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Strait of Malacca

Captain Omar Rahal tracked the small boat racing across the placid waters of the narrow strait. It was approaching his California-bound oil tanker from dead ahead, and far too quickly to be a fishing boat. He’d tried to raise them on the radio, but there was no response. It meant only one thing.

Pirates.

Using his binoculars, he could see that the boat was full of men armed with guns, but there was nothing he could do to avoid them. The Dahar was more than 300 meters long, and the strait between Malaysia and the Indonesian island of Sumatra was barely three kilometers across at its narrowest point. The ponderous ship would be impossible to turn around, and the speedboat would easily outmaneuver any attempt to ram it.

‘Increase to full speed,’ he nevertheless told the executive officer. ‘We’re not going to make the Dahar an easy target.’ Such high velocity for a ship as big as theirs was risky in these tight confines, even with calm seas, but he couldn’t let them hijack his ship without doing something.

As the XO ordered full power, Rahal activated the shipwide intercom. ‘Now hear this, men. We have hostiles off our bow. They are armed and mean to board us. Initiate emergency lockdowns and go to your action stations. Do not, I repeat, do not attempt to fight them.’ He didn’t want any crew members to die on his watch.

The boat passed behind the bow of the Dahar so that Rahal could no longer see it. He went to the port bridge wing so he could watch for it over the side of the ship.

They came back into view, and he could now make out seven men clad in T-shirts and armed with automatic rifles. There had to be an eighth driving, hidden by the roof of the tiny wheelhouse. The boat circled around so it could match the tanker’s speed. Rahal spied a man holding an extendable ladder.

He called to the XO. ‘Activate the SSAS alarm.’

The XO flipped open a safety cover and pressed a large red button. The Ship Security Alert System was a silent alarm that contacted the ship’s base of operations to inform them that a hijacking was in progress. It ensured that the hijackers would not be warned that help had been summoned.

A few seconds later, the bridge phone rang. Rahal picked it up.

‘This is Captain Rahal on the Dahar.’

‘Captain, this is operations headquarters. We are calling to verify that you have an emergency in progress.’

‘Affirmative. This is not a false alarm.’ Rahal recited the code sequence verifying his identity. ‘Seven or eight armed men are preparing to board us.’

‘Understood. We have your position and will contact the Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency and the Indonesian Sea and Coast Guard. Stay on the line as long as you can. Are there any ships in your vicinity that could render aid?’

‘What do we have on our radar?’ Rahal asked the XO.

The XO peered at the radar screen and shook his head in dismay. ‘The closest vessel looks to be a freighter thirty kilometers behind us.’

‘Even if we stop, it would take her two hours to get here,’ Rahal spoke into the phone. ‘What’s my ETA on the Coast Guard?’

‘The MMEA is scrambling a helicopter in Johor, but the soonest they’ll make it to you is ninety minutes. Stay calm and do not resist the hijackers. Help is on the way.’

Rahal smirked at the XO. ‘“Help is on the way,” he says.’

‘We’re going to need it,’ the XO replied, pointing down at the deck.

The top of the ladder poked above the railing. Rahal dropped the phone and ran out to the bridge wing again. While some of the hijackers had their weapons trained on the railing in case anyone tried to push it away, others began climbing up, several of them carrying large backpacks in addition to their weapons. When seven of them were on deck, they ran toward the superstructure at the rear of the ship.

Rahal got back on the phone. ‘Headquarters, I have to hang up now. The hostiles are approaching the bridge.’

‘Good luck, Captain.’

Rahal tried to calm himself for the sake of the rest of the bridge crew, but his insides felt like pudding. He hadn’t been this shaken since the Iraqis invaded his native Kuwait when he was a teenager working on a fishing boat.

A few moments later, he heard feet pounding up the stairs.

‘No sudden moves,’ Rahal said to his men.

The door was flung open, and three Southeast Asian men burst onto the bridge with their weapons at the ready.

‘Don’t shoot,’ Rahal said in English with his hands in the air. ‘We’re unarmed.’

A lean and wiry man with scarred flesh where his left ear should have been stepped forward with a menacing grin. He didn’t have the rotted teeth of a drug-using robber. This man was a trained professional.

‘You are Captain Rahal?’ the man said in Indonesian-accented Arabic.

‘Yes,’ Rahal replied in the same language, surprised that the man knew his name. ‘What do you want?’

‘I want your ship. Now I have it.’

‘And my crew?’

One of the hijackers went to the controls and set the engines to full stop.

‘If you and your crew behave, you will depart the ship with me, and we will ransom you. If no one pays, then we will kill you.’

Rahal nodded. ‘We’ll cooperate. And my company will pay your ransom.’

‘That’s very good to hear,’ the scarred hijacker said. ‘Because if you give us any trouble, I’ll leave all fifteen of you on board, and you can go down with your ship when I blow it up in the strait.’
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Ravenhall, Australia

April Jin paced around her beat-up Ford as she waited in the parking lot of the Ravenhall Correctional Centre. Although the asphalt was already baking from the morning sun, there was no way she would set foot inside the prison doors again. She’d been coming here for three years now on weekly visits, and the sterile white walls inside reminded her of her own two-year stay at Dame Phyllis Frost Centre for women. Bile rose in her throat at the thought of ever walking back into the place.

The front doors of Ravenhall’s main entrance finally opened, and she smiled when she saw Angus Polk strut out with a hardened look in his eyes. His erect posture and cropped hair hinted at his military background, marred only by the presence of a light beard. In his jeans and stretched T-shirt, he displayed a newfound bulk, thanks to his daily workouts in the yard, which had added definition to his tall frame. His face softened into a broad smile when he spotted his waiting wife.

Jin met her husband and melted into his arms. He lifted her from her feet as if she weighed nothing.

‘You’ve lost weight,’ he said.

‘Morning runs to stay in shape and light rations while dining alone.’

Jin had a slim, slightly muscular figure. Her straight black hair was worn short, highlighting her lean face and dark, probing eyes.

After she gave Polk a long kiss, she said, ‘I can’t believe they let you out.’

‘Free at last, thanks to my new favorite words – “early release.” Apparently all that good behavior inside paid off.’ They put their arms around each other and walked toward the car. ‘Thanks for coming to meet me,’ he said. ‘I’ll be glad to get home … wherever that is.’

‘You may not like our flat much better than your cell. It’s the size of a birdhouse.’

‘As long as you are there, it will feel like a palace.’ They stopped as they approached the car. ‘Have you been managing all right?’

‘The money’s been tough, I won’t lie. No one wants to hire an ex-con who’s sold out their government. I’ve found some freelance translation work, but it barely covers the bills.’

‘No support from our old patron?’

She shook her head. ‘Not a word.’

‘Some thanks. Well, I’ve got an old mate who left the service and started a small business. Maybe he’ll give me some work until we sort things out.’ He patted the hood of the car. ‘Mind if I drive? I kind of missed it.’

Before she could pass over the car keys, a limousine pulled into the lot and slowly cruised toward them.

‘Now, that’s how to depart the joint in style,’ Polk said.

To Jin’s surprise, it stopped right in front of them. The chauffeur got out and opened the rear door for a man in a tailored pin-striped suit. An attorney for sure. Jin had seen enough in her life to spot one instantly.

He held out a card. ‘Mr Polk and Ms Jin, I’m William Campbell.’

He didn’t ask if that was who they were. He knew.

‘What’s this about?’ Polk asked as he took the card.

‘I represent the estate of Lu Yang. Would you please join me?’ He gestured for them to get in the limo.

‘Did you say “the estate” of Lu Yang?’ Jin asked.

‘Yes. I’m afraid he recently passed.’

Jin and Polk looked at each other in surprise.

‘I’m afraid I can’t discuss any details here,’ Campbell said. ‘But I can assure you that this does not concern any of your criminal matters. In fact, I believe you will find the reason for our meeting most beneficial.’

Jin looked at her battered truck, and Campbell said, ‘If you like, we can have your vehicle towed to a car lot for sale. When our business is concluded, you will no longer need it. Alternatively, you may drive to our offices on your own, but I think you will find the limousine more comfortable.’

Jin and Polk looked around. Their past dealings with Lu Yang had always been highly secretive, and always through a third party. Sending a limo to pick them up, in front of a prison no less, was highly out of character. But then again, the man was now dead.

Jin and Polk climbed into the limo, settling into the luxurious leather seats across from Campbell.

As it drove off, Polk leaned over and asked his wife, ‘Did you know Lu Yang was ill?’

She shook her head. For ten years, her mother had been married to the Chinese tech mogul, though he didn’t come into his extreme wealth until after they’d divorced. Jin’s ex-stepfather had taken care of her mother, though, and supported Jin from afar, grooming her skills until he could put them to use for his benefit.

‘When did he die?’ Jin asked Campbell.

‘He tragically passed away just a few days ago. More will be explained to you both when we reach Melbourne.’

Jin glanced at Polk and saw a hopeful gaze in his eyes. He knew just as well as she did what that meant.

They were going to a reading of her stepfather’s will.

It took thirty minutes to reach downtown Melbourne, where they stopped in front of one of its glistening towers. An elevator whisked them to the fiftieth floor. Campbell ushered them into a posh conference room, where they had an expansive view of the city skyline. He pushed a button, and wall panels folded back to reveal a huge TV.

‘Please,’ Campbell said, indicating chairs along the mahogany conference table. A silver pitcher of ice water and some glasses had been set out for them. He handed Jin a remote and a sealed envelope with her name on it. ‘Once I leave the room, just press play. You’ll be asked for a code, which is contained in that envelope.’

‘You’re not reading his will?’ Polk asked.

‘I’m afraid not. The video will explain everything.’

He nodded and closed the door behind him as he left.

Polk turned to his wife and said, ‘What’s going on here?’

‘Let’s find out.’ Jin opened the envelope and found a note card with nothing on it but a sixteen-digit number written by hand. She pressed PLAY on the remote and was prompted to enter the code.

When she did, an image of an elegant office came on the screen. At the center of the screen, seated at a desk, was Lu Yang. Jin felt her breath catch at seeing him, but she quickly saw that he was no longer the stern and strong disciplinarian she remembered.

Instead, his eyes were sunken, his hair was stringy, and the hands tented on the desk were skeletal.

‘Hello, April,’ Lu said in English with a soft Shanghai accent, sending a jolt down her spine. ‘Mr Polk, you must be there, too, as I’d required. We never met in person, but my name is Lu Yang. As you know by now, I am dead.’

Jin reached for Polk’s hand to steady herself.

‘I realize the past few years have been difficult for you both, on account of a breach in security that was not of your doing. As you know, one of our operatives turned informant to the Australian Federal Police. He was eliminated before revealing the full extent of my operations in the country, but regrettably disclosed your respective data-gathering activities in the military’s defense technology and intelligence arenas. Up till now, it has forced me to sever communications between us, for everyone’s security. While you may have felt abandoned, that was not actually the case. Your defense attorneys were the best in the land, paid at my expense. And your respective early releases were no fluke. Let’s just say that several members of the parole review board are sitting on thicker wallets today. But that is all in the past. Today, I need you, April. You and your husband are the only ones I can count on to carry out my last wishes.’

‘You’re asking a lot, after what we’ve been through,’ Jin muttered.

‘I realize you may be reluctant to do so,’ Lu said as if to answer her. ‘But you need me as much as I need you. Possibly more. Just five years ago, you were both models of your professions. Mr Polk was a veteran of the Special Operations Command and a senior analyst in the Department of Defence. And April was Lieutenant Jin, an Intelligence Officer in the Royal Australian Navy, well on her way to attaining flag rank. You were both outstanding undercover operatives, acquiring the latest technological data for my company, and for China. But because those activities were exposed, you were stripped of your titles, fired from your jobs, and spent years in prison. This has left you destitute, with little, perhaps, except your fondness for each other. I intend to remedy that, but require a final request.’

Lu began coughing and paused to take a sip of water, and Polk pointed irritably at the screen. ‘We know what happened. Are we just here to receive a lecture and another opportunity to get sold down the river?’

Jin put her hand up to quiet him. She wanted to see where this was going.

‘Pardon me,’ Lu said, putting down the glass. ‘I have been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, you see. I was well on my way to doing something truly epic with my life, but according to what the doctors are telling me, I have only a few weeks left. So I won’t be able to carry out my vision. But you two can. You proved your loyalty during your criminal convictions by not revealing your ties to me. You also have the necessary talents to fulfill my objective. Mr Polk, aside from your defense analytics, you were an accomplished commando leader, skilled at field tactics and leading men into battle. April, your naval experience gave you expertise in maritime weapons systems and counterintelligence. A perfect combination to make my operation a success.’

Lu smiled. ‘Perhaps you are thinking, “Why would I do anything more for my dying stepfather after what happened?” Well, let me give you two reasons. One, of course, is to help China take its rightful role as world leader by securing its military might. This you have both aided greatly with your past actions. The second is financial. Your lives and careers in Australia have been ruined. The government confiscated all your assets, including the hard-earned monies you earned from me. They even dissolved your military pensions, leaving you pariahs in your own country. You have few resources, and even fewer prospects ahead of you. But I can remedy your losses and allow you a future beyond your wildest dreams.’

He winced as he lifted a case and placed it on the desk, opened it, and spun it around. It was piled to the brim with American one-hundred-dollar bills.

‘This is one million US dollars. I’m giving it to you, both for your past efforts and as an enticement. The lawyers will hand this case to you when you leave this room. You can take the case and run if you like, but we all know that a mere million dollars won’t restore all that you have lost. I’m betting that it will only whet your appetite for what truly lies at the end of the rainbow.’

Lu closed the case again, and Jin glanced at Polk. His eyes were glued to the screen.

‘Because if you do as I request, using this case as seed money as well as additional resources I have provided for you to accomplish the task I have laid out, you will receive the rest of my fortune, valued at nine hundred and thirty-eight million US dollars.’

Jin gaped at her husband. They thought their lives were essentially over when they went to prison. Now they were getting a shot at more than they could ever imagine.

‘The money is locked away in CroesusCoin cryptocurrency. It will remain there until ten major newspapers from across the globe carry news articles confirming that you have completed your objective. I have designed a software program that scans the news websites and will release the lock on the cryptocurrency once the stories have been verified. To give you an incentive not to dawdle, I have provided a deadline. If you fail to complete the task by the appointed date, the account will be sealed forever. No one will ever get my money. It will simply vanish.’ He looked sternly into the camera. ‘As you know, I am not one to reward failure.’

Lu smiled. ‘I suppose you may doubt whether my offer is legitimate.’

Polk nodded. ‘The thought crossed my mind.’

‘The code you entered to start this video is also the account number. Look it up.’ He told her the login and password. ‘You may see the current balance, but you will not be able to access the funds in any way until the proper criteria are met.’

With a trembling hand, Jin pushed PAUSE on the remote, freezing Lu’s cadaverous gaze on them. She brought up the website for CroesusCoin on her phone and logged in. Just as Lu said, the balance was more than nine hundred million dollars. But the boxes for inputting wire transfer instructions were inaccessible, and there was a countdown timer.

It gave them just weeks before the account was locked permanently.

She showed the web page to Polk, who sat back in his chair to process what he’d seen.

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Believe it,’ Jin said. ‘My ex-stepfather wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble for a prank. He was cruel, but never wasteful with his time. Whatever he’s proposing, he’s serious about it. He has no other heirs, so we are the logical recipients of his estate.’

‘But he’s not just giving it to us. We have to earn it.’

‘Yes. But knowing how intelligent and precise he was, he will have planned his “tasks” down to the last detail. As you can see, he has no shortage of resources to ensure its success.’

Polk thought a moment. ‘I hate to say it, but he is correct. We’re both nearing forty, our military careers are over, and we have no legitimate job prospects. We hitched our wagon to Lu Yang and lost everything; our Canberra home and our beach house on Bondi, our cars, even our investment account in Brunei that we thought was untouchable. Now that he’s dead, we don’t even have any contacts in China that could help us. A million dollars is a nice offering, but pales compared to a billion dollars.’

‘For this much money, he must be asking a lot. We have to assume it will involve great danger and risk.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘After waiting for you so long, I don’t want anything to happen to us now.’

Polk shrugged. ‘If we can trust him, we can pull off whatever he wants. And once we do, then we’ll have all the protection money we’ll ever need.’

Jin nodded. ‘True.’

‘The question is, do you trust him?’ Polk asked.

Jin thought a moment. ‘He’s a harsh man, but he never deceived us, or my mother. And he’s right about his ongoing support. We both should have served much longer prison sentences. I think we can believe what he says.’

‘We put our lives on the line for him in the past, for much less reward, and we’re still standing. We know what’s at risk, but we’ll now have the resources to protect ourselves.’ Polk gazed at Jin with a confident air. ‘Let’s see what he wants.’

She pressed PLAY on the remote.

Lu Yang leaned toward the camera. ‘I’m glad you see it my way. Now, here’s what I want you to do.’
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Abdul Tanjung didn’t want to wait on the boat while the others took control of the oil tanker, but he was the newest member of this cell of the terrorist group Indo Jihad, so he was left to ensure the boat was ready for their escape before security forces arrived. Now that the Dahar had come to a stop, there wasn’t much for him to do but keep watch for any crew member who might attempt to escape by climbing down the ladder.

Tanjung had fought for the Islamic State in Syria and returned to Indonesia to help install a caliphate in his home country. With his connections in ISIS, it wasn’t hard to find like-minded comrades in Jakarta. Their first mission appeared to be a complete success, and a second one planned for Bali would convince their enemies that the influence of the hated Americans was at an end in Southeast Asia.

Sinking a Kuwaiti oil tanker headed to the United States and causing a massive environmental catastrophe would strike fear into every government in the region. Encouraged by the tanker’s sinking and the Bali operation, more jihadists would flock to their cause, and they would carry out even more headline grabbing attacks until the secular regimes were reduced to shambles.

Tanjung listened eagerly to the reports coming over the walkie-talkie and cheered at every small victory.

‘We have all the crew accounted for,’ said Commander Kersen. ‘Bring them to the mess hall. Tanjung, what is your status?’

‘Maintaining my position beside the ship. No activity out here.’

‘Good. We will lock the crew in the mess hall while we plant the bombs. When we’re done, we’ll bring them down to you.’

‘Yes, sir.’

They had three bombs, which had to be placed carefully to sink a ship of this size, and they had to be detonated before the Coast Guard or defense forces could get there, presuming the Dahar had used the SSAS. Based on what they knew of response times from previous hijackings in the area, they had an hour to evacuate the ship and make a dash back to their shore base.

With the crew in custody, Tanjung could relax. He set down his assault rifle and sat on the deck to enjoy a well-deserved bag of klepons, rice balls that his mother had made for him and his comrades. The sugary snack was covered in coconut shavings, and he brushed his fingers on his pants as he watched a cargo ship in the distance behind them.

Tanjung thought his eyes must be playing tricks on him because it appeared that the large freighter was racing toward them at an amazing speed. Every time he looked away and then back at the ship, it seemed closer.

He shrugged. It didn’t really matter. A ship that size couldn’t be doing more than twenty kilometers per hour. They would be long gone with the hostages before it got anywhere close to them. Not that a civilian cargo ship could threaten them anyway.

When he was done with his snack, he crumpled up the bag and tossed it overboard.

That’s when his eye was drawn to something strange roiling the water. He rose and went to the gunwale.

The water bubbled from something rising up, almost as if a sea monster were emerging from the depths.

A long, flat object appeared next to his boat, barely breaking the surface. It could have been a wayward piece of flotsam tossed overboard from one of the many cargo vessels that plied the strait.

Tanjung noticed that it wasn’t entirely flat. Toward one end was a short cupola with windows. He was startled to see two eyes inside staring back at him. It was an older white man with ruddy cheeks and a fringe of reddish hair around a bald head.

For a moment, Tanjung wondered if someone had drugged his klepons. But his trance was shattered when a hatch flew open from the back of what he now understood to be a submersible that had come out of nowhere. A figure dressed in black and wearing a balaclava rose out of the opening like a demon and pointed a gun at him.

Tanjung turned to lunge for his assault rifle, but it was far too late. He heard a hiss and felt a needle plunge into his back. He tried to reach the dart to pull it out, but within a second his knees buckled, and he collapsed to the deck.

He didn’t lose consciousness, but his head was fuzzy, and his mouth felt as though it were coated in cotton.

The man clad in black jumped over the gunwale and loomed above him like a giant. He bent down, plucked the dart out of Tanjung’s back, and turned him over.

The intruder tossed the assault rifle overboard before dropping to his knees, and Tanjung could see sharp blue eyes watching him intently. The man said something in English, which Tanjung didn’t understand.

‘No speak English,’ Tanjung heard himself reply, almost as if it came from someone else.

The man switched to Arabic, a dialect Tanjung recognized as Saudi.

‘How many of you are on the Dahar?’

Tanjung tried to resist answering, but he felt compelled to tell what he knew.

‘Seven.’

‘Don’t bother trying to fight it,’ the intruder said. ‘The drug you were injected with not only disables you but it also acts like a kind of truth serum. Believe me, I’ve tried it myself. Now, what is your objective?’

‘Bombs. Three of them. We’re going to sink the tanker.’

‘And the crew. Are they still alive?’

‘Yes. In the mess hall.’

‘Good. You’re going to tell me where all the bombs are being planted.’

The man yanked off his balaclava to reveal a blond crew cut and a handsome tanned face. He had intense, intelligent eyes, and an innate authority about him that exuded confidence.

Even in his hazy mental state, Tanjung was surprised to see the man uncover himself.

‘Who are you?’ Tanjung asked, slurring the words as he spoke. For some reason, he felt the need to add, ‘I am Tanjung.’

‘My name is Juan Cabrillo, and I am about to put your terrorist friends out of business. Not that it really matters, I tell you.’ Cabrillo smiled like he was enjoying telling a secret he’d been keeping. ‘You see, the drug coursing through your veins also erases your memory. When you come to in about four hours with a splitting headache, you won’t remember a thing about me.’
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Three people dressed in identical black clothes, body armor, eyeglasses, and balaclavas emerged from the submersible, leaving the driver behind, and joined Juan on the boat as he lashed the dazed terrorist’s ankles and wrists with zip ties. Each of them had an MP5 submachine gun slung over their shoulder and a dart gun in a hip holster. The only thing that distinguished them was that one was half a foot shorter than the other two.

‘Looks like the sedative worked as advertised,’ the smallest of them said in a high-pitched, feminine voice.

Juan stood up and said, ‘With this stuff, I could make Colonel Sanders spill his secret recipes for both Original and Extra Crispy chicken. Tanjung here tells me there are seven hostiles on board armed with AK-47s. Use the darts only as long as we have the element of surprise.’ He checked his watch. ‘I’ve got the bomb locations. Tanjung says we have about fifteen minutes left to deactivate the timers. He also mentioned that Kersen, the leader of their terrorist cell, has a remote detonator as a backup. Apparently, he didn’t trust anyone else not to blow up the ship with him on it. You’ll know him by his missing left ear.’

Using his tongue, Juan clicked the molar mic embedded in his mouth. The transceiver not only allowed him to use his radio hands-free, it also played the sound inside his skull through bone conduction, which meant he could hear communications even in noisy environments.

‘Is the deck clear?’ He looked up, but the small gray quadcopter drone hovering above them was too high to be visible.

‘No movement,’ came the reply.

‘Anyone on the Dahar’s bridge?’ It would be easy to spot Juan and his team coming over the railing if there were terrorists in that high perch.

‘Maneuvering to get a better look.’ A pause. ‘It’s empty.’

Juan put on his balaclava and a pair of augmented reality glasses and fed in the bomb locations. They’d downloaded a detailed schematic of the tanker on their way to the ship so their glasses could guide them through the corridors of its interior. In the corner of his eye, he could now see a deck-by-deck map of the Dahar’s layout.

‘Let’s go,’ Juan said.

He led the way up the terrorists’ ladder. Juan felt it was his duty to be the first on the ship.

All of them were members of the Corporation, and Juan was its Chairman, an honorific many of his people used when addressing him. Technically, they were mercenaries, but Juan hated that term. Mercenaries hired themselves out to the highest bidders, no matter the cause or morals of their employers.

Instead, the Corporation was a company of private contractors made up of US military veterans and former CIA operatives. They had an unusual set of skills and did work for the US government when secrecy and plausible deniability were required. One such mission was a raid to sabotage a Syrian pharmaceutical complex producing sarin gas where they had acquired a limited batch of the tranquilizer serum they were now using. They also took jobs from friendly nations or non-government entities, but only if it served the interests of their home country.

Juan Cabrillo was not only the Chairman of the Corporation but its heart and soul. A former CIA operative, he led the organization with fortitude and savvy, seemingly always one step ahead of his adversaries. He had helped assemble the top-notch crew around him and placed trust in every member of the Corporation to do their assigned job. In return, he was deeply respected and admired by all, most considering him a close friend.

The Corporation was unique in that it was based entirely on one ship, the Oregon. The new Oregon.

After the tragic loss of their previous ship, Juan and the rest of the crew had been eager to get back to sea to see what the new vessel could do. Their first voyage was meant to be a simple trial to test out her engines and a few of her other upgraded capabilities before returning to a Malaysian dry dock to finish prepping her for deployment. But intel about an imminent attack in the Strait of Malacca meant she had to set sail before she was fully outfitted. Now the Oregon was on her maiden cruise, and some of her crew weren’t even on board yet.

The terrorists’ plan was to plant the explosives and get off the ship with their hostages long before the authorities could arrive. But Indo Jihad didn’t realize that their group had been penetrated by a mole from the Corporation, so they wouldn’t be expecting anyone spoiling the party. Although Juan’s team was outnumbered, their advantage was stealth and surprise.

When they all reached the oil tanker’s deck, they split up into two pairs. Juan and Hali Kasim would take the engine room while the others would go to the bow.

The pair hustled to an access door set into the stern superstructure.

‘How are you doing?’ Juan asked as the two of them pressed themselves against the steel bulkhead.

Going on commando raids wasn’t Hali’s regular job on the Oregon. The Lebanese American was the ship’s communications officer and had been responsible for catching the emergency alert sent out by the Dahar. Although the Oregon had a team of former special forces operatives who would normally take on a mission like this, they were all away on another job in Bali.

But everyone in the Corporation was trained for combat, and Hali had been on his fair share of dangerous operations in the past.

‘Having a great time,’ Hali said. ‘That said, I’ll be happy to be back in my nice comfy ops chair with a headset over my ears.’

‘Just follow me, and we’ll be fine. Remember, don’t take any chances.’

Juan opened the door, and they found the nearest stairway. With the dart gun in his hand, Juan led Hali down, following the map displayed in his glasses.

When they reached the door to the engine room, Juan could feel the thrum through the steel. At least the terrorists hadn’t shut the big diesels down when they brought the ship to a halt. The noise would help mask their approach.

Juan looked at Hali, who nodded in reply that he was good to go. Juan crouched and eased the door open. The sound of the loud turbines filled his ears.

The door was located on a catwalk overlooking the entire engine room, but the vast array of piping, ductwork, and machinery meant they weren’t too exposed to anyone who might be below.

First, they crept to the control room, and Juan looked in the window. No one was inside.

Hali tapped his shoulder, and Juan turned to see two of the hijackers huddled over something they were attaching to the massive fuel line feeding the engines. Just as the terrorist on the boat had told them, the plan was to blow up the ship, igniting a raging inferno that would be seen for miles.

The hijackers twenty feet below them were so preoccupied with their task that they never looked up. Juan gave a signal to Hali that he would take the man on the right while Hali shot the one on the left.

They aimed through the catwalk railing. Juan fired. His dart hit the terrorist in the back of the neck. He turned at the same time that Hali’s dart hit the other one in the back. Within three seconds, they both collapsed to the deck.

Edging around the catwalk, Juan and Hali scanned the rest of the engine room. No one else was there.

They went down the stairs to find the two terrorists huddled on the floor, mumbling to themselves. According to the man in the boat, there should have been two teams planting bombs in the engine room. He couldn’t have been lying, so either he hadn’t understood the plan or he hadn’t been told the truth about it.

While Hali inspected the bomb, Juan spoke to the Indonesians.

‘Where are your comrades?’ he demanded in Arabic.

Both of them responded in a dialect of Indonesian. Juan was fluent in Arabic, Spanish, and Russian, but Indonesian wasn’t in his wheelhouse. He took out a small tablet computer loaded with translation software, chose Indonesian, and repeated his question.

The tablet spit out the audible translation. After a pause, the men responded, but the tablet flashed an error message.

Language not recognized.

He read it to Hali, who didn’t look up from his examination of the bomb.

‘Must be some unusual dialect that the computer can’t interpret.’

‘Then we have a problem,’ Juan said. ‘Assuming there’s a bomb at the bow, that still leaves one bomb missing.’ He checked his watch. ‘And now we have just ten minutes left to find it.’

Hali stood. ‘I think we have a bigger problem.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I can’t deactivate the bomb. It’s a sophisticated design, and it’s riveted shut, so cutting wires isn’t an option. And if we start typing in random codes in an attempt to disarm it, that might set it off.’

Juan bent over to look at the device. It was far more complicated than a typical pipe bomb, with a transparent polycarbonate casing and a digital keypad. There was no countdown timer on it, just a set of blinking bars, like the battery-strength meter on a cell phone. There were currently four out of five bars left.

‘Can we move it?’

‘I’m no explosives expert, but I don’t see any mercury switches. I think it’s okay to move, but I’d like a second opinion.’

‘We’ll get one soon. You stay here until we know we can move it. I’ll start searching for the other bomb team.’ He took one last look at the device and saw it tick down to three blinking bars. ‘If it goes down to one bar, get out of here, and put the crew on the lifeboat.’

Hali nodded as he warily eyed the bomb. ‘If you insist.’

As Juan bounded up to the stairs to exit the engine room, he clicked his molar mic. ‘Linda, we’ve got a more complicated situation than we previously thought.’

Nothing.

‘Linda, do you copy?’ he repeated.

The silence in Juan’s ear was ominous, but he had to keep his mind on his task to find the third bomb. The team at the Dahar’s bow was three football fields away from him. If they were in trouble, there was nothing he could do to help them.




[image: Penguin walking logo]

5

It wasn’t that Linda Ross couldn’t hear Juan. It was that she couldn’t say a word. Even breathing might get her and Eric Stone killed.

The two of them were crouched in the shadow of a huge pipe, staring directly down the barrel of an AK-47. The terrorist with the gun didn’t see them at the moment, but one move – one sound – and he’d realize someone was there and pull the trigger.

Linda was the Vice President of the Corporation and a Navy veteran. She’d seen more combat since joining the Oregon crew than during her entire time in the service, but she still didn’t like having a gun pointed at her.

She was currently kneeling next to Eric beside the oil pumping unit closest to the bow. Neither of them had a clear shot at the man, whose attention had been drawn by the random clank of a metal chain behind them. A collection of pipes shielded his body, making a shot from one of their dart guns iffy at best.

The terrorist swept the area with his assault rifle, and when he was satisfied that he’d heard nothing unusual, he went back inside the shed to his comrade planting the bomb on one of the main release valves.

Linda finally drew a breath. ‘That was close,’ she said to Eric in a quiet voice that was high pitched but still radiated authority. She tapped her balaclava. ‘It’s good I have this on.’

Linda was known for regularly changing the color of her hair to suit her mood. Right now, it was styled in a pixie cut dyed a bright green that would have surely been seen by the terrorist if she hadn’t been wearing the head covering.

‘I intend to write a strongly worded letter to the Dahar’s captain telling him to make sure his crew locks down their equipment properly in the future,’ Eric said.

Eric had also been a US Navy officer and was now the Oregon’s helmsman. Usually, he was dressed in a button-down shirt and khakis, not combat gear. He and his best friend, Mark Murphy, were the smartest people on the crew, so they were normally tasked with figuring out technical solutions to problems that the Oregon faced rather than taking down armed terrorists.

Like Linda, however, he had seen his fair share of fighting over his years with the Corporation, and the Chairman had made sure to keep all their operational and weapons training current while they finished constructing their new ship. She was glad to have Eric with her, not only for his expertise on the analysis of the bombs but also because he had strong tactical instincts.

Now they just had to plan how to approach the terrorists without being seen.

The pumping units were housed in a small shack that protected the valves from the elements. Pipes snaked from the structure in all directions to the massive oil tanks beneath their feet. A bomb going off in there would rupture a dozen pipes, igniting the oil feeding them and providing oxygen to the fuel vapor in the tanks that could cause a giant fireball to erupt. The blaze would be visible from the coasts of Malaysia on one side and Indonesia on the other.

‘I’m too short to climb over those pipes,’ Linda said.

‘I could give you a boost,’ Eric said. He wasn’t big guy, but Linda was tiny, so she had no doubt he could do it.

‘Too exposed,’ she said.

‘Going around will take too long.’

‘Then we go under.’ She pointed to a gap between the pipes and the deck. It was a narrow space, but they could belly-crawl through.

Juan’s voice came over the line again. ‘Linda, do you copy? We’ve taken down two hijackers so far. That leaves five more.’

Linda clicked her molar mic. ‘I read you, Chairman. We’ve got two hostiles here. About to make our move.’

‘Good hunting,’ he replied. They didn’t say ‘Good luck’ on the Oregon. Depending on luck was a fool’s game. Although it didn’t hurt to have some good fortune in a pinch, Juan preached that preparation, training, teamwork, and skill were far more important to a successful mission.

‘We’ll let you know when we’ve got the bomb in hand, Chairman,’ Linda said.

‘Copy that.’

She and Eric went to where the gap beneath the pipes was widest. Eric went first while Linda did her best to cover him with her MP5 submachine gun between the spaces in the pipes. The valve shed was ten yards away, and she wasn’t going to risk a dart shot through such a narrow opening.

When he had squirmed through, he ran over and crouched beside the shack.

Linda put the MP5 on her shoulder and got onto her belly, squeezing herself through. The distinctive smell of oil and grease filled her nose.

She was almost out from underneath when she saw one of the terrorists round the corner of the shed behind Eric. He was so surprised at finding someone there that he didn’t shoot, which was the only thing that saved Eric’s life.

Eric turned when he heard the footsteps and raised his MP5 to fire, but the terrorist knocked it from his hands with the butt of his AK-47. Eric didn’t let him bring the assault rifle to bear. He launched himself at the terrorist and tackled him to the ground, and they began to wrestle for control of the weapon.

Linda wasn’t out from under the pipes yet and couldn’t reach her submachine gun. Instead, she drew the dart gun from her holster, but Eric and the terrorist rolled back and forth, keeping her from getting a clean shot.

At that moment, the second terrorist came around the shed from the other direction. He must have heard the commotion and simply came to see what it was, leaving his own AK-47 behind.

Still lying down, Linda snapped off a shot with the dart gun, but the angle was odd, and her dart hit the terrorist right in the leather belt he was wearing.

The man heard the sound but didn’t realize he’d been hit. Then he saw Linda scrabbling out from beneath the pipes and sprinted toward her. She leaped to her feet just as he arrived and pinned her against the pipes.

He chopped the dart gun from her hand and pressed his forearm against her throat, cutting off her air. His hot breath on her face reeked of tobacco and curry. Linda tried to push his arm away, but the wiry man was too strong for her. It was only a matter of time before she lost consciousness.

She let go of his arm and ran her hand down his torso until she reached the belt. She grabbed the dart still jutting from the leather and yanked it out. With her vision tunneling, she jabbed the dart into the terrorist’s neck.

His eyes went wide with shock, and he pulled out the dart, but it was too late. The injection directly into the artery made the effect of the drug nearly instantaneous. He sank to his knees and keeled over.

Linda took a huge breath and looked over to see that the terrorist Eric had been fighting had somehow rolled away from him and next to the MP5. He picked up the submachine gun and was about to fire when Linda snatched the dart gun from the deck and shot him in the back.

The terrorist whirled around and tried to grab at whatever had stung him. He stared at Linda in surprise, and then his eyes rolled white as he went down in a heap.

Linda went over to Eric and held out her hand to help him up. Eric was rubbing the back of his head.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

‘He got me good with the butt of the AK, but I’ll be all right.’ Eric looked around and saw the two terrorists lying on the deck. ‘Looks like you got them both. Nice shots.’

She grinned at him. ‘Didn’t you know Annie Oakley was my great-grandmother?’

‘I almost believe that.’

‘Come on. Let’s take a look at that bomb.’

They went into the shed and found the bomb situated directly under the main valve unit that the mass of pipes fed into. Linda shined her flashlight while Eric inspected it. There was an indicator with two bars blinking.

Linda clicked on her mic. ‘Chairman, our hostiles are down, and the bomb is right in front of us.’

‘Good work. What’s the word on the bombs? Can we move them?’

Eric, who could hear Juan as well, nodded. ‘That’s affirmative, Chairman. I don’t see any circuits or accelerometers that would be motion activated.’

‘Did you hear that, Hali?’ Juan said.

‘Copy that,’ Hali replied. ‘I’ll come up with it now. Are we dumping them overboard?’

‘I don’t advise that,’ Eric said, picking up the bomb and putting it back in the sack that the terrorist had carried.

‘Why not?’ Juan asked.

‘It may short-circuit as soon as it hits the water, which could put a nice big hole in the ship. The Dahar might not sink, but she could spill thousands of gallons of oil before it was brought under control.’

‘Might not sink?’ Linda asked.

Eric shrugged.

‘Is Eric shrugging?’ Juan asked.

‘Yes, he is.’

‘Then we need to find that third bomb and get all three of them as far away from us as possible before they explode.’




[image: Penguin walking logo]

6

Max Hanley, the driver of the Oregon’s submersible, grunted as he climbed out of the rear hatch. His youth serving on a Swift Boat in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta was long behind him, and exercise wasn’t really his thing, as evidenced by the generous paunch that Doc Huxley was always trying in vain to get him to reduce. Still, Max thought he was reasonably fit for a man his age, and his role as the Corporation’s President and the Oregon’s chief engineer kept him busy.

The humidity caused sweat to bead on his brow now that he was no longer in the air-conditioned comfort of the Gator. The submersible was one of two on the Oregon. While the larger sub, Nomad, was built for deep dives, with an airlock and room for eight divers in full gear, the Gator was designed for speed and stealth. It was powered by a potent diesel engine for cruising fast on top of the water and by battery packs for operating below the surface to sneak up on ships, as they had done with the terrorists.

Max had been listening in on the comm link and heard that the third bomb had still not been found.

‘Sounds like you’re getting nothing out of the others, Juan,’ Max said over his molar mic as he tied the Gator to the terrorists’ boat. ‘Maybe our friend Tanjung here can give us some more info.’

‘Tell me you’re armed, Max.’

‘You worried about the old man?’ Max joked. He and Juan were best friends, and together they had created the Corporation, not to mention designing and constructing both the old and the new Oregon.

‘I do hear a lot of grunting. You sound like a grandfather hoisting himself out of his favorite easy chair.’

Max made sure not to make any more noise as he heaved himself over the boat’s gunwale.

‘Don’t worry. I’ve got a dart gun with me in case it seems like he’s starting to come out of it. And if I’d wanted cracks about the sounds I make, I’d give one of my ex-wives a call. Now, are you going to help me translate or what?’

Max went over to Tanjung, who was dozing, and nudged him with a foot until he stirred. Max had a handheld radio that was tied into the comm system and held it up to Tanjung’s face.

‘Go ahead, Juan.’

Juan spoke in Arabic, and for a moment it seemed like the young terrorist wouldn’t respond. Finally, he spoke as if he’d chugged a fifth of whiskey.

‘What did he say?’ Max asked.

‘He’s convinced that what he originally told me is correct,’ Juan said.

‘He seems like a newbie hired to drive the boat. Maybe he’s out of the loop.’

‘Could be.’

Before they could try another question, a different voice cut in. It was Gomez Adams, the Oregon’s expert helicopter and drone pilot and a veteran of the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, the US Army unit known as the ‘Nightstalkers,’ responsible for carrying Special Forces operators into combat. He was back on the Oregon providing them with an eye in the sky.

‘Oh, man, where did they come from?’ His voice sounded both puzzled and angry, which was a bit concerning coming from someone as experienced as he was.

‘What is it, Gomez?’ Juan asked.

‘I’ve got two guys on the deck walking toward the ladder down to the boat. They’ll be able to see over the side in less than ten seconds. Max, get under cover now.’

Max may have been fit for his age, but getting back inside the Gator that quickly wasn’t going to happen. His only choice was to duck into the boat’s tiny wheelhouse.

He retreated under its roof and heard voices above him. The terrorists obviously thought they still had the ship to themselves because they didn’t care how loud they were.

Then they fell silent.

‘They’re looking over the side of the ship,’ Gomez said. ‘They see the Gator and the man down.’

‘Where are you, Juan?’ Max whispered.

‘On my way up to you from the pump room,’ Juan answered. Max could hear him breathing hard as he ran up the stairs.

‘Now they’ve got their weapons out, and one is climbing down the ladder,’ Gomez narrated.

‘Great,’ Max muttered, pulling the
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