

[image: Illustration]




 


 


Jack Du Brul became a number 1 New York Times bestselling author with Clive Cussler, co-writing the Oregon series, which has become a fan favourite. Du Brul is also the author of earlier bestselling novels featuring Philip Mercer. He lives in Vermont with his wife.




 


 


 


ALSO BY JACK DU BRUL


Vulcan’s Forge
Charon’s Landing
The Medusa Stone
Pandora’s Curse
River of Ruin
Deep Fire Rising
Havoc


THE OREGON FILES WITH CLIVE CUSSLER


Dark Watch
Skeleton Coast
Plague Ship
Corsair
The Silent Sea
The Jungle
Mirage




[image: Illustration]




 


 


 


CORSAIR


First published in the US in 2015 by Doubleday
First published in Great Britain in 2016 by Corsair


Copyright © 2015 by Jack Du Brul


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


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


All rights reserved.


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


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


ISBN: 978-1-4721-5227-5


Corsair


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk




 


 


 


For Cathy and Jim Saunders
No husband has had better in-laws




 


 


THE
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STONES




PROLOGUE


Lae, Papua New Guinea
July 1, 1937


Here she lay, in a tumbledown hotel on the edge of a jungle at the far end of the world. The knocks came soft and timid.


“Who is it?” she called, her voice husky with the sleep she so desperately craved.


“Miss Earhart?” a man asked tentatively.


Married to publishing magnate George Putnam for the last six years, she resigned herself to the fact that she would forever be known as Amelia Earhart, America’s flying darling.


“Yes?” From her tone, she was clearly irked.


“Bert Hoover sent you a telegram and said I need to see you. I’m Mike Dillman.”


It took her a few seconds to place the names. She’d received dozens of telegrams upon her arrival from Australia, mostly from George, but there were others as well, fans wishing her well. The cable the stranger just mentioned had taken her by surprise.


“Give me a moment,” Amelia said, and slid out of bed.


She grabbed up her robe, a thin, diaphanous garment that weighed but a few ounces and was one of her few feminine conceits during the circumnavigation. She slipped it over her shoulders and looked to see her reflection in a small mirror by the silvery moonlight filtering through the hotel room’s only window. She didn’t think she looked much like America’s flying darling just then, but there was little she could do about it.


She opened the teak door, a relic salvaged off an old steamer with slats on the bottom that allowed tropical air to circulate throughout her room.


Just enough light from the downstairs lounge reached the hallway for Amelia to see that Mike Dillman looked like he’d just crawled from the grave. His hair was lank and plastered to his sunken-cheeked skull. His eyes were nestled deeply in dark, bruised sockets, and while he was probably past fifty, his skin sagged like that of a man twice that age. She couldn’t fathom a circumstance where this man and Bert Hoover traveled in the same circles, and yet Bert had vouched for this cadaverous stranger and had asked that she perform a favor for them both. She would have ignored the request had it come from a less important person, and seeing Dillman firsthand, she still might.


“We don’t have much time, Miss Earhart,” Dillman said, and coughed. He tried to suppress the rattling rail in his chest by hacking into the sleeve of his tattered shirt. When he moved it from his mouth, blood stained the cloth and a little clung to his lip.


She was instantly concerned. “Are you all right?”


“Not really,” the shell of a man replied with a tired, resigned smile, “but it doesn’t matter. Can you please get dressed and take me to your plane?”


Uncertain, a little frightened, and yet intrigued, she nodded. “I’ll just be a minute.”


She left Dillman in the hallway while she threw on a clean pair of riding britches and pulled her flying boots up along her calves. The boots were custom made. A gift from George, much like the entire heady existence she called her life. It was no secret that he used her fame as an aviatrix to sell newspapers, and she used the money he gave her for these wild expeditions to feed her addiction to flying. For surely that was what infected her so terribly and yet so fulfillingly. Wasn’t that the definition of addiction, the unbreakable desire to do something you know is wrong, or dangerous, or immoral?


That was how she felt about being in the cockpit. She should be home raising a family, and not halfway around the globe from her husband attempting to be the first person, not just woman, but the first person to circumnavigate the earth near the equator. She had been the second person to solo the Atlantic, but the record books would tout her being the first woman, as if gender had anything to do with the ability to fly an airplane. Well, this time she’d have both titles and would make damn sure the headlines didn’t commodify her sex.


She shrugged into a shirt over a bra that hadn’t yet dried from its earlier washing. It felt like clammy hands were cupping her barely-there breasts.


Dillman was leaning against the wall, asleep on his feet and startled when she reopened her door. He suppressed another cough.


“I know this place seems like a backwater, but they do have a doctor here,” Amelia offered.


“No,” the disheveled man said. “I’ll be fine.”


Earhart shook her head and then led him downstairs and through the Hotel Cecil’s quiet lobby. Men were still drinking in the adjoining bar, but none saw the pair exit out into the moonlit night. The hotel was located on the waterfront of this sleepy coastal fishing village. Earhart started walking north, where an airstrip had been carved out of the jungle and Guinea Airlines had erected a hangar. It was late enough that all of the houses were dark. Water lapped turgidly on the nearby beach.


“We have to go to my boat first,” Dillman called, and preceded Amelia Earhart down to a lone jetty about two hundred paces east of the hotel.


Tied to the bamboo and teak dock was a thirty-foot single-masted sloop with a darkened hull and off-white deck. It looked as dilapidated as the man who had sailed it here. The deck was covered in various stains, and the hull looked like it was home to every barnacle and wood-worm in the South Seas. She had no idea where he had sailed from, but she wouldn’t trust this tub to take her across the lagoon.


“You’re braver than you look, Mr. Dillman.”


He looked at her queerly, not getting the joke. “I need a hand with the chest.”


That’s when Amelia noticed a tin steamer trunk resting on the deck next to the spindly ship’s wheel. The case was battered and dented, and whatever color it had once been painted was chipped clear off. Parts of the trunk were blackened as though it had been rescued from a fire. It seemed fitting luggage for both sailboat and sailor.


“Is that what Bert wants me to fly to Hawaii?”


“Yes, a representative from the navy will meet you when you land and take possession of the trunk.”


“I could fly it all the way to Oakland,” she said.


“No. There will be too much publicity when you land there. Crowds can be controlled easier in Honolulu. Also, this needs to be put in safekeeping as soon as possible. It attracts lightning, Miss Earhart. I have it shielded as best I can, but you must avoid electrical storms.”


“No problem there,” she said, stepping aboard the sloop after Dillman. “I’ve been doing that since leaving the States in May. What’s in the trunk?”


“Geological samples.”


They both bent and lifted the case.


“Geesh, fella, I kinda have a weight limit, you know.”


“This weighs sixty-four pounds exactly.” He said this solemnly, because these sixty-four pounds had been his constant companion as well as hated burden for the better part of a month. And in all that time he’d fled from dark forces who wanted the contents of the trunk for themselves. “Can you make allowances for it?”


His voice was pleading, and his eyes were even more haunted. At that moment she understood that the responsibility of transporting the trunk, from wherever his journey had started, was likely what had so wasted the man. When he had started out, Mike Dillman had probably been a robust individual and not the withered husk standing before her. She also recognized that he no longer had the strength to continue and that she was the last hope for getting the contents of the trunk into the hands of the United States Navy. Bert had cabled that this was of utmost importance to national security, but it was the fact that this man had sacrificed himself, and not the patriotic call to duty, that convinced her to see his labor completed.


“Sure, we can figure something out. Heck, I’m a good ten pounds lighter since starting this jaunt. Finding another fifty pounds should be a cinch.”


They carried the trunk off the pier and through the sleepy village and finally into the metal-sided hangar at the edge of a primeval jungle. Her Lockheed Electra gleamed like a silver shark even in the dim light of the stars and low moon. Because she was a tail-dragger, her nose was pointed upward at an angle that reminded Amelia of a dog sniffing the air. The plane’s big radial engines were nestled in cowlings along the wings and looked big enough to power a bomber. She loved this plane as no other before and still felt guilty about damaging it in Hawaii last spring on her first circumnavigation attempt.


Working by torchlight, Dillman assisted Amelia in removing some gear from the aircraft’s nose storage locker. Some would need to be left behind, while other items, like the dozens of stamped souvenir folios, could be moved into the main cabin she shared with Fred Noonan. It took them about a half hour.


He escorted her back to the hotel, shook her hand, thanked her, and wished her a pleasant journey. He moved off into the darkness and allowed the night to swallow him whole.


Amelia felt an odd sense of superstitious dread, not for her safety but for Dillman’s. She felt certain he was slated to die. She shook herself to dispel the chill and stepped back into her hotel.


“I thought you went to your room,” Fred Noonan, her navigator, said. He was just leaving the bar and headed for the stairs to retire for the night.


Amelia studied him for a moment. Fred had a reputation as a heavy drinker, but she could see no obvious sign he had gotten himself drunk before the most dangerous leg of their trip. His eyes weren’t glassy, he wasn’t swaying, and his speech had the crisp diction of a trained aviator.


“Couldn’t sleep,” she replied. “I thought a walk would help.”


Noonan smiled. “Nervous about tomorrow’s hop?”


She laughed. “I have no reason to be nervous. All I have to do is fly the kite. It’s you who has to find Howland Island, a speck in the otherwise endless Pacific Ocean.”


“Piece of cake,” he said with a cocky twinkle in his eye.


This truly would be a test of the navigator’s arcane ability to discern their location. Howland Island, some twenty-five hundred miles away, was a coral atoll that sat by itself in one of the most uninhabited stretches on the planet. Off by even a fraction of a degree, they would fly on until their fuel ran out and die crashing into the ocean. Their lives were literally in his hands once they took off.


They climbed the stairs together, and Fred saw her to her room. She undressed in the darkness and slipped back between the sheets, making sure the mosquito netting was properly draped around her bed. Sleep was elusive. She tossed and turned until midnight before drifting into unconsciousness. Her dreams weren’t of flying but of battling a massive storm in Mike Dillman’s dilapidated sloop. He was with her but said nothing as wave after wave broke over the bows and sluiced through the cockpit.


She woke with a start when in the dream another in the endless series of swells doused her and Dillman, but when she cleared her eyes of stinging salt water, the cadaverous man was gone. She heaved in fast breaths while wrestling to get her heart under control.


Knowing how grueling the upcoming flight would be, she willed herself to calm down and at least rest until dawn.


She managed a few hours more sleep, but when the sun rose, she rose with it. She padded to the shared bathroom and got herself presentable before dressing and heading downstairs, where Fred was having breakfast with James Collopy, the regional director for Australia’s civil aviation agency.


She greeted both men and ordered tea and eggs from Mrs. Stewart, the Hotel Cecil’s genial owner.


“Looks like a good day to make some history, Miss Earhart,” Collopy said in his melodious Aussie accent.


“What say you, Fred?”


“All the meteorological reports look good. The Coast Guard has the cutter Itasca in position off Howland to provide radio direction signals, so I say today is a fine day to make history.”


Two hours later they watched as men from Guinea Airlines pushed the fully fueled Electra from their hangar. In the sunlight her skin gleamed like a mirror. She was loaded with over a thousand gallons of fuel, more than enough for the eighteen-hour flight even with the headwind they anticipated. Both pilot and navigator took one final turn in the restroom next to the airline office inside the hangar and then climbed atop the aircraft. The cabin doors had been sealed for added aerodynamics, so they had to crawl through a hatch cut into the roof above the cockpit and behind the direction finder’s loop. Fred lowered himself first and plopped down into the navigator’s station. Amelia waved one last time at the dozens of well-wishers lining the grass airstrip and slid into the pilot’s chair.


In minutes she had the two radial engines humming nicely, with the props blurred to near invisibility. It was coming up on ten o’clock local time or midnight GMT. She waited until Fred gave a signal that his freshly calibrated chronograph read the hour, and she eased on more power. The overloaded plane waddled at first and then picked up speed. Though it was a grass field, it felt as smooth as tarmac. The plane continued to accelerate, and when they hit the spot where a road crossed the runway, the Electra bounced into the air and Amelia managed to keep her aloft. They flashed over the shoreline so low that the propellers threw rooster tails of water in their wake. Slowly and with patience beyond her thirty-nine years, the Lady Lindy flew the Electra up to a cruising altitude of eight thousand feet.


About ten miles from shore, the plane was still clawing to gain altitude when Amelia saw smoke rising from the ocean below. She grabbed a pair of binoculars and focused the lenses. It was a ship on fire—a sloop, in fact—and motoring away from it was another, larger sailing ship. She needed no imagination to realize the burning sloop was Mike Dillman’s and that the haunted man was doubtlessly dead. It was quite likely that someone valued the samples Dillman had entrusted her with not in dollars and cents, but in human life.


She was torn. She should turn around and report what she’d seen, but an investigation would take days, or even weeks, and the military was waiting for the trunk. She allowed a debate to run back and forth in her head for a solid fifteen minutes, until she was far enough away from the burning sloop that she could justify her inaction and continue on. She didn’t feel good about what she’d done—or not done—and rationalized it by telling herself it was what Dillman would have wanted. In truth it was her desire to finish the world-record circumnavigation that kept her from doing what she knew was right.


Fred was in the back of the cabin at the navigator’s station, where he would be able to shoot the sun and stars out of a special window. He never suspected a thing.


At various times during the flight, Amelia would take the Electra down to five hundred feet so Noonan could judge their true speed over the water versus the airspeed indicated in the cockpit. All this was necessary to pinpoint their location relative to Howland Island, which was getting roughly a hundred and fifty miles closer with each passing hour.


After nightfall, he made his first star shot and calculated their position. He wrote a slight course correction with a grease pencil on a whiteboard, and flicked it toward the cockpit on the pulley cable rigged between his seat and hers. That was one of the things that so surprised people when they landed at the various airports they’d used around the world—the two of them didn’t talk to each other during the flight. All communications were written down and passed back and forth.


Hours elapsed and the sun began to rise. Everything was going according to plan—everything, that is, except for the fact that they couldn’t find their destination. Amelia had been able to communicate with the Coast Guard cutter Itasca a couple of times, but she could not get a radio direction signal on the predetermined frequency. She asked them to change to an alternate frequency, but the ship didn’t respond.


By even her dead reckoning they had passed the tiny island a half hour ago. They were still picking up scraps of communication, but she couldn’t raise the ship. She jotted a note asking what Fred thought they should do—keep going in the belief that the headwinds had been stronger than estimated and hope the island was still ahead of them, or double back and try to approach on a different vector. She also wrote down that they had an hour of fuel remaining.


Noonan took a few minutes to reply, but soon enough the pulley squealed behind her. He’d written, “I didn’t screw up. Howland is ahead of us.”


That was good enough for her. They continued onward, even after the chatter from the Coast Guard ship eventually faded to a static-laced silence.


Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan flew into the pages of history and remain one of aviation’s most enduring legends. Earhart flew true that leg of the flight, taking her modified Lockheed twin-engine beauty on the exact route Noonan provided. And for his part, Fred Noonan, once a navigation instructor for the storied Pan Am flying clippers, directed them exactly right according to the equipment he had.


What he didn’t know, what he couldn’t have known, was that an electromagnetic force was acting on his mechanical chronographs. Without accurate time, his sun and star shots were off by well over a degree within the first hour of the flight, and the error increased throughout the journey. The radio signals they’d picked up from the cutter Itasca had reached them over a freak skip across the ionosphere. They were never even close to Howland. And all this was caused by their cargo—what Mike Dillman had called “geological samples.” They emitted the subtle electromagnetic force that turned what would have been a moderately interesting milestone in aviation history into an event of almost mythic proportions.
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Leister Deep Mine, Minnesota
Today


For the trapped miner the blackness was an absolute. It was his entire world. It filled every nook and cranny in the collapsed tunnel. It was a clammy presence on his skin, like he was pressed up against a corpse. The black had weight, like it was squeezing him as though he wore a too-tight diving suit. And that weight intensified every time he breathed, for the black invaded his lungs, crushing them, making him feel like he was taking in a warm liquid that he had to cough out. It coated the back of his throat like a noxious oil, slick and cloying. It filled his ears, jamming them so even when he screamed as loudly as possible, it sounded like a distant echo of a child’s whimper.


The black. It was his entire world, and if rescue didn’t come soon he was certain that it would begin to invade his mind as it had already subsumed his body.


Fifty yards and a world away, Hans Gruber, a taciturn German who was sick of the jokes people made about his name, picked his way past a jumble of crushed rock—detritus from the cave-in that littered the floor of the shaft some one thousand feet below the midwestern prairie. He wore heavy work clothes that were streaked and caked with dirt. An oxygen tank was strapped to his back although he and his team hadn’t detected any poisonous gases. The LED lamp on his helmet cast a bright blue cone in the otherwise stygian realm in which he worked.


Making the going even tougher were the four-foot-long steel bolts that had once held the collapsed ceiling together. There were hundreds of them sticking up in the rubble that blocked the tunnel, and each one seemed to snag at his clothes and tear at his skin like skeletal fingers. The dust was mostly settled since the cave-in, but motes still hung suspended. The air was perfectly still—a sure sign that the ventilation was not working in this section of the mine. Another in a long string of omens.


Behind him the rest of his crew was busy with the screw jacks. A steel forest had grown in their wake. His men had erected dozens of polelike jacks to help stabilize the hanging wall over their heads and hold back, at least until they could finish with the rescue, the millions of tons of rock above them.


Three hours earlier, on what was otherwise a normal Tuesday in the mines, a crew was shoring up the roof in this section of tunnel by drilling holes into the ceiling and then using a pneumatic tool to twist the screw bolt into the living rock, binding the otherwise unstable matrix until it was no longer a threat to those who had to work under it. This mine was known for poor rock conditions, but men had worked it successfully for years without a fatality from a cave-in. The techniques and safety protocols were perfected and the men followed them to the letter, and yet Mother Nature and gravity care not for proper preparations. Without so much as a groan, a fifty-foot-long section of ceiling at least six feet thick had crashed to the floor of the tunnel. Fortunately the men coming behind the “screw crew” to fill the holes with grout to prevent the metal from rusting in the hot humid air hadn’t yet reached the site of the collapse, so none of them were struck by the fall. But there were miners on the far side, and it was up to Gruber and his rescue team to reach them.


As the point man, it was Gruber who wielded the fifteen-pound steel bar and jabbed at the ceiling, prying at loose stones still hanging dangerously above them. The roof over their heads was a fractured mass of stone that could collapse at any second. With each poke and thrust, head-size chunks of stone fell to the scree-littered ground. Many times they would bounce toward Gruber, and he would need to jump aside.


It was hot, filthy work, and sweat cut runnels through the dust, smearing his face. He paused to check on the man directly behind him.


The second rescue worker gave him a nod of encouragement and a thumbs-up. “Yippee-ki-yay, Hans.”


For once Gruber didn’t mind the Die Hard reference. He got back to work, probing and jabbing and inexorably moving deeper and deeper into the collapsed section of the mine. There were three men waiting for him someplace ahead. Odds were they had been horribly crushed, their bodies nothing more than tissue stains, but there was always the chance one or more had been beyond the avalanche and unharmed. It was Gruber’s job today to defy the odds and pull them out alive. It was the hope of rescue that allowed men to overcome the twin primal fears of darkness and enclosed spaces, and venture into the hellish mazes of underground mines. Like soldiers behind enemy lines knowing their buddies were looking for them, miners too needed that promise of salvation in order to hold out until help arrived.


Gruber jabbed at yet another weak spot in the ceiling and caused a mini-avalanche of loose rock and at least one boulder to fall. Pebbles rained off his miner’s helmet, and for a few seconds the air filled with thick choking dust. He opened the tap on his air tank and took a few purifying breaths before stowing the mask. That air was for the men he was to rescue, he chided himself, not for his own comfort. He crawled on, climbing up and over a taller hillock of stones and debris, pressing himself nearly to the top of the tunnel, his heels scraping the hanging walls as he wriggled forward on his belly. The passage ahead appeared completely blocked.


So far they hadn’t had to shift a lot of material, but it seemed now they would have to laboriously clear the tunnel one stone at a time.


Gruber reached and stretched and pressed hard against the wall of junk rock and felt the pile blocking the top couple of feet of the passageway shift. He dug his feet into the debris and pushed even harder, his gloved fists like the blade of a bulldozer as he used his tremendous strength to push the obstruction back and finally down the far side of the hillock.


Even as the rocks skittered and jumbled down deeper into the mine he heard a weak voice cry for help.


With a flash of excitement, Gruber realized he had reached the end of the cave-in.


“I think we have one!” the German shouted. He crawled faster, thrusting his head through the debris as though the earth itself was birthing him.


His light revealed that the tunnel beyond was all but unobstructed. Twenty feet farther in he saw the hulking pneumatic drill machine the miners had been using to bolt the ceiling. And between him and it lay one of the men. The miner’s helmet was lying a few feet away, and it looked like one of his legs was pinned.


Gruber wiggled and fought until the rock finally released him, and he slid down the pile of shattered stone and crawled over to the trapped miner. Overhead, the ceiling appeared to be solid and undamaged.


“It’s okay,” he told the man.


The miner looked to be in shock. He’d been in darkness so long that Gruber’s light seemed to blind him.


“Thank God,” the man finally said. Gruber held a canteen to the miner’s lips and let the man drink thirstily. So much so that he started to choke, and half the fluid he took down came back up again.


“Let’s look at your leg. How does it feel?”


“It doesn’t hurt,” the miner replied with a cough. “It’s just pinned.”


“We’ll have you out and in a bar before you know it.”


“Can you find my helmet and turn on the light? It’s been so dark . . .” The miner’s voice trailed off.


“Sure thing, my friend. What’s your name?”


Gruber stretched out to grab the man’s helmet.


“I’m Tom Rogers.”


Hans flipped the switch to turn on the lamp.


“Boom!” The voice was so loud it echoed.


“Vas?” Gruber gasped, and looked about.


“I said boom,” the second rescuer repeated; it was the man who had given Gruber encouragement just moments before. “You just killed yourself, Tom there, and most importantly you killed me.”


“Nein,” Gruber protested. “Das ist bullshit.”


“Das ist nicht bullsheet,” the man replied, mimicking Gruber’s excited German accent. The second rescuer finished climbing through the tiny aperture and slid down to the tunnel floor on his butt, planting his feet firmly when he landed. When he spoke again any teasing in his voice had evaporated. “Check your gas detector.”


Sheepishly, Gruber peeled back the cloth cover of the device hanging in a bag over his shoulder. The detector wasn’t switched on for this training exercise, but pieces of paper like a tear-off pad had been affixed over the digital display. As they had progressed through the rescue, Gruber had checked the meter at various way points by tearing off the topmost sheet. The page below had always said “clear.” This time he tore off the penultimate piece of paper. Below it was written “Methane at explosive concentrations.”


“But I didn’t cause any sparks,” Gruber protested. “I left the pry bar up on top of the debris, and there is no metal on me that could cause a spark. The methane could not explode.”


By now the “trapped” miner, Tom Rogers, had regained his feet and was dusting off his coveralls. Like Hans Gruber, Rogers was another trainee, and he leaned in eagerly to see what had gone wrong. Other than Hans giving him water too fast, which he’d spit back out to indicate the gaffe to his classmate, he thought Gruber had performed a textbook rescue.


“Look at Tom’s headlamp,” the rescue instructor said.


“The electronics are vacuum sealed,” Gruber said. “The lamp cannot cause an explosion.”


Philip Mercer pulled off his goggles and headgear, and fixed his gray eyes on Gruber in a serious stare. “That’s why I said to look at it,” he said with just a trace of irritation.


This was the twentieth time Mercer had led the miners on this, their final test, with each person taking point to show off what they had learned after two weeks of classroom instruction and field training. Mercer was justifiably tired.


Gruber examined the lamp under the white aura of his own. “Scheisse,” he cursed when he saw his mistake.


“That’s right,” Mercer said, pointing to the lamp. “The lens is cracked. That allowed methane to seep into the light, and when you flipped the switch the initial arc of electricity ignited, turning us into so much roast schnitzel.” He patted Gruber on the back. “Let’s go back to the others.”


Mercer let the two students precede him out of the seemingly isolated chamber and then clambered out himself. He was grateful that Hans had been the last of the nineteen men and one woman he’d agreed to train as he himself had once learned mine rescue techniques from South Africa’s fabled Proto Teams.


Mercer had designed the curriculum himself, and with the help of the mine’s owner had built several subterranean obstacle courses to challenge his students. He’d built this one by loading a particularly tall shaft with overburden brought down from the slag heaps on the surface. Another course he had rigged with smoke machines to simulate fire, while a third could be flooded using seep water pumped up from a lower level. In all, Mercer had shown them the basics of what they would find in a real-world mine rescue. He’d been in on enough actual rescues to know you can’t plan for everything, and the ability to think on one’s feet was as crucial as being well practiced.


Mercer still received cards from many of Los 33, the Chilean miners he’d help rescue back in 2010, and expected he would for many years to come. It had been his gut call, in coordination with a local engineer, as to where to drill the escape shaft 2,300 feet into the bedrock in order to save the thirty-three men who’d been trapped for a recordsetting sixty-nine days. In a life and career filled with proud moments, Philip Mercer had to concede that that was one of the best.


The rest of his students were waiting in a panic shelter carved into the side of a main tunnel about a hundred yards from where he’d constructed the “cave-in.” The shelter had once been provisioned to last forty men a week in case of an emergency, but this former copper mine had been abandoned in the late eighties when it became too expensive to work profitably. An adjacent rock quarry was still going strong, but the Leister Deep Mine was played out.


The room was just barren stone walls and a smoothed-out rock floor. Power was supplied by a jury-rigged system using wires Mercer had run off a generator that he’d jacked into an old ventilation conduit. He wasn’t sure if the exhaust actually made it to the surface a thousand feet above them, but carbon monoxide levels hadn’t risen, so he figured he’d done something right.


These people had come from all over the world to study rescue techniques from him, and for the most part he’d been pleased with their progress. All of them were type A’s, especially Kara Hawkins, the sole woman. She was a shift foreperson at a newly reopened Nevada silver mine who had arrived here on a Harley Softail Heritage Classic wearing full black leathers over her six-foot frame and dispelled any question of her sexual preference by sharing a bed with José Cabrillo, a mine engineer from Bolivia who looked and sounded like a young Ricardo Montalban.


“Well?” Gerhard Werner asked when Hans appeared with Tom and then Mercer. The two Germans were longtime friends who worked at the same mine back home.


Hans slashed a finger across his throat. “Kaput.”


“Gather round,” Mercer called, wiping sweat from his face with a towel and then swigging from a water bottle someone had handed him. The water was cold thanks to the fridge they’d lugged down. And like a sports team they all took a knee to listen to their coach. “Half the class made the same mistake.”


Gerhard interrupted, saying, “Hans turned on the lamp too.”


“He did,” Mercer said, “but that wasn’t his main mistake. No, the mistake many of you made was listening to the victim. Think of this like saving someone who is drowning. Have any of you gotten lifeguard certification?”


He looked at the blank, sooty faces. Most of the miners were from rural coal country in whichever nation they called home. They were rednecks and hayseeds, and he didn’t think fishin’ holes and cricks had much in the way of swimmer safety. Still, he could tell they wanted to please him.


“Okay,” he went on after a beat. “First thing they teach you is to always approach a drowning person from behind. Anyone want to guess why?”


A hand went up.


“José.”


“If he see you he gonna try to drown you.”


“Basically that’s it,” Mercer agreed. “The swimmer won’t mean to drown you, but the human panic reflex when drowning is to grab anything nearby and climb on top of it, and that especially includes would-be rescuers.”


“And you’re saying that a trapped miner is like that drowning swimmer,” another of the men said.


“I am. Now, why?” This time a few hands went up. “Jimmy.”


The drawl was pure Kentucky. “’Cause he’s gonna be all panic like and we’re the calm ones. We know what’s best for him ’cause we been trained.”


“You do your holler proud, Jimmy,” Mercer said with a smile. “For our foreign guests I will translate that answer into English.”


A few of the other West Virginian and fellow Kentucky miners poked Jimmy Carson in the ribs. The students responded well to Mercer’s style, a combination of patient indulgence with mistakes, vast knowledge of the subject, and an easy sense of humor. They had a good time but they were learning skills that might one day save lives.


“The miner you come across,” Mercer went on, “has been alone and in the dark. He’s hungry, thirsty, hurt, scared, and begging for his momma. It doesn’t matter if he’s been down there six hours or six weeks, since time is meaningless when you’re facing the black. He wants out—and he may well see you as an impediment to his salvation rather than its harbinger. All of you have to remember to stay in command at all times, the way a cop or fireman would. Like them, we know the rules. The victims don’t.


“Tom wanted his light turned on, but providing a victim additional light is not a priority. It might make him feel more secure, but that’s not a necessity to save his life. Assessing the situation, the rock stability, gas levels, the victim’s medical condition. These are the things you focus on first.


“If you take anything away from this training seminar it is these two things.” Mercer’s voice carried a serious tone that seemed to seep into the stone walls. “First thing is to thank the stars you’re not a Chinese miner.” This got a few dark chuckles as they had spent part of a classroom session going over the horrors of the Chinese mining industry. “But seriously, know that if you are ever called upon to use the skills we’ve worked on together, then some fellow miner is having the worst day of his life—and his life is in your hands. Don’t make the situation worse by forgetting your training.”


Mercer let them think about that for a few seconds before smacking his hands together to break the hypnotic mood. “Okay children, I have taught you at least the basics, and despite a few gaffes that were not bullsheet, Hans . . . you’ve all passed the course.” A round of spontaneous applause broke out in the room. “And,” Mercer continued, “that means dinner tonight is on me.”


The miners roared their approbation, even if the local eatery was a kitschy overdecorated chain restaurant. It had thirty kinds of beer on tap, and all of them were cold.


They started moving off in a raucous gang, like schoolkids anticipating summer vacation. Mercer stood, watching them go.


Teaching mine rescue techniques wasn’t his primary job. Mercer was a prospecting geologist and mine engineer. He was the hired gun called in when big mining companies needed a second opinion before committing hundreds of millions of dollars to open a new pit or shaft, or when they needed guidance to maximize claims they were already working. Mercer was credited with finding billions of dollars’ worth of extractable ore, be it something as ordinary as bauxite deposits for aluminum smelting, or as exotic as the sapphires from a mine in India that was producing some of the finest gemstones ever discovered. His career had taken him to almost every corner of the planet and had made him a wealthy man, but one who did not forget the roots of his success. Mercer felt a responsibility to his profession to give back a little of his hard-won experience. In fact, his pay for the weeks here in Minnesota was less than a tenth of what he earned consulting. But some things in life weren’t about money.


“Dr. Mercer.”


“Just Mercer, Tom,” he said to the one student who’d hung back. “The doctor title is only used getting dinner reservations.”


“I just wanted to thank you for everything. It’s been real interesting.”


“Well, let me say this with all sincerity, I hope to God you never need to use what you’ve learned.”


It took a second for the young miner to catch Mercer’s meaning. “I hope the same thing. Thank you.” They shook hands. Tom Rogers turned for the long walk to the mine head, where the lifts to the surface were located. Mercer didn’t move. “You coming?”


“No,” Mercer said. “I want to check out the science team that’s leased out another part of the mine. I’ll see you at the restaurant.”


Mercer moved into a side chamber and killed the generator he’d rigged to run the lights and mini-fridge. The silence and darkness were profound. It was complete sensory deprivation—such an alien experience that most people couldn’t stand it for more than a few minutes. Many panicked in seconds. Mercer could have stood there for eternity. He flicked on his helmet light and moved off down the tunnel, away from where his men had vanished around a corner. They were headed to the main lifting station. Mercer made for the auxiliary elevator shaft, his step light even in steel-toed boots.


The science team wasn’t actually his primary interest. They were here at the Leister Deep Mine doing some research on climate change and cosmic rays. They needed to be underground and at this particular mine because the copper vein was situated below a thousand-foot-thick slab of iron ore. Though not commercially viable to mine, the ore acted as a shield to certain galactic rays while admitting others. It was, embarrassingly, a bit out of his field.


The problem with modern science, he mused, was that it had become so specialized that a geologist like him hadn’t the foggiest idea what was happening in a related field such as climatology. Both were earth sciences, but so widely divergent that the men and women down here could be doing voodoo incantations as part of their research for all he knew.


No, Mercer’s real interest was not in this particular research, but in Abraham Jacobs. Jacobs was one of the faculty advisers on the team, an éminence grise of Penn State University and later Carnegie Mellon, and was now retired but still consulted at a small private college in eastern Ohio. Far more than an adviser, Jacobs had been Mercer’s mentor during his time at Penn State while he had earned his doctorate in geology.


When asked about his background, Mercer liked to quip he was African American. People looked at his white skin and storm-gray eyes and usually cocked a questioning eyebrow, until Mercer would explain that he was born in Africa, to an American father and a Belgian mother. His parents were killed in a forgotten uprising in a forgotten part of what was then Zaire, and he was raised by his paternal grandparents. They were wonderful people who tended to all his childhood needs, but it was Abe Jacobs who really became Mercer’s role model and surrogate father.


They had drifted apart as Mercer’s career skyrocketed, only to reconnect in recent years. The two men, master instructor and star student, had tried to see each other now at least once a year. It had been eighteen months since their last visit—and Mercer was further burdened by guilt because monthly phone calls had degenerated to occasional texts—so he walked with an eager step down the lightless tunnel.


Mercer had accepted this offer to teach mine rescue in the Leister Deep because he knew Abe would be here helping on the research project. According to their last communication, Abe would be arriving today, while the principal investigator and her postdocs and undergrads had been here setting up the experiment over the course of the past week.


Mercer came to a lighted nexus point where several tunnels came together. The secondary lift was a utilitarian cage behind a steel accordion door and was only in working condition because the bulk of the abandoned mine’s upper levels had been turned into a climate-controlled storage facility totaling some eight million square feet. Down where Mercer had taught his course, and deeper still where the scientists worked, the air was too humid for storage, but since part of the facility was occupied, all of its safety and operations gear had to work properly no matter where it was located.


He stepped onto the open mesh floor of the lift cage and closed the door behind him. Below his feet was a profound blackness that seemed to want to suck him into its embrace. He depressed the control handle, and the elevator slid out from the glow of the subterranean crossroads and plunged downward. Had he wanted, Mercer could have brushed the rock of the shaft as the car dropped deeper into the earth. The stone was roughhewn, and it always amazed him that whoever had excavated this shaft had been the first creature ever to have laid eyes on this particular rock.


That concept gave him pause while he was in the field searching for the next mother lode, splitting open stones with a rock hammer and knowing that what he was looking at had never once seen the light of day. More than most, Mercer understood that humanity was a blip on the geologic timeline.


He descended another five hundred feet. From the dim light filtering up from below, Mercer could see that he was nearing the mine’s deepest complex of tunnels. He eased off the controls to slow the elevator and flicked it off when the car matched the depth of another accordion door. Beyond was a well-lit chamber much like the one above. Unlike a commercial elevator with automatic safety clamps, this one bobbed for several seconds, a sensation first-timers found very disconcerting. Mercer paused so the tension in the fifteen-hundred-foot cable could equalize before sliding open the door and stepping out into the tunnel.


He had been given two gifts by genetic luck. One was a near-photographic memory, and the other was a spatial sense that allowed him to understand the three-dimensional mazes that were hard-rock mines, and the ability to move about them without fear of getting lost.


Unlike the level where he’d been teaching, there was a lot of equipment stacked about even though this was the secondary lift. The big main elevator was a quarter mile away and could easily transport the massive ore buckets that had once been pulled from this depth as well as the heavy equipment that had been lowered down to mine it. Human nature being what it was, it appeared the scientists preferred using this man-scaled lift to get to work versus the barn-size primary hoist that had transported much of their gear.


Mercer saw they had even brought down electric golf carts and a couple of Segway people movers with fat off-road tires to handle the rough floor. They were plugged into a charging station that ran off the mine’s mains.


There’s a first time for everything, he thought, as he looked around furtively. Mercer unplugged and then stepped onto one of the two-wheelers, thumbing the “start” button and almost killing himself because he was leaning back slightly and the Segway tried to lurch out from under him. He centered his weight better, and the gyroscopes stabilized the platform. He took a firmer grip on the handlebars, leaned forward, and was amazed at how smoothly the awkward machine moved. In seconds he was weaving it from side to side down the tunnel like a veteran rider.


This section of the mine had been carved using the “room and pillar” technique. Mercer thought it an odd choice, since usually coal was taken from the earth in that way. The rooms were vast, tens of thousands of square feet, and they were supported at regular intervals by pillars of unmined ore that formed columns to hold up the roof. Mercer zipped silently through several such yawning caverns, until he approached the side chamber where he knew the scientists had set up their experiment. Outside the chamber were a half dozen golf carts and Segways as well as mechanical transporters fashioned for use in low-ceilinged spaces. These were real mining machines, designed so the operator sat in a cage off to the side of the vehicle rather than a cab atop it. They were old and dented, with fading paint, relics of a time when the mine was in operation. Lord knew how the team of eggheads had gotten them running, but the flatbeds had been used to haul the bulk of their scientific apparatus from the main lift.


Mercer left his Segway next to the others and stepped over to look at one of the transporters. It had a forward cab with a diesel engine behind it, and an articulated bed that had to have been fifty feet long. There were multiple sets of small solid rubber wheels, which filled Mercer’s mind with an image of a rudimentary mechanical centipede.


The thought was interrupted by a sudden sound—one Mercer had first heard on the day his parents had been mowed down by African rebels. He had heard it many times since. It was the staccato ratchet of automatic weapons fire.
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Instinct and experience told Mercer he was hearing machine pistols like an Uzi, but more likely the popular Heckler & Koch MP5s. The H&K was the preferred weapon of elite fighting forces like Delta or the SEALs. The weapons’ sound had been suppressed with very good silencers, not some jury-rigged contraptions, but precision milled tubes with the correct sequence of baffles and discharge holes.


The incongruity of hearing suppressed gunfire deep in an underground mine didn’t slow Mercer’s reflexes. He had launched himself over the transporter’s bed even before the machine pistols went silent. He snuggled up to the wheeled train as best he could, snapping off his miner’s lamp and peering into the darkness between the close-set tires. His body was awash in adrenaline and his heart rate was spiking, and yet he was able to keep his breathing calm and deliberate.


Thirty feet ahead was the entrance to the antechamber where Abe and the others would be working. Mercer could just discern a lessening of the mine’s absolute blackness. To call it light was being too generous, but there was a faint corona far beyond the opening and a few stray photons leaked out. Screams echoed from the entrance, followed by another burst from the machine pistols. Mercer saw the shadow of flickering light, the telltale muzzle flash of autofire.


This time when the weapons fell silent, there were no more screams. He had no idea what was happening and wished it was some elaborate joke, but he knew it wasn’t. Mercer remained motionless and silent, straining to see anything.


About one minute after the second burst and Mercer was beginning to move closer, when he saw a sudden shift in the darkness. The patch of less-black space—the entrance to the experiment chamber—blinked four times. It was the silhouettes of four men walking out of that room. They displayed no light whatsoever, but the speed with which they emerged and the precise interval between them told Mercer they were acting as though they could see.


They had to be using thermal imaging, or they were wearing light emitters in the ultraviolet band with goggles that could distinguish it. With such equipment, the tunnel would look illuminated while the men themselves remained in absolute darkness. The military used the system sparingly, because an enemy with the right goggles could easily see the UV light from the emitters.


Their shoes made barely a whisper as they jogged through the massive room and disappeared into the forest of support pillars. Mercer slithered from where he’d hidden, moving cautiously in the dark. He didn’t dare turn on his headlamp. He inched closer to where the gunmen had emerged, making certain each of his footsteps was firmly on solid ground before transferring his weight. When he reached the entrance he could better see the glow of distant light that had found its way around several walls. He went down a short corridor that twisted left, then right, and then left again. Around each bend he was rewarded with more light until he finally emerged into a circular chamber with three sets of yellow construction lights atop spindly tripods. One of them had been knocked over and only shone a weak beam that still managed to capture some of the horror. That lamp reflected off a smear of blood on the stone floor as bright as lipstick.


The other lights painted a sickening tableau. There had been six people down here. Four men and two women. One of the women was nearest the felled light, and it was blood from a wound in her neck that was caught in its beam. By the slashes and swirls it looked as though the woman had convulsed as her heart pumped her life out of her shredded carotid. The second woman had taken several bullets to the chest, her body tossed back onto a table loaded with computers and scientific gear so that her feet dangled above the floor.


The men had fared just as poorly. Two looked like they had been hit in the back, most likely during the opening pulse of lead when the gunmen had entered the chamber. Another appeared to have been running laterally across the room and took several shots into his thigh, hip, and torso before augering into a stack of gas cylinders like those used by welders.


The fourth man was Abe Jacobs. It looked to Mercer like he had tried to use his body to shield the woman who had bled out. His chest was a bloody mess, and his full beard—a source of pride that hung down past his neck—was stained like red steel wool. In the middle of the room was a heap of thick glass that had been shattered. Hoses ran from the pile to a central mixing control that looked like an oilfield manifold, which itself was fed from several of the gas cylinders. These were the remains of a cloud chamber they were using in their experiments. Nearby was a copper box with a hinged lid whose function he couldn’t guess.


Mercer took all of this in with a quick sweep. He rushed to Abe’s side, dropping to his knees and grabbing for the old man’s hand, but it was futile. Abe had probably been dead even before his body had hit the hard stone floor.


Mercer expected tears but none came. Instead he felt a hot anger building in the pit of his stomach. He stood and quickly checked the others. Had there been a chance to save any of them he would have remained to dress wounds and comfort the victims, but there was nothing he could do for any of these people. At least, not by sitting in this chamber.


With hands made sticky by blood, Mercer ran out of the room and back into the main chamber. His miner’s lamp couldn’t penetrate more than a couple of feet, so the darkness beyond the beam was an unknown world of inky shadow where one of the gunmen could be lurking in wait for any sign of pursuit. Mercer glanced above his head and saw that the science team had strung lights from the main shaft to their science chamber. These people weren’t miners accustomed to the black. They would want as much light down here as possible.


The assault team had smashed the bulbs as they approached, which told Mercer they were likely retracing their steps using thermal imagers tracking the still-hot filaments. Mercer wore thick coveralls that trapped a massive amount of heat, and his body was only about fifteen degrees cooler than the mine’s musty air. The commandos wouldn’t be able to see him until he was practically on top of them.


He leapt aboard the Segway and leaned as far forward as he dared, the gawky wheeled platform taking off, if not like a shot, then a lot faster than Mercer could run for the mile he needed to cover to reach the main lift. The wind across his face told him he was moving at a good clip.


Now it was calculations of relative speeds and distances. How quickly would the gunmen want to make their escape without making noise? Full tilt, would be Mercer’s guess. Meaning they would be running flat out, hampered only by the need to wear the thermal imaging goggles. Call it a seven-minute mile. They had a two-minute head start even before Mercer went to check on Abe and the others. Another minute lost.


The math was irrefutable. He couldn’t catch up to them. His only hope was they were somehow delayed in getting into the three-story-tall main lift cage.


Mercer finally saw lights up ahead. At this level, the area around the lift station had been carved into a massive cavern, with roads leading off into the rock strata as well as ramps and chutes to feed the multiple levels of the personnel lift or the tall ore skip. The support structure around the elevator looked like a quarry’s loading platform, with three stories’ worth of steel and tangles of piping and ore processors. There were simply too many lightbulbs for the commandos to smash, so they left the chamber alone.


Mercer slowed to a stop just before he burst into the cavern and jumped from the Segway. He hadn’t thought through what he would do if he succeeded in catching the murderers. He was completely unarmed. The best he could hope to accomplish was to warn the top-side lift crew to trap the shooters in the elevator until the police could be called.


He edged out of the blackened tunnel and took up a position behind a small tracked excavator that had been abandoned decades ago. The machine had been stripped for spare parts so it resembled an insect’s husk after being devoured by ants.


He spotted the gunmen right away. They were climbing the scissor stairs on the side of the loading platform, heading for the top tier of the three-story elevator car. There were four of them dressed in black tactical gear. Each had high-tech goggles pushed up on his forehead, and they carried silenced machine pistols. These weren’t MP5s as he’d surmised but something newer and even more sinister, weapons designed to do one thing and one thing only—kill humans. One of the men also had a large pack over his shoulders, and judging by his posture it appeared its contents were heavy.


The elevator car was already in position. The men need only to step into it, close the grate, and send the signal to the operator up on the surface. Once they were up the shaft a few hundred feet, Mercer planned to break cover and reach the intercom mounted just outside the lift doors.


His plan changed a moment later when the lead gunman mounted the loading platform and nonchalantly shot out the intercom. Even as the muted echoes of the silenced shots faded, Mercer could see the panel sparking and sputtering.


He didn’t think. He acted.


Mercer rushed from his hiding place and ran as fast as he could, while above him the men were stepping into the elevator cage. He ignored the ground-level loading platform and instead threw himself down a set of stairs that gave access to the bottom level.


A gunman slammed the gate closed on the top compartment, and a second later a bell toned. Mercer reached the last step. The gate was closed in front of him, and he could just see the bottom of the thirty-foot-tall elevator begin to rise.


With this lift, unlike a commercial one, Mercer could open the gate to gain direct access to the elevator shaft itself. Miners were well trained in elevator safety and could be trusted not to kill themselves by doing anything deliberately stupid. Like Mercer was doing now.


The elevator was a functional three-chambered steel cage attached to a hoist on the surface. Simple signals told the operator at which level to stop the lift. They were at the lowest level, and Mercer knew this elevator was going straight for the surface.


A cable dangled in a loop from under the car. It was a standard armored metal electrical wire that had worked itself loose from a couple of brackets. Below it, the shaft dropped another twelve feet into a sump to collect rainwater seepage. A nearby pump kept the water at manageable levels.


Mercer didn’t break stride or think through what he was doing. As the monstrous elevator car began its ascent, he jumped for the cable just before it rose out of reach. Mercer barely got his fingertips around the steel before his momentum slammed him against the roughhewn shaft wall and nearly wrenched his shoulder from its socket. He scrambled to get a better grip as he pendulumed beneath the fast-rising elevator. He finally got his second hand onto the wire and chanced looking down. The light from the loading station appeared as distant as the glow of a celestial constellation. And even as he watched, the elevator rose high enough for the light to fade completely. Darkness sucked at his dangling boots.


Mercer wriggled an arm through the cable loop to take the strain off his hands, and another of the riveted brackets securing the cable to the car snapped. The pop couldn’t be heard over the mechanical grind of the car, but Mercer’s sudden gasp as he fell a few inches sounded to him like a thunderous scream. Not twenty feet above him were four heavily armed men who showed no compunction over committing murder. With a good flashlight, they could easily see Mercer through the car’s floor and ceiling grates.


He readjusted his position, gaining a better grip on the cable, which for now seemed to be holding. He looked up. Two of the shooters held lit flashlights, but neither was directed downward. They were already five hundred feet up from the bottom of the shaft, with another thousand to go. Had there been sufficient light, Mercer probably would have started panicking. As it was he forced himself not to think of the widening chasm between his bicycling legs and the ground far below.


The elevator continued to rocket upward, rattling and scraping in a trip that never seemed to end. They shot past the level where Mercer had been teaching mine rescue. There were no lights to mark the opening, but he felt the brief change in air pressure as they soared beyond it.


Mercer’s arms were beginning to tire as lactic acid built up in muscles that were already sore after a day spent crawling through simulated cave-ins. He swung his body just enough to throw a leg over the loop, and he hung there like a lemur, alternating hands to give each a rest.


He had no idea how he was going to get out of the shaft once he reached the top, but for now all that mattered was keeping close to the shooters. It struck him that the killers had probably shot their way into the mine in the first place, and the operator above was likely at gunpoint.


With a loud pop Mercer’s weight caused another bracket to let go, and the downward jerk on the cable snapped two more in rapid succession. His snug little perch, where he could use a hand to steady himself against the elevator’s underside, now became a wild swinging ride that saw each arc grow in amplitude and frequency. Mercer’s heart raged in his chest as he desperately clutched the cable. The jerkiness made him lose his leg grip, so once again he was hanging over the void with only his hands—which burned with fatigue and felt as though the tendons were going to erupt through the skin.


Thirty agonizing seconds later, the elevator began to slow. It wasn’t the staid deceleration of a skyscraper’s ergonomically designed lift, which felt as gentle as a jetliner’s final approach. This was the brutal jarring slowdown of a military transport dropping into Bagram when the Afghans were launching SAMs at every inbound flight.


Momentum nearly slammed Mercer into the underside of the lift.


The car came to a stop a moment later. The top of the Leister Deep’s main shaft was housed in a huge warehouselike building, surrounded by a massive concrete pad. There was just enough light for Mercer to see that below him was a yawning porthole to the abyss, and a drop of more than fifteen hundred feet.


His hands were shaking.


He had to get himself clear as soon as possible. The exit gate was above him. There was only one way to reach it, and that was free climbing in the cramped space between the elevator car itself and the side of the shaft.


Mercer positioned himself so he could contort his body and begin to sway back and forth, building up speed with each turn. He timed it at the height of one of his looping swings and reached out one hand to grab the edge of the car, his fingers fitting into the metal grate. He let go his other hand and quickly threaded it into the grate too so he’d only taken the strain on one hand for a second.


The shooters were talking quietly as they shuffled off the elevator. Had Mercer led the team, he would have sent the elevator back into the depths and disabled it, as well as the smaller secondary lift, so that the murders wouldn’t have been discovered for the days it would take to repair them.


He got lucky that the gunmen weren’t so thorough.


He heaved and struggled to raise himself in the narrow gap between the shaft wall and the lift. There was barely enough room for his head, and he had to deflate his lungs to get his chest to fit. Blood flowed from where the steel had cut into his fingers. Mercer ignored it all. The killers were already out of the elevator and headed, he supposed, to a getaway vehicle. He had to move fast or he was going to lose them.


He slithered his way to the lowest of the personnel platforms and unlatched the accordion gate. He slid it open just enough to squeeze through. He could hear voices above him. He slowly climbed out and up to ground level. Across from him and up in a control booth was the lift operator’s station. It had a large plate-glass window that overlooked the loading platform. The window was spattered with blood, and the body of the operator was slumped in his chair. The blood was still running and oozing down the glass. The local mine worker had done his job by operating the lift, as ordered, and was summarily executed.


A fifth gunman clad in black tacticals was waiting for the others next to a tall rolling door and an idling four-door Ford F-350 pickup. Mercer noted the rear license plate had been removed. He assumed the truck was stolen.


The four men who’d gone down into the mine linked up with their surface support guy. He made a big deal of the backpack, and then they loaded themselves into the dually pickup. In seconds they had pulled out of the building and vanished around a corner.


Mercer launched himself from the stairwell and raced after the truck. He pulled up short when he got outside. It was late afternoon and a cold rain was falling. It was mid-April, but the bitter air held March’s chill. The truck was already being swallowed by the gloom. Its taillights flashed as it slowed to let a bucket loader from the nearby gravel quarry pass. And then the truck started to pull away.


The access road to the mine complex was only a mile long, but it went through several tight hairpins as it descended down to a valley where it tied in with a local two-laner. Mercer ran for the bucket loader. It was as large as a semitrailer, with tires that stood as tall as he did, but the excavator moved slowly enough for him to catch up and then vault onto a ladder leading up to the operator’s cab.


The driver was shocked when Mercer suddenly appeared and opened the door.


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked angrily. “You could have gotten yourself killed.”


“Do you have a cell phone?”


“No reception up here . . . I don’t bother. Who are you?”


“I don’t have time to explain. That truck that just went past you. The men in it killed six people down in the Leister Deep as well as the hoist operator. Get to a phone and call the police. It’s a Ford F-350 dual rear-wheeled pickup with five men in it wearing black tactical uniforms. There’s no rear license plate.”


The driver took one look into Mercer’s slate-gray eyes, recognized the determination behind them, and chose to believe the bizarre story. He cranked the bucket loader’s joystick control and added on some more power.


Mercer reached across and chopped the throttle controls back to idle. “I don’t think you understand, pal. I’m going after the truck. Get out and run.”


“No way, man. I can’t let—”


That’s as far as Mercer let the operator get. He threw a right fist into a spot below the miner’s left ear. His head snapped around and his eyes went glassy. Mercer popped the quick release for the safety belts and hauled the driver out of his chair as the bucket loader continued to slow.


The man was groggy but not out. Mercer frog-marched him down the rear deck to the stairs mounted over the back tires. The driver was starting to come to his senses. Mercer could feel him becoming more resistant. Rather than hitting him again, Mercer collapsed the driver’s knee so that he fell back into Mercer’s waiting arms. He lowered the operator to the deck and unceremoniously pushed him down the stairs. He rolled like a log and then fell into the mud in a dazed heap.


“Call the police! Have them stop that truck!”


Not knowing what the driver would do, Mercer raced back to the cab and threw himself into the operator’s seat. He was in a Caterpillar 990. Not their largest front-end loader, but not too far off the mark, either. He was very familiar with how to drive it, and nearly every other piece of iron that came out of Cat’s Peoria, Illinois, plant.


He cranked up the throttle and marveled at the throaty boom of the 625-horsepower diesel. The machine lurched forward. Mercer had no intention of trying to catch the fleeing pickup. He had a quarter of their top speed. What he had, though, was a real off-road capability they could only dream about.


Rather than steer down the broad dirt access road, Mercer directed the 990 over the edge of the plateau where the mine and quarry were located, avoiding the S-shaped switchbacks altogether. The grade was steep, better than forty-five degrees, but there were enough small trees and undergrowth to keep the eighty-ton monster from plunging out of control. Mercer worked the joystick control like a fighter pilot, juking the loader around the larger trees that it couldn’t simply bowl over. Saplings as thick around as baseball bats vanished under the massive tires, and branches whipped at the cab, one shattering the side glass.


The loader emerged onto the haul road once again, halving its distance from the speeding pickup that had yet to notice it was being stalked. Like a rampaging elephant, Mercer drove the loader across the road and down another embankment. This time there wasn’t anywhere near the same amount of vegetation, and the big machine began to slide on the loose rock and dirt. Mercer fought the instinct to apply the brake and instead hit the gas to straighten out. The back end tucked in behind the front, and he continued to steer down the slope. He hit the next section of flat haul road and was nearly tossed through the windshield by the impact, and for a moment he feared the blow had been enough to dislodge the front axle. But the machine ran on, a snarling testament to American design and construction.


The pickup had just passed by. Mercer could clearly see the marks on the ground from its doubled-up rear tires. The loader sped across the road, and when Mercer put its nose over the next slope, he could see the truck steadily accelerating out of the last hairpin turn. And a sharp-eyed gunman must have seen him too.


A rear window in the dark truck’s cab slid down, and the stubby barrel of one of the machine pistols appeared. They must have figured the big Caterpillar machine was chasing after them, and they were taking no chances. The range was extreme for such a weapon, but that didn’t stop the shooter from unloading a thirty-round magazine of 9mm Parabellums.
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“Jack Du Brul just gets better.with every book. This is
the most unputdownable thriller I've read in ages’
LINCOLN CHILD





