

[image: ]





After university, Boyd Morrison worked on a project for NASA and did a PhD in industrial engineering. When he moved to Seattle with his wife, he landed the dream job of working on Xbox games for Microsoft before becoming a full-time writer. He has been a Jeopardy! Champion and is a professional actor.




 
 
 

 
The Noah's Ark Quest

 

 
BOYD MORRISON

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 



 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010

 
Copyright © 2009, 2010 by Gordian Fiction LLC

 
An earlier edition of this novel was originally published as an electronic book.

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1636 2

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 
Hachette Digital 
An imprint of 
Little, Brown Book Group 
100 Victoria Embankment 
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




To Randi, my love. Thanks for believing in me.




Prologue

Three Years Ago

Hasad Arvadi’s legs wouldn’t cooperate. He strained to pull himself to the wall so he could spend his final moments propped upright, but without the use of his legs, it was a hopeless task. The stone floor was too slick, and his arm strength was sapped. His head dropped to the floor. Breaths came in ragged gasps. He remained on his back, the life draining from him.

He was going to die. Nothing would change that now. This inky black chamber, a room hidden from the world for millennia, would become his tomb.

Fear over his own fate was long past. Instead, Arvadi wept in frustration. He had been so close to his life’s goal - seeing Noah’s Ark with his own eyes - but that opportunity had been snatched from him with three pulls of a trigger. The bullet in each knee made it impossible to move. The one in his belly ensured that he wouldn’t last another five minutes. Although the wounds were excruciating, they weren’t as painful as falling short of reaching the Ark when it was within his grasp.

He couldn’t bear the awful irony of the situation. He finally  had proof that the Ark existed. Not only existed, still exists. Waiting to be found where it had lain for six thousand years. He had unearthed the last piece of the puzzle, revealed to him in ancient text written before Christ was born.


We’ve been wrong all this time, he had thought as he read.  Wrong for thousands of years. Wrong because the people who concealed the Ark wanted us to be wrong.


The revelation had been such a triumphant event that Arvadi hadn’t noticed the pistol aimed at his legs until it was too late. Then it had all happened so fast. The crack of gunshots. Shouted demands for information. His own pathetic pleas for mercy. Fading voices and dimming light as his killers stole away with their prize. Darkness.

Lying there awaiting his own death, thinking about what had been taken from him, Arvadi seethed with fury. He couldn’t let them get away with it. Eventually someone would find his body. He had to record what had happened here, that the location of Noah’s Ark wasn’t the only secret this chamber held.

Arvadi wiped his bloody hand on his sleeve and pulled a notebook from his vest pocket. His hands were shaking so violently that he dropped the notebook twice. With tremendous effort, he opened it to what he hoped was an empty page. The darkness was so total that he had to do everything by touch. He removed a pen from another pocket and flipped the cap off with his thumb. The silence in the chamber was broken by the sound of the plastic cap skittering across the floor.

With the notebook resting on his chest, Arvadi began to write.

The first line came easily, but he was rapidly becoming light-headed with shock. He didn’t have much time. The second line  was exponentially more difficult. The pen grew heavier as he wrote, as if it were being filled with lead. By the time he got to the third line, he couldn’t remember what he’d already written. He got two more words out onto the paper, and then the pen dropped from his fingers. His arms would no longer move.

Tears streamed down his temples. As Arvadi felt oblivion closing in on him, three terrible thoughts echoed in his mind.

He would never again see his beloved daughter.

His killers were now walking the earth with a relic of unimaginable power.

And he would go to his grave without gazing on the greatest archaeological discovery in history.




 HAYDEN




 One

 Present Day

Dilara Kenner wound her way through the international concourse of LAX, a well-worn canvas backpack her only luggage. It was a Thursday afternoon, and travelers crowded the vast terminal. Her plane from Peru had arrived at one-thirty, but it had taken her forty-five minutes to get through immigration and customs. The wait had seemed ten times that long. She was impatient to meet with Sam Watson, who had begged her to come back to the United States two days early.

Sam was an old friend of her father’s and had become a surrogate uncle to her. Dilara had been surprised to get his call. She had stayed in touch with him in the years since her father had gone missing, but in the last six months she had spoken to him only once. When he had reached her on her cell phone in Peru, she had been in the Andes supervising the excavation of an Incan ruin. Sam had sounded unnerved, even scared, but he wouldn’t elaborate about what the trouble was no matter how much Dilara prodded him. He insisted that he had to meet with her in person as soon as possible. His urgent pleas finally convinced her to turn the  dig over to a subordinate and return before the job had been completed.

Sam also made one more request that Dilara found puzzling. She had to promise him that she wouldn’t tell anyone why she was leaving Peru.

Sam was so eager to meet with her that he had asked to rendezvous with her in the airport. Their planned meeting spot was the terminal’s second-level food court. She got onto the escalator behind an obese vacationer wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a bad sunburn. He was trailing a roller carry-on and stood blocking her path. His eyes settled on her, then looked her up and down slowly.

Dilara was still in the shorts and tank top she wore at the dig, and she became intensely aware of his attention. She had raven hair down to her shoulders, an olive tan that she didn’t have to work for, and an athletic, long-legged frame that caused less discreet men to ogle her inappropriately like this creep was now.

She threw the sunburned guy a look that said you’ve got to be kidding me, then said, ‘Excuse me’ and muscled her way past him. When she reached the top of the escalator, she scanned the massive food court until she spotted Sam sitting at a small table at the balcony railing.

The last time she had seen him, he was seventy-one. Now, a year later, he looked more like eighty-two than seventy-two. Frosty white tufts of hair still clung to his head, but the lines on his face seemed to be etched much more deeply, and he had a pallor that made him look like he hadn’t slept in days.

When Sam saw Dilara, he stood and waved to her, a smile temporarily making his face look ten years younger. She returned his smile and made her way to him. Sam clasped her tightly to him.

‘You don’t know how glad I am to see you,’ Sam said. He held her at arm’s length. ‘You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. Except perhaps for your mother.’

Dilara fingered the locket around her neck, the one with the photo of her mother that her father had always carried. For a moment, her grin faltered and her eyes drifted away, lost in the memory of her parents. They quickly cleared and returned to Sam.

‘You should see me caked with dirt and knee-deep in mud,’ Dilara said in her flat, midwestern cadence. ‘It might change your mind.’

‘A dusty jewel is still a jewel. How is the world of archaeology? ’

They sat. Sam drank from a coffee cup. He had thoughtfully provided a cup for Dilara as well, and she took a sip before speaking.

‘Busy as usual,’ she said. ‘I’m off to Mexico next. Some interesting disease vectors predating the European colonization.’

‘That sounds fascinating. Aztec?’

Dilara didn’t answer. Her specialty was bio-archaeology, the study of the biological remains of ancient civilizations. Sam was a biochemist, so he had a passing interest in her field, but that wasn’t why he was asking. He was stalling.

She leaned forward, took his hand, and gave it a comforting squeeze. ‘Come on, Sam. What’s with the small talk? You didn’t ask me to cut my trip short to talk about archaeology, did you?’

Sam glanced nervously at the people around him, his eyes flicking from one to the next, as if checking to see whether they were paying undue attention to him.

She followed his gaze. A Japanese family smiled and laughed as they munched on hamburgers. A lone businesswoman to her  right typed on a PDA between bites of a salad. Even though it was early October, the summer vacation season long over, a group of teenagers who were dressed in identical T-shirts that said teens 4 jesus sat at a table behind her, texting on their cell phones.

‘Actually,’ Sam said, ‘archaeology is precisely what I want to talk to you about.’

‘You do? When you called, I’d never heard you so upset.’

‘It’s because I have something very important to tell you.’

Then his deteriorated condition made sense. Cancer, the same disease that took her mother twenty years ago. A breath caught in her throat. ‘Oh my God! You’re not dying, are you?’

‘No, no, dear. I shouldn’t have worried you. Except for a little bursitis, I’ve never been fitter.’ Dilara felt herself sigh with relief.

‘No,’ Sam continued, ‘I called you here because you’re the only one I can trust. I need your counsel.’

The businesswoman next to Sam picked up her salad plate and rose to leave, but the purse slipped off her lap to the floor near her feet, causing her to trip. She stumbled into Sam, who caught her.

‘I’m sorry,’ the woman said with a light Slavic inflection while she retrieved her purse. ‘I’m so clumsy.’

‘I’m just glad you didn’t take a bigger spill,’ Sam said.

She frowned when she looked down at Sam. ‘Oh no, I got salad dressing on your arm. Let me get that for you.’ She took a handkerchief from her purse, unfolded it, and dabbed his forearm. ‘At least you weren’t wearing long sleeves.’

‘No harm done.’

‘Well, sorry again.’ She smiled at Sam and Dilara and headed for the trash can.

‘You’re as gallant as ever, Sam,’ Dilara said. ‘Now why do you need my counsel?’

Sam looked around again before speaking. He flexed his fingers, like he was working out a cramp. His eyes returned to Dilara. They were creased with worry. He hesitated before the words came out in a rush. ‘Three days ago, I made a startling discovery at work. It has to do with Hasad.’

Dilara’s heart jumped at the mention of her father, Hasad Arvadi, and she dug her fingers into her thighs to control the familiar surge of anxiety. He had been missing for three years, during which she had spent every spare moment in a fruitless attempt to find out what had happened to him. As far as she knew, he had never set foot in the pharmaceutical company where Sam worked.

‘Sam, what are you talking about? You found something at your work about what happened to my father? I don’t understand. ’

‘I spent an entire day trying to decide whether to tell you about this. Whether to get you involved, I mean. I wanted to go to the police, but I don’t have the proof yet. They might not believe me before it’s too late. But I knew you would, and I need your advice. It’s all starting next Friday.’

‘Eight days from now?’

Sam nodded and massaged his forehead.

‘Headache?’ she asked. ‘Do you want some aspirin?’

‘I’ll be okay. Dilara, what they’re planning will kill millions, maybe billions.’

‘Kill billions?’ she said, smiling. Sam was pulling her leg. ‘You’re joking.’

He shook his head solemnly. ‘I wish I were.’ Dilara searched his face for some hint of a prank, but all she could see was concern. After a moment, her smile vanished. He was serious.

‘Okay,’ she said slowly. ‘You’re not joking. But I’m confused.  Proof of what? Who’s “they”? And what does this have to do with my father?’

‘He found it, Dilara,’ Sam said in a lowered voice. ‘He actually found it.’

She knew immediately what ‘it’ was by the way Sam said it. Noah’s Ark. The quest her father had dedicated his whole life to. She shook her head in disbelief.

‘You mean, the actual boat that . . .’ Dilara paused. The remaining color had drained from Sam’s face. ‘Sam, are you sure you’re all right? You look a little pale.’

Sam clutched his chest, and his face twisted into a mask of agony. He doubled over in his seat and fell to the floor.

‘My God! Sam!’ Dilara threw her chair back and rushed over to him. She helped him lie flat and yelled at the teenagers with the cell phones. ‘Call 911!’ After a paralyzed moment, one of them frantically dialed.

‘Dilara, go!’ Watson croaked.

‘Sam, don’t talk’ she said, trying to keep her composure. ‘You’re having a heart attack.’

‘Not heart attack . . . woman who dropped purse . . . handkerchief had contact poison . . .’


Poison? He was already delirious. ‘Sam—’

‘No!’ he yelled feebly. ‘You have to go . . . or they’ll kill you, too. They murdered your father.’

She stared at him in shock. Her deepest fear had always been that her father was dead, but she could never allow herself to give up hope. But now - Sam knew. He knew what had happened to her father! That’s why he had called her here.

She started to speak, but Sam gripped her arm.

‘Listen! Tyler Locke. Gordian Engineering. Get . . . his help. He knows . . . Coleman.’ He swallowed hard every few words.  ‘Your father’s research . . . started everything. You must . . . find the Ark.’ He started rambling. ‘Hayden . . . Project . . . Oasis . . . Genesis . . . Dawn . . .’

‘Sam, please.’ This couldn’t be happening. Not now. Not when she might finally get some answers.

‘I’m sorry, Dilara.’

‘Who are “they,” Sam?’ She saw him fading and grasped his arms. ‘Who murdered my father?’

He mouthed words, but only air came out. He took one more breath, then went still.

She started CPR and continued the chest compressions until the paramedics arrived and pushed her back. Dilara stood to the side, crying silently. They worked to revive Sam, but it was a futile effort. They pronounced him dead at the scene. She made the obligatory statement to the airport police, including his baffling allegations, but for such an obvious heart attack, they shrugged it off as incoherent babbling. Dilara collected her backpack and walked in a daze toward the shuttle that would drop her off at her car in the long-term parking lot. Sam had been like an uncle to her, the only family she had left, and now he was gone.

As she sat in the shuttle bus, his words continued to ring in her ears. Whether they were the ravings of a demented elderly man or a warning from a close friend, she couldn’t be sure. But she could think of only one way to check whether Sam’s story had any truth to it.

She had to find Tyler Locke.




 Two

As his Hummer limo glided up to a bright blue jet parked at the ramp of Burbank’s Bob Hope Airport’s executive terminal, Rex Hayden took another swig of Bloody Mary in an attempt to take the edge off his pounding hangover. He’d been up all night partying after the Friday night premiere of his new movie. Now he was paying the price for two girls and three bottles of Cristal. Even with his shades, the morning sun made him wince. Thank God Burbank allowed celebrities like him to bypass all that crap at the security checkpoints.

Sydney would be the first stop on a grand tour of Asia to promote his latest action blockbuster. His customized Boeing Business Jet didn’t have enough fuel to make it all the way to Australia in one shot, so they would have to go out of their way to refuel in Honolulu. But spending more time on the plane wasn’t a hardship. He had purchased the modified 737 because it was the most luxurious thing with wings. A private bedroom, full galley, gold fixtures, enough room for his buddies to come along, and two smoking hot flight attendants that he’d selected himself. The plane was a flying hotel. It cost $50 million, but so what? He deserved it. At the age of thirty, he  was already one of the biggest actors in the world. His last film had made more than a billion dollars worldwide.

Hayden tossed back the last of his drink and staggered out of the limo, his entourage following. Billy and J-man were on their cell phones, and Fitz handled the luggage. Three more cars pulled up behind, carrying the gaggle of people who managed his career: agent, manager, PR person, personal trainer, nutritionist, and a dozen others. Traveling with such a large group made the plane a necessity, and the best part was that his contract required the studio to reimburse him for the operating costs during the trip.

‘Which bags do you want with you on the plane, Rex?’ Fitz asked. ‘Or should they all go in the cargo hold?’

Hayden didn’t need Fitz’s stupid questions right now. His hangover threatened to make him sick. He couldn’t do that out on the tarmac. Not in front of everyone. Man, he needed some caffeine.

‘Dammit, Fitz, what do I have you around for?’ he said. ‘Maybe my brother was right about you. I’m sick of making every little decision for you. Just get it all on board.’

Fitz nodded quickly, and Hayden saw the fear in his face. Good. Maybe next time he’d grow a pair and do his job.

‘Okay, you heard him,’ Fitz said to the driver. ‘And make sure they all get on. Miss one, and you couldn’t get a job driving a hearse.’

‘Yes, sir,’ the driver said meekly and started handing suitcases to the airport’s baggage handler.

Hayden climbed the stairs and ordered Mandy, one of the flight attendants, to pour him a coffee. Billy, J-man, and Fitz quietly sat around him while the rest of the passengers took seats in the front section. Hayden sank into one of the lambskin  recliners and watched the limo pull away. He pushed the button linking him to the cockpit.

‘George, let’s go.’

‘Aloha, Mr Hayden,’ the pilot said. ‘Looking forward to the islands?’

‘I’m not getting off the plane in Honolulu,’ Hayden said, ‘so just cut that crap. Let’s get the hell out of here.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Mandy closed the door. The jet’s engines spooled up, and the 737 began to taxi toward the runway.

The caffeine did the trick, and Hayden’s headache began to ease. Now that he was feeling better, he let his eyes settle on Mandy. He knew how he was going to use his private bedroom over the next fifteen hours.

 



After exiting the executive terminal parking lot, Dan Cutter stopped the Hummer limo along the side of Sherman Way and threw the driver’s hat onto the passenger seat. He got out and popped the hood to make it look like he had engine problems. Then he sat in the driver’s seat and flipped on the radio scanner to listen to the control tower communicating with the taxiing 737.

Getting the bag onto the plane had been even easier than he thought it was going to be. Cutter knew that Crestwood Limos was Hayden’s preferred company, so he had simply called to cancel the reservation and showed up himself.

He knew those celebrity types. They didn’t pay any attention to the staff, never even asked for his name. They simply assumed he was their assigned driver and that all the bags would get on, so they didn’t see him put an extra one on with the others. When that little chump named Fitz had threatened  him, Cutter had momentarily entertained the notion of snapping the pissant’s neck, just to show him how unimportant he really was. But then he remembered his mission. The Faithful Leader’s vision. Everything they had worked for over the past three years. Getting the bag on the plane was far more important.

It had been Cutter’s suggestion to test the device on Hayden’s plane. A long-distance flight over water was exactly what they needed. The wreckage would be three miles deep, so the plane wouldn’t be recovered even if it were found. Plus, it had the added bonus of Hayden. He had been a thorn in their sides for months, bringing undue attention to the cause. And the press would go into a feeding frenzy when the plane of one of the world’s biggest stars crashed, providing the perfect distraction.

Bringing the device onto a commercial airliner for the test would have been much riskier. As checked baggage, it would have been out of his control for most of the time, during which too many things could go wrong. The device could be discovered, or it could simply be left off the plane for some reason and put onto another plane. Not to mention that whoever checked the bag would have to go with it; for security reasons, airlines regularly removed bags when the passenger was not on board. With Hayden’s plane, Cutter had seen the bag go into the cargo hold himself, and now he could watch it take off, with him standing safely on the ground.

The tower gave permission for Hayden’s 737 to taxi to the runway. Right on time, as Cutter knew it would be. If it hadn’t, Hayden would have gone berserk. Guys like that thought the world revolved around them.

Now was the time. He opened his cell phone and navigated  the address book until he found the entry he had programmed in: new world. He pressed the green call button. After three rings, a click of the other phone answering. Then a series of three beeps told him the device in the belly of Hayden’s jet was activated. He hung up the phone and replaced it in his pocket.

The 737 came to a stop at the end of the runway. On the scanner, Cutter listened for the tower to give permission to take off.

‘Flight N-three-four-eight Zulu, this is Burbank tower. Hold short of the active and await further clearance.’

‘Acknowledged, tower. What’s the problem?’

‘We’ve got a fuel spill on the runway. Leaking truck.’

‘How long? My boss isn’t going to like a long wait.’

‘I don’t know yet.’

‘Should I head back to the ramp?’

‘Not yet. I’ll keep you informed.’

‘Gotcha.’

Cutter stared at the idling 737 in horrified disbelief, kicking himself for activating the device before permission to take off was given. A lengthy delay could be a disaster. The weather was perfect, so he hadn’t anticipated a delay. Now that the device was active, there was no way to turn it off. It was already working. If the plane returned to the ramp, he would have to get the device back somehow. That would be extremely problematic, not to mention dangerous. It was already too lethal to interact with. As the plane sat there, he was helpless. So he did the only thing he could. He prayed.

Cutter leaned on the wheel, his eyes shut tight, his hands clasped together, praying with all his heart that his mission would go on. God would not forsake him. His faith would overcome.

His entire life, Cutter knew he was destined to serve a greater purpose, and he was willing to lay down his life to attain it, as all his brethren were. It was only after he left the army, where he had gained the skills necessary to carry out God’s plan, that he learned what that greater purpose was, and he had pledged himself to it without reservation. The acts he had committed to ensure a better future might be seen as barbaric to those who did not believe, but his soul was pure. The end goal was all that mattered.

Now that goal seemed to be in danger, but Cutter had no doubts. He was a fervent believer. His prayers would be answered.

After forty minutes of waiting, the miracle arrived. The radio squawked to life.

‘Flight N-three-four-eight Zulu, this is the tower. The fuel spill has been cleaned up. You are cleared for takeoff.’

‘Thank you, tower. You just saved my job.’

‘No problem, George. Enjoy Sydney.’

Within two minutes, the jet roared down the runway. As he watched the 737 soar over the mountains and turn westward, Cutter closed the hood and got back in the Hummer. For the first time that day, he smiled.

God was with him.




 Three

Wind whipped over the landing pad of the Scotia One oil platform, blowing the wind sock steadily toward the east. Located two hundred miles off the coast of Newfoundland, the Grand Banks were known for some of the world’s nastiest weather, but the thirty-mile-per-hour winds and fifteen-foot seas hardly qualified as gale force. Just a typical day. Tyler Locke was curious to find out who was willing to brave the trip to meet with him.

He leaned against the railing, searching for the Sikorsky transport helicopter due to arrive any minute. No sign of it. Tyler zipped up his bomber jacket against the cold and inhaled the smell of salt spray and crude oil that permeated the rig.

He’d had almost no downtime since he arrived on the platform six days ago, so the brief moment staring out at the vast Atlantic Ocean was a welcome rest. A few minutes were all he needed, and then he’d be recharged. He wasn’t the type who could lie in front of the TV all day watching movies. He loved immersing himself in a project, working nonstop until the problem was solved. His need to stay busy was a product of the work ethic his father had drilled into him. It was the one thing  his wife, Karen, never could change about him. Next year, he’d always told her. Next year is the big vacation.


He was lost in thought, the old regret rearing its ugly head, and he absently reached to fiddle with his wedding ring. Only when he felt bare skin did he glance down and remember that it was no longer there. He quickly pulled his hands apart and looked back up to see one of the landing control crewmen, a short, wiry man named Al Dietz, walking toward him. At six feet two inches tall and a solid build somewhere north of two hundred pounds last time he checked, Tyler towered over the diminutive rig worker.

‘Afternoon, Tyler,’ Dietz said over the wind. ‘Come to see the chopper land?’

‘Hi, Al,’ Tyler said. ‘I’m expecting someone. Do you know if Dilara Kenner is aboard?’

Dietz shook his head. ‘Sorry. All I know is that they have five passengers today. If you want, you can go wait inside, and I’ll bring her down to you when they get here.’

‘That’s okay. My last job was on a mine collapse in West Virginia. After a week of breathing coal dust, it could be forty below and I wouldn’t mind being out here. Besides, she was kind enough to make the flight to see me, so I’m returning the favor by meeting her here.’

‘You should see them in a minute. You know, if she didn’t make this flight, she’s in for a delay. We’re supposed to be socked in for at least twenty-four hours.’ Dietz waved as he left to make preparations for the landing.

Tyler had heard the weather forecast, so he knew what Dietz meant. In the next hour, the wind was expected to die down and fog would roll in, making a landing impossible until it cleared. He saw the cloud formation approaching from the  west, and just beneath it about five miles away, a yacht slowly motored past. White, at least eighty feet long. A beauty. Probably a Lürssen or a Westport. Why it would be in the middle of the Grand Banks, Tyler couldn’t guess, but it wasn’t in any hurry.

He also had no idea why an archaeologist was so impatient to meet with him that she was willing to fly out here. She’d repeatedly called Gordian’s headquarters over the last few days, and when Tyler took a break from his work on the platform, he’d returned her call. All he could get out of her was that she was a professor at UCLA, and she had to see him right away.

When he told her that he was going straight from Scotia One to a job in Norway, she’d insisted on seeing him before he left. The only way that would happen, he told her jokingly, would be if she took the two-hour flight out to the rig. To his surprise, she jumped at the chance and agreed to the trip, even willing to pay the exorbitant fee for the helicopter ride. When he asked why, all she would say over the phone was that it was a matter of life and death. She wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was just the kind of mysterious distraction that could spice up an otherwise routine assignment, so he finally relented and arranged for the rig’s manager to clear her for a visit.

To be sure Dilara wasn’t yanking his chain, Tyler checked her credentials out on UCLA’s website and found the picture of a beautiful ebony-haired woman in her midthirties. She had high cheekbones, striking brown eyes, and an easy smile. Her photo gave Tyler the impression of intelligence and competence. He made the mistake of showing it to Grant Westfield, his best friend and his current project’s electrical engineering expert. Grant had immediately made some less-than-gentlemanly suggestions as to why Tyler should meet with her. Tyler  didn’t reply, but he had to admit her looks added to the intrigue.

Dietz, who was now holding two flashlights equipped with glowing red traffic wands, moved to the edge of the landing pad near Tyler. He pointed into the sky above the other side of the pad.

‘There it is,’ Dietz said. ‘Right on time.’

Against the gray backdrop of clouds, Tyler saw a dot quickly growing in the distance. A moment later, he could hear the low throb of helicopter blades occasionally burst through the wind. The dot grew until it was recognizable as a nineteen-passenger Sikorsky, a workhorse of the Newfoundland oil fields.

He was sure Dilara Kenner was on board. She had made it clear in their phone conversation that there was no way she was missing the flight, and he believed her. Something about the certainty and toughness in her voice made her sound like a woman to be reckoned with.

Less than a mile away, the helicopter was slowing to make its descent to the landing pad when a small puff of smoke billowed from the right turbine engine on the helicopter’s roof.

Tyler’s jaw dropped open, and he said, ‘What the hell?’ Then he realized with horror what was about to happen. An electric shiver shot up his spine.

‘Did you see that?’ Dietz said, his voice ratcheting up an octave.

Before Tyler could reply, an explosion tore through the engine, causing chunks of metal to rip backward through the tail rotor.

‘Holy shit!’ Dietz yelled.

Tyler was already in motion. ‘They’re going down!’ he shouted. ‘Come on!’

He leaped onto the landing pad and dashed toward the opposite side. Dietz chased after him. Like a thunderclap after a distant lightning strike, the sound of the blast boomed seconds after the actual explosion. As he pounded across the center of the pad’s huge H, Tyler watched the shocking destruction of the Sikorsky.

Two blades of the tail rotor were torn off, and the remaining blades beat themselves to death against the tail section of the helicopter. The powerful centrifugal force of the still-intact main rotor began to spin the helicopter in a tight spiral.

Tyler’s brain was screaming at him to do something, but there was no way for him to help them. He skidded to a halt at the edge of the platform, where he had a full view of the helicopter. Dietz stopped next to him, panting with exertion.

The Sikorsky didn’t immediately dive into the ocean. Instead, the tail swung around in a circle as the helicopter plunged downward. Only an expert pilot could control such a mortally crippled helicopter.

There was a flicker of hope. If the Sikorsky didn’t hit too hard, the passengers might have a chance of getting out alive.

‘Those guys are dead,’ Dietz said.

‘No, they’re going to make it,’ Tyler said, but he sounded less convinced than he wanted to.

By the time it had dropped several hundred feet, the helicopter’s forward motion had stopped. Just before it splashed into the water, it tilted, and the main rotor blades churned the water like an eggbeater until they were ripped apart. The Sikorsky came to rest on the ocean surface starboard side up.

‘They’re trapped inside!’ Dietz cried.

‘Come on,’ Tyler said to himself, picturing Dilara Kenner’s smiling face. His jaw was clenched so tightly, he thought his teeth might crack. ‘Come on! Get out of there!’

As if in reply, the door of the rapidly sinking helicopter slid open. Four people in bright yellow survival suits jumped out into the water. Only four.

Dietz pointed his flashlights at the floundering helicopter and asked, ‘Where are the rest of them?’

Tyler was shouting now. ‘Get out of there!’

The nose of the Sikorsky dipped below the water level, where it was bashed by the waves. Water flooded through the open door. The tail pointed straight up into the air and then disappeared beneath the waves.

Tyler kept staring at the place where the helicoper went under. Each passing second without seeing the other passengers stretched for an eternity.

Then when it seemed like they couldn’t possibly make it to the surface alive, three more survival suits popped up and bobbed on the waves. Seven survivors. With five passengers and two pilots, that meant seven for seven. They’d all made it.

Tyler clapped his hands together and yelled, ‘Yes!’ He slapped palms with Dietz, who was grinning from ear to ear.

‘Those lucky sons of bitches!’ Al yelled, staring at the people floating in the water.

Tyler shook his head at their good fortune. He’d seen the results of a couple of helicopter crashes in Iraq. No survivors in either of them. But for the Sikorsky passengers, it wasn’t over yet.

‘That water must be freezing,’ he said. ‘They won’t last long, even with the survival suits.’

Dietz’s grin disappeared. ‘I’m sure Finn’s on the phone with the Coast Guard by now—’

Tyler cut him off. He could feel the time pressure already. ‘They’re too far away. Remember the fog?’

‘Then how do we get them out?’ he asked. ‘You mean they lived through the crash, but they’re going to die in the water?’

‘Not if I can help it.’

Tyler knew he was the only one on board Scotia One with expertise in aviation disasters. He had to convince the rig manager, Roger Finn, that they couldn’t wait for the Coast Guard to send a rescue helicopter. That might be tough, since Tyler had been hired by the platform’s parent company and Finn barely tolerated his presence on the rig.

‘Keep an eye on them,’ Tyler said to Dietz, and sprinted back across the landing pad in the direction of the stairs.

‘Where are you going?’ Dietz yelled after him.

‘To the control room!’ Tyler yelled back.

Hurtling down the stairs, Tyler had just the slightest moment when he thought maybe he shouldn’t get involved. It was his instinct to swoop in and insert himself into the situation, but no one was depending on him for help. It wasn’t his responsibility. The oil rig crew and the Coast Guard would handle it. They would save the passengers.

But Tyler thought about what would happen if he were wrong. There were seven people struggling to stay alive out there, including Dilara Kenner, whom he had personally invited to the rig. If those passengers died and he hadn’t done everything he could, their deaths would be on his head even if nobody else knew it. Then he would be plunged back into more months without sleep for days at a time, his mind needling him with all of the things he should have done. The thought of those sleepless nights was what kept his feet moving.




 Four

Captain Mike ‘Hammer’ Hamilton leveled his F-16 at thirty-five thousand feet, and his wingman, Lieutenant Fred ‘Fuzzy’ Newman matched his course. After scrambling from March Air Force Base just east of LA, they had both lit their afterburners to get out over the ocean before the airplane they were intercepting crossed the coast. Now the private 737 designated N-348Z was clearly visible on Hammer’s radar. They were closing at a relative speed of two thousand miles per hour.

‘Two minutes to intercept,’ Fuzzy said.

‘Copy that,’ Hammer said. ‘LA Control, this is CALIF three-two. Any more comm traffic from the target?’

‘Negative, CALIF three-two. Still nothing.’ During the briefing en route, Hammer was told that all communication had been lost with an airplane that had turned back from a course to Honolulu. When it had turned around, it was to get medical attention for some passengers who had gotten sick. Then the pilot’s communications had become increasingly distressed. Apparently, everyone on board, including the flight crew, had come down with the mysterious illness.

The communications became increasingly erratic and  strange, as if the pilot were succumbing to some kind of madness. His last communication had been so odd that LA control had played it back for Hammer. It was the eeriest radio call he had ever heard.

‘Flight N-three-four-eight Zulu, this is LA Control. Your last message was garbled. Say again.’


‘I can’t see!’ the panicking pilot said. ‘I’m blind! I can’t see! Oh, Jesus!’ Hammer had never heard a pilot lose it like that.

‘Are you on autopilot?’

‘Yes, on autopilot. Oh God! I can feel it!’

‘Feel what? N-three-four-eight Zulu? Feel what? What is happening?’


‘I’m melting! We’re all melting! Make it stop!’ The pilot screamed in obvious pain, and then the communication abruptly terminated. That was an hour and twenty minutes ago.

‘Have they made any move to descend?’ Hammer asked. Since 9/11, the primary mission of his Air National Guard wing was homeland defense. Standard operating procedure was to intercept all aircraft that had lost communication. If there was any indication that the aircraft was in the control of terrorists and suspected of being used as a weapon, there would be no choice but to take it out. But from what he’d heard, Hammer didn’t think that’s what they were dealing with. No way a terrorist could make a pilot act like that.

‘Negative,’ the controller said. ‘They haven’t deviated course or altitude.’

‘Copy that. Intercept in one minute. You heard him, Fuzz. When we get there, we’ll circle around and pull alongside, see what we can see.’

Hammer spotted the bright blue 737 in the distance, and it  quickly filled his windscreen. He and Fuzzy shot by and banked around, reducing their throttles to half what they were. They nudged forward until they were flying even with the 737, Hammer on the port wingtip and Fuzzy on the starboard wingtip.

‘LA Control,’ Hammer said, ‘we have intercepted the target. It is flying straight and level at flight level three-fifty. Air speed five hundred fifty knots on course zero-seven-five.’ If it stayed on that course, it would fly directly over Los Angeles.

‘Copy that, CALIF three-two. Describe what you’re seeing.’

‘The plane seems to be in good shape. No damage on my side.’

‘None on mine, either,’ said Fuzzy.

‘I can’t see any movement inside. I’ll move a little closer to get a better look.’

Hammer nudged the F-16 forward and starboard until his wingtip was in front of the 737’s. Anybody on board would surely see him. Those still conscious would be pressing their faces against the windows, but none did.

‘Any signs of life, CALIF three-two?’

‘Negative.’ The bright sunlight streaming through the starboard windows was visible through the port windows, allowing Hammer a clear view of the seat backs. According to the briefing, the plane had the movie star Rex Hayden and his entourage on board. He expected to see heads lolling backward in some of the seats, but he couldn’t see a single person. Strange.

‘Fuzzy, you see anything from your side?’

‘Negative, Hammer. It’s as quiet as a . . .’ The next intended word must have been ‘cemetery’ because Fuzzy stopped himself abruptly. ‘Nobody on the starboard side as far as I can see.’

‘LA Control,’ Hammer said, ‘you got your info wrong. This is an empty flight. Must be a ferry.’

After a pause, the controller came back. ‘Uh, that’s a negative, CALIF three-two. Manifest shows twenty-one passengers and six crew.’

‘Then where the hell are they?’

‘What about the pilots?’

Hammer pulled farther ahead until he had a view straight into the cockpit. The windows were clear. Large-jet pilots wear a four-point belt. Even if the pilots were unconscious, the seat belts would keep them upright.

Instead, Hammer saw a disturbing sight. The belts were connected, but slack. The cockpit was empty. If what they were telling him was correct, twenty-seven people had simply vanished over the Pacific.

‘LA Control,’ he said, hardly believing his own words, ‘there is no one on board the target.’

‘CALIF three-two, can you repeat that?’

‘I repeat, N-three-four-eight Zulu is completely deserted. We’ve intercepted a ghost plane.’




 Five

Tyler’s heart was pounding by the time he reached the Scotia One control room, a state-of-the-art facility that allowed control of every aspect of the rig’s operations, including all the pumps and valves on the platform. It also served as the rig’s communications station.

Three men sat at terminals, busily going through their emergency checklists while Finn barked into the phone. He was a squat man with hair the color and consistency of steel wool, and his voice boomed with the authority of a drill sergeant. Tyler listened while he caught his breath.

‘We’ve got seven in the water . . . Yes, an explosion . . . No, our standby ship left yesterday to help with a spill at Scotia Two. They have survival suits on . . . When? . . . Okay, we’ll sit tight until then.’ He hung up the phone.

Tyler made a beeline for Finn. He heard the urgency in his own voice. ‘We can’t sit tight.’

Finn nodded at the clock on the wall. ‘Coast Guard is going to get a rescue helicopter into the air in five minutes. At top speed, they’ll be here in less than two hours. So we wait until then.’

‘The fog is rolling in,’ Tyler said, shaking his head. ‘By the time the Coast Guard helicopter gets here, visibility will be zero. In those kinds of conditions, the helicopter could fly right over them and never see them.’

‘If you have any suggestions,’ Finn said with undisguised annoyance, ‘I’ll be glad to hear them, but I don’t know what else we can do.’

Tyler rested his chin on his fist as he thought. He knew that few survivors were found more than an hour after a crash at sea.

‘How about the standby ship?’ he said.

Finn snorted. ‘Don’t you think I thought of that? It’ll take over six hours for it to get back from Scotia Two. It’s our only ship.’ Scotia Two was One’s sister platform forty miles to the north.

Tyler thought back to when he was leaning on the landing pad railing. He snapped his fingers. ‘When I was up on deck, I saw a yacht about five miles away. They should be able to mount a rescue.’

Finn shot an angry look at one of the men. ‘Why didn’t I know that?’

The man shrugged meekly, and Finn spat into a wastebasket in response. ‘Send out the distress call,’ he said.

The SOS went out on the radio. Seconds passed. Tyler listened intently for a voice to respond on the control room speakers, but all he heard was dead air. No reply from the yacht.

‘Try again,’ Finn said after a few more ticks of the wall clock. Still nothing.

‘They must have seen the helicopter go down,’ Tyler said, frustrated by the silence. The yacht was the survivors’ best chance. ‘Why aren’t they answering?’

Finn threw his hands up in disgust and sat. ‘Their radio might be out. Doesn’t matter. They aren’t answering. We’ll  have to wait for the Coast Guard helicopter and hope it can find them in the fog.’

Tyler remembered wearing the same survival suit on his flight to the platform. They were Mark VII suits. Capable safety gear, but not the newest. Not good enough.

Tyler shook his head again. ‘The beacons on those suits are only accurate to within a mile,’ he said. ‘That’s not precise enough in pea soup fog. What’s the water temp today?’

‘About forty-three degrees Fahrenheit,’ Finn said. ‘The suits are rated for up to six hours in the water at that temperature.’

‘The suit ratings are for ideal conditions in calm weather,’ Tyler said, losing his patience. ‘Those people are probably injured, and they’re being battered by waves out there. If we wait, that helicopter won’t find anything but dead bodies.’

Finn raised his eyebrows and gave Tyler a look that said,  And what do you want me to do about it?


Tyler paused while his mind went into overdrive. He mentally checked off Scotia One’s facilities and capabilities one by one, his head nodding imperceptibly as he thought. He churned through the multiple possibilities but returned over and over to the only choice. He fixed his eyes on Finn.

‘You have an idea,’ Finn said.

Tyler nodded. ‘You’re not going to like it.’

‘Why?’

‘We have to go get them ourselves.’

‘How? We don’t have any boats.’

‘Yes, we do. The free fall lifeboats.’

For a moment, Finn was speechless at the suggestion. Then he shook his head. ‘No. It’s too risky. They’re only a last resort if we have to abandon the rig. I can’t authorize them to be used that way.’

Scotia One was equipped with five fifty-person, totally enclosed lifeboats suspended seventy-five feet above the water. Tyler had consulted on their installation on another oil rig and had even seen one launched.

The unique feature of these lifeboats was that they were aimed at a thirty-degree angle facing toward the water. There were no rope davits to lower the lifeboats slowly to the surface of the water. When the lifeboat was full and watertight, the operators pulled two levers, and the lifeboat slid down a ramp and into space, falling all the way to the water below. It was the only way to evacuate a burning oil platform quickly.

Tyler bent down and gripped the arms of Finn’s chair, looming over the rig manager. Tyler’s build was the product of good genes and a regular regimen of push-ups, sit-ups, and running, which he could do anywhere in the world he was working. He knew he couldn’t intimidate a hardened guy like Finn, no matter how small the man was compared to him, but he could use his size for emphasis.

With a low growl, Tyler said, ‘Come on, Finn. You know it’s their only shot. If we wait, those people are going to die.’

Finn stood and got in Tyler’s face as much as a man six inches shorter could. ‘I know what’s at stake, damn it!’ Finn yelled. ‘But no one on board has ever launched one of those lifeboats before.’


This argument is taking way too long, Tyler thought. It was time the crash survivors didn’t have. Finn wasn’t going to approve this without someone pushing him. Tyler couldn’t stand here and wait for seven people to drown, so he lied.

‘I’ve made a drop in one,’ Tyler said steadily. ‘That’s what made me think of it.’

Finn looked dubious. ‘You have? Where?’

‘Gordian tested one two years ago. They needed volunteers to try it out.’ It was true Gordian had done an open-water evaluation, which Tyler had supervised, but he hadn’t actually ridden in the lifeboat. It had been deemed too dangerous at the time.

Finn raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you volunteering?’

Tyler didn’t blink, but his heart was racing. ‘If that’s what it takes. I signed the waiver just like everyone else, and I saw where they went down.’

Finn looked around the control room at the three operators, who stared back at him, then he looked out the window toward the rapidly approaching fog. Finally, he turned back to Tyler.

‘Okay, you’ve convinced me,’ Finn said, putting his hands up in defeat. ‘We’ll use a lifeboat. How many men do you need?’

Tyler fought to keep his heart rate down as he thought about the mission and remembered the saying about the duck. Calm on the surface, but paddling like hell underneath.

‘Three men total,’ Tyler said. ‘One to pilot the boat and two to pull people out of the water. Grant should be one of them. He’d never forgive me if I left him behind.’

Grant Westfield was not only the best electrical engineer Tyler had ever worked with, he was also an adrenaline junkie - rock climbing, sky diving, wreck diving, spelunking, anything that got the blood pumping. Tyler enjoyed joining him sometimes, but Grant was fanatical. He’d jump at the chance to launch a free fall lifeboat, something few others have ever done. And if Tyler was going to do this, he wanted the person on this rig he trusted most going along with him.

‘All right, Grant goes,’ Finn said. ‘I’ll send Jimmy Markson with you. We can’t pull the boat back up again, you know. Not in this weather. Our crane might snap.’


This is getting better by the minute, Tyler thought. ‘We’ll use the personnel basket,’ he said. The basket was a six-person rig used to lift people from ships to the platform.

‘I’ll tell the other two to meet you down at the lifeboats. Get a survival suit along the way, just in case. I don’t want to lose anyone if one of you guys goes in the water.’

That sounded like a fine idea to Tyler. ‘I know where the locker is.’

Finn snatched up a phone, but Tyler didn’t stay to hear the call. After grabbing a survival suit from an emergency station, he followed the lifeboat evacuation signs, bounding down the stairs two at a time.

On the lowest deck, where the lifeboats were perched, Tyler dropped his bomber jacket onto the grating and donned his suit while he waited for Grant and Markson. Each of the five boats was painted a bright orange so they could be spotted easily at sea. They were streamlined like bullets, and the only windows were rectangular portholes in a cupola at the rear where the helmsman sat. The portholes were made of super-strong polycarbonate - the same material used to make bulletproof windows - instead of glass so that they would withstand the impact of the fall. The sole opening was an aluminum hatch at the aft end.

The boats pointed down at the ocean and rested on rails that would guide them when released. At the end of the rails, it was a seventy-five-foot plunge to the water, where the boat would dive under and then surface three-hundred feet away, propelled to ten knots by the momentum from the fall. A powerful diesel could drive the boat at up to twenty knots once it resurfaced.

With his suit secured, Tyler flung open the hatch of the first lifeboat and peered inside. Instead of a flat aisle down the  center of the boat, stairs led down past seats that faced backward. The only seat facing forward was for the helmsman, and that wouldn’t be occupied until after the drop was complete. Two levers on either side of the boat’s interior had to be pulled simultaneously to initiate the drop, so that a panicked crewman couldn’t single-handedly launch the boat before it was filled with evacuees. Safety devices ensured that the rear hatch was closed before it could drop. If the hatch were left open, when the lifeboat went under after the initial drop, water would flood in, and the boat might never resurface.

Tyler heard a clatter behind him. Two men hurried down the stairs. Both were black, but that’s where the similarities ended. The one in the lead had an ebony complexion and was a couple of inches taller than Tyler, but he was lanky, and the survival suit hung from him like a coat hanger. That must have been Markson. He was in his late forties, and his face was smudged with oil, which did nothing to cover his apprehension.

The second man, who had a shaved head and mocha skin, struggled with the zipper on his survival suit. Grant Westfield, four inches shorter and fifteen years younger than Markson, still had the muscular 240-pound frame of the wrestler he used to be. He must have picked a size too small. Tyler smiled in spite of himself.

‘Need some help there, tiger?’ Tyler said, not bothering to hide his amusement. ‘Maybe you need to lose a few.’

Grant zipped the suit to the top and scoffed. ‘These things weren’t built for someone with my impressive physique.’

‘Just don’t flex too hard and rip it. Wouldn’t make a great fashion statement.’

Grant pursed his lips. ‘I’ll have you know that torn survival suits are the latest rage in Milan.’

Tyler heard Markson chuckle uneasily. The joking probably sounded out of place to him, but Tyler liked it. It had been the way he and Grant lightened the mood in hairy situations ever since their army days.

‘Glad you could join the party,’ Tyler said.

‘Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss one of your crazy stunts. They tell me that you’re raring to launch one of these babies.’ Grant seemed a lot more enthusiastic about this than Tyler was.

‘Raring may be too strong a word, but somebody’s got to do it. Might as well be us.’

‘You got that right,’ Grant said, eagerly eyeing the massive lifeboats. ‘I haven’t ridden a roller coaster in months.’

Tyler turned to the other man and held out his hand. ‘And you’re Markson?’

‘That’s right, Dr Locke.’

‘Call me Tyler.’

They shook hands. ‘I’m a diver and a welder. I’m fully qualified on the lifeboats.’ He was a tough guy, but there was a slight quaver in his voice.

‘Glad to have you along,’ Tyler said. He gestured at the open hatch. ‘Shall we?’

Grant got in first and belted himself into one of the seats. The four-point seat belts barely stretched over his huge frame. Tyler followed him in, and then Markson closed and dogged the hatch behind him. Tyler chose the seat next to the port release lever and cinched his own belts tight.

‘We’re set for launch,’ Markson said. ‘Are you guys ready?’

‘Ready,’ Tyler said.

‘Oh yeah!’ Grant shouted, pumping himself up, just like he did in his wrestling days. ‘Let’s see what this baby can do!’

Markson gripped the lever in his hand and Tyler did the  same. Then he yelled, ‘Three . . . two . . . one . . . launch!’ Tyler yanked his lever down. A red light glowed, indicating that the release mechanism had been activated, and he felt a clunk as the hydraulic clamps sprang open. There was no turning back now, so Tyler forced himself into mission mode, just like when he was in the army. Precision, decisiveness, and calm were his watchwords from now on.

The boat began its slide down the rails. The movement was anticlimactic. It was as if the boat were being lowered at a lakeside boat ramp off its trailer. Then the lifeboat bow dipped downward, and Tyler’s stomach leapt into his mouth.

With some goading from Grant, Tyler had gone bungee jumping one time, so the feeling was familiar. His entire body floated out of the contoured seat. The weightlessness seemed to last forever. Then the impact came.

The crash of fiberglass splashing into the water boomed from all directions. It felt like the lifeboat hit concrete. Tyler’s head slammed backward against the cushioned headrest. The sense of weightlessness was replaced by the crush of deceleration. The angle of his seat changed drastically as he saw water wash over the helmsman’s portholes.

Tyler was thrown against his seat belt and rocked side to side as the lifeboat made for the surface. Water streamed down the cupola window, and he could see the gray sky out of the window. The lifeboat leveled out. Grant whooped in delight from behind him, but Tyler was just glad they had made it down in one piece.

‘Woohoo!’ Grant yelled, laughing. ‘Can we do that again?’

‘Not with me, you’re not,’ Tyler said, unbuckling himself.

‘Oh, you know you loved it.’

‘Tell that to my stomach. It’s still back on the oil rig.’

Markson took the helmsman’s seat. Although the waves pummeled them, the lifeboat was as seaworthy as a cork. But anyone swimming in that would be fighting for their lives. Tyler flashed again to the memory of Dilara’s photo and pictured her struggling to stay afloat. Markson fired up the diesel, and Tyler pointed him in the direction of the crash. With the fog getting thicker by the minute, they had to hurry. Their chances of rescuing the survivors were quickly dropping toward zero.




 Six

Dilara Kenner struggled to keep the unconscious helicopter pilot’s head completely out of the water, but the waves crashing over them made that impossible. At least the survival suits were buoyant. The best she could hope to do was to make sure that he didn’t float away. The copilot, a baby-faced blond named Logan, tried to help, but his arm was broken, so it was all he could do to keep from inhaling seawater.

She had lost sight of the other passengers, four men who looked like they were oil workers on their way out for a three-week stint on the rig. They had been swept away by the waves, so she wouldn’t be getting aid from them, either. Before she and Logan stopped talking to conserve their energy and to avoid swallowing more seawater, the copilot had told her that the oil platform had no helicopter. The nearest one was two hours away in St. John’s.

It seemed hopeless, but Dilara had thought the same thing when she ran the Los Angeles marathon. The idea of running twenty-six miles without stopping was too daunting, an apparently impossible task. But by focusing only on putting that next foot down, she eventually reached the end.

So she focused her mind not on waiting for the helicopter to arrive in two hours, but instead on keeping herself alive for the next minute. The most pressing problem distracting her was the water that was seeping into her survival suit, which had snagged on a jagged piece of metal as she escaped the sinking helicopter. She could feel her limbs starting to numb.

‘I’m getting tired,’ Logan said after ten minutes of being pummeled by the waves. ‘I think my suit’s losing flotation.’

Dilara was on the ragged edge herself, but she knew that giving up was death. ‘You’re going to make it, Logan. Don’t waste your breath talking. Just keep your head up.’

‘Fog’s coming in. Won’t see us.’

‘I don’t care. They’ll find us.’

‘My legs are cramping.’

‘Logan, I’m holding up your pilot and me,’ she said, trying a different tactic. ‘Are you saying you can’t keep up with a girl?’

Logan saw what she was doing and smiled weakly.

‘Good,’ Dilara said, seeing that her little pep talk worked. ‘You’re not wimping out. I like that.’

‘I’ll be here as long as you are.’

‘That’s good to hear. I didn’t come all this way to give up now.’

The terrible irony of the crash was that she had thought her entire ordeal was almost over when the crash had happened. Sam and his cryptic words had just been the start of it.


Hayden. Oasis. Genesis. They didn’t mean anything to her. And his claim that her father had actually succeeded in his life’s pursuit . . . it was mind-boggling.

The idea that Sam had been poisoned seemed ridiculous to her. The thing that nagged at Dilara was that Sam was an expert in pharmaceuticals, so if anyone would know he was  being poisoned, it would be him. But why would someone want to poison him? She wanted to believe him, but the whole story was incredible.

What convinced her was an incident that happened on the way back to her apartment.

She had noticed a hulking man in a black trench coat on the shuttle bus. He had looked at her several times, and Sam’s words echoed in her mind.


You have to go . . . or they’ll kill you, too.


She thought she was just being paranoid but nevertheless asked the bus driver to stay by her car until she safely drove away. She exited the lot onto Sepulveda, a six-lane boulevard leading from LAX to her studio in Santa Monica. The traffic was relatively light going north, so she had the left lane all to herself.

A large black SUV pulled even with her tiny Toyota hatch-back. The SUV suddenly swung over and bashed into her car, pushing it into the oncoming lanes.

The SUV had deliberately waited until the other direction was full of traffic. Dilara slammed on the brakes and tried to resist the SUV’s push, but it was twice as heavy as her own vehicle. A pickup truck was heading right at her, and instead of continuing to resist, she hit the accelerator and swung the Toyota as far to the left as she could. Screeching tires and honking horns erupted around her. It was only through luck that she merely grazed the pickup and weaved her way through the rest of the traffic before skidding to a halt in a strip mall parking lot.

The SUV sped off, leaving a tangle of vehicles and rubber smoke behind it. Dilara guessed that the SUV had followed her from the airport. The windows had been tinted, so she couldn’t see if it was the man in the trench coat, but the occupants  must have been cohorts of the businesswoman who had poisoned Sam.


You have to go . . . or they’ll kill you, too.


She could just blow it off and return to her normal life, as if Sam were loony, but her gut was telling her that what Sam told her was not the rambling of an old person with dementia. People were trying to kill her. She had no proof, but she was sure of it. If she went on as usual, she’d be dead within a day.

Eventually her tremors subsided enough for her to drive. She tried going to the police, but that had been a dead end. The detective she spoke with took her statement, an extended version of the one she’d given at the airport, but she could tell he thought her story was ludicrous. Her friend Sam Watson hadn’t really died of a heart attack, but had been poisoned? Billions of people’s lives were at risk, and someone had deliberately run her off the road to get her out of the way? Even to her, it sounded crazy. But all she could think of was the SUV deliberately ramming her and Sam’s words.


You have to go . . . or they’ll kill you, too.


Dilara couldn’t go back to her apartment. It was the logical place for her pursuers to wait for her. If she couldn’t go home, she was on the run, and she always would be until she could figure who was after her and why.

Dilara went to the closest branch of her bank and withdrew every penny in her account. Credit cards were too easy to track, and finding Tyler Locke would require travel.

Gordian Engineering hadn’t been hard to track down. She went to a library and looked them up on the internet. The company’s named derived from the Gordian knot, the impossibly complex tangle cut by Alexander the Great. Apparently, Gordian was the largest privately owned engineering firm in  the world, one that provided consulting services to everyone from Fortune 500 corporations to the U.S. military. Each of its senior engineers were partners, reminding Dilara of a law firm. The company’s specialty was failure analysis and prevention, and the website cited dozens of areas of expertise - vehicle and airline crashes, fires and explosions, structural failures - the list went on and on.

She used the site’s search engine to find Tyler Locke. His title was chief of special operations, and his experience was exceptional. Majored in mechanical engineering at MIT. PhD from Stanford. Former captain in the U.S. Army commanding a combat engineering company. Expert in demolition, bomb disposal, mechanical systems, accident reconstruction, and prototype testing. Impressive credentials.

Dilara had never heard of the term ‘combat engineer.’ A military website told her that they are the soldiers who build bridges and fortifications, clear land mines, and defuse bombs, all while under enemy fire. She looked for a more comprehensive service history for Tyler, but she couldn’t find out how long he had served or in what war, just that he’d been decorated with multiple medals, including the Silver Star and Purple Heart. With his background and experience, it sounded like he’d been in the business for thirty-five years. There was no photo, but from her experience with engineering professors at UCLA, she imagined a bald, paunchy man in his fifties wearing a white short-sleeved shirt and a pocket protector.

It would be too easy for Dr Locke to dismiss her story over the phone. She had to see him in person.

When she found out he was on an oil rig in Newfoundland, she thought it was a great place to meet - thousands of miles from LA, no easy access for the people after her. She’d had to  reserve her seat on the helicopter ahead of time - a requirement to fly out to the rig; she couldn’t just walk up to the counter and buy a ticket to a private oil platform - but otherwise she was as careful as she could be not to leave a trail. She flew into the airport in Gander, 150 miles from St. John’s, just in case they were waiting for her at the St. John’s airport. After a three-hour bus trip from Gander, she got to the heliport just in time to don her survival suit and board the helicopter.

When Dilara got into the air, she finally relaxed. Maybe she would have some answers soon. She had been looking at the enormous oil platform out the side window when the thud of an explosion came overhead. Alarmed shouts erupted from all the passengers, including herself. The pilot had calmly compensated for the loss of control on the way down, keeping the helicopter upright all the way until they slammed into the sea.

It took a few seconds for Dilara to shake off the cobwebs after they hit the water. One of the other passengers threw open the sliding door. The pilot was slumped in his seat, unconscious. Dilara could see that the copilot’s arm was pointing at an awkward angle. Before she could ask the others for help, they all jumped out of the helicopter. She sloshed through the water pouring in through the open door. They would only be afloat for a few more seconds.

She yanked the seat belt off the pilot. By that time, the water was above her waist, and the pilot floated out of his seat. The copilot, wailing in agony every time his arm hit something, staggered to the door. She wrestled the pilot to the exit just as the helicopter sank beneath the surface. With one last kick, she propelled both of them out, and the three of them rose to the surface.

Now, as she struggled to keep the pilot’s face up, she resolved to find the people responsible for this, the same people  who had murdered her father. Something that Sam had told her was so important to them that they were willing to kill. She had to find out what it was, and this Tyler Locke guy was going to help her. They didn’t realize it yet, but they would find out that they had messed with the wrong woman.

A new noise penetrated the growing gloom. An engine. She whipped her head around. The wind made the direction of the sound hard to pinpoint. Then she saw it. An odd orange vessel shaped like a bullet. It came to a stop and bobbed on the water about six hundred feet away. A hatch opened on the back, and she could see a figure step through and begin hauling people on board. The other helicopter passengers.

She lifted the arm she wasn’t using to support the pilot and waved it madly, kicking to keep herself upright.

‘Over here!’ she yelled. A sense of relief swept over her, and she let out a cry of joy. They were going to make it.

Logan tried to join her shouting, but he was too weak. His head dipped under the water every few seconds, and each time he came up sputtering. If they didn’t get here quickly, Logan would go under and wouldn’t come back up.

She yelled more loudly, but she couldn’t see any response. The boat bobbed in and out of her view, the hatch on the back no longer toward her. For a second, she feared they were leaving, but then the boat grew larger. It was approaching. They had seen her.

The boat pulled alongside and stopped when the aft end was even with them. She had been paying so much attention to the lifeboat that she’d forgotten about Logan. The hatch flew open, and a tall man with tousled brown hair looked around for a moment before diving into the water right about where she’d last seen Logan.

He stayed under for what seemed like hours but must have been only a few seconds. He surfaced, holding Logan under the chin. He handed Logan to a massive black man standing in the hatch who hauled Logan up like he was a doll.

Next, the swimming rescuer took the pilot from her and passed him up into the boat.

He turned to Dilara and, in defiance of the cold weather lashing at them, smiled. ‘Your turn, young lady.’ He didn’t seem bothered at all by the cold water, simply focusing his blue eyes on her. She found the effect oddly charming considering their circumstances, and it put her at ease.

Dilara reached up to the black man, who hoisted her up with one motion. Instead of taking the closest seat, she went back to see if Logan and the pilot were okay. Logan breathed raggedly between bouts of vomiting seawater, while a third rescuer bent over the unconscious pilot.
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