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Аннотация
THE REVIVAL OF AN ANCIENT CULT
A PLAN TO KILL MILLIONS
A TERRIBLE REVELATION�

As the ECHO team expand and forge a renewed trust in one another, THE AZTEC PROPHECY pits them against their most unpredictable and dangerous enemy yet.
When Joe Hawke settles an old score he learns something that will devastate them all and lead them to the heart of their mortal enemy. But first he is propelled into a furious race against time and must lead his friends in a lethal, high-speed chase to stop hell from being unleashed and restore sanity to the world. Failure will mean the deaths of millions of innocent people.
From old haunts in London to the Vatican Library in Rome to the deepest jungles of Mexico, Hawke and the team pursue a demented adversary intent on reviving an ancient and murderous cult for his own horrendous ends.


Rob Jones
The Aztec Prophecy

For My Family


PROLOGUE

Joe Hawke crouched in the darkness and waited for a bank of cloud to move in front of the moon. It was full tonight � a blue moon � and lit up the landscape like a stage light. In the distance somewhere behind him he heard the sound of a stream, and further away was the long, low bellowing of a stag. But tonight he wasn�t hunting any red deer. His quarry was something altogether grander.
There was a bleak beauty up here in the Scottish Highlands that appealed to him, but sometimes it could push you hard, and tonight was one of those times. For days now, a heavy storm had blown in from the Atlantic and lashed the area with rain and howling winds. He had spent those days lying in a trench he�d dug out in the small hours of the first night, monitoring the security.
The trench ran north to south to minimize the summer sun which even up here could be a problem during the day. Using fallen branches from the woods as support beams he�d covered it over with peat and moss. The rest was nothing more than a waiting game � whatever the weather. He hadn�t once considered delaying the mission because of the weather � the SBS didn�t do things like that � but all the same he was glad when he woke that morning and saw the storm had blown out.
He pulled a Glock 22 from a holster inside his camo jacket and flipped the thumb lever to release the magazine. Making sure it was fully loaded he pushed it back inside the grip and pulled the slide back. As the spring-loaded action moved forward into position it automatically pulled a round into the chamber from the top of the mag. Now the weapon was cocked with a live round ready for business. There was no safety catch on the Glock once a live round was in the chamber, so now it was Showtime.
Exploiting a gap in the CCTV, he climbed over the perimeter wall with ease and lowered himself gently down onto the gravel on the other side. He was now standing on the outer rim of an impressive box-hedge maze which adorned the east topiary lawns of Earlskeep Castle. This was the ancestral home of James Stewart Sinclair Matheson, the former British Foreign Secretary, and just like the parabellum in the oily chamber, Joe Hawke had business to do.
He criss-crossed silently through the topiary lawn and skirted the maze until he reached a smartly maintained croquet lawn. After waiting for a cloud to obscure the moon once more, he jogged across the lawn and reached an old dovecot which looked like it had been converted into a small guesthouse for visiting friends or family.
How nice.
From here he ran into an expansive apple orchard which gave him cover all the way to the outbuildings within the inner grounds of the castle.
The castle was an impressive example of sixteenth century architecture, built in 1545 by Sir Robert Sinclair, and had over its long, winding life hosted many major figures of British history, from Mary, Queen of Scots to Edward VIII who had visited once for a weekend of stag hunting and baccarat. None of this mattered to the former SBS operative as he crouch-walked along the outer perimeter of the Victorian kitchen garden. He had only one thing on his mind as was ever the case with these missions � get in and get out.
Yes, it was impressive, but if James Matheson thought these castle walls could protect him from his fate then he was more deluded than Hawke thought. As the English former Special Forces man weaved silently through the shadows and drew ever closer to his target, he tried hard not to think about his wife, Liz, and how Matheson had ordered her murder. He tried hard not to think about how the old man had her gunned down on the streets of Hanoi on their honeymoon� about how this wicked old bastard had snatched away their happiness before it even arrived� but no matter how hard he tried, he just couldn�t keep the ghosts out of his head. This was as personal as it got, and he was here to settle the account.
The final hurdle was a broad moat, full of water but merely decorative. Covered in Apache beads and water lilies, its defensive days were long gone and Hawke jogged easily along the narrow bridge to the main walls of the castle.
Smashing a small window on the outer wall, he climbed inside and found himself in what looked like former servants� quarters but was now one of the kitchens. He saw a large table loaded with crockery and the remains of a roasted turkey sitting in a metal tray on top of the stove.
How cosy.
Hawke knew where he had to go. As soon as he found out that Matheson had quit government and retired to his Scottish estate, his research work had begun in earnest. It hadn�t taken long to track down floor-plans of the castle from various planning applications made over the years, and then a short reconnaissance of the property over the last few days from his trench had revealed which lights were put out last at night.
Easy as pie.
Peering around the door, he saw a long empty corridor. This he knew would ultimately lead to the small room used by the security Matheson employed. It was far enough from the kitchens so they wouldn�t have heard the window breaking, but close enough that he was there in less than three minutes, moving silently along the sombre Persian rug-lined corridors.
There were only two men in the security office. They were both snoozing, soft bellies in soft chairs � one with a plate of beans and chips on his lap while the other was wearing Apple earbuds. Hawke sympathized with how boring it must be up here from a security angle and reflected on how this made things easier for both him and them. They wouldn�t enjoy being incapacitated by a former SBS man, and getting hurt in defense of a piece of crap like Matheson would have made it so much worse.
He wished them sweet dreams and continued on his path along the corridor until he reached the bottom of the servants� stairwell. Treading on the sides of the steps by the wall to avoid making them creak under his weight, he made his way slowly to the top floor where he knew Matheson�s private apartment was located.
As he approached he could see the warm, cosy light of a flickering fire projecting under the apartment�s door, and from inside he heard the sound of avante-garde jazz music. So this was how James Matheson got down on a Saturday night�
He readied the Glock, deftly screwing a suppressor to the barrel and took a breath. He had waited a long time for this, and many people had died along the way � many decent, innocent people. Tonight they would all be avenged, but this was really about his wife � the woman he had met at Paddington while she was waiting patiently for a train� the woman he married on the coast in a small family ceremony� the woman he watched get killed in Vietnam on the first day of their honeymoon � and all because the monster behind this door had ordered her death.
Now it was payback time.
He kicked the door open and stormed into the room with the gun raised. He immediately saw Matheson � he was sitting in a leather wingback chair by the fire with a tartan blanket over his legs.
�What the hell?� the old man said, twisting uncomfortably in the chair. �Guards!�
�Forget about them, and forget about this shit music as well.�
Hawke aimed the gun at the stereo and fired a single shot at it. The bullet blew the top off the machine and after a puff of white smoke and a shower of sparks there was a new silence in the room.
Hawke gently closed the door behind him and stepped closer to Matheson. �Hands where I can see them right now or I take out a kneecap. Your men are asleep on the job and they won�t hear you even if you shout for help.�
�I very much doubt that!�
�You can always try it. It will be interesting to see if those two overweight bozos downstairs can climb five flights of stairs before I can squeeze this trigger and blow your head off.�
Matheson thought the matter over, but then a wicked smiled grew on his withered face. �I knew you were here, you realize��
�Sure you did.�
�Not you specifically, of course, but I knew someone was creeping about up here. You tripped a laser alarm in between the pigeonnier and the orchard. It shows up here and in the security room. I knew immediately that something was up � the only problem is I presumed my security was rather better than it�s turned out to be.�
�Life�s full of surprises then,� Hawke said. �Even for a rich, decrepit sack of shit like you. Now, talk to me about Operation Swallowtail.�
Matheson made a long, silent assessment of the armed man standing before him and then spoke up. �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Hawke fired the gun and the bullet struck the top of Matheson�s wingchair. A thick wad of cotton batting exploded an inch from the old man�s head. He almost jumped out of his skin, and now Hawke saw fear in his eyes for the first time.
�Operation Swallowtail� or the next one goes through your right eye.�
�Fine � just lower the gun.�
�The gun stays where it is. Start talking.�
Hate and fear fought for dominance in Matheson�s dark, narrow eyes. Hawke could see how much the former Foreign Secretary wanted to hurt him, or worse� but now the boot was on the other foot.
�Swallowtail was not my project.�
�Imagine my surprise.�
�I was ordered to initiate it.�
�By the Prime Minister?�
�Yes, but he was ordered to do it as well.�
�I want a name.�
Matheson�s eyes settled once again on the barrel of the Glock. �The Oracle.�
�The Oracle? Is this some kind of joke?�
�It�s the furthest from a joke you could possibly imagine. I�d tell you to ask Harry Donovan but then he was the cat whose curiosity got him killed.�
�What are you saying � this Oracle was involved in the murder of Lea�s father?�
Matheson shrugged his shoulders.
�I want a name, and a location.�
�Hunting the Oracle is a fool�s errand, Hawke� a one-way journey.�
�I asked for his name.�
�And I swear I don�t know it. No one does.�
Hawke looked in his eyes and saw the fear. He was telling the truth. �Then you�re of no more use to me.�
Sweating profusely, James Matheson held out a trembling hand and pleaded meekly for his life. �Please!�
Hawke wanted to torture him. His mind swam with Liz� her smile in the church as the sun streamed through the stained glass and lit the baby�s breath in her flower crown� the sound of her laugh on the Ha Long Bay cruise�
�You�re a fucking bastard, Matheson, and you�re lucky I�m going to make this fast.�
Hawke considered a T-box strike, but ended things with a Mozambique drill � a double tap into Matheson�s chest and a single shot in the forehead. He was dead in less than a second, but his words still hung in the air, mixing with the gun smoke � one-way journey, the Oracle, no one knows his name� Was the Oracle real? Was he really pulling the strings of world leaders? Who was he? If it was true, it was a chilling revelation that changed everything.
Alone now, Hawke padded over to the bottle of Glenmorangie and calmly unscrewed the metal cap.
For you, Liz.
He raised the whisky to his mouth and drank a long draft as his eyes wandered to the corpse slumped in the wingback beside the fire. Setting the spirit back on the drinks cabinet, he left the same way he�d arrived and was soon no more than a shadow in the night.

CHAPTER ONE

Keeping low in the tropical undergrowth, Ben Ridgeley raised the monocular to his eye. Tracking Morton Wade and his thugs through Mexico�s Lacandon Jungle for the past few days hadn�t been easy, but now things were looking up. Finally he would have something to report to ECHO HQ back on Elysium, and that meant Sir Richard Eden owed him fifty dollars. It might also help with his redemption after letting Lexi Zhang get the better of him that night and knock him out of the selection test with her paintball gun.
A few steps behind him were Alfie Mills and Sasha Harding. They were two former cops from the Met who Eden was thinking about bringing into Elysium, but they had already broken the cardinal rule and gone against the Boss�s word. Eden and Ben had both instructed them to stay in Acapulco, but less than twenty-four hours after he started tracking Wade into the jungle they�d caught him up. Sure, they were trying to impress everyone, but the order was given for a good reason. The jungle was one of the least forgiving environments at the best of times, let alone when you were engaged with an enemy that wanted to kill you. Now they were just slowing him down.
�See anything?� Sasha said.
�Yeah,� Ben replied. �Looks like they�ve finally got what they were looking for.�
He watched the team of hired mercenaries and thugs approach the ruins they had been seeking. As far as he could make out from the accents, cigarettes and tattoos, they were mostly Mexicans, unlike their leader, the American Silicon Valley magnate and tech guru Morton Wade. Like Ridgeley, they were all tired after the trek, but Wade seemed energized by these particular ruins, and ordered his men to investigate. This place wasn�t on any map, but Wade sure seemed excited to be here.
Ben struggled to keep the team in view as they moved deeper into the ruins. Damn it, he thought, and moved cautiously closer. He told Alfie and Sasha to stay put and weaved through the sapodilla and allspice plants until taking cover behind the trunk of a Guanacaste tree. Above, through a canopy of magnolia and mahogany leaves he saw a darkening sky which threatened to soak him to his skin for the third time that day.
All around him the deafening cadence of cicadas and macaws mixed with the eerie calls of the howler monkeys. He thought about what he was missing back in the Caribbean hideaway � a cool drink and a comfortable bed � but he�d gone through worse in the Parachute Regiment, usually following Eden�s orders, and this was an important mission. How the two former cops were holding up was anyone�s guess.
Wade began to bark more commands and some of the men opened an equipment box and pulled out glow-sticks and ropes. �This looks promising,� Ben muttered, and zoomed in on the increased activity with the monocular.
Two of the men were now tearing vines and wild bromeliads from the ruins in order to access some kind of concealed entrance. Some of their colleagues were pacing around in a circle, looking out into the thick rainforest with Colt 9mm SMGs raised and ready for trouble. It looked like they were setting up some kind of perimeter and this told Ben they were planning on staying a while.
Wade leaned into the newly exposed entrance and poked his head inside. After a few short moments of contemplation, he pulled himself back out into the light of day. He was smiling but looked anxious. Singling out the perimeter guards and telling them to stay put, he ordered the other men into the ruins.
Ben�s concern grew as Wade and the chosen men made their way inside the ruins and disappeared into the darkness within. Time passed, and they emerged from the entrance hauling what looked like half a stone disc out into the daylight.
He made his way slowly forward to get a better look, trying not to draw attention to himself, but a dead branch gave way under his boot and the snap echoed around the area like a gunshot.
The men immediately spun around and began to search in his direction. Seconds later Wade ordered his men into the jungle. Ben knew he had to get himself and the others out of there, and began to scramble through the undergrowth. He missed his footing on a loose rock and pitched forward tearing his knee open on a jagged branch. He suppressed the scream but there was no time to check the wound � they were closing in on him every second.
�Get out of here!� he screamed at Alfie and Sasha. �Hide!�
He pushed himself up against a tree trunk and grabbed at the cell phone in his pocket. Like everything else, the incessant rainfall had given it a good soaking, and he prayed as he switched it on.
His prayers were answered � despite only one percent battery life remaining, the phone seemed to be in working order and he wasted no time in hitting the speed dial to connect with the ECHO headquarters.
�Ben!� the voice said. He recognised it at once as Eden�s. �Where have you been?�
�I�m in some trouble, Rich.� The sound of his voice � hurried and anxious � surprised even himself. �They�re closing in on me. They must have infrared tracking or something because no matter what I do they just keep coming� and there�s worse news. Alfie and Sasha followed me into the jungle.�
�What?! I told them to stay in Acapulco. All of you have to get out of there!�
�Easier said than done, Rich,� Ben replied, his heart beating hard in his chest. �I�m going to level with you� I don�t think I�m going to make it through this one, so listen carefully.�
�I�m listening, Ben, but don�t think we�re not going to do everything we can to get you out of there.�
A brief smile flashed on Ben�s face. This was just like the old man � never leave a man behind and so on � but now wasn�t the time. Behind the ridge he had just tumbled down he could hear the men closing in fast. Alfie and Sasha were nowhere to be seen. Maybe they got away.
�I think Wade found what he was looking for, Rich � looks like some kind of stone artefact � half a disc and covered in weird carvings. One for Bale I think.� As he spoke, the heavens opened and a torrential rainstorm smashed through the jungle canopy.
�Your safety is the priority, Ben.�
�Not this time� I�m shit out of luck, Rich and we both know it. You�ll be able to trace the coordinates of my phone via the GPS so at least that way the mission wasn�t in vain. I�m going to distract Wade�s men to give Alfie and Sasha a better chance.�
�Don�t be so bloody defeatist, Ridgeley, and that�s an order!�
Ben smiled again and tipped his head back on the trunk. The rain fell down from the canopy and ran down his nose into his mouth. Closer now, he heard someone fire a burst of submachine gun fire. It was followed seconds later by whoops of crazed joy and a gravelly voice screaming: �He�s over there!�
Ben considered the options as he let the warm rain wash over his face. If he tried to make another run for it, his knee was going to bring him down in a few hundred yards or less. If he stayed where he was, the men would be on him in just a few minutes. He could only hope Alfie and Sasha had gotten to safety somewhere, and he watched as a parrot, startled by the monstrous approach of his hunters, flew up into the canopy and disappeared into the stormy sky. If only I could fly away too, he thought.
His thoughts were smashed by the sound of the men hacking their way closer to him. He peered around the trunk and immediately saw the flash of their machete blades as they made their way toward him. Now it was time for him to make his final dash.
He leaped over the river and his phone tumbled out of his grip as he landed on the other bank in a clearing. He suppressed a scream of agony as his smashed patella pushed into the wounded articular cartilage, but his efforts were in vain. Seconds later he was sliding around in the mud on the far bank and he heard a scream of delight as the men behind saw him and gave chase.
The men waited on the bank of the river for a while and Ben wondered if he had a chance of escape after all, but then he heard the crack of a gunshot and felt the bullet tear into his good knee. They�d seen his limp and decided to take out his good leg as well. Now they no longer even had to run to catch him, and he watched in agony as they strolled casually over, led by Morton Wade himself.
Wade approached first and kicked him in the stomach. Ben doubled forward and wheezed, but the pain of his knees detracted from the agony of Wade�s boot as he drove it up into his diaphragm.
�Who sent you here, boy?� Wade said in his Texan drawl. �The CIA? The FSB? Or maybe the damned Brits?�
�If you think I�m going to tell you anything you can forget it, Wade.�
�I hold no expectations other than the imminence of your death.�
With his hands stuffed casually in his pockets, Wade made a small circle of Ben and surveyed the rainforest beyond the clearing. �It�s hard to believe, is it not, that what today is nothing but trees, bushes and tangled weeds was once a magnificent civilization.�
�What are you going on about?� Ben struggled against the men�s grip as they held him down but they were too strong for him.
Wade used a sweeping gesture of his hand to highlight the enormity of the rainforest. �This area here hasn�t always been a mere jungle. A thousand years ago a vast, ancient metropolis stood on this very spot where we�re talking right now. This here would have most likely been a crossroads in the heart of the city, and over there was a central boulevard leading to the most sacred temples. Sadly there�s nothing much left at this particular location.�
Ben watched as Wade seemed to slip into a strange reverie � perhaps he really thought he was back there in his precious ancient civilization right now instead of here in the rainforest. Ben could only speculate what went through a mind like Morton Wade�s.
�Whatever you�re planning, you will fail.�
The men burst out laughing but Wade was more pensive.
�I admire your optimism but we must agree to disagree on this point. My plans, as you put it, are already done and dusted. Now we are well into the end game � not that you�ll be alive to see it.�
�What are you talking about? If you�re going to kill me, then just get on with it!�
More laughter, but when the men saw the look on Wade�s face they soon settled down to a more serious silence.
The Texan pulled a black object from his pocket. It was twisted and black, mostly smooth but with a few sharp, jagged edges. �Do you know what this is?�
�Looks like your personality.�
Wade ignored the comment. �This is obsidian. Volcanic glass which is formed naturally when felsic lava is forced out of a volcano and then cools very quickly. Its significance to Mesoamerican culture cannot be underestimated, especially in Pre-Columbian civilizations.�
�In that case I�ll take two and can you gift-wrap them please. There�s a good chap.�
Wade drove his boot into Ben�s stomach again and he howled in agony.
�They used them for all sorts of purposes � making jewellery, blades, even religious idols and figurines.� Wade held the black obsidian to the sky and looked at it with reverence for a few moments. �Have you heard of Huitzilopochtli?�
�Of course,� Ben said, still struggling to get his breath back. �But I�ll only eat it with guacamole.�
�Silence!� Wade barked. �You blasphemer! Huitzilopochtli was a magnificent deity.� He stared at the black glass again, mesmerized. �Only your total ignorance allows you to mock the mighty Huitzilopochtli, the great god of war� the creator of the sun, but soon you will tremble before him.�
Ben strained against the men�s grip, staring up at Wade with confused eyes. �You damned coward!�
�The Aztecs were highly creative when it came to sacrificing humans to the gods. If I desired to offer you to Tezcatlipoca, I would give you a mock weapon and force you to fight the Jaguar Knights. If I were going to offer you to Huehueteotl you would be burned alive, and then there was the Huitzilopochtli ritual��
�And what does that involve?� Ben said, stalling for time. �Being tickled to death with a feather duster?�
The self-satisfied smirk dropped from Wade�s face. �Typical smart-ass Limey � always with the gags. If you have to know, Limey, those sacrificed to Huitzilopochtli were laid on a slab of stone and had their hearts ripped out while they were still alive.�
�So definitely no feather dusters then?�
Wade barked more orders in Spanish and the men began to chant and whoop. They lowered their guns and pulled strange wooden swords from their belts. Wade emptied a Glock pistol and put the magazine in his pocket. �Some of my men see themselves as Jaguar Knights, serving Tezcatlipoca, others as Eagle Knights serving Huitzilopochtli. They will fight you with their macuahuitl, a kind of sword made from obsidian. It makes a terrible wound� more than enough to incapacitate you for the ritual.�
�You�re out of your mind!� Ben said, his heart sinking when he saw Wade�s men dragging Alfie and Sasha out of the jungle. They threw them down in the clearing at gunpoint. They had found their hiding place.
Wade dismissed Ben�s sentiment with a casual wave of his hand and then ordered his men to kill Alfie and Sasha. Ben watched in horror as a hail of bullets drilled into the two former police officers and cut them to ribbons. Seconds later their bodies sank down into the undergrowth and the sound of the cicadas returned.
�You murdering piece of scum, Wade!�
Wade nodded as if he was in agreement, but then his face turned sour. �I�ll see you in the next life. Attack him!�
The men piled in on him, stabbing him all over as he tried to fight back with the butt of the empty, useless gun. He felt the jagged blades of the macuahuitls tearing into his flesh all over his body, and then the strong taste of blood rising in his mouth.
He tried to flee but collapsed to the ground, and now they pounced like animals. He felt their steel toecaps driving into his body and head, striking against his ribs and skull. He felt and heard the sound of his own bones cracking under the relentless pressure and screamed out in terrified agony as the vicious assault of Wade�s thugs beat him into a stupor.
In the final moments of his life, he was only dimly aware of Morton Wade as he approached him, muttering some dark incomprehensible incantation. Then he saw the Texan raise his obsidian blade above his head, the tip pointing at Ben�s chest and he screamed for him to stop.
But Morton Wade didn�t stop. Still mumbling the chant, he plunged the blade down.

CHAPTER TWO

Ten Minutes Earlier
Alex Reeve took one more look at the sunset and strolled slowly back along the jetty toward the HQ building. She felt safe here in the knowledge that no one even knew the island existed � being here meant dropping off the grid completely.
The evening was warm and humid as ever, but not oppressively so. The trade winds � what the original French inhabitants of the island had called les aliz�s � brought invigorating breezes across the sea from the northeast and kept the climate stable and pleasant. The occasional hurricane swept across the island from time to time, but the ECHO complex was designed to withstand them, and then normal tropical island paradise was resumed. Tonight was no exception.
Except for the shadow that was following them all around.
The Athanatoi, or Immortals.
None of them knew who they were, or what they wanted. All Alex knew was their medicine� their magic had helped her walk again after years in a wheelchair. But every time she felt the stabbing, electrical pain in her legs she wondered for how much longer. She knew the immortals� black magic was wearing out and soon she would be back in that damned chair.
The agonized thought of it made her head swim, and yet she had kept the full extent of her concerns to herself, not wanting to burden the others at such a critical time. Instead, she threw herself into her own research, poring over Dr Henry Donovan�s mysterious files, and even testing and retesting the last precious drop of the sacred elixir, but so far she�d found nothing in Lea�s father�s research except the erratic scribblings of a man possessed� and nothing in the elixir itself except strange electrical properties that none of them had yet decoded.
As she meandered her way back to the shore, she saw Lexi Zhang walking out from the complex. The Chinese assassin waved her hand in the air to get her attention.
�What�s the matter, Lexi?� she asked, noticing the look in her eyes.
�It�s the old man � something big is going down.�
�Like what?�
�I don�t know, but he wants everyone together in a hurry.�
Alex knew something was wrong by the look on Lexi�s face and followed her back to the compound. As they stepped into the main area, Scarlet Sloane and Vincent Reno were walking through from the kitchen.
�What�s all this about?� Scarlet asked. �Vincent here was just about to show me his andouillette.�
Alex looked at Vincent. �Is that what they call it in Marseille?�
Before Scarlet could answer, her eyes widened like saucers. �Ooh � I know! Is this about Captain Kidd?�
�The pirate?� Alex said, bemused.
Lexi rolled her eyes. �Please don�t get her started. All I�ve heard for days is pirates and sunken treasure.�
Scarlet nodded and smiled, failing to catch the sarcasm in the Chinese assassin�s voice. �Now that�s excitement!� she continued. �Fleeing from English men-of-war he stashed treasure all over the place, including Gardiner�s Island as he hid in Oyster Bay� but the real kicker is the treasure they never found.�
�Sure,� Alex said nodding. �His story is so notorious it inspired stories like Poe�s God-Bug and Treasure Island by Robert Louis Stevenson.�
�So romantic,� Vincent said.
Scarlet gave him a sideways glance. �I was thinking more of the treasure, Reap � and that�s why I�ve been researching it.�
�Vraiment?� he raised his eyebrows with respect. �You and research are like chalk and peas, no?�
�Cheese.�
�Sorry, like cheese and peas.�
Scarlet let it slide. �Either way, I think there�s a lot more to his story than just gold � in fact it could have something to do with what we�ve been fighting. It�s a bloody trail leading all the way to Madagascar and some serious loot. I mentioned it to Rich the other day. Maybe I�ll get Bale on it after we finish cataloguing the Valhalla treasure � it�s worth our time, I know it.�
�Tell me more!� Alex said, officially interested. �I always wanted to go to Madagascar.�
�Captain Kidd was a privateer who�� But before Scarlet could finish, Sir Richard Eden descended the central stairs with a look of grave concern on his face. None of them had ever seen him like this before, not even the former SAS woman.
�It�s Ben Ridgeley,� Eden said distractedly.
Alex felt a wave of fear rush over her at the mention of Ben�s name. She didn�t know him well � since she�d joined the team he�d spent much of his time in Mexico tracking Morton Wade, but they�d shared some good times � not least the night they�d failed to stop Lexi from taking everyone out and reaching her mission objective of �assassinating� Sir Richard.
�What�s happened?� she asked.
�He�s in trouble,� Eden continued. �Worse than that, Alfie Mills and Sasha Harding followed him into the jungle and now it looks like they�ve been rumbled by Wade. He must have dropped his phone and the camera�s sending a live feed.�
�So not Captain Kidd then�� Alex said, disappointed.
�No,� Scarlet said with disgust. �The romance of privateer treasure-hunting just got barged out of the way by an American software billionaire.�
�By day maybe,� Eden said, �but a certified nutcase by night.�
�Why do you say that?� the Frenchman asked.
�We�re not entirely sure,� Eden continued. �One of my sources indicated I might like to pay Wade closer attention so I sent Ben, Alfie and Sasha over to see if there was anything worth looking at. The rumors are that he�s close to uncovering something of enormous archaeological importance from the ancient Aztec civilization.�
�So he�s interested in archaeology?� Scarlet asked, her voice the epitome of na�ve innocence. �Same can be said for a lot of nerds� what�s wrong with that?�
�What�s wrong with it is that there are other rumors about Mr Wade� very unsavory rumors about how he likes to spend his spare time.�
Vincent fixed his eyes on the old man. �What rumors?�
�Before he fell from grace, Wade�s business empire was massive � for a time he was of the richest men in America and had subsidiary companies all over the Western hemisphere. These included several sweatshops in Mexico, not to mention rumors of a sprawling coffee plantation somewhere in Guerrero but we�re not sure where that is.�
�But not exactly Vlad the Impaler then,� Scarlet said, arching an eyebrow.
Eden was silent for a moment, clearly wrestling with how much to say. �People associated with Wade have been going missing. A lot of people. We don�t know what�s happening to them but clearly something unpleasant is going on. Not only that but we know he�s expanding some kind of warped sun-worshipping cult.�
�An Aztec thing?� Lexi asked.
Eden nodded grimly. �Put all this together and it�s enough to have my interest.� He stared at them all before finishing. �And if it�s got my interest it�s got your interest, understand? This isn�t a holiday camp, remember. Now get that feed on the plasma screen, Alex!�
�On it.�
Eden paced the room as Alex hurried to patch the live video from Ben�s phone through to the plasma screen. After a few tense seconds an image of dense jungle filled the enormous screen and they watched with horror as they saw Ben running away from the camera toward some kind of clearing. Someone shot him, and then he was surrounded by men.
�That one�s Wade,� Eden said, indicating a tall man in a battered Reiner hat.
A short conversation followed and then things went from bad to worse when Alfie Mills and Sasha Harding were dragged into the frame.
Eden hammered his fist on the desk. �Why the hell did they go into the jungle?�
�Beats me,� Alex said. �They�re not jungle-trained.�
�No they�re bloody well not! They were trying to impress me.� Eden�s voice grew quieter at the thought.
�They look terrified,� Lexi said.
�Damn it all!� Eden shouted. �I told him to get out of there! I told him his safety was the priority, not the mission. Things are bad enough with half the team in London.�
Alex felt the anxiety rise. The whole scene was given a warped twist due to the phone being tipped at forty-five degrees, and she started to feel sick as she realized what was about to happen.
�Is there anything we can do to help them?� she asked.
Eden gritted his teeth and shook his head. �Nothing. They�re in the middle of the Lacandon Jungle.�
�Where�s that exactly?� Reaper asked.
Alex turned around and faced him, her face sombre. �In the Chiapas state of Mexico.�
Eden sighed. �Even if we fuelled a jet and took off immediately it�s a three hour flight to the nearest city and several hours by Jeep, not to mention even more hours hiking through the rainforest. They�re totally alone.�
For a moment there was another brief conversation between Wade and Ben, and then Wade ordered a man to shoot Alfie and Sasha. Alex watched in disbelief as both were gunned down and fell just out of the shot, dead.
�Did that really just happen?� Lexi said.
Eden said nothing, but Alex saw the tension in his jaw.
�Fake, maybe?� Lexi asked.
Eden shook his head.
�No, I don�t think so,� Reaper said quietly.
Now, Ben was struggling to free himself but he had no chance against the grip of so many men. Then Wade held something up to the sky and a look of deranged mania appeared on his face. Moments later he appeared to hand Ben a gun before taking a step back and ordering his men to attack the former Para.
Scarlet narrowed her eyes. �What the hell�s going on?�
�I can�t believe we�re watching this live,� Alex said. �It doesn�t feel right.�
�Ben works for me,� Eden said, his voice low and full of emotion. �I�ve known him since we were in the Paras together, and I sent him in there. You can all do as you please, but he�s in ECHO and if you think I haven�t got the courage to watch what he has to go through then you don�t know me at all. I need to know what happens because I need to know who to punish and how hard.�
After that, no one else spoke.
The feed beamed live into the ECHO headquarters and Eden and the rest of the team watched in horrified, stunned silence as the men pounded on their friend, stabbing and kicking him. Then Wade walked over and lifted the strange dagger above his head. The men gathered and obscured what happened next. A minute later, a bloodied Morton Wade saw the phone and walked over to it. The last image they received was the Texan smashing his boot down on the lens.
�Alex, get me that phone�s location right now.�
�No problem. The phone�s GPS tracker allows me to pinpoint it in seconds.�
Alex spent a few seconds on her laptop before looking back to Eden. �Done � I have the exact coordinates.�
Eden walked to the window wall and stared out across the Caribbean, speechless.
Alex slumped down in her chair and thought about what she had just witnessed � the brutal murder of three of their own. She felt sick, and now she looked at the others for some kind of mutual comfort. She was one of the newest members of the ECHO team and had never seen anything like this before. She lowered her voice to a whisper and turned to Scarlet. �What happens now?�
�This�� Scarlet said, pointing her chin at Eden.
Across the room, Sir Richard Eden turned around and faced them. Silhouetted by the brightness of the tropical day outside the window behind him, his body took on an ominous, ethereal form.
�I haven�t briefed anyone on this yet, but not long ago I was contacted by a man named Barton. He�s in London and claims to be part of Wade�s sun-worshipping cult, only he says something has changed, and he can�t be a part of it any more. He has information for us and he�s meeting Lea, Joe and the others in London today.�
�Jesus,� Scarlet said. �I wonder how bad things have to be for a sun-worshipping cultist to get nervous��
Eden nodded grimly. �That�s what worries me. Barton�s defection is bad enough, but what we just saw on Ben�s phone obviously means that Wade is now onto the fact that someone is on his tail. He may or may not know that it�s ECHO, but we�re not taking any risks. If he�s onto us then we�re up against it, I can promise you.�
�The best defense is a good offense,� Scarlet said coolly.
�Exactly,� Eden said firmly. �But this time I think we�re going to need some help. My contacts in Mexico are limited but there is someone we can turn to.� He looked at Alex. �I appreciate your relationship with your father is rocky, but I think it might be a good idea to involve him with this. Wade is heavily connected with some of Mexico�s hardest drug gangs and that�s an area the Americans know better than anyone.�
�Sure. I�ll call him.�
Eden was silent for a moment, and when he spoke his voice was level and commanding. �Three of our own are dead, including a very dear friend of mine. I want Morton Wade punished and his cult shut down.�
�Got it.�
�And I want to know why he�s been spending so much time in the jungle as well � we�re going to need to analyse that video feed for a start and see if we can pull anything out of it.�
Scarlet stubbed out her cigarette. �Wheels up in ten minutes.�

CHAPTER THREE

Lea Donovan smiled at Joe Hawke and looked back down at the menu. They were sitting on the terrace of a Tex-Mex restaurant in Covent Garden, enjoying some rare sunshine with some cold Corona lagers. Ryan Bale and Maria Kurikova were at the adjacent table. The four of them had decided to take a few days away from business and get in some critical chillaxing, as Ryan had put it. A few yards away a busker was playing a Rachmaninov adagio and not for the first time Lea hoped Hawke wasn�t carrying a weapon otherwise it might be the fiddler�s last stand.
�So much to choose from,� she said, perusing the menu.
�I can tell that,� Hawke said, raising his beer bottle. �This must be your third flypast of the menu.�
�Get used to that,� Ryan said out the side of his mouth.
Lea rolled her eyes but made no reply. The simple truth was that she was enjoying not being shot at for once, which was how she seemed to spend so much of her life these days. Spending a few carefree hours with the man she loved, away from bullets, explosions and ancient tombs, was a welcome relief and she didn�t want to rush a single a part of it.
She was still haunted by the way �lvero Sala had mocked her back in his Andorran ch�teau, and crowed about not being chosen to kill her father. She had no idea what any of it meant, but if it was true it scared her more than anything. Sala had known so much about Valhalla and the Athanatoi that his reference to her father made Lea�s skin crawl. She had the terrible feeling that Sala was only the tip of the iceberg, and she was frightened to think about how far down she would have to dive to reach the end of it.
But not today, she decided. Today was almost perfect� the cool beer, the easy chit-chat, the casual laughter of their fellow diners and the wispy cirrus clouds high above the capital made a great summer�s day. All around her she felt the city�s electric vibe � the possibility of possibilities receding like echoes down every road and alleyway. And then there was Joe Hawke� Sometimes she wondered if they should get hitched, but it never seemed like the right time to talk about it.
She glanced at her watch. Their rendezvous still wasn�t here. Eden had received a call from a man claiming to be a member of Wade�s bizarre sun-worshipping cult, the Order of the Sixth Sun. He said he had disturbing information for them about a major terror attack connected with the cult. Eden was on Elysium and had arranged for him to meet Hawke and Lea instead because they were in England, but so far there was no sign of him. Maybe Wade�s men had already silenced him.
�If you don�t order soon I�ll do it for you,� Hawke said, also glancing at his watch.
�You bloody won�t!�
�Never get between Lea and her lunch, Joe,� Ryan said with a smile. �Trust a man who knows.�
Hawke laughed at the joke but Lea saw that even now he wasn�t truly relaxed. His eyes were always scanning the crowd for trouble, always evaluating egress points. She wondered if he would ever be able to switch that mechanism off and unwind. Although he hadn�t told her where he had spent the last few days, she knew it was Scotland, and she knew what that meant.
She had seen the look in his eyes when he�d found out about Matheson�s retirement. Joe Hawke knew how to play the long game, and with a man like him revenge was just a matter of time. You could count on it. Any doubt in her mind about what had happened was cleared up when she�d glanced at her iPhone and read the headlines: JAMES MATHESON DIES PEACEFULLY IN HIS SLEEP. She doubted that was how it had panned out, but kept her views to herself. He would share it when he was ready.
It was tough that he wouldn�t let her into that part of his life � his first wife and her murder, and how he felt about it all, but that was the price she paid for being with a man like Hawke. One day, she knew, she would break his walls down and get to know the real man, but until then she had to give him the space he needed.
Beside her, Ryan and Maria laughed at a shared joke. Ryan knew he was getting in deep now � after so many months he had finally been able to move on from Sophie Durand � and a good part of the healing had come from Maria Kurikova.
�It�s natural that you still think of her,� Maria said when he mentioned her name.
�I know� but it�s time for me to move on now. I�m with you, and we�re happy together, right?�
She nodded and gave a sweet smile. He knew she kept secrets from him � she never spoke about her old life in the Russian Secret Service � but that smile told him how she really felt about him. Inwardly, he beamed with pleasure that life could be so good again.
�All right,� Lea said at last, but not taking her eyes off the menu. �I�ve made my decision.�
�Thank Crunchie for that,� Hawke said. He turned to catch the eye of a nearby waiter.
�I�m going to have the Pescado Tacos � they look absolutely, bloody fan� oh damn.�
�What?�
�They come with chipotle aioli and I�m not so keen on that.�
�You�re not so keen on chipotle aioli?�
She looked at him with earnest eyes. �Sure, why not? Do I have to like chipotle aioli?�
�Well no, it�s just that�� Hawke waved the waiter away with an apologetic shake of the head.
Lea looked in his eyes. �What?�
�We�re at a Tex-Mex restaurant. Most stuff probably has chipotle aioli with it.�
�No it doesn�t! Look here at the Chile en Nogada. There�s no chipotle aioli with that.�
�So get that then.�
�I think I just might,� she said smiling broadly.
Hawke caught the waiter�s eye once more.
Lea sighed. �Oh � wait.�
�What is it now?�
�It�s got walnut-almond sauce with it.�
�So what?�
�So, I don�t like the taste of walnuts.�
�Are you kidding?�
Ryan nodded as the memory returned. �No, she�s not kidding.�
Lea glared at him. �Why would I be kidding? Do I have to like the taste of walnuts?�
Hawke sighed and waved the waiter away a second time. �Well� no, but��
�But what?�
�If it�s not walnut-almond sauce it�s chipotle aioli.�
�Stop saying chipotle aioli.�
�You stop saying it!�
�Oh I just cannot decide. Maybe we should have had Indian?�
Hawke narrowed his eyes and smirked. �Now you�re having a laugh, right?�
�I might be.�
�Lea?�
�What?�
�Order your sodding dinner.�
Lea folded the menu over and looked at Hawke. �Fine, in that case I�ll have the Salsa de la Casa for starters, the Enchilada Veracruz for the main with a side order of Arroz Verde and Flan de Vainilla for dessert.�
Hawke looked at her. �You memorized that?�
�I always eat the same thing at this restaurant. Rich and I come here a lot.�
Hawke gave her a look that he thought expressed despair, but in fact told her again how much he loved her, and then he summoned the waiter over for the third time.
�You�re very sure that you�re ready to order?� the young man said.
Lea shared a look with Hawke. �We�re ready,� she said. �Joe here couldn�t decide if he liked coriander or not.�
The waiter took the order and returned with more bottles of the chilled Corona which the four ECHO members drank peacefully while waiting for their food. All around them the city buzzed. Young couples walked hand in hand, stopping to share a kiss while leaning on the colonnades, a party of Japanese tourists shuffled past them, taking photographs of this and that, and finally the fiddling busker packed up his violin and meandered off to count his change and drown his sorrows in a very shallow pool of wine.
Yes � she was happy now, but she felt that life was still pretty far from perfection. For one thing, Sala�s death had raised more questions than answers about the mysterious Athanatoi and the nature of her own father�s relationship with the enigmatic and elusive society. What had the crazed old man meant when he�d spoken of factions and war? How did it all fit together? What had her father known, but kept from her?
But today wasn�t about those things, she told herself once again. Today was about relaxing and sharing some chilled-out time with Joe Hawke. She was glad he was in her life, but she worried that something would take him from her. It was that thought that had stopped her from getting truly close to him, but if he�d noticed he hadn�t said anything to her.
The main course came and they tucked in while chatting about whatever drifted into their minds. As usual, Hawke deftly skirted around the issue of his family, even when they pressed him on the subject. All they could get out of him was that his family was right here in London and no, he didn�t want to talk about them, and no he definitely didn�t want to see them.
Lea didn�t know if he was trying to be mysterious or not, but she didn�t have a lot of time for the sentiment. She, after all, would love more than anything to introduce her parents to him, but neither of them was alive. The idea of not being bothered to cross town to see his family made her angry, but she kept the thought to herself. Hawke wasn�t a man who acted without good reason, and she supposed he had good ones for being so reluctant, but one day, she considered, this could lead to problems between them.
Now, the Englishman pushed a little pot into the center of the table. �Want to try some of the chipotle aioli dip?� he asked, deadpan.
�You know what you can stick in that dip, Joe Hawke?�
�I think there�s a law against that sort of thing � outraging public decency, I believe.�
�Urgh! Don�t be so foul. I was talking about the corn tortillas!�
�Of course you were,� he said with a crooked smile.
Ryan yawned and stretched his arm over Maria�s shoulder. �Chipotle�s a Nahuatl word, you know.�
Hawke, Lea and Maria turned to look at him for a second. �Eh?� Hawke said.
Ryan shrugged his shoulders. �Means smoked chilli.�
�Thanks for that,� Lea said.
By the arrival of dessert the sun had started to wane, and the baked caramel custard flan and fresh raspberries arrived with a candle in a small metal lantern. Diners at other tables were winding up and wandering away from their tables, their path home softened by the watermelon Margaritas and blue agave tequilas.
�Time for us to go home too, I think,� Hawke said at last. �I don�t think Eden�s mystery man is going to show up.� He folded his napkin over on the empty plate and pushed his chair back a little. Summoning the waiter for the bill, he paid and moments later he and Lea were standing from their table and sharing a long kiss before turning into the square. Maria and Ryan were laughing at a joke a few yards behind them.
Hawke was about to hold forth on the subject of tipping when they heard the sound of mopeds wildly over-revving somewhere to their left.
�I don�t like the look of that,� Lea said, gripping Hawke�s arm.
The Englishman barely heard her over the sound of the raspy engines, and a moment later three riders dressed in black raced into view. He fixed his eyes on the three of them and sighed.
�Something tells me they�re not here for the churro cheesecake.�
A man darted ahead of them and raced toward Hawke. He held his arms out in front of him and his face was gripped by panic.
�Looks like Barton finally made it,� Hawke said.
The man panted to get his breath back. �Lea Donovan?�
Hawke took a step forward to shield Lea. �That�s right, and you must be Barton.�
�Yes, I am� and you have to help me. They�re hunting me.�
Hawke looked at the terrified man�s face and then peered over his shoulder at the bikers. �Friends of yours?�
�They�re trying to kill me� they want to stop me talking to you.�
�About what?�
�About the god of the dead� it�s too awful even to think about.�
�What are you talking about?�
�We�re supposed to worship the sun�� he looked desperately into their faces. �The sun! Not this� He�s going to do the unthinkable!�
Hawke grabbed him by the shoulders. �What are you talking about, Barton?�
�But first he needs the other half of the artefact � he can�t do anything without that.� He stared at them with desperate, pleading eyes, bloodshot by fear and guilt. �They�re going to raid the museum� right now!�
�Which museum?� Ryan asked.
Barton opened his mouth to speak, but then froze in place for a second before tumbling over. He caught the table as he went down and knocked it over, spraying Mexican food all over the street before collapsing silently to the floor.
�Bloody hell!� Ryan said, wiping some fire-roasted rajas off his Iron Man t-shirt. �I just got this top.�
�Er� big picture, Ryan!� Lea said shaking her head in disbelief and turning to Hawke. �Is he dead?�
�I hope so,� Ryan interrupted. �He landed in a burrito.�
Hawke crouched and checked the man�s pulse. �He�s dead, all right.�
�But how?�
Hawke shook his head. �Some kind of dart in his neck.�
Without warning, the bikers split apart like jets in a fighter display team. One of them drove into the shadows of the colonnades and another disappeared from view around the south side of the market building. The last one took a more direct approach, pulling a sawn-off shotgun from his backpack and racing directly toward the ECHO team.
�Look out!� Hawke shouted, and pushed Lea to the ground just as the gunman screeched past them and fired his weapon. Maria and Ryan dived for cover as the shot peppered into the plaster fascia of the restaurant and the next second total pandemonium ensued as people realized what was happening.
Hawke took advantage of the chaos to grab Lea and pull her away into the crowd for a few moments while scanning the area for the bikers. Maria and Ryan followed a step behind. The sound of the two-stroke engines reverberated eerily around the small square and mingled with the noise of hundreds of terrified people screaming and running for their lives.
�The bastards sound like wasps!� Lea said, dusting herself down.
�And they want to sting us,� Hawke said. �There�s one of them!�
He pointed to the east end of the square where one of them skidded around the corner by the London Transport Museum and made another run at them, gun raised.
Almost upon them, he fired. The shot narrowly missed them and sprayed all over the front of a caf�, shattering the glass into thousands of pieces.
Hawke grabbed one of the stools from inside the caf� and hurled it at the biker, striking him in the chest and knocking him off the bike. The Vespa skidded out of control and smashed into one of the support posts for the Jubilee Market Hall�s glass awning.
The assassin staggered to his feet. His face obscured by his motorcycle helmet, but something about the way he moved told Hawke he was young � maybe early twenties. It didn�t matter. A fight was a fight.
�You drive like a girl,� Hawke said.
Behind him, Lea sighed. �Oh, very Dirty Harry.�
�It was the first thing that came into my head,� he shrugged. �It just felt right.�
The man said nothing in reply, but pulled a flick-knife from his pocket and pressed a gloved thumb down on the button to extend the lethal blade. The razor-sharp steel flashed in the sunshine.
�Get back,� Hawke said to the others. �This bastard�s all mine.�

CHAPTER FOUR

The Bastard came at Hawke, hard and fearless. He lunged forward and propelled his knife-hand into Hawke�s face, but the former SBS man simultaneously pushed his head back and sidestepped to dodge the blade. Passers-by screamed and ran further from the fight, while others whipped out their phones and starting filming, something Hawke was getting used to.
Maria and Ryan moved forward with Lea to help but Hawke yelled at them to stay back. He saw nothing in the crash helmet�s black visor except his own reflection, so was unable to read the other man�s face. Sometimes that helped in a fight. This time, it wouldn�t. In the distance he was dimly aware of the other bikes as they circled like vultures.
The man came again, slashing the knife forward at Hawke. The Englishman thought this second lunge was a little sloppier than the first and that maybe the other guy�s nerves were starting to fray. A good sign.
Hawke sidestepped again, and this time spun around and moved into the Bastard�s flank, powering a heavy jab into his stomach. The man staggered back off-balance for a moment before righting himself and coming at Hawke once again.
He felt his adrenaline rise as the third attack came, but was just beginning to relax into the fight all the same. Back in the day he was in the Royal Marines Boxing Team and learned more than a few moves, but his opponents generally didn�t bring switchblades to the tournaments.
Now, he dodged to the right and delivered a solid palm strike to the side of the crash helmet. A right hook might have been more powerful, but he would have got four broken knuckles in loose change out of the deal. As it was, the palm strike worked well, knocking the heavy weight of the helmet against the Bastard�s head and sending him flying off his feet as if he were made of jelly.
When he hit the cobblestones Hawke heard a distinct cracking sound, but it was just the helmet striking against the stone. He moved forward to get a closer look when the man crawled up to all-fours. Never one to miss an opportunity, Hawke kicked him hard in the ribs as if he were trying to kick a soda can across Covent Garden and the man tumbled over onto his back, wheezing and screeching in winded agony.
Somewhere in the background he was once again aware of the other bikes revving and screeching.
�If you want some more,� Hawke said, not even breaking a sweat, �Get up.�
To his amazement, the man got up.
Hawke thought he was moving slower now � he was tired, but his mind was still revved up enough to push him on. He swiped the knife at him again, this time catching his jacket and slashing a thin cut in the front.
Hawke�s reply was a rapid and no-nonsense uppercut smashed into the exposed area of his jaw beneath the crash helmet. The ex-SBS man immediately stepped back for the response but the last punch had done the trick. The weight of the helmet had now acted against the Bastard and his uppercut had knocked his head back at a terrific velocity. He watched as the man staggered backwards like a drunk before falling onto his back with a thud.
Hawke padded over to him and kicked the knife from his hand. It skittered across the cobbles and came to a stop in the gutter. He grabbed the Bastard by the throat while forcing the helmet off with his other hand. He was right � his assailant was no older than twenty. Maybe even younger, but it was hard to tell with so much blood all over his face.
He started to come-to, but Hawke wasn�t in the mood for introductions, so he tightened his hand into a fist and piled it into the young man�s nose, smashing the bone and cartilage into a pulp and knocking him out hard and fast.
�Other people use punch bags to deal with their aggression,� said the Irish lilt.
Hawke made no reply.
Moments later an armed response team from the Met pulled up and blocked the escape routes either side of the old market place. The other bikers had obviously decided to abort the mission and circled for a moment before figuring out where to go.
�They�re getting away, Joe!� Lea said.
�And just when I was having fun� this way � they�re headed into the market!�
�I see them!� Maria said. �They�re trying to get away from the police.�
They ran across the cobblestones toward Covent Garden Market. As they drew closer they heard a shotgun fire and then shattering glass. Up ahead, the bikers had blasted the gates open and were racing inside the market in a bid to avoid the police. Shoppers laden with bags and baskets scrambled for safety as they ripped into the covered marketplace.
As the men from the Specialist Firearms Command fanned out around the market and radioed their intention to go in, Lea showed the lead man her ID card. Issued by Sir Richard Eden MP it was enough to get them into the chase, and seconds later they were sprinting into the covered market in pursuit of the killers.
Despite being lit from above by the sun which now shone through the Victorian glass and iron atrium roof, there was an atmosphere of dark terror as they scanned the Apple Market for the fleeing assassins. Then Hawke�s eyes fell upon the steps at the end of the room which led to the upper level.
�They must be in a panic � they�re going upstairs.�
They ran across the traditional flagstone floor and leaped the steps three at a time to reach the upper level, a mezzanine which stretched around the entire hall. Up here they ran past various boutique shops � Chanel, Burberry and Crabtree & Evelyn to name but a few � and closed in on the killers while the police tumbled into the ground floor level below them. Tooled up with Heckler & Koch MP5s and self-loading Glock 17s, the cops looked like a small army as they moved into the market and scanned for the bikers.
Upstairs now, Lea scrambled to a halt in front of one of the windows. �Ooh, I like those Kurt Geiger wedge sandals!�
Hawke screeched to a halt a few meters beyond Lea and turned around with a look of incredulous confusion on his face. �What are you doing?�
�I�ve never seen them in that champagne color before. What do you think?�
He cocked his head at her. �Um, I think you�re as crazy as a sack of starved weasels.�
Lea�s reply was drowned out by the sound of a shotgun burst and then the rasping noise of the Vespas inside the enclosed market. Judging by the look on her face, Hawke considered, this was probably just as well.
They ran along the mezzanine and then jumped over a low iron fence before landing in front of a bistro at the south end of the building. At the far end of the hall the bikers skidded to avoid another team of police officers who had made it up the stairs. They spun around in an arc of burning rubber as the horizontal two-strokes pumped out clouds of noxious fumes. Panicking now, they looked up and saw the only escape route � the bistro behind the unarmed ECHO team.
�Um, guys�� Ryan said. �One of them�s heading this way and he�s pointing his shotgun at us.�
Hawke heard the fear in Ryan�s voice as he watched the bikers race toward them.
�This is a dead-end � we�re trapped!� Maria said.
�I�ve got an idea,� Hawke said. �Follow me!�
They moved to the bistro�s entrance and Hawke checked the door � locked. The place had been evacuated in a hurry by the looks of things. The tables � all crumpled linen tablecloths, menus and half-full glasses on novelty coasters, were now abandoned by the terrified customers. Hawke saw the lead Vespa tearing along the mezzanine in their direction. Its rider was steering the bike with one hand and holding the sawn-off with the other as he prepared to fire at them. As he raced along, the police fired on him, but missed.
Hawke shoulder-barged the door open. It wobbled back and forth on its hinges and instantly triggered an intruder alarm which rang out through the building. He grabbed one of the chairs and smashed it to pieces on the floor.
Ryan sighed. �I think they have classes to deal with anger like that, Joe.�
Hawke glanced at him before picking one of the chair�s legs out of the smashed wood. �Thanks for that, but I need this.� He waved the chair leg in his face.
Behind them the first Vespa burst into the bistro. Skidding wildly to the left, the rider corrected his balance and then took a shot at them. The shot pellets sprayed all over the wall beside the fire door and blew out several panes of glass in the windows either side of it as the rider raced past them.
Then Hawke smashed the chair leg into his throat and nearly knocked him off the bike, but the assassin kicked his leg out to stay upright and skidded around in a tight one-eighty to come at them again.
�This bloke never gives up,� Hawke muttered.
�And here comes the other one!� Lea shouted.
She was right � the final biker was swerving to avoid the SFC�s gunfire as he raced toward them along the mezzanine.
�I�ve got an idea,� Hawke yelled.
At the other end of the bistro some French doors opened out onto a balcony and a small patio for al fresco dining. They ran through the doors as the biker spun around and readied for another strike. �Go to the fire escape ladder and wait for me!� Hawke said, and tucked himself against the outside of the restaurant wall right beside the open door.
Lea looked at the chair leg. �Ah � gotcha!�
She ran to the wall, followed by Maria and Ryan and climbed over it on her way to the ladder.
The Vespa raced toward them, one cartridge still left unfired in the twelve-bore. He fired but missed, and at the exact second he passed through the door to enter the balcony, Hawke swung the chair leg like a club at the rider�s neck and knocked him off the bike.
The Vespa drove on riderless, smashing though a table and ripping two of its legs off before crashing into the low wall and coming to a dead stop. With no handle on the accelerator to keep it going, its engine revs dropped to idle.
The rider scrambled to pick up his shotgun, but Hawke slammed his boot down on the man�s hand. It was just an inch away from the gun, but with all of Hawke�s weight pushing down on his gloved fingers it may as well have been the other side of the world.
Slowly, Hawke crushed his boot down and broke the bones in the man�s hand, making the assassin scream out loud in pain. Then he moved his boot and kicked the gun away before grabbing the man�s helmet by the mouth vent and smashing his head back into the paving, knocking him out cold.
�Two down, one to go.�
As he spoke, the third rider bore down on them, gun pointed in their faces. He burst through the French doors and then used the tipped-up table as a ramp, jumping over the edge of the patio and flying through the air like a bird. He hit the ground with a heavy smack and a shower of sparks, but after a short skid he was in control and on his way.
�That was interesting,� Maria said.
�Where did he go?� said Lea, running to the balcony.
�He�s over there!� Ryan pointed over the balustrade as he shot his way through the police line and turned into James Street in his bid to escape.
�Now or never, guys,� Hawke said.
They scrambled to the bottom of the fire escape ladder and ran around the square to James Street to the north.
As they sprinted along the narrow cobblestone street Lea turned to Hawke. �Where are we going, Monsoon or Accessorize?�
Ryan rolled his eyes. Hawke sighed but made sure he hid his smile from her.
�Where�s our little friend going?� Maria said. �There�s another police line set up at the end of the street. He�s trapped!�
Hawke�s eyes narrowed with confusion. �There�s only one place he can go � underground!�
�You�ve got to be kidding me�� Lea said as her eyes tracked the biker. At that moment, he swung hard to the left and skidded toward Covent Garden Underground Station.
�Can�t believe this�� Ryan said.
Lea smiled. �Ah! You�re not just an ugly face, Joe Hawke.�
His reply, which he just knew would be extremely witty, was cut short by the biker who took a shot at them before disappearing into the station. His aim was poor due to the effort of steering the bike over the cobblestones with only one hand and the shotgun pellets missed their intended target and blew out the windows of the Nag�s Head pub instead.
Hawke never even looked back, but darted into Covent Garden Station pulling Lea behind him with all his strength. Maria and Ryan followed, leaving the summer�s day behind for a world of air-conditioning, electric light and the unmistakable smell of ozone and brake pads.
They sprinted past the ticket office and vaulted over the turnstiles. In response to the hubbub a little man in a peaked cap ran out of the office and waved his fist in the air.
�What�s he saying?� Lea asked.
Ryan looked genuinely worried. �I think he�s remonstrating with us for abusing the public transport system.�
�I�m sure he�s dealt with worse,� Hawke said.
�Look out!� Maria screamed.
Ahead of them the biker turned on his seat and aimed the shotgun at them but missed, striking the man in the peaked cap instead. He fell down dead and the biker steered toward the stairs.
�I can�t believe he�s driving that bloody thing down there!� Ryan said.
�Never mind if you can believe it or not,� Hawke yelled. �Let�s get the bastard!�

CHAPTER FIVE

Joe Hawke and Lea Donovan jogged down the circular stairs. Former FSB Agent Snowcat, better known as Maria Kurikova was one step behind them and a step ahead of Former Dropout Ryan Bale. Ahead of them they heard the revs of the final assassin as he tried to flee underground, presumably with a view to vanishing into the tunnels. Behind them they heard the chaotic sounds of the British Transport Police barking orders and terrified commuters screaming in response.
Whoever the biker was, he had a long way to go. Covent Garden Station was one of only a handful of stations on the London Underground which had no escalators. Travellers could only reach the platforms by elevator or stairs, and there were nearly two hundred steps if you chose the hard way.
�Couldn�t you have chased him into another frigging station?� Lea said, breathing hard as they sprinted down the stairs. Below them the rasping sound of the Vespa reverberated loudly and echoed off the tiles in the enclosed stairwell. �I�m knackered.�
�I�d order one of those pink Humvee limos to take you the rest of the way but I�m not sure it would fit down here.�
�Always with the funny, aren�t you?�
�Thanks.�
�It wasn�t a compliment, ya fool��
�Less whining, more running!� Maria said.
Round and round they went, gradually growing dizzier as the endless circular stairwell started to mesmerize them.
�Did you know that running down these steps is the equivalent of running down a fifteen storey building?� Lea said. �And I wasn�t whining!�
Hawke listened to the Vespa�s engine and tried to work out how far below them it was. Its exhaust fumes hung heavily in the air. �Ryan told you that, didn�t he?�
�Of course.�
�Thought so. Smart arse.�
�Me or him?�
�Him!�
�Thanks, Joe,� Ryan said from the back.
�At least he�d be smart enough to run into the bloody lifts instead of these sodding stairs.�
�Thanks, Lea!� Ryan said.
Hawke sighed. �Oh yeah� real smart � trapping yourself inside a lift with an insane gunman in the vicinity.�
They finally reached the bottom and saw the biker racing toward the platforms but he was bang out of luck. The Tube authorities had already informed the train drivers of the shooting and ordered them not to stop at the station.
The Biker skidded onto the platform and watched helplessly as a train zoomed south on the Piccadilly line on its way to Leicester Square.
�Well, he�s not getting away on an arsing train, that�s for sure,� Lea said.
�Quite,� Hawke said, thinking fast. Ahead of them they heard the sound of the Vespa as the masked man drove it to the other end of the platform and skidded out of sight into the exit at the far end.
�What now?�
�He�s on the other platform,� Hawke said. �He�s going to try and come around behind us but he�s trapped and panicking. We have to take him out before he tries to escape into the tunnels.�
�Now you�re talking!�
Hawke scanned the platform for a weapon but there was almost nothing to use. Then his eyes settled on a fire extinguisher in a locked red container at the end of the platform. He ran to it and booted the lock�s cylinder housing until he kicked it clean off the mounting plate and the door swung open to reveal a carbon dioxide fire extinguisher.
�That�ll do it,� he said as he took hold of the handle and wrenched it free from its support brackets. They heard the bike getting louder as it raced along the opposite platform on its way back to them, and then a gunshot as the rider fired the shotgun at an armed policeman who had just stepped out of the elevator.
�He�s almost here, Joe!� Lea shouted from the center of the platform.
�No problem. He�s about to have his spark put out.�
He turned to the Irishwoman and looked at her for a second as he decided the best play. �Okay � you stand there and when you see him start to run away down to the end of the platform.�
�Sure, no prob� hang on! You�re not using me as bait again, are you?�
�Well�� he looked at her sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders. �Theoretically, yes, but��
�And they say romance is dead,� Maria said.
Lea rolled her eyes and waited for the masked rider as Hawke stood up against the wall beside the entrance to the platform.
�Here�s the little pox right now!�
After letting the rider see her, Lea turned on her heel and started to run to the end of the platform.
Hawke released the safety clip on the extinguisher and holding the discharge tube in his hand he waited until the last possible second before smacking the plunger and spinning around into the entrance.
Slowing to take the bend in pursuit of Lea, the rider was startled when he saw Hawke appear out of nowhere, but before he had a chance to think the Englishman sprayed the CO2 in his face at close range.
The white fog covered the rider�s helmet and blinded him. He skidded all over the platform as he tried desperately to stop himself from going over the edge onto the rails, but Hawke gave him a helping hand by smacking the base of the heavy cylinder into the back of the man�s helmet.
The bike flew off the platform and crashed on the rails in a shower of sparks and smoke, but the rider just managed to save himself. He staggered to his feet and flicked up his visor to get his visibility back again. Hawke read his eyes � a little older, maybe late twenties.
He came at Hawke like the first guy, but without the knife. Hawke sidestepped to the right, trying to keep the biker between him and the tracks at all times. The man�s eyes were wide-open, almost deranged. Hawke guessed it was the adrenaline, but couldn�t rule out drugs � coke maybe.
He lunged at Hawke again. The former Special Forces man dodged calmly to the left but was too slow, and a second later he felt the man�s gloved fist pile into his chest. It knocked him back a couple of steps but his heavier weight limited the damage of what might otherwise have been a very dangerous punch.
Hawke took a deep breath and moved back into the fight. For a few long minutes the underground station platform became a makeshift boxing ring as the two men danced around and took pot-shots at each other.
The biker learned quicker than the Bastard and cottoned on to the fact that his helmet was slowing him down. He reached up and tore it off, and then swung it at Hawke as hard as he could.
Hawke tipped his head back and dodged to the left, feeling the air whistle past him as the helmet came less than an inch from smashing his nose all over his face. He knew his reply had to be fast.
Before the biker could bring the helmet back around and regain his center of gravity, Hawke brought his left fist around in a massive haymaker and drove it into the man�s exposed face, striking his right temple as hard as anything he�d ever hit before. He heard a cracking sound as either the temporal or sphenoid bone gave way under the force and the man�s eyes rolled up to heaven.
Hawke pulled back his right arm for a follow-up roundhouse but it was unnecessary. The biker staggered backwards and tipped over the edge of the platform, falling on the conductor rail running outside the main running rails. Hawke watched without emotion as over six hundred volts coursed through the man�s body and killed him over several agonizing seconds.
As his body jerked and smoked like a barbecued sausage, Lea strolled over to Hawke and peered casually over the platform. �I guess no one ever told him to mind the gap, right?� she said and linked her arm through Hawke�s.
�I guess not,� Hawke said, grimacing at the sight.
�What now?� Ryan asked.
�Obviously Barton was telling the truth or they wouldn�t have killed him,� Hawke said firmly. �So we can presume the museum raid he told us about is real.�
�But there are literally hundreds of museums in London, Joe,� Lea said. �And thanks to you cooking this guy we can�t grill him for information.�
�No, it�s obviously the British Museum,� Ryan said. �They have an exhibition on right now all about the Aztecs.�
�Only you would know that,� Lea said.
�Just as well,� he replied, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. �Or no doubt you�d be leading us to the London Sewing Machine Museum in Wimbledon.�
Lea smirked. �Wait just a minute. How do you know there�s a sewing machine museum in Wimbledon?�
�Yes, well,� Ryan said quietly. �Never mind about that � we have work to do.�
�So let�s get on it,� Hawke said.
* * *
US Secretary of Defense Jack Brooke ran a hand over his eyes and squeezed his temples while a junior staffer was hunting down some Tylenol in the bottom of her bag. He was in the back seat of his official car on his way to Washington Dulles Airport, but even in here there was no respite from the crushing pressures of his job.
Things had started badly when he�d had to provide testimony to the House Armed Services Committee on defense acquisitions for that fiscal year. From there he�d had to attend in the Marine Corps Commandant Passage of Command ceremony at the Marine Barracks on 8th and I, the �oldest post of the corp� as they liked to put it.
It was after lunch when the headache started. He was hosting an honor cordon to welcome Poland�s Minister of National Defense to the Pentagon for a series of meetings on the Ballistic Missile Defense System. Putin was pushing his luck in the Ukraine and the Baltics were starting to get nervous. The new European Inteceptor Site was planned for construction in Poland in 2018 and the Poles wanted to chew the fat about it in DC.
Now, he was being handed two cell phones at once. Waiting for the left hand was Davis Faulkner, the Director of the CIA. On the other hand was an in-coming call from Alex Reeve, his daughter.
�Alex � hi, it�s Dad,� he said, warm but weary. Before she could reply he spoke up again. �Darling, could you please give me a second?�
He hated pushing her along, but she knew the deal.
�Davis, what gives?�
�It�s about Wade, Jack.�
Brooke sighed. Morton Wade. The tech guru who had gone AWOL after the Great Recession. Rumor had it he�d hooked up with a crazy bunch of former cartel members and was up to no good south of the border. �What about him?�
�We picked up his trail south of the Rio Grande.�
�Mexico, huh?�
�Sure. Apparently, he has some business interests down there.�
�He sure doesn�t have any up here,� Brooke said.
Davis ignored the quip. Brooke knew he would. �Jack, we have very little on this, but one of our guys in Lahore� a little naked asset we keep in the shadows � he says someone�s on the market for a WMD of some description.�
�Of some description,� Brooke shook his head. �That�s real helpful, Davis. You got anything more exciting for me?�
�Sure,� he said flatly. �Whatever it is, it�s got a price tag of fifty million dollars.�
Brooke didn�t like the sound of where this was going. �Fifty million US?�
He heard the sound of Faulkner exhaling his famous cigar smoke. �Uh-huh.�
�We know where Wade is in Mexico?�
The gaps in between the two men�s sentences were starting to get longer and tenser.
�Not exactly. Spends half his time in the jungle. Some say his base is a coffee plantation but we�re not even sure if it exists. The Beltway scuttlebutt has it that he�s trying to get hold of something pretty nasty, Jack, and we don�t know anything � not even what it is or where it�s headed.�
Brooke was unruffled. �Who else knows?�
�President Grant. Me. You. Maybe some others.�
�We need a team down there, Davis.�
�Mexicans won�t like it.� More smoke. Faulkner was a Robusto man and Brooke could almost smell the Cohiba smoke drifting through the tiny speaker.
�Too bad. I�m sending Kim Taylor and Doyle. I�ve seen them under pressure and they�re good.�
�Send Camacho as well. They could use him.�
�Jack Camacho?�
�Sure.�
�Thought he was teaching down at Camp Swampy?�
�Best agent I ever knew. Bomb disposal skills too.�
�Joint BDS-CIA, huh? Okay, fine. Leave it to me � and say goodbye to that cigar for me.�
Brooke cut the call and switched hands.
�Alex � sorry, darling.�
�Sure.�
�Everything okay?�
�I need your help, Dad.�
Brooke straightened up in his seat. This was unexpected. Alex had never forgiven him for leaving her mother, and they had rarely spoken in the intervening years. She was fiercely independent and had been a quality CIA agent before the attack in Colombia. He knew how hard it would be to ask him for help. And yet now she was doing just that.
�Anything� you know that.�
�We�ve been keeping surveillance on Morton Wade.�
This held no surprise for Brooke. Any intel group worth its salt in the region would be all over Wade like honey on a hot biscuit, and he knew ECHO had a habit of punching above their weight. �You and me both, darling. What�s the problem?�
�He killed some of our people, Dad.�
Brooke�s face soured. �He what?�
�It was some kind of execution in the jungle. We got a live video feed until he cut it. Dad?�
�That son of a bitch! What the hell is he thinking?�
�It gets worse� before our assets were murdered they sent back some information.�
�What sort of information?�
As he spoke, the motorcade pulled up to the airport.
�Missing people.�
�And you need some more muscle?�
�Yes.�
�Just so happens I�m onto Wade myself and I�m sending a team down.�
Brooke ended his call as airport security was rushing his party through the departure lounge and across the air-bridge to his waiting plane. Thank God his daughter was on the island with Eden. The old English politician might be a cranky, mysterious old bastard, but he was a respected former Army officer and a good man, and while the CIA sure knew where Elysium was, it was a secret to pretty much the rest of the world. That was a calming thought in a shit-storm of a day that was just getting worse and worse with every hour.
Now, as the aircraft was taxiing to the runway, he opened his cell phone and made the hundredth call of the day to one of his two special assistants, working late as usual back at the Pentagon. He spoke into the phone for a few moments: �I�m sending you the details of some agents. We�re putting together a mission for them and they need to be on a plane an hour ago� Thanks, Jena.�
He cut the call and turned to the staffer.
She looked at him and offered a tired smile.
He tried to return the smile. �You find those Tylenol?�
She held out her hand to reveal the two tiny tablets. In her other hand she held a bottle of mineral water, but before he could take them another staffer approached with his hand cupped over yet another cell phone.
�The Mexican Secretary of National Defense, Mr Secretary. Says it�s urgent.�
Brooke nodded unhappily and took the phone.
Yeah. A shit-storm of a day that was just getting worse and worse with every hour.

CHAPTER SIX

Viktor Sobotka stepped out of Santa Fe airport and wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. He stuffed it haphazardly back into his pocket and cursed this place. So early in the morning, and already it was as hot as hell in New Mexico today and he was having trouble handling it. His Czech homeland had some fierce summers, but nothing like when the south-easterly blew the hot air up over the Chihuahua Desert.
He checked his trusty weather app on the iPhone and sighed when he saw they had revised the night-time low to thirty-two degrees Celsius. Another night soaked in sweat, he thought with dismay, but then he remembered the day he had ahead of him and a smile spread across his face. He�d just flown back into the state after a conference in New York, but now he was going home. Today was his wife�s birthday and he had a party to attend.
After an arduous trek across the car park, he climbed into his Nissan and switched on the engine. A few moments later he sighed in relief as he redirected the dashboard vents and felt the conditioned air blowing on his face. He felt the cool current ruffling his hair as he cranked it onto full and pulled out of the car park the same way he had done for countless times after academic conferences and business trips all over the world.
Except this time was different.
This time they were waiting for him, and they got him at the second bend in the road as it snaked away from the airport. One woman and a man, both armed, standing in front of a GMC Vandura, guns pointed at him. He knew it was a carjacking. They were a serious problem in many parts of Mexico, but not up here in America.
He tried not to panic and slammed the car into reverse. The smoke billowed from the spinning tires and the bitter stench of burned rubber came in through the dash vents.
He swung around to check the rear was clear and that was when he saw the third man, standing in the center of the road. He was tooled up with a Mossberg 590A1 pump-action shotgun and the sun flashed off his sunglasses as he took aim at the Nissan.
Then the rear window shattered into a million pieces as a devastating hail of tungsten buckshot drilled into the rear of the Japanese sedan. A hot air chaser rushed into the car on the tail of the flying shot and Viktor felt his panic rise. Heart rate up, sweating and vaguely dizzy now.
He skidded to a halt, not knowing what to do. They had blocked both ways out, but he had no time to think. Several more blasts followed and he felt the car listing over to one side as the air rushed from his tires. He was going nowhere.
Then they approached his car and opened the door like they owned it. He guessed they did.
Pointing the barrel of a shotgun in his face, the woman spoke.
�Get out.�
Viktor shifted out of the car and stared at her. �What do you want?�
�I am Aurora Soto,� she said. �I want everything.�
For a few seconds, Viktor Sobotka forgot to breathe. He watched the woman glance at his trembling hands. She grinned at him.
�What do you want?� Viktor blurted again. He glanced at his wrist and then snapped open the stainless steel band of his Omega. �You want this? It�s not even worth a thousand dollars.�
This time the man at Aurora�s side replied for her, and his response came in the form of a sharp and unambiguous backhand slap across the scientist�s face. As his glasses spun into the desert air, Viktor crumpled to the blacktop like an empty suit. He was shocked by the sudden escalation of the situation� by such violence. He was sixty, and yet he had never been struck in the face before. He had no idea how much it could hurt as the pain seared through his bruised cheekbone and flooded over the side of his head. The taste of blood filled his mouth and ran over his gums and teeth like coppery wine.
A moment later, Aurora leaned over him. �Forgive Garza. He can get carried away sometimes. But some advice � if you want to stay alive then you will learn to keep your mouth shut until I tell you to speak. Understand?�
Viktor nodded that he understood, and reached out for his glasses. Before he got to them the other man crushed them under his boot heel and ground the lenses into the gravel until they were no more than splinters.
�And Delgado here has a unique sense of humor. I suggest you don�t antagonize him.�
Garza laughed, and then Aurora ordered them to take Viktor into the Vandura.
They drove east, and Viktor grew more nervous when he began to recognize the bends and twists of the road. Were they taking him home? He got his answer when they pulled up and the door swung open to reveal his family�s house. His stomach turned over. His wife was in there� and maybe his daughter too. Not good.
They dragged him up the garden path and kicked the door open. His wife screamed when she saw her battered husband.
Aurora turned to Garza and Delgado � two former cartel men with their own disturbing backgrounds � and spoke quickly. �Make sure there�s no one around.�
�On it.�
�And see to it that we�re not disturbed by that thing,� she said, pointing at the phone.
Garza ripped the cable out of the wall and tossed the phone on the floorboards where it landed with a plastic smack. Delgado chuckled and stamped on the phone. It smashed into a dozen pieces.
Aurora watched Garza for a moment. She didn�t like the way he was looking at Alena Sobotka, but returned to the business at hand. She moved in close to the scientist�s sweaty face and held an oily switchblade against his throat. �Any other cell phones?�
Sweat trickled down Viktor�s panicky face as he nodded at his terrified wife and told her it would be all right.
�Aww, cute,� Aurora said as Alena reached into her bag to get her phone. Before she could get her hand inside to reach it, Garza snatched it from her and tipped it upside down.
The contents spilled out over the floor, clattering on the floorboards and rolling under the couch. Her spare glasses tumbled out of the case and landed with a gentle smack on the wood. There, in the center of everything was Alena Sobotka�s cell phone.
Garza grinned and picked it up, making sure to crunch her glasses under his boots as he went.
�Tie them up,� Aurora told the men.
Aurora watched the routine without emotion. Truth was, all her years in the cartels had numbed her to suffering� at least the suffering of others. When Silvio Mendoza had brought las serpientes, or the snakes, back together one last time to assist the Texan it didn�t take much persuasion to get her on board, especially when she saw the size of Mr Wade�s generous offer of cold, hard cash.
Now she watched with dead eyes as Garza put his hand up Mrs Sobotka�s skirt and made Delgado laugh. Viktor Sobotka screamed at them to stop but his protest earned him a swift and hard punch in the stomach. As he tried to wheeze the air back into his lungs, Delgado jammed a greasy kitchen cloth into his mouth to silence further objections.
�Leave her,� Aurora ordered Garza.
The younger man gave her a look of hatred but deferred to the boss. There were few mutinies in cartels like las serpientes � questioning the chain of command was never a good idea. The punishment for insurrections was usually death, and not an easy one. Like Mendoza, Aurora Soto had lived and breathed in a lawless world since she was a young child, and she knew the rules better than anyone. Garza would do as he was told.
And he did.
When Garza pulled back from the sobbing Mrs Sobotka, Aurora ordered Delgado to remove the gag from Viktor.
�You bastards!� the Czech man screamed.
Another heavy punch in the ribs from Delgado and a cracking sound.
Viktor screamed as the pain from the broken rib radiated through his torso.
Aurora yawned and stepped over to Viktor once again. She squatted on her haunches so they were face to face and then she ordered Delgado to pull the scientist�s head back by his hair.
Viktor gasped and stared at his torturers with bulging, fear-stricken eyes.
�Everyone in this world is a bastard, Viktor.�
�What do you want?!�
�Money and power, Viktor. Money and power. When a person has these things they can run through the fingers like water. If that happens, they must be taken back.�
Alena Sobotka flinched as Garza began to run his sweaty fingers through her hair.
�I am a scientist! You�ve seen my house � how much money and power do you think I have?�
Their tormentors laughed.
�I know you have nothing, Viktor � nothing except one little thing.�
Aurora pushed the tip of the switchblade against Viktor�s temple. Its sharp point punctured the skin and a bubble of red blood emerged from the surface. It ran down the bottom half of the blade before hitting the finger guard and dropping down onto the shiny floorboards.
Viktor shot a look of knowing panic at his wife. �I don�t understand.�
Aurora noticed the exchange and grinned. �I think you do� mi amigo. Today we go north to Los Alamos.�
Viktor shook his head. �Never!�
�The drums of war are beating, Viktor. When I close my eyes I hear them clearly. I hear the Lacandon Jungle � the wind in the trees, the call of the toucans and see the hummingbirds as they fly in and out of my dreams� but above it all the drums of war are beating loud, amigo.� She paused for a moment and studied her captive�s terrified face. �You will give me what I want or I will kill your wife.�
Viktor and Alena exchanged another frightened glance.
Aurora sighed and checked her watch. �All right, amigo � have it your way. Garza, take the woman somewhere private. And be kind � it�s her birthday.�
�No, please!� Viktor yelled. �Leave her alone!�
Aurora silenced Viktor�s screams by ordering Delgado to plant a solid punch in the soft flab of his stomach. Then she ordered Garza to stop dragging Alena toward the bedroom. The commands had the desired effect, as she knew they would: Viktor was broken, and would now do whatever they told him.
People always react the same way under pressure, she thought. They were as predictable as a trapped pig. Now she watched as Delgado cut the rope holding Viktor to the chair and barked at him to stand. They were loyal men, and sharper than Silvio�s brother Jorge. Poor Jorge, she thought� he believed that Wade had a direct line to the gods.
Viktor rose wearily to his feet. He raised his trembling, cuffed hands to his face to wipe some of the sweat from his eyes.
�It�s okay, Viktor,� Alena said.
Aurora�s black-painted lips bent up into a grim smile. �After our trip to Los Alamos, we�re going on a little vacation, amigo � south of the border� and you�re coming with us.�
�What about my wife?�
�She�s right behind you, Viktor. Stay calm now. You have important work to do.�
After glancing through the window to ensure the street was clear, Aurora led Viktor through his front door and out to the drive where the GMC Vandura was parked beside Alena Sobotka�s Toyota Prius.
She swung open the Prius�s driver�s door. �Get in. You�re driving.�
Aurora watched the street as the old man got inside and then Garza climbed in beside him. She sat in the back behind Viktor and closed the door with a chunky thud. �I have a gun pointed at the back of your seat. That�s all you need to know.�
�What about my wife?�
�She�s going in the van with my associate.�
Behind them, Alena Sobotka struggled up into the Vandura. Delgado helped her on her way with a heavy, unwanted slap on her ass.
�They�re going to follow us, Viktor. Now, drive to Los Alamos.�
Viktor Sobotka fired up the Prius and reversed out of his drive.
As they cruised through the neighborhood, Aurora lit a cigarette and casually surveyed the houses on either side of the street. Expensive, well-maintained properties where those with too much money idled away their weekends trimming lawns and dropping chlorine tablets into their swimming pools. She thought about her mother raising her back in the favela and felt the anger rise in her heart. The hatred she felt for these people, who lived in such luxury, burned inside her. How hard she would laugh when the Hummingbird gave her poison to the world.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Thousands of miles away in the tropical heat of the Yucat�n Peninsula, Jorge Mendoza pulled a crumpled pack of Delicados from his shirt pocket. He fumbled for a moment with his lighter before firing up the unfiltered cigarette and taking a long drag. Lighting a cigarette was not normally a problem for Jorge, but today his hands were shaking, and with good reason. At least his brother Silvio wasn�t here to see his fear.
Jorge was sitting in a cartel Silverado parked up south of the dunes on the Calle de Arena, watching the supertankers transport oil across the Gulf of Mexico. All very boring, but one ship had his interest. It was a Greek container ship registered in Antigua and Bermuda and it was slowly making its way toward him as he waited at Progreso Port.
He glanced in the rear view mirror at his men. They were parked up behind in a Mercedes Atego, a light-weight truck from the Wade carpool. All ready.
He turned to the woman at his side. Juana Diaz was younger than Jorge, and wore a fresh black eye on her face as a reminder not to argue with him. He looked at her and sneered. She should know better than to make trouble. It was Jorge who rescued her from the favelas and pimps of Iztapalapa and this was the thanks he got � backchat and disrespect. He hoped the purple shiner on her cheek would teach her who was boss.
�I want a drink,� was all he said, his eyes fixed on the horizon outside the windshield.
She reached inside the glove box and pulled out a half bottle of Espolon. Jorge glanced at it.
�Open it.�
She unscrewed the bottle wordlessly and held it out to him. It shook in her fingers.
Jorge snatched it with a greasy hand and greedily swigged at the earthy, peppery liquid. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and handed the bottle back to Juana.
�Put it back.�
She did as she was told and Jorge returned to his business, studying the sunlight as it danced on the intermodal containers. They were stacked like multicoloured bricks on the ship�s vast deck. These ships carried endless amounts of junk from one side of the world to the other, and this one was no exception. On board were cars, trucks, processed food and electronic equipment among countless other commodities. But there was one important difference � one special factor that made this ship different from the others.
Only this ship carried the Hummingbird.
Jorge tried not to think about the Hummingbird. He might be the man who helped one of the country�s most feared drug cartels in the notorious Guerrero massacre, but some things unsettled even him, and the Hummingbird was one of them.
A second deep drag on the Delicado. He held the smoke down for slightly longer than usual before releasing it into the clammy air of the Yucat�n coast.
Guerrero.
His mind drifted back to the massacre. Visions of hangings and decapitations and terrible punishment beatings blew through his mind as if they were carried on the humid breeze. He hadn�t paid for those deeds in this world, he mulled, but maybe he would in the next.
But not even that concerned Jorge Mendoza. Like his brother, he was a serpiente � a snake� as if he could ever forget. Until they were smashed by a joint exercise between the Mexican Federal Police Drug Division and the American DEA, the serpientes were one of the most ruthless drug cartels in Mexico.
As he recalled the memory of his initiation ceremony into their unyielding, cutthroat ranks he shuddered with disgust. Had he really done such a foul and unforgivable thing? As the tequila burned down his throat, he shook his head in denial. It�s not my fault� Silvio told me to do it.
Maybe the gods would strike him dead, or had they enjoyed watching him? In any case, a lot more people would be journeying to the next world very soon, he mused � more than anyone could count � and he wondered if they were as ready for it as he was. Jorge had never worked out why, but he�d never been afraid of death.
If anything, he mocked it. Not like those people he�d tortured back in Guerrero. He winced at the thought of all the begging and pleading. He would never beg for his life like that, not Jorge Mendoza. And yet� Se�or Dios, s� muy bien que soy pecador, y s� muy bien que he pecado� Dear Lord, I know well that I am a sinner, and I know I have sinned�
Slowly the container ship pushed through the tropical waves and moved closer to the shore. Jorge hung the cigarette off his lower lip and turned the engine over. He shifted the stick into drive and spun around in the dunes on his way toward the port.
He made good time, driving in silence with the Atego just behind him. Now, in the heavy, humid air of Progreso Port, Jorge watched anxiously as the towering container crane lifted the deadly cargo from the deck of the Paralus and lowered it with a gentle crunch on the dockside a few yards from his men.
His men prepared to load the Hummingbird into the back of the Atego. It had its own entourage of around half a dozen Kazakhstanis. These were the men who had brought the package from Semipalatinsk all the way through Turkmenistan and Iran before loading it onto the Paralus in the free port at Chabahar. Quite a journey for such a precious cargo.
Jorge�s men now loaded the container onto a Hyundai forklift truck. He winced at the noise of the hydraulic system as it whined and raised the load to the height of the Atego�s interior. The Hyundai tipped forward and the container slid along the forks until it banged into the large truck�s tailgate.
Through his sunglasses he was suddenly aware of the fear on the Kazakhstani men�s faces but he smiled and shook his head in disbelief. It would take more than a nudge to upset the Hummingbird.
But fear was good, he thought as the Kazakhs turned and went back into the ship.
He slid back into the Silverado. �Se�or Wade will be pleased.�
Juana moved a few inches away from him on the vinyl seat. �I heard a rumor he walks among the ancient gods,� she said meekly.
�Shut your mouth,� Jorge said dismissively. �You know nothing.�
He didn�t want to talk about it because it was more than a rumor for Jorge Mendoza. He had seen Wade in that damned creepy chamber in the coffee fields� he�d caught a glimpse of one of the ancient gods talking to Wade� after that his life changed, but no one had believed him when he told them what he�d witnessed. Even his own flesh and blood, Silvio. Especially Silvio, his own brother. He mocked him. After weeks of ridicule he stopped talking about it.
He turned the engine over.
All that mattered was that Mr Wade got the Hummingbird on time.
* * *
Scarlet Sloane felt the vodka fight its way down inside her. Forty thousand feet below her window was the Jamaican capital, Kingston, but it passed without so much as a glimpse. Scarlet had been this way before, and few things in life excited her these days.
She sank another vodka, but this one went down more politely. Maybe, she considered with a shudder, she was getting old.
Unlike her parents � they never aged. A sad side-effect of being gunned down in their thirties. She squeezed shut her eyes to push the memory from her mind, but it struck back with a vengeance.
Now she could see it all.
Sir Roger Sloane�s quiet voice as he reassured her everything was going to be fine. Lady Philippa Sloane less convincing as her husband put Scarlet and her brother in the wardrobe and told them to stay silent. That was the last time her mother spoke to her.
And then the sound of the guns.
And the screams.
She was just a child.
She often wondered what her parents would be doing had they not been murdered � her affable but ruthless property developer father and her keen-eyed archaeologist mother. They would be sitting back at the family home in soft retirement, surrounded by their gardens and family.
But instead they were in the graveyard not five hundred yards from their home and Spencer was in the house. She and her brother rarely saw eye to eye. He had inherited the baronetcy upon his father�s murder and the rest of the property was held in trust until he was twenty-one. Scarlet got nothing except her mother�s Maserati Spyder, and Sir Spencer Sloane as he was now formally known, was several degrees less generous than their father had been during his life.
Maybe one of these days her luck would run out and Spence would get the Spyder too� or maybe she would quit ECHO once and for all� She gazed dreamily out of the window as her thoughts turned to destroying Wade�s depraved empire. Family was tough, but that kind of stuff she could handle.
She checked her watch. They were still another two hours out of Acapulco.
Reaper belched loudly and dropped a used bottle of lager into the bin in the galley. Not formally one of the team, he didn�t even know if he wanted to be one. He liked being the outsider, the former French legionnaire with a mysterious past and an even more enigmatic future.
Truth was, even mercs had to sleep and he liked to do that with Monique, his on-again-off-again ex, while knowing that his two boys were safe in their beds down the hall. Leaving all that behind to work full-time for Eden wasn�t his style, even if these days he seemed to be spending more and more time doing just that. He grabbed a second beer and headed for his seat.
Across the aisle, Lexi Zhang�s mind had also turned to family, not that she had much. Raised in a good home in Chaoyang Park by elderly parents who sacrificed everything to send her to Oxford, she was an only child. When her parents died she would be alone in the world and it was not a thought she liked to dwell on.
She knew she owed them everything, but she didn�t even know when she would be able to see either of them again. Since she crossed over to ECHO she had made a grave and permanent enemy of the Chinese security services and she knew better than anyone what that could mean if she ever let her guard down. They would be crawling in the shadows � in her shadow � until they had their revenge.
And they would send their best after her, because until her defection she had been their best. That meant someone from the Zodiac Syndicate, the most elite department in the Ministry. Without emotion, she calmly sifted through her possible hunters� codenames � Tiger, Rat, Monkey or Pig � all named after animals from the Chinese Zodiac calendar. They were the best but there were others. Were they already after her � out asking questions in the seediest bars of the world? Would Hawke and the rest of the team help her if she lost her touch?
She hoped so.
�Any of that left?� she asked Scarlet.
�You betcha, darling,� Scarlet said, and tossed the half bottle across the aisle.
Lexi caught it and took a swig. She and Scarlet had gotten closer recently, but there was always a mutual mistrust hanging in the air like smoke. Lexi had betrayed the Chinese State to join the ECHO unit and hoped that gesture might extend her credit with the others. Hawke was good, as long as Zambia stayed in the shadows, and Lea was the sort to give everyone the same length of rope, but Scarlet and the Russian were different � harder to read.
She sighed and then spoke up. �Do you hate me, Cairo?�
Scarlet turned away and closed her eyes.
�We�re landing soon so get some rest. And no one calls me Cairo anymore.�

CHAPTER EIGHT

Hawke and the others pushed north with the men from the Firearms Command, passing the Shaftesbury Theater and moving up Bloomsbury Street until they were at the British Museum. There, the police split into two teams and made their way into the museum to evacuate the visitors. Lea took a moment to call Richard Eden.
�Hey, Rich.�
�Lea, hello. Anything useful from Barton?�
�Yes and no.�
�I don�t understand.�
�He was telling the truth. He wanted to give us something about Wade and the cult for sure, but they got to him first.�
�He�s dead?�
�Yeah, but he gave us a lead about a raid on the British Museum. We�re there now. You?�
�Scarlet�s leading a team into Mexico and Alex has spoken with her father. The Americans are sending a small team down to work with us.�
�That�s something, at least.�
�Follow Barton�s lead wherever it goes but be careful, Lea. This cult is dangerous. We think the man leading the assault in London is Silvio Mendoza � a notorious gangster who�s now working for Wade. He�s one of the most wanted drug cartel lords in Mexico, feared by everyone who crosses his path. The Mexican Government has offered a fifty million peso reward for information leading to his capture. That�s over one and a half million dollars. He�s one dangerous man � you�ll recognize him by his scar.�
�His scar?�
�You�ll know it when you see it, believe me.�
�Okay � got it. We�re going in.�
�Wait� I wasn�t going to tell you this in the field but you need to know something. Ben Ridgeley was murdered in the jungle a few hours ago, and so were Alfie Mills and Sasha Harding.�
�Oh my God�� Lea stopped walking and froze to the spot.
�As I say, these are dangerous people. I�m sending you a still from the video Ben sent before his murder. It contains the artefact fragment Wade pulled out of the ruins. In the meantime, watch your backs.�
Lea cut the call and turned to Hawke.
�They killed them all� Ben, Alfie and Sasha � Wade murdered them all.�
�What?� Hawke was stunned.
Maria and Ryan walked over to her. �Is Rich sure?�
Lea nodded. �Yeah � murdered in the jungle��
�Bastards,� Hawke said, clenching his jaw, but they were interrupted by the SFC chief. After a brief liaison with him it was decided the ECHO team would not be armed and would remain outside the museum, so after a brief liaison between themselves, Hawke and the others decided to go into the north entrance away from the police. Moments later they were skipping up the rain-slick steps and entering the museum.
Now, they were hurrying through the labyrinthine corridors of the British Museum, each leading to yet another exhibition room lined with cases full of the world�s most sought after antiquities. All around them members of the public were being evacuated by museum staff.
�I have a bad feeling about this,� Maria said. �Sun-worshipping cults, weapons of mass destruction, and Ben and the others being murdered��
�I know how you feel,� Lea said.
It didn�t take long to find their targets, moving quickly along a corridor. There were three of them and they stopped briefly in front of a large poster advertising a special exhibition on the Ming Dynasty somewhere upstairs.
�They don�t look like the sort of people with an interest in Chinese ceramics,� Lea said as the men vanished from sight.
�Don�t be so judgemental,� Hawke said. �The one with the number thirteen tattooed on his face might really enjoy pottery.�
�And check out that scar,� Lea said.
Across the lead man�s face was a strange lattice of scars that criss-crossed up his neck and over his cheek and temple, covering more than half his face.
�I see what Rich meant � that one�s Silvio Mendoza for sure.�
�It�s a Lichtenberg Figure,� Ryan said.
Hawke glanced at him. �A what?�
�A type of scarring sometimes left behind on a person after being struck by lightning. This one is deeper and larger than any of the pictures I�ve ever seen before.�
The men grabbed a man in a suit who was wearing an official name badge and seconds later they had a knife at his throat.
�Looks like they�ve found another way to find the special Aztec Exhibition,� Ryan said, pointing at the terrified man. �Some kind of museum official.�
Lea gave him a look. �Whatever they want, we can�t lose them so let�s get a move on.�
They walked along the corridor, hanging back in the shadows of one of the columns just in time to see a security guard approach the men and confront them. There was a brief exchange, during which the old man showed the guard some kind of pass but when the guard saw the knife he went to make a call on his radio.
Mendoza raised a silenced pistol and shot the guard in the head. They had moved on before he had even hit the floor. A handful of remaining visitors screamed and ran from the area, and somewhere in the distance they all heard the sound of the police barking evacuation orders through megaphones. The official looked over his shoulder at the dead guard with a bleak, ashen face full of terror but they yanked him roughly forward again.
�They mean business all right,� Hawke said. �That�s the fourth person they�ve killed so far, at least.�
Now the men turned left into the North America Gallery. In here, the artefacts were drawn from the indigenous tribes of the whole continent and were startling in their range and quality � smoking pipes, tapestries, carvings, deerskin maps. On any normal day, people would meander around in here among the display cases and appreciate the large paintings on the walls but right now the place had the feel of a mausoleum.
After more twists and turns they stopped in an impressive room dedicated to an exhibition of Mesoamerican culture.
�Looks like their thing is definitely more wigwams than Chinese pots,� Hawke said. �The stuff they�re walking toward is purely Aztec. That makes sense given their activities in Mexico.�
There was another brief altercation between them when the old man haughtily protested that a curator of the museum shouldn�t be treated like this. Mendoza looked him up and down with thinly disguised contempt and slapped him hard across the face. The official fell to the floor and looked up in shock, his cheek now glowing red in the low lighting of the exhibition room.
�Get up!�
�What do you want with me?� The official sounded exasperated. The sound of the police sweeping the museum got louder. �I�ve brought you to where you wanted.�
Mendoza and the two men shared a sly glance and began to chuckle. �Let�s just say I represent a private collector.� He lit a cigarette and flicked the lit match across the room. Blew a thick cloud of pungent smoke out of his nostrils. Yawned and swivelled his eyes to the frightened old man at his side.
�But our acquisition process is very complex, gentlemen.� The silver-haired official looked at the men nervously and took an involuntary step back. �We purchase many of our exhibition items at auction, but much of what you see is held here on long-term loans. Other pieces were donated to us by benevolent people in their wills. While we loan things out to other institutions around the world, we don�t really sell items as such.� It sounded like he wanted to pick up the word sell with a pair of tweezers and drop it in a bin. �Not long ago we had to politely refuse an offer by a king who wanted one of our items. I sincerely doubt your private collector would have greater means or influence than that.�
�You still don�t understand.� Mendoza took a step toward a fragment of a large stone disc which was fastened to the wall by two heavy-duty steel brackets. He put his hands in his pockets before letting out a long, low sigh. �We�re taking this artefact now.�
�No, you cannot!�
�Silence!� As the men pulled the artefact off the wall Mendoza nodded with satisfaction. �Todo lo que necesitamos ahora es el manuscrito� el c�dice Yoalli Eh�catl.�
Hawke heard the Spanish words as he watched the men unhook the artefact from the wall � it was compact with a diameter of less than three feet, but the intricate carvings were exquisite. It looked like it was once a perfect stone disk, but today half of it was lost to history, with only half remaining.
He studied the artefact with interest as they manhandled it into an old hessian sack. �What are we looking at, mate?�
Ryan pushed his glasses up on the bridge of his nose and lowered his voice to a whisper. �It�s called the Lacandon Sunstone, and it�s similar to the famous Aztec calendar stone in the National Anthropology Museum in Mexico City, but much smaller � plus there�s only half of it. Lea � let me see that picture Rich sent you.�
Lea handed him her phone and Ryan nodded in recognition. �Looks like the artefact Wade got in the jungle is the other half of this one here, which is a worry. Up till now the missing half was lost to history, so something�s up. The deity in the center is Huitzilopochtli, the god of the sun, among other things.�
�Which makes sense,� Maria said. �They are a sun-worshipping cult, after all.�
�Not if Barton is to be believed,� Hawke said. �He was of the opinion that they were taking a different direction, and the cult seemed pretty serious about killing him for jumping ship.�
�Plus the cult is fairly well-established, so why does he want that thing now?� Lea said. �He could have swiped it weeks ago.�
The goons manhandled the heavy stone into a canvas back pack. Its smooth, carved basalt surface reflected the soft lights of the museum.
�And then there was Barton�s reference to the god of the dead,� Hawke said.
Without warning, Mendoza pulled a revolver from inside his jacket and aimed it at the official. A mask of fear spread on the old man�s face but before half a second passed the Mexican fired twice into his chest. The man flew back and crashed into a case of Aztec idols before sliding to the floor in a dead heap, his shirt now colored a dark crimson by the blood seeping from the wounds.
In reaction to the shooting, Ryan gasped involuntarily, causing Mendoza and his men to spin around and see them for the first time.
�M�talos!� Mendoza screamed, pointing at them. His scarred face was red with rage.
�Fantastic, Ryan,� Lea said.
The men pulled their guns and released a fierce volley of fire at the four of them, but Hawke reacted in a heartbeat. He dived to the floor, pulling Lea down as he went and the two of them crashed arm in arm behind a large cabinet of obsidian sacrifice knives. Maria and Ryan scrambled behind a large case of arrowheads.
�I�m touched, Joe,� Lea said, glancing at his arms around her waist. �But now�s hardly the time.�
He gave her a look of despair before rolling off of her and searching for a way out. It didn�t take a sixth sense to work out what was coming next, and Hawke and the others dodged the hail of bullets as they punched dozens of holes into the floor and walls surrounding them.
�They�re out of ammo,� Hawke yelled at last, and leaped to his feet to confront the men.
One of the goons loomed forward with his fists raised. Hawke wrenched a fire extinguisher from the wall and fired off the cylinder in the goon�s face. The man let out a cry and staggered backwards, but Hawke gave no quarter. Using the smoke for cover he lifted the fire extinguisher to shoulder height and rammed it into the man�s head with all his might. The curved base smashed into his face and dropped him like a dead dog.
�Looks like Joe has a new favorite weapon,� Ryan said sarcastically.
Hawke stormed toward Mendoza and the other man. On his way he saw a small cabinet filled with Aztec weapons. He kicked it over, and it triggered a loud alarm which sounded throughout their floor of the museum. With the ear-piercing racket shrieking all around them he snatched up a strange-looking weapon.
The leader, Silvio Mendoza saw him approach and grinned as he wrenched another of the strange weapons from the smashed case. He threw it at the surviving goon who caught it with one hand.
�Jesus,� Ryan said in disbelief. �That�s a sodding macuahuitl!�
�A what now?� Lea said.
�It�s an ancient Aztec weapon, half-sword, half-club. Those black blades sticking out of it are razor-sharp shards of obsidian. They�re lethal. Legend had it the Aztecs could decapitate a horse in one blow with them.�
They watched as the goon effortlessly tossed the weapon from one hand to the other and then slashed the blade through the air in a vicious x-pattern.
�How�s Joe with a sword, then?� Ryan asked. �Cause that other guy looks like he might know a few moves.�
Lea swallowed hard and frowned. �We�re about to find out.�
As her words trailed off, Mendoza screamed at his man to kill Hawke. He obeyed, and lunged forward without warning, slashing the blade at the Englishman as hard as he could.

CHAPTER NINE

Hawke leaped back from the arc of the weapon and it ripped through the air an inch from his stomach. Up close the weapon looked even more lethal, and he could see for the first time that the sides of the macuahuitl were covered in savage little fragments of the volcanic obsidian. One mistake and they would rip through his flesh like a hot knife through butter.
Mendoza�s goon snatched up a tepoztli in his other hand � a bronze axe similar to a tomahawk � and charged at Hawke with both weapons raised.
�By the way, Joe!� Lea shouted. �Those things you�re screwing with can cut a horse�s head off in one blow.�
He stared over his shoulder at her for a second. �Yeah� thanks for that.�
The goon thrust the macuahuitl at Hawke�s chest. The lethal weapon whistled as its savage blades cut through the dehumidified air of the exhibition room, missing the Englishman�s throat by an inch. But it gave Hawke the chance he was looking for.
Before the goon could retract the blade Hawke brought his weapon up and blocked the advance with a hard beat parry, forcing the other man�s macuahuitl downward and giving him just enough time to launch a counter-attack. He brought his weapon up hard with a view to slashing open the man�s stomach but his opponent was too quick and executed a perfect forward recovery, pulling his back leg up into the en garde position. A second later and he was now making a renewed attack on Hawke, but the former SBS man was ready.
Hawke stepped aside, dodging the new attack and responded with a devastating patinando lunge, striking the macuahuitl hard at his chest. The Mexican tried to dodge the attack but was too slow and Hawke�s macuahuitl ripped across his face and tore a deep gouge across his cheek and over the bridge of his nose.
The goon dropped the tepoztli and screamed out in agony as the blood pumped from his face, but Hawke showed no mercy, padding forward and swinging the macuahuitl a second time, tearing a shallow groove across his stomach and opening the flesh along the slash mark. More blood poured from the man�s stomach and he screamed again in renewed pain as he staggered backwards, trying to beat back the searing spasms of pain and keep a grip on his weapon.
The man took a breath and after realizing the wound on his stomach wasn�t lethal, he took a fresh grip on his macuahuitl and returned to the fight, padding toward Hawke, his eyes full of bitter hatred and blood.
Hawke slashed his macuahuitl at him, but the Mexican was so full of adrenalin and hate that he was faster than ever and he responded with a brutal downward cut which tore through Hawke�s jacket and gouged a chunk of flesh from the front of his shoulder.
Hawke recoiled as the pain of the attack coursed through him. He felt the wild throbbing in his shoulder as blood seeped from the wound and ran down his forearm.
The man saw he had wounded his prey and gave a grim smile as he tossed the macuahuitl from one hand to the other. Hawke saw he was enjoying the fight and had used the wounds he had inflicted on him to power himself up for more.
Mendoza watched his man with merciless contempt as Hawke swung his weapon over his head and ran toward him. �Fight him, you coward!� he screamed as the goon tried to defend himself with trembling hands.
But it was too late for him.
Hawke swung the savage, close-contact weapon at the man and struck him across the flank of his torso, slashing through his flesh with the razor-sharp obsidian blades embedded in the hardwood edge of the macuahuitl.
The man screamed in agony as the volcanic glass ripped into his epidermis and shredded through the deeper subcutaneous tissue. The notorious weapon had gouged a terrific slash-mark through the muscle wall of his body. He fell to his knees and blood gushed out over his hands as he tried to stop the pain.
Hawke spun around and clubbed the man�s head with the base of the macuahuitl�s handle, knocking him into an unconscious heap on the smooth tiled floor of the museum.
�Any more for any more?� Hawke said, staring at Mendoza. �I think I�m really getting the hang of it.�
He tossed it from one hand to the other to underline the point and took a step closer to Mendoza.
The Mexican cartel lord looked at his comrade who was now unconscious and bleeding out on the floor. �He deserved to die,� he said. �But I will not share the same fate.� He snatched up another macuahuitl from among the shattered glass on the floor and tested its weight and movement in his hands.
Hawke moved forward. �Prepare to join your friend, you little shit!�
Mendoza laughed. �You seem so confident, Englishman � but you should know that I am a follower of what we call la verdadera destreza, or the true art, a form of Iberian fencing brought to Mexico by the Spanish.�
�Sounds a bit girly�� Hawke mumbled, never taking his eyes off the approaching man. �This thing isn�t a rapier, fuckwit, so let�s see how you go with it.�
Mendoza padded forward and plunged the macuahuitl forward at Hawke.
Hawke recoiled just in time, the obsidian shards at the tip of the weapon close enough to tear a slash in the front of his jacket. He regained his balance and took up a defensive position as Mendoza lunged at him once again, this time slicing the blades down in a savage draw cut and nicking Hawke�s shoulder again. He staggered back, the pain from the second slash-wound burning wildly. �You�ll have to do better than that, Mendoza.�
But without warning Mendoza took a step back and glanced at his watch. �I�m so sorry, but I must go. Perhaps I can kill you later?�
�Eh?�
Mendoza dropped the sword and fled the room with the canvas bag. Seconds later a chopper descended outside the exhibition room and began blasting the hell out of the windows with a chain gun.
Mendoza was outside now, and pulled himself into the chopper, which spun around ninety degrees as it ascended into the sky above Russell Square. Looping his arm through the grab-handle at the side of the door, Mendoza laughed as one of his men loosed a volley of submachine gunfire at the anti-terror police as they tried to advance on them.
Now, sprayed with lead and blasted back by the powerful downdraft of the chopper�s mighty rotors, the police broke ranks and dispersed to the cover of some nearby ash trees. Above them all, Mendoza�s helicopter vanished into the low cloud.
�We lost them!� Maria said.
�No� Hawke said. �I don�t think so.�
�What do you mean?�
�Earlier on when they first saw the artefact, Mendoza said �all we need now is the manuscript� � something about a codex and then some words I didn�t recognize. They weren�t in Spanish.�
�Wait!� Ryan said, his face lighting up at the memory. �He said Yoalli Eh�catl! I understood those words but not the Spanish. They�re another word for the Codex Borgia.�
�The what?� Maria asked.
�It�s an Aztec manuscript currently held in the Vatican Library.�
�Damn it all!� Hawke said, but Lea was already on the phone.
A second later she ended the call. �The jet�s at London City, fuelled and ready to go.�

CHAPTER TEN

Aurora Soto drifted in and out of sleep, and when she woke she checked the sun for the time. It was a game she liked to play with herself, and then she would check her watch and see how accurate she was � today she was three minutes out.
So far so good. They had secured Sobotka and were only minutes away from achieving their mission. She had no doubt Viktor would play ball. After all, he knew his wife was gagged and bound with Delgado in the Vandura following behind them. She had chosen Delgado for that job because putting Garza with her would have been a very bad idea � like setting a fox to guard a henhouse. All the same, she knew what had to happen to the Sobotkas in the end, but there was no sense in wasting time thinking about that now. Now was about the moment, as her mother used to say.
Another quarter of an hour of tense silence and they had almost reached their destination � Los Alamos National Laboratory. Aurora stared through the windshield at the vast complex of office buildings, hangars and nuclear facilities as the car turned a bend on the highway and it loomed into view for the first time.
She wondered how much destruction the Hummingbird might bring. She cared about that � she wanted as much of this world annihilated as possible and only Wade could make that happen. The Big Boss was completely loco � his activities down in Guerrero left no room for doubt on that score � but when it came to smashing the Americans as hard as she and Mendoza wanted them to be smashed, she knew only Wade could deliver. For now, at least, they all had a mutual goal.
Garza rolled a quarter across his knuckles and sniffed hard. �Don�t forget, old man � screw this up and your wife is dead meat.� As he spoke, he pushed the muzzle of his gun into Viktor�s ribs. �And maybe we�ll have a little fun with her before we kill her � understand?�
Viktor nodded. He understood. Locked away deep in that building was something very precious that Aurora Soto�s mysterious boss wanted very badly, and Viktor was going to get it for them. He was going to drive the Prius down to the lab and bring home the bacon.
Or Alena would die.
* * *
Viktor Sobotka was old enough to remember the old regime. He remembered life long before the Prague Spring when the hardliner Novotn� and his StB goons ruled his country with an iron grip.
The StB� he recalled them well. He remembered the night they came for his father when they lived in their little home in Ostrava. He was just ten at the time, and even now if he closed his eyes he could still see his beloved father kicking and screaming as the men coshed him and dragged him through the door. They all knew what it meant � false confessions forced by brutal torture and life imprisonment in a Soviet gulag. That was the last time he had seen his Dad.
He showed no fear then, and he would show none now. He would do as these monsters demanded of him, and then he would free his wife.
As he drew nearer to the entrance gates of the complex, he glanced in his rear view mirror and saw the black GMC Vandura parked up on the side of the road a mile or two in the distance. He gripped the steering wheel in rage as he visualized his wife tied up in the back at the mercy of those animals, but knew there was only one way he could help her.
He pulled up at the security gate and showed his pass through the windshield. He was expecting the guard to wave him through but instead he flagged him down and stepped out into the road in front of the car.
Victor felt a wave of panic flush over him. What if they knew something was up? What if they knew he was coming in here to steal classified technology? His heart quickened in his chest and it felt like it was going to burst. He worked hard to calm himself down. The life of the person he loved more than anyone in the world was riding on his performance over the next few minutes and he couldn�t risk blowing it now.
As the guard got closer to the car he recognized him as Norm Bennett. Bennett was a friendly sort of guy but good at his job. He was too close to his pension to risk his retirement now so he was very thorough.
Bennett tapped on the window and indicated that Viktor should wind it down.
Viktor took a deep breath and tried to look relaxed.
�Hey, Norm.�
Bennett smiled. �What are you doing here today, Professor Sobotka?� He said jovially. �I thought it was your wife�s birthday and you had the day off?�
�It is, yes.�
The guard smiled and nodded his head. �I thought you were planning on going out someplace?�
�Sure we are, yes.�
�Boy, I wish I could knock off early today.� He dabbed his brow with the back of his sleeve. �Jeez � this heat sure is something today, ain�t it?�
�Yes� it sure is.� Viktor glanced in the mirror at the Vandura and then at the little dashboard clock. The Soto woman had been very clear about not wasting time.
�You know, I remember back in the mid-nineties when we hit the record for the State. One hundred and twenty-two ball-crushing degrees that day my friend, Jeez� was that 1993 or 1994?�
�I don�t know, I�m sorry,� Victor said, his throat growing drier by the second. �I wasn�t here then.�
�Well this ain�t nothing like that, I�ll grant you, but all the same��
�I�m in a little bit of a rush, Norm, actually��
Norm Bennett pulled himself up and dropped the smile. He nodded his head as if Viktor had asked a question, and then peered through the back windows of the car. �Pop the trunk, please.�
Viktor did as he was told and watched nervously as the guard strolled around to the rear of the Prius. Hurry up you fool! he whispered to himself.
After a heart-stopping few moments Norm finally waved him through and he drove down the driveway toward the immense car park. He looked at his watch. Not long until Aurora Soto and those thugs killed his wife. He knew what he had to do.
* * *
A few hundred miles south of the border, Morton Wade trembled as he moved slowly into the dark obsidian chamber. So many times had he come in here but now it somehow felt different � like other more powerful gods were observing them.
All around him he heard the screaming cacophony of the cicadas as they sang in the jungle, but in here, deep in the dark, volcanic inner sanctum, the Texan focussed as the ancient god rose in front of him and cast him into his shadow. The awesome, terrifying figure of Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec sun god, and great deity of war and sacrifice was finally standing before him.
�As ever, I bow to you, Great One,� he said, his voice trembling.
A long exhalation, somewhere between a hiss and a sigh. �You are late, mortal.�
Wade raised his fearful eyes to the deity�s powerful face. It was almost human, but the color was all wrong. The forehead, cheeks, chin and throat were Maya blue but the strip over the eyes was the darkest pitch-black he had ever seen. And the eyes inside that ribbon of black were faint slits of blood-shot madness. It was like he was staring into an abyss. The divine apparition was crowned with a magnificent headdress made of plumes of emerald-green quetzal tail-feathers. Wade dropped his eyes back to the floor after snatching the undeserved glance.
�I�m sorry, Great One.�
Huitzilopochtli growled, and Wade felt the floor move. It was all he could do not to run from the room screaming like a baby. This was the power he worshipped.
�You were right to kill the intruders, Tlatoani.�
�Thank you, Great One.� Wade shivered with pleasure as he heard the word Tlatoani reverberate in his head. Tlatoani� the one who speaks for the gods, a priest charged with making divine battle plans and expanding the gods� empires. But was he really a tlatoani, or something more? Hush, you fool! Do not harbor such thoughts in the presence of� Him.
He growled again. �There are many more on their way. Kill them all. Offer them to me.�
�Yes, Great One.�
�Do you fear him?�
Wade knew who he meant but he was too frightened to mention his name.
�I fear all the ancient gods, Great One.�
A long silence was broken by the sound of a ringing telephone.
Wade spun around in rage and snatched up the receiver. �Who is it?�
�It�s Aurora.�
�What do you want?� he barked, looking nervously at the terrifying presence just a few feet in front of him. �I told you no one was to disturb me.�
�We have Sobotka. He�s in the lab right now.�
�Ah�� Wade glanced at the black and blue face. The red eyes� he looked away. �Good. You know what to do next. Make sure he knows what�s at stake.�
�You got it, boss.�
Wade didn�t like the way the woman had cut the call, and he didn�t much like the way she�d called him boss like that, in that not-give-a-shit manner of hers. She and Mendoza were lethal, he knew, but what were they when compared with the gods?
�It has begun, Great One.�
A low, long growl was the only response.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jack Camacho watched carefully as Special Agent Kim Taylor slipped elegantly off the sidewalk and walked confidently across the Avenida Costera Miguel Alem�n. She had just exited the Acapulco Bay Hotel. She crossed over the central reservation which divided the avenue�s six lanes and lingered for a moment beneath a palm tree. Only an hour over the horizon, the tropical sun was already burning hot and bright above her head as they waited for Soto.
Aurora Soto.
She was the weak link, and they�d had her apartment under surveillance since they�d arrived. Now it looked like it might be paying off. After days off the grid she�d suddenly resurfaced at a private airfield to the north of the city with two goons and an elderly couple. No one knew who they were but they split at the airport, with the goons and the elderly couple piling into a Chevrolet Beauville and Aurora Soto driving a black Porsche Boxster. They�d trailed them to the hotel where Aurora had met a man known to the authorities as Emilio Perez, a small-time embezzler, and now she was going to lead them to Wade and his cult one way or another.
�Another hot day in Mexico,� Camacho drawled in his New Jersey accent.
Scarlet Sloane raised an eyebrow. �You could always take your shirt off, darling.�
Lexi rolled her eyes.
Reaper rolled a cigarette and fired it up. �I like the heat. Reminds me of sitting on the terrace with a coffee. Maybe a little chocolatine, just watching the world go by.� He puffed out some smoke and pushed back in his seat.
�Sounds sorta French,� Agent Doyle said dismissively.
When the westbound traffic had thinned, Kim made her way to their SUV, a six-seater Ford Explorer loaned courtesy of the Mexican Government after a call from Jack Brooke�s office. Camacho was less than amused by the manual transmission, but other than that all was good with the world. The Mexicans were reluctant at first but it wasn�t exactly the first time US law enforcement had worked cases south of the border.
The heat was rising in the car, but there was no chance of switching on the engine to run the aircon in case they drew attention to themselves. Camacho felt the sweat running down his neck and building in the small of his back. He tried to cool himself by using a street map as a makeshift fan.
�I�ll keep my shirt where it is, babe,� he said, cocking his head an inch to Scarlet. He yawned and cracked his knuckles. He liked it down here � even the heat. Most of his CIA work these days was office-bound in DC back on The Farm, and missions like this gave him a chance to relive the old days and push himself to the limit again � to prove to himself he wasn�t over the hill just yet.
Kim climbed into the Explorer. �She�s in there all right,� she said. �She�s still with Perez and drinking Tiger�s Claws like there�s no tomorrow.�
Camacho nodded calmly. �What about the Chevy?�
�In the underground next to the Porsche.�
�You get the bug on her car?� asked Doyle from the back.
Kim nodded. �No problemo.� She ran her hands through her hair and checked her phone. �Nothing from the Boss.�
Camacho made a friendly nod to show he�d heard her, but no reply. He was too busy watching the entrance to the car park. If Aurora Soto could lead them closer to the Order of the Sixth sun and the rest of Wade�s dark empire then they�d do whatever they had to, and planting a GPS bug under her car was a great start.
Aurora was an unknown quantity. Her background was murky � never part of anything formal, nothing traceable until she arrived on the radar in connection with Silvio Mendoza�s drugs cartel based in Mexico City. She was dangerous and had at least three kills to her name.
Her preferred method of execution was poison delivered by cocktail glass and rumor had it she liked to watch her victims die. Her connection to Wade and the Sixth Sun loons was her occasional lover Silvio Mendoza, whom Wade had hired as a facilitator in Mexico. Up till recently it was just regular criminal enterprise, but now there was talk of weapons of mass destruction and rumors of people disappearing from a coffee plantation he owned. Maybe Aurora could lead them into that particular heart of darkness.
�Check out that moon,� Kim said, glancing through the tinted window. �It�s setting over the ocean.�
Reaper turned to her. �Tonight the moon dreams with more indolence, like a lovely woman on a bed of cushions.�
She gave him an ambiguous look. �I�m sorry?�
�It�s the poem I gave you in Los Angeles. I said I would tell you what the words mean, and there it is.� He gave a Gallic shrug, narrowed his eyes with indifference and dragged on his cigarette again.
�I remember now, thanks Vincent.�
�De rien��
Camacho sat up in his seat and switched on the ignition. �Here we go � she�s off.�
The hood of a convertible black Porsche Boxster, top down, nosed out of the hotel�s underground car park and sparkled in the bright sunshine. Aurora was at the wheel and after inching the powerful German sport compact into the traffic she turned onto the avenue and pulled away from them with the subdued roar of the turbocharged four-cylinder engine. Moments later the Chevy van pulled out behind the Porsche and followed it up the road.
�It�s alright for some,� Kim said, eyeing the sports car enviously.
Camacho pulled out behind the Chevy and began to tail them. �What do you mean � the Boxster?�
Kim nodded her head. �I guess.�
�An old college buddy of mine had one � terrible problems with the shaft bearing. Plus now they dropped from six to four cylinders. I�d rather get a Lambo for the roar.�
Kim sighed and rolled her eyes to the roof.
�What?� Camacho said, pushing the throttle and pulling closer to the Porsche. He changed up through the gears� second, third, fourth.
�Lambo?� she said, glancing at his biceps. �I don�t think you�d even fit inside one.�
Yes, Camacho considered, she was probably right.
�She�s moving too far ahead, Jack,� Scarlet said.
Camacho�s trip down memory lane was shattered by the no-nonsense Kim, riding shotgun to his right. �So speed things up a bit.�
�Sorry � just a little lost in thought.�
�Well snap out of it � look!�
Aurora was accelerating the Boxster and weaving in and out of the dense traffic up ahead. The Beauville was keeping pace with her. �You think they�ve seen us?�
�No. Just driving like assholes.�
�Excellent analysis,� Lexi said.
�Just don�t lose them,� said Kim, starting to sound anxious.
�Just relax, babe.�
�Don�t call me babe, Camacho.�
�Sorry, babe.�
�You like your nuts where they are, or served up in a bowl with your next beer?�
Camacho suppressed a smile. He liked Kim Taylor.
They followed Soto and the Chevy along the coast road for several blocks and then they turned right and started to climb into the hills south of Acapulco. Kim�s moon was now sinking into the Pacific waves as the sun behind them climbed higher. The beaches were already full of surfers and sunbathers.
�Looks like our cult has some cash,� Camacho said. �This area ain�t cheap.�
With less traffic on the roads they dropped back, but then things changed fast.
Doyle leaned forward and frowned. �Are they slowing down?�
With no warning, the Chevy skidded into the slow lane to reveal the Boxster right in front of them. Aurora turned in the convertible, casually pulled a gun from inside her jacket and fired it at them. The bullet punctured a hole through the windshield and buried itself inside the stuffing of the back seat.
�Fuck me!� Kim said.
�Perhaps later,� said Camacho, crunching the manual gearstick into something approximating third gear and swerving hard into the next lane.
�Know any other tunes?� Kim said sarcastically.
The CIA man stamped on the brakes and pulled back.
�What the buggering hell are you doing?� Scarlet said. �She�s getting away!�
�And I want her to think she�s done just that,� Camacho said. �This isn�t ECHO, Sloane. This is a joint BDS-CIA operation. Our orders are to locate the cult�s HQ and she�s hardly going to lead us there if she knows we�re behind her.�
Kim nodded in agreement. �That�s why we bought our little insurance policy with the GPS bug on the Porsche.�
�So get the tracker fired up, Kim,� Camacho said, and then with a weary glance to Scarlet: �No offense, babe.�
�I had no idea you fancied a career as a castrato, Jack, but that�s what awaits you should you refer to me as babe again.�
He twisted his fat neck and fixed his eyes on her. �I don�t know what that means, but whatever it is, I�d like to see you try it.�
�I don�t think you would, darling.�
�We pull back,� Camacho repeated. �Kim, get on to the Mexicans and see if they can send some backup. She knows we�re on her tail now so we don�t have the element of surprise. In the meantime, we get a plan together, hang back and follow the tracker.�
* * *
Less than an hour later, the Explorer easily climbed the hill as the road swept around Acapulco Bay to the south and they made good time on their way to Las Brisas, the up-market suburb where apparently the cult�s HQ was located somewhere in a maze of villas and mansions. The tracker worked well and now they were closing in on their target.
Camacho pulled the SUV off the main road. Now they were driving back down toward the sea again, but this time the concrete crash barriers and telephone polls had changed into manicured lawns of bahia grass and Mexican fan palms swaying lazily in the warm Pacific breeze.
All around them large white mansions and villas nestled behind tropical gardens and expensive cars sat on the driveways.
�That must be it up there,� Scarlet said, raising a finger to point at a sumptuous white and terracotta villa trying to hide behind a ten-foot wall. As she studied the property for an ingress point she noticed a small security camera swivelling around and surveying the street.
�We�re set then,� Camacho said firmly. �We go in as soon as the Mexicans arrive.�
�All right, agreed,� Scarlet said reluctantly. �But pull back a bit. We couldn�t be more obvious if we were standing on their doorstep wearing trilbies and belted raincoats.�
�Oh, you�re real funny,� Camacho said, as he reversed back up the road a few hundred yards. �Now we wait.�
�But not for long,� Kim said, glancing in the mirror. �I think the cavalry just arrived.�
Camacho turned to see a black Lenco BearCat pull up behind them. Moments later half a dozen heavily armed men jumped out and walked toward the Explorer.
�Looks like we�re in business.�

CHAPTER TWELVE

Jack Camacho drew his weapon and led the charge down to the Cult�s HQ. Kim Taylor was at his side, spoiling for a fight as usual and Doyle a step to her right. Behind them were Scarlet, Reaper and Lexi from the obscure ECHO team. He knew only that the Englishwoman had shot President Grant to save his life, which he thought highly suspect, but Jack Brooke wanted them on board so that was that.
All of them were backed up by a unit from the Mexican Special Operations Group, or GOPES, and now they moved through the tropical heat like jaguars, closing in on the target with only one thought in mind � the capture and interrogation of Aurora Soto and any information they could get leading to the arrest of Morton Wade. They also had two hostages now identified as Viktor Sobotka, a nuclear weapons specialist working at Los Alamos and his wife Alena.
They slipped over the compound�s wall behind the cover of a line of fan palms and bounced silently along the perfectly manicured bahia lawn. They were nearly at the mansion now, and skirting around a sumptuous circular swimming pool. On one side was a triple garage block housing what looked like a thirty year-old VW Beetle, and parked outside was Aurora�s Boxster and the Beauville.
Camacho sent a clipped message over the comms: �Remember, we need Soto alive and no one goes in without my order.�
Moving into their positions now, the three teams worked as one as they closed in on their target. Camacho watched with confidence and pride as everyone readied for the assault, but he knew how fast these things could get ugly.
�All right, we go in three, two��
Before he could finish, they heard shots and then someone in the GOPES team returned fire without his permission. A savage fire-fight exploded out of nowhere as the members of the cult leaped to action to defend their inner sanctum. Camacho tried to hold it together as the exchange of fire grew in its intensity and two of the Mexican soldiers were slain crossing the lawn to defend their colleagues.
Then the Sun cultists ramped things up with the deployment of grenades, hurled with surprising accuracy from the Colonial balustrade on the second floor. Fire and death rained down from the mansion and Camacho had seconds to act. With their cover blown and half the GOPES men dead, he had no choice but to order the rest of the team into battle.
The combined force of Camacho�s team, ECHO and the GOPES men made short work of the outer perimeter, but when they were in the inner courtyard the fighting got fiercer.
Scarlet leaned into the shadow of the pool house and paused for a second while she clicked a fresh mag into the grip of her Glock. The compound was larger than it looked from the other side of the wall and it was obvious these guys had access to serious cash. She�d read about cults over the years, but never thought she�d find herself shooting her way into the heart of one of their inner sanctums.
She saw Aurora now, on the upper level behind the balustrade. She was holding a sidearm and taking measured pot-shots from behind the safety of a doorway arch. The sun flashed on the one remaining window before Aurora blasted it out with her gun and took out another of the GOPES men. He took it hard in the chest and the bullet knocked him off his feet and drove him into the pool. He landed with a bloody smash in the chlorinated water. Aurora smiled as his dead eyes stared up at the bright sky.
Scarlet saw several armed members of the Sixth Sun running about inside the mansion. Some were bringing fresh ammo to those on the front line, while others were trying to bolster up the defenses around the ground floor doors and windows. She fired through the broken windows, hitting one of the men and sending him flying around in an arc. He stumbled over the back doorstep and cracked his head on the edge of a terracotta potted palm.
Camacho was a few yards ahead of her, and fired his gun in a barrage of non-stop fire as he moved forward to the doors. Kim and the GOPES men followed him into the building while Scarlet, Lexi and Reaper cleaned up the last surviving members of the cult still in the courtyard.
A squeal of tires alerted them to Delgado and Garza skidding out of the compound in the Chevy but they were pinned down by the cultists, whose ferocious fighting was getting more intense the closer they got to the HQ.
�Damn it!� Camacho said.
Kim ejected the mag from the grip of her SIG and smacked a fresh one in. It was her last magazine, but the fight was turning now. She counted no more than half a dozen of the cult members still standing, plus Aurora who was still on the upper level with a handful of the cult members.
�Any sign of the Sobotkas?� Kim yelled.
�Nothing,� Camacho called back. �Must have been in the goddamn Chevy.�
Scarlet, Lexi and Reaper cleared the east wing while Camacho, Doyle and Kim checked the kitchen and out the back. With the lower level checked they started to sweep up stairs, but before they�d made three steps Aurora Soto appeared and she was holding a gun to Alena Sobotka�s head. Without warning Alena made a break for it, trying to flee down the stairs toward Camacho. She tripped on the rug at the top of the stairs and fell, crashing hard down the steps and landing with a sickening crack on the landing floor.
Aurora raised her gun to fire but Scarlet aimed her weapon and shot the gun out of her hand. It spun away from her in a blur and flew out the window beside her.
�You�re not going anywhere, Soto,� Camacho said, training his gun at her.
�Now be a good darling, and put your hands up like you just don�t care,� Scarlet said, holstering her weapon.
Aurora sighed and slowly raised her hands as Scarlet knelt to feel Alena�s pulse. She looked at Camacho and gently shook her head. �No.�
�Where�s Viktor Sobotka?� Kim asked Aurora as she cuffed her hands behind her back.
�Long gone,� was all she said.
�We�ll find him, with or without your help, Soto,� Doyle said, giving her a push up the stairs. �Let�s go.�
Kim Taylor could hardly believe her eyes as she jogged up the sweeping staircase and emerged on the upper level of the mansion. Before the blood of battle, everything had been white except for the mahogany floors, and images of ancient Aztec gods hung on every wall, some painted, while others were enormous tapestries. She gently pulled off her sunglasses as if they were somehow responsible for what she was seeing, but when her naked eyes saw the same thing she knew it was all for real.
�Holy crap,� Camacho boomed. �This is nuts.�
�This must be Cult HQ all right,� Doyle said.
�It is � the Order of the Sixth Sun,� Kim said as she lifted some papers off the desk in the study. �It�s all here, for sure.�
�You won�t get away with this,� Aurora hissed.
�Can it, bitch,� Scarlet said.
�Check out the robes,� Lexi said, pointing a red-painted fingernail at some white robes hanging over the couch in the corner. She turned to Aurora. �You actually wear robes?�
Aurora said nothing, but fixed her eyes on Camacho who gave a low whistle of amazement as he rifled through a filing cabinet. �There�s gotta be enough shit in here to put Wade away for a millennium.� He turned to Aurora. �And you too.�
�We have no official jurisdiction here, Jack,� Kim said. �We�re here to bring Wade back to the US, and she�s Mexico�s problem.�
�They killed three of our people,� Scarlet said flatly. �That needs addressing.�
Kim turned to Scarlet. �I don�t know what you�re implying, but I�m not leading a bunch of bounty hunters here. I�ve been instructed by the US Secretary of State to apprehend Wade and shut this cult down and that�s what we�re going to do. We�re not pirates, Sloane.�
�Ouch,� Lexi said.
�Take it easy, darling,� Scarlet said. �You�ll live longer.�
Kim�s eyes widened with anger. �Is that a threat?�
Reaper intervened, pushing the two women apart. �Ladies perhaps you can carry this on later, but for now�� he flicked his chin at Aurora.
Kim and Scarlet looked daggers at each other as they stood down. Kim knew the former legionnaire was right, and she was too professional to let someone like Scarlet Sloane bait her like this during an important mission. She turned to Jack Camacho as he lifted the display monitor of a laptop and fired it up.
�What have we here, I wonder?� he said.
Aurora was standing in front of Doyle now, her hands still cuffed behind her. She looked nervous as the laptop flickered to life.
Kim looked at Camacho, suddenly expectant. �What is it, Jack?�
�Looks like something we could use.�
�I don�t know about anyone else,� Reaper said. �But I could use a bottle of Bordeaux.�
�Count me in,� Scarlet said.
�How professional,� said Kim with a sideways glance.
�But I�m not a professional, am I?� Scarlet said. �I�m a bounty hunter, I thought.�
Kim ignored her and leaned in to take a closer look but it was all written in Spanish. �What is that, an invoice for something?�
Camacho nodded his head. �Uh-huh � it�s an invoice, all right. It�s detailing a whole bunch of NBC suits, Geiger counters � you name it. All bought off the internet from mostly Chinese manufacturers.�
Doyle winced. �That�s not filling my day with joy, Jack. Got anything to cheer me up?�
Camacho spun around in the swivel chair. �Sure do � the address where it all went is loud and clear.�
Aurora squirmed in Doyle�s grip.
�Where is it?�
Kim tapped it into her iPhone as Camacho read it out.
She frowned. �Looks like it must be Wade�s coffee plantation in Guerrero from the looks of the satellite images. We�ve finally found his little hidey-hole.�
�But why would Morton Wade be getting deliveries of NBC suits to a coffee plantation?� Doyle muttered almost to himself.
Lexi stared at the satellite image. �Flying them on somewhere maybe?�
Kim frowned. �Maybe. We�re going to need to open this up to the Mexicans. I�ll call Jack.�
Camacho �You called?�
�Not you, Camacho� unless you�re the Secretary of Defense these days?�
Camacho made a big show of looking at his reflection in the laptop screen. �No� sorry. Just the same old ugly bastard I was when I woke up.�
Then everything changed.
With no warning and as fast as lighting, Aurora suddenly sprang to life. Somehow she�d removed her cuffs while her hands were behind her back and she used the first two seconds of freedom to pull Doyle�s weapon from his holster and shoot him in the back. The bullet burst through his chest and ricocheted off the far wall as Agent Doyle fell forwards dead, and then all hell broke loose.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It happened faster than Camacho could believe. As Doyle slumped to the floor dead, Aurora spat with venom: �That�s just the start.� She fired blindly into the room, scattering the team for cover behind desks, couches and filing cabinets.
Camacho, Kim, Scarlet and the others could scarcely believe what had happened right under their noses, but wasted no time in drawing their weapons and giving chase, with Camacho taking a final glance at Doyle as he ran after his assassin, clenching his jaw in rage at the brutal murder.
Aurora slid down the banister of the sweeping stairs, firing behind her as she went and slipped out of their reach like a phantom. She fled the building and sprinted across the courtyard. They watched through the landing window as Aurora Soto, as cool as ice, used Doyle�s Sig and blasted the Explorer�s tires to shreds. Kim watched helplessly as their SUV sank down onto its wheel rims.
�Damn it all..!� Camacho said, pounding a meaty fist against the wall.
�There�s only one way after her now,� added Lexi.
They all looked at each other and said at the same time: �The Beetle.�
They made their way down the central staircase and used an internal door to access the garage. Sitting in the semi-darkness was the same old Beetle they had seen when they arrived at the mansion. But there was no time for hesitation, because seconds later Aurora revved the Porsche and was skidding out of the compound.
�We have to get out of here right now!� Kim yelled. �She�s getting away!�
�Everyone get in!� Camacho said, staring at the Beetle.
�Are you freaking kidding me?� Lexi yelled. �This piece of crap up against a Boxster?�
�But you haven�t seen my driving, babe,� Camacho said. �And I have a friend�s death to avenge. That adds more speed.�
�This could damage my street credibility,� Scarlet said.
�You have street credibility?� Kim said.
�You know what they say about the difference between Beetles and porcupines � porcupines have the pricks on the outside.�
Kim shook her head. �For your information, my parents used to drive a Beetle.�
�Oh,� Scarlet said coolly. �I�m very sorry.�
�You�re such an asshole, Sloane.�
�What? I apologized!�
�Are we all safely buckled up?� Camacho said over the top of them, and then reversed it out into the cobblestone yard. He swung the wheel hard to the right and spun the decrepit car around one-eighty. The CIA man then stamped on the throttle and the little VW shot off out of the yard and bounced off the kerb hard. He jammed his foot down on the pedal as hard as he could as he steered toward the highway at the top of the hill in pursuit of the Porsche.
The hill gradient increased, and Camacho responded by flooring the accelerator pedal and dropping down into third. This increased torque to get the Beetle up the incline, but the much more powerful Boxster convertible was now well ahead and streaking back down the other side of the hill toward Acapulco.
They finally reached the highway and hung a fast left to hit the northbound lane going down the road to central Acapulco, but the rear-end of the Beetle swung out on the turn and skidded into the oncoming traffic. Dozens of cars flashed past in a hail of horns and fist-waving.
Scarlet shook her head. �This has gone far enough,� she said. �Being seen in this thing is the last straw.�
She gripped the back of Camacho�s seat and stood up in the back of the convertible before loosing a savage volley of fire at the racing Boxster but they all went high.
Not to be outdone, Lexi followed suit and fired a shot at the Porsche�s rear tire. The bullet shredded the rubber and the German sports car spun out of control. As Lexi gave Scarlet a smug look, the rear-end of the Boxster juddered with the loss of the tire and skidded out into the oncoming traffic for a second or two. Aurora was thrown all over the place as she struggled to correct the skid and punch the car as hard as she could down the hill on three tires.
�Where did you learn to shoot again?� Lexi asked.
Scarlet let the comment slide and struggled to get a second shot as the Beetle skidded around all over the hot asphalt. With one of her tires blown out they all knew they had a chance now and Camacho pushed hard to draw level with her, swerving the dilapidated Beetle to avoid a collision with a U-Haul truck dawdling up the hill.
But even on three tires the Boxster was outperforming the battered Beetle and now Aurora was making a call on her cell phone.
�She ordering a pizza or something?� Scarlet said.
�Damn it all!� Camacho said, and smacked the top of the steering wheel. �We�re not going to make it!�
�We�ll see about that,� Lexi said, and fired a second shot.
She hit the other rear tire and sent the powerful Porsche into a frenzy of sparks and smoke as the rear-engine sports car tried to drive forward on two wheel rims.
A second later they drew level with her but she swerved wildly into them. With another shower of sparks and a terrible grinding sound, the VW nudged the Porsche onto the shoulder and tried to force it from the highway but Aurora jammed the throttle and powered the damaged Porsche forward. A shower of sparks trailed behind her in the hot Mexican sunshine and as she accelerated they clipped the rear of her car and she spun around one-eighty.
The impact had a similar effect on the Beetle and it spun around ninety degrees until its front fender collided with the crash barrier and brought the car to a halt. Its engine began to putter. �Oh, crap,� Camacho mumbled.
Aurora seized the chance and pointed the Boxster�s nose at them, turning the powerful car into a missile.
�Er�� Kim said. �She�s heading this way.�
With the Boxster now bearing down on them in the bright sun, Camacho held his nerve. He pushed down on the clutch and revved the tired engine to keep it alive. If it failed now it was game over.
Then the engine died.
�Shit!� Kim screamed. �This Aurora bitch is batshit crazy!�
�Get us moving, Jack!� Lexi said.
Camacho tried to turn the engine over but it wouldn�t start.
�She�s getting closer!� Lexi said, and fired at the Porsche now bearing down on them.
Camacho tried again, but still it didn�t turn over.
�A hundred yards, Jack!�
Scarlet and Reaper now fired on the Boxster, puncturing the steel and shattering the window, but still Aurora kept driving. She blasted the tires on the left hand-side of the Beetle to shreds and Kim felt the car sink down.
�We�re listing to port, darling!� Scarlet added. �Time to break out the life jackets?�
�Twenty yards!� Kim yelled. This was a nightmare.
On the third twist of the key, Jack Camacho finally managed to turn the engine over and the car rumbled unhappily to life. By now the busy Acapulco traffic had backed up behind them and the highway was mostly blocked with cars, but the Porsche was still bearing down on them and Aurora Soto had only one thing in mind.
Camacho yanked the gearstick into reverse and slammed the accelerator down. In a cloud of rubber smoke he powered the Beetle back away from the crash barrier and spun the wheel to bring the car facing north again. With a second to spare the Boxster ripped past them, missing the front of their car by inches.
�That was too close!� Kim yelled.
Having missed her target, Aurora Soto swung the Porsche around and made another pass, firing wildly with Doyle�s gun as she shot past them one more time.
Reaper fired and blasted a line of bullet holes in the side of the Boxster but it was gone again.
�Time to end this,� Camacho said, swerving the VW harshly through the traffic in pursuit of the Porsche. �She�s out of her mind.� Drivers waved fists out of their windows and sounded their horns as he went, but the ageing CIA agent focussed on the job.
They hit the bottom of the peninsula and were now racing along an avenue running parallel to the beach. Aurora turned in her seat and pointed an Uzi at them before firing off a short burst. The bullets punctured the engine cover of the Beetle and snaked their way up the car shredding the vinyl on the rear of the roof.
�She keeps an Uzi in the glove box,� Reaper said. �I�m impressed. I keep those little mints in mine.�
Scarlet looked at him, narrowed her eyes in confusion and shook her head. �What?�
�Just saying.�
Lexi and Kim stood up and fired again, but Aurora returned fire with the Uzi. Bullets smashed through the window and shredded what was left of the vinyl roof which was now flapping loose behind them. A second later the wind got under it and tore it back off its frame. It flew back away from the car like a giant black bat before crashing into the road behind them.
Lexi stood up and gripped the windshield rim for support as she fired off another burst from her pistol. She struck one of the Boxster�s remaining good tires and the Porsche skidded off the road, totally out of control. She crashed through a break in the buildings which divided the road from the beach � an open-top bar through which Kim now glimpsed the sparkling ocean.
In hot pursuit, Camacho steered toward the bar, mounted the kerb and smashed through a line of potted palms.
Scarlet pushed back in her seat and shook her head. �You�re having a laugh!�
�Sorry, babe� but no.�
Aurora smashed the Porsche through the tables and chairs and skidded over the bar�s patio before crashing through the rail running around the decking. In a cloud of smashed wood and bent parasols the Boxster launched off the deck and flew through the air for a few seconds before crashing down on the hot sand of the beach.
Camacho never hesitated and followed in the Boxster�s wake of destruction. Now, Kim screamed, wide-eyed with terror but Camacho knew what he was doing. A second later the VW smashed hard into the hot, white sand of Condesa Beach and after covering several screaming tourists with an arc of sand, raced off to the north in pursuit of Aurora.
A crowd of disgruntled people had formed on the bar�s deck and were now busy making calls on their phones. Kim guessed local law enforcement wouldn�t be too far away.
Weaving in and out of various parasols on the beach as terrified tourists scattered for their lives, Camacho pushed the Beetle north in a desperate attempt to catch up with Aurora. Now they were on soft sand the blown-out tires were no longer the disadvantage they had been on the highway.
Kim gasped as Camacho piled through a line of coconut-matting sunshades. �Never did this in training.�
He laughed and nodded his head in agreement. �Me neither!� He checked ahead and saw the Porsche�s mighty engine was powering the car through the sand faster than he expected.
�I did�� Scarlet mumbled.
�She�s still getting away,� Kim said.
�She�s driving straight for those rocks!� Lexi added.
They peered into the distance and saw a stack of enormous rocks rising up out of the sand. A large white hotel protruded into the tropical sky above them.
Reaper sighed. �I know they�re some kind of suicide cult, but this is crazy!�
Then they heard an approaching chopper and looked up to see a Bell thundering over the top of them from behind. They felt the mighty downdraft as it swooped forward and slowed to keep pace with Aurora�s Boxster.
�Not a pizza then�� Scarlet sighed.
�Surely not,� Kim said.
Reaper gave an appreciative nod. �Mais oui� I think so.�
Camacho looked on in disbelief as Aurora Soto unbuckled her seatbelt and stood up on the driver�s seat of the Porsche. She grabbed the skid on the bottom of the Bell and then the chopper climbed sharply away from the road.
The Boxster, now a lethal runaway, careered along the beach and ripped through a line of parasols before crashing into the jumble of rocks at the base of the hotel. The gas tank ruptured and a second later it exploded into a tremendous fireball, scattering shrapnel all over the beach for hundreds of meters in every direction.
In the distance to the east, they watched the Bell turn hard to starboard and disappear over the bright white skyline of the city.
�Now that�s what I call an exit,� Scarlet said.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Jack Brooke watched the Californian sun sparkling on the water as his government jet made the final approach into San Francisco International. Somewhere down there in the center of the city his staff were preparing for him to make his speech the following day. Was it a crazy idea? Maybe, and the weight of the covert Mexico mission just increased the pressure. Even now as the plane touched down on the hot tarmac he still wasn�t sure if he was doing the right thing.
His ex-wife wanted him to do it, but his daughter Alex was against the idea. He understood why � his political career had eclipsed his job as a father and taken him away from her during her childhood. Now they were finally getting close again and he was running for President of the United States � what other reaction could he expect?
Charles Grant was a good man and a great president, and his kidnapping at the hands of Klaus Kiefel had only increased his massive popularity with the American people � but thanks to the Twenty-Second Amendment to the US Constitution no one was allowed more than two terms in the Oval Office and Grant�s eight years were up.
Brooke hadn�t made the decision to run lightly. His family was a major consideration � as was his ranch in Idaho. Sitting on the Hill listening to committees and steering groups his mind had wandered more than once to his sprawling property in the mountains. He was an outdoors kind of guy who liked nothing better than fishing out in the rivers or riding his Appaloosa into the hills. Bred by the Nez Perce Indians of western Idaho, the Appaloosa was the perfect horse for trail riding and even some mountain hunting and that ticked all of his boxes. But what kept his heart in the mountains was the same thing that boosted his popularity with the electorate, and it was clear that he was the party�s best chance at securing the Oval Office.
Now the plane was trundling off to a gate on the south side of the airport. Soon they would whisk him away in a line of state government Escalades all the way to the hotel at the Embarcadero Center for the speech of his career. Scott West was a dangerous opponent in the primaries and it was neck and neck in California. But everything rested on the Golden State now � whoever won here would secure the party�s official nomination and go on to fight Bill Peterson for the White House. Brooke thought Peterson was weak on defense at a dangerous time for America, and it was that belief that had finally driven him to run. It was a tense time.
Worse still was the Mexican business. Deploying Kim, Doyle and Jack Camacho down there was risky but unavoidable. The intel was minimal but clear � Morton Wade had paid tens of millions of dollars to an unidentified arms broker in Astana but what he had bought and where it was currently located were still two massive and lethal �known-unknowns�. Someone had to get to the bottom of it, and working with Eden�s ECHO outfit seemed a great way to keep things well under the radar.
He glanced at his watch and frowned. He hadn�t heard from Kim Taylor yet, and hoped all was okay. Running a semi-covert mission in Mexico could ruin his chances if there was any blowback, plus his daughter Alex was in the region, on the Eden Consortium�s private island in the Caribbean. He knew what she was doing down there, even though she had never spoken to him about it, but he had no power to tell her what to do. Even if he got into the Oval Office he knew she still wouldn�t listen to a damned word he said.
He cracked a brief smile at the thought. That�s Alex�
When the crew opened the airplane door the hot air flooded in and washed over him. Outside on the tarmac was a gathering of journalists. Jack Brooke gave his famous crooked smile, slipped on his sunglasses and made his way down the steps. A long day of small-talking, glad-handing and grip-n-grins was ahead of him.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

On the flight to Rome, Joe Hawke was struggling to focus on the issue at hand. He thought maybe it was just too long since he�d been a full-time soldier, but no matter how up in his face the Wade business was, he couldn�t stop thinking about Liz, and the grisly trail that had led all the way to Matheson. Avenging her death hadn�t felt anywhere near as good as he�d thought it might, and there was still Lazaro to consider.
Alfredo Lazaro, known to his victims as the Spider, was the Cuban hit-man who had pulled the trigger and killed his wife. He was acting on the orders of various middlemen stretching back like puddles of slime to James Matheson, and he too would pay the price for the part he played.
Now, Hawke cast a tired eye through the tiny window of Eden�s private jet and winced at the pain from the wound in his shoulder as he watched the speeding aircraft descend through the broken cloud. Below he could see glances of the famous olive-covered hills of Tuscany and beyond them rose up the Appennini Mountains of Umbria and Abruzzo. This was somewhere he could lose himself when all this madness was over, but would that be with Lea Donovan?
Before he could think about that future, visions of James Matheson rose again in his mind like a rotten corpse punching its way out of a shallow grave. He was right to kill him. There was no doubt of that. Matheson had ordered Operation Swallowtail against his wife. No matter what truths she had kept from him, he knew she had loved him once� and that was why Matheson had to pay the final price. But with Matheson gone, the thought of why Swallowtail was ordered began to gnaw at him.
What the old man had said about how he was just following orders was nagging at him, pulling on his mind like a claw. What was that name again � the Oracle? Hawke shook his head. Who could be so powerful that he secretly directed the policies of entire governments? As for the claim that this Oracle was tied up with the murder of Lea�s father � Hawke didn�t know what to think. At first he thought he had to tell Lea straight away, but then he decided against it. If that old bastard Matheson had been lying it would only stir up painful memories for Lea with no benefit at all.
But if he was telling the truth, then whoever the Oracle was had a lot to answer for � not only ordering Matheson to execute Liz, but now some sort of involvement in the murder of Harry Donovan. The thoughts swirled in his mind but he decided to keep Matheson�s final ramblings to himself, at least for now. He was lost deep in thoughts of tracking down the Spider when he felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to see not Lea, whom he had expected, but Maria Kurikova.
�Lost in the woods?� she asked with a fresh smile. Before he could reply, she sat down opposite him and handed him a coffee. �I know the feeling. I get lost in my thoughts all the time.�
�Can we talk?� he said, taking a short sip of the coffee. He glanced up and saw Lea and Ryan were sleeping at the back of the plane and decided to take the moment to speak with her.
�Sure.� She flashed that smile of hers.
�I wanted to thank you, Maria.�
�What for?�
�You read the news today?�
�Only Pravda. I don�t trust the Western press.�
He gave her a look. �Any stories stand out?�
�Matheson,� she said with a knowing look. �I presume �dying peacefully in his sleep� isn�t exactly how it went?�
�I got to him in the end, Maria, and I could never have done it without you. What you told me about Liz being a Russian double agent on the flight to Luxor that day was painful, but I had to know and it was brave of you to tell me. Without what you told me about Matheson being behind Operation Swallowtail I would never have been able to avenge Liz, so thanks, Maria.� Before she could reply, he leaned forward over the desk and kissed her on the cheek. �I mean it. With me I�m either your best-friend or your worst-enemy, and we�re friends.�
She opened her mouth to say something, but seemed to think better of it when Ryan yawned and opened his eyes. She took a drink of the coffee instead.
�What are you two up to then?� Ryan asked, stepping over to them.
�We�re just talking about running away together,� Maria said, winking at Hawke.
�What?�
Lea woke and joined them at the small table. �Why does Ryan look like he needs a nappy change?�
�Maria and Hawke have been talking about running away together.�
�Close your mouth, mate,� Hawke said. �She�s joking. Now pretend like I�m a total idiot and give me all you�ve got on the Aztecs.�
�That one�s just too easy,� the younger man said. �So I�ll let it go and move straight on to you being an idiot.�
�Funny, especially coming from a human encyclopaedia.�
�I prefer Walking Wiki,� he said with a grin.
�Just get on with it and stop being a dork,� Lea said.
�Hey, leave my little Teddy Bear alone!� Maria said, running a protective hand up Ryan�s arm.
As Ryan blushed the color of a beetroot, Hawke and Lea exchanged a glance and then burst into spontaneous laughter. After a few seconds Hawke finally managed to draw breath. �Teddy Bear?�
�I thought we said that was private, Masha?� Ryan said, giving Maria a look halfway between desperation and anger.
�I�m sorry! It just came out. It�s a good Russian name for someone you love� medvezhonok. I don�t see the problem.�
�Look at their faces,� Ryan said. �Especially his face, and tell me that you don�t see the problem.�
�Yeah, leave her alone, Teddy Bear,� Lea said.
�Oh God,� Ryan said, throwing his hands in the air.
�Lea,� Hawke fixed his eyes on the Irishwoman and held her shoulders. �That�s not nice, all right?�
Ryan sighed with relief. �Thanks, Joe.�
Hawke turned to Ryan, deadpan. �No problem, Snookums.�
�Why do these things always happen to me?� Ryan asked, exasperated.
�Yeah, you�ve got it tough all right,� Lea said. �Three of our people are dead, Professor Barton�s in a morgue getting a burrito peeled off his face, and you just got called Snookums. So unfair.�
�Look at it this way, mate,� Hawke said, clapping a heavy arm on Ryan�s shoulder. �You�ve got a beautiful Russian secret agent who calls you her Teddy Bear� need I say more?�
Ryan nodded sagely. �Right� well let that be a lesson to you. So, moving on � Huitzilopochtli for idiots,� he said looking at Hawke. �It goes like this. The Aztecs were a Nahuatl-speaking people whose empire reached its primacy from the 1300s to the 1500s, much more recent than many today realize.�
�Any more coffee?� Lea said with a yawn and a wink at Hawke.
Ryan ignored her. �I was going to say that what we have to focus on is the issue of the codices and Huitzilopochtli himself��
�But..?� Maria said.
�But� I�ve been researching the sunstone they took from the British Museum, and what I�m finding isn�t making me happy. The fragment in London was discovered by a British archaeologist in the late nineteenth century, but he never found the other half. Now we know Morton Wade and his thugs have it.�
�And what�s making you unhappy, Twinkle-toes?� Lea asked.
Ryan threw his hands into the air once again. �I give up!�
�Come on, Ry. I�m just messin� wit� ya.�
�I thought we�d left that behind?�
�We have � I promise.�
�You promised to love me once, so not sure how seriously to take that.�
�Let�s get back to it, shall we?� Hawke said, moving away from the subject of Lea and Ryan�s former marriage.
�What�s making me unhappy is that while the official archaeological story is that the fragment is a calendar or sunstone, there�s an unofficial narrative.�
�Are you talking about your weird conspiracy theory friends again?� Lea said.
�I mean sources of alternative research,� he said without humor.
�And what do these nutt� I mean alternative researchers have to say about it?�
�They say it is in fact part of an ancient keystone that when combined with the missing half can be used to open Mictlan, the Aztec Underworld.�
�Oh that�s a relief,� Hawke said. �For a minute there I thought it was something serious. Now we know it�s nothing more than a deranged cult leader finding the key to hell.�
They shared a look, and then Maria spoke. �So what�s this got to do with Barton�s last words?� she said, turning to Ryan. �You said Huitzil� whatever-his-name-is was the god of the sun as well as other things. Was he also the god of the dead?�
Ryan shook his head. �Nope. That delightful job belonged to Mictlantecuhtli and his worship required human cannibalism. The Underworld is named after him � Mictlan.�
�Thanks, Pookie,� Hawke said with a wink and grin combo. �But I think we have an in-coming call from Elysium.�
Ryan shook his head in despair as Lea fired up the plasma screen on the cabin partition. Moments later they were face to face with Sir Richard Eden, who gave them as full a briefing as he was able on the subject of Morton Wade and his extra-curricular activities south of the Rio Grande. Hawke listened with disgust and disbelief as Eden talked more about Wade�s missing employees and the recent discovery of the coffee plantation.
�Do we know where this plantation is?� Lea asked.
�Yes. Thanks to Scarlet, Lexi, Vincent Reno and the Americans we now know its location � it�s a cool one hundred acres of prime coffee country down in Guerrero with a large, white hacienda planted in the heart of it. Used to be a monastery. As you know, we�ve been tracking him on and off for some time now because I don�t believe his interest in Aztec archaeology is on the level. Now, there�s been local talk of disappearances and things could start to get nasty.�
�Any more info on these disappearances?� Hawke asked.
On the screen at the front of the jet, Hawke watched as Eden scratched his jaw and tipped back in his seat. �Locals talked about drug cartels or even UFO abductions, but both the Mexican authorities and I beg to differ on that score.�
�The Mexican authorities are involved?� Lea asked.
Eden nodded. �I�ve been liaising on the subject with Enrique Valles, the Attorney General. We share the view that the disappearances have something to do with Wade, but proving it�s something else. Of more concern is this WMD that�s somewhere on the horizon, and as you know, I�m also getting Jack Brooke and the Americans involved. No one knows the Mexican underworld like they do and he�s already got BDS and CIA assets on the job over there. I want a full team to raid the place. How fast can you be in Mexico?�
�We�re meeting a Professor Pavoni in the Vatican, so as long as it takes to speak with her and make sure the Codex Borgia is safe,� Hawke said. �Then we�re straight on the plane.�
�Fine, don�t dawdle.�
�Thanks, Rich,� said Lea as he cut the call.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

�Ah� the City of Lights,� Lea said, giving Hawke a sideways glance before kissing him on the cheek. Ryan pretended to be sick when he saw the kiss but Maria slapped him on the back of the head and told him to grow up.
�That�s Paris,� Hawke said. �This is the Eternal City.�
Lea turned away and pretended to follow the progress of a man on his bicycle. �I knew that, Joe Hawke.�
�Of course you did,� Ryan said with a smirk.
�You�re not so damned smart, Ryan Bale. When we first met you thought an areola was a chocolate biscuit.�
Hawke burst out laughing, but Maria was less amused.
�I know what a sodding Oreo is,� Ryan said, pushing his hands into his jeans pockets.
They were walking across the Viale Vaticano and heading toward the entrance to the museum. Ahead of them the sun was shining above the ancient walls of the Vatican. Lea looked up and saw a line of umbrella pines along the top of the wall, almost yellow in the late afternoon sunshine.
They walked across the cobblestones, passing beneath the famous archway. The words MVSEI VATICANI now welcomed them inside one of the grandest museums anywhere in the world. Here were vast collections of some of the finest art and sculptures on earth, amassed by the desires of hundreds of popes over countless centuries. Ryan was mesmerized.
Inside, the general throng drifted on autopilot toward the Sistine Chapel, but Hawke and the others went in a different direction. Being one of the biggest museums in the world, they had a long walk until they reached their destination, passing on their way many of the greatest classical and Renaissance treasures known to man.
�This place is incredible,� Lea said, drinking in the treasures around her as she walked.
�You�ve never been here before?� Hawke asked.
�No, never.�
�Then maybe we should come back when we have more time?�
Lea looked up at him and smiled, but a dash of suspicion narrowed her eyes. �You mean that?�
Hawke shrugged his shoulders. �Sure, why not?�
�Because,� Ryan said. �You don�t seem like the museum type.�
�That�s not fair,� Hawke said. �And I�ll prove it by bringing Lea back here on a romantic weekend for two.�
She liked the sound of that. It had been a long time since she�d just kicked back and taken life as she found it, rather than riding it like a raft on a white water river.
�Sounds good. And if you�re good I might even let you buy me an ice cream.�
Hawke snorted with amusement. �When am I anything but good?�
They continued on their journey through the museum until they finally reached their destination.
They entered the Vatican Apostolic Library and approached the reception area. A woman with thick, black hair in a bun and chunky glasses on her nose stared up and looked as if one of them had just placed a whoopee cushion under her seat.
�Si?�
Her attitude seemed to undergo a Damascene conversion when Lea Donovan told her they were at the library on behalf of Sir Richard Eden MP and had a pre-arranged meeting with Francesca Pavoni, the direttore of the entire Vatican Museum.
Suddenly she couldn�t do enough, and asked them if they wanted coffee while they waited for Professore Pavoni.
�No thanks,� Hawke said. �We need to speak with Professor Pavoni before we get shot at again.�
The woman looked confused, obviously unsure she had translated the English correctly, and made an urgent phone call. After several high-speed Italian conversations a man in a slim-cut Prussian blue suit emerged from a panelled door behind the woman and smiled warmly as he extended his hand.
�I am Paolo Brunetti, Professor Pavoni�s assistant. Please, let me welcome you to the Vatican Museum. If you please follow me I will take you to the Director � she is waiting for you.�
The ECHO team exchanged glances and followed Brunetti from the reception area, Hawke pausing for the slightest of moments to wink at the woman on the front desk. She dropped her coffee in response and knelt to clean the carpet, cursing in quiet Italian.
Moments later Brunetti showed them into a large, plush corner office flooded with warm Roman sunlight. Professor Pavoni was sitting behind her desk but stood up to greet them as her young assistant left the room and quietly closed the heavy wooden door behind him.
Pavoni glanced at her watch and raised an eyebrow. �You�re nearly half an hour late.�
�Pleased to meet you too,� Hawke said.
Pavoni stared at him for a moment before replying. �An hour ago I received a telephone call from the Culture Minister who seemed to be of the opinion that I should give you any assistance you require.� She raised another unconvinced eyebrow before continuing. �Apparently you need to see a codex stored here at the Vatican.�
Lea nodded. �Apparently so � the Codex Borgia.�
Pavoni nodded with appreciation at the pronunciation. �What you seek is not generally available to the public, you understand. It is quite priceless and has been stored in the library archives here in the Vatican Museum since we acquired it from Cardinal Borgia himself.�
�We understand, but we�re not the public,� Hawke said.
The professor slipped a pair of Gucci eyeglasses on and peered through the butterfly-shaped lenses as she scrolled through the online internal telephone directory. �Ah � here it is.�
She picked up her phone and dialled a short number. Seconds later she was speaking into the handset in swift Italian before setting it down softly into the phone�s cradle and turning to them. �Okay, fine. We can go down to the archives now. I must ask you not to touch anything there.�
They followed the Director out of her office and along a carpeted corridor, at the end of which was a plush elevator with brushed chrome doors. Professor Pavoni keyed in a code and the doors swept open.
�Security here is paramount, naturally.�
When the doors opened, they found themselves in another corridor, but this was tiled and the pleasant atmosphere of Pavoni�s office was replaced by the harsh blue glow of surgical strip-lights.
�If you�ll follow me,� she said curtly. �We access the archives just here.�
She indicated the end of the corridor and moments later she was pushing open a heavy steel door and showing them into the archives.
Lea drank in the view with amazement. For some reason � probably the movies � she had been expecting something similar in scale and size to an aircraft hangar, but while the area was vast, the ceiling was a very low, wooden state of affairs, reinforced here and there with iron support struts. Old-fashioned lights were bolted to the ceiling beams, and they looked like they might have been the originals, installed when the Vatican converted from candle-light to electricity.
Ahead of them was an almost endless corridor formed by the ends of two enormous metal bookshelves, stacked on which were literally tens of thousands of books, journals and manuscripts. It smelled musty, but the desiccant dehumidification system used to keep the ancient documents preserved gave the room a welcoming ambience and she thought that it was the kind of place her father would have liked to visit � or maybe even work in as he did his research.
�Please, this way.�
Professor Pavoni led them along one of the many long aisles lined with bookshelves until they reached a low archway in the far wall. Stepping through the arch they found themselves in a small antechamber at the end of which was another door.
�It�s through here.�
The Director typed in another keycode and the door clicked open. Seconds later they were at their final destination � a small room that reminded Lea of the safety deposit box rooms in Swiss banks she had seen in the movies. Dozens of secured containers were locked in place along the far wall, each numbered by hand.
Pavoni took a slip of paper from her pocket and after retrieving the reference number she walked across to the relevant container. She pushed a wooden chair against the wall of drawers and standing on it to gain some extra height, she gently pulled one of them open. Then she slipped on a pair of neon-blue nitrile gloves from her pocket before slowly extracting the codex from the drawer and laying it down on the viewing cabinet.
�This is the Codex Borgia,� she said with pride.
�It�s amazing,� Lea said.
�It�s made from animal skins,� Pavoni said. �Of course it�s very delicate and only authorized people are permitted to touch it� but even after all these years I am astonished whenever I lay my eyes upon it. Simply to think this was created by Aztec priests before the Spanish arrived in Mexico � it�s because of treasures like this I wanted to devote my life to museum work.�
�It�s certainly very impressive,� Hawke said glancing at his watch.
�It�s astonishing�� Ryan said, his eyes glazing over with amazement. �Hold me back, Agent Snowcat, or I might steal it!�
Maria laughed and play-slapped Ryan�s shoulder. �дурачить!� she said.
�What does that mean?� he asked, looking worried. �Is it good or bad?�
She gave him a sideways glance and kissed his cheek. �Shut up.�
�How old is it?� Lea asked, interrupting the moment.
�We�re not sure. All we can say is that this codex was a Mesoamerican manuscript predating the arrival of the Spanish in Mexico � so at least five hundred years old. As a divinatory manuscript its value is beyond measure. It is quite literally priceless.�
Hawke stepped forward. �What connects this codex with the keystone fragment in the British Museum?�
�The Codex Borgia is famous for its many beguiling astronomical references. In fact, it�s these references that many contemporary archaeoastronomy researchers have focussed upon. Also, there are many references in the codex to Huitzilopochtli � and the sun wheel features his image very prominently.�
Hawke sighed. �The common theme seems to be this reference to Huitzilopochtli.�
�That�s easy for you to say,� said Lea.
Hawke looked at her, but his reply was interrupted by the professor.
�Huitzilopochtli was the god of war and the sun, but he is particularly well-known because of the method of sacrifice that was employed when priests offered humans to him. If he is the connection and these thieves have an interest in him, then I dread to think what that might be� perhaps the sacred chants��
Hawke turned to her. �The sacred chants?�
�There are sacred chants in the codex, sung to honor the various gods.�
Hawke frowned. �But you can download copies of the codex off the internet � why would they be after this original copy?�
Pavoni was silent for a moment.
�Professor?�
�What I tell you is not in the public realm � not yet anyway.�
Lea sighed. �Here we go��
Ryan rubbed his hands together in excitement. �Here�s where things warm up.�
�Our researchers here at the Vatican recently discovered there was a little more to the Codex Borgia than we had previously thought. Using the same reflectography technique the Uffizi used recently on the Caravaggio, we were able to study the images in the Codex much more comprehensively.�
�Sorry, you�ve lost me,� Hawke said, feeling more than a little out of his depth. �What�s reflectography?�
�Multispectral reflectography is a technology that allows us to see through the various layers in a painted document with infrared. As I say, it�s been used to see under the top layer of paint in works of art by Caravaggio and Da Vinci among many others.�
�You mention sacred chants,� Hawke said abruptly, moving the professor back to the point.
�Yes � when we applied the technology to some of the large paintings in the Codex we found to our shock and surprise more sacred chants hidden beneath the layers of paint.�
Lea spoke up. �And what do these sacred chants do?�
�They�re used to summon the gods and worship them.�
�Wait,� Ryan said, looking more closely at the reflectographic image of the codex. �This here looks like a depiction of Mictlan � am I right?�
Pavoni nodded. �We think so, but it�s very early days.�
�I�m sure it is,� he continued. �Why would a map of Mictlan be hidden within the pages of the Codex Borgia, and right next to these weird chants?�
�Well, it�s hard to say, but��
�And look here,� Ryan continued. �This image of a man in a canoe � I�ve seen this before.�
Pavoni shook her head. �No, not this you haven�t. This was only recently discovered by the reflectography. You�re thinking of a similar image in another codex � the famous drawing of Aztl�n in the Codex Boturini.�
�Ah, right��
The gunshot was violent but as quiet as a ghost. Pavoni slumped to the floor with a bullet hole through her left temple, and Hawke, Lea and the others jumped back a step, crouching instinctively for cover.
But it was too late.
Silvio Mendoza stepped through the door, flanked by goons and holding a Beretta 92FS in his hands. Smoke was still drifting from the muzzle of the suppressor. A humorless smile played on his lips as he waggled his finger at Hawke and tutted. �How could you kill such a clever and accomplished woman?�
As he spoke, one of the goons moved over to Pavoni and lifted the codex and the reflectographic images from her dead hands. He handed it to Mendoza who sighed.
�And you got blood on this beautiful manuscript. Shame on you.�
Hawke bristled and took a step toward Mendoza, but the cartel boss raised his gun and Lea grabbed his elbow and pulled him back.
�Leave it, Joe!�
�You should listen to her,� Mendoza said, before turning to his men. �Now kill them all.�
Hawke didn�t stop to think, but grabbed hold of the metal drawer that had contained the codex. He flung it like a Frisbee at the man with the gun and it struck him hard in the windpipe before he had a chance to react. He dropped the gun and fell to his knees, hands desperately clutching at his smashed Adam�s apple as he strained air into his lungs.
The second man fired at Hawke but the Englishman simultaneously dodged it and piled a tight fist into the gunman�s face knocking him out instantly. Mendoza�s eyes widened with fear, and he ordered the other men into the fray. They raced forward, snatching up the gun on the tiled floor as they hurried toward them with murder in their eyes.
Hawke searched for a weapon but saw only the wooden chair Pavoni had used to reach the drawer. He snatched it up and spun it around, yelling at the others to take cover. This wasn�t exactly going to be a fair fight.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Hawke lunged forward with the chair and rammed one of the legs into the man�s face with a savage degree of accuracy and force. It tore through his cheek and smashed his cheekbone. He howled in agony and staggered backwards, raising his hand to check the severity of the wound.
Hawke disarmed him and then used him as a human shield as he fired at the others, but Mendoza was gone as quick as smoke and the mag only had three rounds in it and was now empty. Hawke wanted to go after him but one of the other goons pulled a knife from his belt and padded over to him. Hawke was tall, but this man towered over him as he got closer. He raised the knife and after offering a string of Spanish profanities he brought it crashing down toward Hawke�s head, but Hawke dodged the attack and side-stepped the much slower man.
Before the man could respond, Hawke powered a heavy punch into his flank and brought his other fist up hard and fast into the bottom of his jaw. He heard the teeth smash as he drove the lower jaw upwards and the man screamed out in agony, spitting blood out of his mouth. It looked like he�d bitten off part of his tongue.
Hawke winced but took the moment to snatch the knife from the man�s hand and stuff it through the top of his belt. Now, one of the men grabbed at his arm and yanked him back away from the wall beneath the archive drawers. Hawke used his spinning momentum to drive home another fat punch, this time hitting the other man square in his face. He flew backwards, all smashed nose and wobbling jowls until he collided with another chair and fell over in a heap with his legs tangled up in the chair�s stretcher.
Free now, Hawke ran to the door and searched the other room for Mendoza but all he saw was another brawl at the end of the aisle where Lea and Maria were taking it in turns to deliver axe-kicks to one of the goons. He ran toward them, with Ryan in his wake.
Maria had known it wasn�t going to be a fair fight from the second she saw the man�s beer gut, but the FSB were not world-renowned for their mercy-giving qualities and now she was cranking things up to a terrifying degree, alternating left boot-right boot with the power of a ninja. One final smash to the jaw sent him off to sleep, and now with both men down, they sprinted along the aisle Pavoni had led them down not twenty minutes earlier. Moving forward to the far door they wrenched it open to see Mendoza and his remaining protection climbing out of a window and clambering down onto a roof.
They reached the window only to see Mendoza and his surviving men drop safely from the low roof to the ground. The cartel man spun around and blew them a kiss, and then drew his finger theatrically across his scarred throat to indicate he would kill them.
�That�s a bit rude,� Lea said, tutting.
Hawke nodded. �So let�s teach them some manners� down you go, Ryan.�
�Eh?�
�Out the window and climb down the bloody wall � they�re getting away with the codex!�
After a short and unappreciated protest, Ryan followed Hawke out of the window, followed by Lea and Maria. They made their way down the roof valley and over the gutter before dropping down to the gravel on the ground level.
�Over there!� Maria cried. �I see them!�
Hawke shielded his eyes from the bright Roman sun. Sprinting for their lives now, Silvio Mendoza and his men were making serious tracks.
But not for long, Hawke thought.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The ex-SBS man watched as Mendoza and his men sprinted into the sunshine and crossed the Belvedere Courtyard. For five hundred years the courtyard had been an impressive example of High Renaissance landscape architecture serving to connect the Vatican Library with the Palace, but now it was a car park giving Mendoza an escape route toward the Sistine Chapel.
Hawke saw the sun flash on Mendoza�s gun just before he slipped into the shade of the Borgia Tower. He knew the tourist situation in that part of the palace wasn't going to make for an easy escape and if they weren�t careful they could easily redefine the word �bloodshed� in the next few minutes.
He tracked across the car park, powering up to full speed as his boots pounded on the courtyard�s tarmac. He was flanked by Lea and the erstwhile Agent Snowcat, and a few yards further back by the unremittingly unfit Ryan Bale whose idea of a workout was rolling his own blunt, as he liked to brag. Now, weaving through the tourists as they swarmed in the Vatican, this seemed to lose its humor.
Two men in the Swiss Guard saw Mendoza approach the courtyard entrance to the Apostolic Palace and immediately raised their halberds to stop him. The Mexican cartel man made short work of the guards, raising his pistol and firing into their chests. They fell to the ground, dead, and Mendoza was through. The group of people taking photos of the fountain now saw instead the murder of two men and screamed in response, scuttling out of the courtyard in a dozen directions.
Hawke and the others leaped over the dead Swiss Guards and burst into the Raphael Rooms. These were originally designed as reception rooms and were now one of the few public parts of the papal apartments. Lined from floor to ceiling with frescoes painted by Raphael, they were second only to Michelangelo�s Sistine Chapel as examples of the greatest renaissance frescoes on the planet.
�You see �em?� Lea said, gun raised.
�I�ll say,� Ryan mumbled. �These are incredible frescoes!�
�Not the paintings, you dope.�
Hawke scanned the chamber, staring through the confused, frightened tourists. �Not yet�� Then he heard a scream and a gunshot in the southwest of the chamber and saw a female museum assistant fall back in a doorway. She slumped to the floor, clutching at her stomach. �Bastard�s over there.�
�Jesus, they just shot that woman down!� Ryan said.
Maria, hardened by her years in the FSB didn�t share Ryan�s shock. �Let�s go.�
They sprinted through the enormous chamber with only Ryan glancing up at the dazzling frescoes on display all around them. They reached the door with the murdered woman, and stepped out into the less impressive cortile delle sentinelle, a dank courtyard separating the Raphael Rooms from the Sistine Chapel. A moment later they followed Mendoza into the chapel itself.
Maria gasped when they burst into the famous room, staring up at the vaulted ceiling in wonder as she saw Michelangelo�s artwork for the first time.
�There!� Lea said, pointing behind the marble transenna which divided the chapel into two sections. Originally designed to keep the members of the Papal Chapel and the commoners separate while in prayer, it was now giving the fleeing Mexican gangsters some much-needed cover.
Now at the far end of the chapel and followed closely by his two goons, Mendoza turned and fired blindly at Hawke and the shots rang out in the solemnly quiet space. The tourists who had been looking at the frescoes in respectful silence now bolted for their lives, and began falling over each other in their bid to reach the closest exit.
Hawke raised his gun and fired over their heads at the Mexicans, striking one of the goons in the back and downing him like a wounded moose. The man�s screams grew quieter as he lost consciousness from the drop in blood pressure, but Joe Hawke had already moved on to the next target. He fired a second shot. More screams, but another success. The bullet ripped into the second goon�s leg as he tried to slip out of the chapel ahead of Mendoza, spinning him around like a ballerina. Hawke fired again and hit the man in the chest, killing him in an instant.
Mendoza ducked down behind the altar and fired his gun at Hawke and the others. Hawke ducked to avoid the hot lead which traced over his head and drilled into the far wall, blasting chunks of Michelangelo�s frescoes all over the floor. What had been one of the greatest works of art for centuries was now no more than painted plaster dust, but this didn�t concern Silvio Mendoza, who fired a second time, raking a second volley of bullets up the wall and puncturing more frescoes on the vaulted ceiling.
Hawke returned fire, missing the Mexican who had ducked behind the altar once again for cover as he reloaded. Then the cartel man dashed out of the chapel, pausing only to throw something at the ECHO team.
�Grenade!� Hawke screamed, diving for cover.
The grenade exploded with savage velocity in the deceptively small chamber, its force knocking massive chunks off the transenna and blasting the glass in the arched windows into a lethal shower. Thousands of glass shards and splinters now rained down on the courtyards outside.
�He�s getting away!� Lea yelled.
Hawke thought for a second. �Ryan � what�s that door he just used?�
�Definitely an original High Renaissance.�
�Ryan!�
�Oh, sorry � I think it leads to the eastern part of the Basilica and St Peter�s Square.�
Hawke, Lea, Maria and Ryan sprinted to the door and emerged into a well-lit corridor leading to the east. They followed it until they reached daylight and the crushing sight of Silvio Mendoza climbing into a long, black limousine.
Lea threw her hands up in frustration as Maria spat out a string of Russian curses. Behind them, a wheezing Ryan Bale was trying to get his breath back, doubled over with his hands on his knees for support.
Hawke heaved a low sigh of disappointment as he realized he�d failed again, and his feeling of failure was compounded when Silvio Mendoza appeared through the rear sunroof of the limo. He gave him a mock salute and waved the codex at him before disappearing back inside the car.
Filmed by literally hundreds of tourists, the limousine accelerated away and skidded across St. Peter�s Square before hanging a left and slipping out of sight into the maze of Roman backstreets.
And with that, the codex was gone.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Acapulco International Airport was situated ten miles south of the city. The drive was short and uneventful and soon they were cruising through the southern suburbs of the world-famous location. According to the driver of their taxi, this was once the playground of the rich and famous, a utopia� but not any more. He explained in grim detail about the rise in murders and violence� gangland decapitations, assassins on jet skis. It was becoming, he said sadly, a very dangerous place.
Hawke said nothing, but instead pushed back into his seat, taking the moment to close his eyes and finish the sleep he�d started on the plane. This proved harder than he had anticipated as their driver�s monologue meandered from corruption in the government to the value of plebiscites via chemtrails, the Apollo moon landing hoax and the phantom time hypothesis.
If that wasn�t bad enough, Ryan piped up. �Oh my God, there it is!� he said, pointing out the window to the left.
�There what is?� Maria asked.
�That property down there was where they filmed the Villa Arabesque in Licence to Kill!�
�What?� Lea asked.
�It was the Sanchez villa in the Bond film.�
�I thought Sanchez Villa was a footballer,� Lea said, casting a sideways glance at Ryan in the mirror.
�Heathens.�
After a short silence Lea sighed. �You�re not James Bond, Ry.�
�I know that.�
�You could be Oddjob though,� she said with a contemplative look at her ex-husband.
�Drole.�
Hawke wasn�t paying attention to the chitchat. His mind was stuck on the sight of Silvio Mendoza mocking him back at St Peter�s Square, and his own failure to secure the codex for the ECHO team.
When they got to the hotel room, he was surprised to see Sir Richard Eden and Alex Reeve alongside Scarlet, Lexi and Reaper, not to mention a team of Americans working for Jack Brooke, the US Secretary of Defense. The Americans were headed by a man who introduced himself as Jack Camacho. He shook hands like a professional wrestler.
�SAS, huh?� Camacho said with respect.
Hawke sighed and turned to Scarlet. �Who briefed this man?�
�Oh � I�m sorry,� Scarlet said. �I did � I thought I�d talk you up a bit.�
�Very drole, Cairo.�
Camacho was confused. �What�s going on?�
�Forget it,� Lea said.
They passed round some cold beers and settled down to the briefing but the mood was sour � both sides had lost good people to Wade�s murderous gang. Worse still, information was hard to come by. Wade was running a pretty tight ship and anyone connected to him seemed happier to die than give up anything that might lead to his capture and the end of his activities.
�That�s the problem when you�re dealing with a suicide cult,� Camacho said drily.
They knew that Wade had successfully looted both the British Museum of what they were now sure was not a sun-worshipping object or calendar stone but part of the Key of Mictlan, a mysterious artefact once believed to open the doors to the Aztec underworld. Worse, from the looks of the footage Ben filmed before his death, it was obvious the fragment Mendoza had taken from the British Museum would fit perfectly with the artefact Wade pulled out of the jungle the day before. If it was a key, then Morton Wade now had all of it.
They also knew Wade had relieved the Vatican of the Codex Borgia, but despite the best efforts of Alex and Ryan exactly why he needed it was still a mystery. Their speculation that Wade had somehow stumbled upon the Aztec Underworld seemed too grim to contemplate, but the map found under the codex�s painted illustrations pointed that way. As for the sacred chants, they shuddered to think what Wade was trying to summon.
Ryan pushed back in his chair and took a long gulp of the beer before turning to Hawke and the others. �Something�s been bothering me for a while.�
�They have a pharmacy at the end of the block,� Scarlet said, leaning back in her chair with a wide smirk.
Ryan didn�t even look at her. �On the plane from Rome I kept thinking about the image Pavoni showed us before she was murdered and it was driving my crazy.�
�What image?� Scarlet asked.
�An image of a man in a canoe.�
�The one she said was similar to a drawing in a different codex?� Lea asked.
�Yep � an image of Aztl�n in the Codex Boturini, only this one � the one the reflectographic imaging revealed under the paint showed more detail.�
�Aztl�n?� Kim said.
�Spill the beans, mate,� Hawke said, and all eyes turned to the young man in the Iron Man t-shirt.
�Sure � I�m talking about the Aztec legend of Aztl�n.�
�I failed Aztec 101,� Scarlet said with a sneer. �So dumb it down a notch.�
�I can�t dumb it down any more without crayons,� he said.
Scarlet scowled at him. �And you know what you can do with a crayon?�
Ryan ignored her. �The Nahuatl legend tells us that in the beginning there were seven tribes who lived in seven caves. They came together and dwelled in the land of Aztl�n, but after their society turned into a tyranny they decided to flee south. The god Huitzilopochtli told them they would no longer be the Azteca people, but the Mexica people, and that�s where Mexico gets its name from. Huitzilopochtli told them to settle wherever they saw an eagle sitting on a cactus, and that turned out to be Tenochtitl�n � the present day Mexico City.�
�And where was this Aztl�n?� Lexi asked.
�As you might have guessed with a legend this old, no two descriptions of the place are alike, but its location is of more importance. Some claim it was situated just north of Mexico City, while others have made the case that it was further away on the Pacific coast. The really interesting part is that there is a debate about whether or not it�s an island thanks to a drawing of it in the Codex Boturini.�
Scarlet cracked open a lager and reclined on the leather couch before turning to Maria. �Is this how he talks when he�s warming things up in the sack?�
The Russian ignored her with a haughty, if vaguely suppressed smile and asked Ryan to continue.
�The picture in that codex shows the Aztecs fleeing from Aztl�n, and it clearly shows them sailing away from an island in an Aztec canoe, fleeing some kind of tyranny, as I said. The drawing depicts a large island with a massive temple in the center of it, not to mention a number of other buildings, but the picture revealed in the Codex Borgia we saw in Rome was much more explicit about Aztl�n being an island.�
�I see where this is going.�
�Right � some have argued that Aztl�n was in fact an island, but until now we had no real evidence for it except for a couple of vague references by Plato. If you can�t see the connection between the words Aztl�n and Atlantis then I can�t help you.�
At the word Atlantis an immediate silence fell over the room and all eyes were fixed on Ryan Bale.
Eden spoke first. �So you�re saying the Aztecs were the original Atlanteans?�
�Jesus,� Camacho said, and let out a low whistle of surprise.
�Partly. I think the Aztecs broke away from the Atlanteans � another sect if you like, or tribe.�
�This just gets more and more insane,� Lexi said. �To think I gave up the Ministry for this madness��
Ryan continued. �Through the prism of modern life, all of this looks like madness, yes � but as we now know, these ancient legends were often much more than myths. They�re the lens we look through to see how we really began.�
�Oh, someone get this boy a drink,� Scarlet said. �And quick� before he starts writing poetry, please.�
Ryan ignored her. �At the moment this is just speculation, and we should focus on the Aztec issue, but I�m just saying that there might be some kind of link and we should be ready for it.�
�Maybe Wade is looking for more than an Aztec temple?� Kim said.
�Maybe, but,� Hawke shook his head. �Maybe Mendoza is the one looking for more. I saw something in his eyes in London and again in Rome. He�s like a man possessed. I can�t see Wade indulging in myths.�
Eden nodded his head. �I agree. We know Wade is a lifelong admirer of Aztec culture and archaeology. His creation of the Order of the Sixth Sun backs this up too. I doubt he has any interest in Atlantis, which he probably regards as mythical.�
�All right,� Hawke said, leaping to his feet. �The sooner we get to the plantation the sooner we end this nightmare.�
�Right,� Kim said. �The plantation is too far away by road, so we�re going by air, courtesy of the CIA who have rustled up a couple of Lakotas. We leave in ten minutes so get ready.�
Hawke took the time to prepare a PSK, a personal survival kit. Like the other former Special Forces people on the team he knew you never went into a jungle theater without some basic preparation. Most of the stuff he got from his regular kit that he took on missions � compass, small multitool, magnesium firestarter, Fresnel lens and some duct tape. Then after a quick search of the hotel bathroom he grabbed some dental floss and dropped his iPhone in a plastic zipper bag just for good measure. He knew what jungle humidity could do to electronic equipment. It was all just a precaution, but spending so long as a Commando and former SBS operative had meant it was a habit impossible to break.
He felt a hand brush against his arm. It was Lea.
�You ready, cowboy?� she said.
�I�m always ready,� he said.

CHAPTER TWENTY

The fear flooded through Viktor Sobotka as he watched Morton Wade approach the rear of the Mercedes Atego. Unlike everyone else, the Texan was wearing a full NBC suit and in his hand he held a Geiger counter. They were standing in the loading bay of what looked like some kind of grain store on a plantation somewhere west of Mexico City, and for the first time since this nightmare began Viktor was starting to wonder if he was really going to make it through alive. With this on his mind, the flight down in Wade�s private jet had been one of silent, strained terror, especially given the knowledge of the U-235 bullet detonator Aurora had forced him to steal from Los Alamos. Those had only one use: activating fission bombs.
Silvio Mendoza and Aurora Soto shared a long kiss as Delgado and Garza opened the rear of the truck. Another man climbed out of the cab. He was wearing a greasy white shirt with a crumpled packet of cigarettes in the pocket. A few moments later a hard-looking young woman followed in his footsteps and slipped out of the truck. Viktor noticed a snake tattoo on her neck and a terrible black eye on her face. She looked at the man in the white shirt with nothing but hate in her young eyes. The atmosphere was one of tense excitement, which was insane given what he thought was going on.
Mendoza pushed Aurora away and walked over to his brother. �Jorge, all good?�
Jorge nodded and lit a cigarette as they spoke.
�Where is Alena?� Viktor said. �Why wasn�t she on the plane?�
Wade looked at him with contempt. �She�s fine. Keep it down.�
The Texan then ordered Jorge to pull a forklift up to the rear of the Atego while Delgado and Garza rode the forks up to the level of the truck. Inside they guided the forks under the steel pallet and then waved the forklift back. The depot was filled with the shrieking sound of the reversing alarm as Jorge pulled away from the Atego and turned the forklift around. He lowered the forks and set the metal container and steel pallet down on the polished concrete floor of the warehouse�s loading bay.
Wade ran the Geiger counter over the container. Juana Diaz took a step back from the action as Wade began prising off the lid. He cracked a wide grin. �Good work, everyone!�
By the look on Mendoza�s face he didn�t share Wade�s enthusiasm for whatever hellish project was unfolding, but Wade was too focussed to notice as he slowly circled the mystery package, his eyes full of wonder and expectation. He glanced inside and gasped with pleasure. Viktor thought he saw an almost religious reverence on Wade�s crazed face. �She�s here at last. She�s finally here.� He turned to Mendoza and barked a string of orders in Spanish. Everyone left the room except for Wade and Viktor.
�May I introduce you to the Hummingbird, Professor Sobotka.�
Viktor walked a few paces forward and peered inside the container. Like Wade had done, he also gasped, but in horror not pleasure. �Just what the hell is this?�
�This is my new toy. She has the power of a god. I like to call her the Hummingbird, but you probably know her by another name � an RM-152C. In other words, one of the former Soviet Union�s cobalt bombs.�
Viktor shook his head in disbelief. �I don�t understand� this isn�t possible! Cobalt bombs are purely theoretical. They were never made, not even by the United States.�
Wade laughed. �How wonderful! You of all people � a nuclear weapons specialist � and you actually believe the official governmental doctrine when they tell you these weapons were never made.�
�It�s not possible��
�And now you�re actually looking at one not a yard from your face and yet still you cannot bring yourself to question authority.�
�This is insanity! Fission devices salted with cobalt were never made, I tell you! I�ve worked in the industry for decades, first for the Soviets and now for the Americans. I can�t� I just can�t believe it.� He stared at the smooth metal casing of the bomb in abject horror. �When Le� Szil�rd originally talked about such a concept back in the fifties no one seriously entertained the idea of actually constructing such a monstrous device. I refuse to believe mankind sank to this level!�
Viktor almost felt like crying.
�Well, it�s time to suck it up, Viktor, because they exist and even better than that I now have one of my very own!�
�But these weapons were supposed�� he changed his words now he knew they were real. �If they really exist then they are insanely dangerous. Salting the warhead with cobalt to increase its radiological fallout would��
Wade cut him off. �Would not only mean the total flattening of whatever city I detonate it in, but a degree of nuclear fallout unparalleled in human history. Even the early Tadje tests conducted by the British in the Maralinga Range of South Australia showed tremendous potential, but the Hummingbird here is far more technically advanced than that. She�s the product of a much later Soviet design�a real beauty.�
�You�re insane. You�re looking at it like it�s alive.�
�In a way she is alive � but she represents everything I have grown to hate about this world. She is as high-tech a weapon as it is possible to have, and yet her own power can be used to send our planet back to the dark ages. A beautiful irony, don�t you think, Professor?�
�This weapon must never be used! Do you hear me? Never!�
Wade smiled. �Of course she will be used! Just like you and me � she was born to die, Viktor, and how she will die!� As he spoke, Mendoza returned to the room with Aurora at his side.
�We�re all set, se�or,� he said.
�Great.�
�This is madness, Wade!�
�No!� Wade raised his voice, the dreamy complexion now gone from his face. �What we are doing to our world is madness. It is time for a new beginning. A new age! The Aztecs understood about the importance of new ages� about how a new sun would usher in a new age.�
�New Age?� Viktor stared at the Texan with incredulity. �What are you talking about?�
�For the Aztecs, we�re now living in the fifth and final age, Viktor. During the previous four ages, the sun was more of a god than anything else and now some believe the fifth and final sun must give up his life if humans are to progress to the next level of consciousness. Now, I shall deliver a new age to the world, and the people of this planet shall thank me for it when I liberate them from the shackles of our failed, burned-out era.�
Viktor shook his head and took a step back, but was kept in place by the barrel of Mendoza�s greasy revolver, which he jammed into the small of the scientist�s back.
Wade gave a knowing nod and smirk. �I know what you�re thinking, Viktor� you�re thinking what good can come of destruction on a scale like this? But the fear of death is just another feature of life in the modern West. The ancient peoples knew that death meant more life � this is why they burned the land to encourage new growth, and why they� sacrificed people.�
Viktor waited helplessly for Wade to continue, speechless with fear.
Wade continued in his sing-song Texan drawl. �Sacrifice was integral to ancient culture � they knew that without death there could be no rebirth. That is why they made live offerings to the gods.�
Viktor didn�t like where this talk of �live offerings� was going, and now he saw that dreamy look back on Wade�s face once again. �What do you mean?�
�He doesn�t understand,� Mendoza said in Spanish.
�Yes, of course he understands,� Wade said sourly. �He knows what a live offering is � don�t you, Viktor?�
�Of course, but I don�t see the connection.�
�Then you must look harder.�
�If you think committing genocide with this cobalt bomb is the same thing as sacrificing a person on an altar then you really are crazy, Wade!�
�A single person on an altar? When the Aztecs opened a new temple dedicated to the mighty Huitzilopochtli they offered the gods over eighty thousand people as sacrifices, Viktor. Eighty� thousand� people. Now you just think about that for a minute boy! When I dedicate our new discovery to the true gods I will ensure they receive the greatest offering of all history.�
Viktor pulled himself together, straightening his shirt and tie and standing up to his full height. �All right them, where are you going to detonate it?�
�Hush, Viktor � and don�t ask impertinent questions. Let�s just say I chose a location where I�m going to get the maximum bang for my buck.�
Mendoza laughed, dropped the stub of his cigarette and crushed it out under his boot.
Viktor stared in horror at the Texan tech guru and wondered if any of this could be real. Maybe, he told himself, it was all nothing more than a nightmare and he would soon be woken by his wife with a cup of coffee � and the sun streaming in through the window of their Santa Fe home. Alena� where are you?
His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the forklift truck starting up. He looked up and saw Jorge was now back in the warehouse and sitting at the wheel. Lurking behind him were the familiar figures of Aurora Soto, Delgado and Garza. The woman with the black eye was behind them all in the shadows, as quiet as a deer mouse.
�Not much time left, boss,� Mendoza said.
Wade beamed. �It�s time for you to go to work, Viktor. Don�t forget the part you�re playing in all this. Not even the Russians are crazy enough to let a complete nuke out in the world, which is why we needed you.� Wade ordered Aurora Soto to fetch the container Viktor had stolen from the lab at Los Alamos. �It would be a shame if your wife had to get hurt, wouldn�t it?�
Viktor nodded, the image of his wife locked away somewhere, frightened for her life, burned a hate-filled hole in his mind but he could do nothing to help her other than obey Wade�s insane instructions.
�Good job, Viktor. I want you to fit the trigger mechanism you stole to the Hummingbird, and connect a timing device to her. Now get to work � I want this thing airborne before the day�s done. Yes I do, boy.�
Viktor Sobotka did as he was told, carefully fitting the trigger into the device. A cobalt bomb was a regular fission bomb, but salted with cobalt in order to increase the lethality of the radioactive fallout. At the core of the weapon was a quantity of uranium-235, a fissile isotope capable of sustaining a chain reaction. This reaction was caused by firing a smaller quantity of uranium at the main load. That was where Viktor came in, and the trigger mechanism he stole from the lab in Los Alamos. Once fitted, he would rig up a digital timer designed to activate the trigger at any time Wade specified.
The hours passed, until eventually he wiped his hands and sighed heavily. �It�s done. You can set this timer to trigger the firing mechanism any time you like. Please� promise to leave me and my wife alone. I swear I won�t tell anyone what happened here today.�
Wade nodded in appreciation of the work. �I�m very satisfied with this, Viktor, but sadly I suffer from a fundamental lack of trust when it comes to scientists.� He turned to Mendoza, who was standing nearby with his pearl-handled Colt. �Kill him.�
Viktor�s eyes widened and he turned on his heel to flee the men, darting out of the grain store. Mendoza stepped casually through the double doors and raised the pistol, firing twice. Viktor fell forward and his knees smashed into the ground. The hot air rushed into the cavity made by the bullet and pushed down on his lungs, collapsing them. He struggled to breathe, but his lungs couldn�t expand against the weight of the external air, and now he felt the blood rushing into his lungs as well. A man of science, he knew this was called pneumohemothorax, and without immediate medical attention he would die.
He glanced over his shoulder as Silvio Mendoza nonchalantly strolled toward him, cocking back the revolver�s hammer with his thumb. The weapon�s front sight flashed in the sunshine. Something told him the Mexican wasn�t coming over to offer medical assistance. He knew he had only seconds left.
He heard Wade�s raspy drawl. �Finish him, and get this baby out to the airfield.�
Rubbing his forefinger over the bullet would, Viktor began to write the last thing he would ever write, drawing the letters in his own blood. He had to tell the world what was coming, but then the gun fired. A loud, vicious blast echoed off the jungle canopy on the far side of the hill and sent a flock of startled jacamars exploding into the hot, blue sky.
Viktor Sobotka rolled on top of his last will and testament, gone forever.
* * *
When the work was done, Jorge Mendoza and his men closed up the back doors of the Atego and casually secured the lock. Now, with the drive ahead of him, he remembered his work as a freight train driver when he used to smuggle drugs over the US border. He hid the cocaine packets under the driver�s seat beside the battery.
He climbed up into the cab and positioned himself in the driver�s seat with Juana beside him. Behind him, Aurora Soto and a handful of Wade�s most loyal acolytes jumped on board and clambered into the rear of the truck. Not as impressive as the massive locomotive he used to drive, but it did the same job.
Their orders were simple enough: ensure the Hummingbird was delivered to the airfield then fly her to the agreed location. Not a problem, Se�or Wade� no pasa nada.
He nodded with satisfaction as remembered how he would drive the train of death, revving up its monstrous 3500 horsepower V16 diesel-electric engine as it groaned to life. This then was the truck of death, and when they were in the air they would soon be over the border with the gabachos and the new age of the Sixth Sun could start at last. Only then would the world be cleansed and mankind finally able to transform one step closer to the gods. His brother and Aurora didn�t believe in any of this, but that was their failing. He knew it was all true. He had seen Wade talking to the gods.
He moved up through the gears and got the Hummingbird on her way. Jorge missed riding the rails. He missed the feeling he got when he increased power to the throttles and the massive freight train began to move forward along the searing-hot tracks. Beside him, Juana Diaz glanced over her shoulder at the rear of the truck and lowered her head in terrified silence.
It was good that she knew her place, he mused. That would come in handy later, but for now he had serious business to attend to. He crunched up through the gears and tried to focus on the mission but then his brother�s voice drifted into his mind on the breeze, mingling with the sweet scent of the pitaya vines�
Eat the heart, Jorge� tu debes comer el coraz�n!
He shuddered at the thought. Yes, he had done it.
But only because Silvio had told him to do it.
It was the only way into the serpientes, but now he felt like crying. It would all be over when he rode the Hummingbird into the heavens.
In top gear now, he pushed the Mercedes Atego along the dirt track but in his mind he was on the rails again, increasing power as he brought the five thousand tonne freight train up to cruising speed. He looked ahead. The dirt track and soaking wet rainforest had melted away. All he saw was the sun flashing on the twin steel tracks that he knew so well, stretching out to the vanishing point in the vast Sonoran Desert ahead of him.
It would all be over soon.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The ECHO team had landed in Mexico�s rainy season, and thanks to the tail end of a tropical storm front, the helicopter journey out to Wade�s coffee plantation was longer and more turbulent than even Hawke had considered it might be. The UKSF had trained him many times in this part of the world � Belize mostly � so he knew vaguely what to expect in terms of landscape and humidity, but this place was something else altogether.
As they weaved their way over the undulations of the luscious landscape below, it reminded him of something out of Jurassic Park with the steep drops at the side of the roads and the dense tropical rainforest as far as the eye could see � and then they were almost at the plantation.
With some chunky binoculars, he looked at Wade�s hideout from the air and made his calculations. It was vast, with Wade�s hacienda in the center. Moving out were plush tropical lawns and even what looked like an artificial lake with an island in the middle of it. Surrounding all of this were the coffee fields � an endless carpet of the precious commodity that stretched to every horizon.
Lexi offered him a stick of gum and when he declined she ran her finger up his leg.
�You might have noticed but I�m with someone,� he said, glancing over at Lea who was in animated conversation with Kim and Reaper.
There was a short moment of awkward silence and she gave him a look of disappointment. �Don�t you want to finish what we started in Zambia?�
Hawke lifted her hand away, distracted by the mission ahead. �We already finished what we started in Zambia, Lexi.�
He liked Lexi, but she was unpredictable. On the flight she had spoken to him about the Zodiacs and that had made him realize she wasn�t invulnerable to attack after all. She had the same concerns and worries as everyone else. He thought about the assassins she had described � Tiger, Rat, Monkey and Pig. Their simple names had the desired effect of dehumanizing them and making them hard to read or understand. That was why they did it. He took a deep breath and tried to relax, but if these assassins were half as good as Lexi then that meant more trouble.
Of even more concern was the fact Alex Reeve was on the mission. She had successfully appealed to Richard Eden to let her go into the field and he had agreed, but Hawke wasn�t so sure. He had a bad feeling she wasn�t ready.
Two miles out, the choppers landed in a clearing and the pilots killed the engines. Any closer and they risked giving away their presence to the enemy. That meant a hike through the rainforest before they could properly case Wade�s hacienda, but they were all up for it, except for one.
�This humidity is ridiculous,� said Ryan.
�It�s not that bad,� Scarlet said. �Stop being such a baby.�
�Are you kidding? It�s like walking through a bowl of hot soup.�
�In that case,� Hawke said, �you�ll be glad to know you�re staying here with the choppers.�
�What?�
�You heard me, mate. I want someone here to guard these birds while we get about our business over on the plantation, and that someone is Maria. You can keep her and the two pilots company. Any objections?�
Ryan shook his head, and Maria�s reply was to slide a bullet into the chamber of her gun and sit back down inside one of the choppers.
Hawke led the way into the jungle, taking the occasional compass reading as they went. He knew from experience that the lack of light meant getting lost inside a heavy rainforest was easier than falling off a wet log so he kept his wits about him.
The hike was made easier by the usual banter which continued with much eye-rolling until they reached a rise in the jungle, at the top of which a break in the undergrowth offered just the view they were hoping for.
Hawke took up the monocular and studied the compound on the far side of the valley. It was breathtaking in its beauty and the limitless opulence of the property impressed even the former SBS man, who wasn�t exactly known for his appreciation of the finer things in life.
He was looking at the large white hacienda that Wade had converted at considerable expense from an old monastery, and it was surrounded by immense tropical gardens. A luxurious spa house glistened beside some tennis courts, and just behind the main house Hawke spied some stables and a horse-riding facility Wade had carved out of the side of a gentle rise.
To the east of the house was a sprawling coffee plantation over one hundred acres in size, and at the far end of it in a shady valley was a jumble of broken-down huts made of plywood and canvas flapping in the breeze. This was the little favela where Morton Wade�s plantation workers lived. Paid no more than sweatshop workers, Wade worked these people in the toughest conditions.
If they were anything like many coffee pickers, these men and women would pick hundreds of pounds of coffee beans a day for which Wade would pay them no more than three dollars. It was for this reason that many workers in the coffee fields put their own children to work in order to increase the pay they received at the end of the day. Hawke thought about Wade�s private jet and nearly crushed the monocular in his hand.
He handed it over to Reaper and the burly French mercenary viewed the same scene, lingering as Hawke had done on the favela.
�I could do with a cup of coffee right now as a matter of fact�� he said. �Just un petit caf� au lait, je crois. You think they would pick just one little cup for me?�
Hawke gave him a look. �Is this the famous French sense of humor?�
Vincent Reno gave a Gallic shrug and grinned. �I meant before we take Wade out.�
�I�m not liking that I can�t see that damned truck anywhere,� Hawke muttered. �Maybe they already moved out.�
�Could be,� Kim said. �We won�t find out till we�re in.�
Maria gave a wry smile. �Old Russian saying � you can take a wolf by his ears, but you can never let go��
�What?� Lexi said.
�She means when we�re in there�s no going back,� Lea said.
�Oh, sure,� Lexi said. �I knew that.�
Hawke ignored the banter as he wrapped up his surveillance of the hacienda and turned to the team. �All right � now we break into two. Lea and I will go down the western part of the valley and go into the hacienda to take out Wade and anyone else in there. We�ll also see if we can gather any intel from his HQ � there has to be a study or something in a place that size. Scarlet here will lead Vincent� � Hawke paused, noting the expression on Vincent�s face. �What?�
The Frenchman sighed. �We�re on a mission. It�s Reaper.�
Hawke rolled his eyes. �Scarlet here will lead Reaper and the rest of the team to the favela and take out the men guarding Wade�s coffee slaves. Make it midday precisely.�
And with that they set their watches, re-checked their weapons, divided into units and made their way down through the thick grove of coffee trees stretching as far as the eye could see.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Hawke watched Reaper lead his team into the west and disappear in the steaming jungle. Then, with Lea at his side he led the way through the coffee fields toward the hacienda. He�d forgotten how much he hated the jungle, but Mexico was doing its best to remind him. The mosquitoes were bad in the rainy season, especially here in the humid south. The ultimate predators, they had your blood and were long gone by the time you felt the itch. On top of that were the boa constrictors, scorpions and Hobo spiders crawling all over everything� not to mention the cockroaches.
�Just what the hell is that noise?� Lea asked.
�What noise?�
�Sounds like a cheap hedge-trimmer.�
�An ocelot.�
�That�s not a brand of hedge-trimmer, is it?�
�No. It�s a dwarf leopard.�
�A freaking leopard?� she gasped, glancing over her shoulder at the low raspy growling noise.
�You used to be a Ranger. You�ll deal with it.�
�Yeah, but do they eat people?�
Hawke rolled his eyes. �They�re only twice the size of a house cat. Salvador Dal� kept one as a pet. Just relax.�
�Okay, thanks.�
�But look out for the jaguars, because those bastards can get ugly.�
�Oh sure, no problem� wait � what?�
�Forget it � we�re here.�
Hawke pulled apart some undergrowth and now they were able to see the hacienda close-up. They were no more than twenty yards from its north wall now, and close enough to hear some music playing on a radio inside one of the ground floor rooms.
�I can�t see anyone,� he said. �Let�s go.�
They crouch-walked across the north lawn and slipped through a set of Louvre doors to find themselves inside a cool, tiled hall. The radio was louder now, and Hawke peered inside a room to see a man sleeping with a gun on his lap.
�Come on,� he whispered. �Fortune favours the brave.�
They went inside the room and walked over to the man. Hawke grabbed the gun, waking him, but knocked him out with the stock of the weapon before he�d even opened his eyes properly.
Making their way deeper into the property they climbed a sweeping staircase and found themselves facing what looked like Wade�s private quarters. The door to some kind of anteroom was ajar and through the narrow gap he saw a desk littered with papers and a large map of Mexico on the wall behind it.
He turned to Lea. �I think that�s our next stop.�
�We need to hurry,� Lea said, glancing at her watch. �Not long till Scarlet�s attack and then all hell will break loose.�
Suddenly they heard a floorboard creak and Hawke spun around to see a tall man with a Cold Steel Folder knife in his hand. Seeing he was rumbled, the man lunged forward with the knife. With no room for a roundhouse and no time to think, Lea powered a stunning switch kick into his lower right jaw and snapped his neck back so fast he never saw it coming.
�Nighty night,� she said, but the noise of the fight alerted someone in the room and a second later the door slammed shut.
Hawke took a step back and piled into the door with a chunky shoulder-barge. The heavy panel door gave way just enough to give him some hope before smacking back into the frame. He gave another shoulder-barge and this time it gave way some more but not enough.
Lea sighed. �You want to take a rest while I do that?�
Hawke glanced at her but made no reply. Inside the room he could hear that his work was raising a panic. He launched a third attack and this time the bocote panel splintered and popped out of the frame.
A young man with a shiny neck knife jumped forward from behind the door. He was lean but while his physical body was up for a fight, Hawke saw in his eyes that his mind wasn�t so sure. Behind him he saw the second door was also closed now.
He gestured for the man to come forward. �Bring it on then.�
Neck Knife threw the blade from one hand to the other and licked his lips with fear as he sized up the enormous Englishman now facing him. Behind him was a second heavy bocote door that obviously led to where they wanted to go, so Hawke padded closer to the young man.
Neck Knife moved back, but then thought better of his cowardice and what the Boss might think about it. He moved forward and took a swing at Hawke with the blade. Hawke moved his head to the side and dodged the attack as the steel whistled past his chin. Neck Knife had come in close for the failed attack, and Hawke now used that proximity against him to lay a devastating shovel hook on the side of his head. The young man crumpled like a sack of garbage and fell down on his backside.
The shock of the punch made him release the knife and it tumbled out of his trembling hand onto the floor. Hawke flicked it out of his reach with the toe of his boot and then grabbed the front of his shirt to haul him back up again, this time without the weapon.
�Is that door locked too?�
�No hablo ingl�s!�
�No problem,� Hawke replied. �Se cerr� la puerta?�
The man looked shocked at the unexpected Spanish, albeit delivered with an Argentinean accent. �No, man� that door�s open.�
Hawke narrowed his eyes. �I thought you couldn�t speak English?�
�I� well�� he looked at Hawke sheepishly, but the Englishman ended his sentence for him with a speedy, violent sucker punch and lowered his unconscious body to the floor.
�Ah,� Lea said softly. �Don�t you just love it when the kids go off to sleep nice and early and give us some much needed Us Time?�
�Funny,� Hawke said, and opened the second door.
The study was as opulent as Hawke had speculated, with double French windows at either end of the room. They both opened onto the second floor veranda and the warm breeze outside was gently blowing the voile panels into the room. Another window on the adjacent wall looked out over Wade�s courtyard.
Above their heads an ornate ceiling fan was circulating the sticky air and a pedestal fan was whirring beside a leather wingback. In the far corner behind the desk was a strange stone object around half the size of a bath. Hawke looked at it with uncertainty before raising his eyes again. A view of the sprawling coffee fields lay beyond the windows but Hawke�s interest was much closer to home. He moved toward the desk where Wade had used paperweights and old books to pin down a large map of the jungle.
�Wade�s nowhere in sight but we got the next best thing,� he said.
Lea nodded. �What are we looking at, Joe?�
Hawke frowned and traced his finger along the surface of the map. �If this is the coffee plantation right here, and these are the ruins where Ben and other others were killed, then what the hell is this over here? The mark around this other location is several weeks old. There�s something not right about all of this. � He pointed to an area in the deep jungle that someone had marked with a roughly drawn circle.
�Congratulations,� said the Texan twang. Hawke and Lea spun around to see Morton Wade in the door. Behind him were Silvio Mendoza and Aurora Soto. �You seem to have found my new temple.�
* * *
Scarlet Sloane was in her element. Crouched low now, and with a well-oiled Heckler & Koch MP5 complete with suppressor in her hands, she moved through the jungle like a jaguar, her face hidden behind a thick layer of camo paint. To her right, Reaper looked equally relaxed, but she knew Lexi, Alex and the BDS-CIA team weren�t at home in this environment.
The Mexican rainforest was as harsh as it got, and yet it supported thousands of species of plant and animal life. Ryan had regaled her with the details on the chopper journey. According to him, this was all part of what was named the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor because it facilitated the migration of so much flora and fauna between the two continents of North and South America. Its ecosystem was staggering in the diversity of its many biomes, or at least that�s what the boy had told her. Not only that, but it had also been home to the Olmec, Mayan and Aztec civilizations for countless centuries and all over the area was the evidence in the form of overgrown archaeological sites.
She pressed on, leading her team closer to the battle. A few hundred yards ahead, a break in the tropical undergrowth opened to reveal the flapping canvas shanty huts that made up Wade�s disgusting, fly-blown favela. It was going to be a pleasure smashing up Wade�s empire and freeing these people, not to mention avenging the deaths of the murdered ECHO team and Agent Doyle.
Scarlet Sloane could hardly wait to start, but orders were orders and hers were to wait until precisely midday before launching the assault.
She looked at her watch and sighed. 11:45.
Fifteen minutes to go and not even the chance of a cigarette as she waited.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Hawke lunged toward Wade but was stopped dead in his tracks when Mendoza raised a gun and aimed it at his face. �No, no my friend,� he whispered. �No one gets near Mr Wade. Get back.�
Lea glanced at Hawke as they followed Mendoza�s instructions. �If you�d locked the door behind you when we came in none of this would have happened.�
�Thanks for that.�
�Shut your mouths!� Wade said, turning to Mendoza. �Get some rope.�
Mendoza returned moments later with a length of what looked like a double braid yachting rope. After he finished tying their hands behind their backs Wade ordered them to turn around and sit on a cotton chaise longue on the far wall. Then he turned to Mendoza and Aurora.
�You two can go now.�
�But��
�I said get out, damn it.�
Mendoza stared at the Texan for a moment with hate smouldering in his eyes before stepping out with Aurora and closing the door behind him.
Wade smiled and casually pulled a cigar from a box on his desk. �Poor Silvio,� he said, noting the look on Hawke�s face. �Just because he was a drug cartel lord he thinks he�s above me in the pecking order.�
�But you�re the Big Boss, right?� Lea said sarcastically.
�Silvio is nothing more than a violent thug, a common peasant who knifed his way to the top. Sadly for him the CIA has taken everything from him. Now he has nothing so he works for me.� He stared at her and narrowed his eyes to slits. �The Big Boss.�
�Are you sure about that, Wade?� Hawke said. �I saw the way he looks at you and to me it seems like he�d like to use your skull as a potpourri bowl.�
Lea nodded. �True story � I saw the look on his face too and he seems like the type� the potpourri thing I mean.�
Wade gave an evaluating glance and nodded his head sagely before walking over to his desk and reclining against it for a moment.
Hawke strained against his bonds as Wade casually lit the cigar and stepped over to the window looking over the yard. He opened it and leaned on the picket rail of his Juliet balcony, blowing a cloud of dark smoke into the furnace outside. Now, reduced to a silhouette by the bright sky beyond the windows, he lingered there for effect and took another calm drag on the cigar.
He turned and after staring at Hawke and Lea for a long time, lifted the cigar box off the table and handed it to the Englishman. �Where are my manners? Won�t you join me � these are Gurkha Black Dragons in their own hand-carved bone chest. They cost over a thousand dollars a piece.�
�Money literally up in smoke,� Lea said in disgust.
�The average Mexican would take two months to earn enough to smoke just one of these. One of my coffee pickers would need three months,� he said with a grin. �Are you sure you won�t join me?�
�Thanks,� Hawke replied, �but I�d rather eat a stir-fried dog turd than share a smoke with a man like you.�
Wade was still for a moment, measuring up his opponent. He snapped the box shut and returned it to the desk. �A delightful image� I�d show you around but it seems you�ve already taken the liberty and done it yourselves.�
Hawke said nothing. He felt the sweat building up on his neck and running down his back. Outside in the heat of the day the desolate cry of a prairie falcon filled the cobalt blue sky. A gust of hot air blew in through the balconette window and washed over the two captives. It felt like someone was pointing a hair dryer in their faces.
�Why did you kill Barton?� Lea asked.
�Barton was a trusted member of the Order, but sadly he lost his nerve at a critical juncture in the operation and decided to run to you. Obviously I couldn�t allow that so I had him neutralized with a tlacalhuazcuahuitl blowgun.�
�A what?� Lea asked.
�An Aztec weapon that fires small wooden darts coated in poison. I felt his betrayal was worthy of the death.�
�What did he mean about the god of the dead, and how you were supposed to worship only the sun?� Lea said.
�You ask a lot of questions for someone with such a pretty little head.� He took a seat in a chair beside the whirring pedestal fan and took another drag on the cigar as the fresh air cooled the sweat on his face. For a long time he was still and silent, rolling the cigar in his fingers, but then he spoke: �I thought that the mark on the map you saw was the location of a temple I�ve been seeking my whole life.�
�But instead it turned out to be a Tesco Metro?�
Wade ignored the comment. �I wanted to find the Missing Temple of Huitzilopochtli for so long that when we finally located the complex you saw on the map I looked no further. It was only weeks later I made the second discovery� the room without windows is a much greater prize that demands a deeper commitment.�
�The room without windows?� Hawke repeated. �What does that mean?�
The Texan got up and strolled across to the stone object in the corner, tracing his fingers around its rim with tender affection.
�Isn�t it magnificent? This is a genuine cuauhxicalli � an altar stone used by the ancients to safeguard the hearts of those lucky enough to be sacrificed to the gods. This one was discovered by me on one of my own explorations in the Lacandon Jungle. It is of particular importance to me because its motif is centred on eagles. It is my belief this stone was used during sacrifices to Huitzilopochtli, the god of war, sun and sacrifice.�
Wade stared at the stone unblinking, once again tracing his forefinger around its smooth outer edge as he stepped silently around it. Lost in another world, he circled the ancient object several times before stopping and glancing back up at them. �And this over here is of course part of the actual sacrifice stone, where the honoured victims would be held down while the priests opened their bodies and extracted their hearts.�
The aroma of the cigar smoke drifted over to Lea and she coughed in revulsion.
�Does it upset you?� Wade said sarcastically.
�Sure it does, you whack-job. You�re talking about tearing people�s hearts out. If that�s not barbaric I don�t know what is.�
�The modern world has made us weak. The Aztecs were warriors who weren�t frightened of submitting to the gods. Take the Great Temple at Tenochtitl�n. When they held the inauguration of the Great Temple, the Aztec ruler Ahuizotl ordered the sacrifice of over four thousand people. It lasted for days� can you imagine being there to witness such magnificence? They say the blood ran like a river down the steps of the temple. Glorious.�
�Glorious?� Hawke said. �What the hell is wrong with you?�
�I�ve never told anyone this before,� Wade said solemnly, �but my mother was Mexican� a Nahua from Puebla. It is through her mother than I am directly descended from Aztec nobility.�
�Fascinating,� Hawke said.
�But it is fascinating! To be part of all this� The Aztec story of creation is one of rebirth. Everything about Aztec religious culture revolves around this concept. We sacrifice people in order to ensure rebirth and this is at the heart of the Five Suns legend.�
�You�re talking about the Aztec creation myth?� Hawke said.
�No,� Wade said sourly. �I�m talking about the Aztec creation story. It�s no myth. You must understand that Huitzilopochtli must be nourished every day with human blood. There is no other way to appease him, and if he is angered by a failure to give him this nourishment he will destroy us all.�
�You make me sick,� Lea said, her voice barely a whisper.
�The Jaguars destroyed the first sun, the hurricanes annihilated the second sun, fire from the sky took the third sun away and the fourth sun was extinguished by floodwater. The fifth sun shall be burned by an even fiercer sun and the people turned to ash�this is the Aztec Prophecy� a new world shall be born from the ashes of the old� the sixth sun shall devour the sky and a new dawn will rise over mankind and only then will the gods be sated.�
�You�re just as insane and barbaric as the Aztecs!�
�And you think you�re any better?� Wade sneered. �Let me tell you a story. I was raised on the wrong side of the tracks up in East Texas. Life was real tough for me and my mom� don�t ask about my dad because I never even knew the bastard. I worked harder than you can imagine escaping from poverty. When I was still no more than a kid I started up Wadesoft Systems.�
�Everyone in the world knows this,� Hawke said.
�Maybe. We specialized in very high-performance computing technology, both hardware and software. It was tough, but I made it. I was the original rags to riches story. I was worth three billion dollars before I was thirty, but then I lost everything in the crash� by 2012 it was all over. I was forced into a Chapter 11� totally bankrupt and my carcass was picked clean by all the other tech guys. Some of those assholes had been my friends, or so they said. Yet when the time was right they stripped everything I had left and acquired whatever assets they could get their filthy cheatin� hands on.�
Lea scowled at him. �Shit happens, Wade. Get over it.�
�My dreams were crushed by what I call the American Nightmare. Now those bastards are gonna pay for humiliating me.�
�What are you talking about?�
�They took everything from me, and now I�ll take everything from them. It�s going to be beautiful. The ultimate human sacrifice to our suns��
Hawke frowned with confusion. �What do you mean� Suns?�
Wade laughed out loud and slapped his knee. �When I say suns I mean suns, boy!� he repeated, looking at Hawke like he was an idiot. �Just how many suns do you think we have in our solar system?�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

�Last time I looked we had one sun, crackerjack,� Lea said, straining at the yachting rope binding her hands behind her back.
�Well ain�t that cute? Cute � but dead wrong, baby, because our solar system is binary. We have two suns. We might have only just worked it out, but the ancient Aztecs always knew this was the case. They were infinitely wiser than us � we�ve lost so much ancient knowledge now �cause we�re always looking down into our little screens� The Aztecs described these two suns very clearly � the sun of the day � the young, fresh sun, and then there was the ancient, black sun. The Black Sun story is central to Mesoamerican Underworld mythology.�
�Sounds like you need a nice lie down,� Lea said.
If Wade heard her, he didn�t show it. �The Aztecs called them the Day Sun and the Black Sun, and yet today modern science would describe them as the Sun, or Sol to be more precise, and Gliese 229, a red dwarf around nineteen light years away. That is what makes our solar system a binary one. I know it�s hard for you to get your lil� pinheads around it, but yeah, it�s true � we have two suns. The red dwarf is completely unobservable without modern, high-powered telescopes of course, which makes me ask the question: how did the Aztecs know of its existence?�
�Do enlighten us.�
�You�re too ignorant to understand.�
�Try me,� Lea said.
�I deal in dreams,� Wade said, drifting away again. �That is why I intend on reviving such a wonderful ancient cult��
Hawke glanced at the clock. 11:58. �And I deal in reality, Wade. You and your men are nothing more than common terrorists.�
Wade chuckled as he looked at them. �What the hell is that supposed to mean? You tryin� to threaten me, boy? Trussed up like a Christmas turkey?� He kicked Hawke in the stomach and roared with laughter as the Englishman doubled over, gasping for air.
�Anyway, it hardly matters now. It�s all over. The bastards who gutted me are about to find out what happens when you screw with the ancient gods. Long before your unwanted presence arrived at my plantation, my little Hummingbird flew up into the sky. She�s long gone now, and can�t be stopped. It�s over� a done deal.�
�If your little hummingbird means the bomb, we know all about it.�
Wade looked at Lea sharply. �You know squat.�
�I know you�re a maniac with a cult who wants to sacrifice people to ancient gods, and that�s not crazy at all. Did I miss anything out?�
�You know nothing about me, you little bitch.�
�Hey!� Hawke shouted. �Watch your mouth.�
�Or what, Limey?�
�You�ll find out, Tex.�
Wade laughed. �I�m not afraid of you, little man. Eighty thousand people were sacrificed to Huitzilopochtli when a new temple was dedicated to him in 1487. Today, I will dedicate my new temple to him, and sacrifice over one hundred times more people. Does that sound like the actions of a man who can be easily intimidated?�
�A hundred times more?� Lea said, shocked. �That�s eight million!�
�There�s nothing wrong with your math, Irish.�
�Get fucked,� Lea said. �You need a psychiatrist!�
�Feisty,� Wade said with a grin. �I like that in a woman. It�s just a shame you�ll be dead in ten minutes.�
�You�re not going to get away with any of this, Wade,� she said. �It�s not just us who are onto you. The Americans are on your case too.�
�The Americans are on everyone�s case, but they�re gonna have a shitload more to worry about than me in a few hours.� He gave a low laugh and whistled. �Shit yeah, boy.�
�What does that mean?�
�Have you never wondered how these ancient civilizations knew so much more than us? Look at people today! Concerned only with buying their junk and getting drunk and living in total ignorance of their own world, and yet men and women who walked this earth centuries ago knew more than they do!�
�Oh, come off it,� she said sharply. �People like you think you�re so much cleverer than the rest of us, but you�re wrong!�
Hawke watched the clock.
Right about now�
Then Wade�s dreamy state was broken by a sudden explosion and the sound of submachine gunfire. �Right on time,� Hawke said, giving Wade his best piss-taking grin.
Wade leaped from his seat, panicked, but before he spoke the door smashed open. The scarred face of Silvio Mendoza appeared in the doorway. He was gripping a Nosler deer hunting rifle and looked rattled.
�What is it?!� the Texan snapped. �What�s going on?�
�It�s the favela, sir� it�s under attack.�
Wade looked alarmed for a moment, but then composed himself. �Send Soto and Garza and the men and kill them all. He turned to Hawke and Lea. �You take these two outside. You know what to do.�
Mendoza gave a businesslike nod and padded over to the prisoners. Raising his revolver above him, Hawke saw the pearl-handled weapon sparkle in the sunlight. Then he saw Mendoza bring it down hard on his head and he was out for the count.
* * *
Scarlet led the assault on the guardroom and a few short seconds later the melancholy peace of the favela exploded into a savage battlefield, with the former SAS woman and her team rushing toward the buildings and engaging with the enemy guards.
The plantation workers screamed and scattered like coffee tea leaves in a hurricane, hiding inside the shanties and slamming shut the plywood doors.
A man with a paramilitary uniform raced toward Scarlet, obviously shocked by the surprise attack but still ready for a fight. As he pounded closer to her he ordered the other guards into the fray and then raised his fist to strike her.
Scarlet sidestepped and dodged the blow, but returned fire with the butt of her gun which she plowed into the man�s jaw. She heard a cracking sound and he cried out, but not before she brought her left hand up and planted a vicious tiger punch in his windpipe. He crashed to the floor in a wheezing heap and she finished the job off with a solid kick in his face.
A guard saw the attack and raised his gun to fire at Scarlet, but Reaper ran forward and grappled him to the ground. The guard�s automatic rifle fired off a few rounds in a lethal, uncontrolled arc as the two men fought, but the former legionnaire brought matters to a conclusion with a devastating head butt which knocked the man out cold. Reaper then yanked the rifle out of his hands and emptied the magazine in the direction of more of Wade�s goons.
Lexi Zhang had decided to use the assault as a workout and was currently cutting her way through several armed men. They fought with knives but their efforts to keep her away from the favela were in vain.
Kim and Camacho were making their way toward the east end of the guardroom, but Alex Reeve was hanging back for a moment, fazed by heat of close-combat after so many years behind a desk. One of the guards saw her and clambered on a motorbike. He kick-started it and drove toward her with a pistol in his left hand.
This was the moment to prove herself ready for the field again.
She aimed her gun and fired at the serpiente as he raced toward. Her shot was good and hit the Michelin Scorcher tire on the front, tearing into the silica-enriched rubber compound and exploding it off the aluminum wheel rim in a burst of sparks and smoke. The bike spun out of control and skidded off the dirt track between the favela and the coffee fields. It smashed into a low fence and propelled the guard through the air in a cloud of dust and exhaust fumes. He landed in the gravel with a heavy whack.
The former CIA agent had been out of the field a long time, but it looked like she hadn�t lost her touch. And proving it in this part of the world was extra sweet, because it was down here in Latin America that she had been shot and paralysed.
She recalled the mission with a shudder. She was part of a unit rescuing hostages from a FARC outpost south of Bogota when it happened. The mission had been a success, but she never got to celebrate. She was on a chopper to the nearest hospital and hours later awoke from an operation to be told she would never walk again.
And she hadn�t � not for years� not until Joe Hawke walked back into her life and handed her the mysterious elixir they�d found in the Ethiopian Highlands. If all that seemed like years ago, then the shooting in Bogota was another lifetime. Either way, it felt good to be back in the saddle, even if Richard Eden had taken some convincing that she was ready to go back into the field. She was trained for more than just intel work and she wanted to show it.
But then she felt the stabbing pain in her legs again.
It receded.
But came back� probably nothing, she told herself, and charged into the fray where Scarlet was deconstructing someone�s face with a ferocious salvo of heel kicks.
�Need a hand?� Alex shouted.
�Hardly, darling� but thanks for asking.�
Scarlet spun around once more, striking the man off his balance. He staggered back, dazed, but then yanked a gut hook from his belt. With blood pouring from his lips, he stormed toward Scarlet and Alex, swearing revenge.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Lea felt the fear rise in her stomach as Silvio Mendoza pressed the muzzle of his gun against her neck and whispered at her to get moving along the jetty. The cold touch of the steel pressed on her warm flesh and was accompanied by the feeling of his breath on her ear. She recoiled at the hoarse chuckle of the Mexican as he revelled in the power he had over her. Ahead of them, three men struggled to haul the unconscious body of Joe Hawke into an inflatable launch where they dumped him unceremoniously on the rear seat.
�Your turn,� Mendoza said.
Lea stepped down into the boat as Wade joined them on the jetty, hands in pockets and eyes shaded by his crumpled Reiner hat. In the background they heard the distant chatter of gunfire and the occasional grenade explosion as Scarlet�s team continued its assault on the favela. Wade was starting to look anxious as he slipped his hands out of his pockets and lit a second cigar. �Like Professor Barton, it is now time for you depart this world. In this lake are my sharks, and now you are going to be fed to them.�
�Sharks? This is a lake, Wade! Sharks swim in the ocean because of the salt.�
�Correct, but sadly for you only partly so. The third most dangerous shark in the world is the bull shark. It is a truly remarkable creature, able to alter its osmoregulatory system in order to ensure its survival in either fresh water or salt water.� He paused for effect. �There are bull sharks in this lake.� He grinned and moved his eyes up from Lea to the surface of the lake. �I wonder where they�re swimming today?�
�Let me go!�
Wade ignored her pleas. �The females can grow up to eight feet in length and they have the strongest bite force of all the sharks. I can�t imagine it will take long to tear you limb from limb. I would relish the sight, Irish, but sadly I have to move on.�
Lea struggled against the bonds. �What�s the matter with you, Wade?�
�The matter with me?� he asked, perplexed. �Why I should think nothing is. If I were you I�d be more concerned about myself. You�re the one who�s going to get turned into shark chum in a few short moments, after all��
He laughed at the image in his mind for a few seconds and then ordered Mendoza to fire up the launch�s engine. The cartel man unlashed the mooring rope and pushed the two of them away from the jetty. Slowly, they began to chug out to the center of the enormous lake.
With bull sharks slowly moving toward the launch, and encircling them, the small boat pushed its way deeper into the lake. Lea leaned forward, her hands still tied behind her back. �Joe! Wake up, damn it!�
The sun beat down on her, burning the back of her neck and shoulders, but out on the water there was nowhere to seek shade. She squinted to protect her eyes from the high ultraviolet and kicked Hawke in the ribs. �Wake up, ya fool!�
Then she saw his eyes flicker and gave him another kick. �Joe!�
�Yes, damn it! And stop kicking me.� He opened his eyes and tried to sit up in the boat.
�Sorry � I�d have preferred to massage you awake but it just felt like the wrong moment, plus did I mention my sodding arms are tied behind my back?�
�Yes, I can see that, and mine too. What�s going on?�
�Wade says he�s going to feed us to his bull sharks. I�m hoping that�s a Texan expression for something much nicer than it sounds.�
�Sorry � Wade�s chumming bull sharks with us as the chum?�
�If that means using us as bait to lure them � then yeah!�
Hawke struggled against the rope binding his hands behind his back, but it was too tight. Every time he strained against the cords, the thin nylon cut down hard into his wrists. �I�ve woken up to better news, I�ll admit.�
Lea looked at the shore. �What are the bastard little poxes doing over there now?�
Hawke squinted in the sun and saw Mendoza pull his rifle off his shoulder.
�He�s loading the Nosler deer rifle. I knew that thing was going to be trouble.�
�I thought that sick bastard wanted to feed us to his sharks � not shoot us!�
�They�re not aiming at us, Lea � they�re aiming at the dinghy. They want to sink it so we go into the water.�
�Ah� he�s a man of his word then. I�ll give him that.�
Hawke struggled against the yachting rope and looked warily into the water. �I�ll give him more than his fucking word if I ever see him again.�
Mendoza raised the deer hunter and took aim. He began to squeeze the trigger and then everything stopped when the deep roar of another explosion ripped through the valley, only this one was much closer to the hacienda. Wade and the others instinctively ducked and ran for the cover of the lake house.
�Sounds like Scarlet and Reaper just cranked the volume up a notch!�
With his hands still lashed behind his back, Hawke increased power and directed the launch toward the jungle on the other side of the lake.
On Wade�s shore, chaos reigned as they tried to work out where the explosion had come from and what was going on, but Hawke knew they didn�t have much time to exploit before Wade saw they were trying to escape. The launch�s bow hit the shore and they jumped out onto dry land as the small craft plowed up into the sand.
�Quick � use the propellers to cut the ropes!� he yelled. �The leading edge isn�t exactly like a razor but it should be enough.�
Hurriedly they used the blade to cut through the nylon ropes and then moved as fast as they could toward the jungle tree line while Wade and his men were distracted by Reaper�s explosion.
As they climbed onto the far bank, Wade saw their escape bid and ordered Mendoza to stop them. They began taking pot-shots at them, but Wade yelled at them to stop when Hawke and Lea disappeared into the tree line. From the safety of the jungle shadows, they crouched in the undergrowth and watched Wade and the others on the far bank. After a brief conversation, Mendoza nodded and called over some of his men. He ordered them into another launch and seconds later they were giving chase.
�What the hell are they holding?� Lea said. �They�re not guns but I�ve seen something similar somewhere before.�
�So have I � back in Covent Garden. They�re holding blow pipes � the same thing that killed Barton.�
�That doesn�t sound good,� Lea said, swatting at a mosquito on her neck.
�We�ll see them off, don�t worry about it.�
�We�re being hunted by fucking Jaguar Knights armed with poisonous blow pipes through the Mexican jungle, Joe!�
�They�re not Jaguar Knights. They�re just wankers paid by Wade to hurt people.�
�I don�t know� they look pretty serious to me.�
Hawke gave her a sideways glance. �Where�s your spirit of adventure, Donovan?�
* * *
The man with the gut hook made a vicious swipe in the air with the sharp blade, narrowly missing Scarlet�s face. She dodged the attack and replied forcefully, ramming her hand up into the man�s throat, and Alex took a step back to get out of the way.
Maria was cutting her way through the favela guards with a sustained and brutal display of sambo, the Russian combat sport she had learned as a teenager in Moscow and perfected in the FSB. She piled forward into them, smacking knives out of hands and pile-driving the heels of her boots into unshaven jaws.
Camacho fought the old-fashioned way, with his two fists, driving forward through the fight with cross punches, jabs and sidesteps while Kim Taylor was only just keeping a tattooed thug at bay.
Scarlet�s opponent stumbled back and gasped as he tried to suck air through his crushed windpipe. He recovered fast and lunged forward with renewed rage. She turned to see another thug almost upon her and then she felt a heavy blow come in hard in the small of her back. Before she could respond, she felt a second punch a little higher that went into the side of her ribcage. The thug pulled a gun and prepared to fire, but she smacked it out of his hand with a downward chop on his wrist. A savage close-range scorpion kick knocked the man out and she snatched up the gun.
Further into the favela, Reaper stormed forward and took advantage of the new chaos. The bullet wound he�d sustained in Sweden was painful, but it was a matter of pride to keep going. Watching the broken men, women and children move back and forth from their canvas shanties to the coffee fields had raised an almost unquenchable rage in his heart, and now he wanted to end it.
He grabbed the man who was now gripping Kim Taylor by her throat and twisted his tattooed arm around until a loud cracking noise filled the air followed by the agonized screaming of the injured man.
When he fell to his knees and cradled his shattered arm, Reaper caught a glimpse of his own tattoo � the burning grenade. March or Die, was the unofficial motto of the French Foreign Legion and he lived by it.
�Thanks, Vincent�� she gasped.
�De rien,� he growled. �And it�s Reaper. We�re on a mission.�
Scarlet heard the banter but then the gun was knocked from her hand and a hard smack in the face brought her back to the fight. Inwardly she cursed herself for losing her focus at such a time. Getting old, you silly cow, she thought, and spat a wad of blood out on the gravel.
She sidestepped the thug and after hooking her foot around his lower leg she twisted him to the ground and landed a lethal dim mak or death-point strike to the pressure point on his right temple. With the threat neutralized she spun around to see more men streaming out of the guardhouse, this time armed with handguns and one of them even had what looked like a Colt Tactical Carbine.
Reaper grabbed the muzzle of the Colt and wrenched it from the man�s hands with so much force it tore his finger off inside the trigger guard. Before the screams even started the French mercenary spun the carbine around and rammed the stock assembly into his face. The man fell backwards with two split lips and a mouthful of broken teeth, crashing unconscious on the gravel with a heavy smacking sound.
�He�ll need some ice on that if he wakes up.�
�Keep fighting!� Scarlet yelled.
Reaper searched for a way to reach the guardroom � the last hiding place of the slave-drivers who had worked these people almost to death. He saw a short path leading up through a low line of bushes.
�This way!� he screamed, waving his arm for the others to move forward and moments later they finally smashed their way into the guardroom. This was the last line of defense and they had nearly broken through it, but it was too early to celebrate.
Chaos reigned, and now as they moved through the guardhouse, they came under a renewed attack as the final wave of goons rushed them. Guns were fired, bullets flew and a man in a red bandana loosed a savage salvo of punches at Jack Camacho.
Reaper stormed forward to help him when a large man built like a concrete gym smashed open a door, padded into the guardroom and grabbed the French legionnaire by the neck.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Lea�s spirit of adventure disappeared when a poison dart tore through the air and thumped into the trunk of a sapote tree twelve inches from her face. �Don�t you give me that spirit of adventure crap!� she said, somehow managing to resist the urge to slap him. �That thing nearly killed me!�
�Would you have preferred the bull sharks?�
�Well��
�Into the jungle, now!�
Hawke grabbed her wrist and pulled her into the jungle, almost heaving her from her feet as he went. He pounded through the undergrowth as fast as he could, and her view was reduced to a blur as his broad shoulders powered through the tropical foliage ahead of them. Somewhere behind her she could hear the shouts and screams of Wade�s Jaguar Knights as they climbed off their boat and pushed into the jungle on the trail of their prey.
Lea ran faster to keep up with him, feeling his powerful arm pulling on her wrist, urging her forward. She sensed the terrible danger looming behind her � half a dozen men armed with poison darts and blow pipes. They were hunting them like this as part of Wade�s sick Aztec fantasies � playing with their lives simply to fulfil the monstrous delusions of an insane maniac. Her heart pounded from the thrill of the chase as the adrenalin coursed through her body and drove her ever onwards through the sultry vegetation.
Above her head a macaw cried out, started by their heavy footfall as they fled from the self-styled Jaguar Knights. Then a hollow, ghost-like shriek she didn�t recognize � some unknown creature deep in the jungle� It was followed by more cries and whoops as the men closed in on them. A second later she felt a dart whistle past her head and puncture a sapodilla leaf brushing her cheek.
�Jeaaaaus, that was close!�
Hawke glanced over his shoulder. �Are you all right?�
�Me?� She panted hard with the effort of the chase. �I�m just absolutely� bloody� fantastic, Joe Hawke. Nothing I like better than this sorta thing.�
�Good stuff. Keep it up.�
The look she gave him went unseen. He was ahead of her and had released her hand now in order to clear much thicker vegetation out of their path, but behind them the Jaguars drew ever closer.
�Is that a clearing up ahead I can see?�
�Nope.�
�Joe, they�re almost here.�
Hawke peered over her head along the path they had forged through the undergrowth. �Good.�
�Good?!�
�Sure � look ahead � that clearing you thought you saw is actually a waterfall.�
Lea followed his hand and saw the far bank of a ravine � high, steep rocks, wet and black with water vapor. �This time, please God, let this man be joking.�
�Sorry, but no. Fancy a swim?�
Lea peered over the edge of the waterfall. �Joe, it must be a hundred feet down!�
�No way.�
�You think?�
�I�d say a hundred and fifty.�
She looked at him and bit her tongue. �The guy in the front�s almost here.�
�Stay where you are and I�ll surprise him.�
�Not this again! Why can�t you be the bait for once?�
Then the man who had been leading the hunt reached them. He burst out of the jungle with the blow pipe in his hand and looked almost surprised to see Lea standing right in front of him.
She raised her hands. �Please� I�m unarmed.�
He wiped the sweat from his stubbly face and offered an uncertain grin. �Maybe I have my fun with you first��
�Ya startin� on me, ya skanger?�
He looked confused, and then raised the blow pipe to his mouth.
Hawke stepped out of the tree line and rammed the pipe into the back of the man�s mouth. He staggered back coughing and spitting blood, and in his agony he sucked in and swallowed the dart. His eyes widened with terror when he realised what he had done.
Hawke left nothing to chance, and after wrenching the pipe from his mouth he hit him with all the strength he could muster. It was a big, solid jab right in the middle of his face and it exploded his nose as if it were made of modelling clay. The man flew off his feet and smashed down into the jungle floor, catching the roots of a frangipani tree as he landed.
�Layabout,� he said and dusted the blood and dirt from his hands.
Lea rolled her eyes. �So what now?�
�Want to take a shower together?�
She smiled at him. �Don�t mind if I do!�
�Just what I was hoping you�d say.�
Hawke held her hand and they moved to the cliff edge. Behind them they heard the other men thundering closer through the jungle. Everyday with Hawke was a day she felt stronger, and this was no exception. But none of that changed the fact he could be a real mad bastard sometimes.
He looked at her and winked.
This was one of those times.
Lea closed her eyes as they leaped off the edge of the cliff. She felt the warm, humid air rush over her as she tumbled down into the abyss inside the raging waterfall. Now she felt Hawke�s hand slip from hers and she was alone, falling through the void, racing toward the white water turmoil far below.
* * *
Reaper reacted in a heartbeat, employing a speedy taekwondo collar-grab defense to knock the man�s arms away and then picked him up by his waistband and collar before piling him through a closed door like a battering ram. The man smashed face-first into a smooth floor of Talavera ceramic tiles and burst open his nose and lips with the force of the landing.
Behind him, Camacho was making good progress against the man with the red bandana around his neck. The former CIA man was a force to be reckoned with, but his bulk slowed him down if a fight went on too long, and Scarlet feared this is what was happening now as Bandana danced around him with a flick-knife in his hand.
Camacho lunged forward a second time, lashing out at the much younger man in the way a grizzly bear swipes his paw, but the man skipped back and laughed. He was mocking his older opponent now, which Scarlet thought would turn out to be a bad idea, and this was proved right when Bandana got cocky and came too close with his blade.
Camacho sidestepped, dodging the blade and then grabbed the man�s wrist to secure the knife away from his body. Before the man could respond, the American piled a square fist directly into the center of the young Mexican�s face and knocked him back off his feet. He dropped the knife and it clattered to the cool tile floor. His blood sprayed up in an impressive arc from his nose as the cumbersome American padded over to his opponent and hooked his fingers beneath the bandana.
He lifted the young man�s head and neck off the floor and raised him up a little, grinning at him. �Just so I don�t have to bend down too far to do this,� he said in his heavy New Jersey accent.
The man�s blood-soaked face was now confused. �Do what?�
Camacho pulled back his right arm and Scarlet winced as the CIA man hit his opponent so hard she thought he might punch a hole through his head. As it was, he merely knocked the man out cold and then pulled himself up to his full height.
The fighting was at an end, and Reaper was impressed with Camacho�s fist-work. He looked at the young Mexican as he rolled unconscious on the tiled floor.
�Something tells me his duck is cooked, n�est-ce pas?�
�It�s a goose, darling,� Scarlet said.
�Sorry,� Reaper said turning to her. �Something tells me his duck is a goose.�
Scarlet rolled her eyes as Lexi approached, wiping blood from a swollen split lip and wincing as she tried to blink a badly bruised eye. �Looks like we did it,� she said.
Outside the guardhouse, they watched as Wade�s slave laborers slowly reappeared from their shanties.
Scarlet frowned. �We need to get over to the main house and find out what the hell�s going on with Hawke and Lea. Maybe they got Wade.�
�I doubt that,� Alex said, pointing up the valley to the hacienda. Just above the ornate roofline of the former monastery, a Bell helicopter was powering up and lifting into the sky.
* * *
From the front seat of the ex-army Huey, Morton Wade surveyed the chaos unfolding on his property with no emotion. He had what he needed and he was on his way. Now he peered across the jungle canopy as a god looks upon the creation of his own works. He owned everything to the horizon, after all � this was one of the biggest coffee plantations in southern Mexico.
The Texan had been obsessed with the landscape stretching out before him since he was a young boy. This was the kingdom of the ancient Aztec emperors� those magnificent kings who ruled this part of the world for countless centuries before Cort�s and his barbarian thugs sailed from the east with their steel swords and smallpox and wiped out the entire civilization.
Now, the burning plantation slid behind the chopper as they went deeper into the jungle, tracking the contours of the hills as they rose and fell away again. The rise and fall of the hills was a metaphor for his life, he considered. Ups and downs, progress and setbacks� but now it was all coming together. He had lost the coffee plantation in the raid by the ECHO team, but that was of little concern now he was so close to his life�s destiny, plus he could console himself with the thought that the bastard Hawke and the smart-mouth Irishwoman were currently being hunted by the Jaguar Knights through the jungle and stood zero chance of survival.
For a moment he thought he felt something � was that guilt or nerves? Pull yourself together, Morton. The gods demanded sacrifices � Huitzilopochtli needed the blood for the sun, he knew that. But Huitzilopochtli didn�t terrify him in the way Mictlantecuhtli did. The strange skeleton god of the dead mortified him, but in some weird way exhilarated him as well� perhaps he needed that psychiatrist after all.
The serendipity of life amazed him. Searching for the Temple of Huitzilopochtli and not only finding it, but locating� that as well. The room without windows.
As they drew closer to his dreadful discovery, Morton Wade surveyed the jungle once again from the safety of his helicopter. Its violent, noisy rotorwash blew the treetops all over the place as it raced toward the final destination. He closed his eyes and saw the entrance to hell all over again � only this time he had both parts of the key.
This time he would open the gate. He would enter Mictlan, the Aztec Underworld. As he visualized himself entering into the darkness a cold rush went down his spine.
It was too late to stop now.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

As Hawke and Lea trudged their way back to the hacienda, they saw Wade�s chopper rising into the tropical sky, and then a second helicopter rising up behind it. The Texan was evacuating the property and it looked like he was heading east to the Oaxaca Mountains, where Hawke had seen the mysterious temple on the map.
By the time they reached the property, Scarlet�s team had secured the area and were gathering outside the hacienda. They were standing on the north lawn adjacent to the outbuilding Wade used as a warehouse for his crops.
Across the yard, Reaper saw them and waved a hand. He walked over with Alex, Kim and Camacho. �You missed all the fun.�
They stepped inside and took a look at the radiation equipment now scattered all over the floor � used NBC suits and other paraphernalia. �This must be where they stored the bomb,� Hawke said. The powerful Mexican sun lit motes of dust as it streamed through the wooden slats in the north side of the warehouse. All over the floor were chests full of bright red, ripe coffee cherries and their aroma was heavy in the humid air.
�You know they say these things don�t taste like coffee at all?� Lea said.
�No?�
�Nope.�
�So what do they taste like?�
�Watermelon.�
�So they taste of nothing, in other words,� Hawke said with a momentary smile. �Reaper, where are Scarlet and Lexi?�
�Just tying up a few loose ends,� the Frenchman said, his face changing. �We found Sobotka, by the way.� He nudged his chin at the scientist�s corpse stretched out in the sun a hundred yards or so beyond the warehouse, partially obscured by a hedge. �He�s for the vultures, I�m sorry to say. If it�s any consolation, I think he was dead long before we arrived.�
Hawke cursed and walked over to the body. He knelt and checked he was dead before turning him over. �Damn it.�
�And we found something else as well,� Reaper said. �Some kind of weird little chamber behind the house near the coffee fields. Looks like some kind of crazy fun house hall of mirrors but Alex says it�s made of polished obsidian.�
�Wade really is off his rocker,� Hawke said.
�Wait � what�s that?� Lea said.
�Eh?�
�There�s something written in blood under where Sobotka was lying.�
They gathered around and looked down. She was right. There, on the hot asphalt were the words Wade has a Co. They�d been written fast, but there was no mistaking them.
�Mean anything to anyone?� Hawke asked.
Reaper shrugged. �Could be anything.�
�He obviously died before he could finish,� Kim said, sighing heavily. �What the hell�s a Co?�
�A company?� Lea said. �We already know that.�
Alex frowned. �I think I might know what he was trying to say.�
All eyes turned to the young American woman.
�It doesn�t mean anything. He was obviously losing it,� Camacho said.
�No � remember, Sobotka was a nuclear physicist.�
�So?�
�So I don�t think this is a word. I think it�s a chemical symbol.�
�For what?�
�Cobalt � Co is the symbol for cobalt.�
�And what�s that when it�s at home?� Kim said.
Alex frowned again, trying to make sense of it all. �It�s a transition element, a metal to be exact. The transition part simply refers to its tendency to form into coordination compounds. Other examples of transition metals are things like iron or copper.�
�So what�s cobalt used for?� Lea asked.
�Cobalt has lots of uses � especially in industry, I think��
�That�s right,� Camacho squatted to take a closer look at the grisly message. �They use it in the production of batteries and various alloys, not to mention the cobalt compounds needed to make catalysts. It�s also used as a pigment to color things like the old blue bottles the Victorians used to make.�
�So maybe Wade wants to take up glass-blowing,� Lea said.
Camacho gave her a look and ran a hand over the stubble on his shaved head. �Whatever he�s up to then, we know it has something to do with cobalt. Wait a minute,� he said, turning to Alex. �Are you thinking what I�m thinking?�
Alex nodded. �I think so. I think Sobotka was trying to tell the world that Wade has a��
Before she could finish her sentence, Hawke spoke up. �Holy buggeration � Wade�s got his hands on a cobalt bomb!�
�That�s what I was thinking,� Camacho said.
�And me,� Alex added finally.
�And what the hell is a cobalt bomb?� Kim asked.
Alex sighed. �Up until about two minutes ago I would have told you it�s a theoretical device that was never made, but not any more.�
�Alex is right,� Hawke said. �Look at the evidence. We know Wade was on the market for a WMD with fifty million bucks in his pocket. We also know he was shopping in Kazakhstan, a former Soviet republic. Now we find the dead body of a nuclear weapons specialist from Los Alamos who left us a clue in his dying moments� and that clue is the chemical symbol for cobalt.�
�So Wade really does have a nuclear bomb, in other words,� Kim said. �And we just lost it.�
�And not just any nuke,� Camacho said. �A cobalt bomb could be far more lethal.�
Before anyone could reply, they saw Scarlet and Lexi burst through the Mexican orange hedge that boxed in Wade�s north lawn. They walked across the grass, Scarlet dragging an overweight man in a soiled linen jacket behind her, courtesy of a painful ear-pinch.
�Hello Cairo,� Hawke said, eyeing the man. �On another date?�
�Drole, but no. I found this little woodlouse scuttling out of the east wing of the hacienda on his way to the garage block.�
�Emilio Perez!� Kim said. �The rat from the hotel drinking Tiger�s Claws with Soto.�
�Right,� Scarlet said. �Says he�s Wade�s accountant.� She tossed him to the grass where he fell in a heap and immediately began begging for his life.
Hawke sighed. �Just shut up and answer our questions. What are you doing here?�
�I run some of Morton Wade�s less public businesses. Please� don�t kill me!�
�You�d better explain what you mean.�
Perez sighed. �He�s a people smuggler, for God�s sake!�
Scarlet grabbed his hair and yanked his head back. �Less of the cheek, Perez � and give us details.�
�I�m sorry� he runs it mostly out of an abandoned concrete factory he bought because of its proximity to the railroad. After he has taken their money, he loads the migrants onto a train there � it�s part of the tren de la muerte.�
�Now we�re getting somewhere,� Lea said. �Go on.�
�The Death Train is a vast network of freight trains all over Mexico that�s used to smuggle illegal immigrants into the United States. He charges $10,000 per head to get them over the border in his trains. I� clean the money before it goes into the bank.�
�A nice little earner.�
�There are many coyotes as we call the smugglers, but Wade is the best.�
Hawke dumped the empty mag from his gun and smacked a fresh one in before sliding the gun in his belt. �Why would a man like Morton Wade be interested in a grubby little business like that?�
�You mean you don�t know?�
�Don�t fuck around, Perez.�
�Wade�s fund management business is finished. After the crash he lost nearly everything. But he�s a resourceful man and didn�t take long to find a very lucrative substitute.�
�Yes, he mentioned he was down on his luck. Now tell us about the cobalt bomb. Where is it?�
He shot nervous eyes at them, but made no resistance. �On a truck.�
Scarlet rolled her eyes. �Time for a penalty kick.� She planted an eye-watering kick into the man�s groin. He howled in agony and rolled over on the grass.
�What truck?� Lea asked.
�I can�t be sure,� Perez said, his mouth dry with fear.
Scarlet slapped him, turning his cheek a bright red color. �Don�t try and be funny with me, Buckaroo � you know exactly which truck.� She pulled back for a second penalty kick, this time from the corner.
Perez�s eyes widened.
�Oh� yes � I remember now.�
�Do tell.� She squeezed his throat and cut off his breath. He tried to struggle but Vincent held him down on the lawn.
�Okay�� he croaked. �I�ll tell you what you want to know.�
Scarlet released her grip. �I thought you might.�
Perez was deflated, and sat on his backside in the grass as he dusted himself down. �It�s an old Mercedes Atego but it left here hours ago. Wade has access to an airfield north of here. I�m not lying when I tell you the bomb will already be airborne.�
Hawke took a step closer to him. �Must be what he was referring to as his Hummingbird.�
Perez nodded glumly. �Si� that�s it.�
�Where�s the destination?�
�San Francisco.�
Before the words had barely left his mouth, Kim Taylor was on her phone.
Camacho got up in Perez�s face and grabbed his collar. �Are you sure, asshole?�
Perez nodded. �His cult believes he wants to sacrifice eight million people to the ancient gods, but I�m not so sure. I think the truth is a little more prosaic � he wants revenge against the tech industry that destroyed his business. In a few short hours most of America�s hi-tech sector will be vaporized. The eight million people he will sacrifice in the process are an added bonus.�
�Where exactly?� Kim said. �It�s a big city.�
�Alcatraz.�
�Alcatraz?� Camacho said with surprise. �Why there?�
�Wade chose the island as Ground Zero so it takes out the whole Bay Area, plus it�s out of the way, if you know what I mean.�
�I know what you mean, arsehole,� Scarlet said, kicking him in the ribs.
�Hey!� Kim said, pushing her back. �What is it with you guys and torturing prisoners?�
�Where is Wade?� Hawke asked, ignoring the reference to when he broke Nick Collins�s thumb back in DC. �I presume the little shit isn�t going to ride the Hummingbird into the Sixth Age?�
�No, he�s not. He�s gone to the temple.�
�Tell me about this temple,� Hawke said. �Your boss was strangely coy about the details.� He saw the man�s face turn a strange green color. �What�s the problem, Perez?�
�I�m not surprised he was coy��
Scarlet rubbed the sweat from her forehead. �This just gets more exciting by the minute.�
Hawke narrowed his eyes and moved closer to Perez. �Spill the beans.�
�Wade was searching for the missing Temple of Huitzilopochtli, and he found it.�
�I know he did. He told me that. What�s the big secret?�
�What he found underneath it. It�s inhuman.�
Hawke and the others shared a glance before he returned his attention to Perez. �What the hell does that mean?�
�He found the entrance to Mictlan.�
�The Aztec Underworld?�
Perez nodded grimly. �Yes. That was why he needed the other half of the fragment in London. It goes with what he found here in the jungle to make a keystone. It�s very elaborate. He says it will unlock the underworld and release Mictlantecuhtli, the god of the dead.� Perez paused to throw up on the lawn. He was shaking with fear. �The god of the dead! He doesn�t know what he�s doing. He�s playing with fire. He thinks��
�What?�
�He thinks he must appease Mictlantecuhtli with human sacrifice, and��
Camacho tightened the grip on his collars. �And what?�
�And cannibalism��
Camacho pushed him back to the grass and wiped his hands as he shared a look of concern with Lea and the others.
�And who�s he having for dinner, darling?� Scarlet said.
�He�s been taking people there from this plantation. Coffee pickers, mostly, but also workers from his sweatshops.�
�We have to get moving,� Hawke said flatly. �When does this bomb get to San Francisco, Perez?�
�Around nightfall. Wade says it�s important that the New Age is ushered in at a precise time � midnight at the temple here in Mexico.�
�All right,� Hawke said, assuming command again. �We need to break into two teams if we�re going to bring this insanity to an end. One team goes to San Francisco and works with the City to locate and deactivate the bomb, and the other goes into whatever nightmare Wade has built in the jungle.�
Then Lea raised her hand and pointed at the tree line just beyond the lawn. �Guys � there�s someone coming.�
Hawke spun around and raised his gun, but quickly saw it was one of the pilots who had brought them to the plantation. He was wounded and bleeding heavily. His face ashen white.
�What�s the matter, Johnson?� Hawke asked, a bad feeling rising inside him.
�They got the guys from your team�� His voice was weak, and dry. �I�m so sorry, but they jumped us. They killed the other pilot but I got into the jungle.�
�Wait a minute,� Lea said. �They took Ryan and Maria?�
The pilot nodded as Kim helped him drink some water. �They sure did, and they wrecked the choppers too. We�re stranded here.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

In the chopper behind Wade�s, Miguel Garza stared down at Ryan and Maria. He nodded slowly as a greasy shit-eating grin spread on his face at the sight of the two helpless prisoners. There they were, on the floor of the helicopter, bound and gagged. Sure they looked pretty angry, but there was nothing they could do about it. Garza studied Maria one more time. This was even better than Alena Sobotka, he thought.
He manhandled his assault rifle until the barrel was pointing down at the two ECHO members and then traced the muzzle of the weapon up Maria�s leg. She tried to kick back but her restraints held her in place. �You like it, no?� he grinned down at her. �I don�t want you to think I don�t care, blondey.�
Ryan squirmed on the floor with his hands bound. He tried to yell something but the gag muffled it to pathetic nonsense and Garza roared with laughter.
Garza put his boot on Ryan�s face and pushed down hard. �You be quiet, Iron Man or we�ll see if you can fly like in the movies.� He swung open the chopper�s side door and the steamy jungle air rushed into the cabin. Then he moved the muzzle over to Maria for a second time but a heavy hand wrapped around the barrel and forced it away. He looked up to see Delgado staring hard at him.
�They�re for the Boss, you asshole. Leave them alone or I�ll throw you out into the jungle and we�ll see how well you can fly.�
Garza stared into the other man�s eyes with nothing but pure hatred, but turned away when Delgado didn�t blink. Garza knew his place in the pecking order, and the truth was he was more comfortable when it came to bullying and intimidating women than facing up to other men, especially men like Delgado. But then what the others didn�t know about�
When Delgado lit a cigarette and returned to his conversation with one of the Jaguar Knights, Garza cautiously returned his gaze to Maria. Keeping one eye on the other men, he smirked at the Russian spy and mouthed the words: You�re mine.
* * *
After an hour of frustration, two Mexican Air Force Pumas thundered over the canopy to the west of the coffee plantation and swooped down on the lawn. Hawke, Lea, Reaper and Lexi climbed into the first one, and watched as Scarlet, Alex, Kim and Jack Camacho climbed into the second.
Hawke was furious about the delay, but there was no point in dwelling on it. Their plan now was clear enough � he would lead an assault team on the temple to rescue Ryan and Maria and put an end to Wade and his cult once and for all. Meanwhile, Scarlet and the Americans would lead the assault on Alcatraz and deactivate the cobalt bomb before it took out Jack Brooke, the Californian Primary, the City of San Francisco and eight million people across the Bay Area. Alex had unsettled everyone even more by mentioning the risk of the bomb triggering the San Andreas Fault and sending northern California into the Pacific, so there was no time to waste.
The former SBS man looked around the helicopter�s cabin as it raced deeper into the jungle. The Puma was a heavy utility chopper with a capacity of up to sixteen passengers, and thanks to the connivance of Richard Eden, Jack Brooke and their Mexican counterpart Enrique Valles they were now joined by a dozen members of the Cuerpo de Fuerzas Especiales, or the Special Forces Corps of the Mexican Army. They were led by a Sergeant Gonzalez who had been selected because of his knowledge of Aztec culture.
They flew for hours, crossing the Oaxaca Mountains and heading into wild jungles untouched by man for millennia. A sense of deep helplessness washed over him as he thought about Wade�s crazy underlings getting their hands on Ryan and Maria.
He clenched his jaw when he thought about what the Texan was planning to do to his friends � and probably just to get to him and punish him for pursuing the Order of the Sixth Sun. His mind raced with thoughts about the torture his friends would undergo if he didn�t get to them fast, but he quickly snapped back into the moment and started to organize weapons and tactics for the team along with Sergeant Gonzales, a man of considerable experience in both military insertions and the Lacandon Jungle.
As they went deeper into the jungle, the chopper climbed higher into the sky to avoid the undulating contours of the Mexican ranges. Below them now acres of jungle slipped past in a blur. Vincent turned around to face Hawke and gave him a knowing nod of the head. Words were not necessary� both men knew what was coming, and after what seemed an eternity, the pilot called over the comms that the temple was in sight. Hawke�s memory of the map was good, and they had found Wade.
The twin Turbomeca turboshafts rumbled as the pilot reduced speed and flared the nose ready for the landing. Hawke looked through the open door across the canopy of the jungle and saw in the distance a strange stone structure protruding slightly from the top of the canopy. Unless you knew where to look, you would never be able to find it, he thought. The thick tropical rainforest obscured it almost totally from sight and the section he could see was only visible because Wade had cleared the jungle away. Broken roads connected plazas to crumbling pyramids in an enormous complex centred on the first structure he had seen � the massive central pyramid complete with two sacrificial temples on its upper plaza.
And somewhere in all that were two of his closest friends.
The chopper approached the clearing and the pilot slowed to a hover fifty feet above the jungle canopy. After what had happened to the two choppers back at the plantation the Government weren�t taking any chances and seconds later Hawke rappelled down from the Puma into the jungle below. The others followed behind him.
When they were on the ground, Gonzalez gave a signal and the Puma rose into the air, beating the canopy and anyone still underneath it with the chunky downdraft of the four powerful composite rotor blades.
With the sketchy information they had about the complex layout, the ECHO team and the Mexican Special Forces had planned their assault as best as they could, and now Hawke led the first wave against the complex�s western perimeter.
He stepped over the crumbling ruins of the outer wall and drew his gun, ready for the battle ahead and was suddenly aware how different this had now become to a regular ECHO mission. This time both the Mexican and US Governments were actively involved in the pursuit of Wade, and he felt the heavy eye of international scrutiny weighing on his shoulders as he led the soldiers forward into the complex. He knew Eden preferred to keep things under the radar, and even to this day Hawke still didn�t know exactly how much the British Government knew about Elysium, but this mission had changed when Jack Brooke got involved. Now a mistake could mean international disaster.
Moving across what had been a wide courtyard at the front of the main temple, they emerged from the jungle into the area Wade had ordered his men to clear and Hawke almost took a step back when he saw the temple up close for the first time. Its sheer size staggered him, and he was amazed to think such a structure could hide in the jungle, evading the eyes of the world for so long.
Jungle vines and plants clasped at the base of the monument and wound up its stone steps on their way to reach more light. Hawke crunched on them as he began to climb the steps on his way to the top, joined at his side by his friends and the Mexican soldiers.
�That�s what used to be the sacred precinct,� Gonzalez said. �You can tell because the outer wall is decorated with serpent heads. Those steps leading up the side of the main pyramid lead to the Great Plaza. At the top will be the shrines to the House of the Jaguar and the House of the Eagle.�
�Where they sacrificed people?� Hawke asked.
Gonzalez�s brief nod was the only reply.
Climbing the steps, he was able to see that the actual Temple of Huitzilopochtli was situated at the very top behind an expansive flat square. This is where Ryan had told him people would gather to watch the sacrifices.
Hawke glanced at his flanks to ensure all the forces were in position and then ordered the assault to move forward. At first, their passage across a second, smaller courtyard was uninterrupted, with Hawke leading the way closer to the ancient temple. He smiled inwardly as he pulled the slider on the Sig and moved closer to danger, but then he saw the piles of bones littered at the bottom of the pyramid.
�What the hell?�
�There must be dozens of skeletons here,� Reaper said, staring in disbelief at the sun-bleached bones, picked clean by the incessant teeming of tropical insects.
�Oh my God�� Lea said sadly. �The missing people��
Lexi covered her mouth in horror. �All dead.�
�Wade�s sacrifices,� Hawke said. �He must have killed them up there and kicked their corpses down the steps like the Aztecs used to do. Let�s get this bastard.�
Less than halfway up the structure Delgado and Garza appeared at the top of the steps with the Jaguar Knights. It looked like they had replaced their blow pipes with carbines and wasted no time in opening fire on them.
Hawke and Lea dived for the cover of a stone ledge which ran around the sides and rear of the temple, while Reaper, Lexi and the Mexicans followed suit but on the other side of the steps.
Delgado, Garza and their men took advantage of the situation and the superiority offered to them by their elevated position and fanned out before advancing slowly toward them. They kept up their barrage of fire, blasting stone chunks out of the masonry all around the ECHO team�s defensive position.
�This ain�t gonna be easy, Joe,� Lea screamed as she dodged a bullet.
Hawke had a feeling she was on the money.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The jets of the Citation were still whirring when Alex Reeve and Scarlet Sloane landed at San Francisco International Airport. They crossed the apron to climb into the Eurocopter Lakota that was awaiting them. Following up the rear were Kim Taylor and Jack Camacho.
Now, Alex was running the tactical side of the operation through her mind for the tenth time as the chopper rose up over South San Francisco and speeded toward the Financial District. Alex knew the area well � after her father had walked out on her mother the two of them had relocated to the city. She had spent part of her childhood here. She clenched her jaw at the thought of all it being turned to a radioactive wasteland of broken buildings and melted glass.
Down there in those busy streets, eating at the caf�s and walking in the parks were her friends and her family � all unsuspecting of the terrible danger hanging over their heads. Her father was down there too, preparing to give the biggest speech of his life. All of this would be gone when Wade�s �new sun� exploded in the city, and now she was the one charged with bringing this madness to an end. She kept calm� she had a lot of experience, and it meant she could do it.
Thanks to her father she�d spent half her life around generals and soldiers. She�d learned how to keep her nerve, and the CIA had trained her well. Now it was time to put all of that to the test because if she failed � if her team failed � San Francisco would be reduced to burning ash and Wade would have won.
She cleared all that from her mind � she knew the way to win the war was to focus on each separate battle, one at a time� just as her father had taught her. It was time to put that into practice.
�Is it true they can�t deploy the army?� Scarlet asked.
Alex turned to the Englishwoman. �You mean the Posse Comitatus Act?�
Scarlet raised an eyebrow. �The what?�
�It means the power of the country, and to answer your question � yes and no. The Posse Comitatus Act signed by President Hayes in 1878 limits the deployment of federal forces in a law enforcement capacity by Washington, but the states can still use troops to enforce the law within their own jurisdictions. Just look at Kent State when the Ohio National Guard were ordered to control protests against the Cambodian Campaign and ended up killing four students.�
�Do you have any idea, Alex,� Scarlet said deadpan, �just how boring the boy would have made that reply?�
�Hey, we�re almost there,� Camacho said through the headsets, interrupting the banter.
Alex looked down and saw the busy city streets rushing up to meet them as the chopper made its way down to land. She prayed they would get there on time. The sun was low on the horizon. It wouldn�t be long now until Aurora Soto, Jorge Mendoza and the other members of the Sixth Sun on Alcatraz activated the bomb.
And that meant millions of lives were hanging on a thread.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Bullets and grenades rained from the sky like never before as the unholy alliance of Mexican cartel men and Sixth Sun cultists unleashed their own brand of hell on the ECHO team and their allies. Hawke�s mind was suddenly filled with a flashback of war. Memories of the joint SBS-CIA search and destroy mission he had done in Afghanistan�s Nakar Valley now flew through his mind like hot lead.
There, they had risked their lives to track down top-level Al-Qaeda operatives, but even they weren�t as crazy as Wade. He was desperate and insane, a dangerous combination. With the combined forces of the US, Mexico and ECHO closing in on him, there was no telling what he would do, and Hawke suspected the fight to the dark heart of Mictlan would be hard and bloody.
Fine with him. He�d smash them just like he smashed Matheson and he didn�t care how he did it either: By Strength and Guile.
Another wave of bullets zipped through the muggy air and drilled into the gravel and ancient stone at their feet. Clouds of dust burst up into the air as the rounds pelted down like hail. After taking a few more yards toward the rim, the serpientes fought back hard, and forced the allies to take more cover. Hawke and Lea crashed down behind the relative safety of a snake statue beside the steps.
Before the cult could reload, the allies returned an equally devastating volley of gunfire at them, but they were restricted by a ludicrous order not to damage the archaeological ruins. Then two of the Mexican Special Forces took savage wounds in their throats and heads and fell back into the lower square, dead. Their helmets cracked hard on the paving.
On the upper ridge at the top of the temple, Hawke saw a group of cult members setting up what looked from a distance like a Soltam K6, an Israeli mortar that fired sixteen 120 mil rounds per minute � in the right hands. Luckily, Wade�s goons were the wrong hands, and as they fumbled around with the weapon, the Englishman was able to loose a rapid fire volley from the Sig as he advanced on them like a one-man army.
As the cartridges flew out of the ejector, so did the cultists trying to operate the mortar, falling dead as the bullets tore mercilessly into them. Two of them went down like tin soldiers, but the third only got winged, and spun around in a blood-spray arc before flailing wildly and falling over the western edge of the temple. Hawke watched as the dying man rolled down the mighty central stairway, smashing his bones as he went and finally collapsing in a cloud of dust in the lower square.
The advance continued with Hawke powering his way forward. Never flinching as the fire rained down over him, he realized he was back in the mental zone he�d developed in the SBS, and it almost unnerved him how little he felt for the enemy. He felt the dark part of his soul rise within him now as he smacked another magazine into the grip and pounded forward up the steps: draw the weapon, into the aim, target evaluation� it all flooded back every time he was drawn into battle.
Almost at the top, he was dimly aware of the Americans and Mexicans progressing up the other side of the steps, and from somewhere behind he heard Lexi Zhang as she unloaded a magazine of nine mils into the enemy, her familiar war-cry echoing in the smoky air of battle. He was glad she was at his side.
A cultist leaped from the cover of the temple at the top of the complex. Hawke raised the Sig and instantly judged he was fifty meters away to the south. It made a difference and all Special Forces operatives knew why. The closer the target, the harder the impact. This was because the bullet had more kinetic energy when it left the muzzle of your weapon. As the projectile traced through the air, it lost its kinetic energy and dropped from its original firing line. If the target was close, you fired lower, but the further away the target, the higher you aimed. He also knew the target was to his south and the prevailing wind was blowing from the monsoon to the west. This calculation made in a heartbeat, Hawke fired high and to the right.
The cultist dropped like a sprayed fly, the entry wound in between his eyes gaping for his compatriots to see: smack-bang in the T-box. Now the allies were making progress and some of the cartel dropped their weapons and fled in all directions. Some got away down the steps into the jungle while others were cut down by the lethal accuracy of the Mexican Special Forces to the west.
At the top of the complex was a scene of unbridled pandemonium� the smell of gunpowder, the acrid stench of smoke, flames rising from the mortared jungle, the chank chank chank of an M2 in a machine gun nest at the mouth of one of the sacrificial temples� all of it would have made most people�s heads swim with terror and confusion, but Hawke was trained to filter it all out. To him, the situation was as clear as day and he stormed forward, twisting his upper body to the left and right, picking off Sixth Sun members as he went.
Lea took out the machine gun nest, and when the last of the Sixth Sun men were dead, or had fled into the jungle, Hawke knew what he had to do.
�Into the temple!� he yelled, heaving his gun hand up into the air and waving the surviving members of their forces forward for the final assault. It looked like the way was clear but as they crossed the upper plaza he saw Delgado and Garza set up another M2 in the mouth of the second temple. Seconds later it was spitting fire all over them.
* * *
At the bottom of Huitzilopochtli�s temple their glow-sticks illuminated something that made Ryan and Maria freeze in their tracks. An enormous hoard of gold coins, artefacts and jewels � especially jade and emeralds � stretched out before them in some kind of antechamber.
�Holy God!� Maria said, looking at the treasure. �What is it?�
�It�s the Lost Treasure of La Noche Triste,� Wade said dismissively. �Pretty, ain�t it?�
Ryan�s eyes glazed over as he surveyed the glittering heaps of gold and gems, untouched for centuries. �The Sad Night� I can�t believe it.�
�An unexpected bonus, I admit,� Wade said. �But nothing compared with what lies ahead, so move along, assholes.�
The goons pushed the prisoners on again. Obviously the notorious Lost Treasure of the Sad Night was not Morton Wade�s final destination.
�What�s the sad night, Ryan?� Maria whispered as they walked.
�The Aztec King Moctezuma was killed in mysterious circumstances during the Spanish conquest. The Spanish had been using him as a hostage, so when he was murdered they had to flee Tenochtitl�n, but not before plundering the place for as much gold and jewels as they could get their hands on. Some say pirates got hold of it, but I guess now we know.�
�A poor man wants anything, but a rich man wants everything,� she said.
�Nice.�
She shrugged her shoulders. �Old Russian proverb.�
�Anyway, according to history, it was a dark, moonless night and Cort�s and his men were able to flee the city with the loot, but as you know, Tenochtitl�n was an island connected to the mainland by several bridges.�
�Yes, I knew that, of course.�
�When they got to the bridge they were planning on using for their escape, Aztec warriors saw them and a massive fight ensued � total chaos with hundreds of men murdered as they tried to escape on canoes across the lake � a seriously bloody night, but nonetheless a large part of the stolen treasure disappeared that night. Some have speculated that it could be as large as the lost treasure of the Incas.�
�And it�s right here.�
�So many of these treasures were plundered and taken back to Europe, but a lot of it was swiped by pirates and no one knows where any of that is.�
�But Dr Strangelove seems to have something else on his mind.�
Then the Texan yelled to his men. �Bring the keystone� we�re at the entrance to Mictlan.�
They assembled at the end of a stubby, dank tunnel and Maria was horrified to find at least half a dozen men and women huddling together in the darkness. They were wearing rags and chained to the wall. They jumped back and tried to hide from Wade as he drew closer to them.
Wade laughed and turned to Maria and Ryan. �Like you two, these kind folk have agreed to be my sacrifices to the god of the dead.�
�Bloody hell�� Ryan said, his voice trailing into the dank darkness. �I think you�re the craziest person I�ve ever met.�
Mendoza looked at the men and women and scratched his jaw. �Maybe we should just take the treasure and leave?� he said, the ridges and valleys of his terrible scars lit in the translucent chemical flicker of the glow stick.
�Don�t push me, Silvio,� Wade said. �We�re not here for any god-damned trinkets, you got that, boy?�
Mendoza got it, but he wasn�t sure he�d be able to take it for much longer and was starting to think Barton might have been right after all. He�d mocked the old fool when he started to get nervous and break away from the Order of the Sixth Sun.
Barton said they were a sun-worshipping cult, not some crazy outfit of cannibals worshipping the god of the dead. Mendoza never thought a man like Wade would have the cojones to see something like this through, and yet here they were, outside the gates of the Aztec Underworld itself� knocking on Mictlantecuhtli�s grimy cobweb-covered door. How far would Wade go?
The Texan sniffed hard and ran his hands through his hair. �Now � you men! Get the keystone,� he said, sliding into the shadows. �I must prepare for the god of the dead.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Alex Reeve held onto the safety handle as Camacho swung open the door and the warm Californian air blasted into the chopper whipping her hair around and pushing her back inside. As she watched Potrero Hill slip beneath them, she knew time was running out. Just a couple of miles north was the Embarcadero Center where her father was about to give his speech.
The Eurocopter touched down minutes later on the Helipad of the new San Francisco Police Headquarters in Mission Bay. Alex and the others climbed out and ran out of the chopper�s powerful rotorwash toward a utility door leading inside the enormous complex. It was a vast monolithic structure of concrete and glass that housed the city�s 911 Emergency Communications Center and the regional Homeland Security.
They were met by a nervous police chief and after some hurried handshakes introduced to the SWAT Incident Commander, a man named Jackson. Thanks to a briefing from her father�s office, they knew that news of the bomb hadn�t reached the media and the city�s population was blissfully unaware of the terrible threat facing them. There was little point, the city�s authorities had argued forcefully � there was no way they could safely evacuate millions of people from the peninsula. In other words, it was all on Alex and the others to save Everybody�s Favorite City.
Jackson was on the ball, as Alex had expected. Moments after landing, his SWAT team was assembled and ready to go. They were armed with an eye-watering array of weapons including Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine guns, AR-15 assault rifles and Beretta and Sig-Sauer side-arms. Other weapons in their arsenal included impact munitions and flash-bang diversions. There was even a sniper with a Remington 700LTR.
�Impressive little army you have here, Sergeant Jackson,� Scarlet said.
�The SFPD SWAT team is a highly-respected elite force, ma�am. If some crazy cult bastards want to take over our city then they�re shit out of luck with us around.�
It took a few short minutes for the team to strap on the body armor jackets and tool up with submachine guns and back-up side-arms and then they were walking back to the choppers, rotors already whirring and powering up ready for the short flight to Alcatraz.
As she walked through the warm San Francisco evening on her way to the helicopter, Alex reflected on how peaceful it could be even in the heart of a massive, sprawling city like this. All round her millions of people were living their lives � driving cars, pushing prams, walking dogs, sitting in bars enjoying a drink� children playing. She knew the cobalt bomb would sweep all of this away in a fraction of a second. It would be gone forever, and millions of lives all over the Bay Area extinguished because of one man�s insane obsession with revenge and resurrecting an ancient cult.
And Alcatraz was the perfect place to keep the bomb. Before her parents had split, they had made a visit to the island one hot afternoon in June. It was one of her favorite childhood memories � the last summer before her father left home, and their last family vacation together. If she closed her eyes she could almost walk back into that day, and hear the laughter as her father made jokes all the way around the tourist trail. Now her father was a mile to the south in the Embarcadero preparing to fight his way to the White House and there was an old Soviet cobalt bomb about to annihilate everything, and it was guarded by an insane death-worshipping suicide cult.
�Another day in ECHO, she thought as she climbed inside the chopper with her friends. But would it be her last day?

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Maria Kurikova watched the crazed figure of Morton Wade with horror as he emerged from the shadows of the antechamber in full make-up. His human face was gone, replaced with black and blue stripes punctuated by the two white slits that were his eyes. On his head was a turquoise feather headdress, and in his hand he held a savagely crude obsidian knife. He had put the paint on hastily, and it was smeared all over his hands.
�What the hell is this?� Mendoza said, taking a step back.
Wade stared at him for a moment, eyes bulging with madness. �I am changed, Silvio. I am a tlatoani � a priest, reflecting the image of the creator Huitzilopochtli. He commands me now. Bring the keystone! It is time to cross to the other side.�
�You are crazy,� Mendoza said, no longer able to conceal the contempt he had always felt for the Texan. This� insanity must be what his brother Jorge had seen when he said he�d witnessed Wade talking with the gods. He had ridiculed him for it � mocking his own flesh and blood, but now he saw it all. Jorge had seen no god in Wade�s secret chamber, but Wade himself, dressed up like Huitzilopochtli and parading around in front of the obsidian mirrors.
�This is over, Morton,� Mendoza said. �We take the gold and we leave.� As he spoke, the other men and women began pulling strange robes out of a bag and sliding into them. They looked like ghosts.
Wade laughed and the thugs he called his Jaguar Knights leaped up and pinned Mendoza against the tunnel wall. �You cross me, Silvio � after all I have done for you?�
Mendoza struggled against the grip of the men. �Let me go� you�re insane!�
Wade walked to him and placed the tip of the obsidian blade on his lips to silence him. �Hush, Silvio� don�t exercise yourself. You have made your choice, blasphemer. You will make the ultimate sacrifice to the gods.� He turned to one of the cultists behind him. �Bring the ECHO prisoners. They will join Silvio in making the ultimate sacrifice.�
�What are you going to do, you bastard?� Maria screamed.
�Why, cut your heart out and eat you, of course. It is the only way to appease the god of the dead, the mighty Mictlantecuhtli.�
Maria could hardly believe what she was hearing and struggled against the ropes to free herself but it was useless, and Wade ordered the surviving Sixth Sun members forward with the keystone.
She watched, terrified as the robed cultists lifted the heavy stone artefact they had looted from the British Museum and carefully inserted it into the aperture in the wall. She saw now the way the key worked, with the intricate carving slotting perfectly into corresponding recesses in the aperture.
Wade could barely conceal his delight as he ordered them to turn it, and a terrible, low grounding sound emanated from inside the wall.
�That�s as far as it goes,� one of them said.
�Push on the wall!� Wade screamed.
As they pushed against the stone the wall moved a few inches. The strain on their faces showed it was almost impossible to move, stuck in place for millennia, but after a few seconds it began to slide forward at an angle.
�It�s on hinges,� another cult member said.
�It�s a gate, not a wall,� Wade added.
When the gate was open, it revealed an empty darkness like none of them had ever known before, and a cold, damp air rushed over them. How long since this air had been trapped down here, Maria wondered as a wave of nausea overtook her. The burned-out American technology mogul snapped his fingers at a member of the cult. �Give me the map.�
The man reached around into a canvas sack slung over his shoulder and handed Wade the map from the Codex Borgia and the multispectral reflectographic images that Maria had seen Professor Pavoni use in Rome before Mendoza had murdered her.
The Texan snatched the map from the man and spun it around a few times as he tried to make sense of it. �This must be where we are now � the entrance to Mictlan.�
�La puerta del infierno,� Mendoza muttered, and made the sign of the cross over his face and chest. He took a step back and swallowed hard as the fear rose in his throat.
�Your god won�t help you in here, Silvio,� Wade said with a sneer. �This is a very different kind of kingdom� a very different kind of kingdom indeed. Bring the prisoners!�
Morton Wade took a deep breath, stepped through the gate and led the group into the darkest heart of Mictlan.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Hawke dived into a high-velocity parkour shoulder roll and dodged the M2�s lethal bullets as they sprayed out across the plaza. Reaper was at his side, his trusty PARAS drawn and raised into the aim at Garza and the other men behind the M2. Thundering forward through the smoke, firing their guns as they ran, the two men had become an awesome unstoppable force.
Neither man was in the least concerned about preserving the archaeological integrity of complex, and the salvos loosed from their weapons were savage in their failure to discriminate between man and woman. They were all cartel thugs or Sixth Sun cultists committed to supporting Wade in his insane venture to bomb San Francisco back into the Dark Ages and resurrect human sacrifice and cannibalism as a new religion.
�Kill them, you cowards!� Garza barked as the ECHO alliance drew closer.
�You�ll have to kill me ten times over to save your arse!� Hawke yelled.
He fired again, this time striking one of the cultists in the throat. The man toppled back from the mouth of the temple and fell over the edge of the upper square. He was dead by the time he hit the steps but tumbled all the way to the jungle floor, leaving a streak of blood behind him.
�You�ll die here, Hawke!� Garza screamed, but he looked panicked and was starting to move backwards toward the steps which led down inside the complex below the temple.
�You guys tried that back in London, remember?�
Hawke immediately moved the gun to Garza and fired another series of shots, peppering the masonry around his hiding place and only just missing his head. �So you can go to hell!�
With a look of panic on his face Delgado stood up to flee and Hawke took the shot, blasting a bullet through his back right in between his shoulder blades. The velocity of the bullet blasted the gangster forward and he crashed down the temple�s internal stairs.
Garza saw his colleague�s death and turned on his heel to flee down the steps, his eyes wide with terror. Hawke watched his battered Dakota hat bobbing up and down as he jogged down into the dark interior of the temple.
Reaper looked at Hawke. �Crazy bastard did exactly what you told him to do��
Hawke wiped the back of his hand across his face, leaving a smear of gun grease and blood. �I should have put a bullet in his back.�
�So let�s get after him!� Lexi said.
Hawke turned to see Lexi and Lea. Gonzalez and the rest of his men were pursuing the fleeing cultists into the jungle.
They wasted no time in jogging down the steps and going deep inside the temple where Garza had fled a few moments ago. Skipping over Delgado�s dead body they raced down into the temple, but at the bottom of the steps the atmosphere changed fast. The only light was provided by the glow-sticks left behind by Morton Wade, and now a ghostly green glow emanated around them. Hawke saw movement and turned his head to look down one of the many tunnels. He saw a green light bobbing about, and the sound of footsteps receding into the distance.
�Garza � he went down there,� Reaper said.
Hawke thought fast. �All right. Lea and I will take Wade, you and Lexi go after Garza.�
�Let�s do it,� Lexi said.
�And when you find that bastard,� Hawke said. �Make sure to thank him properly for me.�
Reaper nodded grimly and Lexi smirked. They both knew how Hawke thanked people who had crossed him.
�Right,� Hawke said, reloading the Sig. �Time to get our people back.�
* * *
The map from the Codex Borgia proved invaluable as Wade pushed deeper inside the complex. Mictlan turned out to be the craziest labyrinth Ryan Bale had ever seen, with tunnels twisting in every direction � left, right, up and down � as they moved further inside.
Wade gasped when they reached a low archway, and as they stepped inside their glow sticks revealed a large chamber that looked artificial but had clearly been carved from some kind of aquifer. At the far end was a carved plinth that was obviously used as the sacrificial altar. On the wall behind it was a series of small head-height alcoves. Inside the central one was a small golden idol.
As Wade forced everyone closer, Ryan suppressed a gasp of shock when he saw it.
�Oh my God��
Maria looked at him and lowered her voice to a whisper. �What is it, Ryan?�
�That idol over there in the alcove � it�s Tanit� from Carthage.�
�Carthage?�
He nodded, unable to take his eyes off the idol. �The old Phoenician Empire in North Africa.�
�I know what Carthage was! I meant what the hell is it doing in here?�
Ryan shook his head. �Europeans didn�t arrive in this part of the world for hundreds of years after the time this tomb was sealed, Maria. The likeness of Tanit just cannot be in here unless our entire understanding of history is all wrong.�
�So what the hell is going on?�
�I don�t know, but I have a bad feeling it might have something to do with Aztl�n after all.�
�Atlantis?�
Ryan nodded, but before he could reply, Wade ordered the cult members to grab Maria and drag her to the altar. Maria resisted but they were too strong and she started to get nervous for the first time since the mission started.
The Russian Federal Security Service had trained Maria Kurikova for all eventualities. All, she thought, except for being sacrificed inside an Aztec temple deep in the Mexican jungle. She had fought a contract killer to the death in Kiev, played dead for Chechen terrorists in a filthy safe house, and even assassinated the occasional government official, but there was something about this that terrified her and she knew what it was.
All the other challenges she had faced might have been difficult, bloody or even unethical, but there was some semblance of political logic to them. This, on the other hand, was pure madness and the point was underlined when she saw Morton Wade lurking in the shadows, his face still painted black and blue. She recoiled with horror at the sight of him as he approached her.
He stared down at her with wide, deranged eyes.
�Say hello to Mictlantecuhtli for me.�
Maria kicked out against him but her legs were lashed down to the sacrificial altar as tightly as her arms. �Fuck you, you mad bastard!�
�Yeah,� Ryan yelled. �Fuck you!�
Wade ignored them as he concentrated on his work. He traced the tip of the volcanic blade along Maria�s stomach and then savagely tore open her top with it.
Mendoza looked at the obsidian blade and then down to Maria�s pounding chest, stripped back to her underwear. He swallowed hard with terror and took a step back away from the altar, but the other cultists held him in place. �You�re not going anywhere, Silvio, you god-damned traitor. You�re next, boy� so pay attention.�
Maria could see the very same fear she felt rising in Ryan�s young eyes as he struggled to comprehend the insanity unfolding around him.
And then Wade began to chant from the text he had stolen from the Codex Borgia. The words were alien to Maria � a strange mantra calling from the world�s deep past � and she shivered with fear as he continued to chant them, moving ever closer with the obsidian blade� summoning Mictlantecuhtli.
She strained against the ropes but it was no good, and her brain flooded with cortisol and made her thoughts irrational and wild. Her eyes bulged with fear as she looked around the temple and saw the same carved walls countless thousands of human sacrifices had seen just before their hearts were cut out of their chests. It was here that this nightmare had happened, she told herself. Right here, on this altar� and the stone font to her right was where they had placed those hearts after holding them aloft to the gods� still beating.
The fear grew inside her and she tried to swallow but her mouth was now completely dry with the terror of what was about to happen. Would she be conscious to witness the whole, terrible thing? Would her last sight be that of Morton Wade holding her own beating heart above her while he recited his insane chanting? She stared up at his crazed face, still a terrifying mess of black and blue paint, greasy with chia oil and flower dyes. She could smell the fear and excitement on him as he flicked her hair away from her face.
�Let me go, you bastard!� she screamed.
�Silence� silence.� His voice was distant, and cold.
�You won�t get away with this!�
His reply made her blood run cold. �Who says I want to get away with it?�
Through the black face paint she saw a smile on his face as he licked his lips and stared at her, unblinking. Gently he drew the obsidian blade up her body toward her heart that was now pounding like a jackhammer inside her chest.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Jack Camacho strapped himself into the front of the chopper as Kim Taylor, Scarlet Sloane, and the others piled in the back. Seconds later the pilot lifted the collective and the Venom powered up into the air. Thanks to the possibility of accidentally detonating the cobalt bomb, President Grant had refused to authorize an air-strike on the island, and instead instructed Jack Brooke to order a helicopter assault followed by an incursion on the ground. Despite his strong protests, Jack Brooke himself had been rushed by his Secret Service detail back to his plane and flown to DC as soon as the nature of the threat had been learned. He never even knew Alex was in California.
Now, Camacho smacked the magazine into the housing of his submachine gun and breathed out slowly to calm himself as his eyes drifted over San Francisco�s evening skyline. Market Street was buzzing as usual, and then they were over California Street and Broadway. The peninsula sloped down at Russian Hill to reveal the Marina District and beyond it the famous Palace of Fine Arts Theater and the Presidio. All those people, he thought, shaking his head with disbelief at just how much shit could hit the fan tonight if they failed to retake Alcatraz and stop Wade�s Hummingbird.
But he had no time to dwell on it. At less than two miles from the mainland, they were approaching the notorious prison island before they knew it. If there were any doubts about Wade�s commitment to destroy the city they were wiped out when several of the Sixth Sun cultists opened fire on the Venoms with an RPG. The pilot jerked the chopper hard to the right and Camacho whistled as the grenade shot past them and arced down into the gray water of the bay.
Ahead of them now, Alcatraz Island rose up out of San Francisco Bay. From this distance it looked peaceful enough in the hour or so before sunset. The island was world-famous for its isolation, and although there were some controversial escape claims, the official story was that no one had ever escaped from Alcatraz. The same thing that made it impossible to escape from also made it so difficult to attack.
�What if they just set the damned thing off?� he said, almost to himself.
�Unlikely,� Alex said. �This is a cult, remember. These people are brainwashed to believe anything Wade tells them, and he�s made it clear the bomb is to go off at a precise time � when the sun sets in Mexico.�
�Unlikely?� Lexi said. �That�s just the sort of reassurance I would need if I ever had to storm a prison island full of insane cultists about to set off a nuclear bomb.� She turned to face Alex. �Oh, wait� I do.�
An accompanying Viper covered the two Venoms as they descended over the southern section of the island and the teams prepared to exit and start their assault.
Camacho and the rest of his squad jumped from the choppers. Their boots crunched on the broken asphalt of the old parade ground to the south of the island�s main complex. They sprinted through the rotorwash toward the safety of the cliffs and their rides spun around and headed back to the peninsula, but before they could get away the Sixth Sun blew one of them out of the sky with an RPG. What ten seconds ago had been a fully-functioning US Army Bell Venom was now a gnarled heap of useless metal which streaked out of the sky leaving a grim trail of flames and black smoke in its wake.
The shockwave of the explosion blasted over them but Camacho never flinched. He craned his neck up and saw the targets gathering in strength in front of the Warden�s house, and some had even broken into the lighthouse and were setting up an M2 on the gallery deck.
�It�s nearly six o�clock, Jack!� Kim shouted. �That means nearly sunset in Mexico!�
Camacho nodded grimly. Wade had chosen sunset as the time for his ritual slaughter of the eight million people in the Bay Area. �Exact time?�
Scarlet glanced at her watch and frowned. �Five forty-five, Jackie Boy. We have fifteen minutes to save the world.�
Camacho heard the words and visualized San Francisco and the rest of the Bay Area getting nuked. Not on his watch, he thought.
Then Aurora Soto ripped the pin from a grenade and tossed it down the ridge. It exploded yards from Alex Reeve on the left flank to the north of the island. She flew through the air and landed with a heavy smack on the broken tarmac of the parade ground. She cried out as the jagged asphalt dug into her back but knew she had only seconds to get to cover. She rolled over and staggered to her feet, joining Camacho and the rest of the team at the guard block.
The grenade explosion had blasted a massive hole in the dirt wall of the cliff and killed two of the SWAT guys. She reloaded her gun and gave Camacho the signal that she was good to go, but there was that pain again, like a lightning bolt in her legs, and a strange numb feeling a second later.
Not now, damn it! she cried out.
But then it happened. Alex Reeve�s legs gave way and she fell to the floor like a marionette puppet with its strings cut.
�Jesus, no!� Scarlet said, running over to her. �Are you okay, Alex?�
The former SAS woman grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her into the cover of the ridge. Bullets and dirt danced around them like fireflies.
�No!� she wailed in agony. �I can�t move my legs.�
�Shit � seriously?�
Alex nodded her head, tears of pain running from her eyes.
Scarlet said nothing, but heaved her up over her shoulder. �Well if you think you�re going to get out of fighting that way you can think again you lazy cow.�
Even with the pain, Alex gave half a smile as Scarlet pounded across the gravel and got the two of them to safety. Empty shell-casings from the GPMGs rained down on their helmets. The short recoil-operated Browning M2s were a good choice by Wade, and now they were spitting .50 BMGs into the dirt and concrete all around them.
�The place is defended like Omaha Beach!� Kim yelled.
�I�ll buy that for a dollar!� Camacho screamed, and loosed a savage volley of fire from his weapon. Cultists tumbled over the edge of the ridge and crashed down behind them, but above their heads, the Sixth Sun members were still crawling all over the top of the ridge, almost playing with them. On the eastern slope of the island Camacho saw one of the SWAT teams had broken through a line of the cult�s defenses in the old residential building.
�This way!� he screamed, and they began to file up to the top past the residential building. The fighting grew less fierce as they gradually overwhelmed the cult and pushed inside the old prison building.
Inside was a vast cavernous space lined with cells stretching up several storeys, but the target destination was obvious. On the next floor of the west wing were the last survivors of the Order, including Aurora Soto, Jorge Mendoza and Juana Diaz. They were guarding the last frontier � a decrepit prison cell which now housed Morton Wade�s Hummingbird, the cobalt bomb capable of hundreds of times more destruction than any bomb ever detonated in history.
�Bastards are on the next floor!� Camacho yelled, reloading a fresh mag and giving more orders through the comms.
�How the hell did they get it up there?� Scarlet asked, gasping with the effort of running while holding Alex. She lowered her to the floor. �Just give me a second.�
�Leave me here�� Alex said.
�Are you kidding?� Camacho said. �This island is crawling with these crazies. You�re coming with us.� He heaved her over his shoulder in a fireman�s lift.
�Otis Traction freight elevator,� Kim said. �Saw it when I was a kid.�
�Huh?� Camacho said.
�They got the bomb to the next floor on an elevator.�
�Well, we�re going up the old-fashioned way,� Camacho said.
They moved to the next floor on the south side of the building while the SWAT team fanned out and climbed the northern staircase. A burst of savage fighting saw the two teams cut through the last remaining members of the Order until they could see only Jorge Mendoza and Juana Diaz defending the cobalt bomb.
�Where�s that mad bitch, Soto?� Scarlet asked.
Camacho shrugged his broad shoulders. �Gone AWOL.�
�Give it up, Jorge!� Jackson shouted through a megaphone. �It�s over.�
Jorge grabbed Diaz and pulled her inside the cell with a gun at her head. Now he seemed to be striking the side of the bomb with his gun.
�What�s he doing?� Alex asked.
�I think he�s trying to set the thing off early,� Kim said.
�Not possible,� Camacho said. �I think.�
Scarlet gave him an incredulous look. �You�ve reassured me, thanks.�
Across the other side of the cavernous prison, Jackson raised his submachine gun and fired, but in the chaos he missed. Jorge dived for cover, and dropped his gun as he scrambled under the bunk.
Scarlet watched as Juana Diaz picked up his gun and pulled the slider to push a round in the chamber.
�Put the gun down!� Jackson yelled.
Juana ignored him, and instead pointed the gun at Jorge.
He shielded his panicky eyes with sweaty, greasy hands. The same hands he had beaten her with a thousand times. �No! Espera! Por favor!�
But the girl with the black eye didn�t wait. With a look of pure hatred on her tortured face she fired the gun at Jorge, point blank, brutally unloading the entire magazine into the monster under the bed. When she was finished, all that was left was a smoking gun and the echo of gunfire fading into the evening.
Knowing the gun was now empty Jackson and his men rushed her and a second later she was on the concrete floor of the cell with half a dozen SWAT men on her, pulling her hands into a pair of cuffs and dragging her from the cell.
�All yours,� Jackson said, staring at the monstrous device sitting inside the cell.
Jack Camacho stuffed his gun in his holster and ran a shovel-like hand over the stubble on his head. One yard in front of him was the most dangerous bomb on the planet, and the timer said they had less than ten minutes to live.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Hawke and Lea advanced into the underground Aztec labyrinth, only dimly aware of Reaper and Lexi disappearing into the south side of the maze in their pursuit of Garza. The Mexican gangster was making a spirited attempt to flee the complex, but Hawke had a hunch Lexi and Reaper would put an end to that.
The tunnel ahead of them was longer and steeper than anything they had ever seen before. He marvelled at the length of time it must have taken the Aztecs to carve it all those centuries ago� if it was in fact the Aztecs, he thought with a shudder. Lea was at his side, gun raised and not taking any chances.
�I think they must be through there!� Lea cried. She pointed the barrel of her gun at the familiar green radiance of Wade�s glow sticks as it emanated through a low arch carved in the rock.
When members of the cult burst through the arch and began firing at them, Hawke knew she must be right, and the two of them returned fire with a ferociousness he had rarely seen.
Members of the Sixth Sun fell like bowling pins as they kept up a relentless barrage of fire at the enemy � two highly trained former soldiers against Wade�s ragtag army of cultist loonies and undisciplined gangsters � but still the fight was hard.
Lea loosed another volley of fire, but was mindful now of her diminishing stock of bullets. She struck another member of the cult who had been trying to seek cover behind some kind of crude pillar, and they advanced another few yards toward the enemy lines.
As they moved deeper, Lea noticed what looked almost like crude batteries stacked in the dust. �What the hell are these?� she yelled at Hawke as the flying lead zipped around the chamber.
Hawke finished his magazine and turned to look. �What?�
�Those weird things over there.�
He glanced at them, and ducked his head to dodge another incoming bullet. �How the hell should I know?�
�Just a friggin� question� Jesus.�
�Sorry, but, as you can see�� he ducked his head again as a bullet ricocheted off the wall beside his head and pinged into the dirt at his boots. �I�m kind of busy right now.�
�They look like they�re as old as everything else around here. I�ll ask Ryan � he�ll know.�
This did the trick, and seconds later Hawke rolled over in the dirt and collided with her on the other side of the tunnel. �Let me see � keep them busy for me while I look, yeah?�
He looked at what Lea had found while she covered him and saw she was right � they seemed as old as the underground complex, but they looked like something much more modern � the ultimate out-of-place artefacts. �No idea,� he said, shaking his head. �Ask Ryan � he�ll know.�
Lea rolled her eyes and smirked. Men. �Then get your arse back up here and help me, would ya? If we want to ask Ryan anything we have to save him first � and Maria!�
�All right,� Hawke said, taking out the last man and leaving the way clear. �Looks like we just progressed to the next level.�
* * *
At the other end of the underground complex, Lexi Zhang hunted Garza along another winding tunnel. The contempt she felt for men like him was indescribable. He was lower than a worm. He was poison, and she was the cure. To her right was the enormous Frenchman, Vincent Reno.
Despite his advancing age he was still as strong as an ox and barely breaking a sweat as he pounded along the tunnel beside her. She surprised herself when she realized that she was glad he was with her tonight as she tried to navigate her way through this madness. Spies were one thing but death-worshipping cults were quite another. Not even the Ministry had trained her for this demented lunacy.
�There he goes,� Reaper said, pointing ahead. �I see the green glow. He tries to fly away like the little moustique�mosquito, n�est-ce pas?�
Lexi narrowed her eyes as she focussed on the fleeing Mexican. �Dragonflies eat mosquitoes.�
�I like that,� Reaper said matter-of-factly. �C�est tr�s drole, mon amie.�
She couldn�t speak French, but she knew what mon amie meant, and she liked to hear it. It meant they were accepting her and that made her feel good. What made her feel bad, however, was Zambia. Was there a path that could lead Hawke to what she had done in Zambia? She thought maybe so, and that meant it was time to cover up that particular trail, however�
A gunshot.
They dived for cover behind a bend in the tunnel and returned fire. Garza was well concealed and after a short fire-fight things went quiet. �Bastard�s out of ammo,� Reaper said. �Me too, so just as well��
�And me,� Lexi said, tossing her gun to the ground. �But I don�t need lead to do my fighting for me.�
They heard Garza�s footsteps shuffling away and gave chase once again, but moments later they turned a corner and saw their quarry in a dead end. He looked scared.
�You just ran out of luck, Garza,� Reaper said.
Garza pulled out a flick-knife and extended the blade. It flashed in the eerie light of the glow stick. �You come near me and I cut your throats.�
�Trapped like a mosquito with broken wings,� the Chinese woman said, advancing on the cornered gangster.
They leaped into action, starting with Lexi�s ruthless delivery of a high-velocity and unexpected slap kick to the Mexican�s lower left jaw. He staggered back, his eyes rolling up as he almost passed out with the trauma of the blow, but then an adrenalin burst must have snapped him back into the moment because he moved forward and slashed the blade at Lexi.
She dodged the strike and returned fire with a savage spear hand strike at his neck which knocked him staggering back to Reaper, gasping for breath. Except for a few taekwondo moves, the former legionnaire was untrained in the finer martial arts, so he leaned his weight into Garza and made do with a no-nonsense shovel hook thrown hard into his jaw.
Lexi heard Garza�s teeth shattering as Reaper�s broad fist smashed his lower jaw up into his top teeth. The Mexican screamed in agony as he fell down on his backside.
�Get up,� Lexi said. �I haven�t finished playing with you yet.�
She struck a savage salvo of blows against Garza in an unrelenting attack, pounding him all over as her head filled with the thought of all the women he had attacked over the years.
She struck him in the throat and then a double axe-kick as fast as two lightning bolts smashed his balls and he fell forward howling like a baby. Still she fought on, and Reaper began to see another side to her. A darkness she rarely let escape from her gravity. She kicked his shins and then planted a heavy boot in his stomach, striking his diaphragm and blasting the air out of his lungs.
He gasped, but she was merciless. She stood over him and slammed her hand down on his head in a savage palm strike which knocked his head back on the rocks and killed him.
�You think I went too far?� she said.
Reaper gave a Gallic shrug. �Pas du tout. C��tait dingue��
�Let�s get back to Hawke.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Terror consumed Kim Taylor as she stared at the monstrous cobalt bomb before her, almost humming with power. It felt like it was alive, breathing almost � a hideous lead-gray beast intent on the annihilation of everything she had ever loved or known. This wasn�t something Wade was using to destroy San Francisco. This inhuman, obscene creation had used Wade to get what it wanted, and it terrified her. She hadn�t exactly led a sheltered life since becoming a field agent, but this was something else. Just looking at its sleek, lead-colored casing made her feel sick and that was before she even contemplated the extermination it was capable of delivering.
�Holy shit,� was all she could say, but everyone agreed with her.
After Camacho lowered Alex to the bunk, they all moved in closer and beheld Wade�s monstrous Hummingbird. When Scarlet saw the whirring numbers on Sobotka�s digital timer she shook her head in horror. �Less than nine minutes now��
Kim glanced at the pale, sweat-soaked faces of her friends and swallowed hard. These people had fought with her across Mexico and California to stop the Order of the Sixth Sun and their insane suicide cult, but they could still lose everything if they failed to deactivate the weapon. The weight of eight million lives was on her shoulders and she felt every ounce of it.
8:37 to detonation�
Kim tried to focus. Back when the island was used as a prison, the inmates could hear the sounds of San Francisco blowing on the wind across the bay, but now all she could hear was the sound of SWAT teams as they cleared up the last stragglers of the Sixth Sun who were trying to flee on their boats.
8:31
Jack Camacho moved forward to do his thing. He was fully trained in explosive ordinance disposal techniques as part of the years he spent with the CIA�s bomb squad, not to mention the time in Afghanistan and Iraq in the US Army he spent diffusing IEDs. He knew the buck stopped with him. He�d stopped many threats over the years, but nothing like this had ever crossed his path.
8:11
He lifted the housing from around Sobotka�s jerry-rigged timer. It was good work, especially considering that he�d done it while Wade and Mendoza were pointing a gun in his face, but it was done fast and might give him options. Like all bomb disposal professionals, Camacho knew the preferable option was a controlled explosion, but that method was kind of unavailable when dealing with a nuclear device of this magnitude.
Instead, he knew he had only one option left to him � neutralizing the device right here on the island � and it was time to get to work.
Time.
He looked at the timer.
7:24
Time to move faster� But this was no ordinary bomb with a blast cap, batteries, duct tape and sticks of explosive� this was a Soviet-era cobalt bomb which like everyone else he had thought a mere myth until today.
Camacho knew the bomb was useless if the trigger failed to fire enough uranium along the cylinder into the main store of uranium in the heart of the bomb. This was how critical mass would be achieved and what would cause the nuclear reaction � but it was all dependent on the trigger, and that was linked to Sobotka�s timer.
6:15
�Bloody hell, Jackie Boy � get a move on!� Scarlet said. �If you carry on at this rate half the population of California�s going to be glowing like the Ready Brek kid.�
Camacho glanced over his shoulder, a look of confusion on his face. �Huh?�
�Ignore her,� Lexi. �We�re told this is how she deals with pressure.�
�But at least she does it with good poise,� Kim said, her words dripping with sarcasm.
5:51
�Something like this has to be finessed,� Camacho said, glancing at Scarlet. �I guess like taking you on a date.�
A grim ripple of laughter went around the group.
�Good job Hawke�s not here in that case,� Scarlet said, ignoring Camacho�s jibe. �He�d probably put it under his arm and try and swim it out into the ocean.�
Camacho said nothing, but crouched down and looked closer at the timer mechanism installed by Viktor Sobotka.
�So what do you think?� Alex asked.
Camacho sighed as he lifted the front panel off the timer. �Looks like we got three wires to play with � red, blue and yellow.�
�Is that good?� Kim said.
He shook his head slowly. �No. The timer only needs one wire to send a signal to the bomb in order to activate it.�
�What are you saying, Jack?� Scarlet said, placing a hand on his shoulder.
�I think those sons of bitches put a couple of booby trap wires in here, and that means while one of these wires cuts the timer feed, the other two will detonate the bomb if and when they�re cut.�
Kim sighed and rubbed her temples. �And now we have less than five minutes to decide which is which. Damn it��
Camacho sighed and pushed the sweat off his forehead. �Get Jackson to bring the girl back in here. She might know something.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Hawke and Lea leaped over the dead Sixth Sun soldiers and found themselves at the top of a narrow flight of stairs. They jogged down with guns raised, leaving the sound of the ground battle raging behind them.
When they reached the bottom they were faced with two tunnels, one running north and the other south. It didn�t take long to figure out that they needed to go north � the terrified screams of Wade�s sacrifice victims showed them the way, and they sprinted ever closer to the final battle.
When they reached the sacrificial chamber, Lea�s eyes opened wide with a confusing blend of amazement and horror.
They had reached the dark heart of Mictlan � an enormous underground cave with endless tributary tunnels twisting away from it, and in the center was the main attraction � a sacrificial altar carved out of the bedrock, illuminated by the ghostly light of Wade�s glow sticks, and beside it was a heap of human skulls and other bones. Worse still was Morton Wade, dressed up as some kind of Aztec god as he directed an insane production of terror in the hideous chamber. Ryan Bale, along with half a dozen terrified people, was standing in chains, guarded by a handful of what was left of his Jaguar Knights, and surrounding Wade were the last surviving members of the Order of the Sixth Sun.
�Is that Silvio Mendoza?� Hawke said.
�Sure is,� Lea replied. �He�s in cuffs.�
�Must have crossed Wade.�
�I see Ryan,� Lea said, �but where the hell is Maria?�
Wade and the cultists were gathered around the altar, mumbling some kind of alien mantra. Wade turned to his right as one of his followers handed him a dagger� a sacrificial dagger made of obsidian volcanic glass, its blade hideously crude and jagged. As Wade raised it above his head, they heard a scream and then Lea saw it.
�Jesus almighty�� she said, her voice trailing away in disbelief. �Maria�s on the altar!�
They saw with horror the vision of Maria chained down on the altar, and just for good measure she was being held down by four members of Wade�s cult. She was angry, not scared, and trying to kick out against the men but it was pointless. Then they saw an alcove behind the altar, in which someone had put a glow stick. There, in the middle of the neon green glow in the alcove was a strange golden idol like nothing either of them had ever seen before. Around eight inches high, it looked like some kind of goddess, but there was something unsettling and strange about it.
�What the hell is that?� Lea asked, almost mesmerized by the strange idol.
�Beats me,� Hawke said. �But whatever it is, it�s obviously pretty central to this whole nightmare.�
�Look, Joe!� Lea said as she saw Wade raise the dagger over Maria. �He�s going to kill her.�
Hawke clicked his last magazine into the grip of his gun. �Like fuck is he,� he said, and began firing at the gathering around the altar. �I�ll send you where the sun doesn�t set, dickhead!� he yelled over the roar of the gunfire.
The Sixth Sun members and Jaguar Knights scattered like sheep, diving for cover wherever they could find it. Wade instinctively grabbed Ryan and pulled him closer, holding a knife at his throat as he stepped back into the shadows while Maria writhed helplessly on the sacrificial altar. Mendoza took advantage of the unfolding chaos and raised his cuffed hands to the alcove. Swiping the golden idol and the glow stick, he darted into one of the tunnels and was gone.
Hawke raised his gun hand and pointed his weapon at the tunnel where Mendoza had scarpered like a cut-purse on the run from the law. He fired and struck his arm, but it was too late to get a second good shot so he saved the ammunition. Then, as he lowered the gun he felt a stabbing pain in his side and turned to see an obsidian dagger hanging out of his body. One of Wade�s insane acolytes had thrown it through the air and buried the tip of the blade in his side.
The Englishman pulled the blade out and suppressed a scream of agony as the rough obsidian clawed its way out of his flesh, but there was no time to stop. The other cult members had seen Mendoza flee and now ran for another of the tunnels. Hawke fired wildly and planted almost an entire magazine in their backs. They screamed but went down hard, landing face first in the dirt.
�Waiting ages to do that,� he said, before turning the weapon on the surviving Jaguar Knights as they took up defensive positions and began returning fire.
Beside him, Lea fought harder than ever before � throwing everything she had at the enemy forces as they closed in on the final kill. Now, she saw Wade through the smoke and chaos. He had re-emerged and was skulking backwards toward one of the tunnels with Ryan as a human shield, but out of nowhere Ryan rammed his elbow into his captor�s ribcage. As Wade released him and doubled over, Ryan spun around and kicked him in the face sending him staggering back into the darkness of one of the tunnels.
With his liberty restored, Ryan ran to free Maria and then they leaped for the cover of one of the serpent shrines, while Lea took aim at the vanishing Wade. Before she could fire, a Jaguar Knight kicked the gun from her hand and punched her in the face. He almost knocked her off her feet but she caught her balance by gripping the side of the tunnel mouth and pulling herself back up.
He tried a second punch, but this time she was ready. She spun around and struck the man in the side of the face with her boot. The high-velocity roundhouse kick knocked him out and he crumpled to the ground. �Take that, you nasty little shite,� she said, dusting her hands off. �Hit a lady, would ya?�
She picked up her gun but now Wade was gone.
With the last of Wade�s acolytes dead, the chamber was now silent except for the terrified sobbing of the men and women the Texan had intended to sacrifice to the god of the dead.
Hawke picked up one of the macuahuitls and walked over to them. They flinched when they saw him carrying the horrific blade toward them but he calmed them with some quiet words in Spanish, and then gestured at the woman in the front of the group.
�Put your hands on the end of the altar,� he said in Spanish.
The woman was scared, but did as he told her.
Hawke raised the macuahuitl above his head, took aim and brought it thundering down on the handcuffs. The chain links burst apart and she was free. The Englishman looked up to see the others move toward him with their cuffed hands raised in the air.
�Stand in line, please,� he said, and raised the macuahuitl for the second strike.
It took a few seconds to free the other victims, and afterwards they thanked him with tears in their eyes, but he knew from the look in those eyes what they needed more than anything.
He pointed at the tunnel where he had last seen Morton Wade. �He went that way,� he said, knowing he was sentencing the Texan to a horrific death. It couldn�t happen to a nicer guy, was all he thought.
One of the men held out his hand and Hawke handed him the macuahuitl while the others took up the Sixth Sun�s obsidian daggers.
Hawke didn�t need an astrology chart to know Morton Wade�s fate, but he also knew Silvio Mendoza was still loose and on the run.
Ryan and Maria walked over from the shrine and Ryan held out his cuffs. �Couldn�t get these off could you?� he asked casually. �Then we can go and get that bastard Mendoza.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Two of Jackson�s SWAT men walked Juana Diaz back into the cell. She looked scared, and Alex studied the bruising around her eye with pity. This was a woman who looked like she�d had enough violence and terror for many lifetimes and there was a burning hatred of life in her eyes that frightened her.
�Hurry it up, will you, Camacho?� Jackson said. �You think I got nothing better to do tonight than visit the stratosphere with you losers?�
�Can you help us?� Alex said, looking at Juana. She squeezed her eyes shut as another wave of pain from her legs coursed through her body.
�She doesn�t speak English,� Jackson said. �Gomez here translates.�
One of the SWAT men stepped forward and translated Alex�s words. There was a brief, clipped conversation in mumbled Spanish, and then Gomez spoke. �She says, yes, but it�s not as easy as that.�
Camacho sighed. �What the hell does that mean?�
More Spanish. �She says she�s not afraid of dying, and that is why she joined the cult. She says she knows how to deactivate the bomb. She knows which wire to cut to stop the timer feed.�
Camacho looked hopeful. �Great, which one � I think it has to be the yellow one, right?�
�She says she will not tell you which one is safe, only that the red wire is one of the wires that will activate the bomb if you cut it. She says she overheard the scientist when he was setting it up.�
�That still leaves me with two wires� That�s just great. Get her the fuck outta here.�
Jackson and his men led Juana away from the cell and Scarlet sighed. �Back to where we started.�
�Not really� I guess now we know not to cut the red one,� Kim said. �But what now?�
4:27
Camacho sighed heavily. �Hate to tell you this, guys, but now it just comes down to one of these two wires � blue and yellow.�
�You still think the yellow one cuts the timer?� Scarlet said.
Camacho shook his head. Glanced at his watch. �I can�t be sure. All I know is that one of these wires cuts the timer feed, stopping the bomb, while the other detonates the worst explosion in history. Which do I cut? Guess I�ll go with my gut and snip the yellow.�
Camacho placed the blades of the wire cutters on the yellow wire and started to squeeze the handles.
�No, wait!� Alex yelled.
Everyone turned to her as she pulled herself up straight against the wall, her motionless legs hanging off the bunk above Jorge�s corpse.
�What is it, Alex?� Scarlet asked.
�It�s the classic Monty Hall Problem�� she said, wincing at the pain in her legs.
Scarlet turned to her. �And that�s what, exactly?�
�It�s a probability puzzle named after the original presenter of Let�s Make a Deal.�
Camacho nodded. �I remember Monty Hall, sure. He did the show from 63 into the eighties.�
�Right,� continued Alex. �So what you�ve got right there is the Monty Hall Problem.�
�Wait,� Scarlet said urgently. �Are you two freaking kidding me?�
Alex ignored her. �The Monty Hall Problem is about statistics, and basically says that you can increase the chance of getting what you want by changing your mind.�
Camacho shook his head. �Doesn�t make a difference if I change my mind. One of the wires detonates the bomb and the other wire deactivates the bomb so the chance of setting the bomb off is fifty-fifty. I should go with my instinct.�
�Wrong,� Alex said flatly.
Scarlet threw her hands into the air and turned around in despair. �No, they�re not kidding.�
Alex continued. �On the show a contestant had to pick a prize that was concealed behind one of three doors. He would pick a door, at which point he had a one in three chance of getting it right.�
3:43
�So far so good,� Kim said.
�Right, so at that point the host, who knows where everything is, opens one of the other doors to reveal a booby prize and he asks the contestant if he wants to change his original choice or not. Instead of the host opening the door to reveal one of the booby prizes, Juana told you the red wire is one of the booby prizes, as in one of the wires that activate the bomb.�
�Sure,� Camacho said. �So after the host opens the door with one of the booby prizes behind it, the contestant still has a one in two chance of choosing the star prize � fifty-fifty.�
�Still so far so good,� Kim said.
�Except he hasn�t,� Alex said.
�Let me get this straight,� Scarlet said. �You�re saying James Bond is behind one of the doors, but behind the other two doors is a Ryan Bale?�
Despite the pain in her legs, Alex rolled her eyes. �If that helps you, then fine.�
�It does. You�re now saying I pick a door, and then the host opens another door revealing one of the Ryans, so the contestant � me, for example � now has to choose between two doors to get to James?�
�Right.�
�Two doors, one choice � simple� it�s a fifty-fifty choice of getting James.�
�But that�s not right,� Alex continued. �The probability of getting James is higher if you swap your original choice to the second door because that�s twice as likely to be where he�s standing.�
�You�re melting my mind,� Scarlet said.
2:57
�Mine too,� added Kim, sweeping her hair back from her face and trying to slow her breathing.
�They�re right,� Camacho said. �What you said doesn�t make any sense at all. We had three wires. I picked the yellow wire as the one that cuts the timer feed and then Juana told us the red one was one of the detonation wires. Now there are two left and I don�t know which one activates the bomb.� He turned to look at Alex. �In my book, that makes this a straight fifty-fifty and I�m going with my gut and cutting the yellow wire.�
�No, it�s called a veridical paradox,� Alex said. �That means even though it makes no sense at all it�s still right. When you started there were three wires. This meant you had a one in three chance, or thirty-three percent chance of getting the right wire. At this point the chance of picking a booby prize was two in three, or sixty-six percent.�
�Go on.�
�So you make your choice and the host opens one of the other doors to reveal a booby prize.�
�A Ryan,� Scarlet said, deadpan.
�A Ryan,� Alex repeated with a sigh. �So now you know where one of the Ryans is � in this case, one of the wires that trigger the bomb. If you stick with your original choice of the yellow wire you only have a thirty-three percent chance of picking James � the original one-in-three probability from the start when all the doors were shut. This means by not changing your original choice you have a thirty-three percent chance of getting James, and a sixty-six percent chance of getting a Ryan.�
�Someone get me a Tylenol,� Kim said.
�So what if you change your original choice?� Scarlet said.
1:59
Camacho checked the time. �While I�m impressed that you explained all this in less than two minutes, Alex, we can�t afford to wait much longer.�
�This is where the host � or Juana � comes in,� Alex said. �She knows which wire cuts the timer � the star prize � and after you selected yellow she told you the red wire was one of the booby prizes. As I said, you originally had a sixty-six percent chance of picking one of the booby-trap wires and only a thirty-three percent chance of picking the wire that deactivates the bomb, right?�
�Right.�
�But then the host turns up and eliminates one of the doors he knows hides the booby prize, or in our case eliminates one of the wires she knew would trigger the bomb. The analogy is identical.�
�I want vodka,� Scarlet said, her eyes crawling over the sleek, ticking nuke.
1:24
�It�s simple,� Alex continued, wincing at a fresh wave of pain in her legs. �If you get lucky and pick the door concealing James, then the host opens a door concealing one of the Ryans, right? This means if you change your choice you definitely get a Ryan, but � and this is the whole point � if you picked a Ryan first, which is twice as likely, and the host then opens the other door concealing a Ryan, a change of choice means a one hundred percent chance of getting James.�
�Still not with you.�
1:12
�Don�t you see? Every time you pick a Ryan first, a change of door means a higher chance of getting James, and the chances of picking Ryan first are sixty-six percent.�
Kim smiled. �I get it! You�re twice as likely to pick a Ryan first in the first place, so when the host opens the door on the booby prize � the other Ryan � switching doors means you�re much more likely to get James!�
Scarlet put her hand on Camacho�s shoulder. �So it�s simple, go with your gut or go with Alex�s completely incomprehensible statistics.�
�You know what?� Camacho said. �I�m goin� with Alex.�
He took a deep breath and cut the blue wire.
0:03�
� and the timer stopped ticking.
�Pussy,� Scarlet said, sighing with relief. She recalled Bradley Karlsson�s words back in Tokyo when Ryan deactivated the Tesla device. �Ryan Bale waited until two seconds.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Morton Wade scrambled through the slit in the wall like a frightened rat. As he crawled under, a jagged rock on the top of the aperture caught his back and carved a deep gouge into his flesh. He screamed in pain, but knew there was no time to stop.
When he got to the other side of the slit, he staggered to his feet and felt the blood running down his back. Huitzilopochtli had forsaken him because of his treachery when he started worshipping Mictlantecuhtli, and worse, he now knew he was a coward.
Any idea he�d entertained of ending his own life had vanished like morning mist at the first opportunity afforded to him. He�d led so many to their deaths, and yet now he was running like a common criminal. In his confused, terrified mind one thing was crystal clear: this wasn�t the end of line, and no damned Limey soldier was going to kill him, either.
He ran a few paces and turned a corner. He looked around for a way out, and his mouth went as dry as sand when he realized he�d already been this way. He was just running around in circles, lost inside the God of the Dead�s hellhole Underworld.
And now, what was that noise?
It sounded like something breathing, moving � a sort of shuffling sound.
What was it now?
People.
Not a person � no, the noise was bigger than that. It was a group of people, but there was an unsettling synchronization in the way they were moving� like they were thinking as one. And the breathing was hurried, shallow� desperate.
And then he saw them.
Turning the corner ahead of him to his left was the source of the strange noise. It was the people he intended to sacrifice to Mictlantecuhtli. They were all there, venomous hatred in their pitted eyes as they moved closer to him. In their hands the very same obsidian daggers he was going to use on them. He knew what it meant, and he felt sick. How could it have come to this?
�No iba a hacer da�o!� he tried to yell in his broken Spanish, but his voice cracked with fear and the words were no more than a pathetic whisper. He began to walk backwards away from them. �I wasn�t going to hurt you� I swear!�
But still they came.
�I have money. You can have all my money� Tengo un mont�n de dinero!�
His wretched pleas fell on deaf ears as they moved closer, the blades raised in their hands, trembling with rage.
He turned on his heel and sprinted deeper into the complex. So this was Mictlan, he thought as he pounded through the labyrinthine tunnels� and here I will die � and then he saw a familiar face.
�Silvio! Is that you?�
Mendoza came staggering around the corner but backed up immediately when he saw the danger approaching Wade.
�You know the way out of this shithole, Silvio?�
Mendoza said nothing, but glanced from Wade�s sweat-covered face down the tunnel to the men and women with nothing but revenge on their minds.
�I�ll pay � you know I have the cash. Come on, Silvio!�
Wade wiped the sweat from his face and looked down at his hand. He realized he was still wearing the face paint. �What you got there, buddy?� he said, looking at the idol.
�I know the way out,� Mendoza said, ignoring him.
�Great � let�s get out of here, man.�
�The way out for you,� Mendoza said, stepping closer� �is death.�
Wade felt a savage blow smash into his stomach. He tried to scream but the blade punctured his diaphragm and then he felt the blood pouring out of the wound. He looked down to see Mendoza holding one of the obsidian sacrificial daggers.
�Silvio� help me!� Wade said as he crumpled to the floor.
�Chinga usted, Wade. I help no one but myself.�
Mendoza spat on Wade and turned on his heel.
�You Mexican bastard!� he screamed in his Texan drawl.
As Mendoza�s shadow receded along the wall of the tunnel, Wade turned his attention to the men and women with the daggers. They were almost upon him now, but he was helpless to move, bleeding out through the wound in his stomach.
They grabbed him by the legs and dragged him down the tunnel.
�What the hell are you doing?� he said. He felt his hair scraping in the blood of his wounds as they hauled him along the dirty tunnel floor. �If you�re going to kill me then just kill me!�
One of the men turned a stubbly, sweaty face to him and spoke in Spanish. �We are not going to kill you, Se�or Wade. We are going to sacrifice you. It�s quite different as I�m sure you will agree.�
�What? Let go of me you bastards! Please� I�m so sorry. I�ll give you everything I have.�
Unmoved by his desperate pleas, they continued to drag him in solemn silence down the tunnel toward Mictlantecuhtli�s altar room.
Wade struggled against his captors but it was useless. He could do nothing as they heaved him up to the altar and held his arms and legs down. He watched in terror as one of the men moved forward, his chanting now a jumble of incoherent words mixed together by his trance-like state. In his hand, the man raised the obsidian knife. The razor-sharp blade of polished volcanic glass flashed in the low green of the glow stick.
�Please� I don�t deserve this! Oh, God help me, please��
And then the jagged obsidian struck his chest. He gasped as he felt the volcanic shards tear into his flesh, and screamed in terror as the chanting began, louder now. His mind raced with panic as the man raised the dagger for a second strike. Would he live to see his own heart held above him, still beating?
He closed his eyes and screamed in fear as the dagger blows rained down.

CHAPTER FORTY

Silvio Mendoza ran into the night, breathing hard and wincing at the pain of the bullet wound in his arm. He tripped over the roots of a chicozapote tree and stumbled forward, momentarily losing his grasp on the strange golden idol. He lay there for a moment, the sound of his heart pounding in his ears as the fighting back at the temple complex started to subside. Hawke must have won, he cursed.
But the bastard Wade was dead, and he had sent him on his way. God only knew what had happened to him in that hell pit. How deep did it go? Was it really the entrance to Mictlan? Mendoza preferred a simple life of extorting money and exerting power. Ideas like Mictlan and the god of the dead could fly away on the Tehuano wind as it ripped through the Chivela Pass. Such ideas were not for him.
And yet there was still this enigmatic little piece of the occult now in his possession. Maybe the fool Wade was onto something after all� he felt a shiver of fear run down his spine at the mere thought.
Gradually the noise of the battle behind him seemed to fade away as he studied the idol from his filthy, humid covert down in the roots and tangles of the rainforest. He felt like it was almost calling to him� whispering his name, but it was just in his mind. The moonlight shone dully on the idol as he stared at the mysterious face. He looked at it closer now.
It was a woman � for sure� a goddess of some kind, but nothing he recognized and certainly not Aztec, and yet there was something approximating Aztec pictograms on its back and side. Either side of her head was the strangest headdress he had ever seen � it looked almost like she had a wheel on either side of her head, and it was covered in intricate carvings. It was bewitching, beguiling� he couldn�t take his eyes off her and her imperious, almost inhuman face.
What value must an object as precious as this hold..? His avaricious mind raced with an almost uncontainable delight as he thought about what such wealth could bring him� his freedom from the Americans and a powerful new cartel. It was almost too good to be true, but Wade had been certain that any treasure they found in Mictlan was sure to be priceless.
He picked the idol back up and slipped it in his jacket pocket. Whoever she was, she was all he had now. Wade had died horribly back in the complex � he could still hear the screams as the blood pumped from his chest � and the ECHO team had gunned down Garza and the others. But what had happened in America?
He called Aurora from the dank silence of his jungle hole and it didn�t take her long to explain about the failure to deliver Armageddon to the gabachos in California. His brother was dead, at the hands of ECHO once again, and Aurora was a fugitive on the run.
Mendoza snapped the phone shut without a word to her. �I will live to fight another day,� he said, cursing his failure. �And for my brother, you will pay with your lives.�
Then he scrambled away into the thick, sultry jungle.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

As the dust settled over the temple complex, Lea wound a bandage around the wound in Hawke�s side. As she worked, he watched Gonzalez�s men round up the last surviving members of Wade�s fanatical cult from the jungle around the complex, including a handful of the serpientes. They cuffed them ready for the journey back to civilization.
�Any sign of Mendoza?� he asked.
Sergeant Gonzalez shook his head. �He�s not among the dead we�ve searched either, but my men are still looking.�
Hawke nodded. �He�s long gone,� he said, and the sergeant tossed him a bottle.
�Take this,� said Gonzalez, lighting a cigarette. �You earned it.�
It was a bottle of tequila, and Hawke agreed they�d earned it. He tensed under the bandage and the pain of the obsidian blade wound coursed through his body.
Everywhere he looked he saw death and destruction. Black smoke from the fires started by the mortars bloomed up into a twilight sky now lit by the flames from the burning complex. Corpses of the dead lay strewn across the battle field, face-down on the ground and twisted inside the mangled wreckage of Wade�s blown-up chopper.
When it came to death, the jungle worked fast: the stench of the dead was already in the air. Hawke shook his head in disbelief. He guessed Mictlantecuhtli had gotten his sacrifices after all, but Silvio Mendoza wasn�t one of them. The cartel boss had escaped into the jungle with the mysterious golden idol and that couldn�t be allowed to pass. Worse than that, he knew he had to pass on to the others the revelation about Matheson being controlled by this mysterious Oracle. Finishing Wade�s lunatic Aztec prophecy had been a non-stop lightning ride, and he hadn�t had a single chance to discuss Matheson�s dying words with his friends.
Amidst the smoking ruins, Lea was now talking with some of the Mexican Special Forces. She looked tired, but still strong. He hadn�t spoken to her about it, but sometimes he wondered if they should get hitched� then visions of Matheson sprawled out dead in his study rose in his mind and he let the thought fly away. It was too soon after Liz.
Killing Matheson had helped to lay her to rest in his mind, but it was only half the job. Alfredo Lazaro, the Spider, was still out there somewhere, and he too would pay the ultimate price for his actions that day in Vietnam. But for now at least, Matheson�s death had eased some of the anguish he�d felt since that day.
As Ryan and Maria were hugging in a part of the complex they thought was out of sight, Lea took a call and meandered over to Hawke. �That was Rich,� she said. �The bomb is deactivated and Jorge Mendoza and the rest of the cult members are dead.�
�Juana Diaz?�
�In custody.�
�What about Aurora Soto?�
�Dropped off the radar, which is a worry� the crazy bitch.�
Hawke nodded. It was more than a worry. That meant both Silvio Mendoza and Aurora Soto, the insane lovers, were both free and in possession of what could easily be the world�s most important artefact.
They slowly congregated back at the base of the main pyramid. Reaper twisted the lid off the bottle of tequila and took a long gulp, wiping the spirit from his lips. �That�s the medicine I need,� he said with a happy sigh. �Ou� vraiment, mes amis!�
�But firewater�s a dangerous medicine, Reap,� Lea said, taking the bottle.
�When do we get to see the treasure again?� Ryan asked.
Hawke looked at him like he was crazy. He had forgotten about the treasure, but now it all came flooding back. Despite the carnage all around them, they were sitting on top of one of the greatest discoveries in archaeological history � the Noche Triste treasure � an incalculable quantity of silver and gold bullion taken from Moctezuma by the Spanish but as they now knew, taken back again and hidden in the deepest jungle. This was one hoard the Caribbean pirates never even had a chance to seize.
�Something tells me we�re not going to see the treasure again,� Lea said.
Hawke let a brief smile dance on his lips as he watched Ryan take a slug of the tequila, wince in disgust and hand him the bottle. A humid jungle breeze blew across the complex and above their heads the first stars began to shine in the tropical sky.
Reaper laughed, and recalled the time he had first met them all, bobbing about like drowned rats in the Ionian Sea. Across the plaza Lexi Zhang was laughing with Sergeant Gonzalez � a small private joke to lighten the load. Hawke was pleased to see her fitting in so well. She had fought well tonight, and now there could be no question of her loyalty or commitment.
But still, he wondered how long she would stick around. He�d known her longer than the others and he knew there was always a part of Zhang Xiaoli that no one would ever really understand, and that part of her was what made her such a nomad. She liked drifting and he thought it unlikely that she would be able to dedicate too much of her life to working with others. Only time would tell, but now she had told him about the Zodiac Syndicate he was worried she could take off without any warning. It was how she looked after herself� flying away like a dragonfly, but he couldn�t help her if she vanished into the night to flee her pursuers.
�I�ll send you where the sun doesn�t set, dickhead!� Lea repeated, laughing loudly. �What does that even mean, Joe?�
Hawke rolled his eyes. �I really have no idea. I was just faced with a crazed villain with a god complex and had to say something.�
She shook her head. She loved him more than ever.
�So what the hell was that idol Mendoza got, Ryan?�
�It was Tanit, I�m sure. She was a Phoenician goddess worshipped in Carthage over three thousand years ago.�
�Right, so how did a statue of her wind up in a secret annex under an Aztec temple that was sealed long before any Europeans arrived?�
Ryan shook his head. �It must have something to do with what I was saying earlier about the etymological connection between Atlantis and Aztl�n. I mean� it doesn�t take a genius to work out that Atlantis is at the heart of most antediluvian conspiracy theories. For archaeologists and treasure hunters alike it�s pretty much the greatest prize of them all � a mythical place to most people, but not to everyone.�
�And now Mendoza has some kind of clue leading to it?�
�Could be.�
Hawke frowned. If Ryan was right and the idol really did have some connection to Atlantis, then they had screwed up Big Time by allowing Silvio Mendoza to escape with it. �Looks like we have another job to do,� he said.
�So we�re not even going to get a break?� Lexi said.
Lea sighed. �Doesn�t sound like it.�
�Fuck Mendoza,� Lexi said, swigging the tequila. �We�ll just have to send the bastard the same way as Zaugg, Sheng, Vetrov and Sala, that�s all.�
A cheer went up around the team, led by Reaper, but Hawke was less certain. He didn�t know why, but something felt different this time. He thought it might have something to do with the word Atlantis, but he stopped himself from voicing his fears in front of the others. He knew they saw him as a leading figure in the unit now, and that meant keeping his worries to himself.
He drank more of the tequila and as he listened to the others speaking softly in the twilight about Atlantis, he realized Wade was already forgotten. The man who would have detonated a cobalt bomb over San Francisco and killed eight million was now nothing more than a mutilated corpse in a long-forgotten Aztec temple, staring into oblivion with cold, still eyes and a crazy, painted face.
Lexi watched the last of the sun as it dipped gently below the western canopy line. The sound of the cicadas grew louder as the last of the light slipped away. �If it wasn�t for all the corpses this place would be really beautiful.�
A ripple of laughter went around the small group, but then Hawke brought things back to business with a frown. �I might be wrong, but I�m sure I�ve seen that damned idol before somewhere.�
Lea glanced at him. �Where?�
He shook his head. �I just can�t remember.�
Reaper broke the silence. �Here they come, mes amis.� He pointed at the sky where half a dozen helicopters were racing toward them.
�Looks like Gonzalez radioed into base about the Treasure of the Sad Night,� Ryan said. �Thought that might happen.�
�Poor Cairo!� Lea said. �She�s not going to be happy about missing out on this treasure. When they write her biography it�s going to be called Sex and Gold, you know that?�
Another laugh, but it was weary. They were cut, bruised and tired and knew the fight of their lives was racing toward them like a freight train.
Atlantis.
�All right,� Hawke said wearily. �Anyone want a lift out of here?� He stood up and stretched his arms. �I�m knackered and it just so happens there�s one of Wade�s Hueys left standing over there in the clearing. I�d like to do a runner before the cavalry gets here.�
�Sounds like a plan,� Lea said, and slid her arm through his.
As he raised the collective and powered the Huey into the humid, jungle air, Hawke watched the raging fires of battle consume the ancient complex. He squinted as he looked at the western horizon and felt a headache on its way. He turned to see the wind blowing in Lea�s hair beside him as she gazed out over the jungle in the low light.
She sensed his glance and turned to him, giving an innocent smile. �You all right, bruiser?�
Hawke wondered if Lea and the rest of his friends were strong enough to face the oncoming storm. �I�m fine,� he said, and turned the helicopter into the night.

EPILOGUE

The Oracle raised his eyes from the bronze sculpture of Atlas on his desk to the raging ocean beyond the circular window that wrapped around his inner sanctum. Nothing but a violent, dangerous sea, wherever he looked. Atlas loved the sea, and so did Tanit, whose marble likeness he now lifted from his desk and cradled in his pale hands.
�If they knew the truth, it would do nothing but frighten them,� he said.
She stared back at him, her smooth marble face as inscrutable as ever.
He ran his finger over her peculiar headdress and down her cheek.
��terrify them,� he added, his words a clear staccato in the silence of his study.
He knew they had found Mictlan. He had spent years searching for it, and now a common Mexican gangster had the idol� the Sacred of the Sacred and it was in the hands of a violent thug who knew nothing. His thoughts danced from Zaugg to Sheng to Vetrov, and then settled on the traitor Sala. The man who had failed them all.
How he wanted to kill him for his treachery, but the ECHO people had killed him before he had a chance to exact his revenge� but not before Sala had destroyed what was left of Valhalla. He felt like everything he had ever worked for was coming apart at the seams � no � that it was being ripped part by Joe Hawke and his friends. What could they possibly know about the reality of the world? He had carried the burden for so long, and the most sacred treasure would be his, not theirs.
�They�re getting closer, Tanit,� he whispered. �Much too close now. It�s time to end their little quest.�
He couldn�t let anyone destroy his life�s work by uncovering the truth.
A truth that would destroy humanity.
But now it was time to neutralize Sir Richard Eden and the rest of the ECHO team before they unearthed that truth and shone the light of discovery upon it for the entire world to see.
No.
It was time for ECHO to die.
THE END

AUTHOR�S NOTE

First, let me say, as always, that I really hope you enjoyed this novel � like with The Curse of Medusa it was a bit of a different direction and speed for the ECHO team and I hope that worked out. It�s planned to lead nicely into the next story which is called The Secret of Atlantis. This will be a central novel in the ECHO team�s quest for the ultimate truth about their world and I�m hoping to release it in the very near future so you won�t have to wait too long!
As I said at the start of this journey, the writer and the reader are like a partnership. If you enjoyed this novel and have the time, I�d be grateful if you would consider writing a short review on Amazon as this really helps the series move along. Plus, you can also get in touch at robjonesnovels@gmail.com as well as get updates and news from my Facebook Page at https://www.facebook.com/RobJonesNovels/ or my Twitter Page: @AuthorRobJones. You can also join my mailing list at www.robjonesnovels.com
Now, dear Mystery Reader, I�m setting sail for Atlantis�
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