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 Tenochtitlan - Aztec
Empire

July 1st, 1520

 


In the dead of night, the hunter had become the
prey.

Under a heavily laden cart, Sebastian Rios
closed his eyes, placed his trembling hands over his ears, and
prayed to God for his salvation. As much as he tried, he couldn’t
block out the terrifying noise of people killing and dying. All
around him lay scores of dead and wounded. Barely in his teens,
Rios, along with his older brother, had volunteered to follow
Cortés to the New World, where it was said gold lay on the ground
for the taking. But times had changed. In a twist of fate, Cortés
and his followers were no longer seen as gods, but as mere men who
had come to plunder the wealth of the Aztec Empire. The
conquistadors attempted to flee the Aztec capital with as much
treasure as they could carry. The once all-powerful conquistadors
found themselves jampacked on a narrow causeway over Lake Texcoco
assaulted by thousands of hostile warriors, looking to avenge the
death of their beloved emperor, Montezuma.

“You there, get the hell out from under
there,” ordered a gruff man with a thick, black beard and powerful
arms.

Rios crawled out and stood, shivering in the
pouring rain.

“Rios, I should have known it was you,” said
the man. “Why were you hiding down there?”

Rios wiped the water away from his eyes and
recognized the man as Pedro Martin, one of Cortés’ best fighters.
“I’m sorry, señor,” said Rios, through chattering teeth. “I
tried to help a cannon crew drag their gun over the causeway, but
all of the men were killed in the first attack. After that, the gun
was hauled into the water by the natives, so I took cover under the
wagon.”

Martin shook his head. “Hiding won’t help
anyone tonight, boy.”

“Yes, sir.” Rios looked past Martin.
“Señor, have you seen my brother, Ramon?”

“I think he’s farther down the column,
guarding another batch of wagons.”

“Arrows!” called out one of the
conquistadors.

Martin pulled Rios close and raised his
circular, wooden shield to the sky to protect them both. Out of the
dark, a volley of arrows fell among the Spanish soldiers and their
Tlaxcaltecan native allies. Men and horses cried out in pain, as
the projectiles struck home. Martin lowered his shield, discovering
three arrow shafts embedded in the wood.

“Rios, if you want to live out the night,
find a weapon and stay close to me,” ordered Martin.

Rios looked around and spotted a flintlock
pistol lying next to a dead conquistador. He bent down to pick it
up, only to be roughly grabbed by the arm.

“That won’t do you any good in this rain,”
said Martin. “Find a sword, and do it fast. I think they’re coming
again.”

Rios nodded and picked up a sword and a
small, buckler shield. Even though he was tall for his age, the
sword felt heavy in his hand.

“On me!” bellowed Martin.

Those men still on their feet rushed to
Martin’s side as a swarm of Aztec Eagle warriors charged down the
causeway, screaming curses in their native language. To Rios, the
Aztecs covered in feathers and wearing ornamental helmets looked
like creatures risen from hell coming to take his soul.

“Hold your ground,” growled Martin, snapping
the arrows embedded in his shield off with his sword.

Rios brought up his sword and shield. Unlike
his brother, Rios had barely held a sword in his life. He glanced
over and saw Martin leaning slightly forward, as if bracing himself
against a coming storm, and copied his stance. Rios’ eyes widened
as a warrior pointed at him with his wooden club, and ran straight
at him. He brought up his shield above his head and cried out as
the Aztec smashed his club hard against the buckler, sending a wave
of pain down his arm to his shoulder. Driven by fear and
self-preservation, Rios thrust his sword with all of his might into
his opponent’s exposed belly. The warrior let out a muffled moan as
the blade went deep. Rios’ heart pounded in his ears. The dying
Aztec grabbed hold of the sword and dropped to his knees, pulling
Rios’ arm down with him. The young Spaniard panicked and tried to
yank his blade free, but found he didn’t have the strength. The
warrior let out a deep breath and fell facefirst at Rios’ feet,
momentum sending him rolling onto his back. The man’s eyes were
wide open, staring up at Rios as if to curse the terrified
youth.

“God forgive me,” prayed Rios, letting go of
his sword. He felt sick to his stomach, and reached for a small,
silver cross hanging around his neck, kissing it. With men
grappling to the death right in front of him, Rios stepped back and
took refuge behind Martin.

Wooden weapons in the hands of brave Aztec
warriors proved to be no match for the steel blades of the
battle-hardened conquistadors. In less than a minute, all of the
attackers lay dead. Blood poured off the causeway like a river into
the lake.

Martin placed a boot on Rios’ victim and
pulled out his sword. He turned around and held out the blade.
“Here, take this, Rios, you’re going to need this again before the
night is out.”

Rios took the blood-covered sword in his
shaking hand. “I’m sorry. I tried, but I couldn’t pull the sword
free.”

Martin grinned. “I remember my first time. I
wasn’t much older than you. The trick is to give it a good, sharp
tug. It works every time.”

Rios felt the warm, sticky blood of his
opponent on his hand. His head spun. Rios dropped his head between
his knees and tasted bile in his mouth.

“There’s no time for that. You can be sick
later.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Everyone, grab a spot on the cart,” ordered
Martin. “We’ve got a long way to go until we reach dry land.”

“Señor, we’re in trouble,” announced a
slender conquistador with a scraggly beard.

“Why? What’s wrong?” asked Martin.

“The horses are dead.”

Martin swore and ran to the front of the
wagon. Both horses lay on the causeway, bleeding from numerous
arrow wounds. “Cut them free. We’re going to have to drag this
thing ourselves.”

“Yes, señor.”

Rios numbly watched as the horses’ bodies
were cut away from their neck yokes and dragged aside to make room
for the cart.

Martin pointed at some unarmed, native allies
and, in a commanding voice, bellowed, “You six, grab hold of the
front of the cart and pull with all of your might!”

The group ran over and took up their post
where the horses had once been.

“Now, pull!” yelled out Martin.

The Tlaxcaltecans struggled to move the heavy
cart on the slippery ground, but couldn’t get it to budge an
inch.

Martin grabbed a wheel. “Everyone, help.”

Rios joined Martin and gave it everything he
had left in him. His muscles ached as he pushed until he thought he
was going to black out. Ever so slowly, the wheels began to
turn.

“Good, now keep it moving,” said Martin, to
the men pulling the cart.

“What do you want me to do, señor?”
asked Rios, panting in an attempt to catch his breath.

“Walk with the natives, and provide them some
protection,” replied Martin. “I’ll take the rest of the men with
me, and keep the Aztecs from getting past us.”

Rios nodded and jogged to the front of the
wagon. He brought up a hand to block the falling rain, and felt his
stomach drop. Dead and dying people cluttered the causeway in front
of them. There was nowhere to step without treading on someone. He
ran forward and tried to move the wounded out of the way, but it
was pointless; there were just too many of them. Rios struggled to
block out the awful screams of the injured as the wagon’s wheels
ran over their bodies, crushing them.

“Please help,” pleaded a large, native woman,
cradling a severely wounded conquistador in her arms.

“I’m sorry,” replied Rios, watching the blood
pump from a wound in the man’s neck. “There’s nothing I can do to
help him.”

The woman wiped the tears from her eyes.
“Then we will both go to God together.”

“Please, you’ve got to move,” said Rios, as
the cart grew close.

The woman weakly smiled and dragged herself
and her dying partner over the side of the causeway. She never let
go of him as they slid beneath the cold, dark waters of the
lake.

“Jesus,” muttered Rios, crossing himself.

“Take cover!” yelled a man somewhere in the
dark.

Rios hunched down and raised his shield. He
gritted his teeth as a fresh volley of arrows descended from the
sky, striking all around him. Cries of pain coming from the wounded
filled Rios’ ears. He looked back and cursed the night. All but one
of the men pulling the cart were dead or mortally wounded. Rios ran
back and tried moving the wagon all by himself. He yelled at the
top of his lungs, begging God to give him the strength to move the
cart.

“Let it go,” ordered Martin, placing a gloved
hand on Rios’ shoulder.

“But the treasure,” said Rios. “After all
we’ve been through, we can’t just let it fall back into the hands
of the Aztecs.”

“Don’t worry about it, boy. Let’s go before
the Aztecs see us and try to cut off our retreat.”

Confused, Rios shook his head. “What do you
mean, don’t worry about it?”

“We have to get moving, before it’s too
late.”

Rios dropped his sword and shield and
clambered up onto the cart.

“Get down this instant, boy, that’s an
order!” yelled Martin.

Rios didn’t care; after all he had witnessed,
he had to save something. He untied a bag and opened it up. To his
horror, instead of gold and jewels, the bag was filled with rocks.
Rios ripped open another and then another sack only to find the
same thing. There was no treasure. He looked down at Martin. “Where
is the gold?”

“Get down here, and I’ll tell you.”

Rios jumped down onto the causeway, his fear
all but gone, replaced with anger in his heart. “Why?”

Martin looked into the young Spaniard’s eyes.
“It’s a ruse, boy. Most of the gold has already gone ahead.”

“I don’t understand. I saw men packing bags
full of gold earlier in the day.”

“You’re right. But that was only a small
fraction of the treasure Señor Cortés originally took from the
Aztecs. This cart, like dozens of others, is merely a diversion to
let the savages think they’re stopping us from getting away with
their treasure.”

“But all of these people. They’re dying for
nothing.”

“Fate can be cruel. We would have all made it
out alive of that accursed city, too, if the lead group of men
hadn’t failed to kill the old woman getting some water before she
alerted the city’s warriors.”

Rios spun around and looked down the packed
causeway. “My brother. I have to find him.”

Martin nodded. “There’s no point in wasting
our time back here. Let’s go find Ramon.”

Rios, Martin, and three surviving
conquistadors ran down the cluttered path, occasionally stopping to
kill any Aztecs trying to climb up onto the causeway from the lake.
Wounded men and women crawled along, imploring Rios and his
comrades to help them. The night became worse than any sermon Rios
had ever heard in church on how sinners would be treated in hell.
He prayed for the people’s souls; any thought of stopping to help
them was long gone.

“Has anyone seen the cart with the extra
bridging supplies on it?” shouted a familiar voice.

Rios picked up his pace and ran to his
brother’s side. He flung his arms around Ramon and held him tight.
“Praise be to God that you’re still with us.”

Ramon held Rios for a moment, and then
released him. “I’m glad to see you too, Sebastian, but the bridge
is down. Did you happen to see a cart loaded with wood?”

“No,” he replied.

Martin shook Ramon’s hand. “How goes the
fight?”

“Not good,” said Ramon. “I’ve lost all of my
guns and horses, and most of my men are either dead or
wounded.”

“I’m the same.”

Rios peered over the side of the shattered
bridge and gasped. Dozens of lifeless bodies floated in the water.
The waves pushed more bodies against the shattered causeway,
jamming them all together.

“Here they come,” warned one of the
conquistadors.

Terror gripped hold of the few Spaniards and
Tlaxcaltecans standing near the break. Men threw their swords and
shields aside and jumped down onto the makeshift path made by the
dead bodies and struggled to make it to safety. Those weighed down
by the gold they were carrying in their packs couldn’t climb up the
far side and slowly slid into the black water, dragged to their
deaths by the treasure they refused to abandon. Martin, Rios, and
his brother scrambled across the macabre path and found a slender
rope, which they used to climb up onto the other side of the
bridge.

Rios dropped to his knees and fought to catch
his breath. Behind them, the Aztecs, consumed with blood lust, beat
anyone still alive to death with their wooden weapons, splattering
blood and brains all over their decorative uniforms.

“May God have mercy on their souls,” said
Martin. “There’s nothing more we can do. It’s time to leave.”

Rios picked up a discarded dagger, slid it
into his belt, and fell into line behind Martin. He tugged on his
brother’s soaked shirt to get his attention. “Ramon, did you know
that the wagons you were guarding were filled with rocks?”

“Yes,” he replied bluntly.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because, like Señor Martin, I was
sworn to secrecy by Señor Cortés.”

“But I’m your brother. Couldn’t you have at
least told me?”

“No. Sebastian, my word is my bond. Trust me.
You’ll understand how important that is when you get older.”

Rios wanted to challenge his brother, but
knew better. They walked in silence until they reached their
comrades. The sight that greeted them was no better than the
causeway. Hundreds of injured and dead bodies lay prostrate on the
ground. Some of the people begged for water to quench their parched
throats, while others cried out for God or their mothers to help
them.

A bearded man on horseback rode over, got
down from his horse, and called for Martin to walk with him.

“God has not been kind to us tonight,” said
Cortés.

“No, señor, he surely wasn’t,” agreed
Martin.

“How many people do you think we have
lost?”

Martin glanced over his shoulder. “I’d have
to say about six hundred of our men, and more than triple that of
natives. We have suffered a horrible defeat here tonight.”

“Yes, but not a crippling one.” Cortés looked
back at the city. “We’ll be back, and next time, I’ll demand twice
as much gold from the bastards.”

“Yes, señor,” replied Martin
wearily.

“Until then, I want you to take as many men
as you feel you need, and ride ahead to the coast, where the
treasure is waiting for you.”

Martin nodded. “It will be done,
señor.”

“Good, I knew I could count on my old
warhorse to see things through to the end.” Cortés took his horse
by the reins and walked away into the night.

Martin waved Ramon over. “My friend, I have a
proposition for you.”

“I’m listening,” replied Ramon.

“Tonight may have ended in disaster, but it
is only the beginning of a long journey. I need brave and tough men
like you by my side. Are you interested in seeing where the real
treasure is hidden?”

A light glistened in Ramon’s eyes. “Of
course, I am. But what about my brother? I cannot leave him here
all alone. He’ll never make it through the year.”

“Ramon, Sebastian is a weak boy. I’m not sure
he could make the journey.”

“Let me be the judge of that. Unless he comes
with me, I won’t go.”

Martin looked over at the younger Rios and
shrugged. “As you wish. He can come, but he is your
responsibility.”

Ramon nodded. “I agree.”

Martin walked off to round up some more men,
grumbling to himself.

Sebastian helped a wounded man sit next to a
fire and then joined his brother. “Señor Cortés didn’t look
happy.”

“Can you blame him?” said Ramon. “We are
lucky to be alive.”

“What did Señor Martin want with
you?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

“Ramon, please, you know you can trust
me.”

The elder Rios ran a hand through his
brother’s wet hair. “Good, because what we are about to do next
could pit us against the King of Spain himself.”

Sebastien scrunched up his brow. “Brother, I
do not understand. What are you trying to say?”

“As of tonight, the king’s court in Spain
will believe that we lost Montezuma’s treasure during our retreat.
The truth, however, is quite the opposite. Sebastian, you and I are
about to embark on a journey that could take us to the very far
corners of the known world.”

 



 


2

 Manila, the
Philippines

May 1, 1898

 


The night had passed so pleasurably.

John Mercer lay in his bed, feeling the
warmth coming from the body of the young woman lying next to him.
He couldn’t recall her name, nor how much he had drunk the night
before. Mercer’s head felt as if an enraged swarm of bees was
stinging his brain.

Boom.

Mercer gently sat up, wondering who had made
the noise. It hadn’t sounded like someone banging on his door. Was
it coming from the harbor? Mercer ran a hand through his long,
greasy, blond hair and swung his feet over the side of the bed,
praying that he wouldn’t be sick.

Boom. Boom.

Mercer staggered to the window and peered
outside. From his hotel room, he had a perfect view of Manila
Harbor. Mercer’s eyes widened the instant he spotted a flotilla of
U.S. warships, rapidly moving in to engage the anchored Spanish
fleet.

“Damnation,” said Mercer, his thick
Louisianan accent coming on strong. He scrambled for his pants that
lay in a heap on the floor.

“John, what is wrong?” the beautiful young
woman in Mercer’s bed asked, sleepily.

“Dewey’s here. That’s the problem?”

“Quien?” asked the woman.

“He’s a bloody admiral. And one that I hadn’t
expected to be here for a few more days.” Mercer yanked on his
sweat-stained shirt, and looked under the bed for his boots.

The rumble of guns grew louder as the
warships exchanged fire.

“John, I don’t understand. Why are you in
such a hurry to get dressed?”

Mercer reached past two empty bottles of
bourbon to retrieve his pocket watch and pistol from the
nightstand. He faced the woman in his bed. “My love, you’ve been a
fine distraction these past few days, but I’ve got something very
important to do before my fellow countrymen land and try to take
the city.”

Sadness crept into the young woman’s
deep-brown eyes. “Are you leaving me?”

“I have to.” Mercer paused for a moment. He
reached into a pocket and tossed several hundred well-worn pesos on
the bed. “I’m sure I owe you more, but that’s all I have right
now.”

Before the woman could say another word,
Mercer opened the door to his room and ran down the hallway,
banging his fist on several doors, yelling at the top of his lungs.
“Get up, the goddamned fleet’s here!”

A man with a week’s worth of stubble on his
face stumbled out of his room, still pulling on his pants. “What
the hell is going on, John?”

“Dewey’s here,” replied Mercer.

The man shook his head. “Nah, he can’t
be.”

“Listen, Jake,” stressed Mercer. “That’s not
thunder you’re hearing. That’s gunfire coming from our ships.”

“Jesus,” muttered Jake.

“Hurry up and get dressed. I’ll meet you and
the others downstairs.”

Mercer bolted down the stairs and came out on
a nearly deserted street. Aside from a couple of mangy-looking dogs
fighting over a bone, there was only a handful of older men who
stood, staring out at the spectacle unfolding on the waters of
Manila Bay. Mercer checked the time. It was ten to six in the
morning. He looked over at an imposing, white-painted brick
building with steel bars on all of its windows, and a reinforced
front door. A sign above the doorway read: El Banco Español
Filipino de Isabel II. Mercer tapped his foot on the ground,
impatient for his groggy comrades to arrive. Even though it was
early in the morning, the naval battle was sure to awaken the bank
manager and his staff. The race against the clock had already
begun.

Jake and three other men ran out onto the
dirty street. All of Mercer’s accomplices looked as if they had
just been roused awake and thrown out of a bar.

Mercer looked over his shoulder at a thin man
wearing a black derby cap on his head. “Doc, please tell me you
have the nitro with you?”

The thin man held up a leather medical bag.
“It’s all right here, John.”

“Good; let’s get to work. Doc and Jake will
come with me, while Sam and Conrad get the wagon. We’ll all meet at
the back of the bank ten minutes from now. Got it?”

All of the men nodded their
understanding.

Mercer, trying not to draw any unwanted
attention, leisurely crossed the street and led his comrades down
an alley until they came to the back door of the bank. Jake walked
up to the door and turned the doorknob. To everyone’s surprise, the
door opened.

“That ain’t right,” said Doc.

“No, it’s not,” agreed Mercer, drawing his
pistol. “Okay, Jake, let’s see what is going on.”

Jake pushed the door open wide and looked
inside. The bank was quiet and empty.

“Let’s go,” said Mercer, warily walking
inside.

Doc headed straight for the steel vault door.
He stopped just shy of it, and lowered his bag to the floor. “Uh,
John, you may want to see this.”

A wave of unease washed over the bank robber.
Mercer walked to Doc’s side and swore. The door leading to the
vault was slightly ajar. He reached over and pulled the door all
the way open. Mercer’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the room
was empty. Months of careful planning had evaporated in an instant.
While they drank and caroused with some of the local women, someone
had beaten them to the rumored fortune of gold kept inside the
bank. Mercer walked inside the empty vault and shook his head.

“John, look there,” said Doc, pointing at a
small, silver tie clip.

Mercer bent down and picked up the clip. He
brought it close to his eyes so he could read something etched on
the back of the clip. Anger raced through his body as he registered
the name: Trier.

“No, not again,” said Doc.

Mercer threw the clip to the floor of the
vault and stormed out. “Yep, it sure looks like that German son of
a bitch has beaten us to the prize, once again.”

“John, we should get going,” said Jake, who’d
been covering the back door.

Consumed with rage, Mercer lashed out with
his right foot, sending an empty garbage can flying across the
room. “How the hell does he keep managing to get one step ahead of
me? It’s as if I’m cursed.”

“Cursed or not,” said Doc. “Jake’s right,
we’ve got to go before the authorities arrive and pin this robbery
on us.”

Mercer clenched his jaw and nodded. All three
men hurried out of the bank and climbed into the back of their
getaway wagon. Mercer, Doc, and Jake sat in the back of the stolen
butcher’s cart, fuming over what had gone wrong. Mercer looked into
the eyes of the men with him, wondering if any of them could be a
traitor. He shook his head and admonished himself for even thinking
that any of his lifelong friends would ever contemplate betraying
him.

“The women,” blurted out Doc.

“Pardon?” said Mercer, raising his voice to
be heard over the dueling fleets.

“It had to have been the prostitutes. I’ll
bet they were paid by Trier to keep us busy and drunk while he and
his Teutonic cronies robbed the bank.”

“Yeah, Doc’s right,” said Jake. “It had to be
the women.”

“Well, women or not, Trier’s outplayed us for
the third time in a year. I don’t intend there to be a fourth
time.”

“So, what are we going to do?”

Mercer crossed his arms and sat back. “I
don’t know, Jake. I don’t know.”
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 Coast of Cameroon

Present Day

 


Life is good, thought David Koual, as he
stood on the main aft deck of the hijacked superyacht,
Odyssey, and lit an expensive, Cuban cigar. He took his time
and waited for the rich-tasting tobacco to fill his lungs. Born in
abject poverty, in a matter of hours, Koual was about to become a
very wealthy man. Even with only a fraction of the state-of-the-art
yacht’s lights switched on, the ship with its four upper decks and
helicopter landing pad looked like a floating palace. Koual looked
out over the ink-black waters of the cove in which he had hidden
the Odyssey, and checked his gold Rolex. It was time. Koual headed
below, passing several of his heavily armed men patrolling the ship
until he came to the engine room. He adjusted his maroon beret
adorned with badges, and brushed some ashes from his loose-fitting
camouflage fatigues before nodding at the three idle gunmen
guarding the door.

The lead guard waved nonchalantly at Koual
and opened the door. Right away, the stench of body odor from the
twenty people in the room assaulted Koual’s nose. Two of the armed
men stepped inside and aimed their AK-47s at the people sitting on
the steel engine room floor. In the stifling heat, most of the
captives were barely dressed. Sweat covered their bodies, making
their underclothes stick to their glistening skin.

Koual looked dismissively past the seventeen
crew members and fixed his gaze on a family of three propped up in
the corner, sweat pouring off their foreheads. He swaggered over
and gloated over a man in his late fifties with messy blond hair.
“Mister Reuten, the hour nears. I hope you and your family are
well.”

Reuten looked up with hate in his pale-blue
eyes. “We’d be a hell of a lot better if you’d let us all go.”

“Please, sir, you know that’s not possible.
At least not yet. Your people in Amsterdam have one more hour to
pay your ransom. After I receive positive confirmation that fifty
million euros have been deposited in my private Swiss bank account,
everyone here will be free to leave.”

“How do I know that you’ll keep your word and
let us all go free?”

“Mister Reuten, I haven’t given you my word
to keep.” Koual smiled, like a shark about to eat its prey. “You’ll
just have to trust me.”

A satphone rang. “Sir, it’s for you,” said a
gunman, handing over the phone.

Koual paced back and forth while he listened
to the call. The kidnapper never said a word. When the call was
over, he handed back the phone and took a long drag on his cigar.
Koual let the smoke waft out through his nose, as a dragon might.
“Mister Reuten, it would appear that your people are having trouble
arranging the transfer, and have asked for an additional hour.”

“Give it to them,” said Reuten. “We’ve been
here for close to a week. What’s one more hour?”

“It’s an hour that I never agreed to when we
entered into this business arrangement.”

“Some arrangement. You and your men are
nothing more than a pathetic mob of modern-day pirates.”

“And how is that any worse than the
multinational corporation you own and operate? You exploit people
all over the world, and pay them a pittance for the backbreaking
work they do for you. All the while, your company’s profits rise by
the billions. It’s time for you and your people to pay what is due
to the workers of the world.”

“A Cameroonian Robin Hood. Now, there’s
something you don’t see every day.”

Koual shrugged. “After my men and I take our
cut of the ransom money, I’m sure there’ll be a few dollars left
over for the starving masses.”

Several of Koual’s men laughed at the last
remark.

“Now, where were we? Oh, yes, the extra hour.
Perhaps it’s necessary to motivate your business partners to work
harder.” Koual snapped his fingers in the air and pointed at one of
the crewmen and then at Reuten’s teenage daughter. The closest
guard grabbed the teen by the arm, and yanked her to her feet. She
screamed and begged for her freedom, while the other thug forced a
terrified crewman to stand.

“Wait,” pleaded Reuten. “For the love of God,
I’m begging you. Please. Let me speak to my people. I can get you
the money.”

“It’s too late for that. It’s time your
people understood that I’m not someone to be toyed with.”

“Father, please,” implored the girl. Tears
streamed down her red cheeks.

Reuten went to stand, but was kicked hard in
the ribs by the man holding his daughter, sending him onto the hard
steel deck, moaning in agony.

“No, please don’t take my daughter. Take me,”
pled Reuten’s wife.

Koual smiled lustfully. “All in good time,
madame, all in good time.”

“No!” screamed the girl, as she and the
crewman were forced out of the room, and the door slammed shut
behind them.

 


“Paint me a picture, Gord,” said Ryan Mitchell into
his headset mic, as he checked that his rebreather was working
before sliding it on his back.

“I’ve still got two bad guys aft, and two on
the stern,” reported Gordon Cardinal, from his hiding spot on a
rocky hill overlooking the yacht. He gently moved the control stick
on his mini-UAV monitor, flying the near-invisible drone closer to
the ship.

“Any sign of the hostages?” asked Nate
Jackson.

“None,” said Cardinal, checking the thermal
images on his monitor. “As we theorized, they must all be locked up
in the lower decks.”

“Any other ships in the area?” asked Sam
Chen, sliding a knife into a sheath on her leg.

“All quiet,” said Cardinal.

Mitchell checked the time. “Okay. If nothing
has changed, we’ve still got almost fifty minutes to board the ship
before the kidnappers start killing the hostages.”

“I take it we’re not expecting the bad guys
to give Reuten’s company an extra hour?” said Jackson, pulling on
his flippers.

“Nope. We’ve got less than one hour, and
that’s it. We go now.”

“Wait a second,” said Cardinal. “I’ve got
movement on the aft deck.”

“What’s going on?” asked Mitchell, his voice
grew tense.

“Looks like Koual and a handful of his goons
have a crewman, and Reuten’s daughter, Emma, with them.”

“What are they doing?”

“It’s not good, Ryan. One of the gunmen has
forced the crewman onto his knees while another is beating him. It
looks like they’re filming what’s going on.”

A feeling of dread fell over Mitchell. He
looked down at his SCUBA gear and then over at their Zodiac.
“Folks, I’ve got a really bad feeling about this. Screw Plan A.
We’re going to have to go with Plan Z.”

“What the hell is Plan Z?” asked Jackson.

Mitchell indicated to their boat with his
head. “Z as in Zodiac. There’s no time anymore for stealth. It
looks like things are about to get ugly on the yacht. So, I say we
screw stealth, and count on the element of surprise.”

“I like it,” said Sam, dumping her rebreather
to the ground.

Jackson ripped off his flippers and picked up
his MP5 and a set of NVG. “Truth be told, I never really wanted to
go for a swim in the dark through shark-infested waters,
anyway.”

“There’s no time to change out of our
wetsuits,” said Mitchell. “We’ll go as we are.”

Jackson grabbed a rope on the front of the
Zodiac and hauled it into the water. “Let’s go, people, General
O’Reilly ain’t paying us to sit on our asses.”

 


“Let this be a lesson to anyone who thinks they can
screw around with me,” sneered David Koual, into the camera. With a
snap of Koual’s fingers, one of the guards placed the muzzle of his
AK against the horrified crewman’s head and pulled the trigger.
Blood and bone splattered all over the wooden deck.

Emma Reuten shrieked and turned her head away
from the horrid sight.

 


“Ryan, they’ve executed the crewman,” reported
Cardinal, bitterly.

“What about the girl?” asked Mitchell.

“They’re filming her right now.”

“Gord, if it looks like they’re going to kill
her, you’re authorized to go weapons free and clear the deck.”

“Roger that.” Cardinal typed in a command for
the UAV to hover in the air while he hauled his Barrett .50 sniper
rifle to his side.

Mitchell looked toward the yacht and wished
their stealth outboard engine had some more horsepower. “Come on,
come on,” he said to himself, praying that no one else died before
they got there.

 


“Sir, I have them on the phone,” said one of Koual’s
men, passing him the satphone.

“Gentlemen, I hope I have your attention
now,” said Koual, into the mic.

“You do,” said a grim voice on the other end
of the call.

“Shall I kill the girl as well, or do you
have my money?”

“We have it, but company policy dictates that
I obtain proof of life before I can release this amount of money.
Can I please speak with Mister Reuten?”

“Proof of life!” yelled Koual. “I’ll give you
a life, if that’s what it will take.”

“No, wait!”

Koual hurled the phone over the side of the
ship. “Put the girl on her knees.”

“No, please don’t kill me,” begged Emma.

Koual ran a hand over her porcelain-white
skin. “Don’t worry, my child. Close your eyes. It’ll all soon be
over.”

“No, please.”

“Get her on her knees, and make sure you get
this with your camera,” ordered Koual.

 


“Dumb move,” said Cardinal, pulling his sniper rifle
tight into his shoulder. He looked through his scope and placed the
reticle pattern on the gunman’s head. Cardinal gently took up the
slack on his weapon’s trigger and held his breath. With only the
slightest amount of strength needed, Cardinal pulled back on the
trigger. The Barrett bucked in his shoulder as it fired. Just under
a second later, the bullet struck home, blasting the killer’s head
to a bloody pulp. Koual reacted quickly and hauled Emma to her
feet, using her as a human shield, while Cardinal calmly switched
targets and methodically brought down every mercenary he could see.
In seconds, bodies covered the deck, but Koual was nowhere in
sight.

 


“Aim for the diving bench at the back of the yacht,”
yelled out Mitchell, as they closed in on the ship.

Jackson, steering the Zodiac, waved back his
understanding.

“Jesus, it sounds like Gord’s ripping them a
new one,” remarked Sam, as another shot echoed over the cove.

“Less for us to worry about when we get
there,” said Mitchell, holding his SMG tight in his hands.

The yacht grew closer by the second. Mitchell
and Sam grabbed hold of a rope on the front of their Zodiac, and
braced themselves for the coming impact. Jackson kept the boat
going steady right up until the last possible second, when he let
his hand off the outboard motor’s accelerator. Like a pebble
skipping over the water, the front of the Zodiac hit the diving
platform and leaped up out of the water onto the deck, sending
everyone tumbling forward. Sam let go of the rope and rolled over
on her shoulder, and came up with her MP5 at the ready. Mitchell
and Jackson hurried out of the Zodiac, and took up position on
either side of Sam.

“Good luck,” said Mitchell to his
friends.

As rehearsed, the team separated, with Sam
heading for the bridge to get it up and running. Nate moved quickly
to secure the upper decks, while Mitchell ran to free the
hostages.

Another shot boomed across the water, as
Cardinal ended another merc’s life.

 


With her weapon tight in her shoulder, Sam sprinted
up the two flights of stairs to the bridge. Wherever her head
turned, so did the barrel of her MP5. She stopped at the entrance
to the bridge and peered through a window. Sam spotted an armed
mercenary cowering down behind the ship’s wheel, removed a
flash-bang grenade from a pouch on her belt, and pulled the safety
pin. She yanked the door open and hurled the grenade inside. The
non-lethal weapon exploded with a loud bang and bright flash,
temporarily incapacitating the gunman. Sam rushed into the bridge
and fired a short burst into the man’s chest, killing him. She
turned on her heel and locked the door behind her.

That was too easy, thought Sam, as she laid a
small tablet on the navigation console for her to read. Although
she had memorized the startup sequence, Sam wanted to make sure
that she didn’t skip a step getting the yacht’s engines up and
running. The operations console lit up with the light from dozens
of red-and-green buttons. Sam moved her hand along until she found
a large, red button and pressed it. Down below, the yacht’s
powerful engines roared to life. With a smile on her lips, Sam
activated the ship’s internal power, and started to raise the
anchor in anticipation of a quick departure from the cove.

 


Jackson stepped over the bodies of two dead
kidnappers as he warily made his way forward. He didn’t feel a
thing for the men lying at his feet. They had chosen their fate the
day they agreed to help Koual kidnap the Reutens.

A board creaked.

Jackson’s heart raced. He slowly crept
forward, until he could see a man inside a brightly lit stateroom,
struggling to open a locked window so he could escape the
carnage.

“Hey, you,” called out Jackson, bashing open
the door with his hip and aiming his MP5 at the mercenary.

The man spun around and brought up his AK,
only to be shot three times in the chest. His dead body crumpled
onto the carpeted floor.

Jackson keyed his radio mic. “Gord, scratch
another bad guy. I’m moving to the port side of the ship to look
for any more of Koual’s men.”

“Roger, that,” replied Cardinal. “I don’t see
anyone else out in the open. Be careful.”

“Will do. Jackson, out.”

 


Mitchell felt the rumble beneath his feet as the
yacht’s engines came online. Thus far, their operation was going as
planned. He reached the bottom of the metal stairs and looked down
a dimly lit corridor. The coast, as far as Mitchell could see, was
clear. He keyed his radio headset and said, “Sam, it’s Ryan. I’m
ready. Kill all the lights in the lower decks.”

“Killing them, now,” she replied.

The world around Mitchell turned black. He
lowered his NVGs and waited a moment for his eyes to adjust to the
green light. Mitchell switched on the laser indicator on the bottom
of his MP5, and moved the red aiming dot along the side of the wall
as he advanced down the narrow corridor. Just up ahead, a door
unexpectedly flew open, and a man rushed out with an AK in his
hands. There was no time to aim. Mitchell fired a short burst. The
attacker staggered back, dropped his AK, and slid to the deck.
Unable to see in the dark, the wounded mercenary fumbled for a
pistol in his belt. A single shot to the head finished him.

Mitchell carried on until he came to a closed
door leading to the engine room. He tried turning the door handle,
and not surprisingly, found it was locked. Gunfire erupted from the
other side of the door, blasting holes and sending splinters of
wood flying down the corridor. Mitchell yanked his hand back. There
was a burning sting in his forearm. Mitchell looked down and saw a
slender piece of wood sticking out of his arm. Rather than try and
remove it and perhaps cause more damage, Mitchell gritted his teeth
and snapped off the bottom six inches of the protrusion and tossed
it to the floor.

“Whoever it is out there,” said a man with a
thick, French-African accent, “I want to negotiate.”

“So do I,” replied Mitchell. “Let all of the
hostages go, and then we can talk.”

Another salvo of bullets ripped through the
door. “I’m not a fool. You’ll kill me the first chance you get.
Don’t forget that I still have all of the hostages.”

“Am I speaking with David Koual?”

“You are.”

“Mister Koual, I’m being paid to secure the
release of the hostages, not to kill you. If you and whoever you
still have alive in there with you want to leave, I won’t stop
you.”

“Don’t make me laugh.”

“It’s not a joke.” Mitchell slung his MP5
over his back and raised his NVGs. “Don’t shoot. I’m going to open
this door and step inside.”

“Wait! The lights first.”

“Sam, the emergency lights, please,” said
Mitchell into his radio.

The lower decks’ emergency lights switched
on.

“Thanks.” Mitchell tried the door. This time,
it opened. He gently pushed it wide open, and walked into the
engine room with his arms in the air.

“Don’t move,” warned Koual, holding Emma in
front of him with a pistol jammed against her head. “Who are
you?”

“My name is Ryan Mitchell, and I was hired by
Mister Reuten’s company to rescue everyone on this yacht.”

“I don’t understand. People like you don’t
come cheap. Why didn’t they just pay the ransom and be done with
it?”

Mitchell canted his head. “You should have
researched your target better. Mister Reuten’s company has a
no-hostage-negotiation clause in its charter. No matter what they
told you over the phone, you, sir, were never going to see a single
Euro.”

“I tried to warn you,” said Reuten to Koual.
“But you wouldn’t listen.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Mitchell
detected movement in the shadows. He turned his head slightly and
saw a man trying to sneak up on him with a machete in his hand. In
a lightning-fast move, he shot his right arm down and drew his
pistol. Without hesitation, Mitchell fired, hitting the man in the
head. The thug’s body fell over onto a couple of horrified crewmen.
Mitchell dropped to one knee, swung his arm over, and pointed his
weapon at Koual’s head.

Koual pulled Emma closer to his body. “I’ll
kill her if you don’t lower your weapon.”

Mitchell lowered his arm. “I told you, you’re
free to leave anytime you like. Just release the girl, and I’ll
escort you safely off this ship.”

Koual shook his head. “No, she’s coming with
me.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t allow that. I will,
however, give you my word that if you release all of the hostages,
no harm will come to you from me, or anyone on my team.”

Koual glanced down at Emma’s father. “If his
company won’t pay for his life, perhaps Mister Reuten can be
persuaded to pay for his daughter’s. No, Mitchell, the girl’s
coming with me.”

“You should listen to me, Koual. You’re
making a big mistake.”

“I don’t think so. Drop your weapon, turn
around, and start walking.”

Mitchell let his pistol fall to the deck. He
stood and faced Emma’s parents. “Stay here until you hear from
me.”

The two exhausted and battered parents nodded
and held tightly onto one another.

Mitchell lowered his hands by his sides,
slowly turned about, and started to walk. He gently tapped a button
on his radio three times, as if he were trying to get the set to
work.

Koual forced Emma to walk in front of him.
They followed Mitchell down the corridor, and up onto the stern of
the yacht.

“Are you okay?” asked Jackson, waiting on
deck with his SMG cradled in his powerful arms.

“Yeah, I’m just concluding some
negotiations,” replied Mitchell, moving to one side to allow Koual
and Emma up onto the deck.

“If you can get him to move a few feet to his
right, I think I might be able to get a clear shot if you want me
to take it,” said Cardinal in Mitchell’s earpiece.

He discreetly shook his head and moved next
to Jackson. “Koual, you know I can’t let you leave here with the
girl. Free her, and you can take my Zodiac to safety.”

“Not today, Mister Mitchell,” said Koual. “I
can’t leave here empty-handed.”

Mitchell stepped forward. “Okay, then, let’s
make a deal. Me for her.”

“No, it’s the girl or nothing.”

“So be it,” said Mitchell. “Sam, he’s
yours.”

Koual never saw the attack coming from
behind. Like a viper striking, Sam emerged from the shadows and
brought down her right hand, hitting Koual’s gun arm, knocking it
away from Emma’s head, easily shattering the bones in his
forearm.

Mitchell grabbed Emma by the arm and yanked
her away from the mercenary.

Sam pivoted around on her heel and struck
Koual in the stomach with her right foot, doubling him over. Before
he could recover, she brought up her foot once more and kicked him
over the side of the ship.

Koual hit the water with a loud splash.

Mitchell walked to the edge of the deck and
looked down at Koual, floundering in the water. “I told you to let
her go.”

“You said you wouldn’t harm me,” spluttered
Koual.

“That’s true. But that changed the instant
you refused to let Emma go.”

“You would have done the same thing in my
place.”

“I don’t think so. I’m really sorry about
your arm. But you can look at life this way—it won’t be Sam’s
injuries to you that’ll kill you. I think you’ll soon discover that
all of the blood seeping over the side of the ship has attracted
some of nature’s finest killers.”

A dark fin appeared behind Koual before
slipping back beneath the waves.

“Goodbye, Mister Koual,” said Mitchell,
turning his back on the kidnapper for good.

“No!” screamed Koual. “God, please help
me!”

“Not today,” said Jackson, waving at the
floundering killer.

“Let me check you out,” said Sam to Emma,
taking her by the hand. “And then you, Ryan.”

“Time to go, Gord,” said Mitchell into his
mic.

“Already on my way,” responded Cardinal, the
whine of his Seadoo engine coming across the radio.

“Ryan, how come you tapped on your radio for
Sam to take out Koual, and not me?” asked Jackson.

“I’ve seen you try to move fast, and it’s not
pretty,” replied his friend.

“Yeah, whatever. At least I don’t have a
piece of wood sticking out of my arm.”

Mitchell glanced at his wound. “True, but
I’ve had worse.”

Jackson shook his head. “Okay, Superman.
While I toss the rest of the bodies overboard, why don’t you let
the hostages know it’s safe to come up now?”

“Deal,” replied Mitchell.

A blood-curdling scream came from Koual, as
his body was dragged under the waves by a pair of tiger sharks and
hungrily shredded to pieces.
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