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Аннотация
A deadly relic. A lethal enemy. A fatal countdown.

When a crack team of Congolese and Belgian mercenaries steal an ancient relic with a deadly secret, Hawke and the rest of the ECHO team are offered the task of retrieving the stolen object.
Left reeling from the shock of Faulkner’s takeover of the American Presidency and their new fugitive status, they agree to take on the job for the money they need to rescue Alex Reeve and her father, President Brooke, both imprisoned on Tartarus, a notorious CIA black site.
With their backs up against the wall like never before, events rapidly escalate when they realize the true, terrible meaning behind the theft of the relic. Hunted by the new regime in Washington, with Sir Richard Eden under house arrest and their assets frozen, the team race through Greece, Bulgaria, Hungary, Crete and beyond, fighting with everything they have to complete the mission and clear their names.
Joe Hawke and his team must confront and defeat one of their deadliest enemies if they are to locate Tartarus and rescue their teammates in this supercharged rollercoaster ride of adventure.
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DEDICATION

For My Son

CHAPTER ONE

The Fournoi Archipelago, Greece
The bow of the offshore raiding craft smashed up and down in the breaking waves of the Aegean. On board, a crew of mercenaries gripped automatic weapons, their determined faces hidden behind black ski masks. At the front of the former military boat, a tall, well-built man raised a Minox marine monocular to his eye and surveyed a formidable fault scarp cliff twisting away to the south. Beyond, the Mediterranean sun flashed on the water and momentarily dazzled him. He blinked it away and slid the lightweight magnifier into his tactical vest.
“It’s in the next bay,” their leader, Joseph Kashala, called out. “Just behind those cliffs.”
A few nods, but no words. Each man was making his own preparation for the mission ahead. If everything went to plan, it would be done and dusted in less than ten minutes. The easiest million dollars any of them ever made.
At the stern, the twin Steyr high-speed diesel engines roared as the merc piloting the craft increased power for a hard-starboard turn. Clearing the southern tip of the island, they now saw their target. The man at the tiller peered ahead across the water as he
turned to port and steered the craft into the bay. “It’s the Electra,” he said. “Dead ahead.”
Kashala turned away from Demotte at the stern and turned to look over the bow. Directly in front of them, a blue and white cargo ship sailing under the Barbadian flag was anchored less than a kilometer off the coast. Just as expected. At well over two thousand tonnes and nearly eighty meters in length, it was more than capable of fulfilling its task here today.
But so were they.
“Exactly where they should be,” Demotte said.
Kashala laughed. “Too bad for them.”
In the middle of the boat, Mukendi was anxious to get started. “Have they seen us yet?”
“Not yet,” Kashala said. “You’ll know when they do.”
In the ever-closing hazy distance, several men on board the Electra were operating a heavy-duty marine boom crane in the process of winching a submersible out of the sea. They swung the bright yellow craft forty-five degrees until it was hanging precariously over the center of the main deck, salt water sloshing off its sides and splashing up over the men’s canary-colored oilskins.
Close enough to hear their voices, Kashala pulled his balaclava down tighter and gave his men the final signal. The attack was imminent. The former Congolese general savored the moment and considered the long, hard path that had led to this moment. Soldier. Special Forces Operative. Broken alcoholic. Failed politician. Wife out of the door. Kids in tow. Recovered alcoholic. Guarding diamond mines in Sierra Leone. Training presidential bodyguards in Uganda. Hard work. Gun grease and hush money and sleepless mosquito nights.
But all of that was over now. When this mission was done and their employer had paid them off, it was plain sailing for the rest of his life. He and the rest of the notorious Blood Crew could retire in luxury.
“It’s nearly time, boys!” Mukendi broke into an insane laugh.
Watching his teammate, Demotte rolled his eyes and let out a disapproving sigh. “How many guns are there?”
“Half a dozen or so, maybe a few more,” Crombez said from the bow. He was scanning the Electra’s decks through a chunky pair of military binoculars. “Just as we were briefed.”
“ID?” Block asked.
Crombez lowered the binoculars and turned slowly. Bobbing up and down with the vessel he gave Demotte a grin. “Jagger’s men.”
“We’re better,” Kashala said. “And we have the element of surprise.”
Demotte pointed off the bow. “Not anymore!”
Kashala turned and saw Jagger’s mercenaries fanning out on the deck and taking up defensive positions. “Faster! They know we’re here and they’ve got the submersible on board! They’re heading back to port.”
Demotte increased speed and swung the boat around to come alongside the Electra. The engine revved and roared as they roughly cut into the choppy bow waves of the larger cargo vessel. The sound of defensive gunfire coming from the deck was thin and weak against the much louder and deeper noise of the raiding craft’s engine and the roar of the waves crashing up the sides of both vessels.
Some of Jagger’s men leaned over the side of the deck and fired on them, instantly killing two of Kashala’s men, but the Congolese warlord was unfazed. “Return fire and kill the engine!”
His men obeyed. Mukendi, Crombez and Block returned fire with their Kalashnikovs, savagely peppering the deck with hot lead. At the bow, Kashala shouldered a Russian RPG while Chumbu slotted a rocket into its launcher.
Chumbu gave his boss a hefty pat on the shoulder. “Ready!”
Kashala aimed and fired the weapon at the Electra’s portside deck. A puff of white smoke as the rocket ignited and fired. It screeched through the hot sky at the head of a twisting trail of white exhaust smoke and slammed into the main deck just below the foremast.
The explosion blasted a car-sized hole where the side of the ship met the deck and blew several of Jagger’s men into the air, arms and legs akimbo. As they tumbled through the air, Kashala ordered his men to fire on them, just to make sure. Mukendi laughed as he raked their falling bodies with bullets.
With the raiding craft’s engine cut, the Electra was now pulling ahead of them in the waves and they were rapidly approaching the cargo ship’s stern. Kashala knew the next few seconds were critical to the mission but he watched the vessel’s progress with calm nerves. She was quite low and the draft was reasonably high. Just as the briefing said. Maybe Dimitrov wasn’t such a fool after all. “Power back on and keep her at the stern.”
Demotte fired up the engine and followed Kashala’s orders.
Their leader silently counted the seconds. “Get ready.”
No one was surprised to see that Mukendi was first with the rocket-propelled grappling hook. At the Electra’s stern now, he fired the modified harpoon at the davit crane’s cantilever and watched with growing excitement as it caught hold of the join between the main support column and boom pivot.
Beside him, Crombez aimed at the other side of the crane and repeated the exercise. When the ropes were secured, Kashala was first to start climbing. Turning to his men, he called out over his shoulder. “This is it. All men into battle except Demotte.”
The men obeyed, easily snaking up the two ropes one by one until they were climbing up taffrail at the Electra’s stern. Riding the waves up and down, they followed Kashala as he reached the top of the fantail and jumped down onto the deck.
Instantly met by more defensive fire by the surviving members of Jagger’s mercs, Kashala saw the man himself taking up a position on the starboard side of the bridge.
“Kill them all!”
Chumbu swept his Kalashnikov over Jagger’s men. “They’re coming from all over the ship!”
“Not all of them,” Crombez called out. “Some are still back at the submersible. They’re taking up a position behind the derrick mast.”
Kashala laughed as he picked off another of Jagger’s mercs. The bullet blew out a chunk of his shoulder and knocked him clean off the portside guardrail. “That’s their last line of defense!” he called out.
Mukendi and Block were at the vanguard now, almost pushing past the cargo ship’s bridge as they took cover behind a lifeboat. “I see Jagger!” Mukendi called out. “He’s retreating back to the submersible.”
“It must still be on board the sub!” Crombez cried out in the chaos.
“Forward!” Kashala glanced at the countdown on his watch. “They’ll be on the radio. We have less than five minutes.”
The men snaked forward in formation, taking up a new front in the cover of the cargo manifold. Jagger was cut off from the bridge and down to his last two men. They had no chance against the Blood Crew and they all knew it. Excitement grew as bullets traced over the deck and the treasure finally came in sight.
Jagger and two of his men had retrieved the mission’s target from the submersible and were sprinting away down the starboard side of the deck on their way to the bow.
“They’re stalling for time!” Block said.
Kashala agreed. The port was in sight. Maybe Jagger had word over the radio that help was on the way or maybe he thought he could swim the distance back to safety. Neither of these things were going to save him.
“Storm the bridge and kill the captain and the senior officers,” Kashala called out to Chumbu and Block. “We’re going to get Jagger.”
They chased them down to the bow and another brutal exchange of fire crossed the enormous deck. Out of rounds now, Jagger thought on his feet and turned the foam monitor on Kashala and his men. Designed to fight fire on the deck, the English merc now sprayed them with the foam jet in a desperate bid to keep them at bay for another few seconds.
It wasn’t enough, and Kashala’s merciless response ended the battle. As Mukendi and Crombez killed his two mercs, the Congolese general watched Jagger clambering over the guardrail. The canvas bag from the submersible was over his shoulder. With his infamous calm under pressure, Kashala raised his weapon and shot Jagger in the head, killing him instantly. The English soldier crashed to the deck with the bag still in his grasp.
“Get the bag,” Kashala ordered Crombez.
The Belgian merc snatched it up and began to open it.
Kashala grabbed his hand and forced the bag shut. Pulling it away from the merc’s blood-stained hand and swinging it over his own shoulder, he stared him out. “Not your business, understand?”
Crombez bristled but gave a single nod. “Whatever you say, King.”
Mukendi radioed Demotte and seconds later the raiding craft was alongside the bow, pulling in tight. Block and Chumbu returned from the bridge, secured rope ladders on the bow guardrail and then dropped them over the side.
“We need to get out of here, King,” Mukendi said.
“Yes,” Kashala said. “Our work here is done. Nothing, and no one, can stop us now.”

CHAPTER TWO

Turkey
Joe Hawke watched the woman close the gate behind her and make her way up the gravel path at the front of the deserted farmhouse. In her hands she held a white plastic bag filled with groceries bought down in the village at the bottom of the hill. As her ancient Volkswagen cooled in the Anatolian sunshine, she heard something behind her and flicked her head around. It was nothing, but like the rest of the team, they were all on edge.
The former commando and SBS operative gently pulled the drapes a little more and leaned his head forward to get a better view of the property’s front aspect. Azra Muharrem was now at the front door and her key was in her hand. He knew that if there was any trouble it would come knocking the same time she opened the door.
But again, nothing happened.
As he heard the key slide in the lock, he released the drapes and blew out a deep breath, his mind tortured with visions of what they had seen in in the Zagros Mountains. Less than a thousand miles to the east of their present position in the Turkish mountains, it may as well have been on another planet.
A vast structure built with a technology more advanced than anything any of them knew today had hosted a terrible battle in which the Oracle and most of his Athanatoi cult had died. Thinking about the mysterious white-robed guardians who had fought so hard in the Citadel was a bridge too far for his mind to handle, but at least ECHO had managed to flee with their lives.
But any sense of victory was crushed by the knowledge that a team of savagely dangerous Special Ops men had seized the strange Citadel under the orders of the new American president. Worse, President Faulkner was a man who wanted them all dead and had put their names on America’s Most Wanted list.
Now they were international fugitives. Their assets had been seized and their bank accounts frozen. Their leader Sir Richard Eden had been placed under house arrest at his Oxfordshire mansion by the British authorities. This had happened under extreme pressure from the new regime in Washington DC and he was fighting extradition.
Former President Jack Brooke and his daughter Alex Reeve had been arrested and flown to a black site with only a loyal Secret Service agent named Brandon McGee for protection. As of now, no one knew anything about this extraordinary rendition site other than it was rumored to be an artificial island and its name was Tartarus. Named after the ancient Greek conception of hell, no one on the team had a very good feeling about going there to rescue their friends.
And they had lost three valued and loved members of their family at the hands of the mystery sniper. Danny Devlin in Miami, Magnus Lund in Athens and most recently Kim Taylor in Washington DC. Any of them could be next. Most of them felt they were almost helpless to stop it and while none of them knew the identity of the killer, rumors were swirling. They bounced several theories off each other, but the most chilling was that it might be Alfredo “The Spider” Lazaro, the Cuban hitman who had murdered Hawke’s wife.
Whatever the identity of the covert assassin, ECHO had never been lower or more vulnerable. They needed help and they needed money and they needed it fast. Getting themselves out of this hole promised to be the hardest thing any of them had ever done before, individually or as part of the team. Ahead of them lay a long and tough path — rescue their teammate and friend Alex Reeve from Tartarus, restore Jack Brooke’s presidency and get their names off the Most Wanted list.
Even Hawke secretly doubted any of this was possible.
But their first step back to life came when their new friend and former Athanatoi cultist Nikolai Petrov told them he had an old friend who could give them shelter. Her name was Azra. He had met her while studying for the cult on an island off the coast of Turkey. Using the loose change in their pockets, he called her and she said she could help. Her uncle had an abandoned farm building in Anatolia and they could use it for a few days while organising something more permanent.
It was a lifeline, and they grabbed it with both hands.
Now Azra was closing the door behind her and walking through into the subdued light of the front room. She stood in the doorway with the bag in her arms and gave them a cautious smile. A bar of sunshine seeped through a split in the drapes and illuminated a haze of dust motes floating in the dusty air.
“I got what you asked for.” Her exotic accent seemed to calm the tense atmosphere inside the crumbling farmhouse. She set the bag down on the table and started unpacking the groceries. “Or as close as I could find. This is beyaz cheese, and here is some pide bread and of course the bottled water you asked for.”
The starving ECHO team gathered around the heavy, gnarled wooden table and stared enviously as she unpacked the fresh bread, cheese and other items. Since leaving their Dubai hotel they had trekked across Saudi Arabia and Iraq and Syria and made their way west across Turkey en route for Europe. With an inventive mix of hitchhiking and car theft their journey had taken several days and the only food along the way was what they could steal from small village shops or gas stations. At least, he thought quietly, he had managed to take some of the water from the Citadel.
Some of the elixir.
As they started to eat, Lea’s phone shattered the peace. She looked at the screen and confusion appeared on her face. “That’s odd.”
“Don’t tell me,” Scarlet said, flicking her head at Ryan. “It’s the director of the Monkey House at Whipsnade Zoo. They want the boy back.”
“You’re about as funny as the plague,” Ryan said. “And with approximately the same degree of charm.”
Without turning her head, Scarlet raised her middle finger over the back of the chair and waved it in his face. “Do one, nut sucker.”
“Oh, that’s just not nice,” he said. “I think you should apologize.”
Hawke raised his hand to silence the banter. “Why is it odd, Lea?”
The phone was still ringing. “It’s Rich’s number.”
“As in Sir Richard?” Scarlet said, cutting another slice of the crumbly cheese and pushing it into her mouth. “How the hell has he got a phone call through?”
“Yeah,” Lexi said. “I thought they were even monitoring when he went to the bathroom.”
At the far end of the table, the shadowy bulk of Vincent Reno shifted as he tore some bread and gave a questioning shrug. Known by his codename Reaper, the former French legionnaire had always been an unknown quantity but his loyalty was unmatched. He swallowed the bread and raised his eyes to Lea. “Friends in high places?”
“More like phones in low places,” Ryan said. “Am I right?”
Lea shrugged. “Maybe someone smuggled him a burner and he’s making hay while the sun shines.”
The former US Secret Service agent Kamala Banks now shared Lea’s confused expression. “But I thought he was incommunicado?”
Jack Camacho looked confused. “Isn’t that an island in the Maldives?”
“I meant…”
“He knows what you meant,” Lea said. “And we all thought he was out of contact. She took the call and walked out into the kitchen.
“So what now?” Scarlet asked. “We can’t just hide in here like mice. That’s not my style.”
“It’s not anyone’s style,” Hawke said. “Just wait and see what Lea comes back with. The truth is we can’t even think about rescuing Alex and her father until we get our hands on some serious capital. Launching a rescue operation against the full force of the US military is going to be an expensive business. Unless anyone here wants to make the money working at a junk food place under a false name, we need some kind of job.”
“Not sure cleaning grease drains is my thing, darling,” Scarlet said. “But it’s not too much of a leap to imagine Ryan doing it.”
“Bugger off, Cairo.”
Lea stepped back in the room and slipped her phone into her pocket. No one could tell what she was thinking from the look on her face.
“So what did he say?” Ryan asked. “Are we off the hook?”
She shook her head. “Sorry, but nowhere near. He’s still under house arrest and there’s still an international warrant out on all of us.”
Lexi tied her hair back. “Just when I thought life couldn’t get any more exciting.”
Lea took her place back at the table beside Hawke and greedily broke off a chunk of bread. “I’d be careful what you wish for, Lex.”
“So what did he say?” Hawke asked.
“Yeah,” Zeke said, his mouth full of bread. It hadn’t taken long for the amiable Texan tank commander to become part of the team, and when he talked to them it was as if he had been in ECHO since the very beginning. “What did he say?”
At the far end of the table near Reaper, Nikolai, Kamala and Azra were now staring at Lea along with everyone else, praying it was good news.
“He said there’s a job for us if we want it, but we’re going to have to work hard to keep a low profile.”
“I think we can manage that,” Hawke said. “What is it and where is it?”
“He was short of time — I think he was calling from the bathroom…”
“I knew it!” Lexi said.
Reaper growled with impatience. “But what did he say?”
“Not a lot — like I said, he didn’t have much time. He was smuggled the phone by Agent Raynes and had to be quick.”
“The guy we met in Hong Kong?” Hawke asked.
She nodded. “He’s on our side, apparently.”
Ryan drank some water. “The proof of the pudding is in the eating.”
“So what information did he give you?” Scarlet asked.
Lea ate more bread. “The details are with a member of the Eden Consortium and if we meet with him, he’ll brief us.”
Scarlet gave a tired sigh. “Christ, another stuffed suit with no sense of humor.”
Hawke gave her a look then turned to Lea. “Who is this person?”
She shrugged. “Someone named Orlando Sooke, ex-Royal Navy officer… and before you ask, no, I’ve never heard of him before.”
Ryan laughed. “That’s reassuring.”
Lea unscrewed the lid on her water bottle. “I trust Rich with my life.”
“So where are meeting him?” Hawke asked.
“Being aware of our situation, Rich has arranged for this Sooke guy to meet us not too far from here, and inside Turkey. He’ll be in Izmir tomorrow evening.”
Hawke finished his water and leaned back in his chair. “Looks like the ECHO team are back in business.”

CHAPTER THREE

Izmir is the third largest city in Turkey and the country’s largest and busiest port. Built by the ancient Greeks and originally known as Smyrna, the city has seen more than its fair share of history and was ruled by Greeks, Romans and rebuilt by the armies of Alexander the Great before being absorbed into the Ottoman Empire and governed by the Turks.
But today was more peaceful, and the team found themselves enjoying the gentle shade of a parasol on the terrace of an upmarket café near the city’s port. Ahead of them, beyond a small park full of palm trees, the Mediterranean Sea sparkled in the warm sunshine and people quietly walked along a promenade in front of the ferry terminal.
“Heads up,” Hawke said. “Captain’s on the bridge.”
Lea set her drink down and glanced over her shoulder. She saw a tall, thin man in a beige linen suit and a Panama hat crossing the road adjacent to the café. “That must be Sooke,” she said.
Ryan sipped his beer. “He sticks out like a turd in a punchbowl… ouch!”
Scarlet stopped pinching him and straightened up in her chair. “This turd is our only hope of saving our friends, so wind your neck in.”
The English business magnate reached their table and without saying a word pulled a chair out and took a seat. “You must be the ECHO team.”
“How did you know that?” Lexi asked.
“You stick out like a sore thumb,” he said quietly. “Not many people dressed like you drink in a place like this.”
“Rich might have mentioned we were on the run,” Lea said defensively. “Sorry if we didn’t have time to dress for dinner.”
“You’re forgiven,” he said with a warm smile. “But don’t let it happen again. I’m Orlando Sooke.”
“We’d worked that much out,” Hawke said. “Funnily enough, there aren’t too many people around here dressed like the Man from Del Monte either.”
Sooke fixed his eyes on him and raised an eyebrow as he summoned a waiter. “Touché. Now, I understand lunch is on me.”
Lea smiled. “Sorry, but yeah… We’re what you might call cash-strapped.”
“I prefer in-between jobs,” Hawke said.
“Not me,” Scarlet said. “I’m like an actor… I’m merely resting.”
The stranger eyed the glasses on the table. “So how were you going to pay for these?”
“We have our ways,” Scarlet said.
“And what might they be?”
“This and that, but don’t worry — we won’t compromise your ethics.”
He smiled and they ordered lunch. Sharing some chit-chat until it arrived, Lea brought the conversation back to business. “If we can get to why we’re here, Mr Sooke?”
“Of course.” Eyes shaded by his Panama hat, Orlando Sooke set the gin and tonic down and steepled his fingers. “Apparently, a cargo ship called the Electra was out in the Aegean yesterday. These ships get used by the highest bidder, and in this case, it was a Belgian treasure hunter named Guy Francken. He has spent most of his life searching for shipwrecks around the world and right now he’s working on an area around the Fournoi Archipelago.”
“I’m not surprised,” Ryan said, mouth full of pizza. “That’s one of the most lucrative areas for shipwreck searches because its location used to be a major hub back in the ancient world. Marine archaeologists have found literally dozens of wrecks there in the last few years alone.”
“So what does this Francken want?” Hawke asked. “For us to go swimming around with the fishes looking at shipwrecks?”
“Is that really what you guys do?” Kamala asked.
“Yes and no,” Ryan said.
Nikolai held up his hands as if apologizing. “I have never scuba-dived in my life and I am not a strong swimmer, so…”
While Zeke laughed, Orlando shook his head and sipped his G&T. “No, that’s not it at all. Francken had already found his treasure, but when he was pulling it out of the water, a group of masked men raided his ship and stole some of it. He’s willing to pay well upon its return.”
Scarlet lit a cigarette, waved the match out and leaned back in her seat. “That’s more our cup of tea. I’m officially interested.”
“And God knows we need the money!” Lea said.
A ripple of grim laughter went around the table.
“And while we’re on the subject,” Scarlet said. “How fat is the paycheck?”
Sooke raised an eyebrow. “Mr Francken is a very rich man and he is prepared to pay handsomely for the return of the stolen item.”
Reaper fixed his eyes on the cool, calm Englishman. “Exactly how handsome?”
“One million dollars.”
“Woah!” Ryan said.
“There are eleven of us,” Scarlet said immediately. “That’s…”
Ryan rolled his eyes and sighed. “Forget it — you haven’t got enough fingers. It’s $90,909 each.”
“Doesn’t sound as amazing…” Scarlet’s words were muffled by the glass of vodka that she raised to her lips. “I’ll drown my sorrows right now, I think.”
“It’s more than enough to get our arses out of the fire,” Hawke said. “And enough left over to track down the sniper and make a start on rescuing Alex, Jack Brooke and Brandon from this Tartarus place.”
“Tartarus?” Sooke asked.
Lexi, who had been mostly silent during the conversation, eyed him carefully and said, “That’s what the man said.”
“Why?” asked Reaper.
“I’ve heard of it,” Sooke replied. “But only dimly and in the very darkest circles.”
Hawke regarded the stranger for a moment, but decided he was trustworthy. “Sounds about right — what else can you tell us about this place?”
Sooke paused a beat while he searched his memory. “The name came up a few years ago during an Eden Consortium briefing with the CIA. Only mentioned very briefly and all my subsequent attempts to find out more about it totally failed. The only thing we learned about the place was that it’s the most highly classified secret base in the entire US global network and next to no one knows its location. It’s Dulce Base to Guantanamo Bay’s Area 51, if you catch my drift.”
Ryan drank some cold beer. “We catch it.”
“Dulce Base?” Nikolai asked.
“It’s a secret base under the Archuleta Mesa on the border between New Mexico and Colorado,” Ryan replied. “It’s where the seriously classified stuff happens while thousands of tourists and conspiracy theorists set up their cameras outside Area 51.”
“Right,” Sooke said. “And if you think Dulce is classified then you need a whole new level of understanding to get where Tartarus is. There are even rumors it’s intergovernmental.”
“That’s insane,” Lea said. “The US Government share the base with Russians and Chinese?”
He shrugged. “Who said it’s run by the US Government? At this level things get seriously murky.”
“All right,” Hawke said, “this is all very interesting but we’re not going to find the location of Tartarus unless we have the funds to do it and that means earning some serious cash.”
Lea closed her eyes and leaned back in her chair. Tipping her head back and blowing out a long sigh of despair, she said, “And that only happens if we get this treasure back and return it to Francken.”
Turning to Sooke, the former Texan tank commander Ezekiel Jones spoke for the first time. “So what exactly was taken during this raid?”
Sooke shifted uneasily in his seat. “Mr Francken has thus far been somewhat reluctant to share too many details about what he was searching for off the Fournoi coast.”
“Helpful,” Scarlet said.
“But he wants to meet you at his apartment in Athens,” Sooke continued. “I’m sure he will brief you more fully when you are there.”
“And how are we going to get there?” Kamala said. “We have no money and can’t travel under our own passports.”
“She’s right,” Camacho said. “For at least fifty miles of eastern Turkey we drove in the back of a chicken truck.”
Sooke had an answer for everything. “A good friend of mine who used to work in the Foreign Office has knocked up some false passports for you all.” He lifted his attaché case onto the table and clicked open the tiny brass locks. “I’m sure you’ll have lots of fun learning your new identities.”
“This is all good and well, darling,” Scarlet said. “But how are we supposed to get to Athens? We haven’t got two lira to rub together.”
“Just what I was thinking,” Lexi said. “We don’t even have any weapons.”
“I was coming to that.” Sooke reached into a compartment in the case’s lid and pulled out a slim wad of US bank notes. “Here is ten thousand dollars. It’s more than enough to get you to Athens and buy yourselves some kit. It’s all I have so don’t ask for more. When Sir Richard was put under house arrest, all of the Eden Consortium’s accounts were frozen, as you know. This money is from my personal bank account and I expect it to be paid back at the end of the mission.”
“And what about the weapons?”
“I know a man who knows a man who knows a man. When you need weapons, I can have them delivered anywhere in the world.”
Lea slid the bills inside her jacket. “Thanks, Orlando.”
“Don’t thank me now,” he said coolly. “You haven’t survived the mission yet.”

CHAPTER FOUR

Greece
Guy Francken was a heavily built man in his sixties who walked with a cane. His square, tanned face reflected a lifetime of adventure and treasure-hunting in its lines, scars and crow’s feet but his slow and painful walk told the world his best days were behind him. In a casual but confident manner he showed his guests into his opulent home and closed the door with a gentle click.
“This way,” he said in heavily accented English. “We can talk through here.”
They followed him along a cool corridor. For a few moments the only sound was the brass ferule at the tip of his cane striking the smooth tiles. When they reached the main room, he waved his cane in the air vaguely in the direction of some soft chairs. “In here. We talk in here.”
The main living space of the apartment was an enormous and luxuriously appointed lounge. Dual aspect, a long balcony stretched along the northern side and offered a breathtaking view of the entire city center. As the others settled into their seats, Lea took a few seconds to stare out over the Acropolis to her left. Mount Lycabettus was further away to her right, shimmering in the heat haze.
Francken sighed and collapsed into his chair. Looking over the team, they could see he was counting them. “There are more of you than I thought there would be.”
Lea turned. “Our number is our strength.”
He weighed up her words. “I suppose so, but you’re nearly as big as the crew on board the Electra. They’re good men…” his face clouded over. “They were good men before they all got murdered by those thieving bastard criminals.”
“How many men made the attack?” Hawke asked.
“That I cannot tell you at the moment. But I can say that by all accounts, the raid was a savage display of brutality. The captain of the ship was a good friend of mine as well as a partner in our treasure hunting business. He was on the radio to me when they stormed the bridge. I heard them gun him down. The gunfire and the screams will haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life.”
“Who were the mercenaries you hired to protect the treasure?”
“A team of British and American men based in London. They were expensive but very good, which only goes to show how dangerous these thieves really are. Captain Jagger and his men didn’t know what hit them and now they’re all dead to a man.”
Hawke’s eyes darted across to Francken. “You mean Matt Jagger, former Grenadier Guards officer?”
Francken nodded. “You knew him?”
“Yes, but not well. We served together on some joint exercises a long time ago and met socially once or twice. He was a good man.”
Lea touched his arm. “I’m so sorry.”
Hawke lowered his voice. “Left the army under a bit of cloud after an altercation with a senior officer. He tried to appeal but got fucked off at the high port.”
“Eh?” Ryan said.
“SBS expression,” Hawke said.
Scarlet sighed. “SAS.”
“SBS.”
“SAS.”
Hawke made a face and looked at Ryan. “Means he ran into a spot of bother. Anyway, I knew his wife Emily. They have two kids, two girls.”
Francken gripped the arm of his chair. “I’m sorry, but they are without a father now. He was shot and killed along with the rest of his team while on board the Electra. He was simply following my orders to protect the treasure under any circumstances.”
The smiling, happy faces of Emily Jagger and her two girls rose in Hawke’s mind and he felt a surge of anger rise within him. The last time he had seen them was during a barbecue in their Cornish garden. Now their lives were destroyed.
Before he could speak, Francken coughed and sat up straighter in his chair. “I am very sorry for your loss, but if I hire you this cannot be a revenge mission. I need a team with clear heads to retrieve what was stolen from me.”
“We understand, sir,” Lea said.
“Good,” he growled. “Commander Sooke tells me you’re the best independent Special Ops team in the world and I expect you to live up to his words. This could very well be the most important mission you have ever done. I cannot begin to tell you how dangerous this treasure could turn out to be, or at least what it could lead to.”
“And what is this treasure?” Lea asked.
He paused, reluctant to tell them more.
Lea kept her voice calm and level. “We need to know, Mr Francken. At least if we’re to stand a chance of getting it back for you, sir.”
After another long, awkward pause, the Belgian treasure hunter finally spoke. “You have heard of Orpheus?”
“The legendary Greek musician?” Lea said.
He nodded once.
“And prophet,” Ryan threw in.
“Indeed,” Francken said. “And prophet. Along with his visit to the Greek Underworld, he is most well-known for possessing a golden lyre, and it is that small musical instrument which I raised from the seabed a few days ago.”
Lea and Hawke exchanged a glance. “That’s what the men stole?” she asked.
“Yes, and you are going to retrieve it for me.”
“Wait,” Kamala said. “I know some pretty crazy shit happens around you guys, but Orpheus wasn’t real. You just said it yourself — he was a legend, right?”
“You’ll get the full briefing later,” Lea said. “Just take our word for it right now. He was real.”
“As real as those crazy dudes we fought in the Citadel?” Zeke asked.
“As real as that,” Ryan said, and turned to Francken. “And so was his lyre, right?”
“Very real,” the old man said. “The captain of the Electra sent a live feed to me as it was pulled from the surface of the Aegean. I saw it with my own eyes.”
“This is blowing my mind,” Kamala said. “I know I’ve only known you guys a few days but why haven’t you told me about this before?”
“Trust,” Hawke said flatly. “Now we trust you.”
She looked both hurt and honored at the same time. “All right, I can handle this. Let’s start with why this lyre is so important?”
Francken pushed up out of his chair and walked across to the window. Leaning on his cane, he knew they were all waiting for him to answer. When he did, his words were wrapped in a thick layer of disappointment. “For now, I cannot tell you.”
“Not good enough,” Hawke said. “We can’t put ourselves in harm’s way without knowing the full story.”
He turned and offered a conciliatory smile. “I will tell you this — the lyre itself is not dangerous. You will not be harmed in the act of retrieving it. You and the rest of your team are not in danger from the lyre. When you return it to me — when I know I can trust you, I will tell you what makes it so dangerous.”
“I’m not sure I like this,” Lea said.
A murmur of agreement rippled around the team.
“Accept my terms, or I will find another team to retrieve the lyre.” Francken shrugged and walked back from the window. “And from what I hear, you are having some serious cash flow problems at the moment.”
“We’ll accept your terms,” Hawke said. “And the pay is one million US dollars?”
A brief nod. “Exactly.”
“All right, then to business,” Hawke said. “Is there any way we can see the CCTV footage from the Electra?”
Francken gave his head a sullen shake. “Not unless you have a way to access the Greek legal system. All CCTV footage from the attack was taken from the ship by the police and is now in the court system waiting until it can be used in evidence in any trial.”
“Not a great start,” Ryan said.
“No,” said Hawke. “If we had access to the footage we might be able to identify some of the men behind the attack.”
“They were wearing masks,” Francken said.
“A glimpse of the boat they were using, or any of their weapons could help,” Hawke said. “But without access to the CCTV we don’t have any leads at all.”
“And we can’t just call up Rich or Alex this time,” Lea said with a sigh. “So we’re on our own.”
“Hey, we have me,” Ryan said.
Scarlet let out a mock sigh. “Totally on our own, then.”
“Any ideas?” Lexi asked.
“Yes,” Francken said. “I have an idea, but you will have to go to the hospital. All of Captain Jagger’s team and most of my ship’s crew were killed except one — a very brave sailor and fellow treasure hunter I have known for many years. He name is Spyros Markides and he is in the Intensive Care Unit of Laiko General Hospital, not far from here.”
Lea felt a wave of hope. “Is he conscious?”
“Last time I heard, yes. He can talk.”
“Does he speak English?” Ryan asked.
“Of course.”
“Looks like we just got our first break,” Lea said.
Hawke nodded and smiled. If Markides could offer a lucid recollection of the raid, they might just get the clue they needed to find out who had perpetrated it. “So it does.”

CHAPTER FIVE

Too big to go mob-handed, most of the team stayed outside in their hired SUVs while Hawke, Lea and Ryan went into the hospital on their own. With no Richard Eden to pull strings with the authorities, getting into the ICU to speak with Spyros Markides proved to be harder than they had thought.
They put their heads together and after a short operation involving some stolen doctors’ scrubs and a pickpocketed security guard, Hawke and Lea found themselves inside the ICU. Outside in the waiting area, Ryan acted as a lookout and distracted one of the nurses with his broken Greek.
They both saw at once that Markides was lucky to be alive. A strong man before the raid, he was now strapped down to a hospital bed and connected to the rest of the world by a tangle of cables and tubes. In the silence of the sterile room, the sound of the ventilator support unit keeping him alive sucked hungrily in the corner.
Lea took a step forward. “Jesus.”
“No, Spyros…” The man’s laugh was muffled by the plastic respiratory mask over his nose and mouth. “And you are not my normal doctors.”
“We’re not doctors,” Lea said.
“You look like a doctor,” he said weakly and turned to Lea. “Well, you do. He looks more like a doorman.”
“Thanks for the compliment,” Hawke said.
“Should I be worried?” Spyros asked. “I have only to push this little button and a nurse will come immediately.”
“No need to worry, mate,” Hawke said, craning his neck and peering out of the narrow glass window in the door.
Lea sat on the side of the man’s bed. “We’re working for Guy Francken.”
“Ah, of course, I knew Guy wouldn’t let sleeping dogs lie… or wait for the authorities to get to the bottom of the raid.” The heart monitor beside the bed gently beeped. “Just like Guy. He lost a lot in that raid.”
“Including the Lyre of Orpheus, it seems.”
The heart monitor increased slightly. “Then the secret’s out… The proof that Orpheus really existed and walked this earth. It was in my hands for just seconds before those animals stormed the Electra and slaughtered my crew. They also killed the entire contingent of mercenaries Guy hired.”
“Looks like they shot you up pretty bad too,” Hawke said, not mentioning his connection to Matt Jagger. Francken’s warning about keeping private feelings out of the mission had been a good one. He knew better than most what happened when you let personal feelings seep into a professional endeavor. It changed the way you did everything. You stopped seeing things clearly and started making mistakes. With Alex’s life hanging in the balance and the world looking down the barrel of a Faulkner presidency, now was not the time to start making mistakes.
“I took seven bullets,” Markides said proudly, interrupting his thoughts. “The list of my wounds stretches several pages, apparently. None of the doctors here has ever seen anything like it. But Spyros Markides is strong, from a strong family. My grandfather fought Nazis in the war and my father was one of the commanding officers in Operation Niki during the Turkish invasion of Cyprus.” He clenched his fists until the blood ran from the knuckles. “We don’t just roll over, in my family.”
“I can see that,” Lea said.
“Good. Why exactly has Guy sent you to me?”
“Mr Francken has hired us to retrieve the lyre,” Lea said.
“I guessed that much, but I don’t know why you are here.”
Hawke walked over from the door. “If you can remember any details at all about the raid we might be able to use them as a lead to track down the team that raided the Electra and stole the lyre.”
“And find out why they took it,” Spyros said. “That is the question that has been torturing me since I woke up in this bed. The lyre is of massive archaeological value and historical interest but these men were not academics, believe me. They were maniacs.”
“Mr Francken hinted that the lyre would lead to some sort of danger,” Lea said.
Markides waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Guy has an interest in the esoteric that I do not share, so I know nothing about that. I am a treasure hunter and a sailor. All I know is that the men who stole the lyre were very violent and very dangerous. I ask again, what would such thugs want with a piece of ancient archaeology?”
“They could have been hired by a private collector to take the lyre,” Lea said. “It happens all the time.”
“Maybe,” the Greek man said, “but I don’t think so. My gut tells me they wanted it for some other reason. They were so desperate to get hold of it, and then in total awe when it finally fell into their hands.”
“Which is even more reason why we need to track them down,” said Hawke. “Try and think back to the raid very carefully, Spyros. Any detail at all you can tell us could help.”
Markides closed his eyes as he fought to recall the attack. Tapping his fingers up and down on the crumpled bedsheets as he thought, he began muttering to himself in Greek.
Hawke held Lea’s gaze with a question on his face, but she returned with a silent shrug.
“There were five or six of them,” Markides said, eyes still closed. “There were more on the raiding craft. And the ones who came aboard were not Greek, and neither were they Cypriots or Turks — they were speaking French. I heard them shout at each other as they wiped out my team.”
“Speaking French — this is an important detail,” Lea said, squeezing his hand. “Keep going — Mr Francken said they wore masks.”
“Not all of them,” Markides said, darkly. “One of them lost his in a scuffle with one of my men. He had bright blue eyes and a very severe burn on his right cheek. Like he had been in a fire. One of the other men called him Block. They thought I was dead at the time and unable to hear.”
“This is great stuff, Spyros,” Lea said.
“I can’t believe such minor details could help anyone,” he said weakly. “After all, it’s not like we can go to the police over this. These men could be anywhere now.”
“No, this is helpful,” Lea said. “Is there anything else you can remember?”
“They moved fast, like you see in the movies. From when we first saw their boat to when they were climbing back on it took less than ten minutes. They moved like lightning around the Electra. Highly coordinated and ruthless.”
“A Special Ops team then,” Lea said.
The wounded sailor nodded.
“And what about the raiding craft you saw?” Hawke asked. “Any more details there?”
Markides shook his head and opened his eyes. “I’m sorry, not really. It was black with some camouflage patterns painted on the hull. It was a diesel craft, for sure. I know that much. You don’t spend as long at sea as I have and not know how to identify an engine.”
After thanking him and wishing him a full recovery, Hawke and Lea stepped out of the room and walked towards Ryan. The young man from London was still doing his level best to charm the nurses, but it didn’t look like he was having much success. When all three of them walked out into the Athens sunshine, Hawke briefed Ryan on what they had learnt from Markides.
“So all we have is a merc with a burn on his face who goes by the name of Block,” Lea said.
“All we have?” Ryan said. “To someone like me that’s as good as having his passport, home address and waist measurement. Leave it with me.”
“Hubris,” Lea said with a roll of her eyes. “Gotta love it.”
When they reached the SUVs, Ryan climbed into the back seat in between Lexi and Kamala. Opening his laptop up, he started doing what he did best. “Won’t be too long,” he said as his fingers flew over the plastic keys. “If there’s a merc called Block on the market, the dark web will have all we need to know about him, including who hired him.”
Hawke climbed into the front passenger seat beside Reaper. He gave a silent nod and fired up the engine.
“How long, mate?” Hawke asked.
“Give me a couple of hours.”
“In that case,” he replied, “let’s get back to the hotel room. With our mystery sniper still on the loose I don’t fancy hanging around outside more than we have to.”
With that thought hanging in the air, the Frenchman checked his mirrors and pulled out of the parking lot.

CHAPTER SIX

Three hours later the team were sitting around in their hotel rooms waiting for Ryan to get off the laptop. Lea took the time to have the hotel launder her clothes and then she took a shower to freshen up. Others followed her lead, all the while Ryan sat hunched over his battered computer, typing, hacking, mining data.
Hawke stretched out on one of the beds and listened to the team as they bantered the hours away. They sounded upbeat and optimistic as usual, but he knew they were feeling the pressure of having their money supply cut off and being on the Most Wanted list. They’d get through it, but only if he kept them positive about the future.
With the sun sinking behind the hills of Athens, he rolled over, switched on the small lamp and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. “How are we going, mate?”
“Good.” Ryan lifted a can of coke to his lips, shook it and realized it was empty. Putting it back down with a curse, he spun around in his chair and faced the team’s expectant faces. He knew that during much of their missions the former soldiers and Special Ops people among them usually carried him, but it was times like this when his new family needed him more than he needed them. He felt the weight of that responsibility on his shoulders and took it seriously.
“So what have you got then?” Scarlet asked. “Apart from an annoying personality, that is?”
“At least I have a personality.”
“Aww,” Lexi said. “They love each other really.”
Lea smiled at the exchange. “Give us the lowdown, Ry.”
“Hendrik Block is indeed a mercenary and this is what he looks like.” He enlarged one of the countless windows on his laptop so they could see the merc’s face. “As you can see, he is just as Markides described, with bright blue eyes and a severe burn on the right side of his face.”
“Woah,” Lexi said. “House fire, maybe?”
“Or in battle,” Zeke said. “I saw some very bad burns in Iraq. You wouldn’t believe what can happen inside a tank if it sets on fire.”
“Neither,” Ryan said. “After trawling through some pretty unsavoury forums I can tell you that Mr Block received the burns during a torture session in Hong Kong. He was working as a merc there, protecting a heroin smuggling operation when he was captured by a rival drugs kingpin named Qishan. Turns out Mr Qishan wanted to know the names and HQ of Block’s merc team, but after several hours with a blow torch and a pair of pliers, he still didn’t know.”
“He never squealed?” Zeke said. “Wow.”
“His team rescued him but Qishan got away. The rest is history.”
Silence fell over the room as they looked at Block’s ravaged face. Ryan broke the silence and continued his briefing. “Block now works in a team run by a man known to the Underworld as King Kashala. Real name is Joseph Kashala.”
Hawke’s eyes widened. “Wait, I’m sure I’ve heard of that name.”
“Who is he?” Lea asked.
“He’s a former Congolese Army general and part of the March 23 Movement.”
Kamala looked at Hawke. “Which is what?”
“The Congolese Revolutionary Army,” he said. “Let’s just say these guys don’t play games.”
“Right,” Ryan said. “From what I can tell here, he’s about as ruthless as it gets. He just started up his own mercenary company called Kashala International and the rest of the team include a number of Belgian and Congolese mercs, including Nkulu Mukendi, Nzanga Chumbu, Alexis Demotte and Olivier Crombez. They’re known informally as the Blood Crew.”
Reaper, who was standing on the balcony and smoking, now turned his head sharply to face Ryan. Brow furrowed, he said, “Did you say Olivier Crombez?”
“There’s nothing wrong with your French,” Ryan said. “Oui.”
“Why, Reap?” Camacho asked.
“I know Crombez. We worked together in several African countries many years ago. He was a good friend.”
A long silence followed, broken by Scarlet. “Awkward.”
“Pas du tout,” the Frenchman said casually. “We both know how this world works. You are my new team, ma famille… he is now the enemy. There is no question of my loyalty.”
Hawke sensed the atmosphere change. Despite Francken’s words, things really were starting to get personal. Not only had he known Matt Jagger as a friend, but now Reaper knew one of the mercs responsible for his death. He decided to move things along and change the subject. “Who hired this King Kashala, mate?”
Ryan said, “He was hired to steal the lyre by a man named Sergei Dimitrov.”
“Not another Russian?” Scarlet said with a sigh.
“No,” Nikolai said. “This is not a Russian surname. This is a Bulgarian surname.”
“He’s right,” Ryan said.
“And anyway,” Nikolai growled. “What is wrong with Russians? I am Russian!”
“Nothing, Kolya.” Scarlet said with a wink and smile. “Nothing at all.”
Lea asked, “What else do we know about this Dimitrov?”
Ryan shrugged. “He’s one of Bulgaria’s top mafia bosses and very wealthy with it, although what he wants with the lyre is another question.”
“A question to which we will soon know the answer,” Hawke said. “In the meantime, Ryan, keep researching Kashala and his Blood Crew. We need to know everything we can about them.”
Lexi calmly sipped her water. “Where does this mafia boss spend his time?”
A broad smile appeared on Ryan’s face. “As it happens, he has a lovely place tucked away on the slopes of Vitosha Mountain, just outside Sofia.”
“A lovely place?” Lea asked.
“Well, it’s more of a castle really.”
Lexi set down her water and stretched her arms. “And there was me struggling to find a place for our next vacation.”
* * *
Lea studied the world below as the Airbus A320 crossed the border and carried them over the olive groves and fig orchards of southern Bulgaria. A sage-green and straw-colored landscape just like so many other countries in this part of the world stretched out beneath them and seemed to go on forever.
She turned away from the window and stretched out as much as she could in her cramped seat. Orlando Sooke’s ten thousand dollars had been more than enough to book the flight and there were no problems with the fake passports, but everyone on the team acutely felt the loss of the private jet.
Especially one.
“No mini-bar,” Scarlet whined.
Lea rolled her eyes. “We get it, Cairo.”
“And there are other people in this aircraft,” she said with horror. “I mean actual members of the public.”
“Worse things happen at sea,” Ryan said.
“And the seats are horrible.”
“We’re all in the same boat.” Hawke folded his tray up into the seat in front, his long legs crushed into the pitifully mean seat pitch.
“If only it was a boat,” she said. “There’s even a queue for the toilet. This is intolerable.”
Ryan craned his head over the seat behind. “This is your idea of hell, isn’t it, Cairo?”
“It is since your face appeared.” She lifted her arm, grabbed his face and pushed him back into his own seat. “Boy.”
Zeke was easier to please and hadn’t complained once since climbing on board back in Athens. “I think it’s just great. Shoulda seen the time me and my buddies travelled around Mexico. Hell, some of those planes were like crates with wings. Once I shared my ride with some cages of Plymouth Rocks… oh lord, thank God my window was broken.”
Scarlet stared at him, open-mouthed and unsure what to say. “What the hell…”
The Texan turned to her with a bright, toothy grin. “Chickens, sweetheart.”
“It’s like you read my mind!” she said sarcastically.
“Hey.” Zeke was unfazed. “Nothing wrong with some good ole fashioned bantam banter.”
She rolled her eyes, but Lexi laughed. “The great Cairo Sloane outclassed at last.”
“Hardly, darling. Just ask Jackie here.”
But Camacho wasn’t listening. Like Kamala Banks one row ahead of him, he had found Kim Taylor’s murder back in Washington DC hard to handle. He had known her a long time and watching her death at the hands of the sniper had hit him harder than he’d expected.
“Jack?”
He turned and saw Scarlet was waiting for an answer. “Sorry, what?”
“Never mind, darling.”
Lea checked her watch. “We’re almost in Sofia, so this is it guys. We need the cash so we can’t screw up. The mission is simple. We have to find this Dimitrov guy and get the lyre back for Francken, and we have to do it without that son of a bitch sniper taking another one of us out.”
A grim silence followed her words. It sounded simple enough, and the retrieval of the lyre was something they should be able to execute without too much pain, but the sniper was starting to get to them more than any of them cared to admit out loud. With three of their team murdered by him and with no way to tell when the next strike would come or who could be the next victim, they all felt much more on edge than usual.
Worse, their impressive network of contacts stretching from Eden and MI5 in Europe and Alex and her father and the CIA in the US was now gone — ripped away from them when they needed it most. This meant their chances of tracking down the killer were almost zero until he struck again and even then they were painfully dependent on him screwing up and leaving some kind of clue to his identity behind him.
Right now, that was the only way they could get on his trail and track him down, but that would mean another of them losing their life which was just too high a price.
“As the great man said, we just have to keep on buggering on,” Hawke said.
Ryan feigned confusion. “I never said that.”
“Tosser.” Lea hid her smile and turned to Hawke. Lowering her voice, she said, “Tell me about Matt Jagger.”
“Captain Matt Jagger,” Hawke said quietly. “Former Grenadier Guards officer and the man behind Redarrow International.”
Kamala fiddled with her gold necklace. “What’s that?”
“It’s a private military company based just outside of London. They are — or were — in the business of providing top-notch military training to anyone with a big enough wallet, and that’s not all they do. They’re also heavily involved with weapons procurement and they have an extensive network of intel gathering specialists, too.”
“They sound dangerous.”
“They are,” he said flatly. “If there’s an armed conflict in this world, Jagger had a dog in the fight. His mercs have been everywhere — Sierra Leone, Equatorial Guinea, Papua New Guinea, Yemen, Syria — you name it.”
“And yet in less than ten minutes, he and his men were wiped out by King Kashala’s team,” Scarlet said grimly.
Hawke read the look on her face and felt the same way. “Matt was a very experienced man with many years of solid professional soldiering behind him. In the British Army he served in Northern Ireland, Serbia, Afghanistan and Iraq and then he went even further afield as the head of Redarrow. Not many could have bettered him the way this team of mercs did on the Electra.”
“Seems to me,” Kamala said, “that if we screw with this Kashala guy, we’re playing with fire.”
As the landing gear extended beneath the aircraft and they banked to line up with the runway at Sofia Airport, Hawke checked his watch. “I have to disagree.”
“How so?” she asked.
“The second Guy Francken hired ECHO to get the lyre back, it was Dimitrov and Kashala who were playing with fire. Buckle up everyone, it’s going to be a hell of a ride.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Tartarus
Alex Reeve’s head pounded like a carnival drum. When she opened her eyes, the pain of the light hitting them was so harsh she had to fight back the basic instinct to scream. She blinked several times and brought her hand up to her eyes to shield them. At least, she thought a few seconds later, the hood was no longer on her head and her hands were no longer tied.
Her eyesight gradually returned to her. Unfocussed and blurry at first but slowly coming back and building a picture of her world. She knew she had been drugged more than once and she no longer had any idea of what time it was or how long ago she had been arrested by Faulkner’s men.
She looked around. She was in what was clearly a prison cell and she was on her own. The room was small and sparse. Plain cinder block walls on all four sides, painted a dull olive green color that she recognized immediately. It was the one used by the US Marine Corp from basic equipment all the way up to the president’s personal helicopter, Marine One.
She looked down and saw she was on a metal wall-mounted bunk covered in rough blankets. Beside it was a stainless steel wall-mounted toilet.
Without a seat, she noticed with dismay.
The only source of light was a narrow window at the top of the cell, too high for her to see through. Then she looked behind her and saw her wheelchair at the head of her bed, but even if she climbed into it and pushed herself across the cell there would be no way for her to haul herself up and get a look out of the window.
So this was Tartarus.
Once again considering how alone she was, she felt her heart quicken in her chest. She was alive, but that didn’t mean to say her father or Brandon had made it. She guessed Faulkner had some kind of insane show trial planned for her father, but that still didn’t guarantee he was alive. What if a fight had broken out and things had gotten ugly?
Easy, Alex.
You have to stay calm — there ain’t no getting out of here by having a panic attack and passing out on the floor. You have to hold it together and think rationally.
She pushed herself up into a sitting position and then pulled the chair around to the side of the bed. With a great deal more effort than most realized, she heaved herself over into the chair, pulling her heavy legs into place when she was comfortably sitting down.
She blew out a breath and took a second before releasing the brakes and wheeling over to the door on the far wall. In its center was a letterbox which she presumed was for posting meals into the cell. When she raised her hand to touch it, she saw it was bolted shut from the other side.
Of course it was.
She pressed her right ear up against the cold, bare metal of the door and strained to hear anything that might give her a clue to any sign of life, but she heard nothing. From the far side of the cell and with her eyes properly adjusted to the light now, she was able to get a slightly better angle of the window but all she saw was a perfect rectangle of pure blue sky. It told her nothing. She could be anywhere on earth.
She felt like crying and for a moment wondered if she might lose control and all the horror of the last few days would come flooding out. But she surprised herself by holding it back and keeping a level head on her shoulders. She closed her eyes and heard her father’s voice in her head.
Don’t let the bastards get to you, kiddo.
“I won’t Dad,” she whispered in the unforgiving silence of her new home. “I promise.”
* * *
When Jack Brooke woke up, he found himself slumped face-down on the floor of a grimy prison cell. He had a split lip and a black eye, but only the vaguest memory of how they got there. He knew he had been drugged. How hard had they beaten him while he was under their influence? Had he said anything? Checking his arms, he saw several puncture marks and started to get an idea of just how much they had drugged him.
He rubbed the back of his head and cursed under his breath. Struggled to his feet and took a seat on the side of his wall-mounted bed. Blowing out a long, anxious sigh he stared around the small room and tried to take stock of his situation. As a man with many years military experience under his belt, he knew where he was straight away. He was sitting on military-issue sheets and this was a military prison.
Tartarus, just as Faulkner had threatened.
The only problem was up until right now he had no idea such a place even existed and certainly not the first clue as to where its location might be. Was it on an island in the middle of an ocean, or was it a compound somewhere hidden in a jungle or a desert? Some said it was on an artificial island, but that could be disinformation.
Judging from the bright light streaming in through the cell window high above his head, he knew one thing — it wasn’t an underground facility. That was something, at least, but he had so many other concerns he didn’t even know where to start.
Except he did.
Alex. She wasn’t in here with him, so they must have put her in another cell. He got up from the bed and paced the room, counting the steps and taking measurements. Assessing the height and tapping the walls to see what materials had been used to construct his prison. He tried to check the light bulb for any information that might give him a clue — a date, a name — but it was screwed in behind a chunky panel of safety Perspex.
He walked over to the window and leaped up until his hands grabbed the slim concrete sill. Heaving with all his might, he pulled himself up until he could just peer out of the window, but when he saw the view outside he almost wished he hadn’t bothered. All he could see was another plain cinder block wall stretching out of his line of sight in both directions.
“Great,” he muttered, and lowered himself back down to the floor.
He checked the door but it was locked, just as he had fully expected it to be. A man like Faulkner didn’t take over the United States in a coup d’état and then forget to lock a door on the cell of the man he’d just ousted.
Stepping back over to the bed he stretched himself out flat and crossed his arms behind his head. He’d been in worse scrapes in his life. Seen more shit than a monkey can fling, he thought. All that was really bothering him at this exact second was the wellbeing of his daughter and the Secret Service Agent who had loyally defended her right up to the last moment.
He sighed. The reinforced concrete ceiling offered the blandest view on earth so he closed his eyes and let his mind wander. None of this left him with much hope. Faulkner seizing power and then arresting him and his daughter. Flying them out to this Tartarus location that he had never heard of in all his time in the top echelons of the US Government.
If he knew one thing, it was that things were going to get a hell of a lot worse before they got any better. With that thought, he started to drift back to sleep.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Bulgaria
High in the Vitosha Mountains and in the darkness of night, Hawke skilfully slipped his trusty monocular from his pocket and raised it to his eye. Lit in the eerie phosphor-green of the night-vision technology, the rugged slopes of the nation’s biggest park stretched away into the night in an endless vista of pine forests, canyons, caves and waterfalls.
In a smooth sweeping motion he followed the line of a ridge in the middle distance until he found what he was looking for — the private castle of Sergei Dimitrov. It was nestling deep in a narrow valley of myrtle and heath and much larger than he had expected.
Built inside the grounds to the west of the castle, he counted three smaller villas dotted about here and there, all connected by wooden footbridges and floating staircases. Besides the castle itself, the center attraction was an enormous sparkling swimming pool the shape of an electric guitar.
“So where’s the lyre?” Camacho asked. “In the villas or in Castle Grayskull?”
Hawke felt the cool night air on his cheek. “My money is on the castle.”
“Mine too,” Lea said. “But we should split up.”
“Bagsy the villas,” Ryan said. “That castle looks like the kind of place you don’t come out of. There’s probably vampires in there.”
Lea rolled her eyes. “This is Bulgaria, Ry, not Romania.”
“Vampires don’t respect borders, Lea.”
“For fuck’s sake stop being such a fool.”
“Just making conversation.” He smacked a mag into his gun and stuffed it in his belt, silently giving thanks to Orlando Sooke. Their new friend had been as good as his word. When they told him where Dimitrov was located, he quickly arranged for an SUV loaded with weapons to be delivered to a parking lot in Sofia. When they arrived a man who introduced himself only as Krasimir gave them the keys and wandered off to the nearest Metro station.
A low growling noise emanated from somewhere in the darkness and Kamala spun around to scan the trees. “What the hell was that?”
“Maybe a bear,” Camacho said. “I read they have them in Bulgaria.”
Her eyes widened like saucers. “No shit?”
The former CIA man swept his flashlight across the tree trunks. “Not that long ago they still used to go to dancing bear shows here. People would transport the bears from town to town across the country on chains. I guess when they cracked down on that shit they just let ’em go.”
“But not here,” Nikolai said. “There are no bears in these ranges as far as I know. Too many tourists. But they can be found wild further south in the Rila ranges, or maybe in the Pirin Mountains.”
“Must have been Vincent’s stomach then,” Kamala said with a nervous smile.
“Maybe,” the Frenchman said. “And it’s…”
Before he could finish his sentence, the rest of the team answered simultaneously: “It’s Reaper, I’m on a mission.”
The former Legionnaire gave a disarming shrug. “Mais, c’est vrai.”
Checking his watch, Hawke said, “Listen up everyone, as we all know there’s a lot riding on this one. If we’re going to have even half a chance of saving Alex and her father then we’re going to need some real money and the only way we get hold of that sort of cash is by getting this job done for Francken. We go in, get the business done and get out. We deliver the goods, get paid and then we start looking for our friends.”
“So let’s get on with it,” Lea said.
They adjusted their backpacks, picked up their weapons and followed Hawke as he walked into the trees. A few short moments later they were walking along a narrow, winding forest path, lit from above by a half-moon and a blanket of stars. Hawke and Scarlet took the lead and as the low murmur of their friends’ chatter died away, they stopped at a break in the trees and stared out across a wide, moonlit valley.
“What’s the matter?” she asked with a sideways glance. “That big tum-tum got you out of breath?” To add insult to injury, she now leaned across and patted his stomach like a dog.
Hawke said nothing. Maybe his stomach could be a tad tighter, not that he would admit such a thing to Scarlet Sloane. They continued along the track until reaching a ridge. Here, he told the rest of the team to hold back while he and Scarlet took up a covert surveillance position down in some undergrowth and began to monitor the castle’s inner courtyard.
“That’s Kashala there,” Hawke said.
Cairo zoomed in on the group of men. “The one that looks like a 1983 Action Man doll?”
“Yes, and they were figures, not dolls.”
“You’re too easy, Joe. Way, way too easy.”
“If you say so.” He tracked Kashala on the monocular as he approached the other men. As usual, Scarlet’s cutting description of the former Congolese Army general had been very close to the mark; Joseph Kashala really did remind him of an Action Man. The beret was original, he could tell that just from looking at it, but the rest of the kit had been purchased online, including the olive green Chatham roll neck and the DPM combat trousers.
“Looks like he’s taking his new career as CEO of Mercs R Us very seriously indeed.”
Cairo pulled the monocular away and rubbed her eye before replacing it. “Action Man had a scar though, didn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“That’s one thing Kashala is lacking.”
“For now.”
“Who’s that coming out into the yard?”
Hawke tracked across to the east and saw a walking man-mountain emerging into the cool twilight from one of the castle’s exterior doors. “Must be Mukendi, his 2iC.”
“Looks like trouble.”
“If what Ryan said is anything to go by, then he’s trouble with a capital T. Around five years in the Congolese Army until found guilty of stabbing another soldier to death. Court martial, demoted to private, kicked out of the army and after a spell in the Ndolo Military Prison he was transferred to a civilian prison for a twenty year sentence. Gets out and hooks up with Kashala to be a full-time merc.”
“The great thing about my job is how I get to meet the crème de la crème of society.”
Hawke gave her a quick glance. “I’m sure you’ll get along just fine with him. Here comes another one — Crombez by the looks of it.”
Scarlet lowered her voice to a confidential tone. “And what about that?”
He looked at her again. “What about what?”
“The Crombez thing?”
“Not with you.”
“Reaper said they were good friends back in the day.”
“What of it?”
“You think there’s a potential problem there?”
“Not at all. Do you?”
“No.”
He sighed. “Then why bring it up, Cairo?”
“Just putting it out there.”
“You don’t get much more trustworthy than Vincent Reno. I’d stake my life on that.”
“Let’s hope you don’t have to, darling, or things might get messy.”
Her words echoed in his head for longer than he’d expected them to, but when the rest of Kashala’s team appeared in the yard it quickly refocussed his mind. “And then there were six.”
“Plus Dimitrov’s goons,” she said. “Although they don’t look like they could fight their way out of a Chinese lantern.”
“Don’t write them off too soon. Untrained men with guns can be just as dangerous in my experience. What are they doing now?”
Below, the mercs and mafia thugs were working together to load a number of crates into the back of some trucks parked up around the perimeter of the yard.
“Looks like they’re loading a lot of kit into the trucks,” Cairo said. “Maybe Kashala’s about to pull out. Maybe we wait till he’s gone and then attack.”
“Or maybe he double-crossed Dimitrov and he’s about to drive away with the lyre.”
“Maybe we should wait and attack the trucks when they move out.”
She fixed her eyes on him, both their faces obscured by the same black camo cream. “Maybe we should stop saying maybe?”
“Where did I get you from?” he said with a sigh.
“We got you, as I recall. You were just a homeless waif when ECHO pulled you out of the gutter.”
He let it slide. “We can’t wait for the trucks to pull out, and those walls are too high for our grapple hooks. The only way we can get into the place is by smashing right through the front door. That’s going to raise some eyebrows.”
“But we still get to storm a castle. With turrets and everything.”
He sighed. “I can see how excited you are about that.”
She lowered her voice to a sexy velvet tone. “That’s just the usual erotic frisson of being so close to you.” As she spoke, she gently brushed the top of his hand with hers and winked at him. “Darling.”
“Pack it in, Cairo.”
She wasn’t listening to him. “And it has a moat, too!”
“Are you even listening to me?”
“Natch.”
Hawke turned quietly and pulled the monocular away from her eye. In all his long years of experience and travelling around the world he had never in his life met anyone even vaguely in the same ballpark as Scarlet Sloane. He was proud to call her a friend but she sure knew how to irritate him. “Then what did I just say, Cairo?”
“That we can’t wait for the trucks and we have to go in through the front door.”
“Top marks.” He raised the monocular and whistled. “And there’s Dimitrov himself.”
“Where?”
“On the top floor,” he muttered. “In the window by the eastern turret.”
“I see him.”
“That’s the best bet for the lyre,” he said. “We need to get everyone over here and get this show on the road.”
They gathered the rest of the team and briefed them on the plan to blow the gates and seize the lyre. Hawke would lead a core team into the battle while Kamala and Nikolai would maintain their position on the ridge. Here, they could monitor the enemy’s movements and stay in radio contact.
Without wasting any more time, they walked down the final slope and approached the ancient castle walls. When everyone was in position, Hawke slipped out from behind the trees and crouch-walked through the darkness with one aim in mind: blowing the front gates and creating an ingress point.
The wrought iron gates had once been black, but were now covered in a turquoise patina of rust. He worked silently and quickly in the dark, drawing on years of experience. After rapidly securing the charges on the gates, he slipped back over to the team.
“All done. Everyone ready for party time?”
“Let’s do it.”
“Get ready then,” he said. “Because when these babies go off it’s going to be like sticking your hand in a wasps’ nest.”
Gripping the remote in his hand, he pushed the button and detonated the explosives he had just fitted on the gates. The charge blew them clean off their posts and sent bent, twisted iron bars, screw, nuts and bolts flying in all directions.
The car-sized explosion lit the black night in a short orange flash and then everything went dark. A few seconds later, a series of searchlights switched on and Reaper heard the screams of shocked, terrified men scrambling to see what had happened.
“Looks like it’s on,” Hawke said.

CHAPTER NINE

Joseph Kashala was staring at the Bulgarian as he opened the bag and looked inside. The mafia man’s face tightened as he reached inside and pulled out his treasure. Holding the lyre for the first time, his hands began to tremble.
He passed it over to a rotund, short man with ruddy cheeks and a messy bird’s nest of greying brown hair on his head. The man took the lyre in his hands and began to study it carefully. It was the right weight, shape and size but countless centuries on the seabed had eroded it and some of the ornamental carvings and embossed lettering had deteriorated badly.
“Well, Dr Parvanov?” Dimitrov said. “You are a leading authority in this field. Is it authentic?”
“I believe so.”
Dimitrov strolled to his window and surveyed the peace and quiet outside. To the south, the moon was shining on the tops of the fir trees in his beloved wolf enclosure. Stepping out onto the balcony he listened for the beautiful sound of them howling, but there was nothing but the wind in the eaves overhanging the balcony.
Perhaps they were feeding.
Walking back inside, he fixed his eyes on Parvanov. “You’re certain?”
“As certain as I can be at this time, but I will need time in a lab to make an official authentication.”
“Perhaps later,” he said. “There is no time for that now.”
Parvanov dipped his head slightly in respect. “As you wish, but at least allow me to continue studying it by eye.”
“Of course.”
“And now you give us our money,” Kashala said. He and his men had finished loading their trucks in the courtyard and were keen to get out of here. “One million dollars each.”
Dimitrov looked over at him. “Or perhaps you would like to earn some more?”
“Doing what?”
“Acquiring the lyre was merely the beginning of the story, General Kashala. At this precise moment in time, this harmless-looking bronze instrument is just about the most dangerous thing on the planet. If you want to see how the story ends, you will need to accept my offer and offer your protective services to me for a few more days.”
They were standing in the Bulgarian’s private apartment at the top of the castle, and now Dimitrov walked over to an antique drinks’ cabinet. Unscrewing the cap off the top of a bottle of expensive single malt whisky, he raised an empty glass in front of the Congolese general’s face and gave it a little shake. “Can I buy you a drink while you think about it?”
Kashala took the whisky and downed it in one. “What do you mean when you say it’s the most dangerous thing on the planet? It looks like a load of old junk to me.”
Mukendi and Demotte laughed and shared a high-five. When Kashala turned and glared at them they shrank back into the shadows.
“This lyre belonged to Orpheus, General.”
“So you have said.”
“And Orpheus was one of the only people ever in history to go to Hades and make the return journey.”
Kashala stepped forward, took the whisky bottle from Dimitrov’s hand and poured a triple shot into his glass. Tossing the bottle back at his men, Crombez caught it in one hand, took a long swig and passed it along.
“Go on.”
“It was my contention that this lyre would lead me to Hades. Upon inspecting it, I can now tell you that I am certain it will do that.”
Kashala sneered. “That thing will lead us to Hades?”
Dimitrov nodded again and fought the smirk on his face. “And just imagine that.”
“Wait a minute,” Chumbu called out. “Hades is hell, right?”
The mercenaries shared a silent, dark look with each other, each one determined not to look fazed by the subject. Demotte shrugged. Crombez rubbed a rag over the muzzle of his submachine gun. Mukendi laughed and slapped his thigh. “Whatever its name is, I can’t wait to go there.”
“It has many names,” the Bulgarian said. “Hell is merely one.”
Block took a slug of the whisky and coughed. “And why would anyone want to go to hell?”
“In the spirit of adventure?” Dimitrov said.
Kashala was unimpressed with the answer. Jabbing him in the middle of his chest with a thick, meaty finger, he made his point. “You tell me why you want to go there, and no more bullshit.”
“In the markets of Ankara, I once chanced upon an ancient manuscript written by Orpheus himself. In these he refers many times to a very violent and terrible power in the Underworld. I would like to acquire that power.”
“What power?”
The tense conversation was ended abruptly by a loud explosion, followed by the hard metal report of gunfire echoing up from the courtyard below.
A startled Dimitrov looked at Kashala. “What the hell is that?”
The Congolese man padded to the window. If he felt an ounce of fear he wasn’t showing it. Peering down, he said casually, “Mercs.”
“What the hell are they doing here?” Dimitrov said. “I thought I ordered you to kill Jagger and his whole team?”
“And we did, Mafia Man. This is another team. I don’t recognize them.”
Crombez glanced outside and saw the team streaming into the courtyard. They had blown the gates and were now firing on Dimitrov’s men. “I know one of them. His name is Reno. He works with a team called ECHO.”
Kashala looked anxious for the first time. “As in Joe Hawke?”
Crombez nodded.
“That spells trouble,” Kashala muttered. “But we can take them.”
Dimitrov snatched up the lyre and gripped it to his chest. “Whoever it is, you are to kill them all.”
“Who says we work for you?” Kashala said. “By my count, you still owe me and the rest of my team a million dollars each.”
More gunfire from below. Dimitrov heard his men screaming in Bulgarian as the invaders cut through them like a hot knife through butter.
“A million more for each man to kill this team and come with me to Hades.”
Kashala took his sweet time. Gunfire didn’t rattle him and never had, no matter how close it was when he heard it. After working some figures through his mind he spoke without a glance at any of his men. “We will do it. We will go to hell with you, Mafia Man.”
“You made the right choice.”
“If you tell me more about this terrible power you are searching for there.”
A grenade exploded in the yard outside. More men screamed as a cloud of dust and smoke blasted up the side of the castle’s keep.
“The truth is I don’t know. It’s just speculation based on the texts. All I can say is that it’s a terrible weapon. I believe that if it’s harnessed, it will be the most hideous, violent force ever unleashed on mankind.”
Kamala grinned. “Sounds more dangerous than the devil himself.”
Dimitrov licked his lips nervously. “Are you with me?”
“Yes.” Kashala turned to his men. “Whoever those assholes are, kill every last one. We have a date with the devil and I don’t want to be late.”

CHAPTER TEN

The ECHO team had pulled themselves up out of the grit and dirt below the moat and streamed through the smoldering gates. Leaving the burning gate posts behind them, they had sprinted across the castle’s inner courtyard and now broke into two units. Hawke, Lea, Ryan and Reaper headed for the castle’s keep where they had seen Dimitrov through the top floor window. Scarlet, Lexi, Camacho and Zeke made their way to Kashala’s trucks.
With no light but half a moon above their heads, Hawke now slipped unseen to the far side of the yard and quickly reached a doorway. Firing on the lock with his submachine gun, he blasted it to pieces and booted the door open. Across the yard, he heard Scarlet calling out to the other team as they moved on from the trucks and headed to the villas.
In reply, Dimitrov’s men streamed out of the building on all sides of the courtyard, rifles and pistols in their hands as they scanned the night for who had attacked and taken out most of the mafia men.
“They’re drawing their fire,” Lea said.
“Now!” Hawke yelled. “Inside!”
Reaper was already moving. “Allons-y!”
Hawke held the Glock tight in his hands, muzzle pointed down as he made his way up the staircase. Reaper was ahead of him and stepping onto the landing at the top of the stairs, gun raised into the aim and ready to fire. Behind him, Lea and Ryan were a step behind, guns drawn and a look of steely determination on their faces. This was about more than recovering ancient relics or treasures. This was about saving the lives of Alex, Jack and Brandon and clearing their names.
Without warning, there was a rush of action. The landing where Reaper was standing suddenly exploded in a flash of blinding white light. The force of the explosion blasted the Frenchman off his feet and smashed him into a wall. Stunned and dazed, he crashed to the floor and crawled to the cover of an ornamental wooden storage chest situated on the side of the corridor.
“Incoming!” Ryan yelled.
Men streamed out of the door Reaper had approached and one of them threw a second grenade at him, only this one was a proper fragmentation grenade. Still concussed by the impact of the explosion, he struggled to reach it before it detonated. With only a second to spare he grabbed hold of it and threw it back at the men where it exploded in their faces.
Hawke raised his gun and rushed up the stairs. “Must be Dimitrov’s goons,” he called out. “No one in the Blood Crew would set a stun grenade with such a long timer on it.”
Swinging into the doorway, he saw three men dead on the floor. The grenade explosion had inflicted terrible wounds on their faces and upper bodies. Turning, he saw Reaper staggering to his feet and dusting himself down. “You okay?”
A brief nod and a growled reply. “Oui.”
Hawke and the rest of the team advanced forward down the corridor to a heavy, closed oak door. He shoulder-barged it open and then the team surged into the room, guns raised and sweeping them from side to side to cover all eventualities.
Empty, but another door to the right.
Hawke keyed his mic and spoke to the other team. “Study is clear!”
“Received,” Scarlet’s voice. “No sign of the lyre in the trucks and the villas are clear too. Dimitrov’s going to need a recruitment drive. Must have taken out a dozen mafia men.”
“Good work, Cairo,” Hawke said, and kicked open the second door.
The narrow hallway took the team deeper inside the castle. Leading from the front, he counted the rest of his unit into the dank corridor and then slammed the door shut behind them, sliding the heavy bolts into the rusted strike plates in the door jamb. This was the castle’s nerve center, and Dimitrov’s inner sanctum.
He glanced at his faithful watch, now repaired since the damage it had sustained back at the Parthenon during their search for Alexander the Great’s tomb. What he saw didn’t fill him with joy. They were already several minutes behind schedule and still no sign of the lyre.
Kicking in the door to Dimitrov’s private apartment, he charged into the room and sprayed it with bullets. Lea and Reaper rushed in behind him and tripled the power of the assault by opening fire, but Hawke waved them to stop.
“They’re not here!”
“Damn it all,” Lea said.
Then Scarlet’s voice through the comms. “We have them, Joe. Dimitrov and Kashala and his men. They’ve exited the castle by another door and they’re heading to the trucks.”
“We’re on our way,” he replied into his shoulder mic. “Keep them busy, Cairo!”
“Like you had to ask.”
“We’ll be there in…” He was interrupted by the sound of Nikolai’s voice on the comms.
“What is it, Kolya?”
“Kashala is a diversion,” the Russian said. “If you look to the north you will see a man with the lyre,” he muttered.
“I see him!” Hawke said. “He’s wearing a suit — maybe he’s Dimitrov’s relics expert. He’s not alone, either.”
“So what do you want me to do?” Scarlet said.
“Keep Kashala and his men occupied. We’ll go after the lyre. Kolya, you and Kamala get down here and lend a hand. You’ve done all you can from up there.”
“We’re on our way.”
Hawke cut the radio and the four of them sprinted back down the stairs until they found an exit leading out to the north of the keep. Bursting out into the moonlit night, they found themselves in a reconstructed classical arcade. Marble pillars, and a central courtyard centred on an ornate fountain sculpture. Through a distant arch they saw the man with the lyre and the mercs heading toward a truck parked in the shadows of the northern perimeter wall.
“This way!”
Firing on the truck, the enemy’s response was brutal. They quickly pushed the man with the lyre down behind the truck’s rear wheel, took up good defensive positions including a machinegun nest in the back of the truck and returned fire.
Hawke counted five men — and this time they were both mafia and men from Kashala’s mercenary unit. At the front was a man so tall and gaunt it could only be Mukendi, and beside him he recognized the cold, hard face of Reaper’s old compadre Olivier Crombez.
When they opened fire, he remembered the words of his father, repeated like a mantra through a childhood of excitement and wonder — never give in and never give up. He said it himself now. The words fell quietly from his lips like a prayer as he reloaded his gun with calm, steady hands. He knew no other way of being. That was why he saw everything he ever did right through to the end no matter how hard or dangerous.
It didn’t matter what he was doing.
He never gave in, and he never gave up.
To do so would be to betray everything his father had taught him, everything the marines and the SBS had taught him.
It would also betray the memory of all his ECHO teammates who had made the ultimate sacrifice in this crazy adventure and lost their lives.
Mukendi renewed his assault on them. Lea and Reaper dived either side of the line of fire as the Kalashnikov’s muzzle began to spit fire and spray hot lead into the gravelled yard. The former French Legionnaire was first to hit the ground and return fire, successfully killing the mafia thug in the machinegun nest. Hawke and Ryan fired on the others and drove them back into cover, but they quickly regrouped and returned fire.
They retreated into the arcade and Hawke slammed his muscle-bound back up against the rough stone wall as he reloaded his weapon. With only the glow of a half moon to light the courtyard, he squinted into the confusing silvery gloom.
The black shadows of more mercs bobbed up and down as they used the arcade’s support columns for cover. They were running around the outside of the courtyard and heading out to the parked trucks.
In the chaos of the fire fight and with the air think with gun smoke, he saw the archaeologist under the truck panic and break cover.
Lea had seen it too. “It’s the guy in the suit!” she yelled out. “He’s getting away with the lyre!”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

With Reaper and Ryan pinning Mukendi down outside the arcade and Scarlet and the others still heavily engaged in battle with Kashala in the main courtyard, Hawke and Lea chased the Bulgarian archaeologist into the forest surrounding the castle. As they sprinted deeper into the woods, they heard Ryan calling out behind them.
“What are you doing here?” Lea said.
Hawke frowned. “I thought you were with Reap?”
He caught up with them, SIG in his hand and straining for breath. “He’s on top of it,” he gasped, thumbing the safety catch. “Sent me to help you.”
Lea’s face was white in the moonlight. “This is chaos.”
“Our friend in the suit is getting away with the lyre,” Hawke said. “Look.”
Weighed down with the weight of the solid bronze relic, the older man was moving into the darkness but struggling to stay ahead of them. Seeing what he thought was a way to escape his pursuers, he clambered over a six-foot chain-link fence and fell down the other side into the dirt.
Ryan charged forward, stuffed his gun into his holster and leapt up at the fence. Pushing his fingers through the chain-links, he began to climb up to the top. Hawke grabbed him by his belt and pulled him back down to earth.
“What the hell?” Ryan said. “I can get him!”
“Not in there you don’t.” Hawke nudged his head to a small white sign attached to the fence a couple of panels further down. “I can’t read Bulgarian but the little picture of a wolf is giving me a serious clue about what’s behind this fence.”
Ryan peered at the sign in the darkness.
Внимание! Вълците!
“I can’t read Bulgarian either,” he said. “I really must address that.”
Lea walked over and looked him in the eye. “Are you for real?”
“Sorry, and thanks Joe. Looks like you might have saved my life.”
They heard movement in the trees and saw Kamala and Nikolai emerging from the trees to the east. They had made their journey down from the ridge in good time, back at the castle the sound of Scarlet’s team fighting Kashala’s men echoed in the windy night.
“But what about the guy with the lyre?” Lea asked.
Hawke stared at the trees beyond the fence. The sound of howling wolves drifted through the gaps in the black pine trunks. “Something tells me he’ll be back.”
“You’re pretty sure of yourself,” Kamala said.
Lea nodded. “Tell me about it.”
“I prefer the term easy confidence.”
They heard branches breaking and rustling leaves and then the sound of someone cursing and breathing in the darkness.
Hawke jutted his chin at the trees. “Here he comes now.”
As the Bulgarian ran back out of the trees, lyre in hand, Ryan clapped Hawke firmly on the back. “Looks like you were right.”
“You must help me.” The man saw them standing on the safe side of the fence at the top of the slope and now began clambering back up toward them. “I’m not one of them. My name is Parvanov. I am an archaeologist from Sofia.”
A wolf growled in the gloom and he screamed in terror as he scrambled up the rocks. He reached out for the habitat’s perimeter fence with two bleeding, trembling hands and shot a horrified glance over his shoulder at the darkness behind him.
“Please!” he called out. “They’re behind me! They know I’m here.”
“I’m not surprised,” Lea said. “Given all the noise you’re making with that great big yap of yours.”
Reaching out his hand in desperate supplication, he called out to them. “Please, get me out of here!”
“Throw me the lyre,” Hawke said.
Even now, Parvanov’s mind was still plagued with indecision. With the lyre held tight to his chest, he turned and looked over his shoulder.
“There’s no time to think it over, professor!” Lea said. “Throw us the lyre.”
A long, eerie howl directly behind him in the tree line persuaded him to yield. He took a step back and heaved the lyre over the top of the fence. Nikolai reached out and grabbed it like a falling baby. “Safe and sound, Hawke.”
“Now, help me get back over!”
Their eyes came first, tiny amber lights glinting in the night as they reflected the ECHO team’s Maglite beams. Then came the hungry growls and more ghostly yelps and howls. Finally the alpha of the pack stepped out into the clearing and looked up at the man on the rocky slope. It took another step toward him and curled its lip to reveal razor-sharp yellow fangs shining dully in the moonlight.
“You have to save me!” he said, his voice wobbling and breaking with fear. “I can help you!” he said, even more desperate now. “I can tell you things! I can tell you things about Dimitrov and Kashala that you wouldn’t believe!”
“I prefer a source I can trust,” Lea said. “And that kind of rules you out, wolf bait.”
“No!”
More of the animals moved out of the shadows until the entire pack was standing in a horseshoe around the base of the rocks. The alpha surged forward and jumped through the air with its mouth wide open.
Parvanov swung a defensive arm in a sideways motion but the wolf easily sank its fangs into him. As the professor screamed and desperately tried to shake the heavy animal off, the rest of the pack rushed forward. Moments later he was nowhere to be seen. All that was left of him now was his hoarse screams as the wolves sank their teeth into his neck and face and started the long, steady work of tearing him apart.
Lea winced. “That’s not nice at all.”
Scarlet raced up the path with her team a few steps behind her. Zeke first, followed by Camacho and Lexi. The group had been together a few seconds when they heard a noise in the trees to the south. Turning and raising guns, a wave of relief went around the team when Reaper burst out of the tree line with a big toothy grin.
“Mukendi got away,” he said with a shrug. “But I think I might have wounded him, and what the hell is that noise?”
“A vulpine feeding frenzy,” Ryan said.
“Eh?”
Lea sighed. “He means wolves are eating Dimitrov’s archaeologist.”
Reaper frowned. “Beurk.”
“Exactly.”
Hawke grimaced. “Quite. Listen, we have the lyre and I’m guessing from the sound of the screaming men and gunshots that you’re on a tactical retreat?”
“You guess right,” Scarlet said.
“In that case, let’s get the hell out of here and get back to a hotel.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

When Scarlet looked around the room, she groaned. “It’s not exactly up to my usual exacting standards, is it now?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Ryan said. “Some people say cockroaches make nice pets.”
She looked at him. “Exactly who says that, boy?”
“No one,” he said apologetically. “No one has ever said that.”
“The boy folds like a lawn chair.” She threw her bag on one of the beds and collapsed down beside it. Taking a deep breath, she sighed with relief that the shooting had finally stopped and dreamed of her imminent shower.
Kamala returned from the bathroom, slipping a small bottle of pills into her pocket. “But that’s why you love him, right?”
Lea saw the small plastic bottle but said nothing. It was probably just headache tablets and none of her business. Watching the former Secret Service agent in battle had given her no cause for concern and she believed she was more than up to the job.
“Who says I love him?” Scarlet asked.
“I can see it in your eyes.”
“Then you should have gone to Specsavers, darling.”
“Huh?”
Hawke laughed. “She’ll explain another time.”
Lexi gave him a sideways glance and turned to the relic on the bed. Lifting it up she balanced it in her hands and was impressed by its substantial weight. “Now then, let’s have a proper look at this little harp and see what all the fuss is about.”
“Lyre,” Ryan said. “It’s a lyre, not a harp.”
“Looks like a little itty bitty harp to me,” she said without apology.
“This from the woman whose idea of a successful first date is if she hasn’t broken one of his arms.”
“You don’t know me at all,” Lexi said. “When I’m on a date I’m actually a kind, quiet woman. A pussycat, really.”
After a suitable pause, laughter broke out in the room and dispersed some of the tension that had been building since Kim Taylor’s murder a few days ago. The team had done their usual and simply avoided the subject, but now it felt like they could finally put it behind them and concentrate on getting the job done for Francken and getting their cash.
“Pussycat,” Ryan said. “More like a two hundred kilo tiger.”
She glared at him. “Are you saying I’m fat?”
“No, not at all,” he said hurriedly. “Not fat at all. Lean, strong in fact. Lithe. I’d use the word lithe and please don’t beat me up.”
More laughter as Lexi gave him a play punch on his shoulder.
Lea pulled a chair out from under the desk and sat down. It felt great to get the weight off her feet but she knew they still had business to attend to. “So what have we got, Ryan?”
“I know you’ll be amazed to hear it, but I’m having trouble with these symbols.”
“Fuck me,” Scarlet said, loud and clear. “You mean you can’t do it and we need someone else?”
Ryan ignored her. “There’s a lot of water damage for one thing, but the real problem is they’re just not something I’m particularly familiar with, and Uncle Google has been no use at all. Anyway, I’ve done some research and our best bet is a Dr Jazmin Benedek. She’s a Hungarian archaeologist with some serious specialist skills in the Orpheus myth and the top bod in Europe on the subject. She works at the museum in Buda Castle on the Danube and from what I can tell she should be able to work this stuff out much quicker than I can using only online resources. Decryption is long and hard work.”
“And there’s another reason we should contact her,” Lea sad. “If she really is the top academic authority on Orpheus it’s not going to take long for Dimitrov to track her down and send Kashala after her. They need a new archaeologist after what happened to the last one.”
“She’s right,” Hawke said. “We have to assume Dimitrov will have photos of the lyre and its symbols. We all know Professor Parvanov isn’t going to be of much use to him anymore, so he’s going to be on the lookout for a new expert.”
A brief silence fell over the room as the team remembered watching the wolves dragging a kicking and screaming Parvanov into the woods.
“Plus,” Lea continued, “they’ll presume we’re going to take the lyre to her anyway so we need to get a move on and get there as fast as possible. Time is running out.”
Camacho checked his watch and raised an eyebrow. “What’s the quickest way to get there?”
Ryan was already on his laptop. “Eight hours by car.”
“That’s no good.” Lea had also gone online on her phone. “That’s the main route into Hungary and has tolls, too. Don’t forget we’re on the run now. We’ll get picked up at the border for sure.”
Hawke nodded. “We’ll take the main road until we get to the border and then break off and go in on a country lane. Both countries are in the EU so the border won’t be manned at every single country track. Then we get back on a main road and get into Budapest. How long for that?”
Ryan tapped away at his laptop. “More like ten hours.”
Hawke said, “Then we drive through the night and we’ll be there first thing in the morning. What are the chances of you being able to get hold of this Dr Benedek’s phone and warning her about Kashala?”
Ryan shrugged. “Not great, but I can give it a try. Her office phone would be straight-forward — just a matter of looking her up on the museum website, but it’s way too late for her to be at work. I doubt her personal number is online for just anyone to find.”
Camacho landed a hefty slap on the young man’s back and nearly knocked him off the side of the desk. “But you’re not just anyone, are you?”
“All I can do is try my best,” Ryan said.
Hawke cracked a mineral water and fell down on the bed beside Scarlet. After a few wolf-whistles and giggles, he said, “Anything we need to be aware of in Budapest?”
Ryan shook his head as he closed the laptop. “Some anti-government protests have been rumbling on for a few days but nothing that need concern us. We should be in and out in a few hours.”
“In that case let’s get cleaned up and ready to hit the road. This Dr Benedek’s life is in danger.”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Hungary
The historical home of Hungarian kings for centuries, Buda Castle had occupied its position on the banks of the Danube since 1265. Today, the grand baroque vision that loomed over the famous river was much newer, constructed in the late eighteenth century. As they approached it, the team were impressed by the vast and ornate complex and the green copper domes sparkling in the sunshine.
The security at the castle’s museum was lighter than they had expected, especially compared with most public buildings in Western Europe and the States. It was also busier than any of them had reckoned on and as they made their way through the meandering crowds of visitors, Lea gave a silent prayer that King Kashala hadn’t yet managed to locate Dr Benedek for Dimitrov.
After a long drive through the night they were finally able to get through to her personal assistant here at the museum. Thanks to the short phone conversation, they knew she was safe as of half an hour ago but they all understood how fast the future could come at you when a man like Kashala was on the warpath.
With Camacho and Zeke waiting back in the hire cars and Lexi sent around to the staff parking lot in case the Blood Crew turned up there, they followed the signs until they reached the section where Benedek’s office was situated. Here, Hawke posted Scarlet, Reaper, Nikolai and Kamala at the end of the staff corridor with orders to keep an eye out for any sign of approaching trouble. Then, he, Lea and Ryan walked down to the professor’s office and tapped softly on the door.
“Got your translation head on, mate?” Hawke said.
The young Londoner nodded reluctantly in reply. “But I hope her English is better than my Hungarian. When a voice sounded from inside the office, he added, “She says come in.”
They stepped inside and the professor rose from her chair. Hawke was surprised by how young she was, especially considering her long list of publications and achievements, and when she spoke, it was in flawless English. “You’re the people who phoned about the Orpheus lyre earlier today?”
“You speak English?”
“Of course. Now, are you the people who phoned my PA this morning?”
Ryan breathed a sigh of relief. “We are.”
Jazmin raised an eyebrow. “She said you were archaeologists. You don’t look much like archaeologists to me.”
Hawke raised his palms. “Maybe archaeologists was a slight exaggeration, but we work in the vague vicinity.”
“Treasure hunters or thieves?” Jazmin asked, reaching for her phone. “And should I be nervous?”
“You could say that,” Lea said. “But not because of us.”
The Hungarian woman’s eyes danced momentarily over the hessian sack Hawke held in his hands. “I don’t understand… is that the lyre?”
Lea nodded. “Yes, it is, but we can’t talk about it here. We think you could be in danger.”
“So you told my PA on the phone, but as you can see I am in perfectly good health.”
Hawke gave Jazmin Benedek the sack and she gently pulled out the lyre. As she extracted it from the sack, she handled it as if she were holding a newborn baby. “If this is authentic, we have in our presence one of the greatest discoveries of our lifetime.”
Lea looked at the professor with expectant eyes. “And is it?”
Jazmin’s eyes were fixed on the ancient instrument as she turned it over in her hands. “I think it really could be, but I must have more time to make my assessment. Forging such a thing wouldn’t be the hardest thing in the world to do.”
As she continued to study it, Hawke walked to the window and looked down the long, cobblestone footpath leading up to the museum. Clouds were gathering on the horizon and beneath them countless visitors made identifying potential mercs a hard job.
Ryan said, “I’ve looked at it too and as far as the age is concerned, I think it predates just about anything you’ll have here at the museum, but beyond that I’m struggling, especially with the lettering.”
She weighed his words and was clearly impressed. “I’ll start by telling you that this lyre is without a doubt the oldest I have ever seen in my professional life, and in my line of work that’s saying something. There’s Hellenistic, there’s Classical, there’s Minoan, and then there’s this. In my estimation this comes from the very dawn of the bronze age, making it at least around five thousand years old.”
“That recent?” Ryan said, grunting in pain when Lea elbowed him in the ribs.
“How can you tell, professor?” she asked, giving Ryan a sideways glance.
“With wooden objects we can be more certain thanks to radiocarbon dating, but sadly when assessing metalwork we can’t be as precise. However, the fact it’s made of bronze means it was made before the discovery of how to produce iron, plus some of the design work and the religious references also help in the assessment.”
“And the letters?” Ryan asked.
Jazmin gave him a resigned shrug. “They’re odd, but not completely unknown to me. They remind me a great deal of Cretan hieroglyphics, only so much cruder.” She thought about what she had said for a moment, and then raised the lyre closer to her face as she peered down at it through her glasses. “Similar symbols are also etched into the rear of the soundbox, see here?”
Lea leaned in. “They’re very faint.”
Holding the ancient instrument by the tailpiece and crossbar, Jazmin nodded in agreement and gave a wistful sigh before looking up to her with a frown on her face. “Where did you get this piece?”
Hawke stepped up. “It was discovered yesterday in the Aegean. Brought to the surface by a diving team working for a Belgian treasure hunter and antiquity collector by the name of Guy Francken.”
She looked at him sharply. “Just yesterday?”
He nodded. “But he’s not giving us the full story. He says this is dangerous but won’t elaborate. Can you help us?”
She paused a beat and took a long, deep breath. “There are rumours, legends really,” she began quietly. “Legends about the existence of Hades.”
Hawke and Lea caught one another’s eye, then the battle-worn Irishwoman turned back to the Hungarian archaeologist. “As in hell?”
Jazmin shrugged. “This depends on how you want to translate the concept of Hades.”
“Why don’t we start with your translation?” Hawke said.
“Hades was originally a god in the ancient Greek religion. He was king of the Underworld which also shared his name.”
“So Hades was both the king of the Underworld and the Underworld itself?” Lea asked.
“Yes. And crucial to the understanding of Hades the place is the rivers. The ancient Greeks believed there were six rivers that could be seen both in our world and in the afterlife. The most famous of these is the Styx.”
“Even I have heard of that one,” Lea said.
“They believed that the Underworld’s entrance was guarded by the personifications of various human conditions — grief, disease, old age, anxiety, need, agony and so on. To get into the Underworld, you would of course have to go through one of these states.”
“But where was this entrance?” Hawke said. “Not that I’m planning on going on a weekend break there or anything.”
“No one knows,” Jazmin said. “And most don’t believe it even exists.”
“But you do.”
She hesitated again. “I have an open mind. I am not about to destroy my reputation in the academy by saying I believe in Hades, but saying I believe in a place that the ancients called Hades is different, no?”
“All the same to me, doc,” said Lea.
A short tap on the door and Jazmin called the person in. They turned to see Nikolai step into the office’s tense atmosphere and walk calmly over to Hawke. Glancing at Jazmin and back to Hawke, he flicked his head to indicate he wanted to speak with the Englishman in private.
“Excuse me, professor,” Hawke said, and walked with Nikolai outside into the corridor.
“We’ve got a problem.” The Russian’s voice was a whisper, but strong and level.
“What’s up?”
“A Yukon just pulled up in the parking lot. Looks like they’re heading for the main entrance.”
“Dimitrov’s thugs or the Blood Crew?”
“I think a mix of both, so take your pick. Either way there’s going to be big trouble.”
Hawke stepped back into the office and gave Lea and Ryan a knowing look they instantly understood. Turning to Jazmin, he said, “Is there another way out of here beside the main route at the end of the corridor?”
She gave a hesitant nod. “A fire door. It’s on the way to the main office in the opposite direction — but why?”
“We’ll do a Q & A session later, but for now that’s where we’re going.” He snatched up the lyre, stuffed it in the hessian sack and walked back over to the door. Peering outside and checking the coast was clear, he looked over his shoulder and gave her a reassuring smile. “I don’t want you getting hurt.”
“Might be too late to avoid that,” Ryan said.
“I need my computer and my flash drive,” Jazmin said, snatching up a laptop case.
Ryan held out his hand. “I’ll carry it for you. You might need to run.”
She hesitated, and then handed it over to him. “I don’t believe this is happening.”
Scarlet, Reaper and Kamala turned the corner and appeared in the corridor, guns drawn and walking at full pace toward them.
“Another Yukon just pulled up,” Scarlet said. “And the problem is, there are hundreds of visitors all over the place, Joe. We start a shooting match in here and innocent people are going to get killed.”
Jazmin gasped. “We must call the police at once!”
“It’s too late for that,” Lea said. “We need to get back to the cars.”
The Hungarian ran a panicked hand through her hair and tried to calm herself. “Just how dangerous are these people?” she asked.
They heard the sound of people screaming at the end of the staff corridor, and then what sounded like a stampede. Then they saw shadows streaking along the corridor as their pursuers drew closer. When they turned the corner, Kashala and Mukendi were at the vanguard, Kalashnikovs slung over their shoulder.
“About that dangerous,” Ryan said.
Scarlet drew her gun. “Guess that explains the screaming.”
“Not here, Cairo,” Hawke said. “We need to draw them away from the museum.”
Padding along the corridor, Kashala pulled the weapon from his shoulder and pointed it at them. “ECHO! Return what you stole and I will let you live!”
“Is he for real?” Kamala asked.
Lea started to walk backwards to the fire exit. “As real as any other nightmare.”
They watched the men striding down the corridor and reaching for their weapons. “Channelling the Reservoir Dogs aesthetic,” said Scarlet. “If only they could pull it off it would be so much more impressive.”
“Come on,” Ryan said. “We still have a chance to get out of here without any shooting.”
Scarlet snorted. “Aww, you’re so cute.”
Hawke drew his gun but kept the safety catch on. Still walking together, they made their way along the corridor when Lexi jogged over to them from the other end. “Another car has just pulled up around back in the staff parking lot.”
Lea squeezed her gun’s grip and feared the worst. “Then we’re surrounded.”
“Hawke!” The Congolese mercenary spat the word out like it was curse. “Hand it over. I know who you are.”
“And we know who you are,” Hawke called back.
“Then you should be terrified.”
Behind him, Crombez gave Reaper a look, but the Frenchman ignored it. Then the Congolese general opened fire, raking automatic bullets along the floor and blasting the tiles to pieces.
When Hawke brought up his Glock and returned fire, Jazmin Benedek screamed and clamped her hands over her ears. Her world of quiet academic enquiry had been savagely blasted away and replaced by gun smoke and nine mil jackets spitting out of an ejector port inches from her head.
Realizing they were dangerously exposed, Hawke grabbed Jazmin by the arm, located the fire door she had described and dragged her over to it. “We’re out of here.”
And then all hell was unleashed.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

With bullets ripping into the fire door and licking up the smooth plaster wall behind it, they sprinted down the utility corridor as if the devil himself was on their tails.
“This way!” Jazmin screamed. “This leads to a loading bay used to deliver some of the heavier pieces.”
They burst out into the stark light of day, slammed shut the fire door and got their bearings. “We’re parked around here,” Lea said. “Hurry!”
A heavy thump as Mukendi booted open the external fire door and screamed insanely at the sky. “I see them, King!”
As Kamala reluctantly pulled her weapon and put her body between Jazmin and the mercs at their backs, Hawke saw their SUVs through a hedge. Zeke was in the driver’s seat of one and Camacho was at the wheel of the other, arm hanging out of the window. When the Blood Crew started firing on them across the loading bay the former CIA agent snapped to alert and fired up the engine. Hitting the gas hard, he powered his SUV across the parking lot, smashed through the hedge and swerved to a halt in between the rest of ECHO and the Blood Crew.
Zeke immediately followed suit, ramming his Escalade through the hedge and screeching to a stop beside Camacho.
“Get in!” the Texan yelled.
Camacho leaped out of the driving seat and opened his side door. “Let’s get out of here!”
Hawke swung open the side door on the other Escalade. “Everyone in the cars!”
Lea ducked to avoid a bullet. It traced over her head, and punched a crude hole in the rear panel of the idling vehicle. Another bullet ricocheted off the Escalade’s driver’s wing mirror and tore through Zeke’s upper arm.
“Holy shit!” he cried out in pain. “Fucker bit me!”
“You okay?”
“Sure. It’s just a flesh wound!”
Hawke swung open his door, turned and raised his Glock. Using the door for cover he emptied his mag all over Kashala and the rest of the Blood Crew. “Move over, Zeke!”
The Texan gripped his bloody arm and clambered over the console between the two front seats. “She’s all yours, Hawke!”
Hawke moved to climb into the Escalade. A scream in Hungarian echoed off the high brick walls of the museum’s loading bay — when he scanned the area to locate it, he saw Chumbu and Demotte dragging Jazmin Benedek away toward the other parking lot.
“What the hell happened?”
And then he saw it.
Kamala Banks was lying unconscious on the asphalt behind Camacho’s Escalade.
“Everyone into the cars, now!” Hawke sprinted around behind the two SUVs until he had reached Kamala. Picking her up in one powerful lift, he hefted her over his shoulder and carried her back to the cars, bullets nipping at his heels with every pace.
Lea stared through the windshield, now pock-marked and punctured with bullets and saw the horror unfolding across the loading bay. The young Hungarian woman was kicking and screaming until Chumbu delivered a chunky backhand slap and knocked her out cold.
“They’ve got Jazmin!” Lea called out. “We have the lyre but they’ve got Jazmin!”
Hawke revved the Escalade and signaled to Camacho through the window to get going. “We can’t let them take her. We all know what they’ll do to her to find out what she knows about the lyre. They’re going to take her around to the Yukons so we have to head them off!”
With Hawke in the lead, they raced around to the main parking lot. The sound of squealing tires alerted them to the arrival of another Yukon which now swerved to a halt beside the Blood Crew’s other vehicles.
Seeing Kashala and the rest of his team piling out of the museum and heading across the lot toward their getaway cars, Hawke leaned his arm out of the window and fired on them, instantly striking Kashala in the upper arm.
“Was that for me?” Zeke said with a smile. “You guys!”
Hawke said nothing, firing again on the Congolese mercs as their general spun around and dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.
“Did you kill him?” Lea asked.
“No such luck — just winged him.”
Now, several heavily armed mercenaries wearing tactical vests and multiple weapons holsters emerged from the vehicles and took up defensive positions until a horseshoe perimeter had been formed around Kashala.
Chumbu and Demotte pulled Jazmin into one of the Yukons while two of the other men sprinted over to their wounded leader. Around them, the Blood Crew opened a savage fusillade of cover fire over their heads. From what he could see from the multi-position adjustable stock and dioptric sights, Hawke thought they looked like the latest Kalashnikov AK-308s.
In an impressive display of speed and bravery, two mercs dragged Kashala to his feet and hooked each of his arms over their shoulders. Under an umbrella of relentless cover fire, the two men carried their leader over to the back of a Yukon and bundled him inside. With the boss safe, one slammed the rear door down while the other spun around and fired again. Sweeping the muzzle of his rifle back and front, his face was illuminated in red and white lighting from the muzzle flash.
Now Kashala was in the back of the Yukon, the rest of the mercs pulled back fast, leaping into the two other SUVs and slamming their doors. The vehicles sped away in a cloud of dust and gas fumes.
Hawke knew he had seconds to take at least one of them out. By now, Kashala’s SUV was too far away and partially obscured by the backup vehicles. These men knew what they were doing and they did it fast. He calculated that if he couldn’t bring the boss down, then one of the other Yukons would pay half the fine.
Selecting burst mode on the Glock 18, he aimed at the Yukon in the rear, raising the handgun into the aim and taking his time as he lined up the shot. Crosshairs planted on the right rear-tire he fired the preset three-round burst and ripped the rubber right off the rim.
The explosion of the rear right tire sent the heavy SUV swerving off to the side, just as Hawke knew it would. He was ready. Without hesitation, he swung the gun to the left and fired another three-round burst into the left-hand tire. It exploded into another shower of shredded rubber and now the SUV was running on its rims at the back and spewing wild jets of orange sparks out across the blacktop.
The wounded Yukon swerved and skidded for a few seconds before leaving the road and crashing into a concrete barrier. It came to a smoking, smouldering stop and when the doors opened, the dazed mercs spilled out into the day. Some carried weapons but others were empty-handed. It didn’t matter. The vehicle burst into flames and a colossal, chest-thumping explosion followed a second later.
Hawke shielded his eyes from the heat and light, guessing it must have been a ruptured fuel line, a leak, just a spark… and then it was all over and the mercs were dead. He swivelled the gun around to the second Yukon only to see it screeching around the corner and vanishing from sight.
“They’re getting away, Joe!” Lea said. “We can’t let them take Jazmin! She hasn’t finished decoding the lyre!”
“Getting away,” he said, revving the Escalade. “Not got away. Let’s get on it!”
Racing over a bridge crossing the Danube and hitting the eastern part of the city, Hawke hit the throttle and the Cadillac surged forward. As the rev counter needle swept almost all the way over to the right, he spun around another street corner, eyes fixed on the fleeing Yukon. They gained speed and reached fourth gear when he stamped on it a second time and sent the automatic gear box changing down again for the next corner.
“He really wants that lyre,” Hawke said.
“That’s because he really wants to discover Hades!” said Lea.
“You’re being too hard on him,” Ryan said. “From what I’ve seen of him so far it might be possible he just has a keen amateur interest in ancient Greek lyric poetry.”
“Thanks for that, Ry,” Lea said. “But shut up now.”
“Simply lightening the mood with a dash of sarcastic observation.”
“If you really wanted to lighten the mood,” Scarlet said. “Why not try opening the car door and jumping out?”
“Ouch, Cairo Sloane.” Ryan leaned back in his seat and placed his hands over his heart. “No one has ever cut me so deep. I’ll never quip again.”
“Thank heavens for small mercies,” Lea muttered.
In the rear seat, a dazed Kamala was gaining consciousness. “What the hell happened?”
“No time to explain now,” Lea said.
Hawke piled the SUV forward, crashing through a fence and ploughing down a steep embankment until they reached the next road.
Scarlet leaned out of the window, raising her gun and firing on the second Yukon. The initial burst of rounds was wide, smacking the asphalt and ricocheting off in every direction. Ignoring Ryan’s cynical congratulations, she aimed and fired again.
The first round ripped the paint off the rear right wheel arch and carried on its way. The second punched a hole through the rear window and reduced the rest of it to an opaque mess of spider-fractures. The third went through the driver’s skull and killed him instantly.
“Good shot!” Lea said.
“Not so sure about that,” Hawke said.
The swerving Yukon smashed into a traffic light pole and spun around hard, tipping on its side and skidding to a halt right in front of them.
Hawke spun the wheel but they were too close to the upturned SUV. “Bloody hell! Brace for impact everyone.”
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“Never,” Scarlet said, glaring at Hawke, “ever, take up chauffeuring.”
He spun the wheel and tried to turn into the skid. “You have my word, Cairo.”
“We’re not going to make it!” Ryan said.
They sailed past the Yukon with inches to spare but their troubles had only just begun.
Hawke saw it first. “Incoming!”
Up ahead, Kashala’s SUV had spun around in the lane and was now emerging from a thick cloud of burned rubber smoke. It crossed the central barrier and was now heading straight for them.
“They’re coming for the rest of the Blood Crew!” Zeke yelled.
“Nope,” said Lea. “They’re coming for us.”
“Maybe we should just turn around and run away?” Ryan asked. “I like that idea.”
“Not an option,” said Lea. “Jazmin Benedek is the key to Hades.
“I was joking, Lea.”
Kashala’s SUV zoomed toward them, armed mercs hanging out the window and taking aim on them.
Zeke leaned out of the rear window and opened fire.
“Hey!” Lea said. “Jazmin’s in there! Without her we’re going nowhere!”
Hawke swerved to the right. “And Kashala is walking right through the gates of the Underworld and getting whatever the hell he thinks is down there.”
“Some pretty bad karma, if you ask me,” Scarlet said, turning to Lea. “And by the way, just how the fucking hell did I end up in a job where I have to stop failed African dictators from discovering Hades?”
Lea shrugged and gave an innocent smile. “You’d be bored in a nine-to-five.”
“And you have to admit it,” Ryan said. “This is going to look shit hot on your CV.”
Scarlet looked daggers at him. “Stick a dick in it, Bale.”
Kamala laughed as Scarlet leaned out her window and took aim at the approaching Yukon.
Lea rolled her eyes, but before Ryan could reply, the shot hit Kashala’s front tire and blasted it to pieces. Hawke swerved again to avoid the worst of the fallout, but as they zoomed past the Yukon, several large fist-sized chunks of tire rubber thumped into the shattered windshield and bounced up over the roof.
“They’re stopping!”
The Yukon skidded to a halt at the side of the road and the mercs streamed out, dragging a still-unconscious Jazmin as they went. Now, Block heaved her up on his shoulder as the Blood Crew laid down some seriously heavy cover fire.
Hawke hit the brakes and swerved away from the incoming fire. As bullets ricocheted off the back and sides of the Escalade, Kashala’s men sprinted through a grand entrance of smoked glass and bright neon signs.
“Not good,” Lea said.
Hawke flicked a quick glance at her as he brought the smoking Escalade to a stop. “What is it?”
“The Corvin Plaza,” she said. “According to my phone, it’s one of the biggest malls in the city.”
“So what the hell is he going in there for?”
“Maybe he needs some new shoes?” Ryan said.
Scarlet snorted. “He definitely needs a new vehicle.”
“That’s it!” Hawke said. “He doesn’t want what’s in the mall, he wants what’s on it!”
“The roof!” Zeke said. “Dude’s got a chopper on the way.”
Hawke unbuckled his belt and without a word to anyone he swung open his door and sprinted after them. Drawing his Glock, shoppers all around him screamed and scrambled for cover wherever they could find it. He ignored them, and hearing gunshots from upstairs, he pushed a man roughly out of the way and headed for the escalators.
Taking the steps two at a time he quickly made the top and scanned the upper level for any sign of Kashala and his men. Already on alert after hearing the gunfire, the people shopping up here now saw the gun in his hand and reacted fast, tripping over each other to reach the emergency exits before this lunatic could start picking them off one by one.
Except he was no lunatic and his targets were nowhere in sight. Where General Kashala and a unit of Congolese and Belgian mercs would go from here was obvious, and it had to involve an airlift retreat and that meant the roof. He desperately searched for a way to get behind the shopfronts that didn’t involve one of the fire exits. They would all lead to the ground and they were all packed with screaming tourists.
More gunfire, this time coming from below. He looked down over the mezzanine and realised he’d come up one level too many. Kashala wasn’t heading for the roof but the top level of the parking lot. He was leading the Blood Crew around a mocked-up display of a bedroom in the center of the second level.
Running along the upper level, Hawke vaulted over the glass wall running around the edge of the mezzanine and tumbled down the fifty feet to the ground. Hitting the tiled floor from this height would mean two smashed legs and six months of traction but he wasn’t aiming for the floor. Landing on the bed, he tucked into a parkour roll and bounced back into the air before touching down neatly beside the bedroom display.
Kashala could barely believe his eyes, and lifted his trusty bespoke HK USP into the air. Fitted with an elephant ivory handle, it was his signature weapon, the one he had boasted about personally killing over ten thousand men with. Now he aimed it at Hawke with a cool, hate-filled look in his eyes and squeezed off a dozen rounds on burst mode.
The bullets raked through the smoked glass dividers surrounding the coffee shop and blasted shards of razor-sharp splinters all over the Englishman’s head and shoulders. He kept on running and returned fire, sweeping his gun hand across his body and firing under his left arm before diving into the cover of another shop.
Kashala cursed when he missed the shot, turned and disappeared from sight into a service corridor between some of the other shops. Mukendi was screaming for the other mercs to pull back, waving a submachine gun haphazardly in the air to emphasize the command. Seeing the general had gone, they obeyed him and with a parting shot of wild, random submachine gun fire over anything in sight, they fled into the corridor.
Hawke gave chase until he reached the parking lot’s highest level. Dozens of cars sparkled in the sunshine and behind them at the far end of the lot, a black chopper came into land. The roar of the rotors battered Hawke’s ears as he charged forward, vaulting a low dividing wall and reaching the action only to find himself being used as target practice by Mukendi and some of the mercs.
They were forming a defensive semi-circle around the chopper to give Kashala time to get on board and their rounds were ripping and pinging all over the concrete around him. He heard some of his team calling out behind him but there was no time to wait. He had to get closer to the helicopter to get a clean shot at the pilot, but the only way with any cover was behind a row of cars parked up at the edge of the lot.
He got to his feet and sprinted along the wall at the edge of the parking lot, crazed, armed mercs and parked cars on one side and a two hundred foot drop on the other. He’d had better moments but it was his only play. Increasing speed until he was flat out and with bullets nipping at his heels puffing up little clouds of concrete dust, he looked ahead and realised he was running out of road. He’d hit the end of the car park.
“Into the chopper!” Mukendi called out.
The mercs obeyed, ceasing fire and climbing up into the massive NH90. The rotors gained more speed and the heavy transport helicopter’s tires lifted off the parking lot’s asphalt surface. Hawke knew what came next, and it wasn’t a goodbye kiss.
Reaching the end of the parking lot wall, he glanced over his shoulder and saw the chopper rise into the air, a black silhouette against a bright blue Hungarian sky and turn like a bird of prey until it was pointing right at him.
Here we go.
The chopper was rapidly over his head, its mighty Turbomeca powerplant roaring above him as Mukendi leaned out of the side door. Holding onto the inside of the chopper with one hand, his other recklessly gripped his submachine gun as he fired on him. Sweeping the gun back and forth, bullets chewed into the concrete all around Hawke as he took his life into his hand, climbing out over the edge of the roof and making his way down a cast-iron downpipe.
The chopper continued its relentless assault on him, firing on the wall as it spun around in a tight arc until he was back in its sights again. Bullets sprayed all over the wall and raced toward Hawke’s position like wildfire. With no choice but to let go, he tumbled through the air and crashed down into the roof of a passing truck.
Landing with a heavy thud, he scrambled to the edge of the truck. Above him, the chopper spun around and closed in as Mukendi unleashed another savage volley of fire. Hawke leaped off the roof of the truck, arms reaching out to grab the horizontal pole of a streetlamp. He had planned to swing on the pole and give himself some forward motion to execute a complex parkour move. Instead, he slipped and tumbled to the ground, crashing into a pile of garbage bags stacked up against the parking lot’s wall.
The chopper’s chin-mounted carbine opened fire and ripped a line of destruction into the top of the wall above his head. Just managing to hold onto consciousness, he opened his eyes in time to see a lethal shower of debris and dust raining down from the parking lot high above him.
He rolled away and missed the worst of it but a handful of fist-sized chunks of concrete pelted him on his back and legs. Pain stung him all over as he finally managed to roll clear and stagger to his feet. When he looked up at the chopper, he saw Mukendi laughing at him and taking aim once again with his submachine gun.
The chopper swerved even lower now, almost close enough for Hawke to reach out and grab the undercarriage, but instead he scanned the ground for his gun. Seeing it half-buried in a pile of dusty rubble from the carbine attack moments earlier, he snatched it off the ground and aimed it at Mukendi.
The two men fired simultaneously.
Hawke had gambled on the chopper’s movement making it much harder for the Congolese merc to get an accurate shot than he could on the ground and he was right. Mukendi’s rounds were wide of the mark, streaking inches away from Hawke’s body as the former SBS man gently squeezed the trigger.
Mukendi’s face fell into a grimace of fear and shock as the chopper began to spin wildly out of control and plummet to the ground. Hawke hadn’t aimed at him, but had saved his final few rounds for the two Belgian pilots in the cockpit.
Too low to cause any fatalities, the chopper crashed into the buildings above, clipping the side of the parking lot with its tail boom and then pivoting forward until it was pointing nose-down. As it screeched and scraped its way down into the alley, a coruscating shower of sparks and burning metal fell from the sky like comets. Hawke cradled his head in his arms and ducked down behind the garbage bags to protect himself, all the while desperately praying Lea and the others had survived the onslaught at the top of the parking lot. Up ahead, he saw Kashala lead his crew away from the smoking wreckage. Dazed and confused, they fired on a passing van and killed the driver. They dumped his body on the ground and skidded off in a squeal of tires and rubber smoke.
Hawke cursed again, but his prayers were answered when he heard a scooter pull up behind him.
“Get on your feet, Josiah!”
“Lea! Where are the others?”
She revved the machine — a MonsteRoller e-scooter. “Trying to find a vehicle. For now it’s just us.”
“Kashala and his men just took Jazmin off in a stolen truck — we have to get going or they’ll be long gone!”
“Then hang on tight!”
Hawke slipped one arm around her waist while his other remained gripped firmly on the Glock at his side as she revved the fat-tire electric scooter once again. “You make it sound like such a chore.”
“Are you maybe trying to get on my good side?”
“Maybe… but — look out! A drone!”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The superdrone zipped around above them, flitting from side to side and destroying any chance of Hawke being able to get an accurate shot at Kashala’s fleeing van. “Some evasive manoeuvres please!”
“All right,” she said. “But don’t say you didn’t ask for it, Josiah!”
Without another word, she swung the e-scooter to the right. Tires squealed on tarmac and Hawke felt his stomach turn as they almost tipped over. They each put their right leg out instinctively but Lea knew what she was doing, and sped around the north end of a small park. Straightening up again, she increased power and maintained her pursuit of the Mercedes Sprinter but the drone easily flew over the top of the trees in the park and resumed its position behind them.
“It’s still on our arses, Lea!”
The superdrone swung down like an eagle moving in for the kill. Level with them now and no more than three car-lengths on their tail, the machine gun swivelled around until it was aiming straight at them and opened fire.
Rounds peppered the asphalt directly behind them, racing in a perfectly straight line up the road on their way to the scooter.
Hawke squeezed Lea’s waist. “Turn!”
“If we turn off now we’ll lose the Merc!”
“If we don’t we’ll lose me!”
She took the hint and made a sharp turn to the right, pulling off into some community gardens. Speeding up, she weaved the scooter in and out of some trees before bursting out into a skate park full of sombre-looking teenagers. They started shouting at them to slow down and get out of the park.
Lea ignored them, revved the scooter and ploughed it down one of the massive concrete half-pipes. They sped down the pipe and then raced back up the other side, launching off the top of it and flying for a few seconds in the air. The denim and leather-clad teenagers gave them more abuse but dropped the attitude when Hawke twisted on the rear seat and fired on the drone. As the kids sprinted for cover, hands clamped over ears, his rounds went high, missing the airborne killer.
“Damn it!”
The scooter crashed back to earth as the teenagers made themselves scarce. Above in the sky, the superdrone zipped to the left and gained altitude to avoid some trees but quickly returned to its original vector right behind them. The machinegun spun around and fired again, its heavy calibre rounds chewing into the asphalt footpath and then blasting the concrete rim of the halfpipe.
Lea flicked her head to the left and saw the Sprinter on the main road at the east end of the park. Rapidly moving out of sight, they both knew if they lost it they also lost Jazmin and the location of Hades.
She spun the scooter to the left and raced down a quarter-pipe before shooting up into the air on the other side and smashing back down on the asphalt in a cloud of burned rubber smoke and exhaust fumes. Behind her, Hawke desperately clung on to her to stop himself falling off the back of the scooter. “Oh yeah, sorry — hang on!”
“Next time, maybe tell me that before we go flying through the air?”
“You got it.”
She swerved the scooter back onto the main road and revved the throttle, dropping a gear and speeding up to close the distance between them and the Sprinter. With the eye of a hawk focussing on a running rabbit, she weaved the e-scooter in and out of the busy traffic cruising along Andrássy út, never once taking her eye off the Mercedes van.
Behind them, the superdrone closed in and fired on them again. Rounds ripped into the concrete and sprayed up the side of a car driving behind them. The bullets ate into the steel panels like a hot knife cutting through butter. The car swerved off the road and in a hail of diesel and smoke, smashed into the front of another car passing on the other side of the road.
Both vehicles now spun around in a cloud of smoke with the impact of the crash and skidded to a smouldering heap in the center of the road, blocking all other traffic. The sound of emergency vehicles’ sirens filled the air as the municipal authorities struggled to respond to what was unfolding in their city.
“Time’s running out, Lea.”
“Tell me about it! Can’t you hit that frigging drone and take some of the heat off?”
Reaching the end of the road, the Sprinter cut across six lanes, rammed a kerb and smashed back down on the city’s famous Heroes’ Square. A UNESCO world-heritage site featuring the iconic statue complex Seven Chieftains of the Magyars, the square always drew a lot of natives and tourists alike and today was no exception.
“Holy crap!” Lea said. “They’re just driving right through anyone who gets in their way!”
Hawke peered over her shoulder and was sickened by the sight of people bouncing off the hood of the Sprinter. He took aim at one of the rear tires but before he could squeeze the trigger, he was suddenly aware of more machinegun rounds raking the ground a few inches to his right.
“So you got the drone then?” Lea said with a sigh.
“Take it easy for a few seconds.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
Hawke took his hand away from her waist and spun around on the seat one-eighty degrees until they were back to back and his legs were dangling over the back of the scooter. Raising the gun into the aim, he slowed his breathing and fired on the drone one more time. He winged it, smashing the landing gear to smithereens, but it wasn’t enough.
Wherever he was hiding, the drone’s unknown operator reacted fast, banking to the left and gaining some altitude to make the next shot harder.
He’s good, Hawke muttered, I’ll give him that.
The scooter lurched to the left, nearly throwing him off the vinyl seat and tumbling onto the square.
“Easy!”
“I’m doing my best!” came the reply. “And by the way, we’re going down a kerb now!”
He turned his head. “Down a wha….”
The scooter smashed down a kerb as Lea followed the Sprinter out of the square and into a massive, sprawling park.
“I said we’re going down a kerb, ya eejit!”
He clung on for his life and fired on the drone once again, this time with more success as his rounds blasted the camera and then the main case. The drone exploded in a shower of plastic and screws and fell from the sky like a dead kite.
“Did you get rid of it?”
“I did indeed,” he said as he turned around and slipped his hands back around her waist. “A shame really as I was enjoying the target practice, but some people just keep droning on.”
Lea turned her head. “For fuck’s sake, that’s terrible!”
“Look out!”
She turned back to see they were heading straight for a footbridge. Too late to change direction, she rammed the scooter up the steps, over the bridge and back down the other side at full speed. The thud thud thud of the stone steps came up through the suspension and banged on their backsides but Lea was more interested in the lake that was rapidly approaching them.
Catching the Sprinter in the corner of her eye, she steered the scooter hard to the left and skirted the artificial lake’s smooth shore. Cutting in and out of tourists enjoying the sunshine, she never took her eye off the fleeing van. She stamped her boot down and floored the accelerator, sending them both lurching backwards as the scooter surged ahead. The tires spun and a cloud of burned rubber smoke streaked out behind them like a jet plane contrail.
“Woo-hoo!” Lea yelled. “This is more like it.”
“Sometimes you’re even crazier than Cairo!”
“Thanks!”
“Where the hell did they go?”
They got their answer when the Sprinter’s nose emerged at speed from a side street and headed straight for them.
They had no need to speak. Hawke knew Lea would swing to the right and she knew he would be on it with the gun. As she steered away, he twisted to his left and raised the gun but it was too late. The impact was inevitable.
The Sprinter’s front fender made contact with the scooter’s rear tire and spun it around like a coin. Hawke clung onto Lea but the force of the impact was too great. He sailed through the air and crashed to the tarmac on the other lane. A dozen high-speed barrel-rolls later he came to a stop in the gutter in a cloud of dust and curses.
He sat up and raised his gun, refusing to be cowed by the electric pulsing he felt all over his battered body. Blood ran into his eye from a cut on his forehead and he realized his hands were trembling as adrenaline coursed through his system.
Everything was spinning — his head, the scooter and the Sprinter. After hitting them, the merc at the wheel had slammed on the brakes and steered hard to the right to avoid crashing into a line of cars parked on the side of the road. He was too slow to avoid his fate and now the Sprinter spun out of control and smashed into the cars side-on.
Turning to the right, he saw Lea was still spinning on the scooter. She steered into the spin and brought the machine under control, kicking down on the asphalt to keep her balance and then steering it back over to him.
She pulled up beside him and let the revs drop. “Talk about sitting down on the job.”
“Funny,” he said, staggering to his feet.
“How are our friends?”
“You tell me.”
The Sprinter was stationary now, steam coming from the radiator grille and the stench of burned rubber drifting around its rear. Lea climbed off the bike and they both approached the vehicle with their guns raised.
The stolen van suddenly burst to life. In a hail of spinning tires, rubber smoke and rattling tailpipes, it made a tight circle and headed back up the road. As it passed them the rear doors burst open to reveal several mercs with guns. They fired on them without mercy, spraying automatic gunfire all over the street and determined to kill them both.
“Cover!” Hawke yelled.
And then they were in the bullet-storm from hell.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

They dived for cover behind the parked cars and returned fire on the rapidly disappearing Mercedes van.
“I think they’re still mad because you blew their little toy out of the sky,” Lea said.
“Now you’re just being silly.”
“Just saying it like it is.”
Hawke shook his head as he aimed at the rear tire. He stared straight down the sight and prepared to squeeze his finger when he saw a woman and a young child emerge from a side street further up the road. They were ahead of the Mercedes but hadn’t seen the mercs yet.
“Hold your fire! Civvies!”
The Merc raced on, spitting hellfire out of the rear doors regardless. The woman screamed and dragged the child out of sight but by then it was too late. The mercs spun the Sprinter around the next corner and into another street.
“Get after them!” Lea called out.
They charged down the road and when they turned the corner they saw the Sprinter parked up and doors wide open. Fifty yards ahead, Chumbu was carrying Jazmin into the Capital Circus of Budapest. An odd place to find a circus, but they had expected it thanks to Ryan’s in-flight briefing.
Unique in construction, it had stood on its present site in Városliget city park since the early 1970s and was the only circus in Europe inside a stone building. This allowed it to open in all seasons and entertain all year round and with a capacity of nearly 1500 people, and along with the zoo next to it, it was one of the city’s most popular attractions.
Today, Hawke considered, they were about to get a very different kind of show.
The Glock in his raised right hand provided the one hundred percent discount he needed to get through the turnstiles without any money. As the security guards called in for back-up, he and Lea weaved through the bustling crowd and pursued the mercs into the main ring.
They emerged into a fantasy world of trapeze artists and acrobats, all lit neon-blue by a serious rig of arc lights high above their heads. A woman in a sequin costume was sitting on the head of an elephant as it walked slowly around the outside of the ring and now a burst of applause filled the arena.
Lea turned to Hawke. “Well, this is different.”
“You see them?” Hawke said.
She scanned for any sign of Kashala’s men or Jazmin Benedek. “No, you?”
Bright yellow searchlights swung around and lit the two of them up like a couple of Christmas trees. “This is not good.”
As hundreds of confused faces turned away from the elephant and stared at them, the former SBS man had to agree. “Let’s try back there.”
They crossed the ring and headed for backstage. Pushing their way through one of the side doors, they found themselves in a holding area. A number of performers stared back at them, and standing at the front of the small group were two dressed as mimes. They spoke to them in Hungarian and pointed back at the door.
“I think they want us to go back the way we came,” Lea said.
Hawke pushed them out of the way. “Sorry, can’t oblige.”
Another round of applause emanated from behind then, and now a loud chorus of laughter and the sound of several clown horns.
“Where did they go?”
The mimes got more aggressive. The man stepped up to him, his face moving out of the shadow of one of the broad brass stanchions supporting the roof. He put a white-gloved hand on Hawke’s chest and spoke in stilted English. “No tourists in here.”
The Englishman heard the unmistakable roar of a big cat. Craning his neck to look around the mime he saw two large cages on wheels, each one holding an adult Bengal tiger.
“We’re not tourists,” he said. “We’re looking for our friend. She’s been kidnapped.”
“They’re going to torture her!” Lea said.
Torture.
The word echoed in Hawke’s mind and he had a sudden vision of Lexi in the Zodiac’s torture cell. Strapped down and having her fingernails wrenched out by the man they had called Pig. Once, a long time ago he had been much more than friends with the Chinese assassin. Is that what Jazmin Benedek now faced, simply for agreeing to help them with the lyre?
A series of screams came from somewhere beyond the backstage area. They heard the distinctive crackle of gunfire and then another roar of terrified people.
“Sounds like they’re trying to get people out of the way,” Lea said.
The frustration rose in Hawke’s heart. “Damn it, where’s the rest of the team?”
“They’re doing their best, Joe!”
Gun gripped with both hands and muzzle pointed at the floor, Hawke looked once again at the performers. “Please, which way gets us to those screams?”
“It sounds like they are coming from the bandstand,” one of the mimes said in heavily accented English. “You go that way to reach it, past the tigers.”
They followed his pointing finger to the tigers, and neither of them looked very happy to be caged.
“Those cages are locked right?”
The mime shrugged. “Most of the time.”
“Absolutely fantastic, and thanks for your help.”
He pushed past them and they ran toward the cages. As they approached, one of the tigers snarled and swiped a set of razor-sharp claws in their direction.
“Aww,” Lea said. “He is cute.”
Hawke made a face but decided not to comment. Indicating a doorway to their right, he checked the coast was clear. “Come on!”
They sprinted through the bandstand and scanned the shifting crowd for the enemy. He saw an ocean of faces but not one of interest to him. Passing the general admissions stand he got what he was looking for — a glimpse of Kashala and his men as they dragged Jazmin out toward the zoo behind the big tent.
“Over there!” he said.
Reaper’s voice on the comms. “I see them. I’ll take my team around to the north.”
Lea gave Hawke a look of hope. “Reap? You’re here?”
“Oui, we borrowed one of the police cars called out to the mall.”
“Good work, Reap,” Hawke said. “We’ll trap them in a pincer movement.”
“Received.”
Bursting out into the day, they were dwarfed by the impressive turquoise domes of the zoo’s famous Elephant House. Seeing Reaper and his team making their way around the northern part of the botanic gardens, Hawke and Lea saw Kashala and his men heading for a massive artificial mountain in the center of the zoo.
“I see them,” he said over the comms. “They’re going into the mountain. What the hell is that place?”
“It’s called the Magic Mountain,” Ryan said into the comms. “You go inside it and they have an interactive zoological exhibition in there.”
“In other words, dark and full of tourists,” Lea said. “The perfect place to give us the slip.”
Tracking their pursuers with guns raised into the aim, they weaved among the terrified visitors and entered the Magic Mountain.
“This is just plan old-fashioned surreal,” Lea said.
“Eyes peeled,” said Hawke. “They could be anywhere.”
Inside, life-size models of sharks and other sea creatures hung from the ceiling and a gentle underlighting lit their faces an eerie arctic-blue. Hawke looked up and checked the ceiling space. An enormous blue whale hung above him.
With the tourists safely out of the way, a place of happy fun and learning had become a dark, cloying nightmare landscape. When something moved behind one of the animal skeletons, Hawke spun around and raised his gun into the aim in one fluid motion. Nothing. Maybe a shadow. He lowered the gun and turned to Lea.
“You see anything?”
“Not a thing. Maybe they left already.”
They continued through the exhibition until they heard the sound of a fire door bang open somewhere ahead of them. A woman screamed.
“Jazmin’s conscious!” Lea said. “And there’s another incoming chopper!”
They ran to the door and saw Kashala and his team tracking away from the Magic Mountain and heading out to a shallow pool in the middle of the botanic gardens. Chumbu was holding a twenty-inch tactical machete at Jazmin’s throat.
Hawke glanced at the knife held at her throat. Stricken with fear, she helplessly staggered along the path toward the chopper. Chumbu’s big hands gripped her easily as he dragged her along the path. When they reached the idling helicopter, the Congolese merc pushed her up inside and slid the door shut. Running around to the other side, he wedged the stock of his Kalashnikov into his hip and wildly sprayed the zoo with automatic fire.
“Down!” Hawke slammed his body to the ground and rolled through the dust and dirt until he reached the relative safety of an ice cream cart. Hurriedly smacking a fresh mag into the Glock’s grip, he sighted the weapon on the rising chopper. Aware of the number of terrified tourists in the vicinity, he delivered a short burst of controlled fire aimed at the side window.
Repeating his earlier success, the rounds punctured the glass and struck the pilot, killing him instantly. Chumbu was sitting in the co-pilot seat and he quickly took over, spinning the helicopter around until it was facing Hawke. Hell came in the form of dozens of twelve mil rounds spitting out of the muzzle of a Yak-B Gatling gun. At five thousand rounds a minute, the chin-mounted nightmare didn’t leave a lot of room for negotiation as it rapidly blasted the wooden ice cream cart into dust fragments.
“Shit, shit, shit!” Hawke scrambled to his feet and sprinted over to the boulders at the base of the Magic Mountain. As he ran, he raised his gun and fired blindly on the chopper. Diving behind the rocks he realized he was once again out of bullets and only one mag left.
“Where are the others?” Lea called out.
Reaper’s voice growled in the comms. “Mukendi and some of his friends are near the reflecting pool. I think they want to go home now.”
The chopper effortlessly flew over the top of the Elephant House and spun around until it once again had a clear line of sight of the Englishman. When they fired, bullets snaked across the ground and kicked up puffs of dirt as they raced closer to his position.
“You’re aiming too low, dickheads,” he shouted, and sprang to his feet to make the south side of the Elephant House. Peering around the corner, he saw the backs of Mukendi and Crombez and Demotte as they sprinted across the reflecting pool and climbed up inside the chopper.
Now would be the best time to bring the whole thing down as it was low enough for the passengers to survive the crash. Although he only cared about one of them — Jazmin. The problem was he was fresh out of rounds.
He heard Lea firing on the chopper now, but with the full complement of his men on board, Kashala ordered them to evacuate and seconds later the Mil-24 was two hundred feet in the air. It spun around, its camouflaged tail-boom flashing in the sun, and vanished over the top of the Elephant House. They were gone, and so was Jazmin Benedek.
Hawke cursed and punched the wall behind him. “Damn it!”
Lea walked over to him, sliding her gun in her shoulder holster and covering it over with her jacket. “We’ll get her back.”
“But what happens to her in the meantime? This is my fault. I should never have brought her into this.”
“We needed her, Joe! And Kashala would have found her anyway. We all knew that.”
He wasn’t convinced. “I could have done more. Not only is she in danger but now we have no way of deciphering the sodding lyre.”
“At least we still have the lyre, and Jazmin’s laptop and flashdrive. Let’s just see what magic Ryan can work first, yeah?”
He holstered his gun and blew out a long, frustrated breath. She was right, but he was so pumped up from the attack he was struggling to accept it. Behind the zoo, they both heard the sound of police sirens. Leaning into her and giving her a long kiss on the mouth, he squeezed her shoulder and smiled. “Okay, you’re right.”
“I knew you were trying to get on my good side.”
He rolled his eyes. “Let’s just get out of here before the cops turn up, agreed?”
“No argument from me there, Josiah.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Airspace
Never give in and never give up.
Isn’t that what Hawke always said? It was easy to say but harder to do, and right now Lea almost felt like throwing in the towel. Walking away from this crazy life on the road forever. But she knew she couldn’t do it, and she never would do it.
But she was only human and she felt the same emotions as anyone else.
Now, in the gentle soft lighting of the Wizz Air A320 Neo, surrounded by relaxed, smiling people all looking forward to a few days in the Med, she finally let herself slow down and unwind. She felt the tension melt from her shoulders and considered calling one of the flight attendants for a beer. Craning her neck forward she saw Camacho on the other side of the aircraft, head lolled forward and fast asleep with a beer can in his hand.
Maybe leave it for now.
They were sitting at the very back of the aircraft and glancing around the cabin, she saw most of the team were also getting some shuteye. She turned and looked over the wing at an early evening sky stretching away to the horizon over a carpet of smooth pink clouds. It was hard to believe she was in the same world as the carnage she had witnessed back in Budapest.
Foremost in her mind was Jazmin Benedek. They had failed her and now her life was in grave danger. Never in her life had she seen anyone fight with the insane ferocity of the Blood Crew, and to think the young archaeologist was in their hands made her feel physically sick.
She glanced down the row of seats and saw Ryan and Scarlet talking together quietly. Looking at her ex-husband casually chatting with the former SAS captain, she felt a wave of pride. Mocking Ryan had become her favorite pastime, but the truth was he was essential to the team and a central part of every mission. It was thanks to him they were on this plane to Crete.
Earlier, back in the hotel room in Budapest, Ryan had carefully worked his way through half of the files on Jazmin Benedek’s flash drive. Thanks to what he had found, he had managed to translate more of the letters until he had deciphered most of what had turned out to be a lengthy and epic poem carved into the lyre’s soundbox.
With the usual tangents and digressions, he had explained to them all how at the end of his life, Orpheus had known he was dying and had requested that he spend his last days on Crete.
He ordered that his tomb was to be made secret from the world, and that the only place its location was to be recorded was on his lyre. The lyre would then be sailed to the mainland and given to Eurydice, except fate stepped in and sank the ship, sending his secret to the seabed forever.
Or until now, she thought. According to the epic poem, Orpheus had the location of the secret entrance to Hades buried with him in his Cretan tomb in the Cave of Zeus, and while part of her couldn’t wait to find it, another part wished that they failed. She had seen a lot of things in her adventures with the ECHO team, but going into hell itself seemed a bridge too far.
Closing her eyes, she decided to get some sleep before the plane touched down at Heraklion. If she was going to be face to face with the devil himself, she guessed she should be on her very best form.
* * *
Kamala Banks gave up trying to sleep on the short flight. Looking around, she saw others in the team had been more successful. The stubbly face of Vincent Reno was rolled over on his shoulder as he snoozed beside her, and beside him the Russian monk Nikolai was also fast asleep with his hands crossed on his lap.
After the insane events of President Brooke’s arrest and the murder of Kim Taylor back in Washington DC, life with the ECHO team had been a relentless roller-coaster ride. None of it felt real, even now. And in a way, she wished it wasn’t. Her career with the US Secret Service was over and she had been officially put on the FBI’s Most Wanted list for her association with these wild and unknown strangers.
And that was the problem. Her safety was now in the hands of a group of people she really didn’t know. It made her feel vulnerable, and she felt overwhelmed by their lifestyle. Always on the road. Chasing down ancient relics and destroying international terror groups. Until a few days ago all of this was something she thought only happened in the movies, and yet here she was right in the middle of it.
Would she ever get her old life back? She was starting to doubt it. These people talked about rescuing Jack Brooke and his daughter from Tartarus like they were planning a Sunday School picnic. Didn’t they realize how hard it would be just to find the place? Never mind break into it and locate the former president.
Finding the way to Hades would probably be easier, she thought, only half-joking. The very idea of it gave her goosebumps, and not for the first time she asked herself just what the hell she was doing with these people.
And just what the hell did thugs like Dimitrov and Kashala want with Hades, anyway? She struggled to find an answer, and the chances of her liking it when she did were slim to nothing. Seeing Lea trying to catch a few zees, she decided to have one last try and closed her eyes, but as soon as she did, she was plagued with devilish visions of what lay ahead of her.
* * *
Nikolai’s eyes were closed but he was not sleeping. The Russian monk and former Athanatoi acolyte’s mind had been going wild with worry ever since taking off from Budapest. The Oracle was dead and the cult was scattered to the four corners of the earth, but what he had seen in the Citadel had made his blood run cold. Who were those fierce fighters hidden among the folds of their white robes?
None of it made any sense. In all his years serving as an acolyte in the Athanatoi, no one had ever referred to these strange people. Was that because they didn’t know, or didn’t want him to know? He sighed and shifted in his seat, struggling to find a comfortable position in the cramped space.
At least, he considered, he had found a new purpose in life, even if it was only for a few days. The ECHO team seemed like good people, and he was still fighting to understand how they could trust him after what he had been a part of for so long. He respected that, and the diversity this new life had to offer was unrivalled but he still harbored strong doubts about their sanity… After all, who else would want to race through the gates of hell and come face to face with whatever was hiding down there?
“Everything all right, Kolya?”
He opened his eyes and saw Zeke was offering him some peanuts. He waved them away and smiled. “Everything is good, but going from the Oracle’s iron grip on my mind to a journey into Hades feels like…” he paused as he searched for the right English. “It feels like I have run from a wolf but stumbled onto a bear.”
“I hear you, buddy. In English we say leaping from the frying pan into the fire, and I feel exactly the same way. One minute I’m fighting a bunch of insane monks in an ancient city and the next I’ve got a date with the devil himself. Shit, this is one crazy life.”
Nikolai nodded in agreement. “I must sleep, friend. What about you?”
“Me? No sir, I never sleep on planes. If this sucker pitches down I’m going to be bright eyed and bushy tailed and get me to the door while you’re still waking up.” He stuffed a load of peanuts in his mouth, gave the Russian a wink and closed his eyes. “I’m just messing with you, man. I need my beauty sleep as much as you do.”
Nikolai said nothing, and closed his eyes.
* * *
An hour later, the airliner banked to the right and the sound of the landing gear hydraulics filled the cabin as the pilot lined up to land. The sun was gone now, but the island of Crete glittered below in the sea like an electric jewel. They descended further, low enough now to make out individual properties, swimming pools, white stucco villas and dry, desiccated dust-blown hills.
The airport’s outer field raced into view and the aircraft touched down with a light squeal of the tires. Ryan, who had been sleeping for the last stretch, awoke startled, looking around the cabin like a frightened rabbit and knocking his beer over his lap. He cursed as he unbuckled himself and stood up with the others to grab his carry-on luggage.
Approaching the aircraft’s exit, Scarlet smiled at the flight attendants. When one of the attendants looked down at his wet trousers, Scarlet gave her a sympathetic look and gave Ryan’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I’m so sorry but as you can see, he’s a very nervous flier.”
Ryan smiled. “It’s true, actually, but… wait, what?”
Scarlet and the attendant shared a good laugh as he tried to explain himself. “No, this is beer. You don’t understand — it’s beer, I tell you!”
“Of course it is,” Scarlet said. “Don’t worry, we can change you at the hotel.”
As the attendant walked away, Ryan narrowed his eyes. “Thanks for that.”
“You didn’t think you had a chance with her?” she asked.
“Well, fortune favors the brave.”
“In that case fortune must really hate you.”
“Thanks, Cairo.”
“You’re welcome, darling.”
Hawke slung his bag over his shoulder, pushed himself between the two of them and rested his arms on their shoulders. “I hope you two lovebirds are ready for the fight of your lives, because something tells me that’s what we’re looking at.”
And with those sombre words hanging in the air, they walked along the skybridge and headed for customs, fake passports in hand.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Oval Office
As Chief of the Staff to the President of the United States, Joshua Muston was feeling like he had reached the pinnacle of a very long and slimy career. He had long forgotten how many people he had stabbed in the back and thrown under the bus to get where he was today, but none of that mattered now. It’s all about the ends and means to get there, as his father always told him.
Until recently, he had been happy enough with that philosophy, but watching Davis Faulkner holding court behind the Resolute Desk was starting to make him question some of the decisions he had made.
“Nervous, Josh?”
Startled, he looked up from his briefing notes to see President Faulkner staring at him. He had asked a question and now a room full of senior political aides and military personnel were waiting for an intelligent reply.
As nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs, he thought.
“Sorry, sir?”
“You look nervous.”
“Not at all, sir.”
“Good. We don’t know what we’re going to find when we fully excavate the Citadel, but when we do I need people around me who can stay calm in a crisis,” he paused a beat and regarded his counsel, all glittering epaulets, shiny buttons and straight-faced men of war. “And keep their goddam mouths zipped up when the press start asking questions. Goddam internet.”
A chuckle.
“Of course, sir. You can count on me.”
But the truth was, could he? Muston’s heart had started to harbor strong doubts about just what Faulkner was doing with the presidency. There was an economy to pull out of the dirt, the immigration system was in disarray and crime in most cities was at an all-time high. And yet his boss spent most of his time dreaming about the Citadel and what they were going to find inside it or what it might lead to.
The Oracle was dead, and the Special Ops team they had sent out there had wiped out most of his cult. Those who survived had been scattered to the furthest corners of the world like dead leaves, hiding in the shadows with prices on their heads. More worrying were the reports of the strange white-robed guardians who had streamed into the battle out of nowhere and fought hard in defense of the ancient place.
No one seemed to know anything about them. He guessed that was what occupied Faulkner’s mind most of the day. Truth was, it occupied his most of the day too, but he guessed for very different reasons. He didn’t know what Faulkner was chasing, but he was pretty sure it was damned ugly and twice as dangerous.
“General Vance,” Faulkner boomed, “how are our guests on Tartarus?”
“I spoke with General Patterson earlier today, Mr President. Our new guests are settling in just fine.”
As a ripple of grim laughter moved around the Oval Office, Muston gave a fake smile and pretended to be one of the boys. The arrest and incarceration of the former president and his daughter was also weighing hard on his conscience. At first, he had welcomed the decision to take Brooke down and as hard and fast as possible, but now the job was done he was starting to feel differently. He looked down at his hands and saw innocent blood and he didn’t like it.
Vance pushed back on the cream sofa, US Army service cap resting upside down in his lap and thick, sausage fingers tapping on his knees. “In regard to the guests, what are your orders, sir?”
“We need evidence, General Vance. I need evidence from those prisoners the way a drowning man needs a life preserver.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And we need that evidence to make the treason charges stick like glue, you reading me?”
“Yes, sir, Mr President. What are your orders?”
“McGee and the daughter. I want them interrogated. I think the girl will break first and give us what we need.”
“I’ll call Patterson.”
Faulkner nodded, pleased with the progress they were making. “Have Jack Brooke made aware of what’s going on. I know that son of a bitch. You could torture him until the sun becomes a red giant and he’ll never talk.” As he spoke, Muston thought he heard a few ounces of respect creep into the President’s voice. “He was in Delta Force, and never forget that. However, his kryptonite is the daughter. Just like any father, he won’t stand for anything raining down on her. You let him know it can stop anytime he chooses to confess to his crimes.”
Raining down on her. Muston felt his stomach turning over. Was Faulkner really ordering the torture of the President’s disabled daughter?
Vance seemed less concerned and spoke up with a solid, gravelly voice. “I’ll make the call immediately, sir.”
“And this place is impregnable, right?”
Vance gave a short, professional nod. “Without official sanction, there is no way in and no way out of Tartarus Base. Most people don’t even know where it is. It’s not on any maps, paper or digital and any references to it on the internet are cleaned within seconds.”
“But what concerns me, General,” Faulkner said quietly. “Is the human factor.”
“Sir?”
“You said most people don’t know where it is, but clearly some people know. How many?”
“The base has a skeleton crew of Special Ops under the command of General Patterson and then there are half a dozen people in the CIA, half a dozen in the NSA and the people in this room.”
The President gave a reluctant nod. “Less than one hundred?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What about the pilots who fly there?”
“They’re included in the Special Ops men who work on the base. All ARSOAC men.”
“ARSOAC?” Muston asked.
Vance disguised his sneer. “Army Special Operations Aviation Command, Mr Muston.”
Muston made a note. He couldn’t be expected to know every last detail of the entire US military infrastructure, but he could see Vance had enjoyed showing him up.
“The ARSOAC men number four — two rotating air crews who all live on the base and fly out to complete their missions before returning again.”
Faulkner nodded and turned to Wilson Murphy of the CIA.
“I want an update on the international terror group known as ECHO.”
The CIA man looked down at his briefing notes, flicking a few pages to get to the right section. “They were last seen in the Citadel during the fire fight with the Special Ops team. After that I had US Air Force Space Command re-task satellites and track them west across the Zagros Mountains and into northern Iraq. We lost them on the Iraqi-Turkish border.”
Faulkner leaned forward and fixed his eyes on Murphy. “You lost them?”
Murphy returned the stare, unfazed. “They might officially be a terror group, Mr President, but they also happen to be pretty much the best Special Ops team in the world right now. The range of skills across the team is impressive, and yes, we lost them. But we’ll find them again. You were in the CIA a long time, sir. You know how this works.”
Faulkner wasn’t placated. “I know how it works if they find Tartarus, Wilson. If they find Tartarus then we’re looking at one great big fucking hornet’s nest the likes of which we have never seen before.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Please tell me you at least have a vague idea where they are.”
He nodded and one corner of his mouth turned up with a shade of doubt. “We think they’re en route to Crete right now, but they might have already moved on. I have a special task force on this, Mr President. They can run but they can’t hide. Not from us.”
“What assets have we got out there?”
“The USS Abraham Lincoln is in the eastern Med as we speak. The Captain’s running a number of V-22 Ospreys on search patterns all over that part of the world. They’re as good as dead, sir.”
Faulkner gave a distracted nod. “And what about Agent Cougar?”
“She’s on their tail, too. She checked in a few hours ago.”
“Where is she?”
He shrugged. “No one knows.”
“No one knows?”
“That’s how she works. It’s why she’s so good at what she does.”
“But she’s on it?”
A nod.
“Good.” Faulkner now leaned forward and dropped his cigar down in the ashtray. A column of pungent blue smoke twisted up in front of his lined face.
“Listen very carefully to me, all of you. The ECHO team are just as Mr Murphy here describes. The Chinese assassin is as ruthless as they come and probably the greatest practitioner of martial arts on the planet. The French legionnaire is a force of nature of his own making and has mercenary contacts all over the world. The English SAS officer is even more dangerous. She could shoot the diamond off an ace card while doing a backwards somersault. The nerd can hack any system he chooses and to call him a polymath is an understatement.”
In the silence he had created, he lifted his cigar and leaned back in his chair. “The Irish woman, Donovan — there’s something motivating that woman that scares even me. She is the driving force at the heart of ECHO and she just won’t stay down.” He sucked on the cigar and savored the smoke. “And as for Hawke, that son of a bitch has more grit than a snowplough. Ladies and gentlemen, we underestimate ECHO at our peril.”
Murphy broke the silence. “We’ll get them, sir.”
Faulkner spun around in his leather chair and stared out across the sunny lawn. Raising the cigar to his mouth he spoke only one word.
“Dismissed.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

Crete
By the time Reaper pulled out of Heraklion Airport and cruised the SUV through the Cretan capital, the sun was sinking in the west and everyone was feeling the cuts and bruises from the fighting in Budapest. Looking out across the dusty hills rolling away to the island’s north, Lea yawned and pushed back into her seat, determined not to fall asleep again.
Later, when she woke, Reaper was pulling into a gravel parking lot at the base of Mount Ida.
“Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” Lexi said.
She looked out of the window and took in the expansive view stretching away from the mountain’s slopes. In the east, the moon was starting to rise over the island. “Wow.”
“Double wow,” said Zeke.
Lexi lowered her sunglasses. “It’s bigger than I thought it would be.”
Ryan stretched his arms and yawned. “The times I’ve heard that.”
Now Scarlet lowered her sunglasses and stared right into his eyes. “You mean when girls discover your ego?”
“Now, now,” Ryan said. “Just because you can’t have me doesn’t mean to say I’m off the market.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and cracked open his door. “If you think that’s amazing wait till you see the cave.”
Glancing at the dashboard clock, Hawke wondered where in the world Dimitrov and Kashala were. The smart money was on right here, but there was no sign of anyone except a handful of tourists. They wound down a track in the distance on their way back from the cave’s entrance. Almost dark now, they would probably be the last visitors of the day.
“Let’s do it,” he said at last. “The clock’s ticking.”
They emerged into a hot, dry evening and slowly made their way toward the cave up the same gravel track carved into the slope above the small parking lot. Passing the tourists, they exchanged friendly nods and smiles and then found themselves at their destination.
Ryan stepped off the path, his face now shaded from the moon’s silver light by the cave’s marble overhang. Raising his arms, he said in a loud, theatrical boom, “I give you the Idaean Cave!”
“Thanks for that.” Scarlet pushed past him into the cave. “Berk.”
Empty of tourists as they had speculated, they stepped down into the cave and made their way along a path, passing below some impressive stalactites until they reached the first of three cavernous compartments. A dark, black pool of water beside the path receded into the darkness and gave the place a muted, dangerous atmosphere. “We go through here,” Ryan said. “And then two more until we reach the sanctuary.”
“The sanctuary?” Lea asked.
He sighed and lifted his arms in the air in a show of despair. “Does anyone listen to anything I say in my briefings?”
“On and off,” Scarlet said coolly. “They can go on a bit.”
“The cave sanctuary is the most sacred place in the whole mountain. It’s where Orpheus was buried.”
Lexi peered into the gloom. “And you’re sure about that?”
“Of course I’m sure,” he said. “I know everything about this place.”
“And how deep is that water?”
“Apart from that. I don’t know how deep the water is.”
As they moved through the compartments, Ryan continued his guided tour. “For those who are interested, and Cairo too, the name of the Idaean Cave is derived from dea, as in goddess,” he said more seriously. “Mainstream history tells us that people have worshipped here since the Minoans, but now we know old Orpheus is buried here we know its story goes back way further than that.”
“All hail the walking wiki,” Scarlet mumbled.
Ryan ignored her. “Even though it’s a natural phenomenon, it’s actually a cave sanctuary with the same level of importance as all the most famous ancient Greek temples,” he continued. “And it acquired that significance due to its close connection to the birth of Zeus, the father of all the gods.”
“What close connection?” Lexi asked.
Nikolai answered, cutting Ryan off. “His birthplace. This place is also called the Cave of Zeus. This is where he was raised by the Titaness Rhea, the daughter of the earth goddess Gaia. Votive seals were left here by worshippers.”
Ryan raised an eyebrow. “Impressive.”
“I guess this sort of thing is on the Athanatoi syllabus?” Lea said.
The Russian nodded. “You could say that. To the Athanatoi, remember, this is real history, and these are real living beings. This place was used by oracles, including the Oracle, a very long time ago.”
Lea shuddered. “Please don’t mention that name.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, looking around the cave.
“Amazing to think this place was used by the gods though,” Camacho said. “I still can’t get my head around that.”
“Me neither.” Kamala stared up at the moonlight struggling to reach this deep into the cave. “But it sure is beautiful here.”
Ryan stood beside her and looked up at the pale light. “It also has a special meaning as a pilgrimage site. Pythagoras was initiated into one of the ancient mystery cults right here in this very place. It’s massively significant, maybe because they knew what we just found out a few hours ago.”
“That it’s the burial place of Orpheus?” Zeke asked.
Camacho said, “Give that man a cigar.”
“Hold the cigar,” Ryan said. “We’ve reached the sanctuary.”
Inside, there was so little light they reached for the flashlights. Sweeping the beams over the unhewn marble, Hawke let out a long whistle. “I bet this place is keeping a few secrets.”
“The main one being the Tomb of Orpheus,” Lea said.
Reaper kicked a rock into the pool. “But where do we start? I cannot see any obvious place where a tomb might be accessed.”
Scarlet angled her flashlight beam up onto the cave roof. “Are you sure this is the right place, boy?”
“It’s the right place, Cairo. The poem clearly stated Orpheus’s desire to be buried in the sanctuary.”
“Which means only one thing.” Lea raised her chin and looked up into Hawke’s eyes.
He frowned. “Don’t say it.”
“Someone’s going for a swim.”
“I said don’t say it.”
She shrugged. “It’s why I love you, you big macho hunk.”
“All right, all right,” he said. “Stop buttering me up. I know what I have to do. Ryan, dive in that rockpool and see if you can find an entrance to the tomb.”
Ryan looked shocked. “Eh?”
Lea rolled her eyes and slapped Hawke’s shoulder. “Get your clothes off, Josiah.”
“Wouldn’t you rather wait until we were back at the hotel?”
A devilish smirk crossed her lean, tanned face. “Now!”
* * *
When Hawke resurfaced for the third time, he gave a thumbs up and they all saw the big smile on his face. Pulling himself from the cold water, he grabbed his shirt and dried his face with it, eliciting an eye-roll of despair from Lea. “Looks like we’re in business.”
“What did you find?” she asked.
“At the far end of the pool, just under that rocky ridge over there that almost reaches the surface. There’s a loose rock with an opening to one side. It’s all underwater and the rock wouldn’t budge when I tried to move it.”
“What can we do?” Zeke asked.
Ryan scratched his chin. “If we had a winch on the SUV we could drive it up here and pull it out.”
Lexi put her hands on her hips and let out a long sigh. “Yeah, and if Iron Man was on our team he could fly down there and blast it out with his repulsors.”
“What’s your point?” Ryan asked.
“My point, Peabody, is that we don’t have a goddam winch on the SUV, so why bring it up?”
“Just thinking out loud.”
“I wondered what that smell was,” Lexi said. “I thought it might be some kind of cave mould.”
Ryan grinned. “Seriously though, you watch The Avengers?”
“Maybe.”
“I never had you down as a superhero sort of gal.”
Lexi raised her hand and wiggled the steel prosthetic fingernails. “Really?”
He dipped his head. “Come to think of it…”
Kamala gave them both a long, withering glance as she walked over to Hawke and came up with her own suggestion. “What about dynamite?”
Hawke shrugged. “Submarine blasting is a dangerous business.” He ran a hand through his hair and swept as much water out of it as he could. Flicking the water from his hand onto the cave floor, he said, “But at least the water’s not moving because that makes it much harder.”
“Like a river?”
“Precisely.”
“So what the hell are we going to?” Zeke asked.
“I’ll drive back to Heraklion and pick something up.”
Lexi crossed her arms and slumped against a boulder. “I don’t think the local supermarket stocks dynamite, Zeke. Plus, the shops are probably shut.”
“Opening hours really don’t apply to us,” Scarlet said.
“And dynamite is rarely used these days anyway,” Hawke said. “Water-gel explosives are the go-to blasting agent now. Tri-nitro-toluene. Much safer to handle than stuff like nitro-glycerine and perfect for underwater demolition. Problem is, they’re unlikely to stock that at the local supermarket either, or the primer and detonating cord we need to make it go pop — whatever the opening hours.”
Kamala raised an eyebrow. “Make it go pop?”
“Yeah, you know,” he said with a smile. “Detonate it.”
“I know what you meant,” she said. “I just thought your choice of words was a little misleading.”
“Hawke is a master of understatement,” Camacho said with a laugh.
“So can we make this stuff ourselves?” Ryan said.
Hawke shrugged. “If we had the right ingredients, maybe. We’d need some sodium nitrate, ammonium nitrate and methylammonium nitrate… fuel oil, silica…”
Lea sighed. “In other words, no.”
“So we’re as fucked as the ship’s…”
“Thank you, Ryan,” Scarlet said, “but please leave the crude gags to me. I pull them off with so much more panache.”
“Yes,” Ryan said without hesitation. “Word on the grapevine is that you certainly are able to pull things off with panache.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “In your wildest dreams, Sputnik.”
“Can we get back to business now?” Lea said. “Because right now it looks like we’re pretty much screwed.”
“Nil desperandum, plebs,” Ryan said. “If we can get some solid CO2…”
Kamala frowned. “Huh?”
“Dry ice.”
“Ah.”
“Wait a minute,” Reaper said. “Did you just call me a pleb?”
“As I was saying.” Ryan took a big step away from the Frenchman. “If we can get some dry ice, a few sealable containers and a watertight bag, then all we have to do is fill the containers with it, stuff them into the rock fissures and then we get our pop.”
“A dry ice bomb?” Nikolai looked sceptical. “And this will work?”
He nodded. “You fill a sealable bottle with some water, then add the dry ice chunks. As the dry ice warms up it turns to gas and that gas expands causing an explosion. As the explosion hits the surrounding water it oscillates. This is because the water pressure is going to be greater than the power of the CO2 gas as it expands, meaning it forces the explosion inwards again until the power of the explosion becomes greater than the water pressure once again, and then you get another expansion.”
Zeke took a step back. “What the hell?”
“He means you’ll get more than one explosion,” Lexi said, looking at Ryan. “Right?”
“Absolutely right, and I only wish I had a treat to throw you.”
Lexi raised her middle finger. “Try it.”
“Thanks for your input, Lex.” Hawke stepped up. “Ryan, would this produce enough force for what we want?”
“How much does the rock weigh?”
Hawke took a second out to estimate what he had seen underwater. “It’s not massive, but I’d say at least a hundred kilos.”
“But you said there was already a fissure?”
He nodded. “That’s right, about six inches across and twenty in the vertical.”
“Then we’ll need several containers and quite a bit of dry ice.”
“But who stocks it?” Nikolai said.
Lea stepped into the light, iPhone in her hand. “According to this, Ice Tech Supplies in Chania.”
Hawke couldn’t resist grinning. “Where’s that?”
“It’s on the north coast, three hours to the west.”
The grin faded. “Damn, that’s a long trip. Ryan, you’d better go to make sure we get the right stuff. When you’re in town pick up as much kit as you can — anything that might be useful for caving and so on.”
“You mean?”
“Yes, I mean breaking and entering. Leave some cash to pay for what you take.”
“Got it.”
“Who wants to keep him company?”
Zeke put up a hand. “Count me in.”
“Great stuff,” Hawke said. “And you too, Cairo.”
“Why me? He’s being insufferable today.”
Hawke glared at her. “Go.”
Scarlet saw the look in his eyes and got the hint.
“Thanks,” Hawke said quietly. Raising his voice, he said, “The rest of us will stay here and pray Kashala doesn’t turn up.”
Ryan nodded. “Especially considering we’re only armed with a tire repair kit and my devastating wit.”
“Time you were on your way then,” Lea said with a smirk.
As they walked to the cave entrance, Hawke called out and stopped them. Ryan turned in the light and looked back at him. “What?”
“Watch out on the roads, mate. Remember our friend with the high-power sniper rifle.”
“Will do,” he called back. “He’s not taking me out, no matter how good a shot he is.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

When Ryan, Scarlet and Zeke returned, Hawke felt a wave of relief. He had played his fears down in front of the team but the prospect of the sniper being out there was very real. The road from Mount Ida to Chania was long and deserted and offered endless possibilities to anyone with a high-powered rifle and a job to do. Scarlet was the most experienced on the team and a former SAS officer, and while his insistence she should accompany Ryan and Zeke had made him feel better, he was still glad to see their safe return.
“You get the stuff?” he asked.
Ryan waved a chunky insulated container in the air. “All present and correct. We were as quick as possible to stop it sublimating.”
Zeke looked apologetic. “I literally begged him to say melting.”
Ryan huffed out a sigh. “How many more times must I say it? Dry ice is frozen gas, and gas can’t melt. It can only…”
Zeke’s heavy Texan drawl drowned him out. “It can only sublimate. I get it. I feel like I could write a physics paper.”
“Good,” Ryan said. “And of course, you mean a chemistry paper.”
Behind his back, Zeke raised his hands in the air and pretended to strangle the young man, while Scarlet snatched the container from him. “You get some idea of the journey back.”
Lea covered her mouth and suppressed a pity laugh as Hawke took the container from Scarlet and walked it over to the water’s edge.
“You’ll have to work fast,” Ryan said. “The dry ice is still in the cold bag. When you get underwater, push the chunks inside the bottles and let some water go in too, then screw them up tight and put them into position. Given the temperature of the water here I’d say you’ll have a minute or two before they explode. That’s why they’re in the insulated container.”
“Thanks, mate. I’ll swim down, stuff the bottles in the fissure and then take cover. After I’ve taken a quick look-see to see the damage I’ll be back.”
Wading out into the pool, he slung the container over his shoulder. “Wish me luck.”
“And be quick!” Lea called out with a sideways glance at Ryan. “Before it melts.”
“I’m not even going to bother responding,” Ryan said.
Lea didn’t hear him. She was too busy watching the last sight of Hawke as he disappeared beneath the black water, leaving nothing behind but a streak of tiny bubbles. Looking at her watch, she checked the time. “Okay, he can hold his breath for six minutes.”
“How the hell does she know that?” Zeke asked.
Scarlet raised an eyebrow. “Use your imagination, darling.”
The Texan took a step back. “Really?”
With the banter going on behind her, Lea watched two minutes tick away and then she felt it. They all did. A deep, bass thump under their feet and then a series of ripples spreading out across the rockpool’s surface. “He did it.”
“What now?” Kamala asked.
Nikolai looked unsettled. “Now we wait, right?”
Reaper gave a shallow nod. “Oui.”
“Sure,” Lea said. “Now we wait.”
One minute later, Hawke emerged and walked out of the pool until the water was waist-high. “As you probably heard, the rock is no longer blocking the tunnel, and after a short underwater swim you come up again in another rock pool. There’s a breathable atmosphere and what looks like a sealed archway on one of the rock walls. Looks like we found it.”
After a round of whoops and high-fives, he ordered them to bring the rest of the caving equipment and swim down behind him.
“But you’ll need to hold your breath for three minutes.”
“Count me out,” Nikolai said. “I hate swimming.”
“Okay,” Lea said. “We need some people to stay up here and keep a look out anyway. Maybe Kolya and…”
“I’ll do it,” Camacho said. “I’m a good swimmer so if we get any trouble I can swim down and tell you.”
Hawke smacked his hands together and waded back out into the gloom. “Looks like we’re set, and still no sign of Kashala.”
“Yeah,” Zeke said. “What a slouch.”
* * *
Hawke spearheaded the team as they swam through the newly blasted hole and into another rockpool on the other side of the cave wall. The underwater tunnel declined steadily by another twenty feet until he saw the surface of the pool, and then angled up to reach it.
When all of them had climbed out of the pool and assembled on the sandy shore, they opened their equipment bags and started work on the sealed archway. After half an hour, they all realized that the job was harder than they had anticipated. Chipping, hacking and brushing, each inch they made was hard won.
“Isn’t there some sort of magic lever somewhere?” Scarlet asked.
Reaper chuckled and Zeke gave her a sideways glance. “Huh?”
“The usual routine is we find an ancient portal and the boy here translates a riddle and then we’re in. If it’s going to be like this from now on, I want a raise.”
“Cut the whining and keep digging, Cairo,” Lea said. “We’re not doing so bad.”
Hawke wasn’t so sure. He felt the sweat drying on his back as he hacked at the rock with the mattock. The work was slow and monotonous but there was no other way to reach the other side. His arm swung into the sandstone yet again and blasted another shower of slivers and powdery dust out of the rockface.
He shielded his eyes as he continued to chip away at the wall and his mind drifted to what Ryan had briefed him about Orpheus and Hades. Considering the existence of hell itself was not a pleasant pastime, but even worse was wondering what Dimitrov and Kashala wanted with the place. The Congolese mercenary king would follow the money to the end of the earth and turn around as soon as it ran out. That was his motivation, but why was Dimitrov funding such an expensive operation? What did he know about the Underworld that no one else did? He put the thought out of his mind and swung the steel head of the pick mattock into the sandstone one more time.
This time it broke through, and the sharp adze split a neat crack in the rock.
“About time.”
Working a large hole from the crack, they wrenched a number of loose stones out of the way and created a space large enough to crawl through. Hawke peered inside with his Maglite and swept the beam up a long dark tunnel.
“What do you see?” Ryan asked.
“Funnily enough, a Greek bistro specializing in Mussels Saganaki.”
Zeke’s eyebrows rose an inch. “No kidding?”
“Sorry.” Hawke emerged from the hole. “It’s just a dark tunnel covered in cobwebs.”
Zeke waggled his finger in his face. “I thought as much, you old kidder.”
“What are you waiting for, you big girls?”
Hawke turned to see Lea already halfway through the hole. “You heard the lady. Will all big girls please step this way.”
“After you, boy,” Scarlet said with a smirk.
“Thanks, C.”
“Cheeky bastard.”
The dry and dusty tunnel descended deep inside the heart of the mountain. Narrow and oppressive, small holes carved into the stone walls at head-height had held candles to light the way in busier times. Today they were empty and the team used their flashlights to see through the dark.
The tunnel soon levelled out and they found themselves standing in a small antechamber. With a roll-up cigarette hanging off his lip, tip smouldering in the darkness, Reaper raised his glowstick and lit the chamber’s rough rocky walls a warm amber color. “No doors.”
The others joined him, sweeping flashlights over the walls, ceiling and floor in search of some kind of exit to the next level. Hawke saw a frieze running around the top of the chamber full of tiny, intricate hieroglyphics and what looked like a long crack running down the center of the ceiling.
Looking over at Reaper, he gave his old friend a desolate smile. “No doors.”
Lea pursed her lips and checked her watch. “Dimitrov and his men won’t be much longer before they’re down here. I hope Jack and Kolya are all right.”
“They’ll be fine,” Hawke said. “And we need to get on. Time’s running out.”
He walked over to the corner where the crack was at its widest and shone his flashlight beam into it. Any hopes he’d held that it might reveal a mysterious source of light or a trace of some water were quickly dashed. “Nothing.”
Behind him, Ryan had dropped to his knees and was sweeping dust and dirt away from the floor tiles with the heels of his hands. “Maybe one of these tiles is loose.”
Hawke crouched down and followed suit. “Come on everyone, get digging.”
Fighting to be the first to make the discovery, the team dug quickly, running their fingertips around the edges of the tiles and searching for any sign of a loose tile. Lexi won the race when she called out from the south end of the antechamber.
“I’m through!”
Before the others could walk over to her, she had already pulled the tile from the floor and was peering down inside the hole. When she pulled herself back up, she was smiling from ear to ear. “Looks like I found the tomb, bitches.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Hawke broke open a glowstick and dropped it down to the floor. Looking back up at his team he nodded appreciatively. “At least there’s no snakes.”
“Good for you Indy,” Lea said.
Ryan peered down inside. “But it’s definitely Orpheus’s mausoleum, or at least another antechamber to it.”
Without speaking further, Hawke secured a nylon climbing rope and rappelled down into the amber glow below. He landed with a thud on the mausoleum’s smooth, tiled floor and pulled the Maglite from his belt. After sweeping his flashlight around the chamber, he craned his neck up and called out to the rest of the team. Seeing Lea already halfway down the rope and Scarlet right behind her, he couldn’t help but smile. “I was going to give the all clear, but I can see there’s no need.”
“Someone’s got to keep you out of trouble, Josiah.”
“Fair enough,” he called back. “Reap, you stay up there and keep a look out for Jack.”
“Pas de problème. Gives me time for a smoke.”
Landing beside him, Lea shone her flashlight around the tomb. “No sarcophagus.”
“No.”
“What do you mean?” Scarlet touched down behind them and pulled a Maglite from her belt. “I broke a nail coming down that bloody rope so this had better be worth it.”
As Ryan and Lexi joined them, Hawke gave Scarlet a withering glance. “Can we get on?”
“Lead the way, maestro.”
“What do you make of it, Ryan?” Hawke asked.
“This looks way older than a regular tomb from the classical Greek period,” he said distractedly. “The design of the whole place more closely resembles the tholos or beehive tomb layout developed during the Mycenaean Era, but not exactly. There are important differences and if you ask me this style came first.”
After a long silence, Scarlet said what had to be said. “All right, I’ll ask. Why?”
“Because it’s simpler and yet makes use of the same strange material we found in the Citadel. If it was built after the tholos design, we’d be seeing more intricate corbelled vaults and ashlar masonry, but as you can see, none of that can be found here.”
“Saved me having to say it.” Lexi shrugged leather jacket-clad shoulders.
Ryan gave her a look. “You’re more than welcome.”
Lea smiled. “So when were these tholoses built?”
Ryan sighed. “The tholoi,” he emphasised, “really took off after around 1500 BC with the design quickly spreading all over the Mycenaean homelands. This is way older than that. In my opinion this is another example of the architecture belonging to the world that existed before our world.”
A longer silence followed.
“And of course, the final resting place of old Orpheus,” Zeke said. “Right?”
Ryan nodded. “The ancient Greeks believed that the dead had to be remembered for them to go on existing in the afterlife. To forget them was to kill them. Every anniversary of the death of a loved one, relatives would visit the mausoleum and speak their name out loud to ensure their continued existence. Neat, eh?”
“Sounds creepy to me,” Kamala said.
“Not me,” Lea said quietly. “I like it. I like that idea. I talk to my dad all the time, so I don’t see the difference.”
Kamala turned to Ryan. “Tell me again why there’s so little evidence of this ancient civilization.”
“The flood,” he said flatly.
“Huh?”
“The great flood. There’s one in the folklore of practically every culture on earth so there’s no doubt it happened. It covered most of the earth. That’s why there’s no evidence of the ancient culture.”
“I see.” She didn’t sound persuaded.
Hawke broke the tension. “Anyway, what have we got so far?”
Lea said, “Still no sign of any sarcophagus but there’s a pile of stones over in the corner and what looks like an altar against the far wall.”
“It’s an altar, all right,” Ryan said, approaching the exquisite marblework. “And a pretty bloody amazing one at that — especially these carvings along the top. It’s the best rendering of Orpheus and Eurydice I’ve ever seen.”
“It’s the certainly the best one I’ve ever seen,” Lexi said.
Hawke angled his flashlight downwards. “I’m more interested in what’s at the base, mate.”
Ryan saw it too. “Curious.”
They were looking at a raised pool built into the marble floor, half-filled with smooth, cool water.
“For drinking?” Lea asked.
Hawke shook his head. “I wouldn’t.”
“Me neither,” Cairo said.
“And she’ll drink literally anything,” Ryan said. “So that’s really saying something.”
“So it’s ornamental?” Kamala asked.
After a long, tense silence, Ryan laughed. “No, but thank you, Aesop!”
“Mate?”
“It’s similar to the Crow and Pitcher.” He lowered his kit bag to the floor and approached the marble altar. “One of Aesop’s fables. A thirsty crow finds a pitcher of water in the woods but the water level is too low for it to reach with its beak.” He turned to face his friends with a smug smile on his face. “Yet he still got his drink. How?”
Scarlet rolled her eyes. “Oh goody — a test.”
“He can’t tip the pitcher over or the water will go on the ground, right?” Lexi said.
“Congratulations,” said Ryan. “You’re officially not more stupid than a crow.”
She raised her middle finger and held it up to his face. “Decipher this, propellerhead.”
He ignored her. “Besides, the pitcher was stuck to the ground.”
“You never said that!”
“All right, settle down everyone.” Hawke inched closer to the altar and studied the pile of rocks and the stone pool. “Don’t you want to hear the answer?”
The squabbling stopped and all eyes turned to him.
“You know?” Scarlet said.
“I’m not just a pretty face.”
“Get on with it, Joe,” Lea said.
Hawke made no reply but turned and lifted one of the large pebbles into the pool. He repeated the process until all the rocks were inside the pool and the water level had risen to the top. Then it began flowing through the overflow slit.
Lea folded her arms. “Smartass.”
Before he replied, a low, dry grinding noise emanated from the wall behind the altar.
Reaper leaned his head down inside the hole. “What’s going on down there?”
“We might be getting somewhere, Reap,” Scarlet called back up.
“Looks like something’s definitely happening,” Lexi said.
“The altar’s moving!” Lea said.
Hawke took a step back and shone his flashlight at its base. “You’re right — it’s moving down into the floor!”
Seconds later the altar was flush with the floor, but it continued to descend below ground level, creating a smooth stone shaft on one side of which was a rectangular hole.
“An archway!” Hawke said.
The altar came to a stop six feet below the floor they were standing on and Lexi shone her flashlight inside the archway. “Orpheus certainly took his personal security seriously.”
Without saying a word, Hawke jumped down inside the shaft and turned his own flashlight into the darkness behind the arch. “There’s another long tunnel, and I think I see a sarcophagus at the end of it in some kind of chamber.”
He moved inside the burial chamber and the others quickly dropped down into the shaft and followed him. All of them were anxious to make their search before Kashala and his mercs made an appearance. It was a confined, enclosed space and an aggressive fire fight with heavily armed mercenaries was not the recommended course of action
When they reached the end of the tunnel they emerged into a magnificent tomb, surrounded on all four sided by rows of columns and high, stone arches. In the center of it all was the sarcophagus Hawke had partially seen from the other end. Dark, cold, and surrounded by another pool of water.
“It’s the sarcophagus, all right,” Ryan said.
Lexi laughed. “You think?”
Kamala shuddered. “Creepy.”
“No time to be creeped out,” Lea said. “We need to get the lid off.”
Working together, they prised the heavy marble lid away from the main body of the sarcophagus and lowered it to the floor in a cloud of dust. Peering cautiously inside, Hawke was first to speak. “It’s him.”
“Oh my God!” Kamala looked away, her heart pounding in her chest. “This is too much.”
Lexi gave her a sympathetic look. “This is what we do, cookie pops.”
Kamala took a step back. “Cookie pops?”
Lexi gave an innocent shrug. “I give people nicknames. I’ve been looking for one for you since we met.”
Kamala’s face was stony. “Keep looking.”
“Wait, this is the map,” Ryan said, reaching down inside. “It’s in a codex. Written by Orpheus himself after his journey to the Underworld and back!”
“Let me see!” Lexi snatched the codex from his hands and shone her flashlight onto it.
“Give that back!”
Scarlet pushed into the throng. “Children, children! Give it to mummy.”
Swiping it from Lexi’s hands, she now shone her flashlight onto the codex and started to open its pages. Staring blankly at dozens of rows of faded, inky symbols she pursed her lips and held it back out so Ryan could take it back.
“Thanks,” he said sarcastically.
“Turns out my ancient Greek isn’t so hot today.”
Lexi sighed. “Mine neither.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Ryan said. “We all have our skills. You’re really good at hitting things.”
Lexi scowled at him. “You wanna test that out?”
“Wait.” Scarlet took out her phone and started snapping pictures of the dusty pages. “We’ve been here before, and this time I want a backup copy of this thing.”
When she had finished, Ryan took the codex back, laid it out flat on the floor and shone his flashlight over it as he started to turn its ancient, papyrus pages. “It’s in the same style as the symbols on the lyre,” he muttered. “This has the hand of Orpheus written all over it. It’s definitely in his style.”
“Well, duh,” Zeke said. “We just pulled the damn thing out of his tomb!”
“Sarcophagus.” Ryan corrected him without looking up from the text. “We’re standing in the tomb.”
“Whatever you say, chief. Anyone who can read that stuff has my undying respect. Just looks like a bird with inky feet has run all over the page to me.”
“Me too,” Kamala said.
Lexi raised her hand in agreement.
“Good,” Ryan sighed. “Now we’ve established that I’m the only one who can read it, maybe we can move on to the next step — shutting up and giving me some peace and quiet.”
Scarlet smirked and gave him a wink. “You’re a rude twat but I can’t help but like you.”
“Why thanks,” he said. “Now, can I study this in peace? If we want to find out how Orpheus reached the Underworld, then it’s going to take some time.”
A profound silence descended on the small team and Ryan worked through the codex as fast as he could. Deep underground, they had just made one of the greatest archaeological discoveries of all time. After a few minutes, and in the stone-cold silence, Lea’s Irish accent brought everyone back to life. “So where is the Underworld? What does he say?”
“Yeah,” Scarlet said. “Where the hell is Hell?”
“Did we not just cover this?” Ryan waved the codex in front of them and they all saw yet more pale black marks drawn on the papyrus. Line after line of incomprehensible glyphs and symbols even more complex than those at the start. “Oh, wait,” his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Let me just look for the big red cross.”
“All right boy,” Scarlet said. “We know the drill. You need some quiet genius time to decipher it, but we have to get of here in a hurry before…”
“Too late,” Reaper’s face appeared in the archway at the end of the tunnel. “I just got a message on the comms. It’s the Blood Crew. They got past Jack and Kamala on the surface and they’re on their way down right now.”
“Are they all right?” Lea said.
“Reaper nodded. “They’re fine. They’re going to follow them down into the tunnel so we can get them in a pincer movement. It’s the only way we stand a chance against so many.”
Hawke agreed. “And we need to get out of here in a hurry, just like Cairo says. To say it would be like shooting fish in a barrel is an understatement. They throw one fragmentation grenade in here and we’re shark chum.”
“Mmm, what a lovely image,” Lea said.
“Welcome to Hawke,” Scarlet said. “Saying it like it is since 1970.”
“Hey,” Hawke said. “That is nowhere near my age and you know it.”
Scarlet raised an eyebrow and regarded him with a cool smile. “Come now, darling. It’s somewhere near it.”
The banter was cut dead by the sound of Camacho firing his SIG Sauer in the mausoleum. They watched the muzzle flash lighting the darkness in a terrifying strobe effect and prayed he was safe. When he tumbled down the shaft and rolled into the burial chamber, they had their answer.
“Jack!” Scarlet said. “Are you okay?”
He scrambled to his feet and brushed the dust from his shoulders. “Sure, but it’s too late to use the mausoleum as a way out. Kashala’s men have taken it over and they just saw me dive into the altar.”
“Oh, happy day,” Scarlet said. “What about Kolya?”
“Crazy son of a bitch ran off to save Jazmin! She’s in one of their trucks.”
Lea turned anxious eyes on Hawke. “What was that you said about fragmentation grenades?”
“And shark chum,” Ryan said.
“Mate, you know that thing you do when you find a hidden escape route from burial chambers?”
Ryan’s shoulders slumped. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me?”
“Not in any way,” he said, glancing around the mausoleum. “That water around the sarcophagus has to be coming from somewhere. Start behind the wall where it’s entering the tomb.”
“On it.”
The sound of gun fire and men screaming as Kashala’s men made their way across the mausoleum and surrounded the altar. “Hey, ECHO!”
The word echoed in the chamber and the men laughed.
“Hey, ECHO!”
It echoed again and more laughter.
“You down there, ECHO?” Kashala’s voice. “Because I think you’re down there.”
Sensing the end of their enemy and the discovery of the map, his mercs whooped with joy and high-fived one another.
“Ryan, the secret escape route please,” Lea said. “And now.”
“ECHO! King Kashala is here to smoke you out. He wants his treasure and he wants it now! You have one minute to surrender it to me, or I will kill you all.”
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“You heard the man,” Ryan said. “He wants his treasure. If we hand it over, I’m sure he’ll let us live. He seems like a very nice man, after all.”
“Yeah,” Kamala said. “He’s a real gent.’
Lea gave Ryan a mischievous grin. “You know, that’s not such a crazy idea.”
“Eh?” Ryan, along with everyone else stared at her.
Camacho checked the shocked reactions in the room and was first to speak. “Have you lost your mind?”
Lexi stepped forward and confronted her. “We can’t just hand the map over!”
“We’re not going to hand the map over,” Lea continued. “We hand him something else to buy us time while we search for a way out of here.”
Hawke thought about what she was proposing. “Lea’s right. If we can take something else out to him and keep him busy, that gives us time to get busy and make an escape through that wall.”
“Excellent idea,” Scarlet said. “What are you going to take up to him, Bale?”
Ryan’s eyes widened. “Me? Why?”
“You’re the only one who can convince him it’s authentic.”
“I’ll do it.” Hawke reached into the sarcophagus and pulled out a bunch of the papyrus leaves. “This ought to float his boat for a few minutes. How long is it going to take to get through that wall?”
Reaper ran his hand over the sandstone and sighed. “Ten more minutes. It’s very thin in certain places because of the design of the waterpipes.”
Lea turned to Hawke and raised an eyebrow. “Think you can hold out for five minutes?”
“Well…” Scarlet began.
“Don’t go there, Cairo,” Lea said.
Hawke gave the SAS woman a look and shook his head. “Wish me luck.”
He made his way back down the tunnel until he reached the small patch of light shining on the dusty floor from the hole above where the altar had stood. Looking up, he was greeted by the grinning faces of the Blood Crew.
He climbed up the rope and reached the floor of the upper tomb. “You don’t happen to know if there’s anywhere good to eat around here, do you?”
Their reply was to grab him around the head, haul him out of the hole and kick him in the stomach. He doubled over, grimacing in pain. Pretending to be in much more agony than he truly was, he took a few seconds to count their guns and mark their positions in the tomb. He also noted a pile of tactical waterproof rifle bags which explained the dry condition of their weapons. “I’ll take that as a no, then.”
Mukendi and Crombez heaved him up off the floor and brought him to his feet. “And stay there, you piece of shit!” The Belgian said.
“So, this is the mighty Joe Hawke.” Kashala curled his lip into a sneer as he padded across the upper section of the tomb.
“Yes, but that’s not what’s on my business card.”
“You think you are a funny man, Hawke? You think you can make jokes when you have a ten inch blade sliding into your stomach?”
“Never really thought about that exact scenario, to be honest, but on reflection I’d say no.”
Mukendi howled with insane laughter. “Let me stick him, King.” The giggling merc drew his combat knife and sauntered across the tomb toward Hawke.
* * *
Nikolai Petrov crouched low behind the stone wall running around the parking lot and pulled his hood over his head to shield his eyes from the low glare of the moon. It hadn’t taken the Blood Crew long to find them in the cave and make a deadly assault. In seconds, the two men had decided to split up. Camacho had dived into the rock pool to warn the rest of team and he had scrambled down the slope and taken cover at the base of the mountain.
After a brief search, Hendrik Block had padded back over to the vehicles and was now leaning up against the hood with a cigarette in his mouth. It was far too late and dark for tourists now, but he was still on the lookout. Behind him, bound and gagged and stuffed in the back seat of one of the trucks, Nikolai saw Jazmin Benedek, scared out of her wits.
This was his chance and he had to act. The rest of the team was deep underground, and by now heavily engaged in a firefight with Kashala and his men. Only he could save Jazmin and sabotage the Blood Crew’s transport.
Crouching down on all fours to keep his body below the top of the dry-stone wall, he crawled along the parking lot. He grunted in pain as his hands were scuffed by the gravel chips and he felt a piercing pain as the rocks pushed into his knees. No stranger to agony thanks to the gruelling punishments he had endured in the Athanatoi to prove his loyalty to the Oracle, he pushed on to the end.
He was behind the trucks now, and when he peered over the wall, he saw Block’s boots under the vehicle at the front. The Belgian merc was still smoking and keeping an eye out for any vehicles approaching up the mountain road. His facial scars reflected the cool, silver light of the moon rising over the mountain.
Nikolai left his position and crept toward the trucks, crouch-walking to stay out of the merc’s sight. Reaching the vehicle where Block was smoking, he moved around to the opposite side from the merc and then flew into action.
When Block heard him, the Russian monk was already in the air, pivoting over the hood of the pickup truck on his right hand. He brought his right boot up and smashed it into Block’s face. The merc fell away from the truck and crashed down into the gravel, letting go of his gun which smacked to the ground a few feet from him.
Wordlessly, Hendrik Block got to his feet and wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of a filthy, gnarled hand. He moved to snatch the weapon, but Nikolai read his mind. The Russian monk dived for the gun, tumbling into a barrel-roll as he picked it up from the ground.
Block cursed and stormed forward, but Nikolai was already on his feet, gun in hand. The merc pulled up fast and raised his hands. Grinning, he took a step away from the monk and gave a mock laugh. “You wouldn’t shoot an innocent, unarmed man?”
“You might be unarmed, but you’re not innocent.”
Inside the truck, Jazmin jumped in her seat and squeezed her eyes shut when the gun went off. Three sharp, cold reports echoed across the western slopes of the mountain as Block crumpled to the dry, sandy ground and died.
Nikolai uttered an Athanatoi prayer, long-since drilled into him, and stuffed the gun into his belt. He swung open the rear door and tore the gag from Jazmin’s mouth.
“My God!” she said. “You killed him in cold blood.”
“We must get you out of here,” he growled in his Russian accent. “They will be back and we have to find the others.”
He pulled her from the truck and untied her hands, then selected some weapons from the back of the pickup truck. “Did they hurt you?”
She nodded. “But not badly. I’m sorry, but I broke easily and told them how to find this place. They showed me photos of the lyre and forced me to translate them.”
“They’re bastards. Don’t worry about it.”
Behind him, Jazmin looked down at Block’s dead body. “I can’t believe you killed him.”
“I’ve done much worse — now, come on!”
* * *
The giant Congolese general raised his broad, scarred hand and pushed Mukendi away from Hawke. “No! Get back!”
The younger merc’s eyes flicked from Hawke to Kashala, and then back to the Englishman. “I will gut you like a wild pig.”
“Perhaps later,” Hawke said. “When we know each other better.”
Kashala approached Hawke. “I thought you were a military man.”
“You thought right.”
“Then why do you not salute? I am a military officer, a general.” His lip curled. “You show me great disrespect by not saluting me.”
“I’m a civilian now, Kashala, but even if I weren’t, I’d never salute slime like you.”
Mukendi gasped, his eyes crawling from the prisoner over to his boss. Crombez gave a low whistle and shook his head, mumbling something in quiet, whispered French.
“You salute the rank, not the man,” Demotte called out.
“True,” Hawke said. “Still, in this case I’ll make an exception.”
After a tense silence, Kashala ripped the papyrus bundle from his hands and turned his back on Hawke as he quickly leafed through them. Returning his attention to the English prisoner, he said, “And this is the map?”
“Yes, in return for the safe release of my team.”
Kashala raised a hand to stop his team laughing. “You are in no position to make any deals with me, Hawke. If this map is authentic, I may consider letting you live. Then again, I may cut your throat with the bullnose skinning knife hanging off my belt. I have not decided yet.”
“Ah, the agony of choice.”
“Bring me the woman!” Kashala yelled at Demotte. “Only she can tell us if this is what this fool says it is.”
Demotte gave a casual salute, slung his rifle over his shoulder and began to climb back up the mercs’ telescopic ladder.
“If you are lying to me, Hawke, you have until my man brings Dr Benedek down here, and then you are a dead man.”
Hawke glanced at his watch and saw he was halfway through the ten minutes. With any luck, the team had broken through the false wall behind the sarcophagus and found a way out. In terms of numbers, the Blood Crew were easily beatable by ECHO, but what pushed things their way was the weapons. He didn’t fancy going up against Mukendi’s Kalashnikov armed with nothing more than some papyrus and a pick mattock.
“It’s no lie, Kashala. That’s the map to Hades, but what I don’t understand is what a man like Dimitrov wants with it.”
“That is not for you to understand.”
“And where is Dimitrov, anyway?”
“Mr Dimitrov is on his way. Perhaps he will want to kill you himself.”
A few long minutes passed until Demotte rushed back down the ladder, a look of panic on his face. “She’s gone!”
Kashala turned his broad, sweaty face to the Belgian merc. “What do you mean, gone?”
“Benedek!” he said. “She’s gone and Block is dead!”
Kashala’s face crumpled. “Block is dead?”
A nod, and the mercs shared a look of rage.
Hawke laughed. “Looks like your date has run out on you, Joseph.”
Kashala returned the laugh. “Then there is no reason to keep you alive.”
“And there’s no reason to stay here talking bollocks with you, either.”
Before Kashala could respond, Hawke aimed himself in Chumbu’s direction and threw himself into a parkour roll. A split second passed, and he was on his feet rugby-tackling the merc to the floor. He piled a hard fist into the shocked man’s face and snatched his sidearm and a glow stick.
Kashala screamed at his men to kill him, but it was too late.
Hawke fired on the men and forced them to take cover as he rolled into the marble shaft and disappeared from sight.
“Kill him!” Kashala’s enraged voice boomed from above. “Kill him now!”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Hawke sprinted through the tunnel’s debris with the glowstick in one hand and his Glock in the other. It seemed narrower now he was pounding through it at full speed, and he had to duck his head here and there to stop from smashing into the rocky ceiling.
Reaching his friends, he was relieved to see they had opened the cavity behind the sarcophagus. “Might be time to leave the party,” he yelled.
“Eh?”
Suddenly, the tunnel behind Hawke was filled with submachine gunfire and muzzle flashes. “Like, now! And please tell me this new tunnel goes somewhere!”
“It goes up is all we can say,” Lea said. Seeing the look in his face, she added. “Hey, we were pressed for time!”
For a few explosive seconds, the fusillade of gunfire violently strobed the darkness of the tomb and the ear-splitting crack of the rounds tearing into the ancient gypsum plaster cut into them like razors. In the chaos, dust and smoke, Kashala called out to his men. “They’re over there behind the sarcophagus!”
They climbed into the cavity and began to run for their lives.
Scarlet turned and fired.
“Come on, Cairo!” Lea yelled. “You’re too far back.”
“She’s going as fast as she can,” Ryan called out in the darkness. “Considering she smokes like a freight train smokestack.”
“Give it a rest, you tit,” Scarlet said.
“Yeah, shut it, Ryan,” said Lea. “Your gags are weighing us down right now.”
Just to make the point, Scarlet speeded up and overtook Ryan. Pushing him roughly out of the way, she turned around so she was now running backwards and slowly raised her middle finger in the air. “What’s the matter, Nancy?” she said. “Forget your running shoes?”
With Orpheus’s codex clutched in his hand, Ryan’s lungs burned as he ran. “Funny.”
Zeke called out, “Not funny! They’re right behind us!”
Another volley of gunfire roared in the darkness behind them, followed by the sound of the Blood Crew baying for their blood.
Lea glanced at Hawke as they sprinted up the slope. “I hope you’ve got a plan when we make the surface!”
He gave her a sideways glance and restrained his grin. “Er… not so much — you?”
“We need to get to the surface first,” Scarlet said. “And up ahead looks like a dead end.”
Raising the glowstick in front of him, Hawke lit the passage. The soft amber glow cast their shadows up against the stone wall as they each registered what Scarlet had already seen. Reaching a wall of sandstone blocks, Hawke cursed as he searched for another escape route.
“What now?” Kamala said. “I see the Blood Crew!”
Lexi’s voice was close to Hawke in the low light of the glow sticks. “I see light!”
“Moi aussi,” Reaper said. “There — but only a tiny slit.”
Hawke saw it now. The faintest line of light creeping over the rough-hewn surface of one of the sandstone blocks. Jamming the sharp cutter of one of the mattocks into the slit, he heaved back with all his might, using the tool like a crowbar.
Reaper took another of the tools and hammered it into the same gap at the other end of the block and the two men worked together to force the block out of the wall.
“Here they come!” Camacho yelled. “Looks like only half of them. They must have split up and the others went back to the other way.”
“Why would they do that?” Lea asked. “They know we still have the map.”
“Take over, Jack,” Hawke said. “I’ll slow them down.”
Zeke gave him a look. “And just how the hell are you going to do that? They’ve got Kalashnikovs!”
“Here.” Lea threw Hawke her mattock. “You’re going to need this.”
“Gee,” he said, making a face. “Thanks.”
Spinning around, he threw the mattock. The tool spun through the air like a knife-thrower’s blade, impaling the razor-sharp adze into the front of Chumbu’s skull and killing him instantly.
Zeke shook his head and gave Hawke a look of respect. “Well, hot damn if that ain’t a direct hit, man!”
As the merc’s heavy solid body collapsed in the tunnel and began juddering in his death throes, the rest of the Blood Crew grabbed him by his legs and pulled him back through the dirt until they were out of sight. Screams of rage and anger echoed along the ancient tunnel as they tried to help him and work out what to do next.
“That’s one less problem to worry about, I guess,” the Texan said.
“It’s bought us no more than a minute,” Hawke said. “How’s the fire exit going?”
The answer came in the form of silver Cretan moonlight flooding into the chamber and proud smiles on the exhausted faces of Reaper and Camacho.
Behind in the tunnel, the Blood Crew was on the move, motivated into action by the deep, visceral growl of an enraged King Kashala. “Ils ont tué Chumbu! Tuez-les tous!”
Kamala looked into Reaper’s tired, squinting eyes. “Is that good?”
A simple shake of the head. “Non.”
“Out, out, out!” Hawke yelled, and watched as the team dropped to their knees and crawled through the gap. With the last of them safe, he made his way through the hole and emerged into a small, rocky gully on the western slope of the mountain bathed in the cold light of the moon.
“Someone’s coming!” Zeke pointed down the slope.
“It’s Kolya!” Lea said. “And he’s with Jazmin.”
The Russian had a bag over his shoulder as he pulled Jazmin up the slope. The two of them crashed down into the gully beside their friends. “She’s safe now,” he muttered. “And I killed Block.”
“Woah,” Lexi said. “If you’re trying to impress me, it worked.”
“Boy did good,” Camacho said as he and Reaper heaved the block back into place and closed the gap in the wall.
“That’s not going to hold them for long,” Scarlet said. “They’re armed with a fuck of a lot more than some toy pick-axes.”
“They’re not toys,” Ryan said. “They’re mattocks.”
“Please stop saying that,” she said. “Every time you say it, I hear the word buttocks.”
Ryan shrugged, but then behind them inside the mountain, they heard the sound of gunfire as the mercs blasted the sandstone blocks with their weapons.
Hawke said, “When they work out they need a grenade, they’ll be out here in seconds.”
“And we’re armed with nothing but buttocks,” Lea said.
“Exactly.”
“No, we’re not.” Nikolai took the bag from his shoulder and unzipped it. “I stole these guns from their trucks.”
“A break at last,” Ryan said.
“I’ll see your break and raise you a major setback,” Camacho said. “Look down there at the main entrance to the cave.”
Hawke scanned the other half of the Blood Crew as they emerged into the night from the Cave of Zeus. All dripping wet, Kashala was in the lead, Kalashnikov casually shouldered and a pistol gripped by his right hand. Behind him, Demotte stepped out into the moonlight and stared up at the slope.
“Looks like only half of the Groovy Gang’s all present and correct,” Ryan said. “Mukendi and Crombez must be in the tunnel behind us.”
“What are Kashala and Demotte doing?” Lea asked.
Hawke watched carefully. “Looking for something in one of the trailers.”
“Like what?” Ryan asked.
Scarlet shook her head. “Why not go down and ask them?”
Hawke blinked but kept the binoculars fixed on the Congolese and Belgian mercs as they pulled a canvas tarp off the trailer. “I can’t make it out, but they want it really bad.”
“Demotte’s walking over to the other trailer,” Zeke said.
Lea sighed. “What the hell are they doing?”
Jazmin shuddered with fear. “This is madness.”
Hawke turned to the Russian. “Did you see anything when you got the guns?”
Nikolai shook his head apologetically. “No time, sorry.”
“We need to get out of here,” Kamala said. “They’re going to get through this wall any second and then…”
Her words were drowned out by the deep, heavy roar of a grenade explosion and half a ton of splintered sandstone blasting up into the air behind them.
Hawke looked her in the eye. “Too late,” he said with a grin. Throwing her one of the guns Nikolai stole, he said. “At least this time the fight’s a bit fairer.”
Out of the giant cloud of rock dust they saw the outlines of Mukendi and Crombez, each armed with a Kalashnikov. The mercs opened fire and began indiscriminately raking the slope with bullets.
The terrific force of the grenade explosion and the sudden onslaught had galvanized their resistance. The chaos of the dust and grenade smoke gave the ECHO team enough time to take cover behind the north ridge of the gully. Armed only with the handful of sidearms Nikolai had managed to steal from the trucks, they laid down some tactical fire and forced the mercs to take cover on the far side of the gully.
“We need to get down to those trucks,” Hawke called out. “And find out just what the hell Kashala’s up to.”
“I will go!” the Russian monk shouted.
Leaping to his feet, he began to climb up over the top of the rocks.
“No!” Hawke cried out. “It’s too dangerous.”
Mukendi saw his silhouette through the smoky moonlight and opened fire with his rifle.
Nikolai heard the crackle of the gunshots and tried to dive for cover, but it was too late.
The bullet ripped into his body and knocked him to the rocky ground.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Kolya!” Lea called out as the Russian crumpled to the ground, screaming in pain. Hitting the rocky slope, he let go of his gun and doubled over in agony. In an exposed position and with a gunshot wound, Hawke knew he had seconds before the mercs finished the kill.
“Cover me.”
“Are you crazy?” Kamala said. In the background, Reaper and Camacho were exchanging heavy gunfire with the mercs as they tried to get closer to Nikolai.
“Do it.”
Before she replied, he scrambled off the trench behind the gully rocks and crossed the battlefield. Skidding to a dusty halt beside the wounded man, he hefted him up over his shoulder and staggered to his feet. Above his head, he looked up to the top of the gully and saw his team unleashing hell on the mercs. Slowly, they were forcing them to retreat back to the cover of the freshly blasted tomb entrance.
He sprinted back up to the gully and dumped the Russian down into the dirt. “Where are you in pain?”
“I think it went into my shoulder.”
Lea scrambled over, bullets tracing over her head. Ripping the Russian’s hoodie and shirt off, the wounded man made a feeble attempt at a joke, but she ignored it. “There’s an exit wound,” she said to Hawke. “In and out.”
“Thank buggery for that.”
Lexi cried out. “Wait, there’s another vehicle approaching.”
Hawke looked down to the road and saw a black car at the head of a trail of dust. It pulled up beside the trucks and a man in a suit climbed out of the driver’s door. Walking around to the rear door, he opened it and Dimitrov stepped out into the night.
“What do you know?” Zeke said. “If it ain’t our Bulgarian mafia boss come to see his little map.”
Behind them, Lea wrapped a shred of the torn shirt around Nikolai’s wound. “Shame the King can’t give it to him then.”
“There are two other mercs with him,” Hawke said.
Reaper peered down as the mafia boss and his merc guard walked over to the cave. “The one in front is called Vizard. I know of him, but never worked with him. He and Crombez are old friends. The other may be called Lagarde, but I’m not sure.”
“Shooting’s gone quiet,” Camacho said.
“They must be out of ammo,” Hawke called over. “They had limited capacity in the waterproof bags when they swam through from the main entrance.”
“Wait,” Lexi said. “Anyone hear that noise?”
Ryan said, “Sounds like a motorbike.”
“It’s no motorbike,” Hawke said. “But it is a four-stroke engine.”
“Up there!” Lea said. “There’s something in the sky.”
Hawke shielded his eyes from the bright moon with his hand and tracked across the sky to where Lea was pointing. “I don’t believe it, it’s a fucking Skyrunner.”
“Eh?” Ryan asked.
“That’s what they were getting out of the sodding trailers,” Hawke said. “And Kashala is at the controls. It must be how they planned to escape after getting the map.”
Kamala followed the black silhouette in the sky. “What in the hot hell is a Skyrunner?”
“It’s supposed to be a light-sport aircraft, you know… for dare devils.”
He looked longingly at the aircraft. It was a military-grade off-road road vehicle capable of flight with the aid of a large parawing deployed behind it.
Lea gave him a look. “All right, but not until your birthday.”
“Thanks, but I can’t wait that long. We’re just sitting ducks while Kashala’s armed to the teeth and airborne. We have to get up there!”
“You really are crazy,” Kamala said.
As she spoke, Mukendi and Crombez sprinted down the slope back toward the trucks. Up in the Skyrunner, Kashala turned in their direction and started to bear down on them.
Hawke saw time was running out. “I’m making a dash for one of the other Skyrunners before anyone else gets there.”
He made it down the slope and was approaching the Skyrunner when Dimitrov, Vizard and Lagarde emerged from the cave. Lagarde saw Hawke, drew his combat knife and charged at him as the Englishman was trying to untether one of the Skyrunners from the back of the trailer.
Hawke saw him in the reflection of the aircraft and ducked just as the merc slashed the blade at his neck. The former commando spun around, punched him in the face and knocked the knife from his hand with a sharp wrist strike.
Vizard stumbled backwards and called out for backup.
Dimitrov and the other mercs were still near the cave, and now they turned to see a fight exploding between the two hardened military men.
Hawke ran to the knife, and reached out to its handle. With his fingers just a few millimetres away he was shoulder-barged roughly to the rocky ground by Lagarde. His head struck the sloping earth and he fought to stay conscious as the merc pulled his head back and prepared to headbutt him in the face.
Then Lagarde’s head exploded in a cloud of bone fragments and a fine mist of blood. Shot through the head by a fatal shot, the Belgian mercenary tumbled off him and rolled down the slope until crashing into a boulder a dozen yards to the south.
Hawke stayed low, craning his neck and scanning the area to find the shooter. Chances were good they were on his side, but maybe it was one of Kashala’s men whose shot had been wide of the mark and the next bullet was coming his way.
Seeing Reaper with the smoking weapon he breathed a sigh of relief and yelled at him to provide cover fire. The Frenchman signaled that he understood and started dishing out some serious trouble with his submachine gun.
Hawke watched Dimitrov and the mercs dive for cover and seized the moment. He rolled down the slope toward the Skyrunner, sticking his leg out in front of him to act as a brake. Kicking up a trail of dust in his wake and ripping holes in his jeans, he reached the off-road vehicle and climbed up inside. A hail of bullets from Mukendi snaked up the side and pinged off the roll cage.
He turned the ignition and fired up the engine, ducking his head to evade another bullet as the engine turned over. He revved it and smashed his boot down on the throttle, sending the off-roader surging forward through the chaos and gun smoke.
He headed for the machinegun nest Kashala’s men were improvising near to the cave’s entrance, but changed his mind when he saw Mukendi. The Congolese merc had decided to make a break for another of the Skyrunners and was now dangerously exposed.
Spinning the wheel hard to the right, he brought the car around and headed straight for him. High velocity rounds whistled and whined and traced through the roll cage, missing him by a hair’s breadth as he swung the wheel and struggled to keep the Skyrunner level on the dangerously steep gradient.
The four-stroke twin cylinder engine growled as he raced over to Mukendi. The merc had almost reached the safety of the Skyrunner when Hawke felt his own vehicle swerve wildly out of control. Flicking his head around to the rear he saw a cloud of shredded rubber bursting out behind his Skyrunner. One of the mercs had taken out his left rear tire and now his vehicle was almost uncontrollable on the rocky slopes of Mount Ida.
All right, if you insist.
Turning to face down the slope, he floored the accelerator pedal right down to the metal and gained as much speed as he could.
“Joe!” Lea called out.
Hawke pushed a button on the dashboard and deployed the parawing. Seconds later a vast canopy of bright yellow ripstop polyester billowed out behind the Skyrunner and the entire vehicle lifted off the ground and started flying through the air. He cut the four-stroke and fired up the Rotax air engine, turning in the air as he did so.
Staggering toward his car, a panicked Dimitrov took another look at Mukendi, screamed at him to bring the situation under control and seize the map at all costs. When he piled into his car and spun around in the gravel parking lot, Mukendi set to work, padding over to the transport truck. Behind him, Demotte ran to one of the Skyrunners, determined to get into the air and join the dogfight.
“Dimitrov’s making a break for it!” Lea said.
“Yeah,” said Ryan. “But I’m more worried about what that crazy dude is going to pull out of the back of the truck.”
Scarlet wiped the dust from her eyes. “Joe’s on him — look!”
Lea looked into the sky and saw Hawke turning in a tight arc and heading straight for Mukendi. Standing legs apart and raising an automatic rifle into the air, the Belgian fired at him with zero fear. Up at the gully, Lea watched Hawke take evasive action but then Mukendi broke off the attack, turning instead on them.
Rounds snaked up the slope, spitting a line of gravel chips and dry sandstone dust up into the air as they raced toward their position.
“Take cover!” Lea yelled.
Reaper rolled into the cover of a boulder and wiped the dust from his eyes. Reloading his weapon, he shielded his eyes and watched Hawke turning the Skyrunner in the air for another run at Demotte, who was still trying to get airborne. Bearing down on him, he fired his Heckler and Koch submachine gun at the Congolese soldier and sent him scurrying away from the last Skyrunner. Emerging from a cloud of dust, he dived over the tailgate and disappeared inside one of the trucks.
Reaper didn’t like the prospect of what was about to come back out again, and his fears were confirmed when Mukendi and Demotte emerged from the truck. Demotte was holding some rocket grenades and Mukendi stood with a hefty Russian RPG over his shoulder. Standing beside the truck’s tailgate, he never flinched as he took aim at Hawke and fired the weapon.
The rocket spiralled through the air, flashing in the moonlight as it ripped a trail towards the Englishman’s Skyrunner.
“Oh God!” Lea cried out. “It’s going to hit him!”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

“And he’s not going to like that,” Ryan said.
Scarlet stared at him. “No kidding, Sherlock?”
“He’s in trouble, guys!” Lea said, her voice tight with fear.
Hawke pulled hard on the steering mechanism and twisted the canopy hard to the right as he struggled to evade the incoming rocket grenade. One direct hit and he would be dead before he hit the ground, but from a height of over a thousand feet that would be a mercy.
Turning to the right and gaining some altitude, he made it just in time. Reaper and the others breathed a sigh of relief as the grenade screeched past the Skyrunner and disappeared into the night at the head of a bubbling smoke trail.
“Close,” Reaper muttered.
Scarlet elbowed him in the ribs. “And Mukendi fancies another go — check it out.”
He looked over to the old Ural truck where Demotte was reloading another rocket grenade into the launcher. Mukendi hoisted it up over his broad shoulder and took aim, ready for a second shot.
“Not this time,” Ryan said. He lifted his pistol into the aim and fired on them. The rounds punched a line of holes in the canvas side of the transport truck and made the Congolese soldier swing around to find the source of the gunfire. Slowly a shit-eating grin appeared on his face as he aimed the RPG directly at them instead.
“I have a bad idea about this, mes amis.”
“Funny that,” Scarlet said. “Because that’s just what I was thinking.”
A white flash as the launcher fired the grenade and then a puff of smoke. Mukendi threw the weapon to the ground, pulled a pistol from his holster and made his own bid for the last Skyrunner.
Reaper, Scarlet and Ryan had other problems. The RPG thundered through the hot afternoon air directly on their position. Mukendi had been half a kilometer away, and that meant they had around a second and a half to react if they wanted to save their lives.
All three of them dived out of the crag and hit the dirt just as the grenade ploughed into the jumble of rocks and exploded. Rolling down the slope as fast as they could, each of them was pelted in a hot, sharp shower of rock splinters and gravel dust.
“Fuck it inside out!” Scarlet yelled as she tumbled down the slope, darting her arms and legs out to try and slow herself.
Reaper twisted around and slammed his hands down on the ground. Using them as brakes, he slowed himself in good time, but shredded his palms. As he came to a stop in the dusty dirt, he looked down at his ripped, bleeding skin and gave a Gallic shrug.
Ryan came tumbling to a stop a hundred yards below, and the Frenchman sprinted over to him. “Where’s Cairo?”
“I don’t know,” he muttered. “Unless there’s a bar around here, then I do know.”
Reaper desperately scanned the slope for any sign of her. “No bars, mon ami… and looks like the King is on Hawke’s tail.”
“I’m here,” Scarlet called out, clambering back to her feet and dusting herself off. “That was close.”
“I’ll say.” Ryan rubbed the dust out of his bloodshot eyes and watched the final Skyrunner flying up in a wide arc and approaching his old friend’s six o’clock. The rest of the team gathered around him and looked into the sky with fear in their hearts. “He’s heading directly for Joe!”
Another shrug. “That’s Kashala’s funeral.”
“At least we have the codex,” Lexi said.
“The codex!” Ryan called out, desperately patting down his pockets. “I lost the codex in the explosion!”
Lea scanned the ground where they had been attacked by Mukendi. “I don’t see it.”
“There!” Reaper called out. “It’s blowing down the side of the mountain.”
They watched in horror and disbelief as Mukendi diverted from the Skyrunner and ran forward to the codex. Covered by Crombez, he snatched it up out of the dirt and retreated back to the trucks.
“We’re out of ammo and they’re getting away!” Lea turned in a circle and grasped her head with her hands. “Damn it!”
“Just relax,” Scarlet said. “We still have my pictures. The real problem is that now they have the same information we do.”
Above their heads, Hawke was firing on Dimitrov’s fleeing truck when he heard the whine of the other Skyrunner Rotax engine at his six o’clock. Twisting in the seat, he saw Kashala closing in on him. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like he was trying to steer the parawing while holding a Kalashnikov in one of his hands.
“This guy just doesn’t get the message.”
Kashala fired on him. The rounds missed Hawke’s head by inches, but punched a neat line of holes in the side of the engine’s fuel line. As the precious liquid sprayed out into the air, Hawke knew the fight was over. Rapidly losing altitude, he steered the parawing to port and brought the Skyrunner back down to earth with a hefty smack.
The engine cut out completely seconds later and ramming the engine into neutral, he steered the vehicle down the slope toward his friends. As he pulled up beside them, they all watched the enemy a few miles away to the west. Mukendi had pulled the truck up at the side of the road and Kashala was landing the Skyrunner in the scrub beside it. Reunited, they took off in the same direction as Dimitrov, the codex safely in their possession.
Scarlet broke the silence with the flick of her lighter. “Well, that went well,” she said.
“We need to get after them,” Zeke said.
Lea shook her head. “No, they’re miles away and can still outgun us.”
“Like Cairo says, we still have the photos,” Ryan said. “It’s not as good as having the original in case there was some hidden information below the text that I didn’t notice, but it’s better than nothing.”
“He’s right,” Lea said. “We need to get back to town, get Kolya’s wound treated and regroup in a hotel. Ryan and Jazmin can study the pictures overnight before getting the first flight out of here.”
Hawke considered what she said. “I like it, but remember it’s fake names at the hospital and slip away before the cops turn up, which they surely will with a gunshot wound like that.”
“Sure thing.”
“Now, can I offer anyone a lift down to the trucks?” He tapped the Skyrunner’s steering wheel. “It’s downhill after all, so no fuel required.”
Jazmin and Kamala took one look at the shot-up vehicle and declined. “We’ll walk.”
Zeke said he’d join them, but the others climbed aboard the groaning, shot-up Skyrunner and Hawke turned it back onto the track. “Let’s hope you read Orpheus’s map right, mate.”
“I did,” he said. “At least I think I did.”
“You’re not filling me with confidence,” Lea said.
“Relax,” the young man said. “It’ll be fine. When have I ever let anyone down?”
Scarlet sighed. “I’ll give you a list by next weekend.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The mood in the hotel room was not good. After the adrenaline rush of battle had worn off and Nikolai had returned with his arm in a sling, the team began to realize just how far behind they were in the race to Hades.
In the tense silence, Hawke sipped his coffee and turned to Ryan. Even with Jazmin’s knowledge, the young man was still struggling to interpret everything in the poor quality pictures of the codex.
“Any ideas?”
Ryan looked back down at the photos. “It looks like he’s saying his journey to the Underworld was made thanks to the most beautiful one.”
“A goddess?” Hawke asked.
A bruised and shocked Jazmin gave a shrug. “Maybe.”
Lea bit her lip as she thought. “What about Eurydice? She and Orpheus have one of the most famous love stories of all time. He’d refer to her as the most beautiful one, right?”
Ryan frowned. “Again, maybe. The problem is, what then? If that was the correct translation, then he’s telling us that he visited Hades thanks to Eurydice.”
“Which he did,” Lea said. “You told us he went there to rescue her, right? So now it all makes sense.”
“I don’t think so,” Ryan said. “I’m not sure he’d put it like that. Besides, here he refers to her by name. Why would he say my journey to the Underworld was made thanks to the most beautiful one, and there I rescued Eurydice? He would say and there I rescued her. I think we can rule out Eurydice.”
Scarlet sighed. “So we’re back to goddess then.”
“I’m not so certain about that either.”
Hawke said, “If it’s not Eurydice and it’s not a goddess, then what is it?”
“It has to be a location,” Ryan said at last. Tapping the text with his finger, his eyes widened. “I’ve got it — Καλλίστη!”
“Kallisti?” Lea asked.
“Wait a minute,” Camacho asked. “Isn’t that a goddess?”
Ryan glanced at him and then back to the text. “No.”
Camacho made a face. “Well, that clears that up then.”
“Maybe you’re thinking of Calliope or Callisto or something.” Ryan’s eyes were still dancing all over the text as he double-checked his work. “Both ancient Greek — the former was a muse and the latter was a nymph.”
“I guess I was thinking that,” Camacho said with an innocent shrug.
“Is all this bollocks actually going somewhere, darling?”
“It’s Santorini,” he said at last. “Orpheus entered the Underworld from Santorini.”
“You mean the restaurant in New York?” Scarlet said. “How the hell did he manage that?”
Ryan gave the phone to Jazmin, hoping a second pair of eyes might help. Turning back to Scarlet he said, “Really?”
“No, not really. You mean the island, don’t you?”
“I’m surprised you’ve heard of it.”
“Being honest, you are easily surprised though.”
“All right, break it up.” Hawke pushed them apart and set down his coffee cup. “You’re sure about Santorini?”
“I am,” Ryan said. “The ancient name for the island was Kallisti which means the most beautiful one. It’s perfectly obvious when you think about it.”
Hawke gave him a smile. “Good work, mate. Any idea where on the island?”
“That remains to be seen, but there’s quite a bit more text here which I still need to go through. He might get more specific as he goes on. Not a great surprise really.”
“Why not?” Lea asked.
Ryan looked at her like she was stupid. “Because Santorini was the site of the most devastating volcano eruption in all of human history. If there’s an entrance to Hades anywhere on this planet, then it’s going to be in a place like that, the only question is what old Dimitrov wants down there.”
“I’m still plumping for a weapon,” Zeke said.
“I keep hearing you talk about some kind of weapon,” Jazmin said. “What exactly do you mean by this?”
“We don’t know exactly,” Lea said. “All we know is a man like Dimitrov isn’t interested in volcanology or geology or anything like that. If he’s spending millions of dollars hiring archaeologists and mercenaries and weapons and transport, then he must have a damned good reason for doing it, and that has to mean either some kind of weapon or a hell of a lot of treasure.”
“And I think we can rule out the treasure when you consider he’s one of the richest men in the world,” Hawke said.
“And an egomaniac,” added Lexi.
“Right,” Lea said. “It all adds up to a weapon, at least that’s my reading of it.”
Jazmin looked confused as she considered their explanation. “But what sort of weapon could be buried underneath a volcano? Anything that far down would be beyond primitive and no threat to the world at all.”
Hawke and the others exchanged a knowing glance. “You’d be surprised what you can find when you dig down deep enough.”
“I am an archaeologist, Mr Hawke,” she said crisply. “I know what you find when you dig deep enough.”
Hawke left it there. Inducting another unsuspecting newbie into the Hall of Madness, as Scarlet had once called it, would take too long and maybe frighten her off. “At least we know where we’re headed now — Santorini.”
Across the room, Lexi drummed her steel fingernails on the table. “You mean hell, and aren’t we kind of glossing over the fact we’re about to go there?”
The atmosphere in the room changed again. The normal tension of unfinished work had quickly given way to a terrible fear of the unknown.
“You know, that sort of thing scares the shit out of me,” Camacho said quietly. “I was raised in a strict Catholic family and matters of heaven and hell were no joke.” He shook his head and gave a gentle, cautious chuckle. “What would they all make of me now, busting my ass to find a way to go to Hades?”
“I’m sure your parents would be very proud, Jackie boy,” Scarlet said, kissing him on the temple and running her hands through his hair. “I know I am.”
“Maybe it’s not real,” Kamala said. “I hope it isn’t.”
“It’s real all right,” Ryan returned. “If I’m understanding the photos of these papyri correctly, then the legends are…”
“Woah there, chief!” Zeke said. “If you’re understanding what correctly?”
“Papyri,” Lea said. “That’s how Ryan says papers.”
“A Cuban cigar and a dozen red roses to Lea Donovan,” Ryan said. “Except for the fact it’s the plural of papyrus, not papers. In this case, we’re referring to Orpheus’s specific collection of papyri, so papers simply wouldn’t do it justice.”
Zeke had lost the trail of the conversation. “What are you talking about, man?”
Scarlet rubbed her temples. “Try not to ask it questions. You will only succeed in encouraging it and making it say more shit like that.”
“While we’re on the subject,” Hawke asked. “Does Orpheus mention anything about a weapon? That’s the meat and potatoes of this thing, mate. Like Lea says, Dimitrov didn’t hire Kashala to steal the lyre from Francken just because he has an enduring interest in the musical instruments of ancient Greece. He knew the lyre could lead him to Hades, but why does he want to get there?”
“No mention of any weapon,” Ryan said. “At least not so far. Orpheus was one of only a handful of people who visited the Underworld and also returned. Just about anyone who ever went there, according to all the written sources we have, was simply trapped there for eternity. The fact Orpheus returned means he was able to note its location for anyone brave enough…”
“Stupid enough,” Nikolai said.
“Brave enough to go there.” Ryan gave the Russian a knowing smirk. “Problem is, he wrote very little about it, and there’s certainly no mention of any weapons of any kind in these papyri.” He looked at Lea and emphasised the last word.
“Which means we’re still all at sea,” Lexi said.
Hawke quietly accepted the point made by his old flame, but felt the urge to keep the team motivated. “It just means we don’t know what Dimitrov hopes to find down there, that’s all.”
“So it’s time to let our imaginations run wild!” Scarlet said, turning to Zeke. “Say, Tex, what do you hope to find in hell when we finally get there?”
Returning her mock-serious tone, the Texan tank commander replied deadpan. “I hope not to find fire and brimstone, but maybe get me a quiet little corner and chillax with some sexy lil’ devils.”
“I think we’ll leave talk of the devil for another day,” Hawke said. “Right now, we need to stay focussed on the basics. Ryan, we’re going to need a briefing on Santorini, and fast.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Twenty minutes later, Ryan closed his laptop and sipped his water. “Turns out Santorini is actually the biggest island of a small archipelago, all of which are basically all that remains of the large volcanic caldera to which I previously alluded.”
“Sounds like we’re getting hotter,” Kamala said.
“Exactly,” he continued. “It’s part of the Cyclades islands and, as I said, has the notable distinction of being the site of one of the most powerful volcanic eruptions in the entire history of the world. It sent massive tsunamis racing all across the eastern Mediterranean and some hypothesize that it was so destructive it led to the end of the Minoan civilization.”
“Yikes,” Kamala said. “Any chance of that happening when we’re there?”
“Not much, but it’s still the most active volcanic region in what’s known as the South Aegean Volcanic Arc.”
“Surprised they don’t put that on the tourist posters,” Scarlet said. “Spend two weeks in the most active volcanic region in the Med.”
Reaper chuckled. “I think I know why they don’t do that…”
“Precisely,” Ryan said. “But the Minoans kept reliable records and we know that prior to the eruption there were settlements in the area, including the town of Akrotiri. We also know that at the start of the eruption, a massive cloud of ash was blasted high up in the sky and probably would have blocked sunlight for some time. Archaeologists to date have never found any bodies in their excavations, so it’s likely the residents had enough time to flee to safety.”
Kamala frowned. “What do you mean there’s not much chance of this happening when we’re there?”
“What, burning ash raining from the sky like a summer storm?” Ryan said.
The frown grew deeper. “Something like that, yeah.”
“It’s possible to use statistical data to extrapolate future eruptions from past ones, but the relatively small number of data points limits how accurate we can be. There have been nine eruptions in the last two thousand years with the most recent happening in 1950. Modern volcanologists have used Bayesian probability interpretation to infer a more accurate model of prediction.”
Kamala looked at Lea. “What the hell?”
“He means they’re getting better at guessing.”
“Got it,” she said with a smile. “So what’s the best guess then, Einstein?”
“It’s generally accepted that the volcano is ready to blow at any minute.”
She turned to him, wide-eyed and put her coffee down. “You said there wasn’t much chance of it erupting!”
“Here it comes,” Scarlet muttered.
Ryan ignored her. “Statistically, that’s true because we’re only going to be there a few hours. The chances of it blowing in that time are next to none, but over the past few years there has been a small inflation recorded beneath the volcano and an increase in the temperature taken in surrounding fumaroles and springs.”
“Maybe I’ll stay on the plane.”
Hawke laughed. “Welcome to ECHO. And no one’s staying on the plane. Kashala and his men are already well ahead of us and we’re going to need all hands to the pump if we’re to stand a chance of taking him and Dimitrov down.”
“I for one,” Reaper grumbled, “cannot wait to take the bastards out — volcano or not.”
“It sounds like hell,” Nikolai said.
His words brought a stop to the conversation, then Hawke said, “I think that’s kind of the point. If the ancient Greeks really went to such a place, you can see why they might have decided to call it hell.”
Kamala shifted in her seat. “Whatever it’s called, I’m not sure we’ve got any business going there.”
“Are you saying we should just give up?” Zeke asked.
“No,” she said flatly. “Absolutely not.”
“Then what?”
Hawke stepped in. “We don’t give up, ever. It’s just not what we do. We could have rolled over a hundred times in the last few years — God knows we’ve been up against it. And just about everything we’ve been fighting has been bigger and more powerful than us — better funded, more contacts and more reach. It’s David and Goliath on steroids, but not once has any of us ever just walked away.”
“And that’s because we’re a family,” Ryan said. “And families are usually small, and what they end up fighting is usually much bigger than they are, but their strength is in here.” He raised his hand and pounded his chest.
“You spilt some pizza sauce on your t-shirt, Ry,” Lea said.
Lexi nodded sagely. “Sort of ruined the end of your speech.”
“I thought it was very moving,” Zeke said.
Scarlet groaned. “I need a sick bucket.”
“But he’s right.” Hawke sensed a shade of despair in the air. “We are a family and families stick together. Alex is part of that family, and we’re not walking away from her, either. Anyone who walks away from this mission walks away from the family forever. Anyone?”
Eyes fixed on each other around the room, no one moved.
Lexi broke the tension. “I’m still worried about the sniper.”
“Aren’t we all?” Lea said.
Hawke nodded. “And worse, that little problem has gone quiet. I don’t like it. If it really is Lazaro, I still don’t see how he could know our whereabouts. We’re just moving too fast at the moment to be tracked by anyone… too spontaneous.”
“I agree,” Camacho said. “Just a few hours ago, not even we knew we’re about to be on a plane to Santorini. How the hell could Lazaro be there waiting for us? I think we need to chill out on the sniper thing for a while. Try and focus on the mission and Francken’s paycheck.”
“I’m still not convinced it’s Lazaro,” Hawke said.
Reaper looked over at him. “What makes you say that?”
“I know Lazaro. Bastard killed my wife. I looked into him a lot after that. I researched his life story and I know what he’s capable of. Lazaro is good — very good. He’s one of the best assassins on the black market and he’s as ruthless as a great white shark, but he’s not this good.”
“Really?”
He nodded. “Really. I don’t know who this is, but I’m really not sure I believe it’s the Spider. Whoever’s behind these shootings is something else altogether,” his words began to trail away as he thought about the deaths of Devlin, Lund and Kim. “Whoever’s doing this is better than Lazaro.”
“That’s a comforting thought,” Lexi said. “But if he gets too close to me, he’d better say his prayers.”
“Get in line, sister,” Scarlet said.
“But that’s just it, Lex,” Hawke said. “He’s not going to get close to you, is he? He kills from miles way and is long gone before anyone can work out where he ever was.”
A deep silence filled the room. They all knew he was right. They were vulnerable and it wasn’t a feeling they were used to.
“Anyway, we’re fugitives now,” Hawke said. “This is how we run. We take what we can get, and we get what we can take. Besides, things will be fine when Francken pays up.”
“I still have my doubts about that,” Lea said.
“Relax,” Ryan said. “Maybe our luck will change and we’ll get a break.”
Scarlet laughed. “Now you’re talking my language.”
Lea leaned back in her chair. “I’ll relax when I see the money in the bank and we’re on our way to rescue Alex and Jack Brooke. In the meantime, I’d rather keep things cynical.”
“With luck,” Nikolai said, “our failure at the cave might have lulled them into a false sense of security.”
“Talk about the triumph of hope over experience,” said Scarlet.
Jazmin, who had been quiet since her abduction, now spoke up. “Who were the men that kidnapped me? I mean exactly.”
“They didn’t tell you?” Lea asked.
“They tied me up, gagged me and put a bag over my head for most of the time. I don’t think they were very interested in conversation.”
Hawke looked at the young Hungarian woman. She was scared and wanted answers, but up until now there had been no time. “They’re a mercenary force,” he explained. “A dangerous combination of former Belgian special forces and a splinter faction of the Congolese March 23 Movement. An explosive mix, and right now their favorite pastime is trying to kill us. They used you for your knowledge and as a human shield.”
Jazmin’s eyes widened. “They’re mercenaries?”
“Just relax,” Scarlet said. “With the exception of monkey boy here, we’re all more than capable of dealing with the Blood Crew.”
“I’m asleep,” Ryan said from behind his sunglasses. “I didn’t hear that and I don’t need to respond to it.”
“What was this March 23 Movement?”
“They were a group of military rebels working in the eastern districts of the Congo,” Hawke unlocked the windows and pushed them fully open. Warm air blew into the room and tugged at his hair. “They were part of the M23 rebellion which formed against the government. Some say they were funded by the Rwandans, but we’ll probably never know the truth. Either way, they were a ruthless band of hard fighters and when things came to an end one of their leaders, a man named Joseph Kashala, found himself unemployed. He did what anyone else would do and formed a private army of mercenaries.”
Jazmin nervously fiddled with the hem of her jacket. “Killers for hire?”
Hawke smiled at her. “We can look after ourselves, and you’ll be safe as long as you do what we say and don’t take any crazy risks.”
“Not too long ago I was in my office at work and organising an excavation in Romania, Mr Hawke. Now I’m sitting in a room full of ex-soldiers after being kidnapped by a group of Belgian commandos and Congolese mercenaries. What sort of risk could be crazier than just staying with you?”
“She makes a good point,” Ryan said.
Scarlet elbowed him in the ribs.
“Hey, that hurt!”
“I thought you were asleep?” she said.
“More of a nap, really.”
Jazmin raised her hands to heaven. “My God, you people are crazy! I’m a dead woman walking.”
Reaper pulled his tobacco tin out of his pocket and opened it up. The sweet smell filled the room before another breeze blew it away again. “We’re not so crazy. We live on the road and we see the world. We have had adventures that you would not believe. Maybe those who only dream of adventure are the crazy one, non?”
Jazmin had no response. She was scared, but she didn’t want to show it in front of these people. They might be as crazy as hell, but they were friendly. And if they really were all that stood between her and King Kashala, then she was sticking as close to them as she could get.
Jazmin handed Hawke the phone. “We need to go to the Prophet Elias Monastery. It’s on the summit on Mount Profitis. Orpheus says that is where a grotto he calls ‘the mouth of hell’ is located — somewhere on the summit.”
“It makes sense,” Ryan added. “If you were in the business of selling god and you wanted to build a monastery, you’d put it right over the top of something like that and hide it from the world forever.”
“Exactly,” Jazmin said.
Hawke gave her a reassuring smile. “All right, at least we know where we’re going. Dimitrov and Kashala might have the map but they haven’t got you or Ryan, so we have the advantage for once.”
Lea laughed. “Who’d have thunk it?”
“We might have the advantage,” Scarlet said coolly, “But can we win the match?”
Hawke’s face grew more serious. “Tomorrow, we find out.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Santorini
Hawke pulled up in the parking lot opposite the Prophet Elias Monastery and killed the engine. The monastery was one of the oldest buildings on the island and situated high on the dry, sun-kissed summit of Mount Profitis Ilias. Two monks had built the towering outer walls at the start of the eighteenth century and the place looked more like a fort than a place of worship.
Now, in the fresh silence, the warm Aegean breeze blew in through the open windows and gently brushed their faces. Tourists parked up on the other side of the lot looked out across the sea to the east. It was an impressive vista, but Hawke had his mind on another kind of treasure. He studied the white painted stone walls surrounding the monastery, almost too bright to look at in the dazzling sun.
At least there was no sign of Sergei Dimitrov, King Kashala or the rest of the Blood Crew.
They emerged from the hire car and stepped into the bright day. Lea slipped on her sunglasses and viewed the monastery from below, hand on hips as the warm air blew through her hair. “Seems quiet enough,” she said. “Maybe this time it’s a quick in and out job.”
“Ryan,” Scarlet called out. “Lea needs you.”
He stepped over, hands in pockets. “What for?”
“She says she needs a quick in and out job and I hear on the grapevine that’s your speciality.”
“I’d like to point out that this is an outrageous slur on my good character,” Ryan said. “I’m just not that sort of man.”
“Boy.”
“Man.”
“All right,” Hawke said. “Let’s call time on the tit for tat and get inside.”
They made their way up to the famous monastery and pushed through the main door into the cool shade of the ancient building. An elderly couple gave vague smiles as they passed them in the nave and headed outside back to their car.
“Not many tourists around,” Ryan said.
Scarlet closed the door and stepped up to join the rest of the team. “Thank fuck for that.”
“Look over there,” Lexi said. “There’s a vicar.”
Ryan sighed. “Presbyter, not vicar. This is a Greek Orthodox monastery.”
Lexi narrowed her eyes and leaned into his face. “You want to continue this conversation in Mandarin?”
Ryan accepted the point. “As you were.”
“I thought that might be your answer.”
Zeke lowered his voice. “Whatever happens, no one is to tell him that we think his monastery might be built on top of the entrance to hell, yeah?”
Lea rolled her eyes. “Yeah, let’s not do that.”
After a short round of introductions, Lea started with her opening gambit. “We were wondering if the crypts were open to the public.” Her words echoed neatly in the old building.
“Not usually,” the presbyter replied. “Why do you ask?”
She paused and looked over to Hawke. The Englishman sensed her reluctance to tell the old man more, but there was no other way. Before he could speak, Ryan stepped forward.
“We think the entrance to hell might be under this monastery.”
“Goddam damn it,” Zeke said. “That’s exactly what you said not to say!”
As the old man gasped and took a step back, Lea rolled her eyes. “What my colleague means,” she said patiently, “is that we believe there may be some ancient catacombs underground here, catacombs that the ancients referred to as the entrance to Hades.”
Scarlet watched the old man’s face as it collapsed in horror. “Bet you weren’t expecting to hear that when you were having your cornflakes this morning.”
“I don’t know what to say,” he managed.
“And it gets even more serious,” Hawke said, noting something strange about the way the old man was looking at them. “The truth is we’re part of a Special Missions team hired by a famous treasure hunter named Guy Francken. He located an ancient relic that led us to this place but we’re not the only ones searching for it. There is another team looking for this place, and they’re very dangerous men.”
The presbyter’s face began to pale. “This is all too much to comprehend. Who are these men?”
Lea said, “They’re a team of Congolese and Belgian mercenaries led by a general and failed politician called Joseph Kashala. He was heavily involved with the M23 rebellion in the DRC a few years ago. We believe he was hired by a Bulgarian mafia boss to locate these catacombs, but we don’t know why.”
He collapsed down on one of the pews in the front row, his paper-thin skin reaching out for the back crest of the smooth wooden seat for support. “What you tell me is almost impossible to accept. How do I know you are not simply thieves, here to steal from the monastery?”
As he spoke, he lifted his tired eyes to the famous old icon. Partially obscured from their view by a carved chancel screen, Lea already knew from Ryan’s briefing in the car that another precious icon just down the road in the famous blue-domed church of Agios Theodoros had already been stolen twice before, once in 1797 and again in 1811. She couldn’t blame this man for being suspicious.
“We’re not here to steal from the monastery, sir,” she said. “If we were, we wouldn’t be talking to you. We would have come in the night.”
“Listen,” Scarlet sighed. “You’re in danger, and so is this monastery. The men we’ve just told you about won’t sit around chatting to you like this.” She pointed to the main door and raised her voice. “They will burst through that door with more guns than the Greek Army, kill you and blow this place to pieces. Help us, or that will happen.”
Shocked to his core, the presbyter looked up at them and nodded. “But we must call the police, first.”
Hawke and Lea exchanged a glance. She said, “No, that’s not a good idea.”
“Why not?”
They all knew why not, but communicating their fugitive status to the old man would be difficult and time-consuming to explain and would only make him more suspicious of them.
“Because they’ll get hurt,” she said. “Even if they’re armed, they’re not going to be any match at all for a group of heavily-armed mercenaries.”
After some debate with himself, he accepted her argument and gave a reluctant nod. “Very well, then what do we do next?”
“We need you to let us into the crypt and then you need to get out of here,” Hawke said. “Your life is at risk every second you spend in this building, and so are the lives of everyone else here. You need to get everyone who works or lives here away and close the whole place to tourists. Once we have located the catacombs we’re looking for, we’ll investigate what we find down there. If we can secure whatever it is Kashala and his men are looking for, then we’ll take it with us and he’ll leave you alone.”
“I see…”
Sensing his support for them was starting to waver, Lea said, “It’s the only way, sir. They could be here any minute.”
“All right, I will show you the entrance to the crypt and then I will drive to the local police station. I will tell them to get a stronger force from the mainland.”
There was little point, Hawke thought. Kashala would be in and out by the time the Greek authorities could arrange a transport of more heavily armed police officers to the island, but at least it meant the presbyter would be away from the monastery. “That’s a very good idea,” he said. “Now, where is the entrance to the crypt?”

CHAPTER THIRTY

As they walked down the stone steps into the ancient crypt, they were all relieved the presbyter had not only agreed to play ball but that he and the rest of the religious community here had gotten away safely, too. They all knew what happened to civilians who got caught up in their missions and it usually ended with the spilling of innocent blood.
Entering the crypt, they began the search for anywhere that might give them access to the mountain’s interior. Dividing into smaller teams, each unit checked a different part of the chamber until Reaper and Kamala called out from the north end. They were standing beneath a low carved archway either side of a loose flagstone.
“Nous l’avons trouvé.” The Frenchman angled the beam of his flashlight at the stone and gave a crooked smile.
The team gathered around while he and Kamala pulled the stone tile free to reveal a hole in the floor the size of a manhole cover. Shining his flashlight down into the darkness, Reaper tutted as the beam illuminated a thick knot of cobwebs blocking much of the way.
“Looks like more steps,” Kamala said.
“Well, hot damn.” Zeke tapped Hawke on the shoulder and lowered his voice. “It’s been great working with you guys and if you’re ever in Texas you’re always welcome at my place.”
The Englishman regarded the tank commander and smiled. “You’d be giving up a hell of a journey.”
“I’m only yanking your chain, Hawke — ah, I see what you did there!”
Lea checked her watch. “We need to get going.”
Taking the lead, Hawke kicked the cobwebs out of the way and began his descent into the stairwell. “C’mon, everyone. Let’s get this done.”
Down the twisting stone steps and along narrow stone tunnels they walked, deeper and deeper into the mountain. The walk was damp and their footsteps echoed down into the blackness stretching out ahead of them.
Scarlet’s cut-glass accent broke the silence. “Another day, another cold, creepy tunnel.”
“Except this isn’t just any other cold, creepy tunnel,” Ryan said. “This could lead to Hades.”
Kamala spoke up. “Hey, newbie here… and she’s still pretty damned terrified when you say stuff like that.”
Hawke thought the former US Secret Service agent had responded well to Lea’s briefing about the true nature of the world. Finding out about the Oracle’s twisted cult had been a shock, and the truth about ancient gods and their technology and weapons had been an even harder pill to swallow.
They all thought it best to wait until she had settled in more before telling her about Ryan’s unsettling antediluvian theories surrounding the mysterious power that was lurking behind all this. Some things were just too hard to handle and for now, she didn’t need to know.
Kamala fanned herself with her hand. “Is it just me or is it getting hot in here?”
“Damn!” Zeke said. “Now you come to mention it, yeah.”
“So, Dante was right,” Ryan mumbled.
As she walked, Lea glanced up at him. “What did you say?”
“Dante,” he continued. “He really invented the modern conception of hell when he wrote Inferno. Before then people had a very different idea of what it would be like.”
“Hey,” Scarlet said. “Now we’re literally on the road to hell, why not scare us some more?”
Lea sighed. “Ignore it, Ry.”
An hour passed, and then another. At one point they got so tired they stopped in the tunnel and took some water and a brief rest. Hawke calculated they must be at least a mile under the surface of the earth.
“If it gets much deeper, we’ll have to stop and go back,” Ryan said. “The deepest mining operation in the world is in the TauTona Mine in South Africa, and that’s just under two and a half miles deep. They need air-conditioning equipment to make the mineshaft cool enough for people to use.”
“We could do with some of that right now.” Zeke wiped his brow and drank some more water. “Because this place is as hot as hell… shit, I didn’t mean that.”
“Let’s get back on track,” Hawke said, getting to his feet. “It’s not hot enough to stop us yet, and Orpheus made it down here and got back to the surface, right? If he can do it, then we can do it.”
The team seemed unpersuaded by his logic, but they got to their feet and followed him down the narrow tunnel. Further on, they reached an enormous cavern littered with boulders and other broken rocks. Hawke swept his flashlight along the ground and saw a number of rectangular stone blocks.
“Obviously manmade,” he muttered.
“And what’s over there?” Lea said, shining her flashlight even further ahead. “It looks like some sort of entrance carved into the side of the cavern.”
The others moved their beams to where she was pointing and saw a portico with an angled roof covered in symbols above a walkway. Leading up to it was a series of wide stone steps but inside was nothing but a gaping black void.
Stepping carefully around the boulders and broken rocks, the team gathered at the base of the steps and Ryan and Jazmin made a brief study of the symbols carved into the portico’s roof. A few low murmurs followed, then Ryan turned to face the others. “After a quick assessment, I have worked out that these symbols are in fact warning people to stay away from hell. When I say I have worked it out, I do of course mean Dr Benedek has worked it out, and now I’ll be going back up to the surface. Loved working with you guys.”
Lea rolled her eyes and grabbed Ryan by the t-shirt as he walked away from the entrance.
“Get your ass back here, Ry.”
Kamala frowned. “Is that really what it says?”
Jazmin nodded. “A loose translation would be All Who Enter the Gates of Hell Will Perish.”
“Race you back to the surface, Ryan!” Zeke said.
Lexi raised an eyebrow. “I thought you had more balls than that, Zeke.”
He swaggered over to her. “Why think when you can know, Snuggle Muffin?”
“You do not want to go there,” Ryan said, taking a step away from both of them.
Lexi cocked her head. “Snuggle Muffin?”
Kamala laughed. “It’s better than Cookie Pops.”
“Something tells me we might be ever so slightly drifting from the task at hand.” Hawke took the first step leading up to the portico, sweeping his flashlight beam over the symbols one more time before heading up to the black void. “Shall we get on? The sooner we’re finished the sooner we can get back to the hotel room and watch TV with a cold beer.”
“I’ll need more persuading than that!” Camacho said.
In the cold, blue glow of the flashlights, Hawke was now looking over their heads across to the far side of the cavern where they had entered. His eyes widened as he took in the terrible sight of Kashala emerging into the cavern, and this time he had even more men as well as Dimitrov and a small contingent of mafia thugs.
“Holy shit,” he said. “That explains why he fell behind us — he was getting more men!”
“How many more mercs has Kashala got with him now?” Lea asked, shocked.
“At least another six, maybe more — I even see a woman.”
“A woman?” Reaper peered at the group. “Nzuji. A very dangerous mercenary.”
“Holy crap!” Ryan said. “She must be seven feet tall.”
Reaper shrugged. “Maybe not that tall, but tall.”
“But no sign of Mukendi,” Hawke said. “That makes me nervous.”
“Mukendi or not,” Camacho whistled. “We’re in deep shit, guys.”
When the first line of automatic rounds drilled into the portico and showered them with rock fragments, they all knew what they had to do.
“Looks like we have no choice!” Hawke called out, taking cover behind one of the pillars as the mercs stormed closer. “We’re caught between…”
Lea glared at him. “Don’t say it, Josiah.”
“What?”
“That we’re caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.”
“Then how would you put it?”
“Between a rock and a hard place!”
“How about between the fires of hell and a psychopathic warlord?” Ryan called over.
Scarlet fired on the men and drove them into cover. “Talk about being spoilt for choice.”
Looking over their shoulders they stared beyond the gates of hell and into the black void beyond.
“Race you!” Hawke called out.
Lea shook her head. “You’re one crazy bastard, I’ll give you that.”
And with that, the two of them led the team into hell.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The darkness was more than they had ever known. The bright beams from their Maglites barely pierced the black void gathered around them. Ryan called out and listened carefully as the echo of his voice slowly trailed away. “Wherever we are, it’s colossal beyond description.”
They all heard the sound of the Blood Crew’s boots on the rocky ground as they marched closer. Kashala screamed some orders in French, and then they saw the flickering of the mercenaries’ flashlights as they ascended the stone steps at the base of the portico.
“There!” Lea cried out. “I see a light.”
“My God, she’s right,” Nikolai said. “It’s just the tiniest pin-prick.”
“What do you think, boy?” Scarlet’s voice was ice cold in the darkness. “You know all about tiny pricks — should we head toward it?”
Kamala spoke next. “Anything has to be better than going up against those psychos.”
Hawke agreed, and they sprinted through the black as fast as they could go, illuminating their path across the stone ground with their flashlights. As they drew nearer, they realized the tiny speck of light they had seen was shining out of a crack in the ground.
“Follow it,” Hawke said. “It’s getting wider.”
Their faces were lit now by the warm glow coming from the split in the ground. As they followed it around a large pile of boulders, they were astonished to find themselves standing a few hundred meters from a wide, flowing river of fire.
“It’s magma!” Zeke said. “I damn well said it was hot in here!”
“Lava,” Ryan said. “It’s not hot enough to be magma, but you were close enough.”
Zeke smiled and gave Lea a wink. “That’s very magmanimous of him, no?”
“Oh, pleeease — don’t you start with the puns too,” Lea said.
“Sorry.”
“I never knew there was a difference,” Kamala said.
“It’s technical, but magma was a good guess,” Ryan said. “Cairo would have called it fire water.”
“Fuck off, Bale.”
“I wanted to do that twenty minutes ago and you stopped me!”
Lea felt her breathing quicken and held onto Hawke’s arm at her side. “This is starting to freak me out, Joe. Maybe this really is hell.”
“I see another archway,” Scarlet said. “Over there near where the fire water is entering the cavern.”
Shielding their faces from the intense heat of the lava flow, they walked over to the archway and found a heavy wooden door blocking their way. Carved into the door was another series of symbols.
“For fuck’s sake,” Scarlet cursed. “Didn’t any of these clowns ever hear of a doorbell?”
“What is it?” Lea asked. “Another warning?”
Jazmin and Ryan stepped closer and shone their beams over the gnarled door.
“No, it’s a Byzantine riddle,” Ryan said. Leaning in closer to the wall, he blew some dust away and ran his finger along the carved symbols. “It reads we are sisters without souls. Each in time is older than the last, but all of us make equal rounds of time…”
“What does it mean?” Kamala asked.
Nikolai grunted. “It means trouble.”
“It’s just a sodding riddle,” Ryan said, annoyed. “Can I have some hush?”
The group quietened down. Nikolai turned and kicked his heels in the dust.
“We cry out, yet we never open our mouths, and we go forward, yet we have no feet. We speak to you here, as you can see, and we’re everywhere if you’re willing to look.”
Lexi uncrossed her arms. “What does it mean?”
He looked at her. “Do you know what it means?”
She shook her head. “I haven’t had time to think about it.”
“Snap.”
She pursed her mouth and raised an eyebrow. “But you work on Central Nerd Time, right?”
“If you mean I think faster, then… ah! I have it. It’s the hours on a clock — each older than the last, equal rounds of time, moving forward but no feet. It’s as obvious as the crush Alex has on Joe.”
Lea started and fixed her eyes on him. “What the hell?”
“Never mind about that,” Scarlet said. “If we…”
“Hold it right there!”
They froze when they heard the sound of the Blood Crew’s boots crunching over the ground beside the lava flow. Kashala’s serious face appeared from behind the boulders and he marched over to them, flanked on either side by Demotte and Crombez. Behind him was Sergei Dimitrov and a handful of his mafia goons.
“Get away from the door.” Kashala snapped his fingers and Demotte ran forward, pushing them back. When they were clear, he slammed a pack of C4 on the door and stepped backwards to his crew.
“Actually,” Ryan piped up. “It’s a riddle and…”
“Shut up, fool.” Kashala slipped a detonator from his pocket. “I’d take cover if I were you. Three, two…”
The ECHO team dived for the safety of another pile of boulders to the left of the door which half a second later was all over the ground. The force of the explosion blew some of the heavier pieces as far as the lava, where they burst into flames, incinerated in mid-air by its blazing heat.
Stepping to the door, the Bulgarian mafia boss looked inside. He turned to one of the men in suits. “Professor Zhivkov, join me please.”
Hawke and the others waited alongside the Blood Crew for a few tense moments as the two men vanished inside with their flashlights. When they returned, Dimitrov turned to Kashala with a grim smile on his face. “General Kashala, have your men bring the equipment. This is it.”
“This is what?” Lea asked.
Dimitrov stepped forward, dabbing his brow with a silk handkerchief. “Now you are here, you will be the first to see the true treasures of hell.”
“And what might that be?” Lea said.
“Exotic antimatter particles,” Dimitrov said.
“Oh my God!” Ryan said. “You’re insane!”
Lea flicked her eyes at him. “What is it?”
“Every particle has an antiparticle — carbon, anticarbon, hydrogen, antihydrogen, even gold and antigold.”
Dimitrov continued. “Inside this cavern is a very strange anomaly, a uniquely powerful magnetic field trapping a cloud of antihydrogen gas particles, suspending them safely out of reach of the rest of the material world.
“This is impossible!” Lea said.
“No,” Ryan said. “It’s not. Scientists have been detecting geoneutrinos deep within the interior of the earth for some time. Is that not right, Professor Zhivkov?”
“Yes,” the solemn professor said. “It is true. Neutrino detectors have located these particles deep within the earth’s interior, but never before has anyone actually been this close to them. Here, today, with the discovery of the antihydrogen cloud, we make history.”
Lea fixed her attention on the professor’s deranged, glazed-over eyes. “So this is just about a weapon after all?”
“Not just any weapon,” Zhivkov explained. “An antimatter device such as the one I have developed will be the most destructive weapon in human history. Even the most powerful nuclear missile will be as nothing compared to what I have created.”
He stepped over to where the Blood Crew were assembling the complex machinery. “With the help of this specially designed magnetic field trap, I will be able to capture the antimatter particles and then use them as part of Eschaton.”
Hawke and Lea exchanged a tense look. “Eschaton?” He whispered. “What the hell is that?”
She shrugged and mouthed the words, “No idea.”
“What makes this so damned dangerous?” Kamala asked.
Ryan said, “When a regular particle of matter like an electron comes into contact with an antimatter particle, like a positron, the two of them totally annihilate each other in an unimaginable fierce energetic explosion.”
“So one great big fuck of a big bang?” Zeke said.
“And talking of which,” Zhivkov said. “Some physicists hypothesise that there is another universe exactly the same as ours but in reverse, stretching out on the other side of the Big Bang and constructed mainly of antimatter instead of normal matter.”
Dimitrov stepped in. “Part of Professor Zhivkov’s theory suggests that not only will this device be the most powerful bomb ever created by man, but that its detonation may very well open up a gate into this other universe. Consider that for a moment. Just imagine what may be waiting for us in an entirely new universe.”
Kamala took a step back and stood beside Nikolai. “Holy crap, this guy’s crazy.”
“You only just got that now?” the Russian said.
“How did you know this was down here, Dimitrov?” Hawke asked.
“Deep in the pages of a lost manuscript written by Orpheus himself. He wrote a great deal about the awesome destructive power of the gods. Some of the things he described could only be explained by antimatter forces. I took a gamble and it looks like it’s paid off.”
Lea watched as Demotte and the Blood Crew activated the enormous magnetic trap and push it inside the cavern to a black hole in the rock face. Between where they were standing and the action down at the rock face, Crombez and Demotte stood with Kalashnikov’s trained on them.
“What you’re doing here isn’t just insane, Dimitrov,” Lea said. “This goes to an entirely different level.”
“Please,” the mafia boss waved her words away. “No more compliments or you will make me blush.” He called Kashala over and the Congolese general padded across the cavern, away from the magnetic device. “Is it ready?”
Kashala nodded. “Ready and waiting for your order.”
Dimitrov looked at the scientist. “Go to work, Zhivkov. Initiate your machine and capture the antimatter particles. There is nothing to stop us now. The future of the world will soon be in the palm of my hand.”
Kashala gave the Bulgarian a sly glance and then went back down the path. Speaking in rapid French, he ordered his men to make way for Zhivkov. They obeyed his orders and surrounded the machine in a semi-circle, drawing their weapons and creating a defensive semi-circle around it.
“This is not looking good, Josiah.”
Hawke turned to Lea, once again lowering his voice to a whisper. “We’ve been in worse situations.”
She tipped her head back and fixed him in the eye. “And when the frigging fuck might that have been?”
“You’re right,” he conceded. “This is the worst.”
“Thank you.”
Hawke moved forward but Vizard smacked him in the chest with the stock of his rifle. “Get back!”
“Do as he says!” Dimitrov snapped.
“You don’t own us, Dimitrov!” Lea said. “You’re just a jumped-up thug with a chain of restaurants.”
“Yeah,” Ryan threw in. “And I bet last time you went to one of them you ordered the pasta and the antipasta at the same time, but they exploded in the kitchen!”
Zeke laughed. “I like it.”
“Silence!” Dimitrov yelled. “I will not be mocked. General Kashala, have your men tie these people up and secure them to the MFT. When we detonate this cave, they will be buried beneath millions of tons of volcanic rock.” He turned to Lea with a smile on his face. “And no one will ever hear anything of you or any of your miserable friends ever again.”
Crombez grabbed Reaper. “Come on, Vincent.”
“How could you do this?” Reaper said. “Work for a man like Dimitrov on a project like this?”
The Belgian merc gave a nonchalant shrug. “You know how this works. I live my life according to the golden rule — he who has the gold makes the rules. Right now, the King pays the most for mercenary work and so I work for him. You could join me, right now. I would vouch for your loyalty to the King. The paycheck is one million dollars each.”
Reaper shook his head sadly. “Go to hell, Olivier.”
The Belgian laughed. “This is very funny, considering where you are going to die today.”
What happened next reminded Hawke why Reaper was such a valued member of the team.
The Frenchman lashed out, simultaneously grabbing Crombez by the neck and disarming him. He grabbed his assault rifle for himself and threw Hawke the merc’s SIG.
Hawke caught the gun, released the mag and checked it. Full. He’d expected nothing less from a man with Crombez’s training and experience. Cradling the weapon with both hands, he raised it into the aim with the muzzle pointing directly at Kashala.
Using the merc as a human shield, Reaper swung the automatic weapon around and aimed it at Dimitrov. “Tell them to drop their weapons or you will die in five seconds.”
Kashala’s reaction was just as sharp. Drawing a sidearm from a holster on his belt, he fired on Reaper, forcing him back behind the boulders.
Hawke instantly returned fire, but the Congolese warlord slipped behind the pillars in front of the door. The distraction had given Dimitrov, the mafia men and the Blood Crew time to take cover and open a savage volley of fire on the defenceless ECHO team.
Reaper’s reaction was merciless. Using the stock of the rifle, he struck Crombez hard on the side of the head and knocked him out. Then he turned the rifle on the enemy and began sweeping the muzzle from side to side, peppering their position with automatic fire.
Far from being cowed, Kashala shocked everyone by ordering his men forward into battle, and moments later Demotte led the hardened force of mercenaries out of their cover. With the mafia men following behind, they screamed as they ran toward them, endless fire spitting from their Kalashnikovs.
“And we’ve got one rifle and one sidearm,” Hawke said. “Oh, happy days.”
“Buckle up,” Lea said, tucking her head down behind the boulder. “’Cause things are about to go to hell in a big way!”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The onslaught raged.
Hellish mayhem like they had never known before exploded in the antechamber outside the tiny cavern. In the chaos, Camacho and Zeke scrambled inside the entrance and engaged in closer-quarter combat with two of the new mercs. Both hardened fighters, the Texan tank commander managed to disarm one of the men and shoot them both down, while the former CIA man snatched up their bags.
The two of them jogged back over and crashed down in the dirt behind the boulder. “Gotta be some shooting irons in here, right?” Zeke said.
Camacho opened the bag and they all peered inside.
“A few shooting irons,” Hawke said, handing the guns out. “And if I’m not very much mistaken, that’s a nice little lightweight, smoothbore, muzzle-loading mortar.”
Lea sighed. “God I just love it when you talk dirty, Josiah.”
Hawke ducked to dodge a tracing bullet and gave her a look as he set up the bipod mount and base plate. “Looks like they were kind enough to pack some high explosives, too.” He stopped and called out across the chamber. “Love you guys!”
“Did you have to do that?” Lexi said.
“No, but I just wanted to,” he said. “Wait a minute — there’s something else in here.”
Nikolai leaned in. “What?”
Hawke pulled out a strange cannister and shone his flashlight beam on it. “Ryan?”
The young man squinted as he assessed it. “Looks like some sort of heavy-duty scientific container. Hang on, I think I know. If Zhivkov really has invented an antimatter magnetic field generator, he’s going to need a mobile field generator to transport the antihydrogen particles. My money is on this cannister being exactly that.”
Hawke stuffed it back inside and slung the bag over his shoulder. “Well, good job we’ve got it then. Now, looks like it’s time we sort the wheat from the chaff. Firing!”
He dropped a shell down inside the cannon and fired it across the cave. Cradling their heads in their arms, the ECHO team waited for the fireworks and weren’t disappointed when they started.
The far end of the cavern exploded in a fireball, scattering car-sized chunks of rock and an equally lethal cloud of debris all over Kashala’s unsuspecting men far below. The Congolese and Belgian mercs ran for cover in every direction, with some heading for arched tunnels and others diving back behind the boulders. One of the Congolese men was too slow and was crushed by a granite slab the size of refrigerator.
Hawke watched the destruction and death unfurl with no sense of pleasure or relief. These men might be their enemy, but they were paid mercs working for cash. Maybe if he hadn’t met Lea, he’d be doing something similar right now. He just didn’t know. Now, a substantial section of the cavern’s roof split away and fell to the ground, squashing two of Dimitrov’s mafia goons flat. Hawke looked away and reloaded his gun.
“Mon Dieu!” Reaper gasped. “I’ve never seen such destruction.”
“Remind me again,” Kamala said. “This is what you do for a living, right?”
“Don’t worry,” Ryan reassured her. “We make it look harder than it is.”
Kamala fired two short bursts from the pistol Hawke had given her, but the mercs had regrouped after the mortar attack. “They’re heading over here again and they look pissed!”
Mercs streamed over the rocks and boulders they were using for cover. One of the new additions to the Blood Crew lunged at Reaper, but the Frenchman never flinched. He ran into the man with the full force of his substantial weight, twisting his body down and to the left at the last minute and shoulder-barging him off his feet and into the dark cave behind him.
On the ground now, the merc brought up his fist and pounded the Frenchman in the side of his head with all the energy he could muster. It was hard and heavy, but Reaper took the blow, absorbing some of the force by rolling his head to the side.
Now he was angry, but a savage headbutt down in the center of the merc’s face seemed to redress the balance. With the man’s nose smashed into a jelly pulp, he gave a shrill gasp of pain and reached his hands up to his face to feel the damage.
“Non, non, non.” Reaper recoiled his fist and aimed into the man’s face. For a moment both men felt time almost stop as the fist hovered in the air, awaiting its next command. Gnarled, bruised knuckles, on a filthy, dirt-covered hand, smeared in the blood of countless mercenaries recoiled like a spring-loaded weapon.
Then he unleashed it into the man’s face and knocked him clean out. Turning to check his friends, he saw Hawke fighting another merc. “You need some help?”
“Do I fuck,” Hawke said, wrenching his combat knife from his belt and slashing it through the air. It struck the merc’s knife and the two steel blades clashed in a small shower of sparks. Bringing his other hand up, he smashed an uppercut on the man’s jaw and sent him flying back into the rocky wall. When the merc struck his head on the granite, he was knocked out instantly and crashed to the floor in a heap in front of Hawke.
Behind him, Nikolai drew on his vast martial arts knowledge to dismantle two of the Mafia henchmen. It was an eye-watering display of controlled violence, ending in the stomach-turning sound of breaking bones and men howling in pain. The former Athanatoi monk showed no mercy. He brought up his leg and spun around on the spot, sweeping his heavy boot into the faces of both the kneeling men.
Across the chamber, Lexi was moving like a CGI demon, hop-skip-jumping from one merc to the next in a blur of one-eighty degree twists and turns and savage scissor kicks as she tore through them. A Belgian at the end dropped his knife and sprinted into the darkness of one of the tunnels, but Lexi was too fast.
She ran to him, launching herself into the air and running up his back as he fled. Using the fleeing man like a springboard, she leaped into the air above him and delivered a hefty kick with her left leg, knocking him out cold. He fell to the floor and she landed beside him in the gloomy, dusty cave.
“Too easy,” she said.
The bedlam worsened. Across the chamber, Kashala’s men had secured the entrance to the sanctuary and Dimitrov and Zhivkov were heading back inside under armed guard.
Heavily engaged in her own fight with a Belgian merc, Lea cried out in the searing heat and chaos. “They’re going inside!”
“We’re going nowhere until we’ve taken these guys out!” Lexi said.
Another jumped down from the rock and landed on the Chinese assassin, knocking her to the ground. She rushed to her feet, saving her life from a brutal knife attack. Then she pulled her knife and lunged at the man. He dodged the strike with a neat sidestep and brought his own knife hand up into the fight. Turning on her heel, she brought her other leg up into his face and knocked him off his balance. Arms flailing in the air, she took full advantage and mercilessly knocked the knife from his hand with a wrist strike.
Snatching up the weapon, she slashed it across his chest and gouged a deep cut in him. He howled in pain but was still tumbling backwards toward a ledge. Lexi flipped the knife in the air, caught it by the blade and then she threw it at him as hard as she could. The switch-blade’s heavy ivory handle struck the man in the forehead and knocked him out.
Lexi watched him tumble into the darkness behind the ledge and dusted off her hands. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”
Closer to the lava flow, Ryan was scrambling through the dirt and dust in search of his gun. He was fighting the female merc they had seen earlier with Kashala and she had kicked it from his hand and was closing in for the kill. He saw it now, glinting dully in the ambient light of the glow sticks, but just as reached out for it, the merc got to it first and kicked it away from him once again. Then she spun around and kicked him hard in the face, forcing his head back and nearly knocking him out.
Ryan saw stars. They spun around his head and flashed like aluminum countermeasure chaff in a bright sunny sky. Through the dazed confusion of his mind, he looked up and saw the unsmiling face of the female Congolese mercenary looking back down at him.
“You are a very naughty boy,” she said quietly. “You don’t know how to treat a lady, so let me teach you how.”
She reached down, clamping his head in her two hands and lifted him up until they were face to face, his legs dangling down in the air. He lashed out with fists squeezed tight, but she took the blows with barely a flinch. Craning her neck, she brought her face closer to his ear. Whispering, she said, “You fool with Nzuji and you pay with your life!”
Ryan fought back but she was too strong, and when she dropped him to the ground and pulled a hunting knife from her belt, he thought it was all over. She lunged at him, slashing the blade at his throat, but he rolled away and threw a handful of sand and dirt into her face.
As she cried out, he had time to snatch up the gun and crawled backwards as he raised the muzzle and aimed it at her face.
“Now, you pay with your life!”
He moved to squeeze the trigger, then everything changed.
“Everyone lay down your arms or the old man dies!”
Ryan looked through Nzuji’s long legs and saw Mukendi marching into the cave. He had the presbyter in his grip and a gun at his head.
“I’m sorry,” the old man said. “This man caught me on the road leaving the monastery and he put this gun to my head. He said he will kill me if you don’t lay down your guns.”
Hawke recognized the terror in the elderly churchman’s voice; he’d heard it many times before in his travels with ECHO and he knew it was authentic.
“Take your gun away from his head!” he shouted.
Kashala and his men laughed. “I think you’re the ones lowering their weapons.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Lea looked at Hawke with desperate eyes, and then back at the old presbyter. “You son of a bitch, Mukendi!”
“Tut tut, woman,” he purred. “Don’t make me laugh or I might pull this trigger and blow his head clean off his shoulders.”
Hawke knew he had only one play, and that was to obey Mukendi’s demand to lower his gun. As he released the weapon and let it clatter to the cave floor, he closed his eyes and tried to think of a way out of the situation.
Across the chamber, Nzuji sneered as she snatched the gun from Ryan’s hand and walked back over to the Blood Crew, and further back, a dazed Crombez staggered to his feet, rubbing his head where Reaper had hit him.
“Now,” Kashala said smugly. “You will hand over the mobile field generator cannister before His Holiness is executed by my men.”
With one look at the presbyter, Hawke didn’t hesitate. Pulling the cannister from his canvas bag, he walked it across to Kashala. The African general snatched it from him and delivered a hefty smack across Hawke’s face.
The Englishman kept his balance and stayed on his feet, but Reaper had already leaped forward in his defense. In response, Crombez raised his assault rifle and aimed it at the Frenchman. “Back, now! Or you all die.”
Reaper reluctantly obeyed, raising his hands in the air in a show of surrender, but giving Crombez a devilish wink. “You and I have some unsettled business, n’est-ce pas?”
“Tell me, Vincent — how are Monique and the kids?”
Reaper bristled at the question. “You stay away from my family, Olivier!”
Crombez laughed. “On verra.”
“I mean it.” Reaper lowered his voice. “Once, we were friends, but if you go near my family, I will kill you. All of you!”
Now Mukendi chuckled and sucked his teeth. “No more threats, Legionnaire, or I will skin you alive and feed you to the general’s crocodiles.”
Kashala’s face grew more serious. “It’s true. I’ve seen him do it. He likes the sound of their squeals as they thrash about in the water. Zhivkov, get over here.”
The professor moved over to the general and took the cannister. “You want me to start work?”
Kashala gave a curt nod. “Yes, and fast. Transfer the particles from the main field generator to the cannister. We don’t have much time.”
Boris Zhivkov shuffled over to his metal briefcase, scrolled through the combination lock and lifted the lid. Licking his lips with concentration, he gently placed the cannister out of sight behind the lid and started to work.
“Professor Zhivkov is very fast,” Kashala said. “Soon, I will have what I need and you will all be dead.”
Tense minutes passed with the Blood Crew and what was left of Dimitrov’s mafia heavies training their weapons on the subdued ECHO team and the elderly presbyter. When Zhivkov finally turned from the main generator beside the hole in the wall, he was smiling and holding the cannister in his hands.
Handing it to Demotte, the merc passed it to his boss, King Kashala. The Congolese warlord weighed it in his hands and held it up to the light of a nearby glow stick. “Very interesting… very interesting indeed. I can feel the power in my grasp.”
“And what now?” Lea said.
Dimitrov gave her a patronizing smirk. “With this antimatter, I will be able to extort anything I wish from any government. Up until now, even CERN physicists have only been able to produce a few nanograms of this per year, but now I have over a gram, enough to totally annihilate any city on earth in a fraction of a second. Now, General Kashala, hand it over.”
Kashala stood there, his hand gripped around the antimatter cannister, but he said nothing.
“I said, bring me the cannister, Kashala!”
The Congolese merc leader was still holding his Kalashnikov. Awkwardly now, he raised it and gently buried the stock into his hip as he aimed the weapon at Dimitrov.
The Bulgarian took a step back. “What are you doing, General?”
“I am executing my plan, Mr Dimitrov,” Kashala said in the quiet, tense cave. “And that means first executing you.”
“No!”
Dimitrov’s screams were cut short by the wild, metallic sound of the assault rifle’s magazine emptying in the dark cavern. When the Mafia chief finally collapsed face-first into the gravel, his body had taken the better part of the weapon’s forty-round box magazine. What was left, Kashala used to fire on the remaining mafia goons, ruthlessly cutting them to ribbons where they stood.
As smoke curled from the exit holes in the Bulgarian mafia boss’s back, Kashala turned to face Hawke and the rest of the ECHO team. “His plan wasn’t spicy enough for me. He wanted to use the weapon only to blackmail various governments for money. This has its merits, but I think it would be much better if they had an idea of how powerful it is first. Much more impact that way, no?”
Hawke’s eyes crawled up from Dimitrov’s cooling corpse to the Congolese general standing a few yards away from him. The smoking Kalashnikov was still in his right hand, and the antimatter cannister still firmly gripped in the other.
“You’re a psychopath, Kashala.”
“And you are out of cards to play, Hawke.”
“You think, eh?”
“In a few moments, my men will seal you in this cave with a grenade and then test the antimatter’s power by detonating Zhivkov’s cannister. He tells me that we can turn an entire city to ash with an amount of antimatter fifty times smaller than a sugar cube. It will scar the world forever, and in the meantime, knowing you and the rest of your friends have been crushed by millions of tons of granite will further enhance my pleasure.”
Boris Zhivkov stepped cautiously forward and took the cannister from Kashala. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he walked it over to his briefcase and started to transfer some of the particles into the test device. His hands were steady enough, but Hawke noticed his breathing was hurried and inconsistent. Clearly, he didn’t have the same confidence in his work that General Kashala seemed to have.
“We are ready,” he said at last. Behind him, Crombez walked back over to the mercs. As he passed Reaper, he made a gun with his hands and pointed his finger at him. “Tu es un homme mort, mon ami… un homme mort, et votre famille, aussi.”
Reaper said nothing but stood his ground and met the other man’s gaze, his face square and solid.
Kashala gave a curt nod and ordered the professor and the rest of the Blood Crew to withdraw. “And now we must bid you farewell, Mr Hawke. Me and my men are setting sail for foreign climes, but you and your friends will die here in this filthy hole, surrounded by lava. Au revoir.”
Before he left, he turned his gun on the presbyter and fired three shots into his stomach.
“No!” Lea screamed.
Kamala was closest, and now she rushed to him and lifted his head from the ground. “You’re going to be okay.”
“You bastard, Kashala!” Hawke yelled.
As the old man collapsed into the dirt, Hawke watched the general’s sweaty face as he tossed a grenade at his boots beneath the archway and then disappeared in the darkness of the entrance. The explosion buckled the portico pillars and brought them crashing down to the ground with hundreds of tons of mountain on top of them.
“Anyone got a spade?” Ryan asked.
“Funny,” Scarlet said. “Except no, we don’t have a fucking spade and now we’re trapped down in hell with only the lava for company.”
“And it gets worse,” Camacho said. “The grenade explosion took out part of the rockface containing the lava flow and now it’s pouring down the side into this cavern. I’d say were going to have some pretty hot feet in a few hours.”
“That’s not good,” Lea said.
The dying presbyter groaned in pain and tried to get her attention. His head was still cradled in Kamala’s arms when he mumbled some Greek words.
“Ryan!” Lea said. “Get over here right now!”
“What is it?”
Kamala turned desperate eyes to the London hacker. “He said something, but I don’t know what.”
“Can you say it again, sir?” Lea asked.
He spoke in Greek again.
“He says we’re not trapped,” Ryan said.
Lea’s eyes filled with hope. “Did you get that right, Ry?”
“I think so.”
Ryan spoke in slow, gently Greek to the man, who replied in hushed, dry tones.
“He says he always knew about this tunnel complex, but pretended not to earlier in case we were like Dimitrov and Kashala. He says there are other ways out of here, through the archways on the far side of the cavern.”
“Where do they lead?” Hawke asked.
“One to the monastery, one to Ancient Thera and one to the coast.”
“What’s Ancient Thera?” Zeke asked.
“It’s an ancient city high on Mesa Vouno Mountain.”
Lexi furrowed her brow. “Mesa Vouno Mountain?”
“The millions of tons of rock over our heads,” Ryan said.
“Ah.”
“But we want the coast,” Hawke insisted. “Kashala said he and his men were sailing away.”
“That could be any coast,” Scarlet said. “We’re on an island.”
“Hey, what do you want from me?” Hawke said. “A printed itinerary of his journey on an embossed card? We take what we can get, Cairo, you know that.”
“Point accepted, grudgingly.”
He gave her a look, then returned to Ryan.
“So which archway?”
“He’s dead,” Kamala said.
Lea looked at the old man. “Dead?”
Ryan nodded. “The good news is that before he died, he told me we needed the one on the right.”
“We have to go, and in a hurry!” Hawke said. “We need to get that cannister back.”
Kamala gently laid the presbyter’s head down and got to her feet while the others grabbed whatever kit they could get their hands on. “It doesn’t feel right leaving him here.”
Lea watched the lava slowly crawl over the top of Dimitrov’s corpse and instantly incinerate it. The presbyter awaited the same fate, and in no more than a few minutes, judging by the progress the lava was making inside the cavern. “No, but we have no choice.”
“Lea’s right,” Hawke said. “This whole place is going to be filled with lava in a few hours and Kashala and the Blood Crew are getting further away every second.” Hefting one of the mercs’ semi-automatic pistols from the ground, he checked the mag and turned to face his team. “We move out, and we move out now.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

They reached the end of the long, twisting tunnel the presbyter had pointed them to and found a large rockpool surrounded by stalagmites. “Another dead end,” Kamala said. “There’s no way we can catch up with Kashala now.”
“You think the old priest sent us on a wild goose chase?” Zeke asked.
“No, I don’t.” Hawke walked to the rock pool and tested its depth. “My hunch is that this is the way out right here, but I’m not risking the lives of this team. Wait here.”
Lea opened her mouth to talk but he was already in the pool, diving headfirst into the black water and swimming through the dark.
“Damn it all,” she said, lowering her voice to a private whisper. “Eejit.”
A tense few minutes passed until he broke through the surface once again. “I’m starting to feel like I’m back on basic training with all this sodding water.”
“Any luck?” Ryan asked.
He nodded. “Not far at all. Thirty second underwater. Anyone can do it.”
Nikolai turned white. “I cannot do this, Hawke.”
“Bollocks you can’t,” he said. “I’ll take you through.”
“I can swim,” he said. “I just don’t like confined spaces… underwater caverns are like a hell for me.”
“You’ve already been through hell, Kolya,” Lea said with a desperate smile. “You can do this.”
He took another look at the water. Black, smooth, forbidding. “All right.”
Hawke breathed a sigh of relief and took the Russian by the arm. “I’ll go through first with Kolya and the rest of you follow. This game isn’t over yet.”
When they broke through the surface, they emerged inside a cave at the base of Mesa Vouno, the vast promontory beneath the ancient city of Thera. Hauling themselves out of the water and staggering to the entrance, they stood in the cave’s mouth and looked out across the shimmering Santorini day.
Above, a dazzling sun pierced the center of the cornflower blue sky and one single aircraft trailed a smooth arc on the eastern horizon. Below, the famous black sand of Kamari Beach stretched away to the north and vanished in a heat haze. Sitting beneath an endless grid of parasols further up the beach, holidaymakers relaxed in the shade. Some were sleeping, some talking, others reading books and Kindles, but they all shared one thing in common — none of them knew what was at stake today.
Closer to their position were a number of caïques. These traditional fishing boats had been used on the Ionian and Aegean Seas long before the modern vessels favoured by fisherman in modern times. Used mainly by tourists in short excursions today, they bobbed about peacefully on the turquoise water at the bottom of the cliffs.
Lea stepped out into the heat. “Let’s walk down to the water.”
“I can see their boat!” Lexi shouted. “Just beyond that promontory to the northeast.”
Hawke saw it too, and Kashala was at the helm. They were racing away from the volcanic island in a small motor yacht.
“Looks like they’ve already seen us,” Hawke said. Mukendi and his mercs were at the stern, setting up what looked like another mortar cannon. “That ain’t pretty,” he muttered, and then he heard the distant crackle of gunshots from the rifles. “They’re firing — get down!”
They took cover behind the caïques and waited until the onslaught was over. At the vessel’s prow, the rounds severed the bowsprit forestay, broke the foremast off at the base and brought the entire rigging crashing down into the sea.
The cream sails splashed down in the water and drew the attention of some of the tourists further up the beach. The report of the distant gunshots had been too faint for them to hear, but the destruction visited on the old wooden boat had alerted them to the danger. Now, those closest to the caïques scrambled out of their sun-lotion slumber and screamed. Reaching for their phones, they sprinted up the black sand toward the neat line of white hotels and apartment blocks to the west.
“We need a boat, and a fast one, right now.” Hawke scanned the beach.
“I don’t see any boats,’ Lea said with a twinkle in her eye. “But there’s a JetSki club a hundred meters to the north.”
He looked at her, fighting back the urge to smile. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Donovan?”
“It’ll be just like old times on Elysium.”
Scarlet turned to Ryan. “Get your wallet out, boy, we need to hire half a dozen JetSkis and you’re splashing the cash.”
“Why me?”
“I just made you the ECHO treasurer. Think of it as a field promotion.”
Ryan muttered under his breath and pulled his wallet out of his jeans’ pocket. “Cash is soaked from our little underwater swim.”
“I’m sure the cards are just fine.”
Legs pounding beneath them, they sprinted up the long beach and weaved in and out of the terrified tourists. Reaching the JetSki club, they were just in time to see the staff fleeing for their lives.
Scarlet gave Hawke a wink. “Handy.”
They ran along the pier, counting the JetSkis as they went.
“There’s only eight available,” Lea said.
“But there’s a mini speed boat!” Camacho said. “Two seats — anyone?”
Jazmin gave it an appreciative nod. “Count me in.”
Hawke jumped down onto the nearest JetSki and turned on the engine. “The rest of you get on one of these. We need all the manpower we can get.”
He took the lead, revving the powerful four stroke engine and steering out into the vast, sparkling sea to the east. The others joined him in an arrow formation, and ahead of them, Camacho and Jazmin in the speedboat moved out into the bay in a grand sweeping motion, spraying up a fine arc of bright white sea foam into the hot Mediterranean sky.
The powerful engines of the speedboat and JetSkis roared, but ahead of them, Kashala’s boat was rapidly moving out of sight.
“Looks like he’s made good time,” Camacho called out.
“We can still do it!” Hawke said.
They ploughed on through the sea, armed with the handful of weapons they had grabbed in the cave. Then Hawke saw movement on the stern of the motor yacht.
“They’re firing the mortar!”
He watched calmly as Mukendi lobbed a mine inside the RPG launcher and fired it out into the bay.
“Number one,” he said quietly. “But he’s way off course.”
An eerie silence followed as they watched the shiny silver mine flying through the air in between the motor yacht and their JetSkis. It crashed down into the sea a few hundred yards ahead of them and the explosion ripped hundreds of tons of water into the air in a vast plume.
Then they saw the mini tsunami racing toward them.
“Brace!”
Still in the lead, the wave was on course to smash into the starboard side of Camacho’s speedboat and would have capsized them had he not steered into it. The bow cut into the crest of the wave instead and they crashed down into the trough behind it.
“That was too close for me!” Jazmin said.
Hawke saw the near miss, speeded up and steered closer to them, riding the waves from the explosion. “Is everyone all right?”
A dazed Camacho gave a wave. “We’re fine.”
“We need to get that cannister!” Hawke called out. “Everyone keep on this!”
“They’re firing again!”
The next rocket ripped over their heads and exploded in the side of the cliff in a devastating shower of rock and sand and gravel. The cloud blew out of the cliff-face into the air above the bay like an expensive Hollywood CGI. Beneath it, a large section at the top of the cliff started to slide down into the sea. Below, the last few stragglers on the beach now screamed and ran for their lives as the thousand-ton deadly cargo tumbled and rolled toward them in a cloud of dust and smoke.
“Run!” Lea yelled, but she knew they couldn’t hear her.
The lethal landslide crashed over the beach and into the sea, causing another smaller tsunami, but at least no innocent people had died on the beach today.
“Bastards!” Ryan said.
“They were trying to divert our attention,” Hawke said. “Make us break off the chase and go over there to the beach to save those people.”
Seeing no one was harmed, Camacho steered the boat back around to port, increased speed to the main engines and resumed the pursuit of Kashala and his mercs.
Hawke revved his JetSki and accelerated. “We lost some time, but I think we can still make it.”
As he raced toward Kashala’s boat, he realized the plane he had seen earlier on the horizon had now banked to its portside and was flying toward the island.
Toward them.
And it had descended from its altitude of around ten thousand feet and was leveling out, closer now to two thousand.
“Unusual,” he muttered. “Look out for the aircraft,” he called out. “At our ten o’clock.”
Lea saw it next, and then the others.
“Looks military!” Reaper called out.
Hawke was momentarily caught out. “Holy shit!” he said at last. “It’s a US Navy Osprey! Everyone take evasive action and remember, there’s no forward-firing rockets or guns on it.”
The Osprey raced toward them through the hot sky. Hawke was right about there being no chin turret or forward-firing rockets on the V-22, but it still had teeth, and enough of them to chew ECHO into pieces. Now, as it flashed over the top of them the crew unleashed a depth charge dead ahead of them.
“Look out!” Lea yelled.
Then the underwater bomb crashed into the sea and detonated. The explosion was heavy and hard. A deep bass thud came from beneath the waves and then the shock wave blasted thousands of tons of water into the air directly above them.
“Evasive action!” Hawke yelled.
They broke up and raced in every direction to avoid the fallout.
“That was too close!” Ryan yelled. “I can’t even joke about it.”
“They’re firing on Kashala now!”
“And he’s firing back with the mortar and the RPG!”
Lea pointed into the sky and they all watched in horror as Kashala launched an RPG from the stern of the boat. The Congolese general looked on calmly as it ripped through the sky toward the Osprey.
The US Navy pilot took evasive action, banking hard to starboard, but Kashala had been too close and the RPG made contact with the tiltrotor aircraft less than three seconds after launch. Punching a hole in its belly directly behind the landing gear, the explosion was savage, blasting a bus-sized hole in the aircraft’s smooth metal underside and blowing its guts all over the sky above them.
Wires, ailerons, wheels, struts.
Crew.
The force of the explosion tore chunks of metal out from the main airframe and blasted them through the wings, ripping the control surfaces to shreds.
The pilot fought with the controls, but it was over. The Osprey pitched down in a grotesque, stomach-turning angle and roared toward the sea’s surface, the crippled engines howling like wounded animals.
It hit the sea with savage intensity and almost disintegrated on impact. Thousands of pieces of metal and plastic flew into the air in a giant explosion of fuel and fire and dead bodies and sea spray.
When the devastation had calmed down, Hawke pulled up well away from the burning oil and threw the engine into neutral. As the JetSki came to a halt just before the debris field, the others pulled up beside him.
Camacho finished checking the wreckage and steered the speedboat back over to his friends. “They’re all dead.”
Beside him, Jazmin looked like she was in severe shock.
Hawke said nothing, but nodded.
“And Kashala’s long gone,” the CIA man added. “He’s already more than halfway to Anáfi by now.”
Hawke looked out to sea and the vague outline of the island of Anáfi. Its rocky coast and mountainous interior loomed in the Mediterranean haze. He turned back to the burning wreckage. “I don’t think President Faulkner is going to be too happy when he hears about that.”
Lea gave a grim laugh. “I don’t think even a fly would want to be on that wall.”
Hawke revved the JetSki. “Start praying Eden or Sooke or someone can tell us where they’re going, or somewhere there’s a city that’s just had its last sunrise.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Alex Reeve had suffered much punishment in her life, but this was taking her to the limits of her endurance. Locked in a cell with no clue where she was, and not even any idea whether her father and Brandon were still alive. No news, no internet, no phone. Total isolation. What was Faulkner doing from his nest of corrupt power back in Washington DC?
And yet, she hadn’t given up hope. She knew what her father would say, and she stuck by it like glue. After all, he had been a prisoner of war in his youth and he knew what he was talking about. She understood the importance of keeping her mind together and not letting the bastards break her down.
But it was so hard to hold things together in a place like this.
Faulkner was evil; there was no doubt in her mind about that. He had worked hand in glove with the Oracle and his cult to unseat her democratically elected father and seize control of the White House. He was a malicious, treacherous conniving son of a bitch and if she ever got her hands on him, she’d…
Take it easy, Alex.
She breathed out slowly and calmed down.
Hang on tight or fall down hard.
In control of her emotions now, she felt her heart slow down. Another panic attack averted, but then the sound of footsteps outside her cell. Men talking in low, deep undertones. The jingle-jangle of keys and then the unmistakable noise of the lock turning.
This is it.
She gasped when she heard the bolt slide on the door. A frightening, industrial sound as metal scraped against metal and a chunky lock was turned. The sound echoed in her cell as she sat up on her bed and turned to face her captors.
Two men appeared, both wearing military fatigues and with pistols in holsters on belts around their waists. She felt a crushing sense of disappointment and destroyed hope when they walked into her cell. She knew it was crazy, but she had started to believe it was all a terrible mistake and her father had organised everything. Brought all the madness to an end.
Instead, she was looking at two men in military fatigues with serious faces. They marched into the room and loomed over her. No name tags or any other means of ID, she noted.
“Get in the chair.”
“Who are you?” she asked. “Where are you taking me?”
“Stop asking stupid questions and get in the chair.”
One of the soldiers grabbed her by the arm. “Do as I say and get in the chair or I’ll drag you into it.”
She fixed him in the eye, determined not to let him get to her. “You can’t possibly get away with what you’re doing here. You realize that, right?”
He brought his right hand up and struck her hard on the face, knocking her back down onto the bed. She felt her cheek tingle as the blood from the impact rushed up to the surface. With her head buried down in the blankets, she swore to herself that she would show no weakness. Turning to face him, she said, “You’re standing in my way.”
He dumbly looked behind him and saw he was between her and the chair. He grabbed the back of the chair and shoved it roughly over to her. “Just get in it. You have an appointment with a very busy man, and he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
“Where are you taking me?”
“You’re going to speak with the base commander.”
* * *
They wheeled her out of the cell and through various sections of a building that resembled most airports she had ever seen. When they arrived at the base commander’s office, one of them tapped on the door respectfully.
“Come!”
They wheeled her into the office, positioned her in front of his desk and snapped to attention.
“The Prisoner, sir!”
Without looking at the soldiers, he smiled at Alex. “You’re dismissed.”
“Sir, yes sir!”
They filed out of the room and clicked the door shut. It was now she realized the radio was on in the corner and a mellow cocktail lounge jazz piano was softening the atmosphere. It gave the moment a surreal quality she had not expected.
The commander linked his tanned fingers together and rested his hands on the desk.
“Welcome to Tartarus. I’m Colonel Blanchard.”
“Where’s my father and Agent McGee?”
“Enjoying our hospitality in another section of the base. Will you testify against your father’s treason?”
The casual way he spoke such powerful words hit her like a hammer. “Screw you.”
He nodded and sighed. “I thought you’d say that, but if you don’t help us then things are looking pretty bleak for you. I’m not going to lie. Will you help us?”
Partly through anger and partly to stop him seeing them shaking, she dug her fingers into the wheelchair’s armrests. “Never.”
He nodded again. “In that case, I’ll book you in for a session with Mr Mahoe.”
“Who the hell is Mr Mahoe?” she said. “If he’s a lawyer, I’d rather use my own. Get me a phone.”
“A lawyer,” he said. “That’s a good one.”
“So, who is he? Your boss?”
He chuckled. “No, he’s not my boss.. he’s sort of a persuader.”
She felt her blood run cold. “You mean a torturer?”
“Hey, you say potato… now take the brakes off that thing. You’re leaving.”
He pushed the intercom button on his desk and a man answered. “Send them in again.”
“Sir.”
The soldiers walked back onto the room and snapped to attention once again with crisp salutes, long way up, short way down.
“Take her back to her cell and brief Mr Mahoe that he’s needed.”
The two men looked at each other, fear crossing their faces. “Sir, yes sir!”
She took the brakes off and one of them walked ahead while the other wheeled her out of the commander’s office.
“I’ll give you just one more chance to think it over, Alex,” Blanchard called out behind her. “After that, you’re Mr Mahoe’s.”
With Mr Mahoe echoing in her mind, they wheeled her away from the soft jazz of Blanchard’s office. Miles of corridors trundled past her as they pushed her around left-hand corners and right-hand corners and down long straights. Minutes passed as they went deeper into the complex, all the while she grew more and more nervous.
A lawyer… that’s a good one.
Eventually they pulled up at the large steel door of her cell and pushed her inside. As they closed the door on her, the tall one said one last thing. “For God’s sake, tell him what he wants to know.”
And then the door slammed shut.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Airspace
Their prayers had been answered not by God but Orlando Sooke. After the sea battle and the destruction of the V-22 Osprey, they had returned to their SUVs and made contact with him. He had contacted MI6 Agent Chris Raynes who had in turn made contact with a former US Army Ranger named David LeMeur. Colonel LeMeur got through to an old friend named Ezra Haven. He ran a special ops team called the Raiders from his office in the mysterious Titanfort spy hub in New York City.
The hastily built network had worked. Haven had used Titanfort’s considerable spying resources to pick Kashala up as he sailed east through the Med. After a convoluted journey, presumably designed to throw others off the scent, the Congolese general had boarded a transport helicopter at sea and flown across Turkey to Bursa. Here, they had climbed into trucks and driven north to Istanbul.
The largest city in Europe.
With over fifteen million people, it offered the sort of annihilation Joseph “King” Kashala had desired when he’d talked about scarring the world forever. Visions of Istanbul being vaporized haunted all their thoughts, including those of Sooke, who had managed to round up some more money to expedite their journey back to Turkey in a private, chartered jet.
As a business associate of Eden and a distant player in his Consortium, Sooke’s loyalty should have been beyond question, but the way things were right now, Hawke and the others had nursed their doubts about him. The arrival of the chartered Hawker Beechcraft had seen to that and they had driven to the Santorini Airport as fast as possible.
Security there was tightened after the attack on the Osprey, but their false passports got them through fast enough. The mysterious newcomer had also arranged a safe house via Ezra Haven, and that also brought a certain amount of relief. Somewhere quiet and secure to prepare for the final showdown with Kashala was more than welcome, and they had been promised access to weapons, too.
Now, as they soared east above the Mediterranean on route to Istanbul, Scarlet stretched her legs out, gently reclined her soft leather seat and let a loud, satisfied sigh out into the sumptuous cabin. “Ah, bliss.”
“Happy now?” Ryan asked.
“Yes, thank you,” she said. “Now get me a beer.”
“One step ahead of you, Sloane.” He thrust a cold bottle into her hand.
Scarlet opened her eyes in shock as the cold glass pressed against her skin. “Bloody hell! You’re almost house trained.”
He slumped down in the seat beside her and took a long swig of his drink. “Almost, but let’s hope I never make it all the way.”
She raised her bottle to her lips. “I’ll drink to that, boy.”
They chinked bottles and took another swig. For a moment, neither said anything. The only sound above the comforting hum of the jet engines was the gentle chatter of Nikolai, Camacho and Zeke as they played Razz poker at the rear of the cabin. Every now and then, one of them would cheer or groan, and then another hand was dealt out and it happened all over again.
“Surprised you’re not playing,” Ryan said, eyes closed and head pushed back against the soft headrest.
“Not tonight,” she said quietly. “I need to give my eyes a rest.”
“Mine too,” Lea said.
In fact, the Irishwoman never wanted to open her eyes again. Here, in the safety of the jet, she had started to drift away at last. Memories of her life flashed past, but she just kept on going until she reached the part where Hawke walked into it. Without knowing it, she had started to fiddle with the engagement ring on her left hand. She was glad it was there. It made her feel safer about the future.
And think about the past. About when Ryan, her first husband, had proposed to her.
He had told her all about the vena amoris, back in what now seemed like the Triassic period. It meant the vein of love, named by the ancient Romans who believed that a vein ran directly from the ring finger all the way to the heart. It was a beautiful thing to say, and she had accepted his proposal, but then he ruined everything by telling her that in sixteenth century England, women often wore wedding rings on their thumbs. She didn’t know why, but it took the edge off the moment.
Like the rest of the team, she was covered in cuts and bruises and exhausted from fighting the Blood Crew. She couldn’t find one part of her body that didn’t hurt or ache, and when she leaned forward and reached into her bag, the pain got worse. Pulling out some headache tablets, she cursed as she swallowed them down with some water and leaned back in her seat.
Outside the aircraft the seascape was unchanged — a never-ending world of water stretching to every horizon. She considered all the ships that had sunk in this ancient sea, all the naval battles that had unfolded right here on the waves right below their jet.
Today, it was almost devoid of human life, except for a small fishing trawler sailing north to the Greek mainland. In some ways, she thought, life hadn’t changed at all since the days of ancient Greece. Men at sea, bringing the catch home to sell in the markets of their hometowns.
Giving the sparkling sea one last look, she turned back to her friends in the cabin and pushed back in her seat. Some were sleeping, others were scrolling through smart phones; Kamala and Lexi were quietly chatting at the back. Slowly, she felt sleep covering her like a soft, warm blanket.
Beside her, Reaper was also struggling to focus his mind. Earlier, he had caught a glimpse of the photo of his wife and kids in his wallet and now his mind drifted back to them. He and Monique had gone through more ups and downs than a roller coaster, and yet they still kept things together. He loved her, and then there were the kids to think about.
Louis and Leo, his beloved twins.
He thought of them now, playing in the villa back in Provence and a smile appeared on his unshaven face. They weren’t identical but they did share many similarities in appearance and style. Louis was a daredevil, taking after him, he guessed. Always laughing and joking, forever the showman. His younger brother Leo was more serious. Kind-hearted but sensitive, and when he smiled, it lit the world like a sunrise.
Thinking of them now, with their mother safe at home, gave him the power to keep going and never give up. It gave him confidence to know that at least one part of his life was stable and solid, even if his so-called career had been a rag-tag mish-mash of military service and downright dirty mercenary work.
What he did, he did for them, not himself, and if anything ever happened to them, he honestly didn’t know what he would do. He looked at his battered, chipped watch. Monique would be making them something to eat now.
He decided not to call them and disturb their peace, and instead settled back in the leather seat and tried to relax. Crombez’s threat to harm them had cut him deep and if he wanted to keep his family safe, he would have to kill his old mercenary friend.
Beside him, Nikolai couldn’t sleep. His eyes had been shut since they climbed onboard the jet, but his mind was as busy as Danilovsky Market. Usually, when he closed his eyes, he was terrorized with memories of his family’s slaying, but this had started to fade since he had become part of the ECHO team.
Now, he had broken free of the Oracle and the other Athanatoi and his mind was focussed on the mission. Never before had he felt this great sense of purpose and he was grateful to the others for letting him into their world. The burden of proving his loyalty to them weighed heavily on his shoulders, but so far, so good.
And yet, his new sense of belonging had some cracks in the varnish. Deep down, he knew he didn’t belong with these people. He was too different from them. His childhood, his adolescence and his years in the cult had warped him too far away from the normal growth of humanity.
He knew one day he would walk away from them and start another chapter in his life, but where or when, he had no idea. For now, these people were his family and he owed them everything. His profound sense of honor and loyalty meant he could never let them down, and he knew he never would. He would die before betraying them and yet, he had a niggling doubt — would they die before betraying him?
Closing his eyes again, he thought about Istanbul becoming a burning wasteland and fought the images from his mind. He tried to center himself. Something told him the next few hours would be the most dangerous of his life. Slowly, he too, drifted away.
Unlike the others, Hawke had, as usual, been able to get some easy shuteye, but it wasn’t good sleep. Seconds after closing his eyes, he had been snatched from the peace of the passenger jet and thrown into a nightmare landscape of suffering and death.
A smoky battlefield lay ahead of him, and the sounds of Lea’s screams, lost somewhere in the fog of war. Ahead, stood the Oracle, beside him was Nikolai with a Russian Circassian sword in his hand. The blade glinted in the flash of a lightning strike. Behind him, King Kashala and Mukendi laughed with their antimatter cannisters. The white-robed Guardians of the Citadel, and others in red robes, emerging from the caves of hell as the fires burned around him.
Alfredo “Spider” Lazaro was stalking him, gun in hand as he mocked him in his Cuban Spanish. Mocked his failure to find him. Laughed about killing his wife. And now she was there too, Liz, his wife, calling out for help somewhere in the darkness.
Suddenly awake and heart pounding in his chest, he almost called out in terror. Getting a hold of himself, he released his vice-like grip on the armrests and took a few slow breaths to calm himself.
Sooner or later, he would have to face all of these things and strike them down before they killed him. But when and where — that was the question?

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Istanbul
Ezra Haven’s safehouse turned out to be located in Dolapdere. This is one of Istanbul’s more dangerous districts to the north of the oldest part of the city, but the house turned out to be just what they were looking for — anonymous and secure. None of this had done anything to dispel the fears swirling in Lea’s mind like a maelstrom. Francken’s reliability as a paymaster and Alex’s kidnapping and imprisonment were chief among them.
When Francken paid them for the lyre, they would have enough to repay Sooke’s loan and set up a rescue operation to save President Brooke and Alex. It seemed straight-forward enough but doubts nagged at her all the time. What if Francken reneged on his deal? There would be little they could do about it. What if he was tricking them, somehow working with Dimitrov? What if Alex and Jack Brooke were already dead? Her mind was spinning so hard, she wanted to scream.
“Cold one?”
She started in her chair, flicking her head up to see the lean, smiling face of Joe Hawke in the window beside her. Outside, the sound of car horns and smell of exhaust fumes drifted in past the tattered curtains.
“You’re standing there with two beers, Josiah,” she said with a smile. “Looks like you knew my answer before you even asked.”
He handed one over and sat beside her. “All good?”
“I’ve been going crazy, Joe.”
“Why?”
“What if Francken’s just having us on?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, what if he’s just using us to get the lyre back and when we deliver it, he double-crosses us?”
“You have a lurid imagination.”
“Seriously, though.”
He sipped his beer and stretched his long legs out in front of him. “He knows Sooke, right?”
She nodded.
“And Sooke knows Rich.”
“And?”
“I think that’s enough for us to trust him. If he rips us off, then we’ll get the money out of him, one way or another. How hard can it be to shake someone down for a million bucks?”
“Is there anything at all you take entirely seriously?”
“Only not taking things entirely seriously.”
“Eejit.” She shook her head and rolled her eyes, but inside she felt a wave of warm reassurance that whatever the hell happened in this world, the man sitting beside her was as solid as the Rock of Gibraltar.
“Besides,” he added, “right now, have bigger fish to fry. We have to find out where Kashala plans on making Ground Zero, and when we’ve put that to bed, we need to be focussing on Alex and her father, and just how the hell we’re going to get them back.”
Lea took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “What if they’re already dead, Joe?”
“No way,” he said. “We can’t think like that while there’s a chance they might be alive.”
“I know, you’re right.”
“Besides, we don’t have to rely on wishes and hope.”
“What do you mean?”
“Faulkner’s a strategist, a master of the long game. Look at how skilfully he manipulated his way into the White House. Just think about how much effort and time that must have taken. There’s no way he would ever squander a trump card like this by harming President Brooke or Alex. He’s holding them back just like in a poker game, waiting to use them at the critical moment.”
“Which is?”
“That’s what we don’t know, but I suspect a trial.”
“That would be insane.”
“I think we crossed the insane line when we discovered Poseidon’s trident, don’t you?”
She smiled again and swallowed a laugh. “I guess so. You always know what to say to me… wait — Sooke’s calling me.”
She took the call and stepped into the hall. Lexi passed her on the way from the kitchen, stepping into the room with more beers and offered them around. Nikolai held up his hand and gave a solemn shake of the head. Reaper grabbed one and practically downed it before Ryan had taken his first sip.
“C’est bien ça!”
“Just what the doctor ordered,” Ryan added. “I’m going to enjoy this little baby like it was the last beer on earth. Who knows when the next time will be that we’ll get any peace and quiet?”
When Lea returned, she looked visibly shaken. “Sooke got word from Titanfort via Agent Raynes. They know where Ground Zero is.”
“Where?” Kamala asked.
“The Hagia Sophia.”
The team were stunned. The former Greek Orthodox cathedral in the center of the city was one of the most sacred places in the county, not to mention one of the most famous landmarks on earth.
“Makes perfect sense,” Ryan said nonchalantly. “Right in the heart of the old city. When that fucker goes off it’ll take out everything within a fifty mile radius.”
“That fucker isn’t going to go off.” Lea’s voice was terse and stressed. “That’s what we’re here for, remember?”
He shrugged. “That’s what I meant, obviously. I’ll get on and find some schematics of the place. They’re not going to be walking through the front door and setting the antimatter device down on the altar, are they now?”
“No.” Turning to Lea, Hawke said, “Is the Blood Crew already there?”
“Not yet. Sooke says Titanfort picked up some electronic chatter just outside the city. They’re heading there now.”
“Then we need to get a move on.”
Camacho peered outside the window. “Wait — looks like this might be our arms dealer.”
They heard the door open and a muted Turkish conversation followed in the hall. Then a short, unshaven man appeared in the door. “I am Berat. Ezra told me you would be here at this time.” He looked down at his watch and then nervously over his shoulder. “We have weapons in the basement, but then you must go. We have other,” he paused a beat. “Guests that we need to accommodate.”
Hawke put his beer bottle down on top of the old TV with a clunk. “Lead the way.”
* * *
The former English SBS sergeant looked around the basement and was not impressed by the range of weapons. He thought back to the days when Eden could supply whatever they needed to complete their missions, and wondered if life would ever be like that again. With the boss under house arrest in England and only the cautious Sooke bridging the gap between their new lives as fugitives and the rest of the world, he wasn’t so sure.
Giving the old guns and tattered tactical vests one last look, he faced his team. “This is all we’ve got, so we have to make the best of it.”
Scarlet picked up one of the rifles, a Beretta light machine gun dating from the late nineteen-seventies. Weighing it in her hand, she threw it at Ryan. “Catch, boy — and look after it. It’s older than you are.”
Ryan caught it easily and raised an eyebrow. “We’d have to find something from World War Two to say the same about you.”
Hawke chose his weapons — a 1971 Heckler & Koch, a SIG Sauer P220 from 1975, and an old Soviet combat knife. The others made similar choices, but Reaper loaded up with a number of East German fragmentation grenades, which he stuffed in the pockets of his tatty tactical vest.
“Any word on the transport?” Hawke asked Lea.
She nodded. “Sooke texted. Chevy Express arriving right now. He also says they picked up more chatter about what the terrorists are calling Eschaton.”
“There’s that word again,” Hawke said. “You remember Zhivkov said it?”
Lea nodded and Ryan gave them both a look. “I never heard him say that. Are you sure?”
“Totally,” Lea said. “Why?”
“It’s Greek. Means the final event… the end of times.”
“Do you have to sound so casual when you talk about that?” Lexi said. “We are talking about the end of the world, after all.”
“Except we don’t know what we’re talking about,” Lea said. “Eschaton could mean anything at all.”
“I’m not sure about that,” Ryan said. “We have Orpheus’s lyre, the hunt for Hades, and now a terror group talking about Eschaton, which just happens to be the ancient Greek term for world’s end time. I’m thinking some very nasty shit is getting cooked up and we’re going to be the first to taste it.”
“So, what’s new?” Scarlet said. “That’s sort of what we do.”
“Except this time, we’re on our own,” Ryan said.
“C’est vrai,” Reaper said. “We are fugitives. We have no back-up, no network… nothing.”
Scarlet scoffed. “You’re not going to let a simple little thing like that stop you, are you darling?”
Reaper gave his famous Gallic shrug. “Of course not, but it makes our job harder.”
“What else did Sooke say?” Hawke asked.
“Not much,” Lea said. “He just said it’s a word coming up a lot in all the nastiest places — Project Eschaton. I don’t think he knows any more than he’s telling us, but I’m not sure it’s limited to Kashala and the antimatter device. Whatever it is, for now, we know part of it is going down in the Hagia Sophia. This is it guys.”
“Yeap,” Ryan said. “It’s balls out on this one, no expense spared.”
“But we need to stay cautious,” Nikolai said. “If we get caught, we will face severe punishment, especially if we are blamed for the Osprey attack as well.”
“No, Ryan’s right,” Lea said. “Nothing matters anymore. Our fugitive status now means we’re outlaws, and that means not just outside the law of the United States, but outside the law of nearly every country in the world.”
“So?” Nikolai asked.
“It means we have nothing to lose,” she said. “We’re damned if we do and we’re damned if we don’t. We have to push through this. Our only hope of getting out of this nightmare is to put Jack Brooke back in the White House.”
“That’s not possible,” Kamala said. “However good you are, I can’t see how you can take on the US military-industrial complex and win.”
“That’s because you’re seeing it as one problem,” Hawke said. “You need to break it down and then it becomes easier to see a way through.”
“I still don’t get it.”
“It’s simple. At no single point are we going to just defeat Davis Faulkner and his network of spies and soldiers. First, we’re going to complete this mission and get the money we need for our next mission — to locate and rescue Alex and President Brooke. When we’ve done that, we’ll work on a plan to get to Faulkner. Small steps, one at a time.”
“And those small steps add up to our freedom,” Lea said. “Ryan, what’s up with the schematics?”
Ryan was sitting behind them, his face lit by the gentle blue glow of his laptop screen as he went over the Hagia Sophia’s schematics one more time. “I’ve been over them so many times, it’s like I built the place. What do you want to know?”
“Everything.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Reaper took the wheel of the Express and skidded away from the safehouse after a bravura display of launch control that impressed even Scarlet. Dumping the clutch, the van took off like a rocket down the hill. Weaving through cobbled backstreets with the help of Lea’s iPhone, they reached the Galata Bridge in good time.
Ripping over the Golden Horn waterway, they were soon in the old part of the city. The streets in this part of town were narrow and busy, teeming with taxis and pedestrians and delivery trucks all, trundling around in the gridlock under a merciless Turkish sun.
Screeching around another corner, Reaper mounted the kerb and almost hit two pedestrians. They dived out of the way and unleashed a string of profanities at the Frenchman. In response, he waved his fist out of the window. “If you don’t like the way I drive, then get off the damned sidewalk, connard!”
Zeke laughed, and was halfway through a joke when they turned a corner and saw the world-famous silhouette of the Hagia Sophia rising above the rooftops.
“Now, that’s a church!” Zeke said.
“It’s not a church,” Ryan said casually. “It’s a cathedral. And before you ask, Hagia Sophia means Holy Wisdom.”
“Whatever you say, chief, but it looks a hell of a lot more amazing in real life than on the goddam internet!”
“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Camacho said seriously.
Nikolai muttered a quiet prayer. “That’s why we are here.”
“To kick the ass right out of the Blood Crew.” Zeke said.
Jazmin had been quiet on the journey down to the Hagia Sophia. She looked scared but had insisted on coming along. Now, Hawke knew this was as far as she went.
“You can go if you want, Jazmin. We don’t need your expertise anymore.”
“No, I need to know how this ends.”
“All right,” he said gently. “But you stay in the van.”
She accepted his concerns and agreed to stay in the van, just as Reaper pulled up near the cathedral and killed the engine.
“It’s on us now,” Hawke said. “We can’t involve the Turkish authorities without exposing our position. Not only would they, in all likelihood, report it back to the US Government, but it’s highly probable the CIA would be listening out for us as well. But walking away is not an option, because if Kashala completes his mission and detonates the antimatter device, we’re looking at the deaths of at least twenty-five million people. That’s why it’s all on us.”
“No pressure then,” Zeke said with a goofy smile.
Hawke patted him on the back. “No pressure at all — but if you screw up, millions will die in the worst single bomb explosion in history, and that includes all of us, too.”
“I got you, chief.”
“Ryan, what have you got?”
“Tunnels, Joe. It’s all about the tunnels, or more specifically the crypts.”
Scarlet stuffed a Glock into her holster. “Oh, my favorite!”
“Sounds good to me,” Hawke said. “The Blood Crew are going to be all over that place keeping an eye out for any law enforcement, and more specifically, us. I’m guessing the plan is to set a timer and get out of there before it goes off, but we’ve all seen how unpredictable Kashala can be. If he feels cornered, he might just set it off while he’s sitting right on top of it, and that means he can’t know we’re there until the last second.”
“I just want to get in there and kick some ass,” Zeke said. “I’m starting to get into this ECHO business.”
Scarlet raised an eyebrow. “You ruffian.”
They emerged from the van and took in the breathtaking sight of the famous cathedral looming high above them. Partially destroyed by fire in 404AD and burned a second time in 532AD during the Nika riots against the Emperor Justinian, the structure had seen more than its fair share of trouble and destruction.
“So far, so good,” Nikolai said.
Camacho nodded his head. “Maybe we got here first.”
Hawke slid open the side door and pulled out the bag of old weapons. “So how do we get in, Ryan? I’m guessing the security guards aren’t going to let us in with all these toys.”
“There’s a tunnel we can access from a side street.”
Scarlet groaned. “Not more fucking sewage?”
“What do you want from me?”
“Don’t ask that, boy. Don’t ever ask that.”
“It’s not sewage, just part of the storm drain network. When we get to the other end, it should bring us up inside the Tomb of Enrico Dandolo.”
“Wasn’t he a singer?” Lea asked.
After a long sigh, Ryan said, “No, that was Enrico Caruso. Enrico Dandolo was the forty-first Doge of Venice.”
“No shit?”
Ryan shook his head. “Heaven help us all.”
* * *
The tunnel was accessed by a manhole cover and took them exactly where Ryan’s study of the schematics had indicated. Pushing open a trapdoor in the tomb’s floor, Hawke saw the face of a confused young child looking down at him. As he climbed up into the tomb, he saw the child’s two parents.
Looking at them he smiled. “No, that’s not the way out either. Damn place — it’s like a maze!”
Stunned, they watched as the rest of ECHO climbed out of the tunnel and up into the ancient tomb. Lea was last, and gave them both a wink. “What is it with men and maps?”
Stepping beneath an elaborate archway, they entered the colossal building and found themselves inside another world. Lea stared up at the magnificent marble piers supporting the giant dome. Light streamed down through the narrow windows and illuminated the famous golden mosaics of the very same emperor who had rebuilt the cathedral after the riots.
“Those tiles are beautiful.”
“Tesserae,” Ryan said.
“Sorry, those tiles are tesserae,” she said.
“No, I meant…”
“Too easy, Ry. Every single time I can get you like that.” She snapped her fingers to underline the point and moved on deeper into the nave.
He stepped out of the way of some smiling tourists and quickly raised his middle finger in her face. “As you were, Donovan.”
She started to speak, but then everything changed in a heartbeat and a sudden eruption of gunfire exploded ahead of them. Nine mil bullets ripped up the marble walls and blasted fist-sizes pieces of the ancient mosaics all over the floor. Hawke was first to see the Blood Crew at the far end of the nave, and after alerting the rest of the team to their location, he yelled at the tourists to evacuate the building.
They didn’t need much persuading. The volley of fire they had heard was Kashala’s way of dealing with the building’s armed security guards, and it had sent most of the tourists and other visitors into a frenzy. As they pushed each other out of the way and bundled toward the exits, Hawke now had the added pressure of the Turkish police’s Special Operations Department turning up mob-handed.
“That’s all we need,” he muttered.
“What are they doing now?” Scarlet slammed behind a pillar for cover. “I can’t see them.”
“They’re setting up a perimeter around some sort of trapdoor in an arch,” Hawke said.
“It’s the entrance to the Imperial Loge,” Ryan said. “They must have found a way down into the crypts so they can hide the cannister.”
Hawke pulled his gun and raised it into the aim as he broke cover and ran toward the Blood Crew. “Not today, boys.”
Lea cried out. “They’re setting up a GPMG, ya crazy eejit!”
He saw it now, and slipped behind another marble pillar for cover. Vizard was at the trigger with another man feeding the ammo belt into the weapon.
The GPMG swept from side to side, blasting alabaster urns and marble statues into chunks and causing devastating damage to the interior of the nave. Vizard lifted the muzzle of the machine gun and fired another few dozen rounds higher in the air. He laughed as the heavy-duty rounds raked into a line of columns supporting part of the upper gallery.
Hawke watched as the marble columns buckled and split and tumbled down to the smooth stone floor, where they landed with a heavy crash. Seconds later, the section of the upper gallery that had been supported by them cracked and groaned and then broke away from the outer wall.
It was as if they were standing in the epicentre of an earthquake. The gallery fell through the air bringing marble statues, artwork and an intricate stone balustrade piling down to the nave’s floor. The impact shook their bones and they ran to escape the noxious cloud of dust and stone fragments blasting out from the site of the destruction.
Through the thick cloud of dust, the sound of the GPMG could still be heard, chattering away as Vizard swept the muzzle through the chaos in search of more victims. Hawke saw the muzzle flashing in the distance to his right, dim but clear enough through the mayhem.
“Over there!”
“I see him!” Ryan said, smacking another mag into the grip of his gun. “He’s mine!”
More gunfire sounded in the smoke. Hawke didn’t flinch, but raised his gun into the aim and ran through the chaos toward the other side of the nave.
“They’re going down into the crypts!” Nikolai yelled.
“Get after them!” Hawke called out. “Kashala could trigger it at any second!”

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Kashala and Zhivkov vanished into the trapdoor with a number of mercs, while others stayed up top to defend the perimeter.
“We need to fan out!” Hawke said into the comms.
Nikolai made a break for cover behind the gift shop while Lexi sprinted for the famous Imperial Gate. Zeke and Camacho were at her back, guns drawn as they spun around and fired on Vizard and Demotte.
Hawke tucked his head down behind one of the blasted statues and watched as Nikolai returned fire from behind his new position at the gift shop. His true skills were hand to hand combat, honed from years of gruelling training with the Athanatoi, but it turned out he was no slouch with an automatic rifle, either. Sweeping the muzzle from side to side, he raked the Inner Narthex with rounds and sent the Blood Crew scuttling for cover in every direction.
“Kashala’s underground and getting further away with every second, guys!” Lea cried out.
“Grenade!” Ryan called out.
Hawke looked up and saw the small black object hurtling through the air. As he’d expected, the Blood Crew were working with short fuses, and it detonated the second it hit the floor. The explosion blasted the statue he was using for cover and knocked it over on its pedestal, crashing down on top of him.
With Lea’s cold scream echoing in the mayhem, he cradled his head and crashed to the ground. Shaken, he crawled free of the debris, but another explosion high in the vaulted ceiling sent a second shower of blasted marble and glass raining down on him once again.
“These guys are crazy!” Kamala yelled.
Rolling back under the upturned statue for cover, Hawke cradled his head a second time and shielded his eyes as the heavy chunks of rock smashed into the floor around him. Dust and marble splinters sprayed out in a five meter radius and covered him all over again.
“You can say that again!” Zeke said.
Hawke coughed to clear his lungs and heard a scream to his left. Clearing the dust off his eyelids, he looked across the expansive cathedral floor and saw Lexi fighting Vizard.
She was in her element, engaging in a hand-to-hand fight to the death with the heavy-set merc. She moved like the devil himself, a blur of feints, sidesteps, arc kicks, and tiger punches, as her beleaguered opponent struggled to keep up with her. Because of his muscle mass, he was too heavy and cumbersome, and she was using it against him.
When he lunged again, she spun around in a three-sixty degree arc and slashed her steel fingernails at him. Their sharpened ends tore four perfect rips in his throat and opened his jugular. He collapsed to the ground with blood bubbling from his wounds, calling out for someone to help him, but it was too late.
With Lexi free of Vizard, she stepped over his body and ran to Kamala’s assistance. The former US Secret Service agent was tough and well-trained, but not in the same league as a man like Alexis Demotte. He was showing no mercy, and after disarming her, he now gripped her by the throat and forced her out of the corridor and into the shadows behind the Omphalion.
“Kamala!” Lea yelled.
Lexi powered herself across the cathedral. “I’m on it!”
Hawke watched the Chinese assassin deliver a flying axe-kick into Demotte’s lower back and knock him down to the floor. Released from his iron grip, Kamala collapsed to the floor, heaving breath back into her body as Lexi spun around and brought her boot up into the merc’s meaty face.
The Belgian merc grunted in pain as the force of the blow knocked him over. He crashed onto the hard stone floor on his back and cried out in pain a second time. Pulling a gun from his holster, he rolled back to his feet.
“Get back, bitch!”
Lexi slipped into the shadows, leaving Demotte free to race over to the trapdoor. As he sprinted through the carnage, he turned and fired blindly at the ECHO team.
Back under the column, Hawke struggled to pull himself free of the weighty section of column on his legs. He was certain nothing was broken, but he was still trapped and vulnerable to attack from any one of the Blood Crew.
“How you doing, Joe?” Lea yelled.
He heaved at his legs, pulling the right one free and now moving his attention to the left one. As he worked, Demotte’s bullets traced over his head. “Just another day in ECHO,” he called back through the chaos. “You?”
“All good.” She fired on Demotte once again, and this time her bullets found their mark. The Belgian mercenary took a direct hit to the throat and collapsed down behind the raised platform.
“He’s down!” Hawke said. “Get ready to go.”
“Time to discharge my payload,” Zeke said.
“Gross,” Scarlet said. “I feel violated just thinking about it.”
Lexi winced. “Please remember there are ladies present, right Ryan?”
Ryan’s face was deadpan. “How would you know what a lady was?”
Zeke howled with laughter. “Good one.”
“Move in!” Hawke yelled.
They raced toward the Loge’s entrance, cutting through the dust and smoke of the battle, leaving behind all the dead mercs who had been tasked with keeping them away from the trapdoor. Above their heads, the magnificent dome loomed like another sky, held aloft by the ancient pendentive vaulting built well over a thousand years earlier.
Moving ahead with guns in the aim, the Turkish twilight streamed in through the windows and sparkled on the ancient murals. Hawke wiped sweat from his forehead and wondered if the dome would survive the day, never mind any more centuries. How seriously people took life and death, he thought, to build all this for a god.
With time running out, they charged the last few men guarding the trapdoor, racing past the green Thessalian pillars and streaming into the Imperial Loge. A savage exchange of fire illuminated the grand space with muzzle flashes and filled it with gun smoke and clouds of marble dust.
Scarlet led the right flank, gun raised and gripped with both hands as she closed in on the Blood Crew. Seeing them pinned down and busily engaged fighting Reaper on the left flank, she stormed their position. Halfway to them now, Reaper threw a grenade at them.
There was a scream, then a dead body was propelled through the archway, arms hanging half-off and blood pumping from arteries. It landed in her path, but she was too close to change direction. Leaping into the air, she glided over the mangled corpse, landed, swerved around the corner and slammed her body flat up against the cold marble wall.
In the shadows to her right, she sensed something move. Flicking her head toward the movement, she saw a figure crouching in the dusty havoc behind a marble sarcophagus. Reaching down to her belt, she grabbed one of the grenades, pulled the pin and rolled it over to the merc. Ducking back behind the column, she clasped her eyes shut and brought her arm up to shield her face.
The grenade exploded behind the tomb with savage ferocity, ripping the marble sculpture around the lid into a thousand pieces and blasting it all over the Imperial Loge in a cloud of smoke, fire and twisted shrapnel. She felt the thud of the explosion deep in her chest and then a second later, a wall of stained-glass windows on the far side of the nave exploded into a million colourful fragments.
The shockwave… she thought, instinctively shielding her face once again, even though the force of the shockwave blew the glass outside, away from her.
“Looks like Kashala is another man down,” she muttered, and jumped over what was left of the man behind the sarcophagus. Sprinting across into the Imperial Loge, she had finally reached what he had been protecting — the trapdoor. Looking down inside it, she saw a grate in the floor with the top rungs of a Rolatube tactical ladder sticking out of the top of it.
Gotcha.
She raised her palm mic to her hand and spoke into it. “I’ve secured the ingress point into the labyrinths. I repeat, we have an ingress.”
With the others racing over to her position, she cut the call and readied her gun. Shining the flashlight down into the hole, she saw the ladder’s rungs receding into the darkness of the crypts. “No time like the present, darling.”
And with that, she lowered herself into the hole and began climbing down the ladder. Above her, Hawke and the rest of the team were seconds away, and when he climbed down the ladder and stood beside her, he said, “Anything?”
Scarlet shone her flashlight on the floor and frowned at him. The mercs left in the Loge to defend the tunnel into the crypts were all dead, but now they faced another hurdle. Staring down through the grate in the floor, Hawke, Lea and Ryan all spoke at the same time.
“Shit.”
Scarlet peered down too, and watched the sewage racing along the tunnel. Taking a step back with her hand covering her mouth and nose, she said, “You know what really gets to me about this life on the road?”
“What?”
“The romance of it all.”
Hawke frowned. “Think we might have to find another way through.”
“No shit, Sherlock!” Zeke said.
“Actually, lots of shit,” Ryan said, finally bringing himself to peer down through the iron grate on the floor. “Way, way too much shit.”
Zeke scratched his head. “But Kashala came down this exact place. I don’t get it, brother.”
Lexi put her hands on her hips and sighed. “This is what happens when we don’t have Alex hacking schematics and blueprints for us.”
“No,” Scarlet said. “We have the boy doing it instead.”
“And just as well,” Ryan said, checking the blueprints on his phone. “Because this isn’t the entrance to the crypts.”
Zeke sighed. “Did I not just say that Kashala used this exact way in?”
“He did,” Ryan continued. “But he didn’t go down there. The clue is that it’s full of shit.”
“So where did he go?”
“That way.”
They all followed his pointing hand, but saw nothing but a wall.
“Eh?” Hawke said. “I think you have to explain yourself.”
Ryan stepped forward and pushed the wall. A low, ear-bending, grinding noise filled the dingy space as a section of the wall slowly revolved to reveal a long, dimly lit tunnel. Ryan bowed and gestured toward it with his hand in a sweeping motion. “Et voila.”

CHAPTER FORTY

Hawke led the way into the final tunnel. Gun raised and eyes sharp, he was weighed down with worries about how long the assault had taken and how soon the place would be crawling with Turkish police. Fake passports were one thing, but if they got arrested and had their fingerprints taken, Faulkner would know their location within minutes.
They continued along the tunnel until they reached a fork. One tunnel disappeared in darkness to the north and another to the south.
“So which way?” Camacho asked.
“Wait a minute,” Kamala said. “Can you hear music?”
“Yeah,” Ryan said, pointing to the southern tunnel. “I think I can — it’s coming from down there. Is that Motley Crue?” Ryan asked.
“I would have no idea,” Scarlet said haughtily.
The eighties rock music was echoing eerily through the crypt tunnels as they stood in the damp darkness.
Kamala shrugged. “When in doubt, follow the hair rock.”
Ryan looked doubtful. “Megadeth maybe, or Metallica at a push, but Motley Crue? Do we have to?”
“Put your fingers in your ears, you big baby,” Lea said. “Still, you have a point. Who’d have put Kashala down as a fan of eighties hair metal?”
They filed rapidly down the tunnel, moving further into even blacker darkness with each step. And then they heard the last survivors of the Blood Crew as they were working in the crypt.
“Mukendi!” Kashala shouted at the big mercenary.
“King?” He had been monitoring the men’s work as they rigged booby traps around the crypt, but now he turned and padded over to his boss, Kalashnikov resting casually over his right shoulder.
“Progress report.”
“They’re just about done.” Mukendi spat a wad of dipping tobacco on the flagstone floor. “Then we’re good to go, boss. Tripwires and grenades all over the place. They come in here and they’re dead, just as soon as we set them.”
“Good.”
Mukendi looked over the boss’s shoulder where Zhivkov was feverishly working on the device. “What about that?”
“It’s done. He’s just activating the timer.”
Hawke stepped into the crypt and saw Kashala and Zhivkov, leaning over the antimatter device and mumbling to themselves as they made some last minute adjustments.
“Get away from the bomb, Kashala! You too Zhivkov!”
The Congolese mercenary leader didn’t waver, but continued to fit the casing back onto the device. “You’re too late, Hawke. The device is set. Detonation is locked in. Any attempt to stop it will have the opposite effect and trigger it to go off on the spot.”
In the corner, Crombez sat beside the stereo. He was tapping his military boot to the rock music and training a submachine gun on all of them.
“That explains it,” Ryan said.
Crombez looked at him confused. “Explains what?”
“Everything,” Ryan said with a sneer.
“You can’t get away with this,” Lea said. “Just give it up now and you’ll live.”
Kashala laughed with a cold, humourless chuckle. “What you say doesn’t matter at all.”
Zhivkov responded to the weak effort at humour with a vague smile. “We need to get going, General Kashala.”
“And what’s in it for you?” Lea asked. “What could drive a man to set a device like this and commit genocide?”
Zhivkov looked at her like she was an insect. “The general has a wonderful vision for the world. So does everyone in Project Eschaton.”
“Forget about it, Zhivkov,” Hawke said. “The King here is nothing but a dickhead with a serious ego problem. Now step away from the…”
And then the carnage exploded.
Viciously loud gunfire sounded inside the tunnels and they all heard men shouting, but it wasn’t the Blood Crew.
Lea watched as bloody chaos overtook all her plans. “What the fuck?”
Kashala was just as confused as he screamed at the Blood Crew. “Defend the device with your lives!”
The ECHO team scrambled for cover behind one of the sarcophagi as the Blood Crew divided into two. Kashala, Zhivkov and Mukendi set up a defensive position across the far side of the vast crypt and fired on the mysterious newcomers, while Crombez, Njuzi and two other mercs charged ECHO’s position.
Camacho looked at Scarlet and winked. “This is just as crazy as the Bravo Troop mission!”
“Sure is. Still want to come with me to Mexico when this is all over?”
“Anytime, babe.”
One of the mercs in Crombez’s unit ran toward the sarcophagi, drawing his weapon and aiming at Ryan. Zeke saw it and fired, blowing a hole out of the Belgian merc’s neck and putting him to the cold tiles on the floor with blood bursting from his neck.
Another of the Belgians broke cover and charged toward them with a SIG in each hand. Firing mercilessly with compensators fixed to each muzzle, the brave mercenary had emptied both magazines by the time he’d reached the ECHO position. Searching for cover to give him time to reload the mags, he dived to a stairwell to his right, but Reaper fired the lethal shot, hitting the man in the head and blasting out the back of his skull.
“Over there.” Hawke got their attention and jabbed a thumb at the archway behind him. “Kashala’s trying to pull out!”
Lea was already there, dust and dirt on her face and a pistol pointed at the crypt floor. Lexi, Ryan and Kamala ran over to her while Camacho and Nikolai maintained their positions covering Hawke until he had reloaded.
“Let’s go!” Zeke yelled. “If this is too crazy for me, it must hell for you guys.”
“Don’t count on it, darling. I’ve seen more crazy than you’ve had Tex-Mex cheese enchiladas.”
Zeke slammed up against the wall beside her, sweat beading on his forehead. “I find that sort of stereotyping both cheap and insulting.”
With ruthless accuracy, Scarlet broke cover and fired on the mercs, forcing them back behind the boulders. Pulling back beside him, she said, “Brisket tacos?”
“Can’t stand them.”
“Those dreadful chilli dog things?”
He shook his head. “Not me, not once.”
“Pecan pie?”
A bullet smashed into the bricks above their heads and showered them with dust. Zeke turned and fired on Mukendi, once again driving him back into cover. “Getting warmer.”
“Fried okra?”
“Did you even hear what I said about stereotyping?”
As Kamala brawled with a merc, the newcomers fought their way into the crypt and threw a grenade at Mukendi, who instantly kicked it away and dived for cover.
Inside the enclosed crypt, the explosion was terrific. A heavy piece of rock ricocheted off the wall and smacked Kamala’s opponent in the center of his face, breaking his nose and knocking him clean off his feet. Kamala hesitated for a second, waiting to see if that had done the trick, then he growled in rage and snatched up the iron bar down by his boots.
The former Secret Service agent reacted quickly and thrust the man’s assault rifle toward him. The bayonet attached to the weapon’s muzzle now tore through the muscle protecting his stomach and plunged down deep inside him. He cried out in agony, but it was too late — without a hospital, the wound was irreparable.
He staggered back, desperately clawing at the Kalashnikov hanging out of his stomach and not knowing what to do. Finally, he pulled it out with a shrill gasp and fell to the puddle of blood forming at his feet.
Kamala stepped back in disgust at what she had become, shielding her eyes from the man’s last few painful seconds on earth. She wished she hadn’t killed him in that way, but there was nothing else for it. She knew that, had she not reacted so fast, she would be the one now dying in the dirt instead of him.
Lexi didn’t seem to have a problem with it. She snatched up the Kalashnikov from the floor and used it on her opponent’s skull as he struggled to pull himself up off the floor. The heavy rifle crashed down on his head and Kamala winced when the sound of breaking bone cracked in the damp air. The merc crumpled back down to the floor without another word and Lexi put her boot on him and rolled his dead body over.
“Missing, presumed dead,” she said.
“Don’t worry, he’ll be flushed away with all the other turds,” said Ryan.
As Kashala and his crew sprinted away from the battle, another grenade tumbled through the air and crashed down a yard from Hawke.
“Joe!” Scarlet cried out.
Then it exploded with savage force.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Hawke was blown off his feet and when he staggered back up again, he realized he’d momentarily lost his balance. Reaching out to the wall for something to hang onto while he got his bearings back, he was only dimly aware of a merc charging towards him from behind the sarcophagus.
He tried to lean into the attack, but it was too late. The chunky Belgian SFG man shoulder-barged him off his feet again and he slammed down into the dusty floor with a bone-cracking smack. Only just keeping his head raised enough to stop his skull smashing down and losing consciousness, he thrust a meaty fist up into the merc’s face, but he dodged it and returned fire, brutally pistol whipping the Englishman.
All around the crypt, the rest of the team were now engaged in their own fights for survival. As most of the team were engaged in a fire fight with the strange new force, Lea was brawling with Njuzi, Ryan was engaged with Kashala, and Reaper and Mukendi were going a few rounds nearer an arch at the rear of the crypt.
Lea’s training and experience melded into one now. Battle-hardened and shaper than ever, the enemy’s moves seemed almost predictable, almost slow-motion. Njuzi’s long blade sliced through the air inches from her head, each one carrying the grim promise to take her life, but she was one step ahead of the female merc. She dived behind the sarcophagus and took cover while Camacho fired on Njuzi and drove her back.
Hawke recovered from the pistol whipping just in time to stop a second helping. This time, his reactions were quicker, and he was able to grab the man’s wrist as he brought the gun down into his face once again. Squeezing the man’s own finger on the trigger, he pumped half a dozen rounds into his face at point blank range and blew the back of his skull off.
Pushing the corpse away, he spun around and fired on Mukendi. The Congolese merc was still engaged in a fist fight with Reaper, but the three bullets Hawke put in his head ended the brawl substantially in his old friend’s favor.
Seeing his best man dead, Kashala ordered Zhivkov to grab the device and retreat, but Hawke fired on them, emptying his magazine on Zhivkov as he reached out for the device.
“That’s for Matt Jagger, you bastard.”
Kashala paused, greedy eyes still dancing over the device and then Hawke’s gun.
“Go on, Kashala!” Hawke bluffed. “Make my millennium.”
The Congolese general looked at the device and then the gun. He licked his lips as fear and indecision tortured his mind. Then he turned tail and fled into the darkness of one of the archways. Crombez and Njuzi sprayed the room with automatic fire and sprinted after their boss.
“I’m on them!” Lea said. “Lex, you’re with me!”
On the other side of the crypt, the newcomers gained in number, muzzles fitted with flash suppressors. Wearing black riot helmets and covered in tactical vests, they were impossible to identify, but something told him he wasn’t looking at the Turkish police. As they streamed into the crypt, the man in the lead saw Hawke and ordered his men out of the tomb. As they streamed back out, a new, strange silence fell over the cold, damp crypt and the man began to remove his helmet.
Hawke got to his feet and the rest of the ECHO team gathered around him. Without taking his eyes off the man, Hawke turned to Reaper. “Go and help Lea and Lex, Reap. Kashala’s unarmed, but you never know.”
“Got it.”
Then the helmet came off, and Hawke could barely believe what he was seeing. Eddie Kosinski, the CIA man who had snatched so many of their treasures in the past, was standing right in front of him with a Glock in his right hand. Wearing a tactical vest and an open-collar shirt, he was as dishevelled and unshaven as ever.
“Fuck me.”
“That’s not tempting at all,” Kosinski said. “Besides, what would my wife say?”
“You’re a bastard, Kosinski.”
“I could say the same about you. In fact, I will. You’re a bastard, Hawke.”
“It’s like you’ve got a walk-on part in a novel,” Hawke said. “You’re the proverbial bad penny.”
Before Reaper could make the archway in the rear of the crypt, Lea and Lexi sprinted back through it. The two women were breathing hard and their faces red with anger.
“What happened?” Hawke asked.
Lexi holstered her weapon. “Kashala’s gone. So have Crombez and Njuzi.”
Lea cursed. “There was like a frigging portcullis in the tunnel and he slammed the damned thing down between us, blocking our way. He planned the shit out of this mission. Damn it all to hell! And another… Eddie Kosinski?”
“The one and only — hey, I heard you let Joseph Kashala escape. Great work.”
“Take a hike,” Lexi said.
Zeke crossed his arms and leaned up against a sarcophagus. “You know this asshole?”
“You could say that,” Ryan said. “We find relics, then he steals them from us.”
Kosinski ignored it. “Like I said, too bad Kashala got away.”
Hawke lifted the cannister out of the device. “But he hasn’t got this, so the mission was a success.”
“And he hasn’t got the Blood Crew anymore, either,” Scarlet said. “Because we killed all the bastards.”
“It won’t take him long to put another Blood Crew together,” Lea said. “And he still has Crombez and Njuzi.” As she spoke, she looked at Reaper, but then quickly moved her eyes away.
“CIA will be all over that,” said Kosinski. “Maybe. You never know. They’re just as likely to make an alliance with him.”
“Aren’t you going to arrest us?” Lea said.
What he said in response stunned them all.
“No. I’m on your side now.”
Hawke laughed. “Pull the other one.”
“No, I mean it. I’m with you guys,” he said, shocking them all further. “I’m hearing some dark stuff about President Faulkner and I want no part in it.”
Hawke regarded his nemesis with suspicion. “How do we know we can trust you?”
Kosinski gave a shrug. “No way to know, Hawke. Either you trust me and get away right now, or you’re in a CIA black site with a bag over your head before nightfall.”
Hawke and Lea exchanged a glance. “What else can we do?” she said.
He handed Kosinski the cannister. “Here it is, all one gram of it. If it’s detonated, it will take out everything within fifty square miles.”
The CIA man weighed it in his hands. “And yet the whole thing weighs less than a bag of sugar. Ain’t that cute?”
Scarlet raised an eyebrow. “If you say so, darling.”
Lea was still in shock. “So, what happens now?”
“Now, you run like the devil,” Kosinski said. “And I’ll send my men in the opposite direction.”
Hawke extended his hand. “ECHO won’t forget this, Kosinski.”
The gruff CIA man studied the hand for a second and then shook it. “Now get the fuck outta here,” he growled. “And don’t call me — I’ll call you.”

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Alex didn’t know how long she had been crying, but it felt like forever. When the guards had collected her from her cell she knew where she was going, and it wasn’t the chilled-out cocktail lounge atmosphere of Colonel Blanchard’s carpeted corner office.
The journey seemed to take forever as they wheeled her through the maze that was Tartarus, and when they finally arrived at their destination, she was surprised to see the base commander standing in the corridor with his arms crossed. “Alex Reeve, nice to see you again.”
“Drop dead.”
“Ouch, that’s not a nice way to talk to someone. Especially someone who has power of life and death over you. You ready to talk?”
“I’ll never testify against my father because he has done nothing wrong!”
“We talked about this in my office, remember?”
She kept silent.
“My office is a much nicer environment than Mr Mahoe’s office.”
More silence.
The commander looked at the guards. “Awaken the beast.”
One of the guards stepped up to the large steel door. He tapped in a keycode and waited. A deep clunk was followed by the door swinging open.
Mr Mahoe turned out to be a Hawaiian man, approximately the same size as your average family SUV. Covered in tattoos from head to toe, she had a hard job putting his face together in her mind. Green and black ink twirled and snaked up his neck and over his solid, meaty face. She saw inked waves, palms, sharks, feathers and scowling gods.
But no human face.
The guards moved into a second adjoining room and appeared with a manacled prisoner. The chained man took one look at Mr Mahoe and started to beg for his life. “No! Please!”
“Put him on the table.” Mr Mahoe’s voice was low, rounded and almost fruity. In no particular hurry, he picked up a pair of stun gloves and slipping his massive shovel-like hands into them. “And strap him down. They start to struggle when things get real.”
The two soldiers obeyed the giant and carried the man over to the table. They strapped his ankles and arms down on the gurney and stepped away from him.
Blanchard said, “DOD says he has to stay alive.”
“Relax.” Mr Mahoe gave them a wide, beaming smile full of teeth. “I know what I’m doing. I can make someone wish they were dead without actually delivering the result.”
Blanchard looked at Mr Mahoe with a mix of fear and respect. “Just make sure you do.”
Mr Mahoe gave a nod, his tattooed double-chin creasing up as he did so, and Blanchard turned to Alex. “This man gave state secrets away to the Russians. Fancy that.”
Alex Reeve looked at the base commander with disgust. “I know why you’re doing this.”
“You do, huh?”
“You show me this nightmare, then I start talking, or I’m next.”
He nodded, but no smile. “This is an ugly business, Miss Reeve. You start giving me information about your father’s involvement with the foreign terrorist group known as ECHO, or I’ll start giving you some real problems.”
“They are not a terror group.”
“The President of the United States says otherwise, and so does the entire machinery of the US military-industrial complex. You’re on the outside now, and it’s cold out there, right? If you give me what I want, then you can come back inside.”
“Go to hell.”
He turned to her, a dead, fiendish smirk playing on his lips. “Go to hell? Didn’t you know we’re already there? This is Tartarus, Alex. This is the end of the world. No one here gets out alive and no one hears your screams.” He leaned in closer and she smelt the coffee and stale tobacco on his breath. “There is no hope here, Alex. You give me what I want, or I will deliver you to the heart of hell itself.”
“You seem at home here.”
“Yes. Personally, it’s rather grown on me.”
“I’m glad you like the place so much. When my father is exonerated, you’re going to be spending the rest of your life here — but as a prisoner, not the base commander.”
He laughed. “Your father’s never getting out of here. He’s even more screwed than you are. Your life has completely changed. Yours and his. You both need to get used to it. The only way you can avoid total hell is by giving me what I want, and that means information my superiors can use to convict your father of treason.”
As if on cue, Mr Mahoe used the stun gloves and made the terrified, sweating man scream until his voice broke. Alex looked away in revulsion, wrapping her arms around her body and resting her chin on her shoulder. “This is an abomination.”
The commander nodded at the two guards. They stepped forward, one grabbing her and the other wrenching her head back around, forcing her to watch the torture.
“No skipping the nasty bits, Alex,” the commander said. “Mr Mahoe doesn’t like to be ignored when he’s performing his art.”
“You’re a psycho, Blanchard.”
“I’m a loyal patriot and you are a traitor who consorts with foreign terror organizations.”
Mr Mahoe turned now and studied the tray of torture instruments. Raising his right hand to his mouth, he gently tapped his lips with his thumb as he carefully mulled the decision over in his mind. Eventually, he opted for a pair of nylon jaw pliers.
Blanchard winced. “As much as I respect him, he’s no dentist.” Turning casually to Alex, he gave a look of mock-sympathy for the tortured man. “He has no finesse. Just brute force and a terrible bedside manner.”
“Stop this, Blanchard!”
His voice grew cold and serious. “You know how to stop it.”
Mr Mahoe leaned in over the man, obscuring him from view as he brought his arms up and plunged the pliers into his mouth.
Alex tried to look away, but the soldiers gripped her head. When she closed her eyes, one of them pulled them roughly open and screamed at her to look.
“Blanchard!” she yelled. “Stop this!”
The man’s bloodcurdling screams were muffled and choked by the presence of Mr Mahoe’s chubby hands deep inside his mouth. A wet, crunching sound was followed by a hoarse scream of pain and fear as Mr Mahoe turned and waved the pliers, and the bloody tooth they gripped, at Blanchard.
“This is insane.”
“You can stop the insanity anytime you like.”
“I’ll never betray my father.”
He nodded and watched as Mr Mahoe sloppily wiped the blood from the man’s chin and dumped the rag down beside the torture tools. “In that case, when was the last time you had a dental check-up? I think you’re overdue.”
* * *
Jessica Clark looked down at her sick son and began praying. The holy words fell from her trembling lips like leaves in the fall, carried on the wind and with no control over where they would land. She might be a fearless, lethal assassin, but she was also a mother. Seeing her son like this was her kryptonite.
“I can’t breathe, mom.”
His voice was weaker now, and she knew he was starting to give up.
“Just hang in there, Matty. We almost have what we need to get you your operation and buy a new life. It’s just days now, baby. Hang on for me.”
No words, but that smile.
She choked back the tears and squeezed his hand.
But it was just days, she told herself.
She had already delivered a good chunk of the contract by eliminating three of the ECHO team, and the remaining members had zero chance of survival. She was just too deadly. The next one on her list would already be dead if Mrs Kowalczyk hadn’t called her with an urgent message about her son’s failing health.
She had raced home on a private jet and spent the last few days at his bedside, increasing the dose of his prescription medicine and praying. It had worked and he was hanging in there, but despite her belief in god, she was starting to believe his quality of life was a cruel testament to a godless universe.
She turned to her neighbour and gave her a desperate smile. “He’s all right for now, Mrs Kowalczyk. I’ll be back in a few days. I have a job to finish. If you could just…”
“I will.”
“I owe you so much. I should be coming into some money soon. I mean real money. I’m going to give you some and I don’t want you to refuse.”
“Don’t talk crazy. Your son needs help and I’m a friend who’s right next door.”
The young woman smiled, but she could feel herself changing. Jessica Clarke was fading away again, and she was starting to think like Agent Cougar. Chief among those thoughts was finding the ECHO team.
But they had disappeared again.
Must have a contact on the inside.
Someone’s helping them.
No one on her side.
Maybe Ezra Haven at Titanfort?
She passed a loving hand over her son’s forehead, beading with sweat. “I love you, Matty.”
“I love you too, mom.”
“But I have to go now. Last time, I promise, baby.”
“I know.”
“Mrs Kowalczyk will look after you day and night.”
“I know.”
She got to her feet and zipped up her leather jacket. Picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder.
Last seen in Santorini where an Osprey just got winged, no survivors, and there was chatter pointing to a major exchange of fire between terrorists and local special ops in Istanbul.
She took one last look at her son, smiled, and stepped outside her apartment.
Agent Cougar had a job to do, and this time she would finish it.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Mediterranean Sea
Less than a day later, the ECHO team were on board the Málaga Maersk.
The two hundred-thousand-ton container ship cut through the Mediterranean night like a monster creeping away from the sunrise. The plan was to stay on board until Spain and then regroup in a safehouse.
Below decks at the base of the bridge house, some of the team were seated around a table. Others were lounging on a tattered vinyl sofa. Kamala and Ryan were operating a coffee machine beside the heavy steel door. Reaper leaned against the bulkhead and rolled a cigarette. Scarlet cuddled a bottle of spiced rum like a hot water bottle.
Hawke looked through a small porthole smeared with grease and studied the long, black line, where the sky met the sea and the stars finally ran out. “Okay, I know Kashala got away, but the mission was a success.”
Turning, he saw the team looked less than convinced.
“Problems?” he asked.
“For one thing,” Lexi said. “We don’t know if King Kashala got away with any more antimatter devices. Just because we deactivated the one in the Hagia Sophia, does not mean he’s not got a few more hidden away somewhere. Maybe Zhivkov filled more than one cannister.”
“Now that’s a sobering thought,” Zeke said. “Anyone checked the news lately? Maybe Paris just went up in smoke.”
Hawke calmed the chatter. “Joseph Kashala was last seen sprinting from the Hagia Sophia with his tail well and truly between his legs. He wasn’t even carrying a bag over his shoulder, and the devices are too big for him to have concealed one in his pockets. Not only that, but the most of the Blood Crew were killed. My money is on that being the end of the antimatter threat.”
“The Blood Crew is whoever he says it is,” Reaper said. “And they weren’t all killed. We know Crombez and Njuzi got away. Don’t forget, I know Crombez, and he will not accept defeat as easily as that. He will want revenge. He threatened my family. Whether or not he teams back up with Kashala to get it, I cannot say.”
“If he does, fifty bucks on me taking him out first,” Ryan said.
Scarlet spit the rum out in a fine spray. “You’ve got to be having a laugh?”
Ryan shrugged. “Why not put your money where your mouth is?”
She leaned into his ear, close enough to kiss, and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Because, boy, I haven’t got any fucking money.”
“Point taken.”
“And we’re still on the Most Wanted,” Camacho threw in casually.
Reaper gave a grim laugh. “And the sniper’s still out there, mes amis.”
“In other words,” Scarlet purred. “Things are turning to shit again!”
“Just like always,” said Lea. “Rich should get that engraved over the entrance at Elysium.”
“I’d forgotten about that place,” Ryan returned. “Think it’s still there?”
Lea shrugged. “I hope so. Think it’s going to need a fair amount of TLC though.”
“If we ever get back there,” Ryan said.
Hawke paused a beat, thinking about the right thing to say. Mindless optimism wouldn’t fool anyone on this team, but a note of confidence from a leader could go a long way. “We’ll get back there,” he said at last. “It’s our home.”
“I wish I had your optimism.” Lea rested her head on her hand and stared into the middle distance. “It just feels like we’re going round in circles.”
“Look,” Ryan’s voice became quiet and sincere. “It’s times like these, you learn to live again.”
“Thanks, Ry,” she took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “I knew I could rely… wait a minute, isn’t that lyrics from the Foo Fighters?”
“The point,” Ryan said, moving quickly along, “is that we have what it takes to get our lives back.”
Lea’s phone rang. Startled, she took it her from her pocket. It was Sooke. Taking the call, she flicked it onto speaker and his smooth voice rang out tinny and shrill as it bounced off the steel bulkheads.
“You’ll be pleased to hear that Dr Jazmin Benedek has safely delivered Orpheus’s Lyre to Guy Francken, and the one million dollars has been deposited in one of my accounts.”
The team exploded in a rousing chorus of whoops and high-fives, until he spoke again.
“Unfortunately, I’m taking the money and you’ll never hear from me again.”
Time seemed to stop. Hawke stared at Lea. Knowing that her worst fear was Francken not paying, this seemed a hundred times worse. Then, in the shocked silence, Sooke spoke again.
“Just kidding.”
Lea breathed out hard. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Orlando!”
“My little idea of a gag. Would have loved to see your faces.”
“And you don’t want to know what I want to do yours, darling.” Scarlet said coldly.
“And there’s more good news,” he continued. “I have the name and details of a man in possession of the location of Tartarus, courtesy of our friend Ezra Haven, once again.”
“I think we owe him a pint,” Ryan said.
Hawke stepped nearer the phone, his voice hardening. “Who is this man?”
“Jackson Moran. He’s a senior CIA officer and he’s going to be in the Amazon basin for the next week or so.”
“He likes fishing for piranhas?” Lexi asked.
“Maybe. We don’t know why. It’s not relevant, anyway. If you want to get the location of Tartarus, this is your best chance. I’ll set up new accounts under the same names in your passports and send you the money. That way, you can access the cash and get to Brazil.”
“Thanks Orlando.” Lea felt her heart rising with hope. “Any word about Rich?”
“Not a dickie bird.”
“We’re going to need weapons,” Hawke said.
“That’s your problem.”
“I can help with that.” Reaper slipped his own phone from his pocket and got up to make a call. Pacing along the bulkhead, he spoke in rapid French with lots of sighs and heaves and hand movements.
“Anyway, good luck,” Sooke said.
He cut the call and the team shared some cautious words of confidence as they started to plan their next move. With Moran’s name in his pocket, Hawke was confident. It wasn’t much, but if anyone could track the senior CIA agent and extract the location of Tartarus from him, then ECHO could. He was certain that was enough to motivate the team at such a low time for them.
As for him, he needed nothing more than he already had for him to rescue their friends and put Jack Brooke back in power. Looking silently around the room, he saw Lea and Kamala laughing at a joke Zeke had just made. Nikolai was playing solitaire now, and smoking like a cement factory.
Ryan had enlisted Camacho’s help in his long-running struggle with the coffee machine, while Scarlet watched them with amusement. On the bunk at the end of the room, Lexi was staring at her steel prosthetic fingernails, her eyes tense with thoughts of revenge, no doubt. Tiger was, after all, still alive and kicking.
Reaper ended his call and smiled. “I have a friend, Youssef. He lives in Tunis. He is — how do you say… un marchand d’armes.”
“An arms dealer?” Scarlet said, beating Ryan to it with a smirk.
“Oui, an arms dealer. He will help us get weapons and passage to Brazil, but it will be expensive.”
“We just got a million bucks!” Zeke said.
Nikolai nodded appreciatively at the thought, and Kamala’s eyebrows raised an inch.
“He is prepared to meet us,” Reaper said. “I know him from way back and he owes me a big favour. I saved his life on Operation Serval.”
“What was that?” Ryan asked.
“A French military operation against Islamic insurgents in northern Mali. Youssef and I were there as part of the Foreign Legion contingency. It was a very brutal conflict and many died, including paratroopers and other legionnaires. Youssef was very nearly one of them, but I talked his potential killers out of it.”
“Talked them out of it?” Ryan asked.
The Frenchman pulled his combat knife out and held it in the air between them. “In fact, this blade did the talking.”
“Ah.”
“Now, we are like brothers.” Reaper put the knife away, lit a cigarette and waved his match out, wincing slightly as the tobacco smoke rushed through him. “Now, Youssef is an arms dealer based in Tunis. Strictly illegal, of course. Not only will he arm us ready for our mission to locate Moran within the Amazon, but he has already tasked his network to try and locate him for us, too. He says he has some strong leads and he’s confident he can supply us with a way to reach him.”
“Solid progress,” Hawke said. “I like it.” He felt the tension in his neck and shoulders ease for the first time in days. Unscrewing a second bottle of spiced rum, he poured out equal double measures into the various tin mugs on the table.
“To absent friends,” he said. “And their rescue.”
They repeated the toast and chinked their mugs together before each took a long, deep swig.
“Good to be on the road again,” Lea said.
Reaper nodded approvingly. “Marche ou crève,” he muttered.
Ryan said, “March or die.”
Kamala watched Reaper suck on his cigarette. “It sounds better in the original French.”
The former Legionnaire looked down at her. “You think so?”
“Sure do.”
Zeke said, “I can’t speak French, but I like the sound of this Youssef guy. If he really can rustle up some firepower and an address for that old spy, then that sounds like we’re cooking with gas.”
Nikolai laughed. “Cooking with gas… I like this.”
“So, it goes like this,” Hawke said. “We get to Tunis and speak with Youssef. With luck, he’s got the CIA guy’s location and can supply us with some weapons. Then, we go in tooled up, and snatch Moran, get the location of Tartarus and rescue our friends. Who’s with me?”
He knew the response before he’d asked the question, and felt a wave of pride when everyone responded with a nod and a smile. Once again, old friends risking their lives to help one another.
“All right, then get some rest,” he said. “Our plans just changed again. Forget Spain and the safehouse. Now we go to Tunis. We can be there in two days. It’s slow, but it’s safe.”
He returned to the porthole. Outside, the night had grown blacker. A bank of cloud moving north from Libya had covered the stars like a Gothic shroud, blurring the line between sea and sky.
The giant ship rolled slightly on its axis and reminded him just how fragile they really were. Always at the mercy of a greater power. He had asked the team to follow him into their most dangerous mission, and they had stepped up without hesitation. While every adventure they undertook carried the extreme risk of death, something told him the next chapter in their lives together was going to be the bloodiest and most challenging they would ever know.
THE END

AUTHOR’S NOTE

One of the most rewarding things about writing an expanding series like Joe Hawke is watching the characters change and seeing how they react to new challenges. With this in mind, a different series of adventures now awaits the team, and the next novel in particular, Hell’s Inferno (Joe Hawke 13) is in a new style, giving them trouble like they have never known before. Following that will be what is shaping up to be my fastest ever novel, Day of the Dead (Joe Hawke 14), so stay tuned for more updates.
JOE HAWKE WILL RETURN IN HELL’S INFERNO

If you enjoyed this novel, please leave a review. They are really important to independent authors and essential to the Joe Hawke series. You can make a real difference with just a short, one-line review. Thank you.

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
NUMBER ONE BESTSELLING AUTHOR

THE ORPHEUS LEGACY

T NOVEL

ROB JONES





