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      IF YOU'RE EMBARKING ON THE DECRYPTER SERIES FOR THE FIRST TIME…

      Hold on tight and get ready for a wild ride through the world of espionage, cyber defense, and history like you've never seen it before!

      

      Each novel in the series is a fast-paced, action-packed adventure that can be read on its own, but trust me, you'll want to dive in from the beginning to get the full experience. In a world where technology and science reign supreme, the series explores the forefront of human achievement and the threats that come with it.

      

      Meet Calla Cress, the hero of our story and head of the International Security Task Force (ISTF). Her quest for answers to her mysterious past drives her to uncover her parents' secrets and ultimately leads her to embrace her unique talents as a codebreaker - earning her the title of the Decrypter.

      

      But Calla's journey is far from easy. As she navigates the treacherous world of espionage and battles criminal organizations seeking to exploit new technologies, she is aided by two loyal companions: Nash Shields, a former military man and NSA advisor, and Jack Kleve, a successful tech entrepreneur with a passion for adventure and a soft spot for Calla.

      

      Their latest mission takes them deep into the unknown history of the 'operatives,' a group of tech keepers protecting mankind from the dangers of unknown and powerful technologies. But when tragedy strikes and the stakes become even higher, Calla, Nash and Jack are forced to make tough choices and fight even harder to protect the world from those who seek to exploit its advancements.

      

      So, buckle up and get ready to join Calla on her thrilling escapades through this digital age in the Decrypter Series!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Allegra Driscoll: International Security Force (ISTF) board member and Foreign Affairs expert. Code name: Gold Hyena

      

      Sheik Amir Salib: Oil tycoon who received military combat training from Nash Shields

      

      Avo Schneider: ISTF Berlin agent

      

      Calla Cress: British Museum curator and head of a secret, multi-government spy organization known as the International Security Taskforce (ISTF). Code name: Red Fox

      

      Frau Fuhrman: Berliner Zeitung journalist based in Berlin with a strong desire to cover the activities of the spy agency ISTF

      

      Ivan Schneider: Assassin for hire who is undercover at the University of Cambridge

      

      Jack Kleve: Serial Technology Entrepreneur and Chief of Science and Technology at the International Security Taskforce. Technology Adviser. Code Name: White Wolf

      

      Mason Laskfell: Former head of ISTF and chief of ISTF’s research, signals intelligence, and linguistics divisions

      

      Nash Shields: Former Marine currently employed by the National Security Agency (NSA) and attached to ISTF. Code name: Silver Jaguar

      

      Octavia Steward: Archaeologist and professor at the University of Cambridge

      

      Raimund Eichel: German intelligence with a keen eye on the International Security Force (ISTF)

      

      Rowe Norkus: GCHQ intern who is later employed as an assistant to the Director General. New Red Fox

      

      Stan Cress: Calla Cress's father and former MI6 agent

      

      Taiven: Although undercover as a butler for Allegra Driscoll, Taiven is a mysterious operative working for a secret, multi-government spy organization known as the International Security Taskforce (ISTF)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          TEN YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GCHQ Headquarters, Cheltenham

        11:21 p.m.

      

      

      Some part of her was already immune to authority. She needed to navigate the chaos she had plunged into by arriving at the fourteen-story concrete building on the far end of a motorway near the outskirts of southeast England. The aura of complacency and superiority was impossible to overlook.

      She had never imagined she could be so fervent about the truth. This place had it and was Britain’s most secure vault of secrets, the Government Communications Headquarters, or GCHQ.

      Her breathing was heavy and unsteady. Every muscle tensed and strained, as if she were carrying a great burden. The taste of bile filled her mouth.

      If they caught her… no, she couldn’t afford to be seen.

      Her heart thumped, and adrenaline rushed through her veins. She squeezed through the ventilation shafts and winced as she pulled her hoodie over her head upon emerging on the other side, surrounded by near darkness.

      “Not yet,” she thought as she focused on silently opening the grate at the end of the shaft.

      Her fingers trembled as she fiddled with the bolts, but she pushed the grate aside making no noise. As she peered into the expansive room, she emerged from the ventilation shaft and into the enormous space. Splashes of light blue and pale yellow paint adorned the walls, and steel girders and fluorescent lights lined the high-ceilinged area. Several tables were covered with computer banks and servers, and the room was illuminated by the glow of monitors and screens. The air was dim and shrouded in shadows, with a distinct smell of ozone and electricity.

      The sound of footsteps echoed through the room. Security guards chatted, laughed, and bumped into each other, completely unaware of her presence.

      Heart racing, she took a few hesitant steps forward, her hands shaking with apprehension. The clack of her boots on the floor echoed through the space as she hurried to take refuge behind a desk. Steel bars, as wide as her thumb, lined the bottom of the desks, giving her the feeling of being trapped within a prison. The glass-topped tables seemed to close around her, increasing her sense of vulnerability.

      Something stirred, and she swiveled around, on high alert.

      Two security guards, their hands clasping what could have been weapons, and their eyes focused straight ahead, marched into her line of sight.

      She waited three minutes, just like her contact had told her.

      The guards moved on, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She pulled out her phone, which was on silent mode, and punched in the number for her contact.

      “You in?” the voice asked.

      “Yes,” she replied. “I’m ready.”

      “We’re outside the building now,” her contact said. “What’s your situation?”

      “I’m crouching behind a desk,” the woman said, patting her gun. “I heard footsteps in the room, and two guards were here.” She checked her small tablet, which displayed the blueprint of the building she had downloaded from the dark web. The blueprints were two years old, but she hadn’t had the time to find newer ones. “I have to go.”

      “Whatever you do, don’t hurt them,” her contact said.

      She slipped out from behind the desk. “Seeing as you put me here, I know that.”

      She stood up as the surveillance guards disappeared around a corner. “I’m going to get the information. The hack on the security systems is active. Distract them.”

      “I’ve sent an alert to the system, diverting the guards upstairs. You have five minutes. Please do it now. From now on, use the earpiece. I’ve connected the reception to the getaway van,” the voice continued.

      The line clicked dead.

      Taking a breath, she rounded the desk and dashed down the aisle, keeping her steps light and quick. Cat-like, she weaved between the nondescript computer workstations. Feet pounded against the concrete floors, echoing off the walls and the filing cabinets, and she covered her ears out of habit.

      She ran to the other side. Keycard in hand, she swiped the card and punched in the access code.

      She entered a long, abandoned hallway that stretched before her until she saw the GCHQ vault — a large steel door with a sophisticated security system blocking her way. There was no breaking into this. Her training didn’t cover this kind of lock on the door.

      She drew in a sharp breath, kneeled, and pushed her hair behind her ear to see her wristwatch. On the back were a dense surface sensor and a razor. A blue light faded, and a dim red light came on, but it didn’t pick up anything.

      A weight settled in her gut as she fished in her pocket for a microscopic spider camera. Then the red light on her watch grew brighter. It stopped and went out.

      She counted the seconds. Then she snapped the wiring around the lock and tried not to swear. She leaned to the side and unscrewed the metal plate that covered it. How long would it take? What did they use, five thousand screws? Minute after minute ticked by, and she started feeling light-headed.

      The lock pins slid apart with a metallic click. It broke. Screws free, she flung the plate aside and leaned in to grab the knob, cranking it to the right.

      Click.

      It was on the wrong setting.

      She twisted again.

      Click.

      It opened.

      She stepped through the door and hurried into the darkness, her palms moist. She had to be fast.

      The thought of turning on the light terrified her. Her feet moved through papers and file cabinets as she navigated the shadows.

      She glanced back. It had been almost too easy to break into the government compound and now into the GCHQ building vault. She had come too far to fail, to get the book.

      Despite its age, the vault was a marvel of modern technology, with walls and floors made of an unusual metal. Papers were strewn around the floor in a haphazard mess, in varying colors of white, yellow, purple, and pink. She longed to stop and peruse the classified notes, but time was of the essence. She had to press on.

      “Find anything?” her contact whispered through the earpiece.

      The woman’s heart skipped a beat. “Lower your voice. I don’t want to get caught,” she replied.

      “Okay, okay. Do you have it?”

      “I see it,” she said, ignoring the other books and documents scattered around the vault.

      The purpose of her mission became clearer to her. The ancient text she had once owned was within her grasp. It was there, behind the glass shelving.

      With a swift elbow strike, the security door opened, and her eyes locked onto the book she sought.

      She hesitated for a moment and then drew it out of the safe. The weight of the book felt like a burden, a great honor. Her fingertips brushed against the leather, and she felt power emanating from the volume. She marveled at the gold lettering embossed on the cover.

      A ripple of electricity coursed through her veins. With trembling hands, she opened it and flipped through pages that felt like dead skin beneath her fingertips. Time had taken its toll on the ink, which had faded and smudged. If handled for too long, the contents of this ancient book could crumble to dust.

      As she flipped through the yellowed pages, she noticed groups and rows of strange symbols. Lines of quirky characters littered the pages, covered in a perfect script that had faded over time but was written in a language fading from memory. It wasn’t English or Latin, but something else entirely. No one knew what the letters meant.

      Her hands shook as she opened the pages further. A musty smell ran through each page, like the insides of an empty house. Fragile, it was like new skin and weak bones. The market trader in Muscat who sold her the book didn’t know what he had.

      The first page had a date, the next was blank, and then six bare pages followed.

      She left the room but couldn’t resist peeking at the book one more time before leaving. She slipped it into a slim backpack and looked around before heading back.

      Footsteps sounded in the distance.

      “I have it. Where are you?” she whispered into her earpiece. “The guards may be returning.”

      “Go back the way you came; we’ll cover you,” came the reply through the communication device in her ear.

      When she reached the end of the hallway, she placed her hand against the cold slate door that opened under her touch to reveal the main room with the vent. In the pitch-black darkness of the ground floor, she searched around the dark area. A glance behind told her she wasn’t being followed.

      The woman moved toward the vent and peered through it. As she crept back through the dusty vent, she heard an unfamiliar shattering noise.

      Crazy with fear, she crawled forward.

      A strange cracking noise echoed beside her as she wriggled further through the vent, toward the scraping sound of someone stepping on the grounds outside.

      She advanced, squeezed through the opening, and dropped into the tunnel below that lead off to the woods where the van waited.

      She saw the figure of a man - Rowe Norkus, the GCHQ intern.

      “Take this,” he said.

      Her hands shook as she snatched the access card from him. “Glad you left the vents open.”

      He gave her a slight nod.

      She knew the drill. People like him had ambitions. For now, he was useful. She had put him here in this establishment. Rowe had initially been reluctant to take part in her plan but soon realized that he would benefit from following her instructions and acting as her primary contact. She recalled how Rowe had given her so much information. It was almost too easy. Rowe was no longer confined to the small cubicle of an office.

      A once-forgotten internship became invaluable to her. After all, he interned for the Director of GCHQ.

      “That should get you past the front gates and out of here,” he said, smirking.

      The woman squeezed the card in her hand, studied him, and gave a slight nod of acknowledgment as she slid into the black van that pulled up to the curb.

      The driver glanced at her before turning on the engine.

      Twenty minutes later, they were on the A40 Motorway, heading back to the capital. She was free from the clutches of a top-secret government organization and on her way to delivering the most important information in history.

      As the van sped into London, she felt pride and satisfaction. After a successful heist, she was ready to move on to the next stage of her plan. But as she peered through the tinted windows at the bustling city, her stomach knotted, and her mouth went dry. She had to find a powerful computer.

      The thought filled her with dread.

    

  


  
    
      SEVERAL MILES AWAY

      
        
        The Blackhorse Group Headquarters

        II Temple Place, London

        7:21 p.m.

      

      

      Stan Cress gazed out the window to the River Thames before his attention shifted back to the room.

      II Temple Place was a historical building, William Waldorf Astor’s former private residence, in the heart of London along the banks of the Thames. The Blackhorse Group had been granted access to this secret location by Astor himself during his time as a core member of the group.

      The English had a way with color. The room was lavishly decorated, with glittering black lacquer and mahogany furnishings, and the walls adorned with richly colored paintings of literary characters.

      Stan was not alone; the other Blackhorse members and the twelve commanders had gathered to discuss the fate of one of history’s secrets. The group was solemn, and the silence in the room was heavy.

      Stan looked around the room and wondered how they had ended up here. The Blackhorse Group was a highly secretive and unknown organization, meeting every Thursday night. Only urgent business warranted meetings at this hour.

      “We can’t let her go alone,” Stan said, showing the group the message on his phone with a single word:

      

      
        
        Found

      

      

      

      Stan studied Paxton Muldon, the man who had led and protected this clandestine meeting for the past six years. Paxton breathed heavily and rubbed his forehead, then stared at the message again.

      They had to decide, and fast. They needed to salvage the situation, but how? And who else was involved?

      Paxton seemed oblivious to the gravity of the problem, the lies and secrets they had shared. Something had to give, and the Blackhorse Twelve knew they needed to get involved. But how much could Stan reveal about Atlantis of the Sands, and who else could they trust?

      The men, dressed in black suits with white shirts and solid red ties, took seats around the large oak table in the library. The women wore white. They all looked more like a group of accountants than the resurrection of the Maltese St. John Knights, protectors of the Earth’s deepest secrets for generations. The group had recently started accepting new members by invitation only, only those who served their causes.

      “Friends,” Paxton began, his voice echoing through the hall. “Let me remind you of the reason we are here. We are the Blackhorse Knights. We are the keepers of history. We are the ones who prepare the world for the future, and to do that, we must fund the investigation of Iram, the lost city of Pillars, the Atlantis of the Sands.” He paused and looked around the room, meeting each of their eyes. “Some of you may doubt the existence of this city. You may wonder if we’re chasing a fool’s errand. But I ask you, imagine what we might learn, what we might see. The sands are a treasure trove of intelligence, and we must bring that knowledge back.”

      “But Paxton, it’s been almost a century since the last expedition,” a man named Richard said.

      Paxton ignored the remark, not facing the man who had asked it.

      “And if they didn’t,” Richard continued, “what makes you think anyone else could find it? What makes you think we can find it? There’s nothing that doesn’t have a price. And for us, the price is more than just money.”

      Paxton caught Richard’s gaze. “There are possibilities in this world you cannot imagine, Richard. And some people would do anything to keep them secret. Anything. We’re going to find the City of Sands.”

      Stan listened carefully. He was on the National Security Agency, the NSA’s watchlist, and who knows where else. Unless he intervened, it wouldn’t be long before the entire group was compromised.

      As Paxton spoke, the room filled with wary discussion from the members. It seemed impossible to get them to agree on the number of resources needed, let alone accept that what they had feared had become a reality. Atlantis was becoming known to groups outside the circle.

      Stan rubbed his goatee, waiting and observing each member’s reaction to Paxton’s words. He knew the professor had found the city and had been sworn to secrecy. While some in the group felt optimistic about the find, they were in the minority.

      Paxton stood and moved to the far wall of the high-tech library. A digital world map was in the middle of the table, its lines of latitude and longitude like a grid pattern, and a projector with several monitors beside it.

      “As you know, you are all sworn to secrecy,” Paxton continued. “This is everything we have been working for since the inception of this group in 1826. We are closer to finding what happened at the Divide and why. After a meteorite’s impact, historians can’t explain it. The Divide caused by this meteorite is why we do what we do. The more we find out what happened, the better positioned we will be.”

      The conversation became a mumble, and Paxton had to wait for silence.

      A few were still interested in what he was saying, but most followed their own thoughts.

      “The safest place for the information we have is here,” Paxton added, glancing at the group. “We have the security and backup facility to handle the intelligence on Atlantis safely. We have the best computer experts, networking experts, and data managers that money can buy. This is exciting news. Professor Octavia Steward checked in with Stan Cress last night. She has unearthed the whereabouts of the lost city. Our Atlantis of the Sands.”

      “How do you propose we fund this?” one of the other men asked.

      “Every person here should give generously to this cause, but I have made inquiries,” Paxton replied. “And when I explained my plan to the board of Kronos, they agreed to fund it.”

      Stan raised an eyebrow. He had a better idea. Kronos Genetisys, the German company, had tried for years to find what lay beneath the sands. They had failed to understand the key to unlocking the city’s secrets. It was too dangerous to involve them. He had to think fast. “We will appoint a group of Cambridge University students to travel with their Professor Octavia Steward to Ubar under the guise of a school trip. We will select the students based on their strong backgrounds in ancient civilizations and academic performance.”

      “I have already made a list of potential students,” Paxton added, handing out a list to each of the men in the room.

      Stan’s heart dropped when he saw her name.

      
        
        Calla Iris Cress.

        Linguistics and History Undergraduate Studies.

      

      

      Stan had always been a quiet man, but he’d learned to be more secretive after Calla was born. His daughter would be eighteen now. He’d only met her at birth for a few weeks, but he knew everything about her. He had not seen her since. Now a young woman at Cambridge University, as far as she was concerned, he’d died long ago. God knew what she thought, but giving her up had been the worst mistake of his life, and now it was here to haunt him.

      Had he and her mother, Nicole, done the right thing? God only knew where Nicole was. She had left him after that, never to be heard from again. They’d left each other the day Calla was given up for foster care. Now he could never find her again, not even if he tried.  This group would not make the connection between Calla and him. He could prevent it. They knew he had no family. It had been a strategic move to insist that Calla’s adoptive parents keep her name, not to mention the trust fund he’d left in her name, to ensure someone looked after her well.

      “This has to be handled with the utmost secrecy,” Stan said. “Kronos can’t be trusted.”

      “We shall see about that,” Paxton replied.

      “Once the archaeologists and students make it to Ubar, they will document the city with the latest 3D technology. And Professor Steward will be allowed to take whatever samples she needs to continue her research here in our laboratories,” Paxton continued.

      “How will they get there?” Richard asked.

      Stan had been on a dig once in Ubar to uncover the lost city, but he never found it. Now was the time to act. He spoke with confidence. “We will construct an expedition tent and a full-blown expedition camp,” Stan replied.

      “But how will the expedition's infrastructure survive the harsh desert environment?” a woman added.

      “That’s why we need to throw money at this. In addition, an experienced fieldman will ensure a safe passage and lead and organize the expedition team,” Paxton replied, turning to Stan. “A man by the name of Ivan Schneider, Professor Steward, and her assistants will go, as well as ten students from Cambridge. I would like all of you to read the file. We will have to be very discreet about it.”

      “What do you propose we do if they find the city?” another woman asked.

      “We want to silence any witnesses like we always do around these things. We need someone on the inside, and I can arrange for that to be Schneider. I can set him up as a professor’s assistant at Cambridge University,” Paxton said.

      Stan’s heart throbbed as he rose. “You want to send an assassin on this mission with young students?”

      “Is it necessary?” another woman asked.

      “Yes. The plan is for Octavia Steward to be kept in check by Schneider, in case she....”

      “What if someone interferes?” Richard said.

      “No one will, and Schneider will get the job done. It’s only for ten days,” Paxton said as he took the list from the desk and put it in his pocket.

      Then he went to the bookshelf, searched for records with his finger, and took down a box. He set it on the table, unrolled the inside parchment, and placed it forward so everyone could see it. “I want each of you to write down what you’re going to contribute. Keeping this secret will bring substantial rewards in the future. We must be prepared to keep the city’s secrets, no matter what we find next week. Ivan is there to ensure that things run smoothly and follow my orders.”

      Paxton narrowed his eyes at Stan. “He will do significant work that will change history forever.”

      Stan stared at the parchment with the group’s crest and the pledges of the other members. He hated this. It was his daughter, after all. He had to take action. He snatched the scroll out of Paxton’s grip and took control of the group. “I’ll cover all expenses for this mission,” he said, “and I will coordinate everything.” But even as he spoke these words, Stan’s heart was filled with hesitation and an undeniable fear of what was to come.

      “That’s a lot of money, Stan,” Paxton said. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. If it gets out that the group is up to something, the government will try to stop us. The students and staff must not know our connection to this, and I can pay for that kind of discretion.”

      The group nodded and set their seals on the new mission before departing.

      Paxton approached Stan after everyone had left. “This has nothing to do with the fact that Ivan Schneider works in MI6 with you, does it?”

      “My reasons are my own,” Stan replied.

      Pax’s gaze was as penetrating as it was annoying by now. “Why did you join the Blackhorse Group?” Paxton asked.

      “What do you mean?” Stan replied, putting on his coat.

      “I mean, you, too, work for MI6. You could run many secret operations around the world. Why did you choose to dedicate yourself to this group?”

      Stan clenched his fingers together. “My great-great-grandfather was a founding member of the Blackhorse Knights. My bloodline is tied to everything we do. Let’s say I have my reasons.”

      Paxton smiled and joined his hands together. “You’re a talented man, Stan Cress. Wealthy as hell and a spy, yet this cause interests you. It’s intriguing.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not discuss it,” Stan said, rising.

      Paxton nodded and glanced out the window. “I’ll accept that as a ‘no comment’ for now, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. There’s one more thing. If the city turns out to be what we think it is, some of them won’t come back from that expedition in one piece.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          RUINS OF KNOSSOS PALACE, ISLAND OF CRETE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

        2:21 p.m.

      

      

      The attack came from above, and Calla Cress quickly spun around, knowing all too well what it meant. He might have been twice her weight, but she wouldn’t let him pass the ancient Minoan gate of Europe’s oldest city.

      Wiping blood from her lips with the back of her hand, Calla booted the lone attacker in the groin, catching him off guard. She followed up with a punch to the face, energy shooting through her as he stumbled backward.

      His face twisted in anger before he sneered at her.

      She lunged forward, her fists raised.

      In one swift movement, the attacker leaped forward, his body a flurry of power and force. Before Calla could react, he caught her fist mid-swing and yanked her toward him, sending her tumbling to the ground.

      Rolling up onto her feet, Calla turned to face him and sent a punch to his gut, followed by a boot to the chest.

      He stumbled backward, away from her and the sanctuaries of Minoan civilization. She had never felt so empowered, so angry.

      He grabbed her leg and drove her back to the ground, but Calla refused to give up. Just as he was about to overpower her, a gunshot rang out, and she took her chance to thump him in the pelvis.

      He collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

      Ground commander Nash Shields rushed to her side. “Are you okay?”

      Calla smiled at his handsome face. He could do it for her anytime with that look: strong frame, toned abs, deep gray eyes, and a clean-shaven face. Nash was a fine specimen of Earth males. He had her heart when she first met him, and he still had it. His Marine background intrigued her, and his intelligence didn’t stop in the field. Right now, his awareness of the Minoan culture, heritage, and languages won her over.

      She didn't know how he did it, but then again, he had been working with the International Security Taskforce, ISTF, an espionage agency linked to five government agency arms, for a few years. He had even assisted with the newly formed Alpha Force, which she had been asking him about.

      Looking around at the ancient Palace of Knossos, Calla said, “Yeah, we’re done here. I think he was the last one.”

      The grounds of the palace stood in silence. A few birds called out above the crumbling ruins, their chirps echoing off marble walls and clay buildings. A gentle breeze wafted through the ruins, accompanying Calla, Nash, and their dependable head of technology and science at ISTF, Jack Kleve, as they paced past temples, courtyards, and statues, all still in one piece thanks to the efforts of the Greek Knossos Foundation, which had poured money into the site to preserve it. Knossos was the capital of the Minoan civilization, and the concept of a palace made legendary by a king was fascinating, especially when that king was said to have created an infamous maze as a deathtrap.

      They had limited time to find the three bombs that Jack had traced to the site. Calla wondered how Jack figured these things out. Like Nash, he could handle himself and track any abnormalities in physics, such as those recent UAPs or unidentified aerial phenomena. This was because Jack had an excellent working knowledge of technology and science, and had a background in espionage, just like Nash. She only wished she had a fraction of Jack’s curiosity about how the world worked.

      Trained in the field more than most, both men could fight back any assailant. They each had an amiable smile, although Nash’s was more of a half-smile, and they were both as sweet as apple pie. Like now, they were both playing gentlemen, as always.

      Calla wasn’t too bad in the field herself, though not by choice, and had a few scrapes and bruises, just like they did. She was so lucky to have them. Together, they made a formidable team. She smiled her thanks at Nash and touched Jack’s shoulder.

      Nash radioed the Greek ground forces at the site’s entrance through his earpiece. “We’ve cleared the south entrance. You can pick this last one up before we go in.”

      Only minutes ago, they had arrived at the gates of Knossos. Calla had not known what to expect as she took the small team through the north entrance. Someone did not want them there. Someone had made this threat personal to her by bringing the fight to Knossos. After all, she preserved history at the British Museum in London when not working for ISTF. This was mostly so she could understand her past and her future.

      “I’ll search the north side of the palace,” Calla said, pointing to the left. “You and Jack can search the right.” She held up her tablet to show them the schematic. “You should stick close to the walls. The hacker’s cipher from Jack’s interception shows the three bombs are close. If I find the first one, I’ll radio you.”

      Calla’s muscles strained as she walked.

      Three minutes later, they regrouped, but without a bomb in sight, time was running out. If she didn’t disarm the bombs in time, the entire site would be destroyed.

      “Who’s doing this?” Jack asked.

      Nash spoke first. “I’m not sure, but they’re trying to send a message. This hacker has struck before, in Malta.”

      Calla stopped and swung around. She knew what Nash meant but couldn’t think about it now.

      “Three explosive points,” Jack added. “According to the phishing emails sent to Greek Intelligence.”

      Calla groaned as Jack stopped in his tracks. “I have four minutes on the clock if I’m right, and we should be close to the first one,” he said, his eyes glued to his mini tablet. “My tracker is picking up heat.”

      “Okay,” Calla said. “It doesn’t help that each of the three bombs is coded with an ancient cipher of some sort. That information was useful, Jack.”

      Nash scanned the area for explosives with his equipment. “Then I’m glad we have you, the Decrypter.”

      She gave him a gentle punch to the shoulder. “Hilarious.”

      “It won’t be if we don’t wrap this first one up in three minutes and seven seconds,” Jack chimed in, studying his datapad.

      They proceeded into a marble room, crunching white sand under their boots. Frescoed walls were painted with colorful Greek gods and goddesses greeted them, some of which were still bright, while others had faded after many years. They hurried through an archway into a small, circular room covered in ancient pottery shards. When they reached the far wall, they saw it.

      It was a strange device attached to a touchscreen that transmitted coded language with a light beam on a terrace wall, displaying a grandiose fresco.

      Calla studied the code. A beeping sound came from the explosive, the size of a football and covered with a thick layer of dust. She had never seen anything like it. Its black cylindrical cables and wires were connected to a laptop. The screen showed different numbers changing constantly.

      Bombs were the ultimate weapon, and to Calla, this one reeked of disaster. It was one of the worst smells she had ever encountered, with its pungent odor of melted insulation. The stench of dead electronics and sulfur nearly overwhelmed them. Then they heard a calming hum, a quiet hiss, and a whir of electricity. A faint ticking of a clock and a soft ping of metal cooling were all they had to go on for now. Hearing a soft, steady beep, she inspected the device.

      Calla studied the cipher again, drawn to the fourth row from the top with a star in the middle.  A series of dots and circles were etched into the base of the Minoan text. She translated and read aloud, “The female goddess, the blessed mistress of the underworld, keeper of secrets and wisdom, who weighs the souls of the dead and decides where they go, who cuts the thread of life at the end of time, who gives life and substance to the world, and whose name is spoken only once in a day, who blesses man and beast, who sees all and knows all, who blesses the beginning of all things, and endures to the end of all things.”

      Her fingers flew across the keyboard attached to the bomb in front of her, decoding the message. “I think I can get us out of this.” She glanced back at Nash. His face was uneasy and tight, but she saw relief on it as she typed the last word.

      They were going to be okay. The bomber was playing riddles with her and had explicitly chosen puzzles to arm the bombs. Why?

      The bomber had also pointedly called for the Decrypter. It had taken Greek Intelligence several tries before they understood and reached out to GCHQ, who connected them with ISTF.

      The beeping quickened.

      Calla could see cold sweat breaking out on Jack’s forehead. She was determined to get them out of there. The thought of perishing in a bomb explosion wasn’t something she was ready for yet. She had too much life to live. Her heart throbbed as she punched more symbols on the keyboard. “Besides Minoan mythology, it’s based on the Albert Disk,” she said, moving her fingers over the letters and signs on the keyboard.

      The familiar shapes and curves of the disk were etched in Calla’s mind, perhaps because of her natural knack for code breaking. She immediately recognized the functions as she recalled the disk in her mind. It comprised two concentric rings: the outer ring was engraved with a standard alphabet, and the inner circle was inscribed with letters written out of order. By rotating the inner ring, a coder could use one set of letters to represent another and vice versa, rather than simply using a one-to-one substitution such as ‘A’ for ‘B.’ The engravings within the Albert Disk were of the alphabet written in reverse, with one symbol for each letter in the alphabet.

      “Thirty seconds, Cal,” Jack called out.

      “I need to imagine rotating the inner ring of the Albert Disk,” Calla said, her voice trembling as she looked at the computer screen, which displayed symbols that matched the characters on the Albert Disk. Then the gibberish transformed into new symbols, which corresponded to the inner ring of the Disk.

      Nash took a sharp breath.

      The computer screen displayed a line of code as the beeping grew faster.

      Jack’s voice was strained. “Fifteen seconds.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack’s voice wasn’t helping Calla concentrate.

      When she read the last symbol, a wave of excitement washed over her. The characters were coordinates for a star system. She spun the Disk around in her mind repeatedly, reading it from different angles of light and shadow until she felt she had memorized it all over again.

      Then she searched through her pocket for her communication device, brought up a 3D map of the local region, and plugged the coordinates into it. When she saw the name of the closest planet to them, she grinned. “There!”

      She punched the last keys, and they took a deep breath as the light on the explosive went out altogether.

      “That’s my girl; you get it each time,” Nash said.

      “Right,” Jack said. “We have two more, and it’s coming from about thirty feet from here.”

      They shuffled through the entrance and entered an ancient, decrepit chamber.

      Calla had heard of this, something not known to many scholars, the secret maze in the Knossos Palace, filled with archaic ridges based on ancient architecture.

      She put her hand into a hole in the wall and pulled at what her hands uncovered. Dirt and rock scraped her fingers, and the hole tore at her skin. She kept pulling, and the hole burst wider as she felt for a latch under the surface and found one. There was a click, and the wall crumbled.

      She had not wanted to do that to the wall, but then again, it was the only way in, and the bomber had known that.

      “Quick,” Calla said. “Let’s go.”

      “Now, why didn’t I think of that?” Jack said.

      Calla shot him a smirk as they inched through to the dark room. “It’s in here somewhere,” Jack said. “The ticking is this way,” he said, pointing to their left.

      “Okay,” Nash said, lighting a flashlight on his combat gear and leading them to an opening in the corner of the room.

      They walked in silence, their footsteps echoing in the empty ancient hallways.

      The ground beneath their feet vibrated, then convulsed.

      They looked around, then up.

      A loud, metallic clanking resounded high above them.

      The sound bounced through the cavern and off the walls.

      They turned to an opening on their right, dimly lit by sun rays. It was deep, dark, and foreboding.

      The clanking sounded again, powerful and closer. Then, iron grating against stone echoed through the room.

      “Let’s continue,” Calla said.

      They moved into the darkness. The clanking sound grew louder as a strong and sharp gust rushed toward them from an old mechanical wheel turning on the floor. The wheel was attached to a long metal rod that ran up the wall and into the ceiling.

      “Look,” Nash said, pointing to a small metal box on the wall.

      It had three buttons, each with a picture of an animal: a lion, a snake, and an eagle.

      “They look like Egyptian hieroglyphs,” Jack said. “What do they mean?”

      Calla scrutinized each animal carefully. “The lion represents strength, the snake represents cunning, and the eagle represents wisdom,” she said.

      “So, what do we do?” Jack asked. “Do we push a button or something?”

      They glanced down at the base of the wall. Like the first explosive, the bomber had attached the second one to a laptop.

      “It’s an ancient language,” Calla said, approaching and studying the symbols on the bomb’s laptop. “I’ve seen nothing like it before.”

      “Do you have any idea what it means?” Nash asked.

      She nodded. “I have an inkling.”

      “That’s why we need you,” Nash said. “You’re the best codebreaker of ancient ciphers and languages.”

      “I think I’ve got it,” Calla said.

      The men studied her.

      “It’s in archaic Latin,” she said. “I’m going to change the keyboard settings from Greek to Latin.”

      Calla began working on the keyboard. “This one’s trickier, though. It’s not just stamped on the keyboard. It’s mixed in with the computer program.”

      The symbols on the keyboard flashed a soft red light, and the characters on the box changed. Each one flickered through a unique symbol, text Calla recognized from a language she knew well.

      The patterns shifted back and forth in a dance of alien beauty, and the characters remained burned into her mind. Symbol after symbol filled her vision from the box on the wall until nothing was left but clarity.

      “It’s definitely Latin merged with computer code,” Calla said. “This one is based on Vigenère Square,” she said.

      “What does it say?” Nash asked.

      Calla scrutinized it. “No time to find out. We need to hurry,” she said. “Because it’s going to blow in twenty-seven seconds,” she said.

      Jack advanced. “What?”

      The light on the bomb was blinking rapidly.

      “How do you know that?” Jack asked.

      “Because it’s set on this timer underneath the keyboard,” she said, showing them. “The Latin twenty-seven just emerged, and it’s counting down fast,” Calla said.

      “You sure you can’t defuse it?” Jack asked.

      “Give me a few seconds to figure it out,” Calla said. Her mind raced as she tried to figure out what the bomber had intended. Sweat poured down her forehead, and her throat was parched. “Okay,” she said finally. “Here’s what we have. The timer is running out faster than it should because the dial is stuck.”

      “Stuck?” Jack asked.

      Calla pointed to a strand of wire sticking out of the back of the dial. “It’s stuck between zero and twenty-seven and keeps moving forward too fast.”

      “So you can’t turn it off?” Jack asked.

      “If you’re right, we only have about twenty seconds now,” Nash said.

      Calla took a deep breath, concentrated on the scramble of letters again, and tried to make sense of the cipher. She closed her eyes and felt the tension in her body release. Counting the seconds and thinking simultaneously, this was how she could break codes so quickly. While it had been a long time since she’d worked with a polyalphabetic cipher of this type, it all came back to her in a flash.

      Calla’s eyes were still closed, and she was breathing deeply, venting the anxiety from her system so that she could concentrate. She remembered studying the sequences during her first year of cryptology at Cambridge University. The sixteenth-century cipher used a simple keyword to generate differently shifted messages in the same series. While the decoding process was easy to figure out, it had resisted all attempts to break it for over 300 years, earning it the nickname ‘the undecipherable cipher,’ le Chiffre indéchiffrable. That’s when she remembered. “Of course!”

      The men’s anxious faces watched her as she almost laughed out loud now that she knew where the keyword had come from. She just needed to figure out how many cycles they had used.

      The seconds ticked.

      It took her a few moments to recognize where she had seen the cycle before—the game of Hangman. “Zero,” she said.

      Jack looked at her with a puzzled expression.

      “The code is zero. That’s the keyword we must type in to stop it,” she explained.

      “Don’t you think the bomber is trying to trick us?” Jack asked.

      Calla locked eyes with him, nodded, and he froze.

      “You’re the boss,” Jack said.

      She worked quickly, her fingers flying over the keyboard. ‘Here we go,’ Calla said, punching the zero key. She then pulled a thin electrical wire from the explosive and held it in her hand. “We’re good.”

      “What did you do?” Nash asked her.

      She turned, holding the wire. “I figured it would cancel out whatever was supposed to happen. Okay, one more to go. The bomber has timed them in sequence, and I doubt we have more than half an hour between each bomb. Jack, can you find it on your tracker?”

      Jack smiled with relief and placed his device in front of him. He looked at the screen, then turned it around. “It’s below us.”

      “Underground?” asked Calla.

      Jack nodded.

      They stepped back.

      Jack braced himself and kicked the ground.

      The floor creaked, then suddenly caved in, sending them plummeting to unknown depths below.

      With a deafening thud, they landed on a narrow walkway illuminated by a sliver of light shining through the small round opening high above them. The light shone onto a magnificent room of pillars and stone walls, and in the center of it, a giant chrome device rested, resembling a machine from the future.

      It had a circular frame with wires protruding at chaotic angles and an oval-shaped display screen with a tiny holographic beam with symbols floating on the surface. Attached to it were a bomb and a timer, steadily counting down to zero.

      “Oh God,” Calla said.

      “How much time do we have?” Nash asked.

      Jack took in a sharp breath. “Twenty-two minutes and thirty-seven seconds.”

      When Calla saw the emblems on the bomb’s keyboard, she hit the enter key.

      She froze.

      It wasn’t in any language that Calla recognized, but it was something she had seen before.
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      Calla stood there, staring at the code, trying to make sense of it, but she couldn’t. A series of numbers and symbols that made little sense to her plagued her mind.

      There was no way she could disarm this bomb. She couldn’t force herself to go back to that dark place she had been ten years ago when she had seen the same code.

      Calla felt her heart sinking. She turned to Nash and Jack. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t do it.”

      Nash advanced. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Jack nodded.

      “Come on. We have less than twenty minutes now,” Nash said. “Cal, try to read it. You can do this. We can help.”

      Calla remained still.  Her knees shook.

      Nash and Jack studied the bomb, looking for anything that might give them a clue on how to disarm it, as Calla remained frozen.

      “I’m not giving up,” Nash said, stepping forward. He laid his hand on the wall behind the bomb. “We can do this,” he said, looking into her eyes.

      He always gave Calla strength, but not this time.

      “Believe in yourself,” said Jack. “You can do this.”

      “Push yourself beyond your fears,” Nash said. “What’s happening to you, Cal?”

      As Calla stared at the cipher, her eyes burned, and she felt sweat drip down her forehead.

      She remembered. It was a long time ago, but she recalled it vividly.

      She was on an archaeological trip in the Rub’al Khali desert. It was the middle of the night, and she was alone, straining to decode an ancient text under a single light bulb. She had been awake for hours. Calla and the rest of the team were investigating a site rumored to have ancient artifacts. But as they excavated, they realized that the sand was quicksand, and they were sinking. They could not get out. She had survived that terrifying ordeal in the desert; but in doing so, she had unknowingly trapped herself inside her own fear.

      Calla felt her body tense as she leaned in to read the code. Her hands shook, her eyes watered, and her mind went blank. She tried to take a deep breath, but panic was slowly taking over. She wanted to push through her fear and solve this code, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      Calla had seen this same enigmatic code before on a chrome-colored gate in the desert, but like the last time, the code left her challenged.

      Nash planted a quick encouraging kiss on her lips. “Cal, all you have to do is read it, and we will punch in the numbers.”

      She couldn’t do it.

      “It’s okay,” Nash said, sensing her fear. “We’ll do it together.”

      He put his arm around her, and she leaned into him, drawing strength from his presence. Together, they studied the bomb.

      “Guys,” Jack said. “We have little time left.”

      Nash held her stiff hand. “I have an idea. Trust me. Stand back,” he said.

      Jack and Calla watched as Nash approached the bomb.
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