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About the Books


Available together for the very first time, these are the first three novels in Andy McDermott's brilliant Wilde and Chase series.


The Hunt for Atlantis


Archaeologist Nina Wilde believes she has found the location of the lost city of Atlantis and now she wants the opportunity to prove her theory. With the help of ex-SAS bodyguard Eddie Chase and beautiful heiress Kari Frost, Nina faces a breakneck race against time around the world, pursued at every step by agents of the mysterious - and murderous - Brotherhood of Selasphoros. From the jungles of Brazil to the mountains of Tibet, from the streets of Manhattan to the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, the hunt for Atlantis leads to a secret hidden for 11,000 years - which in the wrong hands could destroy civilization as we know it…


The Tomb of Hercules


Studies of an ancient text have convinced archaeologist Nina Wilde that a tomb containing the remains of legendary warrior Hercules may actually exist. As Nina and Eddie Chase, her ex-SAS bodyguard and now boyfriend, begin their search it's clear that others want to find the tomb - and the unimaginable riches contained within.


Nina and Chase are soon following a violent trail of corruption and conspiracy around the globe. From Switzerland to Shanghai, Botswana to London, it's a race against time to find the Tomb of Hercules before it falls into the most evil of hands…


The Secret of Excalibur


Said to make whoever holds it unstoppable in battle, the sword Excalibur has thought lost for over a thousand years. With a cryptic message to archaeologist Nina Wilde, this may be about to change.


Historian Bernd Rust believes he can locate Excalibur… and that the sword is the key to harnessing an incredible source of energy. Nina is sceptical - until she and Rust are attacked by mercenaries determined to steal his research.


Nina and Chase are soon propelled into a deadly race to find Excalibur. From the deserts of Syria to the arctic wastes of Russia, the pair must battle a merciless enemy who plans to use the sword's powers to plunge the world into a new era of war…
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Prologue

Tibet


The sun had not yet risen above the Himalayan peaks, but Henry Wilde was already awake. He had been awake, waiting for the moment when the dawn light cleared the mountains, for over two hours.

More than two hours, he mused. More like years, most of his life. What began as a boyhood curiosity had grown into an . . . he hesitated to use the word obsession, but there it was. An obsession that had brought him mockery and derision from the academic world; an obsession that had eaten up most of the money he had earned in his lifetime.

But, he reminded himself, it was also an obsession that had brought him together with one of the two most remarkable women he had ever known.

‘How long to sunrise?’ asked Laura Wilde, Henry’s wife of almost twenty years, huddling next to him in her thick parka. The two had first met as undergraduates at New York’s Columbia  University. While they had already noticed each other - with Henry being a six-foot-four ice blond and Laura having hair of such a deep shade of red it seemed almost unnatural, it would have been hard for them not to - it wasn’t until after Henry had an essay on the subject of his obsession mockingly excoriated in front of the entire class by their professor that they spoke. Laura’s first three words caused Henry to fall in love on the spot.

They were: ‘I believe you.’

‘Any minute now,’ Henry said, checking his watch before putting a loving arm around her. ‘I just wish Nina was here to see it with us.’ Nina, their daughter, was the second of the two most remarkable women he had ever known.

‘That’s what you get when you schedule an expedition during her exams,’ Laura chided.

‘Don’t blame me, blame the Chinese government! I wanted to come next month, but they wouldn’t budge, said it was this or nothing—’

‘Honey?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’m kidding. I don’t blame you. I didn’t want to miss this opportunity either. But yes, I wish Nina was here too.’

‘Getting a postcard from Xulaodang doesn’t really seem fair compensation, does it?’ sighed Henry. ‘We drag her all over the world to dead end after dead end, and when we finally find a real lead, she can’t come!’

‘We think we’ve found a real lead,’ Laura corrected him.

‘We’ll know in a minute, won’t we?’ He indicated the vista before them. Three snow-capped peaks of roughly equal size rose beyond the rugged plateau on which they had made camp. At the  moment they were held in shadow by the larger range to the east, but when the sun climbed above the obstruction, that would change. And if the stories they had gathered were true, it would change in spectacular style . . .

Henry stood, offering a hand to pull Laura to her feet. She blew out a cloud of steaming breath as she rose; the plateau was over ten thousand feet above sea level, and the air was both thin and cold in a way that neither of them had ever before experienced. But it also had a purity, a clarity.

Somehow, Henry knew they would find what they were searching for.

The first light of dawn reached the three peaks.

Rather, it reached one of them, a brilliant golden light exploding from the perfect white snow atop the central peak. Almost like a liquid, the sunlight slowly flowed down from the summit. The two mountains on either side remained in shadow, the dawn still blocked by the larger range.

‘It’s true . . .’ Henry said quietly, awe in his voice.

Laura was somewhat less reverent. ‘That pretty much looks like a golden peak to me.’

He gave her a smile before looking back at the spectacle before them. The mountain was almost aglow in the dawn light. ‘They were right. God damn it, they were right.’

‘That’s almost depressing, in a way,’ said Laura. ‘That a bunch of Nazis over fifty years ago knew about it first, and were so close to finding it.’

‘But they didn’t find it.’ Henry set his jaw. ‘We will.’

The Golden Peak - until today nothing more than a legend, a piece of ancient folklore - was the final piece in the puzzle Henry  had been assembling his whole life. Exactly what he would find there, he wasn’t sure. But what he was sure of was that it would provide him with everything he needed to reach his final goal.

The ultimate legend.


Atlantis.

 



The dazzling display of light on the Golden Peak lasted for barely a minute before the sun rose high enough to strike the two neighbouring summits. By the time the group began to ascend the eastern slope of the peak, the sun was high overhead. Its companions now out of shadow, the mountain was indistinguishable from those around it in the harsh daylight.

There were seven people in the expedition, three Americans and four Tibetans. The latter group had been hired as porters and guides; while they knew the area, they had been as amazed by the folk tale come true as their foreign visitors. Even by Tibetan standards the region was bleak and isolated, and Henry realised they might be the only Westerners ever to have witnessed what they had just seen.

Except, perhaps, for the people who had led them here in the first place.

Henry called the group to a stop. As the others gratefully brushed snow off nearby rocks and sat down, he removed his backpack and carefully took a slim binder from one of its pockets. Laura joined him as he flicked through the pages sealed inside protective plastic sheets.

‘Checking again?’ she asked, teasing. ‘I thought you’d have them memorised by now.’

‘German’s not one of my strongest languages,’ he reminded her,  finding a particular page. The paper was discoloured, stained by damp and time.

The secret documents of the Ahnenerbe - the German Ancestral Heritage Society, part of Hitler’s SS under the direct control of Heinrich Himmler - had been found hidden behind bricks in a cellar of Wewelsberg Castle in northern Germany. Wewelsberg had been the headquarters of the SS, and the centre of the Nazi obsession with mythology and the occult. At the end of the war, orders had been given to destroy the castle and the knowledge it contained. Someone had chosen to disobey those orders and conceal the documents instead.

And now the Wildes had them.

The previous year, Bernd Rust, an old friend and colleague of Henry’s, had contacted him about the discovery. Most of the rediscovered SS documents had been turned over to the German government, but knowing of the Wildes’ interests, Rust had - at considerable professional risk - secretly retained a few specific pages, those mentioning Atlantis. Even from a friend they hadn’t come cheap, but Henry knew they were worth every penny.

While he felt a deep discomfort about using Nazi material to aid his search - to the extent that he hadn’t even told his daughter about it, sharing the information with just Laura and the other American member of their party - he also knew that without it, he would never find Atlantis. Somehow, half a century before, the Nazis had discovered something that had enabled them to jump almost to the end of the trail.

The Ahnenerbe had organised expeditions to Tibet during the 1930s, and even into the 1940s as the war raged in Europe. At the behest of the prominent Nazis who were members of the sinister  Thule Society, Himmler among them, three expeditions had been sent to Asia. The Thule Society believed that beneath the Himalayas lay underground cities built by the legendary descendants of the Atlanteans, who shared a common ancestry with the Aryan master race. While the explorers made many discoveries about Tibetan history, they found nothing of the Atlanteans, and returned to Germany empty-handed.

But what the papers now in Henry’s possession revealed was that there had been a fourth expedition, kept secret even from Hitler himself.

The Führer was not as inclined as his followers to believe in myths. As the war escalated, he decided pragmatically that the country’s resources were better spent on the Nazi war machine than in sending expeditions halfway around the world to hunt for legends.

But Himmler was a true believer. And the Ahnenerbe’s discoveries had convinced him the legend was within his grasp.

What came as a shock to Henry was that he and Laura were on the same path . . . but half a century too late. Piecing together clues from dozens, hundreds of historical sources, tiny scraps of evidence gradually forming a picture like a jigsaw, the Wildes had travelled with Nina ten years earlier to a site on the coast of Morocco. To Henry’s jubilation, they had found traces of an ancient settlement hidden beneath the African sands . . . only for delight to turn to despair when they realised someone had beaten them to it. Aside from a few worthless scraps, the site had been picked clean.

Now Henry knew by whom.

The Nazis had assembled the same puzzle pieces and sent an  expedition to Morocco. The handful of Ahnenerbe documents he now held revealed only hints of what they had found, but on the strength of those discoveries another expedition had been mounted in South America. What they had found there, the documents didn’t reveal - but they did reveal the end result of the mission. It had led the Nazis to Tibet, to the Golden Peak.

To here.

‘I just wish we had more information,’ Henry complained. ‘I’d love to know exactly what they found in South America.’

Laura turned to a particular page. ‘We’ve got enough. They got us this far.’ She read one phrase from the decaying, blotchy paper: ‘ “The Golden Peak, said to glow with the light of dawn between two dark mountains.” I’d say . . .’ she looked up at the looming mountain, ‘this fits the bill.’

‘So far.’ Henry examined the text. Even though he had already read it a hundred, a thousand times, he checked it again to assure himself that he hadn’t made a mistake in the translation.

He hadn’t. This was the place.

‘So the entrance is supposed to be at the end of the Path of the Moon . . . whatever that is.’ He surveyed the rising landscape through his binoculars, seeing nothing but rocks and snow. ‘Why do legends always have to have cryptic names? Does it seem to lead to the moon; does it follow the movements of the moon; what?’

‘I think it looks like the moon,’ said Laura meaningfully. ‘Specifically, a crescent moon.’

‘Why do you think that?’ There was still nothing even remotely moon-like in view as he panned across the face of the mountain.

‘Because,’ she replied, placing a hand on the binoculars and  gently pulling them down from his face, ‘I can see it right in front of me.’

Henry blinked, wondering what she was talking about . . . until he saw it himself.

It had been right there all along, but he’d been so concerned with looking for some small, specific detail that he hadn’t noticed the bigger picture.

Ahead was a long, curving path that swung off to the left, rising up the flank of the peak before sweeping back around to the right and ending at a broad ledge some distance above. In contrast to the jumbled mix of dark rocks and patchy snow around it, the path was an almost unbroken crescent of pure white, indicating flatter, smoother ground. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed it before.

‘Laura?’

‘Yes?’

‘This is another one of those moments when I’m so glad that I married you.’

‘Yeah. I know.’ They smiled at each other, then kissed. ‘So,’ she said when they pulled apart, ‘how far do you think it is?’

‘A mile, maybe . . . about five hundred feet up. Fairly steep.’

‘If the ancient Atlanteans could get up there in sandals, I figure we can manage in hiking boots.’

‘So do I.’ Henry returned the binder to his pack, then waved to the rest of the expedition. ‘Okay! This is it! We’re moving out!’

 



The path proved more tricky to negotiate than expected. The snow camouflaged a surface strewn with loose rubble from landslides, making each step treacherous.

By the time they reached the ledge, the sun had passed over the  summit of the mountain, casting the entire eastern face into shadow. Henry turned and scanned the horizon as he helped Laura up the last few feet of the path. Heavy clouds were rolling in from the north. He hadn’t noticed it during the effort of the ascent, but the temperature had definitely fallen.

‘Bad weather?’ asked Laura, following his gaze.

‘Looks like we might be in for a blizzard.’

‘Great. Good job we got up here before it starts.’ She looked back at the ledge, which even at its narrowest was a dozen yards across as it cut across the face of the mountain. ‘Shouldn’t be any trouble setting up camp here.’

‘Get the guides to pitch the tents before the weather turns,’ said Henry. The path ended here; above the ledge, the rock face was steep enough to require proper climbing gear. That was no problem, as they had the necessary equipment. But if the Ahnenerbe documents were correct, they shouldn’t need it . . .

Laura passed on Henry’s instructions to the Tibetans before returning to him. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to have a look around. If there are any entrances that might potentially lead into caves, they shouldn’t be too hard to find.’

Laura arched an eyebrow, a flash of amusement in her intense green eyes. ‘Anything to get out of pitching the tents, huh?’

‘Hey, that’s what we’re paying them for!’ He turned to the man sitting alone on a rock nearby. ‘What about you, Jack? Coming?’

The third American member of the group peered up at them from inside the hood of his parka. ‘Give me a chance to get my breath back, Henry! I think I’ll wait here, get some coffee on the boil.’

‘Can’t shake your caffeine habit even in Tibet, huh?’ Husband and wife mockingly rolled their eyes at each other as they walked up the slope, leaving Jack on his own. ‘All those years he keeps telling us we’re mad for searching for Atlantis, then we finally  come up with a solid lead and suddenly he practically begs to come along . . . and when we’re right on the doorstep, he decides to take a coffee break!’ said Henry. ‘Weird.’

‘Right. And we’re not weird for spending the last twenty years running around the world hunting for legends.’

‘Well, we won’t be once we find Atlantis, will we? We’ll be the most famous archaeologists since . . .’

‘Indiana Jones?’

Henry grinned. ‘I was going to say Heinrich Schliemann, but he’ll do. Do you think I’d look good in a fedora?’

Laura made a show of examining him from head to toe. ‘I think you’d look good in just about anything. Or nothing.’

‘Behave yourself, you minx. Wait until we’re somewhere that has central heating. Or at least a roaring log fire.’

‘I’ll hold you to that. And the log fire sounds a lot more romantic.’ They continued up the ledge, snow crumping beneath their boots.

After a few minutes Henry paused, staring at the rock face. ‘Something?’ Laura asked.

‘These strata . . .’ he said, pointing. Countless aeons before, the immense forces causing the Himalayas to rise up where the Indian and Asian tectonic plates collided had also warped the rocks themselves, twisting the layers so they ran almost vertically instead of horizontally.

‘What about them?’

‘If you moved these stones,’ Henry said, moving to a pile of rubble, ‘I think you’d have an entrance.’

Laura looked over his shoulder, seeing a slice of absolute darkness within the folded strata. ‘Big enough to get into?’

‘Let’s find out!’ He pulled at the topmost rock. Snow and loose pebbles dropped from it as he threw it aside. The dark hole beyond grew deeper. ‘Give me a hand.’

‘Oh, so you’ll pay the locals to put up tents, but when it comes to moving heavy rocks, you drag in your wife . . .’

‘There must have been a landslip. This is just the top of the entrance.’ He pulled more stones aside, Laura helping. ‘Use your flashlight, see if you can see how far back it goes.’

Laura took off her pack and pulled out a Maglite, shining it into the hole. ‘I can’t see the back.’ She paused, then shouted, ‘Echo!’ A faint reflection of her voice came from within the dark chamber. Henry raised an eyebrow. ‘Heh. Sorry.’

‘It’s big in there, anyway. Nearly as big as your mouth.’ Laura gently slapped the back of his head. ‘I think if we move this rock here, we might be able to squeeze in.’

‘You mean I might be able to squeeze in.’

‘Well of course! Ladies first.’

‘Stupid chivalry,’ Laura complained jokingly. They both gripped the offending rock, then braced their feet and pulled. For a moment nothing happened, then with a grinding rasp it burst free. The opening was now about three feet high and just over a foot at its widest, tapering to nothing at the top.

‘Think you’ll fit?’ Henry asked.

Laura reached through the hole with one arm and felt around inside. ‘It widens out. I should be okay once I get through.’ She  leaned closer and aimed the flashlight downwards. ‘You were right about the landslip. It’s quite steep.’

‘I’ll rope you up,’ said Henry, removing his own pack. ‘Any problems, I can pull you back out.’

After the rope was attached to Laura’s climbing harness, she tied her hair into a ponytail and inched through the opening, feet first. Once inside, she cautiously stood, feeling the loose surface shift beneath her feet.

‘What do you see?’ asked Henry.

‘Just rocks so far.’ Her eyes adjusting to the gloom, Laura switched on the Maglite again. ‘There’s a flatter floor at the bottom. Looks like . . .’ She raised the light again. The beam fell on rock walls - then nothing but blackness. ‘There’s a passageway back here, quite wide, and I’ve got no idea how far back it goes. A long way.’ Excitement rose in her voice. ‘I think it’s man-made!’

‘Can you get down?’

‘I’ll try.’ She took an experimental step, both hands raised for balance. Small pieces of debris skittered down the pile. ‘It’s kind of loose, I might have to—’

With a crunch, a large stone broke loose beneath her right foot. Caught by surprise, she fell on her back and slid helplessly down the slope. The flashlight clattered away ahead of her.

‘Laura! Laura!’

‘I’m okay! I just slipped.’ She got to her feet. Her thick clothes had saved her from a bruising experience.

‘Do you want me to pull you back up?’

‘No, I’m fine. Might as well look around now I’m down here.’ She bent to pick up the tough metal flashlight . . .

And realised she was not alone.

For a moment she froze, more in shock than fear. Then curiosity took over, and she warily swept the beam over her surrondings.

‘Honey?’ she called up to Henry.

‘Yeah?’

‘You remember that secret Nazi expedition that went to Tibet and nobody ever heard from them again?’

‘Gee, you know, I forgot all about it,’ he shouted back with more than a hint of sarcasm. ‘Why?’

Triumph filled Laura’s voice. ‘I think I just found them.’

 



There were five bodies in the cave. It quickly became clear they hadn’t been killed by the rock fall that had blocked the entrance; from the almost mummified appearance of the corpses, the most likely cause of death was exposure, the cold of the Himalayas preserving and desiccating the victims. While the other expedition members investigated the rest of the cave, the Wildes turned their attention to its occupants.

‘The weather must have turned,’ mused Henry, squatting to examine the bodies in the glow of a lantern, ‘so they came in here for shelter . . . and never came out.’

‘Freezing to death, not the way I want to go,’ Laura grimaced.

One of the Tibetan guides, Sonam, called to them from down the passageway. ‘Professor Wilde! There’s something here!’

Leaving the bodies, Henry and Laura went deeper into the cavern. As Laura had thought, the passage was clearly artificial, carved out of the rock. Some thirty feet ahead, the lights of the other expedition members illuminated what lay at the end.

It was a temple - or a tomb.

Jack was already examining what appeared to be an altar at the  centre of the rectangular chamber. ‘This isn’t Tibetan,’ he announced as the Wildes entered. ‘These inscriptions . . . they’re Glozel, or a variation.’

‘Glozel?’ said Henry, surprise and delight mingling in his voice. ‘I always said that was a strong contender to be the Atlantean language!’

‘It’s a long way from home,’ Laura noted.

She shone her flashlight over the walls. Carved columns ran from floor to ceiling, the style angular, almost aggressive in its clean functionality. The Nazis would be right at home, she thought. Albert Speer could have devised the architecture.

Between the columns were bas-reliefs, representations of human figures. Henry moved closer to the largest one. While the design of the relief was unfamiliar, as forcefully stylised as the rest of the chamber, he knew instantly who it was meant to be.

‘Poseidon . . .’ he whispered.

Laura joined him. ‘My God, it is Poseidon.’ The image of the god differed from the traditional Greek interpretation, but there was no mistaking the trident held in his right hand.

‘Well,’ said Jack, ‘Mr Frost will certainly be pleased that the expedition was a success . . .’

‘The hell with Frost,’ Laura snorted, ‘this is our discovery. All he did was help with the funding.’

‘Now, now,’ said Henry, jokingly patting her shoulder. ‘At least thanks to him we didn’t have to choose between breaking into our daughter’s college fund or selling our car!’ He looked around. ‘Sonam, is there anything else here? Any other rooms or passages?’

‘No,’ replied Sonam. ‘It’s a dead end.’

‘Oh,’ said Laura, disappointed. ‘This is all there is? I mean, it’s a hell of a find, but I was sure there’d be more . . .’

‘There might still be more,’ Henry assured her. ‘There could be other tombs along the ledge. We’ll keep looking.’

He went back down the passage and returned to the bodies, Laura and Jack following. The corpses were huddled inside antiquated cold-weather gear, empty eye sockets staring back at him from darkened, parchment-like skin. ‘I wonder if Krauss is one of them?’

‘He is.’ Laura pointed at one of the figures. ‘There’s our expedition leader.’

‘How do you know?’

She moved her gloved finger towards the body, almost touching its chest. Henry brought the lantern closer to see a small metal badge attached to the material, an insignia . . .

A momentary chill, unconnected to the cold, ran through him. It was the stylised death’s-head of the Schutzstaffel - the SS. It was over half a century since the organisation had been destroyed, yet it still had the power to evoke fear.

‘Jurgen Krauss,’ he said at last, peering more closely at the dead man. There was a certain poetic irony to the fact that the leader of the Nazi expedition now resembled the skull on his SS insignia. ‘Never thought I’d meet you. But what brought you here?’

‘Why not find out?’ asked Laura. ‘His pack’s right there, it’s probably got all his notebooks inside. Take a look.’

‘Wait, you want me to do that?’

‘Well, obviously! I’m not touching a dead Nazi. Ew!’

‘Jack?’

Jack shook his head. ‘These bodies are rather more recent than I’m used to dealing with.’

‘Wuss,’ Henry chided with a grin. He reached around the corpse, trying to disturb it as little as possible as he opened its backpack.

The contents were prosaic at first: a flashlight with bubbles of corrosion from the long-decayed batteries eating away at the casing; crumpled pieces of greaseproof paper containing the expedition’s last scraps of food. But beneath these pathetic remnants, things became more interesting. Folded maps, leather-bound notebooks, sheets of paper bearing rubbings of more carved Glozel characters, a scoured sheet of copper with what looked like a map or chart scored into its surface . . . and something carefully wrapped in layers of what he was surprised to discover was dark velvet.

Laura took the copper piece. ‘Sand-worn . . . do you think they might have found this in Morocco?’

‘It’s possible.’ The notebooks should have been the first items Henry examined, but he was intrigued enough by the mystery object - flat, just under a foot long and surprisingly heavy - that he placed it carefully on the ground next to the lantern and peeled back the material.

‘What’s that?’ asked Laura.

‘No idea. I think it’s metal, though.’ The velvet, stiffened by time and cold, reluctantly gave up its contents as Henry pulled away the last layer.

‘Wow,’ Laura gasped. Jack’s eyes widened in amazement.

Inside the velvet wrapping was a metal bar some two inches wide, one end rounded off and marked with an arrowhead  stamped into the surface. Even under the cold blue light of the lantern, the object had almost a radiance, sparkling with a reddish-golden glow unlike anything else found in nature.

Henry, transfixed, bent down for a better look. Unlike the piece Laura was holding, the bar showed no signs of age or weathering, seeming freshly polished. The metal wasn’t gold or bronze, but . . .

Laura leaned closer as well, her breath briefly condensing on the cold surface. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘Looks like it. My God. I can’t believe it. The Nazis actually found an artefact made of orichalcum, just like Plato described. A real, honest-to-God Atlantean artefact! And they had it fifty years ago!’

‘You owe Nina an apology when we get home,’ quipped Laura. ‘She always thought that piece she found in Morocco was orichalcum.’

‘I guess I do,’ said Henry, carefully picking up the bar. ‘There’s no way this is just off-colour bronze.’ The underside, he noticed, was not flat - there was a circular protrusion at the squared-off end. In the same position on the top side was a small slot at a forty-five-degree angle. ‘I think this was part of something larger,’ he observed. ‘Like it was meant to hang from something.’

‘Or swing from it,’ Laura suggested. ‘Like a pendulum arm.’

Henry ran a fingertip along the inscribed arrowhead. ‘A pointer?’

‘What are those marks?’ asked Jack. Running along the length of the artefact was a thin line, equally faint symbols scribed into the metal on each side. A series of tiny dots, arranged in groups of up to eight. Also visible were . . .

‘More Glozel characters,’ said Henry. ‘But not quite the same as  the ones in the tomb - look, some of these are more like hieroglyphics.’ He compared them to the ones on the rubbings. They were the same style. ‘Curiouser and curiouser.’

Jack looked more closely. ‘They look a lot like Olmec, or something related. Bizarre mix . . .’

‘What do they say?’ asked Laura.

‘No idea. It’s not exactly a language I’m fluent in. Well, not yet.’ He coughed modestly.

‘They look like they were added after it was made,’ Henry noted.

‘The inscribing’s much cruder than the arrowhead.’ He returned the mysterious object to the velvet. ‘This justifies us coming here all on its own!’ He jumped to his feet and let out a triumphant whoop, then hugged Laura. ‘We did it! We actually found proof that Atlantis wasn’t just a myth!’

She kissed him. ‘Now all we need to do is find Atlantis itself, huh?’

‘Well, one step at a time.’

A shout from deeper inside the cave caught their attention. ‘Something down here, Professor!’ called Sonam.

Leaving the artefact on the floor, Henry and Laura hurried to the Tibetan. ‘Look at this,’ Sonam said, holding up his light to the tomb wall. ‘I thought it was just a crack in the rock, but then I realised something.’ Pulling off one glove, he stuck the tip of his little finger into the vertical crack and slowly ran it up the wall. ‘It’s exactly the same width all the way up. And there’s another one just like it over there.’ He pointed at a spot on the wall about nine feet away.

‘A door?’ asked Laura.

Henry followed the path of the crack upwards, using his  flashlight to pick out a barely discernible line running horizontally some eight feet above. ‘Big door. Jack’s got to see this.’ He raised his voice. ‘Jack? Jack!’ Nothing but echoes came back to him. ‘Where is he?’

Laura shook her head. ‘Hell of a time to take a leak. The most important archaeological find of the century and—’

‘Professor Wilde!’ One of the other Tibetans. ‘Something outside! Listen!’

The group fell silent, barely breathing. A low thudding noise became audible, rapid beats underscored by a rumbling whine.

‘A helicopter?’ Laura exclaimed in disbelief. ‘Here?’

‘Come on,’ snapped Henry, running for the entrance. The sky outside had darkened considerably. He used the rope to pull himself up the pile of rubble, Laura behind him.

‘Chinese military?’ Laura asked.

‘How did they know where we were? Even we didn’t know exactly where we were going until we got to Xulaodang.’ Henry squeezed through the entrance and stepped out on to the broad ledge. The weather was definitely deteriorating, the wind having picked up.

But that wasn’t his main concern right now. He looked for the helicopter; the noise grew louder, but it was nowhere in sight.

And nor was Jack.

Laura emerged behind him. ‘Where is it?’

Her question was answered a moment later as the helicopter swept into view.

Not Chinese, Henry saw immediately. No red star markings. No markings at all, not even a tail number. Just an ominous dark  grey paint scheme that immediately made him think Special Forces. But whose?

He didn’t know enough about aircraft to recognise the type, but it was large enough to carry several people in its passenger compartment. He could see the pilots behind the cockpit glass, their heads turning from side to side as if looking for something.

Looking for someone.

For them.

‘Get back in the cave!’ he shouted to Laura. With a worried look, she disappeared into the darkness.

The helicopter moved closer. A blizzard whipped up from the ground, snow caught in its downwash. Henry backed up to the cave entrance.

One of the pilots pointed down at the ground. At him.

The aircraft swung around like some giant alien insect, the cockpit windows huge eyes taking a better look at him, then turned away again. A door slid open in its flank. A moment later two coils of rope fell out and whipped snake-like to the ground.

A pair of dark figures dropped from the bobbing helicopter, rappelling down.

Henry saw immediately that they were armed, automatic rifles slung over their backs.

The only weapon the expedition possessed was a simple hunting rifle, carried more to scare off wild animals than for its effectiveness. And it wasn’t even with them - it had been left at the camp.

Barely a second after the first two men reached the ground, another pair began to descend the ropes. They too were armed.

Henry jumped backwards through the hole and slid down the pile of stones, hitting the cave floor hard.

‘Henry!’ cried Laura. ‘What’s happening?’

‘I don’t think they’re friendly,’ he said, face grim. ‘There’s at least four men, and they’ve got guns.’

‘Oh my God! What about Jack?’

‘I don’t know, I didn’t see him. We need to get that door open. Come on.’ As Laura hurried towards the tomb, Henry on some instinct snatched up the artefact, wrapping it in the protective velvet as he ran.

The four Tibetans frantically searched the tomb walls. ‘There’s nothing here!’

‘There’s got to be something!’ Henry yelled. ‘A release, a keyhole, anything!’ He looked back. A figure was silhouetted against the cave entrance. A moment later it dropped as if swallowed by the ground, to be replaced by another. ‘Shit! They’re in the cave!’

Laura grabbed his arm. ‘Henry!’

Another silhouette, and another, and another . . .


Five men. All armed.

They were trapped.

Red lines lanced through the darkness. Laser sights, followed by the intense beams of halogen torches. The dazzling lights swept back and forth, before coming to rest on the little group of people in the tomb.

Henry froze, almost blinded by the beams, unsure what to do. They had nowhere to run, and the laser spots dancing over their bodies meant they couldn’t fight either —

‘Professor Wilde!’

Henry was stunned. They knew him by name?

‘Professor Wilde!’ the voice repeated. Deep and rich, with an accent - Greek? ‘Remain where you are. You too, Dr Wilde,’ he  added to Laura.

The intruders advanced. ‘Who are you?’ Henry demanded. ‘What do you want?’

The men holding the torches stopped, a single tall figure continuing towards the expedition members. ‘My name is Giovanni Qobras,’ said the man, enough light reflecting from the tomb walls for Henry to pick out his features. A hard, angular face with a prominent Roman nose, dark hair slicked back from his forehead almost like a skullcap. ‘What I want, I regret to say . . . is you.’

Laura stared at him in bewilderment. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, I cannot allow you to continue your search. The risk to the world is far too great. My apologies.’ He lowered his head for a moment, then stepped back. ‘It’s nothing personal.’

The laser lines fixed on Henry and Laura.

Henry opened his mouth. ‘Wait—’

In the confines of the tomb, the noise of the automatic weapons was deafening.

Qobras stared at the six bullet-riddled bodies as he waited for the echoes of gunfire to die away, then issued rapid orders. ‘Collect everything that relates to their expedition - maps, notes, everything. And do the same for those bodies back there.’ He pointed at the dead Nazis. ‘I assume that’s the remains of the Krauss expedition. One historical mystery solved . . .’ he added, almost to himself, as his men split up to examine the corpses.

‘Giovanni!’ one man yelled a minute later, crouched over Henry’s body.

‘What is it, Yuri?’

‘You’ve got to see this.’

Qobras strode over. ‘My God!’

‘It’s orichalcum, isn’t it?’ asked Yuri Volgan, shining his light on the object he had just unwrapped. A deep orange glow reflected on to the faces of the two men.

‘Yes . . . but I’ve never seen a complete artefact made from it before, just scraps.’

‘It’s beautiful . . . and it must be worth a fortune. Millions of dollars, tens of millions!’

‘At least.’ Qobras gazed at the artefact for a long moment, seeing his own eyes reflected in the metal. Then he straightened abruptly. ‘But it must be kept hidden.’ He took out a flashlight and examined the tomb walls, but saw nothing except bas-reliefs of ancient gods. Turning to the altar, he quickly examined the inscriptions. ‘Glozel . . . but nothing about Atlantis.’

‘Maybe we should search the tomb,’ Volgan offered, taking one long last look at the artefact before carefully wrapping it in the velvet again.

Qobras considered it. ‘No,’ he said at last. ‘There’s nothing here, it must have been looted. I really thought the Wildes might lead us further along the trail to Atlantis itself, but it’s just another dead end. We need to get out of here before the storm arrives.’ He turned and strode back towards the cave entrance.

Behind him, Volgan glanced over his shoulder to make sure nobody was watching, then slipped the wrapped artefact into his thick jacket.

 



Qobras stood at the edge of the ledge, waving a flare to summon the circling helicopter, then turned back to the man standing by the doomed expedition’s camp. ‘You did the right thing.’

Jack’s face was hidden inside his hood. ‘I’m not proud of this. They were my friends - and what’s going to happen to their daughter?’

‘It had to be done,’ said Qobras. ‘The Brotherhood can never allow Atlantis to be found.’ He frowned. ‘Least of all by Kristian Frost. Funding intermediaries like the Wildes . . . he knows we’re watching him.’

‘What . . . what if Frost suspects I was working for you?’ Jack asked nervously.

‘You’ll have to convince him that there was an accident. We can fly you to ten kilometres from Xulaodang - there should be very little risk of you being seen with us. Then you can walk back to the village and contact Frost, give him the bad news: that you were the only survivor of an avalanche, a rock fall, whatever you choose.’ Qobras held out a hand. ‘The radio?’

Jack dug into his pack, returning to its owner the chunky transmitter he had used to give Qobras’s team the location of the Golden Peak. ‘I’ll have to talk to other people as well. The Chinese authorities, the US embassy . . .’

‘Just keep your story consistent, and your payment will be waiting for you by the time you get back to America. Should you discover that anyone else is trying to follow the path of the Wildes in the future, you’ll inform me at once, of course?’

‘It’s what you pay me for,’ Jack said sullenly.

A cold smile, then Qobras looked up to watch the helicopter approaching, its navigation lights aglow against the darkening sky.

Five minutes later it departed, leaving behind nothing but bodies.
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New York City: Ten Years Later


Dr Nina Wilde took a deep breath as she paused at the door, her reflection gazing pensively back at her in the darkened glass. She was dressed more formally than normal, a rarely worn dark blue trouser suit replacing her regular comfortable, casual sweatshirts and cargo pants, shoulder-length auburn hair drawn back more severely than her usual loose ponytail. This was a crucial meeting, and even though she knew everyone involved, she still wanted to make as professional an impression as possible. Satisfied that she looked the part and hadn’t accidentally smudged lipstick across her cheeks, she psyched herself up to enter the room, almost unconsciously reaching up to her neck to touch her pendant. Her good-luck charm.

She’d found the sharp-edged, curved fragment of metal, about two inches long and scoured by the abrasive sands of Morocco,  twenty years before while on an expedition with her parents when she was eight. At the time, her head full of tales of Atlantis, she’d believed it to be made of orichalcum, the metal described by Plato as one of the defining features of the lost civilisation. Now, looked at with a more critical adult eye, she had come to accept that her father was right, that it was nothing more than discoloured bronze, a worthless scrap ignored or discarded by whoever had beaten them to the site. But it was definitely man-made - the worn markings on its curved outer edge proved that - and since it was her first genuine find, her parents had eventually, after much persuasion of the typical eight-year-old’s highly repetitive kind, allowed her to keep it.

On returning to the United States, her father made it into a pendant for her. She had decided on the spur of the moment that it would bring her good luck. While that had remained unproven - her academic successes had been entirely down to her own intelligence and hard work, and certainly no lottery wins had been forthcoming - she knew one thing for sure: the one day she had not worn it, accidentally forgetting it in a mad morning rush when staying at a friend’s house during her university entrance exams, was the day her parents died.

Many things about her had changed since then. But one thing which had not was that she never let a day pass without wearing the pendant.

More consciously, she squeezed it again before letting her hand fall. She needed all the luck she could get today.

Steeling herself, she opened the door.

The three professors seated behind the imposing old oak desk looked up as she entered. Professor Hogarth was a portly, affable  old man, whose secure tenure and antipathy towards bureaucracy meant he’d been known to approve a funding request simply on the basis of a mildly interesting presentation. Nina hoped hers would be rather more than that.

On the other hand, even the most enthralling presentation in history, concluded with the unveiling of a live dinosaur and the cure for cancer, would do nothing to gain the support of Professor Rothschild. But since the tight-lipped, misanthropic old woman couldn’t stand Nina - or any other woman under thirty - she’d already dismissed her as a lost cause.

So that was one ‘no’ and one ‘maybe’. But at least she could rely on the third professor.

Jonathan Philby was a family friend. He was also the man who had broken the news to her that her parents were dead.

Now everything rested on him, as he not only held the deciding vote but was also the head of the department. Win him over and she had her funding.

Fail, and . . .

She couldn’t allow herself even to think that way.

‘Dr Wilde,’ said Philby. ‘Good afternoon.’

‘Good afternoon,’ she replied, with a bright smile. At least Hogarth responded well to it, even if Rothschild could barely contain a scowl.

‘Please, take a seat.’ Nina sat on the isolated chair before the panel. ‘Well,’ Philby said, ‘we’ve all had a chance to digest the outline of your proposal. It’s quite . . . unusual, I must say. Not exactly an everyday suggestion for this department.’

‘Oh, I thought it was most interesting,’ said Hogarth. ‘Very well thought out, and quite daring, too. It makes a pleasant change  to see a little challenge to the usual orthodoxy.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t share your opinion, Roger,’ cut in Rothschild in her clipped, glass-cutting voice. ‘Ms Wilde’ - not Dr Wilde, Nina realised. Miserable old bitch - ‘I was under the impression that your doctorate was in archaeology. Not mythology. And Atlantis is a myth, nothing more.’

‘As were Troy, Ubar and the Seven Pagodas of Mahabalipuram - until they were discovered,’ Nina shot back. Since Rothschild had obviously already made up her mind, she was going to go down fighting.

Philby nodded. ‘Then if you’d like to elaborate on your theory?’

‘Of course.’ Nina connected her travel-worn but trusty Apple laptop to the room’s projector. The screen sprang to life with a map covering the Mediterranean Sea and part of the Atlantic to the west.

‘Atlantis,’ she began, ‘is one of the most enduring legends in history, but those legends all originate from a very small number of sources - Plato’s dialogues are the best known, of course, but there are references in other ancient cultures to a great power in the Mediterranean region, most notably the stories of the Sea People who attacked and invaded the coastal areas of what are now Morocco, Algeria, Libya and Spain. But most of what we know of Atlantis comes from Plato’s Timaeus and Critias.’

‘Both of which are undoubtedly fiction,’ cut in Rothschild.

‘Which brings me to the first part of my theory,’ Nina said, having anticipated the criticism. ‘Undoubtedly, there are elements of all of Plato’s dialogues - not just Timaeus and Critias - which are  fictionalised, to make it easier for him to present his points, in the same way that timelines are condensed and characters combined in modern-day biopics. But Plato wasn’t writing his dialogues as  fiction. His other works are accepted as historical documents, so why not the two that mention Atlantis?’

‘So you’re saying that everything Plato wrote about Atlantis is completely true?’ asked Philby.

‘Not quite. I’m saying that he thought it was. But he was told about it by Critias, working from the writings of his grandfather Critias the Elder, who was told about Atlantis as a child by Solon, and he was told about it by Egyptian priests. So what you have is a game of Chinese whispers - well, Hellenic whispers, I suppose’ - Hogarth chuckled at the joke - ‘where there’s inevitably going to be distortion of the original message, like making a copy of a copy of a copy. Now, one of the areas where inaccuracies are most likely to have been introduced over time is in terms of measurements. I mean, there’s an oddity about Critias, which contains almost all of Plato’s detailed descriptions of Atlantis, that is so obvious nobody ever seems to notice it.’

‘And what would that be?’ Hogarth asked.

‘That all the measurements Plato gives of Atlantis are not only neatly rounded off, but are also in Greek units! For example, he says that the plain on which the Atlantean capital stood was three thousand stadia by two thousand. Firstly, that’s one precisely proportioned plain, and secondly, it’s amazingly convenient that it would match a Greek measurement so exactly - especially considering that it came from an Egyptian source!’ Nina realised she was getting excited and tried to rein it back to a more professional level, but found it hard to temper her enthusiasm. ‘Even if the Atlantean civilisation used something called a stadium, it’s unlikely it would have been the same size as the Egyptian one - or the larger Greek one.’

Rothschild pursed her lips sourly. ‘This is all very interesting,’ she said, in a tone suggesting she thought the exact opposite, ‘but how does this enable you to find Atlantis? Since you don’t know what the actual Atlantean measurements were, and nor does anyone else, I don’t see how any of this helps.’

Nina took a long, quiet breath before answering. She knew that what she was about to say was the potential weak spot in her theory; if the three academics staring intently at her didn’t accept her reasoning, then it was all over . . .

‘It’s actually key to my proposal,’ she said, with as much confidence as she could muster. ‘Simply put, if you accept Plato’s measurements - with one stadium being a hundred and eighty-five metres, or just under six hundred and seven feet - then Atlantis was a very large island, at least three hundred and seventy miles long and two hundred and fifty wide. That’s larger than England!’ She indicated the map on the screen. ‘There aren’t many places for something that size to hide, even underwater.’

‘What about Madeira?’ asked Hogarth, pointing at the map. The Portuguese island was some four hundred miles off the African coast. ‘Could that be a location for what was left of the island after it sank?’

‘I considered that at one point. But the topography doesn’t support it. In fact, there’s nowhere in the eastern Atlantic that the island Plato describes could be located.’

Rothschild snorted triumphantly. Nina gave her as scathing a look as she dared before returning to the map. ‘But it’s this fact which forms the basis of my theory. Plato said that Atlantis was located in the Atlantic, beyond the Pillars of Heracles - which we know today as the Straits of Gibraltar, at the entrance to the  Mediterranean. He also said that, converted to modern measurements, Atlantis was almost four hundred miles long. Since there’s no evidence that would reconcile both those statements, either Atlantis isn’t where he said it was . . . or his measurements are wrong.’

Philby nodded silently. Nina still couldn’t judge his mood - but suddenly got the feeling that he had already made his decision, one way or the other. ‘So,’ he said, ‘where is Atlantis?’

It was not a question Nina had expected to be asked quite so soon, as she’d planned to reveal the answer with a suitable dramatic flourish at the end of her presentation. ‘Uh, it’s in the Gulf of Cadiz,’ she said, a little flustered as she pointed at a spot in the ocean about a hundred miles west of the Straits of Gibraltar. ‘I think.’

‘You think?’ sneered Rothschild. ‘I hope you have more to back up that statement than mere guesswork.’


Bitch! ‘If you’ll let me explain my reasoning, Professor Rothschild,’ said Nina, forcing herself to stay polite, ‘I’ll show you how I reached that conclusion. The central premise of my theory is that Plato was right, and that Atlantis did actually exist. What he got wrong were the measurements.’

‘Rather than the location?’ asked Hogarth. ‘You’re ruling out any of the modern theories that maintain Atlantis was actually Santorini, off Crete, and the supposed Atlantean civilisation was really Minoan?’

‘Definitely. For one thing, the ancient Greeks knew about the Minoans already. Also, the time scales don’t match. The volcanic eruption that destroyed Santorini was about nine hundred years before Solon’s time, but the fall of Atlantis was nine thousand years before.’

‘The “power of ten” error by Solon has been widely accepted as a way to connect the Minoans with the Atlantis myth,’ Rothschild pointed out.

‘The Egyptian symbols for one hundred and one thousand are totally different,’ Nina told her. ‘You’d have to be blind or a complete idiot to confuse them.’ Rothschild scowled, but said nothing. ‘Besides, Plato explicitly states in Timaeus that Atlantis was in the Atlantic, not the Mediterranean. Plato was a pretty smart guy; I’m guessing he could tell east from west. I believe that in the process of the story being passed from the Atlanteans themselves to the ancient Egyptians, then from the Egyptian priests of almost nine thousand years later to Solon, then from Solon to Plato over several generations of Critias’s family . . . the measurements got messed up.’

Philby raised an eyebrow. ‘Messed up?’

‘Okay, maybe that’s not the most scientific way I could have put it, but it gets the point across. Even though the names were the same - feet, stadia and so on - the different civilisations used different units of measurement. Each time the story went from one place to another, and the numbers were rounded off, and even exaggerated to show just how incredible this lost civilisation really was, the error grew. My assumption here is that whatever unit the Atlanteans used that was translated as a stadium, it was considerably smaller than the Hellenic unit.’

‘That’s quite an assumption,’ said Rothschild. Nina could tell that she was dying to add the old saw: when you assume, it makes an ass of u and me.

‘I have logical reasoning to back it up,’ she said. ‘Critias gives various measurements of Atlantis, but the most important ones  relate to the citadel on the island at the centre of the Atlantean capital’s system of circular canals.’

‘The site of the temples of Poseidon and Cleito,’ noted Philby thoughtfully, rubbing his moustache.

‘Yes. Plato said the island was five stadia in diameter. If we use the Greek system, that’s slightly over half a mile wide. Now, if an Atlantean stadium is smaller, it can’t be too much smaller, because  Critias says there’s a lot to fit on to that island. Poseidon’s temple was the biggest, a stadium long, but there were other temples as well, palaces, bathhouses . . . That’s almost as packed as Manhattan!’

‘So how big - or rather, how small - did you deduce an Atlantean stadium to be?’ Hogarth asked.

‘The smallest I think it could be would be two thirds the size of the Greek unit,’ explained Nina. ‘About four hundred feet. That would make the citadel over a third of a mile across, which when you scale down Poseidon’s temple as well just about leaves enough room to fit everything in.’

Hogarth made some calculations on a piece of notepaper. ‘By that measurement, the island would be, let’s see . . .’

Nina instantly did the mathematics in her head. ‘It would be two hundred and forty miles long, and over a hundred and sixty wide.’

Hogarth scribbled away for a few seconds to reach the same result. ‘Hmm. That wouldn’t just be in the Gulf of Cadiz . . . it would be the Gulf of Cadiz.’

‘But you have to take into account the probability of other errors,’ said Nina. ‘The three-thousand-by-two-thousand-stadia figure Plato gave for the island’s central plain is clearly rounded up. It could have been exaggerated for effect as well, if not by Plato then certainly by the Egyptians, who were trying to impress Solon.  I think you have to assume an error factor of at least fifteen per cent. Maybe even twenty.’

‘Another assumption, Ms Wilde?’ said Rothschild, a malevolent glint in her eyes.

‘Even with a twenty per cent margin, the island would still be over a hundred and ninety miles long,’ added Hogarth.

‘There’s still also the possibility of confusion if the figures were converted from a different numerical base . . .’ Nina could feel the situation slipping away from her. ‘I’m not saying that all my figures are correct. That’s why I’m here - I have a theory that fits the available data, and I want . . . I would like,’ she corrected, ‘the opportunity to test that theory.’

‘A sonar survey of the entire Gulf of Cadiz would be a rather expensive way of testing it,’ Rothschild said smugly.

‘But if I’m right, then I’ve made the greatest archaeological discovery since Troy!’ protested Nina.

‘And if you’re wrong, the department has wasted potentially millions of dollars chasing after a myth, a fairytale.’

‘I don’t want to waste the department’s resources any more than you do! I have complete documentation backing up my theory, all the historical references - I’ve spent two years of my life researching this. I wouldn’t have brought it to you if I wasn’t totally sure that I was right.’

‘Why are you doing this, Nina?’ asked Philby.

The personal tone of the question took her by surprise. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean,’ Philby said, a look of sad sympathy on his face, ‘are you pursuing this goal for yourself . . . or for your parents?’

Nina tried to speak, but her voice caught in her throat.

‘I knew Henry and Laura very well,’ Philby went on, ‘and they could have had a spectacular career - if they hadn’t been fixated on a legend. Now I’ve followed your career ever since you were an undergraduate, and some of your work has been quite remarkable. I personally believe that you have greater potential than even your father. But . . . you’re in danger of going down exactly the same path that he and your mother did.’

‘Jonathan!’ Nina cried almost involuntarily in her mixture of shock, outrage - and pain.

‘I’m sorry, but I can’t let you throw away everything you’ve accomplished on this . . . this wild goose chase. Such a costly failure would cause enormous harm to your reputation, possibly irreparable.’

‘I don’t care about my reputation!’ Nina objected.

‘But we care about the reputation of this university,’ said Rothschild, a faint smile on her thin lips.

‘Maureen,’ warned Philby, before looking back at Nina. ‘Dr Wilde . . . Nina. Your parents died for this. If you follow them, the same thing could happen to you. And for what? Ask yourself, truthfully - is it worth dying for a legend?’

She felt as though someone had just kicked her in the stomach, such was the horrible impact of Philby’s words. Through clenched teeth she asked him, ‘Does this mean my proposal has been rejected?’

The three professors exchanged glances and unspoken words before turning back to her. It took Philby a moment to look Nina directly in the eye. ‘I’m afraid so.’

‘I see.’ She turned and disconnected her laptop from the projector, the screen going blank. Tight-lipped, she faced the panel.

 



‘Well. In that case, thank you for your time.’

‘Nina,’ said Philby. ‘Please, don’t take this personally. You have the potential to enjoy a truly great career.’

‘If ?’

‘If . . . you don’t fall into the same trap as your parents. Professor Rothschild is right, you know. History and mythology are two different things. Don’t waste your time, your talent, on the wrong one.’

Nina stared at him for a long moment before speaking. ‘Thanks for the advice, Professor Philby,’ she said bitterly, before turning away and exiting, closing the door with a bang.

 



It took ten minutes of hiding in a stall in the ladies’ restroom before Nina felt ready to show her face to the world again. Her initial shock had been replaced by a stunned anger. How dare  Philby bring her parents into it? He was supposed to be judging her proposal on its own merits, not on his personal feelings!

Since the deaths of her mother and father, Philby had been . . . not a surrogate parental figure, certainly - nobody could replace them - but a supportive presence, a mentor as she rose through academia.

And he’d rejected her. It felt like nothing less than a betrayal.

‘Son of a bitch!’ she spat, banging a fist against the cubicle wall.

‘Dr Wilde?’ said a familiar voice from the next stall. Professor Rothschild.

Shit!

‘Uh - no, no speak good English!’ Nina gabbled, frantically flinging the door open and hurrying out of the restroom, laptop under her arm. Anger replaced by embarrassment, she soon found  herself at the building’s main entrance. The familiar skyline of uptown Manhattan greeted her as she emerged.

Well, now what?

She had refused to consider even the possibility of failure, never mind such a crushing defeat, and was now at a complete loss as to what to do next.

Go home, that was probably the best bet. Eat too much comfort food, get drunk, then worry about the consequences tomorrow.

She walked down the steps to the sidewalk and looked for a cab. There were some waiting at the traffic lights on the next block; hopefully one would be for hire.

It was as she raised her purse to check she had enough money that she realised she was being watched.

She looked round. The person - a man - kept his eyes on her for just a moment too long before finding something fascinating to examine across the street. He was leaning against the wall of the university building, a broad figure with very short receding hair, wearing jeans and a well-worn black leather jacket. His flat nose looked to have been broken more than once. While he wasn’t much taller than Nina herself, no more than five eight, his muscular build indicated considerable strength - and there was an indefinable hint of danger in his square face that suggested he would have little hesitation in using it.

Living in New York, Nina was no stranger to threatening-looking characters, but there was something about this one that made her nervous. She looked up the street at the approaching traffic, but kept the man in the corner of her vision.

Sure enough, he was watching her again. Even though it was rush  hour on a busy street, Nina couldn’t help but feel a twinge of worry.

A cab! Thank God!

She waved an arm with considerably more vigour than necessary to flag it down. To her relief, it pulled over. As she got in and gave her destination, she looked out of the rear window. The man - she guessed he was in his mid-thirties, but the coarseness of his features made it hard to tell exactly - stared back, his head turning to follow her as the cab set off . . . then was blocked from sight by a bus. She let out a relieved breath.

So, a stalker, humiliation and dismal failure. She slumped in the seat. ‘What a crappy day.’

 



Once at home in her small but cosy apartment in the East Village, Nina decided to follow at least part of her instincts and make a start on the comfort food. There were a couple of bottles of wine in the fridge, but - after a moment of consideration - she opted to save them for later.

Armed with a huge bag of potato chips and a tub of Ben & Jerry’s, she went into the living room, glancing at the answering machine as she passed. No messages. No surprise.

She let down her hair, then huddled up on the couch under a large knitted blanket. All she needed to complete the portrait of a sad, lonely loser was a CD of sappy, depressing songs. And maybe three or four cats.

Briefly amused at the thought, she curled her legs up against her chest and opened the bag of chips. Her hand brushed against her pendant.

‘Some good luck you were,’ she complained, holding it up. Even  though the fragment of metal was heavily scuffed, it still shone with its odd reddish gleam when she held it up to the light. The markings on one side, groups of tiny apostrophe-like ticks counting up from one to eight beneath short lines inscribed along its length, stood out clearly. Not for the first time she wondered what they represented, but the answer was as unforthcoming as ever.

Nina almost decided to take off the pendant, figuring that her luck couldn’t get any worse today - but then changed her mind and let it fall back to her chest. No point tempting fate.

She had just crunched the first potato chip in her mouth when the phone rang. She wasn’t expecting anyone to call - who could it be?

‘Y’llo,’ she mumbled as she answered, still chewing.

‘Is that Dr Nina Wilde?’ said a man’s voice.

Great. A salesman.

‘Yeah, what?’ She stuffed a couple more chips into her mouth, ready to hang up.

‘My name’s Jason Starkman, and I work for the Frost Foundation.’

Nina stopped chewing.

The Frost Foundation? Philanthropic work around the world, developing medicines and vaccines, funding all kinds of scientific research . . .

Including archaeological expeditions.

She gulped down the half-chewed chips. ‘Um, yes, hello!’

‘I was sorry to hear that the university rejected your proposal today,’ said Starkman. ‘That was very short-sighted of them.’

Nina frowned. ‘How did you know about that?’

‘The Foundation has friends at the university. Dr Wilde, I’ll get  to the point. Your colleagues may not have been interested in your theory on the location of Atlantis, but we most certainly are. Kristian Frost, the director of the Foundation, has personally asked me to contact you and find out if you would be willing to discuss it with him this evening.’

Nina’s heart jumped. Kristian Frost? She couldn’t remember his exact ranking in the list of the world’s richest men, but he was definitely in the top twenty. She forced herself to stay calm. ‘I’d, ah, I’m sure I’d be willing to discuss it, yes. To what, um, end?’

‘To the end of funding a full oceanographic survey expedition to see if your theory is correct, of course.’

‘Oh, well, in that case . . . yes! Yes, definitely willing to discuss it!’

‘Excellent. In that case I’ll arrange a car to bring you to the Foundation’s New York offices for a meeting and dinner. Will seven o’clock be all right?’

She glanced at the clock on her VCR. Just after five thirty. An hour and a half to get ready. It would be a rush, but . . . ‘Yeah, yeah, I . . . that’ll be fine, yeah!’

‘In that case, I’ll see you then. Oh, and if you can bring your notes, that’ll be a great help. I’m sure Mr Frost will have lots of questions.’

‘No problem, no problem at all,’ she spluttered as Starkman rang off. Putting the phone down, she sat still for a moment before kicking off the blanket and letting out a whoop of glee.

Kristian Frost! Not only one of the world’s richest men, but . . . Well, normally she wasn’t attracted to older guys, but from the pictures she’d seen of him, Kristian Frost could make her change her mind.

Nina lifted her pendant again, then kissed it. ‘I guess you’re good luck after all!’




2


Nina paced nervously, glancing down at the darkening street each time she passed the window. She had rushed out after Starkman’s call and subjected her credit card to a battering by buying a low-cut blue dress that was suitable for dinner with a billionaire. She hoped.

She could still barely believe it. Kristian Frost wanted to meet her! To discuss her theories on the location of Atlantis! She stopped pacing and mentally ran through all the points she needed to present. If she convinced Frost she was right, competing for the financial scraps the university could offer would be a thing of the past. No need to charter expensive survey ships. Frost owned survey ships.

She checked the window again. No sign of any car pulling up outside, but . . .

Who was that?

Her building was on the corner of a block. Across the street, someone ducked out of sight around the side of the apartments opposite.

Someone in a black leather jacket.

She watched the sidewalk intently. People walked past, but the man didn’t reappear.

Just a coincidence, she told herself. New York was a big city, and a lot of men wore black leather jackets.

Something else caught her attention, a large silver car pulling up in front of her building. She looked at the clock. Just before seven.

A man got out and walked to the front door. A moment later, the entryphone buzzed.

‘Hello?’

‘Dr Wilde?’ came the echoing voice from the street. ‘It’s Jason Starkman.’

‘I’m on my way down!’ she told him, picking up the folder of printouts she’d prepared earlier. She paused to check herself in the mirror by the door - hair carefully brushed and styled, makeup elegant without being overdone - all traces of potato chips brushed away - then hurried out.

Starkman was waiting downstairs. She hadn’t formed much of a mental image of him from his voice, which had revealed little beyond a hint of a Texas accent, but was impressed by what she found. Starkman was tall, well built and dressed in an expensive blue suit and pristine white shirt. He looked to be in his late thirties, and something about the skin around his eyes gave Nina the feeling that he had travelled extensively. She’d seen the same kind of sun-baked lines on other men before, not least her father.

He held out a large hand. ‘Dr Wilde. Good to meet you.’

‘Likewise.’ She shook it; his skin was rough.

He glanced at her pendant, which was exposed above the neck of her dress, before turning his attention to the folder under her arm. ‘Are those your notes?’

‘Yes. Everything I need to convince Mr Frost that I’m right, I hope!’ she said, laughing nervously.

‘From what we’ve already heard about your theory, I doubt he’ll need much convincing. Are you ready to go?’

‘Of course!’

He led her to the car, which she at first took to be a Rolls-Royce before realising that it was actually a Bentley. Just as luxurious, but more sporty - not that she knew from personal experience.

‘Nice car,’ she commented.

‘Bentley Continental Flying Spur. Mr Frost always buys the best.’ He opened the rear door for her.

The interior of the Bentley was as opulent as she had imagined, the seats and trim in a soft pale cream leather. There was another suited man at the wheel. Starkman closed the door behind her, then got into the front passenger seat. He gestured, and the driver pulled away from the kerb, stopping at the intersection. Nina, out of habit, checked for traffic . . . and across the street saw the man who had been watching her outside the university. He was talking on a cell phone, but his eyes were fixed on her.

She drew in a shocked breath.

‘Something wrong?’ asked Starkman, looking back at her.

‘I . . .’ The Bentley set off and turned the corner, the man dropping out of sight behind her. She considered telling Starkman about her apparent stalker, but decided against it. If he posed any threat, that was what the police were for - and besides, she barely knew Starkman any better than she did the man in the leather jacket. ‘Just thought I saw someone I knew.’

Starkman nodded and looked away. The Bentley turned again, now heading west.

Something about that struck Nina as odd. She’d checked on the internet to find out where the Frost Foundation’s New York  headquarters were - they were in east Midtown, not far from the United Nations. The easiest way to reach them from her apartment would have been to head east, then go straight up First Avenue . . .

She decided to wait before bringing this up. The Bentley had a satellite navigation system; it was possible there was some traffic problem further uptown that meant a detour would be faster.

But they continued west for another block, then a second . . .

‘Where is it we’re going again?’ she asked, with feigned lightness.

‘The Frost Foundation,’ Starkman replied.

‘Isn’t that on the East Side?’

In the mirror, Nina caught a glimpse of the driver’s eyes. They betrayed a flash of . . . concern? ‘We’re making a slight detour first.’

‘Where to?’

‘It won’t take long.’

‘That’s . . . not really what I asked.’

The two men exchanged looks. ‘Aw, hell,’ said Starkman, his Texas accent growing stronger. ‘I was hoping to get there first, but . . .’ He turned in his seat, reaching into his jacket and pulling out —

A gun!

Nina stared at it in disbelief. ‘What’s this?’

‘What does it look like? Thought you PhDs were supposed to be smart.’

‘What’s going on? What do you want?’

Starkman held out his other hand. ‘Your notes, for a start.’ The gun was pointing at her chest. Numbly, she handed him the folder. ‘Too bad you didn’t bring your laptop. Guess we’ll have to pick that up after.’

‘After what?’ His silence and stony expression brought her to a horrible realisation. ‘Oh my God! You’re going to kill me?’

‘It’s nothing personal.’

‘And that’s supposed to make me feel better?’ Desperate, she looked around frantically for any way to escape.

She tugged at the door handle. It moved, but only a little. Child locks. Even though she knew it was pointless, she threw herself across the seat and tried the other door. It too refused to open.

Trapped!

Panic rose inside her, constricting her chest. Her green eyes wide with fear, she looked back at Starkman.

His expression had changed to one of surprise, his gaze flicking away from Nina to the rear window—

Whump!

Nina was flung forward as something rammed the Bentley from behind. Starkman’s breath whooshed from his mouth as he was slammed against the dashboard. He angrily shoved himself upright and aimed the gun at the rear window. Nina shrieked and dived out of the line of fire.

‘It’s Chase!’ Starkman shouted. ‘Son of a bitch!’

‘How the hell did he find us?’ the driver asked.

‘I don’t give a shit! Ram that Limey bastard off the road and get us out of here!’

The Bentley swerved sharply. Nina slid over the smooth leather, banging her head against the door. Above her, Starkman swung the gun, tracking something outside.

Another impact!

This time it came from the side, the two-ton car lurching  violently as metal crunched and twisted. Through the window Nina saw another vehicle, a large black SUV.

Starkman fired. Nina screamed and clapped her hands to her ears as the side window blew apart in a hail of glittering fragments. The SUV dropped back sharply, tyres howling. Wind whipped through the broken window.

Two more shots from Starkman’s gun, the rear windshield shattering and spraying Nina with chunks of safety glass. Car horns hooted furiously, the sound rapidly dopplering away behind them as the Bentley accelerated. The driver swore and swerved again to dodge something, sending Nina slithering back across the seat.

‘Go right!’ Starkman shouted. Nina barely had time to brace herself before the Bentley screamed into a sharp turn.

‘Shit!’ the driver gasped as the car hit something with a flat thud. A person, Nina realised with horror. Shouts and screams came from outside as somebody tumbled from the car’s hood. But the driver didn’t stop, instead struggling to keep the Bentley under control as he accelerated again.

Starkman fired two more shots. Nina heard the other vehicle’s powerful engine revving behind them. As he took aim again, the gun was right above her.

She grabbed his wrist with both hands and pulled his arm down, sinking her teeth into the flesh of his hand as hard as she could.

He let out a roar of pain - and fired.

The flash was blinding, and the noise, just inches from her head, momentarily overpowered all her senses. The bullet slammed into the back of her seat.

Starkman pulled his hand free. Huge coloured blobs danced in  Nina’s vision, after-images from the gun’s muzzle flame. Her hearing started to return in time to hear more gunfire.

But not from Starkman’s gun.

The headrest of the driver’s seat burst apart in a flurry of shredded leather and stuffing, followed a millisecond later by the driver’s head. Dark red blood and grey brain matter splattered the pale lining of the roof and the front windows.

The Bentley swerved as the driver’s corpse slumped to one side. Starkman yelled and grabbed the steering wheel. The vehicle straightened, throwing the still-dazed Nina back across the rear seat.

Wham!

The SUV rammed them again.

Swearing, Starkman leaned over the dead driver and grasped the door handle. The door opened. He stabbed the seatbelt release and shoved the corpse out on to the road, then pulled himself over the centre console and dropped into the driving seat just as the SUV hit again, harder. The Bentley snaked from side to side before Starkman regained control, sawing at the wheel and flinging the car into a hard turn to the left as he stomped on the accelerator. The tyres shrieked in protest, the heavy car wallowing.

Nina’s head hit the right-hand door again as the turn flung her across the car. She pulled herself up. If Starkman was occupied with driving, then he couldn’t use the gun . . .

The other vehicle, a Range Rover, drew level with them. She recognised the face at the wheel - the man in the leather jacket!

With a huge silver gun in one hand, pointing at the Bentley.

‘Stay down!’ he shouted.

She dropped flat on to the seat again as two booms like cannon  fire came from outside. Starkman ducked and shielded his face as the windshield burst apart, the wind driving the fragments back into the cabin.

Holding the wheel with one hand, he twisted and fired back three shots over his left shoulder. Nina heard the Range Rover’s tyres screech as it swerved for cover directly behind its quarry.

More horns sounded as Starkman wove the Bentley through the evening traffic, a nerve-shredding grind of metal assaulting Nina’s ears as it sideswiped another car. She looked up. They were somewhere around 17th or 18th Street and rapidly approaching the western side of Manhattan, only the broad lanes of the West Side Highway ahead, and beyond that the cold waters of the Hudson River.

Starkman fumbled with the gun, barely keeping hold of the wheel. Nina realised what he was doing. The automatic’s slide was locked back; he was reloading . . .

Which meant he couldn’t shoot!

She sat up sharply and clawed at Starkman’s face. He swiped at her, trying to use his weapon as a club. She ducked to one side and continued her attack, feeling something soft beneath the middle finger of her right hand.

His eye.

She drove her nail against it. Starkman howled, thrashing the gun violently at her.

‘Stop the car!’ she screamed. A glimpse of the speedometer told her that the Bentley was doing sixty and still picking up speed as it careened down the street, directly towards a knot of traffic waiting at the lights.

She screamed again, this time in panic, and pulled her hands from Starkman’s face. Blood covered her fingers. He saw the danger just in time and threw the wheel to the right to miss the rearmost car by mere inches, slamming the Bentley up on to the sidewalk. A trash can spun into the air as they ploughed into it, but that was the least of Nina’s concerns, because now they were heading right into the path of the traffic racing along the West Side Highway —

To her horror, Starkman sped up.

The Bentley flew off the end of the sidewalk and smashed back down on to the road, the underside of the car grating against the asphalt. Nina saw headlights flash and heard the desperate shrill of locking brakes. Cars slewed in all directions to avoid a collision, only to be hit from behind by other drivers too close to stop in time.

They shot across the northbound lanes, reaching the median unharmed - only for Starkman to turn into the traffic on the other side, heading uptown directly against the southbound vehicles!

‘Oh my God!’ Nina shrieked as he flung the Bentley between the lanes of cars and trucks. Other vehicles flashed past on either side just inches away, their drivers swerving frantically to dodge the maniac charging straight at them. More horns blared ahead and behind, an orchestra of fury and fright. ‘Stop the car before you get us both killed !’

She struck at his eyes again - but this time he was ready.

The gun smacked into her forehead, driving a spike of intense pain deep into her skull. She fell back, dizzy and sickened, as Starkman threw the Bentley hard to the left and ploughed  through a metal gate on to one of the piers jutting out into the Hudson.

Wind sliced through the shattered windows as the Bentley accelerated along the wharf. Nina struggled upright to see warehouses flying past on one side, the rust-streaked flanks of ships on the other.

And directly ahead, nothing but open water and the distant lights of New Jersey beyond.

She gasped, realising what Starkman was about to do.

He looked round at her for a moment. His right eye was squeezed tightly shut, deep scratches cutting across it, blood trickling down his cheek.

Then he threw the door open and rolled out, tucking up his arms to protect himself as he fell. In a flash, he was gone - leaving the Bentley still racing towards the end of the pier, the cruise control active and holding its speed at almost fifty miles per hour!

Nina barely had time to scream before the car ripped through the flimsy wire-mesh barrier at the wharf’s end and arced down towards the dark water below.

Sudden deceleration crushed her against the back of the driver’s seat. Freezing water cascaded over her, a tsunami rushing through the broken windows. Bubbles frothed past as the Bentley’s heavy front end tipped downwards, pulling the car and its occupant towards the bottom of the river.

Nina tried to get out through the rear window, but the high headrests above the back seat blocked her escape. Eyes stinging, she tugged desperately at the nearest door handle, but it still wouldn’t budge.

The side window . . .

The glass was smashed, and it was just large enough for her to  fit. She grabbed the window frame and pulled herself through. Her shoulders cleared the door, her chest—

She was stuck!

Her dress had snagged on the metal rods supporting the driving seat’s destroyed headrest.

Nina kicked, trying to free herself. No luck. Her stupid dress was still caught fast. She kicked harder, pushing at the window frame with her arms for extra leverage. The material gave slightly, but refused to tear.

Her chest was about to explode. She wanted nothing more than to take a breath, but the only thing she would draw into her lungs was water.

She was going to drown! Professor Philby had been right: her hunt for Atlantis would get her killed—

No, there was no way she was going to let him be right!

But she couldn’t do anything to stop it. She was trapped in a car that was plunging to the bottom of the Hudson, and the pounding in her head would at any moment overcome her reason and force her to take a fatal breath . . .

Someone grabbed her.

She was so surprised that the breath froze on her lips. An arm tightened around her waist, pulling. Her dress ripped, and her saviour dragged her through the window, kicking forcefully upwards as the Bentley disappeared into the darkness below.

Her heart slamming desperately inside her chest, Nina breached the surface and pulled in a whooping, painful breath, not caring about the foul taste of the water. One arm still around her, her rescuer pulled her towards shore. Her pain and panic subsiding, Nina looked round to see who it was.

The man in the leather jacket grinned back at her, revealing a prominent gap between his two front teeth. ‘Ay up, Doc?’

‘You?’

‘Tchah! That’s bloody gratitude for you!’

They reached the pier, the man guiding her to a rusted ladder. Nina wearily climbed it, dragging herself on to a concrete dock below the main level of the wharf itself. The man followed, water streaming from his jacket. ‘Nice dress.’

‘What?’ Nina asked, confused, before realising that her skirt had been torn away practically to her crotch. ‘Oh my God!’ She clapped her hands protectively between her legs.

‘Well,’ said the man, running a hand over his short hair, ‘if that’s all you’re worried about, you’re probably okay.’ His accent was English, but not from a region Nina could pin down. ‘Which is good, ’cause we need to get out of here. Right now.’ He held out a hand. Nina stared at it in bewilderment for a moment, then took it. With considerable strength, he hauled her to her feet. It was only then that she realised she’d lost both her shoes.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded, as he quickly led her to a flight of steps leading up to the wharf. ‘What’s going on?’

‘My name’s Chase. Eddie Chase. Don’t worry, I’m not some nutter.’ He looked back to give her a smile that wasn’t entirely reassuring. ‘Just mad enough to dive into a river to rescue the woman I’ve been hired to look after.’

‘Hired?’

‘Yeah. I’m your bodyguard!’

They reached the top of the steps. A small group of people was waiting for them, looking amazed. A few of them applauded.

‘Used to be in the SAS - you know, Special Air Service. Now I’m  ... sort of a freelancer.’ Nina saw that his Range Rover, its front end the worse for wear, was parked on the wharf with a door open and the engine still running.

An overweight man in the uniform of a security firm jogged towards them, panting. ‘Hey! What the hell’s going on here?’

‘It’s all right, mate,’ said Chase. ‘Everything’s under control.’

‘The hell it is! A car just smashed through the gates and went off the end of the pier! I want some answers!’

Chase sighed, then reached into his jacket and pulled out his massive gun. It looked even more menacing to Nina close up, the long barrel reinforced by a slotted steel bar along its top. ‘Mr Magnum here’ll answer any questions,’ he said, waving it in the guard’s general direction. The little crowd hurriedly backed away. ‘You got any?’

The guard fought to keep the fear off his face, with little success. ‘They can wait.’

‘Good. You might want to find the bloke who bailed out of the car before it crashed, though - he’s the real bad guy. But right now I need to get this lady somewhere safe. All right?’

‘Sure!’ the guard agreed, backing off.

Still keeping his gun raised, Chase opened the Range Rover’s passenger door for Nina, then ran to the driver’s side and jumped in. He drove off down the wharf at high speed. At the end he made a tight turn, then sped along the empty sidewalk for a few hundred yards before passing the tangle of stationary cars and swerving on to the West Side Highway. ‘Better put the heater on, I suppose,’ he said, glancing at the shivering Nina as he accelerated. In the distance, the sound of sirens wailed through the night air.

She clenched her teeth. ‘What the hell’s going on?’

‘Short version? Bad guys want to kill you. Good guys want to stop them. I’m one of the good guys.’

‘Why do they want to kill me? What did I do?’

‘It’s not what you’ve done, Doc. It’s what they’re afraid you  might do. That bloke in the Bentley, Starkman? Used to be a mate of mine back in the day - we worked together, joint ops around the world - until he went rogue.’

‘He said he worked for the Frost Foundation, for Kristian Frost,’ said Nina.

Chase laughed. ‘Well, I know for a fact that he doesn’t.’

‘How?’

‘Because I work for Kristian Frost. You want to meet him?’
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Norway


‘Check it out, Doc,’ said Chase. ‘Pretty nice, isn’t it?’

‘It certainly is,’ Nina agreed, gazing at the starkly beautiful landscape below.

Kristian Frost’s home and corporate headquarters were both at Ravnsfjord, three miles inland of the Norwegian coast south of Bergen. The fjord that gave the area its name bisected his expansive property. On the southern side was a campus of office buildings which, while ultra-modern in design, nevertheless perfectly complemented their surroundings. A road led from them to a slender arched road bridge across the fjord. Overlooking the bridge - overlooking the entire area, she realised - was another large, sleek building, its colours and curves blending into the bluff on which it stood.

‘That’s Frost’s house,’ Chase told her.

‘That’s a house?’ Nina gasped. ‘My God, it’s huge! I thought it was another office building!’

‘Bit bigger than your flat, eh?’

‘Just a bit.’ The plane - a Gulfstream V business jet in Frost’s corporate livery - banked to cross over the fjord. Nina spotted another cluster of ultra-modern buildings further east of the house at the base of a cliff, then on the northern side of the waterway their destination - a private airport. ‘All of this belongs to Kristian Frost?’

‘Pretty much, yeah. He runs his whole business from here, almost never leaves. Guess he doesn’t like travelling.’

Nina took a last look through the porthole before sitting back. The Gulfstream was moving into its final descent. ‘It’s a lovely place to live, that’s for sure. A bit isolated, though.’

‘Well, when you’re a billionaire, I suppose the world comes to you. Like we’re doing.’

The plane landed and taxied to the small terminal building. Nina wrapped her coat more tightly around herself as she stepped down on to the concrete. ‘Bit nippy?’ Chase asked.

‘Are you kidding? I’m used to New York winters. This is nothing!’ Actually, it was close to freezing even without the chill wind blowing in from the coast, but now she’d opened her big mouth she had to endure it.

‘Well, we’ll be going somewhere a lot warmer soon.’ Nina looked at Chase for an explanation, but he just grinned. ‘Here’s our ride.’

A white Jeep Grand Cherokee pulled up next to the plane. A man with close-cropped blond hair, thick-necked and with muscles practically bursting the seams of his tailored dark suit, got out to greet them. ‘Dr Wilde,’ he said, his accent German. ‘I am Mr Frost’s head of security here at Ravnsfjord, Josef Schenk.’ He  extended his hand, which Nina shook. Although his grip was light, she could tell that if he chose, he could crush every bone in her hand. ‘Good to meet you.’

‘Thank you,’ said Nina. She realised that Chase and Schenk were eyeing each other up almost like boxers before a fight. They had similar builds; she wondered if they also had similar - or rival - military backgrounds.

‘Joe,’ said Chase.

‘Mr Chase,’ Schenk replied, before opening the Jeep’s rear door. ‘Please, Dr Wilde. I’ll take you to Mr Frost.’

Nina got in. Chase followed her with a slightly sarcastic ‘Cheers,’ closing the door behind him. Schenk glared at him before walking around the SUV to the driver’s side.

‘What’s that all about?’ Nina asked.

‘He’s a company man,’ Chase quickly explained while Schenk was out of earshot. ‘Doesn’t like freelancers, thinks I’m going to rip off his boss.’

‘And are you?’ Nina couldn’t resist asking.

‘I’m a professional,’ replied Chase, for a moment completely serious. ‘I always see the job through.’

Schenk climbed in and set off. Nina saw several hangars at the runway’s western end. Parked outside the largest was a huge aircraft, the Frost corporate logo - the outline of a trident inside the ‘O’ of the name - only half complete along its flank as tiny figures on cherry-picker cranes painted it. ‘Wow. That’s a big  plane.’

‘An Airbus A380 freighter,’ Schenk said. ‘The latest addition to Mr Frost’s fleet.’

Nina looked back down the long runway. Steep hills rose  beyond its distant eastern end. ‘Hope it’s got good brakes! Those mountains look a bit close.’

‘It can only take off heading westwards. It’s inconvenient, but fortunately once it’s in service it will be spending more time flying around the world than here.’

The Jeep left the airport and crossed the bridge. Nina expected them to turn west for the corporate buildings, but instead they headed up a zig-zagging road towards the house on the bluff. Close up, its clean, elegant lines looked even more striking.

Schenk parked outside, then ushered Nina and Chase into the house. ‘This way.’

Nina was hugely impressed by the room into which he led them. Its far wall was curved, a giant window running its full width to reveal the vista beyond, from the mountains framing the airport across the fjord to the corporate buildings below, and, in the distance, the North Sea.

And the view wasn’t the only impressive thing about the room. It was almost a combination of luxurious lounge and art gallery. A Henry Moore sculpture, a Picasso painting in an alcove carefully shielded from direct sunlight, a Paul Klee . . . and several others she didn’t immediately recognise, but was sure were equally valuable.

‘This is an amazing house,’ she said, awed.

‘Thank you,’ said a new voice, a woman’s. Nina turned to see a tall and strikingly beautiful blonde entering the room, glossy hair sweeping down past her shoulders. She looked to be about Nina’s age or slightly younger, the regal way she held herself countered by her high-fashion clothing - a tight white top cut off above her stomach to reveal a perfectly toned midriff, and  equally tight black leather jeans with high-heeled boots. As she approached, she looked Nina up and down as if not quite sure what to make of her.

‘Dr Wilde,’ said Schenk, ‘this is Kari Frost, Mr Frost’s daughter.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ said Nina, offering her hand. Kari shook it firmly. Chase, Nina noticed with amusement, was trying not to make it too obvious that he was checking her out.

‘You too, Dr Wilde,’ Kari replied. ‘Mr Chase. I heard your services were needed in New York?’

‘Yeah, you could say that. Good job you hired me!’ He shot Schenk a smug look. Schenk frowned.

‘I’m glad you like the house,’ said Kari, turning back to Nina. ‘I designed it. Architecture is one of my . . . well, I would say hobbies, but that would be immodest. I have a degree in the subject.’ She spoke perfect English with only the slightest trace of an accent.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Nina told her.

‘Thank you.’ Kari’s name was familiar, but Nina couldn’t quite recall why.

‘So, your dad around?’ Chase asked, hooking his thumbs into his jacket pockets.

Kari appeared slightly chilly about his informality. ‘No, he’s in the biolab. I came to take you to him.’

The memory came to Nina. ‘Excuse me for asking, but . . . weren’t you in the news last year, in Africa? The medical relief in Ethiopia?’

‘Yes, that was me,’ Kari said. ‘I helped organise the aid effort.’

‘Ms Frost does more than just help,’ Schenk said. ‘She’s in charge of the Frost Foundation’s medical programmes around the  world. I don’t think there’s a single country she hasn’t visited in the past five years.’

‘That’s one way to rack up the Air Miles,’ joked Chase.

‘You’re working on disease eradication programmes, aren’t you?’ Nina asked.

‘Yes. The Frost Foundation does whatever it can to make the world a better place. It’s a lofty goal, I admit - but it’s one that I’m certain we can achieve.’

‘I hope you can,’ said Nina.

‘Thank you,’ Kari replied. She gestured at the door. ‘If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to my father.’

 



Kari led them downstairs to a huge garage beneath the house. Nina was amazed by its contents; the space was packed with expensive sports cars and motorcycles, ranging from old classics to the very latest Italian supercars.

‘My personal collection,’ said Kari. ‘My father doesn’t entirely approve, but I just love the freedom and exhilaration of speed.’

‘Nice wheels,’ said Chase as he admired first a scarlet Ferrari F430 Spider convertible, then the motorbike parked next to it, a sleek machine in blue and silver.

‘Suzuki GSX-R1000,’ Kari told him, with more than a hint of pride - the first sign of real emotion she’d shown since meeting Nina. ‘The fastest production bike in the world. One of my favourites. I plan to take it to Europe to race soon. That is . . . if my schedule allows. But that depends on Dr Wilde.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Nina. Kari merely gave her an engimatic look, leading them to a Mercedes limousine.

Schenk drove, taking them to the futuristic buildings east of the  house that Nina had seen from the plane. As they approached, she saw the complex was actually made up of two sections: the interconnected two-storey structures on the ground near the fjord, and other sections above them set into the cliff itself.

‘Our biolab,’ explained Kari. ‘The underground section houses the containment area. There are samples in there which are potentially dangerous, so the whole laboratory section can be completely sealed off in case of an emergency.’ She pointed at a curved structure protruding from the cliff face. ‘That’s my father’s office, up there.’

‘Your father’s office is right above the containment area?’ Nina asked nervously. The idea of going into a building filled with contagious diseases and viruses made her skin crawl.

‘His idea, to show his confidence in the design. Besides, he likes to keep a close eye on our progress.’

They drove down a ramp into a parking garage beneath the main building, then got out and took an elevator to a lobby on the ground floor. A large horseshoe-shaped desk of black steel and marble was manned by three uniformed security guards, who nodded respectfully to Kari. Behind the desk, doors led into a high corridor with a glass roof through which Nina could see Frost’s office above. The place was busy.

‘How many people work here?’ she asked.

‘It varies,’ said Kari, ‘but usually around fifty or sixty researchers, plus the security staff.’

Nina spotted another security station at the end of the corridor by the large glass and steel doors. ‘You, uh . . . you’ve got a lot of security, haven’t you?’

‘We need it,’ Kari answered matter-of-factly. ‘Some of the  samples we work with could potentially be used for bioterrorism if they fell into the wrong hands. And the Frost Foundation unfortunately has enemies. You’ve met some of them already.’

‘Don’t worry, Doc,’ said Chase, ‘I’ll keep you safe.’

The sight of the trefoil biohazard logo on the door made Nina slow her approach. ‘Are . . . are you sure this is safe?’

‘Absolutely,’ Kari assured her. ‘These doors are part of an airlock. They’re made of ceramic aluminium oxynitride - transparent aluminium, equivalent to sixty centimetres of armour plate. Virtually unbreakable. The only way anything gets in or out of the containment section, whether it be a microbe or a person, is with our permission.’

‘Glad to hear it!’

Kari spoke to the guards, and the heavy airlock doors hissed open. The group passed through, waiting for the inner doors to cycle. The containment section beyond was purely functional in design, almost brutal. The walls were tiled in white, the floors coated in non-slip rubber for ease of cleaning. Harsh fluorescent lights lit every corner with an even glare, and Nina also saw the eerie purple glow of ultraviolet sources, adding to the sterile air.

Inside, Kari led them to an elevator that took them up to Frost’s office. Entering, Nina suddenly felt as though she’d been transported back to the house, the design was so similar. She could even see the house itself through the windows, perched atop its crag.

But it wasn’t the view, or the architecture, or the objects d’art that caught her attention. It was the man waiting for them.

Kristian Frost was even more imposing and handsome in real life than in pictures. Well over six feet tall, and still impressively  muscular despite his sixty years, in his navy blue roll-neck sweater he reminded her more of a rugged fisherman than a billionaire businessman. His hair and beard were both turning grey, but his eyes still contained a youthful energy and deep intelligence.

‘Dr Wilde,’ he said, taking her hand. She was a little taken aback when instead of shaking it, he lowered his head to kiss it. From anyone else the gesture would have seemed somewhat silly, but coming from him it felt perfectly apt. ‘Welcome to Ravnsfjord.’

‘Mr Frost,’ she replied.

‘Please! Call me Kristian.’ His English was not quite as precise as Kari’s, a deep burr in his voice revealing his Scandinavian origins. ‘I’m very glad to meet you. And I’m also very glad that I’m  able to meet you. Hiring Mr Chase has paid for itself already.’

‘Then I guess I should thank you for, well, saving my life!’

Frost smiled broadly. ‘Happy to be of service.’

‘But . . . why would anyone want to kill me? What’s all this about?’

‘Please, take a seat and I will explain,’ said Frost, directing her to a long sofa. She sat, Kari joining her at the other end. ‘I’m afraid that your theories about Atlantis have led you to be targeted by a man called Giovanni Qobras.’

‘And who is Giovanni Qobras?’ Nina asked.

‘A madman,’ said Kari.

‘Oh.’ Not just a killer, but a mad killer. Great.

‘Qobras and his followers,’ Frost began, ‘who call themselves the Brotherhood, believe the same thing that I do - that you do. If there’s one thing we all have in common, it’s that we believe the legend of Atlantis is true. I’ve been convinced of it all my life, and I’ve put a quite substantial amount of my fortune into attempting  to prove it.’ He walked over to the wide window. In the far distance, the sea glinted like tiny diamonds. ‘Unfortunately, without much success. As you know, there’s very little information to work from . . . and what there is is subject to a great deal of interpretation.’

‘Tell me about it,’ said Nina. ‘So what about this Qobras?’

He turned to face her. ‘You and I want to find Atlantis, to bring an ancient wonder back to the world. Qobras, on the other hand . . .’ His face darkened. ‘He wants to keep it hidden, to protect the secret for his own ends. And he’s willing to resort to murder to do so. Your new theory about its location may not have convinced the committee at your university, but it certainly convinced Qobras. He believes that you’re on the right track - as do I, by the way - and he wants to stop you proving it.’

‘Wait,’ Nina said. ‘How do you know about my theory?’

‘The Frost Foundation has friends in academia all around the world. They know that any new ideas about the location of Atlantis will catch my interest, so they keep me appraised. And your ideas . . .’ He smiled. ‘I’ll get right to the point. I’m willing to fully fund a survey expedition to test your theory.’

Nina could barely contain her excitement. ‘Really?’

‘Absolutely. Subject to a condition, though.’ He saw her expression fall, and chuckled. ‘Nothing bad, I promise. But the Gulf of Cadiz is rather large, and while I have a lot of resources, they’re not infinite. I’d like you to narrow the search, pinpoint a location.’

‘But that’s the problem,’ Nina told him. ‘There’s so little information to work from, I don’t know how I can narrow it down.’

‘There might be more than you think.’ She looked up at him, intrigued. ‘I’ll explain later. But for now . . . are you interested?’

‘Am I interested?’ she gasped. ‘Absolutely!’

Frost walked over to her and offered his right hand. She hesitated, then shook it. ‘Wonderful,’ he said. ‘Dr Wilde, together, we’re going to find Atlantis.’

 



The gleaming object hung in space, unaffected by gravity.

Nina stared at it in amazement. She’d never seen a free-floating hologram before, or even imagined they were possible outside the realms of science fiction or movies.

‘What is it?’ she asked at last, reluctantly looking away from the hologram to the other people in the darkened room.

‘It’s something that might help you narrow down your search,’ said Frost. ‘Or at least, that’s the claim of the man who wants to sell it to me.’

‘Sell it?’ Nina turned back to the hologram. The projection, hovering above a cylindrical pedestal in which coloured lights flickered faster than her eyes could follow, was supposedly life-sized, just under a foot long and about two inches wide. A flat bar of metal, the bottom end was rounded while the top was straight, a circular nub protruding from it. The colour was almost like gold, but with an unusual reddish tint . . .

Like her pendant.

She absently fingered the metal piece hanging from her neck as she leaned closer to the hologram, moving around the pedestal to see the other side. To her disappointment, there was nothing there except a bizarre, perspective-defying inversion of its face, through which she could see Frost, Kari and Chase.

‘The seller only wanted us to have a taste,’ said Kari. ‘He claims that the front of the artefact has markings which may be of use to us - but he won’t let us see them until we agree to pay him.’

‘How much does he want?’ Chase asked.

‘Ten million dollars.’

‘Bloody hell. That’s a lot for a fancy ruler.’

‘It might be worth even more than that,’ Nina said. Even though she knew there was nothing there, she couldn’t help reaching out a finger for an experimental touch. The tip of her nail sank into the hologram, part of the image disappearing where her finger obstructed the laser beams generating it. ‘It’s orichalcum, isn’t it?’

‘So it seems.’ Frost showed her a small glass dish containing a little piece of metal the same colour as the bar. ‘As well as the hologram, he also sent us a sample. He claims that he cut it from the side of the artefact.’ Nina saw a small nick in one side of the hologram. ‘I ran a metallurgical test. It’s a gold-copper alloy, but with very unusual levels of carbon and sulphur, which would account for its colour.’

‘Consistent with vulcanism?’

‘Yes.’

‘Which would match what Plato said about orichalcum in  Critias!’ Nina’s excitement rose as she realised the implications.

‘Wait, what?’ Chase asked. ‘Sorry, but when somebody says vulcanism to me, I think of Mr Spock.’

‘According to Plato, orichalcum - a rare metal - was mined in Atlantis,’ Nina explained. ‘But there’s no room for any unknown elements in the periodic table, which means it had to be an alloy  of other metals. But you don’t mine alloys, you make them - unless  they were formed by some natural process. Volcanic activity could have caused deposits of gold and copper to fuse together into a new substance, and if there were sufficient quantities, it could have been dug out of the rock.’

‘The Atlanteans used orichalcum to cover the walls of their citadel,’ said Kari. ‘They considered it nearly as valuable as gold - which it is, because of the high gold content - but an object like this would be worth far more than just its weight in precious metals. If it’s genuine, then it would be the first true Atlantean artefact ever discovered - proof that Atlantis exists.’

Frost nodded to Schenk, who switched on the lights. The hologram faded, losing its illusion of solidity. ‘So where is it? Who has it?’ Nina asked.

‘The seller is called Yuri Volgan,’ began Frost. ‘He used to be one of Qobras’s men. Apparently he wants to leave the Brotherhood, and also wants enough money to hide from Qobras by selling this artefact. He sent the orichalcum fragment and the hologram to us via an intermediary, an Iranian called Failak Hajjar.’

Nina frowned. ‘I’ve heard the name.’

‘I’m not surprised. He sells ancient Persian artefacts - that aren’t supposed to be for sale.’

‘A grave-robber,’ she said with distaste.

‘He used to be, although I doubt he’s got his own hands dirty for years. He’s made himself very wealthy by selling his country’s treasures to private collectors abroad. Wealthy enough that he can buy a degree of immunity from the Iranian government.’

‘Plus he grasses up his rivals,’ added Chase, ‘sells them out so the police’ll go after them instead of him. Haven’t met him personally,  but I know people who’ve dealt with him. Not a popular bloke - but if he’s selling this thing, he probably thinks it’s genuine. He might be a scumbag, but he’s a scumbag who’s bothered about his reputation.’

‘He has the resources to handle the sale of this artefact, and to protect Volgan from Qobras,’ Frost said. ‘Which is why I’m inclined to believe that it’s genuine. But I’m not going to hand over ten million dollars without some proof. And that’s where you come in.’

Nina blinked. ‘Me?’

‘I want you to examine the artefact and decide if it is what Volgan claims.’

‘You want me to go to Iran?’ She gulped. ‘Part of the Axis of Evil, hates America, that Iran?’

Chase laughed. ‘I’ll be there to watch out for you. Me and a few mates. Nothing to worry about.’

‘You’ve been to Iran before?’

He looked evasive. ‘Not officially . . .’

‘Mr Chase and his associates will look after you,’ said Frost. ‘And Kari will be going as well, as my representative.’

‘But what makes you think I’ll be able to tell if this artefact’s real or not?’ asked Nina, gesturing at the ghostly hologram.

‘You are an expert in ancient languages, aren’t you?’ said Kari.

‘I wouldn’t say expert,’ she protested. ‘I mean, I’ve studied the field, I can tell my Phoenician from my Numidian, but I’m not a specialist.’

‘From what I’ve heard, you’re rather better than that. Maybe even better than your mother.’ Nina stared at Frost, surprised. ‘I knew your parents - I actually funded the expedition to Tibet  where they . . .’ He paused, looking away from her. ‘A great tragedy. A great loss.’

‘They never told me you funded them,’ said Nina.

‘At my request. Now that you know what Qobras is capable of, you understand why I place great importance on security. Qobras will do anything he can to stop anyone finding Atlantis, and he has considerable resources - and some powerful friends around the world.’

‘Like who?’

‘It’s probably safer that you don’t know. But as for the artefact, if what Yuri Volgan says is true, you should be able to tell if it’s authentic by reading the text. And just imagine it,’ Frost went on, a certain theatricality entering his voice, ‘you’ll be able to hold in your hand an actual object from Atlantis!’

‘If it’s genuine.’

‘Which you’re the most qualified person in the world to determine.’

Nina considered his words. She still wasn’t keen on the idea of going to a country that was openly hostile to Westerners, and Americans in particular, but she’d been on expeditions to less-than-friendly countries before, and the potential prize in this case far exceeded the value of anything else she’d ever discovered.

Besides, as Frost had said, she wouldn’t be going alone.

And if she chose not to go, what would she do instead? Return to New York, to where she had just been denied funding . . . and where she would have to constantly look over her shoulder in case Qobras’s men came after her again?

‘Okay,’ she decided, ‘I’m in. So, when do we set off?’

Frost smiled. ‘Whenever you’re ready.’

‘I like your thinking,’ said Nina, smiling back. ‘Just because Atlantis has waited for eleven thousand years doesn’t mean we  should wait.’

‘Then,’ said Kari, ‘let’s get you started.’




4

Iran


Nina rubbed irritably at her arm. ‘This still hurts.’

‘You don’t want to get some weird Middle Eastern disease, do you?’ Chase asked, amused. ‘Better safe than sorry.’

‘I know that. It’s just uncomfortable, that’s all.’ The vaccination had been an unwelcome part of the deal, administered in the antiseptic environs of the biolab. While less painful than others she’d had in the past, it seemed to take an age for the little bead of blood to dry up.

‘That was nothing! Christ, you should have seen some of the shots I got in the SAS. Needles this big.’ He held his hands eight inches apart. ‘And you don’t want to know where they stuck ’em.’

‘I’m sure I don’t!’

The Gulfstream had just passed over the Black Sea and Turkey on its way to Iran. It hadn’t taken a direct route from Norway, instead detouring to Prague to pick up another passenger. In the plane with Nina, Chase and Kari, who sat on her own at the back  of the cabin working on a laptop, was another man, whom Chase had introduced as Hugo Castille. From the way they mocked each other, it was clear they were old friends.

‘Yes, Edward and I have known each other for a long time,’ the long-faced, ebullient European - French, Nina thought, from his accent - confirmed when she asked. ‘We worked together on many special joint operations for NATO. Strictly hush-hush, as you say,’ he added, tapping the side of his beaky nose.

‘So you were in the French army?’

Castille drew himself up in his seat with a look of great outrage, one fist clenched against his chest. ‘French? Please! I am Belgian,  madame!’

‘I’m sorry! I didn’t realise,’ Nina said in hurried apology, before it dawned on her that Chase was laughing. Castille’s face cracked into a smile. ‘Wait, are you making fun of me?’

‘Just taking the piss,’ said Chase. ‘Hugo’s been doing his “Franch? ’Ow dare you!” routine for years. I mean, he comes from Belgium, it’s the only gimmick he’s got.’

‘English philistine,’ Castille sniffed. He took a polished red apple from a jacket pocket and examined it carefully before taking a bite.

‘So, what can I expect in Iran, Mr Chase?’ Nina asked.

‘Call me Eddie.’ His expression became businesslike. ‘Hopefully you shouldn’t have to deal too much with the locals. Should be a straightforward job: in, meet Hajjar, decide if this thing’s real, then the boss,’ he nodded at Kari, still occupied with her computer, ‘transfers the money, and out. That’s if everything’s legit.’

‘And if it’s not?’

He patted his leather jacket, which was draped over the arm of his seat. The butt of his pistol was visible inside it. ‘Then there’ll be trouble. Don’t worry, though, we should be okay. I’ll watch out for you, Doc.’

‘We will watch out for you,’ corrected Castille, mouth full of apple.

‘Thanks,’ Nina said, keeping her concerns to herself.

Kari’s laptop chimed. She regarded the screen with surprise, then her blue eyes flicked up and caught Nina’s gaze for a moment before turning back to the computer. She quickly typed something, firmly tapped the return key, then closed the laptop and moved to the empty seat facing Nina.

‘Something wrong?’ Nina asked.

‘No - just an email from my father, something I wasn’t expecting. Nothing to worry about, though - in fact, it’s good news. But it’s not important right now, so . . .’ She leaned forward, smiling for the first time since Nina had met her to reveal flawless white teeth. ‘I thought I should apologise to you, Dr Wilde.’

‘For what?’

‘I haven’t been the best hostess. I’ve been preoccupied, with my work for the Foundation, with this expedition . . . I’m sorry if I’ve come across as cold and distant.’

‘No, there’s no need to apologise,’ Nina assured her. ‘You’re very busy, I’m sure you’ve got a lot of things all going on at once.’

‘Not any more. From now on, I’m devoting all of my attention to you and this mission. I want it to be a success - and I also want to make sure that you stay safe.’

‘Thanks,’ said Nina, smiling back. Then Kari glanced at Chase.

‘Mr Chase,’ she said, fixing him with a disapproving look, ‘are you trying to look down my top?’

Nina stifled a giggle, while Castille covered his own amusement by taking a hurried bite from his apple. Chase had undeniably been caught in the act, but rather than try to deny it, he simply sat back and raised an eyebrow. ‘If I can do it, then so can any Iranian blokes who see you, and they’re a bit funny about women in sexy clothes. We don’t want to draw any more attention than we have to. I was just thinking it’s probably worth you changing into something a bit more frumpy before we land.’

Kari was wearing a similar tight white top and leather jeans to the ones she’d had on at Ravnsfjord. ‘You have a point. Fortunately, I came prepared.’

‘The Doc here’s okay, though. Just needs a coat.’

Nina glared at him. ‘Are you saying I look frumpy, Mr Chase?’ She would have used the word ‘modest’ or ‘practical’ to describe her own outfit of jeans, sweatshirt and sturdy boots.

‘You look fine,’ Kari grinned, standing. ‘If you need anything, just ask me.’ She went into the rear compartment.

Castille finished his apple. ‘Ah, England,’ he announced. ‘A country of the charming, the sophisticated, the romantic. And there’s also Edward Chase.’

‘Ah, sod off, Hugo.’

Castille flicked his apple core at him, which Chase effortlessly caught, his hand snapping up like a striking snake.

‘Is he always like this?’ Nina asked Castille.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘And the ladies love it that way,’ said Chase, dropping the apple core into his empty water glass. Castille tutted and rolled  his eyes. Chase checked his watch, then stretched out in his seat.

‘Getting comfortable?’ Nina asked.

‘Just making the most of it,’ he replied. ‘We’ll be landing in half an hour. And I bet you the ride’s not going to be nearly this smooth once we’re on the ground.’

 



Chase was certainly right about that, Nina thought. The Land Rover taking them to their meeting with Failak Hajjar had seen better days, and the road beneath it apparently had never seen a good day in its entire life.

The Gulfstream landed at the airport serving the Iranian city of Esfahan, in the Zagros mountains on the country’s western side. Though the group had no trouble getting through customs, even when Nina presented her American passport - it turned out that the Frost Foundation had provided considerable aid following the devastating earthquake of 2003, earning the gratitude of the Iranian government - they still received plenty of suspicious looks. All of the women Nina saw as they drove out of Esfahan wore headscarves at the least, and a fair percentage were veiled. While Iran was not as strict as its Islamic neighbours like Saudi Arabia in how its women were forced to dress, overgarments that concealed the female form were mandatory, even for visitors.

Kari’s preparedness had extended to having something suitable for Nina to wear, a pale brown coat that came down to her knees. Though Nina instinctively resented the presence of any system that dictated what she could or couldn’t wear in public, at least she didn’t have to bury herself inside a burka. However, she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy at the long coat Kari had chosen  for herself. While it no doubt adhered to the letter of Iranian law, if anything the flowing, narrow-waisted white garment made her even more striking a figure.

Although she had worn a headscarf at the airport, as soon as the Land Rover started moving Kari pulled it off. Nina did the same - once the vehicle was safely clear of the city.

Driving the Land Rover was a man whom Chase introduced as an associate - or, as he put it, ‘an old mate of mine’. A good decade older than either Chase or Castille, Hafez Marradejan was a stocky, dark-skinned man with a greying beard that stretched to an impressive point a good four inches beyond the tip of his chin. He was also a chain-smoker, to Nina’s dismay - all the more so when she learned they had at least an hour’s drive ahead.

‘So,’ said Hafez - although Nina spoke a little Arabic, he opted to talk in English - ‘you’re back in work, eh, Eddie?’

‘Yep,’ Chase answered. He was in the front passenger seat, Nina sandwiched between Kari and Castille in the back. ‘Same business, new bosses.’ He tipped his head back in Kari’s direction.

‘Ah! I’d say welcome to Iran, Miss Frost, but current government? Pah! Doesn’t deserve your respect.’ Hafez kept looking back at Kari as he spoke, making Nina wince every time he took his eyes off the worryingly busy road. ‘Finally get government that at least tries to be progressive, and then what happens? They get voted out of office at next election! Democracy, eh? No use if people are idiots!’ He made a noise that was somewhere between a laugh and a hacking cough. ‘Still, good to see you again, Eddie.’

‘So you have been to Iran before?’ Nina asked.

‘No, nope, never,’ Chase said quickly. Castille adopted an innocent look, gazing out of the window.

Hafez laughed his coughing laugh again. ‘Westerners and their secrets! What happened was—’

‘Absolutely nothing,’ cut in Chase. ‘NATO special forces have never run operations in Iran. Ever.’ He glared at Hafez, who just chuckled and drew in another lungful of smoke.

‘Eh, then I must have been helping ghosts. By the way, one of the boxes you never brought with you is in the back, like you asked.’

Castille reached over the rear seats and lifted up a dirty metal container the size of a large shoebox. ‘Buried treasure!’ he proclaimed, opening it and taking out a black automatic pistol, some ammunition clips and, to Nina’s horror, a hand grenade. ‘Here, hold this.’

Nina squeaked as he casually dropped the grenade into her hand. Castille quickly and expertly checked the gun, loaded it, then slipped it into his jacket.

Chase glanced at Nina, who was still staring, petrified, at the grenade. ‘Nothing to panic about,’ he said, taking it from her. ‘It won’t explode unless you pull out the pin. Like this.’

He pulled out the pin. Nina shrieked.

‘This one’s got a five-second fuse,’ Chase noted. ‘But don’t worry, it can’t go off unless you release the spoon here, as well.’ He slid the pin back into place, then took his thumb off the curved metal clip protruding from one side of the grenade. ‘See?’ Castille and Hafez chuckled.

‘That wasn’t funny!’ cried Nina.

‘Gentlemen,’ Kari added, ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t terrorise the most important member of our expedition.’ The words were mild, but there was no mistaking the authority in her voice.

‘Sorry, boss,’ said Chase. He handed the grenade back to Castille, who returned it to the box. ‘Just thought it’d be a way to pass the time.’

Nina made a face. ‘Next time, bring an iPod!’

 



After travelling for an hour, Nina wished she had an iPod.

The mountains were impressive at first, but after a while one brown peak looked much like another. The bumpy highway had been as smooth as a magic carpet ride compared to the pot-holed, twisting road they were now on, in places little more than a dirt track above a perilously steep slope. A lumbering diesel locomotive on the railway line below belched out fumes as it hauled a long string of grimy tanker trucks. Following the twin steel lines along the valley, she saw sidings alongside them about a mile ahead, another train stationary in one.

‘How much further is it, Hafez?’ asked Chase.

‘Not far,’ Hafez said, pointing into the valley. ‘Past the train yard.’

‘Thank God,’ Nina sighed. The thin seats and constant bumping of the old Land Rover were becoming a literal pain in the butt. ‘Why did this guy want to meet all the way out here anyway? Couldn’t we just have met in the Tehran Hilton?’

‘Christ, I wish,’ said Chase. ‘Nah, he’s being cautious. Which means we need to be too.’

‘Do you expect trouble?’ Kari asked.

‘We’re spending ten million dollars to buy an ancient artefact stolen off a maniac from a very dodgy bloke in a remote part of Iran. Don’t you?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Once again, you have a point.’

Ten bumpy minutes later, Hafez brought the Land Rover to a halt outside an abandoned farmhouse. The train yard was out of sight behind them around a bend in the valley; even the railway lines had disappeared into a tunnel below. A steep, dusty rise above the house was topped by scrubby trees, while on the other side of the structure the slope dipped sharply down to the valley floor. There was no other trace of human habitation in sight.

‘Hugo, check around the back of the house,’ Chase said, sharp and businesslike again. ‘Hafez, stay with Dr Wilde and Ms Frost. Any sign of trouble, get them out of here.’

‘Where are you going?’ Kari asked.

‘To make sure the house is empty.’ He got out of the Land Rover and took a powerful LED torch from a pocket. ‘If I’m not out in two minutes,’ he told Hafez, ‘that’s a sign of trouble.’ The Iranian nodded as the two other men jogged to the farmhouse.

It actually took rather less then two minutes for Chase to reappear, Castille completing his circle of the building soon after. ‘It’s clear,’ Chase said, returning to the Land Rover. ‘Only two rooms, and nowhere for anyone to hide.’

‘Nobody around the back,’ added Castille.

‘I didn’t think there would be, but just wanted to make sure. Okay then,’ Chase continued, ‘this road’s the only way in or out. Anyone comes, we’ll have plenty of warning.’

‘I don’t think he’s coming by road,’ said Castille, an odd expression of distaste on his face.

‘Why?’

‘Can’t you hear it?’

Chase tipped his head to the side, then grinned. ‘Oh yeah,’ he  said, clapping the Belgian on one shoulder. ‘It’s the sound of your nightmares! Woo, it’s coming to get you!’

‘As you so elegantly say in England . . . piss off.’

Nina moved to the open door to listen. ‘What’s the matter?’ She could hear it now, an unmistakable clatter echoing from the surrounding mountains.

‘Hugo once had a bad experience with a helicopter,’ Chase said. ‘So now he’s got a phobia about them. Chopperphobia! Every time he sees one, he reckons something’s going to go wrong and kill him.’

‘They fly with huge whirling blades spinning at insane speeds!’ Castille protested. ‘How can they not be dangerous?’

‘Well, you just keep your head down back here and I’ll meet him when he lands, okay?’ Chase winked at him, then added in a quieter, more serious voice, ‘Keep an eye open.’ Castille nodded.

The helicopter swept over the rise above the farmhouse. The type was familiar to Nina from hundreds of movies and TV shows, and even a couple of flights as a passenger: a Bell Jet Ranger, a civilian workhorse found all around the world. It made a rapid circle of the farmhouse, then came to a hover and landed about a hundred feet from the Land Rover.

Chase waited for the rotors to slow, then walked over. Hajjar had brought company. As well as the pilot, there were three other people in the Jet Ranger. He rolled his shoulders, feeling the weight of the Wildey .45 Winchester Magnum in its holster under his jacket, ready for use in an instant. Just in case.

The helicopter’s rear doors opened, two large, bearded men in dark suits and sunglasses jumping out first and surveying the area before fixing their black-hole stares on Chase. He stared back,  unintimidated. From the way they held themselves he could tell they were ex-military - but just regular soldiers, not special forces. Definitely nowhere near SAS level. He could handle them.

One of the men leaned closer to the helicopter and spoke in Farsi. The door opened, and Failak Hajjar emerged.

Unlike his bodyguards, Hajjar was dressed in traditional Arab robes. But like them, he was wearing sunglasses - though his were far more expensive.

Another man followed him out. He was white, with short spiky hair, several days’ growth of stubble and a distinctly wary air. Chase guessed it was Yuri Volgan.

‘Are you Chase?’ Hajjar called.

‘Yes!’

‘Where is Miss Frost?’

‘Where’s the artefact?’ Chase demanded. Hajjar glowered, then reached back into the Jet Ranger and took out a small black leather briefcase. Nodding, Chase backed away, heading to the Land Rover.

‘In the house,’ said Hajjar, gesturing with the briefcase. ‘Out of the wind, yes?’

‘What wind?’ Chase muttered. Now that the rotors had stopped, there was only an intermittent breeze. He checked the area once more for signs that they weren’t alone, but saw none.

He reached the Land Rover. ‘Well?’ Kari asked.

‘Looks okay, but . . .’ He glanced around again, surveying the landscape. No sign of anyone - not that somebody couldn’t be in hiding nearby. ‘Just be careful, okay?’

‘You don’t trust him?’ said Nina.

‘Christ, no. I’m just not sure exactly how much I don’t trust him. Okay, Hafez, you wait out here. Any trouble, sound the horn.’

‘I will.’ Hafez reached under the dashboard and pulled out a revolver, which he placed on his lap.

Chase opened the door for Nina, Castille doing the same for Kari. ‘I’ve got to say, I’m a bit nervous about all the guns,’ Nina told Chase.

‘What? Thought you archaeology types were always running around shooting people, like Indiana Jones.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Hardly. The only shooting I do is with a camera.’

‘I hope it stays that way,’ said Kari as she headed for the farmhouse, the hem of her white coat flaring out around her as she walked. Hajjar and his companions stopped outside the door of the little building, unable to take their eyes off her. ‘After you,’ she told them, gesturing inside with her own slim steel briefcase.

The interior of the farmhouse was dark, the only light coming from a single window. Although the room’s contents had mostly been cleared out when its owners abandoned it, there was still a long table made from roughly hewn wood in the centre.

Castille took a large glowstick from his jacket and bent it to crack the glass inside, chemicals mixing to release a vivid orange light like a fireside glow. Such a strong reaction, Nina knew, would only be able to sustain itself for fifteen minutes at most, so presumably the entire transaction was expected to be completed before then. She didn’t feel comfortable about that. It meant she would have to determine the authenticity of the artefact in a rush - and if she was wrong, the Frosts would be down ten million dollars. She could do without that kind of pressure.

So she would just have to be right.

Hajjar and his bodyguards stood at one end of the table, Chase, Kari and Castille at the other. Nina found herself facing Volgan. The Russian seemed worried, fingers jittering with nervous energy.

‘Are you ready to make the money transfer?’ Hajjar asked.

‘Once we see the piece,’ Kari replied coolly. ‘And once Dr Wilde has confirmed that it’s genuine.’

‘Wilde?’ Volgan asked, shocked. Nina noticed he was suddenly unwilling to look directly at her. ‘Related to Henry and Laura Wilde?’

‘Yes, they were my parents. Why?’

Volgan didn’t answer, but Hajjar impatiently interrupted before Nina could ask any more questions. ‘The item is genuine. Here.’ He placed his briefcase on the table and operated the combination locks. Nina was surprised to see that his right hand was missing, replaced by a steel hook. She couldn’t help staring at it.

‘You think I’m a thief, perhaps?’ he asked coldly.

‘Uh, no, I . . .’

Hajjar shook his head. ‘Westerners, always with their clichés and preconceptions,’ he said as he opened the locks. ‘I lost it in a motorbike accident. I am no thief.’

‘Well, not the petty kind,’ Chase remarked cheerily. ‘Or so I’ve heard.’

Hajjar paused and glared at him. ‘Are you trying to insult me, Mr Chase?’

‘Nah. You’d know if I was insulting you.’

‘May we see the piece now?’ prompted Kari. Hajjar gave Chase a last angry glance before clicking the catch and opening the briefcase.

Inside, resting in a bed of protective foam, was the Atlantean artefact.

It had to be made of orichalcum, Nina knew. Nothing else would have gleamed with such a unique ruddy glow.

It had been carefully and diligently polished. There was not a mark on it, no fingerprints or smudges. The only flaw was the small nick in one side, from where Volgan had carved a sample of the metal. It was without a doubt the same piece she had seen as a hologram.

And now she could see the whole thing. On its front, directly above the protrusion on the underside, was a small angled slot. And below it were markings . . .

‘Can I examine it?’ she asked Hajjar, her voice almost an awed whisper.

‘Of course.’

Nina snapped on a pair of latex surgical gloves and carefully lifted the artefact from the briefcase. It was heavier than it looked, consistent with a high gold content. An arrowhead was inscribed into the curved end of the piece, as well as a wavering line with some sort of tiny markings on either side running up its length, but what caught her attention was the lettering parallel to it. She turned the bar to catch the light from the window.

‘What are they?’ Kari asked.

‘They’re Glozel characters, or a very close variant. At least most of them are.’ Nina pointed out certain symbols with the tip of her gloved forefinger. ‘But these are something else. A different alphabet.’

‘Do you know which one?’

‘It looks familiar, but I can’t quite place it. It’s another variant, though, not a standard alphabet. Maybe a regional offshoot, or something from a slightly different time period? I’d need to check my references.’

‘Whatever you need, you’ll have,’ said Kari. ‘But is it a genuine piece?’

Nina turned the artefact over. The underside was just as she had seen in the hologram, the metal nub protruding from the upper end. Apart from that, it was devoid of markings.

Her fingertips pressed against the curved end as she turned it over again.


Sense memory . . .

The shape reminded her of something, the curve of the metal almost instinctually familiar . . .

‘Dr Wilde?’ Kari lightly touched her arm, and she flinched, realising she had been staring at the artefact for several seconds, lost in thought. ‘Is it genuine?’

‘Uh, it certainly looks as though it is. But you should really do a metallurgical analysis to confirm it.’

‘I’m afraid I didn’t bring my crucible and spectrograph,’ Kari said with a faint smile. ‘It’s your opinion that counts.’

‘Okay . . .’ Nina took a breath, her throat dry. Ten million dollars was a lot of money, more than she would see in several lifetimes. ‘If it’s a fake, it’s a very expensive one. And an extremely well-done one - there aren’t many people in the world who could write in Glozel.’

‘You can read it?’ Chase asked.

‘Parts of it.’ Nina tapped at certain words. ‘ “From the north”,

“mouth”, “river”. I’d say that this line here,’ she indicated the  marking running down the artefact’s length, ‘is a map or guide of some sort. Directions.’

Kari beamed at her for a moment before becoming businesslike again. ‘That’s good enough for me. Mr Hajjar, you have a sale.’

‘Splendid,’ said Hajjar, beaming as well, although considerably more rapaciously. ‘The money transfer?’

Kari indicated for Nina to return the artefact to its foam tray, then closed the briefcase. Nina felt a twinge of disappointment as the gleaming metal disappeared from sight. Chase slid it over to his side of the table as Kari opened her own case.

Nina had almost expected it to be full of banknotes, but instead she saw a piece of electronic hardware the size and shape of a Palm Pilot, with a chunky telephone handset connected to it. Kari picked up the phone and folded out a thick antenna, then pressed a button and placed it to her ear.

‘Transfer,’ she said when someone answered, then, after a few seconds, ‘Transfer, account number 7571-1329 to account number 6502-6809. Previously arranged, authorisation code two-zero-one-tango-foxtrot. Ten million dollars US.’ She paused, listening intently as her words were repeated back to her. ‘Yes, confirm.’ She pressed her right thumb against the blank screen of the device in her briefcase, then nodded at Hajjar.

‘I’ll have to use my left thumb,’ he smirked, waving his hook hand at Nina.

Kari waited for confirmation of his thumbprint, then nodded to Hajjar again. The Iranian looked immensely pleased with himself, turning to Volgan. ‘There. Your retirement fund is about to be seven million dollars better off.’

‘You’re taking thirty per cent?’ Chase asked. ‘Bloody hell! Thought you said you weren’t a thief.’

Hajjar scowled, but said nothing to him, instead turning back to Kari. ‘Just one thing left to do, Ms Frost . . .’

‘I know,’ she said with a hint of impatience, before switching her attention back to the phone. ‘Ready for final security check.’ She gave Nina a knowing glance before speaking. ‘ “In the temple they placed statues of gold; there was the god himself standing in a chariot, the charioteer of six winged horses, and of such a size that he touched the roof of the building with his head.” ’

Nina immediately recognised it as a passage from Critias, but couldn’t imagine why Kari had quoted it. Maybe it was some sort of password - but wouldn’t her thumbprint and all the other codes she’d given be enough to confirm her identity?

Whatever the reason, it worked. ‘Thank you,’ said Kari, before closing the phone’s antenna. She caught Nina’s puzzled look. ‘It’s a voiceprint and stress analysis system,’ she explained. ‘The latest security measure. If my voice shows that I’m under stress, that I’m being coerced, the transfer will be cancelled.’

‘But everything was in order,’ said Hajjar. ‘Thank you, Ms Frost.’ For the briefest instant, his eyes flicked towards the ceiling. ‘Our business is now successfully concluded.’ He turned to leave—

Chase’s hand flashed up, his Wildey aimed right at Hajjar’s head. ‘Hold it!’

Hajjar froze, his bodyguards following suit as Castille whipped out his own gun and pointed it at them. ‘What is this?’ he hissed.

‘Mr Chase?’ Kari asked, concerned.

‘Where’s the bug?’ Chase demanded. ‘That was a trigger phrase, you’ve got someone listening to us.’

‘I don’t—’

‘Tell me where the bug is, or I’ll kill you.’ He pulled back the gun’s hammer with an emphatic click.

Hajjar looked up again, breathing heavily through his clenched teeth. ‘On that beam.’

Chase nodded to Castille, who hopped on to the table and ran his hand along a roof beam. He jumped down a few seconds later with a small black box in one hand. ‘Transmitter.’

Nina looked between them in confusion. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s a set-up,’ said Chase. ‘He was going to wait until the money was transferred, then keep the thing for himself. Guess that proves it’s genuine, anyway.’ He looked back at Hajjar, his gun fixed on his face. ‘How many men have you got out there?’

‘The only man I have out there is my pilot,’ Hajjar snarled.

The bright red dot of a laser sight appeared on Chase’s chest, followed a moment later by another, twin beams shining through the grubby window. From outside came the sound of running footsteps.

Hajjar’s sneer became a mocking grin. ‘But my good friend Captain Mahjad of the Iranian army has about twenty soldiers with him.’

Nina jumped back in fright as the door burst open. Four uniformed men rushed in, rifles raised.

‘Well,’ said Chase, ‘buggeration and fuckery.’
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After confiscating the group’s belongings, the soldiers directed their prisoners outside at the point of their rifles, locally made copies of the German Heckler and Koch G3. Hajjar followed with the briefcase containing the artefact, a gloating smile on his pudgy face.

Chase saw Hafez kneeling with his hands behind his head by the Land Rover, all its doors wide open. Two more soldiers guarded him. Other troops surrounded the building. He immediately realised what had happened: the soldiers had been hiding at the top of the steep slope above the farmhouse, using ropes to make a fast descent.

He saw that a couple of the Iranians were carrying Russian-made Dragunov sniper rifles, equipped with laser sights as well as telescopic scopes. That explained why Hafez hadn’t got off a warning. Being pinned under the needle-like line of a laser, with the knowledge that a high-velocity bullet could explode against the glowing red spot in an instant, encouraged a person to keep very, very still and quiet.

‘I’m sorry, Eddie,’ said Hafez. ‘There were too many of them.’ One of his guards kicked him.

‘I think we all bollocked things up this time,’ Chase replied. The possibility of Hajjar enlisting military backup hadn’t even occurred to him. The dealer’s corruption spread much further than he’d thought.

In the distance he spotted a dull brown truck rumbling up the dirt road. It must have been parked out of sight, responding to a summons now that the soldiers’ mission had been completed.

Hajjar approached an officer, hanging the briefcase from his hook as he shook hands. ‘Captain Mahjad! May I introduce my . . . business associates?’

Mahjad, a lanky, bearded man, grinned at the group of captives. ‘A pleasure. So, Failak, what do you want done with them?’

‘The blonde woman and the Russian, I’m going to take them with me.’

Mahjad leered at Kari, who shot him an icy look in return. ‘I don’t know about him, but I can definitely see why you’d take her!’

‘It’s nothing like that. Although . . .’ Hajjar looked thoughtful, then laughed again. ‘As for the others, I don’t really care. Just as long as they don’t come after me.’

‘Not a problem. The Ministry of Culture has been cracking down on foreigners trying to steal our treasures. They should get at least twenty years in prison - if they live to reach trial.’

‘I’ll leave that up to you.’ Hajjar snapped his fingers at his bodyguards. ‘Handcuff them,’ he said, indicating Kari and Volgan.

‘Where are you taking her?’ Chase shouted. One of the soldiers slammed the butt of his rifle into his back, sending him reeling.

‘To my home. Don’t worry, nothing will happen to her. As long as her father co-operates.’

‘You’re going to ransom me?’ Kari asked, appalled. One of the bodyguards pulled her hands behind her back, clicking a pair of handcuffs around her wrists.

‘I think another ten million dollars seems fair, don’t you?’ said Hajjar to Chase, ignoring her. ‘If I had such a beautiful daughter, I’d think it was a bargain.’ He dropped his voice to a more menacing tone. ‘To make sure she stayed beautiful.’

‘You do anything to her,’ Chase growled, ‘and I’ll kill you.’

‘Is that the best threat you can come up with?’ scoffed Hajjar.

‘After you beg me to.’

Hajjar shrugged. ‘Better. I’ll worry about it . . . in twenty years.’

‘Mr Chase,’ said Kari as the bodyguards pulled her and Volgan away, ‘remember what you were hired for. Protect Dr Wilde.  That’s your top priority.’

‘But—’

‘Do you understand?’

Chase nodded reluctantly. ‘Yeah.’

‘Good.’ She turned her attention to the helicopter, then to Hajjar. ‘You only have five seats, and there’s six of us. Or are you going to dangle from the skids by your hook?’

‘You can ride on Yuri’s lap,’ said Hajjar with a lecherous smirk. ‘He deserves a last pleasure . . . before I sell him back to Qobras.’

The blood drained from Volgan’s face. ‘What? No! No, Failak, we had a deal!’

‘And I’m sure Qobras will have a better one. Why should I settle for three million dollars when I can keep all ten million, and have Qobras pay me even more to get you and the artefact back?’

‘No!’ Volgan shrieked. Even though his hands were cuffed  behind his back, he threw himself against the bodyguard holding him, slamming him off balance.

The other bodyguard whirled, releasing his hold on Kari’s arm - as the Russian drove a kick deep into his stomach. Volgan jumped over the bodyguard as he fell, and ran awkwardly for the farmhouse. The soldiers overcame their surprise, weapons coming up.

‘Don’t shoot!’ cried Hajjar. Mahjad looked startled, then urgently repeated the order.

The soldiers paused for an instant, caught between trained instinct and the orders of their superior officer.

The instant was all Chase needed.

He grabbed the barrel of the nearest soldier’s rifle, jerking it out of the startled man’s grip and twisting his wrist to flip the gun over on to its back as his other hand stabbed at the trigger.

He felt the heat of the bullet through the metal barrel as the gun fired, scorching his palm. The soldier lurched backwards, the bullet ripping right through him and showering the Land Rover with blood and mashed lung tissue.

Before any of the other soldiers could react, Chase flipped the gun over again, jamming the selector switch to full auto and unleashing bursts of fire at the soldiers with the Dragunovs. They fell. If the remaining soldiers fired at him, they ran the risk of hitting their own comrades, which would deter them for a moment.

‘Nina!’ he shouted. She stared uncomprehendingly at him, totally unprepared for his lethal flurry of action. He reached out to grab her arm, but one of the soldiers reacted more quickly than his companions and tackled Nina to the ground. Chase couldn’t shoot him without hitting her—

He immediately changed tactics. ‘Hugo!’ he yelled, jerking his head at the Land Rover. Castille was already following his example, grappling with a soldier for his rifle.

Another soldier smashed his rifle on to the back of his skull. Castille collapsed.

Chase snapped his head around at the sound of a pained gasp. Hafez was trying to get to his feet, but one of his guards kicked him back down. The other was aiming at Chase with his G3 —

Chase dived into the back of the Land Rover. He had just enough time to slam the door shut before the window blew apart, bullets chunking through the 4×4’s aluminium skin.

‘Eddie!’ Nina screamed as the soldier pulled her to her feet, hauling her roughly away from the Land Rover. She struggled and kicked, but he was too strong for her to escape. Another two men pinned Castille to the ground.

The soldier kept firing, emptying his entire ammo clip into the vehicle.

For a moment, everything was silent. Then he grabbed the handle of the bullet-riddled door and yanked it open.

The Land Rover was empty. The soldier stared in confusion. Then he heard a faint noise and looked down.

In the rear footwell, the hand grenade rolled to a stop.

He opened his mouth to scream —

The scream never emerged. The grenade exploded, blasting him backwards in a storm of jagged metal.

The soldiers holding Castille were caught in the blast, as was Hafez’s remaining guard. But their prisoners, flat on the ground, escaped unharmed as the deadly shrapnel shot over them.

Lying against the rear wheel on the other side of the Land Rover, Chase clamped his hands over his ears as the door above him was blown from its hinges. He watched it whirl away like a giant square Frisbee and crash down on the slope below.

Chase looked under the vehicle. The nearest soldiers were all either injured or dead, but the others were recovering from the shock of the explosion. At least ten of them, all armed.

All angry.

Kari’s long white coat immediately caught his eye by the helicopter. One of Hajjar’s bodyguards held her, and the Iranian captain was covering her with his pistol as he screamed orders to his men.


Nina—

The soldier who’d tackled her had his arms wrapped around her in a bear hug as he dragged her backwards.

No way he could risk a shot. And his G3 only had a few bullets left anyway.

Mind racing, he assessed the situation.

Nina was relatively safe for the moment, even as a captive, but it wouldn’t take long for one of the Iranians to get the idea to use her as a hostage, forcing him to surrender. Hajjar and Captain Mahjad spoke English - and they had heard Kari order him to protect Nina above everything else . . .

Which meant that to protect her right now, he had to abandon  her.

He grabbed the G3 and crouched in the cover of the smoking Land Rover as he backed away - then sprang up and fired his remaining bullets in a sweep. He was deliberately aiming high, not trying to hit anyone but instead forcing them to duck, confusing  them as he ran, sprinting for the steep slope down to the valley floor.

Rifles crackled behind him as the solders opened fire.

The valley opened out below, the lazy curve of the railway lines vanishing into the tunnel.

A bullet hissed past his head, close enough for him to feel its shockwave. He jumped, clearing the edge of the slope, and flew through the air to land on—

The Land Rover’s door!

It skidded down the hill in a flurry of dust and gravel, Chase clinging to it like a child on a speeding sledge.

He knew it wouldn’t take him far - the slope was too rocky. But he didn’t need it to. He just needed the extra yards it could give him before the soldiers reached the edge and fired down after him.

A boulder loomed ahead, poking out of the hillside like a bad tooth. Chase jumped again, throwing himself sideways and hitting the ground hard as the door smashed into the rock and crumpled like cardboard. He tried to use his feet to brake himself, but he was moving too fast and tumbled helplessly down the hill. Grit spat into his face, blinding him.

Gunfire from above!

Something whipped against him. Not a bullet, but plants, tough grass and scrubby bushes. That meant he was near the bottom. But how near?

He forced his eyes open against the stinging dust . . . and saw the ground drop out from under him.

With a yell that echoed all the way back to the top of the slope, Chase fell into empty space.
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One of the soldiers winced. ‘Ow. That’ll hurt.’ The foreigner had shot right over the top of the entrance to the railway tunnel and plunged out of sight on to the tracks.

‘Serves the bastard right!’ snarled the man next to him. Special forces or not, a drop that high on to the unforgiving steel and concrete of a railway line would break a bone or two, maybe even kill a man.

Mahjad strode to them and looked down. The Englishman’s route down the steep slope was easy to follow, a trail of drifting dust winding down to the tunnel. ‘Get the ropes,’ he ordered. ‘I want three men to go down there and find him. If he’s dead, take his body to the train yard. If he’s alive . . .’ his face twisted with a mix of anger and sadistic humour, ‘take his body to the train yard.’

‘Sir!’ The soldiers saluted, three of them preparing to descend the slope.

Mahjad walked back to Hajjar. The fleeing Russian had been recaptured, and now stood under guard with the other prisoners. ‘This is all your fault!’ Mahjad snapped, jabbing a finger into Hajjar’s face. ‘You didn’t tell me he was some sort of trained assassin!’

‘I didn’t know myself!’ Hajjar blustered. ‘I just thought he was an ex-soldier she’d hired as a bodyguard!’ He gestured at Kari, who glared back with chilly distaste.

‘I’ve got four dead men and another three wounded! How am I going to explain this? How?’

Hajjar licked his lips nervously, sweating even in the cool breeze. ‘Perhaps . . . a donation of some sort to their families? And their commanding officer?’

‘I’ll tell you what sort of donation, Failak,’ snarled Mahjad. He paused for a moment. Hajjar’s nervousness grew. ‘A very large one.’

‘I’ll make the arrangements as soon as I return to my home,’ said Hajjar, relieved.

Mahjad regarded him coldly. ‘You’d better.’

‘You have my word. Now,’ he said, giving Kari another look, ‘I have to leave. There’s some urgent business I need to take care of - and it would be best if we’re not seen together at the scene of this . . . unfortunate incident.’

Mahjad nodded reluctantly, and his soldiers drew Nina, Castille and Hafez away while the others boarded the Jet Ranger. Volgan, now too scared to protest, sat in the centre rear seat, one of Hajjar’s bodyguards on either side, while Kari was forced on to his lap. With her hands cuffed behind her back, there was little she could do to resist as the seatbelt was tightly secured around her waist, effectively tying her to Volgan.

Hajjar took the co-pilot’s seat. ‘Oh, Ms Frost,’ he said, reaching back to take her chin in his one hand, ‘no need to look like that. You won’t be mistreated - you’re far too valuable. As long as your father co-operates, at least.’

Kari jerked out of his grasp. ‘You’ve made the worst mistake of your life, Hajjar.’

He gave her a smug smile. ‘Now, now. There’s no need to make this unpleasant. Just sit back and enjoy the ride. And if you want to help Yuri relax . . .’ he glanced at the ashen-faced Volgan behind her, ‘then by all means wriggle about. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. The last pleasure of the condemned man, hmm?’ The smile turned cold. ‘Just don’t wriggle too much. It would be unfortunate if my bodyguards thought you were trying to escape  and shot you.’ One of the men poked the muzzle of his gun into her side for emphasis.

‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ she sneered.

‘Good!’ Hajjar turned to his pilot. ‘Let’s go.’

 



Nina watched in shock and disbelief as the helicopter took off and wheeled away. From New York academia to Iranian prisoner in the space of two days - what the hell had happened to her life?

And now Kari was being held for ransom, and as for Chase . . .

She couldn’t understand much of what the soldiers were saying, but from their unhurried pace it was clear they thought he was dead.

A large military truck arrived at the farmhouse. As the soldiers shoved her and her companions aboard, she had to fight not to cry.

 



Chase took a last deep breath and braced himself.

He had just managed to twist around as he plunged over the edge and caught a small outcrop of rock with one hand. Dangling like a puppet, it took him almost a minute to bring up his other hand and fully secure himself.

Not that it helped.

He was hanging directly above one of the railway lines. The tips of his toes were a good eighteen feet above the track, which even for an SAS man wasn’t a drop to be taken lightly, and there was absolutely nothing to soften the fall. About the only way his landing could be any nastier would be if he were over a bed of spikes.

But he had no choice. Shouts and a warning rattle of stones skittering down the slope told him he was about to have company.

So - drop!


Even though he was ready for the impact, bending his knees and rolling, pain still ripped through his legs as if they’d been hit with an iron bar. He fell heavily, gasping in agony as the unyielding metal of the railway track smashed against his chest. Fighting through the pain, he forced himself to crawl off the line.


Damage assessment. Both legs hurt like hell, and his left ankle had taken the brunt of the impact, but nothing was broken. He knew what that felt like.

He sat up, grimacing at another throb of pain from his ribs. On the plus side, it would have been a lot worse if he hadn’t been wearing his tough leather jacket. After a few deep breaths, focusing himself, Chase got to his feet—

And let out a roar of fury.

It wasn’t so much an expression of agony as a way to release it, to control it. Some of the SAS’s pain management techniques were rough and ready - but they worked.

‘Oh, now I’m pissed off,’ he rasped.

A noise from above attracted his attention. Not the soldiers coming after him, but Hajjar’s helicopter, disappearing over a ridge. The hook-handed bastard was taking Kari away, planning to force a ransom from her father.

What to do?

Kari Frost was his employer - and he doubted her father would be very understanding if he let anything happen to her. A failure like that would probably end his career on the spot. Nobody would ever hire him again.

On the other hand, as his employer she had given him a very specific order - the reason he’d been hired in the first place.


Protect Nina Wilde.

And if the soldiers had her, they probably had Castille and Hafez as well. The truck he’d seen could only go one way, back down the road past the train yard.

The train yard . . .

If he could get there in time, he might be able to find another vehicle, a way to follow them.

And rescue them.

Gritting his teeth as pain jabbed through his ankle, Chase ran along the railway line.
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‘Don’t worry,’ said Castille to Nina as the truck lurched down the dirt road, ‘we’ll be okay.’

‘How?’ she demanded, holding up her handcuffed wrists. ‘We’ve been arrested, Kari’s been kidnapped, and Chase is dead !’

She was taken aback when both Castille and Hafez made amused noises. ‘Eddie has survived worse,’ Hafez told her.

‘What could be worse than being shot at and then falling off a cliff ?’

‘Well, there was this time when we were in Guyana—’ Castille began, before one of the soldiers shouted at him in Farsi, jabbing the barrel of his gun into his stomach as a final punctuation. ‘Ai. It seems these idiots would prefer us not to talk.’

‘These idiots,’ snapped another soldier, ‘speak English too.’

‘But I bet they don’t speak French,’ Castille smoothly continued in one of his native languages.

‘I bet they don’t!’ Nina replied in kind. That earned her an angry shout from one of the soldiers, and Castille another jab in the gut.

The rest of the uncomfortable journey took place in silence. Nina kept her eyes fixed on Castille, rather than the bodies lying on the floor.

Eventually the truck came to a stop with a squeal of brakes. Nina blinked in the harsh daylight as the troops pulled her out.

They were at the train yard she’d seen earlier, four long parallel tracks running alongside the main lines and feeding back into them at each end. There was a short train on the nearest siding, three passenger carriages headed by an idling diesel locomotive. A much longer freight train waited on another track. She could hear the bleating of animals, sheep or goats, coming from the wagons.

Captain Mahjad stood before his prisoners, hands on his hips. ‘What are you going to do to us?’ Nina asked.

‘Take you to trial for the murder of my men,’ he said. ‘You’ll be found guilty, and put to death.’

‘What!’ she shrieked. ‘But we didn’t even do anything!’

‘Don’t argue,’ said Castille. ‘He’s crooked, you won’t be able to talk him—’ A soldier savagely swung his rifle and smashed it into Castille’s back, dropping him to the ground.

‘You’re lucky I don’t just shoot you right now and say you were trying to escape,’ snarled Mahjad. For a moment he seemed to be considering it, but then he issued more orders. The soldiers pulled Nina and Hafez to the train’s front carriage, another pair hauling Castille up by his arms and dragging him after them.

The carriage’s interior was of an old-fashioned design, a narrow corridor running down one side with a row of eight-seater compartments on the other. Castille and Hafez were shoved into the rearmost compartment, four soldiers going in with them. Nina’s guard started to push her in after them, but Mahjad said something to him. The guard suppressed a nasty smile, then brought her to the compartment at the far end of the  corridor. It looked as though it had once been the first-class section, but those days were long gone, the seats threadbare and grubby.

‘Sit down,’ said Mahjad, following her in. Nina thought about refusing, but before she could open her mouth he forced her down on to the seat by the window, then sat facing her. The soldier took up station outside the door, visible through its narrow window.

She thought Mahjad was going to speak, but instead he simply sat there, his unreadable gaze slowly passing over her body. She touched her hair self-consciously; the movement instantly caught his attention, eyes locking on to her face.

Nina grew horribly aware that not only was she alone in the compartment with Mahjad, but also that the soldier outside would undoubtedly turn a blind eye to anything that happened.

Or worse still . . . take part.

She shuddered. Mahjad picked up on the tiny motion, one corner of his mouth creeping upwards malevolently as the train jolted, then started to move.

 



Long forced runs were nothing new to Chase. But doing one in this much pain was something else entirely.

Every fifty yards he looked back at his pursuers. By the time they reached the tunnel, he had built up a lead of about four hundred yards. But they were catching up: younger, fresher, unhurt.

He was still out of the effective range of their G3 rifles, and from what he knew about the training of the average Iranian soldier, he would be at low risk of being hit even once he entered it. But  eventually they would get close enough to bring him down. Unless he reached the train yard first.

What he would do when he got there was still a mystery.

Wing it, he decided.

Waiting in the sidings were a freight train and a shorter passenger train. Parked next to the latter was a military truck.

Adrenalin pumped into his system, revitalising him. It was the same truck he’d seen heading for the farmhouse! It must have brought the soldiers - and presumably their prisoners - back to the yard . . . which meant they were going to board the train.

Chase quickly looked back. The three Iranians were two hundred yards behind and still gaining. That wouldn’t give him much time when he reached the yard to—

Shit!

The passenger train was moving! The gravelly rasp of the diesel’s engine reached him, dirty exhaust fumes spewing into the mountain air.

He was too late! Considering the state of the road above, he had no chance of keeping pace with the train even if he stole the truck.

But somehow he had to find a way to rescue Nina, to say nothing of his friends.

The train was still moving slowly to negotiate the points that would put it on to the main line. One by one the carriages snaked through the turn. Chase pushed himself harder, ignoring the pain. Maybe there was still a chance that he could catch up . . .

There wasn’t. He had barely reached the points at one end of the yard by the time the train pulled out of the other, the locomotive’s noise rising to a throaty roar as it accelerated.

Now his options were the truck . . . or the other train.

A lone soldier stood by the back of the truck, watching the train depart. He heard footsteps crunching over ballast behind him and looked round - taking a flying kick right into his chest. Chase followed up the move by punching the fallen man in the face. He wasn’t unconscious, but he wouldn’t be in any state to fight for a few minutes either.

Grabbing the soldier’s gun, Chase glanced back down the track at his pursuers, then ran towards the front of the freight train.

He heard the first bullet impact on one of the wooden trucks just before the crack of the gunshot reached him. Animals bleated in fear. He dropped and rolled underneath the nearest truck, emerging on the other side. He had a few moments of cover, but it wouldn’t take long for the soldiers to reach the back of the train and run around it.

The locomotive was just ahead, a dirty slab of metal with a cab at each end. But there was something he had to do first . . .

He ducked into the gap between the loco and the first truck. The coupler was a standard ‘knuckle’ type; he pulled the lever to unlock it with a heavy clunk. Now, when the engine set off, it would automatically disconnect and leave the rest of the train behind.

He looked back down the length of the train. Two of the soldiers had followed him down the left side, which meant there was only one on the right. He jumped up on to the coupler and leapt across to the other side of the truck, whipping round its corner with his gun ready. The third soldier was racing towards him.

In a single smooth movement, Chase dropped to one knee, took aim and fired. Three shots cracked from his rifle, but he scored a hit with the very first one. The soldier tumbled to the ground.

Chase ran to the front of the locomotive. A head popped through the open door, the driver leaning out to see what was going on. He figured it out very quickly.

‘Afternoon,’ Chase panted, pointing his gun up at the driver. ‘I need to borrow your train.’

The shocked man raised his hands, looked around desperately, then turned and with an ululating shriek threw himself out of the other side of the cab.

‘At least I asked,’ Chase muttered as he climbed the steps. The cramped cab was empty, the rattling chug of the engine at idle echoing from behind a narrow access door in the back wall. Through the windscreen he saw the fleeing driver running towards a signal cabin near the end of the sidings.

The largest lever on the control panel had to be the throttle. Which meant that the next largest was the brake.

He hoped.

Chase pushed the throttle lever forward experimentally. The loco lurched as the engine noise rose - but the brakes held it in place.

He released what he thought was the brake lever. There was a piercing metallic squeal, and the loco jolted. He immediately rammed the throttle forward. The big diesel engines behind him shrilled, needles on the control panel’s gauges shooting into their red zones, but he ignored them and looked out of the open door.

The engine had indeed disconnected from the rest of the train, so at least he wouldn’t be dragging several hundred animals along with him. The running soldiers had almost reached the front of the first wagon—

He brought the G3 around and switched it to full auto,  unleashing a blaze of fire down the side of the locomotive. One of the men dropped instantly, a cloud of blood spraying from his chest. The other hurled himself on to the track in front of the stationary wagons. Chase’s line of fire was blocked by the boxy engine’s body.

He grunted in annoyance, then returned his attention to the controls and the track ahead. The first set of points was approaching fast.

Chase knew from playing with his dad’s model railway as a kid that points were supposed to be taken at low speed. In fact, he’d been banned from the train set after his curiosity about what would happen if they weren’t caused a Great Western express to take a flying diversion to the floor.

But he didn’t have much choice - he had to catch up with Nina’s train.

Chase braced himself. The whole locomotive rocked as it crashed through the points too fast, metal screaming against metal. The violent move was repeated as the six wheels of the rear bogie ground over the switch as well. Then the loco straightened, but the next points were already coming up fast . . .

 



Behind the locomotive, out of Chase’s sight, the remaining soldier sprinted along the track. The engine was picking up speed, and the horrific screech as it forced its way through the points in a shower of sparks almost deafened him, but fury and the burning desire to get revenge for his comrades drove him on.

He made a desperate leap at the back of the loco as it pulled away, clawing for the handrail . . .

And caught it.

Setting his jaw, the soldier swung himself up on to the steps, then climbed into the rear cab.

 



Another howl of metal from beneath the engine set Chase’s teeth on edge, but he kept pushing the throttle forward even as the sharp turn threatened to pitch him out of the driver’s seat.

One more set of points and he would be on the main line, following the other train. If he forced every ounce of power out of the locomotive, it shouldn’t take too long to catch up - and if he judged it right, he could match speeds and automatically couple his own engine to the back of the train, then climb out of the cab and jump aboard.

Light flashed off metal ahead: something moving.

The last set of points had changed!

Chase snapped his head around to see two frightened faces staring out of the signal cabin’s window as he powered past. The driver must have told the signalman to try to stop him - and now his locomotive would end up on the track parallel to the other train.

Which meant that if another train came the other way, he would plough headlong into it!

But if they thought that would stop him, they were wrong.

With a last crash of overstressed metal, Chase’s locomotive thundered through the points and on to the main line. He slammed the throttle forward as far as it would go. The needles jumped again, but the only one he cared about was the speedometer. Thirty kilometres per hour . . . forty . . .

The tracks ahead curved back and forth as they wove through the mountains. He couldn’t see the other train yet. But it couldn’t be too far ahead.

Catching up with it wasn’t his biggest problem.

Getting on to it was.

 



Castille and Hafez exchanged looks. Both men had long experience with soldiers, and they had been watching carefully for the tell-tale signs of boredom and inattentiveness that almost inevitably struck during guard duty.

The soldiers watching them were showing the signs. They outnumbered their handcuffed prisoners two to one, and were armed, so they had an innate feeling of power and superiority that could easily slip into complacency. When the two men were first shoved into the compartment, the soldiers’ weapons had been raised and fixed on them.

Now, they were lowered. It would only take a moment for them to be lifted again - but a moment was all Castille and Hafez needed.

They just had to wait for the right one.

 



The more Nina tried to ignore Mahjad, the more she became aware of his gaze. All she could do was turn away from him and lean closer to the window, watching the mountainous landscape roll past beyond the dirty glass.

Mahjad shifted position. Nina glanced at him - and froze in horror when she saw that he was toying with Chase’s Wildey.

‘My life would be easier if you and your friends had been shot while trying to escape,’ he said. ‘Less paperwork, fewer questions from my superiors. Maybe I should just kill you all before we arrive and save myself some work.’ The gun slowly came around, its thick muzzle pointing at her. She cringed in her seat. ‘But . . .  you could persuade me to change my mind. Save your friends.’

‘How?’ Nina asked. But she already knew the answer.

‘You know how,’ he answered, leaning back in his seat as a gloating smirk spread across his face.

‘You’re sick.’

The smirk intensified. ‘I’m not an unreasonable man,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘I’ll give you a few minutes to consider it. If you choose not to accept my offer . . .’ his face twisted into a malevolent grin, ‘I’ll kill your friends. And give you to my men. I’m afraid they’re not . . . what’s the word? As gentlemanly  as me.’

Paralysed by the sick fear churning her stomach, Nina turned away from him again, utterly lost and alone.

 



The locomotive was now doing over seventy kilometres per hour, still accelerating. Chase stared intently at the view ahead, searching for the first glimpse of the other train as he powered around a long curve.

There!

About half a mile ahead, but he was gaining.

Two minutes to catch up. Maybe less.

The gap between the tracks was around ten feet. But the distance between the sides of the two trains would be smaller, as little as five feet. An easy jump.

At least, easy when the two vehicles weren’t doing close to fifty miles an hour.

Chase tried to get a better look at the other train’s rearmost carriage. It was old-fashioned, with an open platform at the back leading to a door. That made things easier. All he had to do was  time his jump right and leap from his locomotive on to the platform.


All he had to do. Just jump from one moving train to another. No problem.

Chase adjusted the throttle, hanging his rifle from it by its strap to hold down the dead-man’s switch. If he eased it off just before he drew alongside, then the loco should match speeds and make his jump easier. He moved to the open door and leaned out to judge the force of the wind—

And was hit from behind, his shoulder smashing agonisingly into the metal frame as a soldier burst from the corridor connecting the front and rear cabs.

The track bed blurred past below as the soldier tried to shove Chase out of the door. One arm numbed by the impact, the only thing he could reach for support was the handrail on the outside of the engine, which made him swing even further out of the cab.

From where he saw the headlights of another locomotive, charging straight at them!
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The soldier’s hands clamped around Chase’s throat, squeezing tight and forcing him further over the edge of the footplate.

Chase fought for breath as the other man’s thumbs dug into his windpipe. It took all his strength just to hold on to the handrail, pain burning through his other arm as it hung stiffly beneath him.

And in the corner of his eye he could see the headlights of the oncoming train growing brighter.

The Iranian loomed closer, his lips pulled back into a snarl. ‘Die, you American bastard!’

‘American?’ Chase choked out. A resurgent energy pumped through his body, and his free hand shot up, smashing into the Iranian’s face like a hammer. Blood squirted from the man’s mashed nose as cartilage crackled under the blow. The pressure around his neck vanished immediately as the soldier jerked back, gasping in pain.

He drove one knee into the soldier’s stomach. The man groaned and rolled off him, and Chase hauled himself upright. ‘I’m British, you twat!’

A horn blared.

Through the windscreen, he saw the other locomotive  barrelling towards them, sparks spewing from its wheels as the driver slammed on the brakes. It was towing a long train of white tanker trucks, full of fuel or chemicals.

Nina’s train was almost alongside him.

The driver of the oncoming train flung himself from the cab. It rushed at Chase like a cannon shell, lights blazing.

The rear carriage wasn’t quite level with him, but he was out of time —

The soldier sat up - and screamed.

Chase jumped, and just caught the guardrail on the back of the open platform. All he could do was cling to the weathered metal with his fingertips as—

The locomotives collided.

Chase’s engine ploughed through the other, forced upwards by the impact. The bodywork of the oncoming locomotive shattered in a blizzard of metal.

Then the chassis hit the unyielding metal block of the second loco’s huge diesel engine. Chase’s locomotive weighed almost a hundred tons, but against the momentum of a train weighing several thousand tons moving at almost fifty miles an hour, it was like running into an iron wall.

The locomotive flipped, its back end flying up from the tracks. For one instant, it was airborne, inverted - then it crashed down on to the other loco. Both engines disintegrated under the impact. Hundreds of gallons of diesel spewed free, igniting.

The first tanker truck, filled with highly flammable fuel oil, derailed and impaled itself on mangled metal. Its contents gushed out . . .

[image: 002]

‘Your time is up,’ said Mahjad. He leaned towards Nina, his malevolent smile deepening as he reached for her leg. Repulsed, she tried to pull away, but there was nowhere to go. ‘So, what is your—’

Another train rushed past on the other line. Mahjad glanced at it, then looked back at Nina. He opened his mouth to speak—

An explosion shook the carriage.

 



Chase had in his SAS career been on the ground uncomfortably close to the targets of NATO precision airstrikes - but the earth-shaking blast of a thousand-pound laser-guided bomb was a mere Guy Fawkes night firework compared to the colossal explosion as the first tanker blew up. The train to which he was now desperately clinging was whisking him away from it at over fifty miles per hour, but the detonation was still deafening, and the heat as the expanding fireball chased after him was enough to singe the hairs on the backs of his hands.

There was another noise, a horrific groaning as the other tankers piled into each other just feet to his side. They were derailing, the concertina effect of the collision wrenching them from the track.


Another explosion! The second tanker in the train went up like the first, followed a moment later by the third.

Shit!

The entire tanker train was going to blow in a chain reaction - and the explosions were rippling down the line faster than his train was moving, catching up!

If Chase didn’t find cover inside the next ten seconds, he would be immolated - or completely vaporised.

Arms straining, tendons tight as steel cables, he pulled himself  up with a yell that was completely drowned out by the earsplitting booms of more tankers exploding. Forget singed hairs, he could feel his skin stinging as he rolled over the top of the railing and thumped on to the wooden platform. He jumped up and tugged at the handle of the door.

Locked!

The chain of explosions raced towards him, a burning wind sweeping ahead of the expanding fireballs. Chase flattened himself against the door, nowhere to go—

Suddenly he fell, landing on his back inside the carriage and staring straight up at the soldier who had just opened the door.

Chase rolled away from the door. Caught by surprise, the soldier gawped stupidly at him - then looked up to see a wall of liquid fire rushing at the back of the train.

He didn’t even have time to scream as the blaze from the last tanker burst through the door, a rectangular jet of flame fanning out and swirling around the interior. Completely engulfed in fire, the soldier let out a terrible shriek of pure agony before stumbling towards Chase, arms flailing.

Chase rolled again as the inferno roiled over him, just in time to dodge the burning fuel showering from the soldier. He jumped to his feet, ignoring the Iranian as he collapsed, writhing pitifully. Now that he was on the train, he had a job to do.

 



Mahjad was stunned by the first explosion, then positively terrified as the following string of detonations got louder and closer. Nina was forgotten as he jumped up and threw the compartment door open, bellowing orders down the corridor.

She had no idea what was going on, but it sounded almost as if the train was being bombed!

Could it be Chase somehow coming after her? She couldn’t imagine how, but whatever was going on had Mahjad scared.

Maybe this would give her a chance to escape.

 



Castille and Hafez exchanged another look as one of their startled guards opened the door, Mahjad’s screaming commands reaching them from the other end of the carriage. This time the look was a signal, a confirmation that both were on the same wavelength.

Get ready!

 



Chase opened a heavy sliding door and found himself in the corridor of an old-style compartment carriage, a real Hogwarts Express job. To his relief, the compartments that he passed were empty. If they’d been full of soldiers, he would have been in real trouble —

Footsteps!

Boots thudded on the floor as men ran into the other end of the carriage, the connecting door thrown open with a bang. Real trouble after all.

He whipped inside the nearest compartment, sliding the door almost shut. The running footsteps clattered past: five men. He peered through the window. A soldier stood barely two feet away, back to him.

‘Psst!’

The soldier looked round with a quizzical expression - which changed to one of shock in the fraction of a second before a fist smashed into his face. Chase hauled him bodily into the  compartment, giving him another punch for good measure before taking his gun. In one swift movement he flicked the G3 to full auto and darted back out into the corridor, unleashing a blaze of fire at the other soldiers. They fell.

He ejected the spent magazine, ducked back into the compartment to take the unconscious soldier’s spare mags, then slapped one into place and moved back out, gun raised. Castille, Hafez and - most importantly - Nina were somewhere on this train, and he was going to find them.

 



One of their guards had already left the compartment, sent by Mahjad to find out what was happening further down the train, and now Castille and Hafez’s captors looked round in surprise at the distant but unmistakable sound of automatic weapons fire.

Castille’s eyes locked on to his friend’s. ‘Now!’

He jumped from his seat and twisted, his cuffed hands sweeping the gun out of the grip of the soldier on his right as he drove the heel of one boot into the face of the man sitting opposite. Teeth snapped under the impact. Simultaneously, Hafez lunged forward and kicked the man on Castille’s other side, sending his gun spinning into the air.

Castille straightened and twisted his upper body again, bringing up his elbow and slamming it into the throat of the man to his right. He felt something give with a horrible wet crunch.

As he turned, Hafez brought his heel down on to the remaining soldier’s kneecap with an audible crack of splitting bone. The soldier howled in pain. Hafez jumped forward and grabbed his gun, clubbing him over the back of his skull. He collapsed face first on to the floor and lay there, unmoving.

The other two soldiers were in no better state. ‘Nice work,’ Hafez said, nodding at the unconscious figures.

‘You too.’

‘Of course I could have taken the other one as well if he’d been here.’

‘Of course you could, old man.’ Castille jokingly rolled his eyes. ‘Now, I just hope that one of these fools has the keys to these handcuffs . . .’

 



Chase ran into the second carriage, passing the closed door of the toilet and rounding the corner into the next corridor - only to find four more soldiers charging down it, rifles raised!

He threw himself back around the corner, managing to get off a couple of shots. A scream told him he had found a target. The wooden panelling on the corridor wall blew apart, splinters flying everywhere as a storm of bullets ripped into it.

‘Jesus!’ He shielded his eyes from the broken wood. The awkward length of the G3 meant he would have a hard time firing blind around the corner, while his adversaries could take cover in the compartments and use their superior firepower to hold him back until their reinforcements arrived.

Or, he realised with horror, they could just do what they were about to do and toss a grenade down the corridor!

One of the men yelled the Farsi equivalent of ‘Fire in the hole!’, the ching of the safety lever springing away from the body of the grenade perfectly audible as his companions stopped firing.

It would take Chase several seconds to reach cover through the heavy connecting door, by which time the grenade would have exploded —

He didn’t even try. Instead, he flipped his rifle over and grabbed it by the barrel, wielding it like a club as he whirled to see the dark green ovoid arcing at him—

And hit it with the stock of the rifle, smacking it back up the corridor like a cricketer scoring a six!

He dived back around the corner as it exploded. Every window along the corridor burst apart, shards of flying glass adding to the lethality of the blast zone as thousands of ball-bearings and fragments of the grenade’s steel casing tore through the carriage.

Wind from the broken windows cleared the smoke almost immediately as Chase looked back down the passageway. He could see several dead men, or at least parts of them, but there was no sign of Mahjad - presumably he was in the front carriage with the prisoners.

Turning his rifle back round, Chase hurried towards the front of the train.

 



‘Grenade?’ asked Hafez.

‘Yes.’

‘Eddie?’

‘Definitely.’ Castille unlocked the Iranian’s handcuffs. ‘Ready?’

‘Always.’

‘Then go!’

Weapons raised, the two men ducked back-to-back out of the compartment. Castille faced the rear of the train, Hafez the front.

Castille saw nothing but the wooden walls of the corridor. He said, ‘Clear—’ when two shots cracked almost simultaneously behind him. One was from Hafez’s gun; the other was further away.

Hafez lurched backwards, stumbling into Castille as a bloody hole exploded in his left thigh. At the far end of the corridor, the soldier who had been stationed outside Nina and Mahjad’s compartment ducked back into its cover as Hafez’s bullet blew a chunk of wood out of the door frame.

Castille grabbed his friend with his free arm and pulled him round the corner at the end of the corridor, lowering him carefully to the floor.

Blood gushed from the wound. Hafez clamped his left hand over it. ‘Agh! That bastard son of a syphilitic whore shot me!’

From experience, Castille knew Hafez would survive the injury - if he got first aid soon. That was assuming they got through the whole experience at all . . . ‘Can you still shoot?’

Hafez hefted the rifle in one hand. ‘I’m not dead yet - and I refuse  to die until I’ve blown that little bastard’s balls off! Go, help Eddie!’

Castille clapped him on the shoulder and pulled open the heavy connecting doors.

 



Chase heard movement ahead. Someone was approaching from the front of the train.

He ducked into the nearest compartment. Holding his breath, he waited until he heard footsteps, then lunged out, pointing his gun.

Castille was less than ten feet away, pointing a gun right back at him.

‘Edward!’

‘Hugo!’ Chase let out a sigh of relief. ‘Typical, I go to all this bloody trouble to rescue you, and you’ve wasted my time!’

‘You know me, I got tired of waiting for your slow—’

‘Don’t move!’ rasped a voice from behind Chase.

Chase exchanged a look with Castille. The Belgian’s eyes flicked downwards. Chase gave him the tiniest nod in return.

‘Drop your g—’

Chase dropped flat as Castille fired a single shot that whipped mere inches over the top of his head. From the far end of the corridor came a choked cry, followed by the thump of a body falling to the floor. Looking round, Chase saw another soldier slumped against the bullet-riddled rear wall, a gun clattering from his lifeless hand.

‘You came to rescue me, I end up rescuing you,’ said the Belgian with a sly smile.

‘Aw, we’ll just call it evens.’ Chase stood again. ‘Can’t believe he was hiding in the bog! Where’s Nina?’

Castille’s face became grim. ‘I don’t know, I haven’t seen her. That captain took her into another compartment. And Hafez is hurt, he’s been shot.’

‘Where?’

‘In the leg.’

‘No, where where?’

Castille turned and gestured towards the front of the train. ‘Down here, come on!’

They raced into the first carriage. Hafez was still on the floor, in cover. ‘Eddie!’ he exclaimed painfully. ‘Good to see you! How did you . . .’

‘You heard all those explosions?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s how. Where’s Nina?’

Hafez gestured with his rifle. ‘I think the compartment at the far end, but the little shit who did this to me,’ he looked at his injured leg, ‘is covering it. Mahjad’s probably in there as well.’

Chase reached into one of his pockets and took out a small steel mirror, angling it so that he could see the far end of the passageway. As he’d expected, the movement attracted a couple of shots, but in the brief moment before pulling his hand back he saw all he needed. ‘One guy, last compartment, crouched low.’ He nodded at Castille. ‘You up for it?’

‘I’ll take the far side.’

‘Uh-uh. You got the last bad guy for me. I’ll take the far side.’ Chase prepared to jump out and take up a firing position against the outer wall of the corridor. It would give him a better shooting angle - but he would also be more exposed.

‘My reverse psychology works again,’ said Castille. He raised his rifle. ‘Ready?’

Chase did the same. ‘Fight to the end.’

‘Fight to the end,’ Castille echoed.

Chase reached up and yanked the communication cord.

The entire train shook violently as the emergency brakes slammed on, the wheels squealing over the track. Bracing himself, Chase waited for it to come to a standstill . . .

‘And, go!’

Castille leaned around the corner and took aim. The soldier, still recovering from the sudden deceleration, saw him and emerged from his cover to take a shot. At the same moment, Chase sprang out and slammed against the opposite wall, dividing his quarry’s attention.

The rifles of both the former commandos barked at once.  Before he even had a chance to fire, the soldier was dead, flung back into the compartment like a rag doll.

Chase heard Nina shriek in fright. ‘Come on!’ he ordered, racing down the corridor. Castille followed.

The compartment door was jammed open by the soldier’s body. Chase didn’t stop running, instead diving forward just before he reached the door and landing in a perfect roll on the far side. A pistol shot punched a hole through the window inches behind him.

He’d glimpsed the compartment’s interior as he dived past, and signalled silently with one hand to Castille as he regained his footing. One hostage, one bad guy, standing. Go in three, two,  one—

Both men whipped around the door, rifles snapping on to their target.

Mahjad stood with Nina in front of him, left arm wrapped around her waist, his army pistol pointed awkwardly at the door. His right hand held Chase’s Wildey, the muzzle pressed against her temple.

Nina was shaking. ‘Eddie!’

‘Drop your guns!’ Mahjad yelled. ‘I’ll count to three. If you don’t drop your guns by then, I’ll—’

Chase and Castille exchanged lightning-fast glances. ‘Three!’ Chase snapped.

The two bullets hit Mahjad’s forehead barely a centimetre apart. The back of his skull blew out, the light in the room instantly taking on a scarlet tinge as the window behind him was splattered with gore. His body dropped to its knees, then slumped backwards and hit the wall with a sticky thud.

‘Only amateurs talk,’ Chase said to a nod of agreement from Castille, before turning his attention to Nina. Worryingly, she hadn’t responded in any way to the shooting, simply standing there. ‘Dr Wilde?’ She stared blankly at him. ‘Nina!’

She blinked. ‘What?’

‘Nina,’ he repeated, ‘keep your eyes on me, okay? Just keep looking at me, and take a step forward.’

‘Okay . . .’ she replied numbly, taking the step. Emotion began to return to her face - but not fear or shock. Instead, it was almost bafflement. ‘Why do I have to look at you?’

‘Why, what’s wrong with looking at me?’

She took another step. ‘Well, er . . .’

Chase pouted. ‘Aw, thanks!’

‘Nothing! No, there’s nothing wrong with your face!’ She waved her hands in frantic apology. ‘I just wanted to know why you want me to keep looking at you?’

He took hold of her hands, then quickly whisked her out of the compartment, stepping over the body of the soldier. ‘I just didn’t want you to see the guy with half his head missing, that’s all!’

She glanced down at the soldier, whose leg was sticking out into the corridor. ‘What, as opposed to the guy with the sucking chest wounds who just got blown away right in front of me?’

Chase shook his head. ‘Can’t please some people . . .’

‘Oh my God!’ she suddenly shrieked, the full impact of what had just happened finally hitting her. ‘You shot him while he had a gun to my head! What if his finger had twitched or something? He could have killed me!’

Castille emerged from the compartment, handing Chase his  Wildey before using the key to unlock Nina’s handcuffs. ‘Actually, that hardly ever happens.’

‘Not if you get ’em in the head,’ Chase added. ‘Hit them in the body, that’s a different story. Hydrostatic shock, muscle spasms . . . But a clean head shot, almost never. He wouldn’t—’

Bang!

Nina shrieked.

‘Ah,’ said Castille apologetically, looking back into the compartment to see smoke rising from the barrel of Mahjad’s pistol, ‘he was a twitcher. I should have taken his other gun as well,  n’est-ce pas?’

Nina glared at Chase. ‘I said almost never,’ he complained as he checked his gun, then slid it back into its holster beneath his jacket. ‘Anyway, the trigger pull on a Wildey’s a lot more than that crappy little Chinese pistol he had . . . and why are we even talking about this? We need to get out of here!’

‘How?’ Nina demanded as she rubbed her sore wrists. ‘We’re still stuck in the middle of Iran! And what about Kari?’

‘I’m working on that.’ Chase glanced down at the dead soldier. ‘Is he the guy who had all our stuff?’

Castille nodded, pulling a satchel from the body. ‘Here.’

Chase quickly rummaged through it, taking out a mobile phone. ‘Here we go! Just hope I remembered to charge the battery.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Nina asked.

He smiled. ‘I’m going to phone a friend.’
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Kari paced across the tiny room. Hajjar’s home, she’d seen from the helicopter, was no mere house in the country. Perched on a crag in the Zagros mountains, it was a mixture of palace and fortress, accessible only by air or along a single winding road.

And like any self-respecting fortress, it had its own dungeons.

No dank medieval cells here, though. The building’s overwrought architecture told Kari that it had been constructed some three decades earlier, bankrolled by somebody with lots of money, no taste, and a domineering ego. That suggested the former Shah of Iran. Some kind of retreat, a fortified Camp David with high walls and ridiculously ostentatious design.

Whatever its original purpose, it was now Hajjar’s domain, and Kari got the feeling she and Yuri Volgan were far from the first occupants of the dungeons.

Volgan, in the next cell, was being little help. Hajjar’s betrayal had sent him into a state of shock, and the mere mention of Qobras caused him to panic.

She turned her mind to Hajjar. He was playing an extremely dangerous game by trying to ransom her, almost certainly unaware  of just how dangerous. Her father would move heaven and earth to get her back safely . . . but there was no way he would let the matter end there once she had been returned.

And nor would she.

She wondered how long it would be before Hajjar summoned them. Presumably he was trying to contact Qobras and her father, to make his financial demands of them both.

She had to use that time to attempt an escape.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, walking to the cell door and addressing the guard sitting outside. ‘I need some help.’

The guard frowned. ‘What?’

‘I need to . . . you know.’ She wriggled her hips, hands still cuffed behind her back. ‘Go.’

‘And?’

‘And, I was hoping you could take me.’ The guard walked to the door, running his gaze over her figure. Kari gave him a look of innocent pleading. ‘Please?’

The heavy-set, bearded man smirked. ‘Let me guess. You’ll ask me to open your coat for you, and then help you with those tight leather trousers, and I’ll get all hot and excited because I’m a repressed Iranian man faced with a beautiful blonde woman, and then you’ll ask me to take off your handcuffs, and I’ll do it because I’m thinking with my dick, and then you’ll do some fancy martial arts to knock me out and escape. Is that about right?’

Kari shot him a sour glare. ‘You could have just said no.’

The guard laughed and returned to his seat. ‘I don’t get paid all this money to be an idiot. Nice try, though.’

Annoyed, Kari turned her back on him. Now all she could think about was what to do when she needed to use the toilet for real.

[image: 003]

With Chase and Castille carrying the wounded Hafez, his leg hurriedly bandaged, they made their escape from the train.

Nina had no idea where they were going, or what Chase planned to do when they got there. His phone conversation had been entirely in Arabic, and in his rush to get away from the train before Iranian forces arrived he hadn’t been forthcoming with additional information.

The terrain was less severe than the area where they had met Hajjar, but it was still slow going, especially with an injured man. Fortunately, there was also more vegetation, and by the time Nina heard the first buzz of an approaching helicopter, they were in the cover of a wood half a mile from the railway line.

‘So where are we going?’ she asked. ‘Who’s this friend that you called? And how’s he going to find us? We’re in the middle of nowhere!’

Despite his pain, Hafez managed a smile. ‘Eddie has many friends,’ he said. ‘All over the world.’

Nina looked across at Chase. ‘Even in Iran, where you’ve supposedly never been before?’

‘Hey, I’m a popular guy,’ he said with a shrug.

‘His reputation precedes him,’ added Castille.

‘I’m sure it does. But if I can butt into your mutual admiration society, how about letting me in on your plan?’

‘Well,’ said Chase, ‘first thing is to get a lift out of here. There’s a road about a mile to the south, someone’s going to pick us up.’

Nina surveyed the unfamiliar landscape. ‘How’s your friend going to find us? You don’t even know where we are!’

‘I just described the landmarks. Easy enough to find ’em on a map.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s not hard; basic stuff. Then . . . we go and get Ms Frost.’

‘You know where she is?’ Castille asked.

‘Hajjar’s got a little country cottage about thirty miles from here. We’ll drop in and say hello.’

‘I’ve heard about it,’ warned Hafez. ‘Not an easy place to get into.’

‘We’ve got into worse,’ Castille remarked cheerily. ‘Like that time in the Congo—’

‘Hugo,’ Chase said, waving a finger. Castille made an ‘oh, right’ noise and stopped talking.

‘Let me guess,’ said Nina. ‘Another country where you’ve never officially been?’

Chase cocked a conspiratorial eyebrow. ‘Something like that.’

They continued through the woods. The trees eventually thinned out, revealing a dirt road ahead. ‘Is this it?’ asked Nina.

Chase scanned the area. ‘Should be. We need to look out for a stream running down from . . .’ He pointed up at a nearby hill. ‘Down from there. That’s where she said she’d meet us.’

‘She, huh?’ Nina asked.

‘What’s the matter, Doc?’ Chase replied. ‘Jealous?’

‘Oh, totally,’ she replied, clapping a theatrical hand to her heart. Castille and Hafez chuckled. Chase snorted and led them down the road.

After another few minutes, they saw a vehicle ahead, a battered old van. Chase directed everyone back into the cover of the trees. ‘Wait here,’ he said.

Nina watched as he slipped through the woods, moving with a lightness and agility that was almost comically at odds with his stocky build. The closer he got to the van, the lower he crouched, to the point where she practically lost sight of him. He paused ten yards from his target, then rushed over, disappearing behind it.

She realised Castille had drawn his gun, and even Hafez had armed himself with one of the rifles they’d taken from the train. ‘Just in case,’ the Belgian assured her.

No sign of movement. They waited anxiously as the seconds ticked by . . . then Chase reappeared and waved.

‘It’s safe,’ Castille said, putting away his gun.

‘What if somebody’s got him at gunpoint?’ asked Nina.

‘He would have held his thumb against his hand.’

‘You guys love your little tricks and codes, don’t you?’ she said, amused.

‘It keeps us alive.’ He lifted Hafez, Nina helping to support him as they started towards the van.

When they reached it, Chase was talking to someone inside the cab. ‘Everyone,’ he announced, ‘I’d like you to meet a very good friend of mine who’s going to help us get our arses out of here! This is Shala Yazid.’

A young woman of about twenty-five stepped down from the van. She was extremely attractive - and also extremely pregnant.

‘Oh my,’ said Castille, unable to hold in a smirk. ‘This, I was not expecting. Something you forgot to tell us about your last visit, Edward?’

‘You probably remember Hugo Castille,’ Chase said, annoyed. ‘He was that very stupid Belgian with no manners.’

Shala smiled. ‘Of course I remember him. Although you had a . . .’ She tapped her upper lip. ‘A moustache?’

‘Yeah, and we’re all glad that’s gone.’

‘Bonjour,’ said Castille, with a half-bow. ‘And congratulations! I take it you married since I saw you last?’

‘To a wonderful man,’ she answered, beaming.

To Nina, Chase seemed momentarily put out, before recovering and introducing the others. ‘This is Hafez,’ he said, ‘who’s been in better nick—’

‘It is only a scratch!’ Hafez insisted.

‘—and the most important woman in my life right now, Dr Nina Wilde.’

Shala gave Chase a look of delight. ‘You are married?’

‘No!’ Nina gasped.

‘Bloody hell, could you say that any quicker?’ Chase said with mock offence before turning back to Shala. ‘No, I’m her bodyguard. And God, her body needs a lot of guarding.’

‘And you want to take her to Failak Hajjar?’ asked Shala. ‘It will need even more.’

‘I don’t want to take her to him, we only just escaped from the bugger’s mates. But he’s kidnapped my boss. We need to rescue her.’

‘It will take an hour to get there,’ Shala said. ‘Perhaps longer. I have a radio scanner in the van; there is a lot of police and military activity. Your doing?’

‘Uh, yeah.’ Chase rubbed his neck. ‘I sort of . . . crashed a train. Or two.’

‘Oh, Eddie!’ She batted a fist against his arm. ‘You are a wonderful man, and I appreciate everything you have done for my  family - but do you have to destroy huge parts of my country every time you come here?’

‘Hey, no civvies got hurt!’ he protested. ‘Probably. I’m pretty sure the other driver bailed out okay . . .’

Shala shook her head in irritation, then looked at Nina. ‘Everything he touches is destroyed! He is ten years older than me, and he behaves like my little brother with his toys!’

‘Mm-hmm,’ Nina replied, nodding in agreement. Her tone became mischievous. ‘So how do you know Eddie? He keeps claiming that he’s never been to Iran. Officially, that is.’

‘My family is, shall we say, no friend of the current regime,’ Shala answered. ‘So we have provided help to undercover operations carried out by . . .’ she smiled at Chase and Castille, ‘certain gentlemen.’

‘Such as sabotaging the heavy water plant at Arak,’ said Castille, smiling back.

Chase let out a series of loud fake coughs. ‘Classified!’ he hacked. Castille’s smile became a sheepish grin. ‘Anyway,’ Chase said impatiently, ‘we need to get moving. Hugo, you and the Doc put Hafez in the back of the van. Did you bring the medical kit?’ Shala nodded. ‘Great. We’ll patch him up on the move. Don’t suppose you’re the medical kind of doc, Doc?’

‘No, and please stop calling me that.’

‘Whatever you say, Dr Wilde.’

‘Better.’

‘If you two are not married . . . you should be,’ Shala said with a smile, stunning them both into silence as Castille and Hafez burst out laughing.
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Kari looked up as another guard, armed with an MP-5 sub-machine gun, arrived. ‘Hajjar wants them.’

The bearded guard grinned at Kari through the bars. ‘If you’re lucky, maybe Hajjar will let you go to the toilet. I’m sure he’d love to help you with your clothes!’

She didn’t deign to respond, waiting impassively as they unlocked the door.

 



Shala pulled the van over at the side of a mountain road. ‘There,’ she said, pointing.

Chase craned his neck to look. ‘Wow. That’s not what I expected.’

Nina followed his gaze. Up on the top of a steep rocky slope was a very incongruous building. ‘God, who designed that? Walt Disney?’

‘The Shah had it built,’ said Shala. ‘It was one of his summer palaces, but he only visited it a few times before the revolution. After that, the mullahs used it as a retreat, until Hajjar bought it from the government.’

‘It looks like a cartoon,’ Nina observed. The building was practically a parody of a Persian palace, its upper levels crammed with minarets and domes. ‘I guess the Shah didn’t have much taste.’

‘I was going to say I thought it looked cool,’ Chase remarked, ‘but I won’t bother now.’ He surveyed the fortress through binoculars. ‘How do you get up to it?’

‘From the outside, you can only get there up the access road or by helicopter,’ said Shala. Castille let out a muted groan at the last word.

‘No cable car?’ asked Chase.

‘No.’

‘Shame. I always wanted to recreate Where Eagles Dare.’

‘The access road is guarded, I assume,’ Castille said.

Shala nodded. ‘Yes. There is a gate at the bottom, and there are television cameras along the road with another gate at the top. We have been watching Hajjar for some time; he usually has at least four men on guard. There is also an electric fence.’

Chase turned the binoculars to the surrounding hills. ‘Don’t suppose we could just blow up a power line and cut off the ’leccy, could we?’

‘There you go again! And no, the fortress has its own generators.’

‘Thought it might.’ He lowered the binoculars, thinking. ‘You said from outside there’s only those two ways in. There’s something inside?’

‘There is another way, yes.’ Shala looked over her shoulder. ‘Dr Wilde, please can you pass me the blue rucksack?’ Nina complied, pulling it from among the other bundles in the van’s rear bed. Shala rifled through its contents, taking out a set of architectural blueprints. ‘My father obtained these before the revolution. He hoped to use them to get into the fortress and assassinate the Shah, but unfortunately the revolution happened first.’

Nina frowned, confused. ‘Wasn’t the revolution supposed to get rid of the Shah?’

‘Different revolutionaries,’ said Chase enigmatically.

‘He decided to keep them in case the Ayatollah stayed here, but he never did. Maybe they can help you, though.’ Shala tapped a fingernail on the blueprint’s bottom corner. ‘There is a shaft up to  the service basement level of the fortress. It was built for access to the sewage outflow that leads to the river.’

Nina wrinkled her nose. ‘Ew. They just pump it right into the river?’

‘Literally crapping on the people,’ said Chase. ‘But this shaft, we can get to it from the outflow pipe?’

‘Yes. But there is one problem . . .’

Castille clapped a hand to his forehead. ‘Ah, of course there is.’

‘The pipe,’ said Shala, ‘it is . . . quite small. Too small for you to fit into, Eddie. And you too, Hugo, I am afraid.’

‘No need to apologise,’ Castille replied. ‘Crawling through a pipe full of merde? I have, as the saying goes, been there, done that . . . ruined the T-shirt.’

‘So, too small for me and Hugo, eh?’ said Chase. ‘Hafez isn’t in any state for it either, and we can’t exactly send you and the sprog . . .’ A sly grin slowly appeared on his face. ‘Dr Wilde . . .’

‘Yes?’ It struck Nina a moment too late exactly why he was smiling. Everyone looked expectantly back at her. ‘No!’

 



The upper levels of Hajjar’s home were as ostentatious and overblown as its exterior, Kari saw as she and Volgan were brought from the cells. The illicit trade in ancient Persian treasures had clearly been a highly profitable one, and it appeared Hajjar spent a good proportion of his profits on decorations and fittings made of gold. Unlike her own family, in this case wealth did not denote taste.

Hajjar’s office was a circular room in the highest domed tower. The click of her heels on the polished marble floor echoed through the open space. Hajjar himself was seated behind a huge  semicircular desk, itself marble-topped and trimmed in gold. On the wall behind him was a massive plasma screen, and Kari noticed the black shark-eye of a video camera in its lower bezel.

‘Ms Frost! Yuri!’ Hajjar boomed with utterly insincere heartiness. ‘So glad you could make it!’

‘Don’t waste my time, Hajjar,’ said Kari coldly. ‘Just tell me what you want.’

Hajjar looked mildly offended. ‘Very well. I am about to have a video-conference call with your father, and I wanted you to be here so I can assure him of my . . . intent. He is a very hard man to get hold of, by the way. I was becoming impatient.’

‘He has a lot going on.’

‘Mm, I’m sure. He was almost as hard to contact as your rival, Mr Qobras.’

‘You spoke to Qobras?’ gulped Volgan.

‘Not yet in person, but soon. After all, for something as important as this . . .’ he reached out and picked up the Atlantean artefact from its bed of velvet on his desk, the gleaming reflections from its surface illuminating his face like fire, ‘I knew he would want to talk to me.’

‘Whatever Qobras is willing to pay you for the artefact, my father will pay more,’ said Kari.

‘I’m sure he will, but I’m afraid it and Yuri come as a pair. And Qobras is apparently very keen to see him again.’

‘Please, Miss Frost,’ Volgan begged, ‘you’ve got to help me. Qobras will kill me!’ His frenzied eyes fixed on the artefact in Hajjar’s hands. ‘I can tell you more about the piece - I can tell you more about Qobras! I worked for him for twelve years, I know his secrets—’

Hajjar clicked his fingers, and one of the guards clubbed Volgan with his gun. His hands still cuffed behind his back, the Russian fell heavily on to the slick marble.

‘Enough,’ said Hajjar. A soft chime from the computer on his desk drew his attention, and he smiled. ‘Ms Frost, your father is calling. If you would stand in the view of the camera?’ Her guard shoved her forward. ‘Thank you. And get him out of the way.’ The other guard dragged Volgan across the floor like a sack of flour.

Hajjar tapped at the computer, then swivelled his red leather chair to face the giant screen. It lit up with the image of Kristian Frost in his office at Ravnsfjord. Frost’s eyes flicked to one side, looking at a screen of his own. ‘Kari!’

‘Mr Frost,’ said Hajjar before she could answer, ‘I’m so pleased that you finally contacted me. I thought the life of your daughter would be more important than your business schedule.’ He let out a self-satisfied chuckle.

Frost regarded him with utter contempt. ‘Kari, are you all right? Has this . . . person mistreated you?’

‘I’m fine - for the moment,’ she told him.

‘What about the artefact? And Dr Wilde?’

‘Dr Wilde was arrested by the Iranian army and will be tried for illegal trading in antiquities,’ Hajjar cut in, ‘and probably for her complicity in the murder of several soldiers as well. As for the artefact . . . that is no longer any concern of yours.’

‘How much do you want, Hajjar?’

The Iranian leaned back in his chair. ‘Straight to business, I see. Very well. For the safe return of your daughter, I want ten million dollars, US.’

‘In addition to the ten million I already paid you for the artefact?’ Frost growled.

‘In the interests of efficiency, you can even transfer it to the same account,’ said Hajjar smugly.

‘And the artefact?’

‘As I said, that is no longer for sale.’

‘Not even for another ten million?’

There was a long pause before Hajjar answered, the dealer’s greed clearly threatening to overturn his plans. ‘No, not even for that,’ he said at last, with obvious reluctance.

‘Fifteen million.’

Hajjar flinched. He half turned, looking back at Kari. ‘You value this . . . this piece of metal more than your own daughter?’

‘I would have offered twenty,’ she told him.

On the big screen, Frost’s face gave away a brief flicker of pride before turning to stone once more. ‘Twenty million, then.’

Hajjar was lost for words, eyes darting back and forth between the Frosts before he hurriedly swung around to face the screen. ‘No! No, the artefact is not for sale to you, at any price! Ten million dollars for your daughter, that is the only deal I am making. You will call me back in one hour to confirm the transfer. One hour!’ He whirled around again and stabbed at the computer, terminating the call before Frost could speak.

‘Hajjar,’ said Kari, fake admiration in her voice, ‘I’m impressed! Not many men could stand up to my father like that. Especially to turn down twenty million dollars.’

Hajjar scuttled around the desk to her. ‘Twenty million!’ he screeched, before clearing his throat. ‘Twenty million dollars!’ he repeated. ‘For this, this thing?’ He waved his hook hand at the  artefact. ‘What is it? What is so important about this piece?’

For a moment Kari’s eyes lit up with something approaching awe. ‘It’s the key to the past . . . and the future.’ Then she tipped her head slightly, giving Hajjar a seductive look. ‘You could be a part of it, Failak. Sell us the artefact and I promise you that my father will take no action against you over this. And I . . .’

‘You will what?’ asked Hajjar, caught between suspicion and intrigue.

‘I will forgive you, completely. And maybe even more than that. As I said, few men have the courage to stand up to my father.’ She shifted position slightly, rolling her hips and shoulders under her coat. ‘I was very impressed.’

Intrigue won out. ‘Really?’ He licked his lips, watching her movements intently. ‘Then maybe we could—’

‘Sir,’ interrupted Kari’s guard, the one who had spurned her in the cells. ‘Qobras will be calling soon. You need to be ready for him.’

Irritation flashed across Hajjar’s face. ‘You’re right. I do. Yes.’ He took a deep breath, then turned his back on Kari. ‘Wait with her over there until her father calls back. You,’ he added, clicking his fingers at the other guard, ‘bring Yuri over here.’

‘Nice try, bitch,’ Kari’s guard whispered in her ear. She sighed. It had been worth a shot.

But for Hajjar to turn down twenty million dollars . . . how much was Qobras offering?

 



‘I look ridiculous,’ Nina protested.

Leaving Hafez, who was both relieved at not having to move and frustrated at being unable to help, in the van, Shala led the rest of the group down to a small river winding along the foot of the crag.  The far bank rose steeply before levelling out thirty feet above - with the electric fence surrounding the entire fortress running along the top.

Although fast-flowing, the river was shallow enough for them to wade across. Shala took off her shoes and pulled up her coat as Chase and Castille helped her across, simply splashing through the cold water without even bothering to remove their boots. Nina, on the other hand, felt incredibly silly as she hurried across - in a wetsuit.

‘I dunno,’ Chase told her, helping Shala sit down, ‘you look pretty good to me. But then I’ve always had a thing for women in rubber.’

‘Shut up.’ The one-piece wetsuit Shala had brought was more suited to showing off while surfing than stealthy infiltration work: black with a hot-pink insert running from her neck down to her crotch and then up again over her back, with equally lurid strips down the legs and arms. The wetsuit itself seemed fairly new, but the too-tight and grubby plimsolls on her feet were another matter. ‘Are you absolutely sure neither of you can fit into this pipe?’

‘See for yourself,’ said Shala, pointing. A stub of rusting metal protruded from the steep bank a foot above the surface of the river, water trickling from it. Nina’s hopes that she could persuade the lanky Castille to take her place were dashed when she realised how thick the metal was. The actual interior of the pipe was barely eighteen inches in diameter - too small for Castille, and she doubted Chase would even be able to get his head and one shoulder inside.

For that matter, she wasn’t sure if she would fit.

‘You’ll fit,’ Chase said, as if reading her mind. ‘Might be a squeeze around your bum, but . . .’

‘Hey!’

‘Just kidding.’ He smirked, then opened the rucksack they had brought from the van. ‘Here’s your gear. Torch, two-way radio and a headset - it’s not exactly Bluetooth, but you’ll be able to tell us when you’ve shut off the power to the fence. Gun—’

‘I’ve never used a gun,’ Nina said as he took out a small automatic in a canvas holster with a belt wrapped around it.

‘Yeah? Thought you Yanks were shooting stuff before you could walk. Turn around.’

‘I’m really not sure about this . . .’ she said as Chase fastened the belt high around her waist, turning it so that the holster rested in the curve of her lower back.

‘Just a precaution; hopefully you won’t meet anyone.’ He clipped the walkie-talkie to the belt, then turned her around and fitted the headset, giving her a wink. ‘But if you do, just think Lara Croft. Bang-bang.’ His gaze moved to her neck, and her pendant. ‘Do you want me to look after that for you?’

She considered it. ‘No thank you. It’s sort of my good-luck charm.’

Chase raised an eyebrow. ‘Considering the day you’ve had, you’ve got a bloody funny idea about what’s lucky.’

‘I’m still alive, aren’t I?’

‘Good point.’ Nina tucked the pendant inside the wetsuit, then pulled the zip all the way up her neck as Chase’s gap-toothed grin returned. ‘Let’s get you shafted.’

Nina’s trepidation turned to outright disgust as she kneeled to examine the pipe. ‘Oh my God! It stinks!’

‘What do you expect? It’s a sewer!’

Her stomach churned. ‘I feel sick. God, I don’t think I can do this . . .’

‘Hey, listen,’ said Chase, resting a hand on her arm, ‘I know you can. You’re an archaeologist, right? You must have dug about in muck and all kinds of horrible stuff before this, right?’

‘Well, yes, but . . .’

‘The pipe’s not all that long. Fifty yards, tops, then it opens out into the access shaft. That’s got a ladder, you can just climb right up. You can do it.’

‘But what if there’s somebody at the top? What if—’

‘Nina.’ He squeezed her arm. ‘My job’s to look after you. If I thought you were going to be in danger, you wouldn’t be going.’

‘But you still gave me a gun.’

‘Yeah, well . . . nothing’s totally safe, is it?’ She wasn’t reassured. ‘Look, once you’ve shut down the fence, Hugo and I’ll be inside in less than five minutes. Simple plan - we come in, punch Hajjar in the face, rescue Kari, done.’

‘Punching people in the face is pretty much your solution to everything, isn’t it?’ said Nina.

‘Hey, if it works . . . Anyway, I’ll be with you all the way on the radio. And we’ve got the plans of the place - I’ll tell you exactly where to go. Once you’ve done it, just stay out of sight and you’ll be safe. Trust me.’

Nina tied back her hair then, with extreme reluctance and a look of undisguised revulsion, climbed head first into the filthy pipe. ‘I don’t have much choice, do I?’

‘That’s . . . better than nothing,’ Chase said, switching on his  own radio. ‘Here, I’ll help you in. Give me a radio test.’ He lifted her feet and pushed her inside.

His radio crackled. ‘Don’t you even think about grabbing my ass.’

‘Never crossed my mind,’ said Chase, raising an appreciative eyebrow at her wetsuit-clad buttocks as they wriggled into the pipe. He pushed her feet again, and Nina disappeared into the darkness.

The flashlight in one hand ahead of her, she crawled up the sloping pipe. It was a tight squeeze, but she was - just - able to fit. She paused for a moment to shine the light straight along the pipe. Nothing but darkness at the far end.

‘I bet Lara Croft never had to crawl up somebody’s toilet,’ she muttered, before beginning her laborious ascent.

 



Kari watched Hajjar’s frustration grow as he waited for Qobras to call, his fingers drumming on his desk. It seemed he wasn’t a man accustomed to waiting for anything.

‘Failak,’ she said, ‘I need to use the bathroom. Please?’

‘Not again,’ her guard complained quietly, but Hajjar waved his hand dismissively at the door. Kari stood and made a little noise of triumph at the guard. ‘I’m not taking off your handcuffs,’ he muttered as he led her from the room.

 



‘How’re you doing?’ asked Chase, through a crackle of static.

‘Oh, super-fine,’ Nina grumbled. ‘Can’t wait to write this one up for the International Journal of Archaeology.’

A noise came through the headset that could have been muffled laughter. ‘You’re doing great. Can you see the end?’

She directed the beam ahead. ‘I think . . . yes! I can see it! And I can hear something as well.’ She tried to pick out the noise. A kind of hissing rumble . . . like water coming down a pipe! ‘Oh, shit!’

She cringed and stifled a shriek as several gallons of cold water gushed down the pipe and splashed around her. ‘Oh God, oh!  Disgusting!’

Chase’s jovial response didn’t improve her mood. ‘At least they remembered to flush.’

 



‘Feeling better?’ Hajjar asked mockingly as Kari was brought back into the circular room.

‘The attendant’s manners leave something to be desired,’ she sniffed. ‘I hope I didn’t miss Qobras.’

‘No, but he will call any minute. So you’re just in time.’ He gestured, and the guard shoved her on to a lounger. Volgan looked pleadingly at her, but said nothing.

‘Remember my father’s offer,’ she said. ‘Whatever Qobras offers, he can—’

The computer chimed. Hajjar snapped his fingers at Kari’s guard, who clapped a heavy hand on her shoulder. She stopped talking, watching as Hajjar turned to face the screen.

It was the first time she’d ever observed Qobras ‘live’, having previously only seen him in photographs. And those had been several years out of date. His black hair was now streaked with grey running back from his temples, his face more lined - but his eyes were as sharp as ever.

And as deadly.

‘Mr Hajjar,’ said Qobras. His tone made it clear that he was displeased at having to deal with the Iranian.

‘Mr Qobras,’ Hajjar replied, with ersatz good humour. ‘I am delighted to speak to you at last.’

‘You have something for me,’ Qobras stated impatiently.

‘Two things, in fact! The first is this little trinket.’ Hajjar displayed the Atlantean artefact to the camera. ‘I understand this was taken from your—’

‘Destroy it,’ Qobras interrupted. ‘Melt it down. I will pay you fifteen million US dollars on receipt of a complete video recording of its destruction.’

‘Destroy it?’ Hajjar was stunned. ‘Yes, I can do that, I have all the necessary facilities to handle precious metals, but . . .’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Melt it down. Completely. You can keep the gold and any other metals you extract, but I want it destroyed. It has caused enough trouble.’

Shaken, Hajjar replaced the artefact on his desk. ‘Destroy it. Okay. For . . . fifteen million dollars, you said?’ The oversized image of Qobras nodded.

Kari looked on, appalled. If the artefact were destroyed, then the only link to finding Atlantis would be lost for ever . . .

 



With enormous relief, Nina pulled herself out of the pipe.

The chamber she found herself in was rectangular, some six feet by eight, and with numerous pipes running into it from above. The floor was awash in rancid water. ‘I’m in,’ she said into the headset, turning her light on to the walls. A dirty ladder led upwards.

‘Good,’ said Chase, voice distorted by interference. ‘Now go up the ladder. And whatever you do . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Don’t slip.’

‘Thanks for the advice.’ Water and sludge dripping off her wetsuit, Nina ascended the ladder. She cautiously pushed at the metal cover at the top, and to her immense relief, it moved. She slid it aside, then climbed up. ‘I’m at the top.’

‘Okay, you should be in a room with one door.’

She swept the beam around. ‘Yes.’

‘Check at the door to make sure there’s nobody outside, then go left. There’s another door at the end of the corridor. Go through it.’

Heart suddenly pounding, Nina opened the door a crack and peered through. The stone-walled corridor outside was dimly lit and, except for a faint humming noise, silent. She looked in the other direction. A narrow flight of stairs led upwards. ‘It’s clear,’ she whispered.

‘Okay, go.’

She kicked off the sodden plimsolls so as not to leave wet footprints, then padded lightly down the corridor. ‘Oh. Problem.’

Even through the hiss of static, she could hear the concern in Chase’s voice. ‘What?’

‘There are two doors. Which one do I go through?’

‘There’s only one on the plan, they must have added something. But one of them has to be the generator room. Try them both.’

Both doors bore a high-voltage warning symbol, so that didn’t help. Bracing herself, Nina tried the nearest one first.

It wasn’t a room full of technicians or a security station, thankfully. In fact, it looked more like the IT department at the university. She recognised one rack of equipment as a computer server - maybe Hajjar ran his own secure internet link. Various  black boxes were connected to it, as was a PC, a screensaver swirling on its monitor.

Out of curiosity - the room was small, the computer within arm’s reach of the door - she moved the mouse. The screen lit up with various windows. Most of them were incomprehensible status displays, but her eyes instantly went to one in particular. It was split in two, each part showing what was apparently a video-conference call.

She didn’t recognise the stern-faced man in one of them, but the other . . .


Hajjar.

‘Nina?’ Chase hissed. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s a computer room—’

‘Then forget it! Go into the other room, quick.’

It turned out to be her intended destination. A pair of large generators occupied most of the space, thrumming away. On the wall next to them was a complicated array of fuseboxes and circuit breakers.

‘Another problem,’ she said quietly. ‘All the labels are in Arabic!’

 



‘I see you have Yuri there as well,’ said Qobras.

‘Giovanni!’ Volgan said desperately, staggering to his feet. His guard raised the gun as if to club him again, but Hajjar shook his head. ‘Please, I’m sorry! I made a mistake, I know, but I’m sorry!’

Qobras shook his head. ‘Yuri . . . I trusted you. I trusted you, and then you betrayed me - and the entire Brotherhood! And for what? For money?’ He shook his head again. ‘The Brotherhood provides for the needs of its own, you know that. But you wanted  more? That is the thinking of those we are fighting to stop!’

‘Please, Giovanni!’ begged Volgan. ‘I will never—’

‘Yuri.’ The single word silenced Volgan instantly. ‘Hajjar, I have no use for him, and I am sure you do not either. I will pay you five million dollars to kill him, right now.’

‘Five million dollars?’ gasped Hajjar. Qobras nodded.

‘Giovanni!’ shrieked Volgan. ‘No, please!’

Hajjar sat motionless for a few seconds, apparently lost in thought . . . then he opened a slim drawer set into his desk, took out a silver revolver, and fired.

 



Chase came back online. ‘Okay, I’ve got the wiring diagram. There should be three tall panels with a row of big switches running down them.’

Nina saw them. ‘Yes!’

‘The middle panel. Turn off the third, fourth and sixth switches.’

Each heavy switch made a loud chung! noise as Nina moved it. ‘Okay, now what?’

‘That’s it. You’re done. Find somewhere to hide and we’ll see you in five minutes.’ The radio sent a crunch of static into her ear, then fell silent.

‘Wait, Eddie - Eddie!’

 



Kari stared in disbelief at Volgan’s body. Even the guards seemed shocked by the suddenness of the killing. ‘My God!’

On the screen, Qobras reacted to her voice with wary surprise. ‘Hajjar! Who else is with you?’

Hajjar turned away from the bleeding body to face the screen. ‘I have a . . . rival of yours, you could say. Kari Frost.’

Qobras was stunned. ‘Kari Frost? Let me see!’

[image: 005]

Chase and Castille quickly scaled the slope leading up from the river. Chase tested the fence by tossing a pair of wirecutters against it. No sparks, no shorting. It was dead.

‘Go!’ he ordered. Castille quickly used the wirecutters to snip the bottom of the fence. Chase pulled up the loose section like a flap, creating a gap just large enough for them to fit beneath.

On the other side, they jumped to their feet and looked up at the fortress. The rocky slope led up to the twisting access road, and the main entrance of the building itself. There were no guards in sight, but from what Shala had said, they would be there somewhere.

As well as his own gun, Castille still had one of the G3 rifles taken from Mahjad’s soldiers. Chase had his Wildey, and a weatherbeaten Uzi provided by Shala. He checked both guns. Ready for action.

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘time to be heroes.’

They set off at a run.

 



Nina decided that the server room was as good a hiding place as any. It also let her have another look at the computer.

It only took a moment to expand the window of the video-conference call the PC was relaying, and a little longer to increase the volume. Hajjar and the other man were talking about . . .

Kari!

Not only that, but now she appeared behind Hajjar, pushed into frame by one of his men.

[image: 006]

‘What is she doing there?’ Qobras demanded.

‘I have some business with her father,’ said Hajjar. ‘It is not your concern.’

‘It is very much my concern!’ Qobras almost shouted. ‘Kill her.’

Hajjar gaped at the screen. ‘What?’

‘Kill her! Now!’

Cold fear clenched Kari’s stomach. The gun was still in Hajjar’s hand. If he obeyed Qobras’s order, she could be dead in moments.

‘Are you mad?’ Hajjar exclaimed. ‘She is worth ten million dollars to me! Her father has already agreed to pay the ransom!’

‘Listen to me,’ said Qobras, leaning forward until his face filled the screen, ‘you have no idea how dangerous she is. She and her father are attempting to find what the Brotherhood has been fighting to keep hidden for centuries! If they do—’

Hajjar waved his hands. ‘I don’t care! All I care about is the ten million dollars for returning her to her father!’
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