, �a few months later, on October 28, they performed the experiment again. Only this time, instead of fading into a green mist, there was an explosion of blue light and bam!� he slapped his hands together, startling Langley. �The ship was gone.� He paused dramatically. �At exactly the same time, the crew of the S.S. Andrew Furuseth, hundreds of miles away, in Norfolk, Virginia, reported seeing a similar flash of blue light, preceded by the appearance of a United States destroyer. Several minutes later, another flash of light, and the ship vanished from Norfolk and reappeared in Philadelphia.�
It was a sensational story but, despite what he had learned so far, Langley was having a hard time swallowing it. �Did the crew suffer from radiation sickness again?�
Rasta stopped what he was doing altogether and stared long and hard at Langley. �It was much worse the second time around. The crew was violently sick, puking up blood and their own liquefied organs. Some were covered in horrific burns, others had gone nuts, wandering around like madmen. Others had vanished altogether and have never been seen since. But worse,� he concluded ominously, �some of the crew had become fused to the ship�s bulkheads, their bodies literally welded into the metal.�
Get them out! Langley remembered Mrs Braun�s dramatic retelling of her husband�s night terrors. Could it be? Was he screaming to get people melded into the bulkheads of a naval ship out? He could certainly appreciate how such horrors could guide a man�s life; some descended into madness, others, like Braun, grew from their experiences and tried to put right the wrongs they had seen.
�The government covered it all up of course; a falsified report to make out the Eldridge was nowhere near Philadelphia; that the crew members who�d died or vanished had been killed while fighting the Japanese; but they never gave up with their studies. The experiments continue to this day. Theories abound. Most people think that Einstein�s Unified Field Theory � which, coincidentally, was classified top secret at the same time that he was working for the DOD on �unrelated issues�, is the key to the whole process. I think Project Rainbow, which is the project that ran the Philadelphia Experiment, was also part and parcel of the Manhattan Project.�
Langley hadn�t seen that one coming. He knew that the Manhattan Project was the name of the secret work that had been carried out in the forties on the development of the A-bomb, culminating in the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. �How so?� he asked.
�You want to know what I think went wrong on the Eldridge? I think the U.S. Government affectively developed the technology to travel back in time, using the theories of the great thinkers of the time, Tesla and Einstein. They were also developing a power source big enough to power the enormous energy needed to create a stable wormhole through space-time � the power of the atom. After the failure of Philadelphia, they focused on turning that power source into a bomb, which they dropped on Japan. But that wasn�t their plan originally. Blowing Japan off the face of the planet wasn�t enough. Nuclear power isn�t powerful enough to generate the energy needed to stabilise what happened to the Eldridge. But if it had been, they would have used it to wage temporal war against Japan, and Germany and all their enemies of the day.�
�Temporal war?�
�Think about it,� the hacker was enraptured in his own narrative now. He didn�t get out much. �Why settle for blowing the crap out of an enemy with nuclear bombs, if you can travel back in time and manipulate events in your favour before they become an enemy? The technology is out there� all they need is the power source.�
Langley felt bile rise in his throat. All they need is the power source, the young hacker�s words echoed in his mind again and again. Cracking the atom wasn�t enough. They needed to harness something even more powerful.
The tachyon.
�Okay, I�m ready,� Rasta Man suddenly cut into his thoughts.
Despite the turmoil as his mind tried to make sense of everything, his training cut through the haze and got straight to the point. �Do it.�
Rasta Man took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a second. Then, summoning his resolve, he opened them and hit EXECUTE.
Instantly, the firewall surrounding the Phoenix file collapsed and Langley knew that a hundred alerts were going crazy on computer screens throughout America�s intelligence network. Phones call would be being made, emergency calls through to the police department. Men in suits would be running to their cars. Computer analysts would be homing in on the geographical source of the hack.
�This is so cool,� Rasta Man muttered. �I can�t believe you brought me Phoenix, Al.�
Langley, never taking his eyes from the screen as a status bar showed the progress of the download onto a memory stick Rasta Man had slotted into the machine, frowned.
�What do you mean? Are you saying you�ve heard about Phoenix?�
�Of course I have.� Then it was Rasta�s turn to look confused. �You mean, you haven�t? I assumed, �cause you were researching Eldridge that you knew about the connection.� The status bar was half full now.
�What connection?�
�The Phoenix Project is the continuation of the Rainbow Project.�
�What?�
Just then, in the distance, the screeching howl of emergency sirens rang out. It could have been a coincidence but Langley knew otherwise.
�That wasn�t seven minutes,� Rasta Man said, panicked.
�We�ve got to go.�
Rasta Man grabbed a rucksack and swept as much of the loose pen-drives, hard drives and CDs into it as he could. The status bar pinged to 100�%. The police might have arrived earlier than anticipated, but Rasta�s computer had worked faster too.
�Let�s go.� Langley ripped the pen-drive out of the machine and dragged Rasta to the door. They moved fast, flying through the door and out into the night. Langley used the butt of his gun to smash the security light on the side of the two story building that Rasta�s apartment was beneath and then dragged him out of the back gate. The sirens grew louder and more of them seemed to echo out in every direction. In the air the distant thrum of propellers beat through the night sky but Langley ignored it and kept on moving.
Across the street a narrow alleyway tucked down between two buildings and Langley darted down it, rounded a corner and then broke into a full sprint. Rasta Man struggled to keep up. They had to put as much distance between them and the basement apartment as possible, Langley knew.
The secret of Phoenix was out, and somebody wanted to lock it away again. Langley wasn�t going to let that happen. He knew what it had cost him. His life was over. He could never return to the United Nations, nor probably set foot on American soil again. But his fate had finally been revealed.
He remembered the words he had spoken to Sergei Dityatev, thinking about what Nathan Raine had done three years ago. A man�s most important oath is not to his country. It is to his conscience.
And with that thought, Alexander Langley vanished into the night.

48:
To Kill a Sheep

NATO Air Base Geilenkirchen,
Germany
�We had to induce a coma to halt the neurological trauma,� Doctor Henry Heinrich explained in heavily accented English. Short and wiry, with unkempt hair that made him look as though he�d been playing with live electrical sockets and a pair of thin-framed, rounded spectacles that constantly slid down his nose, he reminded Raine of some comedy sketch of Sigmund Freud. He had already picked up on a number of phrases which he repeated constantly, such as adding a high pitched �ja?� after almost every sentence and using �etcetera� to fill in gaps. Nevertheless, as a doctor in the German army and a specialist in neurological trauma, the NATO base commander had assured Gibbs that Heinrich was the best medical help Benjamin King could wish for.
�For now, he is stable,� the German concluded.
�What do you mean, �for now�?� Sid demanded. She stood next to King�s head, softly stroking his smooth scalp where the doctors had shaved his short hair. Muddy rivers had dried on her cheeks following the passage of tears.
Also gathered in the hospital room were Raine, Nadia and Gibbs, all standing at the foot of the hospital bed where King lay motionless, hooked up to IV lines and EEG monitors. Numerous sensor pads were adhered to his scalp and hooked up an array of plasma screens which the base hospital staff had hastily erected. The doctor had, by necessity to save King�s life, been brought up to speed on the physiological effects of tachyon radiation, such as they were known.
Raine�s eyes had been fixed on those screens but, upon Sid�s question, they wandered back to the German doctor. �The truth is, Doctor Siddiqa,� he admitted, �we don�t understand enough about what were are dealing with. Your fianc�e is suffering from a form of radiation sickness. This we know, and this we had treated, ja, using the precedent set in the treatment of the Sarisari�ama Expedition members. His own �immunity� if you want to call it that, protected him from the severity I would have expected to be associated with such close, intimate contact with the radioactive material. If it wasn�t for such a bizarre immunity, he would most certainly be dead.�
Raine thought about Edward Pryce and the description King had read from Emily Hamilton�s journal � deformed and monstrous, his hair gone, his skin blistered, his bones twisted and deformed. All from wearing the Moon Mask. King had very nearly met a similar fate, only with a larger piece of the mask.
�It is the neurological damage which we cannot even begin to fathom,� the doctor continued. He gestured towards the three screens which displayed the MRI and EEG scans taken of King�s brain.
�A short lesson in neurology,� he said quickly. �The brain is made up of billions of neurons which communicate to their neighbours via millions of billions of synapses, which in turn make up vast neural circuits in the brain.�
�Think of it as a computer network,� Nadia explained. �Put fifty computers in a room, link them together on a wireless network which sends enormous amounts of information from one machine to another, and you�ve got yourself a network.�
�Only this network,� Heinrich continued, �has been overloaded. The tachyons have triggered some kind of electronic impulse which is redirecting these synapses and focussing them on one specific area of Doctor King�s brain, thus shutting down all his other functions. Scientists have observed similar effects using transcranial magnetic stimulators on rats, thus developing accelerated growth of specific areas of the brain. The conclusion was that they had made the rats smarter.�
�He�s already smart enough for my liking, Doc,� Raine half-joked.
�What is happening to Doctor King is not the same as what happened to the rats. The stimulating device � in this case the radiological material placed directly against his skull � is different and the way the tachyons have �excited� his synapses again is like nothing that has been documented before.�
�You said his synapses had all been redirected to a specific part of his brain. Is it a part that� I don�t know, controls his vision� or his motor skills. ?�
�We are talking about the most sophisticated computer ever created here, Mister Raine. The human brain isn�t conveniently compartmentalised and labelled with �eyes� �ears� �mouth� and �nose�. The whole thing works together, ja? However, it can be loosely separated into several parts: the cerebellum which controls things like balance, reflexes, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.� There was something almost flippant about the neurologist, Raine decided. It was as though he knew his subject matter inside out and didn�t like wasting his time having to explain it to the less scientifically minded.
�The Primary Motor Cortex controls movement,� he continued. �The Temporal Lobe is responsible for hearing, memory formation, recognition, that sort of thing. The Occipital Lobe contains the visual cortex and essentially controls the information gathered from the eyes. The Frontal Lobe governs things like consciousness, habits, motor skills, personality, etcetera. My personal favourite is the Limbic System. This is the primal part of the brain responsible for emotions� and sexual arousal.�
Raine noted the doctor�s eyes flick over to take in Nadia�s lithe form before concluding. �Last but not least is the Parietal Lobe.� He tapped one of the monitors which displayed the electroencephalogram, or EEG scan, which monitored the electrical activity of King�s brain. �It is the Parietal Lobe, or more precisely, the right-hand hemisphere of the Parietal Lobe, that all the electrical synapses in Doctor King�s brain are being diverted to.�
Nadia studied the scan closely, her attractive face grim. �That is also the general area of the skull where I detected the anomalies in Kha�um and Pryce�s remains, most likely caused by a tumour.� She heard Sid catch her breath and turned to her friend. �Both Kha�um and Pryce were exposed to the tachyon radiation over an extended period,� she tried to reassure her but Raine read the unspoken truth. King�s exposure may have been brief, but with three pieces of the mask, it was intense.
He tried to shift the conversation away from that delicacy and asked the doctor, �What does the Parental Lobe control?�
�Parietal,� Heinrich corrected gruffly. �Put simply, it controls the sensory information.� At Raine�s blank stare, he continued with a huff. �Basically, it �sifts� through all the information which your sensors � your eyes, ears, mouth, nose and skin � have already fed to other parts of your brain and forms a single concept. A piece of art, for instance. It is here, in the Parietal Lobe, that your appreciation for a painting will be determined, or a member of the opposite sex for that matter.� Again his eyes drifted to Nadia.
�Why would his brain be rewiring itself to give him a greater appreciation of art?� Gibbs demanded.
�Maybe our next destination is the Louvre,� Raine replied lightly. No one seemed to appreciate his attempt at levity.
�It is not just art,� the doctor glowered. �It is any sensory input, ja? Or many. What is interesting is that the increased neural activity is only being focussed on the right-hand hemisphere of the lobe.�
�Why�s that interesting?� Raine asked. He had slipped into command of the discussion easily, taking over from Gibbs without either man realising it.
�A few years ago, a group of American scientists conducted a study on both male and female volunteers, subjecting them to a variety of different stimuli. On the public face of it, their premise was to either prove or disprove the old �battle of the sexes� when, one: a man accuses a woman of being a poor map reader, bad with directions and navigation, and, two: a woman accusing a man of not being able to see something right under his nose, ja? The car keys, for instance.�
He paused and looked at each person gathered in the room before continuing. �What they discovered was that both statements were entirely justified. The study found that both hemispheres of the Parietal Lobe became active in women, creating a tighter, closer spatial awareness. So, for instance, while searching for those lost keys, while the man would take in the entire room, the woman�s attention would be focussed bit at a time on far smaller areas � the coffee table, beneath the sofa, etcetera, often finding them where the man had already looked. The team linked this back to woman-kind�s prehistoric ancestors who spent their days close to their caves or camps foraging for fruits, roots, berries, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.
�Alternatively,� he went on without a pause, �man-kind�s ancestors travelled and hunted far from their settlements and therefore developed the ability to �look at the larger picture� I suppose you could say. He had had to learn to notice landmarks, often in the far distance. He had to learn to navigate, to give and to follow directions and to be aware, not of fallen berries right under his nose, but of herds of� mammoths, for example, in the distance. This wider, broader sense of spatial awareness is triggered in males by neural activity on only the right hemisphere of the Parietal Lobe.�
�This is all very interesting, Doctor,� Gibbs snapped, �but unless you�re telling me that King is about to jump out of bed and go off hunting a sabre-toothed tiger, then I don�t see how it helps us.�
�It helps us to understand that this is the area of Doctor King�s brain where all his neural synapses are being redirected to,� Heinrich replied irritably. He didn�t suffer fools gladly.
�So,� Raine cut in before Gibbs degenerated the discussion into chaos, �the right hemisphere allows us to become sensitive to our surroundings?�
�Ja.�
�And if all of Benny�s neural synapses or whatever they�re called are focussing on that one area of his brain, then we could conclude that he�s becoming ultra-sensitive to his surroundings?�
The doctor wasn�t too sure where Raine�s train of thought was leading and answered with a cautious �Jaaa��
�Last night,� Sid inputted into the conversation for the first time since it began, ignoring an unhappy huff from Nadia. �Ben was suggesting that the mask produced some sort of ESP ability in people who wore it.�
�ESP?� Heinrich repeated with a frown. �Extra Sensory Perception?�
Raine cut in before either he or Nadia could voice their objections. �You said this lobe thing regulates sensory input: all of it for close up work, just the right hand side for a broader spectrum. Well, I�m a soldier, and what is a soldier if not a hunter? Ja?� he added with a smirk. �Forget about whether you�re hunting a mammoth with a spear or a terrorist with a machine gun, at the core of it it�s the same thing. The instincts are all the same. You�ve got to be totally in-tune with your surroundings, totally aware of everything around you. Your senses � sight, sound, smell, taste, touch � are all in overdrive. Your body is in a heightened state of alert. Every noise: the flutter of a bird�s wing, the chirp of insects, the sound of a twig cracking. Every sight: a flash of sunlight, the shift of shadow. Every smell and taste: the acrid scent of the other man�s B.O., the taste of blood on the air. Every touch: a leaf slapping your thigh, a breeze kissing your cheek, a footfall vibrating through the sole of your boot.�
He looked at each person in turn to make sure they were following him. �Every sense is in overdrive, coming together in your mind all at once and sometimes, in that split second before you�re ambushed, they all alert you to the danger just in time. A kind of �sixth sense�. Now, I don�t know what the little electric pathways in my head looked like in those moments, but I�d say they were pretty excitable. Just like Ben�s is now, only his is so hypersensitive that his body literally can�t function anymore. Isn�t it possible that with such hypersensitivity he�s receiving sensory input, extra sensory input, from some other source, from some other sense? A sixth sense.�
�As in extra sensory perception?� Nadia scoffed. Gone was the vulnerable woman he had laid in bed with only hours ago. She was a scientist again, as hard, cold and full of conviction as ever.
�Like Ben said, it would explain the legends about the Moon Mask,� Sid suggested. �Perhaps also explain why all the people who could see the future through it were men, if they have this �broader� perspective of spatial awareness.�
�See the future?� Heinrich repeated with a startled frown. While being given access to information on the tachyon radiation he didn�t have the full story.
�It would also explain the indications of tumours in the remains you found,� Raine suggested. �The same area of Kha�um and Pryce�s brains were stimulated by the tachyons, making it hypersensitive and over time the tumours formed.�
�And there are also a hundred and one other explanations for all those assumptions. Much more plausible explanations as well, I might add,� Nadia snapped, fed up with having to repeat her argument. �ESP is a myth, created by fortune tellers and New Age cults. Whether the Parietal Lobe is hypersensitive or not, it is simply not possible for the human brain to receive sensory input beyond the five senses, and certainly not from the future.�
�Nadia,� Raine argued. �I�m no New Age hippy, clairvoyant or guru who believes in fortune telling, crystal balls and tarot cards, but I have seen extra sensory perception with my own eyes, a sixth sense which has saved others� lives and my life. I�ve seen soldiers jump out of the path of a hidden sniper�s bullet without any warning. I�ve seen soldiers halt their foot an inch above a perfectly concealed, invisible landmine that they couldn�t have known was there.�
�All of which can be explained through a combination of intense training and primal instinct.�
�Scientists conducted experiments of gamblers a few years back and proved that they were able to predict what cards were going to be shown three seconds before they were turned over. That�s a fact, Nadia. In 2011, a well-known and highly respected scientist published his findings in an equally well respected journal. His conclusions were similar to the gambler test, only this time using volunteers from the public. He measured their responses to a number of cards, some with pleasant images, and some with shockingly violent images. Again, all his subjects seemed to know when a violent image was going to be revealed and braced themselves for it.�
�How do you know all this?� Gibbs asked, shocked at the former soldier�s sudden scientific knowledge.
He grinned enigmatically. �I�m not just a pretty face you know.�
�I have read those studies,� Heinrich added. �Their findings have been disputed.�
�But not proven to be wrong,� Raine argued. �In fact, the only firm arguments I could find on the internet were pretty lame assertions that �ESP is not possible� without putting forward any compelling counter-evidence.� He spoke over Nadia who tried to raise an objection. �If you look back through the historical record, just about every culture in the world has shared a belief in fortune telling � yogis in India, shamans, witch doctors, Native Americans, Romany Gypsies, Maori, Australian Aborigines. The strongest, largest faiths in the world today, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, are all based on the prophetic teachings of what, at the core of it, are fortune tellers.
�In the Asian Tsunami in 2004, did you know only a handful of animals were killed? The rest, everything from the hundreds of stray cats and dogs, to domestic pets, to horses and even elephants giving tourists rides on the beaches, went berserk and ran inland hours before the wave hit, hours before humans with all of there sophisticated technology knew anything about the danger that claimed thousands of lives. Tell me that�s not extra sensory perception.�
�Animals are more primal than humans,� Nadia countered. �More in-tune with their surroundings��
�Precisely!� Raine cut her off triumphantly. �More primal! More in-tune with their surroundings! More sensitive?� He didn�t allow her to answer his question. �I would say that to know that a giant wave was hurtling towards them, hundreds of miles beyond the limits of their vision, their hearing or any of their other senses, they�d have to be hyper-sensitive to their surroundings. To see the danger before it even exists. Hypersensitive! Just like Ben is now. Just like Kha�um and Pryce must have been after the tachyons had excited the synapses in their brains.
�Even the American and Russian governments became so paranoid about the national security threat posed by people with ESP that they commissioned departments to combat and exploit psychic warfare, just as I�m sure the Chinese and the British and all the other major powers have done. In the seventies, the CIA commissioned Project Stargate in response to the Soviets� own psychic warfare division.�
�Raine,� Gibbs cautioned.
�Relax, it was made public knowledge a few years back,� he said. In truth, it was from his own, far more recent dealings with Project Stargate, shortly before he went on the run, from which his knowledge of ESP originated. But that was a story for another day.
�Project Stargate,� Heinrich said, �was developed to exploit Remote Viewing; the ability of �psychics� to spy on locations in the heart of Moscow from the comfort of a lab in the centre of Washington.�
�That�s right.�
�But it was disbanded in the nineties and the findings made public.�
�That�s bull shit.� His unexpected vulgarity caught everyone by surprise. �Like all the great secrets of nations, they make public only what they want to make public, they throw a bone to the conspiracy theorists out there and say �yes, you were right, we were experimenting with psychic warfare, but no, you�re wrong, we weren�t successful. Look at Roswell, look at JFK, Project Rainbow, 9/11�� he glanced at King and added with a smile, �look at Elvis. The more they reveal the truth, the more they�re concealing the lie.�
�Raine,� Gibbs growled.
�I�m not saying anything that can�t be found on the internet, Gibbs,� he snapped back. �My point is, there is evidence that Stargate has continued to this day. There are reports that CIA operatives even learned to kill a sheep just with the power of their mind.�
Nadia burst out laughing. �Nate, this is going too far.�
�I�m not saying I believe everything I�ve read,� he defended himself, unable to shake the image of CIA Director Jason Briggs out of his head. The rumour in the CIA was that he could kill you with a stare, obviously stemming from his stormy temper and ability to end careers, or even lives, with a nod of his head. He should know, after all. He had killed enough people under the Director�s un-spoken orders.
�I�m just saying that maybe you scientists,� he concluded, �the ones that can reveal so much about the world, should keep an open mind! Psychics have been used by police forces around the world in missing person cases. They�ve been employed by private detectives, by military forces, by professional gamblers and Wall Street Stock Brokers��
�Nate!� Nadia snapped. �I will say this one last time! ESP is not possible. Remote Viewing is not possible. Killing a sheep with the power of your thoughts is not possible. And peering through time to see the future or the past is not possible!�
�Yes it is,� a weak voice suddenly startled them all. Everyone spun to see King�s eyes flutter open. Sid gasped and looked down at him. Heinrich rushed to his side, staring at the EEG scans, his eyes wide with amazement.
�His neural activity is returning to normal. His synapses are redistributing back into a regular pattern.�
King ignored the doctor and stared past him at the assembled group.
�I know where the final piece is.�

49:
Yonaguni

Off the Coast of Yonaguni Island,
Japan
A storm was brewing far in the east of the Pacific Ocean but, for the moment, the tranquil, sapphire blue waters of the East China Sea were calm and peaceful, broken only by the prow of a noisy diesel powered fishing boat.
Double checking the GPS coordinates she had been given, Kristina Lake throttled back the controls and the pneumatic-pounding of the chugging engines thankfully ceased. The pilot house was raised up above the deck, sitting atop the compartment that contained the boat�s mess-deck. Below decks were four small quarters which were usually home to the boat�s twelve-man crew, one of the most unpleasant heads she had ever made use of, and a cramped galley. One of those rooms had been converted into a giant safe, its metal door pad-locked and its single porthole blocked with a sheet of iron welded into place by engineers at a US base on Okinawa Island. For this voyage, it was home to two small rucksack-sized metal cases, one of which contained a harmless interpretation of what was contained in the other: the Moon Mask.
On the main deck below her, the other members of the UN team were gathered along with the newest recruits to the mission: three American-Japanese US Marines on loan from Marine Corps Air Station Futenma.
Insisting he was fine, Doctor King had discharged himself from the care of Doctor Henry Heinrich at the NATO base in Germany and insisted that the team fly half the way around the world based purely on some dream he�d had while unconscious. Gibbs had briefly explained his reasoning, something to do with ESP, but Lake, along with the rest of the team, still had her reservations. They were used to working with hard intel, not mystic premonition, but with no other leads, and King�s determination, Gibbs had authorised the mission. In truth, Lake didn�t much care, enjoying the activity following the dull guard duty they had kept over the Moon Mask back at the NATO base while the scientists worked out their next destination.
Following a thirteen hour flight from Germany direct to the marine base on Okinawa Island, the team had arrived to find the boat and men Gibbs had requested ready and waiting to launch.
Commandeered from a local fishing company, the Mitsuko, which meant �child of light� would hopefully provide the team some element of cover in these waters. Being so close to Taiwan, always a political hotbed waiting to erupt, the waters surrounding Japan�s Ryukyu Islands had, in recent days, begun to seethe with menace. While only those highest up on the political and military food chain knew of the real reasons, the whole world had nevertheless turned its attention towards the posturing of the Chinese and US fleets in the Pacific. Chinese warships had stepped up patrols of its coastal waters and breeched the sovereignty of Japanese and Taiwanese territories. Both governments had received reports of Chinese ships detaining civilian vessels and questioning their crews and while there had not yet been an outbreak of violence, it was only a matter of time. What the Chinese were searching for, no doubt, were American spies. The location of a massive US military presence on the Japanese Island of Okinawa had always been a bone of contention for China and the team hoped that all eyes would indeed be focussed on those forces, whose numerous bases were on high alert, allowing them to slip south, skirting through the island chain to the most western point of Japan: Yonaguni Island.
�In 1987,� King had explained in a briefing to the entire team in the passenger compartment of a NATO C-130 Hercules as it thundered through the skies towards Japan. Once he had been medically cleared and his brain activity had returned to normal, he had spent several hours with Doctors Siddiqa and Yashina, two laptops and a number of books before presenting his findings to them. �A tourist diver named Kichachiro Aratake, while searching for a viewing spot to watch hammer-heads feeding around the Japanese island of Yonaguni, stumbled, quite by chance, on the find of a life time.�
He clicked the mouse pad on the laptop and turned the screen so that the whole team could see. On it Lake saw an image of what appeared to be a ruined building, in some ways not dissimilar to the Step Pyramid in Egypt where she knew Kha�um had found a piece of the Moon Mask. Only this structure was submerged under several meters of water which gave it a surreal, inky blue hue.
�The structure he found was hewn out of solid bedrock about eighty-eight feet below the surface of the ocean. It�s over six hundred and fifty feet long and rises in a series of steps, each one perfect, or near-perfect right angles, to just sixteen feet beneath the surface.� He flicked through several other images of what he called the Yonaguni Monument. There were several different angles of the �steps� taken from vantage points at the base, mid-way up and from above looking down. There was a shot of two megalithic blocks, sixty-five feet long and weighing around two hundred tonnes each, thrusting upwards through the gloom, reminiscent of Stonehenge. There were channels and deep-cut ravines, flat platforms and raised plinths, even what appeared to be a wall encircling the entire structure.
King had continued his briefing as the photos flicked through one by one. �Scientific opinion on the Yonaguni Monument is divided,� he had explained. �On the one hand, many scientists argue that the entire formation is entirely natural, that the forces of nature thrust these straight, angular structures through the bedrock where they settled thousands of years ago on the sea floor. Professor Kimura, a geologist from Okinawa University, on the other hand, disagrees and says that the structure is entirely man-made. Other than the obvious aesthetic impression of artificiality,� he had glanced at the computer screen then, and Lake had to admit it had the look and feel of a building more so than a natural rock formation. �He cites evidence such as a �rubbish tip� of disused blocks swept to one side in an unnatural manner, the regular measurements of the �steps� of the structure, the presence of what looks like a ceremonial pathway, and the presence of this limestone wall encircling the site. Limestone,� he added, �is not indigenous to Yonaguni.
�Professor Robert Scotch from Boston University seems to have taken an intermediate view and suggests that the site is a natural construct which was manipulated by humans, carved into these unnatural shapes.�
�This is all very cool, Doc,� O�Rourke had spoken up, �but how does it help us?�
King had hesitated for a second then, as though concerned about the reaction he was going to get from his audience. �This is where the penultimate piece of the Moon Mask is,� he had said. The debate about how he knew this, the merits of ESP and the possibility of remote viewing had raged between the academics throughout their journey but King had remained adamant that this was where the Moon Mask had shown him the missing piece was. He had described flashes of a ceremony deep within a hollow chamber, then a flash of the submerged ruins. When he awoke, he knew their next destination.
Now, down on the deck, Lake watched as O�Rourke and Garcia dropped the boat�s anchor and she felt the boat pull too, steady in the strong current. She looked up at the towering cliffs of the south face of Yonaguni Island. The azure sky was startling in its intense blue and cast an equally sapphire glow upon the water below.
But, if King was right she knew, those waters contained a secret they had kept hidden since the dawn of time. And they were about to loose it upon an unsuspecting world.
* * *
�Ben, we need to talk.�
Those ominous words had cut through King�s �daydreaming�, though whether it truly was a daydream, or in fact another echo of his experience with the Moon Mask, he wasn�t sure.
The experience had been incredibly intense. It had been as though he was flying above the earth at astonishing speed, looking down at it all, seeing it all, yet still being unable to understand the enormity of it. He�d seen the city of the Bouda, just like he and his father had always imagined it. He�d been transported back to the heyday of Xibalba, watching the fantastic ceremonies of an ancient culture that had learned to live below ground. He had travelled through the wonders of Ancient Egypt in a time when they were still young, seen Djoser�s famous vizier, Imhotep, administer advanced surgery on dying patients with the knowledge that his piece of the Moon Mask had given him. He�d seen the primitive face of a nameless man on a Pacific island glance at the deformed piece of a vaguely face-shaped lump of metal and, from that, carve and erect the first of the island�s towering moa.
And he�d seen a gleaming city, centred around a step-pyramid. Yet he was not in Egypt any longer, but in a far away land, looking on in horror as an enormous wave barrelled towards him.
He had recognised the city from his father�s research and brought the team here, based on nothing more than a vivid dream that was, minute by minute, drifting back into the obscurity of his mind.
�What�s the matter?� he asked Sid. In response, she took his hand and led him below deck and into one of the vacant cabins. He could feel the slight tremble in her grip, the sweatiness of her palms. She closed the door and looked at him, her beautiful features serious.
�Sid��
�It�s over, Ben.�
With those words, all the distant tendrils of his experience with the mask evaporated. Reality slapped him in the face.
�What? What do you-?�
�You know what I mean,� she cut him off. A flood of tears suddenly overwhelmed her. He stepped closer, reached out a hand but she pushed him away.
�No,� she said with determination, forcing back self-control. �It�s over. I can�t do this anymore.�
King felt the world swirling around him. Nausea pulled at his gut. �I��
�You lied to me, Ben!� she snapped out her reasoning. �And you nearly died because of it!�
�It was the only way to find the mask��
�Fuck the mask!� she shouted. �I don�t give a damn about the goddamn mask. All I care about, all I�ve ever cared about, is you!�
�And you�re all that I��
�No!� she snarled, her voice turning into an angry, hurt growl. �Don�t you lie to me again! Don�t you dare say that I�m all you care about! Because I�m not! All you care about is the mask, and the Bouda and the Progenitors! I�m just� what? What am I? An added accessory? A distraction for you to lie to me and tell me what I want to hear��
�No,� King cut her off, his own anger rising indignantly. �You�re going to be my wife! That�s who you are. The mask, the Bouda� everything. None of that matters. Only you matter!�
Sid laughed bitterly. �How many times have you said that these last few days? Huh? How many times have you promised me that I am your whole world?� She shook her head, grimacing to hold back the flood of emotions. �You�ve seen your mother, your sister and your father all die because of this obsession of yours��
�I�d never let anything happen to you��
�It�s not about me! It�s about you! You, Ben, you!� She choked on her words. �This obsession is going to get you killed. And that�s the last thing I want in this entire world. And it almost happened. And it will happen again. But I can�t be around to watch it.�
�We made a promise to the United Nations that we would find the mask. Once we do, I�ll wipe my hands of it.�
�And then what? We live happily ever after� until your next great obsession comes along. What will it be next time? Atlantis? El Dorado? Whatever it is, it will consume you and, one day, you�re not going to come back from some expedition, just like your father; or you�re going to do something idiotic like place irradiated material against you thick skull, and I�m going to be a widow! People like you, you�re not supposed to be pinned down by marriage and children and responsibility��
�I can change,� he argued, his voice cracking and tears breaking their dams. Sid placed one hand gently against his chest then ran her other one over his now smooth scalp. A thin smile broke her lips. Her eyes were glassy with moisture. The heat of their body contact was electrifying to one another.
�But I love you just the way you are,� she whispered. �I can�t change you. I don�t want to change you.� Her lips trembled, her voice became a sob. �But I can�t be with you, either.�
Their lips found one another, hungry and desperate. Whatever world King had seen from high above the earth, through the eyes of the Moon Mask, had all shrunk down to this one cabin, this one moment in time.
They needed each other. Their bodies, their minds, their hearts and their souls yearned to strip away their clothes, to strip away the obstacles of life. But, they both knew that once that moment was over, those self-same obstacles would be there still.
Their lips still welded together, she ran her hand down his head, his neck, his arm, and took his hand. He gripped tightly but she wormed her way loose and, just like that, it was over.
She stepped away from him. �We agreed to see this thing through to the end,� she said. �And that�s what I�ll do. But once we�ve found the mask�� she stumbled on her words. �You won�t see me again.�
He opened his mouth to argue but words would not come out. He felt as though he had been paralysed and all he could do was watch as the woman he loved turned, opened the door, and walked away.
His body shook as he looked down at what she had deposited in his hand, knowing already what he would find.
The engagement ring. For so long it had been in his pocket, for so brief a time it had been on the hand of the woman he loved.
He took several deep breaths, each one more difficult than the last, as though he had unbuckled himself from a life-support machine he didn�t know he needed.
He felt the boat judder to a stop, heard the rattle of anchors being dropped. Somewhere in the inky waters below him lay the final piece of the Moon Mask.
Forcing himself to control his shaking body and pounding heart, he returned the ring to his pocket and headed back up above deck.

50:
The Dive

Off the Coast of Yonaguni Island,
Japan
A face in the gloom. A hand reaching out to him.
Sunlight pierced the temple, blazing down through holes in the ceiling. The shafts of light grew narrower, refining to a single laser-like beam until that too was gone.
Darkness.
Such utter darkness.
Then noise.
The roaring of a beast that could never be stopped.
It echoed all around, it pounded against the temple walls, it began to break through.
Then he saw it.
Such a hideous creature. Terrifying and all consuming.
It charged at him�
�Benny!�
King spun around in surprise and looked at Raine, trying to hide his startled expression. Raine�s eyes narrowed in concern.
�You sure you�re okay to do this?�
King took a deep breath and forced a smile. �Sure. Why wouldn�t I be?�
He and Sid had decided to keep their break up concealed from the team for the time being. Now wasn�t the time to confuse matters. Nevertheless, Raine eyed him sceptically and King knew what he was thinking. It was what all of them were thinking. That he should still been in that hospital bed back in Germany being watched over by doctors, having his brain invaded by neurologists with nothing better to do. And, sure enough, there was a part of him that thought that too.
�I was just thinking,� he lied and glanced back over the side of the fishing boat. Everything stank of rotten fish � the bulkheads, the handrails, the piles of discarded nets, and now even his own body. Nevertheless, he had relished the feel of the fresh sea air pounding against his face as the boat had made its long journey south from Okinawa to Yonaguni, until his encounter with Sid below deck. �Nine thousand years ago, this was all above water. The whole island chain was one long peninsula linked to mainland China.� He sighed. �Yet, nine thousand years ago, no civilisation was supposed to have existed with the technological sophistication to build what lies beneath us.�
�So maybe your father was right,� Raine suggested. �Maybe history got it wrong.�
�Maybe,� King sighed. The afternoon sun beat down on them both as they stood looking out at the gentle waves off the coast of the island. King wore a pirate bandana over his now hairless scalp. Where Raine had got it from on a military base was anyone�s guess, but he�d been touched by the gesture. It had been a bit of a shock waking up following his experience to find that a bunch of military doctors had shaved him smooth. The white skull-and-cross bone image against the black background, Raine had said, seemed apt given they had just followed a pirate�s treasure map half way around the world.
�Okay, listen up,� Gibbs� voice suddenly echoed over the deck. All eyes turned to him. He carried a whiteboard on a tripod and was trailed by one of the marines they had picked up in Okinawa. Lieutenant Eugene �Tank� Tanaka was an easy-going man in his late twenties. Born to a US Marine stationed on Okinawa and a local woman, he had grown up among the island chain before joining the corps. His CO had told Gibbs that he couldn�t ask for a better guide to the islands. He was also an experienced diver, used to the powerful currents in the area. Before joining the corps, he had led tourists on dives to the Monument.
With the entire team gathered around, Gibbs set up the white board. On it was a crude felt-tip drawing of the massive underwater structure, the surrounding area and the position of the boat.
�We�ll be buddying up into five teams of two. I�ll go down with Tank; O�Rourke, you�ll be with Aiko.� Aiko was one of the other two marines, also a local to the area. �Lake, you�ll be with Siddiqa, Garcia with Yashina; Raine and King, you�ll obviously be a team so that you can extract the package once we have confirmation. Murray, you�ll stay on board and keep an eye out for any problems. Noriko,� the final marine, �you�ll stay on board to keep up the pretence of being a local fishing boat. Any questions?� Upon the team�s silence, he continued. �Tanaka will talk you through your designated search coordinates.�
Tank stepped up and indicated the whiteboard. �I�ve dived this site dozens of times,� he began. His English was perfect but King could detect a hint of a local accent. �I�ve never seen any opening into the structure, but if Doctor King�s assumption is correct, then there must be a way in.� None of the marines had been apprised of the Moon Mask, nor the less than regulation-specific intelligence that had led them here. �So we split up. Each team has been designated with a specific area to search. I tried to base this on experience levels to make it as safe as possible, but remember the currents in this area are extremely strong. We�ve timed our arrival reasonably well and it is now low tide, when the current is at its weakest but you�ll still experience a strong pull. If you get into difficulties, surface, inflate your vest and wait for the boat to come pick you up.�
�Remember, if you find an opening, you call it in and wait for Raine and King to arrive,� Gibbs added. �You�ll all have radiation detectors affixed to your gear, but diving gear isn�t a hazmat suit. It will not offer you any protection against the radiation. You wait at the entry zone so we don�t lose it again, then Raine and King will go in. Any questions?� Again, the response was negative.
�And don�t forget,� Tank added. �This whole area is a feeding zone for hammer-heads. Generally, leave them alone and they�ll leave you alone, but remember they are attracted to blood. You so much as nick yourself on a piece of coral, you get the hell out of the water, got it?�
�Don�t have to tell me twice,� Raine grumbled.
�Right, let�s kit up.�
The deck became a hive of activity then as the SOG team issued out the diving gear they had picked up in Okinawa. Even though the three civilians all had some experience with scuba diving, O�Rourke took it upon himself to assist them along with Raine.
He held up a full-face mask, connected via a series of tubes which were fastened securely in-place to a black rubber vest, not dissimilar to the Buoyancy Control Device, or BCD, that King was used to using when diving. His father had insisted on him learning to dive at an early age, insisting that if they were going to find a lost race then most of that evidence would likely lie submerged underwater. He had dived numerous wrecks as well as underwater archaeological sites, mostly off the coast of Alexandria in Egypt, and considered himself fairly experienced. Sid and Nadia, on the other hand, he knew, had only limited experience diving which was why they had been assigned the shallower search areas.
�This is a LAR V Draeger Closed-Circuit Rebreather,� the soldier explained in his usual, mild mannered voice. �It�s different to the standard Open-Circuit systems you would have used while scuba diving, in that it minimises noise and doesn�t emit any bubbles.�
�Don�t want the bad guys to spot your bubbles when you�re sneaking up on them,� Raine explained light-heartedly as he peeled himself into a thick neoprene wetsuit. His movements were swift and easy, checking all of his gear in a matter of seconds. A professional diver. A professional soldier.
�You know how you got creeped out on your first ever dive,� O�Rourke said, �thinking that Darth Vadar was coming to get you?�
Raine made a deep breathing sound, imitating the sci-fi villain which every diver sounded like when breathing through the stages of a scuba regulator. The three civilians, even Nadia, laughed lightly.
�Well, now you�re going to get creeped out because of the silence,� O�Rourke finished. �They�re full-face masks and are fitted with MSHR submersible radios. That means that we�ll all be able to talk to each other down there, so there�s nothing to worry about. The soldier in each pair � Doc, you�re stuck with Raine I�m afraid,� he added jokingly. Again they all laughed, thankful for the soldier�s good nature. Whatever dark history there was between him and Raine, King realised that O�Rourke was trying to put it in the past. Raine had proven himself again and again in the last few days.
�Each soldier,� he said again, �will be issued with an APS underwater assault rifle and an SPP-1 underwater pistol. You don�t need to know the ins-and-outs of it, but basically they fire specially designed hydrodynamic bullets, so if the �bad-guys� do show up and we get into a fire fight, we�re not going to be defenceless down there. Each of you will have diving knives as well. Comprende?�
�Comprende,� they all replied.
Over the next few minutes they each wriggled and squeezed themselves into their tight, full body wetsuits. Even though the water in these areas was warm, they could be underwater for a while � luckily, breathing pure oxygen through the military rebreathers instead of the compressed nitrogen/oxygen mix used in commercial diving, would allow them to remain underwater for longer without suffering any ill effects. The full suits, including boots, gloves and hoods, would keep them warmer for longer too.
�Kinda reminds you of that time in Sri Lanka, ay, Boss?� O�Rourke asked Raine, laughing as the civilians struggled with their gear. King felt a pang of annoyance flare through him. Presumably the soldier was referring to their lack of finesse in suiting up.
Raine glanced at O�Rourke for a second, frowning until he grasped whatever memory it was and laughed at the private joke.
Once suited, Raine and O�Rourke helped them all into their gear. Despite his experience, King allowed O�Rourke to assist with putting on equipment he had never seen before. This included a hard vest that felt like it was laced with metal and, until O�Rourke handed him a weight belt, he assumed that it was some military-style weight vest. After that he slipped a �bib� made up of plastic pockets over his head. Each pocket sloshed with some sort of liquid which the soldier explained helped even out buoyancy with the rebreather. Next, he wrapped the rebreather and air vest around him, pointing out the various components, such as the scrubber which cleaned and recycled the air, and the compass board which included a dive computer, compass, depth gauge, watch, GPS unit and air-pressure. It was not dissimilar to what he had trained with but much more complex.
�Is all this gear really necessary?� he asked, irritated and hot as he slowly roasted in the wetsuit beneath the sun. �I�ve dived with a lot less.�
�This is Special Ops, Doc,� O�Rourke replied. �Not PADI.� With a final tug of a strap, the big soldier slapped him on the shoulder with a smile then moved on to help Sid.
�I learnt with BSAC,� he grumbled before waddling like a penguin to the side of the boat. He balanced there while pulling on his fins and glanced at Sid. She similarly looked like a cyborg abducted from a sci-fi movie as O�Rourke laced equipment around her. A nauseating swell of emotions rushed through him but he forced himself to switch them off as best he could. Now wasn�t the time.
Raine, meanwhile, helped Nadia. He noticed an intimacy to their interactions that hadn�t been there days earlier, a closeness that had newly developed. Her eyes watched his every move with a dozy gleam that seemed totally out of place on her normally stoic face. The twitch of a smile was likewise a newly added feature which had been there permanently whenever Raine was around.
So, he�d finally melted the Ice Queen, King thought with a grin, pleased for his friends despite his own very recent estrangement.
�Okay,� Gibbs� voice broke abruptly into his thoughts. He and the other military personnel waddled to the side of the boat and joined their respective buddies. Sid offered King a weak, distant, nervous smile and then perched beside Lake. Raine slapped Nadia�s rump, earning him an angry glare and an irritated glance from Gibbs as he finished his statement. �Let�s get this show on the road.�
Then, in twos, they rolled backwards off the side of the boat, splashed into the water and descended into the unknown depths below.

51:
The Monument

Off the Coast of Yonaguni Island,
Japan
Raine and King descended through the gloom of the East China Sea, finning hard to battle the powerful current which dragged at their bodies, fighting to keep themselves oriented towards the face of the Yonaguni Monument.
At sixty five feet, the sunlight was tepid, the water inky, but there was no mistaking the looming presence of the �structure� before them.
The object of scholarly debate for thirty years now had finally been consigned to the realms of unorthodox pseudo-history. Historians generally agreed that no civilisation had existed nine thousand years ago to have built the structure. Geologists generally agreed that, although irregular in its startling regularity, it was not only possible, but plausible to state that it was a product of nature.
Weeks ago, King might have agreed with that assessment. But not anymore. Any doubts he had harboured about the existence of the Progenitors had been cast aside the moment he had laid eyes on the Xibalban mask, clutched in the arms of the human remains of Edward Pryce.
Staring through the full face mask, cocooned within the eerie silence of the rebreather, there was no denying the phenomenally straight edges, the right angles, the steps, triangles and squares of the monument. Flattened, smoothed and rounded by nine millennia of battling the tremendous currents that had exhausted King in minutes, the vaguely pyramid-shaped structure, not too dissimilar to Djoser�s in Egypt, was still perceptible. Troughs, ravines, gulleys and tunnels wound their way in a network around the structure, dwarfing the tiny teams of divers who searched its surfaces.
Other �structures� lay nearby; platforms of rock, one of which had been dubbed the �turtle� due to its shape; two megalithic pillars of rock, and even a �face�. Weathered and disfigured, the towering visage of an elongated head, its soulless eyes staring forlornly into the depths, nevertheless stirred memories of the Easter Island statues.
Could they somehow be linked together, just as his father had once suggested? Was he looking at the citadel of some great civilisation, or merely an outpost? Had the crafters of Easter Island�s famous Moa been inspired by the face beneath the waves, a memory passed from generation to generation, just as they had been inspired by the mask that fell from heaven?
Another thought occurred to him. He remembered reading on the internet on the team�s journey here about theories linking the architecture to other monumental constructions such as Sacsayhuam�n in Peru, Tiahuanaco in Bolivia, Cop�n in Honduras and Chich�n Itza in Mexico. They in turn stemmed, he now believed, from Xibalba in Venezuela.
The comparisons continued, flitting through his mind in quick succession. He saw in the alignment of the Yonaguni Monument, its outlying temple-like formations and monumental �head� another similarity, this one with Egypt�s Giza Plateau: a pyramid, its surrounding temples and enclosure walls, as well as its own monumental sculpture, the Great Sphinx.
Even as he knew his quest for the Moon Mask was nearing its end, he felt that a greater adventure was unravelling. It was as though echoes of this place reverberated through the architecture of the ancient world, as though all those cultures, separated by oceans, deserts and mountain ranges, had been touched by the same hand.
The hand of the Progenitors?
Am I floating above the origins of civilisation? he wondered. Then Sid�s words stabbed back at him, raw and hurtful, because they were true: �And then what? We live happily ever after� until your next great obsession comes along. What will it be next time? Atlantis? El Dorado?�
So soon after losing the woman he loved, his mind was already reaching out for new adventures, new discoveries beyond the completion of this one. Was she right? Was he really addicted to the same life, and death, as his father?
�Has anyone found an opening yet?� Gibbs� voice suddenly blared loudly through his radio. In the tomb-like silence, the sound was like thunder.
All the teams checked in negative, earning a disgruntled complaint from the team leader.
�As I said,� Tank�s voice came over his ear piece, �people have been diving this site for years. If any opening had ever been found, it would have shaken the scientific world. Even the most outlandish claims say that it is a solid monument, not an accessible temple.�
�There�s a way in,� King replied irritably.
�Dosimeters detect no indication of tachyon radiation,� Nadia�s voice replied.
�That doesn�t mean the mask�s not here. In Cornwall it was contained inside Imhotep�s lead-lined coffin.�
�If that was the case here,� the Russian�s voice replied, �I should be able to pick up a large metallic object with a magnetometer. Hold on.�
* * *
Thirty foot below the surface, Nadia finned hard against the current, struggling to keep herself steady. As well as all her diving gear, she also had an array of scientific equipment, specially designed for underwater work, attached to her vest. She plucked a Fluxgate magnetometer from it and wrapped the strap around her wrist so she didn�t lose it. She flicked it on and tried to study the screen through the magnifying effect of the gloomy water. �That�s incredible,� she breathed, forgetting herself for a moment. The current pulled her sharply and she forced herself to kick against it.
�What?� King�s voice was urgent, excited.
�I�m detecting a very strong magnetic signature.�
�The mask?�
�Unlikely,� she replied. �The magnetic reading is off the scale.�
�What are you getting at?� Gibbs snapped. Already down for over twenty minutes, with no indication of an entrance, constantly battling the powerful current was starting to get to every member of the team.
�I am getting at the fact that whatever metallic object I am detecting is very large,� she replied curtly. �In fact it is�� her voice trailed off as a conclusion dawned on her. She packed away her magnetometer and spoke through her radio to her buddy. �Garcia, I need the metal detector.�
* * *
�Stand by,� Sid heard Nadia�s voice instruct all the teams.
Close to the surface the current wasn�t as strong, however she could feel the pull of the waves fifteen feet above as she hovered alongside Kristina Lake directly above the flat top of the sunken structure.
She and Lake had been the only team to think they had found an opening. On the surface of the monument was what she could only describe as three �wells� descending six feet into the rock. Two of the wells were circular but the third, oddly, was vaguely hexagonal, its six sides almost discernable. King had told the team about the two circular depressions but had missed the hexagonal, and therefore less natural, shape in his briefing. Nevertheless, after a brief surge of excitement, it had proven to be, quite literally, a dead end.
From her vantage point, she looked down on the monument in its entirety and could make out the tiny figures of the other teams. She knew King was down near the base and, logically, the most plausible place to find an opening, but was unable to make out which figure he was. Just the thought of him sent her emotions into a spin so she forced herself to blot him out of her consciousness for the moment. There would be time to attend to the demands of a broken heart later.
�Sid,� Lake�s voice suddenly cut into her thoughts. She heard an echo of concern there. �Drop down now.�
Sid felt a surge of panic and exhaled the air from her lungs. It took a moment but she finally felt herself dive, assisted by a suddenly outthrust hand from Lake who pulled her to the roof of the structure.
Instantly, the terrifyingly recognisable silhouette of a hammerhead shark sped past, only three feet away. It slowed for an instant and turned her way and Sid felt the wave of panic erupt into terror as one of the creature�s eyes bored into her. Then, with a ripple of muscle, it pushed off and vanished into the gloom.
Sid sucked in the air through her rebreather. She heard King�s voice suddenly erupt in her ear but couldn�t discern the words. Her own heartbeat hammered and echoed through the water. She began to thrash but Lake grasped her arms and held her firmly.
�Sid, it�s okay. It�s okay, don�t panic,� she told her. �Take deep breaths. Calm down.� Slowly, Sid regained her self-control. She forced herself to breathe in and out slowly but she didn�t let go of Lake�s hand. Through their face-plates she could see the other woman�s concern.
�He was just coming to investigate,� Tank�s voice came from somewhere below, obviously having seen the excitement. �Sometimes they get a bit close for comfort, but they�re just being curious.�
�You okay?� King asked, the worry in his voice evident.
�I�m fine,� she forced herself to reply. �Just don�t expect me to watch Jaws with you anytime soon.� Her mental slip stirred up unwanted thoughts again. They wouldn�t be watching any movies together again, curled up on the sofa in front of a fire�
�Steven Spielberg�s got a lot to answer for,� Tank half-joked.
�My god,� Nadia�s voice suddenly interrupted, snapping everyone�s attention back to the matter at hand. �This whole structure is a meteorite.�
* * *
�What?� Raine�s voice sounded incredulous through Nadia�s underwater radio.
�This entire structure has been fashioned out of a meteorite,� she elaborated. �More specifically, I believe it could be the same meteorite as the fake mask which we found.�
�I thought you said it was constructed out of the sandstone and mudstone of the bedrock, King?� Gibbs reminded them all over the open communication channel.
�That�s right,� King said defensively. �Geologists have taken samples��
�I presume the only samples that have been studied are of the surface levels?� Nadia asked. �No one has drilled into the �structure� to take samples from its core? Just like no one, I presume, has bothered to run a magnetometer or a metal detector over it?�
She knew there was a scathing tone in her voice but she did not care. From what King had told them about the structure, most of the scientific community had, at best, given the site only a cursory glance, leaving the �science� to pseudo-scientists, self-taught amateurs with little funding but a lot of imagination.
�I guess not,� King replied sheepishly, as though the oversight was his responsibility.
�There is a large metallic core at the centre of this structure,� she explained. She had studied her findings as thoroughly as possible given the difficult conditions, and had fine-tuned the metal detector�s discriminator and pulse inductor to the phase response of the meteoric metal from which the fake Moon Mask had been fashioned. �We are looking at the same metal� possibly the same meteorite.�
�What about tachyons?� Gibbs asked urgently and Nadia wasn�t sure whether his question was born out of concern for their welfare or excitement of finding a �mother lode� of tachyon-emitting metal which would dwarf the Moon Mask�s discovery.
�I hate to disappoint you, but no, I detect no tachyon emissions from the structure itself. Hence why I claim it to be of the same, or similar meteorite as the fake mask, not the �real� one.�
�But what you�re saying is impossible,� Raine said. �The largest meteorite ever discovered was in Namibia in the 1920s. It was about nine feet square by three deep and weighed something like sixty tons.�
Almost collectively, everyone�s voice came over the com-link at once. �How do you know that?�
Raine, for his part, ignored their surprise. Nadia had realised that despite his shoot-first-ask-questions-later gung-ho attitude to life, her new lover was anything but the dumb ex-soldier he liked to portray.
�What did you say this thing was, Benny? Almost five hundred feet long, one hundred and fifty wide and ninety deep?�
�A bit less,� King replied. �But, yeah, more or less.�
�There�s no way a meteorite that size would survive entry through the atmosphere without breaking up.�
�I believe it did break up,� Nadia replied. �Hence the fake mask. I dare say there are other pieces scattered across the earth. With a shallow enough trajectory, it is plausible for it to have entered the earth�s atmosphere somewhere above South America, breaking up and dropping chunks into the rainforest, before racing westwards across the Pacific and slamming into the bedrock here.�
�Then, the ancient people of this region, when it was still free of water, fashioned it into what we see before us,� King suggested.
�Is it possible they enclosed the meteorite inside local stone?� Sid asked. �Fashioning these steps and terraces around it. There are similar building styles in Egypt, in the Valley Temple at Giza where some scientists think later builders built over more archaic and more monumental original constructions. Even the pyramids themselves originally had a fa�ade of limestone covering them.�
�It would explain why geologists say the entire structure was fashioned from local rock,� Nadia agreed.
�So what are you saying?� Gibbs demanded. �That there is no temple here? No Moon Mask?�
* * *
�No,� King replied testily. �If there is a meteorite in there then the ancients wouldn�t have just �walled� it up. There would be space between the meteoric core and the constructed monument � a temple. If there was a temple, then there must be a door.�
�Then where the hell is it, Doctor?� Gibbs snapped. �In case you hadn�t noticed we�re fighting a pig-ugly current in shark infested waters in China�s backyard. Now, all you nerds can sit around talking about temples and meteors and shit all you like once this is over, but for now all I care about is finding the goddamn door!�
Anger flared through King. �You think I don�t know that, you��
�Hey, Benny,� Raine suddenly cut in, grasping his forearm through the water. �Chill out, yeah? Gibbs, shut the hell up.� Expertly, he kept hold of King�s arm, achieving perfectly neutral buoyancy, and reached out with his gloved hand to grasp the side of the monument. �Relax. Stop kicking, I�ve got you.� King continued to fin against the current. �Stop kicking,� he reiterated in a no-nonsense voice. �Good, now breathe deeply. Close your eyes, relax your mind��
�Who are you? Derren Brown?�
�I�m gonna feed you to the goddamn sharks if you don�t shut up,� he snapped. �Now, just close your eyes, relax, and try to remember what you saw in your� vision.�
King floated there, weightless, putting all his faith in the other man not to let any harm come to him. He took several deep breaths and felt the calming effect of the oxygen flowing through his system. His eyes drifted shut and his mind wandered�
A face in the gloom!
He tried to reach out and grasp the face but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared.
A hand reaching out to him!
He jerked back in fright.
�What do you see?� Raine�s voice asked but he seemed to be coming from far away.
�I�m� I�m in a temple,� he replied, his soft voice being transmitted to the entire team. �There are� pillars� dozens, hundreds of pillars. An entire forest of them. They�re� glowing.�
�Glowing?� a woman�s voice entered his thoughts, Sid�s or Nadia�s, he couldn�t tell.
�There are� pictures� images on them� glowing red.�
�Is there a doorway,� Raine asked quietly. �A tunnel� a passage?�
He tried to look around the columned hall but the red glow grew more intense, burning his eyes. Is this how Kha�um found Imhotep�s tomb? he wondered. �No,� he replied. �I can�t see a door.�
�Pointless fucking temple, with no door,� another voice, Gibbs, invaded his head and produced a flash of anger.
Sunlight pierced the temple. !
�What?� Raine asked, feeling him tense. �What do you see?�
� blazing down through holes in the ceiling!
The shafts of light grew narrower, refining to a single laser-like beam until that too was gone.
Darkness.
Such utter darkness.
Then noise.
The roaring of a beast that could never be stopped.
It echoed all around, it pounded against the temple walls, it began to break through.
Then he saw it.
Such a hideous creature. Terrifying and all consuming.
It charged at him�
�I know how to get in!� He twisted free of Raine�s grip and was almost dragged away by the current. �Gibbs, I need some explosives.�
* * *
�They knew the end was coming,� King�s voice explained through Nadia�s radio as she came to a neutral hover about half the way up the two megalithic pillars.
Rising from the sea floor almost to the surface sixty feet above, the two enormous columns of rock each weighed almost 200 tonnes and, to the eye, looked almost perfectly straight, with only four inches between them.
They weren�t, however, just rock, as geologists believed from cursory examinations. Rather, just like the main structure itself, they gave of strong magnetic readings. At their core, she knew, lay the same meteoric metal.
Intrigued by King�s description of a columned hall within the temple, while the rest of the team had rendezvoused on the top of the structure and begun carefully setting explosives in one of the three �wells�, Nadia had led her buddy, Garcia, to the pillars.
Now she watched as Garcia got to work on the right hand pillar with an air-powered underwater pneumatic hand drill. With a muted pounding, the drill head tore through layers of crusted coral, algae and sponges, creating a cloud of dead micro-organisms which diminished visibility. Then, with a sense of finality, it crunched into the stone proper, adding a mixture of sodden dust to the underwater soup.
�They tried to protect the temple against the flood,� King continued. �They blocked the original entrance and then sealed these holes in the ceiling. But it didn�t work.�
The pounding of the drill head suddenly changed again as it bit with a tell-tale, if muted, screech into metal. Garcia stopped the drill and drifted out of the way.
�It�s all yours,� he said as Nadia finned past him through the swirling debris. There, in a small section which Garcia had laid bare, was the smooth, dull red colour of the meteoric metal which they had unofficially dubbed �Xibalbanite�. It was the same metal that the primitive tribes of Venezuela had, thousands of years ago, fashioned into the shape of a human face and venerated until the Progenitors, for reasons unknown, had delivered to them a broken fragment of an almost identical mask which had ultimately changed their culture forever. But why?
Plucking a powerful underwater torch from her vest, she pulled herself closer to the pillar, toggled the switch and watched as the intense beam of light struck the exposed metal.
She gasped!
Erupting from behind the pillars, a pair of razor-sharp jaws gnashed through the water, moving at lightning speed. Come to investigate the sound of the drilling, the hammerhead had been startled by the sudden eruption of light from her torch and acted on deadly, defensive instinct.
Nadia screamed as she thrashed her fins but was too late. The shark�s jaws clamped down onto her hand. Pain lanced through her body. Garcia swore and brought his underwater rifle to bare, firing twice into the shark�s head. An eruption of blood, brains and gore swirled and Nadia felt the pressure in her hand diminish.
�Nadia,� Raine�s voice called urgently through her radio. He�d pushed away from the monument and finned like mad, descending to her level and arriving only instants after the shark�s brutal death. He grasped her by the shoulders and spun her around. Her face was deathly pale, her eyes wide with shock. He grasped her hand and studied it. She still held the crushed remains of the large torch which had prevented the shark�s jaws from closing completely. It had saved her hand. Possibly her life. Nevertheless, the hammerhead�s teeth had pierced her glove and her flesh and blood flowed freely.
�You�re okay,� he promised her and, trying to rain in her panic, she realised all she wanted was to feel his arms around her, holding her tight, protecting her. �It�s just a flesh wound.�
�Shit!� Gibbs cursed upon arriving at the scene. They had all abandoned the site of the explosives to gather around the injured woman.
�I�m getting her out the water,� Raine said urgently. Nadia knew that, regardless of the shock, a far greater danger lurked. Hammerheads could smell a single drop of blood from over a mile away and, while generally placid, the scent would whip them into a feeding frenzy that you didn�t want to be on the wrong side of.
�Garcia, get her topside, now,� Gibbs ordered. �Get Siddiqa out of here as well.�
�No, I�m taking her,� Raine argued.
�Like hell you are,� the SOG commander shot back. �Thanks to your girlfriend�s carelessness and Garcia�s stupidity, this whole place is gonna be swarming with a shit-load of pissed off sharks any second now. We�re gonna blow that damn hole, you and King are gonna find the mask then we�re high tailing it out of here. Garcia, what are you waiting for!? Get them out, then get back down here with a reloaded gun. We might need it.�
Swallowed up in the frenzy of the moment, Nadia broke free of Garcia�s grip and wrapped her arms around Raine in a shockingly public display of emotion. It was clumsy in their gear and fighting against the current, but Raine returned the embrace. �It�ll be okay,� he promised.
�Don�t worry, I�ll look after her,� Sid vowed, reaching out and taking Nadia�s arm. She allowed her friend and Garcia to float her up to the surface, too much in a state of shock to even think about kicking.
As they broke the surface and swam urgently for the waiting boat, she felt a sense of relief wash over her.
Minutes later, a geyser of water fountained into the air as the explosives detonated.

52:
Blood on the Water

Off the Coast of Yonaguni Island,
Japan
The explosion sent a plume of water six feet into the air and blasted a shockwave which rippled out from the epicentre at an astonishing speed.
Despite taking shelter at the base of the Yonaguni Monument sixty feet below, the boom still hurt Nathan Raine�s ears and he felt the sudden movement of water press against him.
As soon as the explosion had died down, Gibbs ordered the entire team out of the shelter and they ascended quickly but carefully to a depth of about fifteen feet, level with the top of the structure.
A cloud of blasted debris swirled in the current as they finned towards the �hole� in the ceiling. The middle, circular hole had been chosen in hopes that the explosion there would cause the least significant structural damage. The underwater charges had been strategically positioned to direct the blast downwards. The plan was to blast the �plug� which had been used to block the hole down into the expanse below. The danger, however, was that if King was wrong and there was no expanse and that the structure was one solid lump of rock, then the explosion would shatter it.
As it was, King was right. Raine, King and Gibbs all peered cautiously into the depths of what had moments ago been an inexplicable well but which now provided the only access into a temple which hadn�t seen the light of day in over nine thousand years.
�Boss,� O�Rourke reported over the radio. �Dosimeter readings just spiked. There�s tachyon radiation down there.�
Raine could see the triumphant smile spread across King�s face. The ultimate �I told you so.�
If Gibbs picked up on it, he ignored it. �Raine and King, you have a go,� he commanded.
�Uh, Sir,� Tank�s voice suddenly cut in, unaccustomed to the lack of identifying ranks in the SOG. Gathered around the hole, the entire team turned to look in the direction the marine was pointing. To the east, dozens of silhouettes were highlighted against the lighter blue gloom of the sea. The ultimate artistic expression of Mother Nature�s unique design meant that what they saw was one of the most recognisable creatures on the face of the earth.
Hammerheads.
Lots of them.
Unusual for most shark species, hammerheads tended to swim in large schools, often around twenty to thirty individuals. But, in some parts of the world, schools of over a hundred prowled the depths. The waters surrounding Yonaguni Island was just such a place.
�They�re going for the carcass of the one Garcia killed,� Tank explained.
�Great,� O�Rourke replied unenthusiastically. �What about when they�re ready for dessert?�
�Hammerheads rarely attack humans unless they mistake us for prey or are attracted to our blood. So long as no one is bleeding, we should be fine.�
�Nevertheless,� O�Rourke turned in his suit towards Raine and King. �You wanna hurry this up?�
Raine clasped King�s shoulder then switched on the powerful halogen lamp he carried. �Let�s go,� he said and then, holding the lamp out before him, he descended into the darkness below.
* * *
�So, what�s the deal with you and Nate?�
The question took Nadia off guard. Her mind had been drifting as she allowed the painkillers Sid had given her to take effect. Her wound was relatively superficial, a single tooth she reckoned having pierced the fleshy bit between her thumb and forefinger. But she knew that shock was a danger and so had allowed Sid to take her below decks once back aboard the boat and wrap a blanket around her shoulders. It wasn�t every day, after all, that you lived through a shark attack, superficial wound or not.
�What do you mean?� she asked cautiously.
�Well, it�s kind of obvious that something�s going on,� Sid replied with her usual warm smile. �You�ve both been trying to hide your loved-up little smiles ever since we left Germany.�
Nadia stared at her coldly for a moment and Sid thought that she�d overstepped her bounds. Nadia was an incredibly private woman.
�I need to get you some antiseptic cream to clean this,� she said quickly, changing the subject. �Murray said there is some in the team�s med-kit.�
But then the Russian�s face broke into a genuine smile. Sid could see the happiness radiate in her eyes. After everything they had been through, the barrier was at last coming down.
�I don�t know what is going on,� Nadia admitted, laughing to herself. �I mean, he�s not exactly marrying material, is he? But, I don�t know, I just can�t stop smiling. I�m constantly thinking about him! And, when we�� she hesitated, a coy grin on her lips. She knew she sounded like a swooning school girl. �When we made love, it was like nothing I�ve ever experienced before.�
Sid giggled, happy for her friend, and took her hand. �I�m so happy for you.�
Nadia sighed. �I�m trying not to get too excited. I can�t exactly see a man like Nate wanting to settle down anytime soon.�
�I don�t know. He might surprise you. After all this adventure, I think we�re all about ready for the quiet life again.� There was something melancholy about the way Sid said the words. Nadia knew that a distance had developed between her and King ever since his reckless actions back in Germany. Had it affected their relationship more than she�d estimated?
A touch of sadness entered Nadia�s expression then also. �Not Nathan Raine,� she said definitely.
Sid thought for a second. �Then what�s stopping you from going and living the highlife with him?� she asked. Nadia hadn�t considered that. �I mean, he�s obviously lonely. You can see it in his eyes. He might portray that hard-ass bravado stuff, but you can see that he just wants to be loved like the rest of us.�
The smile returned to Nadia�s face at that prospect. �Maybe,� she said and then they both laughed. Nadia felt a burst of the freedom of youth, giggling about boys with her girlfriend, which she had not experienced since that terrible night all those years ago. She felt, for the first time in her adult life, genuine happiness.
Sid squeezed her good hand. �I�ll go get that cream. Back in a second.�
Still with a giant smile spread across her full lips, Nadia sat back against the headboard of the bed.
She did not see the distant shape of an attack helicopter powering towards the boat.
* * *
King followed Raine down into the temple, the twin beams of their torches sweeping through the submerged cavern, adding to the weak light filtering down through the hole to illuminate an entire forest of intricately carved pillars. He felt the strongest sense of d�j� vu overwhelm him, and it wasn�t just because of the columns� striking similarity to Egyptian, Greek and Mayan designs. He had been here before. Or, at least, he had seen it before.
Through the eyes of the Moon Mask.
�This is it,� he told Raine. �This is what I saw in my vision. Exactly this!�
They descended lower, their tiny bodies dwarfed by the sixty foot tall pillars, fashioned to resemble the long stem of a flower, its bloom sprawling above to hold the ceiling in place, its roots trailing the floor to support the colossal weight.
Sweeping his torch beam back and forth through the almost complete blackness, Raine pointed out. �I can�t see Nadia�s giant meteorite.�
�Sure you can,� King replied, surprising even himself. �We�re inside it.�
�What?�
�Turn off your light,� he ordered.
�I�m not turning off my light, Benny. We don�t know what�s down here.�
�You don�t believe in sea monsters do you, Nate?� He joked. Then, in a calming voice, as though it was the most reasonable demand in the world, he repeated his request. �Turn it off.�
He switched his own torch off and the darkness encroached closer to them. Raine hesitated a moment longer and then complied, plunging them and the temple once more into black oblivion, broken only by the tepid shaft of light focussed down through almost ninety feet of inky water and through a hole only three wide.
The darkness, however, wasn�t all consuming.
Instead, a subtle red glow, so faint as to be almost imperceptible, radiated mutely out from each and every pillar.
�What is that?� Raine asked with a sense of awe in his voice.
King finned over to the nearest column. Protected from the current by the enormous temple walls, swimming was easier down here. As well as the unnatural red hue, the temple also radiated a sense of calm. Peace. Serenity.
Gaining neutral buoyancy, King hovered in front of the column. The dimensions were similar to the two giant pillars outside only these looked as though they had been finished whereas the ones Nadia had investigated he guessed were still under construction at the time catastrophe struck.
On closer inspection he realised that it wasn�t the entire pillar that was glowing. Instead, only small symbols radiated with that dull red hue. He gasped when he saw those symbols.
�What is it?� Raine asked, gently finning into a hover beside him. Then he noticed the symbols too. �Is that writing?�
King ran a gloved fingertip over one of the symbols. �Yes,� he replied. �Not just any writing. The same writing as what we found at Xibalba.� At least it was very similar, he allowed silently. He hadn�t had a proper chance to study the Xibalban text � which, like here, had been etched into a forest of columns at the summit of that city�s enormous pyramid � in any real detail, but it certainly bore strong similarities to this. Pictographs incorporated into a series of swirls, lines, dots and seemingly random squiggles.
�They carved out the core of the meteorite,� he realised, pushing back and switching on his torch again. The beam sliced through the darkness, spearing through the forest of columns. �They cut through the metal ore and built this temple inside it, leaving these huge columns of metal supporting the roof.�
�The columns look like stone to me,� Raine admitted, �with metal etched into it.�
�No,� King replied and finned back next to him. �Here, feel.�
Raine touched one of the red symbols and sure enough he realised it was a depression, as though the stone had been carved to reveal the metal beneath. But that wasn�t possible. Even with modern technology, to find such identical veins of metal running through rock, then to carve them out so perfectly would be almost impossible.
�The entire core was solid metal,� King explained. �The ancient builders carved it out, leaving behind these metal columns. Then they cemented over the metal��
�Whoa, cement?� Raine asked incredulously.
�Nothing strange about that,� King said. �Cement has been used for thousands of years, right back to the building of the Giza Pyramids, and to a much higher standard than today�s equivalent. In fact, the Pantheon in Rome was built from a mixture of crushed rock, burnt lime and water and still, today, holds the title of the world�s largest un-reinforced concrete dome.�
�So these ancient builders smothered metal columns in cement��
�And then, while it was still wet, I�d guess, they drew these symbols, their language, into it.� His heart leapt into his throat. �Just like Xibalba, it�s a record of their entire civilisation.�
�But why�s it glowing? Xibalba didn�t glow.�
That stumped King too. He pivoted in a full three hundred and sixty degree circle, casting his torch beam throughout the entire chamber. Not that he had truly expected to, he found no power source, no battery or generator.
Sunlight pieced the temple, blazing down through holes in the ceiling!
The shafts of light grew narrower, refining to a single laser-like beam until that too was gone.
Darkness.
Such utter darkness.
The flash of memory caused King to look up to the shaft through which they had entered. The beam of weak light, diluted by ninety feet of sea water, was nevertheless evident through the darkness of the temple. It hit the ground directly below the hole, creating a pool of bluish light upon the temple floor � the floor which had been fashioned out of the same metallic, meteoric core as the columns.
�Back at the U.N., when we were examining the fake mask for clues, Nadia commented on how highly conductive the metal was,� he told Raine. �And there was an image back in Xibalba of the High Priest wearing the fake mask, which of course they venerated as the real one, showing some sort of beams or rays emanating out from it. Is it possible that this metal conducts light just like other metals conduct electricity or heat?�
Raine looked at King through the darkness. �I guess,� he said cautiously.
�It makes perfect sense!� King said triumphantly.
�It does?� Raine wasn�t so sure.
�Yes. The Monument lies at 24 degrees, 27 minutes north, one degree north of the Tropic of Cancer. I�m no astronomer but I do know that the Tropic of Cancer and the Tropic of Capricorn lie so many degrees to either side of the equator.�
�23 degrees, 27 minutes north and south, respectively.�
King�s jaw hung open as he stared at his friend. �How do you know that?�
�Can�t rely on GPS all the time, Benny,� Raine replied. �It�s important to navigate by the stars, and to navigate by them you�ve got to understand their movements in relation to the earth. The tropics,� he explained, picking up on the archaeologist�s train of thought, �exist because the earth doesn�t spin vertically on its axis. It currently spins at an angle of 23 degrees, 27 minutes. What�s called the �obliquity of the ecliptic� governs the extreme northern and southern position of the sun as it rises along the horizon in the course of the year. When it�s at its northern most declination, summer solstice in the northern hemisphere, the sun is perfectly vertical over the Tropic of Cancer, and casts no shadow. Swap it around and on the winter solstice, the same happens above the Tropic of Capricorn.�
�So, one degree north of the Tropic of Cancer, here, on the summer solstice,� King realised, �the sun would be standing almost directly overhead.�
�Now? Yes, almost directly overhead. But I can do better than that, Benny,� Raine replied smugly, pleased to be teaching King something for a change. �The earth�s obliquity changes minutely all the time � roughly forty seconds of arc every century. So, while today, the Monument is one degree north of the tropic, it wouldn�t have always been so. The Tropics move! The maximum possible obliquity is 24 degrees, 30 minutes and the last time that was reached was about nine and a half thousand years ago. So, the Monument stands at 24 degrees, 27 minutes, three minutes less than the maximum, yeah? So, go from nine and a half thousand years ago, wind the clock forward by roughly three minutes of arc at a rate of 40 seconds of arc a century, gives you about an extra four hundred and fifty or so years.�
�So what are you saying?� King asked, confused.
�It�s annoying when someone who knows more than you spouts off for half an hour, isn�t it?�
�Nate,� King warned.
�I�m saying that, roughly nine thousand years ago, this place would have been sat right smack bang on the Tropic of Cancer, and that at midday on the Summer Solstice, the sun would have shone directly down on this building.�
�Through the three �sun-shafts�,� King added.
�The light would have been intense, and funnelled through three little holes it would have been focussed on the corresponding points on the ground.�
�And if I�m right, that light would have been conducted throughout this chamber, illuminating the metal far more brightly than it is now. Nate, this is incredible!�
�Raine, King, have you found that goddamn mask yet?� Gibbs� voice suddenly cut into their excitement. King had been so caught up in the discovery that he�d forgotten about the objective.
�We�re working on it,� Raine lied.
�Well, you might want to work faster, �cause you�ve got company. We tried to stop them but there�s just too damn many.�
Raine and King both felt a sense of dread overwhelm them. Raine pulled a light stick from his vest, broke it so that the chemicals mixed and then threw it into the centre of the chamber.
Like the rays of god bursting forth from heaven, the light illuminated the entire temple, muting out the red glow and highlighting dozens, if not hundreds, of intricately carved columns.
Unfortunately, it also highlighted the silhouettes of dozens of hammerhead sharks as they swam down the access shaft into the newly exposed temple.
�Nate!� King shouted
Raine spun.
And came face to face with death!
* * *
Sid walked unsteadily down the grimy corridor, carrying the tube of antiseptic cream she had retrieved from the SOG team�s gear. The ocean swell was getting stronger and she felt the deck heaving from left to right. Her head felt a little fuzzy and a wave of nausea passed through her belly and up her throat. She held it back, ducked beneath a low hanging pipe which crossed the metal passageway from one side to the other, and opened the door to the room in which she had left Nadia minutes before.
�Oh my god,� she gasped. �Nadia?!�
The room was a mess. The bed had been upturned, the cupboards emptied and strewn across the deck. The soldiers had stashed some of their gear here and that too had been thrown haphazardly about the place. But, most disturbingly, a streak of crimson blood was smeared across the window.
That was when she heard the tell-tale whump, whump, whump of a helicopter�s blades cutting through the air above the deck.
Her heart skipped a beat. They had Nadia!
She turned and dashed back out into the corridor. �Nadia!� she cried out and raced down the passageway. Her heart thudded in her ears, drowning out the chopper�s propellers and her own pounding footsteps�
She skidded to a halt beside another open door.
The �safe�.
The padlocks had been smashed but then she noticed that the door�s actual lock was undamaged. A key protruded from it. It was what the invaders had been searching for in the SOG team�s gear, she realised. And Nadia must have gotten in their way.
On the table in the middle of the room, where once there had been two cases, one holding the real Moon Mask and one containing the fake, there was now only one.
They had the mask!
She spun again and bounded up the steps to the main deck and burst out through the doors, stepping onto the metal. Her feet slipped out from under her and she slammed down hard. The wind exploded from her lungs, preventing her from screaming as she looked into the lifeless eyes of Murray. The top of his head had been blown clean off, splattering brains and gore across the deck. It was his blood upon which she had slipped.
Ten feet away lay another body. For an instant she feared it was Nadia but then realised it was the marine Gibbs had ordered to remain on board as cover.
But, it was who was crouched next to the bloodied body and pulling on a harness lowered from the hovering helicopter that caught her attention.
�No.�
* * *
The shark lunged at Raine�s head, jaws agape, teeth bared.
He spun on reflex and slammed his fist into the nightmarish creature�s nose. Despite the resistance of the water, the blow was powerful and the hammerhead whipped around and raced away.
But there were more.
Many more.
And they were coming right for him.
�Benny, get the goddamn mask!� he practically screamed at his partner as he un-holstered the underwater rifle he had been issued.
* * *
King spun around in an urgent three-sixty pirouette, taking in the scene unfolding around him. More and more sharks poured into the temple from the opening above and slinked their way through the jungle of columns, all of them homing in on Raine.
Had he been injured? Tank had warned them that hammerheads only usually attacked humans when they were attracted to their blood, but he could see no cut on Raine�s body.
He didn�t have time to consider that any further. Lit by Raine�s light stick, the entire temple was now exposed in all its magnificent glory. To the far side was what looked like a tunnel descending into the bedrock itself, possibly the original entrance which he guess led to some other area of the Monument or the surrounding structures. But to the other side, raised from the floor on a plinth, stood an altar, carved from the red metal core of the meteorite and similarly covered in pictographs and glyphs.
He twisted his body and, like Icarus descending to earth, he kicked his way quickly down to the altar.
A face in the gloom!
Not just a face, but a mask.
Worked into an intricately carved fa�ade which had been fashioned around it, the missing piece of the Moon Mask gazed back at him.
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A hand reaching out to him!
He stretched out his arm and grasped the mask.
Sunlight pierced the temple, blazing down through holes in the ceiling!
The shafts of light grew narrower, refining to a single laser-like beam until that too was gone.
Darkness.
Such utter darkness.
Then noise.
The roaring of a beast that could never be stopped.
It echoed all around, it pounded against the temple walls, it began to break through.
Then he saw it.
Such a hideous creature. Terrifying and all consuming.
It charged at him, gallons of it bursting through the tunnel at the far end. The defences had been breached. Even from the sealed wells above, geysers of seawater poured into the temple as the ocean rose up to swallow the land.
Just as the High Priest had known it would.
Just as the mask had shown him.
�Nate, I�ve got the mask!� he shouted into his radio. He spun around to see Raine fighting a pitched battle with dozens of hammerhead sharks. They were relentless, driven into a frenzy, hunger and instinct overtaking them.
Raine had backed up to one of the pillars so that none of the sharks could sneak up on him. He fired his submersible rifle and the hydrodynamic bullet slammed into the skull of one of his attackers. Blood clouded around it and instantly attracted the attention of the attacking sharks who tore into their dead brethren, snapping at one another. Chunks of flesh were torn apart, bones stripped bare in moments as the grotesque image of dozens of hammerheads battled with one another to get in on the feast.
Raine pushed away from the pillar and sank towards King even as King ascended towards him.
�Behind you!� King called.
Like Superman flying through the heavens, Raine used his own weightlessness to pirouette onto his back and face the charging shark. He fired again but this time was shot wasn�t true. The bullet grazed the beast�s flank but did not stop it. Instead, Raine turned his rifle into a club and swung it at the shark�s head, smacking it once, twice, then a third time. It finally surrendered its attack and powered away but more kept on coming towards him.
�Why the hell do they want to eat me?� Raine demanded of no-one in particular. �I�m sure you�re just as tasty!�
From below the soldier, looking up at his back, King found the answer.
�This is why,� he said and wrenched a bloodied glove out from where it had been stashed under Raine�s buoyancy vest.
Their eyes locked in dreadful realisation and they both uttered the same name.
* * *
�Nadia?�
Sid looked across the deck at her friend as she strapped herself into the harness lowered from the waiting helicopter. In one hand she carried the metal case containing the Moon Mask. In the other was a gun.
She aimed it at Sid�s chest.
�Nadia?� she stammered, feeling a tremble of fear blend with the heat of fury. �Why?�
�I am sorry Sid,� the Russian said. Sid picked up on the twinge of genuine sadness and regret in her voice but it only made her even angrier. She noticed Murray�s handgun lying in a pool of blood only a foot away.
Nadia pulled the final strap of her harness over her shoulders and fastened it over her bosom. The thunder of the helicopter�s rotors drowned out all other noises and whipped the women�s hair around their faces.
�I won�t let you take the mask!� Sid warned.
Nadia�s eyes flicked to the gun on the deck. �Don�t do anything stupid, Sid. You�re my friend. I don�t want to hurt you.� She gestured to the winch man above and her feet lifted up from the deck. She swung in her harness, temporarily taking her eyes off of Sid.
�You�re not my friend!� Sid launched herself at the gun, rolled through Murray�s blood, grasped the angular metal, twisted and aimed at Nadia. She squeezed the trigger!
The blast was deafening.
The pain was excruciating.
* * *
�Sid!� King exclaimed, realising the danger she was in.
Nadia had betrayed them and, if she had set Raine up like this, then it meant she was making her move now.
He kicked his legs hard and swam upwards quickly, straight towards the hole. Below him, Raine discarded the glove, throwing it into the fray of sharks. The scent of Nadia�s blood which had pulled them like a zipper through water towards him now redirected their attention away from them and Raine finned after King.
�Gibbs, get to the surface! Nadia�s taking the mask!� he warned.
King burst out through the hole and physically shouldered into a shark that had been about to enter it. Dazed, it swam away but it did not slow him down. He raced up past the stunned SOG team who hastily began their own emergency ascent. Raine shot out behind him, powerful legs kicking, and they broke the surface together, just in time to see the feminine shape disappear into the side door of a helicopter.
Raine pulled his pistol out and fired twice at the behemoth machine but it was no use. The hydrodynamic bullets weren�t designed to fly through air and even if they were, they wouldn�t have made a dent in the aircraft.
Tilting its nose, the pitch of its rotors changed and it thundered away over the island of Yonaguni and dropped out of sight.
�Shit!� Gibbs swore as he surfaced.
King was already powering himself towards the lifeless boat. He hit the aft sea steps, ripped the fins from his feet, the mask from his face, and pulled himself out of the water.
�Sid!� he screamed.
Raine followed seconds behind. �Oh god,� he whispered.
King flew across the deck to where Sid lay in a pool of blood. He threw the retrieved mask aside and slid onto the deck beside her, lifting her head. Her chest was a bloody mess, her clothes drenched. Her breathing was laboured and her eyes held such terror.
�Help me!� King bellowed. Raine was already there, pressing a hand against the woman�s gunshot wound. The bullet had hit her in the centre of the chest and despite knowing how futile it was, he applied pressure.
�Get the med kit,� he yelled to Lake who ran past and disappeared below decks.
�Hold on,� King told her. He stroked hair from her face and looked into her eyes.
�I�m� scared.� Her voice was a weak gurgle. Tears rolled down her face.
�Don�t be scared,� he said, his voice soft. He forced it not to crack. �It�s going to be okay. You hear me? You�re gonna be fine.�
Crouched beside the lovers, Raine glanced up at Gibbs who paced the deck furiously, cursing over the loss of the mask. He caught O�Rourke�s eye.
�I�m sorry,� King whispered to Sid. �This is all my fault. I should have listened to you. I should have quit while��
�No,� she cut him off. He had to lean down to hear her. �You had to see this through to the end,� she said. �That�s who you are. And that�s why�� she arched her back and cried in pain.
�Where�s that goddamn medical kit?� King demanded.
�That�s why I love you,� she whimpered and then, just as though someone had dimmed the lights, Benjamin King watched as the life faded from her eyes until all that stared up at him were two lifeless orbs.
�No,� he choked. He felt as though he was going to vomit.
�Benny,� Raine said gently, placing a hand on his shoulder. Tears rolled in his eyes too.
�No!� King shrugged him off, placed Sid on the deck and then climbed on top of her. He began pressing her chest, pumping it desperately. How many movies had he seen someone be pulled back from the brink like this?
�Ben,� Raine said.
�Come on!� he pleaded with Sid�s lifeless body. Tears streaked his face and his breath was ragged.
Lake erupted upon to the deck but she did not carry a med kit. She carried one of the metal cases for the mask.
�Where�s the medical kit?!� King screamed at her.
She ignored him, walked up to Gibbs and opened the case.
Despite his concern for his friend, Raine watched the interaction. Gibbs began to laugh. It started as a chuckle then erupted into a belly-laugh. All eyes except King�s turned to him at the inappropriateness of his amusement.
�She took the wrong case,� he chuckled. �The stupid bitch took the fake mask!�
�Fuck the mask!� King bellowed at him. �Help me! Help her! Get the medical kit.�
�Ben,� Raine said more firmly. �Ben.� He grasped the other man�s shoulder and pulled him around. �They�re not bringing the medical kit.�
�We can still save her!�
Raine�s eyes locked onto Gibbs� own. A knowing smile twisted the other man�s ugly features.
�They don�t want to save her,� he said.
This brought King up short. He frowned at Raine, trying to clear his head.
As if on cue, the CIA team all raised their semi-automatic P-90s. Tank and the other marine, Aiko, were pushed over to Raine as he helped King to his feet. The four of them stood near the rear of the boat, an execution squad lined up before them.
�What�s going on?� Tank demanded.
�Just following orders,� Gibbs replied.
�I don�t understand,� King stammered. �There�s still a piece of the mask to find��
�They�ve had the other piece all along,� Raine cut him off. He glanced at O�Rourke with a disappointed frown. �Rudy? You knew all along?�
O�Rourke wouldn�t meet his gaze. �I�m sorry Boss,� he muttered.
�Well I�m not,� Gibbs replied. �Kill them!�
A burst of bullets erupted in a spray of fire from the muzzles of the CIA operatives, slamming into Raine, King, Tank and Aiko. The pain was blinding and King looked down as though in a dream, or a nightmare, as geysers of blood erupted from his own chest. He screamed in agony and felt darkness encroach even as he fell backwards into the shark infested water.
His last thought was of Sid.
* * *
Laurence Gibbs watched in satisfaction as his team�s bullets pummelled Raine and King�s bodies and they rolled backwards, torn and bloody, into the sea.
He walked to the aft of the boat and watched as the lifeless bodies of the four soldiers drifted into the inky blue, swallowed up in a red cloud of blood. As expected, it was only a matter of seconds before the first shark arrived. Dozens more soon appeared, swarming around the carcasses. The water frothed and churned as the creatures ripped into their hearty meal.
�What shall we do with her?� Garcia asked. Gibbs glanced at Sid�s body lying alongside Murray�s and the other marine. �They�re fish food now. Throw them overboard.�
Lake walked over carrying the team�s sat-com equipment. �Chopper�s on its way. ETA five minutes.�
Gibbs nodded then stepped over to O�Rourke. His African skin had turned green as he stared at the frothing mass of blood and gore in the water below, intensified each time Garcia rolled one of the other bodies into it.
�I know he was you friend,� he said with little sympathy in his voice. �But we are soldiers. We�re given our orders. We follow our orders.� Pep-talk done, he was back to business. �Now, prepare for evac!�
Five minutes later, the team and all their equipment had been winched up to a helicopter that had been on standby on the far side of the island. As it thundered away from Yonaguni and out over the Pacific Ocean, the C4 explosives attached to the boat�s fuel tank detonated and a fireball plumed into the sky, masking all the death, destruction and betrayal that had been left in their wake.

53:
Blood on their Hands

The White House,
Washington D.C., USA
�Mister President, we have a National Security situation developing.�
President John Harper turned from the windows in the Oval Office. It had been a bright and warm day but storm clouds had rolled over the capital city, casting the green lawn in front of the White House into shadow.
Striding confidently into the room were Sec Def Mick Kane and CIA Director Jason Briggs.
�What is it, gentlemen?� Harper asked, coming around his desk and gesturing for the two men to take a seat on the blue couch. He sat opposite them as Briggs got right to the point.
�One of our assets in Beijing has informed us that the Phoenix files have been sent to a secure server inside Chinese Intelligence.�
Harper felt a rush of blood to the head and a sudden bout of dizziness overwhelm him. �What?�
He knew that two nights ago, aided by a hacker named Rasta-Man 872 who had since been elevated to Number One on the FBI�s cyber-crime �Most Wanted� list, Alexander Langley had hacked into the Department of Defence database and stolen classified information relating to the Phoenix Project. But never in a million years would he have expected the former soldier-turned-diplomat to sell the information to America�s enemies.
�What did they get?� he demanded.
�Everything, Mister President,� the Secretary of Defense replied.
�The entire Phoenix file was downloaded by Chinese Intelligence,� Briggs elaborated. �The theory, the design schematics, the test history, everything.�
�The current operation?� Harper asked nervously.
Kane fixed eyes with him. �I�m afraid so, Mister President.� He opened a folder which he�d had perched on his lap and spread several satellite photos over the coffee table that sat between the three men. �NSA satellites took these images about thirty minutes ago.�
Harper rubbed his chin as he stared at the photographs, his heart racing. He knew roughly what he was looking at � ships in the water � but he looked up to Kane for an explanation.
�That�s the Shin Lang,� Kane said. Harper knew the Shin Lang well. China�s first aircraft carrier, bought from the Ukraine about fifteen years ago, had strained diplomatic relations when it was first launched in 2011. However, despite the state-of-the-art J-15 Flying Sharks which could be launched from her deck, China�s single, second hand carrier was no match for the eleven purpose built U.S. behemoths that prowled the waters.
�She�s been patrolling the Pacific ever since this whole Moon Mask crisis began, but now she�s underway to intercept our task force at her maximum speed.�
�She�ll be in range to launch her fighters in a little over two hours,� Briggs added.
�Mister President,� Kane said, a note of hesitation in his voice. �I strongly suggest recalling the task force to Pearl Harbour.�
�What?� Briggs snapped. �That�s ridiculous.� He looked at Harper. �Mister President, I hardly think one aircraft carrier is anything to worry about. We�ve got our own carrier with the task force. Not to mention our ships anti-aircraft defences are second to none.�
�I don�t doubt we can defeat them, Jason,� Kane replied heatedly. �But at what cost? Sir,� he glanced at the president. �If we engage the Chinese forces, there will be a substantial loss of American lives. Not to mention the political fallout.�
Briggs harrumphed irritably but Harper held up a hand to silence him. �What do you mean, Mick?�
�With all due respect, Mister President, we�re not talking about some minor skirmish here, a ruffling of feathers.� Kane knew he had to proceed carefully. �If we engage Chinese forces over the Pacific, we�ll be committing American troops to potentially the biggest seaborne battle since World War Two. And for what, sir? A science experiment?� He leaned forward in his chair, ignoring the incessant shaking of Briggs� head, and stared hard at the President of the United States. �Sir, we�re talking about war here. Congress will not sanction a war based on the president�s personal desire to see a sixty year old science experiment come to fruition.�
Harper leaned back into his couch and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He tried to hide the fact that his hands were trembling. It had all gotten out of hand! If only the UNESCO Expedition hadn�t gotten word out to the U.N.! His team could have gone into Venezuela covertly, taken the mask and silenced the scientists without the world ever knowing it. They could have followed the clues themselves, tracked down the other pieces and finished what had been started over sixty years ago. But the secret was out. Diplomatic relations had collapsed, allies had become enemies, friends had betrayed friends. Militaries had been mobilised and while most of it had been kept from the public domain, enough people in the intelligence communities knew of the situation to do anything covertly. What happened out in the Pacific Ocean in the next few hours could decide the fate of generations to come.
Kane was right. Congress would never sanction military action of this sort.
�Recall the��
�Mister President,� Briggs cut in. �We�re forgetting one very important thing here.� Harper looked at the CIA chief, his eyebrows pinched. �As it stands, the story we�ve fed to the public is that our ships are performing war-games in the Pacific. Nothing too unusual about that. Our own intelligence communities, as well as the U.N. Security Council, and even the men and women on those ships out there, know they are there to keep an eye on China following some �indiscretion�.�
�Where are you going with this, Jason?� Harper asked.
Briggs gestured casually with his hands. �The world will not frown on America if we are not the aggressors. If we are the victims of an unprovoked, surprise attack.�
Kane�s face reddened with anger. �Are you suggesting we don�t even warn our people out there?�
�If we warn them, the world will know we could have taken preventive actions, recalled our ships to base, diffused the situation. We�ll be villainised as the antagonistic party. But what if there were,� he shrugged casually, �breakdowns in communications between intelligence agencies? Blame it on some mid-level staffer who failed to pass the satellite feed onto the correct department. There�d be an enquiry, a few forced resignations. You�d give a speech about how the real tragedy of this situation is that our troops weren�t warned of the impending danger and promise to shake up the Intelligence services.�
�This is ridiculous,� Kane barked.
�It worked after 9/11,� Briggs shrugged.
�We�re talking about people�s lives here. American sailors!�
�They�ll still have their own early warning systems. Radar and what-not. They�ll have time to mobilise a defence.�
�You can�t be serious!� Kane was on his feet and for a moment Harper thought he was going to physically lash out at Briggs. �You�re talking about sitting around and doing nothing while watching as hundreds, even thousands of American sailors die!�
�But that�s just the beauty of it, Mister President.� Briggs leaned back in the couch, his body evidently as comfortable as his conscience. He blanked Kane and looked directly at his Commander in Chief. �If all goes to plan, those lives will never have been lost in the first place.� His smile was shark like.
Harper swallowed hard, biting his lower lip. �I want to speak to Gibbs,� he said.
Kane frowned. �Sir��
�Now, Mick!� he demanded, his eyes hard. His decision made.
Airborne over the Pacific
�Hold for the President,� a female voice said into Laurence Gibbs� radio.
He sat in the hold of the MH-53 Sea Dragon helicopter as it thundered across the Pacific, closing in on its target. The faces of the few surviving members of his team were hard and serious. O�Rourke, Lake, Garcia and he were all that remained of the eight that set out with the four scientists over a week ago.
The operator connected the call and President John Harper�s voice came through his helmet mounted radio.
�Laurie,� he greeted him. As the commander of the CIA�s number one SOG team, often referred to as �the president�s private guard�, he was used to taking orders directly from his C-in-C.
�Mister President,� Gibbs replied, wondering why he was calling. He had already spoken to the president to confirm the acquisition of the final missing piece of the mask and the eradication of Raine, King and Siddiqa. The president had been concerned about Nadia Yashina�s betrayal but Gibbs had assured him that the fake mask was of no concern. Stupid bitch!
�What can I do for you, sir?� he asked.
�We have a situation developing with the Chinese, courtesy of Alex Langley.�
Gibbs felt a pang of anger hit him at the mention of that name. Raine�s former C.O. had ended up taking a leaf out of his student�s book and resorting to treason. Gibbs had been made aware of the situation while the team was in Germany but had kept the information to himself. Despite his irritation at Langley going directly to Raine to inform him of a possible traitor in the team, Gibbs was the point-man on this mission and there hadn�t been any further reason for another team member to speak to him.
�We�re not waiting �til morning. I�m escalating the time-line,� the president explained. �You have a go to proceed with Phoenix as soon as possible.�
Gibbs absorbed this information and his revised orders with his usual detached professionalism. �I understand, Mister President.�
There was a pause, then; �Godspeed.�
The finality of the president�s farewell as the line clicked dead sent a shiver down Gibbs� spine but his concerns were cut through by the voice of the navy pilot at the helicopter controls.
�I have a visual on our destination, sir.�
Gibbs pushed out of his seat and staggered up behind the cockpit, staring between the shoulders of the two pilots.
The sun was setting, its dying rays bursting through the gathering storm clouds to the west and turning the choppy waters of the Pacific to molten gold. But, silhouetted against it, tiny from this altitude and spread out in a two-mile wide defensive pattern around their destination, were the six ships of the task force. One, the furthest out, was by far the largest. The USS George Washington.
In the centre of the defensive net another gun-metal grey ship bobbed on the swell. Gibbs gripped the back of the pilots� chair as the chopper dropped in altitude and raced down towards that lonesome vessel, slowing into a hover as they prepared to touch down on the helipad on the ship�s stern.
In bold letters etched into the gun-metal grey aft bulkhead, the ship�s name was emblazoned: USS Eldridge.

54:
Blood in the Sky

Off the Coast of Yonaguni Island,
Japan
Raine and King broke the surface and heaved in a great lung full of air. Unfortunately, the air was anything but the sweet tasting nectar they had both anticipated. Instead, it was cloying and laced with the acid taste of burning diesel. All around them fires crackled and popped as they consumed the slicks of oil which shone metallic on the heavy swell. All that remained of the boat.
All that remained of Sid.
Almost immediately upon surfacing, Benjamin King broke into sobs of tears, his breathing laboured. He choked on the burning fumes and coughed on sea water as he sank beneath the surface again. Raine held him afloat, giving him a moment. He could feel his body tremble as he held him beneath the arms. To have him drown now would have been a crying shame considering all that Rudy O�Rourke had done to save them.
The main tip-off had been his reference to the Sri Lanka mission, but Raine had been picking up on subtle hints as far back as the mission to the mine in Cornwall. In reality, Raine had known all along that the presidential pardon he had been given wasn�t worth the paper it was written on. Sooner or later he knew that someone would come for him. He hadn�t, however, truly thought that Gibbs would murder three innocent scientists in cold blood, not to mention the U.S. marines.
But, while suiting up on the deck of the boat, Raine had been puzzled to find O�Rourke secretly placing bullet-proof vests on them. �Kinda reminds you of that time in Sri Lanka, ay, Boss?�
Almost five years ago, on O�Rourke�s first mission on Raine�s team, they had infiltrated a group of pirates who had been holding an American diplomat hostage. But O�Rourke�s cover had been blown and Raine had been ordered to kill him. If he didn�t, his cover would have been blown too and the diplomat executed. During a mock confrontation with the soldier, Raine had managed to sneak a slab of metal under his shirt and then proceeded to shoot him. He�d fallen overboard and, despite being dazed and in pain, the young recruit had had the good sense to sink.
Now, just like Sri Lanka, knowing he had been ordered to execute Raine and the scientists, the now more experienced soldier had perfected Raine�s own deception, using bullet proof vests and sachets of fake blood. When the time came, Raine, King, Sid and Nadia would be shot and go overboard. Still in their diving equipment, they�d stay underwater until the boat left then swim for the island.
But it hadn�t gone quite according to plan.
�You knew.� King came to the conclusion just as the thoughts were running through Raine�s head. �You knew they were going to betray us yet you did nothing!� He thrashed out of Raine�s grip and began to go under.
Once they had been shot off the back of the boat, Raine had dragged King down to the seafloor as quickly as possible. The pain was excruciating. While the bullet proof vests had prevented the bullets from entering their bodies, the impact was still enough to knock a man unconscious from the pain. Both men now felt the bruises swelling on their chests from at least half a dozen impacts.
Above them, the two marines, not wearing bullet-proof vests, were torn apart by the sharks that zeroed in on their blood. But King was also covered in blood � Sid�s blood � and so Raine had quickly stripped the dazed man of any equipment with blood on it, including his buoyancy vest and rebreather system, as well as Raine�s own gloves.
Then they had sat in silence in the shelter of the Yonaguni Monument, sharing the single rebreather, passing it from one to the other. At first it was clumsy and King had been close to panic whenever Raine took the mask from him to get his own gulp of air. But, eventually, they�d found a rhythm, and that was how they remained for almost half an hour, until the boat had been obliterated and the sharks had finished their gruesome feast and moved on.
�Benny, calm down,� he told him now.
�No! I won�t calm down!� He splashed, his head going beneath the waves despite his kicking.
�Ben, you�re exhausted.� Raine grasped the other man�s arms and held him tight. With his own vest inflated he wouldn�t sink.
�You knew!� King cried, his face a mask of agony. �You just let them��
�Rudy saved us,� Raine explained.
�Us but not Sid!�
�He tried. I tried.�
�How?! How did you��
�I tried to get out of the water with them. So long as the four of us stayed together and kept our bullet-proof vests on I knew we�d be safe. I didn�t know Nadia was going to�� He cut himself off, overcome by anger. Betrayal. But now wasn�t the time. �Benny, we�ve got to swim to land. It�s not far��
�Leave me!� King broke from his grip again. The hollowness in his eyes, in his voice, was painful to witness. �I don�t want to go to land,� he sobbed, fresh tears falling. He trod water slowly and began to sink. �I can�t leave her, Nate.�
�Ben, I��
�Just go!� he spat. �Go! Leave me!�
�I�m not leaving you!� Raine snapped determinedly. �I know what you�re going through��
�You don�t have a clue what I going through!� He dropped below the water then kicked up again, coughing and choking. Raine grasped him and held him steady as he gagged.
Raine�s voice was quiet, gentle. More sincere than King had ever heard it. �I do know what you�re going through,� he said again. �I know what it�s like to�� His voice cracked. Raw with emotion. �To lose the woman you love� to be betrayed by those closest to you.� Tears finally swelled in his eyes, memories he had long fought to suppress resurfacing. Haunting him again. As they had done for three and a half years.
�And I also know that the pain and the anger that you�re feeling right now, it isn�t going to go away like some people will tell you. But I also know that Sid�� his voice broke again. He felt her loss too. He had forced King beneath an overhang in the underwater monument when he saw Sid�s body roll into the water. The image of her beautiful form, her beautiful soul, being torn apart piece by piece, was one more demon he would carry until his death.
�Sid wouldn�t want you to give up,� he said firmly, forcing control of his emotions. �She�d want you to live Ben. Live!� He looked the other man in the eyes. There was a bond there now. A bond of camaraderie. Of friendship. Of brotherhood. �I�m not leaving you,� he said again. �So if you want to just float here until we can�t take it anymore and we sink below the waves and drown, then fine.� He pulled the dump on his vest and the air rushed out, dropping him lower in the water. He kicked but he too felt exhausted and he began to sink.
�Do you know how many times I�ve held a gun against my head?� he asked, surprising even himself with his honesty. �In my mouth? You�re doing me a favour actually. Helping me to do what I�m too big a coward to do by myself.�
�What are you doing, Nate?� King asked weakly.
�I�m not leaving you,� Raine answered. He stopped kicking. Stopped struggling. He leaned his head back. Closed his eyes. Felt the whimpering heat of the setting sun lick his face. The sky was as red as the bloodied water had been thirty minutes before.
He let his natural buoyancy keep him a float for a few moments. There was something soothing, peaceful even about the feeling of his body sinking beneath the waves. Maybe his demons wouldn�t find him there, lost in the blue abyss for the rest of eternity. It was more than he deserved after all.
Just as the water began to slide up over his mouth and then his nose, he felt King grasp him and hold him afloat. Slightly disappointed, he slowly opened his eyes and studied his friend. No more words were needed. Instead, they both nodded their agreement, their silent pact to continue to struggle, to live. Then he re-inflated his vest, took hold of King again and began to kick towards the shore.
The sun had almost completely set now, casting the sky a twilight purple, turning the water to silky velvet. But then, silhouetted against the dying, blood-red rays, a plane came into view. It sank through the sky towards them, the buzz of its propellers growing louder, until its jet-black prow struck the waves and sent up a plume of froth. The swell from the touch-down tossed Raine and King about like flotsam and jetsam but despite their distress they both recognised the vessel instantly.
The black Catalina Flying Boat.
For an instant they began paddling faster through the water towards shore but the black prow came towards them, slicing cleanly through the waves. Knowing escape was futile, Raine and King stopped swimming and bobbed on the swell, looking up as the Black Cat came alongside them and its side door opened.
Former Sergeant Bill Willis crouched in the opening, dressed in black. He leaned forward and extended a hand. �Here,� he called to them. �Take my hand.�
�No chance!� Raine shot back. �We�re not going anywhere with you!�
�Nathan, stop being a child and get out of the shark infested waters.�
It wasn�t Bill who had spoken.
A second figure came into view behind him.
Alexander Langley.
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�Who the hell are you?� Raine�s demand hung in the cabin of the Black Cat as it powered through the night sky, almost invisible.
Having dried off and changed into clean, dry clothes, he and King sat opposite Langley and Bill, nursing warm cups of coffee and waiting for some answers.
A seething anger simmered in his veins, a sense of betrayal which far surpassed that of Gibbs and even Nadia. He had been betrayed before, but never three times in one afternoon! Gibbs� betrayal was neither here nor there. He�d known the man�s hatred for him, understood it even. Nadia�s betrayal stung like an open wound. He had been foolish enough to drop his guard, to let her get close to him in a way that went beyond the physicality of mere sex. For a moment, just a moment, he had begun to harbour feelings towards her.
Idiot! He cursed himself.
But Langley? Never in a million years would he have predicted his former mentor�s treachery. The man had helped him to escape from �The Castle� three years ago. He had voluntarily taken an agonising bullet to the knee, almost crippling him. His loyalty to him had certainly crippled his career in the CIA. So how did a man like that end up being involved with a bunch of mercenaries who had left a trail of death and destruction in their wake?
�Years ago, when I was still in the SOG, still your C.O. in fact,� Langley began, fixing Raine with his dark eyes, �I was approached by a group of men and women who claimed to represent the �interests of humanity�.�
�Oh please,� Raine snarled, earning an angry look from Bill. King for his part kept quiet, his face twitching with barely suppressed emotion, his mind reeling from all that had happened. Yet Raine knew he was focussed on the conversation, hanging on Langley�s every word.
�The group assigns themselves no specific name or title,� Langley continued over the drone of the plane�s engines, �however, society itself has assigned it with numerous ones over the years. Probably the most famous is the Knights Templar.�
�You�ve got to be kidding me.�
Langley continued, unperturbed by his scepticism. �In fact, the origins of the group stem back much further, back to the earliest origins of Ancient Egypt. I�m sure you�ve heard of the Urshu, Ben?�
King glanced up, eyes sharp yet distant at the same time; red raw, watery with tears yet burning with anger. �The �Watchers�,� he said easily, without showing any strain of plucking the obscure information from his memory. �In Egyptian mythology, they were a group of� �demigods�, I guess you could say. They were intermediaries between the first of the Egyptian gods, the Neteru, and humankind. After what the Egyptians called Zep Tepi, the First Time, the Neteru ascended from earth to heaven but the Urshu remained on the corporeal plane as guardians of the knowledge of the gods. The idea was most likely worked into the ethos of the priesthood and even the king, who took up the Urshu�s job as an intermediary between the gods and mankind. It�s pretty much the origins of �divine right�.�
�They were so much more than just the guardians of knowledge, Ben,� Langley explained. �They were the guardians of mankind, the protectors of civilisation. Long before the first king of Egypt was even born, the Urshu took a vow to protect the world from evil, a vow and a role which has been carried forward from one incarnation to the next. The Urshu of Egypt, Eleusians of Greece, the Knights Templar, the Freemasons, the Illuminati. Many groups, like the masons, have branched off from the original core group, forgotten about its existence. Others faded in the sands of time. Others exist now only in popular culture, Lara Croft video games and Dan Brown novels. Some, like the Illuminati, have been demonised and villainised. But that has all been a carefully executed plan. To give the world a snippet of truth so that they blind themselves to the reality.�
�And what is the truth? What is the reality?� King asked angrily.
�The truth is that we�ve always been there, behind the scenes,� Langley replied casually, either not noticing the archaeologist�s growing resentment towards him, or not caring. �Many people think of the Illuminati or the Freemasons as shadowy groups behind the scenes of world governments, pulling the strings of presidents and prime ministers, working towards their goal of creating a new world order. But the truth, Ben, is that we are not trying to create anything, merely preserve it. Civilisation has always balanced on the edge of a knife. The Urshu, the Templars or whatever you want to call them, have always been there to bring us back from the brink of annihilation.�
�And you do that by abducting innocent people?� King snapped, glowering at Bill. �By shooting an unarmed woman in the knee and terrorising her children?� He glanced at his bandaged hand, considering the irony of sitting in front of the man who only days ago had run the appendage through with a nail. Those days seemed like a lifetime ago now.
�We do it,� Langley cut in before Bill shot back a heated retort, �by any means necessary. The world has changed in the last five thousand years, and so the group has needed to change too. Our ideal method is to work peacefully behind the scenes. That was my job at the U.N., to sway the thoughts of the Security Council so that the next time a Saddam Hussein, or an Adolph Hitler, arose, they would not sit idly by and wait for millions to die before acting.� He continued. �Sometimes our methods are to manipulate information, to make governments do our work, to make those in power make decisions that will help humanity, not just America, or Britain, or Russia. We fed the White House faked information about weapons of mass destruction in Iraq so that they would take down Hussein, for example.�
�Langley,� Bill warned, uncomfortable with letting him reveal their secrets.
�Relax,� Langley said smoothly. �They�re not going to tell anyone.� He glanced at Raine and King in turn, and then smiled slyly. �Besides, who would believe them?�
�But what you did in Jamaica and Chile wasn�t covert,� King pointed out.
�No,� Langley admitted. �It wasn�t. Sometimes it has been necessary to take a more active role in the course of human events, and that is where people like Bill, here, come in. The �Field Unit� of the group, if you will; ex-Special Forces soldiers, posing as mere mercenaries, who will do whatever it takes to protect the world from its enemies.�
So Bill�s team had nothing to do with the Russians after all, Raine realised. It wasn�t West or Nadia that had been feeding the mercs information, enabling them to hound their every step. It was Langley. Venezuela, Jamaica, Patagonia. He had orchestrated it all, even pulling in a favour with the Peruvians to delay the team on their pursuit of King and Sid to Argentina.
�What enemies does the entire world have in common?� Raine asked, re-entering the conversation after absorbing all that his former C.O. had said. �One nation�s enemy is another�s ally.�
�And yet not all men think in terms of nations, Nate, do they? Some have much larger visions� global conquest: Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan� Adolph Hitler. Their downfalls and deaths were all orchestrated by us.� He paused for a second, as though deciding whether to reveal more. �Lincoln. JFK.� Raine glanced up, shocked by the mention of such prominent names from his own nation. �Powerful men control the fates of millions. But some men, even the �good� ones, can be too powerful.� His eyes caught Raine�s and then King�s in turn. �Too dangerous,� he added ominously.
King looked incredulous. �But what did you achieve by killing Hitler, or any of the others? They still killed millions of people.�
�We�re not fortune-tellers, Ben. To begin with, Hitler was nothing more than an outspoken politician. A petty thug. By the time anyone realised the danger he posed, it was too late. He�d surrounded himself with only his most trusted circle which even we couldn�t infiltrate. We tried. We made several attempts on his life. But we failed. Right until his regime began crumbling around him and we were able to get a man into his bunker. The same with all the others. We had to wait until they were at their most vulnerable.�
�And is that what you�ve done here?� Raine snarled. �Waited until we�re at our most vulnerable?�
Langley laughed. It was a genuine sound which seemed out of place given the circumstances. �You�re good Nate, but I�m not ready to put you in the same league as Alexander the Great just yet,� he joked. No one laughed.
Langley composed himself and then continued, as smoothly as if he were addressing the UN. �It is not just people that are dangerous, is it?� It was a rhetorical question. �There are� things in this world, objects which hold such powers or such secrets that they could wrench a chasm through civilisation.� He smiled his usual grandfatherly smile but Raine knew it hid more danger than he had ever imagined. �I don�t know all the details. Even to members of the group we know only of rumours, myths and legends; The Tower of Babel, the Ark of the Covenant, the Holy Grail. The lost prophesies of Nostradamus. The original Codexes of the Maya. Members of the group have spread from Egypt throughout the world, sometimes as soldiers, sometimes as politicians, sometimes as missionaries. The conquest of the Americas was a particularly active time for them, a terrifying era when unknown beliefs and unknown �technologies� for want of a better term, threatened the established civilisations of the Old World.�
�The Franciscan priests and missionaries,� King realised, appalled. �They destroyed most of the indigenous knowledge of the ancient people of Mesoamerica and the Andes. They were members of your group.�
�No,� Langley corrected him. �They merely did our bidding, without even knowing it. We are simply the cogs, within the wheels, within the machines of governments and religions. A gentle suggestion to a monarch or to a religious leader; nowadays to a politician, a president or prime minister; normally that�s all it takes. Rarely do we have to get our hands so dirty to preserve the fragile status quo of this world.�
Raine�s face twisted in indignation. �You say you �preserve� the status quo, but, in reality, you are the embodiment of the urban-legends about the Illuminati and the Masons: a secret cabal, working behind the scenes, employing whatever means necessary to manipulate the course of human history!� He shook his head in disgust.
�Don�t pass judgement on us, Nathan,� Langley snapped with an angry twist to his voice. �You of all people know what it takes to maintain some semblance of peace in this world. In order for the many to live, a few, even the innocent few, must die.�
�But there is a line!� Raine was angry now and he knew that it was more than just shock at learning of a secret society which had manipulated the course of history. It was personal. Alex Langley, his former C.O., his mentor, his friend, his surrogate father, had lied to him. Betrayed him. �And you crossed it!�
�Don�t lecture me about lines!� Langley took Raine�s assault just as it was intended. Personally. �Tell Mrs Marley about that �line� Nathan. You were happy to cross it when your friends� lives were in danger.�
�What did you do to Mrs Marley?� King asked but Langley continued talking over him.
�Tell that to the men and women you have tortured for information. Tell that to the men and women you have killed.�
�Men and women killed in war, in the defence of my country,� Raine shot back. �Men and women who were soldiers just like me. Men and women I tortured to get information which I needed to save many more lives!�
�Just like me! Just like us!� Langley said triumphantly. Raine had been trapped into endorsing his group�s actions. �This is a war that we are fighting, but not just a war for the supremacy of one country over another, for the subjugation of a people. This is a war we are fighting for the very survival of the human race!� He was impassioned now, preaching as he would to the Security Council. �We have fought it for five thousand years, and we will fight it for another five thousand, for another ten thousand! For as long as it takes for humanity to finally stop threatening itself with self-annihilation! If it wasn�t for us, the world as you know it would have self-destructed long ago.� He took a deep breath, settling himself. He didn�t remember standing but now found himself on his feet. He returned to his seat.
�We now face the greatest danger mankind has ever faced,� he announced solemnly.
Raine had not cooled his temper and remained on his feet. �The tachyon bomb��
�No,� Langley laughed. �No.� He rubbed his greying temples. �Originally, that�s what we thought. That�s what I told the Security Council. That�s what I told the �Group�. I knew that every country involved would betray every other country involved, hence my insisting on a joint UN-led mission. It was a fail-safe option. Better than nothing. Better to have the Moon Mask under the joint protection of the United Nations than in the hands of just one.�
�But your primary mission was for Bill to get to the mask first. Keep it out of everyone else�s hands,� King realised, glancing at his opponent.
�I didn�t lie to you Ben,� Bill spoke up. �I would have let you and Siddiqa go once I had all the pieces. Then we would have destroyed it.�
�Just as we have destroyed dangerous objects throughout history,� Langley added.
�But you two fucked that all up!� Bill accused Raine and King. Raine tensed, muscles bunching.
�They were only doing what they thought was right,� Langley defended them.
�We were doing what was right,� Raine replied sharply. �We were delivering it to the United Nations, for its fate to be decided by the people in place to make those sorts of decisions! Not some shadowy splinter group!�
�Now, I know you�re not that gullible, Nate. You knew all along that at some point America, just like Russia and China, would show its hand. No one in the pact was prepared to share the power of the tachyon. What I failed to realise, however,� he added ominously. �was the true, and far more insidious, application that the United States had planned for the Moon Mask.�
Raine and King both frowned.
�Which is what?�
�Nathan, Ben,� he paused for emphasis, glancing from one to the other. �The Moon Mask doesn�t just threaten the future of humanity. It threatens its past.�
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King�s breath caught in his throat. �What?� he gasped.
�The Moon Mask threatens humanity�s past,� Langley repeated. �The whole tapestry of time.�
�What are you talking about?� Raine demanded.
�Time travel, Nate,� the older man replied.
Raine stared at him with his intense blue eyes for several long seconds. Then he burst out laughing. �You�ve got to be kidding me!�
King leaned forward on his chair, suddenly more interested. Whilst he had participated in the conversation to this point, his gaze had been distant, his thoughts trapped beneath the waves with the spirit of the woman he loved. But now, all such distance evaporated in an instant. He thought about Kha�um, about his own epic quest across the globe to reunite the pieces of the Moon Mask. All to save his people. All to save the woman he loved.
To save her from ever dying in the first place.
�He�s not kidding, Nate,� he told his friend, his eyes focussed on Langley. The man seemed older now than he had back in New York. He had made a decision to leave behind the life he had known, rightly or wrongly, for a cause that he believed in.
Langley spun on his chair and began tapping the touch-screen computer affixed to the bulkhead of the plane. After a few clicks, he brought up a file. The very first page displayed the emblazoned logo of a bird bursting out of searing flames.
�Project Phoenix,� he announced, �began life in the early forties as a last ditch effort to combat the overwhelming forces of imperial Japan and Nazi Germany. It was, quite literally, to be the re-birth of America. But, in reality, it began far earlier, drawing on the research of some of the world�s greatest scientific minds. Much of it was based on research which the CIA confiscated from Nikola Tesla�s estate after his death. Research he conducted on the fragment of the Moon Mask which had made its way from Africa, into the hands of the early Freemasons � a totally different organisation to the group I represent, I might add � before being� procured by the �mad scientist.� Only that mad scientist was not as mad as history has made him out to be. He drew up the blueprints for the first scientifically plausible time machine; blueprints which the next generation of scientists, headed by one Albert Einstein, elaborated on, culminating in the construction of the USS Eldridge.�
He proceeded to tell Raine and King about the Philadelphia Experiment and its failed attempts to transport the USS Eldridge back in time so that it could eliminate America�s enemies before they ever became a threat.
�It failed,� he finally concluded. �And eventually the D-Day landings saw the beginning of the end of Hitler�s regime, and the A-bomb subdued Japan. The war was over. But the U.S. government still wanted to control the power of time. And so Phoenix thrived. It moved from one establishment to the next, one generation to the next; from Philadelphia to Area 51 in the late forties, early fifties; Long Island in New York to Montauk Air Force Station in the eighties and nineties. And, most recently, Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado � right underneath NORAD.�
�That�s incredible,� King whispered.
�At the heart of the experiment has always been that single shard of the Moon Mask,� Langley continued, tapping on the touch-screen computer to bring up the schematic of a ship. The Eldridge. Even to King�s untrained eye he knew there was something wrong with the image. There were no giant guns mounted to the deck, none of the fixtures and fittings he would have expected from a WWII-era warship. Instead, pipes, wires and conduits snaked around the central superstructure, down through the decks to a long chamber running through the very centre of the ship.
�This is the Eldridge as she looked in the early forties.� Langley pointed to a room at the aft of the ship, four decks down. �This was her generator room.� He tapped on it and that section of the screen enlarged. Again, there were more pipes and wires trailing from two enormous-looking computers and hooked up to a frame built directly in front of the opening to the �tube� he�d noticed running the length of the ship. A few more taps of the screen and Langley over-laid black and white photographs of the room.
King felt his breath catch in his throat when he noticed what was in one of them.
�The Bouda mask.�
Stripped of the fa�ade which had been crafted around the meteoritic metal fashioned long ages ago by his ancestors, the single lump of metal was held by two clamps in the centre of the frame. The frame, he now noticed, was likewise attached to the walls of the tube.
�The mask is the cog in the machine around which the entire time machine works,� Langley announced.
�Oh, come on,� Raine shook his head. �You know I�m happy to think a little out of the box. I�m happy to concede that the tachyon radiation did� something to Benny�s head to help him find the mask. ESP, Remote Viewing, whatever� But time travel?�
�Einstein�s general theory of relativity is considered the best and most accurate theory for space and time ever developed,� Langley replied. �And Einstein himself admitted that there is nothing in the laws of physics to prevent time travel. Time is a fourth dimension and, while it may be extremely difficult to put time travel into practice, it is not impossible. In the seventies, a New Zealand scientist named Roy Kerr developed a theoretical time-travel model utilising a black hole. In the eighties, a team from CalTech set out to prove that time travel was impossible. All they ended up doing was admitting that with the right technology � most importantly, a power source far beyond anything yet developed � there was nothing preventing it. Well established, respectable scientists have published their findings in leading scientific journals. The highest profile experts have gone on record as supporting the theory. In this new age of quantum physics, Stephen Hawking, one of the greatest minds of the modern world, ate humble pie and admitted that a statement he made long ago denouncing the theory was wrong. His exact quote was �time travel maybe possible, but it is not practical.��
Langley sighed and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples. �Trust me, Nathan. Until a few days ago, I consigned the idea to Star Trek and Doctor Who as well. But since then, I�ve read this file,� he tapped the computer, �inside and out. I�ve read the theories and the science and the research which the CIA has been amassing from unsuspecting academics for seventy years. I scoured the internet, reading everything I could about time travel. And all I�ve managed to find is support for the idea.�
�For the idea, maybe,� Raine allowed. �But you yourself said we don�t have the technology to��
Langley tapped the computer screen and it flicked on to show a different image of the same ship. Only this wasn�t some scanned-in copy of seventy-year-old blueprints. This was an animated three-dimensional wire-framed graphic of the same ship, only far more modern looking.
�In the forties,� Langley said. �The theory was sound. The technology was� chunky and archaic by our standards. But the Philadelphia Experiment wasn�t a complete failure. The Eldridge did indeed travel through time by 0.002 seconds. Unfortunately, it also travelled through space, altering the molecular state of both the ship and her crew and depositing her hundreds of miles away.� He looked intently at Raine and King. �But that was well over half a century ago. Computers the size of a small house couldn�t perform half the functions that most of our P.C.s can do. We�ve broken the sound barrier. We�ve put a man on the moon. We�ve cloned animals. We�ve created quantum computers that can calculate trillions of processes in a fraction of a second.�
Langley tapped the computer screen again. The image stopped spinning and zoomed in on a close up cut-away image of a vastly updated Eldridge. This vessel was no World War Two-era relic. While the basic shape and style remained the same, all the trailing cables and conduits had gone, giving her a sleek and menacing persona. Except for the engine room, King also realised that almost the entire inner section of the ship had been torn away, leaving her an almost hollow hulk except for a few work stations and laboratories to the aft of the ship.
�She�s been refitted with the most cutting edge technology available. Quantum computers control what is essentially a web of microscopic nano-fibres which have been fused to every last millimetre of the hull and tied into this.� He tapped the screen and the hollowed out tunnel that took up almost the entire space of the three hundred and six foot long destroyer enlarged and a graphic �skin� was transplanted over it, displaying its features.
�This is a particle accelerator,� Langley explained. Both Raine and King leaned forward and peered at the image. �It is based on the Large Hadron Collider at CERN.�
King couldn�t believe what he was seeing. He knew very little about the sixteen mile long LHC at Geneva but he did know that it was the largest such device in the world and had turned understanding of quantum mechanics on its head. Scientists there had even managed to capture anti-matter for an extended period of time. Yet, here he was, staring at a miniaturised version built into a United States destroyer.
�They had the technology,� Langley concluded. �But they didn�t have the energy source they needed to open a wormhole.�
�A wormhole?� King asked. He�d heard the phrase thrown around in science fiction movies but knew little else.
�Stephen Hawking, among others, suggests that time is a fourth dimension and that it, like everything in the other three, is �puckered� with holes and crevices. These crevices appear everywhere. Even on the smoothest surface imaginable, when you get down to the sub-atomic level it is wrinkled and broken. The fourth dimension, time, is just like this. Full of holes. Tiny holes that even the world�s most powerful microscope cannot see. But they are there.� He checked that his audience was still following. King knew the man was no scientist and was merely detailing what he himself had recently learned.
�We�re talking about the quantum level here. Smaller than molecules or atoms, billionths of trillionths of centimetres wide. But they�re not just holes. They�re tunnels, constantly forming, collapsing and reforming again. Tunnels through space� and through time. They�ve been scientifically proven to exist, at least in the realms of quantum theory, and it has been suggested that if captured and enlarged, that tunnel through time would be large enough for a person� or even a ship, to travel through.�
�Oookaaay,� Raine said, his voice still full of scepticism. �So how do you capture a wormhole?�
�By bombarding it with exotic matter with either negative or imaginary energy density.�
Raine rolled his eyes. �Wish I hadn�t asked.�
�Think of it� think of the �empty� space in front of you as a solid piece of sandstone,� Langley suggested. �Now, you find a tiny crack in the otherwise perfect stone. You turn on a power-washer to its most intense jet and pound away at that crack. Bit by bit, that crack enlarges until � boom!� he smacked his hands together, shocking everyone. �It wrenches apart completely! What are you left with? A hole. And, if that crack ran all the way through the piece of sandstone, a tunnel.�
Langley turned back to the computer screen and brought up another image. This was a theoretical image of a tunnel, two wide throats on either side connected via a thin tube. While the numbers and letters that made up the equations written all around the image made no sense to King, there was no doubting the representation of small arrows aimed at one of the mouths.
�In 1943 in Philadelphia,� Langley said, �they hooked the single piece of the Moon Mask up to a very crude particle accelerator which collected the tachyons � exotic matter � and fired them into one of these wormholes. It opened and swallowed the entire ship, but there weren�t enough tachyons to keep it open. It collapsed around them, ending in disaster.�
King felt a sense of dread race down his spine at the same time as a fire of hope was stoked in his heart. �But now they have all the pieces of the mask.�
�They have five times the amount of tachyons,� Raine finished for him. He glanced up at his former mentor. �Will that be enough?�
Langley nodded solemnly. �From what I�ve read, it will be more than enough to maintain a stable wormhole inside the ship. The nano-fibres will carry the effect across the ship. They will have a fully functioning time machine. They will have the ability to travel into the past and alter history to suit themselves. They will have the ability to extinguish lives years before they are born. They will have the ability to conquer Russia before it became a threat, to annex China when they are weakest.�
�I thought that would suit you and your little band of sociopaths,� Raine snarled.
Langley�s eyes were hard. �We aim to protect the world, to maintain the status quo. Do I want America to conquer the entire world? No more so than I wanted Nazi Germany to. No more so than I want Russia to. We�re talking about playing god here. It�s one thing to take a life� of a soldier,� he said. �Even of a civilian. But it is quite another to wipe a life from existence altogether. To squat out the light of a soul before it is born into this world, to remove its memory, its legacy. It�s right to exist, to have existed and to go on existing.�
King noticed Raine staring hard at his former commander, his face a mask of betrayal. First Nadia. Now Langley.
�So cut to the chase,� he said. �What do you want from me and Benny?�
Langley frowned, as though the answer was the most obvious in the world. Indeed, King supposed, it was.
�I want you to help us,� he stated. �Right now, the Eldridge is preparing to travel back in time and unravel the tapestry of history. I�ve done what I can so that if we fail they may still be stopped, but the truth is we are humanity�s last line of defence here. This is what the �group� was developed for: to prevent mankind from self-annihilation. And if that ship succeeds with its mission, who knows what might happen? We all know the old grandfather paradox. You go back in time, kill your grandfather and prevent yourself from ever being born. But then how did you go back and kill him?� He shook his head. �There are theories of alternate universes, parallel timelines, you name it. But one way or another, the world as it is today will cease to exist if we don�t stop Gibbs. Time is a tapestry, made up of infinite threads sewn into place. You pull on one thread, Nate, and the entire tapestry falls apart.�
Raine and Langley stared at each other for long moments. Whatever happened, King knew, their friendship was over, another casualty of the Moon Mask. Another betrayal.
�You managed to eliminate the rest of Bill�s team,� Langley said.
�That�s because you sent them to kill us!� Raine snapped.
�I sent them to protect the Moon Mask. To destroy it.� His words brought King up short. After everything, were they really just going to destroy it? And if they did, then what about Sid?
�We�ll help you,� King spoke up, breaking into the other men�s tense moment. Nevertheless, Raine�s eyes were cold and penetrating as they bore into Langley.
�We�ll help you,� he echoed. �But then you let us go. And if I ever see you again,� he added threateningly, �I will kill you.�

57:
The Eye of the Storm

Airborne over the Pacific
�Sir, we�re approaching the GPS coordinates you gave me.�
In the rear hold of the Black Cat, Raine, King, Langley and Bill turned at the sound of the pilot�s voice.
Following the tense moments as Langley laid his cards on the table, the four men had proceeded to suit up. They all now wore black commando gear, Kevlar vests, and had numerous weapon�s strapped to their persons. Even King now looked relatively comfortable in the military garb, a P-90 slunk over his shoulder, hand grenades stashed in his vest and a handgun strapped to his leg. But it wasn�t so much the outfit that made the man who ordinarily deplored violence look different. It was his eyes. Through the pain that was evident, Raine also noticed a hard determination quite unlike anything he had seen in him before.
A thirst for revenge.
�Shit,� the pilot cursed. �I�ve got multiple radar contacts converging on the Eldridge�s position.�
Langley pushed forward to look through the front window beyond the pilot�s head. The storm clouds had thickened as they had flown deeper into the heart of the Pacific and they streamed across the Black Cat�s nose as the plane shot towards the coordinates he had discerned from the Phoenix File.
�Okay, drop us below the cloud cover,� he ordered.
Peering over Langley�s shoulder, Raine felt the shift in pressure as the plane began a gradual descent. He knew from first-hand experience that the plane was all but invisible to radar and to the naked eye; nevertheless he kept glancing at the radar panel in the centre of the cockpit�s control board. On it he could see six stationary �blips� at sea level which he presumed was the Eldridge and her escort ships. But, moving towards them from the west was a mass of small dots, moving fast at altitude.
Langley�s earlier comment came back to him. I�ve done what I can so that if we fail they may still be stopped. He felt a shiver of dread snake up his spine.
�What have you done, Alex?�
There was a lengthy pause while Langley continued to stare out the window. At last, the plane dropped below the clouds and the black expanse of the world�s largest ocean opened up beneath them. With the storm clouds blocking out the stars, the void below them looked like the infinite blackness of ultimate despair. The only lights on the water came from the six United States Navy warships, a Carrier Strike Group, Raine realised. Their running lights flickered upon the chop of the significant waves thrown up by the increasingly powerful wind.
�I�ve done what I always do, Nate,� Langley replied sombrely. �What needed to be done.�
�Those planes aren�t American, are they?� Raine accused.
�I imagine they are Chinese, launched from the deck of the Shi Lang.�
�And how the hell would the Chinese know about the Eldridge?�
Langley looked at him, eyes open and honest. �I told them. In a manner of speaking at least.�
�Are you insane?� Raine demanded.
Langley bristled. �If we fail to sabotage the Eldridge, the Chinese will succeed in sinking it.�
�At the cost of hundreds, thousands, of lives� on both sides! Innocent lives��
�Soldiers, Nate!� Langley snapped. �Sailors. Men and women who have taken an oath to protect their respective countries at any cost!�
�Honest men and women who deserve better than to be sacrificed as pawns in your game!�
�This is no game! This is war!�
�Sir,� the pilot cut in. �The George Washington is launching.�
All eyes turned back to the scene below. The George Washington Carrier Strike Group was composed of six vessels � two missile cruisers, the Port Royal and the Gettysburg; two destroyers, the Roosevelt and the Porter; one Los Angeles-class nuclear submarine, the Olympia, no doubt stalking beneath the waves; and the USS George Washington herself.
The Nimitz-class super-carrier was over a thousand feet long and was a veritable floating city, armed to the teeth. One such armament was the eighty F/A-18E Super Hornet fighters currently blazing away from the launch deck and thundering into the sky to protect the seventh ship, temporarily attached to the strike group; the USS Eldridge.
They all watched in silence as the immense swarm of killing machines roared into a defensive pattern around the Eldridge, racing to meet the forty J-15 Flying Sharks launched from the deck of the Shi Lang.
�Can they see us?� King asked nervously as the pilot slowed the Black Cat into a circle high above the developing sea-borne chess board unfolding below.
�We�re totally invisible to them,� Langley confirmed.
�Only until we begin our descent,� the pilot added anxiously. �Then they�ll be all over us like a rash. The Yanks and the Chinkys.�
�Look!� Bill suddenly announced. Despite getting a much clearer indication of the situation on the radar, they all looked through the window to the west where forty dots of light powered towards them.
Then the first shot was fired.
It was distant. Quiet. A rumble not unlike thunder. A flash not unlike lightning. But before they knew it, a second shot was fired, then a third, and then above the speck of light that was the Eldridge, all hell broke loose. The Chinese Sharks and the American Hornets smashed their weapons into one another with unabashed abandon. Flashes of flame as aircraft exploded lit up the sky and reflected on the black waves.
�You�ve created a bloody massacre!� Raine spat at Langley.
Langley�s eyes were dark. �And yet, all we need is for one stray missile to slam into the Eldridge and this is all over.�
�Why don�t we just fire a missile at it, instead of boarding it?� King asked.
�We used up all our missiles in Jamaica,� Bill replied curtly.
�We�re currently above the Mariana Trench,� Langley explained, �the deepest place on earth. The Phoenix File indicated that following the disaster at Philadelphia, the powers-that-be insisted that should anything go wrong this time, with the entire Moon Mask assembled, they wanted a failsafe.� He glanced at each man in turn. �What we need to do is activate that fail safe. Sink the ship� sink the Moon Mask. Simple.�
�Simple?� the pilot questioned. Raine noticed beads of sweat running down his neck. �There�s a goddamn war going on above that ship! We�ll never get through all those fighters��
�Maybe you won�t,� Langley agreed. �But I know a man that will.�
He turned his head and looked into the intense blue eyes of Nathan Raine. The CIA�s Special Operations Group was made up of only the best of the best; chosen from Delta Force, the Army Rangers and the Navy Seals. But Nathan Raine had excelled, at a young age, even among their ranks, becoming the youngest SOG team commander in the history of the organisation. Langley felt a pang of regret that his relationship with his former student was now over. But, he didn�t have a shadow of a doubt that if anyone could get them onto that ship, it was him.
With a dramatic sigh of exasperation, Raine patted the pilot on the shoulder and took his place at the controls. �Okay, everybody might want to buckle up! This ain�t gonna be pretty!�
There was a mad scramble as everyone rushed to find a seat and securely strap themselves in. The former pilot took the co-pilot�s seat, wrapped his harness around him, took a gold-plated crucifix from around his neck and kissed it as Raine pulled up on the steering yoke, climbing the Black Cat up to her service ceiling, high above the clouds.
�Quit slobbering on that thing and give me a hand, will you?� he snapped at his co-pilot as he manoeuvred into range directly above the Eldridge�s position. �What�s your goddamn name, soldier?�
�Godfrey,� the man replied, beads of sweat on his forehead.
�Means �God�s Peace�, right?� The man nodded vigorously. Raine shrugged casually. �Could probably do with some of that right now. Hold on!�
With that warning, Nathan Raine pulled hard on the steering yoke of the Black Cat and sent her into a gut wrenching nose dive. She shot down, as though little more than a bullet fired from a gun, her engines roaring.
Raine grasped the controls tightly as they ploughed into the thick cloud bank. Moisture splattered across the windshield, obscuring his view until the wipers swished it away. A fork of lightning arced through the miasma, chased by a roll of thunder as the gathering storm finally hit its crescendo.
Then they broke the cloud cover. Howling wind slammed into the plane and Raine struggled to keep her course steady and true. Rain slashed at them but, below, the darkness of the storm-tossed ocean was lit up by the dogfights of one hundred and twenty planes. Some spat bullets, others missiles. Some twisted and spun out of projectiles paths, others exploded, hurling flaming debris in all directions. But directly below them was the Eldridge and numerous Chinese Sharks swept towards her, firing missiles which so far had been intercepted by the U.S. Hornets.
But none of the rights and wrongs of the situation could cloud Raine�s mind now. He was focussed on one thing and one thing only: reaching his destination.
They shot straight down, the G-force tugging at the five men on board. Raine felt the rush of blood to his head, the pulsing of his eyeballs that felt like they were about to explode. Behind him, he heard King call out and pictured him pinned to his seat, pounded by the crushing force of gravity.
Before he knew it, the swarm of aircraft that had seconds ago been so small, so infinitesimal, loomed large and ominous before them, blocking their path to the ship. One plane was almost directly below them and unless it moved out of their path the collision was going to blow them all to hell.
And then all of a sudden the plane, Hornet or Shark he couldn�t tell, erupted into a fireball as Bill, strapped into the machine gun turret at the nose of the Black Cat, opened fire. Hundreds of bullets thundered out in seconds as the former SASR soldier held the trigger tight and never let go. A stream of fiery tracer bullets pounded relentlessly down on anything that crossed their path. Planes erupted all around them, up above, down below, to either side. Rain lashed, wind howled, the upper deck of the Eldridge raced to meet them and then, at the last possible moment, Raine pulled back and to the right on the steering yoke.
The Black Cat struggled to break out of her nose dive and this time it was Raine who was screaming a manic war cry as, aided by Godfrey, he wrenched the yoke back as far as possible.
The Eldridge grew to immense size, blocking out the ocean and the war zone. Still, Bill fired, more out of instinct than reason, and the tracer bullets pinged off the ship�s deck in flashes of sparks.
They were going to hit!
It became a near certainty in Raine�s mind and he knew it was echoed in the thoughts of all the others. The dive had been too steep, too fast, and the Black Cat�s engines couldn�t break the unrelenting grasp of gravity.
But then she broke free!
The nose pulled up, breaking out of the vortex of rain and fire. Raine felt control return at the last possible moment. Inch by inch, they levelled out but the ship�s deck still swamped them. It was everywhere. Dull gun-metal grey. Blank, flat, smooth, just like he had seen on the ship�s schematics.
He twisted to starboard and the plane, still losing altitude, raced over the deck. Just as she cleared the ship, Raine heard a faint screech of metal and the controls tugged to one side. He tugged back, kept them steady, and they dropped over the side of the ship and slammed into the black water. The angle was still too sharp, the speed still too fast and the impact was jarring. His restraints crushed his chest, blasting the wind from his lungs. The Black Cat�s nose ploughed beneath the waves, water rushed into the engines, stalling them, but then the nose broke the surface and the Flying Boat settled into the ocean.
Silence hung in the plane for a moment as all five men caught their breath and thanked their gods. Above them, beyond the behemoth mass of the Eldridge�s hull, the aerial battle still raged, but, for now, their attentions were focussed on something closer at hand.
It was Raine who broke the silence with an adrenaline-fuelled whoop of relief.
�Let�s do that again!�

58:
Eldridge

USS Eldridge,
Pacific Ocean
Having cast the Black Cat adrift upon the storm-tossed ocean, Benjamin King followed Raine and Langley up the access ladder bolted to the side of the Eldridge. The metal rungs were slippery and his cold, wet hands numb as he scrambled up behind them, Bill and Godfrey bringing up the rear.
They paused for a second as Langley reached the top of the ladder and swung onto the main deck. King glanced behind him at the ocean. Despite being lit by the flashes of fire from the battle raging overhead and the lightning streaking through the clouds, the Black Cat had almost completely vanished into the darkness of night. Raine had explained that they couldn�t tether it to the Eldridge as the waves would crash her into the much larger vessel. They would just have to swim for her once the mission was completed.
But Benjamin King had no intention of getting off this ship.
Not in any conventional way at least.
In fact, if things worked out as he planned, he would make it so that he never set foot upon her in the first place.
�Benny, come on!� Raine hissed down to him. He too was now on the main deck, leaning back over to break into his reverie.
�Move it, King,� Bill spat angrily from beneath.
King pushed himself into motion, scrambled the rest of the way up the ladder and allowed Raine and Langley to help him over the safety barrier and onto the deck.
�You okay?� Raine asked worriedly. Langley, no longer the grandfatherly old U.N. Ambassador but a highly trained Special Forces soldier, knelt before them, scanning the eerily featureless deck of the ship. The only thing that broke the barren metal landscape was the command superstructure in the middle. There, King knew, was where the running of the ship was handled. The bridge, he assumed, was at the top, with other critical sections on the decks beneath, right down to the one upon which he now stood. Below him though, he knew, except for a single control room at the rear, the hull was little more than a hollow tube. A particle accelerator built into the heart of a U.S. Navy warship!
�I�m fine,� he answered Raine�s question.
Bill scrambled stealthily onto the deck. �I told you we should have left him on the plane,� he hissed angrily at Langley, indicating King. �He�s gonna get us all killed.�
Langley glanced at him. �As I recall, he managed to survive, and escape from, you,� he replied. �He�ll be fine.�
As Godfrey joined them on the deck, they spread out, creeping along the barrier towards the superstructure.
�Stay close to me,� Raine whispered to King.
But Benjamin King had no intention of doing so.
USS George Washington,
Pacific Ocean
Admiral Donald S. Harriman sat on the bridge of the enormous aircraft carrier, listening to the reports coming in from the aerial battle and forcing himself not to display any of the astonishment he felt.
In almost thirty years of service, Harriman had never witnessed such astonishing events. Indeed, he felt certain that the aerial battle raging above was to be the first of a war between China and the United States. A war into which the rest of the world would inevitably be drawn.
And yet the situation was all very peculiar.
As a commander of a Carrier Strike Group, Harriman had of course been kept apprised of the deteriorating relations with China over the last days. But instead of being ordered to patrol the coast off China, or to return to the West Coast of the States as he might have expected, he had been ordered to play bodyguard to an experimental ship which he knew nothing about. A ship for which, without any of the usual political deliberation that he would expect, he had been ordered to fire upon and destroy any and all intruders into their designated area to protect. He couldn�t believe that such orders could be sanctioned, yet the President had personally spoken to him via a live satellite feed.
None of it made any sense.
A sudden flurry of activity dragged Harriman out of his thoughts.
�Admiral, sir,� a voice snapped from one of the bridge consoles. �I have a new radar contact. Two planes, coming in fast from the north. They�re incredibly low over the water, sir, only about two meters above�� The radar operator cut himself off. �I�ve lost them sir!�
�What do you mean �you lost them�?� Harriman demanded, rising to his feet and coming up behind the young sailor.
�They just hit the water, sir�� The young man turned and looked at him, face pale. �They�re gone.�
Beneath the Pacific Ocean
The two MR-18 Ushakovs ploughed beneath the surge of the Pacific.
The impact was shockingly hard and Nadia Yashina struggled not to cry out as her X-shaped restraints dug into her breast. In the seat in front of her, her pilot worked the controls which switched the dart-shaped vessel�s jet engines from their conventional configuration to water-jets. The intense heat instantly vaporised the water, working to both cool the engines while using the jettisoned steam to propel it through the water.
Named for Boris Ushakov who had headed the engineering project of a �flying-submarine� during World War Two, the MR-18 was the final realisation of that dream, seventy years in the making. It was also one of the few modern day triumphs for Russia to have finalised a working craft while the U.S. still struggled to get their own design off the drawing board.
This was their first operational test.
Streams of air bubbles flew up over the sharp nose of the submerged aircraft and rather than the thunderous roar of jet engines that had deafened her moments ago, she was now submerged in the womb-like silence beneath the stormy seas.
She looked ahead, through the thick glass of the cockpit and the dark swirling waters of the Pacific towards her destination. Her redemption. Her salvation.
She had told Nathan Raine no lie when she had told him about the night the soldiers had come to her home, killed her family, raped and tortured her. The scars adorning her body were genuine. The attack had been all too real. All too frightening.
She had, however, omitted her shame.
Her father was a traitor.
She was the daughter of a traitor.
The punishment was justified. The scars served as a reminder of the shame her father had brought upon her family.
During her tenure at Moscow University, her genius level IQ came to the attention of those in power. She had been recruited into a top-secret program, designed to breed a new generation of what were described to her as �warrior-scientists�. The face of war had changed since the collapse of the Soviet Union. Brute force and nuclear deterrents weren�t going to keep the Motherland safe in the �Digital-Age�.
Alongside earning her degree, Nadia also underwent intensive training by Spetsnaz soldiers. She had been deployed on a handful of missions under the �guise� of a gap-year following her studies, but her superiors� main interest lay in the work her father was doing on tachyons. Tachyon-energy, she had told them, could be used for so much more than creating a near inexhaustible energy supply for Russia. It could be used for so much more than even developing a bomb of awesome destructive power.
Tachyons were the key to unlocking time itself.
But her father would not share this knowledge with Russia. Instead, when they tried to take it by force, the ignorant pig had destroyed all his research.
That night, the soldiers had come. Days later, Nadia had fled the wrath of Russia and sought political asylum in the arms of her enemy, Great Britain. There, she had rebuilt her life, knowing that she could never again step foot on Russian soil. An exile until the day she died. All because of her father�s misguided sense of pride and honour.
But that had all changed in her lab on the summit of Sarisari�ama when she had detected tachyons being emitted from the Moon Mask. It was her key to redemption.
She had contacted her former Spetsnaz handler and negotiated a deal, signed by the President and the Prime Minister themselves. If she could get them the power of the tachyon, they would grant her a full pardon. She could return home, and return to active duty, serving her homeland.
The SOG idiot, West, had been easy to manipulate. While still in New York, preparing for the mission, he had been approached and seduced by a Russian agent. Men were so easy to play. A �chance� meeting at a bar, a torrid, heated encounter in a cheap motel then the promise of millions of dollars and he was on board. He knew nothing of Nadia�s involvement of course but he served to be the exact decoy she had needed. When her encrypted communiqu�s to Moscow had been picked up, she had shifted the blame to him, allowing her to work freely until all the pieces of the mask were discovered.
But she had discovered something more. Something so much more.
The shark attack had been unexpected and terrifying, but she was a master of manipulating events in her favour. The attack had given her the opportunity she had needed to return to the boat without suspicion, contact the Spetsnaz team that had never been far away, and escape with her life. Sid�s death had been unfortunate and she hated herself for it. Likewise, slipping her bloody glove into Raine�s equipment had been regrettable but again necessary.
The Spetsnaz team had rendezvoused with the Ushakovs in the Kuril Islands where the other equipment Nadia had requested had also been waiting. The Foreign Intelligence Service, or SVR, had received information from within the States detailing the exact position of the Eldridge. Of course, the SVR and their predecessor, the KGB, had known all about America�s own tachyon experiments and Project Phoenix but no one, not even Nadia herself, had been able to create more than a single tachyon particle until the Moon Mask had been discovered.
It was the endgame at last. The cold war which had never truly ended between east and west was finally coming to a head. And Russia would emerge the victor.
Thanks to Nadia Yashina.
The pilot worked the Ushakov�s controls and brought the �flying submarine� about. Narrow and cramped, the plane was in no way luxurious but with no time to commit the forces that China had to attacking the U.S. fleet, the two experimental planes had been the best option. Designed to fly low at near super-sonic speeds, they had covered the distance from the Kuril Islands in no time and evaded detection until late. As the American and Chinese planes fought their dogfights above, the two pilots had loaded the command into the on-board computers. Both planes had slowed almost to stalling point. Their wing flaps had redirected their noses towards the waves before the wings themselves had retracted back and locked into position on the fuselage. Then, like kingfishers diving in for the kill, they had torn into the storm-tossed sea.
Now, hydraulics in the locked-back wings caused them to move to the pilots� commands and they were steered beneath the aerial battle, streaming through the gloom towards the GPS coordinates of the Eldridge.
When she saw the barnacled hull of the ship beneath the water, her heart skipped a beat.
She was close.
So close.
As her pilot steered the submerged vessel into position, she clutched the hard, lead-lined rucksack containing the fake Moon Mask even tighter.
Her time had come.
USS Eldridge,
Pacific Ocean
The first shot slammed into the bulkhead behind Nathan Raine�s head.
His reactions were fast and he dropped to the deck, swinging his P-90 up. He pulled the trigger and his bullet slammed into the U.S. Marine�s shoulder, spinning him around. It wasn�t fatal, but it would keep him�
A second bullet exploded out the back of the young man�s skull, splattering brains and gore over the bulkhead behind him.
Raine spun to Langley. �What the hell are doing?!� he demanded. �He�s American!�
�He�s the enemy,� Langley replied, eyes hard.
Three more marines hurried forward and opened fire. Automatic weapons fire strafed the walls, spitting up sparks. The invading team scattered, hurrying for cover.
They were inside the superstructure, having made it across the deck undetected. The dull grey corridor was pocked by several doors but the team had ignored them, heading straight for the central stairs which zig-zagged their way up to the bridge. There, they would find their objective. An auto-destruct sequence programmed into a designated computer. A fail safe. Should the Eldridge�s commander decide that the experiment below had gone awry, his orders were to activate the destruct sequence. Explosives set at structural points around the ship would detonate. Water would rush into the carcass and drag the vessel beneath the waves. Eventually, she would sink into the deepest place on earth, the Mariana Trench, from where any possible tachyon detonation would be cushioned by billions of gallons of seawater and crushing pressure.
Langley�s plan was simple. Get to the bridge. Active the self-destruct and get the hell off the ship before it, and the Moon Mask, were lost forever.
The fire intensified as yet more marines converged on their position. The ship was lightly crewed for fear of a repeat of the Philadelphia Experiment�s grotesque outcome but the files Langley and Rasta-Man had downloaded indicated that there was still a team of twenty marines on board, undoubtedly alongside Gibbs and the SOG team. Raine had already made certain that Langley and his team knew that Rudy O�Rourke had saved him and King and was not to be harmed. Yet, killing any US Marine felt inherently wrong to him. They were soldiers, simply following orders.
Just as he had once done.
Raine dived and rolled into the protection offered by the metal stairs. Booted feet thundered down them as more and more marines spilled onto the deck.
Bill had taken cover behind a T-junction in the corridor. Every few seconds he would swing around the corner and fire. Every shot landed on its target, blasting mercilessly through the marines body armour. One went down, then another. They fired back on full auto and the sound was deafening in the enclosed environment.
More gunshots came from the left where Raine realised Langley had taken cover through one of the doors. He lay on his belly and fired into the corridor, taking out first the soldiers� feet then, as they fell, finishing them off with a headshot.
Godfrey sprinted down the corridor and dived behind a shipping pallet piled with food outside the door to the galley. A bullet slammed into his hip just as he dropped behind the cover and Raine heard him scream in agony. One marine let loose on full auto and his bullets tore into the food tins and containers. Splashes of pummelled produce splattered over the bulkhead and Raine realised Godfrey wouldn�t last long under the onslaught.
Two more marines ran down the corridor behind Bill. The veteran noticed at the last possible moment, spun and fired. He dropped one but the second got a shot off which crunched into his shoulder. Protected by Kevlar, the shot wouldn�t kill but it still slammed the man back into the bulkhead. He slid down it, gasping for breath, giving the marines the time they needed to advance.
�Nate! What at you waiting for?� Langley yelled into his radio.
Hidden beneath the nook of the stairs, the marines had come down them and run right past him, oblivious to his concealment. He was therefore right in the middle of their ranks. Right where they would least expect a threat.
�Nate!� Langley practically screamed at him. The marines closed on the open door and Langley was forced to roll fully inside so as not to be hit. It also meant that he couldn�t hit them.
With all their positions overrun, Raine had no option.
He had killed United States soldiers before.
He had sworn he would never do it again.
But he had no choice.
He rolled out from the cover of the stairs, keeping low beneath any stray bullets, and planted a shot directly into the head of the marine attacking Godfrey. Before the boy had dropped to the deck, Raine spun, aimed down the corridor between the legs of the marines advancing on Langley and fired. The bullet sizzled between them and ripped into the throat of the man aiming at Bill. The two heading for Langley spun but, flicking his weapon to auto, Raine pummelled lead into their bodies and faces, making them dance for a second before they dropped to the deck.
More footsteps came from above, more marines descended. Godfrey struggled up over the smashed food produce and fired at the stairs. A scream and a thud and another body rolled down the steps.
Bill was back in action, swinging around the corner to take out another. Langley burst out of the room he had been hiding in and took down one more. As the final body splashed down into the pool of blood on the deck, a surreal silence descended upon them.
Blood, brain matter and gore dribbled down the bulkheads and soaked into Raine�s clothes. His eyes were hard as crystal, his heart thudded angrily and he shot an evil glance at Langley.
Langley ignored it and hurried past him to the stairs. �Godfrey,� he glanced at the injured man. Raine could see that the bone of his hip had been smashed and his entire leg lay at an awkward angle. His face was ashen and covered in sweat. For a moment, he felt a pang of respect at the fact that he had managed to keep fighting through the sheer agony.
�I�ll hold off anyone who comes this way,� he grunted.
Langley nodded, jumped over the body at the bottom of the stairs and then started up them, gesturing at the remainder of his team. �Let�s go.�
Raine was just about to follow when it struck him.
He spun around, searching through the carnage.
�Where�s Ben?�

59:
Belly of the Beast

USS Eldridge,
Pacific Ocean
Benjamin King ran away from the thunderous gunfire in the corridor.
He did not, however, run in fright.
Instead, he ran with purpose.
He twisted down the corridor, desperately searching the bulkheads and opening any door he came to. There had to be another staircase somewhere. The one where Raine and the others had fought the marines only led up, but he remembered seeing on the ship�s plans access ladders leading below decks. He had to find one.
The P-90 assault rifle he clutched felt bulky and obtrusive yet gave him a sense of comfort and protection as he fled down the corridor. The sounds of the gun battle and, further off, the Chinese aerial assault, echoed along with his footsteps. His breathing sounded loud in his ears and his heart raced.
He came to another branch in the corridor. It looked much the same as the others, featureless and dull, save for a door at the far end. He considered ignoring it, then changed his mind and ran to it. He spun the circular handle and heard the lock disengage. He pulled the heavy door open. Behind it was a narrow vertical shaft with a ladder leading straight down into the belly of the beast.
* * *
�He�s gone for the Mask!� Bill spat angrily but Raine knew it was more than that this time. When he locked eyes with Langley he knew that his former commander had come to the same conclusion. But, he also read something deeper and darker in those eyes that had once been so fatherly towards him.
�He�s going to use it,� Langley said.
They all should have seen it! Distraught over the death of Sid, how could he not take up an opportunity like the one the Eldridge presented? Yet, so caught up in the revelations of the Urshu, Langley and Phoenix, he had totally neglected King�s obvious motivations!
His eyes locked onto Langley�s. He knew that King couldn�t be allowed to change the past any more than anyone else could. And, he knew that Langley would go to any lengths necessary to stop him. He�d seen the way he had so easily killed the marines who got in his way. King was nothing to him, just another obstacle, a wild-card, an oversight.
Silent communication passed between the two men, the teacher and the student. Raine knew that Langley would kill King to stop him. And Langley knew that Raine would never let that happen.
Just like that, their brief alliance ended.
Raine watched Langley�s every move: the tightening of his grip on his weapon, the shifting of his eyes, the silent order passed to Bill. Time seemed to slow around him. It was like a stand-off in some wild-west movie. They stared each other out, trigger fingers twitching, fighting stance shifting�
Bill made his move, but Raine was a fraction faster!
Just as the other man was about to bring the muzzle of his weapon around, Raine lashed out with his own. The two P-90s clashed with a metallic clang, his own slamming Bill�s up and punching it into his nose. He cried out as bone, gristle and cartilage crunched under the impact and a spray of blood erupted like Vesuvius. Godfrey fired but Raine hurled Bill into the path of the bullets. They pounded into his Kevlar vest but also into his unprotected legs. Before Godfrey could release his trigger finger, countless bullets had ripped the appendages to shreds and he lay on the deck, writhing in agony, screaming.
Langley made his move then and fired. Raine arched back, out of range of the bullets. He swung under the stairs and slammed the butt of his P-90 between the steps upon which Langley stood. The blow was powerful and Raine felt the bone of the man�s ankle give. He dropped, crashing down the steps but rolling across the deck to fire at Raine.
Raine pushed back, leaving his rifle wedged in the steps, jumped to his feet and ran, skidding around the corridor and out of Langley�s line of sight.
�Nate!� his former friend screamed behind him. �We can�t let Ben use the mask!�
Mrs Marley�s warning echoed through Raine�s skull as he set off down the corridor at a sprint.
�Kha�um believed that the Moon Mask could control time. If he could harness its power, he could go back and save his wife and his son. But that would have given him the power over life and death and who was he to say who lived and who died, or even who does or does not even exist! To control the Moon Mask is to control the power of god, and no man should have that power.�
Unfortunately, Raine had come to the same conclusion.
* * *
At the bottom of the access shaft, King had come to another hatch, this one lying below him. He spun the lock and then heaved it open before continuing down the ladder and dropping onto a metal catwalk.
He paused for a moment, his breath catching at the sight.
The immense cylinder into which he had emerged was three hundred feet long and almost entirely filled the hollowed-out innards of the World War Two-era destroyer. Four metal walkways ran the entire length of it at the top, bottom and to either side, suspended by metal struts to the multi-faceted walls of the particle accelerator. Lines of thick tubes, currently glowing a dull, suffused bluish tinge lined the sides also, terminating at a large red and blue disk at the bow of the ship which itself was injected with dozens of cables and antennas.
He had the sudden sense of being on some alien planet, an unwelcoming realm into which he had trespassed.
Indeed, he supposed he had.
Half way down the aft bulkhead, the control room was little more than a single-story box, about ten feet high but extending into a conical tip about thirty feet long. The tip itself was attached to numerous high-tech antennas and emitting diodes.
A sudden loud clang startled him and he wheeled about to see that the hatch through which he had just come had slammed shut. The mechanical clunk of large bolts electronically sealing echoed through the cavernous space.
For a moment, he felt trapped and toyed with the idea of climbing back up the ladder, but then he focussed his thoughts, set his resolve and headed off down the catwalk to the control room.
* * *
�All access hatches are sealed,� one of the technicians reported.
Lawrence Gibbs glanced at Doctor Tobias. Small, bald and bespectacled, Tobias was everything he expected him to be. Reserved and quiet, there was no doubting his genius. For the last thirty years he had been involved with Phoenix, struggling to use constantly developing technology to put the theory of science�s greatest minds into practice. Now, his lovechild was about to be born, one of the greatest moments in history was developing, and still he hunched over the screen of his quantum computer, watching the readouts with a meticulous and oh-so-unexcitable demeanour.
�Okay,� he replied. �Bring the accelerator online. Lock the source material into position��
�Doctor,� the technician interrupted. �The particle accelerator�s failsafe is preventing the start-up sequence.� He paused. �It�s detecting an unexpected heat signature on the upper walkway.�
�What?� Tobias frowned.
�What�s going on?� Gibbs demanded. By order of the president, this was his project, his baby. He wanted to be in-the-know every step of the way.
Tobias held up a hand to silence him as he accessed the technician�s readings. He brought the surveillance cameras up on the position of the heat signature and gasped when he saw that it was a human heat signature.
A human that Gibbs recognised all too well.
�King,� he snarled.
* * *
Raine and King could wait, Alex Langley had decided.
He limped up the stairwell, the agony of his broken ankle shooting white-hot fire up his leg and almost overloading his nervous system. After every few steps, he had to pause to catch his breath before it was snatched away again the moment he placed his foot back down.
Bill and Godfrey were both dead. Godfrey had passed out from the pain and blood loss and never woken back up. Bill had struggled on, determinedly clinging to life until Langley had put him out of his misery with a bullet to the head.
For a moment, he had considered pursuing King, certain that the archaeologist intended on using the Moon Mask to rescue his lost fianc�. Instead, he had decided to continue with his original plan. Whether it was King or Gibbs, someone was going to try to use the mask. The best thing he could do was stick to the plan, sink the ship and prevent anyone from messing with the timeline.
He made it to another landing and paused, catching his breath. When no further resistance was met from the marines, he proceeded up the next flight, slowly but surely heading for the bridge.
* * *
�Benny, answer me,� Raine called angrily into his radio. �Where the hell are you?�
Only static answered him. He upped his pace, running faster through the maze of corridors, swinging expertly around corners with his M1911 handgun held out before him. The corridors were empty, devoid of life. He wondered if the entire contingent of marines was dead. If so, other than the Eldridge�s skeleton crew, the only resistance he would meet would be from Gibbs� team. Unfortunately, Gibbs� team was the worst kind of resistance to meet.
He spun around the next corner, handgun aimed straight ahead of him. At the far end of the dull, featureless corridor a door was open. It was the only open door he had seen on his journey through the ship. He grinned.
�Gotcha.�
He ran to the door and hauled himself through it, onto the ladder inside and descended quickly, landing on top of a hatch. He tried to turn the wheel to unlock it but it wouldn�t shift an inch.
Just then, from below, muffled by the hatch, he heard the unmistakable crack of gunfire.
* * *
�No!� Doctor Tobias snapped at Gibbs as he heard the gunfire. �I told you, no guns! The chemicals in those pipes are highly volatile. They could blow us all to hell.�
�Lake, Garcia,� Gibbs snapped into his radio. �No firearms.�
�Sir?� Lake�s voice came back through his ear piece.
�Knives only.�
There was a pause, then both Lake and Garcia confirmed their orders. Gibbs glanced at O�Rourke who remained silent and still behind him. He couldn�t keep the suspicion out of his harsh glare and O�Rourke knew it. Gibbs was certain that his next in command had helped King to survive certain death. If King was here, he knew, Raine wouldn�t be far behind.
Shifting his eyes from the traitor, resigning himself to questioning him later, he turned and stared out through the control room window, up at the walkway above where the tiny figures of Lake and Garcia advanced on King.
Two highly trained Special Operations Group soldiers in a knife-fight with a geeky archaeologist would finish him off in moments he knew, and then they could proceed with the experiment.
* * *
King watched them coming, moving towards him with knives drawn. They were vicious looking weapons, each blade ten inches long, one edge razor-sharp, the other serrated like a shark�s jaw. He remembered Bill using one just like it to slice Sid�s face and the thought of her sent new jolts of agony coursing through him.
She was dead because of him. But now, he was in reach of her again. He could save her!
He whipped his P-90 up and aimed at the soldiers.
�Wouldn�t do that, Doc,� Garcia said, his voice surprisingly airy considering the situation. �One stray bullet and you�ll detonate this entire chamber, kill us all and destroy your chances of saving Sid.�
Nadia may have fired the bullet, King knew, but Gibbs and his team were just as responsible for Sid�s death. He couldn�t forget the callousness of them hurling her corpse into the shark infested waters to be ripped to shreds. Raine had tried to shield him from the sight but the glimpses he had caught had ripped his soul right alongside her body.
The fact that the operatives had drawn their knives instead of their guns persuaded King that Garcia was speaking the truth. He dropped his rifle to the catwalk, the metallic clang echoing through the cavernous space, and drew his own knife.
His palms were sweating and his hands were trembling, his heart thudding. What was he thinking? What was he hoping to achieve by hurling himself into a knife fight with trained killers. But as Garcia lunged towards him, King surprised himself with his reflex. He dropped his shoulder, allowing the blade to whoosh over his head, then he slammed into the soldier�s midriff in an expert wrestling tackle. The man was thrown over his body, somersaulting through the air and clearing the safely railing at the edge of the catwalk. He screamed in terror, arms cart-wheeling as the realisation of gravity took hold and he dropped down through the enormous chamber. He screamed all the way down until the noise was silenced by a dull thud far below.
But King didn�t have time to consider what he had done. Lake came at him, fast and furious and before King could counter her move, he felt the surreal-ness of a blade ripping into his abdomen. His Kevlar vest softened the blow marginally and prevented the blade from going deep but it still hurt like hell!
He dropped his own knife and sank to his knees. Fresh agony ripped at him anew as Lake ripped the blade out and slashed at his throat�
Her head exploded in a gruesome eruption of gore that splashed over him before her carcass fell back against the railing and slumped to the catwalk!
* * *
�No!� Gibbs screamed in rage.
Engrossed in watching the brief but brutal fight, he had failed to notice O�Rourke slip silently from the control room, climb the access ladder to the catwalk and take aim with his SCAR rifle. His bullet had been straight and true, but so would Gibbs� own.
He spun to the rear of the control room. A �cross-roads� of ladders and catwalks spread out from there, one to either side, one above and one below. He aimed up, his HK416 on full auto and opened fire. O�Rourke dashed along the catwalk just in time, narrowly missing the barrage of bullets.
�Stop shooting!� Tobias cried at him.
Gibbs swung back to the scientist and the three technicians, his ugly face twisted into a snarl. �Start the process!� he ordered.
�I can�t,� Tobias replied. �Not while there are people in the accelerator. The failsafe��
�Override it!�
�I can�t!� he screeched, panic rising in his voice.
Gibbs took aim and fired. The head of the nearest technician, a gangly lad with long hippy hair, exploded all over the scientist. He let out a high pitched wail as blood and brain matter coated him and fell out of his seat. He retched and vomited all over the floor, sobbing like a child. The two remaining technicians likewise quaked in terror.
Gibbs marched to the pathetic scientist on the floor, grasped him by the collar and hauled him to his feet, placing the hot muzzle of his rifle under his chin. A pool of golden liquid washed across the deck as the man pissed himself.
Gibbs leaned in close, his pocked, ugly face snarling. �You get this fucking process started now, or I�ll blow off your limbs one by fucking one. Got it?�
Tobias� body trembled. His voice was weak and stuttered in terror. �Y-y-yes.�
�Good,� Gibbs snarled. �I�ll be back in a minute and it had better be working.� Then he thrust Tobias roughly back into his soiled chair, slung his rifle over his shoulder and climbed the ladder.
* * *
�Doc, come on, we�ve got to go!�
Rudy O�Rourke skidded to King�s side. Blood oozed out from the archaeologist�s vest but they didn�t have any time to administer the wound. Instead, the big soldier pulled him to his feet and began to lead him back towards the access hatch.
King pulled away. �No!� he gasped, grimacing at the pain.
�Doc, what the hell are you��
�Traitor!� Gibbs� voice suddenly echoed through the chamber. He scrambled onto the catwalk above the control room. For a moment, O�Rourke thought he might use his gun but he knew he wouldn�t risk damaging the accelerator. His earlier outburst had been born out of rage instead of reason, whereas O�Rourke�s shot had been calculated and certain not to miss.
Instead, Gibbs unsheathed his knife and set off in an angry sprint towards them. O�Rourke pushed King behind him and wrenched his own weapon free. �Get to the hatch. Get out of here.�
�No!� King pushed forward but the larger man slammed his hand into his belly. The knife wound shot new agony into him and he crashed onto his knees. The cruel move saved his life as just at that moment Gibbs skidded into striking distance and almost sliced the archaeologist�s throat wide open. Instead, O�Rourke took the blow to his upper arm and yelped in pain. He thrust his own knife forward but Gibbs side stepped it and struck again. O�Rourke dodged this one and slammed his fist into his superior�s stomach. He bent double, winded, then, as O�Rourke lunged in for the killing blow, Gibbs dropped flat to the catwalk. Missing his target, O�Rourke stumbled, off balance. Gibbs jammed his knife into the other man�s calve muscle. He howled in pain and dropped to his knees but Gibbs had already wrenched his knife free, up turned it and in one fluid motion, he jammed it into the bottom of O�Rourke�s jaw! He pushed up and felt the satisfying scrunch of muscle, sinew and, eventually, brain.
At that precise moment, the access hatch through which King had entered blew inwards in a blaze of flame and debris. The noise was deafening in the enclosed space as the C4 plastic explosives Nathan Raine had planted around it, detonated. A moment later, the ex-SOG operative slipped through and landed on the catwalk, handgun raised. He stared in horror at the sight of Gibbs� knife buried to the hilt inside his friend�s skull.
�No!� he cried in rage. It was that moment of passion that cost him. Before he even squeezed the trigger of his gun, Gibbs wrenched his knife free and hurled it at Raine. The blade slammed into his left shoulder and hurled him backwards. His gun clattered free and tumbled off the edge of the catwalk.
Gibbs noticed movement as King took the distraction to make a run for it. But, instead of fleeing out the hatch, the archaeologist ran past the carnage, sprinting down the catwalk towards the control room.
He could wait.
Gibbs had a score to settle.
Now weapon-less, he hurled himself bodily at his wounded ex-commander and wrapped his powerful hands around his throat.
* * *
King�s mind was focussed only on his goal. All else was irrelevant to him and had been since the moment he had seen Sid lying on the deck of that boat in a pool of blood.
It had all been for nothing! His mother and sister�s murders, his father�s sacrifice, Abuku�s assassination, the hunt for the Moon Mask! All the victories, all the defeats! It had all come down to that one moment, when he realised that all the prestige he had desired, all the recognition, the celebration, the pompous self-righteousness he would feel when he could gloat in the face of so-called scientists like McKinney, was irrelevant!
All that he wanted was Sid.
Now, all he wanted was to get her back.
Nothing else mattered. He had shut all else out of his mind, absorbing only whatever information would assist him in his new quest, his new obsession: Langley�s report on the Phoenix Project, the basic principles behind the Eldridge and the key to it all, the Moon Mask. He had slipped away the moment Langley�s team had been attacked by marines, and he had shut out of his mind his killing of Garcia, the pain of his own knife wound. Even the brutal murder of O�Rourke in front of his eyes and the plight of Nathan Raine had been locked away in some dark, inaccessible part of his mind.
Nothing mattered now. He would do whatever he needed to do to save the woman he loved.
He charged down the catwalk, each footstep reverberating in the enclosed space. Reaching the ladder at the far end, he dropped down it and through the roof of the control room. The ladder continued down below the platform and a catwalk branched off from either side, giving maintenance access, first to the giant computer servers and their spinning fans, then to the accelerator itself.
Beyond the access chamber he came into a reasonably sized room, approximately thirty feet square. The two side walls were full of touch-screen computers which presently displayed scrolls of data, matrixes of numbers running at incredible speed as the state-of-the-art quantum computers ran computations a billion times faster than the human brain was able to comprehend.
The main activity in the room centred around a semi-circular workstation, inset with computer screens which displayed the quantum computer�s conclusions at a speed the three human scientists gathered around it could comprehend.
A body lay sprawled in a pool of blood on the deck but King ignored it and focussed beyond the scientists who still had not noticed him. At the front of the room was a clear polymer wall and, through it, King could see robotic manipulator arms. The chamber tapered into a cone-like shape and beyond the opaque, frosted-glass-like cone, the distorted silhouette of the large particle accelerator could be seen.
He took this all in, in a moment, and then wrenched his handgun out of its holster and aimed it at the scientists.
�You�re going to send me back!�
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Searing agony exploded from Raine�s shoulder and shot through his body. Despite all his training and experience, both his mind and his nervous system were overloaded. The mental shock of seeing Rudy O�Rourke impaled on Gibbs� knife, coupled with the physical shock of that same knife slamming into his body, had left him unprepared for Gibbs� attack. Now, he felt the world around him blur as Gibbs� hands wrapped tightly around his throat. It felt as though his head was about to explode.
Then, from some inner reserve, he pushed through the daze and slammed his knee into Gibbs� groan with such force that he swore he felt something pop. The other man wailed like an enraged dog and reeled back, groping his jewels, his face streaked with tears.
Raine threw a fist at him and his nose disintegrated under the impact, a splash of red bursting forth. He drew back, then went in for another punch but Gibbs lashed out, more instinct than planned assault, and slammed the palm of his hand into the hilt of the knife still embedded in Raine�s shoulder.
He reeled in pain, a cry of agony wrenched from his throat.
* * *
Langley hit the top step and fired his P90 at the two stunned marines guarding the corridor to the bridge. Before they even hit the deck, he burst through the heavy door, weapon blazing, and fired indiscriminately inside.
The bodies of the Eldridge�s crew, taken completely by surprise, convulsed under the barrage of bullets. Two drew their weapons and fired back but the door shielded Langley from the fire. He swung his P90 in the direction of the resistance and, moments later, it ceased.
Cautiously, he pushed the door open and shuffled inside.
* * *
�We can�t,� Doctor Tobias stuttered nervously.
�What do you mean, you can�t?� King snarled. He had just demanded that he use the device to send him back in time by a little over two weeks, back to the ruins of Sarisari�ama, to a point before he stumbled upon Pryce�s body and the fragment of the Moon Mask. He could stop any of this from ever happening.
�This isn�t the Tardis,� the doctor said. The two technicians eyed the archaeologist warily. �The distance back in time that this ship can theoretically travel correlates to the amount of tachyon energy that is discharged. The more tachyons, the bigger the backwards jump. It has taken days of computations with a quantum computer to accurately determine the amount of tachyon energy we need to travel back to our target point. Now you want me to rework the calculations just like that?!�
King made a show of chambering a bullet into his handgun. �It doesn�t have to be exact. Two weeks, two months,� he shrugged. �Even two years��
�That is the other problem. We wrote a failsafe into the control program which prevents it from calculating a date of less than one hundred years.�
King�s heart sank. �Why?�
�To prevent the possibility of a time traveller meeting himself.�
�So what if he does?� King snarled.
�So what?� Tobias scoffed. �The same matter cannot occupy the same point in space-time,� he explained. �Theoretically, if such a thing ever happened��
�What?� King demanded as Tobias trailed off.
�It could be catastrophic. Such a reaction could theoretically tear apart the entire space time continuum.� King�s expression was blank, uncomprehending. Tobias sighed, trying to think of the simplest way to put it. �It could destroy the world. No, not just the world, but time itself.�
* * *
Gibbs lashed out with his legs, taking Raine�s feet out from under him. He went down hard, felt a rib crack. His head struck the safety banister and he saw stars. Then Gibbs� fist smashed into his face and his vision exploded. Another blow came, and then another and another.
* * *
�Do it,� King ordered Tobias.
�Didn�t you hear a word I said?�
�You were only too happy to screw around with the space time continuum a few minutes ago��
�Under controlled conditions!�
�Controlled conditions?!� King laughed bitterly. �Take a look around! Does this look controlled to you?� Then he levelled his handgun at Tobias� head. �Do it. Override the program��
�I can�t!�
King slammed the butt of his gun into the other man�s face. He spat blood. �Don�t lie to me!�
�I�m not!�
King felt as though he was standing outside of his body, watching someone else control it, watching someone else use it in such a brutal manner. He was a man of peace, not of violence. Yet he knew that whatever wrong he did here, now, he could un-do it in the past.
He moved the barrel of the gun down and placed it squarely on Tobias� knee cap, pulled the trigger�
�Okay!� he screamed. �Okay! I�ll do it! I�ll do it.� The scream became a sob.
King took a deep breath and removed the gun. The scientist was trembling and he felt bad for treating him in such a way. But then he remembered that everyone here was responsible for Sid�s death and his heart hardened once more.
Tobias turned back to his computer and began inputting commands into it. Moments before King had burst into the control room, he and his team had written a work-around program which would enable them to bring the accelerator online while there were people inside it. Now, he quickly began disengaging one of the other failsafe systems and recalculated the temporal destination. Streams of data waltzed across his screen, converging lines indicating the approximate tachyon requirement versus the point in time desired.
Eventually, he announced, �I�m ready.� He barked commands at the technicians. One of them began operating a joystick and, in response, King saw through the transparent partition one of the robotic arms began to move.
�Closing radiation screen,� the technician controlling the arm announced and in response a thick sheet of lead began to drop in front of the giant window to protect the control room�s inhabitants from the tachyon radiation. King�s eyes switched over to a computer monitor which played streaming video from inside the chamber. With shocking dexterity, the robotic arm opened a lead case, reached inside and extracted the Moon Mask.
Welded carefully together, after many thousands of years, the Moon Mask was now whole and complete. All the facades that had been added to it by ancient civilisations had been cut away and now, what King stared at was what had been carved by the hand of some sophisticated artist from a civilisation that had no name official name.
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�I�m moving the mask into the accelerator tube now,� the technician announced and, sure enough, the robotic arm locked the mask into place in the centre of the cone.
�Temporal destination set,� Tobias announced. He glanced ruefully at King. �As near as possible, at any rate.� He paused. �Once we bring the particle accelerator online it will pick up the tachyons and hurl them at a speed many times faster than the speed of light. The effect will be transmitted via nano-filaments to the entire ship, creating a� bubble, for want of a better term, around us.� His eyes were harsh and serious. He glanced at King�s gun. �This is your last chance to��
�Do it,� he cut him off without any hesitation.
I�m coming Sid, he thought triumphantly.
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�Admiral!�
�I see it,� Harriman cut the young man off as he gazed in a mixture of awe, wonder and dread across the stormy ocean, beyond the burning oil slicks of downed planes, to where the Eldridge lay.
An eerie green mist slowly seemed to envelop her. At first he thought it was his eyes, tired and bleary, but another young sailor, a woman, called out; �There is some sort of massive energy spike emanating from the Eldridge.�
What the devil are they up to? Harriman wondered. In all his years in the navy he had seen many things which had never been explained to him. He�d heard many crack-pot theories and he�d always argued in the defence of the navy. But now, all the conspiracy theorists, all the Area 51 nutters� and the JFK fanatics� arguments seemed somehow justified.
�Oh my god, they�re making a run at the Eldridge!�
Whoever had the keen eyes wasn�t wrong. Sure enough, Harriman felt nausea rise in his throat as his eyes zeroed in on the Chinese jet which had broken away from its pursuers. Evidently, the pilot had seen the green mist too and knew that this thing, whatever it was, was reaching its climax.
The jet shot straight towards the Eldridge�s tower.
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Langley�s hands flew across the keyboard of his laptop. A trailing wire hooked it up to the Eldridge�s computer and he saw the enormous power spike indicated on the screen a moment before a strange queasiness overcame him.
For a moment, it seemed as if the world around him wobbled, but then the sharp contours of the bridge re-sharpened.
He quickly searched through the computer�s inventory until he found what he needed.
The Eldridge�s self-destruct program.
* * *
�I should have done this a long time ago!� Gibbs snarled, his face twisted in anger.
Moments ago, a pulsing red light had shot down the length of the particle accelerator, then another and another until they were coming fast and steady as the technology catapulted invisible particles, tachyons, at awesome speed.
But Gibbs had forgotten about the danger to himself, both from the radiation and from any other potential side effects of the experiment. He remembered seeing photographs of men embedded inside solid bulkheads following the original attempt well over half a century ago. But right now, he didn�t care about any of that. Not the Project, not the ship, not even his life.
He finally had the bastard who had betrayed him and his men all those years ago, right where he wanted him.
* * *
Tobias watched the graph on his computer screen as the elaborate matrixes run by the quantum computer turned themselves into information he could comprehend.
Cut down to its basics, the three twisting, undulating lines on the screen indicated the tachyon energy level required to begin the time displacement process in blue, the level needed to achieve the target temporal destination in green, and the current energy level in red.
In 1942, with a single piece of the mask, the energy level had spiked, for an instant, over the blue line. The result had been a fraction of a second�s voyage into the future, the first known successful time travel experiment, no matter how macabre the results. Then, decades before nano-filaments had even been postulated, different sections of the ship, and different members of the crew, had, for that fraction of a second, existed out of phase with one another. When they returned to the same point in space-time some of them had done so literally, fusing one to the other. Today, the nano-filaments, superconductive microscopic fibres threaded throughout the ship, kept the entire vessel and everything in it wrapped together in its own �bubble�.
�This isn�t right,� Tobias mumbled.
�What?� King demanded. �What�s wrong?� He felt a wave of dizziness, one of the effects of the space-time continuum beginning to shift around them.
Tobias moved aside and indicated the screen. �The tachyon energy levels are taking far too long to reach the necessary intensity. In 1941, with only one piece of the mask, therefore logically less tachyons, they had broken the blue line by now.�
�What are you saying?� King felt anger rising. He was so close, yet so far.
�Doctor,� one of the technicians pointed out. �Energy levels are flat lining.�
�What do you mean they�re flat lining?� King demanded.
�They�re levelling out,� Tobias explained. He stared at the screen then back at King. �We don�t have enough energy to break the time barrier, let alone to travel back two weeks into the past.�
�But you�ve got the complete mask now,� King accused. �I don�t understand.�
�I do,� a new voice entered the discussion.
King spun around to the sound of the voice.
�Nadia!�
* * *
Another blow came and Raine felt his body go numb. He wondered if he had damaged his spine when he struck the safety banister, or suffered brain damage perhaps.
�You�re a traitor, Raine!� Gibbs spat. Illuminated in the hellish red glow of the pulsing particle accelerator, his puckered and pock-marked face covered with blood, he looked like the son of Lucifer, come to wreak havoc upon the earth.
Another blow, then another. �You�re a traitor to your country!� Another punch. �A traitor to your men!� Another blow. �And a traitor to yourself!�
* * *
Seconds had passed since the power spike had arced, since the eerie mists of time had quite literally begun to envelop the Eldridge, but for Alex Langley it felt like an eternity.
He broke into the encrypted computer program and uploaded a virus which smashed through the firewall and gave him access to the self-destruct program. He wondered how long he had, how long they all had, before the time travel process truly began.
The command prompt page opened with agonising slowness, but Langley�s fingers entered the command in seconds, his fist flew down to smash the ENTER button and blow out the ship�s hull, dragging her to the deepest, darkest place on earth.
But in his haste he had failed to notice the screaming of jet engines a fraction of a second before the bridge blew apart around him in a hailstorm of fire and spinning glass, metal and jagged debris. He screamed in agony as the fire engulfed him, as shards of rubble bit into his flesh, but even as the force of the impact blasted him like a doll across the bridge, he scrambled for the ENTER button, his index finger falling just shy.
And then, a giant ball of searing, roiling flame pluming towards him on a cushion of jet fuel, Alexander Langley screamed as his world went black.
* * *
�No,� Raine snarled, seconds before the Chinese kamikaze struck the ship. �I�m not a traitor to myself, Gibbs. You are!�
With that, he forced his good arm into action and grasped Gibbs� fist inches before impact. The move lanced new fire through his impaled shoulder but he fought through it and pushed back, slamming Gibbs into the safety banister behind.
The jet struck!
The explosion rocked the ship as the awesome impact shattered the hull, igniting fuel lines. The enormous plume of fire washed below decks, racing in a flash of light through the corridors, incinerating any hapless sailor in its path.
Then, like some serpent released from the gates of hell, the wall of flame whooshed down the corridor towards the access door to the accelerator, churned down the tunnel and spewed forth from the remnants of the hatch Raine had blown apart. It slammed into the catwalk, the force crushing metal, the heat melting it. The intense heat slammed into Raine and Gibbs like a sledgehammer. Raine felt his hair singing, his skin blistering. Gibbs screamed as, on his feet, the force picked him up and swept him along the catwalk. He reached out and grasped a superheated railing, his flesh adhering to it, then slumped to the deck.
* * *
The intensity of the blast also slammed into the control room. King had been about to hurl himself at Nadia, regardless of the rifles pointed at him, but the explosion knocked them all from their feet. The lights flashed, flickered then died. Computers exploded, glass shattered. There was screaming. There was thunderous noise. There was pain and blistering heat.
And then there was silence. The heat diminished, the action died away to stillness. Utter silence.
It hung in the darkness for long seconds, a great gnawing predator which fed on the last reserves of King�s courage. Exhausted and defeated, his plan to save Sid now lost, Benjamin King broke down in the darkness and began to cry.
Then, as the silence felt like it was about to stretch into infinity, a great wrenching sound of tortured metal screeched through the chasm of the Eldridge�s belly. The catwalk, hanging on by severed tendons of melted cables, pulled away from the bulkhead and began to plummet into the abyss.
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USS Eldridge,
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Nathan Raine leapt into action!
The catwalk dropped away beneath him, folding inwards on itself like a pack of cards. It had torn completely away from the access hatch and so he ran towards its fixed end, tethered to the hull above the control room.
His body screamed at him. Gibbs� knife was still lodged deep in his shoulder, his hair had matted under the heat. His skin was red raw with blisters. His lungs ached and he hacked as he ran. But, so long as he was alive, he had vowed long ago, he wouldn�t give in. He would keep on running!
The catwalk dropped suddenly from under him. He fell to his hands and knees and felt himself roll towards the edge. He reached out, grasped the tortured metal banister, now twisted and obscure�
A boot slammed into his fingers, crushing them. He instinctively released his grip and felt himself slide back. The catwalk, suspended by a handful of supports from above and tethered above the control room, was collapsing one section at a time. Bits of it broke off and crashed to the deck far below, but most of it remained in one long piece, its own weight working against it and wrenching one support out at a time.
He dug his fingers into the grating and halted his descent with an agonising jolt to his shoulder. He glanced up and saw Gibbs, his own arms wrapped around the safety banister.
Raine had still been lying on the catwalk when the fireball had hit, but Gibbs, standing, had taken the brunt of it. Charred flesh hung from his scalp. One eye was shut and the skin around it looked as though it had melted. The hair on his head had seared into one knot of nylon. By all rights, the man should have been dead, but he clung onto life for the sole purpose of ensuring that if he was to die, then Nathan Raine was going with him. The crazed glint to his one open eye told Raine that there would be no reasoning with the man.
Another loud tear of metal wrenching from its socket and the catwalk lurched again! Raine and Gibbs dropped. O�Rourke�s body was jolted free of its perch, eyes wide with the shock of death, skin scarred and disfigured. It rolled passed Raine and tumbled, along with clattering debris, off the catwalk.
The sight filled Raine with a surge of anger which he transmuted into energy and hurled himself up at Gibbs. He slammed a fist into his charred flesh and the soldier wobbled back on his perch. For a moment, Raine thought he was going to topple back but he had no such luck. He launched himself at Raine and threw a punch which connected with his jaw. He almost lost his hold on the banister but swung himself flat against the grating once more.
Another support gave out, this time ripping chunks of metal down, which impacted the catwalk, wrenching yet another support free. It bent beneath Raine, arching sharply down. The climb up was now more exaggerated, more difficult, and he struggled to remain clinging to it.
With Gibbs in an elevated position, Raine knew he wouldn�t get passed him. Instead, clenching his teeth at the pain in his shoulder, he swung under the safety banister, now hanging almost vertically, and began to climb it like a ladder.
Gibbs realised what he was doing. �No!� he screamed at him and thrust himself across the gap. He slammed bodily into Raine and the weakened barrier tore free under the impact. Raine reached out, grasped the catwalk proper and rolled onto it just as the railing tumbled away.
Another support strut broke free and this time the jarring was enough to rip an enormous section of the bending catwalk free. It too tumbled, crashing to the deck.
Raine scrambled up, now slightly above Gibbs� position. Gibbs threw himself at his legs, attempting to wrench him off the walkway but Raine kicked back, smashing his boot into the raw flesh of the other man�s face. Gibbs staggered, giving Raine the opportunity he needed to clamber onto the next section of the catwalk. The support strut above him still held, the metal walkway, though unstable, was horizontal once more, and Raine pushed up onto his feet and sprinted down it.
�No!� Gibbs screamed at his fleeing form. He hauled himself up and darted after him, the sudden impact ripping another support free, then another and another.
This was it, Raine knew. The entire thing was coming down!
He ran faster, his legs pounding against the metal walkway, Gibbs hot on his heels. Behind them both, the catwalk wrenched and tore and crashed to the deck far below. It shuddered and shook under their every footstep, the rate of destruction increasing as they neared the far bulkhead. The control room lay below them, the twisted ladder only yards away. But then Raine saw the metal bolts affixing the catwalk to the walkway pull free under the stress.
On instinct, he threw himself over the safety barrier and dropped through the cavernous belly of the Eldridge. Above him, the catwalk�s final supports gave out and the entire structure dropped, metal debris raining down around him.
He hit the roof of the control room feet first, the impact jarring his spine. He rolled out of it and almost into one of the circular recesses which pitted the roof. The suction of air from the blur of the fan almost dragged him in.
He remembered seeing the fans on the Eldridge�s schematics. The enormous computer servers required for the quantum computers, housed in a line to either side of the control room, grew extremely hot when worked, requiring an extensive cooling system.
He pulled himself away from the blur of the spinning blades and rolled to one side as a huge portion of the catwalk smashed into the roof, spitting up sparks and tearing out chunks. He rolled into the foetal position, covering his head as debris rained down around him. Then the ruins of the structure were dragged by its own weight into the depths of the accelerator. The impact was deafening, resounding through the tunnel.
He uncovered his head and looked up, just in time to see Gibbs� boot come slamming down onto his skull. Caught unawares, he reached up to cushion the impact but the other man�s sole still crunched into his nose and slammed his skull against the metal roof.
He screamed in agony, his vision going blank, his head thundering. Then Gibbs slid his boot down Raine�s face to his throat. He tried to resist but, in his dazed state, his attempt was feeble. Gibbs� boot pressed into his windpipe, slowly crushing it.
Raine gasped, struggling in vain to suck oxygen into his lungs. He fingers scrabbled at Gibbs� calve muscle, digging in but Gibbs was beyond pain now, beyond reason.
Raine�s eyes bulged, his face turned purple. Still, the pressure on his throat continued. His vision narrowed to a tunnel, the sounds of destruction around him faded to womb-like silence.
This was the moment of his death, he knew.
The only thing was, he wasn�t ready for it.
Without even contemplating the move, he reached up with his right hand and wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the knife still protruding from his shoulder. He tried to pull it free but his strength faded with every passing moment. He tried again, felt the blade shift, sending knew tendrils of white-hot pain searing into every nerve in his body. He tried to scream but nothing came out.
The burst of pain sent his last reserves of adrenaline flooding through his system and, with a war-cry that sounded terrifying in his head but a pathetic strangled whine in reality, he wrenched the knife free, upturned it, and slammed it into Gibbs� thigh!
Gibbs howled in pain, stepped off of Raine�s neck and staggered. Raine sucked a minute amount of air in through his bruised windpipe, hacked, rolled forward and wrenched the knife from his opponent�s leg before digging it back in his other limb.
Gibbs dropped to both knees, coming face to face with Raine, his disfigured, horrific visage glaring at him in fury. But his fury was matched only by Raine�s own. Through the blood smeared across his burnt and bruised face, his icy blue eyes shot daggers into Gibbs� own.
He wrenched the knife free again and jabbed it into the soldier�s belly. �That�s for Sid!� he growled, his throat raw. Gibbs� eyes went wide, blood spurted from his mouth. He reached forward to wrap his hands around Raine�s throat once more.
Raine ripped the knife free them slammed it into his belly again. �That�s for Rudy!�
Blood ran like a river down the other man�s chin, but still he would not surrender. His hands wrapped around Raine�s neck but he pushed them away, pulled the knife out one last time.
�And this is for me,� he growled. Then he slipped the razor-sharp blade of the knife across Gibbs� throat, feeling the flesh slice open. A look of shock registered on Gibbs� face. He brought his hands up to hold the wound, as if he could hold the severed flesh together with nothing else. Then, realising he could not, he looked down at his bloody hands and rolled backwards. His body hit the rooftop and slid into the circular depression that had almost claimed Raine.
There was a whine of motors, a squelch of flesh and then a burst of blood and gore. For a moment, the man�s feet, upside down, thrashed wildly, but then they too were sucked into the propeller-like blades of the fan and were gone.
Raine wheezed in a painful lung-full of air then dropped face first onto the roof of the control room, exhausted.
A booted pair of feet appeared before his eyes. He strained his neck to look up at an ugly brute of a man, levelling at assault rifle at his head. Defeated, Raine lowered his head to the roof.
In halting English, tinged with a Russian accent, the man barked an order at him; �Get up!�
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Nadia tried to hide her shock as she saw Raine stagger into the control room. His face was crusted with blood, his nose was twisted to one side, his hair was singed, his skin red with blisters, and an angry purple bruise was swelling around his throat.
�Sit!� his escort ordered, pushing him into a chair next to King. King for his part, Nadia noticed, barely registered his �friend�s� injuries. After she had established some sort of order in the control room following the destruction wrought by the Chinese jet, King hadn�t said a word. Instead, he glared defiantly at her, a simmering rage which bit into her every time she made eye contact.
�Say please,� Raine quipped, his voice raw and husky.
The Spetsnaz soldier, one of the three under her command, pushed him down hard, bringing the butt of his rifle up to smash his face.
�Enough!� Nadia barked at the man.
Raine smiled at her. �New boyfriend?�
�No,� she snapped, and immediately felt a pang of annoyance for letting the comment bother her. Raine had gotten under her skin, in more ways than one. He had indeed �melted� the Ice Queen and even now she felt her heart race at the memory of their night together.
�If he moves,� she told the soldier, �kill him.�
She slung her pack from over her shoulders and pushed her way to the semi-circular control desk. The lead blast door blocking the next chamber had been raised and she glanced for a second at the completed Moon Mask.
Attaching the Ushakov flying submarines to the Eldridge�s hull below the waterline, they had gained access to her lower levels from a submerged maintenance hatch which led them into the lower part of the particle accelerator. From there, she and the three Spetsnaz soldiers had made their way up the ladder to the control room just before the Chinese plane had struck.
Now, emergency lights bathed the control room in red. Glass was smashed over the deck, shattered from the screens of the numerous computer monitors. The acrid stench of burned ozone permeated the air, the air-conditioning system evidently off line. The two American technicians had both been killed in the blast. The lead scientist, Doctor Tobias, sat beside King, shaken and bruised. Around her, throughout the length of the particle accelerator, the sound of the ship�s tortured hull groaned. Weakened by the impact, she would not hold up well to the storm raging outside, Nadia knew.
She pulled a laptop out of her pack and proceeded to connect it to the work station�s main computer terminal. She brought up a schematic of the ship and frowned.
�The particle accelerator is still functioning,� she told one of her three soldiers. �But the nano-fibres have been damaged. Reconfigure for Plan B.�
�Plan B?� Tobias scoffed. �If the nano-fibre network has been damaged and you try to activate the process again, you�ll rip the ship apart. Different sections will fall out of phase with one another��
�The nano-fibres in the mask chamber are still intact,� she replied, annoyed at having to explain something so simple. �We�ll simply disengage all other fibre bundles, lower the lead shield and confine the effect in there. The ship won�t go anywhere,� she admitted, �but the wormhole will still open. All we have to do then is step through it.�
�The wormhole won�t open,� Tobias told her with a sneer. �It doesn�t work. The mask doesn�t emit enough tachyons to reach the energy level required.�
Nadia smiled at him cunningly. �I know,� she replied, patting him condescendingly on the cheek before returning her attention to her laptop.
�Then what the hell are you doing here?� Raine demanded. Nadia glanced up from inputting commands into her laptop and looked at her former lover. Despite his dishevelled appearance, there was no denying his rugged handsomeness. She toyed with the idea of asking him to join her. After all, he couldn�t go back to America now. But she knew that he would never accept the offer.
She shifted her gaze to King. He sat in the chair, shoulders slumped, his eyes staring distantly into nowhere. His attempt to save Sid had failed and she saw the defeat in him and regretted her part in it. No matter what she had done, she had honestly considered King and Sid friends and felt sickened by what had happened at Yonaguni. But Sid, in her self-righteousness, had left her no choice. It was a matter of shoot, or be shot.
A loud creaking sound echoed through the accelerator then, bringing her back to the matter at hand. She returned her attention to the laptop, but nevertheless offered an explanation to her audience, if only to gloat at the Americans inferior understanding of the technology they had created.
�The Moon Mask is constructed from a superconducting meteoric metal, yes? Xibalbanite, if you want to call it that,� she reminded them all. �It is the exact same metal as the �fake� mask, except for one difference: the fake mask does not emit tachyons. Why does it not emit tachyons?� she glanced up from the screen. �The same reason that not all individual pieces of metal capable of conducting electricity do so � because, at some point, that metal needs to have been given an electrical charge.� She returned to the laptop, downloading her updated software into the Eldridge�s quantum computers, complete with a carefully calculated new temporal destination.
�At some point in the distant past, either before or after the Moon Mask was carved out of a lump of space debris, but before it was divided into five segments, it was subjected to tachyons, whereas the �fake� mask was not. Over the corresponding millennia, the superconductivity of the metal has decayed, and the amount of tachyon particles spinning around inside it has decayed also.�
She had begun to consider this after reviewing the history of the Moon Mask with King. The intensity of the detrimental effects to the human body, and to local communities, had diminished over the years. The civilisation that had flourished at Xibalba was decimated when the mask had been brought to them in an unknown epoch. The Bouda tribe in Africa, however, many hundreds, even thousands of years later, had suffered only relatively minor afflictions before a genetic resistance had developed in them.
This was because, she had realised, the intensity of tachyons in each piece of the mask had diminished over the years. The rate of decay seemed to have increased as time pressed on, so that while in 1942 a single piece of the mask had just breeched the energy level needed to create a 0.002 second time jump, almost seventy years later, the combined tachyons from all the pieces had dropped to such a level that they could not hit the energy requirements necessary.
�So I ask again,� Raine cut in. �If there isn�t enough tachyon energy to do your Jules Verne mumbo-jumbo, then what the hell are you doing here?�
The ship shuddered suddenly and Nadia heard the tell-tale hiss of water. She moved to a window and peered into the depths of the accelerator. Down below, a small fountain of sea water had breached the hull.
She didn�t have long.
�Give me your pack,� she demanded of one of the Spetsnaz soldiers. He handed it to her and she opened it, pulling the fake mask from its cushioned interior. She glanced at Raine and King, ignoring Tobias. King�s dark eyes cruelly met hers, then drifted to the mask. His brow knit together in consternation.
�I thought you said the fake mask didn�t emit tachyons?� Raine queried.
Nadia�s face broke into a triumphant smile. She saw the flash of pleasure in Raine�s eyes as he looked at her attractive face. They had a connection, she knew. More than just physical; just as he had melted her, she had broken through his defences and found his heart.
But would he go that extra step, she wondered? He had been betrayed, for the second time, by his country. He had no life to return to, no future. Would he even entertain a future with her?
�Not yet,� she admitted, replying to his question.
It had been when she was submerged beneath the waves off Yonaguni Island that she had been struck by an epiphany. The entire underwater monument had been constructed from the same meteoric metal as both masks. As she shone her torch over it, she had seen the way it conducted the light, revealing intricate carvings on its exterior. All she had needed to do was introduce the substance to be conducted in the first place.
She moved to the airlock door in the centre of the glass partition. The Moon Mask on the other side was still held in the claw of one of the robotic arms. Without the lead shield she knew the radiation would be eking out, affecting all in the room except Raine and King. But limited exposure could be treated, just as she had been after Sarisari�ama.
She opened the airlock door and placed the fake mask on the floor before sealing it once more. Then she returned to the control terminal and activated one of the spare robotic arms. She automatically opened the inner airlock door and deftly manoeuvred the carefully calibrated arm to gently pick up the fake mask.
Raine, King and Tobias all watched as she worked the robotic arm, bringing the fake mask up close to the original. With the gentle caress of a lover, she carefully worked the control stick, the arm responded by moving the two masks together.
They touched.
Nadia smiled and released the controls. She turned back to her audience, focussing her attention mainly on Raine. �Right now,� she explained, �billions of subatomic tachyon particles are jumping from one mask to the other. Charging it, I guess you could say. And, as its superconductivity has not yet started the decay process, in a few minutes it will emit more than enough energy to power this machine.� She stepped closer to Raine, her black combat gear clinging to the contours of her body.
She knelt down before him and caught his eyes with hers. �Then, I will be a master of time, Nate,� she whispered. He frowned at her, and despite his resistance, she could see intrigue there also.
�We could go anywhere, do anything.� She reached out, her fingers almost touching the stumble on his face. Then she pulled away. Nervous. Afraid. For that one night, Nathan Raine had accepted her for who she was. To have him reject her now would break her heart.
She hated this weakness she was showing. �Think of it, Nate. We can go back��
�What are you doing?� the lumbering Spetsnaz soldier guarding Raine demanded.
�Stand down,� she barked at him, shifting quickly back to Raine. �All the wrongs that have been done against you. All the betrayals. All the sacrifices you have had to make. They can all be undone now. The last great threshold of human existence has been breached. Life, death� it has no meaning now.� She leaned close to him, shutting all else out of their world so that only they existed.
�We can make our own rules. Our own destiny. We can shape the course of history to suit our needs.� Their lips touched, sending an electrifying tingle down her spine. She pushed away slightly, needing to read his eyes, to ensure there was no deception there.
There was none.
Nathan Raine was hers.
�We can be gods,� she sighed, giving herself to him, her lips hungrily meeting his, her arms wrapping around his head. His hands wrapped around her back. She heard a grunt of protest from her soldiers but they knew better than to question her. She heard a groan of complaint from Tobias and a snarl of disgust from King, but none of that mattered.
She had the only man she felt had ever loved her for who she was, the only man she herself had ever loved. His hands, strong and protective, moved down the arch of her back, cupped her buttocks, the back of her thighs, up to her hips�
He breathed into her ear, sensual and exciting, his whispered words taking a fraction too long to register in her distracted mind.
�Not such a genius after all, huh?�
She gasped as she realised her mistake a second too late.
Raine wrenched her holstered pistol from her hip. The lumbering guard saw the move and lurched forward but Raine fired blindly, plucking a line of bullet holes across his chest.
Nadia reacted instinctively. �No!� she slapped him hard but Raine pushed up off his seat, sending her sprawling backwards. The other two soldiers opened fire with automatic weapons. Raine lunged behind the control booth as it shattered in a spray of sparks. Tobias coward under it, hands clamped to his ears.
King erupted back to life.
Instead of charging for cover, like a man possessed, he charged the nearest gunman and shouldered into his mid drift, ripping a handgun from the man�s holster. The second Spetsnaz saw the attack and swung his rifle to him. Raine jumped from cover and landed a head shot. The man fell.
King spun on the spot and fired at Nadia. She rolled out through the control room door, bullets sparking in her wake.
�Benny!� Raine called to him but he wasn�t listening. He ran to the control station. The sequence Tobias had entered in earlier was still on the screen and he slammed the ENTER control. It overrode Nadia�s updated program and, with a hum of static and a rumble of machinery, the accelerator lit up once more.
�Ben, what are you doing?� Raine demanded. He rushed to meet him, but the soldier King had floored was back on his feet and firing. Raine dived for cover, King charged towards the airlock!
�Stop him!� Nadia screamed from her hiding place. The soldier aimed at King but he was too fast. The airlock door slammed shut behind him, the bullets danced off of the reinforced glass. He locked the door from the inside, then, without hesitation, he pressed the release button on the inner airlock and stepped inside.
Instantly, the invisible tachyons slammed into his head, exciting his Parietal Lobe and overloading his nervous system.
He dropped to his knees.
�Sid,� he choked out.
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Images, thoughts, sounds, smells, memories all bombarded Benjamin King. It was as though he stood outside of his body, looking down at his pathetic form kneeling on the deck in front of the two masks, held firmly in the grip of robotic arms.
It all made sense. For the first time in his life, since General Abuku had pulled the trigger and ended first his mother�s, then his sister�s life. It all made sense!
The sequence he had forced Doctor Tobias to input had been activated.
Though they were invisible, he fancied that he could see the tachyon particles jumping from the pieced-together Moon Mask to the whole and unbroken fake one. First there was one, then there were dozens, hundreds, thousands, millions, billions, trillions, an entire universe of them whipping around the superconducting metal that had fallen to earth from outer space.
Even though they travelled many times faster than the speed of light, he fancied he could see the tachyons emanating from the fake mask like the rays of a sun. One by one, the enormous particle accelerator built into the heart of a naval warship picked them up and whisked them down its length at tremendous speed, around the far end of the tunnel and then back again.
Even though theoretical quantum physics were far beyond the understanding of a humble archaeologist, he fancied that he understood the supercharged tachyon particles interactions with the fabric of the space-time continuum. He saw the fourth dimension of reality, as Langley had described it, as a block of sandstone. The Eldridge was the pressure washer, the tachyons the jet of water. They found a hole in the flat surface of time and punched through, one at a time to begin with, and then untold billions, all pouring into the defect, stretching it, widening it.
The wormhole burst into existence!
Although invisible to the naked eye, the hyperactive electrical synapses in King�s brain, excited by the tachyons, sent his Parietal Lobe into overdrive. The intensity was far greater than what he had experienced when he had placed the mask on his head in Germany. The Extra Sensory Perception that was stimulated, as before, now reached further than he had ever imagined, tendrils of his mind shooting into the invisible vortex before him, reaching out to the distant epochs of the past.
All of eternity lay before him now.
USS George Washington,
Pacific Ocean
�Admiral,� the operator called to Harriman again.
He stared through a pair of binoculars across the water to see the burning wreckage of the Eldridge listing to port. Water was pouring into her hull, he knew. Her superstructure was little more than a burning tower of smashed and jagged metal sticking up from wild flames in the middle of her deck.
The three rescue helicopters he had sent were nearing her now, their huge flood lights illuminating her scorch hull. The sky was finally clear of Chinese fighters but the surviving U.S. birds remained in the sky as a precaution.
�Sir,� the operator said more urgently.
�Yes, what is it?� Harriman snapped.
�Energy levels on the Eldridge are spiking again, sir.�
Harriman looked at the young sailor. �Like before?�
The young man hesitated. �More than before, sir. Readings are off the scale!�
Harriman looked back at the ruins of the ship, at the helicopters preparing to land.
�Get those choppers back here,� he ordered. �Order all ships to fall back to the predetermined coordinates and await further instructions. And get those planes back, now!�
The sailor moved away to issue the admiral�s orders but was halted by his voice again. �And get me a secure line to the president.�
USS Eldridge,
Pacific Ocean
�Benny!� Raine yelled at his friend. More sparks spat at him as the remaining Spetsnaz fired on full auto, his weapon tearing through the central computer station. �What are you doing?�
He glanced through the glass partition. The lead shield had failed to lower and he could see King drop to his knees, pressing his hands to his temples in pain. The emergency lights cast a hellish sheen off the metallic surfaces.
He heard King�s voice, calling out a name. �Sid!�
�Sid�s gone, Ben!� he shouted back. He checked his magazine. He was running low on bullets. The gun fire ceased a moment as the Spetsnaz soldier reloaded. Raine took the opportunity to lean around the workstation and fire twice. He missed and the barrage of automatic fire resumed.
�Nate, we�ve got to get him out of there!� Nadia yelled at him from where she had taken cover.
�Tell your man to stop shooting at me and I�ll do that!� he shot back.
�I tried,� she shouted over the din. �He�s not obeying me!�
�Probably doesn�t want to take orders from a little hussy,� he grumbled.
A bullet shot close to his head and he slid down further.
�Ben, don�t do this!�
* * *
King existed in a place above the clouds, below the ground, beneath the ocean; all at once, then and now, past and future all coalescing into the here and now so that neither existed one without the other; each tendril, each thread wove in and out of the endless tapestry, every colour, every nuance of each fibre joining in the mosaic of the others, and yet the ultimate picture remained elusive, twisted images of what he knew to be true ripped asunder by those which could not be so.
�Ben, don�t do this!�
The voice invaded his thoughts, harsh, real. He recognised it above the silent din around him and struggled to pay attention to his friend.
�Sid�s gone!�
Images spun around him, odd and twisted images. A row of hellish faces, long and drawn, glowered at him. Three mountains, blindingly white with snow, stood in the middle of a desert. Two towers with sweeping arches crept into the night sky. A bolt of fire streaked down from the heavens and ploughed into the ground!
�No,� his own voice sounded hollow to him. �I can get her back!�
He saw the face of a man, big, broad shouldered, skin as black as night. He saw a ship, a jungle, a desert. More fire from heaven, more flashes of red light. People screaming, people laughing. He saw Xibalba, but not the empty shell of an abandoned city, not the mythological realm of nightmares, but a vibrant city, full of children playing, the smell of bread baking.
He saw the Yonaguni Monument towering into the sky, the shore over a mile away. Towns and temples surrounded it, crowds of worshipers bent in prayer.
He saw Easter Island, the giant heads erected and carved in the image of a single piece of the mask.
He saw the pyramids of Giza, not the dusty ruins on the outskirts of Cairo, but shining beacons, encased in startling limestone. He saw the Step Pyramid of Djoser, the man who would become a demigod organising its construction.
And he saw a city built of stone, nestled on the banks of a river. The big man was there again � Kha�um. He wrapped his arms around a woman, he played with children, he laughed and he smiled and he�
His lifeless eyes peered up at him from the ruins of his ship, alone in the middle of the jungle, on the outskirts of the realm of Davy Jones.
�You can�t save her, Ben!�
Raine�s voice was there again, loud and bold in his ears.
�I can!�
�But you shouldn�t! She�s dead, Ben. Gone. Murdered, yes. Does it hurt? Yes. I know it does!�
�How do you know? You know nothing!�
�I know what it is like to lose someone you love.� There was pain in his voice. Anguish. �The mother of my child!�
�What?�
�You think I wouldn�t give anything to go back and save her? You think it�s easy not to step into that goddamn time machine with you, to do like Nadia said and right all the wrongs that have happened in my life? I�m a traitor, Ben, because I stopped the slaughter of innocents at the hands of my countrymen! I�m a fugitive because I escaped unjust imprisonment. I have been used and coerced and shat on by my people, my government, and my president! You think I don�t want to change all that?!�
Flashes of King�s own life assaulted him now. His temporal destination was approaching, he knew.
His mother was there, and his sister. There was laughter, there was love.
And then there was Abuku. One shot rang out, then another. Bodies fell. A ring of fire seared into his forehead, forever branded by the monster.
Then he realised the true power he had been granted! He could go back, he could save his mother and his sister, prevent his father from vanishing into the depths of Africa. No, he could do more than that! He could go back and stop Abuku from butchering not just his family, but all the other innocent lives he had taken�
He was there again, the monster�s face glaring out of his nightmares, just as he always had. Only, he was older now and his own eyes held fear! A gun planted itself firmly against his head and the last thing General Abuku saw was the ice-blue eyes of his assassin.
Nate?
�Tell me, Ben, do you believe in destiny?� Alex Langley�s words seemed to echo through his skull.
That same mission that saw Raine kill the Himmler of Africa, King somehow knew, was the same mission that saw him being convicted of treason, all because he was the only one willing to do the right thing.
Was that destiny?
No sooner had the images resolved in his mind � flashes of gunfire, a village of Africans cowering against Abuku�s forces, aided by American soldiers, CIA operatives, led by Raine himself � than they dissolved once more.
He saw his father then. They were sat by the Wassu Stone Circle, then the Cenote Sagrado. They argued about his expedition into the heart of Africa, in search of the Bouda. He left through the door, the last time he had seen him. But it didn�t have to be like that! He reached out to him, but he was gone, whisked away by the endless torrent of time.
Then she was there, her smile cutting through the darkness that had descended on his soul.
Sid.
�But I have no right,� Raine continued. �It is not down to me to decide who lives and who dies! It�s not down to me to decide what empires shall rise or civilisations shall fall. How do you know what effect it will have, saving Sid? Time is like a tapestry! All you need to do is pull out one thread and the whole thing will come crashing down!�
Sid was with him now. He felt her skin against his, her lips. He looked into her eyes. He held her close. He would never let her go. Not this time. Not ever again.
Kha�um�s lifeless eyes stared back at him!
He pushed the image aside, focussed on Sid. They were on the beach, back in England, the sun warm�
Kha�um had journeyed half the way around the world to save the woman he loved, but in the end it brought him only more sorrow�
No!
He saw the wormhole, the tunnel through time. It swirled about him, a maelstrom of colours, tendrils of energy, yet he knew Raine could not see it. But it was there! It was real!
He stepped towards it, felt the embrace as it wrapped around him.
Still, the great tapestry of time played through his mind. He was on the summit of Sarisari�ama now, tumbling through a wall into an undiscovered corridor.
Pryce was there! His body decayed, his skeletal fingers still clutching the prize that had claimed his life and his soul.
Just like Kha�um.
He was in New York, then Jamaica, racing over the glacier in Chile, crawling through the mine in Cornwall, diving beneath the waters of Yonaguni�
The boat. He was on the boat.
It was now or never!
He saw Sid running. Saw Nadia fastening the harness hanging from a helicopter. Gun raised.
�No!� he screamed.
He stepped into the wormhole. The mask floated before him.
�Benny! It�s not up to us to play god!�
It�s not up to us to play god!
It�s not up to us to play god!
* * *
Benjamin King wrenched his mind back from the precipice. He was still in the mask chamber, both of them clutched between the metal fingers of robotic arms.
There was no swirling maelstrom of colour, no lashing tendrils of energy, yet he knew it was there, yearning and churning at the subatomic level.
It�s not up to us to play god!
The words finally slammed home. Abuku had tried to play god. He had butchered thousands. Pryce had tried to play god, and how many had died in his quest? Kha�um had tried to harness the powers of the gods, as had his own father, and now so did he. But, in all their quests to undo the wrongs of the past, to bring back Kha�um�s people, to save Reginald King�s wife and daughter, to save Sid, only new horrors emerged, more death, more suffering.
Raine was right. It wasn�t up to him to decide who lived and who died. Was it fate? Was it destiny? Was it god?
�Sid,� he whimpered and her face was there again, before his eyes, beautiful and angelic. His obsession with the Moon Mask had lost her long before Nadia�s bullet had taken her from this world.
�Ben!� Raine bellowed at him.
The stolen Russian pistol was still in his hand.
Time is like a tapestry! The words repeated themselves over and over.
He aimed.
All you need to do is pull out one thread and the whole thing will come crashing down!
And fired.
* * *
The single bullet spewed forth from the mouth of the gun and shot through the air in the blink of an eye. Yet King saw it impact the very centre of the fake mask and punch through. Five cracks zigzagged up natural weak points in the metal, in the exact same place as the divisions on the original mask, and then the entire thing sheered apart.
The five individual shards seemed to hang on the pulsating edge of the maelstrom for a moment and then, one by one, as if being sucked into a sinkhole, they vanished.
No one ever quite knew where the Moon Mask came from.
No one ever quite knew the purpose of it.
No one ever quite knew whether it had come to the earth as a gift for good.
Or a weapon of evil.
But Benjamin King watched as each piece of the mask shattered through the fourth dimension of existence and reappeared, scattered through time, scattered across the globe.
On the plains of Africa, a young boy stumbled up it; in the jungles of South America, the islands of the Pacific and the deserts of Egypt, each of the five shards reappeared.
They had not been scattered by some ancient civilisation, as he and his father had always believed. In fact, they had been scattered, not across the earth, but across the tapestry of time, by a future one.
Kha�um hadn�t found the wrong mask after all. In fact, there had only ever been the one mask, King realised. One mask, caught in a paradox beyond his understanding, yet ironically of his making.
A lump of molten metal would fall from the heavens, part of a much larger meteorite. The Xibalbans would fashion it into a mask but its cult would later be usurped when a single piece of its radioactive self was hurtled back from the future. Scattered across different epochs of time like flotsam and jetsam upon the tide, each of the five pieces of the newly tachyon-charged mask would one day be fashioned into new constructions, crafted by the peoples of Xibalba and Egypt, the Bouda, the Easter Islanders and the doomed civilisation of Yonaguni. And there, in their altars or in their tombs, each piece would wait until it was stolen by Pryce, Kha�um, or King himself, and reunited now, in this very moment to pass their tachyon-charge on to that original lump of metal from the sky.
The circle would begin again, the paradox never ending.
It all finally made sense.
The thread was complete.
The tapestry was woven.
* * *
Exhausted, Benjamin King�s body folded like a pack of cards and he crumpled to the deck.

64:
Threads

USS Eldridge,
Pacific Ocean
Nathan Raine was a soldier. He thought laterally, logically, focussing on his surroundings. He knew he didn�t have a chance of understanding what was happening in the �fourth dimension�. He knew he didn�t stand a chance of comprehending whatever the hell it was that Benjamin King had just witnessed. But, as he saw his friend raise his gun and fire point blank at the fake Moon Mask, he too felt a certain sense of completion.
However it had happened, the fake mask was gone, shattered exactly like the original and scattered into the tides of time. Soon, the original Moon Mask, clutched within the fingers of the robotic arm, would be at the bottom of the Pacific.
It was over.
Almost.
The deck heaved all of a sudden, pitching Raine, Nadia and the Russian soldier forward. Down below, a huge gash ripped up the side of the Eldridge�s hull and gallons of seawater rushed in. The dying vessel moaned as it pitched to port.
�Son-of-bitch,� he cursed, nevertheless using the distraction to launch himself at the soldier. With his final bullet, he landed a head shot and the man went down. He rushed to him, picked up his fallen rifle then lunged himself at the airlock door. He fired at the locking mechanism then ripped the door open, slammed the inner door control and rushed to King�s side.
�Benny,� he gasped, kneeling beside his fallen friend.
King�s eyes fluttered open, a pained expression within.
�Come on,� Raine said, helping him to his feet, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. �Let�s get out of here.�
They hobbled to the door, then King halted. �Where�s Nadia,� he growled.
�Forget her,� Raine said, urging him forward. �This ship�s going down. We�ve got to go.�
King saw movement, a lithe figure darting around the access chamber and down the starboard-side catwalk. He broke free of Raine�s grip and ran after her.
�Ben!� Raine called after him, rolling his eyes. Then he too set off in pursuit.
King rounded the corner and ran down the length of the aft catwalk to where it branched off, running the length of the ship. Down below, more and more water churned into the enormous chamber. Without any bulkhead or internal doors, the ship would go down quickly he knew.
Nadia was heading for the access ladder leading to the hatch Raine had blown open earlier. Even though the over-head catwalk had been obliterated, the ladders connecting the other three were still fixed to the bulkheads.
King ran after his fianc�e�s murderer. The angle of the catwalk was awkward as the ship pitched to the port side.
�Nadia!� he bellowed at her. His voice, though thunderous, was almost lost in the tumultuous cascade of water surging below.
Nadia froze, and turned to face him. She held no weapon and so slowly raised her hands in an act of submission.
King approached, handgun levelled at her chest. His heart beat like a pneumonic drill.
�Go on, Ben,� she told him, shouting to be heard. The angle of the catwalk grew ever more acute. �Shoot me. Kill me. I deserve it.�
King�s hand trembled. His face twitched with anger. He jerked the pistol towards her and she flinched. He could see her body trembling too.
�I know you want to,� she said defiantly, regardless of her fear.
King hesitated. �You killed Sid!�
Nadia�s eyes shifted to his gun. �Have you ever shot an unarmed woman before, Ben?� she asked.
�Ben,� Raine slowed to a halt behind him, stolen Russian rifle slung across his chest. The ship rolled even more so that now they were forced to straddle the V-shape between the catwalk and the safety railing.
�Ben,� he said gently. �You don�t want to kill an unarmed woman. Believe me, it�s a path you don�t want to go down.�
�She killed Sid!� he cried, tears breaking out. His lip quivered as he fought conflicting emotions. She deserved to die! All he wanted to do was pull the trigger. Would that make him a monster? Like Abuku? She was no innocent, after all. It wouldn�t be just cold blooded murder. An eye for an eye�
The gunshot rang out, echoing above the thunderous water. King snapped his head up and looked at Nadia. An expression of surprise plastered her face and she cupped her chest. When she brought her hands away, they were stained with blood.
King was confused. Had he pulled the trigger without even consciously doing so?
Then he looked behind him. Raine�s rifle was raised, the trajectory spot on with his lover�s breast. His eyes were hard as ice, his face a mask of stone.
Nadia�s voice was weak as she spoke to Raine. �I� loved you.�
Then, her body went limp and she fell against the railing, slipping between the gap between it and the catwalk. Like a discarded toy, her body tumbled down into the churning water far below and was dragged under by the surging froth.
�Why?!� King gasped, staring at Raine. �It was my job! It was for me to do!�
Slowly, Raine met his gaze. His voice was flat. �You�re a better man than that, Ben.� He glanced down at the rising water. There was no sign of the Russian. Then, without another word, he pushed past King and ran to the ladder. After a moment, King followed and they clambered up into the access shaft just as more of the Eldridge�s hull gave way.
A huge surge of water rushed into the ship�s belly, filling her up and dragging her down. It chased Raine and King up the hatch and into the corridor where they slipped and splashed.
The ship was going down fast, the water climbing quickly around their ankles, their knees�
They hit the central stairwell and climbed, scrambled out of the water onto the next level.
�This way, come on,� Raine ordered. King followed and they raced down the remains of a shattered corridor, hurdling fallen debris, skirting spitting power lines until they reached the door that led out onto the deck.
The wind and the rain slammed into them with tempest force. The deck was angled sharply to port, rising to the vertical. They used a giant anchor chain to lower themselves to the side and then peered over the edge. A vertiginous drop still awaited them, dark, storm-tossed seas driving huge waves against the side of the dying ship. Upon the surface, burning oil slicks and the remains of downed fighter jets thrashed in the storm. In the distance, the running lights of the George Washington Carrier Strike Group retreated into the darkness.
�We�ve got to jump!� he shouted to King over the howling wind.
�Jump?� King said. �Are you insane?!�
The ship lurched to port. The huge deck rolled above them, threatening a three-sixty. Lightning forked through the sky.
Despite it all, Raine grinned at him. �Yeah,� he shrugged. �A little.�
Then, before he could protest, he grabbed King�s shoulder and hurled them both off the deck!
They fell, arms and legs cart-wheeling until the last possible moment when they pinned their limbs to their bodies and hit the water, streamlining down deep.
The Eldridge�s roll finally reached its point of no return and the enormous hulk flipped over, the yearning mass slamming down into the water behind Raine and King. They broke the surface just as an enormous wave took them and sent them sprawling. They kicked and thrashed as the ship began to go under.
�Swim away!� Raine bellowed, half drowned. He kicked and tried to ignore the shooting pain in his wounded shoulder as he tried to push himself away from the sinking vessel.
Then he felt the tug of suction as the Eldridge�s hull slipped under, taking him with it. He kicked harder but his head went under, three feet deep, five, six, ten�
He reached out for the black, inky surface but it was indistinguishable from the stormy sky. Below him, the running lights of the ship flashed and flickered as electrical systems shorted out. He dropped down, its suction taking him deeper with it.
His left arm was as good as useless and he relied solely on his feet to kick him towards the surface. In the back of his mind he knew he wouldn�t make it, but he didn�t give up.
He kicked, harder and harder, resisting the urge to open his mouth, the instinctual reflex when drowning.
Then, strong fingers wrapped around the wrist of his bad arm and new pain jolted through him as King pulled him to the surface. They broke through the waves, gasping for air and kicking to stay afloat.
�That�s my bad arm, you idiot!� he yelled at King.
�You�re welcome!� King shot back. Then they grasped hold of a floating piece of debris and relaxed their bodies slightly. A small smile of relief broke out on both their faces.
�Thanks,� Raine said sincerely.
With equal sincerity, King smiled too. �Thanks.� Then, exhausted, he rested his head against their float. �So what now?�
�Well, I don�t know about you, but I�m ready to get out of here.�
�And how would you suggest we do that?�
�Same way we got here,� he replied, and nodded into the darkness. There, bobbing on the stormy see was the faint but welcome outline of the Catalina Flying Boat. �Beat you to it,� he goaded, then pushed off the float and headed to the Black Cat.

Epilogue:
I�ll Teach You How to Run

Port Royal,
Jamaica
The sun beat down through the freshly cleaned windows of the Hand of Freedom Museum as Mrs Marley turned off the vacuum cleaner. Around her, the display cases all shone, freshly polished and reorganised. The structural damage to the building was still being repaired but she intended to open to the public today regardless.
She took in a deep breath and looked around her legacy. For that was what it was. As the last surviving descendant of Kha�um and Emily Hamilton � her black husband had been taken as a cover to hide the result of her union with her hero the night before he left for Venezuela � it was her duty to ensure that people did not forget their roots. Despite the sunshine, the coconut trees and the white sandy beaches, the history of the Caribbean was tainted by the blood of her people. She would see to it that that memory was not forgotten. It was just a shame that it had taken a midnight attack by commandoes and being shot and tortured for her to realise it.
There was a knock on the door and she waddled to it. She caught an image on the small flat screen television behind the admissions counter. The CNN newsreader was reporting on some sort of naval accident out in the Pacific. Earlier, she had seen a joint address by the U.S. President and the Chinese Premier declaring that both countries were working together to rescue the survivors of a war-games exercise that had gone horribly wrong when hit by an electrical storm.
She turned the volume down then opened the door.
A big man stood there, yellow teeth spread in a wide smile. He wore the blue uniform of a local courier service. �Mrs Marley,� he said, his voice deep. �Special Delivery.�
He handed her a book-sized parcel wrapped in brown paper. The postage stamp on it was German.
She frowned. She didn�t know anybody in Germany.
She signed for it, bid a cheery farewell to the courier, and then went back inside. She unwrapped the parcel and then gasped as she took out her treasured Kernewek Diary.
Happily, she flicked through the pages, reading a few paragraphs despite knowing them word for word, then went to a display case, unlocked it, and carefully laid the book inside, on display for all the world to see.
Then, smiling to herself, she packed away the vacuum cleaner, fiddled with the final few displays and went back to the door, flipping the sign to read �Open For Business�.
Dōgo Island,
Japan
Benjamin King stood on the top of the cliff, looking out over the waters of the Pacific as the setting sun began to turn them to liquid gold. He held Sid�s engagement ring in his hand, clutching it tightly. Down in the secluded cove, the Black Cat was tethered to the sand, bobbing slightly on the gentle swell.
The storm had passed to reveal a beautifully clear day, but Raine and King had spent much of it patching up one another�s wounds. The most serious had been the knife wounds, but luckily both his and Raine�s had missed critical organs, muscles and bones. Resetting Raine�s nose had been less than enjoyable, especially when the former soldier had instinctively lashed out and almost broken his in the process!
They had arrived on the small island around midday and spent much of the afternoon listening to news reports about the supposed �accident� out in the Pacific.
They were covering it up! After everything that had happened, America and China were pretending to be friends once more, working together to support each other in a time of mutual tragedy. Britain, Russia and numerous other countries had all offered their condolences and it seemed as if the whole world was willing to turn a blind eye to the entire �Moon Mask Crisis�.
But King could not.
His world had been turned upside down. His quest, his obsession with the Moon Mask was over, as was his father�s. He had not only been kicked out of academia but, after Raine contacted someone called �Rasta-Man� who broke into Interpol databases, he knew he was now also a wanted man. Because of his and Raine�s involvement with the destruction of the Eldridge, they had been declared terrorists. Every law enforcement agency in the western world would be looking for them.
Benjamin King was now an exile, a fugitive. He quite literally had a price on his head. Wherever he went now, whatever he did, he would be hunted. His life, as he had known it, was over.
He peered over the edge of the cliff and, not for the first time in the two hours he had stood there, considered jumping.
The sun sank lower over the western horizon, sending out streamers of ruby light into the darkening sky. Behind him, the guttural roar of a motorbike found its way to his ears and he turned to see the distant plume of dust draw nearer.
Raine had taken the bike, the last of the Black Cat�s, fifteen miles to the small town to buy supplies. His speed, however, suggested that he had brought more than just supplies with him and, sure enough, about two miles behind the bike, obscured in a larger cloud of dust, thundered a small armada of police vehicles, their sirens wailing.
Raine skidded to a stop near him. �Benny,� he called. �Come on, we�ve got to go!�
King stared at him, unmoving.
�In case you hadn�t noticed, we�ve got half the��
�I�m not going,� he cut him off.
�What are you talking about?�
�I�m going to turn myself in.�
�Are you insane?�
�I�m not like you, Nate!�
�What�s that supposed to mean?� Raine asked, irked. He looked behind at the advancing cloud of dust.
�We�re wanted men. Fugitives, outlaws. Where are we supposed to go? What are we supposed to do?�
�Well, for starters, we stay one step ahead of the law.� He glanced behind again.
�You mean run?�
�Run, skip, hop� whatever, if it�ll get you moving. Now come on!� he held his hand out in an attempt to drag his friend onto the back of the bike.
But King shook his head. �I remember what you told West, in the mine. About what it�s like to always be running. Always looking over your shoulder, wondering when they�re going to catch up with you. Running. Always running. And just when you get settled, you said,� he paused to catch a breath. Raine looked at him with concern. �Just when you think you�ve got it made and you can put what you�ve done behind you, something spooks you. Someone snooping around, asking too many questions about your past, who you are. And then you�re on the run again. Always running.�
Raine�s face was serious now too. He forgot about his pursuers for a moment and reflected on what he had said in the mine. How true the words were, he thought. He had thought, for one idiotic moment back during it all, that perhaps, just perhaps, he could stop running. But here he was again. Running from the government, from the law� running from his own pain.
Nadia�s final words repeated in his skull, just as they had been all day. �I� loved you.� Could it have been that he felt something for her too? Despite all that she had done, killing her had been one of the most painful decisions of his life. He had saved King�s soul, but only further condemned his own.
The police cars raced nearer. The sirens were loud now but Raine ignored them as he looked into King�s eyes. They held defeat.
�I don�t know how to run, Nate,� he admitted.
The police were almost upon them. Voices shouted at them in Japanese.
Maybe he was right, Raine thought. Maybe it would be easier to stop running, to turn himself in. Too many ghosts haunted him, former comrades, friends and lovers. Now Sid, Nadia, Rudy and Alex would join them. They would terrorise him in his sleep. Maybe the day would come to stop running. To lay his ghosts to rest.
But not today.
He held his hand out to his friend. �I�ll teach you how to run,� he vowed.
King hesitated a moment longer then, just as the police cars screeched to a stop around them, something clicked in his mind, a decision made. He vaulted onto the back of the bike. Raine gunned the throttle and shot through a narrow gap between the cars. Several of the officers fired at them but the bullets flew wide and, in a comical shambles, they struggled to pull their vehicles around and pursue the bike as it bounded down the steep slope to the cove below.
By the time the police made it to the beach, all they could do was watch as a Catalina Black Cat Flying Boat sliced through the waves, its engines rising up a pitch as it lifted out of the water and flew into the sunset.
�Oh man,� Raine grumbled when he realised what he had done.
�What?�
�I hate clich�s!�
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