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Аннотация
June 30 1908 a meteor explodes over Russia.
February 15 2013 a meteor explodes over Russia.
This is not a coincidence.
Discover the truth.
Discover The 5th Amulet

Kindle Bestseller in Men's Adventure for 5 consecutive months.
The 5th Amulet, debut novel from SJ Hailey.

Synopsis

The world is full of secrets.
Throughout history people have died to reveal or conceal them.

A group in South America have protected a secret device from recorded history. The myth of its existence brought Chinese treasure ships across an unexplored ocean.
Almost 600 years later two ships are found in unexplainable places. Both contain secrets that could change the world.
Explorer Jacob Mathias discovers a power that will lead him into conflict with governments and a mercenary General.
Ex-soldier Archer Mathias is on the run framed for murder. He discovers a plot to kill his father and anyone else who knows about a secret device. He races across a continent to intercept the threat to his estranged father.
The inevitable collision in a remote jungle could have devastating consequences for the world.

The ultimate power.
The ultimate price.
Is the 5th amulet the key to our salvation or destruction?


S.J. Hailey
The 5th Amulet

To my parents and brother for our first adventures
and my wife and daughter for our future journeys.


An amulet is an object that protects a person from trouble; but the original Greek meaning comes from the word talein, which means �to initiate into the mysteries.


ONE

Iceberg Alley, Grand Banks.
Two hundred and fifty miles east southeast of Newfoundland, a portion of the Labrador Current flows southward along the eastern edge of the Grand Banks. The icebergs and sea ice from here created the Titanic disaster of 1912.
It is still an unforgiving sea.
The oil supply vessel Sea Eagle ploughed through the intimidating winter waves of the Canadian coast. Black water capped with foam slammed into the red hull from all angles. The assault on the reinforced glass of the forward bridge was relentless, despite it being fifteen metres above the waterline.
The ship was front heavy, like a bulldog. A huge bow for dealing with the conditions of the northern Atlantic. The flat stern carried cargo and could be adapted for helicopter landing.
Captain Skanks was a rough looking Scotsman with a shaggy beard and head that was sinking into his neck. He was wedged into his large chair; his red knuckled hand gripped a battered mug of overly sweetened coffee.
The first mate called over, �Are you ever going to throw that mug out?�
�This is an antique.� Skanks replied.
�Cap, it�s a 1977 Queen�s Silver Jubilee mug, there must be millions around the world.�
�But none with this ancestry like me it�s a survivor.�
�What are you on about? There�s only superglue holding it together.�
�This mug Crawford, has survived four ships and two wives. You see this crack on the handle. First wife, last fight. She gave me stitches in my head.�
�Mean lady?�
�Yep. God I loved that woman.�
Crawford laughed with Skanks, knowing the only real love he had ever had was the sea, although it took him years to admit.
Skanks looked out through the spray, seeing storm clouds in the distance, but not much else. �We have a job to do, how much more of this storm have we got?�
Crawford reviewed the latest information. �Satellite imagery shows maybe five miles and then it will blow south of us.�
Skanks knew he could trust his judgement. �And where�s our quarry?�
�You mean the iceberg?�
�Anything else out here we need to worry about?�
�Besides the freezing sea, icebergs and thirty foot waves?�
�Always the comedian Crawford, you know sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.�
�Yeah I know, sorry. The berg is fifteen miles north east.�
�Ice patrol tag still squawking?�
�Yes Cap.�
The International Ice Patrol dropped GPS tags onto all icebergs which transmitted their location to shipping in the area. This allowed the ships and oilrigs that occupied this lethal stretch of ocean, to remain informed of possible issues from the drifting ice.
�Which platform is she threatening?
�Hibernia.�
�So, one and a half billion tonnes of oil platform versus an iceberg the size of a football stadium.�
�Wouldn�t like to bet on that.�
�Neither would our masters. Which is why we need to tow it out of harm�s way?�
�Not exactly towing boss, more suggesting a slight detour.�
�True Crawford, but doesn�t make it any less dangerous.�
Less than two hours later the experienced crew got the specialist cable around the berg with a careful circling manoeuvre. The winch team and navigator worked effectively to circle the enormous slab of ice with a high strength cable. Regularly spaced orange floats along its length kept it visible on the surface. Skanks wanted to make sure there were no problems, snagged sections or small growlers that could seriously compromise the dangerous operation.
A small UAV wheeled out on the deck, six-foot wingspan and a prop motor was reminiscent of a brightly coloured oversized toy. The lightweight plane was launched into the strong wind and powered to its chosen altitude with ease. A direct feed from its two cameras appeared on monitors above the Captain�s chair.
The iceberg was two hundred metres long, one hundred wide and fifty high. The UAV circled around the white island, checking for any smaller bergs floating around. If a chunk of ice fell off it could present a much larger hazard from lying low in the water.
After a thorough check it was late afternoon when they began towing. The fourteen thousand horsepower engines gradually built up power. Foam and spray churned from the stern, leaving a white carpet right up to the building sized piece of ice overlooking the ship.
Random cracking and rumbling amongst the background sounds of the cold North Atlantic was the only indication of movement. The cable held.
Something on the feed from the UAV screen perked Skanks curiosity; he pried his body from the chair
�What�s that?� His thick fingers left a mark on the pristine LCD monitor. �Rewind and pause. There! Dark outline, something in the ice.�
Davis the UAV operator turned the plane and made a single low pass over the berg. The wind blowing off its vertical sides buffeted the small aircraft.
�What does that look like to you?�
Davis looked at Skanks, �You are going to think I am crazy, but it looks like the stern of a ship?�
�I don�t think you�re crazy Davis, thought I had finally cracked for a minute.�
Skanks moved over to the computer terminal on the far side of the bridge. With surprising dexterity he emailed the images to the friend who had given him the UAV.
�Who you sending that to boss?�
�Jacob Mathias, an old friend. Saved his life once and he got me a good divorce lawyer. Gave me that UAV as a thank you.�
As he came onto the rear bridge, Crawford heard something unfamiliar on the wind. A scraping noise, metallic, something too different to be normal. He called down to the winch deck. �Get someone to check the cable on the back, sounds like its catching.�
He looked towards the berg quarter of a mile away. It began to turn. Not sideways, but over, towards the Sea Eagle. Crawford shouted across the bridge, �the berg�s spinning Cap!� panic changing his voice to a scream.
The cable had shifted and the berg began to turn turtle. Its lucid blue underbelly rolled into view with surprising speed.
As the berg rotated it displaced a huge mound of water in front of it. A crewman was unlocking the rear hatch on the winch deck, the bottom handle was sticking as usual. He gave it a kick to loosen it.
The mound of water became a large wave, cresting and moving with astonishing speed. A wave over thirty feet high surged headlong towards the aft of the ship, washing over the deck within seconds.
The crewman swung the rear hatch open to see the three men on the winch deck being thrown towards him. Two hit the wall; even over the noise of the water he heard the crunch of bone. He attempted to shut the open hatch, but a third crewman washed into the void. The wall of water struck the open hatch and entered the ship. The massive change in pressure blasted any unsecured doors off their hinges.
Two other men were climbing up from the engine room, the torrent of water slammed down the corridor passed over their bodies and cascaded onwards into the engine room. The explosion as the freezing seawater hit the red-hot engines blew out a small section of metal, compromising what little hull integrity remained.
The sea straddled the stern, tonnes of salt water pushed through the open hatches. The freezing Atlantic Ocean relentlessly surged over the rest of the ship.
Skanks and Crawford were still on the bridge, feeling the ship shifting down as the tonnes of water inundated the superstructure. Neither of them had their survival suits on, they both knew what was going to happen in the next few minutes. Crawford shouted over the noise as the ship was dragged down. �Been a pleasure Cap.� Skanks just looked his friend in the eye and nodded as he hit the keyboard, sending the email to his friend Jacob Mathias. Then he lost his footing.
The bridge was now at forty-five degrees as the ship lost buoyancy. Skanks reached for the emergency beacon release button. Before he could activate it he slid down the floor breaking his leg on impact, the pain was excruciating but Skanks knew he would not have to tolerate it for long.
The Sea Eagle was below the surface within minutes. If the shock of hitting the freezing water did not kill the crew, they either drowned or died of hyperthermia.
On the surface the only remaining sound was the buzzing of the UAV�s engine as it circled above a swirling mass of white water and debris.

TWO

Mabalia Republic, Horn of Africa.
Archer Mathias sat in the bar as dust from the street blew in, stirring up the combined odours of tobacco, stale beer and roasted meat. Was this the lingering stench of civil war?
He had come in by boat on the coast of Somalia, by car and truck to Mabalia. A UN safe haven formed to stabilise the region, which it was barely doing. He had seen the dead everywhere, some still walking, but dead they were. He knew how the world could allow this. One of the many reasons he had turned his back on his life.
Ex-soldier, ex-son, ex-patriot.
Archer was a private security consultant working for Protection Incorporated. No one here knew his real name, a pseudonym was used to support any enquiry. Archer had recently disagreed with his father on the circumstances of his mother�s death and wanted to be anywhere but home. He signed up for a one-year contract to see if he preferred this way of living. He was invited by Khan, a mate from Ranger School he had not seen for years. He had thought he was dead, but he just turned up and offered him a job.
The pay was good, better than Uncle Sam�s but the conditions were variable. Someday clients would be in five star hotels, other times in seedy motels without their wives� knowledge. His job was not to judge, just to assess, protect and keep his mouth shut, which he did competently. This job had come about from that aptitude, personal protection for the President of Mabalia.
This was his seventh month here; he had settled in quick, annoying some people by changing all the woefully inadequate security protocols. This annoyed Enzi, the head of internal security restricting his ability to continue with his covert operations
Since Archer had been recruited there was only one attempted assassination, a simple shooter with a handgun, dealt with quickly and easily. President Uncotto�s trust in Archer had multiplied after that, �you have proved your worth Mr Darnay, I am grateful.� The president did not know Archers real name, just his cover.
Rarely did the President speak to Archer directly in public, there was an understanding between them which had developed and this was based on trust. Archer liked it, reminded him of home, before his Mom died.
He tried not to have habits, never the same place twice, no patterns, and no predictability. The only people who could see it were kindred spirits, like Khan who was the last person he expected to see in a bar in Mabalia, but there he was in the doorway.
Archer�s two men made brief eye contact with him, and then allowed the stranger to approach. Even on a day off, walking around alone was extremely unhealthy, the increased kidnapping of oil workers currently plaguing them was testament to that.
Khan�s teeth emphasised his handsome dark features. His hair was long and tied back behind his head in a rough ponytail; his combats were tatty and dirty letting him blend into the crowd. Archer knew better than to call him over, as he would at home, he just nodded and kicked a chair out. Khan approached, scanning the room.
�It�s safe buddy, trust me.�
�There is no safe, not even home�
Archer laughed, �you are right old friend. Tea?�
�You still drink that?�
�Green tea, take it with me everywhere, boiled water makes it safer than coffee.�
�Disgusting. So how�s tricks?�
Before Archer answered a man came over with a bottle of whiskey, Khan nodded politely and paid the man.
Archer waited until he was out of earshot, concerned that Khan did not have to order the bottle. �So how have you been?�
�Great, great. Been a hell of a year, how�s your mother and father, its years since I have been on the ranch.�
�Dad is off saving the world as usual. My mom, died.�
�Shit man, I am really sorry, I liked her.�
�Thanks.�
�How did it happen?�
�Cancer. Ate healthy, exercised, never smoked and it still got her.�
�Were you with her at the end?�
�No, she died alone. I was in Afghanistan, Dad was in the Arctic.�
Khan was silent, watching his friends face.
�That�s why I am here. Too many memories at home. I am not talking to my dad.�
�Not his fault, he was away.�
Archer slammed his fist down on the table, �he could have been, but he chose not to be.�
The other occupants of the bar looked around briefly and then returned to their business.
�Again, I am sorry. That why you took the job then?�
�This company is alright, the job has its advantages. I mean when you tell your kids that you have guarded presidents, that�s cool.�
Khan laughed, �And who are you having kids with? And when?�
Archer saw the joke.
�Okay so I might need to get a woman first�
�More like get a life, then get a woman. This is no job for a married man and I should know after two wives.�
The two friends laughed, unaware of the man in the backroom on his mobile, recording their faces.
�So why you here, the company sending me back up?�
�No Archer, I�m here on other business, tell you what, I might need your help. Meet me later?�
�Sure, when and where?�
�At my hotel, two hours?�
Archer took the paper Khan had passed him, a little over cautious glance from his old friend had Archer on his guard.
�Sure mate, see you in two.�
Khan left, taking the bottle with him. The man at the back shut his mobile with an audible click. Archer�s peripheral vision caught him. Six foot, shaved head, jeans, t-shirt, straw hat, the tattoo on his forearm gave him away, despite his dark skin. An army insignia. The man also made the mistake of eyeballing Archer on his way out. Khan was in trouble, more than he realised.
Archer drove back to the Presidential palace a mile away, his tactical awareness engaged. He wanted to call head office about Khan, but a mobile on the street here, enough to get you shot.
Archer settled in his Spartan room, a bed, wardrobe and chair. He didn�t need anything else, just the basics. His gun safe was under a marble slab in the floor, accessible from the bed. His satellite phone for head office was also stashed in a standard safe he had fitted when he arrived. He closed the blinds and shutters of his single large window, locked the door then opened the safe quietly.
Khan�s behaviour and the possibility that he may be compromised had Archer spooked. A call to base would reassure him. He dialled the number, a short delay, and then a clear voice, �This is Protection Incorporated. Enter your pin now,�
Archer obliged, the voice that responded was not the usual operator.
�Archer my boy, I am keeping a close eye on Mabalia, is this about Khan?�
As always The General�s knowledge was intimidating, �Yes Sir, he is being tracked. I am concerned he is compromised.�
�Archer, you worry too much. Khan is fine, just some recon for me, nothing serious. I can assure you he is not at risk.�
Archer did not believe The General, healthy paranoia his father called it. �Yes sir, just checking in, can I advise him that if he has trouble, he can come to the palace?�
�Absolutely not! I do not wish to have him associated with you at all. You are not to invite him anywhere, understood!�
�Yes sir, understood, out.�
Archer replaced the phone in his safe; there was a great many US citizens in Mabalia at present. The lure of oil. Four major oil companies had interests here. The opportunity to break the stranglehold of the Persian Gulf with oil from the horn of Africa was enticing. But the wars which had enveloped the area stopped all possibility of safe oil exploration. Recent stability with the creation of Mabalia, might allow the extraction of the countries resources.
Archer was aware that interests in this adolescent country were not purely humanitarian; the facade of economic and military advisors would pass. The big business of oil would take over. He knew that President Uncotto�s intended to resist this and play America and China against each other, a dangerous tactic.
Archer would normally have taken support for a meeting, check out the location, plan all threats, but he did not have the time or inclination to brief anyone. Archer decided to go alone. A routine observation from the adjacent office building afforded him by a friendly receptionist, gave him all the peace of mind he could manage.
The hotel was old, but had survived the civil war. With recent refurbishment it was maintaining a healthy turnover in foreign businessmen, here to explore new opportunities. Archer had worn a suit, to fit in with the visitors, he had even shaved which was rare. Usually he was sporting three-day-old stubble you could sand wood with. He moved through the lobby heading for the mirrored elevator doors, checking the reflection for anyone observing or following him, there was no one.
The fourth floor lift doors opened onto a short corridor, recently wallpapered. There were fire exits at each end. A stairwell about halfway down on the right. Archer walked quietly along the corridor, checking for tell-tale shadows on the spy holes. The stairwell was deserted, as was the fire exit. It appeared to be safe, but he knew better than to presume.
He stepped into the stairwell on his return patrol and checked his firearm and knives. One in his ankle holder, one in his belt. Satisfied that he was prepared, he moved down to room 418 and knocked once. He stepped to the side of the doorframe and waited. No shadow appeared at the spy hole, no footsteps from the room. Tentatively he nudged the door; let it swing open, while he stayed in the corridor. The room revealed itself, a mass of beige and cream, standard neutral corporate d�cor. But the carpet was spattered with blood; some on the ceiling, arterial spray. That got his finger depressing the middle safety embedded in the trigger of his H&K Mark 23.
He scanned the room, looking around for any indication of an intruder; stealthily approaching the bathroom, his heart rate increased. He pushed the door open, while training his gun on any potential occupant. None materialised. He scanned the room again, a table lamp with a missing shade and heavy marble base, covered in blood. The heavy wooden table in the middle of the room had dents and blood spatter, indicating body parts had been crushed repeatedly. Archer�s concern for Khan appeared to be well founded; his director was very mistaken or very aware of the danger.
The room had been crudely searched, as the furniture marks in the carpet revealed its imprecise replacement. Whatever they wanted, they had not found, otherwise, the torture would not have been conducted here. So where was Khan�s body? The spray on the ceiling indicated he was dead, his friend came to him worried, and Archer failed to protect him. But he could only protect against what he knew, or expected.
He left the room, wiping the handle out of habit, doubting that the local police would even attempt to fingerprint the area. They would most likely presume a mugging gone wrong, case closed.
Archer monitored the noises coming from down the hall, another businessman enjoying local hospitality. Past the noisy room was a bathroom, Archer thought back to old habits and holstering his weapon moved into the unoccupied room. The floral scent overpowered him as he stood on the toilet seat and moved the roof tile above the cubicle; he felt exactly what he expected. Just inside the roof space was a memory card stuck in gum. Archer and Khan had used this technique in the past, when quick and dirty tactics were called for.
Archer smiled, remembering better times with his friend Khan. He placed the memory card in his jacket pocket, flushed the toilet and left.
The corridor was still empty, and he was just entering the lift, when two local police came up the stairwell, they never saw him.
Archer left the hotel opting to examine the memory card in the safety of his room. As he traversed the hotel lobby again, a tall man in a smart suit observed him.
The tall man was Chui Enzi the head of Internal Security for Mabalia, not a fan of Archer Mathias or Darney as he knew him. He had been watching Archer since his arrival seven months ago. He was able to report to the President that he respected the expertise and experience of Mr Darney. In reality he resented the presence of an outsider that limited the freedom of operation he was accustomed too.
After observing the torture of Archer�s friend Khan and discovering nothing, except a tolerance for pain, he presumed that Mr Khan had passed information on. As he expected the President�s head of security was nothing more than another American spy, like his former friend, whose body was being disposed of by his men now. The manager of the hotel and the local police would require some persuasion that they need not pursue nor investigate the blood and disturbance in room 418. With their knowledge of Enzi�s previous atrocities, there would be no issue.
Confident that the information his colleagues required would soon be within his possession, Enzi enjoyed his iced mineral water with lemon and opened his phone.
�My friend, your operative may be a problem, will you allow me to resolve it for us?�
The answer was welcomed and, Enzi anticipated the enjoyment of disposing of Mr Darney with a smug smile.

THREE

West Coast of Ecuador, South America
No one was flying the plane twenty thousand feet above the lush steaming Ecuador rainforest. Katherine Shotbolt the pilot and sole occupant was in the rear, monitoring the complex aerial surveying equipment. She was in her element, unperturbed by the vacant pilot�s seat, fully confident in the GPS guided point to point navigation software. She had every right, having helped test and design it after leaving the United States Air Force four years ago. By the USAF standards the software was now out of date, a newer more effective version was probably in use. But this civilian version served her purposes.
She glanced over its update screen, the place markers clearly showing over a full colour map. Indicators of wind speed and other affecting conditions updated on the side of the display. At a glance she could see everything she needed. The sun invaded the porthole on the left side of the Global Surveyor, the grandiose title she had emblazoned on its wings; her helmet visor diffused the glare. To the casual observer her aircraft appeared alien, but then the team at Scaled Composites had some of the most dynamic and unique aircraft designs in the world. Most people did not know the company name, but when you said Global Flyer, or Spaceship One, most people had seen one of their aircraft, and perhaps not realized. When on the ground the Global Surveyor appeared cumbersome, but in the air, she was a ballerina.
There was an H shape forming the wings, and the cross section part of the body. She had two booms extending rearward, with the rudders stretched like shark fins. Between these two booms, the exhaust from the two body-mounted turbofans could provide the economical thrust to allow her to cruise at altitude for up to eighteen hours. Katherine always joked that while the plane could go for eighteen hours without a break, she could not. The rear wings were the widest at seventy-eight feet. The front wings a mere fifty-five feet, but they were thin, appearing fragile but the composite material giving them strength and low weight.
The porthole the sun was rudely invading was one of three spaced out across the rear compartment. The two larger portholes in the front allowed the pilot and co-pilot, when there was one, greater visibility even when landing. The body of the plane narrowed to the rear of the passenger compartment, containing the masses of complex and expensive survey equipment, linked to the scanners themselves, firmly strapped to the belly of the plane.
This was far more accommodating than the Apache gunships she had flown, and a damn sight cooler. Her reminiscing was interrupted by the base station calling in, �ROBBIE come in ROBBIE this is base, over�
She sighed, �How many times have I told you Laurent, you do not have to say over, this is not CB radio!�
�What is CB radio?�
�Never mind, what do you need?�
�The area in grid four. Can you re-send the data, we lost power, and transmission was interrupted.�
�Yeah no problem, give it ten minutes should be back up, anything else?�
�Now is that anyway to speak to your fianc�?�
�Sorry, just getting cranky, eight hours looking at screens will do that to you�
�I thought you loved flying my sweet?�
�I do �my sweet� but this is not flying, it is more being chauffeured through the sky.�
�Well almost done, just two more grids and I will make it up to you, promise�
That French accent melted her every time, though she rarely let him know it. �Okay what do I have to do for this make up favour?�
�Well tell me why your call sign is ROBBIE?�
Laurent had asked her this before and her answer was always the same, �I have told you, my call sign was given during training, following an incident in a bar in town.�
�Yes but never more info than that. Come on tell me while I wait for this data.�
Reluctant to recount the story, Katherine gave him the clean version, �Well, all call signs have two meanings, usually one is for the army and one for the parent and friends, so ROBBIE is after Robert T Bakker a noted paleontologist, because I was a geology major. Not many pilots with that qualification, as I did not want to work in army when I began university.�
�What did you want to do?�
�Be a geologist, or dig for dinosaurs, old boyfriend�
�Hmm, go on, the other meaning?� Laurent did not like to think any other man had been with her prior to him. �You are avoiding this, just come out with it, what does ROBBIE mean really?�
Katherine was genuinely about to answer when her sensors began to sound an alarm, �Christophe, I am going to have to get back to you.�
�Do not avoid this, what is it for?�
�No Christophe I have a problem here, talk later.� with that Katherine cut transmission to avoid further questions. Sometimes Laurent could be a pain.
Katherine knew every anomaly always sounded an alarm to investigate and this was a magnetic anomaly, something quite large. She moved to the navigation screen saving the route so far, and instructing the plane to circle over the area of interest. The plane turned as soon as she had selected execute on the touch screen. Banked left, then leveled out 180 degrees from its previous heading.
She reduced height to get better readings and clarity from the sensors. As she began her second run she felt the plane shudder. Then the screens in the cockpit went blank. She instinctively grabbed the stick, but the fly-by-wire controls were dead. She had no power, no instruments. Then she felt the engines fail.

FOUR

Canada
Jacob Mathias sat exhausted in the arrival area of St Johns airport. His strong wide hands supported his head, pepper pot spiked hair pushed against his hard skin. He was debating the best course of action before taking the flight out to Greenland; he had twelve hours to kill, on his own.
He opened his wallet, glanced at the three photos of his family. His wife had died last year, his eldest son in the first Gulf War and his second son was god knows where. Temporarily lost in remembrance his phone vibrated in his pocket.
�Hello?�
�Morning Jacob, pissed off any politicians recently? Oh yes, I just saw it on Youtube!�
�Morning Paul, you saw the press conference then?�
Paul Stone was one of Jacob�s oldest friends from the civilian world. A financial genius he had made billions, became bored with corporate life and decided to help save what was left of the world. All the work of Jacob�s group was financed by the independent and intense Paul Stone. His focus today was on a recent conference which Jacob had made his thoughts on certain policies blatantly clear.
�Yeah nice one, somehow I think government contracts are going to dry up.�
�Paul he had it coming.�
�I know the history of your relationship Jacob, but next time be a little more private. To be honest he probably did deserve it.�
Jacob suppressed a chuckle, �What was your favourite comment?�
�That he would have to deploy forces in sailing ships when the oil runs out.� Paul was amused but still angry.
When the laughter had stopped, �What are your plans Jacob?�
�A bath, and then catch up on mail, then early night, flight out to the Ice Maiden off Qaanaaq.�
�Near Karnak, that�s Egypt.�
�No Paul, Q a a n a a q, pronounced karnak, it is in Greenland, near Thule Air force base. Weather�s good, can fly into Thule, and then helicopter out to the ship.�
�Well I will talk to you from Quarnak, later.�
Jacob laughed, Paul financed expeditions all over the world, but could not pronounce most of them, he always had to practice before presentations to get them right, always had.
Jacob put his phone away when it began annoyingly shaking again.
�What now Paul?�
The female voice responded hesitantly, �No sir it is Marie I have a video message for you from Captain Skanks, marked urgent.�
�Sorry Marie, send it through.�
He saw footage from a UAV circling an iceberg, and then a still image. His thoughts were echoed by the voice message from Skanks, �Yes Jacob you are looking at a ship, inside an iceberg. If you want a closer look call me, you know the number.�
Jacob curiosity was piqued and he dialled Skanks without hesitation. The message on the line said the phone was out of range, but it was a satellite phone, that was impossible. He hung up and called the ships base.
�Hi Jacob Mathias for Captain Skanks. I can�t get through on his phone?�
�Mr Mathias, Captain Skanks is missing, so is the Sea Eagle. We have coastguard out looking now.�
Twenty minutes later Jacob was heading for the airfield. He saw a familiar blonde haired tall man by the entrance of hanger 8.
�I need to get out into the Atlantic to find a friend, when can you take off?�
The tall man turned around, staring straight at Jacob. His piecing blue eyes the only colour on his white haired face.
�Nice greeting Jacob and I was going to offer you a drink when you arrived.�
�Jean, been a while.�
The two men hugged and back-slapped, the sound drew attention from a few onlookers.
�Did I hear you right; you want to fly out? Where exactly?�
�You know Captain Skanks, Sea Eagle captain?�
�Yes done some supply runs with him.�
�Well he found this in an iceberg.�
Jacob showed a still shot on his PDA, the ship�s hull circled in red.
�And he found this? Have you called him?�
�No answer, you got any contacts?�
Jean moved out of the wind and into the shelter of the hanger office. The mechanic continued to work on a Sea King helicopter, Jacob noticed a twin prop otter and another helicopter at the back. All the aircraft were in the same colours, Haeberli Air emblazoned on the side.
Jean returned fifteen minutes later, his face conveying what Jacob had suspected.
�I called a friend in the Ice patrol. Sea Eagle is not at last reported position. The ice patrol did a flyover of the iceberg, and there are no ships within range of it. �
�You and I both know a supply tug can only disappear one way.�
�Yes. They have tried to trigger the emergency beacon on board remotely, but it does not work, and the GPS tag that was dropped onto the iceberg is floating miles away.�
�Okay we really have to get out there.�
�I will take the Sea King, if there are survivors we can pick them up.�
Jacob knew it was a big if, even in survival suits the water temperature would kill you in hours. Without one, much less.
In less than thirty minutes they were airborne, wearing protective standard survival suits. The bulky orange clothing was awkward, but had saved Jean and Jacobs�s lives when they ditched in the Arctic some years earlier. Jacob was up linking his laptop to the satellite feed and accessing more material from the Sea Eagle UAV feed. He looked at the hull of the ship, knowing that for anything to survive the crushing pressure of ice was unusual but not unheard of.
Some years before Jacob had been involved with salvaging a World War 2 bomber in a Greenland ice sheet. After three years of work it flew again, with the original engines. He knew nothing was impossible.
The Sea King was being buffeted by a strong headwind, driven in by an approaching storm front. Jean called Jacob over his headset, �Jacob there is something on the radar, small aircraft circling.� Jacob moved up and grabbed some binoculars, after scanning the sky he saw what he expected. �That�s the UAV from the Sea Eagle. If it loses signal it will loiter until given new commands.�
�How long will it circle for?�
�Until it runs out of fuel, we never designed it with the base station sinking below it. Is it going to cause a problem?�
�No it has a wide circle and slow speed, we can move around it. Can you get control over it?�
�I will call the institute, see if they can override it and send it back to St Johns.�
While Jacob made calls, Jean brought the Sea King into a hover near the iceberg.
�Jacob pop the door.�
With safety line attached, Jacob slid the heavy side door open and the freezing Atlantic wind chilled his exposed skin. The hull of the ship was just a hundred feet away. He could see detail and brought his binoculars up for a closer look. The section protruding out was the stern, squared off and very wide, not like a European ship. He knew of a few expeditions that had ventured to the far north, but they were in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries.
�Jean I am going to need some samples from this ship.�
�Jacob I brought you here to look for survivors and check this iceberg out. We both know that the coastguard would have found them by now.�
�I will check it out, in person.�
�You want me to put you on an unstable iceberg, in water that can kill you, with a storm front bearing down on us?�
�You know when you put it like that it sounds dangerous.�
�My friend, I promised your late wife that I would take care of you. What would your family think if I let you do this?�
Jacob paused, remembering the pictures in his wallet. �I only have one member of my family left. My son Archer and I have no idea where he is.�
�Sorry to hear that Jacob but this is madness even for you.�
�As I remember you have been a little wild in your past.�
�Now don�t pull that��
�I will be quick, I promise. I just need an uplink to the institute and fifteen minutes.�
Jean checked his weather radar, �Twenty minutes and then I am pulling you out.�
Jacob gave Jean the thumbs up, but he knew these twenty minutes may be the last he had if something went wrong.

FIVE

Ecuador
Christophe Laurent didn�t realize that his fianc� had cut him off, and was still joking with her. An assistant pointed out the transmission had ceased. Laurent threw down the headset, muttering something unpleasant in French, before returning to his make shift desk. His tolerance of anyone ignoring him was zero, as his team knew all too well.
Three times in the past month he had flown into a rage for people not following his instructions to the specificity that he felt was required. They may only have altered the order of events minimally, and he would shout and rant within a few centimeters of their faces, spittle cascading across them. In truth nobody in camp liked Christophe Laurent, but they tolerated him to get access to this dig; a Spanish ship buried in river silt in the Ecuador jungle. According to the ground penetrating radar scans the ship was intact, and as the river had changed course many times since the initial burial, the silt had sealed it for eternity.
They had arrived two months before, following a tsunami, one that had originated near Hawaii, and hit the sparsely populated Ecuadorian coastline. Katherine had been employed by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (N.O.A.A.) based in North America, to survey damaged and possible changes in coastline following the event. During the survey she spotted a structure buried in the jungle. Upon further investigation on her own, she found a ship over three hundred feet long. She contacted N.O.A.A. to see if any ships were reported missing, none were. Then called her friend Jacob Mathias at the Elements Institute, to enquire if any ships had been lost or reported missing in that area. There was no record of any ships missing, ever, so she sent her results to Jacob and that was it for her.
The team now assembled had discovered a wooden-hulled ship, suspected to be Spanish in origin, and from the sand and silt deposits it was buried by a tsunami. The level of silt and mixture of debris within it indicated that the ship had been near the shore, and the approaching waves had pushed it inland, tearing up most of the trees and plants in the process. The ship was buried in the river bed the silt held in suspension in the water above it, settled forming a protective coating and shielding the wooden hull from deterioration. Similar to the Mary Rose in England, Henry VIII flagship, buried for three hundred years.
Laurent was the best in his field, but a maverick in every sense, willing to bend, avoid or just break rules to achieve his goals. He had once drugged a customs officer in Mexico, just to smuggle a ceremonial dagger into the United States. This was not looked upon favorably by his benefactors of the time, and they fired him. The only reason he was on this job, was his connections within the Ecuador government, allowing him the permissions to excavate in exchange for information on damage from the tsunami and of course any finds he made.
Laurent was brilliant and instinctive, but unfortunately he knew it, all too well. He exploited that fact with the head of the Elements Institute, Jacob Mathias. There was an uncertain truce, like the Korean cease fire agreement, neither side completely sure of the others intentions or motivations.
* * *
Katherine had one hundred seconds before she hit the ground. The plane was light, but without power and controls, it was just a lump of carbon fiber with a two ton sensor pack weight on its belly. She had been in worse situations, and her calm demeanor and training overrode the irrational behavior that human fear of imminent death can initiate. She shut down all the systems, rebooted the avionics and restarted the engines. While the engines warmed up the avionics began to kick in. She was at four thousand feet breaking cloud cover and the expanding immense layers of green rushing up towards her, filled the cockpit windshield.
She pulled the stick and the plane moved into a shallower dive, buying time. Now the aircraft was gliding, or falling with style as her favorite movie character would say. The engines came back online at two thousand feet and she began to gain altitude, away from the anomaly. The radio clicked, Katherine forgot her headset was still on, �Come in ROBBIE.�
�Still here Debra. Just. Lost all power over that anomaly. Going back for a more careful look. Call you in ten minutes.�
�Ok so whatever this is knocks you out of the sky and you go back?�
�Hey Debra, been in worse spots. Remember that landing in Baghdad?�
* * *
In 2006 Katherine was working out of the former International airport in Baghdad. Then as in other conflicts, helicopters at low level were vulnerable to rocket propelled grenades. Aimed at the tail rotor, a direct hit causes loss of flight stability and usually a forced landing. The Apache was vulnerable to close quarter attack from multiple positions, so when she was on patrol, and two handheld unguided anti-tank weapons were fired at her, she could only deal with one threat. Her nose mounted chain gun linked to her helmet turned and fired at the first position, the 30mm cannon shredded the perpetrators. She turned to fire on the second position. A third shot hit the tail rotor from behind.
Alarms sounded in the cockpit, small arms fire struck the resilient armour. While Katherine�s co-pilot fired on the positions, she attempted to leave the threat area, while calling into base and her wingman.
Within thirty seconds they had made a low altitude forced landing just a mile away, the nose of the aircraft pointing up, the tail dug into the ground. The chain gun was still operating, and despite being injured, the co-pilot managed to open fire on a pair of technical attacked from the front. The M230 gun using high explosive shells annihilated the insurgent vehicles, and deterred any others from approach, until the power failed. Katherine was trying to free her co-pilot from his seat, when a smaller group on foot attempted to outflank the now inoperative chain gun.
Katherine heard them cock their weapons, took her co-pilots M9 and her own, clicked the safeties off discreetly, and used the body of the Apache for cover. She bent down, to minimise the dust from her foot falls and peered under the tail. Shadows of her assailants cast ahead of them, betrayed their positions. In order for them to get her, they would have to come around the downed aircraft, most likely avoiding the menacing chain gun.
The tail of the aircraft still smoked from the RPG round impact, and provided limited cover. She moved down the aircraft, to get the jump on the group, their numbers unknown to her. She could hear their second-hand boots crunching on the sandy gravel. Heart rate increasing, eyes squinting through the smoke.
Three rifles poked through the haze, their owners looked towards the cockpit. She shot all three at less than six feet away, moved backwards, to change position. A second wave of men came at her though the smoke, firing on her previous position, bullets ricocheted off the armour and buried themselves in the dirt. She fired again, hitting two in the chest and the third in the face, he screamed and ran at her, the next shot firing up through his mouth into his brain, the top of his head exploding. She could not hear the remaining force retreating, the gunfire still causing her ears to ring, and then the familiar and welcome chopping sound of another Apache. She covered her ears, just as its chain gun spread fire and death throughout the remaining insurgents.
She returned to her co-pilot who was unconscious, holstered her weapon and dragged him out of the cockpit, using all her adrenaline to pick him up and carry him towards the waiting Humvee. The Marines on board obviously impressed. As she left the area, the explosion as her Apache was destroyed by her sister ship rattled the side panels of the vehicle. The US Army left nothing behind for scavengers.
�You okay Ma�am?�
�Yeah fine, just another day at the office right?�
�Where to?�
�This was my last patrol, due to fly home tomorrow.�
�Saw what you did there. They say marines come in two breeds, Rottweiler�s or Dobermans, big and mean, or skinny and mean. I think you would be a Doberman if you were a Marine, and not just an Army pilot.�
�You complimenting me Marine?�
�Yes Ma�am. That a Texas accent?�
�Yeah, I�m from Fort Worth, you?�
�Dallas, but haven�t seen it in months, I miss the sun and dirt without the bullets.�
�Me too Marine. Me too.�
* * *
Katherine�s reminiscing was broken by an image coming up on her monitor as the computer interpreted the masses of data. It was only a rough first image, but Katherine clearly recognized a perfect circle, submerged underneath a lake.

SIX

Katherine did not want to inform base camp by radio of her find, the data needed to be double checked, she did not want to be humiliated again, after all, �You are only a pilot� as Laurent had once commented during one of his infamous rages. Katherine would have punched him out given half a chance; instead she went back to her plane and flew. It always calmed her, above and away from the dirt. Her readings from her Geovisualization equipment and Magnetometer were conclusive. She could not wait to return and show Laurent she was more than just a pilot.
Between Katherine landing on the makeshift airstrip on the farmland near the mouth of the Cayapas River and travelling the short distance by canoe to the base camp, it had become dark. The insects hunting, always out between five and seven, mainly for her she felt, the insect repellent did not put the bugs off attempting an easy meal of her fair skin.
The camp was simple but effective, all structures raised on stilts to deal with the changing water levels, and to keep them safe, plastic bin lids attempting to reduce the snake intrusions from below. Laurent was in his hut reviewing the day�s finds, Katherine secured the canoe, climbed the ladder to the walkway. She did not call Laurent, but went over to the many research assistants drinking beer on the walkway next to the kitchen.
�I have found something, I think, and I want you to look over it first.�
The group was unusually silent. The youngest and most precocious Evelyn spoke first, �Would you not want Mr. Laurent to review your find first?�
Katherine smiled, �And if I a mere pilot were wrong I would never hear the end of it, so could you?�
Katherine�s no nonsense approach, and good nature won over most people she met, it had served her well in the male dominated pilot environment.
The group led by Evelyn moved to a large monitor, Katherine handed over a portable hard drive. Seamlessly and with well-practiced finesse, Evelyn ran the readings and images through their software, and she began to smile after only a few minutes.
�What Evelyn? What is it?�
�You are right it is something, and I really want to see the look on Laurent�s face.�
�But it is just an impact crater; I have found them before, but never with a magnetic source at the centre.�
�Well you are right, and wrong.�
�NO CHANGE THERE THEN!� booming French sarcasm echoing across the camp, Laurent was coming to investigate the gathering.
�Hi Christophe, I was just checking something I found with Evelyn�, Katherine�s tone was almost apologetic.
�And what �ave you found my sweet?�
Evelyn paused for effect, �She has found this,� standing back to reveal the display on screen.
Laurent was respectfully silent, Katherine was staring at Evelyn her sapphire blue eyes trying to ask her silently what she had really found. Evelyn then stated clearly for Laurent and Katherine�s benefit, �She has found a man-made structure, one mile in diameter, perfectly circular, with a magnetic field at the centre. The scans show the wall of the structure is over one hundred fifty feet high, and the centre of it is full of water.�
The whole camp exploded with congratulations and celebrations, Katherine was engulfed by the moment, forgetting about Laurent, who was still staring at the screen.
�My sweet, you did well, we came looking for a ship, and you may have found a city, I am envious, most envious.�
He hugged her, pushed her auburn hair aside and placed his face by her neck. Unseen by Katherine, he glared at the perfect stone crater staring back from the jungle.

SEVEN

Off the coast of Canada
Jacob trusted Jean; he had flown with him in the Arctic while he was on board the Polar Queen research vessel. His skills as a pilot were the best in the world. Sitting in the back of the Sea King was Tom, the reliable ex-coastguard winch man.
The unearthly blue hue of the compacted ice against the darkness of the foreboding Atlantic was staggering. Jacob was reviewing the footage received from the Sea Eagle, and comparing it to the live feed from the camera on the helicopter to see if the iceberg had changed orientation.
�Can you get us in closer Jean?�
�Yes but not over it, the updrafts on the sides are quite strong.�
�What about landing on it?�
�That depends, you staying hooked up to the chopper?�
�No too difficult to work, just act as if I�m ice climbing.�
�Ice axe and pitons plus luck?�
�Yep, just that.�
�Jacob my friend, you are madder than me, strapping yourself to an iceberg, but if you are sure, let�s do it.�
Within five minutes Jacob was ready to go, a survival suit was impractical to climb in and his boots would not fit, he just could not fall in the water.
�Nice boots Jacob� Tom always liked shoes, caused the crew some jokes over the years.
�They are Koflach boots, never let me down.�
�Koflach where from?�
�Austria made since 1898, so I guess they know boots.�
Jean butted into their conversation, �Don�t be long Jacob, winds changing; it will be dark in an hour.�
�Yes Mum.�
This was a dangerous stunt; Jacob knew it, the North Atlantic, on an iceberg, an hour before dark. The prize was his motivation. This ship should not be here, he had never heard of an intact ship in ice, even steel hulled ships were crushed by the infinite power of moving ice. He doubted that the rest of the ship was as preserved as the exposed hull, it probably only survived as it was outside the ice, and the low sea temperature stopped it deteriorating.
Jean cautiously circled the berg getting a feel for the updrafts, the size of the ice creating its own miniature wind currents and these could push the aircraft into the ice walls. Jean agreed that the hull was at the top of the berg which gave them the best clearance, Jacob had seen a missing section, and decided that would be the best place for quick access to the interior. Jacob moved to the rear compartment, clipped his harness onto the winch, and opened the door, a rush of ice cold wind hit his face, reddened his cheeks immediately. He swung out, the cable taking his weight, dangling above the ice beast one hundred feet below. The sea was caressing the sides of the berg, and the spray was clearly visible, even from this altitude. He had turned on his communications gear, and a familiar young voice came through barely audible above the rotors only feet from Jacob�s head.
Jacob could not answer, as the downdraft would suppress anything he said to Eli on the headset.
He signalled to Tom to lower him, the cable playing out, bringing the ice behemoth closer. The hull of the ship was more damaged than he realised.
His feet hit the wood, a dull thud through his knees. He waved to Tom, detached the cable, the helicopter moved away from the berg and hovered at a safe distance, ready to retrieve Jacob.
The hull was devoid of barnacles, the ice probably scrapped them off some time ago. Jacob crouched, tried to counter the motion of the berg below him. The damaged section of hull was a few feet ahead. He tentatively grappled his way up and peered into the hole, the lights on his helmet illuminating a few feet. Eli came over the headset, �Pictures are coming through clear, but the wind is causing issues with the sound.�
�Understood Eli, are you recording this?�
�Yes sir.�
On the side of Jacob�s helmet a small but durable camera, encased in plastic, and linked to a power pack on his belt. It was transmitting back to Eli at the hangar in Canada. Jacob always liked to record everything; in case they missed something at the time.
Below him in the dark gutted belly of the ship was flotsam, debris, nothing clearly identifiable. He ventured inside, unsure of his footing, some water swilling around, about a foot deep. He picked up a piece of wood, and used it to probe the water, not wishing to discover a hidden hole which could lead right through to the heart of the berg. He cautiously edged towards a heavy set of double doors at what may have been the stern. The area he was in was about twenty feet across, nine feet high, spacious for a British or American vessel; they were notoriously confined below decks. Any identifying marks in this area were long since destroyed. The doors however had some kind of metal on them, heavily corroded. The door was shut tight and no manner of pulling or pushing could move them, he looked for any other entrance and found none.
�Eli, I am going to do a panning shot of this area, and then I am going to have to cut through one of the walls, the doors are jammed.�
He turned his head, scanning with experienced eyes, looking for a weak spot on the walls, he saw a hatch of sorts on the right side, its hinges discoloured, they would not move, but the hatch would be easier to cut through than the walls, or the reinforced doors. He removed a small circular saw, and began to cut a neat square in the hatch, just inside the original border. Within minutes he had removed the timber, teak from the smell of it, and bagged it up as a sample for later. He left the duffle bag outside, squeezed through the opening the hatch was concealing. About two feet in was another hatch, but with a push from a strong shoulder, it gave, allowing him access to the room beyond.
The room was pitch dark, only the tubes of light emitted by his headlights highlighted what was directly in front of him. He decided to use night vision, and clipped the goggles onto his helmet, turning off the headlights. In the green hue he could see the cabin he had entered, an officer�s, possibly the Captain.
In the corner the remains of a person, tied to a chair, a sword still on his belt, but no waist to speak off. Jacob thought that nothing was of value here, and no clue as to the ships origin. Then he saw a symbol carved into the wall, he only recognised it, as it was his son�s name in Chinese, archer. He rubbed away and found an edge surrounding the symbol, sealed with wax, or was it sap?
The area was about three feet by two feet, and he radioed to Eli, �Can you see this? I presume something was sealed behind this, in a hurry.�
�Perhaps Jacob, how do you want to proceed?�
�Well Eli, normally I would take my time to preserve as much of the site as possible, but considering that this could submerge, and will melt in about a week anyway, I am going to carefully remove this, but place everything into the bags.�
�Okay, do you want to take your helmet off and we can see from behind you?�
�Good idea Eli.�
Jacob liked Eli, never afraid of authority, and never an issue giving advice to someone more senior, in years or rank.
Jacob made a pile of debris, placed his helmet complete with cameras and lights onto it, illuminating the area. Without the night goggles, his only area of sight was the wall, and a few refractions of light from the water, he had put the bag on a hook in the wall.
The sap was tough and he used his ice axe to score and remove it, dropping some samples into plastic bags and sealing them up. His hands were cold, the gloves hindering his progress, so tucked into his pockets, but allowing his fingers to probe and investigate the wall.
A corner of the archer wall plate was exposed, and Jacob pushed four fingers into the slot, applying pressure to the timber, grimacing to avoid the crack as the timber gave way. However, the timber did not yield or flex, it popped out, dropping onto his foot, and bouncing off the Kolfach boot protecting it. He recovered the board, inspecting the back of it, some words etched in Chinese on the rear, but a rumble and movement of the water in the room stopped his inspection. The berg was moving, water swilling around, he braced against the wall, and within seconds the movement settled down. He shrugged at the camera and continued, turning back to the new opening in the wall. Within was a large red box, he touched the surface; it was wax, a box of wax?
He could just make out an embedded rope handle, pulled it gently. The box slid towards him, it seemed light, but he placed a hand under it as a precaution. He removed the heavy box, and placed it on his makeshift table, picking up the camera and giving Eli the grand tour.
He put his helmet back on Eli�s voice coming over the radio, �Hello Jacob, are there you are? I think the box is Chinese, not the signage, they sometimes used wax balls to protect messages in transit, it is possible they applied the same logic to this box and sealed it to protect it.�
�Perhaps Eli but why seal it in a wall?�
Jacob went back to the hole, retrieved a tube also sealed in wax. He placed it in a bag, and added it to his duffle. Put a strap around the wax box, covered it with a plastic bag to protect it. Then the room turned over.
Eli was shouting in his headset, but Jacob was concerned with the room rotating, the wax box and table it was upon shifting with the water now running across the room. He was thrown twelve feet, the water cushioning his fall, and then he was buried under the pursuing debris.
He stood up, getting his bearings, the room now at a forty-five degree angle, the berg had moved substantially.
�Jacob! Jacob!�
Eli screaming in his ear, Jacobs calm but determined manner responding, �Eli, relax.�
�Jean here, Jacob, this berg has shifted again.�
�No Shit! Really? I hadn�t noticed until the room moved!�
�Sorry Jacob, I think you have no time, get out now.�
Jacob did not reply, no need, the helicopters engines hummed overhead, which was now to his right. As he turned he realised the hole he had entered from was now underwater, he would have to go down to come up. He grabbed the duffle bag. Without hesitation he pushed it and himself under the black water. He emerged within seconds to an illuminated area, the helicopter already on station overhead, a cable dangling enticingly before him. Jean was good.
Jacob clipped him and the duffle onto the cable and waved to the vigilant Canadian, his face hidden by the glare of the floodlight. The wind hit hard as he breached the hull, sailing a few feet and started a pendulum motion as he was winched to the relative safety of the helicopter. Jacob scrambled into the cabin reached out and pulled the duffle in, and placed it on the seat. The weight of the box had quite exhausted him. Before the door slammed Jean was heading back.
�Bonjour Jacob, glad you could make it!�
�No my friend glad you could!�
As Jacob glanced out the window the banking aircraft afforded him the final view as the wooden hull disappeared below the water, the berg turning again to smother its passenger, disappearing into the veil of black rain.

EIGHT

Mabalia, Horn of Africa.
Archer had retired for the night, all sentries set and briefed, he retrieved his phone and weapons from their safes, opened his secure laptop and placed the memory card into the slot. The usual junk appeared, calendar, women�s phone numbers, Khan was such a hound-dog, and some secure files. They were password protected, which was not a problem, but Archer knew that Khan would have rigged them to scrap the files, and the whole memory card if the password was entered incorrectly twice. He sat and thought, checking his email and contact websites for old friends, and then he realised, motorbikes. Khan and Archer had a mutual interest in motorbikes. They had a website which they used for leaving messages, a dead drop.
Archer logged onto the site, and sure enough a picture of a motorbike posted the day Khan met Archer. The picture was from a display they had both seen back in the States. Archer clicked on the picture, and entered a code, no cursor on the screen no indication to anyone else who casually found the site. He pressed enter and the picture changed, revealing a short message from Khan, �My friend if you find this, I am dead. The word you are seeking is wrath. Goodbye and take care.� Archer smiled, �A trekkie to the end.�
He entered wrath and the memory card opened up the secure files. Archer scanned through them quickly and then transmitted copies to an online email address, deleting all records of the message and the files he used. He took the memory card out, secured his kit, and was about to leave to discuss his findings with the President when the phone rang.
�Mr Darnay, it is Chui Enzi, may I meet with you in the reception room.�
�Mr Enzi, this is not a good time, can�t it wait?�
�No I am afraid the issue is most urgent, please come now.�
Archer walked swiftly down to the reception room at the front of the building; the President had made it clear that Enzi was not to ever venture further than this in the palace.
Enzi was seated on an antique Queen Anne chair, arms resting on the exquisitely polished wood, his legs crossed, suit immaculate. The room was all white, recently redecorated to impress diplomats and visitors alike, the deep blue heavy curtains reached up over fifteen feet to the ceiling and intricate plasterwork encircling the room. The floor was recovered marble, from a destroyed hotel, and the delicate grey flecks tricked the eye that the floor was partially fluid. Enzi sat on this sea of stone, motionless, a moderate smile forced onto his face at Archer�s approach.
Enzi invited Archer to sit, gesturing with a finely manicured hand, the smile dissipating as he spoke.
�Mr Darnay, which of course we both know is not your true name. Who did you meet today in town?�
�Mr Enzi, I have no idea what you are talking about.�
�Mr Darnay, don�t insult my superior intelligence, you met with a fellow operative in a bar, would you like to know what you ordered to drink? Or perhaps you would like to see photos?�
�Would that be from the large gentlemen with the military tattoo on his left forearm?�
�Touch� Mr Darnay, or should I say Mr Archer Mathias?�
Archer paused, this was unexpected, his cover was sound, Protection Incorporated had seen to it. Someone had given his info to Enzi, and that was extremely hazardous.
�You appear surprised Mr Mathias, that a man, such as myself, could have access to such information, believe me you have no idea of my resources and contacts. Now the operative, what did he give you?�
�I can genuinely tell you, he gave me nothing but polite conversation.�
Enzi was unusually flustered, and agitated, he adjusted his seating position, but was cautious not to make a hostile movement.
Archer did not see Mr Smith, one of Enzi�s senior operatives in the doorway. With a barely audible waft of air, a tranquilliser gun fired a dart into Archer�s neck. Archer reached for his handgun, another man swiftly disarmed him, and the drug coursed into his neck. Within seconds he was incapacitated.
Enzi beckoned to Mr Smith, a large man over six feet seven inches tall, bulky solid build, barely fitting into his custom suit. Archer was picked up in the broad hands, and placed over Mr Smith�s shoulder in one fluid movement. A four-wheel drive jeep had reversed up; tailgate awaited its fresh cargo. Archer was dumped in the back, alongside some plastic sheeting, his feet tucked in. Smith searched and removed all weapons and electronic equipment he could find.
�Mr Jones please go to Mr Mathias room and empty it, I want no trace he was ever there. �
Within minutes the covert group had departed the Presidential compound, the guards Archer had spent so many hours training not noticing the strange hour of the jeeps departure.
Archer regained consciousness with a sore head, he was unsure if the drug he was given, or his head banging against the floor of the vehicle was the cause. He felt around his surroundings; he was not tied up and had none of his kit. A torch rolled into his face, he was startled but turned it on.
The illuminated space was standard jeep trunk, and a lump of plastic next to him. He pulled it over, and the bloody face of someone looked back. The plastic blurring their remains of their features. The jeep came to a quick stop, slamming Archer into the bodywork, slightly cushioning his impact. He braced himself, aimed his feet at the trunk lid, the intent to push it into the face of any possible assailant. The keys clicked in the lock, and the boot swung up. All Archer kicked was air, two large men stood back from the boot, anticipating his actions.
�Mr Mathias, please calm yourself, we did not expect you to be awake.�
A second dart hit his chest.
He awoke in a shed, light streaked in through the tin roof and wooden slated walls, the floor a mixture of sand and sawdust, recently added. This time he was restrained, strapped to an old tractor wheel tilted up at an angle, his legs and arms spread so he formed a human X shape upon it. He instinctively pulled at his bonds, but to no avail, his shirt and boots removed, only his combat pants remained.
He could smell a sea breeze amongst the wood and dust, to be near the coast meant he was at least fifty miles from the capital Mabalia City. He had no idea how long they had been travelling but now it was very hot, probably middle of the day. He gathered his thoughts, remembering his training, how to escape. Over near the door was a green rucksack he recognised, his handgun and holster poking out one side, they had removed all his property, not intending him to return. The two guards adjacent to the door ignored his movements, one talking quietly into a radio, the other nodding his head to music from the MP3 player around his neck. The door opened, light streaming in, causing Archer to squint and turn his head, the sun blocked briefly by the bulk of two men entering.
�Mr Mathias, I am an assistant to Mr Enzi, you can call me Mr Jones. This is my associate, Mr Smith.�
�Pleasure I�m sure.�
Mr Jones was over six feet tall, slender but robust build, and a baldhead. He was older than Smith, grey spikes showing through on his face as he had not shaved. Jones was not as much of a concern as his colleague Mr Smith was.
Archer had been warned of him, over six feet seven inches tall, large muscular frame, reminded Archer of the character from �The Green Mile�. His skin very well looked after, a healthy sheen, and a disfiguring circular scar on his right cheek. The result of a bullet exiting by his right ear, taking off his earlobe. The man who shot him was never found and no second shot was heard. The rumour was that Smith beat him to death, or ripped off his arms and legs in a rage.
�Mr Smith is here in case my questions are not answered, we will have to trust his limited experience, as Mr Enzi�s expert interrogator is other occupied.�
Smith moved forward standing directly in front of Archer�s spread legs, Jones to the side, talking calmly in his left ear.
�Mr Mathias, Archer. You need to tell us what your friend told you. What did Khan say?�
�Just what lousy taste you have in ties I think.�
�Very funny Archer. Once more, what did he tell you?�
Archer did not respond. Jones nodded to Smith, who punched Archer in the mouth, a pulled punch as full strength would have rendered him unconscious.
�Archer, that is just a taste of Mr Smith�s talents; tell me what I need to know and this will stop.�
�I am sorry Jones, but Khan did not give me any information at our meeting.�
Smith hit Archer again, this time in the chest; a rib snapped immediately, the hot searing pain coursed through his side.
�You have twelve ribs each side Archer, and we will keep breaking one for every question, how about that?�
�Jones it does not matter, I cannot tell what I don�t know!�
�Let�s get more specific, did he say anything to you about the Bow of Yi? Or perhaps he mentioned an artefact?�
�I told you nothing but polite conversation.�
�You may think you are strong Archer, I have read you were a decorated US Ranger, an honourable man, brave. Do you think not helping us is brave? Do you think any Ranger is coming to save you?�
�You can think what you want Jones, and as for was a Ranger, I will always be a Ranger.�
�I am sure. We will soon discover how well you are trained.�
Jones moved over to Archer, leaning over the tyre so he could speak quietly into his ear, �I whisper because I do not want to offend Mr Smith. You see he did not hold back with Mr Khan, as he is with you, and this caused Mr Khan to expire rather quicker than we anticipated.�
�Well I am sure that Mr Smith regrets his lack of self-control.�
�Archer, you really should not mock him, he is easily provoked.�
Jones moved over to the chair near the door, opened a file, glanced at pictures and then returned to Archer. �These are pictures of people dying of cancer, terrible aren�t they? That is how your mother died isn�t it?�
Archer glared at Jones, pulling against his bonds.
�I do think that a dedicated Army man resigns just two months after his mother�s death. Are you a, what is the phrase? Mummy�s boy?�
�I will not dignify that with a response.�
�That is what your friend Mr Khan said; oh did I mention that we are framing you for his brutal murder?�
He pulled back a blanket, showing Khan�s bloody body wrapped in plastic, the flies attempting to gain a feed.
�Well Mr Smith will spend some time with you, and then I will return to see if you have changed your mind. You should know that the technique he is going to use was actually approved by your former President, quite ironic.�
Before Jones left, Smith repeatedly punched Archer around the face, chest, stomach and legs, this continued for about five minutes. Archer was battered, the pain in his face head and upper body combining into a throbbing mass even adrenaline could not mask. Smith collected a bucket of water and a towel. �You giving me a nice wash Mr Smith?� Smith did not respond, he placed the towel over Archer�s face, holding it over his nose and mouth with one hand.
Archer knew what was coming, and was trying to hold his breath; Jones seeing his chest expand hit him in the solar plexus. Archer let out a wheeze as the unexpected jab expelled all his air. Smith replaced the towel and began to pour water over it from the bucket. The towel was quickly overloaded, water going into Archer�s nose, he tried to keep his mouth closed but his body instinctively gasped for air, his mouth opened and filled with water. Smith emptied the bucket, and was refilling it with a hose. Archer gasped attempting to regain breath before the next onslaught.
Smith continued this and even with the return of Mr Jones, who repeated his questions, Smith was relentless. The torture did not abate for over two hours, Smith had done this before, and left just enough time between soakings so his victim did not drown or pass out. Archer of course was trained to resist interrogation, even something like this; he remained silent on the contents of Khan�s message.
Jones decided to leave, instructed Smith to leave him to dry off in the hot midday sun. Before he left Smith kicked him in the crotch and then left, wiped his hands with a towel and discarded it by the door. The guard with the MP3 player left the room, laughing at Archer�s predicament.
Archer was bleeding, breathless and alone, his mind wandering. He turned his head slowly attempting to see the damage to his body, the sensation increasing his nausea. He could not see all the injuries his body, too restrained to flex much, he could feel some, but the overwhelming pain from his frame was not specific to any area. He noticed a spike on the floor, some kind of tool sticking out from under the tractor tire. His attempts to reach it failed, he decided a different approach.
The guards were watching TV, Jones had told them to ensure that their guest was left alone, without water for the afternoon; the African heat might change his mind. Smith and Jones retired to an air-conditioned trailer parked some distance from the main building, unaware of Archer�s actions.
With all his strength Archer bounced the tractor tyre, the increasing momentum causing it to wobble and buck, like a wild steel and rubber animal. Then without warning he achieved his goal and the tyre came down on the spike, he had actually hit it three times, before the smell of escaping foul air reached him. He stopped his gyrations and let the tyre rapidly deflate.
Within seconds his bounds had loosened and he was free. He moved deftly to his kit, still unattended on the ground, a rapid assessment, weapons but no communications. He had to get out of here and let Uncotto know of Enzi�s actions. He peered through the gap in the wooden wall, squinted as the midday glare hit his unaccustomed eyes. Across from the barn was a garrison hut, some guards visible through the window, one was patrolling outside the MP3 player still attached to his ears, he was nodding to the rhythm.
He went to the other side of the barn and about quarter mile away he could see a cliff edge and the ocean. That was his escape.
Archer was about to leave when a guard came in, his rifle slung, casual and unaware. He looked over at the tractor tire, realised their captive was not attached to it and quickly brought his gun to bear.
Too slow.
Before he could find his target, a weighted knife was embedded in his larynx, any scream trapped by the blade.
Archer moved him away from the door, kicking sand over any blood running onto the ground. The guard was not quite dead, just staring at Archer in disbelief at his predicament. Archer calmly removed the knife, and positioned the guard on a chair, his back to the door. He would appear asleep to any casual observer.
He checked no one was following the intruder. Reassured there was not, he bound his wounds with a ripped t-shirt, ensuring he did not leave a blood trail for his captors.
Carefully pushing out old wooden boards, he proceeded out of the rear of the building. He moved leaving the barn to his back, obscuring his movement towards the cliff. He kept low, handgun drawn, stepping sideways to ensure he could cover his back. Within a few minutes he was at the edge.
The cliff was not as severe as expected, more of a rough rocky slope. Intermittent patches of sand where the cliff had succumb to erosion. White rock carved by the wind, like fossilised branches of an extinct tree. A cluster of fishing boats at the base, just clear of the pounding surf, some modern plastic moulded others traditional wooden, larger better cargo space, iceboxes in the centre.
On the right was a circular red hut, a makeshift door at the back, he approached it, seeing no one else in the vicinity, a young boy came out of the hut, saw him, and darted back inside. Archer moved rapidly, pulling open the door and levelling his gun at any occupants, but the greeting he received was unexpected.
�Do you have the time? I lost my watch in the surf, need to catch the tide.�
An old man was hidden in the cool shadows of the hut, his face lined, creased with years of experience, sea salt and sun. He was calm, sitting holding a gnarled wooden stick between his hands, his cotton trousers neat and a t-shirt with Homer Simpson eating a donut.
�It�s just after 16:00. Where am I?�
�Well young man, firstly you have nothing to fear here, if you were an occupant of the farm nearby. I suggest you lower your weapon and we move into my boat.�
Archer did not trust that easily, �and why would I want to do that?�
�Because your captors know this area better than you, and I can tell you this is the first place they come, they always do.�
�Where�s your boat, is it fast?�
�Hardly, it�s diesel, and is older than my grandson here, but it will get us out into deeper water.�
�How can I trust you?�
The old man lifted his t-shirt, scar tissue from old deep cuts lined his ribs, and when he turned lash marks on his back.
�I have been in the farm, that barn of death, I did not leave as soon as you, and this is my price.�
Reassured that this man would not turn him in, Archer lowered his weapon, the old man gestured to his grandson, who began to make preparations for sea.
�So my friend, you have upset Chui Enzi?�
�You could say that; let�s just say he disagrees with my work ethic.�
The old man smiled, �I am sure he disagrees with all work ethics but his own. Water?�
Archer happily drank the bottle offered, taking a sip, but then with a nod from the old fisherman he finished it.
�I can get you to a cargo ship out in the bay, there are relief ships on their way to Dar Es Saleem about 500 miles south in Tanzania.�
�How can you do this, or know this?�
�Oh I work for Mr Jones, he has a side-line in piracy, I tell him where the good cargo ships are, and he takes his own relief supplies.�
�Don�t you feel guilty for that?�
�Well it keeps me alive having a purpose, and I only tell him about the ones that are heavily armed, he does not bother to check if I am incorrect.�
�Nice, so what will this trip cost me?�
�Well that is a quandary isn�t it? What value a young American life?�
�You would be surprised, less than you expect, depending who you ask.�
�You are asking me, and I need a watch, lost mine this morning, yours looks sturdy.�
Archer did like his MWC diver�s watch; however he could get another, �Deal. Here, try it on.�
The old man placed it on his bony wrist, almost half the size of Archers, adjusting the strap with dexterity.
�Very nice, comfy, thank you. Let us see if my grandson is ready to leave.�
Archer and the old man left the grandson had begun to move the fishing boat across the twenty feet of sand to the breakers. The beach had a steep drop off, after thirty feet of rough waves, the sea calmed down. The grandson was attempting to cut through a knot on the securing rope, but his knife was rusty and blunt, Archer walked over, the teenager still wary, his wiry frame tensing up. Archer drew his k-bar and passed it to the tanned youth; with an encouraging look from his grandfather he accepted it.
�Will that be sufficient for my journey?�
�Yes, now you just need to survive it.�
Looking at the boat Archer did not disagree, a zodiac would be much preferable right now, but as a former Ranger he was used to forced adaptation.
The three travellers pushed the old boat into the surf, its yellow painted boards groaned against the water. The hull complained as it suffered the second pounding of the day. The young teenager rowed with a strength and rhythm that belied his slim build, and they cleared the rough surf and inshore rocks swiftly. The grandfather started the stubborn diesel engine and rested himself at the tiller.
The engine puttered comfortably, coughed on occasion from neglect, it carried them straight out to sea.
�How far to this ship?�
�About twenty miles straight, the current will carry us to her from here; she has engine trouble so making repairs.�
�Great so I am leaving one wreck for another?�
�Something like that, by wreck do you mean me, or my boat?�
They both laughed, the old man had a pleasant manner, and was very fluent in English.
�Where did you learn to speak English so well?�
�I used to teach it in Mogadishu to the parents of diplomats, but that was another life. Now I just teach my grandson here, in the hope that he will escape this place.�
�Do you want to escape?�
�My chances of that are slim, too old to change now.�
Archer and the old man looked out towards the deep blue of the Indian Ocean, one escaping, one resigned to never doing so.
* * *
Jones returned to the hut as evening drew in, the sun casting the last heat onto the dry sand. With anticipation he looked for Archer in the barn, but only discovered the corpse of his guard, the flies already enjoying a meal.
In a rage Jones called his men, he asked who else had checked on their prisoner, unhappy with the response he shot one of the men in the head and dismissed the rest to search the area.
Archer had already boarded the ship, the Santa Real a Spanish cargo ship supplying food aid for Tanzania, well South of Mabalia. She had been stopped for almost a day, the Captain nervous, having been attacked by pirates further up the coast before. Archer had negotiated passage, his American accent actually calming someone for a change.
In exchange for servicing their weapons, and training their men in how to repel pirates more effectively, he would get a cabin and meals during their journey. With favourable weather Archer would be south in Dar Es Saleem in Tanzania within a day and a half. The American Embassy was there on Bagamovo Road, he could get paperwork to get him back to the States, and meet President Uncotto at the summit in New York in three days.

NINE

Ecuador.
The airstrip was on the coast, the fresh sea breeze eased the humidity. Katherine and Debra dressed in fatigues and t-shirts, with baseball caps protecting their heads. The ladies sat down in the shade for a well-deserved drink. One of the research team was nearby, working with Debra on fitting new sensor equipment. Katherine knew that Debra liked him, teasing her for the past week. Juan Garcia Moreno walked over, his solid tanned frame striding over the thin grass. He smiled at the pair, Debra hiding any hint of emotion at his approach, her heart racing inside her chest.
�Juan, nice of you to join us, all the sensors sorted?�
Debra was attempting to sound business like, but didn�t fool Katherine.
�Yes thank you Debra, we can use the new sensors to scan any cavities within the stone circle wall, narrow our search and detect any other hidden structures.�
�Really? Fascinating.�
Katherine stood up, eyeing Debra as she did so, �Juan why don�t you run through the diagnostics with Debra, just to familiarise yourself, I have to return to camp.�
Debra glared at Katherine, out of Juan�s eye line, Katherine nodding her head towards him.
Juan began to walk towards the plane, very aware of Katherine�s actions, and smiled to himself as Debra�s boots echoed just behind him.
�You have a good friend there Debra, you know that?�
�Oh yes, she can be real buddy!�
Debra tidied her long black hair, rapidly plaiting it and tucking the strands she missed under her hat, when they stopped to inspect the aircraft, Juan noticed.
Katherine laughed quietly as she moved towards the waiting boat, one of the many locals would return her up the Cayapas River to the main excavation; see what progress they had made.
The boat ride was pleasant, apart from the insects, but it was the rainforest. The debris left from the tsunami forcing its way up the river estuary from La Tola was still evident. Trees, beach sand, and flotsam deposited for miles inland. The local team with them had cleared any trees that blocked the river, enabling them to transfer all their equipment from the Arcadia support ship to the site, thirty miles inland. She had never seen so many shades of green until she came here, the variety of leaf shapes, masses of vegetation all intermingled to produce a vast undulating green blanket. From the air she felt privileged to see how far this spread, uninterrupted by any form of major civilisation.
The local people had large towns up near the mountains and ancient volcanoes, the fertile land establishing crops centuries ago. The area she was travelling to was unpopulated, except for the motley group of insane foreigners currently camped out in the jungle. The locals stated that the mud, humidity and insects were too much for them to tolerate, and they returned to their comfortable beach homes in the evening. Leaving the archaeology team to be eaten by the local wildlife.
Her driver Sucr� was very quiet, polite but quiet, during the hour journey he barely uttered a word, the occasional �sostenga firmemente� for rough water, but nothing more, so she enjoyed the peace and quiet of the trip.
They rounded the last familiar bend, and the site came into view, the stilted structures erected by the Arcadia team rising ten feet above them. They had decided that with the river height being unpredictable, having any habitable structure at ground level had two disadvantages. The local wildlife would probably move in, and any change in water level would flood and damage anything they excavated. Therefore, the chief of the Arcadia had suggested using the damaged and downed trees to provide sturdy legs, sinking them a few metres into the dense rainforest floor. The deck above had walkways, canvas and tin roofs protecting them from the frequent rainfall, they had latrines, composting toilets with a unique odour, water collection and purification equipment, powered by generators and solar panels. They had to bring in supplies of food, and the Arcadia�s helicopter provided weekly food drops for the camp.
Katherine thanked Sucr� and climbed the ladder to the first deck, the reception deck they called it. It was little more than an equipment dumping ground, a meeting point for the walkways. Evelyn was at the top of the ladder greeting her with a hug, and informing her of their finds, �Where is Christophe?�
�He is up river at your stone circle, with Marianne.�
Katherine did not respond, and Evelyn knew the contempt felt for Marianne by the camp.
�We have some finds from the ship, wanna see?�
�Yeah sure, can I just get some water?�
�I have some in the lab, and it is much cooler.�
They strode to the makeshift lab, the walkway undulating and flexing as they moved, and glimpse of the forest floor below through the planks. The lab was a combination of tin roof, acrylic sheets and timber, letting light in, keeping the bugs out. It had been assembled on site; an air-conditioning system rigged up to cool and purify the jungle air, and protect the valuable finds uncovered in the past few months. There was an airlock of sorts, positive airflow keeping the pressure inside higher than outside, so when you walked in air was forced out, no uninvited bugs here.
As Katherine entered something caught her eye, a necklace, blue in colour with a silver surround, corroded, but clearly identifiable, �Where did you find that?�
�What the necklace? It was on the body of a man from the ship, surprising most of the remains were intact. The silt buried them, alive we suspect, but they are amazingly preserved.�
�So that was around his neck? How old is he?�
�Well Katherine, that�s the quandary, Christophe says that this is a Spanish ship from the conquest, so they should be from around 1550 to 1600, but when we checked the ships timber and their bones, it is showing mid 1400�s?�
�And what does Christophe say about that?�
�Well of course the multi-million dollar equipment is wrong, so he sent samples back to the Institute for tests.�
�What do you think Evelyn?�
�Well not just me, the group think that this is a Treasure ship, or part of one of the fleets. You see the hull is Chinese teak, not Oak like many European ships, and the stern is not curved like a western ship.�
�What is a treasure ship Evelyn? Just presume for a moment that I am a pilot, and not an archaeologist or historian.�
�Sorry Katherine old habit. According to some academics, Columbus was not the first person to discover America; he was beaten by at least seventy years by the Chinese. Of course this is being disputed, but the evidence continues to gather pace.�
�What? A Chinese fleet, when?�
�The records indicate between 1418 and 1430 many ships from China navigated and mapped most of the world, Columbus allegedly had a map that was a Portuguese copy of a Chinese version.�
�Unbelievable and this is documented?�
�Yes and no, the politics in China changed after the death of the Emperor Zhu Di, who commissioned the Treasure fleets, so all records and the ships themselves were destroyed, by the Mandarins�
�So there is no historical record of these voyages.�
�Well records exist, but many were destroyed, it is possible some documents were smuggled out of the country, or hidden.�
�And you think this is one of the ships?�
�Yep, over nine hundred ships sailed out, in seven huge fleets, many were lost, and we think this is one of them.�
�And the necklace? Is that Chinese?�
�No that is weird. The man it was with is not Chinese, probably a local, our forensic anthropologists have analysed his remains. The bone growth, skull shape and condition of his joints indicate he was possibly Inca?�
�So how does a local end up on a Chinese junk? Slave?�
�The fleets were not sent to conquer or enslave, but to trade and learn, so the local people and Chinese sailors lived together for weeks at a time. They would also set up trade links and revisit on future voyages, establishing good relationships and embracing the new cultures rather than dominating them.�
�So when the Europeans arrived in the mid sixteenth century that all changed.�
�Yes, and not for the better, many people died, on both sides.�
�Shame the Chinese didn�t continue their trading, how would the Americas turned out?�
�Good question and it is being asked in academic circles.�
�Sorry to change the subject, but I have something to show you Evelyn, but you must not tell Christophe.�
Katherine reached under her t-shirt, withdrawing a necklace, pristine and shining; she detached the clasp and passed it to Evelyn.
Evelyn moved over to the table to compare it to their shipwreck necklace, �This appears identical, where did you get this?�
�From my mother, she left it to me; Jacob passed it onto me on my eighteenth birthday.�
�Jacob gave it you? What happened to your mother?�
�She was killed in an accident with my father when I was eleven, Jacob became my guardian until I was eighteen, and I grew up on his ranch.�
Evelyn was listening, but inspecting the necklace Katherine had revealed, she delicately opened the hinged silver cover which was ornately finished, small openings in the surface revealing a blue crystal within. A delicate push opened the back cover, allowing light to pass through the crystal, illuminating the table below.
�Wow, what is this crystal?�
�I don�t know. Christophe wanted me to have it valued so I could sell it, we had quite a row over it and I have no idea what it is made of.�
The radio clipped to Evelyn�s belt clicked into life, Michael�s voice booming from it, �Evelyn come to the viewing room!�
�Michael, can�t this wait, I am busy!�
�Who isn�t? Now get your cute butt over here!�
Evelyn visibly embarrassed, placed Katherine�s necklace on the table and rushed back out onto the walkway, Katherine eagerly followed.
The viewing room was not as light and airy as the lab, a tin walled building, with boards inside, and the air conditioning more to cool the equipment than its users.
Michael sat in front of a huge flat screen, joystick in one hand, headset apparently welded to his shaven head. Evelyn rushed over and hugged him, kissing him on the cheek; he feigned a kiss back, never breaking his gaze. Michael was the robo-geek, not a derogatory term, quite accurate. He designed built and operated small robots to investigate and probe inside digs, without having to excavate first. The desk in front of him and the benches to the side were littered with a variety of electronics, gears and robot guts, like many men he was bright, but not tidy.
�Michael here can explore any cavity quite extensively.�
�I am sure Evelyn, but what you get up to in your private life, is none of my business.�
Realising her double entendre Evelyn blushed, pushing Katherine in the shoulder, before turning her attention to the screens.
�So Michael, what have you discovered?�
�Well I am at the stern of the ship, the Captain�s cabin, or maybe a navigator followed the treasure ship design, this is definitely not Spanish!�
�I thought Christophe stated no one was to explore the ship in his absence?�
�Well he did, but firstly I cannot ask him, as he refuses to answer his radio, and second, no one is exploring the ship, MARVIN is.�
Katherine looked up at the screen, the interior of a room clearly visible, wooden walls, a lot of mud and debris.�
�Who is Marvin? I don�t remember anyone on the team with that name?�
�MARVIN is not a he, rather an it. A robot, here.�
A second screen came on, showing the three dimensional revolving image of a snake, less than 2 metres long, it had three cameras on its head all pointing in different directions. A thick rubber skin protected the complex mechanics of its body.
�This is in the ship? Where is the light coming from?�
�Oh I had a second robot take battery powered lights in and deposit them around the room, cuts down on power use if Marvin does not have to light the room.�
�So why is this room not full of silt?�
�It was sealed with wax, someone sealed themselves in.�
�That is disturbing Michael.�
�It is but if they had not, I would not have found this.�
�So robo-geek, what did you find?�
�Well I am not sure, something, but you are the digger, so look.�
Michael skilfully rotated MARVIN and extended his neck, the wall was unclear, before Evelyn could state this, he changed the view to ultraviolet, and a symbol glared out from the wood.
�There is something carved into the wood?�
�Yep and I have no idea what it is, but I have checked the whole room, no other carvings, just this.�
Katherine turned her head, �That is Chinese calligraphy?�
�Well I know that! But I called Evelyn to tell me what it means!�
�I don�t know Michael, not my area love!�
The couple began a standard argument about who was an expert in what; Katherine just looked at the screen.
�That�s the symbol for the five elements!�
Evelyn and Michael stopped their now high volume discussion and turned.
�How do you know that?�
�Because it�s on the wall in the Elements Institute in Washington!�
Evelyn and Michael turned and sure enough the Five Elements had been in front of them, the very basis for the Institute they worked for.
�Katherine you are a genius!�
�Not bad for just a pilot.�
Evelyn laughed; Christophe would go mad when he found out.
�So do we call Christophe about this?�
�Hell no Michael! You said he was not answering his radio, no this we call in to the boss, Katherine would you be good enough to call Jacob and give him the news of your third discovery?�
�Yes of course, oh and where is my necklace?�
�Sorry I think I left it on the desk in the lab.�
�How long is it since we found the wreck?�
�About six months ago, but least we know where to start digging now.�
�Do you think that symbol is significant?�
�It just intrigues me that the five elements symbol is on a ship; there might be significance in it?�
Katherine moved out of the viewing room, heading back to the lab to collect her precious necklace, the last remnant of her mother. She hit the button to open the door, and stopped, her necklace was there on the table, glowing blue. The crystal within illuminated, but there was no sun, intermittent clouds obscuring it. The damaged necklace next to it was glowing, but its case was shut, the light escaping from the crack around the edge. She grabbed her necklace as if it would burn or bite her should it remain there, it stopped glowing. She delicately moved it back, the case open swinging on the silver chain, and it began glowing once more. She backed out of the room, replacing the necklace in her pocket and heading for the communications room, she had to call Jacob inform him of their finds, not Christophe and ask about her necklace and her mother.

TEN

Washington D.C.
Paul Stone loved his job, his office, his life. It was an ungodly hour, and he had nothing to worry about, no wife, children not even a pet. Paul had girlfriends, mistresses but never wanted any long-term commitment, he just loved his work. He was not unattractive, far from it, gym four times a week, rowing on the Potomac every other day, he was quite a catch. The main reason was work, he loved it, lived it, that was his marriage, his true mistress.
It was 21:30 in Washington, and he was on a web cam link with Jacob in Newfoundland, recently landed at St Johns, using Jean�s hanger as a temporary lab.
�Nice set up Paul, thanks.�
�You are welcome Jacob, see while you were sightseeing; I was getting people into work at an antisocial time!�
�Sightseeing indeed, nearly got me killed, again.�
�Well what you do in the pursuit of knowledge.�
�Yeah yeah Paul, point taken, look this was worth the effort.�
�Jacob you don�t even know what �this� is yet?�
�And that is what these good people are here to do.�
�Okay call me when you know more, I have got to talk to Ecuador only 20:30 there, get an update on my hard earned money, and what your friend Laurent is doing with it.�
With a parting smile, Jacob signed off, turning to address the assembled group in the hanger.
The group of six were a field team, hastily assembled from the Elements Institute office in Toronto. The information that Jacob had provided to Paul was relayed to them, and a group was rapidly called and flown out to St Johns direct.
Jacob had greeted them all when they arrived, ensuring they all knew where everything was, unlike Paul, people were his priority, look after the people, they look after you.
He gestured for the group to follow him into the porta-cabin, the heated shelter more welcoming than the cold draughty hanger. They crowded in, not venturing into the main area, all clustered around the door like hesitant schoolchildren.
�Will you all come in, look at the main screen; this will give you some perspective.�
The group obliged, removed gloves and hats, and looked at the large flat screen at the far end.
Jacob flicked thru video and stills taken of the iceberg by Jean while Jacob was inside. Jacob got to see the moment when the iceberg shifted, and now understood why Jean was so keen to extricate him. The group gasped as the berg turned, with Jacob swinging overhead, the duffle next to him, the clips ended and the group turned to him.
�As you can see, we cannot revisit the site, anything that was accessible is now underwater, in freezing water, what we have is a large object, sealed in wax, found behind a wall and this in front of it.�
Jacob held up the board he removed from the wall, the archer symbol still clearly on it.
Lorraine the linguist stepped forward, �Excuse me sir, and is that the Chinese symbol for archer?�
�Yes Lorraine, I didn�t realise Chinese calligraphy was your area?�
�More of a hobby sir, this is from the Chinese ship?�
�Well nothing is proven yet, anyone else.�
�Yes sir, the wood is teak; ships in China were built of teak in the 1400�s.�
�You are talking about the Treasure Fleets?�
�Yes sir, and if this is one of Zheng He�s ships, it is over five hundred years old.�
�Well my young band of weary travellers, that is what we are here to find out.�
The workgroup split into pairs, each taking their specialist field, a fully functional lab awaited them.
Jacob made his way to the small office at the rear of the building, a large beaten up couch against the window, he sat back, having been awake for hours. Within minutes he was asleep the tired springs not affecting his exhausted body. Lorraine placed a pillow under his head, no need to wake him until they had results.
A gentle tap to the shoulder stirred Jacob from his unexpected snooze, his eyes blurry; he focussed on the person holding a large steaming cup of coffee, the pleasant odour now reaching his semiconscious nostrils.
He rubbed his eyes, removing the sandy sleep, recognising the face of Lorraine, a young smile beaming across a pale face.
�Jacob, we have found something. Coffee? And before you ask it is six in the morning.�
�How long have I been asleep?�
�About six hours or so, you needed it, and we could get on with work, have some results you may like.�
Jacob raised himself upright, stretched and graciously accepted the steaming Arabica blend. He sipped some, stood up and followed Lorraine to the lab, a frenzy of youthful activity. The Elements Institute used young keen talent to ensure new ideas and attitudes prevailed, not scientists protecting reputations.
The lab had changed in the past few hours, images, scans and samples were laid out on a large table in the centre of the room. The Wax box had been given pride of place in a chamber normally reserved for toxic substances, a pair of thick rubber gloves lay limp through the glass securing it. Next to it were a collection of six wax spheres, the size of golf balls; and a badly crushed lump of metal with a blue crystal in the centre.
�Jacob, here is what we found, while you were sleeping.�
A ripple of laughter swept through the eager group. Jacob smiled small creases appearing around his eyes and continued to drink his coffee.
Lorraine moved forward; a natural leader and the most competent and confident scientist he had met in recent years.
�The box is definitely Chinese, the teak it is made from, and the wall it came from were harvested in around 1400 in China, the same forests that supplied the Treasure fleets, we compared it to known samples from that period.
From the dimensions shown on the video, and using the helicopter and yourself for reference, the ship was probably a Fuchuan warship, five masts about fifty metres long, she would have not have travelled alone, a water tanker and supply ship would normally accompany her, and possibly other smaller craft.
As for the box, we have done ultrasound and other scans on it. Its integrity is not compromised; no water appears to have penetrated it. There are some metallic objects and possible parchments or maps rolled up in tubes.�
Lorraine paused, Jacob was unsure if this was for effect or acknowledgement, he raised an eyebrow towards her attempting to convey his puzzlement.
�Sorry Jacob that is all we have for now.�
�Well that is more than I expected, good job, so are we going to open the box?�
Smiles around the room indicated that all were keen. �Who would have the honour?� Jacob asked.
�We thought you could sir, if you don�t mind.�
Jacob was well known for being hands on, and relished the idea to be the first to open this box in centuries.
�I would love to.� With infectious youthful energy coursing over him, Jacob stepped forward, Lorraine taking his empty cup from him. He placed his tanned hands into the holes of the thick rubber gloves, flexing his fingers to ensure he had maximum dexterity in the restrictive latex.
The group had not moved, �Well get yourselves where you can see then!� The group laughed and positioned themselves with either monitors of direct line of sight to the box. Once Jacob was satisfied everyone could see he began.
He lifted a miniature circular saw, the two-centimetre blade worked like the ones used for cutting off plaster casts, it would cut the wax, but not the box itself, he hoped. He moved the power saw towards the top right corner, the blade slipped easily through the hard wax, he used the attached support to manage the depth of cut, and proceeded around the edge until he returned to his starting point.
The side of the box did not move. He put the saw down on the tool rack and used his gloved hand to tap the front, still no movement. The tension in the room now more apparent. He finally used both hands to grip the cut wax side, and gently pulled, the rubber adhering nicely to the wax, and it moved. He continued to pull and noticed the section had a lip about three centimetres deep going into the box. He pulled the section away expecting a rush of air and dust; instead the lid was almost shot back into place. �A vacuum?� His substantial grip beat the null space. He removed the lid and placed it to one side, now viewing and recording the contents of the box. There were various scrolls and two bamboo tubes, one empty, the end lying on the base of the box, the other sealed. He wanted to open everything, read everything, but knew procedures were in place to deal with this, he had written them to ensure enthusiasm did not cause loss of information.
He slid his noticeably sweaty hands from the gloves, wiped them and turned to the group.
�So which one of you knew there was a vacuum inside?�
Silence.
�Good not just me then, a 500 year old vacuum, the documents should be okay, but get them out. Photograph everything just in case they deteriorate, both sides and with different light filters.� He moved back to the chair, surprised at his heart rate, �Some more of that coffee would be lovely Lorraine.�
�I will get you some now.�
�No, sorry, I meant where is it? And do you want one?�
Lorraine blushed, �It�s outside on the bench on the right, just milk with mine please.�
�Alright ma�am, on the way.�
With a feigned salute, Jacob moved out into the spacious hanger, the coffee steaming in its pot on a bench.
The hanger had changed, some communications equipment had been added, a transmitter and satellite dish, and a technician was busy nearby.
�Can I make a call on that yet?�
The technician was obviously startled at the interruption, a young man with a loud shirt poking out the top of his parka.
�Yeah just a sec�, waving a hand behind him, attending to the connections on a laptop. The young man turned to be confronted by the daunting stature of Jacob right behind him, �Mr Mathias?�
�That I am, and you are?�
�Sorry, Rothwell, Eli Rothwell.� a gloved outstretched hand met Jacob. �Nice to meet you in person at last.�
�You are the nagging voice in my ear. Nice shirt?�
�Thanks, I have a bunch of them.�
�Interesting choice for Canada, a Hawaiian surf shirt?�
�I always like to bring some colour to work sir.�
�Well you certainly achieved that, although your parka is restraining the full effect. So Eli, do you have something for me?�
�Yes sir, from Paul Stone, a video message, he said can you watch it and call him back, anytime.�
�Thanks Eli, where can I view this?�
Eli passed him a laptop, headphones attached for privacy.
Jacob sat down with the second cup of coffee, and pressed play on screen, Paul�s office and the well-groomed owner came on.
�Jacob, asleep already, lightweight. I have some bits of news for you. First that robbery I mentioned at the Washington Museum, we found the remains of the thief in a car park, a wa-kiz-ashi was embedded in a tree, it belongs to us. Security had reported no break in, but when we checked the inventory, some crates have been tampered with, contents gone, the find from Laurent�s dig in Peru, manuscripts and some black stone sceptre, that is it. The explosives that vaporised our visitor had no chemical signature, which is unusual my sources tell me. All explosives have one so you know where they came from? The FBI is saying it was a terrorist whose bomb detonated early, of course the cynics on the hill don�t believe it, but that is nothing unusual. The other thing, I managed to get a member of the 1421 team on the horn, and he is willing to assist you, just check your email. That is it for now my friend, call me with any queries, you know where I am.�
With a wave the picture vanished to a blue blank screen, Jacob closed the player and returned it to Eli. He remembered Lorraine�s coffee, hurriedly fixed it with milk and returned to the lab.
Lorraine was standing at the box, holding a bamboo tube; she was removing something, her face a knot of concentration.
She let out her breath, and placed the artefact on a protective mat, using the overhead camera to examine it more closely, it was beautiful. The lighting and display showed the large blue crystal running it�s full fifteen centimetre length, four silver metal lines shouldered the crystal, leading up to the top of the object. The top was not ornate like a sceptre, it appeared functional, and a ball shaped top leading into a circular halo, which was engraved or embedded with blue crystal glyphs, a language they had not seen before. There had been a chain attached, but none was found in the box. It was a beautiful object, unique.
She just kept turning it, allowing the high definition camera to capture every pixel possible. Eliminating the need for repeated handling of the ancient artefact.
Jacob like the group was staring at the object, a familiarity to it, some of the markings. Without a word, he moved back outside, the group barely noticing his absence.
He swiftly crossed the hanger and asked Eli to set up a call to Paul Stone.
�Paul, Jacob, do you have any pictures of the items stolen from the museum?�
Paul�s face smiled back, smugness about it, �I have already emailed detailed pictures to you my friend. Why?�
�We have something here, and I think it is similar.�
�How can that be, the stolen items were from an Inca city, and you said the boat is Chinese?�
�Ship, Paul, a ship, fifty metres is not a boat, but yes I did. Look don�t worry.�
�Anything else Jacob?�
�Actually, how much damage was caused in the museum from the break in?�
�None, very professional job, only the crates from the Inca site, and they were re-sealed afterwards, if it had not been for finding the sword, we would not have known for weeks.�
�So the thief knew exactly which crates to open?�
�He must have, who had that information, local security?�
�No need for them, just the curator, display team, but not until next week, and the original dig team.�
�Jacob, do you suspect anyone?�
�Old habits my friend, I suspect everyone, until I can prove otherwise. The lack of chemical signature is the giveaway, careless really.�
�Why I thought not having a chemical signature hides the user�s identity?�
�Yes and no, the only people who insist on no chemical signature, and get it, are special ops.�
�U.S. special ops? Surely not?�
�No there are many agencies and units that use this. I will get back to you Paul, thanks.�
He dropped the connection and downloaded his email.
Moving efficiently and effectively Jacob linked his laptop to the monitors HD display, splitting the screen between the images.
He zoomed in and discovered similar glyphs and markings on both objects.
The team stopped as they all recognised the significance, even Lorraine.
She was first to speak, �Jacob what is that?�
�That is an object found in Tupac, an Inca city on the coast Peru, and stolen from our museum last week.�
�But the symbols are identical?�
�They appear so, and now you need to discover why two objects have the same symbols, one in a Chinese wreck and the other in an Inca temple both from the fifteenth century.�
The group separated, Jacob walking over to Lorraine, who had removed her hands from the thick gloves, and was staring at the screen behind her.
�Jacob, what have we stumbled upon?�
�I am not sure Lorraine, but the similarity in these two objects cannot be coincidence.�
Outside in the hanger a car horn sounded, a few sharp toots, and Jacob craned his head out the door, Jean had arrived back.
Jacob could see his jeep towing what looked like a burger van, �What is this Jean branching out!�
Jean smiled and waved, beckoning Jacob over, the young scientists followed.
�Jacob my friend, I have borrowed this from a friend, thought I could cook you breakfast.�
�Jean, you are a mind reader, last thing I ate was on the plane.�
�That is not food, but what I have, is the best!�
�Greasy burgers and sausages?�
�Non M�n ami, this is the best cuts of bacon, and homemade sausages, along with tomatoes, French toast, barn eggs.�
By now all the people in the hanger were listening intently, no one had stopped working all night, and a hearty breakfast would be welcome.
�Right my friends help me set up, get this table up and cleaned, and can someone shut the hanger door, it is a little windy.�
The storm that Jacob and Jean outran earlier had caught them up, and was now buffeting the exposed hanger, the tin roof flexing in complaint. Within half an hour, Jean had begun taking order and serving food, insisting that all the goods he brought were eaten, and the hot freshly ground coffee was flowing freely. Jacob relaxed and the group spent an hour listening to his war stories, and questions on the Institute and its meagre beginnings.
Eli Rothwell, who was eating at his desk, avoiding getting sauce on the keyboards, came over, �Mr Mathias, a call for you from Ecuador.�
�Lovely, Laurent no doubt, I shall have indigestion after this.�
He reluctantly moved to the communications desk, Laurent and Jacob had never agreed on anything, Jacob did not like Laurent�s ethics, of lack of them, and Laurent did not appreciate Jacob�s methods either.
They had an uneasy truce, Jacob tolerated Laurent as he found many sites and relics no one else could or had, and Paul said he was fairly cheap.
Jacob sat heavily in Eli�s padded chair, the screen in front of him blinking a connect icon, he selected it and was surprised by the smiling face that greeted him.

ELEVEN

Isla Joya Verde, Panama.
Forty miles south of the Coiba National Park, in International waters Isla Joya Verde had belonged to the U.S. government on a fifty-year lease from Panama. First established to test US Submarines and missiles in the late forties and fifties, it contained a variety of re-enforced angular grey structures. There were discreet but extensive underground laboratories and test facilities carved out of the bedrock and lined with concrete. Many buildings had also survived above ground, some recently renovated, others left for the surrounding jungle to reclaim. The island had a seaport, allowing hovercraft and seaplanes to land and ascend a ramp to a secure docking area. The original submarine docks long since destroyed and abandoned, were a hazard to most conventional shipping, increasing base security and isolation.
Today the dock welcomed a former European dictator, and recent client of Unit Zero 3, he had been invited to come for a tour before investing funds. His guide was Head of Operations and original Unit Zero 3 operative, Colonel Tom Briggs. At six foot tall, with short-cropped blonde hair, the muscular former SEAL Commander was imposing. His client was a pasty man, wearing a suit from Hong Kong, handmade shoes from Italy and a watch that was the same value as a family car.
He stepped warily off the seaplane, savoured the comfort of solid ground; a hand extended by Colonel Briggs was ignored.
�Where is The General?�
�He is currently attending to some other business, and will join us later.�
�I see he does not have time to greet me, but sends a messenger instead.�
�Sorry Mr Roditz, I am Colonel Briggs, Head of Operations.�
�I am sure. Can I see what my money is buying now?�
With a professional smile, Briggs led the way to a tour of the facility, a small golf cart taking the portly politician to save the stress on his costly shoes.
They saw the assault course, firing range, hangers containing various helicopters and combat aircraft. All of which appeared not to impress Mr Roditz.
They dismounted the cart and entered the operations area, taking an elevator down thirty feet below the concrete complex. Finally Mr Roditz appeared impressed by the vista that opened before them. The Unit Zero 3 and Protection Incorporated joint operations room. A bank of monitors gave satellite feeds, online communications and displays from all active missions across the world.
�Mr Briggs, I see you run a very professional outfit, despite your external appearances.�
�The island is meant to be an environmental research facility, so having permanent hardware above ground would compromise our operational integrity.�
Briggs ignored the lack of rank, which he had legitimately earned prior to creating Unit Zero 3 with The General. The group moved around to the research labs, and The General greeted them. He was only five feet ten tall, but held himself with the stature of a larger man. His piercing grey eyes scanned the room, assessing its occupants. A subtle smile fixed, poker face. His hair was swept back, flowing away from his high forehead, abandoning the crew cut years ago, vanity overriding function.
�Mr Roditz, pleasure to meet you in person at last, you enjoying your tour?�
�Yes, most informative, can I ask why I cannot enter all the labs?� He gestured to the opaque glass screens along the corridor. Colonel Briggs interrupted with a scripted response, �Sorry Sir but that area is not appropriate for the level of service package you have selected.�
�That sounds like my TV service at home. General what would get me in that room?�
�Well Mr Roditz, Colonel Briggs is correct, that lab is two levels up from your current service.�
�How much General? I can transfer the money now.�
Roditz gestured to his associate.
�The current rate for that level of service is fifteen million Euros extra per operation.�
�I will require five operations involving more widespread devastation, so would forty five million Euros be acceptable in advance?�
�Yes Sir, that would be agreeable, Colonel could you give Mr Roditz� associate the details, while I escort him personally around the lab?�
Briggs and the associate left to process the transaction, The General and Roditz entering the viewing area of the chemical warfare laboratory. A team of five scientists in protective bio-suits continued working, oblivious to the voyeurs.
�What kind of weapons do you have access to General Mastasson?�
�Extensive access to nerve agents, knock out gases, some limited biological agents, poisons, depending on the target area, and desired death toll.�
�What if I wanted to wipe out a city, and make it look like someone else?�
�Simple, we would ensure that your opponents were caught in possession of a small sample of the agent, either before or after it was released.�
�Excellent, one other question.�
However, Roditz did not get to ask it, as General Mastasson struck him across the neck hard, rendering him unconscious, Briggs neutralising his associate in the corridor outside, it was thirty minutes before they both regained consciousness.
* * *
Roditz stood up, bleary eyed, not fully conscious, banging his nose on the Plexiglas wall in front of him.
He regained his bearings, and realised he was in a glass box in the centre of a white featureless room. His associate in the adjacent box was fully alert, a fearful look upon his face, his mouth moved, shouted something, but Roditz could hear nothing.
The General�s voice came over a speaker in the roof of the box, about eight feet above him.
�Mr Roditz, not as comfortable accommodations as you are used to, but it is meant to be practical not pretty.�
�What do you want Mastasson?�
�Simple Mr Roditz, your opponents have offered me a substantial amount of money to make you disappear.�
�So why are we talking?�
�Because I run a business, and I wondered how much you valued your life?�
�You would not dare kill me, and besides my associate has all the account numbers, you need us both.�
�Well actually your associate spilled your account numbers and access codes to us before you woke up.�
The General smiled and nodded from inside the protected viewing area, the double layer of reinforced glass keeping the test area isolated. Roditz cursed in his native language and punched the glass wall between him and his associate, breaking the skin on his podgy knuckles.
�It is not really fair for you to blame him, considering what we threatened him with. What we require is your other private accounts, the ones he does not know about.�
�I do not understand?�
�Oh my dear Mr Roditz, after you killed all those innocent people in your country, you and your friends transferred all their savings and pensions to offshore accounts; and we want that money to let you go.�
�You are bluffing, you cannot bully me! You are just an arrogant American, with a tin pot rental army.�
Mastasson�s tone changed, �Mr Roditz, I am the best supplied most successful contractor in the world, and as far as tin pot, I could destroy your country with my existing forces!�
The General regained his calm, his face returning from crimson to the comfortable mocha created by the tropical sun.
�But that would not get us the information, so watch your friend very carefully for the next three minutes.�
The associate in the adjacent glass box could not hear the conversation with Roditz, all he heard was the fan in the top of the box going onto boost, blowing air onto his head. Unfortunately for the associate it was not just air, accompanying it was a fine vapour, which covered him and in his panic caused him to inhale rapidly, increasing his exposure.
�Mr Roditz what you are seeing is the gas immediately inhibits the enzyme that helps transmit nerve signals, causing the entire nervous system to become isolated and uncontrollable. The test subjects muscles all begin to contract as they receive no signals on what they should be doing.�
The associate began to twitch and convulse violently, his body smacking against the Plexiglas, causing his nose and left wrist to break with the force of impact. With blood gushing from his nose, and his damaged arm flailing uncontrollably, the final stage began.
He collapsed on the floor his legs propped against one wall, his face the other. A sustained contraction of the diaphragm, the large muscle below the lungs and above the intestine, restricted his breathing. Roditz watched as he struggled for breath, his body killing itself, face turning purple, eyes bulging. The resulting asphyxiation rendered him unconscious and brain dead within minutes. His twisted corrupted corpse lay staring at Roditz with still, clear eyes.
Roditz was only a few feet away, his back sweating through his linen shirt, despite being pressed against the cold Plexiglas of his container. Mastasson came onto the speaker, his voice calm and authoritative.
�Now Mr Roditz that was the effect of weapons grade VX nerve gas, we wanted to see if that batch was still lethal, as you can see, it is. We have another batch to test yet, the account numbers if you please.�
Without hesitation, Roditz gave all the numbers and access codes, Briggs entering them into a laptop and transferring all funds within minutes.
Roditz went whiter than Mastasson thought possible for a man of his anaemic complexion, as a familiar face came into his view, his opponent Mr Benesova.
�Mr Roditz, I am so glad to see you in such a disadvantageous position.� The Slavic accent making the words more sarcastic than they were meant. Roditz did not reply, but The General spoke anyway, �Mr Benesova employed us to recover all the funds you stole and we have achieved that for a generous percentage. Now we need to test that other batch of gas, goodbye Mr Roditz.�
Roditz screamed and shouted in his native tongue and English, jumping between them as his mind attempted to persuade his captors to release him, to no avail. The General had switched off the microphone in the glass box, and was pointing out the gas controls to his other client.
Five minutes later Roditz was dead alongside his associate, his expensive suit soiled and bloody, his face distorted with a tortured expression. Similar to all the men, women and children he had personally tortured and executed. His body would be left for the VX to be extracted and neutralised from the cabinet, then incinerated and the ashes disposed of with the rest of the island�s waste.
General Mastasson escorted his client to the waiting seaplane, handed him a memory card with all the accounts he would need to recover the stolen funds. Briggs remained behind, to supervise the clean-up, he was unhappy at The General�s actions, he felt that their original mission which he signed on for, was not a priority. Over the past few years and months, The General was enjoying the power, rather than the satisfaction that he and Briggs had enjoyed when they began Unit Zero 3. The unlimited power had corrupted his honour, casualties had increased. Briggs would have to monitor the situation very closely if he wanted to protect his men.
The General sat in his fortified office; three-inch thick armoured glass ensured the view from it was not his last. The General�s ego, required more power, authority and control, and by chance he had discovered a potential path to it.
While with a client in Africa last year, he came across an ancient manuscript, it told a story of the Ten Suns, and that perhaps there was a basis in fact for it. He began to research this and discovered various legends around the world with similarities, and so his quest began to find this source of power, and the control of it. His various contacts around the world had begun to piece together the mystery. The Legend of the Ten Suns had a basis in fact, now to find the source.
He closed his oak door, the intercom buzzed and he was informed by his secretary of an anticipated call. The hide chair creaked as he sat and relaxed. His private line came on, a metallic voice greeted him.
�Good Afternoon, do you have any results to report?�
There was no need for details or names, and even on his encrypted line his caller would not risk exposure. The American Echelon system intercepted most forms of communication, collected enough data in three minutes to fill the Library of Congress if it was all printed out. The General and his contact did not want their information added to it, and so their lack of specifics reduced being picked up by data mining of key words.
�We have obtained one artefact, the second is in the North, the third so I have been informed is in the South, yet to be confirmed on site.�
�Has their purpose been determined?�
�As yet no, I am awaiting further information.�
�That is not as I hoped, what about our friend in Africa, does he suspect?�
�No he still believes his contact is attempting to acquire a solar power source, and funds cannot be affiliated to us.�
�Excellent, so progressing as expected, I want that device, whatever it is, if your initial findings are correct, it would threaten our assets should it be available to others.�
�Agreed it will be controlled by an ally.�
�I will call you in twenty four hours for an update.�
The line went dead. The General was content that all his subterfuge was effective, even his metallic master had no inclination of his true intentions. The device would be controlled by him, which would elevate him from servant to master. He collected his sidearm, changed into the linen suit conveniently deposited in his office by his efficient secretary. Mastasson took his private elevator to the hanger below. His latest acquisition a MD520 helicopter was waiting. Its jet black and silver livery and the distinctive passenger compartment made it appear like a giant dragonfly. With no tail rotor due to the unique NOTAR system, the lightweight all-purpose helicopter was a dream to fly. His three-man personal protection team waited for him, entering the sleek craft on his approach. Within minutes he was hovering inside the hanger. He gently guided the helicopter out at just over two feet from the ground, showing off and climbing from the cloud of dust into the fresh Pacific sky. Heading northeast to Panama City, then after a short refuel at Rio Hato Airport he could go deep into the forest and Canopy Tower to meet his African contact.

TWELVE

The group decided to return to work immediately after the daybreak feast, concerned that they would all fall asleep. Jacob checked his email, and got all the crime scene photos sent by Paul, showing the remains of the thief and the sword embedded in the oak tree. He compared the shots with that of his artefact and there was no similarity except for the markings. The crystal he had was five sided. A deep blue crystal with metal shoulders protecting all the edges, it led to a collection of triangles at the point. Topping this pyramid of silver was a loop. It all appeared to be fashioned from one piece of solid metal, extremely strong, yet delicate in appearance.
The tests they had performed could not identify the metal, not silver, tin; nickel none of the metals you would expect to be fashioned during the fifteenth century. He left the metallurgist to ponder the mystery, and Lorraine to deal with the scriptures. Jacob was still waiting for the official translator to arrive from Washington, but he knew Lorraine would catalogue and prepare all the information ready for his imminent arrival.
The other artefact that was stolen from the museum was spinning on screen, a three dimensional representation to show all its features to the most beneficial effect. He likened it to a cylinder with a handle inside, a bar going across the middle; a lip around the edge concealed something else. It was jet black, with a matt finish, not shiny as you would expect from worked stone. The stone had flecks of blue within it that shone in direct sunlight. The rest of the surface appeared to absorb any light. At the front, or possibly the back, no one was sure, five crystals were embedded. Each five sided, like the artefact they had found in the junk, but only the centre one was blue. The four surrounding it at ninety degree angles to each other were jet black, the only colour was a blue dot in the centre of each tip.
Analysis presumed that the blue crystal ran inside the black outer shell and connected within. The cylinder itself encasing all was covered in inlays of blue crystal, some kind of glyph not seen before. It was based on circles, the inner circle containing different symbols to the outer one, and no pattern could be discerned. This larger artefact had no loop for a necklace and no silver metal except the handle on the inside. It had no scratches or damage, despite being found in a collapsed temple on the coast of Peru, a former Inca city. Laurent suspected, and for once Jacob agreed, that the artefact may have been removed from another culture during the wars that raged during the early part of the fifteenth century.
The two brothers that ruled the Inca Empire quarrelled, one remaining in Cuzco to the South and his brother in Quito to the north, now Modern Ecuador. Many items have been found out of context, having been taken by the warring factions, or the invading Spanish, who entered the area within years of the Inca civil war. The human interaction displaced many vital artefacts over the centuries.
Jacob suspected that the two artefacts may be unrelated, but his gut told him otherwise. He was mining through the numerous other emails, stacking up in his inbox due to three days of neglect. He applied filters, some to get rid of junk mail, others for people who just bothered him about trivial operational details they should have the brains to deal with themselves. Then one stood out, a name he recognised, and his heart swelled, Katherine Shotbolt.
Katherine was his adopted daughter, well not exactly that, but he gave her that title as it was the easiest explanation. The truth as with all children was more complex.
The children�s parents had died in a car accident in South America, the details were unknown. In their will they named Jacob and Anita as legal guardians, and they were honoured to help. Their son Archer was sixteen and off attempting to be cool and mature. Their other son had recently been killed in action, so young blood in the ranch house was most welcome. Over the following years, Jacob had learned to treat Katherine like the daughter he wanted, and her brother as the rascal he was.
Archer appeared to tolerate them, well Katherine was a good friend and influence, but then he joined the Army and saw her during leave, before she left for college.
Any message from Katherine was always welcome. He opened her mail and read about her recent discovery; that had been claimed by Laurent initially. His temper flared at this, then read on. He opened the attached pictures; and the images from MARVIN appeared on screen, accompanied by short burst of video, edited from his expedition. Jacob would have been stunned into silence, instead he stopped sipping his coffee and yelled for Lorraine, after a three second pause, she had not arrived. Jacob stood up, and bellowed for her again, and she ran in expecting him to be dying or something.
�What! Are you okay?�
�Look, look at the screen.�
Lorraine moved behind him to get a decent view, and was similarly struck dumb. �Where is that?�
�Ecuador, found following a tsunami and forest fire, revealing a buried wreck.�
�And is it fully excavated?�
�No, no, this is robot footage, sent in to check if it is worth digging, save time and unnecessary effort.�
�But that appears to be the same box design as ours, different symbol on the front, but still.�
�I need that translator, find out what this symbol is.�
�How did you get this?�
�A friend of mine Katherine is down there working with Laurent, she sent it to me, see?�
With that Jacob returned to the original email, and another video clip called �Message from Katherine� was attached. Jacob selected it, and Katherine�s beaming face appeared, her glowing smile framed by her neatly cut auburn hair. Two other people hovered excitedly behind her.
�Hi Jacob, just a quick message, hope you are well, this is what we have found.� Pointing to her colleagues who were also smiling. �It appears to be a sealed box, we have not been able to get into that area yet, maybe tomorrow, and no one dares to start without Christophe�s blessing. Oh he is up river about thirty miles, looking at my other discovery, see the next email. Anyway bye for now, speak soon. Love you.�
Lorraine was taken aback; she did not expect a pretty Texan girl to address Jacob so. Jacob was blushing, and attempted to explain, �Okay that may seem a little strange.�
Lorraine did not reply, just tilting her head at Jacob. He continued.
�When Katherine�s parents were killed in a road accident, her father, my best friend, named my wife and I as legal guardians. I brought her up. The daughter I, we never had, sort of.�
�Oh well that explains it, Dad.�
Jacob shot Lorraine a look, not aggressive, but more that he asked for that. She broke a smile immediately after he returned her stare and burst out laughing.
�I have to get to that wreck site, Laurent is off treasure hunting again, so I better go and sort him out.�
Within an hour, he had left standing orders on the investigation of the artefacts recovered from the wreck. Eli had received notification from Paul that a flight down to Ecuador, flying from Montreal, changing at Miami in the next two hours. Jean offered to fly him to Montreal.
Jacob turned and shouted across the hanger at Lorraine, �When that bloody translator gets his arse here from Washington, get him to do some work!�
Lorraine did not reply, she pointed behind Jacob, who grimaced almost instinctively. As he turned there was a young Chinese man behind him.
�Hello Mr Mathias.� An outstretched hand greeting him, Jacob shook his hand.
�Jacob Mathias, and you are?�
�Bloody Translator, good to meet you.�
�Sorry about that, long couple of days.�
�Not a problem, Paul told me the Chinese calligraphy may be from the Zheng Hu fleets?�
�Possibly, I thought you would know better than us.�
�Where are you going?�
�Ecuador, another Chinese ship possibly, why?�
�Well if you have scanned all the evidence here, I can take the electronic versions and work on them on the plane with you.�
�Can you now? And why would I want you to do that?�
�Mr Mathias, you will only want my arse down to South America, so I thought I would save increasing your blood pressure.�
Jacob laughed out loud, slapping the young man on the back.
�You are absolutely right. Come with me, let�s get you all you need. What was your name again?�
�Andy Huang sir, pleasure to meet you at last.�
�You are very welcome Andy. I was about to fly out, but seeing as you are here, come and discover some lost history with me.�
Jacob led the young man to the lab, introducing most people, which was pointless as they would be leaving shortly. However Jacob always liked to be polite, he moved to the back of the lab, and the large screen set up there. He got Lorraine to bring up the images they had scanned from the box, and the artefacts and parchment contained within.
Andy dived straight in, �The symbol on the front of the box is archer, the symbol on the top of the parchment is the five elements in order, metal or gold, wood, water, fire and earth. Then it goes on to mention a temple or place containing the five elements, no reference to where, no place names, just a blue light?�
�Can you tell they�re origin, or their destination?�
Andy quickly scanned through the images, and then stopped on the images of the small wax balls.
�These La Wan, what�s inside them?�
�Lorraine, have you got those images?�
�No Jacob, with all the issues with the box, we forgot the La Wan?�
�Andy what�s the significance of these?�
�They contain messages, usually confidential or specific to one recipient. A message would be written on a silk ribbon, encased in the wax ball, it would be swallowed when cool, carried safely in the stomach of the courier.�
�And then what? He would just�.�
�He would recover it and the intended recipient of the message would crack open the wax ball and read the message.�
Lorraine and Jacob winced, �these are the size of golf balls, imagine trying to,� She gulped slightly at the thought of attempting to swallow one. �Brave men, that�s all I can say.�
Andy was led over to the centre of the room, the wax balls sitting on a stand, remote from the other artefacts. Lorraine donned the compulsory gloves, and began to gently open the wax balls, each one giving a subdued crack as it revealed its silken cargo. She placed each immaculately preserved rolled silk ribbon next to the appropriate shell, and then moved back allowing Andy access. Andy had put on gloves, and gently unrolled the delicate silk messages, Lorraine recording on a camera mounted above.
�This is part of a message to the Admiral, it states that they have left, a coastal village, possibly South American and are heading north. You understand they called the landmasses by different names, but I do not wish to confuse matters further. The second gives details on their destination, and refers to a map number. The third is a goodbye from the captain.�
At this point Andy stopped, �there was no order to the messages, but it would appear they travelled north and then something happened. Was there a scroll in a bamboo tube, a wax seal on the end?� Lorraine found the scroll he referred to, and he read it out aloud.
�The ship has become trapped in ice, we cannot get free. I am concerned that the hull cannot take the pounding, but there is no shelter from the ice. It continues, that they became frozen in the sea ice, and to save the ship, used the wind and spare timber to get on top of the ice, completely out of the water.�
�That is no mean feat, ship that size, although it would explain why the hull was not crushed, snowfall would bury it, rather than sea ice.�
�The scroll tells of how the food rations ran out, they could not catch any fish through the ice. The men began to burn anything to keep warm, and wait for the ice to melt, it never did. The last entry is a goodbye to his family and crew, and a message to the Admiral in one of the wax balls he swallowed.�
Jacob looked at the collection of small cracked wax balls, �One of these was in the stomach of the Captain?�
�This one I think, it tells the Admiral that they must return the artefacts to the place they were found.�
Jacob turned to look at the brilliant crystal artefact, the silver and vivid blue glinting in the artificial light.
�So this is from South America, being taken to where, Greenland?�
�The Chinese are known to have been there.�
* * *
An explosion interrupted the conversation, the shockwave rocked the porta-cabin. Jacob ran to see what had happened. Outside in a separate area, a team had a small sealed cabin with a bank of analytical tools, to assess the composition of the crushed metal and crystal object. They came out of the smoking room, coughing and blackened with soot, but none appeared seriously hurt, just a little deaf.
�What happened?�
The lead lab tech shouted back, Jacob did not stop him, more concerned at the information than the volume with which it was delivered.
�We were using laser light to check the absorption properties of the crystal, and we got strange results.�
�How strange?�
�It kept absorbing the light, not refracting it or reflecting it back.�
�Did it explode?�
�No, that was our machine, for a second I thought I saw light come out of the crystal.�
Jacob went to check the camera feeds on the hard drive outside the room, even though the cameras were now fried, the recordings were safe.
Lorraine joined him, while the three-man team from the small lab were given first aid. He took the feedback just five minutes and zoomed in, sure enough the crystal appeared to absorb the light, and he slowed down he images.
Just before the explosion, the crystal sent a beam of energy out back into the laser analyser, which had caused the explosion. He went back to the lab and opening the door fully to allow the smoke to clear, he looked for the metal and crystal object. Still in place on the workbench was the metal, no charring or damage apparent, the other equipment around it scorched and burnt. He did not attempt to pick up the object, leaving it for the team to deal with.
He exited the lab and spoke to Lorraine, �There is something different about this crystal, and I would presume that this artefact is constructed in a similar way.�
�If we carefully analyse its properties, but with reduced levels of power and shield it more effectively.�
�Agreed, just use caution, imagine if they had performed the same test on this object, that crystal is only about two centimetres across and was able to destroy the lab.�
�I suppose it is similar to overloading a capacitor, the energy stored suddenly released in one massive surge.�
�That would explain the delay between the light energy entering the crystal, and the discharge some minutes later.�
An expression of determination came across Jacob�s face, he moved forward, carefully re-wrapping the artefact in its original protective silk and bamboo, and placing it firmly in an airtight bag.
�Lorraine, call Paul Stone, tell him I need paperwork to take this to Ecuador.�
�Ecuador, why?�
�Because I suspect that is where this amulet originated from, and that Laurent has found a ship containing another one.� Jacob strode confidently from the lab, Andy scuttling along behind him. Jean called over from near the hangar entrance, �One more thing, KEVIN!�
Kevin poked his head out of the communications station next to Eli, Jacob spotted him and waved him over. �Get your gear Kevin we are going to Ecuador.�
Before Kevin could respond Jacob was walking towards the waiting helicopter, Jean waiting impatiently beside it.
�Jacob, can we go now?�
�Yes we can my friend, south to discovery if you please.�

THIRTEEN

Laurent had returned to camp for supplies, his venture to discover the secrets of the circular wall appeared fruitless. He said all he found was a clay brick wall, with a lake in the middle. His assistant Marianne was as attentive as always, fussing around him like a mother hen. Fortunately Katherine did not witness it, she may have shot the girl. Three days in the jungle with her hero, Marianne had obviously taken advantage. The rest of the group were aware, only keeping their silence to maintain their position on the expedition. Laurent had his usual smug expression upon his less than triumphant return, probably due the exploration of Marianne and not of the jungle.
He dumped his gear, and walked over to Katherine, embraced her attempted to kiss her. She pushed him away, unhappy at the public show of lust. �Christophe, no.�
He looked around to check who had witnessed this rejection, everyone was looking at him. Christophe tried to console her, brushed her cheek, she moved away, looking straight at him.
�I had a phone call while you were away.�
�Really, who would bother to call here?�
�Jacob.�
She waited, arms folded, Christophe�s predictable reaction followed.
�What did he want? Did you call him?�
�No I did not call him.� which was true, she emailed him, but she let the rat squirm for now.
�So what did he call about? Something trivial no doubt.�
�Actually he wanted to know why you had claimed the find of the walled crater, and everything else here, when in fact I discovered the major find.�
Christophe flushed crimson, obviously caught out by a far more intelligent foe; he attempted and failed to bypass the question. Katherine was having none of it.
�I can tell you now that Jacob is fully aware of who discovered what, and in future, I will be informing The Institute personally of any other finds!�
�You think you will find more, more things! You only discovered the other items by folly not by design, amateur!�
At this point Marianne appeared on the walkway behind Christophe and made a vain attempt to defend him.
�Katrine, I think you will find that Christophe gave joint credit for your finds.�
�Firstly it�s KATHERINE, not Katrine, second, you know damn well that you would cover his back if it was inches thick in shit, so shut your mouth and walk away!�
Marianne stepped forward, glaring and took a vain swing at Katherine, who blocked her attempted slap, and punched her in the jaw, sending her reeling back into the lounge area. Christophe was left alone in front of his furious fianc�, wondering what to say, if anything. Katherine saved him the trouble, �Here is your ring back. She threw it off into the jungle, �You can keep it, if you can find it! I am not leaving this expedition, I am contracted by Jacob.�
�Are you sure about that, perhaps you should check with Jacob!�
�You can check yourself. He will be here by tomorrow, flying into Quito!�
Christophe was stunned, Jacob here, undermining him, this would not stand, he must do something. He decided that for now he was best ensuring that all the research and recovery was complete for the wreck, and leave the walled crater for now. He moved silently back from Katherine, still staring at him, backtracked and went down a ladder and through to the dig site, leaving Marianne on the floor.
Debra Sharpe came over, recently arrived on a supply boat. �Nice one Katherine, best move you have made in months, course I would have shot Marianne, but that�s just me.� Katherine smiled, thankful for the small amount of tension relieved by her close friend. �I was considering it, that�s why I left my gun under my bunk, no temptation then eh?�
Debra gave her a hug, unusual but welcome, took Katherine by the hand, and guided her to the food hall, �Jerk Chicken always makes you feel better.�
* * *
Laurent walked swiftly to the dig site, avoiding eye contact from all in his path. Someone had put the conversation out on the walkie-talkies, so by the time he crested the mound near the dig site, everyone was looking at him. He cursed quietly to himself, applied his best fake smile, and addressed the head of the dig.
�Bertrand, what progress have you made since my departure?�
Bertrand pushed back his thick black hair, tucking it under the black sports cap, wiping the sweat with a muddy hanky. His face red from exertion and the stubble on his face covered with a combination of plant life and debris around the area his mask fitted on.
�We have used MARVIN to locate what appears to be a navigator or Captain�s cabin.�
�Really well which is it? You have �ad days!�
Bertrand hesitated, composing himself, not wanting to enrage an already simmering Laurent. �We only discovered this structure yesterday, we are currently excavating the area above it, if you would care to wait I am sure that��
Bertrand did not have time to finish his sentence, Laurent�s satellite phone was warbling. Christophe raised a clean manicured palm to Bertrand�s face, while simultaneously answering his phone. The conversation appeared one sided, and he just answered �qui� or �non� to almost everything, then he hesitated and hung up, his face concerned. Bertrand did not want to restart his previous sentence; he walked to the access point carved out above the cabin.
The team had cut through the roots and silt covering the doorway to the cabin, and were inside photographing artefacts and removing them to the safety of a temporary table. Laurent moved over to the table to inspect the booty, hoping for a prize that would earn him recognition as well as currency, he saw none, just bamboo tubes, wax balls, and jade jewellery. Then with a lot of groaning and shouts of encouragement the team removed a large box from the cabin, one that would have been very familiar to Jacob, but not to Laurent.
�What is that monstrosity?�
�We got a call from Jacob asking to remove it before his arrival, but not to open it.�
�So my bumbling Bertrand, you are taking orders from Jacob Mathias, since when was he in charge of this dig?�
Bertrand tried to answer as Katherine shouted from behind him. �Since he pays the bills and contracts for all of us, including you Christophe!�
Bertrand smiled behind Christophe�s back. Christophe�s usual bravado did not fail him, blustering out of the dig site, away from the box and other items, he shouted as he left, �We will let the expert Mr Jacob Mathias look into this box! I will be in my office on the ship!�
With that he stormed off the dig, heading to the recently arrived supply boat, bullied the poor boy skippering it to return him to the Arcadia two miles off the shoreline. A bruised Marianne had quickly packed during his foray into the dig site, and scuttled after him.
Peace and tranquillity returned to the dig, and Debra cracked open a beer for Katherine, and passed one to Bertrand, �This is going to taste really good.�
From the jungle just out of sight, a middle-aged man watched the spectacle unfold. Silently he recorded the removal of the wooden wax covered box. Osvaldo Rodrigo Moreno Borboa was the bank manager of a town sixty miles away in the hills, however he was not in the jungle by chance, but by design, and with purpose. A guardian of the past and future.

FOURTEEN

Miami International Airport.
Jacob had spent many hours in airports, but he did like Miami, temptations were abundant. The layout meant you could probably spend hours exploring, and spend plenty of dollars, the planner�s intention. The main building was a large U shape, with eight concourses coming off it, a giant concrete insect, spreading its limbs out to catch prey. The prey was the multitude of aircraft, all awaited refuelling and reoccupation. The concourse layout was anti-clockwise from A to J missing out B and I to avoid confusion with numbers, his flight had arrived from Montreal at gate A5, he would not have to rush for his connection in just over an hour at gate C7. There was a constant stream of passengers around, the same as the population of Canada moving through every year, according to the information board which Jacob was studying. He ambled down to the shops in concourse A.
At 2pm local time, Chui Enzi and his escorts were on Concourse H in the south section of the main building, just stepped off the flight from New York. Using his diplomatic credentials to get himself, Mr Smith and Mr Jones swiftly through US customs, he decided to spend a little time relaxing before the flight to Panama, due to depart Gate D33 in a few hours. His contact had emailed the location of the meeting place, and arranged for a helicopter to collect Enzi�s party directly from the airport in Panama.
Enzi went to Caf� Versailles on concourse D to get some Cuban coffee and a pastry, while Jones called the farm to check if they had located Archer Mathias yet. The answer he received was not welcome, and he swallowed hard before approaching Enzi, who was enjoying his refreshments.
�Sir, I have news about our farm guest.�
�And what disappointment are you going to convey to me Jones?�
�Sir, Archer Mathias escaped some time ago, and my men have been searching the area, but to no avail.�
Enzi put his coffee down, and used his best diplomatic voice to direct his obvious rage at Jones.
�Mr Jones, you have let an American spy escape, not informed me of his escape until, what two days afterwards. He could be anywhere now!�
�Yes sir, we have checked the palace and��
�I do not care what you have checked, it would be the obvious places, and this man is anything but, that much I have learned.�
Jones was uncharacteristically silent, looking down at his polished shoes, a scolded servant in the presence of his master. Enzi stood, sipped his coffee and devoured his remaining pastry, pacing. He put out his hand, and Jones handed him a phone, Enzi called someone who could find out any information he required, passed on his targets details and awaited the response.
Jacob liked seafood, always had, checking the information map he spotted a Sushi bar in concourse E near the hotel entrance, and made a bee line for it. He didn�t think he would get much sushi in the jungle. He walked briskly up through the airport, heading round to the top of the U on the west side of the building.
Enzi received an email on his phone from his contact, as he suspected Archer Mathias made a call to Uncotto, intercepted seven hours ago.
�Mr Jones, you have a chance to redeem yourself; it appears that my contact has located our lost friend. He is closer than I expected.�
�Where sir?�
�He was due to fly from London to New York, but Mr Mathias changed his ticket at the last minute, he landed here thirty minutes ago. You look relieved Jones. I suggest you go and explore the airport.�
Archer had departed from Gate 24 as soon as he arrived, heading for the ticket desk to collect his new destination, and contact Paul Stone for an update.
Paul was in work still, having a change of clothes and en suite bathroom at work was a distinct advantage. His assistant had called him from her house, and brought him breakfast.
�Thank you Linda, these croissants are lovely as always.�
With a smile and nod, his assistant Linda left the room, catching up on the many tasks Paul had assigned to her during the night.
His private line caller ID showed Archer�s name, he quickly swallowed and took a slurp of coffee.
�Archer, you just landed in Miami?�
�Yes Paul, where are my tickets?�
�Well, how about, thanks Paul for helping me escape Africa, and getting me dressed, new phone and credit card in the middle of the night.�
Archer laughed. �Thanks Paul for helping me escape Africa, getting me dressed, blah blah blah.�
�Such sincerity.� Both men laughed, Archer always enjoyed verbally jousting with Paul.
�Listen Paul, all joking aside, thanks for everything, you are a real pal.�
�I have said it before, you are welcome, the son of my best friend, what else can I do?�
�How is he, my dad?�
�He is coping well, throwing himself into work, won�t talk to anyone about your mother�s death, before you ask.�
�Well I have asked him, but he avoided the subject, I just wanted to know why he left her alone. That is why we have not spoken for almost nine months now.�
�I know how long it is, and I obeyed your wishes, I have not told him about the past few days or my contact with you. He really misses you Archer.�
�Does he? So why doesn�t he call?�
�You and he are alike, why have you not called him? And that is probably the same reason?�
�True, true. Where is he, still in Canada?�
�No, he is going to Ecuador, something to do with Canada, said he would fill me in later. He is flying into Miami, you might see him.�
�Paul, this airport is massive; I will deal with this business in Panama and then call him in Ecuador.�
�Okay, be safe, and your tickets are with a lady called Mandi on the American Airlines desk, just show her your ID.�
Archer said goodbye to Paul, looking out for the blue and red double A logo. He never noticed the tall tanned grey haired man walking swiftly with a Chinese gentleman, deep in conversation.
Jacob was checking out the database on Inca glyphs, hoping to find out a translation of the scrolls stolen from the institute, but when he opened his email, the ever-efficient Paul had emailed the translations the museum had done.
�Andy the scrolls stolen from the museum, they mention four amulets, and then a fifth that is property of the keystone protector? Any mention of this in the Chinese scripts?�
�Nothing similar, the Chinese understanding of the artefacts is they were linked to the five elements, but they only mention four?�
�Which one is missing?
�Water, which is associated with, amongst other things, death.�
�And the amulet we found in Canada, what symbol do they link to it?�
�Wood, which is associated with birth.�
So we have one artefact for birth, and a missing one for death, possibly?�
�Does not really help us much, there has to be another link?�
�It is strange that everything associated with these artefacts is four or five.�
�Why is it strange?�
�Because they are both considered unlucky numbers.�
�I knew something about eight being lucky, but why is five and four an issue? My Chinese is not very good as you know.�
�Don�t worry, I am giving lessons on the side in Chinese, many of my friends are, people are getting into the language on a large scale in the west.�
�Planning ahead.�
�Yes Jacob, for when the Chinese rule the world!�
�Don�t joke Andy, if these treasure fleets had continued, I think China would already have ruled for over five hundred years.�
�Maybe. Now the number four is considered an unlucky number in Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese and Japanese cultures, because it sounds like the word for death,�si. Did you know there is no product line with 4 in Nokia phones because of this?�
�Same as American buildings have no floor 13?�
�Exactly. Five is a little more simple, being a negative, it is associated with the word me, wo or the not, w��
�So we have death and not associated most and all the symbols we have found, and references are all around four and five?�
�Yes, so the Chinese would have seen this place as quite dark, and spiritually associate it with death and negativity.�
�Do you think that is why they were taking the artefacts away?�
�Perhaps, but that contradicts their actions. We need more information. These objects are not in context.�
�I am hoping that the finds in Ecuador will give us that.�
Jacob continued to examine the information, and compose his email to Lorraine, his train of thought interrupted by the arrival of his meal, Andy looked a little apprehensive.
�I gather you are a sushi virgin Andy?�
�Well I don�t tend to eat what I cannot identify.�
Jacob smiled, and began to point out what he had on his dish. �We have Hamachi, which is yellow tail, Ika, squid to you, Kani, crab and my favourite Amaebi, a sweet shrimp.�
Andy was still not convinced, so not wishing to deter him from raw fish forever, �What about a Philadelphia roll?�
Andy looked sideways at Jacob, �What is that? A bagel?�
Jacob laughed almost choking on the Saki he was sipping, �No it is smoked salmon, cucumber and cream cheese strips.�
�That would be fine, I can cope with that, you are eating, like advanced sushi, I will have a beginners portion, thanks.�
Jacob nodded to the attentive waiter, and within minutes Andy was devouring the exquisitely prepared dish. Kevin arrived at the table mid-meal, smiling at Andy relished the fish, �So Jacob has given you the sushi baptism?� Andy did not reply, savouring the combination of flavours and textures. Kevin sat down, and waited for them to finish, �Well Jacob, I just had a delicious hotdog, well three actually, nice and simple.�
�Three? Why three? You know you love sushi really Kevin.�
�No, that would be Katherine who loves sushi, remember, and three because I don�t know when or where I will eat next.�
Archer was enjoying something a little more basic and less refined than his father, but no less satisfying, mushroom pizza. He had just finished wiping the tomato from his mouth, when he answered his buzzing phone, not checking caller ID.
�Archer my boy, how are you?� The General�s voice on the line.
�Hello Sir, I am fine, surprised to get your call.� How did he get this number? Archer was on his guard.
�If you are wondering how I got this number then don�t, I always like to keep track of my assets. I heard you had some trouble in Mabalia, everything okay now? All running smoothly?�
�Yes sir, all back to normal, I will call you later with an update.�
Archer was concerned, by now The General would know from the GPS in the phone where he really was, not sitting in the palace in Mabalia, but in Miami Airport. More concerning was why did The General not show his hand, why not catch Archer out with the lie, what did he have to gain? Archer was now swiftly finishing his pizza and collecting his belongings, moving to the counter and paying by credit card. He was not responsive to the teller, appearing almost rude, still checking the area looking for a trash can to dump the phone, and then he saw the threat.
There was Mr Jones, suit neatly pressed, he was looking for someone, was it coincidence that The General had called? Had he given away Archer�s position? Did he have access to that info, perhaps someone inside the NRA or NSA? Were the past few days getting to him, paranoia and fatigue overtaking common sense? The General had no reason to jeopardise the operation in Mabalia, the future contracts it would generate would be lucrative.
Archer dismissed the thought of betrayal by The General as ridiculous and focussed on the issue thirty feet away. Any sudden movement would give away his position to Jones, he engaged the teller in polite conversation, apologising for his behaviour, watching Jones in the reflection of her glasses. He saw him move off, flirted with her for another thirty seconds, accepting her phone number and then moved off calmly but quickly as Jones disappeared.
He needed time to think, and went to the only relatively secluded place in this human hive, the restrooms. He walked in, scanning the occupants and moved to a stall next to a wall, locking the door. The adjacent stall had been empty, but he heard a large sigh, followed by a substantial man sitting down with some force, the rustle of a paper, just what he did not need.
Jacob had sent his email to Lorraine, finished his array of sushi, and managed to introduce the virgin to its delights; even if it was in a more restrained manner. Andy had finished all of his smoked salmon with some enthusiasm, and was now updating his notes from his laptop to his phone.
�Jacob, firstly thank you for the meal, and secondly I have found a reference to an old Chinese legend.�
�What legend? And the meal, you are very welcome, next time you may be a little more adventurous?�
�Perhaps, yes I will. The reference is to Yi an archer who had a magic bow with ten arrows.�
�What did this Yi do with his ten arrows?�
�Well according to my mother, he�.�
But Andy did not finish his sentence; a mass of security ran past, leaflets from a nearby counter flung up in the air by their swift passage.
Archer had not been sitting long, when a familiar voice called out his name. He had no exit strategy, and no weapons, but then in a US airport Jones could not have any weapons either. Archer left his bags, pulled himself up, surprising the large gentleman settled in the next stall, he held his finger to his lips, ignoring the pungent updraft. Archer traversed the tops of the other empty stalls, carefully lowered himself into the last one, recently vacated, the seat down, unusually.
Jones was near the row of sinks, watching the stall area having checked the urinals already. He bent down, looking for tell-tale feet, and could only see the large trainers of the man in the second stall. The first stall next to it was locked, but no feet, that was his target. Moving quietly on the tiled floor, he crouched ready to kick in the door, heart racing. With one kick from his polished leather shoes destroyed the flimsy lock. He was unexpectedly greeted by a small suitcase and holdall. He yelled in rage and proceeded to kick down every door including the second stall, the large gentleman protesting until he saw the rage in Jones� eyes.
Archer was waiting, and had moved over the edge of the stall into open space, not wanting to be enclosed when Jones reached it. Jones kicked open the last door and in the brief time it took him to realise his prey was absent, Archer hit him in the nose with a high kick, breaking it immediately, blood spurting out and down his tie. Jones reeled back falling against the sinks, to be hit with follow up blows to the chest, crotch neck and head, repeated kicks disorientating him. Jones slumped to the ground, his senses overloaded by the onslaught; Archer did not hesitate or desist. Jones was dragged into one of the stalls, a combination of adrenaline and training forcing Jones� head into the toilet bowl. Archer hit the flush and held Jones while he spluttered and struggled. After the blue water had stopped flowing, he pulled Jones� soaking head out.
�Mr Jones, welcome to the United States, and thanks for your hospitality back home.�
�What do you want Mathias!�
�What no witty comment? I want you to leave me alone, but seeing as you refuse too, I will make it my mission to discover whatever Enzi is plotting and stop it.�
He pushed Jones� head back into the bowl and flushed again, pulling the man up briefly.
�Good night!� He smashed Jones� head into the bowl, cracking skull and porcelain.
Before security had arrived, Archer had washed his hands, collected his belongings changed his shirt and moved away from the restroom, leaving a wet, unconscious Jones to explain the damage.
Jones was led away by eight burly security men, protesting he had diplomatic immunity, which he did, but until they could verify it, he was considered a threat.
Archer left concourse E and headed for his departure gate F20.
* * *
�Mr Chui Enzi to security please.�
Enzi was so surprised by being called over the public address system, he body slammed two men.
�I am so sorry.�
�No problem.�
The two men grabbed their bags and moved on.
Jacob was grateful the African gentleman had returned the bag that he had so carelessly knocked from his grip, but thought no more of it as Andy and he moved towards the departure gate C7.
Chui Enzi never liked having to deal with any foreign security service, but the US customs team were extremely polite and professional so he returned the courtesy.
He answered all their questions, provided them with all the relevant identity information and diplomatic passports. Then he collected a dishevelled Jones, arranging for the next available flight to Panama in two hours, having missed their connection due to Jones altercation with Archer.
Jones was quietly but sternly chastised by Enzi, and then they tried to discover which flight Archer had taken, but to no avail. Not wishing to draw more attention; they got onto the next flight out. The American Airlines Boeing 757 would deliver them to Panama City in under three hours, where Archer would be waiting.

FIFTEEN

Four Seasons Hotel, New York City.
Alexander Uncotto appreciated his surroundings as he entered the hotel lobby, the octagonal cream marble pillars directing his eyes to the ceiling. Of course he noticed the inlaid floor, a geometric pattern within a marble square, stairs leading off to the various areas of luxury. Unfortunately he had no time to indulge, and even in these secure elegant surroundings, business prevailed. Alexander Uncotto relaxed in his luxury suite, the full effect of the in-room spa treatment kept him calm. His personal aide knocked and entered the main room.
�I have checked with security, each room has an empty room between them so countries cannot be accused of spying through the walls.�
�I feel safer here than in my own country, is that wrong?�
�You don�t have Archer Mathias here to protect you, is that the difference?�
�I have spoken to Archer already; he has appraised me of a situation with Enzi that needs dealing with immediately.�
�What situation?�
�As you know I had tasked Enzi to follow up on this possible energy source for Mabalia. A solar technology, crystal based. He told me a contact in Russia had put him onto it. I did not ask for further information at the time. I wish I had.�
�You trusted him, despite his reputation?�
�Keep your enemies close. That was my thinking. However it seems that Enzi has usurped my trust in favour of financial gain.�
�I can freeze all available funds to him and revoke his diplomatic status. You just have to tell me and I will arrange it.�
�I think we must, whatever he is going to do next, I fear what reflection it will have on our country.
�Forgive me for being so blunt, but you should never have trusted Enzi. I think the phrase they would use here is, �throw him to the wolves.��
�Excellent idea.� Uncotto was staring out the window, �Have you seen this view, thirty two floors up, overlooking Central Park, amazing.�
�Yes I have sir. We are most fortunate.�
�Stop all the funds, and revoke his status. If he is doing work legitimately then he will contact me. If he does not then I will presume he has another sponsor and that will show me another path to take.�
Alexander looked over the immense city.
�A lot of planning has gone into this sir; do you still want to use this speech? It may antagonise our hosts.�
�That is not my intention. But I do want to provoke a response.�
�Oh I think the wording will achieve that. I could have a friend look over the speech to modify it. He worked for one of the US senators, so he knows how to coerce an audience.�
�I am sure he does, but like many other leaders have too, I do not want to dilute my message.�
�You still think we can have an independent Mabalia, without outside support and interference?�
�I do, but the road will be hard and today is the key. Let me speak to these gentlemen this afternoon to gauge what response our hosts may give to my speech later.�
Despite his resolute demeanour, Alexander was seriously concerned for the future, his own and his country.
After a pleasant lunch in his room, Alexander welcomed the gentlemen from the United States Overseas Development Agency and Department of Energy.
They were young well dressed, their grey pinstripe suits looking very similar, only their ties and hair colour differed. The taller of the two was called Andrew Bush, no relation to the former presidents he assured Alexander. The shorter, stockier one was Albert Perfidy, his palm very warm and hard.
The room had been laid out for a relaxed but formal meeting, the light wood furniture placed by Alexander to afford him seniority and dominance of the room. The two men were seated on a sofa. Both attempted to choose the higher leather chairs, but Alexander�s advisor had been seated before they came in. With the only other chair available obviously belonging to the President, the two men sat next to each other on the couch. Andrew�s laptop tidily placed on the table. Albert held a slim line PDA in his capacious palm. Alexander sat, satisfied that he had put the young men in their place, and demonstrated who was in charge.
�Gentlemen, let me thank you for your hospitality and your Diplomatic Security Service�s excellent care for me since I arrived.�
Andrew Bush responded, �you are very welcome President Uncotto, we value your time and participation in this summit.�
�That is most gracious, and it is Alexander please, no need for excessive formality here.�
�As you wish, Alexander. The proposals you have for energy production and infrastructure development in your country, are what we are here to discuss.�
�You have had chance to study and investigate the proposals?�
�Yes sir, at length, and we would like to discuss our concerns.�
�Concerns? What concerns would those be?�
Uncotto had not survived in his country without some guile and diplomatic manoeuvring.
The two men did not respond immediately, both meeting Uncotto�s unwavering gaze, his head tilted slightly to the left. After a brief look at each other, Andrew spoke, �Well sir, the requirements you have listed for oil production are the biggest concern. Specifically we do not think we could secure a US oil company to comply with your suggestions.�
�Why not?� he was enjoying this, he knew that there was no way any major oil player would hand over sole drilling rights to his country; and definitely not provide the production equipment without financial incentives. Since Venezuela they had learnt their lesson.
Andrew was obviously nervous at Uncotto�s possible reaction, �the fact that you wish us to invest in building an oil refinery at substantial cost, and will only begin to repay the investment after one year of oil production is not acceptable.�
�Why not, the company that builds it will own it, we will just lease it from them, and for that they receive a fixed payment as long as production is constant. We will obviously not have the funds to pay in advance, that is why I am requesting your government to assist in our development.�
�Yes sir, we understand that, but there are other issues with the infrastructure rebuilding.�
�Yes, and do tell me young Andrew, what are those issues?�
Now feeling intimidated Andrew was visibly sweating through his thick brown hair. �You want to have solar powered desalination plants built on the coast, and underground pipelines to feed this water to inland farming areas.�
�Yes, that is correct.�
�But the cost of these desalination plants is immense?�
�Albert, are you aware of the Ashkelon SWRO plant in Israel?�
�Yes sir, I have heard of it.�
�This plant provides three hundred and twenty thousand cubic metres of desalinated water, a day. At a cost of almost half a US dollar. That is over eighty four and a half million US gallons per day; that is a lot of bath tubs gentlemen.�
�Yes sir, it is, but still the costs involved are high.�
�The plant in Israel cost US$250 million, and it will make US$825 during its lifetime. Even though I will not be able to charge the same costs as this company, the benefits to my people and reduction in strain on our limited water supplies will be substantial, and much less than providing financial aid.�
�We cannot justify the cost sir, it is too high, and there are concerns with the impact of desalination plants.�
�But I will be paying you for this, in oil, refined oil. Which your country is desperate to consume.�
�Which all countries are.�
�Not mine, cars, buses, trains, most of them were destroyed years ago; they rust everywhere. So our oil consumption and desire is far less than yours, I am sure of that.�
�President Uncotto, even if we can secure funds for your refinery, and desalination plants, the other costs of rebuilding by US companies cannot be justified.�
Uncotto paused, seeing he was gaining no ground, despite his thorough investigation before submitting his proposal. �Listen gentlemen, if my country were still in a state of civil war, and we had oil that you needed, how much would it cost to station and supply a large military force for a year?�
�Well we really could not say sir. That is not relevant to your case.�
�No it is relevant, and I am sure you cannot comment, but your forces in Afghanistan in 2003 were costing $950 million dollars a month to maintain, that is from your own records. Therefore, for the price of one week, I can have a desalination plant; that you can use to copy in America. For the cost of two months, I can have that refinery and tanker facility. Do you see my point?�
�Sir are you saying that if we do not comply you will allow a state of civil war to prevail?�
�No I am not! What I am pointing out to you is that you can invest your money in peaceful solutions and it will cost you far less, in lives and financial outlay, than funding any war.�
The two young men were silent, as expected.
�Of course, if the United States is not willing to assist in my country�s development, then perhaps I could approach the Chinese government? They have been most helpful to some of my neighbours.�
Albert and Andrew�s response was predictable, �Well thank you for your time President Uncotto, we will relay your thoughts and information to our senior officials and talk soon.�
Then Albert injected an unexpected comment, �President Uncotto, it has come to our attention in the Department of Energy that you are seeking a solar powered device based on crystal technology? Is that correct?�
�I am curious where you obtained your information Alfred, but yes, I am making enquiries to obtain such a device, if it exists?�
�I am sorry sir, if it exists? Where is this device from, who manufacturers it?�
�When I know, I will be sure to inform your government of my discovery and intentions.�
As the President stood, the two men extricated themselves from the luxurious sofa with difficulty, shook the President�s hand and that of his silent aide. With the young men gone, Uncotto�s aide finally spoke, �Do you think your proposals will be accepted sir?�
�No, I never expected they will, but I have put a �bee in their bonnet� I think is the appropriate phrase, someone higher up will be worried. Especially at the mention of the Chinese increasing their influence and oil access in Africa.�
�But will that not make the United States hostile towards us?�
�It may, but their demand and requirements for oil reserves are so desperate, I think concessions can be agreed upon.�
Even though the DSS had swept the suite for any listening devices, they had not anticipated that one of the men from the Development Agency would deposit a device. Albert Perfidy called his boss, �Device in place sir, reception satisfactory?�
The metallic voice responded, �Yes that will be all.�
The young man returned to his waiting vehicle, re-holstered his weapon from the glove compartment.

SIXTEEN

Canopy Tower, Panama.
Enzi�s contact brought his Leica Ultravid binoculars to bear on his target, gently altering the focus from his vantage point; he could see every detail in brilliant colour, despite the range. He would have told someone what he had seen, but today but only the owner was present; the usual throng of people absent from the observation deck ninety feet up in the tropical jungle canopy. He was observing the beautiful Blue Continga or Continga nattererii, the vibrant blue plumage matched the exterior walls of his accommodation.
�You never told me how you got this place?�
The owner sat down on the canvas chair, �The Canopy Tower is an old US radar station, built in 1965 by the United States Air Force to assist in the defence of the Panama Canal. It received a new assignment in 1988 when it was reactivated as part of the Caribbean Basin Radar network, used by the US government to detect airplanes suspected of drug smuggling.
It was finally closed in June 1995, and then when control of the area was handed over to the Panama authorities, transformed into an observation platform.� Standing in thirty-five acres of rainforest within Soberania National Park the aqua blue octagonal tower reached up over ninety feet into the canopy, topped by a gold geotangent dome.
You know when I approached by helicopter, you can just see the top floor and observation deck with the central dome peeking from the jungle. A golden pearl in a leafy green sea.�
Normally he would come here alone, anonymous, just an ornithologist, sitting up on the observation deck, looking down, rather than at ground level straining his neck. The variety of wildlife here stunned him, from howler monkeys greeting the dawn; to Blue-crowned Manakin, a true gem of a bird, to seven different species of humming bird. They were his favourite; he did not need binoculars to view them. The feeders placed on the tower meant he could just sit and watch them feed. The delicate constant vibration of their wings on the air, soothed his senses, entranced him.
He had started his day walking down from Semaphore Hill just before dawn, the early morning light sparking a cacophony of calls from the resident Howler monkeys. Even though the monkeys were only a few feet tall, you would think they were the size of gorillas from the volume. He could not see all of the animals in the forest, but he knew he was walking amongst tapirs, anteaters, armadillos, ocelots and innumerable birds above. He had walked down the Old Gamboa road to Summit Gardens and observed Capped Heron fishing in the early light. Then he slowly walked back, seeing the helicopter he had sent to carry Enzi, arriving at the pad fifteen minutes away. He had hired the tower for two days; no other visitors were expected, or wanted. When Enzi�s party had arrived and been shown to their rooms, he had returned to the dining room, enjoying the extensive selection available for breakfast. The dining hall and library were on the third floor, just below the observation deck, a polished wooden floor allowing reflecting light from the panoramic windows. The wrap-around sofa just off centre was an excellent reading spot, and Enzi�s contact was brushing up from the carefully selected library on rare birds. As usual, despite the environment Enzi was dressed in an immaculate suit, as were his four associates. Mr Jones and Mr Smith were edgy, indicating to their subordinates to inspect the area.
�There is no need for a security sweep, my men have already conducted one, and we are quite isolated from the outside world.�
Enzi waved them to take the bags to the rooms, dismissing them all, even a hesitant Mr Jones. Enzi walked over to the sofa, glancing out at the jungle trees at eye level, �Well General Mastasson, you have selected a fine location, it is truly idyllic.�
�Thank you Enzi, now can you tell me what the bloody hell is going on!�
* * *
Archer had arrived in Panama some hours before Enzi�s party; their delay at airport security was beneficial. He did not have the meeting place, but after checking with local helicopter charters, he found out only one aligned with his arrival time and number in party. Archer needed to get to this rendezvous, but without using air transport, the location remote, and he may be observed arriving. He left Tocumen International by taxi, heading for somewhere he could hire a motorbike, something cheap but effective off-road. He collected it and made for a warehouse near the railroad station, an old contact with hidden assets.
His friend had security on the door, a large tanned man with a shaved head, more tattoos showing on his forearms than skin, hesitant to allow an American access. Archer called out, �Benito, do you want me to tell your friend here, how you really got that scar on your stomach?� After a short pause and a few heavy running footsteps, Benito arrived slightly breathless. With a glance outside from habit, Benito gestured to the office in the back, a brick building with windows on two sides, and one open door. The warehouse was filled with a variety of pallets, machine parts, DVD players, motorbikes and a small plane, partially disassembled in a corner.
Archer sat down on a comfortable leather armchair, the smell of Cuban tobacco lingering. Benito came in, sat down, and recovered his cigar from the ashtray, then realised, �Do you want one Archer, best Fidel has to offer?�
�No thanks Benito, could you put that thing out, polluting the place.�
�I don�t know, you never call or write, come into my place, don�t want cigars.�
Archer�s face broke into a broad smile, something he had not had cause to do since meeting Khan some days before. �I am sorry to be abrupt, but I need some supplies.�
�And I suppose payment will not be forthcoming?�
�Do you take credit cards?�
�My friend do I look like I trust banks? What do you need, and how soon?�
�I need a sniper rifle, ammunition and in about the next five minutes please.�
�You do not want much, as always; I think I may have just the thing.�
Benito hauled his sizable bulk from the chair, short legs straining under his oversize stomach, too many good meals from his mother, and fifteen years without exercise. He waddled over to the centre of the warehouse, lifted up a wooden pallet, underneath it a keypad in the centre of a steel trapdoor. �This is my Aladdin�s cave.�
He keyed in the code, and the hatch opened, internal lights revealing steps to the space below. Inside displayed a fine array of weapons, machine guns, pistols, sniper rifles, rockets, enough weapons to supply a small country rebellion.
�Well Benito, you have remodelled since I last visited.�
�My friend you have to impress the clients, cutthroat market.�
Benito scratched his stubble encased chin, knowing better than to ask Archers intent. Archer saw what he wanted, �I will take that one please Benito.�
�Good choice my friend, a Barrett XM 109 Sniper rifle. This is a beautiful piece of work, got them last year, US Army issue. Short recoil only thirty-three pounds in weight, twenty-five millimetre ammunition in five round magazine containing high explosive dual-purpose ammunition. You can blow holes in nearly inch and a-half armour plating. Range in the right hands, like yours, up to two and a half kilometres.�
Archer picked up the weapon from its rack, less than four feet long, a muzzle suppressor to hide the flash, �Is that a BORS scope?�
�Yes, the mark two with integrated range finder, just enter the ammunition type on the keypad, it works out barometric pressure, range, wind and you just point and shoot.�
�It is a little harder than that Benito.�
�I know, but I am trying to sell this to you, course that would mean you were paying, so whatever.�
Within ten minutes Archer had bagged the rifle, ammunition and some other essentials, and was off up the road heading past abandoned Fort Clayton, keeping the Panama Canal in sight off to his left. From Benito�s warehouse to near Canopy Tower was just ten miles.
He hid his bike off Old Gamboa Road North, just up from Summit Gardens, ventured into the forest for a good vantage point, a large tree would be ideal. He was spoilt for choice but one tree took his eye. An Espave, with a large base over three metres across it looked like an elephant was standing with all its legs together balancing. The thick trunk led up to the extensive canopy over one hundred feet above. Archer walked around the side away from the path and began to climb. He was careful not to break branches giving away his position. He reached the top, just above the canopy, attached his rope to the top and fixed a clip to his harness. He wedged himself in the junction of three branches, the fingers of timber held him in place. He could see the gold dome just under a kilometre away, his scope showed him more, chairs up on the observation deck, but he could not see inside the tower, too many reflections off the windows. He checked his position near the top of the tree, he could fire, and then abseil down to the base, double time to his bike and be back on the road before anyone could get there. The muzzle suppressor and density of the canopy would reduce any flash from his weapon, even if he had to take two shots, which he doubted. At this range he could easily take out his intended target, there was no wind and rain, and unlike Afghanistan, no sand and dust. He checked his kit and got comfortable, relaxing into his harness for support.
Enzi enjoyed the sumptuous breakfast presented on the table in the centre of the dining room, his associates dug in, much less formal and polite in their eating style. Enzi settled down next to his contact in the library, the older man still engrossed in his book. Enzi chose not to interrupt him, instead checking his email. Enzi and The General moved onto the roof, to enjoy the fresh air, and talk unmonitored. His team back at their designated posts.
Archer saw movement on the roof, a suited black man, the distinctive Chui Enzi. He brought his rifle to bear, adjusting the sight, and inputting the information for the BORS scope to calculate. He focused. Enzi�s chest and head clearly in the sight, Archer�s finger over the trigger, paused. He moved to fire, braced the stock of the rifle against his shoulder, just beginning to apply pressure to the trigger. A blur came across his line of sight. He could not focus on the object, a bird? He adjusted his weapon to check his field of fire; a second man had walked onto the deck. He could not see his face, he was standing looking away to the canal entrance, and then he turned to face Enzi.
�My dear Enzi, you and I have a lot to discuss, and I need to inform you of the next stage of our plan.�
Enzi was attentive and smiling, but not for much longer, �And I need to know how you have been so incompetent!�
Enzi was taken aback, and stood to address his contact at eye level, increase his hostility towards him.
�I have done everything you have asked General!�
Enzi was furious, staring straight at The General. �You cannot order me! I do not obey a President, so why should I obey a mercenary, a paid assassin!�
�I am a paid assassin? What do you think you are? A saint?�
Archer levelled his weapon, preparing to fire. Then he thought he heard his name echo across the jungle.
�Enzi you could not even keep hold of Archer Mathias!�
It was The General�s voice, had he been involved from the start? Despite his instinct Archer decided that killing these men would not be beneficial, although extremely tempting. He needed to hear the rest of the conversation, but had not brought any surveillance equipment. He shouldered his weapon and abseiled down to the base of the tree, rapidly checked the contents of his bag. He found something that might work, but he was too far away, needed to get closer.
Enzi sat down, The General doing the same, neither breaking eye contact. They both took coffee from the table in between the chairs, and paused.
�Look Enzi, Chui, this situation is recoverable. Just you need to trust me.�
Enzi was hesitant, he had trusted no one since he was ten years old, if he could convince The General that he was being trusted, he could dispose of him later. �Alright, from now on we follow your plan, what do I need to tell you?�
�I need to know exactly what you have done, and who has been in contact with you regarding the Bow of Yi and the Ten Suns.�
Archer was running through the semi deciduous forest, following a trail that was created by the Spaniards moving Inca Gold to the coast. The Spanish had used mules to move the gold and other artefacts, and even after four hundred years some of the stones they laid to prevent the trail washing away were still visible. Archer�s boots slapped the surface of the stones. He needed to be at an uncomfortable ten metres from the tower. He slowed down, checked for any sentries, saw none, but knowing they would be in the vicinity.
He moved up the Espave nearby, not as impressive as the previous one, but still substantial, using the last of his rope to ascend, then pulling the surplus up with him. He got to within a few metres of the top and could see the tower, he was on the edge of the forest, and would be visible from the right angle, even at the rear of the structure. He began to assemble his improvised listening device, checking below periodically, his handgun suppressed ready for any visitors.
Enzi informed The General of the events in Mabalia, Khan�s appearance and subsequent torture and murder, obtaining no information. The General listened attentively, not interrupting to ensure he got all the information he required. After more coffee The General responded, �Enzi I have never agreed with all your methods, but I can appreciate that you used the limited talents you have acquired. Now I have the information on the artefacts, how many there are and their current locations, I have plans to acquire all of them shortly. However I cannot use Unit Zero 3 operatives to retrieve them, as I do not want my head of operations or anyone else knowing. I already suspect that Khan was sent by someone from within my organisation, but I have no more information at present. This is for our benefit, and I am concerned that should the United States government discover my intentions, they will ensure I am killed correctly.�
Archer had completed his surveillance kit, he was unsure if it would work, but had no other choice. He used his Sony phone to take pictures of Enzi and The General together, the clarity effective enough for a positive identification. He could not make a call; a local signal jammer was stopping all cellphone activity, but not all frequencies.
Enzi could hear a buzzing sound, �Do you hear that noise?� Mastasson paused trying to focus on Enzi�s concern, �It�s a humming bird, or more likely a few of them, there are feeders here for them, I will show you later.�
The humming bird belonged to Archer, and it was landing to the side of the gold dome, aligned with the two men. The small remote controlled helicopter barely a foot long that Archer had been given by Benito for fun was designed for flying inside. He had dismantled his Bluetooth headset taking off the carefully styled cover, leaving just the few grams of components reducing the weight. This skeleton of electronics was strapped to the belly with the microphone taped across the helicopter�s nose, making it difficult to fly, but manageable. Upon landing he had selected voice record and the headset should now be transmitting the conversation to the phone, and storing it. The Bluetooth bypassing the signal specific jammer. He estimated that he had about ten or maybe fifteen minutes before the memory card filled up, it was only a burn phone. Archer could not hear the conversation, his position masking him from sight, but also out of earshot, he just had to wait, record, then review the information.
�Chui the next phase is to acquire the artefacts and then determine their use, how they give us access to the Bow of Yi as mentioned in the parchment.�
�Agreed, you already have one that I acquired in Washington, I presume back on Isla Joya Verde, where are the others?�
�One is with Jacob Mathias who is travelling to Ecuador with it. The other is in a wreck in the Ecuador jungle. I have someone who will acquire it shortly.�
�Which just leaves the fourth which is in the possession of another group.�
Archer had filled the memory on his phone, he was debating to listen now, but was concerned that he would not hear anyone approaching wearing the necessary headphones. He changed the memory card in his phone and recorded a second session.
�So that is when you attack Chui, but use your men, or hire some locals, you have the funds available?�
�Yes, President Uncotto has been most generous, when he is implicated in obtaining this device.�
�And you are clear what action to take regarding the camp occupants?�
�Yes, quite clear.�
�Well with our business concluded, I think you should relax for a while here, brief your men later.� The General was about to go down the staircase to the dining hall below, and saw the helicopter on the roof. He walked over, bent down, and looked over it, the Bluetooth earpiece blinking regularly.
He walked back to Enzi, whispering in his ear, and then used a radio.
Archer had missed some of the conversation but seeing The General on a radio now, he did not need to hear what was said. He was compromised. The guards below were agitated, moving around the base of the tower, weapons drawn. He could descend the tree easily, but a guard was just below the tree and would hear him. He could shoot him from his position, but the others could not be seen with the jungle around him. With his gear already packed he descended the rope head first, using his feet to brake and moved just above the stationary guard. From just eight feet above he could neither see nor hear anyone else, he eased down, grabbed the guard, pulling him off the ground. Within moments the guard was dead, a well-practised grip snapped his neck. Archer descended the rest of the way, and tied the body in the rope, hoisting him up twenty feet out of sight.
The General made his way down the stairs to ground level, weapon drawn. He demanded information from his radio. His guards reported no one in the area, the staff of the Tower had been confined to the ground floor.
Archer was moving swiftly, the local Howler monkeys had started to wail, then a rumble of thunder in the distance increased their volume. The approaching storm and the vocal monkeys covered the increased noise as Archer rushed through the undergrowth, leaf litter and twigs scattered in his wake. He found the trail at the bottom of Semaphore Hill, going left to retrieve his motorbike. He drew his HK 23. Smith had ventured onto the road, and he had no time to navigate around him. The suppressor masked the sound of a double tap to the head. The large torturer dropped to the ground fifty feet away, parts of his skull blown onto the road behind him. Having policed his brass, Archer grabbed him and rolled him in the shrubs at the side of the road, no time to clean up. Smith did not deserve the respect.
Within ten minutes he was back at Benito�s warehouse, the downpour that arrived concealing the sound of the motorbike�s engine being thrashed down the tarmac. The red-hot engine steamed from its rampage across the Old Gamboa Road. He pulled up to the warehouse door, security letting him in without hesitation this time. He wheeled the bike inside, returned the rifle to Benito. The water running off his head, clothes soaked from his rapid rainstorm transit, �My friend, one rifle unfired, still pristine, however the HK, I keep?�
�Yeah you can, you seem worried. What�s the matter?�
�I need to get to Ecuador, now, and avoid customs?�
�Well for a drink and a meal, I can help.�
Benito waddled back to his office, and after a few phone calls returned to Archer who was sipping on a fresh bottle of water.
�Okay I have a friend who can get you off the coast in a seaplane, but getting onshore is your business.�
�That�s great my father has a ship offshore, I can get to that.�
�My friend will not take you to the boat, far too suspicious, you will have to drop and swim my friend.�
�Well don�t suppose you have a wetsuit?�
�From the look of you getting wet is a pastime. By the time you finish my mother�s excellent meal, I will have everything you need sorted out, now come, eat.�
At the Canopy Tower Mastasson was furious, since their visitor had obviously escaped, he was attempting to limit damage. Enzi had remained outside on the deck, and one of The General�s team approached, whispering something in his ear.
�Enzi, you told me that Archer Mathias had escaped, and that Mr Jones had seen him in Miami Airport, and lost him again, correct?�
�Yes that is correct, like I told you.�
�And you had no idea of his intended destination from Miami?�
�No why would I?�
The General drew the handgun from his associate�s holster, grabbed Enzi by the throat in one fluid movement, pinning him against the wall. He levelled the gun just in front of Enzi�s deep brown left eye.
�He is here, you incompetent fool! He was the one listening!�
Enzi closed his eyelid instinctively as The General rested the barrel against it.
�I was monitoring the nearest cell phone tower for activity, before we started jamming, any phones being used or turned on, and guess what!�
Enzi knew better than to answer, the look blazing across The General�s eyes clearing conveying his intent.
�We detected a US registered burn phone turned on within a few metres of here, and it is your fault he even knew where to look!�
Enzi was expecting to die, and even though he did not realise, was experiencing what so many of his victims had endured. The General lowered the weapon, loosened his firm grip from Enzi�s throat, and stepped back, Enzi did not move. �We will have to alter our plans, instead of the artefacts being brought to us, you will have to retrieve them!�
�But why do I?�
�Because I am telling you to!� The General�s rage was even beginning to worry his security team, they watched Enzi�s men, hands over holsters.
�Just get a team together, hire two powerboats and you can use that helicopter, and get those artefacts before Jacob Mathias and Archer Mathias meet up!�
�How do you know Archer is going to meet his father?�
�Because I worked with Jacob for years, and I know Archer. He will try and warn him, and repel any of our attempts to remove the artefacts by force.�
�So we act before he can travel there?�
�Exactly, he is one man with no resources, and will have to travel by conventional means, so I will watch the airports, while you obtain what we need.�
�And the archaeologists and people working there?�
�Kill whoever you need to.�
Enzi left the tower visibly shaken, within twenty minutes he was in the air heading for the airport.

SEVENTEEN

Aeropuerto Internacional Mariscal Sucre, Quito. Ecuador.
Jacob landed after an uneventful four hour flight. The transition from Miami to one of the highest airports in the world, two point eight kilometres above sea level, was dramatic. He noticed the altitude within minutes of stepping off the plane. He was expecting the thinner air, but Andy Huang was not, a little breathless and unsteady to begin with. The airport was in the northern part of the city, the Chaupicruz parish. He showed Andy the view of the surrounding mountains on the way in, flying over residential areas, bordering the edge of the airport. Jacob had arranged for someone to collect them by helicopter from Quito, and take them direct to the Arcadia a hundred miles off the coast. After passing through customs and using the paperwork provided by Paul to get the amulet into the country, which was not as straight forward as expected, they proceeded by the helicopter in the north.
Debra saw Jacob from across the field, and waved her toned tanned arms in the air, she saw a shorter man besides him, but at over six feet four Jacob was larger than most. The shorter man was Asian and was trying to carry a rucksack, carrier bag and laptop, he struggled slightly. His clothes casual but practical, hung off his light frame, Debra stepped forward, �Let me help you with that.� Andy gratefully handed over his carrier bag, but clung onto his laptop. �Hi I�m Debra or Debs if you prefer.� She glared at Jacob, who failed to introduce her.
�Sorry, Debs this is Andy Huang, Chinese translator and historian. Andy this is the one, and only, Debra Sharpe.� The sarcasm clearly showing, Debs nudged him in the arm, extended her hand to Andy, who hesitantly shook it. Jacob smiled at his reaction, �Don�t worry Andy, her bark is worse than her bite.�
�And do I not get any help or introduction?� Kevin feigning hurt feelings.
�No you don�t Kevin, because, well you remember the snake in my bed?�
Kevin was unresponsive, looking at Jacob who was trying not to laugh, knowing about Debra�s Ophidiophobia. They climbed aboard the Bell 214, a rental from the Transporte A�rea Militar Ecuatoriana (TAME) the commercial part of the Ecuador military air force. Andy strapped himself in, Jacob stored their gear in a net at the back, and left the side door open. Debra started up the twin Pratt and Whitney Canada engines, the four blades increased rotation, Andy appeared nervous.
�Problem Andy?�
�No Debs, just I prefer airliners, to, this.�
�Believe me, once you have flown in a helicopter, nothing else matches it, proper flying. Hang on.�
Debra hauled the Bell off the tarmac, swung the tail and tipped the nose forward, climbing rapidly. She looked back and saw Andy gripping with white knuckled fingers.
�Best ride in the park Andy!�
Andy did not reply he could see Quito spread below. The ancient city nestled amongst the volcanoes overlooking it, all the detail just a thousand feet below. The wind blew his jet-black hair but he didn�t notice, he just took in the spectacle. Never realising he had released his vice grip on the chair. Jacob smiled, and thought not to interrupt Andy�s newly discovered wonder; he had seen Quito like this before, but chose to drink in the wonder of this city in the clouds. The buildings clinging to the contours of the basin like someone had spilled them, and they just drifted naturally into the space created by geological events.
The Arcadia was about one hundred miles north-west, off the coast of Esmeraldas the northern province, near the Isla Santa Rosa. Debra chose the most spectacular route, climbing up over the mountains and volcanoes overlooking Quito. Then down over the lush green valleys of rainforest, small clusters of low-lying clouds blowing past the helicopter door. An occasional cold snap of moisture caught the faces of the passengers. The wisps of vapour coming up as the jungle warmed in the morning sun, creating finger clouds reaching up to their cousins high above.
The coast was in view from this altitude, the Pacific glinting deep blue, reflecting the clear sky above. Below the various rivers and tributaries made serpentine sweeps onwards towards the sea. The Colombian border was just a few miles to the North, and Debs was careful on her position, the heavy radar monitoring of flights could invoke a military response if she strayed too far. She steered for La Tola, a small town on the banks of a river estuary. Jacob distributed some of his knowledge, �Below us to the right is the Isla de la Tola once contained the La Tolita, an ancient race from before the Inca�s, who were fine metal workers. They made ceramics, silver, platinum, copper and of course gold, in fact they were the first goldsmiths in the world to work in platinum. It was once one of the prime religious and trading centres on the South American coast two thousand years ago.�
As Jacob was explaining the history of the area, Debra came over the headsets of her three passengers �Sorry to interrupt Jacob�s lesson, but we are flying over the area where we found the crater wall, if you look carefully you can see the silver circle of the lake.�
�What crater wall?� Kevin was more inclined to ask the immediate question than Andy.
�Sorry Kevin, Katherine found a one mile wide circular wall, supposed it was an impact crater, but it is man-made. Laurent went up there a few days ago, but said it was nothing.�
�How far into the jungle is it?�
�About sixty clicks as the crow flies, past San Miguel on the Rio Santiago, but by canoe it is more like eighty.�
�Can we fly in?�
�No too much cover from the canopy, only place you could do it is hover over the lake, and drop into it, but that is if there are no occupants already?�
Kevin looked puzzled, until Jacob enlightened him, �Cayman crocodiles, local residents, they would be just under the surface, if you dropped in, you may never reach the shore.�
They flew lower over the jungle, after clearing the mountains, just a few thousand feet above the green expanse spreading around them. Kevin thought it looked like a large garden when you put your face at eye level and looked up, the scale of it completely changed, magnified. The few settlements nestled within the rainforest were hidden and secluded by the canopy, a tin roof winking briefly through the plant life, before being swallowed by the green again.
The river was widening, easily visible, the horizon had changed from green to deep blue as the Pacific approached. The town of Borbon below would be their last stop for supplies when they headed upriver, should they choose to explore the crater wall that Laurent had dismissed. The river merged with the Rio Cayapas and meandered out to sea, over a mile wide the large silt deposits from the forest and drawback of the tsunami evident. The waterway was normally navigable but the masses of silt had caused only two areas to be safe for boats, the water flowing was much faster than normal. The Arcadia had been working with the local people in the coastal town of La Tola to dredge and clear some of the river. They had no conventional equipment, so were having to improvise with pulleys and water jets, dragging the silt to the centre of the river, the water carrying away the surplus. As Debra circled the ship Jacob got his first look in seven months at his beloved vessel. Her bright blue hull with the Elements Institute name and logo emblazoned on the side in bold white letters illuminated in the mid-morning sun. He was refuelled with pride at seeing her again.
�That gentlemen is the Arcadia, the first ship I bought from the US Navy. She was a Charleston class amphibious cargo ship, designed to transport boats, tanks and just about anything into a combat zone. She can lift all of our equipment, those trident looking structures on the bow and amidships are seventy ton lifting cranes, can pick up tanks. She could carry over three hundred and seventy five men, all their kit and support vehicles.�
�So why did the navy let you have it?�
�Well Kevin, she was decommissioned in 1994 and was sitting in Pearl Harbor, and I just had the cheek to ask if I could buy her, and after some legal wrangling they said yes.�
They banked around, the large helipad on the stern of the ship looming up at them, Debra hovering just a few metres above and then gently lowering onto the undulating vessel, �Gentlemen welcome home.�
The three men collected their gear from the storage net, Jacob striding off, clearly knowing where he was going. Andy and Kevin followed. Jacob went down the port side of the ship heading for the structure in the centre containing the bridge and operations rooms. They passed stowed submersibles, ROV�s, boats and something under a large green tarpaulin, before coming to stairs, the seven flights leading to the bridge. Jacob had scaled these and was taking in the view by the time a puffing and panting Andy Huang joined him. Kevin wished he had gone first rather than lagging behind the unfit translator.
�Andy, Kevin, this is the bridge, below is the communications room, galley and operations room, accommodation is aft as well as limited guest rooms here.�
�And the Captain�s cabin is taken before you ask!� A gruff booming voice echoed down from above them, the owner was leaning over the side from the flying bridge above. Jacob beaming shouted back �And it can be kept by the part timer who lives here!�
Dumping his gear and striding up the small stairway to the flying bridge, Jacob clamped a hearty handshake with his friend. �Teddy you old sod, how are you, and what have you been doing with my ship?�
�Your ship? Well if anyone is part time, you are swanning off to the Arctic and conferences for months at a time!�
�True my friend, unfortunately true, but someone has to keep the money men happy.�
�That is Stoney�s job, not yours, but if they need a face for the Institute, I thought they could have picked a better looking one!�
Andy and Kevin were now standing behind Jacob, Teddy noticed them glancing up and down �And who are the puppies following you around then?�
�Sorry Teddy, this is Kevin Shotbolt and Andy Huang, gentlemen this is the �Captain� of the Arcadia, Edward �Teddy� Steenberger.�
Kevin was dwarfed by the ship�s captain. Teddy was as tall as Jacob but much broader, his arms were the size of most people�s thighs, not able to fall to his side when at rest. He was tanned all over and with many faded tattoos on his arms and calves. His long grey plaited beard covered most of his lower face, his head was completely bald and brown, the sun glaring off his polished skull.
�Kevin, you grew up fast. I am definitely getting too old, too fast. So boys, I will let Debra give you the grand tour, while I show Jacob our latest acquisition.�
Debra was shouted over the ships intercom system, while Teddy squeezed down the staircase and took Jacob to the rear of the ship. Andy and Kevin met Debra back on the port side, they were subdued and she noticed, �So intimidated by Teddy then?�
�That man is enormous, he would scare anyone.�
Debra laughed at Andy�s reaction, �Listen, Teddy is soft really, hence the name Teddy, and he can fix anything, mechanically intuitive he calls it. He has known Jacob forever, and if Jacob trusts him, you know you can.�
Laurent had come to the bridge to meet Jacob, a pre-emptive strike before he could speak to Katherine, but did not find him, he heard Teddy�s laugh and realised they were aft, he moved quickly pursuing them.
Teddy had arrived at the large green tarpaulin and was pulling it off with ease, arms swelling with the effort. �Jacob may I present to you �The Wasp��
Jacob couldn�t believe it; in front of him was a forty-foot long black and yellow stripped hovercraft, a single large fan at the rear. �Teddy you bought a hovercraft?�
�Well after getting stuck in that river in Africa I knew we needed a better supply boat, more versatile so I found this.�
�From where? You don�t just go onto eBay?�
�This is a Griffin 2000 was used by the Royal Marines, but they replaced two with the 3000 and I bought this one, she�s a beauty.�
�And who is footing the bill?�
�Paul knows all about it, you should read your email.�
�Yeah right, until two years ago you could not even send an email!�
The two friends were still laughing and joking, exploring Teddy�s new toy when Laurent arrived.
�Jacob can I talk with you?�
Jacob stopped laughing and poked his head out from the hatch in the top of the pilots section turning to face the Frenchman. �What can I do for you Christophe?�
�I need to discuss with you my status on this dig.�
�Very well, stay there.� Jacob clambered out of the hovercraft, jumping onto the deck just in front of Christophe �so what is your, I mean the problem?�
Teddy laughed from inside the hovercraft, Christophe tried to ignore it, �can we talk in my cabin?�
�To be honest Christophe this will do, no one around, so out with it man!�
�Well I am concerned that you are undermining my authority!�
�Really and what makes you think that, I am just visiting, or are you referring to Katherine�s issues with you, or should I say her discoveries?�
�How did you know about that?�
�I have my sources, and no, Katherine did not tell me, but that does not matter.�
�It matters to me, having people talking behind my back, it is disrespectful!�
�Well perhaps you should respect them more and it would not happen!�
�So you think I don�t respect my people eh?�
�I know you don�t, you only respect money and recognition!�
�You arrogant pig, how dare you!�
�Truth hurts doesn�t it!�
At this point Teddy intervened, his imposing physique stopping both men from coming to blows. �Listen you two idiots, I thought science and discovery was about collaboration? And you are fighting like school children.�
�Jacob started it!�
�I don�t care! Finish it, work together otherwise I will throw you both overboard!�
Jacob and Christophe both knew that Teddy meant it and was capable of carrying out his threat. Jacob reluctantly extended his hand to Laurent �Truce, so we can solve this puzzle?�
�Okay but only if you support and inform the team that I am in charge?�
�Done. Christophe you are a good archaeologist, great instincts and a proven track record.� Jacob knew how to get around Laurent, pander to his ego, it worked. �Now can we talk about your findings on the ship, I have someone who would love to see what you have�.
The afternoon went more smoothly, Andy reviewed the images taken from the site and Kevin took photos and interviewed people for an ad-hoc article on the Arcadia. Jacob checked his email as advised, and pulled more information sent by Paul on the Ten Suns legend, preparing a presentation for later.
After lunch they were invited by Teddy to be taken to camp in The Wasp, she had been moved by one of the substantial cranes, pontoons moored against the side of the ship, as a temporary launch platform. Laurent, Kevin, Andy and Jacob climbed into the passenger compartment running down the centre of the vessel like a wide corridor. There were only six seats, the rest had been removed to allow for cargo. Teddy had loaded up food and equipment for the camp. The sides were canvas flaps that pulled down over the two metre openings, the only solid doors were the gull wings by the cockpit. They strapped in the moulded car seats, four point harnesses securing them and the large diesel engine started up.
The hovercraft rose up on its black skirt, turning as Teddy dropped half a metre off the pontoons onto the water, barely noticeable to the passengers. The craft drifted and rapidly accelerated to full speed approaching the river delta, manoeuvring across the silt deposits with consummate ease and into the marshlands beyond. La Tola passed rapidly in a haze of spray. Kevin had brought his camera to record the journey but a combination of Teddy�s driving and the spray meant that little was visible on his screen.
The camp was just a few kilometres; the fast flowing water that was hindering the canoes was unnoticed by the hovercraft passing over all obstructions, leaving no wake. The few Caymans that were on the surface had a rush of air as the black and yellow beast passed directly over their heads, leaving them confused but unharmed. Teddy slowed as he approached the camp, leaving the river for an area that had been cleared of debris, a fifty-metre hole in the jungle, large enough for the generators, solar cells and one large striped hovercraft. He slid her along, the craft going sideways rather than turning directly, a floating ballerina. He set her down on the timber logs and shutdown the engine. �Everyone out, last stop!� Laurent did not get the joke, but Jacob did �thank you driver!�
The camp was quiet, middle of the day, heat and humidity slowing everyone down. Jacob crossed over the inclined ramp to the main area a few metres above the water. He was just getting his bearings when he heard his voice called out, it was Katherine. �Jacob! Jacob! So great for you to be here!�
Jacob was quite taken aback and Andy Huang who was behind him was even more amazed at the young woman. He introduced Katherine to Andy, and explained about her being brought up like an adopted daughter, sort of, Andy appeared less confused by her greeting afterwards.
Katherine then proceeded to hug Kevin with just as much enthusiasm, �Okay Kath, Okay, I missed you too, come on you are spoiling my image!�
�What image, you are still my little brother!�
Andy was even more surprised, �This is your sister, but she is h� nothing like you?�
Katherine took them into the dining hall and announced them all, introducing all of them to anyone she could find, her ever-present positivity filling the room.
After the room had cleared, Jacob asked some key personnel to stay including Evelyn, Michael, Katherine, Andy, Kevin and of course Laurent. �I have some updates on what you have found, and what we have discovered in Canada.�
Jacob�s laptop had been connected to a projector and some rugs had been taped over the few windows in the room to block the afternoon sun. Jacob showed the group what they had found in Canada, the ship scans showing the similarity in the structure of the ship there and the one in Ecuador. The wooden boxes found in both Captain�s cabins, identical dimensions, but different symbols and contents.
�Now this is where things differ between the digs. The crew in Canada died of starvation or exposure and left notes on bidding farewell to their families, but no indication we could find of their mission. We have passed their messages on to the Chinese authorities.�
Jacob continued showing the pictures of finds in Ecuador and thanking Laurent for his contribution, which he of course accepted. �Now we have seen mention of two areas of interest, the first is the Bow of Yi, mentioned in the Legend of the Ten suns, the second is the five elements, which we are all familiar with.�
Laurent interrupted, �this legend of the suns and Bow of Yi is linked how?�
�The parchment in the Canada ship mentioned that they were carrying one of the keys to the Bow of Yi. The Legend of the Ten Suns is that the Goddess Xihe would lead her children, the ten suns to the Valley of Light in the East. There she would wash her children in the lake and put them in the branches of an enormous Mulberry tree called Fusang. From the tree, one sun would be allowed to move into the sky for a journey of one day to reach Mount Yen-Tzu in the Far West. But the ten suns grew tired of this routine and decided to all appear in the sky together, the combined heat made life on Earth unbearable. To prevent the destruction of the Earth, Emperor Yao asked Di Jun, the father of the ten suns, to persuade his children to appear one at a time. The children did not listen to him, so Di Jun sent the archer Yi, armed with a magic bow and ten arrows to frighten the disobedient children. However, Yi shot and killed nine of the suns leaving only the sun we see in the sky today. Di Jun was so angry for the death of his nine children he condemned Yi to live as an ordinary mortal on Earth.�
Everyone was silent, not all seeing the connection between the artefacts and the legend, Jacob continued.
�Look the legend may not be real, but the Chinese believed they had found the keys for the Bow of Yi, as you know many legends are based around fact, and the symbols for the elements are the key indicators.�
�Jacob there is a lot of conjecture here, you have no proof on what the Chinese did or did not find here?�
�No Christophe I do not, but there are five elements and we have found reference to only four of them, the element water is missing.�
�And how is that significant?�
�Water is associated with death in the Chinese elements.�
�So you think there are five artefacts like the one we have found here.�
�No there are four artefacts and we have found three of them.� Jacob opened his bag and removed the iceberg ships artefact, wrapped in its silk sheath, the crystal catching the projectors light.
�This has some unusual properties, we have done tests on the crystal, and had unique results.�
�Like what?�
�We had a small necklace, and the crystal in the centre stored enough light energy to wipe out my small lab.�
�What it exploded?�
�No, it absorbed the energy, and then when it became overloaded, discharged all the energy in a few seconds.�
�So it is a weapon?�
�Unknown, but I suspect the Chinese realised the properties of this crystal.�
�And if this is the second amulet, where is the third?�
�You found it in Peru, look here.� The projector behind brought up the image of the black five-pronged artefact stolen from the museum.
�It appears nothing like the others, are you sure the glyphs match?�
�We need to find out what connects them, and where the Chinese were taking them too?�
�That is easy Jacob they were taking them as prizes for the Emperor!�
�No Christophe, you have learnt nothing about the Chinese explorer�s way, you are thinking like a European. The Chinese treasure fleets were interested in trade, not invasion, they wanted allies to pay tribute to the Emperor, not conquer.�
�So why take them?�
�I don�t know, but I believe the answer is here.�
�You think it is to do with this Bow of Yi?�
Jacob paused, �Perhaps, we need to examine the parchment and whatever else is in the hull of that ship.�
Jacob finished his brief, and had Christophe assign tasks, so as not to undermine his authority, then moved off to the latrines. He was just checking for any unwelcome spiders when a quiet voice surprised him. �Mr Mathias I need to talk with you.�
Jacob turned to see a middle-aged man in camouflage standing six feet behind him, unarmed but suspicious.
�There is no need to call out Jacob, I mean you no harm, but we must discuss the amulets.�
Jacob was surprised �The amulets?� do you mean the artefacts we have found here?�
�Yes you have one in your bag and the one found here on the ship, we have been looking for them for many years.�
�Who has been looking, you said we, we who?�
�I am sorry my name is Osvaldo Rodrigo Moreno Borboa, I am the leader of La gente de la luz azul.�
�The Blue light people?�
�I see your Spanish is acceptable Mr Mathias, you need to come with me.�
�That does not sound like a request?�
�It is, but I suspect your curiosity will persuade you?�
�I will be missed.�
�This will only take a few minutes, but I need only you to hear. I need you to listen and trust me, your people�s lives may depend on it.�

EIGHTEEN

Punte de la Americas, Panama Canal
Archer was rowed out to his night transport, not a conventional boarding, but then this was not a conventional flight. His gear had been sent ahead by Benito, everything he had asked for, and extras Benito thought he may require. His pilot met him at one of the piers near the Balboa yacht club, but Archer was sure he was not a member. Dressed in army fatigues, a black baseball cap over unkempt hair, his face had probably not met a razor for days. As Archer got closer he realised that personal hygiene was not the man�s first priority. He did not shake hands, indicating he had to carry both bags. The pilot did not seem to notice or care, just nodding his head, the half-burnt cigarette stuck to his bottom lip bobbing in acknowledgement. Archer had asked his name and the short response was �Juan, just Juan�. Archer and Juan-just-Juan got out to the plane across from the Punte de la Americas that stretched out over the Pacific entrance to the Panama Canal Then Archer saw his not so sturdy lift.
�We are flying in that?�
The Grumman G64, affectionately dubbed the Albatross was a former coastguard patrol plane, twin engine. Its body curved up at the front to absorb the impact of the water during take-off and landing. It was reliable, but an old design with thirsty engines. �It is over fifty years old?�
�S�
�And you expect it to get us five hundred miles to Ecuador?�
�S�, no hay problema.�
Archer�s faith not renewed in anyway by Juan-just-Juan�s information, got aboard and stowed all his gear.
�How long �til I have to drop?�
�Oh you do not need to drop, I will land on the sea it is a calm night, you can get out, and then I will take off for my main delivery.�
�You speak really good English.�
�Of course.� Juan-just-Juan smiled.
Archer was about to ask what delivery, but saw the plastic wrapped bundles behind his gear, stacked to the ceiling, and thought better of it.
The Albatross, which to Archer looked more like a large duck, roared into life, its twin prop engines puttering above either side of the cockpit. He sat in the right hand fur covered seat, flicking the hula dancer doll glued to the instrument panel. Juan adjusted the controls and then reached for the throttles above, the plane raced across the water, blasted through the waves from the wake of a nearby container ship. Archer was happy he had strapped himself in, without restraints he would have been bashed unconscious. The plane lifted off the sea and the noise reduced, just the gentle purring of the throttled back engines, Juan climbed to just a few hundred feet, and appeared to radar as a tourist or local, flying down the coast.
Archer settled down, the journey would take the aging seaplane a sedate three hours it would be after sunset when he arrived. He called his Dad�s satellite phone, Paul had given him the number. Archer was hesitant, not talking to his father for months, since his mother�s death. He had been in Afghanistan when it happened.
* * *
Bagram airbase was his home for six months. It was dawn; overnight rain had quelled the dust, spattering the overlooking mountains in white. The snow reflected the sunlight, pink mountains over orange hills, a surreal sight. The Afghan sun heated up, warmed the damp roofs of the B-huts, steam rose as the water dissipated. The design of his quarters was remarkably similar to the huts shown on the Manhattan project in World War 2; however they had the luxury of small air conditioning units on stilts by the front. He walked out onto the porch, just three wooden pallets nailed together; a fold out chair next to the red cylinder fire extinguisher provided a good reading place. The porch was dusty, and someone had left a black brush there, a hint to anyone depositing dust as they entered. The ubiquitous grey gravel of the base lead down the row of huts, he could see twenty down each side of their �street�. Another Ranger approached him, �Archer Captain�s hut, ASAP.�
Archer quickly dressed in his fatigues and double-timed to the hut.
He knew something was wrong from the Captains face, and the officer got straight to the point, �Archer I am sorry to inform you that your mother had died. I am sorry for your loss.�
There was the usual paperwork, taken care of immediately, and Archer was on the next available transport plane out of Bagram, heading for Germany, and then onto the United States. Within less than two days he was back in Wyoming, at the ranch, his first home.
No dust here, and not much sun, the wind bringing in fresh rain from the mountains. It smelled so different, fresh, and green; if green had a smell. Whatever his senses told him, it felt familiar, welcoming, his mother had helped create those feelings over many happy years.
He saw Katherine at the sheriff�s office; she had found his mother, dealt with all this days ago. She hugged him, told him what she found, and that Anita looked peaceful. The funeral was the following day, and his father would be there, �you mean Dad was not here when she died?�
�No I called the institute, they said he was in the Arctic and could not be contacted, radio was out?�
�So she was alone when she died?�
�Yes, when I found her, there was no one here.�
�I don�t believe he left her, I had to go, but he had a choice, he could have stayed!�
�Your Dad wasn�t to know. Your mother would have made him go anyway. She always said he cluttered up the place.�
Archer laughed, that was true; on the rare occasions his father was home, he messed up the whole routine. They all laughed about it, saying he should go back exploring and leave them to get on with it.
Katherine interrupted Archers thought, �I think all that ribbing we did when we were kids, he actually listened to it.�
�Maybe, but even so, he should have stayed.�
�You cannot blame him for this, your mother survived cancer once, and she had five good years, just some battles cannot be won.�
Archer was silent; he knew Katherine was right, that his mother�s death was inevitable, the cancer spreading to her liver. Inoperable she had told him, the doctors said two months, she had lasted six, but a ghost of her former self.
It was not his father�s fault, but Archer wanted someone to blame for his pain, and Jacob was an easy target. The funeral was the last time they had spoken, and the words were unkind.
* * *
Despite the bitterness he still felt towards Jacob, the threat Enzi posed was far greater, and he had to protect his father. The phone rang and the familiar tones responded, �Hello, Jacob here.�
�Dad, its Archer. I need to warn you about�.�
The phone cut out, Archer removed it from his ear. The display showed good reception, but the destination was unavailable. He hung up and retried getting nothing. He called Paul to try. He got no response, �Sorry Archer, must be bad connection?�
�No Paul, if I was going to attack, first job, cut off the communications. I�ll get back to you.�
He went to check and prepare his gear. Benito had loaded up some nice kit, it was like being back in the army, and he wondered briefly where he obtained it. He had a semi inflatable boat, like a small zodiac, rigid sides; diving gear including flippers and a rebreather for extended stealth dives. M4 carbine with sound suppressor and a variety of optics for day and night use. This combined with his HK23 handgun would allow him to tackle most enemies, more than a match for Enzi and his men.
Within one hour he had stripped, cleaned and tested all his kit, firing some rounds out of a side window. Juan was unhappy about it, but knew better than to argue with an armed passenger. Archer was suited up ready for his drop off when Juan called him forward. �There is a problem, I cannot land off the coast, there is a Navy patrol. I will have to drop you further out.�
�How much further out?�
�Well instead of two miles, it will be six miles. That gives me time to take off before the Navy can get to me.�
�What are you going to tell them, engine trouble?�
�Yes, but if I am two miles, they will hear me, and know my engines are fine, further out I can tell them I have made repairs.�
�Okay looks like I have a longer paddle, drop me so I don�t drift into them with the wind, and thanks Juan.�
�No problem.�
After a rapid descent and landing, Archer pushed his boat out and inflated it with the disposable gas bottle, loaded his gear and got clear quickly. He put on his night vision goggles and checked the area, he could not see the Navy ship, but he knew it would be on its way. Juan would draw them away while Archer rowed inshore.
* * *
Enzi had arrived in Colombia a few hours before flying into La Florida airport, hiring local men to support the twelve he brought with him, and two powerful boats. He made his way forty miles south into Ecuador, staying close to the coast before reaching the estuary of the Rio Cayapas. His local guides showed him the best route, and he dropped off a small four-man team on the beach five mile from the river mouth, the Arcadia just visible two miles away.
�Watch the boat, light no fires, wait �til dawn, then board the Arcadia and disable any communications.�
The men offloaded a small zodiac being stowed on the rear of the motor boat attached the outboard motor to it. Each had a small machine gun for close combat.
Archer had been rowing for about an hour and a half, and was within sight of the land, he was south of the river estuary, the strong current from the freshwater outflow pushing him away from shore. His night goggles revealed the team of four men on the beach; they had lit a fire and were cooking. He moved ashore about half a mile down from them, the dark moonless night masked his approach.
Enzi was moving the boats upstream slowly, the engines barely murmured, not wanting to wake the locals or camp upriver. The jungle was alive with noise, a chorus of a thousand frogs all seeking a mate, and every nocturnal mammal out for food, never peaceful. The level of noise and activity was unnerving to Enzi and his men; they were used to the peace and quiet of Mabalia, arid grasslands and coast, never nightlife on this scale. The men were jumpy but Enzi liked that, their heightened instincts would assist him the following day.
They moored the boats south of the camp, and Jones and two other men moved forward in the jungle to assess the camps facilities and defences, a feast for the mosquitoes who were less active now than at dusk, but still an annoyance.
Archer moved through the low-lying undergrowth on the edge of the beach, the occasional tree and bush provided adequate cover. He had used odourless insect repellent so his scent did not tip off his prey, and he could avoid being bitten. He looked towards the four men camped, they were very relaxed, laughing and joking around the fire. One of them had an MP3 player on and was nodding his head to the rhythm, was he from the farm in Mabalia? Archer levelled his M4 the night vision sight showed all his targets, he was debating a short burst to take all four men out; not to kill them, but wound, so he could interrogate them. He was only a hundred feet away and the power of the M4 would be devastating at this range.
He waited, two of the men lit up cigarettes, the other two objecting and told them to go away. They moved down the beach towards Archer�s position. He shouldered his weapon and drew his knife, waited crouched just off the sand. The two men walked past, only handguns in holsters, no rifles. He moved quietly and swiftly, jumped up with the knife pointed out away from his right side.
He slashed the first man in the throat, the deep cut severing his larynx. While the second man reached for his pistol Archer was on him, slammed into his body, knocked him to the ground his hand over his mouth and knife buried in his chest as the sand cascaded around them. The man�s eyes rolled back and he stopped struggling, the blood hot on Archers hand from the wound. The second man was lifeless behind him, his neck open and head back in the sand, the blood no longer pumping out of his body.
He could see the other men by the fire had not moved, the crashing waves masked his attack. Archer dragged the remains of both men into the bushes, removed their radios, kept one and threw the other into the sea.
He moved up the beach, took off his night goggles, to stop the flare from the fire temporarily blinding him. He shot the two men at the campfire, the first in the head he fell forward into the fire; the second in the left lung, disabling him. He pushed him down, knelt on his chest, the pain in the man�s face obvious.
�I need information, how many men are upriver?�
The man�s pain did not deter him from being defiant �I will tell you nothing!�
�Fine, is Enzi with them?�
The man looked surprised �How do you know about Enzi?�
�Oh now you are chatty? We are old pals from Mabalia.�
�You are the man who escaped from the farm!�
Archer saw the look of concern in his eyes. �He is there, Enzi, and he will kill you for hurting me!�
�Well we will see about that�
After more questions, all of which the man refused to answer, Archer got up from his chest, the radio and sidearm tossed into the ocean. �You can stay here, while I give Enzi a welcome gift.�
As Archer backed away the wounded man reached underneath to his belt, Archer saw a blade glinting in the firelight, and reluctantly shot the man in the forehead. �Your choice.�
With the ability to monitor Enzi�s radio transmissions, but unable to contact his father, he had no choice but to move upriver. He returned to his boat, and rowed back towards the river estuary, to stop Enzi before he achieved his goal. His only true concern was what to say to his father, after months of blanking him; he still had a duty to protect him.
Enzi was comfortable in the forward cabin of the boat, his men and the hired hands were outside with the insects and humidity. He sat in front of a small air-conditioning unit, sipped a brandy he had discovered in the storage compartment. His satellite phone buzzed, Mastasson again, Enzi answered it, using no names �Hello again, what can I do for you now?�
�I thought you should know that I have arranged for a block on all communications from the camp, they will think it is local interference.�
�And do I need to know how you achieved this?�
�I have a friend in camp, he will give assistance when it is required, but for now I need his identity to remain confidential.�
�Is he in a position to obtain the artefacts and information we require?�
�He is the best source of information there is, so treat him with care.�
�I will. We are going in at first light, before the people spread out over too wide an area.�
�Good, leave some of your men to guard the camp, but warn the people of the penalty for pursuing you.�
�Oh they will be in no doubt.�
�Excellent, by tomorrow we will have the artefacts and then with the fourth item and my friend we can obtain the bow.�
�I hope so, and then I can dispose of my President.�
�That I will arrange for you, I know how you don�t like to get your hands dirty, I have someone in New York awaiting word.�
�I have a drink in my hand, I toast our success and our enemies� demise.� Enzi did hesitate to order death, but never took action himself.

NINETEEN

West Africa.
Enzi was fourteen years old the first time he had killed anyone with his own hands, and it had been someone he loved and someone he hated. His father had been murdered by a local warlord some years before, he could not remember when, time became blurred. His father�s crime was refusing to join the local militia, become what he detested, what he wanted to escape. Shot in front of his family not in the head, but the stomach and legs, it took him hours to die. The warlord made the whole village watch, and Enzi had to stand by with his mother, while his father bled to death in agony.
The warlord took Enzi�s older brother and all the other men in the camp without resistance. The warlord returned each month, to ensure that the food aid the village received was taken and controlled by him. He would wait until the western aid workers had left, then come into camp at night and take everything. The villagers would bury and hide some grain, using any container they could, sometimes he would find it; sometimes he would not.
On that day, the last day, he found the grain that Enzi�s mother had buried in the floor of their house. After he had his men dig up every floor in every house, discovering all the hidden food, he punished the perpetrators. All the women in camp were systematically raped, while the warlord watched from his jeep, Enzi�s mother sat next to him trembling. Enzi had objected, but been pistol whipped into submission, now sitting bleeding by the front wheels of the jeep. The warlord wanting to show his prowess and power to his men, tied Enzi�s mother to the bonnet of the jeep, and with Enzi sitting only feet away, took what little innocence he had, and any dignity his mother had retained.
The warlord left the village, informing them that any future lack of cooperation would mean the village and its occupants would be burned alive.
Enzi waited for the Warlords return, gathering other young boys from the surrounding villages, hesitant frightened angry young men.
The warlord�s visited on his usual schedule, and was told that all the grain was stacked up in one of the deserted houses for him. The arrogance and confidence that drove him was to be his undoing. The usual band of brutes that accompanied the warlord were absent, even Enzi�s brother was not among them. The warlords confidence arose from his previous atrocities giving him respect through fear, Enzi would exploit this lapse in judgement.
The warlord entered the house, the grain stacked as promised; he stabbed some sacks with his knife, checking the contents. He heard a scream. Outside by his jeeps the eight men he had brought with him, who had been relaxed and smoking when he entered the house, were all dead. In their heads and chests embedded with spears. He retreated inside the house reached for his revolver, but it was not in its holster. Then he heard it click behind him.
He turned slowly not wishing to antagonise the holder, his knife still firmly in his left hand. Enzi was standing in front of the stacked grain sacks, hidden just behind them when the warlord had entered. He had lifted the revolver from its open holster, even though he had never held one before, he felt its power.
�You will not harm me or my mother again!�
�Shut up boy! Give me my gun, young fool!�
Enzi shot the warlord, first in the shoulder, the kick from the old gun surprising him. Then he fired again, hit him in the stomach, his intended target, the force and close range knocking the warlord from the house and into the dirt outside. The rest of the village were outside watching the destruction of their tormentor. A third shot, hit him in the groin, by now the warlord was screaming and cursing, his knife falling from his hand as the pain coursed through his body. Enzi fired again, hitting his left side, blood spraying out of the man�s mouth as his lung collapsed. Then Enzi stopped, looked at his mother who was in the entrance of their meagre home, she was crying. He left the bleeding man, running to his mother, the gun smoking in his hand. �What is wrong mother? Why are you crying? I have killed our tormentor, the man who defiled you?�
�And that is why I am crying?�
�I don�t understand? I have stopped him, I will kill him!�
�And through your hand, taking his life, his blood will be on your hands forever. Your father and I never wanted that for you.�
Enzi paused looking at the man lying on the floor, wheezing, bleeding into the arid soil. He turned back to his mother, who was looking at the gun. �Enzi, you have become like him, like your brother. I cannot live with what you have become.�
�So what can I do? What can I do to make it right?�
�Give me the gun my son.�
Dutifully Enzi passed his mother the gun, and looked at her, she stepped back, and without hesitation shot herself in the head. The young boy looked at his hands, the blood from his mother on them, the spray from the warlord on his chest. He could not take the gun from his mother�s hand, could not go near her. He wanted the last bullet in the gun for himself, but could not touch her body, approach her staring eyes.
Enzi called over the other boys and told them to finish the warlord, while he sat in the jeep, blood and bodies around him. The boys beat the warlord to death, taking the little remaining life in exchange for rage, revenge and blood lust. When they had finished, they returned breathless to Enzi, looking to him for guidance. He took them to the river, where they all washed off the blood, then went back to the warlord�s compound, and ordered the boys to kill all of the remaining militia who had not fled, he fired no shots himself. The grain and other goods were distributed back to the villages they were stolen from.
Enzi never went back to his home, his brother buried their mother. Enzi never told him how she died. The dreams of that day resurfaced, he tried western drugs, hypnosis, but the memory remained, her blood invisibly staining his palms, it would never leave, never fade.
* * *
Mastasson brought him back to his senses, cautioning him against apathy. �It will not be straight forward, taking the camp you should precede carefully.�
�They are merely scientists what harm can they do to me?�
�You are forgetting Jacob Mathias.�
�He is of no consequence, he may be the leader, but he is nothing.�
�You are mistaken Enzi, and you must ensure that he is neutralised, he is not to be underestimated.�
�Why not? What do you know about this man?�
�He is, was, with me in my old job, he was Head of Special Operations for a time, he is a former Ranger and it was rumoured he did work with the CIA or another agency before resigning.�
�This is unacceptable, I am not prepared for anyone with military training, I only have twenty men and a few local mercenaries!�
�My contact will get him out of camp before you arrive, but you must send a second team upriver to ensure that he is taken care of.�
�You might have told me this before I left!�
�I did not know he was coming until yesterday, he only arrived in camp a few hours before you, so adjust your tone!�
�Fine, I will do as you say, but your contact better do his job, I do not want an ex-special forces man destroying all my work!�
�My contact is reliable, and don�t you mean our work?�
�Yes that is what I said, I will see you tomorrow.�
Enzi closed the phone assured that anyone intercepting the message would not understand their intentions, but concerned on how much information he was being given by his partner.

TWENTY

New York City
Alexander Uncotto entered his limousine in the underground car park of the Four Seasons hotel. His security team in SUV�s in front and behind, two men inside the car in the screened front area. His aide sat beside him, checked his itinerary, and the profiles of all the dignitaries he would be meeting at the United Nations today. Alexander always prepared a list of all potential guests, memorising their partners and children�s names, favourite hobbies and habits. He wanted to appear knowledgeable and friendly; it was always helpful to provide a positive lasting first impression in politics.
A second set of security vehicles were in the car park, many more than his contingent. Its occupant walked over to Alexander�s vehicle, knocked on the window. Through the tinted glass Uncotto�s security officer could see who it was, and with a nod from Alexander opened the door. The gentlemen got into the car, and sat down next to Uncotto�s aide.
With a gentle southern drawl, �Good afternoon Mr President, I am Arthur Jarrett, Under Secretary for International Defence.�
Alexander extended his hand to meet his guest, �And to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?�
Jarrett firmly gripped his palm, shaking and squeezing it, �I thought I could ride and chat with you, informally?�
Jarrett glanced at the aide, who promptly exited the car, joining the security team in the front vehicle, and informing them of the change in passengers. They were already aware, and had discussed it with the Secretary�s personal security detail; always having some latitude built into their close protection assignments.
�So as we are chatting, informally Mr Jarrett?�
�Just two men from different nations, attempting to resolve a situation.�
�And what situation would that be Mr Jarrett?�
�The one where your country, or should I say, you, do not cooperate with development of your nation.�
Uncotto raised an eyebrow, surprised at the bluntness of Jarrett�s approach. The motorcade pulled off, the lead SUV belonged to the DSS took point, followed by another from the Secretary�s detail, one behind the limousine and finally a DSS team at the rear.
The journey to the United Nations building would only take a few minutes, and Jarrett wanted to get his point across as plainly as possible.
�Mr President, I need you to allow us to develop your country, and for it to be done on terms that we control.�
Uncotto wanted to verbally attack Jarrett immediately, but retained his composure, �I see Mr Jarrett, what is the issue with us developing our own country, and deciding what is best for it?�
�Mr President, we have sent peacekeeping troops into your country to ensure aid reaches its destination.�
�And Mr Jarrett you have used that to send Special Forces in to deal with issues, without consulting anyone.�
�If that happened I am sure that it was in the best interests of your country.�
�Decided by you. Not anyone from Mabalia!�
Jarrett did not rise to the outburst, �I am sure that you can decide what is best, but our substantial experience in developing nations would greatly assist you.�
�Experience, what countries have you assisted? Remind me.�
�Historically we have helped in South Korea, Germany, Japan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Grenada, Panama, El Salvador, and the Philippines.�
�Yes I can see, just to remind you, all those countries were involved in wars either with you or against you correct?�
�That is not strictly true we were invited or felt compelled to assist them.�
�And all those countries have had or still have permanent US military bases, with long leases.�
�Now hold on Mr Uncotto; that is not true, many of those countries were too unstable to cope on their own.�
�In whose opinion, an advisor or aide in Washington?�
�No sir, we gather intelligence from many sources and act upon it.�
They turned south east on East 57th street crossing Lexington and heading for Park Avenue.
�I am sure you are right, my point is that many of your politicians and decision makers only think ahead two or four years, to the next election. The military think further ahead, but are constrained by political influences. They see the folly of short-term gains, against long-term losses. My intention is to allow the long term development of my country past my time in office.�
�So you want a dynasty is that it?�
�No, I want my country to remain stable and have time to grow, past my presidency, past your president�s term.�
The vehicles turned right at 2nd Avenue crossing over the East 40�s towards East 45th Street, both men unaware of the valley created by the towering structures adjacent and overhead.
�I require the infrastructure and my people to support it; not loot and destroy it just to eat, which has happened in Iraq.�
�Don�t bring Iraq into the conversation Mr Uncotto.�
�I am only showing it as an example, your own development department showed that a hospital that you renewed with power and water was non-functioning as the staff had blocked the drains, and looters had removed the wiring from the generators and sold it, wasting millions of your dollars.�
�That is one isolated incident, you cannot��
�It is one of many, and I do not want it repeated in my country, so I will invest in my people to build it, to maintain it, with your help, but not with your dominance.�
�So you are not willing to assist us in any way?�
�I am willing to allow you, to assist us, but not dominate us.�
�That is what I said?�
�No, from what your people have said and done, I must allow you to control all aspects of our redevelopment, and you can select the companies, which I must pay for.�
�That is a very simple interpretation of how it works.�
�Yes but you must agree it is accurate?�
The traffic towards the next turn stopped the motorcade, the security team have heightened awareness and monitoring of their surroundings, a sitting target is too easy.
�Mr President we have your interests at heart, and our concern in Washington is for the safe and stable development of your country.�
�I am sure it is, but how well qualified are a collection of men in suits sitting in air conditioned offices in Washington, most of whom have never visited my country, or possibly never ventured outside the United States?�
Jarrett correctly chose not to respond to the last comment, as he knew it was far closer to the truth than Uncotto realised.
�Look Mr President, we want to protect your country from any hostile influences, as we have in the past. Now I have been informed that one of your diplomats, a Mr Chui Enzi is possibly seeking to obtain a weapon of mass destruction, a solar weapon.�
Uncotto was surprised at the information and of Jarrett�s interpretation of it, �Are you saying that my Head of Internal security is plotting against you?�
�I am saying that a representative of your country is seeking a weapon that could threaten us or our allies and that is our primary concern.�
�I think you are mistaken, he is sourcing solar energy technology for me.�
�That is not what our information is telling us.�
�And your information has never been wrong before?�
�We are right this time.�
�What is your solution to this Mr Jarrett, will you let me handle the situation?�
�Of course, we would never interfere in the affairs of a sovereign state, directly.�
�I am pleased to hear that.�
�However as a precaution to ensure your country�s on-going protection, we will be having the Abraham Lincoln Carrier group stationed in the area, conducting training exercises and make them aware of your countries situation.�
�Are you threatening me with military action?�
Uncotto looked out his window and saw on the left, down East 46th Street, the wood and park area near the East River, he was almost at his destination.
�No sir, I would never do such a thing and I resent the accusation. No, the carrier group are there for your protection and the stability of the area. Should we deem a threat to you, or us we can take immediate action without delay.�
�That sounds like a threat to me Mr Jarrett, and based on nothing but rumours and hearsay, no firm evidence.�
�As you know Mr President, we do not always require firm evidence. We plan for the worst and hope for the best.�
Uncotto knew exactly what he was being threatened with, and knew not to respond in kind. The military machine that Mr Jarrett allegedly represented could be a great ally, but could bite you badly, should you provoke its wrath.
�My country and I thank you for your offer of protection and I am sure it will not be necessary.�
The vehicles crossed over United Nations Plaza towards the secure parking area.
�And your response to my other requests?�
�You and your country will hear it in the United Nations.�
�Glad to hear that you understand my point of view sir.�
�Oh I understand perfectly Mr Jarrett, it is very clear.�
The vehicles came to a gentle stop in the arrival area of the United Nations building. Jarrett�s security team appeared outside the window as he exited the car. Uncotto instructed his team to wait, and watched as Jarrett waved to the few official journalists assembled outside. He made a phone call and moved up the steps to the entrance hall. He knew that Jarrett and his colleagues would not like his response. The speech he was about to give would have serious repercussions.

TWENTY ONE

Ecuador.
At first light Jacob was loading up the canoe. He had decided late the previous night to proceed up river to the crater wall, much to the surprise of his team. There were objections from Andy and Kevin, but Jacob told them to stay in camp, and study the artefacts and documents already on site. Kevin politely requested to accompany Jacob to record and photograph the visit. Laurent also insisted on coming, Jacob thought that his previous experience, although dismissive and fleeting would benefit the team. Marianne chose to stay on the Arcadia, probably too scared of Katherine to venture back into camp. Evelyn and Michael wanted to come, but the volume of work coming from the dig site would not permit it. Jacob had given his phone to Michael and returned to the lab to retrieve it. The usual cluttered desk space a welcome sight, �See you are keeping the place how I like it Michael.�
�There is a system Jacob, you know that.�
�And what would that system be?�
�I chuck stuff anywhere, and then waste time looking for it.�
�Sounds about right. Have you fixed my phone? It cut out yesterday when Archer called.�
�Well it is not the phone that is the problem, all working fine. But I found something unexpected.�
Michael was telling Jacob about his find when Katherine entered the lab, �Kevin tells me that I have been conscripted for your little trek upriver?�
Jacob turned to face her, and Michael butted in, �You are Jacob�s guest of honour.�
�Really, since when Jacob?�
�Well you found the site, only right that you visit it. Only downside is that I have to bring Christophe.�
Katherine decided that tolerating Laurent was acceptable, Jacob would not allow him near her, not to protect her, but to stop her killing him.
�Michael I will tell Christophe to let you check his phone, in case it has the same issue as mine, okay?�
�No problem Jacob, I will see to it straight away.�
Michael went down to the boats to speak to Laurent.
The team were lightly armed, the amount of bandits in the border area had increased; the war on drugs reached everywhere.
The four canoes were loaded up with enough supplies for three days, three people in each canoe, plus the local driver. Jacob trusted the locals; they had come down from Burbon and knew all the river area. After a swift breakfast they set off, waving goodbye to Teddy who was working on The Wasp, they could not take it up river, engine trouble, he was swearing at it as they passed, unaware of their departure.
Jacob told the group they were local advisors, and had knowledge of the crater wall�s history and would be glad to assist them in their exploration. Laurent questioned their presence with concerns over their validity as experts. In reality he was concerned about whether they would reveal what he suspected about the crater.
The two people had surprised the group; the first a dark skinned man named Osvaldo Rodrigo, over fifty, but of athletic build with deep set brown eyes. He was probably of Ameri-Indian descent one of the many slaves that had escaped to Colombia and Ecuador, settled with the local population. Their legacy was a group that would look just at home in Los Angeles or Chicago as the South American jungle. The second person was a young boy called Luis Alfredo, early twenties, long jet black hair tied back in a ponytail, looked more like a surfer than a guide. Christophe was obviously bothered by these new additions to the team, and even though he did not voice his objections, Jacob saw an issue.
�Christophe I acquire knowledge as you do, my contacts, like yours are extensive, you just have to trust me.� Jacob knew that Laurent would trust no one and was himself beyond trust, but Jacob would only have to tolerate him for a few days.
The river journey was more peaceful than their arrival in camp and Kevin took full advantage, his camera never stopped. Jacob was amused at his enthusiasm, happy to let his eyes and memory record the natural spectacle of the jungle. �Kevin how many memory cards have you brought for your camera?�
�About twenty, in case I do not have time to upload them.�
�That is thousands of photos?�
�Yes, don�t want to miss anything.�
�Fair enough, snap away, but none of me!�
And just as Jacob finished Kevin turned his camera and got three bursts, the third one showing a raised hand and smile from Jacob.
�Just the one Jacob, I promise.�
Katherine was in the canoe travelling beside them, a few feet away and was laughing at Jacobs failed attempts to not be photographed.
The jungle was virtual primary rainforest, a few settlements on the riverbanks. Stilted houses with wooden walls and tin or grass roofs, erected six metres above the river, but not always from its reach. The only main highway through this environment was the river. Canoes and small boats passed them in both directions; trading and supplying the people of Esmeraldas, the Emerald country. Named by the Spanish, they presumed when greeted by the local Indians, adorned with emeralds and jewels, that the area was rich in jewels and named it because of that. However in the centuries that followed the true precious green of Ecuador became the jungle, more valuable than any stone, irreplaceable.
The trees reached down over the river, moss hanging from their overloaded branches, stretching out to grab any unsuspecting visitors. In the riverbanks parrot�s burrowed holes, seeking out the minerals in the river mud, the blaze of red and blue almost louder than their warning cries as the canoes approached. The river changed names as they progressed, starting on the Rio Cayapas then moving at a fork near Borbon into the Rio Santiago. They passed by San Miguel, the last settlement for some distance, the Ecolodge research station providing them with information on danger spots and weather issues. There was no heavy rain due, the forecast was the usual light low-level clouds generated by the jungle, and some southerly winds, nothing else. The river could rise and swell substantially with heavy rain, and being in a low-lying canoe in floodwater was dangerous for the locals, never mind visitors. They were invited to stop for lunch; a combination of fish caught that morning from the river and fresh vegetables.
By the early afternoon they are within an hour of the crater wall, Jacob implied his satellite phone was not in his bag, he pretended to check the canoe, and then shouted over to the other boat if anyone has seen it.
�Jacob I think you left it in the dining room, as it was not working, would you like to borrow mine? Michael checked it as you requested.�
�No Christophe it can wait. Would not want to drop that in the river, it is the only other one we have, you hang onto it.�
The river never allowed you to see in a straight line for long, its dark khaki coloured water hid its speed and depth. The land around them appeared to be less flat, with small hills showing above the massive jungle canopy, the river showed some small gorges on their left side.
Osvaldo Rodrigo was sitting behind Jacob, and had been silent for most of the trip, �It is near now, we can moor the canoes at some trees that make a jetty just around the next bend.�
�You sure?�
�Yes, I know this river, although usually I am coming from further upstream.�
Osvaldo Rodrigo called across to the other local boatmen, and then moved over to the slower water on the left. The tree trunks became visible just past the bend, their two-metre wide bodies half submerged and covered with new moss.
Boats moored safely, their owners staying with them to ensure none drifted, the group set off to cover the short distance of half a kilometre to the waiting wall.
Kevin was in the front following Jacob and Osvaldo Rodrigo, the jungle thick at ground level, all being wary where they stepped, hidden holes from the wash of the river floods, and creatures that did not take kindly to footsteps in their proximity.
Laurent was impatient as always, and had approached the wall from a different direction through the jungle further downstream; he questioned the expertise of their local guides. His previous visit had allowed him to do much more exploring than he allowed anyone to know.
Osvaldo Rodrigo and his companion stopped and stared at Laurent, unnerving him, they turned and pointed. Just above the trees appeared to be the wall of a gorge, not overgrown with greenery, just criss-crossed by moss and vines. The jungle had not encroached near this gorge wall, it had stopped about ten metres from it, not a single tree had grown there, just low-lying vegetation. The group all stopped and looked at the gorge wall, realising what it really was.
�Jacob, this is your pared del crater, crater wall.�
Jacob took in the scale of the structure before him, the wall curving to the left and right. Even the trees were hesitant to challenge something of this scale. The wall was over one hundred fifty feet high, steeply angled up at about twenty degrees; some areas had collapsed the victims of minor plant growth, or earlier looters. The majority of the wall was overgrown with moss, but some areas showed the mud bricks that formed the structure. They appeared almost melted, the centuries of weathering returning them to the earth, even baked hard mud, could not resist nature�s reclaiming grasp.
Jacob had put his bag down, directed Kevin on what to photograph. Laurent approached him, �Do we climb over again? There is only a lake on the other side.�
�No we do not, Osvaldo Rodrigo knows of an old entrance with some stone inscriptions we may find of interest.�
�As you wish Jacob, would you mind if I go up to get a better overview, the weather last time did not allow it.�
�Okay but don�t get lost.�
�I will take Luis Alfredo with me, I am sure he will have no difficulty leading me to you.�
Laurent and the young man moved off up the wall, climbing steadily but surely, appearing like toddlers climbing an oversized staircase. Kevin took some photos of their ascent before moving off to the right, following Jacob.
* * *
Laurent reached the top within minutes and sat regaining his breath, his companion clearly perturbed; checking the contents of the rucksack Laurent had given him.
�You are sure this will work? I cannot afford any mistakes?�
�Mr Laurent, my leader will take them to the cave, and once they are inside, I will bring down the keystone supporting the roof, and then I will be leader as will you.�
�The explosives I supplied they are sufficient, I am not an expert in these��
�Yes, I used to go blasting in the mountains, this is more than enough, I am used to dynamite, but this plastic explosive is more controllable.�
�Will it kill them?�
�When that roof collapses it will kill them all.�
Laurent smiled at the young man, noticing the blue glow from inside his shirt, looking away before the young man could follow his gaze of fascination.
Jacob moved to the cave a few hundred feet down the wall, an opening around forty feet high in front of them, two rectangular stone pillars supported a large slab. The slab appeared, even from this distance to be several feet thick, and thirty feet across, but more decorative than supportive. There were no bricks on the slab above, but cascades of them running either side of the supporting pillars, the same steep angle on all. Jacob stood directly in the centre of the entrance, Osvaldo Rodrigo next to him, �this is the entrance to the complex; there are inscriptions on the columns from other visitors, come see.�
They stepped inside and Osvaldo Rodrigo used a stick to point to the carvings. �We have Inca, Chinese, Spanish and La Tolita.�
�La Tolita, I know this from excavations on the coast.�
�Yes I know Jacob, how do you think I knew of you?�
�Osvaldo Rodrigo what else are you keeping from me?�
�Many things and all will be revealed soon.�
From above them some pieces dislodged, the fragments falling as drifting dust from the gargantuan stone above. The group barely noticed, but Jacob was very aware, he glanced at Osvaldo Rodrigo who also looked surprised. Jacob began to move further into the cave, his guide following rapidly behind him.
Just as they reached the main group, yelling at them to move there was an ear-splitting boom accompanied by a cracking and splintering of rock.
The stone slab cracked in the centre, the shaped charges that Luis Alfredo had applied directing all their force into the ancient stone, the forced fracturing causing it to collapse under its own weight.
From his position above Laurent and Luis Alfredo watched the few seconds it took for the stone to fill the space below, dust and debris flying up at them sixty feet above. One of the stone pillars dislodged from its enclave, dragged across the front by the bulk of the rapidly descending covering slab. The forty-foot pillar was leaning against its old neighbour, propped up like a drunken man late at night.
�A job well done Luis Alfredo. Now we must meet my friends back at the river.�
* * *
Inside the cave full of choking dust it was totally dark. Most people rarely experience complete darkness; there is always some light in the world, artificial or even moonlight. But in true darkness you can hold your hand in front of your face, you know it is there but your eyes cannot see it. For some people this is truly unnerving and they can quickly become hysterical, which was exactly what Kevin was doing. Jacob reassured him, when he saw the blue glow and realised where it was coming from. Both Katherine and Osvaldo Rodrigo had something glowing around their necks.
�Katherine is that your necklace glowing?�
�Yes Jacob, but so is Osvaldo Rodrigo�s?�
When Katherine removed her necklace and held it in front of her, Osvaldo Rodrigo doing the same, they had identical necklaces.
�Where did you get that Katherine?�
�Jacob gave it to me, it was my mother�s; she died and left it to me when I became eighteen.�
�Then your mother was Noami De La Castillo?�
�Yes she was. How would you know that?�
�I will tell you soon, for now we need to move further into the cave, have any of you got torches?�
As he said it three torches came on, Kevin holding one, but still shaking with adrenaline.
Osvaldo Rodrigo led them into the cave; Jacob�s torch illuminated the interior, a neatly carved tunnel, lined with smooth black stone that did not reflect any of the light. The tunnel lasted for about twenty feet before opening into another room with the sound of flowing water. Osvaldo Rodrigo touched a nearby wall with his necklace, and a large blue glow began to emit from the roof above, coating the room in a pale light.
�This is the entrance to el complejo, or the complex as you would say.�
Kevin looked around, saw no entrance, but a stone trough of water entered from the outside wall, passed by them and out through the other wall. It was ten feet wide, perhaps six feet deep and flowed very fast, the finished stone was in sections but cut so precisely there were no obvious leaks. He cast a piece of wood from the floor into it, and it raced away through the wall in seconds. �How do we get out? There is no entrance, and our exit just collapsed!�
�Kevin, patience you do not have your sisters composure.�
�How did you know Katherine was my sister?�
�I know many things, and some I will share with you soon.�
�Okay I am pissed off with this enigmatic bullshit, get us out this room!�
Jacob put a hand on Kevin�s shoulder and looked towards Osvaldo Rodrigo, �Look, we are all tired, just show us the entrance. I am sure everyone will relax when they get out of this confined space.�
Osvaldo Rodrigo nodded in agreement, and moved to the inside wall, placing his hand on a stone block, and pushing it in. The block did not appear different to all those surrounding it, but it moved into the wall. Vibrations of something moving could be felt beneath their feet. Then silence, the water in the trough stopped flowing, quickly drained, and on the interior wall they could see the white glare of daylight.
�Now Kevin, how would you like the best ride in the park?�

TWENTY TWO

Elements Institute Base Camp
Enzi attacked the campsite just after nine, the sun had been up since six thirty. After the information on the experience of Jacob Mathias, Enzi was cautious that he not tip the situation to his disadvantage. As expected there was no phone coverage or operational radios in the area, even his would not respond. However this was irrelevant as all his men had instructions and maps of the camp, updated following Jones� reconnaissance the previous night.
They left the boats downriver, two men on each; the remaining twenty encircled the camp, securing all the possible exits. Enzi announced himself from his boat in the river, �people of this camp, you are requested to line up outside your dining hall, please do so quickly and compliantly or you will be dealt with most severely.�
People came out hesitantly, seeing men with guns, many retreated back into the dining room, some shouting and screaming could be heard. Enzi anticipated this and waited, �You will not be harmed if you come out voluntarily, however I cannot guarantee your safety should you resist.�
Some people gingerly ventured out, the gunmen gestured to line up on the walkway. Some people including Michael and Evelyn were more savvy and waited.
�My name is Chui Enzi, and I just require some information you have, if you could come out Evelyn that would be most helpful.�
The group of people were stunned, how did he know their names? Evelyn came out, Michael standing at her side.
�What do you want Mr Enzi.�
�Chui please, all I require is all the information and artefacts from the Chinese junk you have found.�
�That is a lot of information.�
�Oh I have time.�
�We have some others upriver, they will be back soon.�
Enzi admired Evelyn guile trying to throw him off guard, but with a half-smile he quashed her gamble.
�My dear Evelyn, if you refer to Jacob and Laurent then I am afraid they will not be returning.�
With a gesture of his hand a small team of five men lead by Mr Jones, clambered into one of the powerboats and sped off upriver, a substantial wake washing the banks.
�Now Evelyn, the information or do I have to be more persuasive?�
�No you do not, come up here.�
As Enzi stepped off his boat and onto the short pier, a shot hit the man behind him, his throat exploding in a spray of crimson, Enzi dodged concerned about his suit. The man fell back into the boat clutching his wound, the volume of blood showing he would die soon.
Enzi did not need to gesture to his henchmen, they had already seen the muzzle flash give away the shooter�s position, by the dining room window. He was shot in the head, his corpse falling back into the room, the men and women in the group shaken, some crying.
�If anyone else is tempted to get creative, then let me be clear. For every one person you shoot, I will shoot two!�
With that they shot a second man, he was not a threat, just standing next to Evelyn, one of the local workmen at the dig. He fell back, a single hole in his forehead, black with blood.
Enzi moved confidently up the ramp, the people moved aside without hesitation, repulsed at his presence. He stood in front of Evelyn, he was a good foot taller than her, and used his height to intimidate her.
�You may be polite Mr Enzi, but you are no gentlemen.�
�I am sorry you think that, now the information.�
Enzi spent the next three hours checking the information and his men removing and stowing some selective artefacts on their boat, giving Jones time to get upriver and get everything else they needed.
Teddy Steenberger was still working on The Wasp when Enzi had arrived. He has spent his time observing the tragic events. He kept quiet and assessed the size of the force, and their reaction to anyone resisting them. He decided to play the waiting game, let them get what they came for and move off. Teddy�s main concern was further loss of life, as for Jacob upstream, he knew the big man could look after himself, but he was still worried.
Archer had rowed upriver during the night, stowed his boat and managed to get some sleep in it despite the jungle noises. He awoke naturally with the sunrise at six thirty a.m. had a ration pack breakfast and proceeded on foot towards camp, arriving a few minutes after Enzi. He was wearing full combat fatigues and face paint, his M4 with day optics and suppressor would allow him to view and take out targets without giving away his position.
He circled around the camp and came into the area by the generators, some distance from camp and secluded from view. Enzi had ignored this area, Jones informing him it was unmanned and of no real threat. Of course he had not seen the green tarpaulin covering The Wasp, in the night it was virtually invisible beneath it. Archer could see Teddy crouched behind the tarp, his eyes glued to a small pair of green binoculars; he walked up behind him and sat down waiting for him to become aware. When Teddy relaxed his stare and turned to rest his back he saw Archer sitting six feet away, his white eyes glaring out from his face paint.
�Jesus! Don�t creep up on a man of my years like that. Is that you Archer?�
�Yes Teddy. How did you know?�
�Same eyes as your mother.�
Archer seemed wounded by the mention of her name, and Teddy continued to whisper. �You know your father is up river and these bastards are going after him too?�
�I tried to get here to warn him, but my transportation was not as reliable as I am used to.�
�Yes, I know what you mean, miss the efficiency of the army do you?�
�I do today. So where is Enzi?�
�Is that the tall fellow stupid enough to wear a suit in the jungle?�
�That�s him.�
�He is up in the lab with Evelyn. He has already had two people shot.�
�He didn�t do it though, delegated I bet?�
�Yeah, some of the heavies he brought along.�
�Enzi does not get his hands dirty, gets others to kill for him. He enjoys the power but not the act.�
�Nice. So how many more with you?�
�Er, just me and you Teddy.�
�Well shit, there is no way we can take them all on, and there are more up river.�
�We wait, see what their move is, we can always go after them in the boats afterwards.�
�The boats we have are never gonna keep up with those beasts they have, but I have something that will.�
Teddy patted the green tarp, Archer accepted Teddy�s recommendation, he had known him for years and his word was oak.
* * *
Enzi was in the lab, two men standing adjacent to Evelyn and her team, guns trained on their chests, his phone buzzed, surprising him. Evelyn could only hear his side of the conversation.
�Yes, it is proceeding as planned. No I have all the items, they are cataloguing now. The other team should return shortly, then we will have all four of them, the details of the location will be in the translation.�
She had stopped working, and this had been seen by Enzi, he ended his call and walked over to her, brushing the armed guard aside. �Evelyn, if you think listening to me on the phone will benefit you or your people, you are sadly mistaken. Get back to work!�
The increase in volume caused her to jump, her nerves rattled by the shooting earlier, but she proceeded to complete her work thinking of Michael. She realised Michael could help her, even when not in the room.
Archer noticed the guards reorganising, changing positions, �They are getting ready to move.�
Enzi�s men began to bring the teams back out onto the walkways, lining them up so they were all visible from the boats below. Enzi exited the lab area, Evelyn behind him glancing across to the Communications area and spotting Michael, the relief on her face obvious, and something else. Archer�s attention was drawn to the two men in the boat, changing weapons for a 50 cal. Machine gun, not the close combat SMG�s. �Teddy I don�t like this.�
When Enzi returned to his boat, all the items he required were stowed. He addressed the group, �Please do not pursue us, and to ensure you do not.�
A round of gunfire into the canoes by the riverside, they sank rapidly into the silt below.
�I am leaving some of my colleagues with you to ensure you do not contact anyone until we are away.�
With that the entire armed group mounted the waiting boats, leaving just four spread around the camp to oversee their prisoners.
The boats sped off down river with little care on the damage their wakes were causing, Enzi retiring into his cabin to examine some of the artefacts himself.
�Looks like we have an opportunity, but I know Enzi, once these people are of no use, that .50 cal is going to be turned on them.�
�Well you know as well as I do, that ain�t gonna happen.�
�Right Teddy, if I take the three this side, can you take out the one on the far right?�
�Wait Archer, listen.�
Over the background noise of the jungle and the distant roar of Enzi�s departing vessels, there was something else, drawing closer. A third boat rounded the corner at full throttle, the men aboard appeared triumphant. They had left from upriver sometime before, speeding without caution to rendezvous with Enzi.
Teddy recognised one of the passengers, even with the rapid procession of the boat, he cursed under his breath, �Laurent that traitorous bastard!�
�Who was that Teddy?�
�That was Christophe Laurent, former head of this dig, and ex fianc� of Katherine.�
�Katherine is here? And engaged?�
�Yes she is here, upriver with your father, and she was engaged. Caught him cheating again, punched him out yesterday, good left hook.�
Archer smiled, �I know from childhood that Katherine doesn�t tolerate fools.�
�Right Archer. If they have left Jacob upriver, something has gone very wrong.�
�And despite me worrying about him, you know Dad can look after himself.�
�What about the rest of the group?�
�Focus on here and now, then I will worry about Dad.�
�Right Archer my boy, let�s do this.� Teddy took Archer�s suppressed handgun and moved quietly and slowly off to the right to get within thirty feet or so from the sentry. Archer remained by the hovercraft, he could see all targets from this position; with their spacing could take two out in quick succession. Teddy took out his sentry, a shot snapping his head back. Archer took his cue, the man on the lower deck was head shot backwards onto the walkway. The second and third men were talking upstairs sharing cigarettes. They were unaware of their fallen comrade on the walkway below.
One lit up getting smoke in his eyes, the burning sensation caused him to turn and shut them. Archer shot the man who had lit his cigarette and then shot the blinded one before he could regain his vision. He moved off up to the walkway, while Teddy circled around from the other side heading for the dining room. Archer opened the door to the lounge where half of the team were kept. �Afternoon everyone, you all okay.�
The lack of response and awe from the group prompted Archer, �Sorry I am Archer Mathias, apologies for the makeup, y�all ready to get out of here?�
The group rose as one, just as Teddy came in behind Archer, �The second group are fine.�
�Good. Teddy get someone to clear up the camp and get everything onto the Arcadia when Enzi realises his men are not responding he will come back.�
�What about your father, I still can�t raise him?�
�Anyone here technical, I need to find a jammer; that is what�s stopping us, they must be an override for them to still use their phones.�
Michael had reunited with Evelyn, who shoved him towards Archer, �I can find it.�
�Good, do it and disable it so we can call out and get more boats, use the sat phone in case they are monitoring the radios.�
�Archer, my name is Evelyn, something else. They have taken the artefacts we have, but I managed to slip a tag into one, we use it for shipping home. Michael can give you a handheld tracker.�
�Nice work Evelyn.�
Michael handed Archer his tracker from his belt, and kissed Evelyn on the cheek, she blushed in response.
�Teddy will that hovercraft of your get us after Enzi?�
�Oh yes, easily but we need to leave now.�
�Fine, let�s go.�
�Not without me, I want to get that Laurent!�
Debra Sharpe was in the door, already replacing her handgun in its holster, �I told Katherine she should have shot him.�
Teddy piped up �And you did say it on more than one occasion. Archer Mathias meet Debra, Katherine�s right hand, woman.�
�Pleasure. Well get on-board Debra, the more the merrier.�
Archer, Teddy and Debra ran across the walkway down to the hovercraft, Teddy had removed the tarp and was about to start the engines when a breathless Michael arrived. �I found the jammer.� A small black box in his hand the top forcibly removed. �You need to know where this came from.�
�Why is that important?�
�Because Archer it is US military issue, I have a friend who designs these, believe me you are dealing with someone who has access to top hardware.�
�Thanks Michael, good to know. Stand clear now.�
Archer pulled down the gull wing door to the cockpit, watching Michael as he ran back across the walkway.
�Great so now we have African gunmen, with US military hardware in the South American jungle, stealing Chinese relics?�
�Debra when you put it like that, it sounds complicated.� Debra joined in Archer�s laughter as Teddy turned the hovercraft towards the water. �Archer go into that locker at the back got some toys you might find handy.�
The hovercraft was already a mile downriver when Archer opened the chest in the back, he was surprised by the contents.
�Teddy, where did you get this?�
�Got hijacked by pirates in South China Sea last year; talked my way out of it by fixing their engine. They gave me that as a thank you, nice guys really.�
�This is an MGL Mark 1S grenade launcher!�
�Well I did say they were pirates! They had lots so they gave me two.�
Debra pitched in, �Archer don�t be a prude, Teddy has all the best kit!�
The hovercraft continued its rampage downriver; they were two miles behind Enzi now.

TWENTY THREE

The Complex 3 hours ago.
Kevin was not the bravest person in the group, and Jacob did not want him embarrassed so he stepped forward to speak to Osvaldo Rodrigo, �Before we go anywhere, let�s work out what happened. The roof collapsed and we appear to not have Laurent, or your young friend Luis Alfredo, so we can presume that rock fall was no accident.�
�Agreed Jacob, we have some time before we can leave here. Luis Alfredo has not been confident in my leadership for some time, he is young, wanted to change our ways, and could be easily persuaded by the right person.�
�Oh believe me Osvaldo Rodrigo, Laurent can be very persuasive, he promised your man something.�
�So they think we are dead?�
�Probably, they got what they wanted, but I still have my artefact.�
Jacob searched his rucksack, but the artefact and its holder were gone, as was his radio. �He took it! He took the other artefact!�
�Jacob, do you mean like this?� Osvaldo Rodrigo pulled out an identical artefact, looped onto a leather strap and wrapped in the same fabric, it was glowing brightly.
�How many of those are there?�
�There are just four like this, you had two of them, and we had two.�
�We? You mean you?�
�No, La gente de la luz azul. Luis Alfredo had one and me.�
�Which means that Laurent probably has his as well?�
�Probably, but they need all of them to operate the device.�
�Sorry device? What device?�
�My dear Jacob, if you follow me, I will share with you a secret that has been passed down for thousands of years.�
�You said we had to wait before leaving here?�
�Yes and it is time.� Osvaldo Rodrigo clambered into the stone trough, a trickle of water still moving down it, the light shining brightly through the hole in the inner wall. He pushed off and slid down it, like a water park slide. The slight incline increased his speed, he lay flat just as he passed through the hole in the wall and disappeared from sight. Jacob looked around at the people in the cave, �Fine I will go next, last one turn out the light!�
Jacob slid rapidly down the slick stone trough and shot through into bright light, temporarily blinding him. He accelerated down and just as his eyes recovered he slid onto something cold and wet, coming to a stop some thirty feet from the bottom of the trough. He stood up seeing Osvaldo Rodrigo waiting for him. What he was expecting was to be standing in the lake that should be there. Looking back he could see the stone trough coming out of the crater wall, running neatly down the side of it to the floor of the crater some fifty feet below. Then he realised this was no crater he was standing on something silver, metallic, he bent down to touch it expecting the cold familiar sensation of metal, but it was warm. Kevin shot down the trough, a scream of joy preceding his appearance; he skidded to a stop near Jacob. �Osvaldo Rodrigo you were right, best ride in the park!�
Osvaldo Rodrigo smiled, walking over to Jacob as Kevin awaited the next joy rider, �My friend, you are in the crater, well, complex.�
�What is this place? Who built it?�
�Let your friends arrive, and then I can tell you all, okay?�
Jacob removed an insulated water bottle from his bag, offered a second to Osvaldo Rodrigo. They sipped on the cool water, Jacob taking in their surroundings. The crater wall as they had incorrectly called it encircled them; about one mile away was the far wall, the rest slightly overgrown but not as much as outside. Within the complex a watermark left by the lake was about twenty feet above them. The walls covered with algae from its presence but the lakebed should have been full of silt and sediment, instead it was shining silver the metal clear of all debris.
The rest of the group had arrived and Osvaldo Rodrigo invited them to all sit down, eat if they had food and drink. Jacob whispered to Osvaldo Rodrigo before he addressed the group, �Why me? Why did you pick me to come here?�
�Because of your work at La Tolita, and I know wherever you travel you have respect for the people and heritage of the country you are in. That is a rare quality and much valued by me.� Osvaldo Rodrigo stood up, adjusting his appearance, and addressing the group. �Right friends, you are in the complex, it is not as you presumed a crater, or an old city. The wall was built to protect and hide what you are sitting on.�
�Which is what?�
�Good question Kevin as always, I will explain from the beginning.�
�This complex is over five thousand years old, and my people were the Caras, who lived in the hills, the La Tola who lived on the coast. They were both approached by the builders of this place, and between them they formed La gente de la luz azul, the blue light people who protect this sacred place.�
�But there are no written records of this? I found nothing in my exploration of La Tolita?�
�That is correct Jacob, but the Caras had no written language, all information passed verbally. They encouraged the people from La Tola to replicate that trend. I am sure had we had any written material it would have been destroyed in the Spanish conquest as much of Maya and Inca information was. If it had been stolen and sold it may have betrayed the existence of this place.�
�So what do La gente de la luz azul do?�
�You see this amulet I have in my bag; that is one of four that control the device beneath us. Would you like to see how? It may make understanding the purpose of this place clearer?�
The group nodded in agreement as Osvaldo Rodrigo walked off towards the right of the complex, the group followed like excited schoolchildren.
�One question why does the silt not settle on the lakebed, in fact why is there a lake at all?�
�Jacob you have looked at satellite maps yes? And would a large metal object in the centre of the jungle stand out?�
�I see your point, so the lake is camouflage. When was it built?�
�About two thousand years ago, and maintained for centuries after that by my people.�
�Hang on, satellites are recent, why hide it that early?�
�I did not say they were our satellites did I?�
Jacob paused attempting to take in that statement, �and the non-stick surface?�
�Like a non-stick pan, it covers the metal and stops anything settling. There is a gutter which runs around the complex between the metal dome and the wall.�
�Dome?� As Jacob bent down he could see the surface was slightly convex, causing the water to run off to the sides like the camber of a road.
�There is a hole for this to drain from?�
�Yes, lower down than the one we entered in, another stone trough allows the water to flow out to the river on the other side, so fresh water is always flowing. The Caymans on the other side love it as the fish that are swept in on the inflow, are concentrated at the outflow.�
�Not just me who likes Sushi then?�
Osvaldo Rodrigo had moved across the dome and stopped by a square section of the complex floor. He bent down and rested his hand upon it. A rectangle around his hand glowed blue like the amulet and necklace; a line appeared by his wrist moving around his hand and back to the other side. Then after a short pause a rectangular hatch began to open.
�Nice trick. Can anyone try?�
�No Jacob, it checks my DNA and will only allow someone of La gente de la luz azul heritage to enter, anyone else will just sit out here.�
�So what is stopping someone using you to get in and then following?�
Osvaldo Rodrigo was already reaching into his backpack and removing a handful of necklaces like Katherine�s. He passed them out to Jacob and his six friends, �Put those around your necks and follow me, they will protect you.�
�Protect us from what?�
�Kevin as brave as always.�
�From the defences inside the hatch, if you were not wearing one you would be dead by the time you reach the bottom of the first staircase.�
�Great, so glad I asked!� Kevin placed his necklace over his head, not seeing the laughter cascading over Katherine�s face as she followed him.
Laurent returned to the riverbank with Luis Alfredo, the dust from the explosion had cleared, and they had casually descended the stone wall, expecting to see the waiting canoes, but they had vanished. He sat down, the young Luis Alfredo appearing puzzled, �Where are your friends?�
�They will be along, now tell me about that necklace you have?�
�It is the protector of La gente de la luz azul, allows us to enter the complex.�
�What complex?�
Luis Alfredo was hesitant to answer, �I thought you wanted just information and to show the amulets to the world, stop the secrecy?�
�I do, but to do that you must tell me more about them, these amulets like the one around your neck.�
�You misunderstand, this is just a shield necklace, this is an amulet.� The young man withdrew the amulet from its cloth cover, the blue crystal glowing, silver top shining in the sun. Laurent recognised it immediately. It was the same as the two he had in his bag, something he failed to mention to Luis Alfredo.
�You are a very wise young man, I can see why you want to lead La gente de la luz azul.�
�Really? Can you?�
�Oh yes, your vision is so much clearer than Osvaldo Rodrigo, you are the future.�
�I wish Osvaldo Rodrigo and the others would see what you do, I just want us to share this with the world.�
�And you will Luis Alfredo, you will.�
�Thank you for helping me Mr Laurent.�
�You are very welcome, and it is Christophe, please.�
Laurent�s relentless consistent charm was working as expected. �And what does this one amulet do? It controls something or unlocks something?� his apparent ignorance leading the naive young man.
�Not just one, four amulets control the device in the complex, the keystone.�
�Four amulets, and three will not do, it must be four?�
�Yes just four.�
�And this complex and keystone, what are they for?�
�I will tell you more when we are away from here.� The young man said nothing more turning back towards the river, causing Laurent to wait frustrated for Enzi�s men to arrive.
* * *
Osvaldo Rodrigo led Jacob�s group, the hatch was above their heads now, the humid jungle air replaced with cool damp, the stone steps under their feet leading down a shaft. The staircase was a metre wide; the outer edges supported by silver pillars, each a half metre wide, two steps atop each one. Katherine had entered first, following Osvaldo Rodrigo, Jacob was last his necklace glowing in unison with his companions. As his head cleared the entrance to the hatch it began to close. There was no noise, he expected it to scrape or rub but only silence prevailed, he was only aware of the closure when the jungle noise suddenly abated.
Even without the sun, light persisted from the blue crystals embedded in the black stone walls. The group progressed down the seven flights of stairs into the bowels of the complex. When Jacob reached the bottom of the stairs the group were in front. The black stone roof led up and away from him at a steep angle, to a circular hatch in the ceiling. It should have been pitch black but the space was being illuminated throughout. Jacob could not determine the source.
The room was symmetrical with another doorway opposite; the roof sloped back down from the hatch to meet it. The cavern they were in was not silver as he expected. The jet black stone did not reflect any light, making it difficult to judge the distance to the walls. Jacob was so busy looking he almost lost his footing, Katherine grabbing his arm, �Jacob look down!�
The edge he was on was lined with blue which glowed, defining the limit of the walkway which Katherine had just stopped him from stepping off; he could not see the bottom.
�Thanks Katherine, just overcome by the place.�
�That�s okay Jacob. Do you think my mother ever stood here?�
�Don�t know, she only told me to give you that necklace, nothing else.�
�Nothing at all? No letters?�
�I am sure she would have told you, but the accident.�
Jacob gave Katherine a hug on the shoulder, �No one�s looking.�
She laughed, stifling her emotions and moving off to join the group.
Osvaldo Rodrigo had gathered everyone in the centre of the room, standing inside three concentric circles, the outside one was three metres in diameter, the next two metres and the inner one metre. These three circles sat within a larger square, and at each corner of this square was a small black pyramid one metre square with a hole in the top of it. The whole area they were standing on was made of silver metal, in contrast to the black stone of the walls and ceiling. Within the metal were blue glyphs, similar to those Jacob had seen on the black artefact stolen from Washington. These glyphs lined the outer edge of the square, linking the four smaller pyramids.
The circles they were standing on had a deep V cut between them, perfectly formed, no gaps or faults, as if they had been machined from one solid slab. Jacob wondered about the origins of this place, knowing that the skills of the Caras and La Tola, although advanced for the time, were far beyond manufacturing on this scale.
Osvaldo Rodrigo addressed the group, �I feel like a tour guide!� the laughter from the group echoed around coming back at them from all directions.
�This is the complex, it has no other name, the necklaces you wear protect you, and allow the lights to illuminate for you, it is an intelligent structure.�
Sara one of the quieter members of the group ventured her first comment, �like office when the lights go on and off as you move around?�
�Yes exactly, but the builders of this place got a little more creative, as you will see.�
Osvaldo Rodrigo walked over to Katherine and handed her his amulet, the crystal glowing with increased intensity. He beckoned her over to one of the small black pyramids on the floor, the group remained in the circles, observing.
�Place you hand here on the side of the pyramid.�
Katherine followed Osvaldo Rodrigo�s instructions, placing her palm onto the black stone. A familiar blue line travelled around her hand, just like by the outer hatch. The outline disappeared and she withdrew her hand.
�Now place the amulet in that hole, the metal end first.�
Katherine took off the leather strap that was looped around the silver metal, crouched down, gripped the crystal shaft and tentatively lowered the amulet into the hole. It slid halfway down, and then stopped, after a short pause it descended into the pyramid, only the blue tip showing completing the shape. Below her feet she felt a mild vibration, and the black pyramids surface illuminated with glyphs previously unseen. Each glyph was a pair of circles with different symbols in the inner and outer ones, a different large glyph on each side of the pyramid. The illuminated object began to rise up from the floor. Katherine stepped back with surprise knocking into Osvaldo behind her. The black stone pyramid continued to rise becoming a four metre high square obelisk, black stone with many illuminated glyphs upon it. On one side was an opening, about two point five metres high and wide enough for someone to step through.
�Now what, does it take off?�
Osvaldo Rodrigo laughed, �No, although I can see why you would think that.�
�Well if it flies I don�t mind, that I can handle.�
The group sat motionless, the obelisk taking all their attention, Jacob however was distracted, �Osvaldo Rodrigo what is that?�
He was pointing to rectangular line in the floor, halfway between the entrance and the square of pyramids.
�That is the entrance to the fifth amulet holder.�
�Fifth amulet? I thought you said there were only four needed to control the device?�
�I did, but the fifth has a different purpose, come let me show you, it is my privilege as keystone protector.�
As Osvaldo Rodrigo opened the second hatch, Jacob instructed the team to go back up to the surface and wait by the edge of the hatch, Katherine was to wait by the obelisk for him to return. The group obliged exiting the same way they had entered, Osvaldo informing them the hatch would open for them, but not to remove their necklaces until he joined them.
Katherine waited by the obelisk, walking around it, taking in and trying to decipher the glyphs. She sat down on the centre circle, awaiting Jacob�s return, looking up at the roof, realising that the black stone was deceptive and the roof was a giant dome. The surface appeared flat, but actually curved up towards the circular hatch at its peak, perhaps fifteen metres above them. So engrossed with her mental estimates of the cavern, she was unaware of Jacob and Osvaldo Rodrigo�s return, startled at their reappearance.
�So was it interesting? Care to share?�
�Another time Katherine, another time.�
�I see as discreet and secretive as always, can�t teach old dogs new trick?�
Osvaldo Rodrigo was puzzled, �Old tricks?�
�I will explain as we climb.� Jacob patted Katherine on the back.
�What about the amulet in the obelisk?�
�That can remain here, at present it is safer here than outside, and it has a task to perform.�
* * *
Laurent wanted more information to give him an advantage, but Enzi�s men were coming up the river, their roaring powerboat devastating the banks as it progressed towards them. Jones was aboard the ship, Laurent realising that Enzi did not trust anyone but a few. The henchman gestured for Laurent to climb onto the boat, �who is this, I thought we were only collecting you and the artefacts?�
Luis Alfredo paused, �You said artefacts, you mean the amulets? I thought you were only interested in mine, this one, you can do no harm with one!�
Jones stepped off the boat towards the young man, his size intimidating, �Hand over the amulet boy!�
�No you cannot, I just wanted to share the knowledge! This is wrong!� He began to turn and run, but Jones pulled his SMG and fired a burst into the back of the young man, no effect. He grabbed his knife and deftly threw it at the back of the retreating boy. The blade penetrated mid-spine, the pain caused him to fall to the ground. Laurent could not believe the vicious attack, and the lack of effect the bullets had. Luis Alfredo struggled, attempted to crawl away, the knife had perforated his back, blood poured from the wound. The henchman walked up sedately, the determination of his struggling victim admirable, but pointless. Laurent yelled at him, running up to the side of the young man, stopping Jones from finishing the job.
Luis Alfredo was barely alive, but he was trying to say something, barely a whisper from his blood soaked lips. Laurent bent down, the words causing a red splatter on his cheek, �que necesita el amuleto quinto�.
Jones threw Laurent out of the way and used his other knife to stab the young man in the eye, finishing the job.
�No more delays Laurent, he is of no use to us now.�
Laurent knew Luis Alfredo had given him the advantage he required.
�Before we leave you must all swear not to say anything about this place.� They all agreed with Osvaldo Rodrigo request and ascended the stone staircases to the surface, the group waiting crouched near the hatch, Kevin appearing nervous. Jacob was about to ask what was wrong, when he heard for himself and instinctively ducked.
�Gunfire coming from the other side of the wall!�
�We heard some just before you came out, then that!�
�Relax Kevin, right, everyone over to where we came out, use the wall for shelter.�
The group moved hurriedly against the substantial wall, Katherine and Jacob followed, looking up at the wall above, handguns drawn. �Katherine, if someone gets up onto that wall, we are sitting ducks, we have to climb and get out of here.�
�Agreed, I will go first, check the other side.�
Katherine set off up the wall, bounded away like a mountain goat. Jacob looked up opposite to ensure no one was trying to flank them, get a better shot. However since the second burst, there were no further shots. Katherine called Jacob from the top of the wall, a collapsed section about eighty feet above.
�No one here, or within sight now!�
Jacob told the group to move up to Katherine�s position in pairs, bringing up the rear himself.
Laurent turned over the young man�s body, his eye open wide, mouth gaping, blood glistening on his cheek. Laurent pulled the necklace from the boys limp neck, snapping the leather strap holding it in place. He pocketed it and strode back onto the boat, leaving the na�ve young man�s body for the jungle to reclaim.
Laurent sat silent in the back of the boat, staring at Jones.
�Is there a problem Mr Laurent? Do you disapprove of my methods?�
�We may have needed information he has!�
�Enzi has secured all the information at the camp, and now we have four of these amulets, we can discover what Enzi requires.�
Laurent did not bother to argue or respond, he was obviously ignorant of his actions. He turned on his satellite phone, normally the number he required was in the phone memory, but it was not there, he ignored this fact and dialled it manually, �I have them, no all three and I have information to share.�
Jones presumed that Laurent was calling Enzi to update him, his presumption was misplaced.
Osvaldo Rodrigo discovered Luis Alfredo�s body near the water�s edge. He examined him, and then insisted they wrap him up and remove him. He sat in the canoe with the misguided man�s corpse. Jacob was concerned on what Laurent�s betrayal also involved and the possible dangers to the camp, analysing various scenarios as the canoes travelled back.

TWENTY FOUR

Teddy was treating the old hovercraft like a racing car, cutting tight on the corners of the river, refusing to donate any speed to the meandering water. Archer and Debra in the rear, braced themselves against the body of the beast. They had tied up the canvas flaps giving clear views to front and rear. Archer had filled up the grenade launcher with six 40mm grenades, and had the other rounds ready in a bag by his leg. Debra was holding an older M16, heavier than Archer�s M4, but effective in her experienced hands.
They rounded the bend, Teddy shouting out above the drone of the engines that he had three boats on radar, about half a mile ahead nearing the river mouth. Enzi�s boats would have to steer to the right of the river estuary, avoiding the sand banks and silt deposits blocking most of the channels, this would slow them down as they reduced speed to improve navigation.
Enzi had come up on deck now, the oppressive jungle heat behind him, taking in the refreshing familiar sea wind. The three boats were spread out, navigating the narrow channel at the river mouth. Enzi�s boat in the middle, being jostled by the current, unaware of his pursuers. The artefacts he had recovered were safe in his boat, the remainder in the forward boat. The third boat had their fuel, and once they were at sea, they would tie up and refuel before heading for the rendezvous point sixty miles away.
Teddy could see the boats just leaving the estuary ahead, the first one was in open sea, engine idling awaiting the others. Archer had moved up to the cockpit and was standing with his head out of the top hatch, previously reserved for a machine gun now unfortunately absent. His binoculars trained on the three boats, assessing their cargo, and passengers, then returning to his seat next to Teddy who had reduced their speed to a crawl. Debra came forward, �so what�s the situation boss?�
�Ok, first boat has more men so less cargo, Jones is in that one.�
�The bald guy who went after your Dad?�
�That�s right Teddy. The second boat has just Enzi, a driver and one guard, sitting lower in the water, so that has the artefacts.�
�How can you be sure?�
�Because I know Enzi, there is no way he would allow anyone else near to something he was after, not even Jones.�
�And the third boat?�
�That�s our target, two men, and a lot of fuel drums; they are setting up pumps on some of the containers, probably to refuel before heading up the coast.�
Enzi�s boat had just cleared the constrictive estuary and was pulling up alongside Jones; he was shouting instructions to Jones when Archer hit his first target.
They did not hear the hovercraft, the wind blowing off the sea into shore disguising their approach. Archer had fired three rounds in quick succession, spreading them across the expected course of the boat three hundred metres away. He did not have the luxury of a shot to check range and wind direction that may affect the grenades trajectory as he needed surprise. The shots were a few seconds apart and the wind did factor in their path, but in his favour.
The first missed its target, hitting the water in front of the boat, causing the driver to throttle back his engines, fearing an attack from the front. This caused the second and third grenades to hit the bow and stern of the boat, the high explosive rounds igniting the fuel drums, and incinerating the crew and boat in a rapidly expanding fireball.
Archer and Debra could feel the heat wave rush past them in the rear of the hovercraft. Teddy accelerated and adjusted course to avoid the pool of burning fuel that remained. They passed no wreckage or bodies, nothing survived the blast. Teddy shouted back, �Archer save your grenades, I don�t want to be retrieving those artefacts from the sea bed!�
Enzi was startled by the explosion of his fuel boat, his men on deck knocked over by the concussion wave. Jones yelled something but Enzi was unable to hear, the explosion had stunned his eardrums. Then he followed Jones extended arm and realised that it was no accident, the yellow and black hovercraft was closing on his position. Enzi could not see the occupants, and for now it did not matter, he gestured to Jones to get between him and the threat, while his boat was brought up to speed in an attempt to retreat. He looked at the fuel, they would not make the rendezvous and at this speed perhaps get ten miles. He reached for his satellite phone, now operational outside his jammer placed by Laurent earlier, �Get to me now, we are near the estuary! I don�t care we are under attack and out of fuel! Well how soon? Good!�
Archer could see Enzi�s boat increasing speed, and although he wanted to just fire a grenade and blow him back to hell, he resisted. His focus was on the boat containing Mr Jones which had turned around and was moving to their left side, out of range of the grenades. Teddy had spotted the boats course, and Archer knew what Jones was trying. The hovercraft appeared to be pursuing Enzi and ignoring the other boat, allowing it to move closer on the port side, just one hundred metres back, in the fans wake.
Jones could see the hovercraft increasing speed after Enzi�s boat, but his orders remained, protect Enzi�s retreat. He moved outward to the left of the hovercraft, aiming to draw alongside and open fire on the rudder fan, and any occupants with sustained machine gun fire at close range. He was behind and left of the craft, his men standing in the centre of the boat to balance it, and generate a good field of fire along the enemy vessel. The pilot appeared oblivious of their approach, too focused on Enzi. Jones raised his machine gun and the boat began to pull up alongside the hovercraft.
Teddy had been watching Jones come alongside what was perceived as a blind-spot, but Teddy was never blind-sided. Archer and Debra had loaded up their M4 and M16 carbides and four of the handguns in reserve. When Teddy shouted, they stood up from their position on the floor of the passenger compartment, rifles came to bear on Jones and his crew less than fifteen metres away.
Jones saw Archer and his companion too late, the bullets from the two rifles thudded into his crew with repeated accuracy. Jones instinctively dived into the forward hatch, a bullet missed him and slammed into his driver�s side. The barrage of fire ceased and Jones jumped back up, taking the opportunity of his assailants reloading, in a few seconds he had emptied both machine guns at the hovercraft, bullets pounding its body.
Archer and Debra had taken the advantage, their attack wiped out the men in the adjacent boat. They had dropped back down to reload when the expected return fire hit, bullets hissing past through the window above them, and some ricocheting off the lightly armoured bodywork. In seconds the fire had abated and Teddy had maintained speed as the driverless boat slowed. Archer came up firing into the hull of the ship as the hovercraft sped off after Enzi.
Jones did not fire a second round at the hovercraft; he knew when to retreat, his crew dead or dying, the boat holed. He knew the documents in the hold would survive, confident their containers would protect them from the seawater now permeating the punctured hull. He took out the only life-raft, pulled the ripcord to release it from its constrictive plastic shell. With a gentle pop it inflated and fell over the side with its own weight. Jones tied it to the listing vessel and began rapidly transferring the documents and some weapons off his wrecked boat. In less than ten minutes he was aboard and rowing away, one of his men shouting from the sinking boat, Jones ignored his plea for assistance.
Teddy was about one mile behind Enzi, the powerboat at full throttle not quite outpacing the old hovercraft which was now at over thirty-five knots in the open calm sea. With Enzi�s heavy cargo the powerboat was at a disadvantage, which Teddy exploited. He was about to call Archer, when he landed with a thud in the right hand seat, �What�s up Archer my boy?�
�Tactics, get behind them, ride above their wake, and take out their crew at range with the M4, out of range of their machine guns.�
�No problem, we are nice and stable, ideal firing platform, with the buffeting of the powerboat at speed, even in this calm sea, they will not hit us easily.�
�We get Enzi, and then recover the artefacts and back to camp.�
�Simple Archer, there is just one problem!�
Enzi�s ears had stopped ringing since the first attack minutes ago, they were about ten miles up the coast and the fuel light had begun flashing a few minutes ago. He had his men at the rear of the boat, nervously scanning the horizon for their pursuers; the boat hitting small waves allow them to see nothing clearly. Enzi�s radio crackled into life, �Boat one this is Seabird.�
Archer saw the plane above, it had over-flown Enzi and was cruising towards them, flying in low, banking and turning back. Teddy shouted out from the cockpit, �that�s a Warrior Centaur, single engine, six passengers, quick. If he can get near it, we will not catch him.�
Teddy gave the hovercraft full throttle, pushing the lever forward into the console; the machine roared as it hit almost forty knots with no resistance. The plane banked and turned, slowing down. Archer trained his binoculars on it, one of the rear doors opened, and then a puff of smoke from behind the mono wing.
�INCOMING!�
Teddy hit a red button on his left side, a clatter of pong noises came from the roof, and swung the craft hard to the right, while reducing the throttle. Debra and Archer were knocked off their feet by the violent manoeuvre, and Teddy hit the red button again, and accelerated away from the plane. The explosion followed a few seconds later, from where they had been, Archer looked back out the flaps towards the source. Teddy shouted back to him, �That missed us, heat seeker missile, we have some flare dispensers on the roof, and the cool air from the fan made us appear cooler than them, missile hit the flares.�
�Nice work Teddy!�
�Don�t celebrate yet, I fooled them once, but I don�t think we will get a second chance.�
�We are still going after Enzi?�
�Not today mate, he hits us with one of those missiles and we�re all dead!�
Enzi saw the missile explode; he always ensured his transports carried a shoulder fired missile, a last resort. He was disappointed when the smoke cleared, he could only see the rear of the hovercraft retreating, the plane had fired its only missile. He radioed the plane to land ahead of them, and prepare for loading.
Archer was frustrated at not getting Enzi, or the artefacts, but he knew Teddy was right, too risky. The hovercraft turned, returning to base at a more sedate pace to conserve fuel, a gentle twenty-five knots. Archer monitored the sky, all too aware of Enzi�s vengeful tendencies.
The small Centaur seaplane landed with little trouble, the swell barely half a metre, well within its limits. It had blue and white bodywork, the small stubby wings on the hull providing stability. Enzi had chosen this craft for good lifting capacity and a small radar image. There were six seats in the plane, but he did not require all of them, �You in the boat, you can keep the boat, I am not taking you with us.�
The man waved in appreciation, and did not argue, he had seen what happened to people who disagreed with Mr Enzi. Laurent clambered out of the forward hatch, �Well Mr Laurent it appears that when you decided to get onto my ship before the attack, it was a good decision.�
�Yes Chui, it was, where is Mr Jones and the other documents?�
�He has radioed me, he is fine, and so are our precious documents, we will collect them shortly.�
�I don�t see how much more help they can be? I have read most of them.�
�You forget my dear Christophe; I have information that may connect with them, from a different source.�
As Enzi spoke the young man on the boat passed containers to Laurent and the pilot, Enzi watched them work. �I obtained a parchment in Russia, hidden in an old Soviet archive for decades, but mine for the price of a new games console. It tells of an old Chinese legend, and its link to an actual event in history.�
Laurent did not respond, concerned that he may not have the advantage he thought. The information from Luis Alfredo could be inconsequential. Enzi climbed into the aircraft, speaking to the pilot, �How long to Isla Joya Verde?�
�With this load, about two and a half hours.�
�Will we have any problems with border security?�
�No your friend The General has seen to that.�
Laurent climbed into one of the vacant passenger seats, leaving just one free for Jones to join them. They took off, making a short low-level hop to see Jones steadily rowing. They collected him, sank the dinghy and turned around into the wind to return to Isla Joya Verde.

TWENTY FIVE

Jacob and his team returned to camp, dropping Osvaldo Rodrigo off in Borbon to attend to Luis Alfredo�s body, and contact his team in La Tola. The scene greeting Jacob upon his arrival in camp was bullet ridden semi-sunken boats. He left the canoes and ran up to the main walkway, blood stains and drag marks on the decks, seeing no one he called out, and was met by Michael. He was clearing up the dining hall, lifting someone into a makeshift body bag. Jacob stopped, not recognising the person, �What happened? Is this Laurent�s doing?�
Evelyn approached carrying food in an overfilled box. She appeared solemn and withdrawn, �a man called Chui Enzi and some men came here after you left, Nick here shot one of his men, he was killed and Miguel, whose blood you passed on the walkway, was shot for no reason other than to warn us against resistance.�
�And where is this Enzi now?�
�He left with all our research. Archer, Teddy and Debra went after him.�
�Archer is here? When? How?�
�I don�t know, he checked we were okay, told us to pack up and get out fast, then he joined Teddy in The Wasp and went after those men.�
�How long ago?�
�Maybe an hour?�
�How many dead in camp?�
�Two of us, and four of them, we put their bodies over by the bank. Nick here is the last person we have to take care of, and all our boats are shot up.�
�Yes, I saw them, we have the canoes we took upriver, use them to go back to the Arcadia.�
�We called her already; she is sending two Zodiacs for the heavier gear.�
Jacob left Michael and Evelyn to finish packing, and checked the rest of the camp, sending Katherine and Kevin to assist in any way they could, just taking the equipment and samples leaving all the structures.
The familiar drone of the hovercraft approaching alerted Jacob, and he moved down to the landing pad near the generators, he noticed the bullet holes and scorch marks on the hull, concerned until Archer and Debra disembarked fully armed, as Teddy powered down the engines. Debra waved to Jacob and moved into camp, leaving Archer to greet his father.
�Hey Dad. Someone put a jammer in your camp, Michael has stopped it now. Military issue.�
�And how are you Archer? Been a while since I have seen you.�
�You know why Dad, but I had to warn you about Enzi.�
�Did you get him?�
�I went after him to get your precious artefacts, if I had killed him it would have been a bonus!�
�So he got away?�
�Yeah, Dad, sorry to disappoint you again!�
Archer marched off, not allowing Jacob to respond, heading towards the dining room, Teddy observed the reunion, �Be less hard on the boy, you know that.�
�I am not hard on him, am I Teddy?�
�Your tone and face conveys what your voice hide Jacob.
�I know, but it seems everything I do makes him angry, like when he was a teenager.�
�Maybe you need to tell him the truth about his mother?
�I know, I was waiting for the right moment.�
�If you wait for that, it will never come my friend.�
�But Archer will be distraught when he finds out.�
�And that is different to now how Jacob?�
�You�re right Teddy, I�ll tell him today.�
�Listen Jacob, I have no kids, but I know that four words will mean a lot.�
�Like what, I love you son?�
�No, these four. This pain will pass. Anything you both feel will move into your past, if you let it.�
Jacob moved back to the lab with Teddy following, getting the teams to load the hovercraft for its return trip to Arcadia.
* * *
Archer stormed into the dining room to get some water and food, ignorant of its other occupants, Katherine noticed him, �So the prodigal son returns?� Archer turned not realising who had spoken to him, about to shout something, spinning around his eyes blazing, �Sorry Katherine, didn�t see you there.�
�Have you seen Jacob?�
�Oh yeah, we had a great reunion.�
�Oh, he has missed you, wondered where you were, Africa wasn�t it?�
�Yeah Mabalia. He missed me?�
�It has been almost eight months Archer without even a letter or call.�
Archer calmed down, Katherine�s influence and manner helping, he could never be angry around her.
�I hear you got engaged? And then un-engaged?�
�Well yes, got engaged and then he cheated, and I punched him out, and his mistress.�
�Nice. Glad to see Debra�s influence on you.�
�Not Debra�s more like yours!�
Katherine blushed, good memories flooding back, �Look what is this Enzi guy about and how do you know him?�
�Let me freshen up and all get back to the Arcadia safe.�
�Do you think he is coming back?�
�Oh not yet, we saw him get away in a seaplane, but he could be back later, best not to risk hanging around.�
Archer took his mouthfuls of food and water, and walked back with Katherine to the dock. �I have to get my gear from down-river, I will see you on the ship?�
�I guarantee it Archer.�
With a wave Katherine was gone, Archer watching her run back up to the walkway.
�Penny for them?� It was Kevin carrying a large box, �Something on your mind Archer?�
�Just history Kevin, just history.�
Kevin was puzzled, but then Katherine always understood Archer better than he did, kindred Jacob called them.
Within two hours all the gear was loaded, and a procession of canoes, zodiacs and The Wasp transported the camp contents back to the waiting Arcadia. The cranes worked overtime, pulling the gear up in cargo nets while armed lookouts surveyed for Enzi�s possible return. Only after they were underway and sailing south did Jacob relax. Katherine, Debra and Kevin had joined him in the communications room under the bridge. Teddy had left the bridge in the capable crew�s hands.
Jacob addressed his friends, �So what do we do about this mess?� Archer entered the room, �Well before you join the game, you need to know all the players. He sat down placing Khan�s memory card in Jacob�s laptop, �this is what started me off and almost got me killed.� The laptop display showed Khan�s files and Archer entered the password and brought up the information. It had surveillance photos, times, dates, names of contacts, copies of documents and memos from the US Department of Defence.
Archer explained the origins of the information flashing before them, �This is from an old friend, he got suspicious of our employer and his true interest in Mabalia, it appears that my boss, who runs Protection Incorporated is not who I thought.�
�So who is he then? This boss of yours?�
�It turns out that Protection Incorporated is a legitimate company, but also a front for a covert operation called Unit Zero 3. The General runs this, with a Colonel Nathan Briggs, who recruited me, running the legitimate side.�
�And this Unit Zero 3 does what son?�
�You name it, arms deals, missiles, guns, biological and chemical weapons on small scales. Assistance with coups and assassinations.�
�And this boss, The General does he have a real name?�
�According to this file his name is Vincent Mastasson.�
Jacob looked at Archer, �You are sure that is his name?�
Jacob was deep in thought, �continue, what else do you know?�
�Enzi was employed or partnered with Mastasson to find something called the Bow of Yi. There are also dubious connections between Unit Zero 3 and Department of Defence, nothing concrete but Khan thought that stolen arms shipments, or missing containers got back to Unit Zero 3.�
Archer informed the group of who was behind Enzi and the attack on the camp, that they had an insider, now obviously Laurent and not La gente de la luz azul. Jacob told them about Osvaldo Rodrigo�s role, the complex and the amulets. After over an hour Archer asked the question, �Who is Vincent Mastasson? How do you know him?�
�We had a falling out some years ago, before I left Special Ops, of course that was before he died?�
�Died? no he is alive and kicking, known as The General now.�
�Well when I knew him, he died in a plane crash along with two teams off the coast of Panama in 2003.�
�Khan�s info mentioned he was working for Colonel Briggs, monitoring the activities of Unit Zero 3, and Mastasson�
�Well your Protection Incorporated is just a front, but Briggs sounds like a more honourable man than Mastasson. So some things don�t change.�
�So what�s our move?�
Jacob had been pondering this while Archer laid out what they knew, �We need to get those amulets back, Mastasson has four of them including the fifth.�
Kevin and Katherine both interrupted, �You mean fourth, there are only four amulets needed, Osvaldo you told us.�
�I said four to initiate it, but the fifth is the true key, and that is what was stolen from your museum in Washington.�
�So Mastasson has it?�
Osvaldo Rodrigo was unsure, but Jacob had no such reservations, �Oh I would bet on it, but he may not know what he has.�
Katherine was first to say, �Laurent will know, I bet he found out from Luis Alfredo.�
�Perhaps, but we cannot be sure, even poor Luis Alfredo would be hesitant to give out information on the fifth amulet.�
�Look Archer where would Enzi go? To Mastasson?�
�Yes, but I am unsure where?�
Jacob smiled, Katherine spotting it first, �What have you done Jacob?�
�Well when Archer called me my phone went dead, so I had young Michael check it, and the phone was fine.�
�But, I know there is a but coming.�
�There is, but, he found something else, a small tracker, placed in my phone. It has been forwarding all my calls, and my location somewhere.�
�For how long?�
�Don�t know, but I do know who planted it.�
Jacob turned to Katherine, �That little French rat! He has been playing a blinder!�
�That�s right, Laurent. I had Michael check and his fingerprints were on the chip, careless.�
�So my ex-fianc� has been playing that game!�
�Don�t worry Katherine, you know I believe in Karma?�
�Yes, but I cannot see us getting at him.�
�Michael put a transmitter back in his phone, and wiped out the memory, so it would record all the numbers he dialled manually, I have a list here.�
Jacob pulled out a memory card, and played the recording of Laurent�s call from the powerboat. �Yes I have all four amulets now, we can proceed to find the Bow of Yi. No Enzi does not suspect.�
�You see, we have the number he called, and the tracker will show us where he is going. Michael just got a fix, he is on Isla Joya Verde off the Panama coast.�
The group were impressed with Jacob�s deviousness. Except Archer, he seemed distant.
�Now we know where he is, we can go in and retrieve the amulets, but Laurent thinks he only needs four?�
�Exactly, so we can use that to our advantage.�
�What do you have in mind son?�
Archer was reluctant to talk to his father, but this was bigger than his issue, from what Jacob had told them. �We get the amulets back and return them to Osvaldo Rodrigo.�
Kevin was unsure of Archer�s reasons, �Why would we do that?�
Jacob responded, �Because Kevin, if we do not get the amulets back to that complex in the next twenty hours, the Gulf coast will be a very quiet place tomorrow.�

TWENTY SIX

Enzi landed within two and a half hours at Isla Joya Verde; unusually The General was there to greet him.
�Hello General, I am surprised to see you here? To what do I owe the honour?�
�You have valuable cargo Enzi; I just want to ensure it is all accounted for.�
Laurent exited the plane, and began to carry one container to The General, �The amulets sir, all of them.�
Enzi was surprised that Laurent knew The General, but did not comment, noting The General�s lack of reaction. The three men walked back to a waiting jeep, while some soldiers loaded up another with the containers from the plane. The General drove, taking them directly to the private entrance of his hangar, passing two helicopters, one black combat, the other civilian transport. The elevator ride up to The General�s office was silent, all men knowing they did not want their conversations monitored, even here.
After securing the room, The General offered the men refreshments, and got down to business.
�Christophe and Enzi, you are probably wondering how I know both of you, and your connection. You have both been working on the same puzzle from opposite ends, something I have been most interested in. Chui, you discovered an ancient Chinese parchment from the treasure fleets, and Christophe you found an artefact in an Inca city, correct?�
Chui answered first, with a polite nod to Christophe, �I was in Moscow on business, looking for leads on a solar energy device that my President had heard of. I was approached by the curator of a museum, he was aware of a solar device mentioned in a Chinese script. He sold me the parchment, and the accompanying translation for two games consoles.�
�A bargain Chui?�
�The translation revealed the parchment was from the treasure fleets, which had been in South America in the 1430�s and come across something they called the Bow of Yi. When I researched this I found out about the legend of the Ten Suns, and a Bow of Yi that supposedly destroyed nine of the suns.�
�What utter rubbish! It is just an old legend, a myth!�
Chui was offended by Christophe�s comments, �Maybe so Mr Laurent, but you should know that many myths and legends have an element of truth. The Chinese had found four amulets and with the help of the blue light people had established that the Bow of Yi was real, not a bow, but a device of extraordinary power.�
�And how does this link to the artefacts?�
The General butted in, to deal with the arrogant Frenchman, �The black stone amulet you found in Peru is one of the four amulets we require to locate and operate this device, whatever it is. And I suspect the parchments you have, contain the location of something they call, the complex.�
Laurent began to smile, annoying Chui further, �What are you smiling at you arrogant fool!�
�Because not only do I know where the complex is, but I also know about the fifth amulet.�
Mastasson paused processing the information, and how to play Laurent, �Really Christophe, so share this information.�
�Well General, there is a price, it is vital to you, and I have no concern what you do with the amulets, just the money for my cooperation.�
The General had planned for this eventuality, and confronted Laurent with what he had discovered. �Before you attempt to blackmail me, I suggest you listen carefully.�
The General sat down behind his substantial desk, leaning back and staring at Laurent briefly, noticing the Frenchman�s obvious nerves. �You have not been completely honest, or loyal have you?�
�I have, I gave you the location of the black stone object and parchments in the museum in Washington? You got them didn�t you?�
�Yes, Mr Enzi acquired them for me with some collateral damage.�
Enzi was again concerned by his lack of involvement in The General�s commentary.
�And Mr Laurent you gave us the ability to locate Mr Mathias, should the need arise. But you have not been honest!�
Laurent attempted to answer, but was cut off by the raising of The General�s hand, �I know you have not, I have recordings of conversations between you and a Chinese gentleman, discussing a price for the amulets and information.�
Laurent was going crimson, the sweat appearing on his brow in the air-conditioned office, just confirming the accusation.
�You betrayed me Laurent, and that I do not permit.�
Laurent foolishly tried to respond, �I did not betray you! I was seeking out other informants to confirm the information I had obtained!�
�That is bullshit Laurent, and we both know it!�
The General had stood up behind his desk, and moved to stand before Laurent. The Frenchman reacted standing face to face with The General, �You thought you could take me for a fool, sell me out! I! Don�t! Think! So!�
With each word he hit Laurent around the head, striking his nose, jaw and eyes. Laurent fell to the floor, face bleeding, snivelling as he looked up at the furious General.
�I am sorry Vincent, truly I am! Please don�t hurt me again!�
�That was not hurting you. That was a warning. Oh don�t worry Christophe, I won�t kill you. But you will give me all the information you have, in return for your life.�
�Yes, yes of course.� Laurent continued to snivel as The General returned to his seat. Laurent then told them about Luis Alfredo�s information and his dying words, �he said we need the fifth. I think he meant the fifth amulet, and the only one that does not appear identical is the black one from Peru, so you have it.�
�So Christophe, we are only missing one crystal amulet, and where do you suppose that is?�
�I am sure that the leader Osvaldo Rodrigo has it, I could not get it from him, but I saw it glowing in his bag.�
�And the complex? Where is that?�
�The walled crater the place that Jones picked me up from. Had he not shot the young Luis, I could have him giving us all the information we need.�
�Yes well, I am not happy with Enzi and his methods, but still we have gained much with his help.�
�There is nothing else I know, I swear.�
Enzi nodded in appreciation of the recognition, if not the language.
�You were not going to mention the necklaces then?�
Christophe gasped, fearing further attack, �No, no I did forget, we need the necklaces for protection, anyone entering must wear one, I do not know why though, I swear!�
The General stepped back moving back to his desk, �Thank you Christophe, now leave us, clean yourself up before you bleed onto my carpet.�
Enzi had remained silent and still throughout, surprised at the violent outburst, and Christophe�s confessions, �and what do you need me to do?�
The General waited until Christophe had departed, took a deep breath, �Well Chui, I want you to organise a new group of men, as you have lost your previous allocation.�
�Can I not have some of your soldiers, they are well trained and disciplined?�
�No you cannot, this is my personal venture, and I do not want Colonel Briggs knowing of it. Taking any men from here would be noticed and questioned, equipment I can explain.�
�I will get some locals then, how many?�
�About twenty. You will take boats and go back to this complex, and with the amulets we have we will get control of it.�
�And Christophe?�
�He can come along in case there is anything else he has neglected to tell us.�
Enzi left the room, The General, called his contact, �Sir, we have them all four of them.�
�Excellent news General, and your problems all resolved?�
�They all are; any other loose ends will be appropriated to my African friend.�
�And his body will be left as agreed?�
�Yes, his men will all be found killed, local bandits will be blamed.�
�And how can you be sure of this?�
�Do you lack confidence in my ability?�
�No not at all, you have shown yourself to be a valuable asset over many years, if not a costly one.�
�Well if you want the best, you have to pay for it sir. The reason I know the bandits will be blamed is because I hired them.�
�Excellent, now I have a complete change in plan for you.�
The General was unused to a contract being changed, he had a degree of flexibility built in, but never complete change, �Really sir?�
�I want you to locate the device, this complex and destroy it completely.�
This was not a situation The General had allowed for, he presumed that the American�s would want to control it, and his plan rested on that presumption. �But sir, I thought the directive on space defence would mean you would wish to procure it?�
�The 2006 Space directive states, underneath all the legal B.S. they had to put in, that we will not allow anyone else to have the upper hand in space. Anything that we presume to threaten our satellites or assets will be taken out.�
�But surely something like this��
�Like what! You don�t know exactly what you have. From the rough outline you have supplied me, it�s proximity to an unstable set of countries and other interested parties are too much of a risk!�
The General remained calm, checking how much latitude this order had, like many others, �And if I am not able to destroy it?�
�Then General I will have F16�s from Manta Air Base drop all the ordinance they have on it! Get it done or else these contracts I have for you will be going elsewhere, are we clear?�
�I understand sir, but I think..�
�I think, you obey General! I am the Under Secretary for International Defence for Christ�s sake, what I say goes!�
The General was still rattled after the call disconnected, his assessment of Arthur Jarrett was flawed. Something had changed his approach, caused this rapid change in direction. He had known him for years, could predict his behaviour allowing him to manipulate situations to his advantage. The General had failed to notice Colonel Briggs entering The General had always told him they had no secrets and he could come and go as he pleased, until now.
Jarrett had tried to control his outburst, but he was sure the agent outside the door had heard his rant, but comfortable that his professionalism and discretion was total. Uncotto�s speech had been well received in the United Nations, and his spirited hopes for his country and their future within the international community were faultless. Jarrett knew that this was not what The Consortium wanted, they required someone more malleable, and this was a problem. He had received a note handed to him as he left, the conference room looking over Hudson River, and it was as expected. He received the call within five minutes of the note, barely getting to a secure room, just up from the delegates lounge.
His phone vibrating discreetly, his heart rate increased and the skin on his hands prickled. �Yes.�
�Hello Mr Jarrett.�
�Don�t use my name?�
�Please don�t be concerned, these phone calls are secure, we designed them for an intelligence agency, you can speak freely.�
�Well if I can speak freely, what the hell is going on?�
�Not that freely Mr Jarrett. We need to meet to discuss options. I suggest your New York office.�
�I will see you there.�
Jarrett was sweating, the situation was worsening, and his influence and control of it had slipped.
* * *
Briggs remained in the office at ease. He waited until The General acknowledged his presence, �Yes Nathan, what can I do for you?�
�Vincent, can I ask why Mr Enzi is here, and taking weapons from the armoury?�
�He is performing a task for me, and requires supplies why?�
�Because I was not made aware of his requirements, or departure information, as Head of Operations I felt this was unusual.�
�Nathan, we have been friends for what? Twenty years? And have I ever misled or deceived you?� Briggs knew this to be a lie.
�So trust me when I tell you this is better for both of us.�
Nathan knew better than to argue, but he always had a backup plan, Vincent had taught him that. For the past few weeks he had been monitoring calls from certain numbers on The General�s private line. As all calls were routed through the communications centre on the island, he could access the call routing of anyone, including The General. He was fully aware of the dealings with Chui Enzi, Laurent and now the Under Secretary for International Defence, Arthur Cody Jarrett. He had worked hard with Protection Incorporated and Unit Zero 3, what had begun as a shell corporation had become a successful legitimate business in its own right.
Nathan Briggs was concerned that The General�s power trip and underhand dealings were jeopardising his work. Briggs loved his job, loved being able to complete his missions, often denied in the US Army by rules of engagement and political changes. His concerns with the chemical and biological weapons that The General had acquired used and sold unnerved him. He was not going to allow the years of time, money and blood invested to be wasted.
The General gave Nathan the opportunity he needed, �Nathan I will be leaving in the next few hours, to oversee the task I set Mr Enzi. To keep you in the loop, can you get me two boats for inshore work, close combat weapons for twenty men, and supplies for one day in the jungle.�
�And when this is ready do you require notification?�
�No, I will leave via my hanger, with Laurent. I will see you when I return in twenty four hours.�
Nathan left the office, content that with The General gone, he could acquire control of Protection Incorporated, and dismantle Unit Zero 3.
Enzi had gone down to the armoury, a large concrete and steel reinforced bunker, deep underground. He had been given a list by Mastasson that he handed to the Quartermaster. After a brief verification call the Quartermaster began loading the supply lift with the weapons, telling Enzi to mark them off the list. Within quarter of an hour the efficient Quartermaster sent the fully loaded supply lift up, past the large blast barrier that prevented a bomb getting down the shaft into the armoury. Enzi was waiting for the passenger lift, when a blonde man met him, �Mr Enzi, I am Colonel Briggs, The General has sent me to assist you.�
Enzi joined him inside the elevator, �How are you going to assist me?�
�Well with equipment, and I was informed you were hiring locals for a job? But I think that experienced trained men would be helpful.�
�They would but the General told me that only local men were required, I already have plenty.�
�I convinced him otherwise.�
�Well The General does like to be thorough.�
�That he does Mr Enzi, that he does.�
The doors closed taking Enzi and Briggs up to the assembly area, Briggs left to supervise loading the gear, �The inshore boats are in the covered dock, they are already loaded and on route to your rendezvous. The seaplane will take you and these men there in due course with your additional weapons.�
�Are you not coming Colonel Briggs?�
�No I have to get one more member of the team; I will see you at the dock.�
Enzi left in the waiting jeep, the covered dock was about half a kilometre away, secured from prying eyes, below the seaplane ramp. Briggs went over to the guardhouse on the far side, near the hangers. Private Thorpe was immaculate his uniform pristine and pressed as expected, his comrade Eddie Wragg was shoddy by comparison. He greeted the Colonel, not speaking, waiting to be addressed.
�At ease Private, grab your gear, I have a job for you.�
�But Sir, The General put me on guard duty for punishment, one week sir.�
Briggs lied �I am aware of that Private but a mission has arisen which requires your talents.�
�Well sir if you are here, then The General must have approved it.�
�Get your gear and follow me Private.�
Thorpe dutifully followed, leaving Eddie Wragg to his sandwich, some in him, the rest on his shirt.
Enzi was at the dock watching his weapons being loaded, he was joined by four of The General�s soldiers who silently got aboard and stowed their gear, awaiting the arrival of Colonel Briggs.
Briggs had informed Thorpe of his mission on the journey down, he did not share it with anyone else. The four soldiers aboard were raw recruits, barely out of their training, wanabees having been rejected by the US Army for various reasons; they had been recruited for Unit Zero 3. Briggs did not like this approach, he felt it undermined the true soldiers in his command. The four men were eager, but smart, obeying The General�s instruction not to salute an officer. He nodded his appreciation for their volunteering, �Gentlemen, this is Sergeant Thorpe, he will be your commanding officer, follow his lead.� Thorpe was surprised at his sudden promotion, but did not question it.
�Mr Enzi, this is all I can spare, Sergeant Thorpe here is a most capable sniper, use him well.�
�Thank you Colonel Briggs I will see you on my successful return.�
�Where�s your associates Mr Smith and Mr Jones?�
�Smith is dead, shot by Archer Mathias, Jones has gone ahead to recruit some additional men, as instructed, we will pick them up later.�
�Well that is good news, so you will all be on this mission?�
Briggs nodded to Thorpe. They both understood that Mr Enzi and his associates would never return.

TWENTY SEVEN

Jacob and Archer took their gear to the Global Surveyor, placing it between the two sets of wings. Katherine was using a jack to lower the large sensor array from the underside of the body. Archer moved over to assist her.
�Thanks Archer, this can be a little cumbersome on your own, Debra normally helps me.�
�Well she�s not here, I am. Where do you want me?�
�Now there�s an offer, but just steady the jack for now.�
With a smile that had been absent for a while, Archer obliged, within minutes the array was back over in the storage container, locked up.
�Katherine, where are we going to put our gear, and sit?�
�Look Archer, it�s simple, you wear all your gear, I load up what I can in the space behind the cockpit, normally I have my kit there.�
�And this will get us there?�
�You have no faith in my choice of transportation?�
�Believe me, compared to what I have travelled on in the past few days, this is sturdy.�
�Well I will take that as a compliment, I think?�
Archer climbed into the Global Surveyor, Katherine passing his gear to him, Jacob moving the remainder to her. Jacob and Archer suited up, checking oxygen masks, helmets and weapons. As they clambered aboard, they appeared more like plastic faceless robots than people, all their human features obscured. Katherine closed the hatch, and started her engines. The grass runway they had been using was not ideal, but with their light load it was not too much of a strain for the landing gear. The Global Surveyor climbed over the patchy clouds of the coast, heading north-west, Katherine setting all its navigation software to run the entire route autonomously. When the aircraft reached eighteen thousand feet, she unbuckled herself and joined Archer and Jacob sitting in the back. Archer�s mask was flapping by his neck, the cabin currently pressurised, �Katherine who is flying the plane?�
Katherine smirked, �No one is Archer, that�s the point?�
�Sorry did I miss something?�
�The plane will fly itself to Panama, then loop back and return to base, all as planned.�
As Katherine spoke her headset broadcast the expected enquiry from Ecuador air traffic control, their transponder showing their identity on radar, �Global Surveyor, please adjust your course, you are entering restricted airspace.� Katherine flicked the transmission to speaker for the benefit of her passengers. The response came from Debra, back on the Arcadia, �Ecuador air traffic, this is Arcadia, Elements Institute research vessel. The Global Surveyor has a navigational fault, and we are attempting to resolve.�
�Sorry Arcadia, why is the pilot not responding?�
�The plane has no pilot, it is a survey aircraft with autonomous control, it has a software fault and took off independently, we are trying to get it to turn around now.�
�Arcadia, if aircraft is perceived as a threat it will be shot down, is that clear?�
�Yes sir, it should steer clear of any restricted airspace.�
Right on cue the aircraft executed a fifteen degree left turn, taking it away from the Colombian/Ecuador border area.
�Well you could not have planned that better Katherine.�
�Arcadia, aircraft is proceeding towards Panamanian airspace. We will inform them of your issue. Out.�
�See if you want a job doing properly, ask a woman. Anita always said that.�
The smile that was on Archer�s face disappeared, mentioning his mother in his father�s presence hit a nerve. Katherine was direct, �Look you two, Anita is dead, it is no one�s fault, sort out this feud or I will throw both of you out of this plane without your chutes!�
Both men were stunned by the unusual outburst from Katherine, but both knew she was right. Jacob turned to Archer, �Son, there is something I�ve not told you, about your mother.�
Archer reluctantly responded, �Really, what?�
The excuse that Archer expected was not forthcoming, instead the response left him silent, �Well son, she did not die alone, I was there.�
�But you said, the Institute said, you were in the Arctic?�
�And if any investigation had occurred, that would have been supported.�
�Why would there be an investigation Dad?�
Jacob paused, looked directly at his only remaining son, �Archer, your mother. Well, your mother did not die from the cancer alone, I helped her.�
Archer did not break the stare, �You killed my mother?�
�No son, it wasn�t like that, she asked me to, you should have seen her.�
Katherine butted in, �I found her, I was there, perhaps you have forgotten.�
* * *
It had been the previous fall when she has last visited. Katherine landed the helicopter on the outskirts of the ranch; she knew that any closer would worry the horses. The house was about a mile up the road, so she said hello to the ranch hands, and borrowed a quad bike to take the trail to where she used to call home.
It had been a few months since she had last been here, the trees now in full leaf, echoing the wind moving through them. The summer breeze flowed up from the valley below. She turned to look out, over towards the mountains, hardly another soul between the house and the horizon. She liked the isolation, and Anita�s family had owned land here for more than a century.
She walked up the wooden steps on to the porch, a wicker chair, old dog basket next to it. The owner long since buried with the other pets under the beech tree. Even though she had been brought up there, she still knocked, out of respect. The expected holler from Anita did not return her knock, she tried again. Now she was concerned, the horseshoe on the door showed that Anita was in. When she was out riding, she turned it over in a U shape, to catch luck while I am out. Whenever she returned she would turn it over, and tell anyone she was emptying the luck onto my porch.
Katherine tried the door, and cautiously entered, no music was playing, and no cooking smells that may have distracted Anita from her approach. Katherine knew that Anita had terminal cancer, and had been diagnosed some months before. The reason for her visit was she had a break in work, and it had been some months since she had seen her friend, she missed her. With no one showing in the lounge or kitchen, Katherine moved towards the bedroom, smelling Aloe Vera, which she knew Anita did not use, strange but Katherine dismissed it.
She pushed open the bedroom door and she saw her, lying still on the bed.
�Anita, it�s Katherine.�
No response. Was she sound asleep? Katherine tried to rouse Anita, no response. Fearing the worst, she felt for a pulse on her neck, and found none, but Anita was still warm.
Katherine sat on the bed, just looking at her old friend, wondering why she had died alone, when so many people cared about her. She picked up the phone by the bed, and dialled the local sheriff, he answered and Katherine told him what she had found.
�Do you know where Jacob is?�
�He left word that he was going to the Arctic two weeks ago, Anita knew. He gave me a number to contact him at, should I need to.�
�You better call him. I will wait here.�
Katherine stayed until the circus of Police and coroner had finished, confirming heart failure as cause of death. There was no inquest, no autopsy, the local doctor confirmed cause of death. Anita had many friends who cared for her as much in death as life.
Katherine called Archer�s base to give them the news, and a message was sent to Jacob on his ship. They all met at the funeral a week later. She had dealt with death; caused many deaths during her career, but nothing had ever affected her like this.
* * *
Archer was stunned by his father�s revelation, �so you lied to protect me?�
�Yes you could not deny what you did not know. Your mother wanted it that way; I have a message from her I have been keeping for you. Do you want to see it?�
�Yes Dad that would be good, but later, when this is finished.�
�Okay, so we�re okay?�
�Yeah, we�re fine, just wished you had explained before. You never give me enough credit.�
�I wish I had, I didn�t think you would talk to me because of it.�
�And yet I didn�t talk to you because you did not tell me. See how wrong you can be?�
�Yeah sorry Archer, I should have trusted you.�
Katherine had been listening, while putting on her kit, �So the smell in the house that day, the Aloe, that was you?�
�Yes, sorry I had to deceive everyone.�
�It�s okay Jacob, we understand why. Now boys, down to business, five minutes to jump point.�
The three of them were going to perform a high altitude low opening, or HALO jump. This was to avoid detection from radar, or visually from the ground, as a normal parachute decent would. Katherine secured everything in the cockpit, and began to depressurise the cabin, all three of them now wearing oxygen masks and helmets. The plane had begun increasing altitude ten minutes ago, and was now at twenty five thousand feet. Katherine gave final instructions, �Now Jacob, I know you have done this before, but not recently, your parachute will open automatically at a preset height. If you pass out the ground won�t kill you.�
�Good to know Katherine, anything else?�
�At this altitude you will reach the ground in about two minutes, just stay focussed, don�t enjoy the ride too much.�
�Now you are spoiling my fun.�
�At this speed if you hit the ground, you will bounce out of the hole that you will make.�
�You know it sound dangerous when you put it like that.�
Katherine gave him a hug, �Take care both, see you on the ground.�
The aircraft had begun to depressurise, and then the escape hatch slid open in the bottom of the cabin, rarefied air rushed in as the Global Surveyor cruised five miles up. The temperature would freeze an unprotected person to death; if the lack of oxygen didn�t give them hypoxia first. Archer dropped out the aircraft, feet first his back towards the front of the plane, once he was clear, Jacob left about twenty seconds behind him. The wind slammed him in the chest like a paving slab, the small white H shaped plane disappeared at speed as he fell away.
Jacob regained his calm, and as his body slowed he levelled out turning from his back to face the ground. He controlled his speed and descent with his limbs, moving his arms back to his side and angling downwards flipping over and re-directing his natural fall. They were above the clouds and only the GPS display on his visor showed where his target was, now just three miles below. The protection afforded by his suit and helmet reduced the sensation of speed, his suit was ruffling as he reached terminal velocity. He could see Archer in front and below him, and caught him up, one hundred twenty miles an hour straight down helped. Archer had likened it to standing on top of a passenger train at full speed, then trying to jump off and stop.
Both men saw each other, the helmets giving excellent visibility, neither responding using the radio. They descended through the clouds at twelve thousand feet, and emerged into the rain falling from them. The rainstorm was intense, blowing in from the Pacific onto the coast, perfect. The rain combined with their high altitude low opening approach should give them access to all areas, without the need for an invite. Below their target came into view, both men adjusted their approach to land on the least inhabited section of the island. Jacob moved away from Archer, giving them both room to open their chutes, the altimeter on the visor display now flashing red as they passed two thousand feet.
The area they were aiming for was behind a small peak in the northern part of the island, a thousand foot lump of rock. There had been a fire from a lightning strike a few weeks ago, the back of the hill and forest below burnt, no trees for about quarter of a mile. Jacob saw the hill come into view, and as he passed the summit, his chute opened. The mechanism activating perfectly, his head thrown back as expected, he checked his chute and then steered towards the forest clearing Katherine had marked on the GPS. He pulled down on both cords; braking the chute and landing with knees bent, turning and rapidly pulling his chute into his body.
Archer was just fifty feet away on the far side, already stashing his chute and walking over to greet his Dad. Their kit landed just moments later, though not as gracefully, with a thud the self-guiding cargo chute landed in the centre of the clearing. Katherine had dropped it from the underbelly of the aircraft, it had fallen and guided itself to the target. The pod attached was only one foot wide and four feet long, so would not show up on the radar network the island used.
�Okay Archer, let�s get the gear, Katherine said she will bailout on the return leg in thirty minutes.�
�Dad, welcome to Isla Joya Verde. Let�s find The General.�

TWENTY EIGHT

New York City.
Arthur Jarrett�s private office was austere, the dark wood, imposing nineteenth century antique desk, leather chairs, more reminiscent of a gentleman�s smoking club than a twenty first century office. Amongst the mahogany and detailed woodwork were all the tools a modern public official required, laptop, PDA, secure phone, counter-surveillance hardware, bulletproof windows. As the Under Secretary for International Defence his position was privileged and tenuous, the many conflicts around the globe all of interest to the United States of America and all fraught with political mines. So wide was the nations influence and importance that his workload only allowed five hours of sleep a night, a weekend off was a rarity.
He kept a private office and apartment in New York, dealing with visitors to the United Nations and others, it was beneficial to not be in Washington sometimes. His wife�s family owned the building had done for decades; and although he did not have the penthouse, he was sufficiently elevated from the street to appreciate the view over Central Park. Arthur Jarrett�s bare feet paced the runner carpet, his wife placing it to ensure he did not destroy another section of her favourite weave. He thought better in bare feet, but his balding head was sweating, the swept back black hairs glistening. He stroked his V shaped beard, the pepper pot spikes rustling under his touch. To the casual observer he appeared the devil himself, but he was not as discreet and thorough as Satan.
He desisted his pacing and sat on his comfortable heated office chair. The elements and the leather combined to sooth a spine damaged by a helicopter crash in South America some years ago. The d�cor of the room, walls of regal red complemented by rich cream carpet. His wife considered the paint choice depressing but he liked the power it conveyed to his many visitors. He felt safe in this office, more than in the heavily reinforced Pentagon he occupied most weekdays. His visitor today promoted his feeling of political vulnerability, and he had invited this man, courted his favour, only to regret it rapidly. The gentleman was a representative of certain industrial interests in the Horn of Africa, and the assistance that Arthur Jarrett could provide, in return for healthy retirement fund contributions. He has no name, and Arthur knew better than to ask and be lied to again. He patted his brow with a cotton handkerchief, replaced it in his desk drawer, put his black ostrich skin shoes on and adjusted his seating position. His personal assistant showed the visitor in, sitting without being invited directly in front of the formidable desk. The visitor was not impressed or intimidated by his surroundings, or its occupant.
�Mr Jarrett my associates are concerned that President Uncotto is not being co-operative in our plans to redevelop his country.�
�Look, I am not always privy to these discussions. But I took it upon myself to discuss President Uncotto�s options with him face to face.�
�I understand, but you have put a man in place to monitor Mr Uncotto�s actions, yes?�
�Of course, but�.�
�We approached you to ensure that a US base for Africa Command would be constructed by The Consortium, and I thank you for that. However we need to ensure that other projects that will be supported by the location of this base are guaranteed.�
�Military presence in this area of Africa is not a guarantee of stability; it can in fact focus terrorists in that area into attacking US assets.�
�I am sure that no terrorist cell is going to attempt to attack a US military airbase in Mabalia, they would be dead before they got ten miles.�
�I do not think that would be their main concern. I can understand President Uncotto�s misgivings about us pushing the issue.�
The gentleman sat back relaxed, folding his hands over his prominent stomach, inter-lacing his fingers, �There is an alternative to President Uncotto, we approached him some time ago, and following his address to the United Nations we feel Uncotto is not best suited for his country�s interests.�
Jarrett had many sources, both official and unofficial in a variety of positions at home and abroad, they had taken years to establish and had proved reliable, but he knew nothing of this alternative. Concerned his lack of knowledge might increase his visitors mistrust he remained silent.
�Would you like to know who it is?�
Jarrett knew this game well, your opponent pushing his advantage, reading your face, detecting a micro expression that would indicate victory. With no response verbally or visually, just a cold unnerving stare, the visitor capitulated remarkably swiftly, expelling his information. �It is Chui Enzi, the Head of Internal Security in Mabalia, we feel he will command respect and be more compliant to our needs.�
Jarrett played the advantage, relished the opportunity to push it, �Chui Enzi is currently in Panama, meeting with one of my contacts.�
The visitor was not as accomplished as he thought; the information that Jarrett fired was unwelcome and surprising. He poorly attempted to conceal his reaction, �Yes we were aware of that.�
Jarrett had him now, seeing the lie, the distinct eye movement, �He is seeking a solar powered device, to enable Mabalia to not rely on oil for energy in the future. But it could be interpreted by some as an attempt to gain a WMD�
The visitor was reeling against the ropes, his interlaced fingers leaving sweat stains on his blue cotton shirt. Jarrett forced another barb home, �I presume you were aware of this, and my actions to resolve the issue and diffuse the situation.�
The visitor of course had no idea, and was unable to bluff, �No we were not, why were we not informed?�
�I felt it prudent to resolve this issue without directly involving you, or seeking your approval. That is what you consult me for?�
The visitor was riled, a small vein pumped rapidly at his temple, �And have you secured this item yet?�
�Not yet, but within the next few days I will have control of the situation.�
�And what of Mr Enzi?�
�Well he is a liability. He has this arrangement with you, and yet still seeks something that will damage your development goals? Do you trust him?�
�My trust is earned by those I offer it to. Mr Enzi has damaged his trust. Can you resolve this for us?�
�Before you arrived, I had already agreed to dispose of Mr Enzi, once he had retrieved this device.�
�How very shrewd of you. Do you think we can still use him?�
�I do not think that is a possibility, your knowledge of this situation should afford you a healthy advantage from which to re-negotiate with him, but you have a very limited window of opportunity.�
�Yes, quite. I think we can seek out other candidates. You have been most thorough and resolute Mr Jarrett.�
�I am always so. Should I wait for your call before taking action against Enzi?�
�That is not necessary. You look after Enzi for us?�
Jarrett stood, waiting for the apology. The visitor prompted and offered his wet hand to Jarrett, he looked at it, the visitor wiped it on his suit trouser and then re-offered it. Jarrett shook it once firmly and then showed the gentleman out; the private elevator would deliver him to the discreet underground car park entrance. The door closing firmly behind him, Jarrett returned to his desk, �Apology accepted.�

TWENTY NINE

Eighteen thousand feet above Isla Joya Verde.
Katherine bailed out of the escape hatch on the return leg of the Global Surveyor�s wayward journey. She dropped at one hundred twenty miles an hour, but was blown off course. She had done private free-fall jumps before, but only three HALO jumps, from this altitude it was something new and wonderful. Exhilarated by the descent she corrected her course landing on the opposite side of the mountain, in a small clearing, but she did not presume undetected. She stashed her chute in a rucksack, drew her weapons, a suppressed Colt M4, and her trusty sidearm, moving off towards the checkpoint.
She came across the expected guardhouse on the far side, two guards, one eating, spilling food down his shirt, the other attentive and smart. She removed her jump suit and stowed her weapons, guns were not the solution here. She was about to approach the guardhouse when she saw an officer coming over, he talked to one of the soldiers and then left with him. She ensured they were not going to return, and then moved onto her target.
The young man inside was eating a meatball sandwich; half of the sauce deposited down his uniform. He didn�t look up immediately, not much of a guard. Katherine spoke up in her broadest accent, � es-cuse me sir, but I appear to be lost.�
The young man just sat there mid chew, not quite believing what he was seeing. The woman was tall, strappy top hanging on swimmers shoulders, shorts topping her strong toned legs and tanned all over. He stood up offering her a seat, putting his sandwich on the desk. �This is a private island, you really shouldn�t be here.�
�I am so sorry, but I appear to have run aground in my little ol� boat. I got all soaking wet.�
The young man focused on her semi-transparent clothing.
She bent her left leg back, rested her toes on the floor and tilted her head forward and to the side, while still looking at the young soldier, �Well what can I do, can I stay here a while?�
�Yeah, would you like a drink?�
The young soldier fiddled with the coffee machine, attempting to appear sophisticated and failing. Katherine moved behind him, �do you have cream and sugar?�
He looked in the cupboard above and then Katherine grabbed him around the neck, pulled in backwards off balance so he was leaning against her, his feet still forward. He could not move he would fall and tighten her grip; she applied enough pressure to render him unconscious in a few seconds. She lowered him to the ground, checked his pulse, taped his mouth, secured plastic ties on his hands and legs. With a push he tucked neatly under the desk, the knock causing his hideous sandwich to leak more fluid down onto his uniform from above.
She checked the monitors for the CCTV and saw plenty of activity down by the docks. She could see the loading of a seaplane. The two men she had seen at the guardhouse had arrived the taller one leaving and heading away, while the younger loaded his gear. She disabled all the monitors, duct-taped a cup over the alarm button, should her unconscious soldier attempt to trigger it with a lucky kick. The locker in the corner contained an old uniform, clean, but too large for her. Some safety pins allowed her to make it fit her smaller frame. She placed a baseball cap to hide her long hair, picked up her rucksack and headed for the main hangers.
It was only a few hundred metres, she looked ahead, avoiding eye contact not wanting to draw attention. The two hangers were built up against a rock face, unusual even on the small island. There was a C130 transport plane and two Bell 212 helicopters, standard for a research facility. As she entered the hanger and her eyes adjusted to the light, she realised the reason for the location of the hangers, which extended back into the rock face itself. The thick rock hid their military aircraft from any curious passing satellite.
She checked on a site map and saw that there were two sub levels below where she was now, in the centre was a cannibalised aircraft carrier lift to move the smaller aircraft up. This hanger only appeared to have large planes and one Chinook twin rotor transport helicopter. She just needed an aircraft, fast, short take off, then she saw exactly what she wanted, all she had to do now was steal it and fly it out of a heavily protected base.
As she turned towards the flight office, a tall blonde man stopped in front of her, his lapels showing the rank of Colonel, his nametag with Briggs emblazoned on it.
�Are you new here soldier?�
Katherine stopped dead, turning to face the officer.
Jacob and Archer moved from their landing site, the jungle not heavily overgrown, an old footpath easing their transit around the small mountain that had shielded their approach. The humidity was not as oppressive as Ecuador, the sea breeze and location of the island kept it fresher. They made good time, even with carrying the gear.
They found an old jeep half buried in the hill, a relic of the fifties the jungle slowly consuming it, but no other signs of occupation. They emerged from the heavy undergrowth above The General�s private hanger. The compound below sealed and fenced off, no life in sight. His private helicopter was being wheeled out and prepared for take-off, the storm passing over to the East. The ground crew retreated back in the hanger a few minutes later, leaving in a jeep. The fence opened up a discreet gate allowing them to return to the main base.
�If that�s his helicopter Archer, he�s going to leave, we need to move quickly.�
Archer agreed and the two men moved covertly through the thin cover of the hillside, reaching the compound floor undetected a few minutes later. The open hanger doors and reappearing sunshine disguised the contents, the darkness halting Archer�s threat assessment. Jacob joined him near the entrance, no security cameras appeared present, he moved inside, handgun and eyes scanning for any targets.
Archer followed finding the shadows of the large steel uprights could provide sufficient cover for now. Archer checked the map he had downloaded from Khan�s information, the private lift clearly indicated across from their current position. Jacob began to circle around the back of the deserted hanger, while Archer moved across to the only occupant, a solitary guard. Of course the guard was by the lift door, attempting to start a cigarette, his cheap plastic lighter failing miserably. Archer casually strolled across, nodding to the guard and checking his pockets for a light. The guard ignoring any potential threat, never saw Jacob who hit the back of his neck hard enough to knock him out, but not kill him. With a final check of the area, they used the guard�s key card to gain access to the lift.
�Better take him with us.�
�Go on then Dad, you pick him up.�
�I pull rank on you son, and I am over fifty, so hoist him up.�
�I dunno, no talking for months and now it�s, pick up that body Archer.�
Jacob laughed at his son�s feigned displeasure and selected the only floor available on the lift control panel. The mirrored box moved silently upwards, �What no cheesy music? Surprising.�
Jacob chuckled, but quickly stopped as the lift slowed approached The General�s office, levelling his gun at the door. Archer unceremoniously dumped the guard�s body on the floor and drew his gun just as the lift doors opened.
Katherine knew that the shy Texan girl routine from the guardhouse would not work, so she played it straight, �Yes Colonel, just arrived. I was looking for the flight office.�
�It�s over there the blue door.�
�Thank you sir.�
�You are a pilot? I don�t remember seeing your face before?�
�Well ma Daddy said I had a very forgettable face.�
The Colonel smiled, removing his sunglasses, �I think your father was mistaken.�
Katherine genuinely blushed, �Well thank you sir.�
She saluted and turned towards the flight office, letting out a breath.
�Excuse me miss.�
The booming voice echoing in the hanger filled her with dread. She tried to remain calm putting her game face on, and turning back towards the colonel, �Yes sir.�
He was looking at her rucksack, �you forgot your kit.� Katherine scurried over to the Colonel retrieving her bag carefully to ensure the weapons within did not bang together. He noticed her badge, �you any relation to Private Wragg?�
She had checked her name tag in the reflection from his sunglasses, �Yes sir he is my younger brother.�
�Well I know were the good genetics went to.�
Smiling as she turned and headed quickly for the office.
The General�s office was unexpectedly empty, the set of double doors on the right closed shut, the other door on the left made a click. Jacob moved around, getting behind the single door, while Archer secured the double doors with a security tie. With a flushing noise they both realised the unmarked door in the room was a private bathroom, and they knew who the occupant would be. Archer moved directly in front of the door, standing about eight feet away, his gun levelled at the polished mahogany.
The door opened The General with his head down, adjusting his shirt took two paces forward and then saw Archer. Without hesitation he lunged forward and was stopped by Jacob�s commanding voice, �Hold it!�
Mastasson stopped and turned, ignoring Archer and addressing Jacob, �My old friend, so still trying to save the world? Or just practising your breaking and entering skills?�
�Bit of both Vincent.�
�It has been so long since anyone called me that.�
Mastasson was moving across towards his desk as he spoke, Jacob moved along getting ahead of him.
�I would rather you sit in the chair near Archer.�
Mastasson backed off and sat down, Archer securing him to the chair. Jacob moved behind the desk, and looked underneath the innocent leather inlaid top. Under the sill was a panic button and loaded pistol.
�Nice surprise Vincent, still as paranoid as always?�
Mastasson was obviously annoyed at anyone getting the jump on him, �yes Jacob, but apparently not enough to stop you.�
�Well you know how tenacious I can be.�
�I do, but I thought you were dead?�
�Oh that cave-in caused by Laurent? No I think he exaggerated his claims, as usual.�
�Yes he has a habit of that, but I am sure he will not in his limited future.�
�Have you killed him?�
�Not yet, but I am sure my tolerance will wane.�
Jacob sat down in the comfortable leather high back chair, placing his gun on the desk, Mastasson was visibly peeved at the intrusion. Jacob sat forward smiling, �So where have you put the fifth amulet Vincent?�
From Mastasson�s face Jacob knew he had hit a nerve, revealing something only just discovered by his captive. Archer was not sure what Jacob was doing, and pulled a face behind Mastasson.
�Vincent we have known about it for some time, had you not stolen it from the museum warehouse in Washington we would have it in South America by now anyway.� A lie, but Jacob wanted to rile Mastasson.
�I am sure you did not know until I took it Jacob. I was always three steps ahead of you.�
�Yes sometimes, I mean faking your own death that was a good one.�
�I bet you never suspected I was alive.�
�I suspected you of many things Vincent, like killing your wife.�
Mastasson was sweating now, his restricted arms causing marks on his shirt. Jacob pushed, �When I looked at the timeline of your �death� I noticed that your wife died two months before.�
�Yes tragic accident, I was heartbroken.�
�Don�t lie to me Vincent, you hardly ever saw her, you married for her father�s money and influence.�
�True Jacob but I did not kill her.�
�No? So she dies in a car accident, the insurance and whole estate goes to you and then you die two months later.�
�Well that is a simplified summary but yes, although you did miss out that her lover was murdered in his apartment by a burglar.�
�Let me guess Vincent, that was you?�
�Certainly was, unlike your dutiful wife, mine occupied herself with a string of lovers. When I came back from Iraq, after almost eleven months away, she had taken a lover.�
�You ever heard of divorce? Or could you not bear to part with all that money?�
�That money was my investment fund for this, when I died I left it to a shell company as a charitable donation.�
Jacob got all the pieces, �So you kill your wife, change your will and then send the money to yourself after your death.�
�Yes and no one ever discovered the truth. Only four people in the world know who I really am.�
�And when you die again, no one will notice.�
Jacob picked up his handgun and moved towards Mastasson, �I don�t have much time, where is your safe Vincent?�
Mastasson remained silent, but his eyes flickered to a picture on the wall, a careless micro-expression. Jacob moved over to the painting, while Archer pushed the barrel of his handgun into Mastasson�s neck to remind him who was in charge. Checking the painting for hidden alarms on the rear then removing it carefully, behind was a large safe with a fingerprint and retinal scanner next to it. Mastasson was cursing now and then began to smile, �Well Jacob very good, but that safe opens with retinal scan, fingerprint ID and voice activation.�
�That is okay Vincent, because you are going to open it for us.�
Mastasson began to laugh, �And why do you think I would do that? You don�t even know what is in it?�
�I know General, you have the amulets, no way you would want anyone else near them, or knowing about them.�
Archer stuck a needle into Mastasson�s neck, �this cocktail will make you more co-operative.�
�I knew I should have had Enzi kill you earlier.�
Archer removed the syringe and threw it into the bin, returning and crouching in front of Mastasson.
�Yes that�s right Archer, I sent you because I thought your sense of duty would ensure you gave all the information I needed on Uncotto and if he became a nuisance you would dispose of him.�
�And so you sent Khan to check on me?�
�No he was an unexpected surprise. I presume he came to see you.�
�And you had Enzi torture and kill him because?�
The drugs were working now, and Mastasson was becoming more compliant and truthful, �I had someone in my organisation spying on me, someone high up and Khan was working for him. I had Enzi attempt to discover his source, but his clumsy men killed Khan too quickly.�
�And me, why did he take me?�
Jacob was surprised, �he took you? And did what?�
Mastasson smiled again, �I had Enzi torture him to see what Khan had given him, and what he knew, but he escaped.�
�Yes I did General, and I have all the information Khan had. The spy you never found.�
Jacob stopped him, Archer objecting, �he is not going to live to tell.�
�Yes he is son, I, we, are not going to kill him. Any thug can murder, we are beyond that. We get what we need and we leave him.�
Archer was annoyed but understood his father�s point; he did not have to demean himself with revenge.
�Oh go on Archer, kill me, please.�
�Vincent, where are the amulets? Are they all here in the safe?�
�Yes, all four, but the documents are in my helicopter with Laurent, we were going back to the complex.�
�Why are you going back, you have them all?�
�That is not true Jacob, you know there is one left, and I want to see what they do.�
�Well how can you gain access to the complex?�
�I have sent two boats with men already, and Enzi is following and meeting them taking to seaplane to the rendezvous point off La Tola.�
Jacob was concerned by this revelation, he had not bargained for Enzi and Mastasson returning so quickly. He looked at Archer who also expressed concern, but did not say anything in front of Mastasson, even in his drugged state he would remember the conversation.
�Get him up, but keep a tight grip on him.�
Archer cut one of the ties on Mastasson�s arm held it tight, then released the other arm. The General was surprisingly co-operative. Archer led him over to the safe on the wall, supported his weight, and instructed him to open it. The system confirmed eye recognition, and fingerprint, which included checking for a pulse. Then simple voice ID given with a prompt from the gun in Mastasson�s temple.
Archer pulled The General back and Jacob retrieved the contents of the safe, four amulets, also within the safe was cash, jewels and bearer bonds.
�Nice retirement fund you have here Vincent.�
�Help yourself Jacob, you have everything else.�
�I am only reclaiming what is mine, this would fund a lot of research but the way you obtained it would taint anything it came into contact with.�
Archer secured Mastasson to a chair with multiple security ties. He took the guard from the lift, placing him in front of the double doors, using more ties to restrain him, blocking access.
Mastasson taunted Archer, �so still a lap dog eh Archer? Still doing as you are told.�
Archer lashed out hitting Mastasson in the jaw with a punch that came from his shoulder, knocking him over onto the floor, still attached to his chair.
�That is for Khan, General.� He applied duct tape to Mastasson�s bleeding mouth and left him.
Jacob had placed all the amulets into containers and secured them in his rucksack. He checked the monitor linked to the room outside, the assistant was not at her desk.
Jacob closed the safe and set the room back as it was, except for the two hostages on the floor, he wanted any discovery of the safe opening to remain secret until they could escape.
�Call the flight office, give Katherine our travel plans.�
Archer rang from Mastasson�s phone to the flight office, getting the extension number from the list on the desk. Mastasson�s computer was still turned on, and Archer called Jacob over, a mischievous glint in his eye, �Want to go phishing?�
Katherine had drawn attention when she entered the flight office, the duty officer and clerk both silent upon her approach. Katherine had always been surprised by how men could stop thinking rationally when an attractive woman was present.
�Hi, I am waiting for some orders from The General�s office.�
The duty officer checked his email, �nothing here, what was your name? I can call up to the General�s office.�
He lifted the phone but Katherine stopped him, �no! Don�t bother him, I am sure it will come through, I suppose I can spend some time with you.�
�Yes you can.� The clerk was a little more obvious and slightly greasy in appearance. Katherine sat on the chair, upright with her knees close together, giving any indication she was not interested.
* * *
Jacob had sent all the emails he needed to from Mastasson�s computer and loaded some files onto a pen drive he had found in the desk. Archer nodded, �Better than killing him.�
Then a new mail arrived, surprising Jacob, �Oh dear.�
�What Dad?�
�It would appear that we have two problems now?�
* * *
Katherine was getting nervous, five minutes had passed since she entered the room and he two men were getting impatient at her presence.
�Are you sure I cannot call The General for you?�
The Duty officer�s computer beeped the corporate mail delivery tone; a relief to Katherine.
�Here it is, you get, oh, you get any aircraft you select and it must be ready to fly now.�
�That�s right, can you get the CV22 Osprey out for me please, a private mission for The General.�
The men knew not to question what the aircraft were used for, and the email had come direct from The General�s office. Within ten minutes Katherine was entering through the tailgate of the Osprey transport.
It appeared like a plane, a squared off body, with a large glass front screen like a helicopter for maximum visibility, the tail section was split with two vertical tail sections on the rear ailerons looking like an H shape. On the wing tips were the engine nacelles, capped with two large three bladed props thirty-eight feet in diameter. They appeared disproportionate to the body, like a child had designed them too big. The engines could be tilted to allow the plane to take off vertically then move to horizontal flight, a highly versatile aircraft.
She wondered how The General had got his hands on one, considering they were at least ninety million dollars each. The CV22 was the Air Force version, and production aircraft were only delivered in fall 2006. Still she was not qualified on the aircraft, but had to make it look good. The aircraft needed two pilots and two flight engineers, but it appeared the General had modified the controls to allow two crew. She hoped the automated systems could cope.
* * *
Jacob and Archer had taken the elevator back down to the private hangar, snapping the key card off in the lock discreetly disabling it. Jacob had wiped Mastasson�s computer hard drive, and downloaded a virus from the internet which had bypassed his firewalls, and was now beginning to eat his internal network, a gift from Eli Rothwell. Father and son moved through the hangar into an access tunnel linking up to the main complex on the other side of the hill. Carved from the rock, unlined, it was damp and many creatures had decided to make their homes in the shelter of the cool dark. The blast door on the other side was slightly open, careless housekeeping by the residents, but it was an advantage to the uninvited. The hangar had plenty of aircraft, which one was Katherine in? Archer had sent instructions, but knew she could send no reply; they would have to just see if she had the machine outside yet.
The CV22 Osprey had been towed to a landing pad, only fifty-seven feet in length, with a wingspan of eighty four feet she looked odd shaped compared to conventional aircraft, but Katherine liked unconventional. She was already fully fuelled the small tractor strained with its substantial load. Katherine knew that with a full fuel load, and only three people, she could easily reach the Ecuador jungle and refuel on her own airstrip, might even get back before her Global Surveyor. She began pre-flight checks, her headset informing her that the seaplane had already departed and that all other aircraft were to be fuelled and leave the island in the next few hours, a tap on her shoulder almost stopped her heart.
�Hi Katherine, where you going?�
She turned around and smacked her assailant on the head hard, �Archer! I nearly died then! Who would fly you out then huh?�
Archer staunched laughter was only matched by the broad smile upon Jacob�s face at her reaction, �How about we close up the back before you get any other uninvited passengers.�
Katherine flicked a switch on the console, and the rear door flap began to whine shut.
�This bird armed?�
�No Archer transport only, she has sensor systems to defend and distract but they have retro fitted a 50 cal mount at the back. The gun is stowed in the rear compartment.�
�So why did you pick her?�
�Because she can take off like a helicopter and fly like a turbo prop plane, low and fast. She does burn through oil, so wherever we are going, I will have to do some running repairs.�
Archer did not continue questioning her choice. Katherine had completed the pre-flight and started the two Rolls Royce Allison engines, the slow hum increasing in volume by the second as they came online. She secured her borrowed helmet and instructed Jacob what actions to take from the pilot�s seat. Archer was sitting in one of the flight engineers� chairs, �If anything turns red or beeps I should tell you right?�
Katherine laughed, �Very technical Archer, but if anything looks like it is changing rapidly, you holler, okay?�
�Yes Ma�am.�
�Oh, so you can get him to do stuff, but to me it is just, do I have to Dad?�
�Well Jacob, fifteen years older and nothing changed.�
�True Katherine, so true.�
They were relaxed even though they were in hostile territory, still aware they had to beat Enzi back to camp. Jacob had cheekily emailed the Arcadia from Mastasson�s computer, but was not sure if they had received his warning about Enzi.
�When we are away, I need to radio Arcadia and warn them about Enzi.�
Katherine turned on her headset ready, and got the shouting of the Duty Officer straight away, he appeared to have been shouting for some time, as he was going hoarse.
�It appears our flight is a problem.�
Then the soldiers surrounded the aircraft, weapons trained upon the cockpit.
�Intruders please disembark the aircraft now!�
�I guess they found the man in the guardhouse then.�
�Looks like it, wait till they find out what else we have done.�
The Duty Officer was still bellowing down Katherine�s ear, not listening for a reply; just that she shut down the engines.
�Hang on boys.�
Katherine throttled up the engines and the downdraft from the propellers blew the soldiers away in a cloud of dust and debris. The aircraft was not meant to take off in such close proximity to the hangar, or personnel, but Katherine�s intention was to nullify the threat.
The aircraft lifted off, the soldiers unable to stand, never mind fire on the machine. She climbed away from the base rapidly, all the electronic countermeasures on board fully active. There was no missile firing, nor small arms fire that they expected, so Katherine took the aircraft down to one hundred feet and opened her up. They were travelling at two hundred and seventy miles an hour; with the rotor blades in forward flight they were spinning only fifty feet above the ocean.
�We will be back home in just two hours.�
�Yes, but will we beat Enzi there?�
�And then we have to solve the other problem Dad.�
�What problem is that Jacob?�
�Oh nothing really, just a large satellite that is going to crash into Texas in the next few hours.�

THIRTY

Jarrett was still pacing in his office, all plans unravelling due to interference of his backers. They had no patience, and the factors that influenced such delicate situations were not always disclosed to him. It was impossible to plan for every scenario, when you only had half the intel, Iran had shown him that, and cost him a friendship. He needed to extricate himself from blame and connection; unfortunately he would have to sacrifice Uncotto to achieve this. His visitor and the people he represented had no qualms about disposing of Presidents, generals or anyone else who was non-compliant. Of course it was never traceable; there would be a car accident, an overdose, a sudden illness. People would be paid to ensure that any investigation was either impotent, or inconclusive. He knew that should he fail to resolve this situation, he would be certainly be paid a visit by one of their cleaners, his status and office would have no bearing on his treatment.
After thirty minutes of uninterrupted pacing and processing of multiple scenarios, a throw back to his days in special ops, he sat down. He called his contact instructing him on what action to take, as warned his contact was not compliant, raising multiple objections, Jarrett�s voice stress indicator on his desk showing the true intentions. With confirmation of his concerns Jarrett returned his email to Colonel Briggs, �Terminate all, make it appear local disturbance. Destroy any traceable involvement. Advise relocate your operation within next twenty four hours.�
Surprisingly Briggs responded immediately, �Received. Locals in place. Traceable involvement not an issue. Why relocate?�
Jarrett sent his last message and then deleted the online account, and removed all trace from his computer.
Briggs was concerned at the events unfolding; he was used to dealing with rapid changes in tactics and situations, but nothing on this scale. He had to initiate and conceal the safe evacuation of an entire base, without alerting the base commander, or the satellites overhead. He had been fortunate that nature had smiled upon him, shone upon him really, sunspot activity. The sun regularly sent wisps of plasma energy drifting across space, these strands of pure energy were millions of miles long containing highly charged particles. While we would not see the effects directly, possibly the northern lights would appear further south than usual but nothing else. The defence and communications industry were very aware, the sun spots potentially knocking out satellites completely. Today they were just blinded, shut down to avoid any damage as the waves of sun debris passed by the Earth. This caused most of the equator to be blind for a few vital hours, they would have to reply on airborne monitoring systems to check on the base. Briggs knew that an E3 AWACS aircraft was based at Manta Air force base in Ecuador, but would take some hours to get within range, even if it had no other priority commitments. This meant he could ramp up his evacuation, and when he checked his phone for email, his timing was impeccable.
Briggs read the message twice to ensure he had it correct before deleting it, �DOD instructed your location terror camp, MOAB authorised.�
MOAB was the nickname for the GBU 43 Massive Ordnance Air Blast, the mother of all bombs. A thirty foot long, nine point five metric ton device, it could destroy an area up to nine city blocks. Briggs knew that they would have a C130 transport fly high over the island, and drop it out of the back, a parachute and GPS guiding it to target. He had seen these used as part of the US attacks on Iraq in 2003, and did not wish to be on the island when it hit.
The message had an unfortunate side effect, Jarrett had been mailing both Mastasson and Briggs together, Mastasson was copied in on the message he sent, in his haste and panic he had not checked the addresses correctly. Before he realised his mistake, the message had been sent, he was unaware of Mastasson�s new situation.

THIRTY ONE

Briggs read his email deleting all records. He made some calls arranging transport, implying to all it was an exercise and it was not to be disclosed to anyone. He had to get all the transport here and away in a three hour window, after The General was off base. The Unit Zero 3 teams were advised that they were practising an evacuation exercise, and to get all their gear ready. The teams loyal to The General were sent to a bunker below, and told to await orders, they were to practise securing and defending the compound, and plan strategy. This would keep them occupied while he worked above ground.
He knew that the US would have checked satellite surveillance prior to a strike. They could look like a terror training camp, so the threat of the air strike was very real. The covered dock had two tunnels coming from the main complex to allow covert loading or cargo and men, this was his main asset. The priority was not arms, but data, the mass of intelligence and insurance information was paramount to his survival. All transmittable information was sent to their secure data storage facility in the Cayman Islands, an electronic vault with encrypted transmissions even the DOD could not crack. They sent burst transmissions, compressed packets of data to avoid detection, but today it was like a machine gun of encoded bribery. The only weapons he did not want to take were the chemical and biological, he set the safety devices in the lab to automatic, and left the scientists to their fate. He had been politely questioned by a few men about the evacuation proceedings, and answered them politely to avoid raising suspicion, but he was still concerned that word would get to The General. He went to his office to attend to the issue.
He found The General unconscious on the floor, checked for a pulse, unfortunately found one. Even though The General was a traitor to their cause, he could not kill him, not like this, no matter how strong the temptation. He realised someone had drugged him, The General was groggy, but becoming more conscious, �Sir, can you hear me, who did this?�
The General�s adrenaline blasted him awake, he instinctively grabbed Briggs by the throat running him into the wall, until he focussed and realised who he was, �Where are they? Where are they?�
Briggs stepped back confused as The General babbled, �Where are who sir?�
�Mathias was here, didn�t you see him? He took it, he took them all!�
The General was spinning, a confused puppet with tangled strings, �They got in, they took them.�
Briggs was even more concerned now, �What did they take? And Mathias, you mean Archer Mathias?�
�Not just Archer, his father Jacob, my old friend!�
�Why would they come here sir?�
�To take them, to give them to those savages!�
�Take what?�
�THE AMULETS! You fool, the bloody amulets!�
�What amulets? Is this the project you were hiding from me?�
�Hiding from you? You are not enlightened enough to see my vision Briggs! I will have it all! I will be giving orders instead of taking them. No more shoe shine boy for me!�
The General was still spinning, whatever drug he had been given, still affecting him.
�Sir, I am sure we can resolve this, where are the Amulets?�
�Mathias has them, but Enzi will get them, they are both going to the same place.�
�Sir, Enzi has already left, how could he stop them?�
�He has enough men to ensure that anyone who has the amulets will die!�
�Why would you put our years of hard work setting up this place, for some relics?�
�Because Briggs, those relics will give me the status of a superpower! I will be giving Jarrett orders!�
Briggs saw the bigger picture now, Jarrett had used The General and Enzi to acquire this power, whatever it was, for the United States to control. Jarrett had not allowed for The General being disloyal and wanting to control it himself, he was no longer the obedient servant. The drug-induced nature of The General�s mind appeared to give him a new found level of honesty and openness, which Briggs exploited.
�What about Enzi, how does he fit in?�
�Oh he is a pawn, he will be a puppet president.�
�Really and that is motivating him?�
�No, no, I told him, he retrieves this device and I will get him the Presidency, course that is a lie.�
�Why a lie?�
�Because if Uncotto capitulates to the demands for development of his country, they will not need Enzi.�
�So Enzi is a fall back?�
�Yep, a patsy, a pawn, a puppet�.�
�Okay, I understand. Why don�t you rest here now, and I will take care of this for you.�
�Would you Briggs, that�s lovely of you, thanks. I do feel a bit tired.�
The General dropped into his high back chair, the springs absorbing the impact. His body was desperately confused, embracing the drugs and attempting to disperse them simultaneously.
Briggs had his opportunity, with The General incapacitated and Enzi off chasing relics, he could ramp up his evacuation. He checked with the information Jarrett had sent him, the bird dedicated to monitoring the base would be offline in thirty minutes, he had hours then before the next satellite arrived, due to the sunspot activity.
He sent the coded message to comms for Thorpe. The newly promoted Sergeant looked at his handheld pager a single line of text on the screen, visible only to him from the thin strip display. The low-level flight of the seaplane rhythmically bouncing his body in the padded seat, �Trojan is go.�
Thorpe deleted the message; he knew what to do, and to destroy all traces of his involvement.

THIRTY TWO

New York City.
The Consortium�s only recourse was to arrange for an accident for the President of Mabalia. Albert Perfidy was not an official representative of the Department of Energy; he was knowledgeable on the data required for that position. He researched all his roles efficiently and thoroughly, to ensure success in any insertion he was involved with. This one was commissioned by The Consortium, and his work in Unit Zero 3 had been exemplary, for which he had been rewarded financially by The General. His phone buzzed and the call he had expected connected.
�Are you in place?�
�The situation is ready, I had already planned for this eventuality you should have no concerns.�
�I have many concerns, and why did you plan for this eventuality?�
�I always keep my options open and that of my clients, I am paid for my flexibility.�
�You need to remove the issue of the African gentleman, is that understood?�
�Clearly, Sir.�
�Right, I will speak to you later.�
�Are the funds transferred to my accounts?�
�Yes, completed as before.�
�Goodbye sir. Watch the news at six for an update.�
Albert waited for the water taxi on the East River. The Consortium had just authorised the assassination of a president, and would ensure someone else took the blame.
* * *
Mastasson was starting to recover now. He called up two soldiers and handed large loaded cases to them, they emptied the remaining contents of his safe into them. He had enough money to start again, anywhere he wished. His computer was useless a virus had been entered into the system and had already destroyed all their communication links and data transmission services. He had been informed that it was now going to work on the data storage facility; he knew it was pointless attempting to stop it.
In a way the virus had done him a favour, destroying beyond repair any evidence of his involvements dealings over the past years. All he had to do now was remove the physical evidence, destroy all the assets on the ground. He attempted to summon the lift to his private hangar, but it did not respond, �Bloody Jacob.�
He stormed out of his office, ignoring his secretary, �General there is an urgent call for you from a Mr Jarrett.�
He began walking down the corridor, catching up to the soldiers with his money, �Put them in my assault helicopter please boys.�
The soldiers were surprised by his informality, but followed their orders, placing the two substantial cases into the cargo compartment of the Alligator Helicopter. Laurent was already aboard, not daring to further annoy or rile The General.
Mastasson thanked the two soldiers and then shot both of them in the head, so quickly they did not have time to draw their weapons, �I do not want anyone knowing what I have.�
Laurent was shaking as Mastasson climbed aboard the chopper and started the engines, �You need not worry Laurent, I will not kill you.�
Laurent was not convinced.
* * *
Briggs watched the events in the compound; he would take The General�s private helicopter shortly and leave for his new beginning. He went to check nothing else had been taken from the office, and noticed a woman�s voice coming from a cupboard in the corner.
�Fifteen minutes to completion.�
He walked across crouching down to see why she was in the cupboard, pushing the door gently open, he realised with dread what she was.
* * *
Mastasson took off, the heavily armed helicopter lurched upwards, nose down, rapidly increasing speed out to sea. Mastasson�s helicopter was a KA52 Alligator, a Russian military attack helicopter, the pilot and co-pilot sat side by side with glass in front and above them. The twin three bladed rotor blades eliminated the need for a vulnerable tail rotor, and twin engines with infrared suppressors allowed high speed infiltration of targets and the ability to avoid missile lock when required. Two stubby wings held the munitions, rocket pods and antitank missiles, as well as two large calibre machine guns on the belly. Both men wore pressurised helmets and suits, the internal displays showing both the vital flight information. Mastasson knew that when he found Jacob and any of his people, only smoke and body parts would remain.
* * *
Briggs checked the display, still counting down. The keypad was smashed; he could not stop the countdown. Mastasson�s secretary ran in, �Colonel Briggs there is an urgent call for The General, but I cannot find him.�
�I�ll take it. Why don�t you get down to the dock now.�
�The General told me to stay.�
�Well he isn�t here, so trust me, run to the dock.�
As the secretary went down the emergency exit Briggs took the call.
�Briggs Where is The General?�
�Mr Jarrett, I don�t know. Probably saw your email.�
�Yes I did not realise�.�
�That does not matter now. I have ten minutes to leave so what do you need?�
�The location of an Albert Perfidy, one of your operatives. He is about to assassinate a president.�
�Not ours I hope.�
�No the President of Mabalia. Do you know where he is, or a contact number?�
�If he is on mission, you will not find or stop him. Moreover, we have no one of that name here. You do know what perfidy means?�
�Is this the time to get cryptic Briggs?�
�It means faithlessness or treachery. Least he has a sense of humour.�
�Are you going to help me Briggs! A man�s life is at stake!�
�It always is Jarrett, and today it is mine.�
He threw the phone down and started to double time to the dock. His experience had already calculated the scenarios and outcomes, and it all came down to one simple fact. Survival.
* * *
Mastasson smiled and chuckled to himself. Laurent heard the laughter in his helmet and dared to ask him, �why are you so happy?�
�Because my dear Laurent, I have enough money and bonds to fund a large war in the trunks behind us. You have the connections to transport artefacts and anything else I may acquire in Ecuador, and the Isla Joya Verde will be burnt to ashes in minutes.�
�How do you know this?�
�First, Briggs has sold me out, and knows that an air strike is about to be carried out on the island. Second I have set the self-destruct sequence to destroy all evidence of the bases existence and purpose and as a bonus kill Briggs. The US will have nothing to identify after their raid.�
Briggs knew what was coming, he contacted as many of his soldiers as possible and told them to get to transports. He had only five minutes before the doors in the buildings began to automatically lock. Once that happened he knew that anyone left inside was dead, they just did not realise yet.
* * *
Jarrett was desperate now, he had to stop Alfred and save Uncotto, not to spite The Consortium, because it was the right thing to do. He felt that Uncotto was right in the action he was taking for his country, and that his personal deals with The Consortium had clouded his judgement. Jarrett was agitated now, Uncotto had informed him of the use of the solar device he sought and that he was not convinced that Enzi had found it or intended to hand it over once he had. With Enzi�s diplomatic status officially revoked and a warrant applied for in his country of origin, he no longer appeared a suitable candidate for Presidency. The Consortium was well connected and informed, but could not have knowledge of this yet, and Jarrett was reluctant to share. He had the advantage, he could change his fate, use the Mabalia situation to apply pressure on The Consortium. He had no contact information. They preferred that, face to face meetings usually to avoid interception. He did know that he would be contacted in two hours for an update; then he could reveal his coup. Now he had to stop Alfred or stop Uncotto reaching the heliport.
He called the New York field office of the Diplomatic Security Service at Fort Jay NJ, to speak to the officer in charge of Uncotto�s detail. The person informed him that agents were not directly contactable in the field, but she could pass on any information if he followed correct procedure.
�Can you tell me where they are?�
�No sir, that would be breach of protocol.�
�Have they left for the heliport?�
�Who is this?�
He could not follow correct procedure, he was complicit to an assassination attempt. He rang off, hoping to find another course of action, one he was reluctant to follow.
He dialled the number, entered his six digit pin, �General I need to call off your operative, now.�
�I am sorry Jarrett, he went dark an hour ago.�
�There has been a change in circumstances, he cannot complete his mission.�
�I am sorry but he will carry it out, as requested.�
�Well I am un-requesting it!�
�Jarrett, you are not the client, he was supplied to you, at the request of The Consortium.�
Jarrett knew they would not contact him in time and would probably still kill Uncotto even if Enzi was disavowed.
�Where is he shooting from General?�
The General was cautious, �I don�t know and even if I did, I would disclose it to you!�
�Listen General, if you want future contracts, you will tell me how to stop this!�
�You listen. By tomorrow I will be able to dictate terms to you, The Consortium and anyone else I choose. Barring death Alfred will carry out his task.�
The General ended the call, leaving Jarrett holding a silent phone. The assassination would happen.
Then the solution hit him, something The General had said unwittingly gave him a solution. He dialled the number, �Hello Police? I have some information regarding an attempted assassination of a foreign diplomat at Manhattan Heliport.�
The first explosions outside stopped Jarrett finishing his sentence.

THIRTY THREE

The Osprey came in low over the jungle, as a bird strike, could take out an engine, or destroy the aircraft. Katherine had been in a plane that had a bird strike, the engine shredded and caught fire in seconds. As her instructors had always said, speed is life, but altitude is insurance.
She saw the clearing that Osvaldo Roderigo had marked with a flare and swung in changing the angle of the wing nacelles to slow the craft and bring it into a hover. She had to get the balance just right, any variance in the thrust would throw the Osprey over. The downdraft from the massive rotors flattened the foliage on the ground, nature still recovering from a small fire last month. The tail hatch opened into a ramp, everyone departed for the complex. �Katherine you stay with the aircraft, use its systems to monitor any activity or anyone approaching the area.�
�Roger that Jacob. I have to stay and change the oil in one of the engines, it has burnt off, and I need to let it cool before I can sort it out.�
Osvaldo Roderigo had gone ahead of the main group, taking Augusta Fabiola and Kevin with him, they had preparation work to complete. The three people moved quickly across the silver surface of the dome, to the hatch.
Osvaldo Roderigo did not place his hand on the hatch access point, but asked Kevin too.
�You want me to put my hand on this? Will it hurt?�
�You are Katherine�s brother, yes?�
�Yes Why?�
�Trust me, it will not hurt you.�
The blue line appeared as Kevin placed his hand on the metal, it was warm to the touch. The line finished moving around his palm and then the hatch opened.
�See. Did that hurt?�
�No, it tickled, tingled really.�
�You must have more faith in your abilities.�
�I suppose.�
The group moved into the open hatch the familiar black stone and blue glyphs mixed with the paintings and etchings of visitors from other centuries. Kevin�s necklace glowed beneath his shirt, not giving out heat, but a reassuring illumination.
Jacob was moving through the jungle with his son, not talking from necessity and not hostility. The background noise of the jungle was unusually absent and that put both men on edge, they had always trusted animal�s instincts, and the silence indicated danger. Archer crouched and checked the area, binoculars scanning for any tell-tale movement, nothing. They moved on and reached the complex wall, Archer was surprised at how little vegetation had encroached upon it, as if it was afraid to touch the surface. There were occasional shrubs and small creepers venturing up the mud brick walls, but nothing substantial. Jacob waved two fingers over to the right, and Archer moved to the expected position. Debra was almost invisible in the undergrowth, just her white eyes showing.
She whispered carefully to him, �No show yet, we are waiting.�
* * *
Osvaldo Roderigo and Kevin reached the main chamber, the black domed roof climbing up away from the entrance. The single obelisk that Katherine had activated on their last visit stood glowing and silent.
�Kevin, you have an interest in astronomy?�
�Yes, always, my mother got me a telescope when I was five. Katherine tell you?�
�No, just a guess. Luis Alfredo was our astronomer, and he is dead, I want you to take his place.�
�And do what? I have no knowledge of this place.�
�You know more than you realise, so just trust me, and step into the obelisk.�
Kevin tentatively moved towards the alcove in the side of the obelisk, it was about two and a half metres high, and wide enough for him to stand without touching the sides of stone. As he stood, a field of blue light travelled from the floor to cover the opening, startling him.
�What is this Osvaldo? Am I trapped?�
�Far from it my young friend, this barrier protects you for later.�
Kevin was unsure whether to be reassured or more concerned on what was coming later.
�Kevin, you will see a display in front of you showing the Earth and moon orbiting the sun.�
�Yes I see it�
�Touch the Earth.�
Kevin reached out and touched the display of the Earth, realising it was not a screen, but a three dimensional display in the space in front of him. As he touched it the Earth zoomed up and began to show many small dots everywhere.
�What is this?�
�That is every orbiting object above the Earth.�
�Wow, that�s busy?�
The display had filled with hundreds of objects, all orbiting at incredible speed. Kevin spotted the display had highlighted one object.
�Why is that red?�
�That�s our problem. When I had Katherine place the amulet in this obelisk, it was not by chance, this is the tracker.�
�Tracker of what?�
�What you see in front of you, every object orbiting the Earth, and if you change the display, every object that crosses near the Earth.�
�Near Earth Asteroid�s that�s what you mean?�
�Yes, we do not want to end up like the dinosaurs.�
�So this whole place is here just to detect the threats.�
�Yes, and no, it is here to identify the threat, and that is why our necklaces glow. The complex calls to us, to attend. It cannot function without people, one of the safety features.�
�So when the threat is passed?�
�The necklaces go dark, appearing inert, until the next time.�
�And what is the range limit?�
�Sorry I don�t understand Kevin.�
�How far away can you be before they don�t work.�
�Your mother told me hers glowed once, and she was in, Chicago?�
�Wow. So this red dot is a threat.�
�Yes, what do you think you should do?�
Instinctively Kevin touched the red dot, and it grew filling the screen. Statistics adjacent to the image showed its position in space, but he could not read them, �These glyphs what do they mean?�
�Just focus on them, and think what you wish to know.�
Kevin kept repeating in his head; show me real numbers, and a few seconds later all the glyphs changed to numbers and letters, �I can read this!�
�Yes, I know. What does it say?�
Kevin studied the mass of information on the object, and determined its orbit, or lack of it, and time to impact.
�It is going to hit in less than six hours, it will leave stable orbit within two hours.�
�Well done Kevin. Now I want you to look to your right, and select the image stating tower release.�
�Okay, pressing now.�
The complex hummed in acknowledgement of Kevin�s actions, but he did not see a reaction.
�What�s happening?�
�Nothing that you will see here, come out of the obelisk, we have work to do.�
Osvaldo Roderigo led Kevin over to the wall, and set about his next task.
Out in the jungle a few miles from the complex; four towers rose out of stone domes, pushing through the plant growth coating them. The black stone obelisks had four razor sharp edges, cutting all resistance, and pushing up fifty metres into the air. The tops of the towers were perfect pyramids, reminiscent of the obelisks in the complex, but on a much larger scale. The tops of the pyramids on all four towers slid away, four sections folding like petals back onto the sides of the towers. Then with a rush of wind, a large two-metre cube of ice flew out, and up into the atmosphere. The four towers repeated this event five times each, adjusting their angle slightly to fire the cubes into different areas of the sky. At eight miles up all the cubes exploded, releasing a combination of ice and blue crystals; seeding the atmosphere.
�What are we trying to do here Osvaldo Roderigo?�
�Kevin, this complex uses natural energy sources, and we have just fired off the seeding towers to create a thunderstorm.�
�That is weather manipulation, I thought that was impossible?�
�Oh it is, and we need lightning, positive lightning.�
�Now that I have not heard of.�
�It is rarer, and generates ten times the power of normal lightning, some strikes give so much energy they would light up a one hundred watt light bulb for a hundred years.�
�And you want to start that kind of power?�
�Oh yes, I have waited for this most of my life, and soon we will get plenty of it, right over our heads.�
Kevin stopped asking questions.

THIRTY FOUR

Spaceguard Research, location classified.
Ian Fisher had been head of the project for five years, and inherited a true mess of bureaucracy, secrecy and incompetence. He had attempted during the past six months to convince his superiors that his predictions of a threat to the security of the country were real. No one would listen. He had tried other avenues of persuasion, people not in his chain of command, but just as influential, and now had to call them to inform them of his worst fears. He had already called the project leader, who was notably absent and had placed Fisher in command of everything in his place. Fisher knew that the leader would not assume blame. Ian had sat in the glass walled office for an hour debating his choices, and could see none. He closed the vertical cream blinds, secluding himself from the frantic activity in the command centre below. He dialled the number he had been given.
�Hello Sir, Its Ian Fisher.�
�Good evening Mr Fisher, you have news for us?�
�Yes sir, it�s not good.�
�I thought as much. Your superiors did not heed your warnings?�
�No sir they did not.�
�Just for my colleagues who are new to the situation, walk me through it briefly.�
�We have a large satellite in orbit, high orbit. It is quite old and we were maintaining it regularly as part of the space defence initiative. However, due to changes in priorities, reallocation of funds and just bad luck, this platform has become unstable.�
�Define unstable Mr Fisher.�
�It is in a decaying orbit, and unless we can get up there in the next twelve hours, it will re-enter the atmosphere.�
�And what is the likelihood of us getting any spacecraft to it in time.�
�None at present sir.�
�Can the Russians not launch to assist us?�
�That is the other problem sir. The Russians do not know officially it exists.�
�How unusual, tell me Mr Fisher, what exactly is on this satellite? What�s its purpose?�
�It appears on the outside to be a weather satellite or space telescope. The cover story is that it is scanning the Moon and Mars for water, but went inactive some years ago. That stops anyone asking to actually use it.�
�And the real purpose?�
�It is a space based nuclear weapons platform, in breach of most treaties.�
�And does it have any weapons on board?�
�A Small contingent of four weapons, armed and ready at all times. They each have a twelve megaton yield.�
�Why did we leave them up there?�
�The team that used to maintain and monitor it was caught in budget cuts, and they could not really state why they needed the money could they?�
�Indeed, I understand the need for deniability. Should they impact the Earth when the satellite re-enters the atmosphere, will they detonate?�
�Unlikely sir, they are designed to be shielded should that happen, the problem is the impact. It is possible that the casings may crack from such a severe impact on the ground, leaking radioactive material at the crash site.�
�How did we lose control of this in the first place, can we not remotely control it?�
�We lost that ability a month ago sir. The Chinese tested one of their anti-satellite missiles, and the debris from the test, some particles must have hit our platform, disabling its navigation unit.�
�And we have not been able to replace it?�
�Correct sir.�
�So it is going to crash, we cannot stop it?�
�That is correct sir, the predictions I made which you have, show that if the unit hit�s a populated area, devastation and loss of life will be substantial.�
�Do you know where the crash site is?�
�Preliminary calculations indicate a rough area, but nowhere exactly, it depends when and where�.�
�Just give me ball park Mr Fisher.�
�Texas sir, south east Texas.�
�How big is this object?�
�One hundred fifty tons, it will leave a very large crater, and the fireball will be seen all the way through the atmosphere during re-entry.�
�So they are going to see it coming?�
�Yes sir.�
�Well we will take your information under advisement, and take what action we can.�
�Should we not inform the public so they can evacuate?�
�No, absolutely not! That would cause panic and if your estimates are off, it may push people into the impact zone.�
�But I have to do something.�
�You already have Mr Fisher, everything you can.�
�Is there anything else?�
�No, just stay in the facility, we will deal it.�
The call ended, Fisher sat down at his desk, watched the computer screen predict the path of the waning satellite. In less than twelve hours parts of Texas would be uninhabitable for the next thousand years, and no one knew it was coming.

THIRTY FIVE

Alfred Perfidy was on Governors Island south of Manhattan, East of Liberty Island. The junction of the East and Hudson Rivers merging and flowing on down to the Upper New York Bay. The island had been the Governor of New Holland�s residence, a fort, a jail, naval base and originally a place to pick nuts, but for now a national park. It was the birthplace of New York in 1625, but today would become the location of death for a President. The tourist season did not start until June so any person would stand out to the locals. Alfred had planned for that.
He had taken a Water taxi to Red Hook from Pier Eleven on Wall Street, passing by Governors Island. He walked up from Red Hook in Brooklyn, to the docks, down to the Pier Twelve development, no cruise ships at rest today. It was late afternoon around 4 p.m. he knew that President Uncotto would be leaving at 7 p.m. according to the schedule he had extracted from the careless personal assistant. It was not the young man�s fault, but his phone was set to allow access from anyone, so while Alfred was sitting listening to Uncotto, his phone hacked and downloaded all the information from any electronic device with Bluetooth or infrared capability in the room. It always stunned him that with all the paranoia regarding security that a simple set of instructions could protect these devices from casual snooping.
The president would take a motorcade from the hotel to JFK, but if the road was blocked, which Alfred ensured it was, there was an alternate route. Manhattan Heliport on the East River onto JFK International airport in Jamaica Bay, a short trip from the hotel, but an exposed exit route. First he had to get to his firing position on Governors Island. He donned his dry suit hidden below the pier, standing on a small ledge he had put in place the previous night along with his gear. The Port Authority made regular patrols, and he almost got caught by a wayward spotlight checking the piers and backwaters. With dry suit and helmet to keep out the brown river water slapping below his feet, he dropped into the cold beige liquid. With his flippers in place, and his sea scooter powered up, he took a compass bearing for the northeast side of the island, and submerged.
The visibility was virtually zero, and he could only use a compass and estimate the distance travelled. He went down to twenty feet, the Buttermilk Channel between the island and Brooklyn was only forty feet deep at best, climbing up to twenty-five near the piers he intended to land at. The sea scooter whirred along, full throttle to get through the centre section of the channel, his weapons and other kit in a cylinder towed between his legs. The current was flowing against him and pushing him towards the island, he was constantly compensating and checking the compass heading displayed on his helmet visor. Within an hour he had reached the small piers near Kimmel Road, opposite the Admiral�s house, and came to rest below.
His sea scooter was tethered under the water, out of sight, ready for his extraction later. He hauled his tube container out, his large arms having little resistance from the forty pounds of kit. He moved rapidly to shore, removed his dry suit, opened his container, the park ranger uniform and weapons protected from the river. With his green trousers, light shirt and cream brimmed hat he put the remaining kit in his rucksack, stowed the container in a bush and moved off up Kimmel Road. He only had a short walk to get to his firing position; his sniper rifle was in another container offshore, awaiting retrieval. He walked at a sedate pace, the trees which bordered the road reminding him of his childhood in Russia. Passing the junction of Andes Road another ranger approached; something he had allowed for, but not desired.
The polite and smiling face of the Ranger, black hair a small beard and moustache surrounded a large smile �Are you new here buddy?�
Alfred answered, his accent impeccable, �yeah just got here, going to check the top shore.�
�Oh that�s all done, doing extra checks with the camera�s being out up there.�
Alfred had disabled the cameras the previous night, assuming they would be inspected and repaired after he had left; the ubiquitous budget restraints.
�Well no harm checking it twice?�
The ranger looked puzzled, �Say I did not see your name on the roster. What was it again?�
Since the second Alfred had seen the ranger, he had scanned the perimeter for witnesses, there were none. He had wandered towards the trees, naturally seeking cover, the ranger had moved with him, intercepting his path. With a technique practised over many deaths, he moved the knife concealed against his right sleeve forward, the eight inch blade slashing any scream in his victim�s throat. The shock and surprise was now on the Rangers face, and Alfred stepped forward, grabbed the back of his head, and rammed the knife up through his jaw and mouth, puncturing his brain and killing him. Two seconds had passed since he removed his knife from his sleeve. He lowered the corpse to the floor, checking all directions with precise movements.
The green grass hid the blood splatter, but his clothes were covered with the warm fluid. He took the jacket from his rucksack and dabbed the patches on his shirt with a cloth. The ranger�s body was discarded in a bush, an unfortunate but necessary act. Alfred had been seen before or after assassinations, and if he had, the witness had not survived.
He moved onto Barry Road and there on the right was his destination, a white octagonal building, one hundred twenty five feet wide and almost one hundred feet high, sitting on its own island just off shore. It was built to ventilate the Brooklyn Battery Tunnel, running under the riverbed, stop the occupants from breathing in all the fumes their cars expunged every hour.
The tunnel system had three of these vents, but this one gave him line of sight with the Manhattan Heliport one kilometre north-north east. It was not accessible from the tunnel, the masses of warm air flowing up, would disguise his heat signature from passing patrols. His main concern was the NYPD Aviation Unit who routinely over-flew the area using night vision and heat sensitive cameras. If he was on the land he would glow in the dark to them, but the vent should reduce his image.
He climbed the substantial fence on the shoreline, and moved along the edge of the causeway. He knew it had motion sensors on the surface for anything larger than a gull, but he did not want to get wet again. He fired his piton into the newly placed stone fa�ade of the vent, cracking the finish as it secured itself. The structure appeared like an ancient temple floating on the water, crisp clean white lines of the stone against the blue brown of the river. He slid along the rope line, traversing swiftly to the top of the structure an awkward but necessary manoeuvre, in the late afternoon, his body only a few feet above the water, better than a black wetsuit against the white stone. If he had come out of the river on any side of the vent building, his silhouette may have attracted unwanted attention. He would leave the same way he arrived, avoiding detection and returning to the Brooklyn side of the river.
He climbed quickly, levered himself over the lip of the building and onto the timber supports. He threw a line over the side and hooked his gear stored in another canister underwater, the third attempt snagging it. His substantial muscles straining as he pulled the sixty pounds of gear upwards and onto the timbers inside, avoiding the fifteen foot vents below his feet. Checking the time, he rapidly assembled his M-82A-1A Barrett sniper rifle, clipping it to a chest harness, while he secured a soft mount to place it on. A single pin through the weapon secured it, allowing him to pivot and target without taking on the thirteen kilogram weight.
He loaded the ten round magazine of fifty-calibre ammunition, originally designed for a heavy machine gun. The rifle was his favourite weapon. It was almost four feet in length, a long removable spring-loaded barrel, leading to the main body and a single pistol grip. There was a thick pad on the rear and a second grip point to steady the weapon during firing, and reduce the substantial recoil. The tip of the barrel had a twin vented exhaust port, to displace some of the recoil; the spring-loaded barrel reduced the transmission of this back to the shooter. The muzzle flash was his main concern, it was substantial, a ball of flame three feet in diameter exiting from the front and sides of the weapons barrel. The first shot would give away his position; to the trained observer any second shot would confirm it.
The old rule of three people sharing a light, remembered from sniper school. His instructor had told them it was considered bad luck for three people to light cigarettes with one lighter or match during the First World War. The reason was simple, the first light would attract the attention of enemy snipers in the trenches opposite, the second they would aim at, and the third light they would shoot. If you were number three you were getting probably about to be shot.
The only compensation was that his range and isolation would make it difficult for the Diplomatic Security Service team to return fire immediately and with their firearms he was just out of lethal range. They could summon assistance from either NYPD or other DSS units, and he had taken precautions to reduce this threat during his window of opportunity. He had to hit the President with one shot, from one kilometre, he had done it before in Chechnya.
The President arrived as scheduled, his limousine gliding up to the heliport. The security detail made their perimeter checks, a litter collector arguing that he wanted to clear up the cans and cardboard scattered around the car park. The Diplomatic Security Service remained in place, one large black SUV in front and behind, each with four armed agents. They were discreet but imposed an unspoken authority, their weapons holstered, sunglasses off in the dim light, eyes scanned in all directions. Uncotto and his assistants remained in the vehicle as instructed, while the agents swiftly and efficiently acted.
They were familiar with the heliport adjacent to the FDR Expressway, the two storey grey office building blocking direct access to the helicopters. The building sat on a concrete pier which extended one hundred metres out into the East River, with another section on the left at ninety degrees going out some ninety metres to support the constant airborne activity. Their helicopter was close to the building, only a few metres exposed before entering the security of the Dauphin EC155. He had arrived in the same machine, twelve seats, two pilots and enough room for his four man escort and assistants to travel in comfort. They moved through the building, two agents ahead moving out to the helicopter, its engines starting up at their command. Uncotto was about to move out to the helicopter when his private line rang.
Alfred could see that the group had stopped, then moved back into the building, the helicopter warmed up, rotors increased speed, two agents waited, watched, by the double doors. Minutes passed and he grew impatient, he had only a short time before the Ranger�s body was discovered and then he knew NYPD would be all over the island and its perimeter. Alfred had to provoke the DSS to move.
The first set of explosions was from the road the sound carrying through the surrounding buildings. It was adjacent to the limousine and SUV�s in the car park, the shrapnel from one hitting the DSS agent outside the car. His two colleagues moved him into one of the hard cars and drew their SIG Sauer handguns, their training taking the safety off as they did so in one smooth movement, seeking a target. A car near the entrance exploded blocking the exit in a pool of fire. They could locate no direct threat and so secured the scene and prepared to move.
Uncotto and his team had moved back into the building just a minute before, and were ready to respond to any threat, scanning the perimeter, the two agents by the helicopter the most exposed, moved back inside the entrance.
Alfred had placed the improvised incendiary devices before taking the water taxi, a variety of cans and cartons containing plastic explosive, nails and glass for maximum damage. The mobile phone he had dumped in a bin was within range, and when called had set off the devices. To ensure the protection team could not call for backup, he had placed a small jammer to block all radio and cell-phone signals, this was active now, he could see the DSS agents checking their equipment for faults. The combination of explosives and signal jammer isolated the team, and did not allow them to call specific back up, they would have to wait for response from local NYPD officers nearby, that would give him the few minutes he needed.
The DSS Senior Agent in Charge Mark James knew that leaving the security of the building was a risk, if the bomber was within sight he may have other devices in place, and was waiting for them to move. Like all protection agents, he knew that you reduce the risk to a minimum, but you can never fully eliminate it. He would normally return fire and evacuate the principal, but presently he could not execute. For now the building would shield them from any other devices, and it was less likely bombs were within the heliport building. The remaining four man team had surrounded Uncotto and his aides, and secured the building. All the employees were locking the exits and doors, while the members of the public were put into a waiting room and told to stay down.
Albert was getting irritated by this delay, he checked the perimeter still no sign of NYPD or any other agency, or though there was some activity up river. He fired into the area that he presumed the DSS would use to secure the building.
James would normally have been comfortable with the level of protection the block building offered, until Alfred�s first round arrived.
This target was perfect for this type of ammunition. Alfred was firing the Raufoss, a ten centimetre long projectile, a bullet within a bullet. It was designed for penetrating armoured targets, the copper jacket stripping on impact, the high explosive igniting and the tungsten carbide penetrator round ripping through the front of the bullet and into the target. The hole it made would drag the high explosive and zirconium powder into the target and ignite, the explosion ripping apart most materials. This weapon could take out people through walls, helicopters and lightly armoured vehicles.
The bullet reached the outer wall before the sound wave, penetrating and exploding just by the inner wall. Plaster fragments showered down on the people inside, the blast from the projectile shattered the vending machine it had hit as it arrived. Streams of carbonated drinks were flowing down the back, shorting out the machine and starting a small electrical fire, a nearby member of staff quickly brought under control. The second shot missed the machine, entering the building at chest height and slamming into an unfortunate businessman. He was annoyed at having his flight delayed, and had not heeded the advice of the DSS agents. The momentum of the bullet, travelling at over eight hundred feet per second, took him off his feet and slammed him against the wall a few feet away. As his body slumped down the wall, a large red stain remained; his chest now a bloody mass of bone, sinew and flesh, open to the elements. The zirconium powder still burned in the wound and where it entered the building. The remaining occupants of the building began screaming at the shock of the destruction.
Alfred knew he was taking a calculated risk, his muzzle flash from two shots would give him away, but he also knew failure would get him killed. He had to ensure that the president died, and now it would look like a determined terrorist attack, rather than an accident as he had originally planned.
James decided to get aboard the helicopter and away, the likelihood of a bomber getting onto the helipad was much lower than the public access car park. With his comms out he knew that leaving the area was best, they were too exposed and vulnerable. But now this building was just as deadly. While his team informed the other people in the building of what to do, James had exited from the other double side doors, using the shape of the building to shield his position. It was risky, but they had no choice. The fire fighting hose was to his right; a small snow plough still on the ground just up from it. He ducked down, flat to the floor the snowplough shape may deflect a bullet, but there was no guarantee with the type of ammunition being used against them. His heart pounded as he wedged the fire hose into the mounting bracket of the snowplough, ensuring it was firmly held. With the pressure it should buck up like a young stallion and wedge itself harder into position.
Alfred saw the team moving, he steadied his aim, preparing for his shot. He knew that following the explosions Uncotto would sit in the middle of the group, with an agent either side. Alfred�s plan was to fire at the DSS agent sitting beside Uncotto, hitting him in the neck or head, the bullet would reach the helicopter in just over one second after leaving the rifle on Governors Island. Upon hitting the DSS agent it would release the tungsten carbide section, travelling out of his head and into Uncotto, taking the explosive mix with it. The bullet would then explode either just inside Uncotto or right next to him, inflicting serious damage. Alfred would then fire a second round into the helicopters fuel tank above the cabin, even with the self-sealing, the RDX explosive and zirconium powder burn would ignite the aviation fuel, destroying it just to make sure. He could then arrange that an extremist group had evidence planted that implicated them and The Consortium would have their man in place.
The NYPD Aviation Unit was the oldest in the world, established in 1928. They had received a call from near the heliport of an attack and explosions. A threat to a diplomat and his detail. They scrambled from Floyd Bennett Field fifteen kilometres southeast, taking a NYPD sniper with them. This was unusual but with an extremely high threat they felt it prudent.
James turned on the fire hose. The spray coming out in a wide fan across the heliport, going fifteen feet up and right out past the waiting helicopter obscuring any view from downriver, the cold water would fool a heat sensitive camera, hiding their bodies behind its white curtain.
Using the spray for cover, Uncotto moved to the helicopter, two agents flanking him, they reached it and strapped in, weapons still drawn. The second team escorted the assistants on board and the pilot was instructed to lift off and away from the heliport rapidly.
Alfred could not see anything through his scope, the spray from the fire hose destroyed any clear line of sight he had, he had to hit the helicopter, but it was difficult to judge with the spray interfering with his view. He could not just fire wildly, even though he had been careless so far, he had to guarantee killing his target.
Uncotto did not realise what was happening, the DSS agents moving swiftly unclipped his seatbelt, and pushed him down to the ground as the first bullet came through the composite body of the aircraft. It passed out the other side of and exploded in a lamppost, snapping it in half. The DSS agents returned fire in the direction of the shot, showering the area with bullets.
At max speed the NYPD Agusta Koala A119 was on station in four minutes, the pilot used the heat camera to scan the area but as Alfred had planned the emissions from the vent made his body invisible to the sensors. They had switched to night vision and began a sweep of the shore opposite the heliport, when the first shot lit up the vents near the island.
Alfred felt a searing pain in his leg. He had just fired his first shot at the helicopter a kilometre away, the muzzle flash lighting up the top of the structure. He was about to fire the second shot into where he thought the fuel tank was, when he was hit. He rolled over as the only place he could be shot from was above, and then he saw them.
The NYPD sniper on board targeted the assassin and shot him in the leg from over five hundred metres away, as the helicopter swung round and approached the island. There would be no warning for this man, NYPD would deal with any threat with necessary force, and any assassin knew the risks he was taking coming to New York.
Alfred went to turn the large rifle at the police helicopter. The Koala loitered just above and behind him, the thunder of the warm air Alfred had used for camouflage, had masked the sound of the rotor blades approaching. He wrenched at the rifle but the soft support he had used to secure it was still pinned in place, desperately he pulled at the pin to remove it and allow a shot at the chopper behind him. He drew his handgun with his free hand, at this range he could not disable the aircraft, but could either kill or wound the crew.
The NYPD Sniper and pilot realised the assassin�s intention, the aircraft swung around for another shot, the sniper fired again, hitting Alfred in the throat.
The rifle fell limp against his body, still resting on the soft support that had allowed him to take the long shot, his sidearm falling into the vent below. His blood blew up as a red mist in the night air.
The jamming device only had a ten minute battery life due to its size, when it failed the DSS agents got the call from the Koala informing them the assassin was dead.
They did not relax, but got aboard the damaged helicopter, still covering the principal, prepared to tolerate a little cold air on the short trip to JFK. Uncotto thanked the protection team as the helicopter flew away at high speed, they responded with a polite drop of the nose. Within twenty minutes he was at JFK and making his way towards his waiting flight, the carnage and destruction left in Manhattan was not his concern now.

THIRTY SIX

Isla Joya Verde.
Briggs found the self-destruct sequence active, he announced over the intercom system to evacuate immediately, that The General had betrayed them. Some had believed him and run out without hesitation, grabbing any belongings as they passed. Many disbelieved, they would soon discover how sadly mistaken they were.
The end came quickly, but with enough time for the occupants of the base to realise Briggs was telling the truth. All the doors locked, and heat resistant seals expanded in the borders of the doors, securing every remaining occupant in the room. Many people feared the worst, and the intercom system was still operational, transmitting their pleas to the souls that had heeded Briggs warning and fled.
No one could do anything.
After five minutes the screams increased to a primal level, the animalistic calls of the doomed, gas nozzles in the ceiling began to hiss, the occupants suspecting nerve gas. The reality was worse, it was butane gas, and after less than a minute it was ignited. There was no electrical fire the power had been cut a minute before, to ensure there were no accidental ignitions. The rooms being in complete darkness increased the terror, Mastasson had completely betrayed his people in pursuit of his goal.
The combination of the atmospheric oxygen, the gas and flammable objects created an unstoppable inferno. The screams of the victims were brief but lingered in the ears and minds of the survivors; the tortured resonant sound of death. Intake vents opened to let air in to feed the fire and increased its intensity, the beast roared on its food. Extract vents allowed the masses of smoke to exit, allowing fresh breath for the monster. Briggs knew that bodies and souls were drifting away in that dark plume that bleed into the sky above the island.
There were no dramatic explosions, no huge blasts of flying debris, just an efficient incineration of all his years of work, and people who supported it. The only blessing was the chemical and biological labs, the safety protocols ensuring all samples completely destroyed and contained. Even though Briggs had lost so much and so many, he had saved the world from at least one more atrocity.
The seaplane banked and reduced altitude, skimming the caps of waves, approaching the Panama coast, Briggs satellite phone came back online. He had timed his escape almost perfectly, all personnel and equipment he could salvage intact. He had beaten Mastasson so far, now he hoped Thorpe would finish the job.
Mastasson had refuelled on a freighter off the coast, filling his external tanks to allow him to reach Ecuador, linger and exit at his leisure. He could not use his satellite phone, but was desperate to inform Enzi of the change in situation following Jacob�s intrusion.
Enzi had rendezvoused with the three inshore boats at the estuary of Rio Cayapaya, where he had been attacked yesterday. He transferred from the small seaplane, and the boats rapidly accelerated up river, ignoring any protests from the more sedate and considerate locals. Unexpectedly Enzi�s backup radio came to life, �Enzi this is The General.�
Enzi responded, clearing the interference with a little adjustment, �Why are you using this frequency General, it is not secure?�
�Just listen there is no time. Jacob is coming to you and he has the artefacts.�
�Jacob? Why and how does he have the artefacts?�
�This is not an episode of Jeopardy Enzi, just secure the complex.�
�We will be there shortly, and I will do that. What about Jacob?�
�He will no doubt be heading either to his camp, or to the complex. Stop him and secure the amulets.�
�How would you like me to stop him?�
�Just kill him!�
�I only have twenty locals, plus the five soldiers Colonel Briggs gave me.�
�Five soldiers?�
�Yes, four soldiers and a Sergeant Thorpe. He said you knew?�
�Thorpe? Send the soldiers out first to ensure the area is clear, they can be cannon fodder if there is a trap.�
�You suspect a trap?.�
�With Jacob I suspect everything and trust nothing.�
�What about Colonel Briggs, why would he send men without telling you?�
�It does not matter, Briggs and everyone on the island are ashes now. If the Americans have not bombed the base, the self-destruct sequence I set has destroyed it.�
�And the money and other essentials? What of them?�
�Oh they are perfectly safe with me, you know I always carry insurance Enzi.�
Jones listened carefully from the cabin near Enzi, he also liked insurance.
�Is Laurent with you? We may need him.�
�Yes he is here, a little extra help if I need it.�
�How far away are you?�
�About one and a half hours at most, where can I land?�
�There is a clearing to the north, land there it is only a short walk to us.�
�Why can I not land on the complex?�
�Too exposed and there is some kind of magnetic field, sent our compasses crazy last time I was there.�
�Okay, make sure that area is clear for me.�
�Jones will look after it. Out.�
Enzi was still annoyed at being Mastasson�s lackey, but was prepared to tolerate it a little longer to achieve his needs. He was not concerned at sending the soldiers to their deaths, he had done so before many times, as long as he survived he did not care the cost. This trait he shared with Mastasson, it was what bonded them, their desire to succeed at any cost except their own.
* * *
The area was unexpectedly deserted, Enzi ordering the boats to stop while he inspected with binoculars. There was no sign of life, his soldiers were not so complacent, scanning the area for snipers or other threats.
�You have nothing to fear here gentleman, they are long gone.� He nodded to Jones who emptied a clip into the buildings and walkways, no response except screams from displaced monkeys and birds in the trees.
�You see no one here, but I am informed that we may have company at the complex. I want you to secure it as follows.�
He instructed Jones on the groups of men and how to disperse them to effectively control the area, based on information received from Laurent back on the island.
�Anyone who approaches is to be shot, I don�t care if they are local or Jacob�s people.�
Everyone understood clearly, the threat of Enzi and his accomplices was clear even to the local hired guns. Thorpe and his men remained silent, listening and ensuring they were clear on Enzi�s positions.
�Sergeant Thorpe, I would like you to stay at the bottom of the wall, a roaming patrol, keeping watch on our perimeter.�
�Certainly Mr Enzi.�
Thorpe put his radio down, and nodded to the four men in his charge, the driver of the boat was oblivious. Just as he had predicted, Enzi had freed him to rove, and this would ease the execution of his mission.

THIRTY SEVEN

La gente de la luz azul were obviously knowledgeable in concealment, they had been watching the archaeological dig for weeks, without anyone becoming aware. Osvaldo had met them on the beach near La Tola, the hovercraft came to rest on the shoreline.
�Debra, this is the remainder of my group.�
As Osvaldo Roderigo introduced them, they stepped forward, offering firm handshakes to Debra and anyone else.
The first was Augusta Fabiola Gutierrez Garcia, about fifty years old with black and grey wiry hair; she was stocky build, with a rifle slung over her shoulder. Osvaldo Roderigo informed Debra that Augusta Fabiola was their main recruiter, which surprised Debra considering her formidable appearance. The second woman was younger dark brown hair, and huge eyes, Dalia Maria Aguilera Hurtado, the mathematician of the group. The third was the youngest, only eighteen and just recruited on her birthday two months before, Ana Lucia Erazo Roldes, still being instructed in the ways of the group, and nervously laughed as she shook Debra�s hand. The last, like Ana Lucia young and a recent recruit, inheriting the position from his grandfather, who had recruited Osvaldo Roderigo.
Lucio Andres Correa Alvarez, looked like a very young Enrique, and already had the attention of the women in the group.
They were all dressed in appropriate camouflage, and all had rifles with telescopic sights, and handguns.
�I am impressed by how prepared you are.�
�We have all worked with local military to track and assist in the destruction of drug factories on the border with Colombia.�
�Well that is going to help. Can you help my other people conceal themselves on site?�
�As long as none of them are wearing bright pink camouflage or something.�
Debra laughed at Lucio Andres joke, �You would be very popular back home I am sure.�
With introductions completed, the group loaded up the hovercraft and were enroute to the complex soon afterwards, Debra explained the plan, using aerial photographs and scans taken by Katherine. She overlaid the predicted positions of Enzi and his men, and their locations to give effective fields of fire, and dispersal to avoid all being taken out in one attack.
Debra and La gente de la luz azul arrived on site hours before anyone else. Teddy dropped them by hovercraft, He was only a call away, five minutes at full speed, but in a fire fight she knew five minutes was too long. Teddy had made two runs, the first with Osvaldo Roderigo�s people, the remaining La gente de la luz azul members, the second with volunteers, most of whom had little or no combat experience, but could use weapons accurately. With Archer�s help and tactical awareness, Debra would implement a defensive strategy for the complex, to ensure that Enzi�s people did not secure or hold it. Any soldiers would be more of an issue. Archer hoped that Mastasson would not send any, as he wished this complex and the amulets to remain secret.
Debra heard boats pull up at the improvised landing piers, just two large trees, secured with rope to roots on the riverbank. She used her scope to confirm the number of men and arms, and that Enzi was among them. She saw his tall elegant body climbing from the boat, his suit notably absent, but still wearing long canvas trousers and a shirt. She did not radio Jacob or Archer to inform them, or open fire on the group while they were exiting the boat. Archer was clear in his instructions. He wanted them unaware of Debra�s presence, to allow Mastasson to arrive unimpeded.
Debra saw Thorpe�s men exit, they stood out, full combat fatigues, facial camouflage, correctly equipped for jungle warfare. She knew they were the real threat, and not expected. These five men spread out along the trail adjacent to the wall, scattered over twenty feet apart, in single file, ensuring any ambush would not take out the whole squad. They disappeared into the jungle, as the rest of Enzi�s men clambered clumsily up the complex�s wall. Three men stayed with the boats, to secure Enzi�s escape, Debra signalled her colleagues and two of them moved into position to target the boat crew�s.
* * *
When they arrived on site, Michael had sent a small remote controlled drone up over the complex to survey it, and check for existing threats. The quadcopter had four small fans looking more like the top of a cooker than a robot. It was easily controllable and the high definition camera on its belly gave excellent coverage and clarity of picture.
They dispersed in small groups, concealing themselves at the base and top of the wall, using the collapsed areas to get down into, still having good line of sight with the opposite side. Michael had brought a group of old and hastily modified robots with him, Teddy helping him wrestle them into position. Teddy complained that such a poor constructed man could build such large and strong machines. Without Teddy�s strength, Michael would never have got the machines on site.
There was no radio contact, no transmissions to disclose their position or intentions, Archer had been clear on that. As Debra waited she unexpectedly intercepted The General�s transmission to Enzi. She put her earpiece in and used the new intelligence to update her maps. The only reason she was to call out, was if they were in dire trouble and needed support, which Debra knew would never come fast enough.
She focused back on the boats, and observed Enzi and a taller man, instructing men where to locate, Jones. Then Jones disappeared into the jungle with two men. The local henchmen that had been supplied were complacent and lazy, no sooner had Enzi left, they were lighting cigarettes and some of them even went to sleep.
Within minutes Debra had documented all their positions on her laminated diagram of the complex, as Michael�s drone drifted unnoticed over their heads. She instructed everyone near her to move and re-position themselves, Michael was to get help carrying the improvised munitions to their firing points, as quietly as possible, hiding their mechanical assassins. She knew in thirty minutes she would be ready, but was unsure if they would all survive.

THIRTY EIGHT

The clouds over the jungle had darkened, indistinguishable layers of sky merged. Mastasson checked his automatic weather updates on his display, no storms of this size were predicted today. He changed course to come in away from the storm clouds and approach the clearing from another direction, it was longer, but safer. Laurent had been very quiet, Mastasson suspected fear, rather than politeness.
�Laurent, are you not curious to see what power these amulets can unleash?�
�Yes, but at what cost?�
�Cost? The only cost is to those who will pay me not to use them.�
�You would use this relic to blackmail countries?�
�Now you of all people should appreciate that manipulation of an advantage is something to be admired, surely?�
�Yes I but only when it is an advantage for me alone.�
�You are not just agreeing to stop me from killing you?�
�If I answer that as yes, do you kill me anyway?�
Mastasson laughed, and this only abated when he saw a large tower in the jungle. He slowed to observe it, �Do you see that Laurent? That is the reason I came, that presence.�
Laurent was surprised, in front of them was a large obelisk, he estimated over fifty metres high. Jet black with no reflection on any surface, at the pyramidal top was a blue crystal, same colour as the amulet he had discovered, and it was glowing. Then a small tendril of light came from the top of it, snaking up into the air, Mastasson backed the helicopter off.
The lightning bolt connected with the tower with surprising ferocity, the light temporarily blinding the helicopters occupants.
�What was that?�
�That Laurent was a leader coming out of the tower.�
�A leader?�
�A small charge of electricity. In nature all objects give off this small charge, that is what the lightning connects with. It would appear that this tower is giving out a leader to encourage a deliberate strike.�
�It is using lightning?�
�It would appear so, and that is why I have risked so much.�
* * *
Jacob and Archer had found Debra�s position, and could see the boat teams by the side of the river. Jacob needed to get the amulets to Osvaldo Roderigo inside the complex. Augusta Fabiola told him just to run to the open hatch.
Jacob pulled his necklace out, it was glowing brightly, �whatever you do you must keep it on. Where�s your necklace Archer?�
Archer did not pull his out, �I�m staying here, you need someone to support Debra.�
�Agreed son, Augusta Fabiola would you like to join me?�
�I would Jacob, how very polite. I will get the other two.�
�We get to the top of the wall, and then go on Debra�s signal.�
�What signal is that Jacob?�
�Oh believe me Augusta Fabiola, you will know.�
With a wink to Debra, Jacob and Archer began to carefully climb up the wall, away from the sight of the boat crews.
* * *
Mastasson landed in a very small clearing, his rotor blades clipping and shredding some overhanging bushes, he untied Laurent�s hands, left the cockpit. A handgun drawn, MP5 Machine gun across his back and a knife on his belt.
�This does not mean I trust you, but to move through the jungle you need your hands, if you run, I will kill you.�
Laurent did not reply, he knew Mastasson would carry out his threat.
Enzi had set up position overlooking the hatch, and was as relaxed as the men around, the sky overhead had darkened, and they had heard several thumps from around them, but he presumed it was normal background noise for the area. None of the local�s he had hired seemed perturbed, so he just sat back and awaited Mastasson�s arrival.
Mastasson moved quickly through the jungle, pushing Laurent in front, the occasional shove in the back with his handgun continuing the intimidation he had started back on the island. He had left the clearing and was amongst sparse jungle, entering a larger area, his CV22 ahead, he recognised the markings. He crouched down and ordered Laurent to do the same, scanned for anyone nearby, having to rely on his eyesight, he had forgotten his binoculars. He saw a woman, she appeared to be alone, at this distance he did not recognise her, but Laurent did.
�That is Katherine, my ex-fianc�. I can tell by her walk.�
�Really? Well Laurent, that may work to our advantage. How much does she loathe you?�
�You see this black eye?�
�Well that is excellent. Go over and start a conversation.�
�I don�t think she will want to chat, the woman detests me. She could shoot me.�
�And I could shoot you if you don�t do as I say.�
�Merde.�
* * *
Katherine was checking instruments; she had been outside replacing the burnt oil in the right nacelle. Now she had to make sure she had done it right.
She returned to the tail section, saw Christophe standing halfway down. Katherine could not believe he was standing there, brazen. Without hesitation she drew her sidearm.
�Christophe! What the hell are you doing here?�
�Just passing, thought I would see how you are?�
Mastasson was already in position by the side door.
�I really think you should holster your weapon Katherine.�
She looked sideways without moving, seeing Mastasson aiming at her head.
�If you shoot, you will bring down the other people I have with me.�
�You only left the island with Archer, and I have many people in position at the complex, who have reported nothing. You�re bluffing.�
Katherine was not, but she did get information from Mastasson on their successful deception, he was unaware of the other teams.
�Christophe remove her weapon and tie her up.�
She knew that to resist would do no good, she could take out one of them, but she suspected Mastasson would kill her anyway.
Christophe smiled, �How nice to do this again.�
Katherine�s response was venomous, �You wish.�
This time he slapped her across the face, striking her jaw and cheekbone. He looked back at her hoping to see tears, but instead, Katherine spit out some blood, and looked straight at him, �you just reminded me what did I ever see in a snivelling rat like you.�
�And if you continue you back chat it will be worse.�
Katherine did not answer, her face showed that the pathetic efforts at intimidation from Laurent would not bother her, she was trained for this. He was no threat at all. The party of three moved off, heading towards the complex, she would wait for her moment.
Debra was about to signal all her people to move, when a lookout called, a familiar animal call, but nothing to raise the attention of their unwanted guests. Debra retrained her binoculars on the direction of the call, and saw the reason for the warning.
Archer moved to get line of sight with the caller, and spotted Katherine and Laurent, with Mastasson pushing them along. His temptation was to aim his M4 and blow The General�s head off, then Laurent�s, but he was concerned someone may get one shot off, risking Katherine was not worth it. He waited. Everyone waited, the small group moved up onto the wall, heading for Enzi�s position.
Jacob had not seen Mastasson approaching and began to move with his small band of La gente de la luz azul. He checked on the sentries that Enzi had posted, all of them looking out into the jungle, none of them at the complex and its silver dome. He told them to check their necklaces and all move quickly. If anyone fell, or if he was shot, then someone was to grab his bag and keep going. They all knew the priority was the amulets, and ensuring their safe delivery was vital.
The four of them moved rapidly across the silver surface of the complex, halfway to the hatch they were spotted, not by a sentry, but by Mastasson. He called out across the artificial basin, �Jacob, so nice of you to deliver my amulets.�
As he finished the comment Enzi�s men opened fire.
Archer could see Jacob running out onto the complex, heading for the dome, Mastasson appeared near Enzi�s position, as soon as The General called out Enzi�s men opened fire. Archer presumed they had not been ordered to, and they stopped almost immediately, but not because of any instruction.
Jacob could not believe his luck or lack of it, as bullets rained down on them from above. He expected the hot burning of one entering his leg or arm, but nothing happened. He looked back to check if anyone else had been hit, but the members of La gente de la luz azul had not even slowed their pace. The bullets bounced off them, Augusta Fabiola smiled, �Keep running, the necklaces will protect us from any projectile!�
Jacob did as the lady said; miraculously they all reached the hatch unscathed.
* * *
Enzi shouted and swore at the hired guns for opening fire, then was dumbstruck by the effect on their targets.
�Enzi, still taking the difficult road?�
�General, these men are undisciplined, but why did they not hit their targets?�
The General smiled, Laurent took advantage of the distraction and broke free tumbling down the wall, landing badly, injuring his arm. Jones raised his weapon, but Mastasson pushed it away, �Leave him, he is of no use.�
�But he is getting away.�
�To where? He is following Jacob, who is no friend of his I�m sure.�
Laurent ran across the complex, surprised at the lack of gunfire from Mastasson, perhaps he did not care, or perhaps he underestimated him. He held his arm, suspecting he may have broken it, the adrenaline numbing the sensation for now. Either way Christophe was glad when he reached the open hatch, the sunlight did not penetrate far inside. He dropped down the first few steps, his eyes adjusting to the dark stone and dim blue light. He stepped further inside, lingering to look back at Enzi�s position, and seeing no movement. With renewed confidence he stepped down towards the bottom of the first flight of stairs, and then something hit him.
Katherine looked over as Laurent disappeared inside the hatch, envious of his temporary freedom. Mastasson looked at her chest, �You have something under there.� He gestured with the knife, briefly moving it away from her neck.
�Don�t even think about it, you would not live to tell.�
�I have something like it.�
He pulled out a necklace identical to hers, but with some blood dried on it, �Laurent collected it from a young man. Unfortunately he dropped it in the cockpit en-route, I do not think he noticed.�
The burning sensation in Laurent�s arm was like he had been slammed with a hot fist, pain resonant on his skin. He looked around for his assailant but saw none, before he could step down, another hit to his leg, this he saw. The blue light was a blink, like a flashbulb on a camera, but the result was less pleasant. There was a two-inch hole through his leg, starting just above his knee and exiting behind his thigh. There was no blood, just smoke coming out of his leg, he was shocked checked his arm, another hole identical size.
He grabbed at his chest, expecting to feel the crystal necklace, but it was absent. He panicked, turned to run back up to the hatch, he made three steps and was hit again, the other leg. The impact removed his kneecap, blowing it off into the wall, his canvas trousers spattered with burnt flesh and blood. With both legs injured and one arm, he scrambled back up the last four steps sheer will and survival instinct overriding the blinding pain. Another jolt hit his lower back, coming out of his groin, he screamed out, his voice echoing up into the walls. Now in agony he got his hand up onto the top step, using every last effort to escape the invisible attacker.
Mastasson could see Laurent coming back up, smoke rose off his body, his screams echoed in the space of the complex. He borrowed Enzi�s binoculars for a better view, and commentated to the audience, �It would appear that Laurent has discovered this place has a defence system. You neglected to mention that Katherine, how naughty of you.�
Laurent had reached the surface, he saw daylight, just. The final bolt came from below and behind, and hit him in the back of the neck, just below his seventh cervical vertebrae, exiting out through his forehead, the hole clean, cauterised and smoking.
Mastasson saw the death shot, a beam of blue light hitting the back of Laurent�s neck, and killing him as it left the front of his skull. The archaeologist slumped forward, his lifeless body smoking in the dimming daylight.
�Katherine I think I know why you need a necklace?�
Jacob was unaware of Laurent�s demise at the surface; he was more concerned with returning the amulets to their rightful guardians. The inner chamber was majestic and mysterious but now the activity inside was frantic. He gave his bag to Augusta Fabiola, and she in turn issued the amulets to the other two people Lucio Andres and Dalia Maria. She left the fifth amulet in the bag, passing it to Osvaldo Roderigo, who nodded in appreciation. No instructions were spoken; everyone knew their job and carried it out.
Jacob walked over to Osvaldo Roderigo, �How�s Kevin doing?�
�He�s inquisitive, intuitive, like his mother.�
�Yes he reminds me of her, is he coping with the responsibility?�
�Yes Jacob, very well, you helped bring him up right.�
�Thanks, I do wonder. Do you have children Osvaldo?�
�Yes, grown up and moved to the cities years ago. I see them on birthdays and holidays.�
�Do you miss them?�
�Of course, I will miss them?�
Jacob noticed the mistake, �You said will, not do?�
Osvaldo Roderigo did not justify his apparent error, but continued, �The fifth amulet Jacob, there is something I did not tell you about the price of its use.�

THIRTY NINE

The thunderstorm was beginning to develop an attitude above the jungle. Clouds were charging from the movement of water vapour, and the convection of warm and cold air mixing. Several miles below Mastasson was about to move towards the complex, when the first offensive shots arrived.
Archer had taken aim at Enzi�s men as planned. Debra moved her team over to the second section of the complex wall. Past a large gash in the side, probably caused by a fallen tree; long since rotted. Michael had placed one of his modified robots in this section of collapsed wall, and disguised it. As Archer fired on the hired guns, two of them went down; his shots hit them in the chest. The rest dived for cover and fired back randomly, unaware of their targets. Archer was already moving position, his inexperienced enemies wasting bullets on an empty space.
Jones ordered two groups to move around and flank the assailants, using the wall for cover. Two groups of five men moved stealthily along the side of the steep mud brick wall, stepping cautiously to avoid tipping off their prey. Archer and Debra continued to rain fire down on the remaining positions, giving Jacob more time.
The complex was about to be brought back to life after decades of slumber. The three amulet holders moved over to the small black pyramids in the floor, placed their crystal into the tops and waited. As before the amulet�s all but disappeared into the geometric stones, the obelisks ascended. Within a few minutes four jet black obelisks in the centre of the chamber, glowed with blue glyphs, each sitting on the corner of a square. Each one had an alcove cut into the side, two point five metres high and one metre wide, no alcove faced another so the people could not see each other when inside.
Augusta Fabiola, Dalio Maria, and Lucio Andres all stepped into the obelisks and a barrier came up over the entrance, like blue translucent glass.
Jacob knew they were all busy, but his curiosity was almost overwhelming, he asked Osvaldo Roderigo what the obelisks did.
�Each obelisk has a separate purpose, but contributes to the whole. The one Kevin is in is for tracking all objects that surround or intersect the Earth with their orbits, it identifies threats. It also launches the cloud seeders for the preparing the storm.
�Sorry, cloud seeders? You know how to modify the weather?�
�We don�t, whoever built this place did, and this complex uses that technology.�
�So the other obelisks?�
�Yes, sorry. The second sets the co-ordinates in space for any threatening object, all three dimensions. The third one the amount of energy that would be required to destroy it, taking into account the material and density of the object. The fourth manages the amount of energy coming into the complex and the ideal moment to release it.�
�Like when the broken necklace wiped out my lab?�
�Yes that was an uncontrolled burst, this is much more actively managed, and on a larger scale.�
�How large?�
�The positive lightning hits we have are more frequent and last longer in contact with the ground.�
�Positive lightning, I have heard of it, only discovered relatively recently. The output of the strikes is far higher than normal lightning?�
�Yes it last milliseconds longer, and the discharge can be up to three hundred giga-joules, per strike. To give you an idea, one giga-joule is equivalent to the amount of energy released by one ton of TNT.�
�Dear God.�
�Exactly.�
�Where does it strike? Not here?�
�No, we have four conducting towers out in the jungle, each one feeds through crystal conduits under the ground and they meet beneath our feet.�
�So we are standing on the focal point?�
�Exactly, you will see soon.�
�So this blue crystal is the conduit, and the black is the insulator?�
�In basic terms yes, I do not understand the details fully, but I have a sufficient grasp to operate the system.�
�How big are the conduits?�
�Two kilometres long, eight metres across, we have to walk in them to check for cracks.�
�Now that I would like to do.�
�Another day my friend, another day.�
On the surface Debra�s team had seen Enzi�s men moving on their position, they were not camouflaged, standing out against the emerald backdrop. Even at two hundred metres away she could see and hear them, stomping their way incautiously through the undergrowth, but Debra knew to close and she would be seen. The clouds above had turned a deep grey and were moving across and upwards, the wind increasing at ground level. Above the gunfire, they could feel the vibrations of thunder, frequent and strong.
Jones noticed that one group had stopped firing, and presumed his team had taken them out. The sky had darkened overhead, but he knew that heavy storms in the area were common. He tried to radio the team to confirm neutralisation of the target, but all he got was static, the thunderstorm interfering with communications, because of the amount of radio waves it was generating. He turned his redundant radio off.
Debra watched as the group moved down to the lower part of the wall, she presumed they had not located her position, but would be able to move more effectively at ground level. This was a wise tactic, they had also spread out, putting some distance between each other, one man now outside her field of fire. Should she trigger the trap now, or wait until the last man had entered? The scout at the front was only a few dozen metres away, even with her camouflage he would see her soon, her thumb hovering over the remote trigger. He stepped closer his rifle levelled at her position, she could not wait.
Jones had seen no gunfire from either position for a few minutes, and presumed victory was his.
�Enzi, the area is secure.�
�Thank you Jones.�
But the respondent was not Enzi, but Mastasson, �I will be leaving now Mr Enzi, I suggest you remain here, I will return shortly.�
�Where are you going?�
�To the complex, to the heart of the mystery, I want my amulets back.�
Enzi was concerned, �You mean our amulets?�
�No Enzi, I mean mine, you are no further use to me.�
For the first time in twenty years, Enzi took hold of a gun, snatching it from Jones� hand and firing at Mastasson�s face without hesitation.
Jacob was astonished at the wealth of knowledge hidden for all these years, but respected why. A device like this could threaten countries, or destroy them.
�How many times have you discharged it?�
�Well honestly, this will be the first. The device is not used often, only when necessary.�
�Well I hope you practised.�
�We have, don�t worry.�
Of course Jacob knew that was easy to say, with masses of raw power sitting below their feet, he hoped that they got it right, first time.
�How much energy do you think is below us?�
Osvaldo Roderigo calmly answered, �We estimate it is thousands of exa-joules. Roughly the total energy consumed by the United States in one year. Sometimes we need it all, sometimes we don�t.�
* * *
Enzi�s shot ricocheted off Mastasson�s head, back into his shoulder. Enzi fell back in surprise reflexively pressing his hand onto the bloody shoulder, the bullet left a large exit wound due to its tumbling trajectory. Jones attended to the wound immediately. Mastasson gloated, pulling out his necklace, �You see, I have Laurent�s necklace, so nothing can harm me. I will be leaving now, and neither you, nor your mercenaries can stop me.�
Mastasson stepped confidently down the wall, Katherine walking before him, her hands tied tight. Archer could see him moving. Now was the time.
Enzi�s men could see someone in the bushes ahead, they levelled their weapons, ready to give one large burst across the area, whether man or beast, they would rip it apart. They never heard the explosion, it was only fifty metres away, above them, pointing down the wall. The American�s call them claymores, they have many titles but only one purpose, death. The cluster of ball bearings were packed against an explosive charge sitting on a sheet of steel. This caused all the force of the explosive to travel towards the target, taking the ball bearings with it. Anything within fifty metres was dead, guaranteed, one hundred metres, survival was still unlikely.
Debra did not have to check on the four men that had attempted to ambush them, she knew they were dead. No screams, no pleading, the high speed steel shredded their bodies at such close range, no one survived. The man nearest to her turned, he was outside the arc of fire from the claymores, but close to Debra�s hide. He knew no one would be firing those weapons from behind him, so he pulled his gun in tight to fire. Debra�s ever present handgun drawn as she fired the claymores, by the time the remaining scout had realised and prepared to fire, she had stood up and put two bullets into him, head and chest. The man fell back; weapon and corpse rolling down the steep wall, joining his comrades. Michael was stunned by her efficient ferocity.
Archer had triggered his set of traps moments later, the team of five men were further away, but the sixty-degree field of fire from the claymore ensured they all died immediately, horribly. Raining steel finished them, just as small raindrops began to fall, the jungle cleansing itself of blood, by the following day the bodies would be meals for many creatures, and the vegetation shredded by the shrapnel would heal.
Jacob thought he heard a noise over the constant humming of the complex, �Has the top hatch had been closed? We do not want any unannounced visitors.� Osvaldo Roderigo checked a display, �No it has not, I will see to it.�
He flicked a series of switches to secure the complex, �the hatch will stay closed now, until we are finished.
Mastasson had reached the outer hatch, Archer�s bullets having the same effect as the ones fired at Jacob, none.
He was metres from his goal, he saw the hatch move. It was closing. He urged Katherine forward with a gesture of his combat blade, and she complied knowing a knife may penetrate where bullets could not. Laurent�s body was still in the hatch, his eyes still, staring. The hatch jammed as Mastasson clambered in behind Katherine, stepping over Laurent�s corpse which was slowing the hatch�s closure as it attempted to push him ahead of it, �First time you have been helpful in a while Christophe.�
Mastasson pulled the body back down into the hatch, allowing it to close fully sealing them inside. The lifeless corpse flopped down the stairs, like a discarded toy doll, coming to rest at the bottom of the staircase.
�Katherine if you would lead the way, I will be right behind you.�
Archer saw Katherine disappear inside the hatch, and it close behind them. Mastasson�s knife at the back of her neck. He was not concerned, Jacob was there he would look after her, as he had all their lives. He focused on the task ahead, taking out Enzi�s men without losing his own.
Jones saw the explosions and smoke from the two teams he had sent out, and correctly presumed they had been ambushed, he shouted orders that everyone else hold their positions, to avoid more losses. He checked the immediate vicinity for trip wires and mines, but with the jungle terrain it was less easy to see compared to sandy Mabalia, he was more likely to trigger a mine than locate and disarm one. The storm overhead was darkening, it was almost like dusk. He had not anticipating being here after nightfall. All his men crouched down and waited for the next attack. Many of them were not as brave as they boasted, he could see their eyes betraying them, they were not to be relied upon.
Archer noticed the lack of return fire, and could see with the optics on his M4 that Enzi�s men had hunkered down.
He crawled over to a wired intercom, taking advice from Osvaldo Roderigo, they knew their conventional radios would be disabled by the storm. Michael and Teddy had cobbled together a set of four wired intercoms, the cable running between them buried in the undergrowth, and secured with rocks. Archer was amused that the extremely simple technology was more effective than satellite phones and encrypted radios. He put the earpiece in, and spoke quietly into the microphone, �Going to plan so far Debs?�
She was with Michael, guarding him, their main line of defence relying upon him, �Yes, but if they go off book, our people may not be able to react effectively. Do you want Michael to do his thing?�
�Let them wait a few minutes, sweat it out, put them on edge.�
�Agreed, they will fire at anything, and we can re-check their positions from that. Can you get the drop on Enzi?�
�Not from here, well protected and behind cover, I will go around and try and flank him.�
�Let me get these ready to go, I will take out the boat crews, see you back here?�
�No I will stay until everyone is out of the hatch, leave without me, I will get out with Katherine.�
�But she is in the complex?�
�You know her, she will be out and flying away in no time.�
�True. Later.�
Securing the communications kit back in its watertight box, Archer moved off to travel halfway round the crater wall, and take out Enzi.
Thorpe watched Archer leave through night vision goggles, but that was not his target or mission. He signalled two of his men to follow Archer, and the rest to circle wide around to cut off Enzi, Jones and the remaining men.

FORTY

La gente de la luz azul were all performing their tasks. Kevin was intently focused on his display inside the obelisk. Jacob watched the circle in the floor between the obelisks, it was glowing. He could see three concentric sets of crystals, he was sure the floor was black last time he was here. The outer ring had the smallest stones, the size of golf balls, hundreds of them set within the black stone. The second ring had crystals the size of grapefruits and less frequent, but the centre stone had just five the size of watermelons, all were faintly glowing.
Osvaldo Roderigo came over to him, �You see the three circles, watch them closely, and don�t move from this spot.�
As Jacob obeyed he stared at the floor, and then the most spectacular and unexplainable sight so far began.
Out in the jungle Archer had line of sight with Enzi, he got a good position. The only visible sign of his presence was the barrel of his suppressed M4 rifle peeping from under a leaf. The storm intensified and provided excellent cover, the noise of thunder and lightning almost constant, the rain beating onto the vegetation, shaking the leaves. He took aim at one of the hired guns, fired once, hit his forehead and dropped him back into the waiting arms of the jungle.
The man sat next to him and just in front did not even see him fall; the rainfall and noise hid his departure. If he had been aware he would not have been next. With the two outermost guards removed, Archer took out two more guards. There were no more visible targets. He presumed that Enzi and Jones were using the wall for cover, and were not going to put their heads up. He would have to get around below them or closer for a shot. Archer took out a laser pointer, and aimed it straight at Debra�s position, flashing it twice over her head. She saw the light and fired off a flare to illuminate the darkened area near Enzi�s position.
�Michael, time to let your lethal toys loose.�
* * *
Enzi was surprised as the parachute flare sailed down. He hid his face, and covered his eyes to protect his night vision. He knew that looking up could impede his eyes for long enough for an attack, his heart rate increased, and he moved next to Jones to whisper orders, but no attack came. The flare disappeared and then a mass of gunfire came in from two positions, three short bursts, hitting all the wall area in front of them, the small arms fire lighting up on the other side of the complex. He looked over in the new light, but saw no perimeter guards. Enzi hit Jones with his pistol grip, �You were meant to secure this place!�
�I did, but their force is larger than I thought possible, they are just scientists!�
�Check your men and get us out of here!�
�What about the amulets!�
�They are no use to me if I�m dead! We retreat, regroup and then attack.�
Jones moved over to his outer guards, keeping low and found them missing, he looked back at Enzi and decided on his only option.
The floor glowed brightly; the three circles began to lift as one from the floor, moving slowly, an unseen hand straining to push them up from the ground. They continued to ascend up to the roof, where their glow revealed an opening ready to welcome them. Jacob watched them silently during the minutes it took them to reach their goal, as they came to a rest twenty metres above, at the apex of the chamber.
He looked back to see where they had come from and stepped forward towards the edge, feeling light headed and almost falling in, Osvaldo Roderigo pulled him back.
�There is a strong magnetic field, it is what holds the keystone in place above.�
�I felt it, like I was drunk, or oxygen starved.�
�It affects different people in different ways.�
�And it is localised?�
�Yes, comes out from directly below and controls the height and angle of the keystone.�
�And it affects nothing else around the area?�
�No nothing else, you can carry metal objects no issue.�
Jacob had never known a magnetic field that is so specific.�
�Do you want to see what is below? Now it is active different to last time.�
�Of course, I am very inquisitive, you know that.�
Osvaldo Roderigo led the way, a staircase opened up four metres from the obelisk square, the floor separating into individual pieces, building the staircase. Jacob stepped confidently after Osvaldo Roderigo to the chamber below, leaving the obelisk operators engrossed in their tasks. He did not see Mastasson�s face appearing behind Katherine in the doorway, a triumphant smile spreading across his face.
The bursts of fire were short lived, Enzi noticed that they stopped when his men returned fire, holding their weapons over their heads and firing from cover. He took the advantage and had his men run across the top of the wall to gain ground, a risky exposed move, but he was not concerned with their safety, only his own.
Michael was answering the frustrated Debra, �The robots are working, its weapons must have jammed!�
�Well un-jam them, use its arms or something.�
Michael wrestled with the controls of the two malfunctioning robots, adjusting the cameras to see the problem. The feeds coming to his laptop, he could see clearly and not give away his position. The robots were placed at key points around the crater to appear like their force was more substantial and distributed than it actually was. The ruse had worked and Enzi�s men were confused and distracted by the fire the robots had briefly issued. As he checked one had a round jammed, the other had dropped the weapon, its smaller arms unable to withstand the pounding.
He concentrated on the robot with the jam, knowing the smaller robot would only drop the weapon again as soon as it fired. Using Debra�s guidance to clear the chamber and reload, manipulating the arms with rapid dexterity. This took some minutes and he could see Enzi�s men cautiously gaining ground, as he altered the camera feeds to his headset.
�Come on Michael, they are almost on us, we need cover fire.�
�I am going as fast as I can; I am not proficient with weapons!�
He used the controls to slap the high capacity cylinder magazine home with the robots other arm. Then placed the gun back into its temporary mounting on the track-bed. His sight camera showed Enzi�s men only metres away.
�The other one is dead, we have an exposed flank.�
Debra knew what to do, and told Michael to keep firing as long as he could.
Michael was not a violent man, he had always seen solving problems as a peaceful past time, but now he was different. These people had killed his friends for no reason other than personal gain, and now they threatened once more. He put the gun on semi-automatic fire, and released an arc of bullets across the path of the approaching men. Debra moved across to catch them in a cross fire from a few yards to Michael�s right, putting a whole magazine into the enemy party.
* * *
Enzi was observing his orders being carried out, from a safe distance as usual, he saw his men be cut down by a hail of fire from two directions, falling very close to the firing point. He now only had four men left, those around him and Jones. ever-reliable Jones. He turned to issue him with instruction, but could not see him in the darkness.
�Jones! Where are you? Answer me!�
Jones could not reply, as he was moving rapidly through the jungle, not bothering with minimising his noise, the thunderstorm building and raging overhead disguising his snapping and rustling passage. The rain slid easily off his shaved head, running into his eyes, but he did not reduce his pace. He was taking a wide path to get to the helicopter; he had already prepared the area with some weapons in reserve. He would serve Chui Enzi no more.
Jacob moved down the steps and could see an identical set of stairs across the chamber, leading back up. In front of him embedded in the floor was a dome, made of black stone with a walkway cut into it, a single groove a metre wide. Above the dome was the hole that the keystone had left when it ascended, and he could just see the glow of the obelisks above. In the centre of the room, exactly in the centre in fact, was a black cylinder, hovering two metres over the black dome. Jacob could see it was not attached to anything, just floating free in the room, a hole in the bottom of it.
�That is where the fifth amulet rests Jacob, in that cylinder.�
�What is holding it in place?�
�We presume magnetism like the keystone.�
�And the hole is for the amulet?�
�Yes, as I told you before the fifth holder places their amulet in there and receives the power of the complex.�
�That would be me then!�
A familiar voice caused Jacob to spin around, and he was confronted by an unexpected sight. Standing at the bottom of the steps was Mastasson, a knife to Katherine�s neck and an annoyingly familiar smug smile across his face.
�Hello Jacob, you should have killed me when you had the chance.�
�I am better than you, not a murderer.�
�Katherine may disagree with you.�
Michael had done his job. There were no soldiers left that their sensors could see. Debra told him to get back to the boats, the storm overhead was raging, with multiple lightning strikes crackling around them, small fires visible on the hills from their contact. She grabbed him by the collar, ignoring his protests at leaving his robots.
�They will be here when we come back, but we have to go now!�
She half dragged him down the wall, he began to run back to the river, and was met by his beloved Evelyn. She and Juan had taken out the guards minutes earlier. Juan had started the boat, ensuring a full tank of fuel for both boats from the reserves on-board
Evelyn was still holding her rifle, aiming behind them for any hostiles, �Hello Michael, finished being a soldier for the day?�
�I will leave that job to the experts.�
Debra spoke out, �He is too modest, he covered your back while we left, good job.�
Evelyn kissed Michael on the cheek and nodded to Debra. She was greeting Juan, �You really know how to handle yourself.�
�Well coming from you Debra, I accept the compliment. �
Debra untied the bowline, Juan took the small fire-team back down river to the Arcadia, riding the increased river flow to the sea.
Archer could not hear the boat leaving, but knew from a glance at his watch on the underside of his wrist that Debra and company had left. He could see Enzi now, just down the wall, only metres away. He settled in position, ready to take out the small remaining team and their master, he took aim, then he felt the barrel of the rifle in the back of his neck.
Jones had reached the Osprey not realising it was on his route. He saw an opportunity he lingered long enough to ensure his improvised plan was set. He looked back to ensure he was not pursued and then continued on to what was now his helicopter. There sitting on the grass the rain cascading over its sleek black body was the Alligator. This one he did not object to meeting in the jungle, he clambered into the cockpit, and began to familiarise himself. Jones had flown a helicopter before, but not a military one, he wanted to check he was comfortable with the controls before risking conflict.
Katherine was staring in disbelief at Jacob, �Well can you answer me?�
Mastasson loved the conflict he had created, �Well Jacob tell her how her mother died, go on!�
Jacob face was conflicted, �It is complicated Katherine, but now is not the time.�
Her rage overrode logic and she refused to comply stepping forward to Jacob, Mastasson allowed her freedom.
Jacob looked her in the eye, attempted to touch her shoulder, but she hesitated looking him in the eye and then shunned his concern.
He attempted to calm her down, �You see Katherine, we had targeted known drug dealers and were taking them out in surgical strikes as part of the war on drugs in the eighties.�
�And what have my parents got to do with that?�
�They were wrongly identified as dealers, enroute to a meet, they were killed by a missile strike on their car.�
�So you have lied to me all this time!�
�I did not lie, I told you they died in a car accident, but not what caused it.�
�Does not matter how you dress it up! You lied!�
Mastasson was laughing to himself by the doorway.
�You can shut up Mastasson, you supplied the intelligence which targeted them in the first place!�
�I did Jacob, but you acted on it, so it is your fault!�
�No it is not! You wanted them dead, because her father was aware of your other activities and threatened to report you!�
�That�s a lie!�
�It�s not, he knew about your issues in Fort Clayton, and was going to turn you in, so you targeted him before he could give evidence.�
Katherine now saw the reason, she calmed down, letting her sense of family override blind rage, realising Mastasson�s tactic. What she knew of Jacob and her father, fitted better than cold-blooded murder. She winked at Jacob, �So you are just trying to cover your ass!� and she smacked him across the face, hard enough to be audible. Jacob looked hurt, and probably was. Katherine packed a punch, he had taught her well. The army had taught her better.
�I want nothing more to do with you!�
�But Katherine I was just trying to protect you.�
She stepped back towards Mastasson, who had relaxed since he arrived, that was his first mistake.
Archer didn�t move; the voice behind him a whisper, barely audible over the rain, American. �Point your weapon at the ground, hold it by the front grip only. Slowly release your right hand.�
Archer complied but the rifle in his neck remained, he wanted to spin, but was unsure if he was alone. Another voice came at him from his left, �Hello Archer, I remember you.�
Thorpe was next to him, also training his weapon, �You probably don�t remember me, Thorpe.�
�I do, you are quite a good shot on the ranges if I remember.�
�Yes, so keep still, and don�t be stupid, you aren�t my mission.�
�Who is?�
As Thorpe was about to answer, another voice came out from a few yards away, a Spanish voice, followed by gunfire. The bullets slammed into the body armour of the man behind Archer. Archer turned and hit the ground, taking Thorpe with him.
�It would appear that we have company, now give me my weapon back.�
Thorpe refused, assessed the threat and returned fire himself. Their position was not given away, but they moved to check for other gunmen, the second man was taken out by one of Thorpe�s team. Archer took the opportunity and drew his handgun, pointing it at Thorpe�s head. Thorpe levelled his Sig Sauer at Archer, and both men stood motionless, concealed in the dark saturated jungle undergrowth.
Thorpe signalled to his men not to take any action and secure the area, while Archer stood deadlocked in front of him.
* * *
Enzi could not see his two men drop just yards away, the darkness of the storm and accuracy meant they did not scream. The headshots stopped the message before it left their brains. He and his two remaining men waited, he decided that he must retreat to the boats alone. He slipped down the wall, leaving his remaining hired guns to their fate. The wall was slippery from the rain, he half fell, half climbed down to the bottom of the wall. He began to walk towards the river, the rain-washed the blood soaked dressing, he left a trail of diluted red behind him.
Thorpe�s team took out the remaining two henchmen with lethal efficiency, not even a shot in retaliation. They checked the area, but Enzi was not to be found. Thorpe did not relax, but informed Archer of his mission, �I am here to ensure Enzi and his team do not leave here.�
�Then we have something in common, but I want Enzi if possible, agreed?�
�You have some history?�
�You could say that, you see these bruises?�
�But if he is a threat to anyone I will shoot.�
Archer nodded in agreement, the two men lowered their weapons and relaxed, Thorpe using his throat mike to contact his advance team, �Enzi is gone.�
�The boat, he�s going for the boat.�
�I thought your people took them?�
�No, only one, they left the other for me.�
Thorpe informed his team of the target location and Archer moved off with them across the top of the wall.

FORTY ONE

Katherine smashed Mastasson in the face with the handgun that Jacob had discretely slipped her when she slapped him minutes before. She knew Jacob would never harm her or her family, and had used the anger to regain the advantage over Mastasson. She knew the necklaces would protect against projectiles, but not brute force. He stumbled back stunned, falling back against the wall, dropping his knife. She kicked it away and stepped back, towards Jacob. Mastasson wiped the blood from above his eye and nose on the back of his hand, smearing it, �So I see you are still close with Father Jacob.�
�He has always had my back, for most of my life, I never doubted him.�
Jacob stepped in front of Katherine, between her and Mastasson, �Give it up Vincent, there is no point in this.�
�Oh but there is, I have worked hard to obtain those amulets, and I want the power that they give.�
�Why? It is of no benefit to anyone.�
�You are mistaken Jacob, with this power, I can control and manipulate the policies and directions of countries. No one will dare oppose me! I will no longer be taking orders, from anyone!�
�But you don�t know the purpose of this place.�
�I have read enough, the Bow of Yi, and the Ten Suns.�
�What do you know about that?�
�Enzi discovered a manuscript describing the Legend of the Ten Suns, and where it originated. He also found reference to this place.�
�All references to this place are verbal there are no written records of it.�
�You are wrong Jacob, the Chinese visited here, took drawings and descriptions back to China.�
�So all written records of the Treasure fleets were not destroyed by the Mandarins centuries ago?�
�Not all, some were smuggled out, or hidden away, and over the centuries those documents have been dispersed around the world, private collections, hidden museum catalogues.�
�So what did they tell you?�
�That the weapon is capable of destroying stars falling from the sky. The legend is based on a meteor storm which devastated South Asia thousands of years ago. They stopped some of the objects, but not all and the fragments started fires over an enormous area. It shows me that one man can control and unleash the power.�
Osvaldo Roderigo looked at Jacob and nodded in agreement.
Jacob turned back to Mastasson, �So you want to be the one to control this weapon?�
�Of course, I am worthy, you are not.�
�Sorry Vincent, I cannot let you control this.�
�I thought you would say that, so I brought some insurance.�
Mastasson, pulled his bag around his body, and removed a device, �you recognise this Jacob? Why don�t you tell your friend what it is?�
Jacob took a brief glance at the package, that Mastasson had removed, �Osvaldo Roderigo, he has M112 Demolition blocks, with a dead-man�s trigger. There is enough explosive to destroy this room, and collapse the room above, if he lets go of it.�
�Very good Jacob; and it is armed, so if Katherine was considering shooting me in the head, it would not stop the possibility of it falling from my hands.�
�Basically if he drops that, everything is destroyed.�
�See I told you I always have insurance. Now give me the fifth amulet!�
* * *
Augusta Fabiola was monitoring the power build up in the conduits underneath the complex and surrounding jungle. Her display did not show a measurement in giga joules or giga volts, as these were created long after the complex was built. Her display showed the level below maximum that energy had attained, she had some room for overload, but if that occurred the energy would discharge without warning and without control. She had never been witness to a firing of the complex, but she had been told by her father of the power. She had recounted the tale to Jacob during their trip upriver.
�In 1908 my grandfather was called to the complex his necklace glowing, my grandmother stayed in the house to watch my mother who was still young. He entered the complex as we did and he had the same role as I do now, monitoring the energy levels. He said they had only fired it once during his lifetime, but now it was vital. He learned afterwards that a fragment of a comet was due to hit the Asia, so they charged up the complex to stop it.
However the fifth amulet holder hesitated, and that delay caused the power to reach very high levels, far in excess of what was required. If the fifth amulet had been engaged a few minutes later, the discharge would have missed the object completely.�
Jacob listened intently, not interrupting as the hovercraft continued its upriver journey.
�Fortunately the complex discharged and we hit the object.�
�When was this Augusta Fabiola?�
�The night of 29 June 1908, he said he never forgot that day.�
�You know what they hit that day?�
�Yes, some people call it The Tunguska Event.�
�Which happened on 30th June 1908, but the difference in time zones meant you did it on the 29th?�
�Yes although there were no time zones like now, but yes we stopped it. You know that if we had hit it four minutes and forty seven seconds later, it would have been over St Petersburg when it exploded.�
�Did they know about the devastation caused on the ground?�
�No, they did not, even in Russia no one explored the area until 1921.�
�There have always been rumours that a blue light went up and not down as eye witnesses stated.�
�That would be correct blue lights hit it, and then it exploded high in the atmosphere.�
Jacob was astonished at Augusta Fabiola�s revelation, an event that had puzzled and enthralled many people for decades, was revealed as caused by a small group of people deep in the Ecuador rainforest.
Augusta Fabiola knew from her Grandfather that the power of the complex must be managed very carefully, to avoid such an event occurring over a more populated area. If they missed their firing window it could have drastic consequences, the object they were aiming for was manmade, and smaller than the complex was designed for, but just as vital to hit.
Below, unseen to La gente de la luz azul, Mastasson was holding the chamber to ransom, �Give me the amulet, I know you have it.�
�I do not have it, Osvaldo Roderigo is the keystone guardian.�
�How very quaint. Pass it to me guardian.�
�You do not want this power my friend.�
�Firstly I am no friend of yours, or anyone else here; second what I want is not your concern, what I will do if I do not get that amulet, is.�
He held up his hand gripping the trigger firmly, his knuckles white with the force, to emphasise his point. Osvaldo Roderigo stepped forward, removed the amulet slowly from his bag, and unwrapped it. Jacob stepped forward to stop him, �you cannot give that to him, we cannot allow him to have the power.�
�Jacob, I took a vow to protect this place, and if that means giving him the fifth amulet to save it, then so be it.�
Osvaldo Roderigo stepped around Jacob, and lay the amulet on the ground in front of Mastasson.
�Thank you Osvaldo, now all step back please.�
Jacob, Osvaldo Roderigo and Katherine stepped to the side of the dome in the floor, all watching Mastasson intently.
The devious General moved forward, reaching with his free hand to collect the amulet, never lowering his gaze from his three hostages.
�Now Osvaldo, tell me what I need to do.�
�I am reluctant to do so, but I feel you have left me no choice, but you must let these two go.�
�Oh I am sorry Osvaldo, but you don�t get to make demands, they stay, you stay!�
Augusta Fabiola knew that in less than three minutes they must fire the device, or miss their opportunity, but her display and that of her colleagues showed that the fifth amulet was not in place. She could not see her associates but knew they would be just as concerned as her, she could not leave the obelisk to check, the blue shield would remain in place until they had fired, only then would it dissipate.
The keystone was being adjusted by Dalia Maria and Lucio Andres, setting the co-ordinates to intercept and strike the object at the ideal angle. The hatch in the roof of the dome opened, dilating as the multiple sections of it opened and disappeared like the delicate movement of an iris. Some water pouring in from the storm above, the majority ran off down gutters and away, none but a few drops of it falling through into the chamber.
Once the hatch was completely open, the keystone began to ascend again, separating into three distinct pieces as it did so. It moved outside into the empty space, shining amongst the violent storm blackened sky. The co-ordinates were all entered and monitored from the obelisks below, and the keystone remained in place despite the raging storm affecting the countryside around it.
Osvaldo Roderigo gestured for Mastasson to join him by the dome in the centre of the room, �Please step over here.�
Mastasson obliged, and Jacob and Katherine moved to one side, allowing him to pass out of arm�s length.
�Mr Mastasson, you must place the fifth amulet into that hole on the cylinder above the dome.�
�And what will that do?�
�It will release the final sequence and allow you to unleash the power of this complex.�
�And only I can do this?�
�Well normally it would be me, and I am sure Jacob would undertake the honour.�
�That was before you brought explosives into the equation Vincent.�
�You know me Jacob, C4 don�t leave home without it.�
Mastasson moved onto the dome�s walkway, looking to the obelisks above him, and then to the keystone glowing against the darkened sky of the jungle far above.
�This is my destiny.�
As instructed by Osvaldo Roderigo, Mastasson had placed his hand inside the amulet, holding the bar that was across the inside. The black stone object now appeared like a swollen fist on the end of his arm. The glyphs on the object glowed but he did not understand or care of their inscription.
He pushed the fifth amulet home, sliding it into the cylinder, a perfect fit. He looked back at Jacob with a sensation of triumph, but Jacob did not look beaten at all, neither did Osvaldo Roderigo. Mastasson went to remove his hand from the amulet but it was clamped around his wrist.
�What is happening? Why can I not remove my hand? My job is done.�
�No Vincent, your task is just beginning.�
Without warning a pin fired into Mastasson�s body, piercing above his wrist and between his ulna and radius bones in his forearm. He screamed from the intense burning sensation and attempted to pull his hand out by force, but the pin was between all his bones, foiling his attempts at freedom.
�What have you done to me?�
�That Mr Mastasson is part of the duty of the fifth amulet holder; you cannot leave the grip of the amulet, until your task is completed.�
�What if I cut off my arm?�
�You do not have time, or a knife.�
Mastasson had forgot to pick up the knife that Katherine was now waving in her hand.
�Give me the knife bitch!�
�Now that is harsh.�
�I will let this bomb go off.�
�If you do Vincent, you will never see what power you can have. Leave the bomb, disarm it.�
�And you will tell me how to free myself.�
�Of course.�
Mastasson reluctantly switched off the trigger, and lowered the bag to the waiting arms of Jacob.
�Now tell me what to do next.�
�Just hang on Vincent.�
The cylinder that the amulet was embedded in began to ascend, pulling Vincent clear of the walkway and into the air. The blood now running down his arm from the hole in his forearm, the pain increasing in magnitude as all his body weight was held by his damaged limb.
�What happens Mathias?�
�Now Vincent, you see the true power of the complex!�

FORTY TWO

Thorpe and Archer were striding through the jungle terrain, the wind and rain from the vicious storm lashed their camouflaged faces. Thorpe�s other men were going towards the river to secure transport, get ahead of Enzi, who had become disorientated by the environment and the weather. The darkness was now smothering the jungle. Thorpe allowed Archer to take point, and they were soon within sight of Enzi.
Archer levelled his gun at Enzi, but even with all the provocation he had, he could not shoot him in the back.
�Chui Enzi, this is Archer Mathias!�
Enzi stopped and turned, firing his handgun wildly in the direction of the voice. Archer had his answer, and fired shots into Enzi�s left leg and right arm, disarming him and reducing his mobility. He walked over to the former security chief, now blooded and lying on the dank floor holding his damaged thigh, rain diluting his blood.
�I see you do bleed after all.�
�Why do you not kill me Archer? Why did you shout a warning?�
�I could not shoot you in the back, I am not like you.�
�And that will be your undoing.�
�Get up Enzi. You have questions to answer, back in Mabalia.�
Enzi may have lost his gun, but he still had a knife, which he plunged into Archer�s thigh. The short blade penetrated his flesh. Enzi sadistically twisted it in up to the hilt. Archer cried out, and instinctively hit Enzi in the chest with his rifle butt. Thorpe had heard the scream, he was just behind Archer, but did not fire; instead he pulled Archer by the webbing of his kit, backing away from Enzi rapidly.
Enzi shouted back, his sarcastic tones overcoming the downpour, �You see Mathias, you fear the leopard! Everyone fears the leopard!�
Enzi was mistaken, Thorpe had seen a threat, and knew with Archer�s leg injury, he could not afford to linger. Behind Enzi, attracted by the movement and smell of blood was a group of Cayman crocodiles, the same species Enzi had laughed at as his boat struck their bodies on the way upriver.
He heard the hiss too late, and turned to see the first adult strike him, grabbing the arm he attempted to hit it with. The teeth sank into his flesh, grip unrelenting; a second crocodile bit his midsection and began to pull him back towards a pool of water. He screamed for help, but no one responded. Archer and Thorpe watched from a safe distance as the two other crocodiles joined their colleagues, dragging their meal back into the darkness of the voracious jungle. Enzi hit the animals with his other arm, striking blows onto their armoured heads, attempting to hit their eyes, anything to release their grip.
He was trying to fight two hundred million years of evolution; these animals could not be beaten in their own territory. His body had flooded with adrenalin and endorphins, in a vain attempt to let him function with the level of pain being registered in his brain. His left arm was almost torn off, as he resisted the dragging, and his midsection was badly gashed as the other crocodiles released and renewed their jaws to achieve better purchase. He looked down, and could see his own intestines among the bloody mess, and wanted to pass out, but his chemical cocktail would not let him.
Archer and Thorpe could hear Enzi screaming as the crocodiles started to eat him.
�Thanks Thorpe.�
�Call it professional courtesy, one thing I did learn in the Army, never leave a man behind.�
�What did you get kicked out for anyway?�
�They said I was inherently unsuitable for Army life.�
�That is MP for violent and nasty, you don�t seem that type.�
�I�m not. We were on a training exercise and our CO put us at risk, got two people killed. I punched him out.�
�And they kicked you out for that, a bit harsh.�
�Well it was a bit more than punched out, he retaliated and it was a bad fight. He walks with a stick now.�
�Now that they will kick you out for.�
�I suggest we leave before we become dessert.�
Archer was not going to disagree; he tore some of his t-shirt, covered his wound, applied pressure. The boat was not far ahead, and Thorpe�s team had it prepped and ready. Archer decided to leave with them, not wanting to risk returning to the complex with such a heavy wound. One of the team patched him up, while Thorpe�s group took him back to the Arcadia.

FORTY THREE

The storm reached its height, the strikes on the four towers were rapid, at forty-five kilometres a second, it would get from London to Paris in seven seconds. The crystals on the tops glowing as the temperature from the strikes reached twenty eight thousand degrees centigrade, hot enough to fuse soil or sand into glass, but only causing the blue crystal to glow with the force of raw violent energy.
The sky was black and grey, mixing and swelling as the rain precipitated persistently, huge droplets battering the undergrowth. There was no sign of it abating, La gente de la luz azul had assisted in unleashing a true leviathan of storms, it was spread over one hundred miles in diameter and reached fifteen miles into the atmosphere.
Augusta Fabiola knew that the levels of energy stored beneath them were rapidly approaching maximum, if they did not discharge soon, the complex would do so automatically. Why had Osvaldo Roderigo not initiated the fifth amulet?
Below in the chamber Mastasson was shouting furiously at Jacob, Osvaldo Roderigo and Katherine, �Get me down, this was not part of the deal, you tricked me!�
Jacob stood near the dome, knowing he had little time to explain, �Vincent, you have control of the complex now, your hand and connection to the fifth amulet is the trigger to fire it.�
�Trigger? I can feel no trigger inside this stone block!�
Osvaldo Roderigo stepped in, �What Jacob means is that you ARE the trigger.�
�What! Get me down, I�ve changed my mind!�
�And that is exactly why the complex was designed this way. You cannot change your mind, this cannot be stopped.�
As Mastasson screamed his objections, the three spectators retreated up the stone steps which closed and retracted behind them, sealing Mastasson in.
Mastasson looked up and could just see the glowing obelisks, and far above, the keystone. Darkness outside disappeared as the lightning strikes ricocheted off the jungle. Beside him a curtain of thin blue translucent light was coming down from the hole in the roof above him, and fitting exactly round the dome in the floor. The curtain extended up to meet with the hatch that opened in the roof and allowed the keystone to leave. He looked down, and the walkway and dome he had stood on to insert the amulet began to retract.
The dome separated into two halves, slowly pulling apart and revealing a large blue crystal in the centre, metres across. The eyelids of stone disappeared into the floor. Below the crystal and unseen to anyone but Augusta Fabiola a second set of lids retracted connecting the crystal in the floor, with the contained energy of the complex. Mastasson realised what he had done, and what he was to become. He began to scream, a deep primal scream of absolute terror, rarely heard by anything but voracious predators during a kill.
Jacob, Osvaldo Roderigo and Katherine were standing near the entrance hatch on the right side of the domed chamber. Osvaldo Roderigo told them to look away from the centre of the room.
�What about the people in the obelisks?� Jacob was concerned for their safety.
�They will be fine Jacob, the blue field protects them and there is another field which protects us from what�s coming.
They heard the violent scream issuing from Mastasson, the sound permeating through the vibration prevalent in the chamber.
At the towers surrounding the complex, positive lightning had been striking for over ten minutes, the repeated hits of energy travelling down their crystal cores and into the earth below. The black stones controlled and constricted the flow of power, directing it to the conduits buried in the valleys. These two kilometre long corridors of crystal and stone absorbed the energy, each molecule storing to its maximum capacity, ready to unleash on command. The two black stone shields in the fifth amulet chamber allowed the conduit to empty, in the only direction possible. The crystal in the floor directed the energy up and at the keystone, which refocused the energy into a tight spinning beam, then outwards to its target.
Mastasson could not see after the blue light began to rise around him, his retina�s burnt out almost immediately, he lived for a few more seconds before his body was completely incinerated. He felt his flesh and muscle tissue begin to melt from his bones, before the nerves themselves disintegrated and his spinal cord ignited. After just a few seconds all trace of Vincent Mastasson had disappeared, carried away with the energy bolt, towards the stars.
The energy bolt connected with the keystone, striking the first circle, the crystals refocusing and redirecting the energy to the next circle. Finally the five large crystals were struck with the full magnified energy and they pushed the immense power on out towards its target. All within milliseconds.
The blue white energy bolt lit up the black clouds causing them to appear silver for just a few seconds as it passed through them. A path of clear sky was created as the heat evaporated any moisture that existed. Within seconds it was at the top of the atmosphere and approaching its target, the falling space platform.

FORTY FOUR

Ian Fisher watched the display with apathy, knowing that his inaction or ineptitude would cause the deaths of thousands of people and the suffering of countless others from radiation poisoning. He had opened the bottle of Glenfiddich whiskey he�d remembered seeing in the project leaders� desk, breaking the drawer lock to access it. He was little concerned with the consequences, they were going to roast him anyway. He sipped at the generous glass, the twenty one year old single malt gave a balance of vanilla, toffee and hints of new leather, an interesting and pleasurable combination. The price label said one hundred and fifty dollars, and he was graciously enjoying every last cent of it. He thought that the effect of the drink had affected his eyesight, the display on his computer changing, something flashing rapidly. He sat up, getting a head rush from the change in position, and replaced his glasses to focus on the blinking text. He jumped out of his seat, throwing the contents of his glass up the wall, an expensive redecoration but he didn�t care.
Augusta Fabiola could feel the sweat on the back of her neck, a narrow escape, the energy release just clipping the edge of the complex�s tolerance. Kevin could see the object disappear from his display, the text showing the object was destroyed, small parts burning up in the upper atmosphere, a trickle of small red dots, even when he magnified the display.
Jacob turned and looked back towards the centre of the room; the energy beam had left no scorching or scarring anywhere. The obelisks and their occupants were unharmed, the blue shields slipping back into the floor. Kevin, Lucio Andres, Dalia Maria and Augusta Fabiola all exited their places, appearing warm but safe and all smiling.
Katherine finally asked the question, �What happened to Mastasson, how was he the trigger?�
�Perhaps you would like to explain Osvaldo Roderigo?�
Leaving Katherine with the old man, Jacob walked over and congratulated Kevin on his achievement, �Well done my boy, brilliant! How did you find it?�
�Tiring but great, very warm.�
�Well I think I may buy you a beer when we get home.�
Kevin heartily shook Jacob�s hand.
�Katherine, this place was not designed as a weapon, although it possesses great power. The builders wanted it to defend the Earth and its people from any objects that may threaten life, asteroids and comets. They built it so that at a specific moment we could harness and focus energy created by the Earth itself, and destroy virtually any object that was a threat.�
�Jacob said something about Tunguska?�
�Yes that was us, with help from others.�
�You destroyed a comet?�
�Yes, not perfectly, but it worked.�
�And how can it not be used as a weapon?�
�Look down into the chamber, do you see Mr Mastasson?�
Katherine stepped cautiously forward, seeing no blue light from below, she leaned over, and could only see the black cylinder.
�I don�t see him, he�s gone, no body, nothing. Vaporised?�
�Yes. The only way to trigger the complex; is by inserting the fifth amulet into that cylinder. But in doing so you are committing your very life to save others.�
�So he made the ultimate sacrifice?�
�Yes he did, but without realising it. I told him he would control the power of the complex, which was true.�
�But you did not tell him of the consequences of it, you tricked him?�
�No I told him what he wanted to hear, and it was a version of the truth. Had Mastasson not taken the amulet, then either I or Jacob would have done so.�
�You would do that?�
�That is the commitment of being a member of La gente de la luz azul, to protect and sacrifice.�
�So every time this is fired someone has to die? Why build it with that function?�
�I think I understand the reason. History has shown many leaders who will use great and powerful weapons against their perceived enemies. But none of them were prepared to sacrifice themselves in order to achieve their goals.�
�Too selfish?�
�I think so, only someone who is selfless can use the fifth amulet.�
�Mastasson was not selfless.�
�No, he was selfish, and he paid with his life. But in a positive way, he prevented a disaster, so his death served a purpose.�
While they were talking the keystone had silently returned, lowering itself back into the centre of the room, its crystals no longer visible, the floor perfectly flat. The four obelisks withdrew back into the floor, regurgitating their respective amulets, leaving only the black pyramids showing. Augusta Fabiola collected them, and wrapped them delicately, replacing them in the rucksack, noticing they were not even warm.
Osvaldo Roderigo walked down to the other chamber, and retrieved the fifth amulet, which was lying on the walkway in the floor. It had fallen out of the cylinder, clean and black, with no sign of Mastasson�s damaged arm inside it. The keystone was already in place above him, the chamber was back ready for the next time. He placed the prized amulet in his bag, and casually slung it over his shoulder, he was never expecting to leave this chamber today, but he was and would see his children again.
Katherine noticed her necklace had stopped glowing, as had all the other occupants of the complex, she held it up looking at it. Augusta Fabiola saw her, �It will call you again, will you answer?�
�Call me here?�
�Yes, when you are needed.�
�I will come, and I will see you again, even if it does not call. To talk about my mother.�
�That would be nice, she would have liked that.�
La gente de la luz azul all followed back up the stairs to the surface, passing the perforated corpse of Christophe Laurent on the stairs. Jacob and Katherine left him where he fell, they did not want to carry him back with them. Laurent would remain as a warning to others. Ironic he should become a relic, a body to be discovered by future explorers.
The storm started to dissipate; the clouds broke up as the powerful atmospheric disturbance dissipated. Jacob knew that it would linger for hours yet, and the rain would continue to fall miles from them, and swell rivers for hundreds of miles. He also knew that the rainforest would cope, as it always had, and that their manipulation of the weather, for a brief period, would have no long-term effects on the environment.
The group moved back to the wall, passing the bodies of Enzi�s men and knowing that Archer had done his job, and they could travel safely back to the Osprey and away from the area. There were no speeches, comments or laughter, the group absorbing the enormity of their achievement, not dwelling upon it. The jungle was quiet, the storm moving away and the once deafening thunder strangely absent. No one spoke on the return walk to the aircraft, until Katherine broke into a run near the Osprey, a beeping audible above her rapid movement through the bushes.
Jacob caught up with her, �What is it?�
�Proximity alert, we have company. An E3 Sentry, a way off, but definitely closing on our position.�
�They must have detected the complex�s pulse.�
�Hard not to, considering the size of it.�
�So they know it is here, or will do soon.�
�Even with the lake over it, if they follow the emission point of the pulse back, they will find it, a Sentry can see everything.�
�We have to tell Osvaldo Roderigo.�
�Tell me what Jacob?�
Jacob informed him of the approaching spy plane, and the possible consequences of its appearance.
�We have to go back Jacob. And destroy the complex.�
�You cannot destroy it! It�s invaluable, irreplaceable.�
�It is discovered, you must understand, we cannot have any government with access to this technology. They are not ready.�
Jacob understood Osvaldo Roderigo�s reason, he knew what men were capable of with conventional weapons. He was sure they would find a way to exploit the technology for malevolent means, as Mastasson had.
�What do we do?�
�You get out of here, I will destroy the complex.�
�How?�
�There is a place where you put all amulets from this complex, and that will signal a sequence to destroy itself.�
Jacob went to tell Katherine what was happening, when he looked around and saw Osvaldo Roderigo already running back towards the complex, his backpack with all the amulets, firmly held in place.

FORTY FIVE

The E3 Sentry was based on a four engine Boeing 707 airframe, a design tried and tested. Known across the world as AWACS, Airborne Warning and Control System, and applied to many different aircraft, but the E3 was distinctive. It had a huge rotating black radar dome, which looked like a pair of plates glued together. Having this object mounted on top of the aircraft gave it some unique flight characteristics, but even with this the E3 had a near perfect safety record. This aircraft had flown from Manta Airbase in Ecuador, where it was supporting the war on drugs, patrolling the border area. With its arsenal of electronics it could see, hear and detect anything for hundreds of miles.
The aircraft had already been on station for over six hours, travelling to the coast of Panama to oversee an air strike on a confirmed terrorist camp. The crew had photographed, scanned and processed every aspect of the target, confirming underground structures, surface to air missile units, and attack aircraft. As they flew at a safe distance and high altitude the fourteen mission specialists aboard provided real time imaging and analysis for the command centre in the Pentagon. Once the threat from the island was assessed as real, and there was no contradiction with any known special operations, the order was given.
The E3 remained on station, while a C130 loaded with a MOAB proceeded to target. With Two F16�s in support it unceremoniously dropped the twenty one ton weapon out of its rear door. The MOAB drogue parachute deployed, dragging the cradle and the weapon out of the rear of the plane, after a few feet the cradle fell away and the guiding fins deployed to guide the weapon to target, using GPS.
The E3 watched and monitored as the MOAB fell over four miles, increasing speed, until it made contact with the reinforced roof of Mastasson�s office. The velocity of the weapon pulverized the concrete and continued into the elevator shaft; free-fall took it right to the basement. When the eighteen tons of high explosive detonated, the force of the blast destroyed every single part of the structure that had survived Mastasson�s excessive incineration. The mushroom cloud that emanated from underground ballooned up above the island, causing a media frenzy in Panama of a possible nuclear accident. The US issued a statement with the Panamanian government regarding the actual cause later. There was a reason it was nicknamed the mother of all bombs.
With the task complete, and no detection of anyone, or any structure left intact on the island, the E3 turned southeast, heading for routine patrol of the border. The pilot warned the crew of possible turbulence from an unusually large thunderstorm that was developing over the coast of Ecuador. There was an immense amount of RF interference and the radar images of the area showed an intense amount of electrical activity. The E3 adjusted course to avoid flying into the projected path of the storm, and updated its patrol path with Manta Air Base accordingly.
They were just on the edge of their sensor range when a huge energy emission came from the jungle, a blue light that filled the flight deck, even from over one hundred fifty miles away. The pilot requested permission to investigate, and was informed that recent intelligence had flagged a possible site of anti-satellite weapons in the area.
The pilots were both experienced and the odds of any such technology being in the Ecuador rainforest were quite remote. However, orders were orders, and they requested to launch their drones to inspect, to stop having to fly into the storm over the area. Manta base authorised the use of the experimental drones without hesitation.
Katherine could see the E3 just on the edge of its sensor range, and hoped that the storm would hide her for now, but she doubted it.
�We have to leave, before that E3 brings down F16�s on our position.�
Jacob agreed and La gente de la luz azul, Kevin and Katherine all secured themselves in the seats, when Katherine heard a voice.
�Can you hear me enemy aircraft?�
On the co-pilots seat was a radio, with an unfamiliar voice calling, Katherine pressed talk, �Who is this?�
�I am Mr Jones, and I am very close.�
Katherine went to start her engines, but the voice told her not too.
�No, no Katherine, look at your rotors you will find I have left you a gift.�
Katherine looked out to the side and back, and could see three small packages on the starboard nacelle, explosives she presumed.
�If you wanted us dead Mr Jones, you would have blown these, what do you want?�
�The amulets and instructions on their use, please.�
�These bloody amulets, they are a blessing and a curse.�
�I am sure they are, but I would like to decide that for myself please.�
�How long do I have?�
�Five minutes, then I detonate and get them anyway, blowing off your wings and any fuel you have left.�
Katherine moved back to inform the group, Jacob knew something was wrong.
�Jones has placed explosives on the engines, crude but effective. Says he will blow them if we do not give him the amulets.�
�Well you know that�s not going to happen.�
�Yes I do, but we need to get out of here.�
�Can we disarm the bombs?�
Katherine opened the side door, and walked over to the starboard nacelle, the radio clipped on her belt. She looked up at the improvised devices, just demolition blocks with a remote trigger; he had stuck them directly onto the rotors with double-sided tape. Her radio clicked, �Please do not touch them; I would like to avoid further loss of life.�
Katherine knew he could not be in the jungle, too close, she looked around and saw the tell-tale spec of black near the surrounding mountains. She pulled up her binoculars and focussed on the object, seeing an attack helicopter hovering at some distance.
�Hello Katherine, yes I can see you.�
Katherine waved and re-entered the Osprey, addressing the group, �He is in a helicopter some miles away, but has line of sight. I suspect he cannot operate the weapons systems, otherwise he would have used them to threaten us, not improvised explosives.�
�How far away is he?�
�What you thinking Jacob?�
�Is he closer to that E3 than us?�
�Yes probably, and he is airborne, even with the dissipating storm, he will light up their threat displays.�
�So we wait?�
�We have maybe three minutes, then he will set them off. Of course, that�s if he can get a signal through.�
Katherine went back to the cockpit, taking Jacob with her.
Jones was comfortable flying the helicopter, but had no idea how to operate the weapons systems, concerned he would shoot himself down. He had quickly assembled the explosives on Katherine�s aircraft, using a crude detonator, a radio transmitter given him by Enzi, short range, but he had altitude for insurance. He had flown basic helicopters, the civilian ones he used in his country, but nothing like this. The threat control panel lit up, indicating an approaching airplane at high altitude to the west. He could not decipher the information it was delivering on the threat, but knew that it was heading in his direction. He radioed his quarry, �Come on Katherine, time is moving on, and I need an answer now, either yes or no.�
He got no reply just static, he focused his binoculars on the plane, and could see Jacob Mathias dismantling his bombs, without hesitation he pressed the trigger.
* * *
The E3 Sentry was truly omnificent, all vehicles and aircraft in motion for a two hundred mile diameter were visible to it. From the trucks moving along the treacherous jungle highways, to the combat helicopter hovering to their East, all were plotted with speed, direction, and threat assessment. The aircraft on the ground was showing cold, but the helicopter was identified as a KA52 Alligator, and was definitely not a civilian aircraft. The E3 crew were monitoring the radio transmissions and had not yet identified the pilot of the helicopter, but were cautious to approach within range of his weapons.
They had standing orders they were not to attack any targets unless it was a direct threat to them, or authority had been granted from US Southern Command. The storm was still in the area, and provided an unusual amount of radio and sensor interference was also caused the pilot some issues. He was concerned that a lightning strike would irreparably damage his combat capacity, despite being protected against EMP and other potential threats. After gaining instructions from USSOUTHCOM, and his assessment of the situation, the aircraft redirected one of its two armed drones to investigate.
The SVELTE drone was forty feet long, with a seventy foot wingspan, driven by a General Electric J97-GE-3-100 engine, officially scrapped by NASA after the cancelling of the Compass Arrow UAV program some years before. However very sensibly rather than waste the substantial investment in the engines, they stored them, and re-assigned them to the USAF Project SVELTE. The drone carried a large amount of analytical avionics to allow remote monitoring, this occupied one of its two weapons bays. The other bay was armed with AGM 114P Hellfire II missiles designed specifically for UAV use. The reliable AIM-9 Sidewinder air to air missile for direct threats and defence, and due to its low level functionality flare dispensers should a heat seeking missile be launched against it.
The cost of the UAV was substantially less than a F16, and the risk to pilot was non-existent; they could also stay airborne for almost a day without refuelling. The UAV extended its wings, changing from the diamond shape to a more conventional wing design. It dropped from the wing of the E3, its engine idling until it reached safe distance, then the pilot sitting comfortably in the E3 operation centre banked and throttled up, accelerating to the target area. The pilot used standard controls copied from an F16 cockpit; however the instrumentation was substantially different. The vehicle was fitted with sensors designed to penetrate the heavy foliage of the area, something that Jacob and his team were not aware of.
* * *
Jacob strode out to the nacelle, Katherine led the way, checking for tripwires and other booby traps Jones may have placed. Seeing none Katherine climbed onto Jacob�s shoulders and up onto the wing of the Osprey, walking down the leading edge to the port nacelle. While parked the rotors were locked for vertical take-off, as they would impact the ground in forward position. The three bombs were placed in the centre of the blade, probably where Jones could quickly and easily reach. They were linked in series; three detonators to one trigger, Katherine confidently reached over to the obvious trigger wire to cut it.
Jones pressed the trigger again, and saw no explosion from the aircraft. Frustrated he pressed the trigger harder, hoping to kill all those below. He was prepared to risk the amulets surviving the explosion; they had been through storms, ice and fire already.
Katherine quickly disarmed the booby trap, and tossed the explosives down to Kevin.
�Nice job blocking his trigger signal Katherine!�
�I knew that the electronic counter measures I had on board, were designed to block signals that may detect us, so I just rigged it to block everything around us.�
�Stopping him from triggering the bombs?�
�Apparently it worked!�
�What do you mean apparently? You didn�t know for sure?�
�You taught me nothing is for sure, so I took a gamble.�
�Remind me not to play poker with you.�
�Ah really, I could do with the extra cash.�
Kevin laughed, carefully placing the explosives on the ground, while Katherine walked carefully over to the starboard nacelle to disarm the other device.
Jones put the helicopter into a shallow dive, he could not arm the missiles, but he knew that the 30mm machine gun under the nose would tear into the lightly armoured Osprey with consummate ease. He flicked up the master arm on the joystick, and selected high explosive fragmentation ammunition, as opposed to the armour piercing, wanting to cause the maximum amount of damage to the people as well as the aircraft. He was over six kilometres away, and after firing an opening burst, realised that he was out of range.
The E3 Sentry saw the first burst of fire from the Alligator helicopter, and it�s intended but failed target below. The operator of the armed drone, marked on his screen that the helicopter was now a threat, and what action to take. The E3 carried two such drones, their official name was SVELTE, but the crew gave them call sign Raider One and Raider Two. The vehicle was on test with USSOUTHCOM testing sensors and tactical surveillance capability in a hostile environment, the rainforest is not forgiving.
Jones closed on the Osprey, firing as he did so, but still just out of range, the bullets hit the ground with substantially reduced momentum. His anger was overriding his sense as he advanced on the stationary aircraft, had he used his binoculars he would have seen the nacelles and rotors turning.
Raider One was fully online and feeding real-time data to the team on-board the E3, showing the helicopter, and now where a group of people had walked through the cold rain soaked jungle, their heated footprints still showing on the surrounding cooler land. The Osprey began to light up as the engines warmed, and the cluster of people now on-board gave a clear heat signature. Raider One automatically identified what it perceived to be a threat, but could not fire without pilot authority, the descending helicopter was the primary target. The Osprey was emitting a known signal identifying it as a Special ops aircraft.
Katherine had re-enabled the transponder in the aircraft, it had been turned off by Mastasson to prevent identification of his stolen equipment, but now Katherine needed everyone to know exactly what and who the Osprey was. She got the engines to full speed and launched as the first bullets from Jones hit the ground as he came into lethal range.
Jones could see the Osprey about to launch and fired another volley at the unarmed aircraft, and then after a few seconds it stopped. The display flashing red on the weapons panel showed no ammunition, he had expired all four hundred and sixty rounds in his frustration.
Katherine rotated the nacelles for horizontal flight, and turned the aircraft to fly low hard and fast towards the sea, it was faster than the Alligator, she just had to get up to speed before he could catch her. Her threat warning was sounding again, and the instruments showed a small high-speed aircraft coming in behind and below Jones.
Jones could see the Osprey accelerating, and knew he had to stop them, he had missiles, just how to use them? He began trial and error pushing of buttons to arm all of them, any of them, just stop that plane. He did not see Raider One coming up below him, exploiting his blind spot.
The E3 pilot had seen the Osprey beginning to outrun the attack helicopter, but he knew one missile launch at close range could down the Osprey it was pursuing. He had already requested authority to fire, stating that the helicopter was threatening a known US aircraft. �Confirmed, Raider One permission to fire on hostile.�
The operator of Raider One responded and ordered the drone to fire on its intended target.
Jones found the button he was looking for, and the display showed the air-to-air missile was armed, he manoeuvred the helicopter to lock it onto the Osprey, but it was not easy.
Katherine was turning the Osprey as best she could, it was manoeuvrable but she missed her Apache, she would have already looped back on the amateur pilot and shredded him and his aircraft. She was working on all countermeasures to ensure that Jones could not lock onto them, as he would figure out the weapons system soon enough. She could still see the smaller aircraft pursuing Jones and wondered why it had not fired.
Raider One opened its weapon bay, the Sidewinder missile rotated around ready to launch, and fired. The smoke trail streaking away from the drone as it banked away from the target. The computer silently confident in the outcome, the pilot watched his sensors to confirm the kill.
The Alligator was built for punishment, and had two engines spaced widely apart to take damage and survive. The sidewinder did not lock onto the engines, despite the heat signatures from them, the suppressors on the exhaust ports working effectively. However the cannon on the belly of the aircraft was still red hot from the continuous fire that Jones had performed, and the Sidewinder slamming into it in seconds.
Jones saw the warning light briefly of the missile, but as he turned all he saw was the smoke trail behind him, and then the impact of the missile underneath him. Even with the heavy armour the helicopter was fitted with to survive ground fire, the damage was substantial. The helicopters sensor array, cannon and other instruments were destroyed, a small fire, but the aircraft was still airborne. Jones looked around trying to view his attacker, but nothing was visible. Presuming the missile had come from the Osprey he pressed the pursuit.
Katherine had opened the rear hatch of the Osprey, the wind rushing in and blasting the occupants. She called over the intercom for them to open fire with the 50 cal. on the helicopter behind, as Jones closed on them. The team were taking aim, when they witnessed the missile hitting the underside of the aircraft. A shocked silence and then Debra opened fire, and they all followed suit.
Jones did not know his canopy was built of armoured glass, so when the hail of small arms fire began to ricochet off the helicopter, he banked right and moved away from the Osprey, presuming that he could be damaged. Jones was wrong and instead moved into the path of the drone, which unleashed two more sidewinders both locked onto the fire beneath his feet.
The Osprey continued to evade the Helicopter, but the team stopped firing as it banked away, and then gasped as the sidewinder hit the nose, and the front of the aircraft exploded in a ball of flame. It was not completely destroyed by the impact, but the front of it was pulled back, like a peeled banana, as it spun uncontrollably to the river below. It landed in the shallows, striking the riverbed, and the ruptured fuel tank igniting, sending a fireball out for hundreds of metres. Katherine knew she was safe and that the drone should leave them alone, and she turned back towards the complex.
Raider One displayed that the threat was eliminated and the Osprey was turning back towards the land. The E3 had no orders regarding the CV22 and considered it not to be a threat, they were sure it was most likely a special ops team, and they were not involved so turned back towards base. Raider One accelerated and moved to join the surveillance giant, accompanying it back to base. The pilot of Raider One left it on automatic, the small drone would fly itself back to base, land and taxi to its hangar for analysis, he could get a cup of fresh ground Ecuador coffee.
The E3 crew were unaware of the two men about to cause an almighty explosion a hundred miles away.

FORTY SIX

Jacob had seen the Osprey ascend rapidly into the sky, with the Alligator pursuing, he could hear the cannon fire as he ran through the undergrowth, back towards the complex. He knew Katherine would be able to deal with Mr Jones. She was an experienced combat pilot, easily outclassing the thug from Mabalia.
Jacob climbed up the wall, his legs and arms aching, he was sure that he could skip the gym for a month after the workout of the past few days. He called out for Osvaldo Roderigo, confident that none of Mastasson�s goons remained to interfere. A response came and Osvaldo looked down from the top of the complex wall, �My friend why did you come?�
�You want to protect this place, so do I.�
Osvaldo Rodrigo waited for Jacob, getting his breath back, then both men strode down the inside wall with renewed intent, heading for the hatch.
The hatch opened as before, and their necklaces protected them as they moved down into the black chamber. The humming that had been present before was absent, the complex no longer required to protect the world, for today. Osvaldo Roderigo moved down into the lower chamber, where Mastasson had placed himself, unwittingly saving Texas from a dire fate. The cylinder that had been elevated in the air above the floor, was now sitting on the centre of the walkway. On the top side, where no one could see when it was elevated was five holes, not similar to the others, but spread out around the edge.
Osvaldo Roderigo approached the cylinder, placing his bag down on the ground, and began to place the four crystal amulets into the holes on the cylinder. He had placed the fourth one, pushing it home, and was turning to reach for the fifth, when something unexpected happened. Jacob could see the fourth amulet rising back out of the cylinder. Osvaldo Roderigo paused looking at the amulet, �Well that is unexpected, I am sure I put that in correctly.�
�I am sure you did to, but I think it does not belong here.�
�What do you mean Jacob?�
�Could you pass it to me?�
Osvaldo Roderigo extracted the amulet, and passed it across to Jacob, who squinted at the glyphs on the metalwork.
�The symbols on this amulet, appear to be a different style to the others, the lines are more flowing. I cannot read them, but it is like handwriting from different cultures or times.�
�Like the Chinese symbols, the Han dynasty and Ming dynasty styles?�
�Exactly, same meaning, but executed in a different way.�
Osvaldo Roderigo took the amulet and retried it in the cylinder, but again, it was pushed out.
�Now what Jacob?�
�Would you normally put the fifth amulet in place last?�
�Yes but I am not sure this will work with one missing?�
With a shrug Osvaldo Roderigo placed the fifth amulet into the central hole, holding it by the sides, and not the central bar. The cylinder accepted the amulet and it moved inside, and a seamless lid slid closed over the top, preventing removal.
�I guess it worked Jacob?�
�Yes, it only wants the amulets that belong here perhaps?�
�Perhaps.�
As the two men packed the rejected amulet safely into Jacob�s rucksack, the space in front of them lit up. There was an image floating in the middle of the room, a vivid blue light, similar to what Jacob had seen on Kevin�s display in the obelisk. It showed the Earth, then moved down to the South American continent, then to the rivers and hills around the complex. An area lit up in red, a small circle in the centre of the complex, and then it expanded. The circle moved out from the complex, spreading equally in all directions, eventually reaching right out past the towers over three kilometres in diameter. Jacob turned to Osvaldo Roderigo, �I don�t think you need to translate that for me. Go!�
Without delay the two men began to run back up the steps, past the obelisk chamber, and up the flights of steps to the open hatch. Jacob and Osvaldo Roderigo knew they had to be past the three-kilometre mark before the complex destroyed itself. What they did not know, was this was going to happen in just ten minutes time.

FORTY SEVEN

Katherine had turned the Osprey around. She needed to get back to the complex to collect her friends, now the threat was gone. The group watched the burning remains of Jones� helicopter disappear as the tail ramp closed, getting back into their seats, absorbing the enormity of the day. Kevin moved up to sit with his sister in the cockpit, �hey Katherine, do you think we can get to Jacob in time?�
�Of course I can Kevin, have I ever been late?�
�Well there was that one time, when you had been out drinking and rode your bike home, ROBBIE�
�I told you never to tell that, although I know you told someone, as my training instructor found out!�
�I may have mentioned it to someone.�
She slapped him on the arm, releasing her grip briefly from the controls, Kevin recoiling in feigned discomfort.
�How far away are we?�
�About thirty-five miles, it will take us about eight minutes to reach the complex, I suggest you strap in.�
Kevin secured his harness over his shoulder, clipping it into his waist and pulling tight, as Katherine gained some altitude to climb over the hills for a direct line to the complex.
Jacob was scrambling with Osvaldo Roderigo to get away from the complex, but he knew that to get the three kilometres distance, with the heavy foliage would take them hours, and he was sure the complex would disappear long before that.
Gasping for breath, he called over to Osvaldo Roderigo just ahead, �I think we should stop.�
�Why my friend, are you hurt?�
�Look we both know that we cannot get to a safe distance in time, so let�s just find a nice spot and wait.�
�You are giving up?�
�No, my wife taught me that sometimes you should just accept things, and sit and enjoy the moments you have, rather than fight a losing battle.�
�She sounds like a wise woman; I would like to meet her.�
�Well maybe we will soon.�
�I don�t understand?�
�She died nine months and six days ago, cancer.�
�I am sorry Jacob, truly I am.�
The two men just stood, looking at each other.
�Come this way, I know a place, a beautiful clearing overlooking a gorge and a waterfall.�
Jacob accepted the invitation, and both men moved towards their final resting place.
Katherine had the Osprey at full speed, the massive rotors carving up the moist jungle air, propelling the aircraft rapidly towards the complex. The instrument panel in front was confusing to Kevin, but his sister directed him through it, �That is the Forward looking Infra-red, FLIR, use that to see if you can spot Jacob and Osvaldo Roderigo, they will show up as large mammals.�
As Kevin surveyed the FLIR every object with a large heat signature lit up the display, and he was amazed by the amount of creatures moving through the jungle.
�Katherine, there are lots of animals, and they are all moving.�
�Well I would expect that.�
�They are all moving in the same direction, away from the complex, spreading out in a circle, I would say running.�
�Oh that really can�t be good, we may not see any danger yet, but it�s coming.�
�In all that clutter, we will never see Jacob; we need to find him another way.�
�I have an idea, the GPS in his sat phone, could we use that?�
�Yes, just need to find the frequency, I�ll call the Arcadia and check it, you watch that FLIR and keep checking for them.�
Jacob moved up next to Osvaldo Roderigo, the final trees revealed the source of the thundering noise as they approached the gorge. A few hundred feet below them, the valley wall had collapsed, rocks the size of houses laid around, as if tossed aside by a huge petulant child. The white torrent of water cascaded across them fanned out hitting the plunge pool at the bottom with dissipated force, but enough to produce substantial spray. The gorge was a huge bowl, climbing several thousand feet around them in a horseshoe shape, carved out by millennia of water erosion.
�This is a beautiful spot, cannot think of anywhere better.�
�Thank you Jacob, I came here with my grandfather, not to talk, but to think, to watch.�
�How far are we from the complex?�
�Maybe almost half a kilometre, but the elevation of the land obscures it from here.�
The two men sat admiring what both of them thought would be the last sight they would ever see, as the ground began to shake and tremble with increasing violence.
Katherine was five miles from the complex, �Anything yet on infra-red?�
Kevin shook his head, �Try the sat phone again.�
�I have called it three times Kevin, no response, battery must be dead.�
Katherine was frustrated, all this technology, and she could not find Jacob, and she knew that they had to leave.
�Katherine, look at the complex!�
Katherine looked to her left, where the complex wall was, it was collapsing, even at this range, she could see whole sections of the wall falling.
�Kevin anything? We have no time left!�
�No nothing, there are bodies, but they are feint and stationary.�
�They are corpses, I recognise the images, anything really bright, check further out, they must have left here.�
Kevin looked at the display, and sure enough as Katherine gained altitude, two glowing figures appeared, �There they are, I think?�
Katherine followed Kevin�s arm, and headed towards the two images almost white hot on the screen.
Jacob and Osvaldo Roderigo knew what was coming, whether it was an explosion, or implosion, the complex was ending, and them along with it. The two men showed their years of life experience, with the calm acceptance of their fate, �Well Jacob, it has been great.�
�Thank you Osvaldo Roderigo, for sharing your knowledge and this place.�
The ground shaking diminished, replaced by the sound of tearing earth and snapping foliage, giant trees creaked, reluctantly wrenched from their footings. The ferocity of the sound increased rapidly.
Katherine saw the ground heave up, as the area around the complex began to move, displacing everything, the walls, the jungle, the river. Water was rushing away from the complex as the river was pushed aside by the ground shifting, the animals of the jungle, long gone. Katherine could see Jacob and Osvaldo Roderigo sitting on a hill in front of her; she opened the rear hatch, banked hard to hover in front of them.
The nacelles adjusted to vertical flight, causing a massive downdraft, as the remaining foliage around them was flattened, alerting the two men to her arrival. She hovered a dozen metres in front of them, over the gorge and then turned the aircraft moving to the edge of the cliff.
Jacob and Osvaldo Roderigo couldn�t believe it, the plane was hovering just out of reach, but they knew they had to jump. The ground beneath them was beginning to buck and crack, succumbing to gigantic stresses from below, Jacob looked behind him to see the jungle under the complex rising up, a giant wave of earth moving rapidly towards them.
Kevin was standing in the rear of the Osprey; he flung two ropes out, they hung temptingly out of reach over the cliff. Kevin was gesturing towards the men to jump, Katherine struggled to keep the aircraft stable in the changing updrafts from the gorge below. She dare not land, and they had seen the ground wrenching as they arrived. Without a word to Jacob Osvaldo Roderigo began to run towards the edge of the cliff, jumping the few metres between the cliff and the loitering machine. He grabbed the rope his sweaty hands slipping, the moisture burning off as he fell down the rope, some of his palms going with it. He gripped harder and the friction slowed his decent, he had fallen some fifteen feet down the rope, and was now dangling precariously just above the edge of the cliff.
Jacob took some steps back ready for the short run up, the ground tremor was at its most violent, the brief pause gone, worse than any earthquake he had experienced. The jungle behind him was ripping to pieces and the area where the complex used to be was now moving down into the earth, taking whole sections of land with it
The complex was sinking back into the earth and fractures and ruptures spread out over an enormous area. The complex was over a kilometre across, but the towers reached out much further.
Jacob began to run, his legs using every cell to get the speed he knew he required, not looking at the gigantic drop below, or the destruction rapidly accelerating towards him. He reached the edge, as the undulating earth caught him up, a wave of soil, plants and rocks pushed his feet from under him.
Kevin saw the earth moving towards them, and told Katherine to pull forwards, but she stood firm. Jacob grabbed the rope firmly twisting his legs around the writhing coils to stop a fall, with a cluster of debris following. Katherine obeyed Kevin�s shout and put the nose of the Osprey down, descending and moving forward, as the cliff collapsed behind them. Tons of earth cascaded into the basin below, it blocked the flow of the river. She pushed the nacelles up and had the Osprey climbed out of the disappearing gorge, heading for the larger mountains in the distance.
Everyone in the Osprey heaved on the ropes desperately. The combined effort managed to drag Jacob and Osvaldo Roderigo aboard the sanctuary of the aircraft. A heavily soiled and breathless Jacob looked back at the area he had expected to die in. Katherine gained altitude, and La gente de la luz azul watched the spectacle unfold beneath and behind them.
The area that the complex had occupied was now a huge gaping wound, almost two kilometres across, into which the rivers and streams were pouring already. The hole was at least a few hundred metres deep, the very bowels of the complex being torn down hundreds of metres. The towers that had been in the jungle fell and were dragged thru the jungle, being pulled along by the crystal conduits attached to the rapidly descending complex. Gigantic wounds appeared around below them as the massive structure sank lower into the earth.
The Osprey stayed to watch, and Kevin filmed what he could on his handheld camera, capturing the event, but losing the impact of the full spectacle. Within minutes of it beginning the entire complex was several kilometres deep. The rivers from the surrounding area poured into the void, massive waterfalls showing on all sides. Millions of tons of earth and debris following down to create a soup of chaos.
Kevin and Ana Lucia were in a heated discussion on the true origin of the complex, much to the amusement of Jacob.
�That�s s UFO!�
�There is no way that is a UFO Kevin it went down! We have both sat at the controls inside, don�t you think we would have realised it was a UFO?�
�Not if the owners did not want us to!�
�Well I think it was a UFO, and I am sure other people will too!�
Jacob had stopped laughing and felt he had to interrupt, �You two, even if it is or is not a UFO, do you think anyone will believe you? A UFO over two kilometres, hidden in the jungle, and you operated it? And when they ask where is it now?�
The two youngsters glanced silently at each other.
�Thank you, I suggest both of you keep the information to yourselves, as we will all have too.�
�But Jacob don�t you think that someone will notice?�
�Being this remote hopefully not.�
Katherine turned the Osprey back towards the coast, passing over the complex�s grave. The excavated jungle filled with run off from the rivers and streams, already following the path of least resistance. Many environmentalists and analysts would spend the next few months attempting to work out what had caused such a devastating mess of the area, and of course only a handful of people knew the truth, and would never tell. Katherine turned the apparently ungainly aircraft towards the coast once more, increasing speed towards the sanctuary of the Arcadia.

FORTY EIGHT

United States of America. Classified location.
President Uncotto had flown home and dealt with the strange disappearance of Chui Enzi, taking the opportunity to shut down most of his illegal operations. Men loyal to Enzi were told that they either conform to the new regime, or they can leave the country. The vast majority decided to stay, preferring to work with the President, than live in fear of possible reprisals.
He had been surprised by a phone call a week after he returned, and travelled to Washington D.C. to discuss the issues raised in the call, face to face. He landed at the airport, and did not pass through customs as expected, quickly ushered into a military helicopter and flown directly to Wallops Island on the east coast, an old testing ground for NASA and the military for years. He did not need to see where he was going, the helicopter passed right over the top of the mobile office he was attending.
The VC-25 tail number 29000 otherwise known as Air Force One sat on the tarmac, refuelling tankers adjacent. The impressive blue and white body of the customised and most recognised 747 on the planet, intimidating even at this distance. Uncotto was escorted by Secret Service from the helicopter, up the ramp, and into Air Force One. He was greeted by the President�s Chief of Staff, who escorted him to the conference room, leaving Uncotto�s two aides in the seating area to the rear. The two young men enjoyed the comfortable leather seats, and individual plasma screens of the press section. Uncotto sat in the conference room, his host noticeably absent, taking in the efficient majesty of the d�cor.
Even in an aircraft it was unusual to see a walnut conference table, polished to an immaculate sheen, he did just admired the way the late afternoon sunlit bounced off its surface. The oval table had a number of seats around it, identical, except one. At the head of the table, the back slightly higher, indicating the status of its usual occupant, with the presidential seal behind it. Whoever had designed this room had intended to convey the office of the President of the United States, and the power and responsibility to the world. Uncotto knew from the experiences of governing his fledgling country how difficult and isolating it could be, but the sheer scale of the task that his host faced was barely comprehensible.
The door was opened with a swish across the deep pile carpet, and the President entered, unannounced, and apparently relaxed.
�Good afternoon Mr President.�
Uncotto�s wry smile accompanied his response, �Thank you, and good afternoon to you Mr President, I like your accommodation.�
�Yes so do I, it is rather formal for my tastes, but it definitely does the job on impressing people. Did it work?�
President Robert T Hill was a good six feet seven tall, one of the tallest men to hold the office, his broad shoulders and solid frame as intimidating as his aircraft.
Uncotto kept his composure, �Yes, very much so, I was just thinking with the responsibility you have, how do you sleep? I have trouble often.�
�I don�t really, maybe five hours a night. Where do you think all the grey hair comes from?�
�Good point sir.�
Uncotto paused, standing nervously by the edge of the walnut table, the President sensed the apprehension and gestured for him to sit.
�Please sit, Alexander, I can call you that?�
�Yes of course you can Mr President.�
�Call me Robert, no need for formality. I just needed to discuss some issues with you, but not over the phone, just privately, discreetly.�
Uncotto sat, a little uneasy at the President�s last comment, �What issues would they be?�
�Well I�ve always been a straight shooter; it�s about the development of your country. You were in the U.N. two weeks ago outlining your plans.�
�Yes, and I met with your Energy and Development department, as well as Arthur Jarrett.�
�Yes that is what I want to discuss with you. As far as the United States is officially concerned, the meetings you had in New York never happened, and I would appreciate it if your records reflected this.�
�I am confused Robert, you want me to ignore these meetings, or erase them from our notes?�
�Both please, I am having those meetings with you now, so the previous ones never happened it would be more convenient for our governments.�
�I see. I understand it would be more convenient for your government, so what are you proposing today?�
�There have been certain events, and people within my administration have been implicated in these events. I cannot say what they are, but just let me state that they involve you and your country�s development.�
�I see, would this have anything to do with the unpublished assassination attempt on your soil?�
�It may have.�
�I was surprised when all that appeared in the newspapers was that it was a security training exercise.�
�I was advised that it would not be publicly acceptable for you to appear threatened during this fragile time in your presidential term.�
�I think that was a favourable assumption, but I would have appreciated discussing it first.�
�I apologise for that, I did not want to risk exposure of other events.�
�And would it be concerning the activities of Mr Arthur �Cody� Jarrett?�
�I cannot confirm or deny any involvement.�
�I think we understand each other perfectly Robert, please continue without further interruption from me.�
�Thank you Alexander. I will meet all your requests for funding and support with the infrastructure of your country. The development of energy resources jointly, to benefit your developing nation, and the needs of the United States in the future. �
�That is very generous of you sir, the details can be worked out later with our subordinates?�
�Yes they can, on condition that you agree to certain conditions.�
�I presumed you would have some. What are they?�
�That all the meetings in New York never happened, you never met Cody Jarrett, and Chui Enzi was never carrying out any official work for you. Also any information on any activities of Mr Enzi or any other operatives you, or members of your security team may have encountered are handed over to me for destruction.�
Uncotto waited for additional conditions from President Hill, but none were forthcoming. Satisfied that he could speak without upsetting the formidable man he accepted.
�That is perfectly agreeable Robert, I would be delighted to work with you to develop my nation. Once everything is confirmed and ratified in writing, you will have my full cooperation.�
�And the events I mentioned never occurred?�
�What events Robert?�
�Excellent.�
The two men shook hands, not for a photo opportunity but an expression of trust and mutual agreement, the original intention for the gesture.
�May I ask what has happened to Mr Jarrett?�
�He has resigned his position due to ill health.�
�How unfortunate, I hope he will recover to enjoy his retirement?�
�I am sure he will. Would you like some dinner? I have an excellent chef.�
�A delightful idea Robert.�
The two political leaders moved back down the aircraft to the dining room, and were joined by their aides and assistants to discuss the finer points over a sumptuous meal.
By the evening Uncotto was flying onto Washington D.C. to meet officially with the official International Development team that would be assisting him in the future.

FORTY NINE

New York City.
Cody Jarrett had not told his wife about the press release that was already prepared. Nor the ill health that he did not have, before he submitted his letter of resignation. He paced on his carpet as always, attempting to decide what action to take, glancing up at the clock, eleven am, she would not be back from her Pilates class before the announcement, he hoped she would not hear it in the car.
Normally when a man of his status and experience resigned or retired there was a list of companies falling over themselves to enlist his assistance and advice, for a substantial salary. He should have been consulting and advising every day, but he had no jobs in the pipeline. He knew why, the word was out, the Washington party faithful had probably trashed his reputation already. No emails or texts, nothing traceable, just a discreet whisper to destroy job prospects was all it took. Of course he understood this should not last forever, just until the farce of his tenure was forgotten, which would be shortly after the next election. He could take a few years off and use the money he had already accumulated from advising The Consortium.
He sat in his office and kicked off his black ostrich shoes, removed his socks, and buried his calloused feet in the deep freshly shampooed shag pile. He unlocked his desk, trusting his wife not to nose around, but the people she employed to clean the apartment were screened, but not known personally to him. He logged into his main offshore account. He had a healthy heart, but he thought it would stop when he saw the balance in his account, forty-seven dollars! It should be in the millions, where had it gone?
He checked the transactions and found no record of the numerous cash deposits or withdrawals, nothing was there. He checked the other accounts he had scattered around the shadowy banking institutions of the world, and found the same, nothing but a few dollars. He could not understand it, he called the number for his Consortium contact, it went to voicemail.
He started to pace the runner carpet, making fists with his toes in a vain attempt to relieve the tension flooding into his body, the movement not easing his worry. His cell phone rang in his trouser pocket, the screen showed caller withheld, he answered it anyway knowing the line would be secure, the voice familiar.
�Hello Arthur, I thought you realised we were not doing business anymore?�
�You made that clear, but I have concerns with my bank.�
�Really? And how would that be my business?�
�Because it is your business which filled them up, and now the funds are absent!�
His pacing had increased with his volume, he was now virtually stamping on the carpet.
�Arthur it was not a payment we gave you, we saw it as an investment in the future, and you failed to deliver it.�
�So you take the money back?�
�Exactly, got it in one. We have left the amount you started with before our relationship, which is now over.�
�You are just leaving me penniless?�
�Yes, but believe me, we have suffered substantial financial losses also, which must be explained, justified and repaid.�
�Do you expect me to pay for any of it?�
�You already have Arthur, the assassin is the key.�
�What of the assassin?�
�He�s dead, but he has been for eight years, so no connection exists to us. However he was working for you?�
�Now what made you suppose that?�
�He was in a meeting with Uncotto at the Four Seasons, we have him passing security. I am sure the DSS have a record of him, and their investigation of the incident will show this.�
�Even so, it is not traceable to me, so what is your point?�
�It will come out that he was employed by you, to protect us.�
�I will not, confirm any such allegation.�
�Yes you will Mr Jarrett, or your wife will not return from her bridge night tomorrow.�
�How dare you threaten my family!�
�Calm yourself Arthur. You just have to cover our back, if it should come out. Of course it may not, or someone may leak the information to the press, which happens surprisingly frequently. Alfred took the liberty of recording all your conversations, and forwarding them to us. It is amazing what you can do with sound software today.�
�What do you need from me?�
�Now you understand. We just wondered how the Manhattan Heliport received a phone call about an attack before it happened? How the DSS field office received a call two minutes before that?�
�I don�t know, I am sure they get calls all the time with threats.�
�Yes quite. We just want to be sure there is no leak in our organisation, nothing that would compromise future plans. You understand our position Arthur?�
�Yes I understand, just covering your bases?�
�Now I have things to attend to, so don�t call this number again, and enjoy your office, Goodbye Arthur.�
The line went dead, and Jarrett threw his cell phone against the red wall, smashing the screen, and scattering the Chinese made components behind an antique bookcase. The demise of the device did not subdue his anger. He continued to pace the runner, feeling a slight tightness in his chest. He went to get some water from the small refrigerator in the corner, but his throat was also tightening, he loosened his tie gasping for breath, moving towards the panic button under his desk.
He crawled along the runner carpet dragging his body along, stretching to reach his salvation, the silent alarm. He could smell something on the carpet, was that seaweed strange scent to perfume a shampoo with? His mind was racing now, focussing on the red button, pushing it with his index finger and then rolling over to catch his breath, waiting for help.
The help never came, Arthur Jarrett was found dead on his office carpet before twelve noon, the press conference announcing his ill health went through as planned, and the following day his death was officially announced, the victim of a heart attack. That is because the saxitoxin he had absorbed, which never showed up on his autopsy. His wife was shocked and oblivious to the offer to replace the office carpet free of charge, to remove the remains of her husband�s body fluids she readily accepted, pleasantly surprised at the generosity.
The Consortium continued unabated, the faceless business that reached across the world at all levels, from building oil refineries and dams, to carpet cleaning companies.

EPILOGUE

3 Months later.
Jacob landed at airport in Kangerlussuaq, Southern Greenland, it was midday, although the weather did not reflect it, and was vastly different to Washington Baltimore International several hours before. There was a small storm coming in from the east and he had to rush to beat it. Once he had been grounded there for two weeks, and that was not a major storm. He had landed but still had a long way to travel. He was going to Qaanaaq the most northern settlement on the planet, nine hundred and forty seven miles from the North Pole.
Jacob had delighted in talking to the tourists on the flight in, informing them of the origins of the word Arctic, �It is from the Greek word arktos, meaning bear, which in turn refers to the constellation Ursa Major which appears prominently in the northern sky.�
The middle-aged lady next to him was taking a gap year, aged fifty-nine, she had decided to leave the house with her adult children who refused to move out, and wander the world.
Her name was Constance Fletcher, she was slender, elegant with silver hair cut in a neat bob, low maintenance she called it. He noticed her sitting next to him, dressed in classic black. Jacob had discussed her adventures so far, trekking through Europe, discovering the history she had read about, now having photos uploaded to her website for her children to keep checks on her. Constance had researched Greenland, and politely informed Jacob that Inuit for Greenland was Kalaallit Nunaat, he was impressed.
�So how long are you staying?�
�Two weeks, Disko Bay doing the full tour, icebergs, midnight sun going to walk on the Ilulissat Ice Fjord.�
�You have really got things planned out.�
�I know what I want, and want what I know.�
�Very true, like my wife.�
�She here with you, or staying warm at home?�
�Well, she is dead.�
�Oh I am sorry Jacob, I can tell it is recent, your manner.�
�Is it that obvious?�
�To me, lost my husband thirteen months ago, that�s what prompted me to travel.�
�To forget, to deal with your grief?�
�No not at all, quite the opposite, I did it to remember him. You see he was always Mr Safe, never took risks, always did the right thing, but never the best thing.�
�And the travelling?�
�He would never travel, never wanted to holiday outside the United States, Florida was as far south as I got. So I decided I would travel for both of us, for the places he never dared to go.�
�Did you ever ask him why?�
�Yes before he died, he said that he wanted to be here for the children, in case they needed him.�
�That is a waste, if your children are grown up, there was no real need for him to stay home.�
�We got stuck in a rut, he felt safe at home, avoided change, liked his routine. Which drove me nuts, but that did not stop me loving him, or missing him.�
�So you are travelling to prove that you can do it?�
�Yes something like that, realised that life moves pretty fast, if you don�t stop and look around once in a while, you could miss it.�
�Quite right Constance, I have been looking round for years, and my wife had the same idea, but we didn�t always do it together, she ran the ranch, while I saved the world.�
�Saved the world? I did not realise I was sitting next to a hero?�
�I think hero is a bit much, I just care about the world we live in, and attempt to save it a bit at a time.�
�Very admirable, I�ll drink to that, I hope there are a few more like you around, cheers.�
The two of them drank the Jack Daniels measures from the expensive drinks trolley, and talked about their partners until the plane landed. He arranged to meet Constance in Upernavik in ten days, but for now his trip was further north to Qaanaaq and his old friend.
Archer and Katherine were enjoying the first peace in months. The ranch was the best place to escape, the main house was located some distance from the working part of the ranch. Anita liked the isolation. Katherine had flown them there from the nearby airport, leaving Debra to run maintenance on the Global Surveyor with her new helper Juan Garcia Moreno. The Ecuadorian had found a sudden interest in engineering, Katherine thought it was more likely to be the engineer, and invited them to join her in a few days.
Archer was calmer in his old home, every corner, beam and door invoking pleasant childhood memories. She was more at peace, knowing that her mother was more than she could have ever imagined, and missed her more than ever. She knew that the man responsible for her accidental death was no more, and would never bring such horror and heartache to any other person.
The events of the past few weeks had left their mark on Archer. The death of his mother, like any child leaves an open wound, whether the parent was good or bad. The fatigue that can be caused by grief must be fed, with explanations and understanding, to help the people left behind to process the loss. He had not taken the time to deal with her passing, and jumped to conclusions about his parent�s relationship, without fully understanding it.
What child truly knows their parents, and in some cases what parents truly know each other. He had discovered that although the exterior displays he could remember, sparked thoughts of isolation and abandonment of each other and family. The actual relationship was very deep, a linking of two kindred spirits, who relied on each other for support, even though they were quite capable of surviving anything. He thought that had his mother and father spent every day together like many others, they would have divorced before he was born. They welcomed their space and independence, but embraced the time they had together treasuring it more because of its fleeting rarity.
Many couples did not take the time to just be truly together, thinking that just sitting in the same room, watching TV was sufficient. Anita had never allowed a TV in the house, until Archer lost his brother, then she bought one, to allow him to escape for a short while. Of course she only allowed him two hours a day, so he was selective with what he watched. However, she never set limits on reading, or riding, or adventures around the ranch with her, Katherine or Kevin. She let all the children live, let their imagination flourish ensuring they kept in touch with who they were, or were to become. She always thought that the best start you could give. A child that enjoyed their childhood, got a true childhood. No loss of innocence can ever be undone, or replaced.
Archer was done with fighting for now, informing Briggs that he had resigned his position, Briggs accepting and wishing him well, letting him know that he had nothing to do with Mastasson�s actions in Mabalia or Panama, which Archer accepted.
Jacob called, �Hey Archer, how are you?�
�Well Dad I feel truly rested, and you?�
�Just landed in Greenland, I will see you in a few weeks.�
�You take care up there.�
�I will, and you take care of the ranch and Katherine, how are you two getting on?�
�I will tell you when I see you, or you can ask her later?�
�Maybe I will. Listen about your mother; she left a message for you.�
�Have you seen it?�
�No, she left separate ones for each of us, they are all private, Katherine has seen hers already. Do you want to see it?�
�I am not sure, but do you think it will help?�
�Well my boy, you get to see your mother talking to you again; that cannot be so bad.�
�No you�re right, where is it?�
Jacob gave Archer directions to the location of the memory card containing the message, and hung up.
Katherine came back into the room, the smell of horses still on her jumper and jeans, �Who was that?�
She brushed her hair and looked at Archer, �What?�
�Nothing, just forgot how beautiful you are.�
�Thanks Archer. I love you. You know that.�
�I do, I think I always did.��
�Listen I have to watch my mother�s message, do you mind if I have some time alone?�
�No take all the time you need, I will be in the stables if you need me.�
�Okay I will come and get you later.�
Archer kissed Katherine lingering just long enough to convey his love for her. He held her after they had stopped, savouring the moment.
�There is just one more thing I need to know.�
�Anything Archer?�
�Why do they call you ROBBIE?�
�I am going to kill my brother!�
�Come on, it can�t be that bad.�
They walked out onto the porch. �Kevin and I were riding bikes in town, and we got into somewhere we should not have been. The owner came out to chase us away and we climbed over the barbed wire fence. Well I�.snagged my underwear on the fence, tore it right off. So I have to ride back home in just a skirt. Kevin decided to call me Robbie after that.�
�So it stands for?�
�Alright, alright. Rides On Bikes Butt Is Exposed.�
Archer could not stop laughing even after Katherine hit him in the arm repeatedly.
�That is brilliant. Can I share that one?�
�If you do I will have Debra shoot you.�
�Well because I love you, it can be our secret.�
�You love me?�
�Of course. I�ll be back soon.�
They kissed again, longer this time, with intent, and then Archer went to his mother�s bedroom to watch the message. The layout was unchanged since she left. Jacob had tidied up, but not altered anything, and Archer knew that he never would.
Qaanaaq had not changed since Jacob was last there, the houses up on short legs to stop them sinking into the thawed land, the poles showing the roads, for when the snow storms arrived. He loved the tranquil simplicity that it offered, and the lack of hustle compared to the rest of the world. Here the climate and nature dictated the pace, and you just went with it, which was more conducive to his personality.
He could see the bergs out in the bay near Thule Airbase, the most northerly US facility in the world. The tug was out dragging the icebergs away from the end of the runway, it was the only airbase in the world with a tugboat, but it had to for safety to keep the runway clear.
Jacob greet his old friend, �Aleqatsiaq Daorana been a long time.�
�It has Jacob, I expected you a few weeks ago, what delayed you?�
�It�s a long story.�
�Well Jacob, if you put on this headset inside your helmet, we can chat on the way to my house.�
Jacob obliged and got comfortable on the skidoo, and recounted his story from the iceberg in Canada to the complex in Ecuador. When they arrived at Qaanaaq, Aleqatsiaq had some news for Jacob.
�That amulet that did not fit into the cylinder, where is it now?�
�I have it, thought you might want it.�
�And why would you think that Jacob?�
�Because I researched the glyphs on the amulet, and the style of writing is similar to Inuit scripts, specifically Northern Greenland.�
�Really? I think we need a detour.�
Aleqatsiaq turned the skidoo to an ice cave near to Qaanaaq, above the glacier, and Jacob saw something familiar.
* * *
Anita�s dressing table was neatly arranged, and the seashell jewellery box he had made her in school took pride of place. He remembered gluing every one down, and there were still bits of his fingers under the shells from when the glue-gun had burnt him. He opened it up and saw what he was after, what his father had told him. He placed the memory card into his laptop and opened the file, his mother�s face smiling back. Archer began to smile and cry simultaneously, the joy at seeing her, the sorrow at losing her.
He clutched the necklace to his chest, the locket that the memory card had been stored in. He watched the video clip, savouring and storing every word, etching it into his mind. He thought the clip had finished, when she turned back to camera, �I almost forgot, goodbye my son, I love you, look after my amulet and your father for me.�
Jacob saw the outline of blue light around a rectangle in the wall, and Aleqatsiaq placed his hand on it.
�Does this look familiar Jacob.�
�Very, how did you know?�
�I had a letter from an Osvaldo Roderigo Moreno Borboa he told me you may call by.�
�Did he really, the sly old dog. Then I have something for you.�
Jacob took the fourth amulet from his rucksack, and passed it wrapped in the Chinese cloth to Aleqatsiaq.
�You know what is inside here don�t you?�
�I can tell you where you found it, what it was inside, and something you don�t know, why it was there.�
�Now that I am intrigued by, but I did not give you all the details. I bet you cannot guess where exactly it was found?�
�Ah a bet my friend, well what shall we wager?�
Jacob paused, thinking what would entice Aleqatsiaq more intently, �If you get it exactly right, and I mean every detail I will buy you a new skidoo.�
�There is nothing wrong with this one, but okay you�re on.�
�And if I win, you come to Canada to help me with these other articles?�
�Done.�
Jacob sat down on the skidoo while Aleqatsiaq stood up to outline what he knew, �You found the amulet in a Chinese ship, one of the Treasure ship fleet of Zheng Hu. Inside the captain�s cabin was a wooden box sealed in the wall, with the Chinese symbol for archer on the front. Inside the Captain�s stomach were wax balls with instructions.�
Jacob was flabbergasted, �has one of my team put you up to this, because there is no way you could know all that.�
�I know because my ancestors told me.�
�How is that possible the Chinese were bringing that amulet back to Greenland?�
�Yes and no, they took it from us, and were going to use it in what is now Ecuador, with our blessing. Then return it later. They never made it.�
�So the amulet was given to them?�
�Yes, they informed us that one of the amulets in Ecuador was missing, or destroyed, so we sent a replacement as our complex was buried under the ice.�
�Your complex?�
�I am a member of the group that protects this place, have been all my life.�
�Like Osvaldo Roderigo, you protect a complex?�
�Yes I do Jacob, protecting a planet; you need more than one bow to shoot down falling suns.�
�So the Chinese got trapped leaving the bay?�
�They left when the bay was beginning to freeze up, and we warned them to wait, but their ships were sturdy, and they had reached us, which no other explorers had at the time.�
�They were the first?�
�Despite many claims yes, they were the first for many centuries.�
�And the complex?�
�That was here long before us, before the ice came, buried now, I suspect that the energy it would require to punch through the ice is beyond its capability, but perhaps with all the amulets replaced it may succeed.�
�Oh believe me Aleqatsiaq you would be surprised at what this place can do.�
�Well I see that your help would be invaluable, and about our bet?�
�What colour Skidoo would you like?�
Aleqatsiaq laughed and slapped his friend on the shoulder.
�Lead on, I think I know what to expect, but I never mind being surprised.�
Their laughter echoed in the ice and rock of the ancient cave, concealing its secret far below the feet of men.
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CHANGES SINCE 2008

This novel was originally written in 2007.
Since it was written Ecuador has gone through some major political changes and the Manta Airbase no longer belongs to the US Air Force.
Somalia is still going through many changes but as yet no safe haven exists.
Technology has advanced and the fictitious Svelte Drone that I included looks remarkably like the X47B UCAV currently being tested by the US Navy.
The ability to scan through dense foliage is now in use, but was just a future guess on my part.
The most surprising event was the meteor exploding over Russia on the 15th February 2013, which injured thousands of people and caused some deaths.
This is almost a copy of the scenario of Tunguska I wrote about.
Even though �The 5th Amulet� is a work of fiction it seems a miracle that we have not had a major impact during modern times. The number of air burst and near misses in the past 200 years is in double figures.
Is someone protecting us?
You decide.
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