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Halifax Harbor –
Canada

December 6, 1917

 


The ship!

Pierre Marmont sat up. Pain shot through his
skull like knives stabbing at his brain. He moaned and opened his
eyes but found he could only see out of the left one. He brought up
a shaking hand and found a sticky bandage wrapped around the right
side of his head. A shiver ran down his spine. Marmont lifted a
thick, gray, woolen blanket off his body and found his brown suit
was soaking wet. Puzzled, Marmont looked around. He saw he was
sitting on the ground next to a severely burned sailor. Marmont
struggled to stand. Right away, his stomach clenched tight. Sweat
broke out on Marmont’s forehead as he fought not to be sick. He
looked out over the cold, dark water and mumbled, “No.”

A freighter covered in flames floated ever
closer to the shore. Plumes of black smoke climbed up into the
cold, cloudless sky.

A loud explosion followed immediately by a
whoosh made a crowd of enthusiastic spectators cheer and clap as a
drum filled with highly flammable benzol shot up into the air from
the deck of the doomed ship. Smoke trailed the drum until it
exploded like a gigantic firework over the harbor.

Marmont closed his good eye and struggled to
recall what had happened. He had been on the deck of his ship to
get some fresh air, when a vessel seemed to come out of nowhere
and, despite frantic warnings to change its direction, collided
with his ship. Thrown to the deck, Marmont climbed a railing to get
back on his feet and stared in horror. His boat, the
Mont-Blanc, had been struck on its starboard side. A deep,
gaping hole had been carved into the side of the ship. Marmont
looked over at the other vessel. His blood turned cold when a
dark-haired man looked down at him, waved, and smiled, as if he
were his friend. Moments later, the other ship began to back away
from the Mont-Blanc. Horrible shrieks pierced the air as
jagged pieces of metal from both vessels pulled at one another,
creating sparks. On the Mont-Blanc, several knocked-over
barrels of highly flammable benzol quickly caught fire. Before
long, the entire aft section of the ship was a blazing inferno.

The letter?

Marmont hurriedly reached inside his wet
jacket and felt a leather sheath. He removed the slim case and
opened it. His racing heart relaxed the moment he saw he had
remembered to retrieve the document from his cabin.

“Hey, mister, are you all right?” asked a
young boy.

Marmont looked down. The boy was no more than
eight or nine years old. “Son, do you know what happened to
me?”

“Yeah, me and my older brother, Tommy, pulled
you from the harbor,” said the boy proudly. “We saw you jump from
the back of the ship. I think you hit your head on the way down.
That’s why you’re wearing that bandage.”

Marmont patted the boy on the shoulder.
“Thank you. Now you must find your brother and run.”

“How come?”

“Because that ship out there is a munitions
ship, and it’s going to explode.”

The boy glanced over at the
Mont-Blanc. “Mister, if it’s a munitions ship, where’s its
warning flag? Tommy and me are in the scouts, and we learned all
about the types of warning flags ships have to fly while they’re
here in the harbor.”

“I don’t know where its flag is. Nor do I
care.” Marmont looked into the boy’s brown eyes. “Look, there’s no
time to argue about this. That ship is packed with explosives, and
it will explode. Please believe me. It’s just a matter of time
before she blows up.”

The boy hesitated for a second, turned on his
heel, and ran off yelling for his brother.

Marmont turned to face the growing crowd of
spectators. He frantically waved his arms over his head to get
their attention. “People, you have to leave here immediately. The
Mont-Blanc is packed with explosives. It’s going to blow
up!”

“No, it’s not,” said a portly man wearing a
bloody butcher’s apron. “Look, the fire department has arrived to
put it out.”

Just then, a fire engine pulled by a team of
horses galloped past. The volunteer firemen eagerly waved at the
cheering crowd.

“Please, listen to me,” pleaded Marmont. “Get
as many children as you can away from the harbor before it’s too
late.”

Another benzol drum shot skyward to the
applause of the people.

After all the desperate yelling, Marmont’s
head hurt like hell. There was nothing he could say or do to make
the crowd leave before the ship blew apart. He took a step and
almost collapsed. Marmont swore when he saw his right knee had
swollen to twice its normal size. He cursed his luck and staggered
off the packed pier. He slowly made his way up a steep cobblestone
street while a group of young boys ran past him, eager to see what
was going on. Marmont warned them to turn back. It was in vain; the
boys ignored him and carried on. Marmont’s head pounded worse with
every step he took. Within minutes, the pain in his knee was so
intense that he could go no farther. He stopped at the entrance of
a hardware store and tried the door.

It was open.

Marmont stepped inside and spotted an elderly
man with silver-rimmed glasses perched on his bulbous nose standing
behind the store’s counter. “Can I help you, sir?” asked the store
owner.

Marmont spotted a chair and slid down onto
it. “I’d love a glass of water.”

The white-haired man squinted his eyes and
noticed the bandage on his head. “Say, did you bump your head on
something?”

“Yes. I fell from my ship and hit my
head.”

“That’s some bad luck, mister. You just stay
there and take it easy while I fetch you that glass of water.”

“Thanks.” Marmont glanced over at a clock on
the wall. It was nine o’clock.

The door to the store swung open.

Marmont looked over. His heart skipped a beat
when he saw it was the dark-haired man from the other ship. He
instinctively reached inside his jacket for his concealed
pistol.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” warned
the man, shoving a 9mm automatic in Marmont’s face. The gunman’s
voice had a slight trace of a German accent. “Take your hand nice
and slowly out of your jacket and toss whatever you have on the
floor by my feet.”

Marmont slid his hand out and dropped his
pistol on the wooden floor.

“I got your water for you,” said the store
owner as he emerged from a side room.

In the blink of an eye, the German assassin
swung his pistol over and shot the old man between the eyes. His
lifeless body crumpled to the floor.

Marmont tried to reach for the gunman’s
outstretched hand but didn’t have the energy. His hands feebly
tugged at the man’s arm.

The assassin yanked his hand free and pointed
the smoking barrel of his 9mm at Marmont’s head. “I want the letter
you’re carrying, and I want it now!”

“What letter?” bluffed Marmont, playing for
time.

“The one in your coat pocket that you were
given by your contact in the American government.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

With a flick of his wrist, the gunman struck
Marmont on the injured side of his head with his pistol. Jarring
pain shot through his battered skull.

“Give it to me, or I’ll shoot you and take it
from your dead body,” threatened the assassin.

Marmont carefully reached into his jacket and
pulled out the brown leather case. “This won’t do you any
good.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” said the gunman,
ripping the pouch from Marmont’s hand.

“America’s already in the war. That letter is
old news.”

“Be that as it may. My orders were to
retrieve the letter and then kill you.”

Marmont ground his teeth. Even without a
battered skull, he wasn’t much of a fighter. He’d made a career out
of hiding in the shadows. He let out a resigned sigh. It was
over.

The gunman slipped the letter into a pocket
and brought up his pistol to fire. “Any last words, Monsieur
Marmont?”

Marmont closed his eyes and awaited the
inevitable.

The gunman placed his finger on the trigger
of his pistol and began to squeeze. The shot never fired.

In the harbor, the Mont-Blanc
exploded. The blast lifted the ship three hundred meters into the
air. Its anchor shot through the sky like a rocket and landed over
three kilometers away. In an instant, the rest of the ship became
millions of deadly shards of shrapnel. A supersonic blast wave
radiated from the epicenter, killing more than sixteen hundred
people, pulverizing their internal organs or throwing them like rag
dolls against the brick-and-stone walls near the harbor. The wooden
houses nearest the explosion were ripped to tinder. Glass, wood,
and metal flew through the air, killing or wounding hundreds of
more people.

The men in the hardware store never heard or
felt the blast. Their bodies were torn limb from limb by the flying
debris. To add to the horror, a six-meter tall wave raced ashore,
collapsing any weakened structure not taken down by the blast. When
the tide receded, it dragged mangled corpses with it back out to
sea.

Halifax Harbor lay in ruins. Dozens of ships
were swept ashore, and houses for more than a kilometer and a half
were flattened. In the largest explosion of its day, two thousand
innocent people were dead, and nine thousand more were injured.

The two combatants were never listed on any
official wartime records, as they were both traveling under assumed
aliases. Their deaths would go unnoticed. The actions of the day,
however, would not.
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Darwin, Australia

January 22, 1974

 


The signal was barely readable.

Andrew Thames ran a hand through his long,
blond hair, closed his eyes, and ever so gently turned the dial on
his ham radio back and forth, trying to get better reception.

“Anything?” asked Matt Golden, Thames’
scraggly-haired college roommate.

Andrew removed his headset and turned on a
speaker. A barely audible voice came through the static. Both men
leaned forward, trying to hear what was being said.

Matt scrunched up his face. “That’s not
Russian…those blokes are speaking Chinese.”

“Wherever’s going on, one of them sounds like
he’s in a whole heap of trouble,” replied Andrew.

Matt got to his feet. “I’m gonna get Roy from
across the hall. He speaks Chinese.”

“He’s from Malaysia, not China.”

“I’m positive I heard him speaking Chinese
the other day to those two cute exchange students from Hong
Kong.”

Andrew nodded and resumed trying to filter
out the background noise. His friend returned a minute later with a
disheveled-looking, chubby man, pulling a tie-dyed T-shirt over his
head.

“Do you two know what time of the morning it
is?” protested Roy, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“Yeah, it’s nearly three,” responded Matt.
“What do you make of this chatter?”

Roy shook his head and sat down next to the
speaker. “Where’s this coming from?”

“We think it’s coming from outer space,”
replied Andrew, with a gleam in his eyes. “At first, we thought
we’d picked up the latest Russian spaceflight. But we’re not so
sure anymore.”

Roy listened closely. “You’ve got a ground
station in China, for sure. The one voice is telling the other to
calm down and follow the procedures laid out in his manual. Now the
other voice is saying something about seeing flames outside of his
window.”

All three men leaned closer to the speaker.
Static hissed and crackled, drowning out the voices.

“Can you clean this up?” asked Roy. “It’s
hard to hear what’s being said.”

Matt carefully turned the dials, trying to
get a better signal.

“There!” exclaimed Roy. “Keep it there.”

The panicked voice returned and Roy
translated. “The man says he’s well off course and won’t be able to
make it back home. Now the ground station, I think, is telling him
not to fall into enemy hands.” Roy looked into his friends’ eyes.
“They’ve just told him to abort the mission.”

The voices faded away.

“Get them back,” pleaded Roy.

Matt nimbly adjusted the frequency dial on
his radio with his fingertips. After an agonizingly long couple of
minutes, the voices returned interspaced with more static.

Roy closed his eyes and concentrated. “The
pilot said that something didn’t work, and one of his parachutes
has failed to open properly.”

Andrew slapped himself on the forehead and
scrambled to find his tape recorder among the clutter of the room.
Dirty clothes and books flew to one side as he rummaged around for
the recorder.

“The ground station is telling him that
there’s nothing they can do for him,” said Roy. “He’s on his
own.”

“Batteries, I forgot to buy some new
batteries!” screamed Andrew, tossing his dead machine onto his
bed.

“Shhh!” ordered Roy. “The signal’s getting
weak again. I think the pilot just asked the ground station to pass
onto his wife that he loves her. The other man says he will.”

“Have they used the pilot’s name at all?”
asked Andrew.

Roy shook his head. “It’s getting real hard
to hear the pilot.” He moved his ear next to the speaker. “I’m not
sure, but I think he said he was going to blow the door and take
his chances.”

“Crickey,” muttered Matt.

“That’s it, guys,” said Andrew. “We’ve lost
the signal.”

All three men took a seat and looked from one
to another.

Roy broke the silence. “Andrew, did you say
that you thought part of this transmission came from outer
space?”

“Yeah, like I said, at first we thought we’d
picked up a Russian transmission. But when you think about it, it
all kinda makes sense. The Chinese have been testing a lot of new
technology recently, and Zhou Enlai has publicly spoken about the
need for an independent Chinese space program.”

Roy ran a hand through his thick, black hair.
“It’s too bad you blokes didn’t record any of the transmission.
Who’s going to believe you now?”

“No one, I guess.”

Roy stood and looked over at the radio. “Just
think, we could have had the scoop of the decade, and now we have
nothing.”

“Not really,” said Andrew, tossing Roy a can
of beer. “We’ve got one hell of a story we can tell people until
they think we’re all a bunch of nutters.”
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Libya

Present Day

 


Ryan Mitchell took a sip of his beverage and savored
the taste. He’d always liked the rich, sweet flavor of North
African coffee. Mitchell had been at a table in the corner of the
dimly lit café for the past thirty minutes. He glanced at his watch
again. His contacts were running late.

“Looks like company’s coming,” said Nate
Jackson in Mitchell’s near-invisible earpiece.

Mitchell placed his cup down and glanced
around the hotel café. At the entrance, he noticed two muscular men
in expensive, tailored suits eyeing him. One of the men held up his
phone as if checking a photo.

“Game on,” said Jackson from the far corner
as the men approached.

“Are you Ryan Mitchell?” asked one of the men
in English. He had short, black hair, and the cold, dark eyes of a
killer.

“I am,” he replied.

“Do you have the merchandise?” asked the
other man.

“I do,” replied Mitchell, patting a briefcase
resting on his lap.

“Then would you please stand and come with
us.”

“I’d be delighted.” Mitchell tossed a
ten-dollar bill on the table and stood.

“This way,” said the black-haired man.

“I’ll be right behind you,” said Jackson as
he left the café carrying a newspaper under his arm.

Mitchell fell into line with the two men and
followed them out of the café, through the hotel’s lobby, and out
into a waiting black Mercedes SUV. He’d been through enough hostage
negotiations to know that the men he was dealing with were
professionals. The kidnapping of business people for profit had
become big business in post-Gaddafi Libya. Mitchell got in the back
with the black-haired thug and got comfortable. The SUV edged out
into traffic and joined the rest of the chaotic drivers winding
their way through the streets of Tobruk. It always amazed Mitchell
how so many cars could jam themselves onto a road built for two car
lanes and not have an accident.

 


Several cars back, a battered, yellow cab driven by
one of Yuri’s contacts followed the SUV. Jackson sat beside the
driver, slamming his foot down on a non-existent brake pedal each
time a car would swerve over into their lane and miss them by mere
millimeters.

“Don’t worry,” said the driver. “I used to be
a cop. If we have an accident, my friends will take care of it for
me.”

“I’m not worried about that,” retorted
Jackson. “I just don’t want to lose Ryan in all this traffic.”

“This is nothing. You should see the traffic
an hour from now.”

“No, thanks. I’ll take your word for it.”

“You really should see it. Eight cars will
try to jam themselves on this very street. Some going this way and
some the other. It’s a sight to see.”

“It’s really okay. Just don’t lose sight of
Ryan, or there’ll be hell to pay.” Jackson gripped the dash so hard
his knuckles blanched as the driver swerved around a truck belching
black smoke that was packed with livestock. The cabbie raced to
catch sight of the SUV.

“See. It’s not a problem,” said the driver,
smiling at Jackson with a mouth full of tobacco-stained teeth.

“Time to check in with the others,” Jackson
said to himself. He first called Sam. “The prize is en route to
you.”

“Roger that,” she replied. “The welcoming
committee is ready to go, should it be needed.”

“Great news. If they don’t change their
route, we should be there ten minutes from now.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you then.”

Next, Jackson dialed Cardinal. “Contact has
been made.”

“Got it. Jacques Cousteau is prepped and
ready to launch,” replied Cardinal.

“If all goes to plan, we’ll be at your
location in approximately thirty minutes.”

“Thirty minutes, check.”

Lastly, Jackson checked in with Yuri. “Any
sign of trouble?”

“None,” said Yuri. “The coast is clear.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way.”

“Da.”

Jackson hung up and put his phone away.
Within hours of Keiko Takei’s kidnapping, Mitchell’s people had
boarded a plane for Libya. They carried a ransom of ten million
dollars on them, but the people they were dealing with weren’t
known for their honesty. Sometimes they handed over their hostages,
other times they killed them, along with the hostage negotiators.
Mitchell smelled a trap and had planned for it. For half a million
dollars, Yuri’s black-market contacts had provided enough
information to help pinpoint the exact location where Ms. Takei was
being held.

The SUV slowed and drove into a walled
courtyard, with a row of razor wire fixed to the top of the tall,
brick wall. Jackson’s cab drove past and parked out front of an
adjacent apartment block.

“Good luck, Mister Jackson,” said the
cabbie.

“Let’s hope luck won’t have to factor into
this,” he replied, opening his door.

“Regardless, I’ll pray for you and your
friends.”

Jackson nodded. “I’ll take it.”

 


“This is where we get out,” said the black-haired
man to Mitchell.

“Sounds good,” said Mitchell. He waited for
the SUV to stop and opened his door. He held the briefcase
nonchalantly in his left hand. Several armed men in desert fatigues
patrolled the grounds.

The driver of the SUV walked over and
motioned for Mitchell to place his case down and raise his arms.
After a quick search of his body for concealed weapons, Mitchell
was allowed to lower his arms and pick up his briefcase.

“Please follow me,” said the man, indicating
to the steel front door of the two-story dwelling.

Mitchell walked behind the gunman, silently
counting the number of cameras and motion sensors in the courtyard.
He stopped counting after ten. Whoever lived here prized their
security and anonymity. A guard opened the security door and
stepped aside. They entered the air-conditioned home and walked up
a flight of marble stairs until they came to a door guarded by a
man wearing an expensive gray suit and carrying an Uzi submachine
gun.

“Mister Mitchell, before we enter the room, I
need to see what’s in your briefcase,” said the black-haired
man.

“Naturally,” he responded, bringing up the
case and opening it.

The gunman looked inside and raised an
eyebrow. “Where is the money?”

Mitchell snapped closed the briefcase. “It’s
in Geneva. You don’t think I’d be so foolish as to walk in here
carrying ten million dollars, do you?”

“But our agreement stated you would have the
money on you.”

“And I do. It’s in my mind,” said Mitchell,
tapping the side of his head with his right index finger. “Kill me,
and you’ll never get the number to the account or its
passcode.”

“Let him in,” said a gruff voice from a
speaker on the wall.

The man with the Uzi opened the door and then
took up post covering Mitchell with his weapon. Mitchell and the
black-haired man walked inside the room. The smell of musky cologne
and stale cigar smoke hung heavy in the air. Apart from an old
couch and a desk, the room was empty.

“A wise precaution, Mister Mitchell,” said a
rotund man, sitting behind the polished mahogany desk. “In Libya
these days, I don’t even trust my own mother to not sell me out to
the government forces.”

“Who uses cash anymore?” said Mitchell. “It’s
traceable, and is probably being tracked by the NSA, CIA, and who
knows who else.”

“So true. I’ll have to have my middlemen
change how my organization does business from now on.”

Mitchell raised a hand. “Before we go any
further, may I be allowed to see Ms. Takei?”

The fat man snapped his fingers and barked
out some orders in Arabic. The well-dressed killer by the door
nodded and ran off to fetch the hostage.

“Would you like some tea?” asked the fat
man.

Mitchell shook his head. “As much as I love
sweet tea, I’m hoping to wrap this up and be gone in the next few
minutes. Ms. Takei’s family is waiting in Rome for her safe
return.”

The headman shrugged. “As you wish.”

A minute later, the gunman returned, dragging
an Asian woman with him. He shoved her down on the couch and stood
guard over her.

Mitchell stepped forward and got down on his
haunches. The woman in front of him hardly matched the pictures
Mitchell had memorized. Her face was bruised, and her long black
hair lay unkempt on her shoulders. Mitchell ground his teeth. The
kidnappers had roughed Ms. Takei up to show her family that they
meant business.

“Keiko, what is the name of your daughter?”
Mitchell asked calmly.

“Erika,” she muttered.

“And where was she born?”

“Los Angeles, California.”

“And the name of her favorite toy when she
was a child?”

Keiko paused for a moment and looked up into
Mitchell’s blue-gray eyes. “Henrietta the hippo. Erika loved that
toy and took it everywhere with her.”

Mitchell smiled. “Thanks.”

“Convinced?” asked the fat man.

Mitchell stood. “I am. Let’s talk about the
handover of Ms. Takei for the ransom payment.”

“That’s simple enough. Give me the account
number and passcode, or I’ll have my associate kill Ms. Takei right
in front of your eyes.”

Keiko let out a frightened cry and buried her
face in her hands.

“If I give you what you want, what’s to stop
you from killing us both?” asked Mitchell.

The fat man smiled grotesquely. “You’ll have
to trust me. Give me what I want, Mister Mitchell, or I’ll start by
shooting Ms. Takei in the knees, and then move onto more essential
parts of the body.”

The muscles on the back of Mitchell’s neck
became as hard as steel. He placed the briefcase on the table. “I’d
hoped it wouldn’t go like this.”

The thug with the Uzi jammed the barrel of
his weapon against Keiko’s right knee, causing her to whimper.

Mitchell took a step forward, so he would be
close to Keiko. He let out a sigh and looked back at the fat man.
“Are you sure we can’t come to some understanding?”

The man shook his head. “The codes, or you’ll
die far more painfully than Ms. Takei will.”

“Then I guess negotiations are over. Adios,
gentlemen.”

 


“That’s the go-ahead signal,” said Jackson.

Sam nodded and pulled down her respirator.
She took one last glance at the circle of charges she had placed
against the wall and pressed the detonator in her hand. With a loud
bang, the explosive charges detonated, ripping a hole in the wall.
Both former soldiers rushed through the opening. Smoke and dust
hung thick in the air.

Through the lenses of his mask, Jackson saw
the black-haired man stagger back and reach for a weapon inside his
jacket. Jackson brought up his pistol and fired twice, killing the
gunman. Sam spun on her heel and quickly dealt with the fat
man.

“Ryan, where are you?” called out
Jackson.

“Down here,” he replied.

Jackson looked down. The couch lay on the
floor with its legs in the air. He reached down and lifted the
couch. Mitchell was covering Ms. Takei’s body with his. Jackson
tossed the sofa aside, bent down, and helped his friend and Keiko
to stand.

“Where’s the third man?” asked Sam.

“He’s over by the door,” said Mitchell,
brushing away the dust from his face. “I think a piece of lumber
took his head off.”

“Oh,” said Sam when she spotted the bloody
trail on the floor.

“Get going, Ryan,” said Jackson to Mitchell,
pushing the heavy mahogany desk over to the door to block it.

 


“This way,” Mitchell said to Keiko, leading her by
the arm into the other room. Right away, it was easier to see and
breathe.

“Where are we going?” asked Keiko.

“Home,” replied Mitchell.

Keiko stopped and looked back over her
shoulder. “What about my bodyguards? They were taken with me.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. They’re both dead. Two
days ago, their bodies were dumped outside your company’s main
office in Tripoli.”

Keiko brought a hand to her mouth. “My God,
that’s awful news. They were both good men with families.”

“I know, but we have to keep moving.”

“What about the kidnappers? Won’t they come
after us?”

“Probably, ma’am. But don’t you worry, my
friends and I will make sure they can’t harm you ever again.”

Mitchell led Keiko downstairs until they came
to a parking lot. He helped Keiko into the back of a rusty Land
Rover. Next, he opened the front, passenger-side door and reached
under the seat, pulling out a Sig Sauer machine pistol. Mitchell
jammed home a fully loaded magazine and pulled back on the charger,
loading a round in the chamber.

Sam sprinted out of the stairwell and came to
a sliding halt next to the Rover. “Ms. Takei?” she asked.

“She’s in the back,” replied Mitchell.

Sam opened the door and slid in next to
Keiko.

“I’m coming,” huffed Jackson as he jogged to
the vehicle.

“I thought we’d agreed to go jogging four
times a week so you could lose some weight,” chided Mitchell.

“Another day,” Jackson responded between deep
breaths.

“Come on, old man, you’re driving.”

Jackson pretended to pout. “I’m not old.”

“Gentlemen, the trap I laid won’t hold them
forever,” said Sam from the backseat.

Jackson and Mitchell jumped into the Rover.
With a loud roar from its finely tuned engine, Jackson drove the
Rover out of its parking spot and into the street. Behind them, the
room Sam and Jackson had used exploded when one of the gunmen
tripped a wire leading to a charge of C-4 explosives.

“Here, call Gordon and let him know we’re on
our way,” said Jackson, handing his phone to Sam.

“Mister Mitchell, how do you plan to get us
out of the city?” asked Keiko, clearing her parched throat. “I may
only be a business consultant, but even I know this place is
crawling with pro- and anti-government militias.”

Mitchell looked back and smiled. “Ma’am,
trust me, we took all of that into consideration.”

Sam handed Keiko a bottle of water. She took
a swig and looked at Mitchell as if expecting more of an
answer.

“In case you’re wondering, we don’t plan on
driving out of the city,” said Mitchell.

Keiko shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t
understand.”

“You soon will,” Mitchell replied
cryptically, turning around to watch the road.
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A fishing trawler floated aimlessly off the Libyan
coast. Rust coated its sides, while ropes and boxes littered the
deck.

Yuri sat comfortably in a deck chair, with
his usual two-days’ growth of stubble on his chin. He wore a pair
of cargo shorts and one of his trademark, rumpled Hawaiian shirts.
Yuri intently watched the live feed coming from a ghost-gray drone
high above Tobruk on his laptop. He moved his finger lightly over
the control pad and brought the UAV lower, so he could get a better
picture of Jackson’s Rover. So far, the operation was working as
planned. Yuri widened the field of view on his drone’s camera and
swore to himself as a pair of police cars burst from a side
street.

He picked up his phone and speed-dialed Sam.
“Pretty lady, I’ve got some bad news for you.”

“What’s up?” she asked.

“Someone must have called the cops. A couple
of police cars are weaving their way through the traffic behind
you.”

“Got ’em. Thanks for the heads-up.”

“Da. Aside from the police, there
doesn’t seem to be anyone else following you.”

“Got it. We’ll see you in a little
while.”

“I’ll be waiting,” replied Yuri, ending the
call. He brought his fingers to his mouth and let out a piercing
whistle. A man in greasy coveralls ran to Yuri’s side. The Russian
got to his feet. “Captain, get your nets over the side of your
ship. Company’s coming.”

 


The piercing wail of the police sirens grew closer
with every twist and turn in the road.

“Aren’t we going to stop and ask the police
for protection?” asked Keiko.

Mitchell shook his head. “They’re probably in
someone’s pocket. Why do you think they responded so quickly?”

“What are you going to do? You can’t shoot
them.”

“I know. Just hang on back there. We’ll soon
be free of them.”

Mitchell looked over at his friend. “Let them
get a little bit closer.”

Jackson nodded and let his foot, ever so
slightly, off the gas pedal. The road behind them was jam-packed
with cars, making it hard for the police to weave their way through
the congestion.

“Get ready,” said Mitchell, looking up at the
rearview mirror.

Jackson reached over and placed his finger on
the on/off switch for the Rover’s radio.

“Now!”

Jackson depressed the button and swerved from
side to side on the road. From underneath their vehicle, hundreds
of small caltrops fell onto the asphalt. The sharp devices tore
into the rubber of the cars behind them, crippling them. One by
one, the vehicles came to a screeching halt. Some drivers tried to
swerve around the caltrops, but it was in vain. There was nowhere
to go. In seconds, cars smashed into one another, quickly creating
a bottleneck. The police, caught up in the disaster, lost control
of their vehicles and added to the cacophony of crumpling metal and
shattered glass.

“That should do it,” said Mitchell with a
grin.

“Is there anything else you’d like to tell me
about?” asked Keiko.

“Aside from the caltrops, this Rover has
bulletproof glass and is armored to stop most small-arms fire,”
explained Mitchell.

“It looked to me like a secondhand hunk of
junk.”

“It’s supposed to,” said Jackson.

“Yuri, what’s the picture look like from
above?” Sam asked into her phone.

“All clear. It looks like you’ve stopped the
traffic going both ways,” he replied.

“Got it. Thanks.” Sam tapped Mitchell on the
shoulder. “Yuri says we’re in the clear.”

“Great news,” acknowledged Mitchell.

Jackson spun the wheel in his hands and drove
down a narrow alley. He kept his foot on the accelerator, smashing
his way through heaps of garbage and piles of empty boxes. Refuse
flew over the top of the speeding Rover. Before long, an abandoned
warehouse came into view. Jackson drove straight for the building.
At the front entrance, he jammed on the brakes and came to a
sliding halt, leaving a trail of burned rubber on the concrete
behind him.

“Everyone out,” ordered Mitchell.

A man in his early twenties, wearing a dirty,
tan uniform, ran out from a side door and leaped into the Rover’s
driver’s seat.

“Is everything good to go?” asked
Mitchell.

“Yes, it is,” replied the man.

Mitchell offered his hand. “Good luck.”

The man shook Mitchell’s hand. “I won’t need
it. Mister Uvarov has bribed enough people to see that I get home
safely. Good luck to you four.” With that, the man placed the Rover
in drive, slammed his foot on the gas pedal, and sped away.

“Ryan, let’s go,” said Jackson.

Mitchell followed his friends inside the
dilapidated warehouse. Dirt and dust blanketed the floor. Glass
from the smashed-in windows crunched underfoot.

“Where are we going?” asked Keiko.

“There,” replied Mitchell, pointing to an
open stairwell. On the floor beside the darkened stairs were four
headlamps and two large flashlights. Sam helped Keiko place her
lamp on her head and adjusted it so she could see.

Mitchell went first down the blackened
stairs. His headlamp helped illuminate the way down into the
basement. The air became cooler the deeper they descended. At the
bottom of the stairwell was a long, narrow tunnel. Mitchell flicked
on his flashlight. At the end of the corridor was a locked door.
Jackson handed Mitchell a key he’d been holding on to for
safekeeping. Mitchell inserted the key and turned it over. The
rusty lock creaked as it turned; unfortunately, the door wouldn’t
budge an inch. Mitchell and Jackson looked at one another and used
their shoulders to push the door open.

Musty air escaped from the darkness.

Mitchell shone his light around, flooding an
ancient passageway. He walked inside and moved his flashlight along
the floor. The image of four Roman triremes in a harbor decorated
the tiles.

“Where are we?” asked Keiko, admiring a
carved stone column.

“This used to be part of a Roman city that
was built here in the first century BC,” explained Mitchell. “It
was secretly discovered during the late 1970s and subsequently
plundered by the Gaddafi regime. They sold the antiquities they
found here on the black market to fund the many terrorist groups he
supported back then. After they’d taken all they could, they closed
up the tunnel and let the warehouse fall into disrepair.”

“How did you learn of this place’s
existence?”

“A few years ago, Yuri, one of my associates,
heard a tale about a secret passageway in and out of Tobruk and
bought the blueprints for this place from a crooked government
official. Ever since, he’s been dying to try it out as a means of
escape.”

Jackson slammed the door shut and jammed a
metal wedge into the doorframe, making it impossible to open the
door from the other side without having to remove it.

“This way, please,” said Mitchell to Keiko,
pointing down the tunnel with his flashlight. The passage soon gave
way to a set of steep stairs, which led deep underground. Mitchell
held Keiko’s hand as they took the steps one by one until they
reached the bottom.

The smell of salt water wafted in the
air.

A pair of lights lit up the passageway. Sam
jogged ahead.

“My God,” uttered Keiko as they came out into
a cavern.

Ink-black water stretched for as far as the
eye could see. Floating nearby in the water were two underwater
vehicles.

“Glad to see you could make it,” said
Cardinal as he helped Sam slip a slender oxygen tank on her
back.

“You know how traffic can be in Libya,”
replied Jackson.

“Mister Mitchell, I can’t swim,” said Keiko,
nervously looking out at the uninviting water.

“I know,” he replied. “That’s why you’re
going in the three-person submersible with Sam and Gordon while
Nate and I lead the way in the other one.”

Keiko shook her head. “This operation must
have cost a fortune.”

“Not really,” said Gordon. “I got most of
this stuff from a place in Malta that was going out of
business.”

“Ma’am, please let Sam help you change, and
then we can be on our way,” said Mitchell.

“Yes, of course,” said Keiko, wide-eyed.

Once he was ready, Mitchell climbed into the
front seat of the submersible. He switched on the craft’s batteries
and made sure the lights and the motor were still running. Jackson
hauled himself into the chair behind Mitchell and tapped him on the
shoulder to let him know he was ready. Mitchell looked over and
waved at Gordon who replied with an enthusiastic thumbs-up.
Time’s a-wasting, thought Mitchell as he made sure his
regulator and dive mask were comfortable and snug on his body. He
let out some ballast and gently applied power. The vessel sank
beneath the surface and was enveloped by the cold, dark water. The
submersibles’ headlights lit the way. Mitchell steered his vessel
past a set of columns, which were once connected to the roof of an
ancient cistern that had collapsed after an earthquake shook the
region in 1589, wiping out many of the Roman structures. Out of the
dark swam a manta ray, flapping its pectoral fins like a giant bat.
The large, triangular-shaped fish ignored the submersible and
carried on its way, soon vanishing from sight in the black
waters.

Mitchell felt Jackson tap him on the
shoulder. He looked back and noticed the other submersible was not
moving as fast as theirs. He decreased his speed, and let Gordon
catch up.

The cave began to narrow. On the sea floor
were a trail of bright yellow glowsticks dropped by Gordon on his
way in to mark the route. Mitchell followed the trail, sailing past
a jagged rock, which could have easily ripped the submersible in
two, had he not been paying attention. About ten meters away, a ray
of light shone down from the surface, showing the way out. Mitchell
grimaced when the side of his vessel scraped along some rocks. He
adjusted his steering slightly and moved away from the obstacle. In
seconds, his craft sailed out of the narrow entrance and into the
Mediterranean Sea.

 


Yuri paced the deck of the fishing vessel like an
expectant father, stopping every few feet to look down into the
pale-blue water for his friends. He glanced at his old Russian Army
watch and gnashed his teeth. They were ten minutes behind schedule.
Yuri was about ready to explode, when one of the fishermen let out
a loud cheer. Yuri dashed over and looked down as a dark shape
slowly ascended from the depths. As soon as the submersible broke
the surface, ropes were thrown down to help the occupants climb up
onto the ship.

 


Mitchell yanked off his mask and tossed it away. He
looked up at the fishing vessel. Yuri was waving at him with a
relieved look on his face. They had come up on the far side of the
ship, away from prying eyes on the coastline. Mitchell swam out of
his seat and dumped his oxygen tank inside the sub, as did Jackson.
The last thing Mitchell did before reaching for the ropes was to
send the submersible to the bottom of the sea. He grabbed hold of a
line and felt himself being hauled out of the water by several
sailors up on the main deck.

“Welcome aboard, Ryan,” said Yuri, grinning
from ear to ear. “How was it in the cavern?”

Mitchell patted his friend on the shoulder.
“I’m not much of an archaeologist, but it was breathtaking.”

Yuri snapped his fingers and twirled around
on his heels. “I knew it.”

Jackson clambered over the side of the ship
and dropped to the deck like an oversized seal. He quickly raised a
hand. “Yes, jogging. I got it.”

Mitchell helped his friend up. “Twice a day,
by the looks of it.”

“Gordon’s right behind me,” said Jackson,
turning to help Keiko climb over the railing.

“It should be smooth sailing from here, Ms.
Takei,” said Mitchell.

“I don’t know what my company’s paying you,
but your people are worth double,” she replied.”

Mitchell smiled. “We do accept tips. Now, if
you’ll please follow Sam, our medic, below, she’s going to give you
a physical examination to make sure you’re okay.”

Keiko nodded and accompanied Sam.

As soon as Gordon was onboard, the ship’s
captain revved its engines and steered the ship toward its
destination, Crete. From there, Ms. Takei would be flown to Rome,
where her family eagerly awaited her arrival.

“I suppose after today we won’t be welcome in
Libya for the foreseeable future,” said Jackson.

Mitchell chuckled. “And that’s a bad thing?
As far as I’m concerned, Bill Lancaster’s boys can do the next
hostage handover in Libya. I’m done visiting that place for a
while.”

“Thank goodness for Yuri’s map, or we’d still
be holed up somewhere in Tobruk, praying for our Russian friend to
come and rescue us.”

“We wouldn’t have gone in without that
map.”

“So, now what? I suspect the boss will give
us some well-earned leave. Are you and the family going to take a
few days off and visit your folks?”

Mitchell nodded. “My mom and dad have been
bugging us to come up and stay with them. So, I guess that’s what
we’re going to do. And you?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe spend some time fixing
up the house. I sure could use the break.”

“Me too. I doubt things could get any more
hectic than they have been the past few months.”

“Amen to that, brother.”
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The Bay of Bengal

 


Under a cloud-covered sky, a dark blue, midsize
freighter lay still on the smooth waters of the Bay of Bengal. At
the back of the Liberian vessel was a stack of old sea containers.
A man with pale, white skin and short, blond hair walked across the
deck chatting with the crew, a mix of Philippine and Liberian
sailors, until he came to the row of sea containers. He removed a
swipe card from his pocket and slid it into an electronic lock on
the side of the crates. A second later, a door cracked open,
allowing him access. The stale smell of cigarettes and body odor
drifted out.

“Morning, Jean,” said a skinny man, sitting
behind a computer console and rubbing his bloodshot eyes.

“Morning to you, Marius. I take it there is
nothing new to report,” replied Jean.

Marius nodded. “Absolutely nothing, unless
you like looking at nothing but sand and rocks for hours on
end.”

Jean looked up at the images sent back by
their ROV three thousand meters below the surface. His friend was
right; the ocean floor resembled a desert. There wasn’t a single
sign of life on the screen. “I’ll take over. You should get some
food in you, and then get some sleep.”

Marius stood and stretched his arms over his
head. “Sounds like a plan. I might pop back in a few hours to see
how things are going.”

“Take your time. I doubt anything will happen
today.”

“It had better. We’ve been out here close to
a month. I don’t want to spend another week crisscrossing this
stretch of the ocean in search of our target.”

Jean poured himself a cup of coffee and slid
down into a comfortable chair in the middle of the control room.
The small compartment was jam-packed with computers and monitors.
Besides himself, there was the ROV operator and her assistant,
along with two other technicians who kept the computer systems
operational.

“So, who thinks today is the day?” Jean asked
his colleagues.

“I do,” replied Avril Dumont, the short,
redheaded ROV operator. “I’m getting goose bumps on my arms.”

“So am I,” said Avril’s assistant. “The last
time that happened, we found that missing sub off the coast of
Qatar.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

“It was amazing. There it was, lying there on
its side, with a deep gash right above the torpedo room.”

“What class of sub was it?” one of the techs
piped up.

“It doesn’t matter what we found,” said Jean,
ending the conversation. They’d made a fortune that day selling the
location of the submarine to the Russian Navy. He sipped his
lukewarm coffee and studied the readouts coming back from the ROV.
The vessel was moving along at six knots an hour. Jean looked at
their search grid on another screen and saw they were less than
fifteen percent through their proposed search pattern. He sat back
in his chair. Perhaps today was going to be another long, dreary
day, after all.

 


The boredom was more than Jean could take. He got
out of his chair and bummed a cigarette from one of the computer
techs before heading outside to smoke it. He hadn’t smoked in
years, but the monotony of the assignment was grating on his
nerves. Jean stepped out into the fresh air and lit his smoke.
Right away, he experienced a rush from the nicotine seeping into
his system. He then recalled why he quit as he coughed and hacked
like a kid trying a cigarette for the first time. Jean dropped his
cigarette to the deck and extinguished it with his heel.

The door to the control room flew open. Avril
reached out and grabbed Jean by the arm, hauling him back inside.
“Come quick. We’ve got something on the screen,” she said
excitedly.

Jean moved close to see the image. A smile
crept across his lips. “That looks like a part of a plane’s
tailfin. Have the ROV raise up slightly and pan around.”

Avril deftly turned the control stick and
spun the ROV around. Jean tapped his foot on the floor while he
waited for the craft to finish its maneuver. The only thing in the
ROV’s field of observation view was the shattered fragment from the
tailfin.

“Have there been any reports of other
aircraft going missing in this location?” Jean asked.

“None,” replied Avril. “This has to be our
plane.”

“Easy does it. Let’s not get ahead of
ourselves. Until we have positive proof this is the plane we’re
looking for, this is nothing more than debris that could have come
from another aircraft that was never reported lost at sea.”

Avril nodded. “Sorry. It’s just my goose
bumps are back. What do you want us to do?”

“Record this location and begin a new search
originating from this position. If this is the plane we’re looking
for, it could easily be spread over kilometers of the ocean
floor.”

Avril inputted the data along with her
partner and began a concentric search pattern using the tailfin as
its start point.

Word quickly spread of the find, and people
from the nighttime shift jammed into the already-packed room to
watch the search. It took nearly an hour before another piece of
wreckage came into view. This time the ROV hovered over a mangled
metal arm.

“Bring up the schematics of a Learjet 75,”
ordered Jean.

“Yes, sir,” replied one of the computer
techs. On a screen next to the image of the debris appeared the
info on the Learjet.

Jean stood and stared at both images.
“Where’s my aviation expert?”

“Here, sir,” said a bespectacled man in his
late fifties, with an unlit pipe in his mouth.

“Does that look like part of the landing
strut for a Learjet to you?”

The man leaned forward and studied the image.
“That’s a main gear actuator.”

Jean’s heart began to race. “Is it from a
Learjet?”

“Sir, that’s a fairly common part. It’s used
on the landing gear of Learjet 75s, as well as at least six other
planes that I can think of. Whether we’re looking at a part from
your missing plane or not, it’s too early to tell. We need serial
numbers to be certain.”

“Okay, then, where would we find a serial
number on this specific part?”

“You’ll need to turn it over.”

Jean looked over at Avril who nodded her
understanding and slowly extended one of the ROV’s grappler arms to
take hold of the strut. The room went silent as all eyes turned to
the screen. Avril and the ROV became one as she edged the arm
forward until she could get a good grip on the strut. She bit her
lip as the claw-like grappler took hold and lifted the damaged
piece of metal off the seafloor. Avril brought up the strut and
then rotated the ROV’s arm until she could see the underside. A
thin metal plate with numbers etched on it became visible.

“Is this what you’re looking for?” she
asked.

The aviation expert hurriedly wrote down the
numbers and handed them to one of the computer technicians to
verify. Within seconds, they had their answer.

“It’s from a Learjet belonging to the Sandesh
Corporation,” said the computer operator.

A couple of people in the back of the room
clapped and cheered.

“Shouldn’t we bring up the strut, so we can
inspect it?” asked the aviation expert.

“Under normal circumstances, yes,” said Jean.
“But things are far from normal. The Indian and Bangladeshi navies
are sniffing around. We may be in international waters, but we’re
still vulnerable to boarding. Our time on station is slowly running
out. The ROV will stay where it is and continue the search.”

“Surely, we can spare a few hours.”

“Not today.” Jean snapped his fingers in the
air. “Folks, if you’re not on shift, please vacate the command
center. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Many dragged their heels, hoping to see
another piece of debris. When the last person left and had closed
the door, Jean reached for a phone and dialed the bridge.

“Yes,” said the duty officer.

“I need you to pass a message to our
employer, immediately.”

“What would you like me to pass on?”

“Send the code word Tentative.”

“Roger, anything else?”

“No. If they respond, please pass me their
message without delay.”

“Will do.”

Jean hung up and stared at the screens. He
picked up a pen and started to twirl it around in his fingers.
“Where are you?” said Jean to himself, knowing he wouldn’t be able
to rest until they had found what they were looking for in the
depths of the Bay of Bengal.
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