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        South Pacific Ocean

        Twenty-Seven Years Ago

      

      

      

      The man’s eyes shot open. He moved his hand to his right temple where a throbbing began. His hand progressed to a numb arm, and his gaze shifted to his wrist bound onto what he now recognized as a recliner bed in a tiny compartment. As his eyes registered more of the dark environment, he tried to raise his head an inch off the hard metal.

      He tugged at a chain clasped around his wrist. It unfastened. Something he wasn’t expecting, and he let the metal slip through the holder until his arm was free. The pain in his temple subsided as he gained more clues from where he lay. With difficulty, he rotated his head enough and peeked through a thin crack. His head jerked on the hard surface beneath him as a pitted windshield, and a sputtering engine told him he was in a military truck. The man shifted his head to a comfortable position while surveying the vehicle’s interior. From what he could tell, medical equipment lined the shelves and sidewall. Four bunk beds including his own were all occupied. He stretched his neck and read three labels on a digital board on the wall, all blinking small neon lights:

      
        
        SEBAK BASARA

        LARISSE ZANNI

        CONRAD DRYER

        IOV LEONTOV.

      

      

      He heard the truck’s engine wind down, and the vehicle halted.

      His eyes then moved to a label on his chest that read:

      
        
        SEBAK BASARA.

      

      

      Where was he?

      A red wire connected from a patch on his bare chest to a data reading device behind his recliner bunk. What was that thing?

      Soon a yawn surfaced on his lips. He’d been asleep. How long? He had no idea. Somehow he should have known as he recognized the machinery in the space. He tried to study the details. If he concentrated, he could figure out what the displays were counting. A faint memory haunted him.

      Yes, now it was coming back to him. They’d geo-engineered the missing piece to the Lynx, a computer light years ahead of anything anyone should know about or have. As part of a field trial, they’d experimented with weaponing nature. But had it worked? They’d told them, he and three others, little of the technology’s future purpose, only that it needed to crunch millions of numbers in nanoseconds.

      He heard a noise, set back down and shut his eyes. Footsteps pounded on the metal floor of the vehicle as the clang of the rear door dragging open followed the intrusion.

      He closed his eyes and listened.

      “Are these all of them?” said a man’s deep voice.

      “Yes,” a second voice replied. “They’re all sleeping. That’s what the boss said. Keep them in slumber state, level three until we reach the island. And make sure they’re under. We’ll be at the base in seven minutes.”

      “How long does the sleeping effect last?”

      “We have to administer it every forty-eight hours to stop them from waking up,” the man replied, a stench of alcohol following him as he moved around the truck.

      The dark figures hurtled off the truck, and the door clanged shut. Sebak raised an eyebrow, rotated to the left where another man slept on a second low double bunk bed parallel to his. A third person slept on the mattress above him. The truck roared to life and sped up. He scrutinized the other victims hoping to recognize their faces.

      Four people.

      What had the voices meant by ‘they’re all sleeping’?

      Sebak rotated his eyes to where his vitals connected to and displayed on a ventilator. He now understood why his temples hurt, why he’d been asleep and why he couldn’t remember much.

      Like the other occupants in the back of the truck, their bodies connected to a brain-interface device.

      A lump crawled to his throat. Was it the method used to create a coma state by enhancing a drug-induced state of profound brain inactivation and unconsciousness?

      Something must’ve happened. A malfunction as his ventilator had stopped working. The little he understood of these machines was that the coma came about by monitoring the patient’s brain activity with an electroencephalogram, an EEG as they called them. One had to gage the anesthetic infusion rate to maintain a specified level of burst suppression, and that’s what the two men had been doing in the truck before it set off. But they’d been too drunk to check his.

      His head collided with the recliner. The vehicle proceeded to God knew where, but his captors needed him to remain in an induced coma, and he didn’t like it one bit. Aching to get off, he pulled his hand restraint through its chain, a careless mistake by his captors on their last inspection. If he could reach down, he would unchain his legs. He shoved his hand, but it wouldn’t reach. That’s when he spotted the button above his head, stretched for it and pushed it down. It released the chain.

      With his hands and legs free, Sebak checked on his fellow prisoners. The man in the recliner next to him was European, and so was the man above him. Opposite him, on the top bunk, a woman slept. Nothing about these people was military. Just ordinary people. Did he know them? He jabbed a finger in his temple. He couldn’t remember, but what he saw he didn’t like. The truck slowed causing him to peer once more through the small opening, and outside he noticed a chain link perimeter topped with a ring of barbed wire. He strained further until he saw a guard post at the entry point of a loading station and several security cameras.

      About four hundred meters away he glimpsed at the ocean and the moonlight beaming off the calm waters. Sebak tried to stir his counterparts, but they remained asleep. The truck decelerated. His last chance presented itself, and he staggered to the rear of the vehicle and tried the handle. He dragged the door as the truck came to a halt. He vaulted off the open door without thought of whether anyone had seen him. What choice did he have but to keep moving?

      He set off on the run. His ear caught the barks of security dogs behind him as he sprinted past several parked Humvees and trucks with heavy equipment. He raced for the shore. A bullet zipped past his ear, and he dared not look back but headed for the harbor where a small pier led off the beach. Thundering boots were behind him when he reached the waterfront where two military speedboats docked. He leaped for one as another bullet whizzed past him. His hand fumbled for the engine, and without raising his head, he churned it to life and made his way out into the open ocean.

      They would follow him. Kept against his will, Sebak barely remembered who he was, much less whether he was a legitimate prisoner. He churned the engine of the small boat unsure whether he’d gone far enough. A bullet caught his vehicle, and an explosion rocked the boat. He remained immobile, then dove into the salty waters. He thrashed his limbs against the tide with the desperation of a man seeking freedom. Three small boats lingered above him. No one fired. They needed him alive.

      He swam forward, thrashing the current, hoping his breath would hold for several more minutes. His eyes caught sight of a fourth boat, a submarine. That’s when his head hit a boulder. Was it a boulder?

      His eyes trundled shut.
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        Day 1

        Alakai Swamp, Kawaikini, Hawaii

        Saturday, September 1, 11:15 a.m.

      

      

      Adrenaline pumped through Calla Cress’s veins as a handheld rock broke loose, and she gripped her waist tie. Tension grew in her gut, and she backtracked. Behind her, Nash, with his tousled, sandy-brown hair away from his face, drew into form and reached for her hand. He shot her a smirk from a fiercely handsome face. Athletic and chiseled in the right places, his sculpted arms revealed strength. Lean washboard abs tapered to a narrow waist, topped with broad shoulders. He was a man built for the outdoors.

      “Got to be careful around here,” he said in his standard American vernacular.

      She smiled and glared ahead at Kawaikini, the highest point on the Hawaiian island of Kauai, in Kauai County. Most days, rain kept the cliff side one of the wettest on Earth, but they’d been lucky. She assessed the views below of the cloud-free day as they surveyed the ocean lookout at nine-hundred meters above sea level.

      They'd navigated the Alakai Wilderness Preserve for the last forty-five minutes by a swamp trail shrouded in mist, then trudged by the Pihea Vista trail connected to the Pu’u O Kila lookout on Waimea Canyon.

      Calla followed Nash to the end of the path overlooking Hanalei Bay, the largest on Kauai Island’s north shore. Her eyes caught two miles of beach, a mooring for sailboats bordered by mountains. She breathed in the mist of the clouds as they approached the edge. At over five thousand feet in elevation, she observed a gushing waterfall in the distance.

      Seventy-two hours ago, they’d docked on Kawaikini island. Nash and Jack, had suggested the holiday thanks to a new yacht, a 553-foot long flagship beauty and one Calla called a floating digital extravagance. She was grateful for it though, a gift to them from her father, Stan Cress, a former MI6 agent. It was safer for them to have a mobile home. One that lacked no expense thanks to Stan’s wealth and unlimited funds. Original and futuristic, the yacht, named Scorpion Tide, reminded one of a stealth warship or submarine converted into a floating luxury or an armed hotel.

      They reached the clearing leading to the summit of the island’s inactive shield volcano. Why had she let Nash talk her into this hike?

      He watched her curiously.

      Nash never failed to astound her. At six-foot-three, his lean build and posture spoke of years of military discipline, though that didn’t rob him of the sparkle in his engaging, deep-gray eyes. He’d learned firsthand the tactics of military intelligence. The military also introduced Nash to humanitarian work, and he once participated in delivering several hundred tons of emergency food, tents, and medical supplies to North Korea. Occasionally, although he only told those close to him, he acted as a security adviser to the government.

      Nash had been living in London on and off for the last three years, immersed in classified intelligence analysis as a US representative for ISTF, a secret spy organization, the International Security Taskforce. Attacks showed ISTF that criminals could compromise and control millions of computers that belonged to governments, private enterprises, and ordinary citizens. But not only networks, anything digitally connected was a threat and ISTF ensured that their operating systems were superior to most governments’ data spy-centers.

      Calla gave Nash a reassuring smile and moved away from the other two. “You still thinking about it?” she asked Nash.

      “About what?”

      “The technology you destroyed. Worth billions. I saw the classified NSA debrief on your computer this morning.”

      Nash shot her a cocky grin. “They’ll never find out. I destroyed it. Nothing more. They’re pinning it on internal moles. It’s the one thing that the NSA should never have gotten involved in, your life. They pissed me off when they messed with you.” He drew her to him and circled his arms tightly around her. “I promised I would always protect you. We’ve lost a lot you and me.”

      They rarely discussed her miscarriage.

      “Hey, soldier,” Calla said. “Thank you.”

      His fingers stroked the length of her neck then came to rest on the pulse in her throat. He covered her upturned face with a gentle, warm kiss. “They mess with you, beautiful, they mess with me.”

      Jack shoved between them and sneered. “Cut it out, you two. This is my vacation too.”

      A deep-throated laugh left Nash’s lips as he progressed with his best friend.

      Calla shook her head. Jack and Nash were ridiculously absurd together and smartest together, a contagious camaraderie with which Calla was at ease. They edged to the ridgeline, and a gust of wind wafted past them. It was a welcome interruption keeping them cool as they advanced to the safest point on the edge of the cliff, their boots digging the ground.  Something was new about Jack; he’d been dating Marree for two months, one reason they’d all come to the island.

      Not sure how she felt, Calla had been selfish with Jack. He’d watched her and Nash for years. She should’ve been grateful. He was happy.

      Calla turned back toward Marree, a new acquaintance. She was a stunning Hawaiian beauty, credit to the aloha spirit with hair thick and full, and soft-toned tan skin. Calla hoped the wind wouldn’t topple her delicate frame. Marree was a new acquaintance and had spent her life jumping aquamarine waves and perhaps watching meteor showers on white sand beaches.

      Jack approached and took Marree’s hand. They’d been trekking for close to three hours, but now as they reached the edge, Calla dug her fingernails into her palms to disguise her nervousness for Marree.

      Marree’s eyes bulged. She examined the variety of equipment prepped by two experts they’d hired for the hang gliding drop over one side of the cliff, a steep plunge into oblivion. Jumping was how they were getting off Kawaikini and onto the yacht, meticulously planned by Nash and a route accurately calculated by Jack’s mathematical mind.

      Conflicting emotions ran through Calla’s mind as a silent question lingered in Marree’s eyes. She was as exposed as a rabbit crossing a plowed field with a hawk circling overhead. A pang of pity gnawed at Calla’s conscience. Marree wasn’t used to running around with these two. Both men could stand head and shoulders above most military men with the field agents’ training they’d received from both the US and British governments and others.

      “I think we need to take a break,” Calla said. “Marree might need it.”

      Marree had spent most of her life embracing outdoor beach life, not this. Ebony eyes, with centers so dark they gleamed like volcanic rock, stared at Calla. Marree’s gaze then focused on the aluminum frame covered with synthetic sailcloth to form a large wing. Four hang gliders waited by two busy engineers.

      “Jack, did you get Marree the right beginner’s gear?” Calla asked.

      “Sure. Besides, we each have earpiece wireless communication and will be in contact.”

      Marree took a grip of the handhold along the path and sank onto a boulder for a quick sip of water. She must’ve known by now what was to happen. The two hang glider specialists prepared the equipment that would allow them to soar for hours. They could maintain altitude in thermal updrafts up to thousands of feet.

      Calla veered to Marree and took a seat beside her. “You’ve got to hand it to these two. They like a good venture,” she said staring down at Marree’s hands. “Hope those nails will hold.”

      Marree eyes widened. “You going on that?”

      Calla studied the men adjust the built-in dive mechanisms and harnesses. “Sure. It’s safe. Here,” Calla said, “how about I tell them you won’t do it. I can stay with you.”

      Marree shook her head. “No, I think I need to go.”

      “It’s Jack, isn’t it?” Calla said. “You like him, don’t you and would go over that cliff to prove it. You don’t have to, Marree. Jack’s one of the best guys out there, and he won’t hold it against you.”

      The men spoke to the specialists and gripped each glider by their pod harnesses. Both were trained helicopter pilots. Calla could deal with heights. She embraced altitudes most times. She took in the mild gusts brewing beyond the clouds. The skies were cloud free. Calla reached around her neck and handed Marree her silk scarf as Jack made his way over to them.

      “Thanks,” Marree said. “I didn’t realize when I came to this island it would be in search of the right winds. I’ve been on beaches all my life. Mostly Honolulu and as a marine biologist, I mostly live underwater.”

      Marree shivered, and she took Jack’s hand. “I hope you don’t think I’ll be jumping off this mountain. I’ll ruin something. I know it. I thought this was just supposed to be a relaxing holiday for my birthday.”

      Nash approached the two. “Is that what he told you? Relaxing isn’t the word I’d use.”

      Marree frowned, but determination blazed in her eyes. She wouldn’t back down. Calla wondered what facing her greatest fear, with the courage would be like. She reached out her hand and helped Marree to her feet. “You’ll have a parachute. Don’t overthink it.”

      Clouds gathered, and the wind found a new direction. Calla knew commotion was running through Marree’s mind. Once the gliders moved from the precipitation zone, they’d be okay. Maybe that would ease her.

      Calla rose, bringing Marree with her. “Hey, you can go with Jack, or Glen, the instructor, if you want.”

      “No, I’ll do this alone.”

      “Good.”

      They marched to the flying equipment. Jack and Nash busied themselves with their hang gliders and set down their packs.

      Jack turned to the women. “Are we all ready?”

      A faint wind slapped Calla’s cheek when the clouds moved away from the cliff as if on cue.

      “Okay, the clouds have cleared. This is where you take off,” Glen said.

      They picked up the gear and suited up. The group zipped up pod harnesses, threw on wind jackets and prepped the leg portions that would tail behind them during launch. Glen slipped cocoon harnesses over their heads that would lie in front of their legs. Once airborne, they were to tuck their feet into the cocoon.  Their knee hanger harnesses clipped on, and Glen tightened Calla’s shoulder straps for launch.

      Movement drew Calla’s eye. She peered past a moving cloud where the sound of a chopper’s blades overhead drew her attention.
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      Calla thought little of it as Jack hollered at them and glanced at Marree. “How about you come with me?”

      Marree shook her head. “I’m nervous. Not so sure, Jack.”

      Calla turned her attention back to her friends. She thought the world of Jack, but this wasn’t the right date for Marree. Jack should have known better.

      Marree snapped on her helmet. “I’ve never been asked to jump off any mountain. Most of my life has not involved gravitational challenges.”

      Jack winked at her. “Well, when you hang around these two, there are many gravitational challenges,” he said with a grin.

      Calla met Jack’s smile with hers, but with one look at Marree, she noted the tear in her eye, and it wasn’t the wind. They heard a pounding of feet as Nash raced to the edge and sprang from the ground-based tow system. In one sudden movement, he vaulted off the cliff. Calla charged after him and leaped off the side of the cliff. Jack hurtled off behind them.

      As the glider took height, Calla slid back into the seat to a seated position. She circled the edge, then raised her head above her hand bar. Below Marree stood frozen. Something had prevented her.

      Calla winced and kept pace behind Jack and Nash. The three gliders soared over the Hawaiian landscape from the central volcano on the island of Kauai to the lake at the northern end of the summit rim. Jack and Calla pulled their gliders alongside each other and Nash advanced before them. They needed the sun’s intense rays to sustain heat, and a thin layer of high cloud was welcome for smooth flying.

      Sparkles of sunlight glistened off the Pacific Ocean that spread below them like a verdant of blue. They circled above the ridgeline until Calla caught sight of the earlier helicopter. It headed for their path until it was overhead.

      The chopper’s blades made Calla lose her stability, and a gust from its rotating propellers vacillated above them. Calla scrutinized it. Three suited men dropped from the aircraft with ropes and shoulder harnesses. She reached for her belt and turned on her communication earpiece to Nash and Jack. “Jack, Nash,” she said. “Eleven o’clock. We have company.”

      Nash’s voice came on the line. “Unwanted, I would say.”

      Calla’s eyebrow raised. “Care to outrun them?”

      Before either man could respond, cold terror gripped Calla. The suspended intruders circled Nash’s glider.
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      The ambush descended into Nash’s fly zone. He angled his glider away from them. The first attacker, masked with a visor and suspended from the chopper’s open side, hurtled on Nash’s wingspan and raised what looked like an army knife. He sliced the blade twice through the wing until a large slit appeared and sloped the wing sideways.

      “Jack!” Calla called through her earpiece. “Nash’s in trouble. He can’t see them; the chopper’s in his blind spot.”

      “One of us needs to take the one above, and the other should grab Nash,” Jack said.

      “All right,” Calla said. “I’ll get Nash.”

      She nosed her glider toward Nash’s position then slanted the edge of her wing until it collided with a second attacker who’d now descended within reach. The man flopped unconscious and dangled from the helicopter’s suspended cord.

      A third man descended into the mix. Calla edged her glider in his flight path. He avoided her grasp and Jack zeroed in toward Nash. Calla glanced above when Jack drifted close to Nash. The first man secured Nash’s glider to a rope on the helicopter.  Nash released his harness and detached himself from the glider now held by the chopper’s cable, ready to join Calla’s glider.

      Above them, the helicopter’s wind path was out of range allowing Calla to float closer to Nash. She loosened a security rope from her harness pouch and attached it to her handgrip. The first attacker, still balancing on his glider secured to the chopper, reached for Nash’s midriff. With his grip firm around Nash, he kicked the wing free, and it floated toward the ocean.

      “Nash,” Calla called in his earpiece.

      “It’s okay, beautiful. I’m all right.”

      Her distance from Nash forbade Calla to see without obstruction. They weren’t there to harm Nash. Someone would’ve pulled a trigger on the guns they carried. They wanted something from him and shoved what she assumed was a satellite phone to Nash’s ear.

      Muffling sounded through Calla’s earpiece.

      “Jack, are you on?” she said.

      “Yeah.”

      A deep voice came on in their earpieces. “Call for you, Shields.”

      Nash couldn’t move. The man turned up the speaker. Nash remained immobile as he listened. “Shields, I need you to report to Camp Silverfield with the woman they call the Decrypter.”

      Nash took in a sharp breath. “Couldn’t you find another time to make a request, Mr. President?”

      “You’re a difficult man to find.”

      “How did you do it?” Nash said.

      “Took us two weeks, but even you leave a digital footprint,” the president said.

      “I’ll keep that in mind next time I’m in Washington. What do you want?”

      “Can’t disclose the full details on this line,” the president said. “But I want you in Camp Silverfield ASAP. The Secret Service holding the phone to your ear will bring you in.”

      Anger welled in Calla. The Secret Service was a long way from the president. And why Nash?

      “What if I refuse?” Nash said.

      “I’m afraid that’s a privilege you don’t have.”

      “Try me,” Nash said.

      Calla and Jack couldn’t stay in place for long. They kept circling Nash’s position staying on course with him and the chopper. The first agent placed a firearm to Nash’s temple. Though Jack and Nash carried ISTF-issued P226 SIG Sauer handguns, the height they were at and their disadvantage against a helicopter, meant they could only watch.

      “I’ll make my way there,” Nash said, anger evident in his tone. “But not with your Secret Service.”
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        Day 2

        Camp Silverfield

        Catoctin Mountain Park, Thurmont, Maryland

        Sunday, September 2, 8:57 p.m.

      

      

      A perimeter wall fenced the two-story log cabin, possibly the largest in the country that sat on the shores of a lake. It was a hunter’s paradise. In front of them, along the driveway, a lone garden lamp lit the grounds.

      Nash cornered a Jaguar XE through the driveway and accelerated past a gazebo, three tennis courts, and a putting green. He edged the car closer to the multi-garage where two Ferraris and a Cadillac were parked. The sounds of a lone gurgling fountain became a welcome soundtrack to their arrival.

      “That was too easy,” Nash said.

      “What?” Jack said unbuckling his seatbelt.

      Nash studied the lawn ahead. “That entrance.”

      Calla’s bottom lip clenched between her teeth as she pondered the president’s motive. She wasn’t aware that the US President, Aaron Seeburg, knew her.

      Much of her professional work around authentication and cryptology, manuscripts and coded language decryption outside the British Museum took place in the confines of ISTF’s secretive establishment.

      Calla caught Nash’s confident stare.

      What did the president want from them, anyway? She watched his smiling gray eyes and took in his arresting presence, supported by a unique quality oh his mesomorph power.

      Calla took a deep breath and stepped from the vehicle with the men.

      “I’ll take the lead,” Nash said.

      Ahead stood a large cabin where skulking ivy wound down the expansive entryway. They advanced to the main entrance. For a vacation home, surrounded by wooded hills and one most presidents and high-ranking officials used as a getaway, it gave off an unwanted silence that made Nash prop his handgun. They took the pebbled path that led to the lodge, and Calla wondered what awaited them on the other side of the oak entrance. When they stepped to the door, Calla rattled her fingers against the wood. The door pushed open.

      Nash hurried past her, his firearm raised. By protocol, at least seven Secret Service officers guarded Camp Silverfield. Two at the front of the camp, two at the back, and the rest around the building. As one who’d trained agents for several months, Calla could tell Nash didn’t like the unattended arrival.

      His all-knowing eye of the gun took the lead before them. “Anybody here?” Nash called.

      Silence greeted them as they stepped into a spacious entry room.

      A curving stairway stood to one side. Their boots pounded lightly against the expensive wood flooring. They stood immobile in the hallway with a library on one side. Oak finish walls glistened bronze tones, and indigenous cypress details drew their attention toward elegant chandeliers.

      They scoured the rest of the property, crossing several bedrooms, a gym with top-of-the-line equipment and a wine cellar. Still, the place remained still.

      Nash stopped in his tracks. “This is full of holes,” he said. “The Secret Service must establish at least three security perimeters around the president as protocol. White House staff should visit the president’s destination up to three months before any travel. I checked with local government enforcement and asked whether any Class Three threats had been reported.”

      “What’s a Class Three threat?” Calla said.

      “The most severe category of possible threat to the president. Most would be people or organizations who’ve endangered or threatened the president in the past.”

      A deafening crash from above thundered through the room. Jack and Nash prepped their guns, then charged to the nearby stairs taking two at a time. Muffled moans, on the floor of a den checked on earlier, shifted their attention to the ground.

      “Quick! He’s on the floor,” Nash said.
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      Jack and Nash hauled Seeburg to his feet. He was conscious with a gushing wound on his right elbow. Calla reached for a furniture throw, ripped the cloth off the table and stopped the bleeding. Once the president had stabilized, her gaze turned to a broken shard of glass that glimmered in the president’s hand. It glowed a dark shade of orange and bronze, flashed several times and blinked a script of cipher codes that reflected off the walls. The object functioned wirelessly, disconnected from any sign of electrical activity. No other source of power was evident, and it continued glowing as numbers flashed and calculated from its beam.

      Nash was first to speak. “Where’s the Secret Service?” he asked the president.

      Seeburg could open his eyes only for a few seconds at a time. They hoisted him into an armchair.

      Calla scanned the room a second time. How had they missed the president in this room?  Someone had overturned a mahogany desk and a monitor lay smashed on the floor, possibly the crash they’d heard.

      The president moved his lips, but anything he said was a mumble of unintelligible muffles and moans. Their eyes shifted to a Secret Service voice communicator on the floor.

      Nash reached for it and churned it to life. “Command to base? Command to base? Do you copy?” He turned to Calla and Jack. “No one’s picking up. I’ll check the rest of the house.”

      “No!” the president said.

      Seeburg’s voice caused Nash to flinch. “Why not?”

      “Shields,” Seeburg began. “The man who turned down a position in my Secret Service. I admire you for that.”

      Seeburg made one think of a billowing sandstorm. He had slanted blue eyes. His hair was the color of smoke, worn in a businesslike style. He was of a short and narrow build. Blood stained his suit, and his face registered a desperation Calla tried to understand.

      Seeburg drew in a quick breath, his voice dry from the air he’d sucked into his throat during a violent struggle. But with whom?

      “I came here alone,” he said. “My brother drove me here. After months, I’ve perfected a getaway from the straightjacket I live in each day.”

      Calla raised an eyebrow. “Your brother can do that?”

      “I wouldn’t advise that, Mr. President,” Nash said. “Your security is important.”

      “So is this,” he said shifting his gaze to his hand. “I want no one to know.”

      Calla flinched. The president nestled the glowing angular glass.

      “What’s that?” she said.

      Seeburg tried to sit up straight. “Something important and why I wanted you here.” His eyes narrowed at her. “Your reputation precedes you, Calla Cress. You’re a code breaker and a person who understands technology ancient and future.”

      Calla wasn’t sure how to reply. Something about the glass was familiar. She’d seen something like it before. Where? She couldn’t place it. The president rose and limped to a table with an illuminated laptop still glowing with life.

      “Here,” Seeburg said. “Look at this. It was set in motion.”

      Jack’s face took on a twisted glare. “What?”

      Calla marched to the table behind him and examined the screen. Her eyes studied the horror she’d been hoping to avoid. “It’s a timeline.”

      The president turned to her. “You know what this is?”

      Calla couldn’t tell in what way she knew, but she suspected they were facing a ticking clock. But what?

      Nash took a breath, and a worry line grew near his left eye. He pivoted first toward Calla then to Seeburg. “Looks like something our government confiscated years ago. Let me see.” He angled the laptop his way. “1976.”

      How had Nash received that information from the image on the screen? A 3D animation of a copper-colored glass pyramid, marred with code from base to crown projected from the center of the laptop.

      Nash sank into a nearby chair, and his stoic expression gave Calla no hint what he was thinking. “In 1976, using intelligence from the CIA and MI6, a team uncovered something like this image and that glass you’re holding. Mr. President, you seem to have a valuable piece of lost, classified technology.”
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      “That’s exactly why I wanted you here, Shields. You and her. The Decrypter. Isn’t that what the news media calls you?”

      Calla arched a brow. “I don’t read the papers or own a TV.”

      Seeburg’s dark eyebrows raised a fraction of an inch. An angry frown drew the president’s brows into a straight line. He winced. “Project Storm, they called it, didn’t they?”

      A loose thatch of hair fell across the president’s face, and he moved his hand from his throat. He was in deep pain and fought to make his heavy limbs move as he shifted in the chair. Nash churned something around in his head, something that gnawed at his conscience.

      Nash pulled away from them and moved toward the window before flipping around. “When Project Storm began, the NSA sent an out-of-space signal to respond to what they and NASA had been monitoring for a long time. The satellite signal tracked images of abnormal climate patterns, but all Project Storm gave us were photographs from satellites that didn’t tell the NSA anything.” Nash shrugged and faced the president. He arched a quizzical brow. “I see you’ve found the source of the signal. The Lynx Pyramid, for which we were all hunting. I was new to the NSA then, so I didn’t understand it all, but I’m beginning to see we were looking for a physical object and not a satellite signal. Where did you get that?”

      An angry frown drew the president’s brows into a straight line. “It’s not important. What’s important is you telling me about the timeline and how we stop it.”

      Vivid memory pieces fit together in Calla’s mind. She’s seen this pyramid before.  In a laboratory in London run by the operatives, a secretive group of people.

      Not again.

      These operatives were monitoring Project Storm. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard those two words.

      Nash had once told her that the operatives had nothing against her. From his recollection, she could handle anyone twice her weight or more. Instead, they were begging her to be part of their mandate.

      Project Storm must have been a classified and misunderstood venture the operatives had been monitoring.

      She recalled the name she’d seen on file:

      
        
        The Lynx Pyramid, an object with strange effects on weather patterns.

        Named after the lynx cat.

      

      

      Rumors said the pyramid shone like a lynx cat’s eyes when the light hit them. Controlling the weather would be the beginning of uncertainty and the beginning of a disaster.  Nobody should have that power. No government and no person.

      She’d hoped the Lynx was a myth. The optical crystal, measuring about twelve inches was a mystery with which she didn’t intend to get entangled. Her eyes observed the president’s hand. There was no question now about what he held, a section of the Lynx Pyramid.

      She turned to the president. “I don’t think we can help you.”

      The softly spoken words may as well have been roared in the room. Anger etched the president’s face into hard lines causing a deliberated look from Jack’s.

      The president’s eyes narrowed at her. “I don’t think you have a choice, Miss Cress. I’m afraid I’m giving an order. I need you to decrypt the codes on this Lynx Pyramid. It set off a timeline twenty-seven years ago, a timeline that needs to be stopped. I need to know what the words on this glass crystal say. There’s encryption.”

      Calla studied the square-based pyramid that resembled a sliced piece of the glass pyramid at the Louvre in Paris. The full Lynx was missing a large chunk, and the engraving was carved in the crystal structure in an undecipherable language and codes. Not sure which one yet, she guessed ancient Egyptian.

      Seeburg crouched over the discarded laptop and turned on a recording. Squeaky sound poured out from damaged speakers. They listened. A high-pitched noise scratched harshly at their ears. It lasted about fifteen seconds. Nothing intelligible.

      Calla took in a deep breath. “I refuse to get involved with any meanderings with which your government and the British government may have been involved. I’m not the person you need, and neither are these men.”

      “Miss Cress, may I remind you that you work for the British government, and they’d agree with me.”

      Seeburg shot up, and energy poured back into his limbs. Had the president been in any such pain, it wasn’t visible now.

      His body straightened and he stepped forward. “This isn’t only going to affect the US government. It affects global security. It concerns us all.  I think that sound was a warning of some sort. It appeared on my laptop this morning.” “You heard the message.”

      The recording had chilled Calla’s bones. Both her and Nash stared at the laptop. The sound had caused a hostile glare from Nash’s face. His expression should have warned her, and she moved toward him. “Mr. President, can you excuse us for a second?”

      Seeburg struggled with uncertainty and gave her a narrowed glinting glance. “You have three minutes. Your clock’s ticking. We don’t have much time.”

      Calla took Nash’s arm and moved to the far end of the room where an old grandfather clock ticked quietly. Jack followed.

      The whooshing sound of the air conditioning had been quiet in her ears until now. Her eyes met Nash’s. “I don’t like this. I’ve never been asked to decrypt a sound. We don’t know where it came from, and what it means. We don’t understand how it relates to the Lynx Pyramid.”

      “The Lynx is a product of Project Storm,” Nash said. “We’ve dealt with worse haven’t we?”

      “Not like this.” Calla raised her chin and glared at him. “When I studied the operatives’ coves in London and Africa, they all had a particular lab that cataloged missing and unexplained technologies stolen from the operatives in the last century. The labs also documented techniques discovered on  Earth or off it. You and I know what that means. We are dealing with an unexplainable technology.”

      Nash deliberated. His jaw tightened. “I don’t know how intelligence services slipped. It was classified even to Seeburg, but I think Seeburg has unearthed something that the NSA wanted to keep hidden.”

      A deep scowl zipped across Jack’s features. “If the NSA had wind of Project Storm, I doubt MI6 was far. Both countries hid information from governing bodies. The question is why.”

      Jack tugged at an ear. “It’s been missing for centuries right? And nobody has laid eyes on it to my knowledge. We still don’t know what it is.” Jack snickered. “But what has this to do with a timeline?”

      “Whatever it means,” Calla said, “I don’t want to find out.”
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      “Why do you think Seeburg has a special connection to the Lynx? Why did he bring us here, especially you two?” Jack said.

      Calla paused. “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. The question is, who encrypted the sound? And if the file needs decrypting, what is the message?” She studied their concerned faces. “We don’t know what we’re dealing with here. I remember now from the cove files. Even the operatives couldn’t understand the Lynx. If the operatives couldn’t appreciate this thing, I don’t see how we can either. You see, we can’t give the president what he wants.”

      Jack shot Seeburg a quick glance before turning to Calla and lowering his voice. “I know what you’re saying, that you may not want to do this. But I don’t think it’s that difficult for you, Calla. We need to decrypt it as we’ve done so many times then move on. That’s one pissed off president.”

      She dodged away from them and her fingers pressed into her arm. “This isn’t the full picture. The president has part of the technology. I think the Lynx Pyramid isn’t complete, and if I recall, we should be concerned with separating it or tampering with it. I think, if I’m correct, it’s in four parts. The president has one, but we need the whole pyramid to begin to understand it and read the full encryption. There is a code on it.”

      “But what does the code do?”

      Deep furrows creased Nash’s brow. “Don’t think it’s that bad, but I don’t like being brought here against my will.”

      Calla rolled her shoulders to release tension. She shot the president a quick glance and squirmed under his steady stare before turning back to Jack and Nash. Her calm voice contradicted the anger bubbling in her throat. “What could’ve happened to the rest of the Lynx Pyramid? Do you think the president knows more and he hasn’t told us?”

      “We need to give him an answer,” Nash said. “I, for one am not prepared to dig up an artifact.”

      “I don’t think we’re looking for an artifact,” Calla said.

      “Well,” Jack said. “To the operatives, it might be an artifact, but not to this generation, to the rest of the world, it’s far future technology.”

      Calla shrugged. “The operative file said that the Lynx was first created in 20 A.D. when the operatives wanted to recreate the greatest storm and darkness that ever faced the planet. Only five years before they’d witnessed night at three in the afternoon. Do you know what that means? Darkness at three in the afternoon? This thing is dangerous.”

      “Isn’t that a story told to children before bedtime?” Jack asked.

      “Not if you’re an operative. To them, it would’ve been a scientific feat. Operatives have always wanted to understand everything possible in anything and future technology. This Lynx Pyramid and the piece that the president has is part of it. It’s light years ahead of science we’ve ever known. Did you see the indentations in it that look like microchip slots?”

      They nodded.

      Seeburg’s constant stares had become an annoyance in the last few minutes, but now his impatience had reached its end. A muscle quivered at his jaw, and he approached them. “Are we done here? I need you to give me an answer and quickly.”

      Nash jerked back. “Mr. President, what you’re holding isn’t the full form of that object. Where is the rest of it?”

      The president responded slowly. “You’re correct.”

      “And?” Nash said.

      Seeburg’s veins bulged in his temples. He paced to the door and clung to the post for support. “That’s what you need to find out.”

      Nash’s shoulders lowered. “I’m sorry. We can’t help you. We wouldn’t know where to start. The Lynx was a classified item in one of your government’s CIA and NSA operations.  I suggest you find someone inside one of your agencies. They’ll probably have the best information.”

      A sense of relief welled in Calla’s gut. Nash knew how to read her. He’d read correctly. She wouldn’t go back to that place that had cost her not only her sanity but also the life of her child.

      “The CIA can look into this for you,” Nash continued giving Calla and Jack a nod as a sign to leave.

      “I don’t want the CIA and the NSA meddling around this,” the president said. His gaze turned toward Calla. “She knows where to start. She’s a historian and knows about artifacts. And she blasted well knows about technology. She’s the one I need. She can decrypt these riddles and learn what this person has on our government, Marine.”

      “What person?” Jack said.

      “The person who sent the encrypted recording. It’s a warning,” Seeburg said.

      Calla tilted her head. “So you’ve said. How do you know?”

      “I don’t, but it sounds like one,” Seeburg responded.

      The muscles in Nash’s jaw clenched. “Sorry, our answer is, no.”

      Seeburg’s hand moved to his pocket, and he whipped out a firearm. He took careful aim; the cold barrel then pinned into Nash’s forehead. “Not so fast, Marine. This is where your commander-in-chief gives an executive order. You’ll find every section of the Lynx Pyramid, read what it means and uncover what our government agencies have been keeping from me.” His face turned toward Calla without releasing the firearm. “She’ll unravel what the heck is going on and why this person or people are holding your president hostage with a centuries-old piece of glass.”
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      Seeburg kept the barrel aimed at Nash, whose eyes narrowed into him. “You should put that down.”

      The president didn’t move. “I’ve given you an order. There’s no one here. You thought it was an ambush, but I brought you here for a reason. I could keep you here without anyone knowing.”

      Nash stepped back an inch, his lips pressing into a thin line. “You sent the Secret Service away, didn’t you? This whole breaking in was just a set up to draw us in.”

      There was a faint glint of pity for the president in Nash’s eyes, but he wouldn’t budge.

      Seeburg withdrew his firearm and dropped his hand to his side. “Miss Cress here is going to unscramble the Lynx. I need to know what the CIA and British MI6 were cooking up on that island.”

      “What island?” Calla said.

      “Everything I got from the classified documents points to an island. I believe it’s not too far from here. Sources confirm it could be on our very own soil or territories. Every file I’ve requested from the CIA is cryptic and blacked out. I need the whole story, and you’ll bring it to me.”

      The gun’s gaping eye bored into Nash once more; Seeburg didn’t move a finger from the weapon and hardly saw Calla’s swift move as she edged between the president’s pistol and Nash’s body.

      “Hey, snap out of it, Mr. President. There’s no need for this. Tell me more about the Lynx, then we can talk. What’s your interest in it? Is it purely national security or is it personal?” Calla said, narrowing her eyes deep into the president’s gaze.

      “That’s my affair,” Seeburg said and lowered the gun. “I’ll make you a deal.”

      Calla listened. There was more to this than just unraveling the mystery of a cipher that presented itself not only in the Lynx but now in a voicemail scrambled on his laptop. Desperation glinted in the president’s eyes. Calla repeated the question. “What are you not telling us?”

      The president moved to a desk and pulled open a wooden drawer. Behind the bureau, built-in shelves for books boasted volumes on history and curiously several hardbacks on quantum physics and computing. Seeburg drew out several blackened-out documents with the CIA emblem on them.

      Seeburg turned around and faced her square on. “I need you to act quickly. I’m afraid something perilous is in motion. For years, I’ve wanted to read these symbols and understand what they mean. But I couldn’t. Then I got desperate. When I finally became president, I had access to some of the greatest minds this country has. But even that wasn’t enough until I heard about you, the Decrypter, someone who works with us from time to time. I’m not sure what government agency you’re hidden in these days. I had all your files scanned and the CIA isn’t telling me anything. They’re hiding something from me. Perhaps it is something that even the president’s eyes should not see. Why were the Lynx files all blacked out?” he said pointing to the documents.

      “Take it from one who works in one of your agencies,” Nash said. “If those were blacked out, then there’s a reason. It may not be a good one, but still, unless this is a matter of national security, which I frankly can’t see from what you’ve shared, my advice is for all of us to leave it alone.”

      “No, I won’t,” Seeburg burst out. “Part decryption of the Lynx was conducted, perhaps almost completed, twenty-seven years ago on that island. But whatever that decryption program was, it set something in motion. The timeline. See here,” he said.

      The president pointed to the laptop. A line blinked from left to right.

      Calla glared at it. But it was something that she focused on at the other end of the screen that sent her pulse racing. She rubbed the back of her neck and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Twenty-six days?”

      “Twenty-five to be exact,” the president said. “The clock started ticking a day ago.

      “What happens after twenty-five days?” Jack said.

      Calla stumbled backward bumping into a chair. “If the Lynx Pyramid isn’t activated in twenty-five days, the inevitable I’m afraid. This has been ticking for twenty-seven years, and no one has picked it up till now?”

      “Yes,” Seeburg said.

      Jack grumbled. “Care to elaborate, Calla?”

      Cold tendrils slithered down her back, and she shivered. “I can’t. It’s impossible. You can’t stop it unless you can read it. It’s like a technological booby trap. You don’t know what’s at the other end of the decryption until you get there.”

      The president paced the room unable to stand still. He raised his hand, his gun even within its firm grasp. The weapon aimed back at them.

      “This is how this will play,” the president said. “You’ll get me everything on the Lynx Pyramid and stop what has been started without telling anyone.”

      “Neither you nor I want to find out what’s at the end of that decryption,” Calla said, her eyes intently on Seeburg’s.

      “You don’t say,” Seeburg said.

      Jack’s blank eyes gave nothing away. “We do say. What if we refuse?”

      The gun showed no mercy as it mined into Nash’s temple. “Then Shields here will pay for it under the Espionage Act. There’s something that my government hasn’t told me about Nash Shields. Somewhere I know if I dig deep enough, I’ll find some dirt on him that may cause some pain. After all, it’s not every day that billions worth of NSA technology gets destroyed. Shields here was in charge of that technology. Perhaps he shared it. He may know something. Yes, I too can dig for ancient dirt if I have to.”

      Calla searched Nash’s face for a reaction. She knew what that meant. The Espionage Act prevented interference with operations and insubordination in the military and other US government agencies, especially the CIA and NSA.

      Nash stared point-blank at the president’s face. Did Seeburg know what Nash had done at the NSA or was he just bluffing?

      Did he know Nash could pull a gun from his holster quicker than Seeburg could move a muscle? There was no time to find out, but the report that Nash had wiped off NSA databases was supposed to have been cleared. Nobody knew about that report. Nobody knew the lengths to which Nash had gone. Despite her earlier resolve to not get involved, the one thing she couldn’t stand was anyone blackmailing Nash.

      In one quick turn, she slammed the gun from the president’s hand, knotted up her fists and launched a pair of brutal strokes in his side sending him sprawling. “I don’t think so.”

      One more blow and he doubled over in pain.

      She seized the gun now discarded to the floor. The president moaned then slowly rose. He was a short man but had resolve in his eyes. Seeburg made a move for her and Nash by setting a boot in his path.

      The president stumbled into a bookcase, and his volumes on physics covered his unconscious body.

      Jack checked his pulse and removed a volume from his face. “We will have a very pissed off president when he stirs.”

      Nash shot one glance at the president and without a second to consider he made eye contact with Calla. “Let’s get out of here.”

      They escaped to the grounds. Once inside the Jaguar, Nash roared the engine to life and curved through the lawn accelerating the car off the property onto the Interstate.

      “I don’t believe we just assaulted the US President,” Jack said scanning his smartphone for the file he’d recorded off the president’s laptop and dropped in his pocket.

      Nash gunned the gas and accelerated the engine into Route 77. “I didn’t vote for him anyway.”
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        Ocean City Pier, Maryland

        Monday, September 3, 3:12 p.m.

      

      

      Nash stood at the top of the stairs by the yacht’s outdoor pool. The stairs led down to the back of the 553-foot-long flagship yacht. As the helicopter touched down on the landing pad at the foot of the ship, his eyes narrowed in on the tall figure of a man who stepped off the chopper and made his way up, past the inbuilt pool with a retractable roof closed for the evening.

      Nash was used to the extraordinary yacht now, one with enough space on deck to accommodate at least twenty guests and close to two dozen crew members.

      The yacht was original and futuristic reminding one of a furtive warship or submarine. Calla’s parents had thought of everything to blend comfort with defense, and a beast of this size needed a captain.

      Nash stood by the side decks bordered with bulletproof glass, much of which could open when necessary. It had been their sailing home for four weeks now. He squinted an eye. Was this captain going to be the man he needed? Especially after the incident at Camp Silverfield.

      Screams from the port’s Ocean Pier’s amusement park distracted him for a second as the rollercoaster spun with howling passengers.

      The park in downtown Ocean City was steps from the beach, the bay, and the world-famous Ocean City Boardwalk. This was one place they could dock the yacht for the night.

      Nash had never been a fan of amusement parks, but an elegant yacht like Scorpion Tide was unlikely to raise eyebrows from curious technology enthusiasts at a harbor filled with tourists.

      The former vice admiral of the US Navy didn’t look how Nash had expected. Perhaps he’d expected an older, gray-haired man with decorations on his uniform. Dressed in a plain shirt over a pair of smart slacks, the vice admiral was an aristocratic gentleman with almond-shaped, coffee-colored eyes and a focused face. He had pale skin, thin lips, and a distinguished white mustache.

      Nash studied his creasing brow on a square face, and his prominent Adam’s apple moved when he swallowed.

      Nash stretched his hand as the admiral, who’d retired early at fifty-five, made it on the deck and stepped toward him. He was possibly old enough to be his father.

      “Captain Kaden Delgado?” Nash said. “Please come this way.”

      Nash led the admiral through the yacht to the far end of the yacht where the cockpit was, passing a five-star establishment with state-of-the-art bathrooms, a bi-level spa, bar and master suites.

      The captain’s mouth fell open as he entered the cockpit. Nash understood his hesitation. This was a commanding deck like no other. The yacht’s engines and capabilities had first attracted Nash, and he’d taken an interest in them when first invited to the cabin by Calla’s father. The engines rivaled the best submarines and flight engines in the military’s best fighter jets, evidenced by the digital control panel laid out in front of them.

      Captain Delgado whistled. “Well, I’ll be damned. I’ve been responsible for the development of active, electronically scanned array radars, precision strike weapons, air anti-submarine warfare, assault, and special mission programs but never have I seen anything like this. Some machine you have here.”

      “You’ve no idea,” Nash said.

      “She’s some beast, and I’ve been on a few beasts in my time,” Delgado said.

      “You have, have you?” Nash said.

      “Yes. Being a submarine officer for many years has built my understanding of every aspect of marine life.”

      “Well, you came highly recommended by Reiner,” Nash said.

      “Ralph is like a son to me. But thank you,” Delgado said.

      The comment was sincere, and Nash thought of his good friend, Ralph Reiner, an agent who’d stepped in to help him out of many binds.

      Nash recalled the day the head of the NSA had called him to his office and told him about the vaults, the black wings that contained the government’s most-guarded secrets.

      He’d been asked to join an exclusive secret division, the KJ-20 Ops. He trained with them but later refused to join the select intelligence group and the elite force in the US that gave the government options for cyber defense when military or diplomatic actions weren’t viable or politically feasible.

      The KJ-20 Ops were a special operations arm for combat military and cyber-technology defense. That’s where he’d first bonded with Reiner. Buried deep in the NSA and reporting to no one, they had no idea who set the assignments or commanded them, a small army of operators kept from official books.

      Even the president didn’t know they existed or that they operated on government payrolls. Funding came from various units of the military budget. Too little to miss, yet enough of it to train the first three in extreme conditions—Nash Shields, a woman named Alex Sisley and Ralph Reiner. Three top-tier agents arose from the military and government agencies.

      “You must’ve seen much in your naval career,” Nash said, studying Delgado’s face.

      “I’ve served as commander of the Naval Air Warfare Center in the weapons division for several years, and as US Navy’s Naval Air Systems Command. I was assistant commander for test and evaluation.”

      “I trust Reiner more than most, and he knows you well,” Nash said.

      “What is it that you’d like to know?” Delgado said, scanning his hand over the cockpit dashboard strewn with sophisticated controls and radars.

      “I need someone who knows international waters, someone who can run this fighting machine and make quick getaways. I also need someone who can hold up their own, and most important, someone who’s loyal, one I can trust and may eventually become a friend. Which makes me wonder why you want this job. Shouldn’t you be doing something else as a retired captain?” Nash said.

      “The captain of a ship as they say usually goes down with it. But in my case, my ships were put from service. As I came of age, they had no use for my services, though I’d served in several crucial and classified missions, including naval ships in the Gulf War.”

      “Surely, you’d want to stay home with family, or that kind of thing?”

      “I’m an unattached man, and I’ve been that way for most of my life. That’s what made being at sea attractive. It gave me adventure and something to do. Most important, it also gave me something in which to believe. I hear you’re a serviceman yourself. So, I think you understand where I’m coming from.”

      “Indeed, I do.”

      “Oh, she’s a beast,” the captain said, again, slowly pacing around the cabin and placing his fingers alongside the machines and the control panels.

      “This is a twenty-four-seven job,” Nash said. “But when you get a vacation it’s worth it, and I might let you take the boat with you. I promise you won’t be bored with us. I can’t always disclose everything we do. But, I promise I’ll always have your best interests at heart.”

      “Sounds as though you are running from something, son.”

      Nash shrugged. “More like I’m chasing something. They’re only three people you can take orders from, me, the beautiful Calla Cress, and the most resourceful Jack Kleve. These people are my life. Most times the three of us stick together. Those are the only people you’ll ever have to answer to on this ship.”

      Delgado raised an eyebrow. “What if the three opinions don’t align?”

      “Believe me, as long as we’ve been together; they’ll always align. How does that sound?”

      Delgado straightened his shoulders. “Sounds fine to me.”

      “Just one more thing,” Nash added. “I know you worked for the US Navy and government, but you’ll see things unheard of, even in the military. You’ll have to keep those things to yourself, and this job requires that you sign a nondisclosure agreement. Aside from that, you should have fun, and I think you’ll do just fine.”

      “Sounds as though you’re giving me the job already,” Delgado said. “Why’s that?”

      Nash tossed him the engine keys. “You have a sense of adventure in you that I like. She’s yours to command, captain. Now, I’ll take you to see the ship, but before we do that I’d like you to know you can hire a crew of no more than five or six tops who must follow the same set of rules. Just what we need to get this thing going. We’re a team here, and you’ll become part of that team. This way,” he said, heading for the door. “Let’s see what this beast can do.”

      Delgado followed Nash to the lower decks.

      Nash took him to the garage where the cars parked. Lined side by side were three vehicles. A silver Maserati that Calla drove, a four-wheel drive for rough terrain next to a Jaguar F-Type and a Jaguar XE.”

      “I see you like your cars. Let me guess,” Delgado said, “The Jaguars are yours and the terrain Jeep’s Jack’s. The lady spins the Maserati.”

      “You catch on quick.”

      Delgado smirked. “Years of stealth approaches.”

      Farther along, four motorbikes lined one wall of the garage, alongside five Jet Skis. As they advanced throughout the levels of the yacht, the captain’s eyes widened with the hi-tech gadget room and fittings he saw, but it wasn’t until he stepped into the weapon room that the captain’s eyes came alive.

      “Not a playboy after all?” the captain said.

      “I’m anything but. In here, I keep the things that’ll keep us alive. I want you to see this because I need you to keep this room secure and have access to its functionalities.”

      On five top shelves Nash had assembled several firearms, he’d also lined many versions of the launcher, a projectile weapon made by Jack for Calla. Next to the guns, digital gadgets from aerial and underwater drones, audio recorders, hidden spy cameras, GPS tracking systems, robotic equipment, parabolic listening devices and computer hardware Jack had sourced, stood behind thick glass protected by eye and palm scan locks.

      Nash observed the captain’s stare at the apparatus they’d gathered over a few weeks. Were they going to survive the threats to their lives, Nash had made sure they had everything.

      “What’s in there?” the captain said glaring at a set of three locked safes to one side of the weapons room.

      “Maybe another time, Captain Delgado. I hope you like commanding Scorpion Tide.”

      “When do I start?”
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        Washington, DC

        2:45 p.m.

      

      

      “What do you mean I don’t have it yet?” Foster Lenz said, staring at the partly hidden video screen in the large boardroom.

      “You don’t have everything you need,” the voice said over a conference system with inbuilt speaker walls. “You need to manipulate the codes in the Lynx to stimulate the trigger mechanism that initiates weather control. The Lynx will then change the frequency and increase the transmission power so that it reaches and manipulates the ionosphere above the target. Code one for tornadoes, two for earthquakes, three for hurricanes and four for an ice freeze. Plus seven more possible weather systems. That’s how you’ll control Geostation Island. No one has understood that in thirty-five years, but you are close.”

      What did this person named Talon want? He spoke with a resonant voice. What would he do next? Foster wanted no one to be this close to his business, but he needed to hold on a few more days. He could see only Talon’s hands on the screen. They were like a side slab of meat. Talon had thrown a punch or two in his life and the way he twitched his hands meant he could pull a fast finger.  Foster had seen it often. Especially with his brother who’d joined the military and toured in Syria.

      The top of Talon’s head had been blackened out on the monitor. Who was Talon but a voice in an earpiece and a personality in a box? Foster couldn’t upset him, however calm he appeared.

      “When will I get what I need from you?” Foster said.

      Talon’s voice boomed over the satellite connection. “When you make sure the Lynx is active.”

      Foster had little information on the Lynx, but the pyramid would get him what he needed to take back what that bloody brother of his had taken from him. He knew exactly who he had to cut a deal with to bring Geostation and the Lynx to full operation. Lascar Aspell. Lascar was just as keen as Foster to get into his brother’s business.

      “How do I know that you’ll deliver?” Foster said.

      “Are you questioning my judgment?” Talon replied, his voice as calm as a placid lake.

      He sent shivers down Foster’s back. Foster had asked the wrong question. “I need to be sure,” Foster continued. “You told me that Seeburg had a past with this pyramid. But when I speak to him he seems to know little about its potential. Which makes me wonder who does.”

      “One name. Calla Cress.”

      “The girl?”

      “She
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