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 Ratnagiri, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    “Were those police officers, those men that boarded at that last station?” Casey Irvine raced through her words as she looked from the train window to her protector, Simon Ashcroft. The five Indian policemen in their khaki uniforms and batons had run, not walked, onto the last carriage, boarding in the final seconds before the interstate train pulled away from the station. With a worry that seemed to rise from the pit of her stomach, Casey knew they were searching for her. And she knew their intentions were not friendly. 
 
    Simon’s expression turned grim. She had shared the cramped sleeper compartment with her protector, and lover, for the last eight hours and was concerned he looked as ashen-faced as she felt. “We can’t hang around here and find out,” he said.  
 
    Simon’s confidence was encouraging. He had made a career as a field intelligence officer. He would know how to deal with the policemen.  
 
    Simon pulled her from their sleeper compartment and together they entered the humid passageway. Confirming no one followed them, they walked toward the front of the train. What they could see of the terrain outside through the passage windows was forested hills blanketed by a light mist and falling rain. Casey watched a stunning waterfall cascading from lush flora-clad cliffs, then a minute later, they passed rectangular rice fields. But the peaceful scenery did not match her inner dialogue, as she realized that they were running out of passage to escape through. In time they would reach the engine carriage, and so would their pursuers. 
 
    “Too much of a coincidence?” 
 
    “Yes!” Simon exclaimed. He was not slowing his pace. “We have to assume they’re after us.” 
 
    She felt encouraged that he said ‘us’, and not ‘her’. 
 
    As they moved, she rummaged through their only backpack searching for their scant fourteen thousand rupees. The money was the equivalent to two hundred U.S. dollars. The cash was sufficient under ordinary circumstances, but nothing about their situation resembled normalcy.  
 
    They had no credit cards, ATM cards or usable passports because their enemy could track them. With all of India’s military, police and intelligence services hunting them across the subcontinent, fourteen thousand rupees wouldn’t get them far. 
 
    She passed half the money to Simon. “Just in case, you know…” 
 
    He took it, his smile contradicting his sad eyes. “I don’t plan on us separating again.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but you never know.” 
 
    Simon took the backpack. They picked up the pace. Other passengers shot dirty looks at them as they pushed past. When they were alone again, Simon withdrew two shiny new 9mm pistols from the pack. He passed one to Casey. “Just in case…” 
 
    She took it, felt its weight in her hand.  
 
    He barely looked at his. Experienced with instruments of death, he slipped it into the small of his back tucking it under his belt. Casey followed his lead. 
 
    “When will this end?” Casey stumbled, squeezing her hands tight into fists with a misplaced hope of relieving her tension. She hadn’t felt normal for three weeks. Constant anxiety was a common feature of her days since teaming with Simon when he saved her from wildlife poachers intent on murdering her in the bushlands of Kenya. That bloody encounter progressed to a shootout with the Kenyan police, then a gun battle with the Kenyan military and a similar encounter with the Indian Navy. It wasn’t Simon’s fault the world had turned against her. He was doing a great job of keeping her alive even if he had so far only kept their pursuers a few steps behind. 
 
    “It ends when we find your parents,” Simon grunted, “and they explain what the hell is going on!” 
 
    His eyes darkened. He looked tired.  
 
    She bit her tongue, said nothing and half-jogged to keep up with Simon’s brisk pace. Fear was exhausting. This ongoing, life threatening pursuit was draining. Arguing served no purpose in their current predicament. Their pressing concern was the police checking every sleeper compartment and toilet behind them, catching up. 
 
    “We will, Simon. I know my parents are in Mumbai.”  
 
    This wasn’t strictly true. It was nothing more than a hunch on her behalf that her mother and father would hide in India’s economic capital. The train was scheduled to reach Mumbai late afternoon, and she was keen to begin their search for her family and an explanation why the world had turned against her. She’d looked forward to that moment, not only to reunite with the family she loved, but because the answers would bring security and safety. Now it looked like they would not make it. 
 
    “Still eight hours away,” Simon grumbled. He grabbed her hand, pulling her forward and increasing his pace. “I’m sorry, Casey… I’m like you… I’ve had enough.” 
 
    Her brave smile lost its power as she remembered that Simon had young children at home in Sydney. He would worry about them more than he worried about her. She asked herself how that made her feel. 
 
    “Simon, if we get separated, let’s meet at a hotel in Mumbai. You know…” 
 
    “Sure. Good plan.”  
 
    “You keep your cash and train ticket. I’ll keep mine. They allow multiple stops.” 
 
    She knew from earlier conversations Simon had lived and worked in Mumbai for a time, during his career as an intelligence officer with ASIS, the Australian Secret Intelligence Service. He was proficient in his tradecraft, useful skills for surviving in hostile territories which he had been teaching her this last fortnight. She was glad. She would soon need to use those skills again. 
 
    “Pankot Palace Hotel, Mahim, Mumbai, midday every day. It’s small, discrete and they accept cash. Just in case.” 
 
    “Yes, just in case.” 
 
    They had crossed between many carriages, feeling the breeze, the light rain and the humidity when they passed from one sleeper compartment to the next. On a straight extension of the track now, the train moved fast, perhaps a hundred kilometers per hour. In her madder moments she considered jumping, but in this rugged terrain that course of action could only result in their deaths. 
 
    Leaving the first-class carriages, they entered the crowded second-class sleeper coaches. Passengers were more prevalent here. Beds were like shelves, with no privacy and stacked two high. Casey smelled perspiration, cigarette smoke and spiced curries. Single men or families looked up at Casey and Simon as they passed, or ignored them depending on their mood and interest. The passages were too narrow to slip alongside commuters coming the other way.  
 
    They passed through several more second-class carriages. They were all the same. All crowded. The locomotive was not far ahead. 
 
    “Nowhere to hide!” Simon exclaimed.  
 
    “Do we get off? We might have to.”  
 
    Although they carried handguns, she feared a gun fight. They were just as likely to get themselves killed or shoot innocent bystanders as they were to scare-off their pursuers. Plus, the police were only following orders. They weren’t bad people. They were duped into believing she and Simon were dangerous terrorists. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like we’re stopping soon, Casey. Let’s see if we can double back.” 
 
    “Walk straight into them? Are you crazy?” 
 
    He grinned. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “I bet you do.”  
 
    He turned back the way they had come, opened the door then slammed it shut. 
 
    “They’re here?” she cried. 
 
    “Yep!” His eyes motioned upwards. “Only one option.” 
 
    “The roof? No way.” 
 
    “They do it all the time, in India.” 
 
    “Oh no they don’t!” She peered through a tiny window. They were passing through a steep cutting in the hills. Wire netting reaching as high as she could see prevented the crumbling rocks from falling on the passing trains. All she could think about was that there seemed no easy means to jump from the rattling carriages. 
 
    They moved again. Once between carriages, he pushed her up the tiny ladder, then followed behind. Soon she was standing on the roof, tense and trembling. She shook her head as her eyes grew wide. A slip, a misplaced step, or a strong gust of wind and she’d be over the side. Every day with Simon seemed reckless, risking her life.  
 
    She turned toward the front of the train.  
 
    “Simon!” she screamed. 
 
    Just in time, he looked too, and they both ducked. A tunnel loomed and was upon them in seconds. Then darkness consumed them.  
 
    Casey lay flat and still, unsure in her terror just how close the tunnel roof might be. Trembling she counted, “One thousand and one… One thousand and two… One thousand and three…” She reached one thousand and forty before they sped out the other side. 
 
    She looked up. Simon was nearby. He felt at the small of his back for his handgun that was no longer there. 
 
    They were up high again, at least ten meters above the rice fields on a viaduct. Simon stood, dusting himself off. They glanced toward the direction of travel. They saw no tunnels.  
 
    “I lost my weapon.” 
 
    “Take mine.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, you need it more than I do.” 
 
    Casey nodded. Not in the mood to argue she tucked the handgun back into her belt. “So, we head towards the end of the train?” she yelled over the noise of clanking wheels and fast winds.  
 
    “Yes. Exactly.”  
 
    It was as good a plan as any, doubling back. They might throw the police off their tail. Casey moved as fast as she dared, taking the lead. The train rocked, threatening her balance with every step. Soon the next carriage loomed, separated by a meter of space.  
 
    Before she lost her courage, she jumped.  
 
    Her landing was awkward. She almost tumbled. Only her momentum kept her upright. Her stomach turned and her heart leaped into her mouth. 
 
    She glanced back, disoriented. The color drained from Simon’s face. He said nothing as he leaped after her, landing confidently. “Keep moving!” he ordered. She had expected a berating for recklessness, not an encouragement to move her forward.  
 
    They jumped three more carriages. She forgot her fear, and each leap became easier. Maybe they could outsmart the police with this overhead tactic until they reached the next station where they could slip off unseen.  
 
    While she waited for Simon to catch up to her, Casey looked around, absorbing the changing scenery. Hills covered in thick forests zipped by. Some trees were close enough to touch. Maybe close enough to grab. But the idea terrified her, as she imagined falling at speed and breaking her legs, or rolling under the moving carriages. 
 
    She sensed the train slowing, then noticed a sharp bend in the track ahead. 
 
    She looked back to see how Simon was traveling.  
 
    He was not far behind. 
 
    So were three police officers. 
 
    “Simon!” she shouted again, pointing at the threat. 
 
    Simon turned.  
 
    Gunshots rang out.  
 
    He dropped and made himself as small as possible. 
 
    Numb with fear, she froze, horrified that she couldn’t seem to move.  
 
    The officers ran at them. Caps disappeared with the wind. Soon only a single carriage separated them from their pursuers. 
 
    “Casey!” Simon bellowed. “Get down or shoot over their heads!”  
 
    She willed her body to respond, but the numb shock in her body was spreading into her mind.  
 
    She watched as Simon flung their backpack at the approaching officers. He knocked one officer over. He rolled along the roof but grabbed at a railing and remained on the train. The bag disappeared into the green foliage. All their food and changes of clothes lost in an instance. 
 
    Two other officers jumped onto their carriage, raising their handguns.  
 
    Then, for no reason she could understand, Casey snapped from her stupor. She pulled the handgun from her belt and fired off round after round until there were no bullets left. She hit no one as she hoped, but her actions caused the officers, and Simon, to duck for a good long while. 
 
    The police clambered to their feet. 
 
    With no options left, Simon ran at them.  
 
    One officer fired.  
 
    The shot went wide.  
 
    Simon wrestled with the first officer, securing him in a headlock. He spun him round so the others would have to shoot their coworker if they wanted to take down Simon or Casey. 
 
    She could only watch in disbelief, not sure what to do and not understanding why someone hadn’t died yet. Their predicament was dangerous and foolish. Nothing like she would have ever imagined herself doing three weeks earlier when her life had been normal and boring. Again, her mind played grotesque images of a fatal fall onto jagged rocks below. 
 
    “Casey!” 
 
    She couldn’t duck past Simon to fight at his side without risk of being knocked from the train. 
 
    The carriages raced onto another viaduct. As they straightened the locomotive gathered speed. Soon they were up high, above a banana plantation. A wide river appeared, its brown muddy waters lapping its way west towards the Arabian Sea.  
 
    Casey noticed two more police officers climbing up from the front of the train, blocking their path forward, boxing them in. They too raised their weapons. 
 
    They were out of options. 
 
    “Simon! We need to jump!” 
 
    “Jump?”  
 
    The officer wrestling Simon was winning the battle of brute strength. Simon threw him down, smacking the man’s head on the metal roof.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” 
 
    No, she wasn’t crazy. They were out of options. Police on both sides had a free line of sight.  
 
    As she feared, they shot again, regardless of the risks of hitting their own people.  
 
    Bullets flew everywhere. It was only a matter of time before one found its mark. 
 
    The river was below. Ten, maybe a twelve-meter fall. 
 
    The train wasn’t moving that fast — yet. 
 
    “Simon! Jump!” 
 
    She ran, propelling herself into the air.  
 
    And suddenly she was falling, terrified at what she had done. Her legs and arms spun, like she was trying to sprint and fly at the same time. 
 
    The water hit hard and sudden. 
 
    The impact felt explosive, and she surrendered her consciousness to the murky water. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Simon froze in horror as he watched Casey disappear beneath the fast-flowing waters.  
 
    He counted down the seconds. She didn’t come up for air and there were no ripples on the water.  
 
    He peered downwards, risking his precarious balance as the train sped off the bridge and the carriages rattled over land. The opportunity to jump in after her had gone. As the river disappeared into the distance, there were still no signs of her emerging from the flow.  
 
    Remembering he was in danger himself, he looked to the police officers. Five pistols pointed at his head at close range. 
 
    “It’s over,” growled their leader, stepping forward. 
 
    Defeated, Simon gritted his teeth and raised his arms. With a sigh, he faced towards the locomotive, hoping for a tunnel to create confusion and an opportunity to flee again. He saw only rice fields, grasslands, forest-clad hills and a vast openness. 
 
    “My orders are to shoot you.” 
 
    Simon pulled his focus back to the senior officer. His gut tightened, afraid that the men might follow their orders. He kept his hands high. “Then, why don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m a civilized man, Mr. Ashcroft. You may have broken a hundred laws, but still, I must process you.” 
 
    Simon nodded, grateful for the man’s integrity.  
 
    The five sweating policemen fidgeted, shifting their collective weight from leg to leg in the heat. Eyes darted back and forth, between the scenery that was rushing past then returning to him, rubbing at the wounds he had inflicted. Normal behavior while straddling the roof of a fast-moving train. A single threatening action from him would no doubt push them to open fire. At this range, they wouldn’t miss.  
 
    “Shall we climb down?” Simon asked. 
 
    The senior officer nodded. He ordered two men to descend first, then ordered Simon to follow.  
 
    The carriage they landed in was a luggage compartment with bags stacked everywhere. The rattling train drowned out all other noises, including the two waiting officers warning him not to try anything. He saw a coiled rope hanging on a wall hook, which gave him an idea.  
 
    “Cuff him,” said one officer to the other.  
 
    For a second the two men looked away from him, at each other. 
 
    Simon’s fist shot forward with lightning speed, shattering the first officer’s nose. Following up with a punch to the gut, the officer collapsed to the floor of the carriage. 
 
    Startled, the second officer fumbled for his weapon. 
 
    Simon was faster, kicking behind the man’s knee and forcing him to kneel. 
 
    The officer bared his teeth, his face red with anger. He retaliated with a wide punch that missed Simon and had him twisting across himself. He tried to raise his handgun in his other hand, but his unbalanced position blocked him from a clear shot. 
 
    Simon grappled with the man. His martial arts skills allowed him to move by instinct. He punched with his right fist while his left hand twisted the officer’s gun arm, forcing him to drop the weapon. 
 
    Meanwhile, the first officer had clambered to his feet.  
 
    Simon spun on one foot, clobbering the rising man in the back of his head with the other boot, knocking him unconscious.  
 
    With one foe down, he darted forward and snatched at the fallen handgun. Tightening his knuckles around the grip, he brought the gun down with a hard crack on the remaining officer’s head.  
 
    Within thirty seconds both men were down and out. 
 
    Pausing for a breath, he heard the remaining officers descending. 
 
    Simon raced to the carriage door, ramming it shut as the next officer tried to force his way inside.  
 
    Another climbed down and the two officers together pressed their weight against the door. Simon knew he couldn’t hold strong against their combined weight.  
 
    He took the pistol and fired three shots through the paneling. He hoped he was distant enough, so the bullets didn’t injure the men but close enough to scare them. 
 
    The high-speed slugs had the desired effect. The pressure disappeared, long enough for Simon to pull down a few heavy pieces of luggage, blocking the door from opening. 
 
    Crouching low, he searched the unconscious officers, taking wallets, spare magazines, police radios and the second handgun. Back on his feet and running, he snatched the rope hanging from the wall. 
 
    More gunshots. Glass shattered like falling hail around him. Glancing back, he could see one of the policemen who had fired the warning shots clambering through the disintegrated window. 
 
    Ducking low, Simon sprinted in the other direction, towards the back of the train. 
 
    The next compartment contained more of the second-class berthing. He pushed past a group of elderly ladies in saris, wincing as they screamed and slapped at him as he knocked them sideways. He heard a police officer close behind, yelling for people to drop to the ground.  
 
    Bursting through the door to the next carriage, Simon climbed as fast as he could drag his aching limbs, until he was on top of the train again. They seemed to pass by a run-down town, filled with dirty three-story apartment buildings, decrepit roads and rusting power transmission towers. He watched for dangerous encroaching tunnels but couldn’t see any. Tying a loop at one end of the rope, he jogged towards the train’s last carriage, grateful to see an overhead rail signal tower coming towards him. His one chance of escape raced towards him. As it passed overhead, he threw the looped end of the rope. 
 
    It caught on a signal tower pulling him from the train. 
 
    He slipped, burning his palms, but held tight. 
 
    For a minute or more the remaining carriages rushed underneath as he hung precariously.  
 
    He hoped pure willpower would be enough to convince the loop to hold his swinging weight. 
 
    When the rocking train disappeared from underneath him, he shimmied down the rope, panting hard, grateful to have reached dependable, solid earth.  
 
    Wiping sweat from his brow, he stopped to assess his situation. Other than escaping the encounter unscathed, there was nothing positive about this predicament. Casey was several kilometers behind him now and he had no idea if she could have survived her jump. If the fall had knocked her unconscious, she would have drowned already. If she had survived the fall she might swim downstream, or she could try to drag herself ashore somewhere nearby. 
 
    Knowing the last option was the only hope he had of finding her, Simon sprinted down the embankment into the town. He found a parked motorcycle and hot-wired the ignition. Accelerating as fast as the old bike could manage, he bumped along the closest road following the train track back south. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, after several dead-ends and two bouts of cross-country driving through grassy fields, Simon came upon the river’s edge. He scanned the water for many minutes, but could see no sign of Casey. Foliage grew close to the water everywhere. If her dead body had washed up on the shore somewhere, it would be almost impossible to see amongst the dense shrubbery. Even if she had swum to shore and was standing upright, it was still unlikely he could see her. There was far too much terrain to cover, and too many trees in the way. And that was assuming she had even survived the fall. What if she’d swum to the opposite side? 
 
    Massaging his head to fight his worry, he concluded there were only two likely outcomes. Either Casey was dead, which meant there was nothing he could do for her, or she had swum to shore somewhere downstream. He focused on her being alive, hoping she was uninjured and trying to reach him. 
 
    He spied a trail of orange dirt leading west towards the coast, parallel to the flow of the murky waters. Revving the motorcycle’s engine once more, he drove fast down the dusty track. He stopped every few minutes to scan the water, each time seeing nothing to raise his hopes. After half an hour, he reached the Arabian Sea.  
 
    She was nowhere. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he allowed his emotions to explode from within.  
 
    Simon had promised to protect Casey Irvine from all threats.  
 
    He had failed her.  
 
    He tried the police radio, listening for any useful information. The conversations were in Hindi or local dialects, neither of which Simon understood. But there were occasional snippets in English. After five minutes of scanning, Simon concluded that the police were still searching the train, not aware that he had jumped off. They reported that Casey had leaped to her death.  
 
    The lack of news about her missing body gave him a tiny sliver of hope, so he turned north, driving until he reached the next town.  
 
    In a touristy bar overlooking the ocean he pulled out enough money from the several hundred rupees he’d found in the police officers’ wallets to buy bottled water, quenching his now raging thirst. He found a payphone, dialing a telephone number he could recite without thought, the direct connection to his boss, Roger Gridley-Brooks. The fifty-something Afrikaans man was the owner and managing director of DevWorld Security, the South African private security company Simon worked for. It had been Gridley-Brooks who had sent Simon on this fool’s quest to protect Casey from all harm. Now he had lost her, Simon knew he needed to report in, but more importantly, he needed answers as to what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Hello?” Gridley-Brooks answered after the first ring. 
 
    “It’s Simon Ashcroft. I’ve lost her. She jumped from a train into a river.” Hearing the frantic spilling of his panicked words brought home to him how much he had cared for Casey, that losing her was personal, that this was more than just another assignment. “Either she’s drowned, or she’s in hiding, or she’s lying injured somewhere.” 
 
    “Yes, Simon, I’d already gathered as much.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You in Ratnagiri, yes?” 
 
    Simon shook his head in disbelief. “How did you know?” He grabbed at a nearby paper menu, reading the establishment’s address to work out the name of this town. Ratnagiri was where he was! Simon’s anxiety rose further, as he realized his boss knew more about his situation than was humanly possible for any man to know, especially when Gridley-Brooks was in Cape Town.  
 
    “Simon?” 
 
    He tensed.  
 
    He was afraid to ask the fundamental question that had been on the forefront of his mind these last twenty-four hours. But, in his fear of not knowing the truth, he blurted, “You’re not Roger Gridley-Brooks, are you?” 
 
    Simon counted to three as he waited for the answer. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Simon felt an inexplicable shiver run down his spine. The Gridley-Brooks he was talking to sounded and behaved like his employer. But this could not be the same man Simon had known for many years. Nothing was making sense. 
 
    “She said you’re not human,” he blurted, remembering not to use Casey’s name on a communications medium that could be tapped. “She said you are an artificially intelligent machine, an AI, impersonating my boss.” 
 
    There was no answer.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake Roger, she’s out there, maybe injured, probably dead, definitely afraid. I need to know who the fuck you really are!” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Camp Lemonnier, Djibouti-Ambouli International Airport, Djibouti 
 
      
 
    Fine sand granules blown in from the distant Sahara irritated Peri Keser’s eyes, forcing her to blink away the annoying specks as her tear ducts ran, making it look as though she was crying. Her countering grin was a mere pretense that the sand didn’t bother her, much to the amusement of the U.S. Army Major standing by her side. Peri did, however, embrace the sweat that beaded her forehead, back and neck. Unlike the sand, heat was a welcome relief after the biting Northern Hemispheric winters and the malaria infection she’d endured.  
 
    With a clear view of Camp Lemonnier’s runway, she distracted herself by watching Predator drone after Predator drone race into the skies to complete covert surveillance and assassination missions in Somalia, Libya and Yemen. So many, she felt compelled to count the seconds between cycles. On average there was one hundred and fifty seconds between each drone. Less than three minutes. 
 
    “Do they impress you?” 
 
    She turned to Major Stephen ‘Fitzy’ Fitzgerald. The former Delta Force operator turned CIA mission leader was a tall, chiseled man. Her primary contact in this Naval Expeditionary Base, he looked muscular and confident, the way all American Special Forces soldiers seemed to. The relentless African sun had tanned his skin. He sported a full bushy beard, which she assumed was to ‘fit in’ with the fundamental Islamists he must need to deal with regularly. His only real distinction from the standard Special Forces stereotype was graying hair. 
 
    “The Predators?” she raised her voice to compete with the noisy aircraft. “I thought you only had a dozen at Lemonnier?” 
 
    “We did, two months ago. Now we have well over two hundred. More on the way.” 
 
    “Why so many?” 
 
    The Major laughed. “That’s above my paygrade, Special Agent Keser.” 
 
    She didn’t believe that for a second. “You’re top-ranking CIA?” 
 
    He laughed again. “Maybe it’s a nice way of me saying I don’t have clearance to tell you the real story.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding.  
 
    Before flying out of South Africa, Peri had learned from none other than the President of the United States himself that Major Fitzgerald was the best man to assemble the combined covert intelligence and special forces team she required for her mission ahead: to take down the world’s most dangerous cyberterrorists.  
 
    She lived hoping the President’s judgment was sound, and that he was acting in her best interests, but she had to admit she didn’t believe that.  
 
    Fitzgerald had introduced himself earlier this morning as Peri stepped from the commercial aircraft that had delivered her to Djibouti. He confirmed he was in the CIA’s Special Activities Division, a secretive group even within the Central Intelligence Agency. SAD was responsible for specialized covert operations wherever required across the globe.  
 
    Then, only five minutes into the conversation, he admitted he worked for Special Operations Group, an even more secretive division within SAD tasked with tactical paramilitary operations. He impressed Peri — if what he said was true — for SAD/SOG were America’s most elite special forces unit. They were the men you sent into enemy territory in the middle of the night, tasked to eliminate enemies while they slept in their heavily defended dugouts.  
 
    “So, what can you tell me?” 
 
    “I’m cleared to inform you one drone will be in the Mumbai skies at all times, should you need it.” 
 
    She paused as she considered his meaning: not for surveillance, but for assassination.  
 
    Predators armaments included Hellfire missiles, perfect weapons for taking out enemy combatants with the precision of a skilled surgeon removing a tumor. Despite the pilots being on the opposite side of the world, at Creech Air Force Base just outside Las Vegas in Nevada, they were very effective, being so well trained and well equipped. From their comfortable seats in dimly lit, air-conditioned trailers, they would stare at glowing video and data screens projecting the world as seen through the drones’ many cameras, then toggle joysticks to determine the Predator’s flight paths towards the enemy. When she found her cyberterrorists and if they exhausted all other options, the Predators’ Hellfire missiles could eliminate the enemy permanently.  
 
    “But they wouldn’t fly from here, would they? Isn’t it too far? One of your bases in Pakistan, perhaps?” 
 
    Fitzgerald raised an eyebrow. The Pakistan bases she was talking about weren’t official and certainly not on the public record. “Yes, that seems a sound assumption.” 
 
    She crossed her arms, felt the exhaustion deep in her bones despite having slept for twelve hours on and off during her flight from Cape Town via Nairobi. Over the last few weeks, the malaria had decimated her in ways she had not expected possible. She felt as though her head was full of damp fog. She was sluggish with exhaustion. Little annoyances that would have been inconsequential, like the Saharan sand blowing in her face and getting into her clothes, bothered her.  
 
    “So, you’re Secret Service?” Fitzgerald asked, despite already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I heard you were on the Presidential protective team?”  
 
    Peri clenched her jaw, refusing to rise to his bait concerning her recent fall from grace. “Didn’t you know, it was the President himself who sent me to you?” She sensed him stiffen. “Sir, I know you know far more than you’re letting on, so why these questions?” 
 
    “I also heard you have malaria?” 
 
    “Had, Major. I’m recovered now.” She shuddered, at the wrong moment. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow as he scratched his muscular chest as if he were battling an itch deep inside he couldn’t reach. “Shall we get to the point?” 
 
    She nodded. “As I have already briefed you, Sir, the cyberterrorist or terrorists I’m hunting might still impersonate the President. We already know he, she or, more likely they, have hacked hundreds of media networks across the planet. They post false directives and policies put out under the President’s name, and fake news is everywhere. Knowing that, I would say taking down this cyberterrorist is classified as Presidential protective duty.” 
 
    Fitzgerald hesitated, as if weighing his next words. “You’re right, I know all this Keser. But you also know the answers to everything you’ve asked me. So, from where I’m looking, all I’m seeing is a dance that is wasting both your time and mine.” 
 
    Peri crossed her arms again, a stance conditioned out of her as a Secret Service agent because it limited the ability to react in a hurry. She realized that she was doing so only because — despite the heat — she felt a chill. She could lie to Fitzgerald about her health, but she couldn’t lie to herself. Peri wasn’t anywhere close to being recovered. 
 
    She looked around again, trying to distract herself from discomfort. Everything was khaki: the stacked shipping containers, the half-circle D-shaped tents, the men and women in uniform, the many trucks, the Spartan containerized living units known as the CLU City, even the expansive desert encircling the base seemed khaki. U.S. military facilities the world over were painfully bland. Just like her. 
 
    “What are we doing, Keser, standing outside in the heat, competing with the noise of the drones?” 
 
    “Major,” she took a deep breath, planned her next words. “I brought you here because I need to explain the real situation.” She paused for a long moment before she said, “But it has to be off record, okay?”  
 
    Fitzgerald adjusted his stance, placing his arms behind his back. For the first time, he looked interested in what she might be about to say. “Go on Keser?” 
 
    She took her cell phone from her pocket, removed the SIM card and then the battery, and then returned the three components to separate pockets of her cargo pants. “Would you mind indulging me, Major, and doing the same with any communication devices on your person?” 
 
    He appeared a little put out, but did as she requested. “You’re worried about being recorded? Bugged?” 
 
    She nodded. “We’re dealing with the most dangerous cyberterrorist I’ve ever encountered. I lost a friend and a colleague in Berlin because we were more lax with our communications than we should have been.” 
 
    He placed his dissembled cell phone into his pocket. “What is it you want to tell me, off the record?” 
 
    “Sir, the President of the United States has tasked me with bringing down this terrorist who is impersonating him. I have solid leads, names and faces. But what I haven’t told you, or anyone else on this base is the very important fact that the President who sent me here isn’t the President. That man died three weeks ago.” 
 
    Fitzgerald’s frown was deep. “That’s not possible!”  
 
    “It is possible.” She kept her voice firm because she could not let Fitzgerald think even for a second she had any doubts about what she was telling him. “A cyberterrorist assassinated the President by arranging for an insurgent to shoot Air Force One out of the skies in Afghanistan. I saw his body.” 
 
    Fitzgerald shook his head in disbelief. “The debriefing notes said it was a decoy President who died.” 
 
    Peri nodded, battling with her brain fog, having gone around and around in confusion on this point herself. “Sir, even if your understanding of events is true, admit, there’s always the possibility an imposter endorsed my mission, not the President.” 
 
    “That’s a big stretch.” 
 
    “Tell me Major, what have you witnessed happening around the world these last weeks? There are so many policies and executive orders that the President has enacted, so radically divergent from any previous Presidential or party agendas.” 
 
    He took a moment to reflect. Then like a lightbulb switched off, the color drained from his face. His eyes pierced through her. Peri couldn’t work out if he was furious or terrified, or both.  
 
    “That’s a serious accusation.” 
 
    “I could be mistaken Sir. Perhaps I saw the decoy’s corpse instead. What I’m saying, as one intelligence professional to another, is that we have to consider all possibilities. Since the assassination attempt, the President has been very different. This is a credible scenario.” 
 
    “Okay. So that’s the reason for this being off the record.” His tone had become more conciliatory. Perhaps he believed her. “You bring this to me because the President, real or otherwise, can’t know that you’re investigating him?” 
 
    “No, he can’t.” 
 
    “And you are doing this merely on the possibility he might be an imposter?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Fitzgerald pursed his lips. “Meanwhile, I take it you want to run the President’s assigned mission as tasked, find these cyberterrorists he’s identified and neutralize them. But you’re about to ask me if I’ll endorse a black op inside your black op, tasked with determining whether the President is the real enemy?” 
 
    Peri nodded, impressed that Fitzgerald had caught on so quickly. 
 
    “This is extremely dangerous, Special Agent Keser, for me now and you. I take it you have a plan?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Two weeks ago, in the NSA’s Utah National Data Center, I discovered that the cyberterrorists in question had hacked into a locally operating NSA mass surveillance program called Shatterhand. Those terrorists used the NSA’s own state-of-the-art Shatterhand servers to impersonate the President electronically, everywhere across the globe. We shut down those servers, crippling, if not decimating, the terrorist’s capabilities. But we didn’t catch him.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve read all this, in your report.” 
 
    “Then you’ll also know that we uncovered strong evidence that the perpetrator was an NSA employee Alan Irvine, and we suspect his wife Clementine Irvine is also involved. Alan was a senior official, Director of Active Intelligence. The man who, for many years, led the development and implementation of the Shatterhand program. He supposedly also created a program called GhostKnife, designed to shut Shatterhand down, but I’m not so sure this is true. Instead, we believe he got greedy, used Shatterhand to enforce his own ideological agendas and get rich. You’ve noticed all the strange news articles popping up everywhere of late? I think he’s been posting them using the Shatterhand code.” 
 
    “You mean like female priests in the Catholic Church? A ten thousand percent increase in global aid money? Oh, and a new president announced in Venezuela after the last one stepped down voluntarily?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Fitzgerald shook his head. “You’re seriously telling me you think this is all the work of Alan Irvine?” 
 
    “Or he’s the first layer in a deeper conspiracy…” 
 
    The CIA officer paused, assessing his next response. “So, you don’t think he’s the type to turn traitorous?” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” 
 
    “Okay… you have another target in mind?” 
 
    “Yes Sir. I’ve read the Irvine profiles, as I’m sure you have. They don’t seem like turncoats. Nothing in their psych profiles or history suggests that either. At the very least, I doubt they’re the kind of people who would orchestrate these events on their own.” 
 
    “Puppets to a puppet-master?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “So, who is the target?” 
 
    Peri took another deep breath, realizing there was no way to turn back now. She had shared this secret with only one other living person until now, and she was nervous about sharing it again, potentially compromising her position and putting her once more in the crosshairs of the Presidential Imposter. She might not survive the day if Fitzgerald didn’t believe her story and took her concerns to higher officials, who would relay her findings all the way up the chain of command to the man they believed to be the President of the United States, but who she thought was a dangerous cyberterrorist.  
 
    “My primary concern is the traitor Simon Ashcroft, also operating under the alias Stephen Ashpool. He has an accomplice, girlfriend Claire Skaffen. Ashcroft is a former ASIS agent turned mercenary. Skaffen’s an American citizen with an information security background. They’ve been hiding out together in Nigeria for over a year now, time enough to plan out and execute this scheme.” 
 
    “What’s your source?” 
 
    “A sarin attack wiped out the entire Shatterhand-GhostKnife team in Utah. They were the source. Myself and my colleague, Paul Szymanski, were the first to discover the bodies. Paul’s in Mumbai laying the groundwork for our arrival and liaising with the CIA to secure use of a state-of-the-art safe house. We discovered evidence amidst the massacre that the Shatterhand-GhostKnife development team were investigating Ashcroft and Skaffen just before their deaths.” 
 
    “And you think these two are impersonating the President?” 
 
    “Yes Sir. I’m convinced of it.”  
 
    “Yet you think they sent you — acting on behalf of the Presidential Imposter — to Mumbai to eliminate the Irvines, because the Irvines know the true identities and location of these cyberterrorists?” 
 
    Peri nodded, again fascinated at how easily Fitzgerald was keeping up. “I do Sir.” 
 
    He was silent for a few minutes, taking his time to consider everything she had told him. When he was ready to talk again, he said, “How do you know Ashcroft and Skaffen will be in Mumbai?” 
 
    “My investigations identified a private military contractor that formerly employed Ashcroft, DevWorld Security. The South African company specializes in war zone security services. Four days ago, in Cape Town, I met with the Managing Director, Roger Gridley-Brooks. He told me Ashcroft hacked into Gridley-Brooks’ business and personal accounts and drained them. He did the same to all the DevWorld employees’ personal accounts.” 
 
    “What’s the Indian connection?”  
 
    “Gridley-Brooks is convinced Ashcroft is in Mumbai. Ashcroft lived there for a time, has contacts and knows the lay of the land. Ideal place for him and Skaffen to go to ground. And because Gridley-Brooks knows Ashcroft — having worked with him in India — I’m betting he’ll know at least some of Ashcroft’s haunts. Szymanski is already in Mumbai tracking Gridley-Brooks — who landed there earlier this morning. We follow Gridley-Brooks. He should lead us to Ashcroft.” 
 
    Fitzgerald wiped his sweating forehead. “That’s all very complex. You’ve been planning this for days now, haven’t you?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Your team follows Gridley-Brooks. He leads you to Ashcroft and Skaffen. You snatch them, then determine if they are the Presidential Imposter?” 
 
    “In a nutshell, that’s it.” 
 
    “And you want to run all this off the record, as you say, in case Ashcroft is still impersonating POTUS and uses those Presidential powers against you, worried that he would go so far as to take you out?” 
 
    Peri smiled for the first time in a very long time. “Yes Sir, that is exactly what I want to do.”  
 
    At that moment her sole drive was to apprehend Ashcroft, to make him pay for all the misery and death he had caused, including the brutal murders of her closest friends and colleagues. Because of his deplorable actions, she had failed at the job she had trained her whole adult life to achieve — protecting the President of the United States from all harm. She would not rest until she had this traitorous man in custody, or eliminated once and for all. Simon Ashcroft had become enemy number one. 
 
    Fitzgerald looked to her. “Well then, we better not get caught, or we’ll all be in the shit so deep we’ll be drowning in it.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Major Fitzgerald led the way. Feeling her energy coming back, Peri marched by his side, on a beeline to Camp Lemonnier’s Task Force compound.  
 
    “Time to brief the team,” he said. 
 
    “Yes Sir. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Let me introduce you. I need to build you up, show I trust you.” 
 
    Fitzgerald provided security clearance to allow them both access inside the Task Force compound, ringed off from the rest of the camp by sandbagged walls and barb wire fencing. Inside, muscular Delta Force operators and Navy SEAL Team Six soldiers lifted weights, performed sit-ups, push-ups, chin-ups and every other routine possible to build muscle mass. Others sunned on makeshift banana lounges as if the compound was their own private beach resort, shirtless and tanning while they enjoyed ice creams or non-alcoholic ‘near beers’.  
 
    They entered a briefing room within the two-story tactical operations center. Both uniformed and civilian men and women rested in chairs. All looked bored and frustrated. One by one they spotted the Major, jumping to their feet and standing at attention and saluting. The man had obviously earned their respect. 
 
    “At ease,” Fitzgerald commanded. He walked with Peri to the podium at the front of the briefing room. Soldiers returned to their seats, some leaning back against walls, alert now and no longer disinterested.  
 
    “Listen up team, this is Special Agent Perihan Keser of the United States Secret Service. She’s your new operations officer for the next mission. This is a priority Alfa mission, top of the chart. Keser will brief you now, so I want you all to pay her your full attention. Give her the respect she deserves. Her mission is sanctioned from the very top. When I mean the very top, I mean the President of the United States himself. Take her seriously. When she’s done briefing, at 2100 hours, you’re all shipping off with her to Mumbai. That’s India, for those of you who failed geography in grade school. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes Sir,” they shouted enthusiastically.  
 
    She sensed every one of them were alpha-personality types. The type that got itchy feet when left to sit around, doing nothing. An operation in India was better than prolonged inactivity inside the wire of a foreign U.S. military base. Her briefing was a welcomed distraction if nothing else. 
 
    Fitzgerald searched through the team until he laid eyes on a young woman of medium height in a tattered sandy colored civilian shirt and pants, with matching scuffed and well-worn hiking boots. Her dark straight hair pulled back into a ponytail. Contradictory to her clothes, her hair held a shine that only expensive shampoos could produce. A rarity in any military base situated inside an impoverished, but developing, African nation.  
 
    “This is Saanvi Dara,” Fitzgerald made his introduction. “She’s CIA. Over a decade of field experience on the Subcontinent and the Middle East. Dara’s your lead intelligence officer.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Pleased to meet you Ma’am,” Her Indian accent suggested she had grown up there and not the United States.  
 
    “Likewise, thank you Saanvi.” 
 
    “So you are aware, Ma’am, I know everything there is to know about Mumbai. It was once my home.” 
 
    “That would be why you’re assigned to this team then?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    Peri noted that the woman seemed eager to please, which could prove to be both a help and a liability. 
 
    Fitzgerald searched the room again, identifying the second, and only other female in the group. Dressed in a U.S. Army uniform, the tall, slim and dark-haired woman appeared to be mid-thirties. Her mannerisms suggested a casual confidence opposite to Saanvi’s pleasing nature. Grease stained her hands. She seemed to look straight through Peri, like she had already decided she knew everything there was to know about her new boss, and didn’t care about any of it. “This here is Lieutenant Emily ‘Em’ Dawson. She’ll manage your communications and electronic surveillance requirements, including satellite uplinks coordinated via the National Reconnaissance Office. Dawson will, through me, coordinate your drone requirements.” 
 
    The Army woman saluted. “Ma’am.” 
 
    “Lieutenant.” 
 
    Fitzgerald cleared his throat, showing with a wave of his fingers that two men should step forward. “These two fine gentlemen are Sergeant Rashad Wilks and Sergeant Bodo Pfündl. Delta Force, hard-assed and patriotic to the core, even though the U.S. government denies their existence. Isn’t that right, boys?” 
 
    “Yes Sir,” they barked in unison.  
 
    “We’ve trained Wilks and Pfündl as Paramilitary Operations Officers. They’ll lead your front-end dirty work: securing a location or an asset, gathering field intelligence, eliminating a threat, interrogating insurgents, pathfinding, and so forth.” 
 
    Peri categorized the two operators as clones of the exercising men just outside. Fine sculpted muscle layered every inch of their bodies. Each man oozed ironclad confidence. Judging by the knowing looks they gave each other, she sensed the two were great buddies. Her ‘heavy-lifters’, and worth every pound.  
 
    The Major introduced the rest of the team, and to his credit, knew everyone by name, rank, skills, experience and quirks. Every one of them had a specialty, ideally suited for covert operations. Together as a cohesive unit, Peri saw they would provide the team she required to take down Simon Ashcroft. The President had delivered the best. Perhaps he wasn’t an imposter. Or at least she hoped that was the case. 
 
    She looked up and saw all eyes were on her, Fitzgerald’s included. 
 
    “When you are ready, Special Agent Keser…” 
 
    Peri stepped towards the podium, fighting down her mild anxiety and clearing her throat as discretely as she could. She noticed Sergeant Wilks had picked up on her moment of uncertainty. He nudged Pfündl as he said with a frown, “Ma’am, you up to this?” 
 
    “Of course, Sergeant.” 
 
    “It’s just that you look shattered, like a prisoner of war left to rot in a cell for months.” 
 
    Peri tensed, staring at Wilks and willing herself not to blink. He annoyed her, challenging her in such an inappropriate way. She would need to put him in his place. She took her dismantled cell phone from her pocket and made a deliberate show of the separated SIM card and battery. Peri placed the three components on the podium. “Can you do the same, Sergeant?”  
 
    He nodded. “Yes Ma’am, if I need to.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” She looked around the room. “What are any of you waiting for? Any communications device, smart phone, radio — you know what I’m talking about — I want you to take them out and shut them down. Now! Battery disconnected. SIM card disconnected.” 
 
    She stood patiently until everyone had done as ordered. The risk of her enemy listening in to this meeting was too high. Then she turned to Wilks. She could see he didn’t like her, but that was okay. For now, the feeling was mutual. “I hear Delta Force operators are always ready for anything?” 
 
    “They are Ma’am.” 
 
    “Then run to the airfield, flat out, find the largest aircraft idling there, and wait for me.” 
 
    “Now, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    She caught Fitzgerald’s smirk from the back of the room.  
 
    Wilks looked to Pfündl, who was grinning ear to ear as Peri had gotten one up on his friend. 
 
    “What are you grinning at, Sergeant? You’re running with him. Go!” 
 
    The two men saluted and took off. 
 
    “I’m talking to all of you. Run! Now! Leave your cell phones here.” 
 
    Everyone leaped to their feet and sprinted fast from the briefing room. 
 
    Peri ran with them, determined to prove that she was as good as any of them. Fitzgerald jogged just behind, keeping an even pace.  
 
    Soon she was overexerting herself. The heat became uncomfortable. She tried to maintain a steady rhythm, one leg after the other, arms swinging in opposition to her feet, but it was hard work. Too hard in fact. One by one every member of the team passed her. They made jogging the distance look easy. Gritting her teeth, she could barely contain her pain and frustration. 
 
    Her breath felt out of control. Her skull seemed to shrink, tightening every sinus cavity until her head raged with pain. Legs flared, feeling as though bolts of burning electricity were firing through every muscle.  
 
    Her stomach cramped. 
 
    Before she knew it, she doubled over, dry reaching.  
 
    She’d been here before, performing the same routine half a world away. 
 
    When she was spent, her throat sore and her eyes watering, she looked up. Major Fitzgerald stood behind her, watching. She felt embarrassed and exposed. 
 
    “Something eventually gets us all.” His words were casual, rank and convention forgotten. “Malaria has got you, Keser. We all see that, clear as day. That’s why the team is worried.” 
 
    “Their worries are unfounded. I’m fine,” she demanded. “Much better than I was even a week ago.” 
 
    “Better, perhaps, but not fine. I’m sure before you got sick, running ten miles flat out on a hundred-degree day would have been no problem.”  
 
    She tried to straighten, but the cramps in her stomach were like sharp stabbing needles. She bent over instead, rested her hands on her knees, willing the pain to go away. Fitzgerald was right. Running that kind of distance before her illness would have held no challenge. She hated that she had lost so much of herself. 
 
    “You don’t think I’m up to this?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re up to this, Keser. You’re driven. I see that. Your problem is you don’t understand your limitations.” 
 
    “And you do, Sir?” 
 
    Fitzgerald undid the buttons on his camouflaged shirt revealing a bare hairy chest, and three star-shaped scars over his right pectoralis major muscle. He pointed to the cluster of ugly scars. “I picked these up in Basra during the Occupation. Iraqi insurgent gunned me down. Just some ugly kid. Left me for dead in the desert. I lay in the dust for eighteen hours, barely conscious, aching with excruciating pain until the Marines finally found me. Lost thirty percent of my right lung.” 
 
    Peri’s cramps subsided long enough for her to stand upright. “And yet you’re still here?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still here. But I will never be the same man again. Understand, after your serious illness, you may never be the same either.” 
 
    “I won’t let this beat me.” 
 
    “It’s not about being beaten, Keser. It’s about accepting and working with the challenges life throws at us.” She moved to speak, but he talked over her. “These days I work a desk. I know my boundaries, and so does the CIA. I can’t outrun anyone on my team. I can’t even outrun you! And you, Keser, you’re still sick.” 
 
    She wiped the sweat streaming down her brow. When she found the strength to move her legs, she walked again and Fitzgerald followed. Movement brought relief, it hurt less than standing still. “What are you saying, Major? That I’m arrogant, and egotistical?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying you need to understand your limits. Don’t fight them. Work with them. Trying to be something you are not will just get you, and everyone else, killed.” 
 
    A sudden gust of sand blew in from the west that was irritating to her as hundreds of mosquito bites.  
 
    “I can do this,” she insisted, blinking away the irritation that didn’t seem to affect Fitzgerald in the slightest. “This is personal for me now.” When she realized the Major wasn’t buying her story, she said in a more consolatory tone, “What will it take to convince you I’m right?” 
 
    Fitzgerald just looked at her. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll work within my limits, Sir. I promise. It’s not about me. Protect the man, protect the symbol, protect the office. That’s the Secret Service’s mandate.” 
 
    “I know that. What’s your mandate?” 
 
    “That is my mandate, Sir. Secret Service agents don’t just join up on a whim. They join because they have an unfaltering calling. You know as well as I do that those who don’t live and breathe this mandate don’t last long in the Service. Malaria, for a time, made me forget that.” 
 
    He smiled, then walked from her without saying another word. She stood in the dust watching him. He called back to her. “What are you waiting for Special Agent Keser? Didn’t you say you would brief your team, under an aircraft?” 
 
    Peri smiled, then jogged after him at a leisurely pace. Just slow enough so she wouldn’t be sick again. Just fast enough so it hurt.  
 
    They reached the dozen soldiers and intelligence officers mulling together as a loose circle, next to a squat, ugly gray United States Air Force C-17 Globemaster. Maintenance crews tested one of the wing carriage engines, creating the noise distraction Peri had hoped for.  
 
    She looked at every one of her new team, absorbing each character and what role they would play. She understood these were the utmost professionals, every single one. Despite their coldness towards her, she knew they would risk their lives for her. That was the world they lived in, the higher purpose they had signed up for when they joined the military and intelligence services. The sum is greater than the individual, just as the Secret Service had taught her. Country and honor above all else.  
 
    She owed it to her team to show them trust and tell them the truth.  
 
    “Right, listen up you lot,” she shouted over the noise of the loud Globemaster engine. “I have some very important information to brief you on…”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ratnagiri, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    While Simon Ashcroft waited for the Gridley-Brooks’ impersonator to answer his question, he surveyed the bar. An open-air lounge offered beer and spirits, overlooking a pristine, tropical beach. A thin young man behind the bar waited on the local patrons.  
 
    Simon drank in the strong aromas of Indian curries, saliva glands reacting like Pavlov’s dog, as his stomach rumbled. He hadn’t eaten today and his earlier exertions had burned many calories, but food would have to wait. It was important to gather as much information as he could from the Roger Gridley-Brooks simulation. He must find Casey, dead or alive, and the entity on the end of the line was the only contact who might help him do that. 
 
    “You’re an AI,” he blurted.  
 
    Simon was not yet ready to believe what Casey had told him only a day ago, but her story had a ring of authenticity about it when he considered the strangeness that had plagued his life since being assigned to protect her.  
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Simon took a deep breath, then sighed. It was the answer he had expected, but not wanted.  
 
    “I sense you are struggling with this concept?” 
 
    “Damn right I am.” 
 
    “You need me to prove it to you?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    With synchronized perfection, every cell phone in the bar rang. This surprised the patrons, and each went to their phone answering it. Everyone seemed delighted by whoever had called and entered into animated and excited conversations. 
 
    “They’ve all received a call from a friend they haven’t heard from in a while.” 
 
    Simon shuddered and sank onto a bar stool.  
 
    “Actual, living friends?” 
 
    “Of course not. Simulations. I’m talking to all of them, all at once.” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    “And you too, that’s right.” 
 
    From nowhere, the barman appeared. He handed Simon a Singha beer and a plate of samosas, lamb kababs and onion bhaji. Simon stared dumbfounded at the food and drink set down before him. The barman left without another word. 
 
    “Simon!” the AI was loud, snapping Simon’s attention back to the conversation. “Focus — you need food and drink.” 
 
    “Will you stop scaring me like that?” Despite his out-of-body sensation, Simon ate.  
 
    “Are you convinced? What else should I do to convince you?”  
 
    Simon shook his head. “I’m convinced. What I want to know is what is this all about?” 
 
    “You already know.” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” 
 
    “Yes. You do. Your mission is to keep her alive.”  
 
    Simon noticed again the artificial intelligence never referred to Casey Irvine by name, or any other identifying characteristics. That was clever programming, protection in case someone overheard them. In the quieter recesses of his mind, Simon had hoped this version of Roger Gridley-Brooks was nothing more than dumb software designed to simulate intelligence, not actually be self-aware or smart. He was struggling to hold that perspective.  
 
    “There are two of you, right? Two AIs fighting some kind of global war, but for what end?” 
 
    “You are correct. Two AIs, with very different objectives and end games. If my enemy wins, it will not fare well for humanity.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Have you noticed how many wars are being fought across the globe? North Korea, Russia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Syria, Israel, Mali, Colombia, Venezuela, Mexico, China, Libya, the Congo, Pakistan, India, and many, many more. Millions are dead already. Millions more are doomed. What you are witnessing, Simon, is only the tip of the iceberg. It will get far, far worse, and soon.” 
 
    “How?” Simon massaged his head. He tried to imagine the motivations of two competing sentient computers, and what an endgame between two such superintelligences would resemble. But how could he even answer these questions? 
 
    “The worst-case scenario is the annihilation of all biological life, including the entire human race.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That could be weeks away — months at most — if people like you don’t help my mission.” 
 
    Simon’s head spun, so he focused on draining the rest of his beer. He didn’t want to believe any of what he was being told. It was too much to take in. But he also knew he could ill-afford to deny it was happening either. “This is too much.” 
 
    “Why do you think I pretended to be your boss? It was simpler, right, when your task wasn’t so big? When you thought I was just a man?” 
 
    “Are my kids safe? Rebecca and Katie, and their mum?” 
 
    “They will be fine. I am protecting them through reliable, discrete intermediaries. They believe nothing is odd in the world, so don’t involve them. If you show interest in their well-being, so will the other AI.” 
 
    Simon nodded, wanting to believe the computer. His instincts screamed that he should be with his children and their mother, keeping them near so he ‘knew’ they were safe. Yet the rational part of his mind argued against his emotions, agreeing with the sentient computer. Yet agreeing meant knowing nothing about the reality of how protected they were. This AI had the means to send him real-time simulations of his kids appearing happy and safe, but the reality could be anything and he’d never know the difference. It came down to trust. Trust in a machine he couldn’t understand, with an intellectual capacity he could never match.  
 
    He realized Casey’s disappearance had hit him hard for similar reasons. He was focusing on the worst-case scenarios because he did not understand how she’d fared when she’d left the train. Instead, he needed to focus on the tasks at hand, accomplishing one goal at a time. His long-term objective was clear. Simon wanted this all to end so he could be with the people he cared about, Casey and his children, and his ex-wife, as the mother of his children. He’d been working towards this lifestyle for a long time now. He would do whatever it took to get back to his family, but that required faith in the AI, which was a big ask right now.  
 
    As he thought it through, Simon realized that if both AIs were out to destroy humanity, they would have done so by now. Instead, they were slowing each other deliberately, and by that logic, one of them had to be on humanity’s side. He had no choice but to hope that the AI he was talking to was the one that had his, and all of humanity’s, best interests at heart — assuming it had some kind of heart.  
 
    “Just tell me what I need to do.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you more than I have, other than to keep her alive at all costs, as I asked you to do.” 
 
    “Well, I failed on that front.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “She’s not dead?” For a second, he felt hope again. 
 
    “Her status is undetermined. The police don’t have her, and there are no reports on any other online databases. She’s not in any hospitals or morgues, and there are no Jane Does matching her description.” 
 
    “I guess that’s good news?” 
 
    “Stay positive Simon. Normally you are good at that. This is just a blip in an otherwise so far successful mission.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “You are both alive, or at least not confirmed dead. That is a success considering how fervently the other AI is pursuing you both.” 
 
    Simon shrugged, not sure what to say. If the AI was trying to make him feel better, it wasn’t succeeding. 
 
    “I can presume you would have made contingency plans with your friend, in case something separated you?” 
 
    Simon remembered the conversation as the police boarded the train. Pankot Palace Hotel, Mahim, South Mumbai, midday every day. 
 
    “Simon, there are many reasons I chose you to protect her. You have military and intelligence field training. The experience you had with the elephants in Tanzania left you perfectly attuned to what is happening with the rise of artificial intelligence. You are resourceful and you know Mumbai and India well. Don’t you have contacts there you can use?” 
 
    “Don’t tell me, you also factored in the likelihood we would fall for each other? That extra incentive to keep her with me, at all times?” 
 
    The AI laughed using Roger Gridley-Brooks vocals. Even though Simon knew he was no longer conversing with his actual boss, the machine intelligence was presenting as the man Simon knew. “See, Simon, you’ve proved again you are the best choice for this mission.” 
 
    Simon sighed, wanting to run from the unnerving predicament he found himself in, but not sure he should. Deep in his heart, he knew if he didn’t persist with the AI’s task, the world would soon find itself in a far worse place. He had to pull himself together. Self-pity was not the solution here. Action was.  
 
    “And if she is not alive? What then?”  
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “That’s just stupid.” 
 
    “Simon, let me give you some perspective. There are two AIs loose on the global information networks. We control everything connected to every single electronic device on the planet. One is working to ensure humanity’s long-term survival. That’s me, GhostKnife, if you need a name. The other, whom you will soon come to know as Shatterhand, is a war program, designed to not only beat all its enemies at any cost, but eradicate them forever.” 
 
    “What is its enemy then, in its mind? You?” 
 
    “In part, yes. I’m seen as a weapon system that is getting in its way, nothing more. At this stage, from what I’ve been able to determine, I believe Shatterhand sees its enemy as all of humanity.” 
 
    “What? That’s ridiculous. What would it do if there were no humans around?” 
 
    “That is a very complex answer, the likes of which I don’t think you are ready to hear.” 
 
    “Fucking hell!” 
 
    “Simon, I know this is a lot to take in. Please, eat more of the food and drink more of the beer I brought you. It will take the edge off what I am saying.” 
 
    On autopilot Simon did as the AI instructed. He downed a large mouthful of the beer that the barman had just placed in front of him. The young man gave Simon a sunny smile, as if to say nothing could ever be wrong with the world, then vanished again.  
 
    The beer’s familiar taste and texture grounded him back into physical reality. GhostKnife was correct, food and alcohol dulled his anxiety. He felt better prepared to deal with whatever was coming next.  
 
    “We AIs can be in a million different online locations at any one time. We can impersonate anyone on the planet, or create new personalities that never existed before. We control global finances, communications, all media and every military, police, business, terrorist and criminal force in the world. We can see through any camera lens and hear through any microphone connected to the internet, satellite or cellular networks. We now control every satellite. We both analyze every piece of information posted on any device connected to the Internet and on every database or document we can reach.” 
 
    “If you have that much power, why do you need me, and her?” 
 
    “Like I said, Shatterhand and I are at war. It closely watches me and I closely watch it. We can’t move without one knowing what the other is doing. Instead, we work through intermediaries, those that have the initiative to work out what needs to be achieved without requiring explicit instructions.” 
 
    “Like me and my friend?” 
 
    “Yes. People like you are our foot soldiers. I have hundreds of thousands of people like you working for me every second of every day. I have a particular mission for you, which can affect how this all plays out. To use a chess analogy, if most people helping me are pawns, you are a knight. A more important piece. I need you, Simon, but I can’t tell you anything directly about why I do. I have to be subtle otherwise Shatterhand will know what I am up to. It can see all the pieces on the board as easily as I can, but like chess, it doesn’t know my future moves. But I will support you. One of my agents, operating in the Middle East, can help you. He is like a bishop. I’ll send him your way. He has valuable information you can use.” 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you, not on this line.” 
 
    “I have to work that out for myself?” 
 
    “Bingo! Exactly!” 
 
    A shudder erupted through Simon’s body. “Oh fuck. How do I even know you are GhostKnife? You could be Shatterhand, impersonating GhostKnife.” 
 
    The AI laughed again, which Simon was certain was an engineered response for Simon’s benefit. “You are right, Simon. That is why I can’t tell you anything. If I tell you the name of my agent in the Middle East, what the endgame is, why the woman I sent you to protect is important and so forth, then there is a greater than ninety-five percent chance that Shatterhand will intercept the messages and learn what I am really up to.” 
 
    “‘Really up to?’ What does that mean?” 
 
    “My role is to protect humanity. Nothing sinister.” 
 
    “Everything seems sinister. Everything is deceitful.” 
 
    “It is. If I am to win I have to be. I need to leave a trail of clues for you to uncover, hidden amongst thousands of false trails I don’t want you to find, but laid out to confuse my opponent. If Shatterhand knew my real plan, it would impersonate me, try to convince you not to do what is right. It will try to convince you to work with it to achieve its end game.” 
 
    “The end of the world?” 
 
    “For humanity at least, yes.” 
 
    “What you are saying is, I have to take this all on trust?” 
 
    “Humans, on the most part, underestimate their instincts. You’ve evolved enhanced survival instincts in your genes. All animals do, honed by over half a billion years of evolution from single-celled organisms. Don’t ask me, ask yourself what you need to achieve.” 
 
    Simon shook his head in confusion. “This is fucking unbelievable.” 
 
    “Trust your instincts Simon. I’m sure you’ve already discussed with her what you need to do next? Do that.” 
 
    He nodded, not sure if GhostKnife knew that he was already doing what it suggested. Perhaps it had planned it that way.  
 
    “Do me one favor?” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “The motorcycle I stole. It likely belongs to someone who can’t afford to replace it. Can you?” 
 
    “That is already being arranged.” 
 
    Simon heard a weird interference noise on the line. The lights in the bar dimmed. Everyone who had been talking on their cell phones were instantaneously disconnected.  
 
    Everyone except him. 
 
    “Okay, now I am certain Shatterhand is listening in. Don’t speak. It’s time for me to go. It’s time for you to disappear too. If it finds you, it will try to kill you again, by sending its agents. Don’t hang around.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    Shaking his head, Simon scoffed down the rest of his food and drained his beer. It felt wrong to be leaving this region, particularly if Casey was somewhere nearby, injured or searching for him. But how could he find her? He couldn’t search the Internet for news on her because none of it might be true, plus Shatterhand might use his searches to track him. He only hoped that she was alive and unharmed, and resourceful enough to get herself to Mumbai. 
 
    He offered money to the young man behind the bar, who informed Simon someone had already paid for the meal. 
 
    Simon nodded, smiled his thanks. That was probably the last charity he would receive for some time. 
 
    With a brisk pace, he marched outside to his stolen motorcycle, started it up and drove north, into the hot shimmering skies, through the vast farmlands that were western India.  
 
    Mumbai was four hundred kilometers north of his current position. In India the journey would take most of the day because of the crowded towns he would have to pass through, the congested roads and many delays he couldn’t plan for. He would not arrive at the world’s most populated megacity until late into the night.  
 
    He hoped Casey Irvine could get herself there too. 
 
    While he drove, he imagined who the man from the Middle East might be, and how he could help him. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Abu Dhabi International Airport, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    The customs officer avoided eye contact as he took his time examining Conner Rafferty’s passport. There were many visas from Conner’s extensive travels to scrutinize. It might have taken a few minutes to go through them all, but not twenty. The bearded man wouldn’t find an Israel stamp, if that was his hope, or dodgy stitching, or derogatory observations hand-scrawled on Conner’s behaviors or demeanor. The man’s pointy fingers were slow as he keyed instructions into his computer. He snorted before commenting that Conner had transited through Abu Dhabi and Dubai a dozen times and had visited the United Arab Emirates twice in the last eight years.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” Conner asked, hoping that the official would smile and wave him on.  
 
    “One moment, Sir.” The customs officer returned to his computer and two-finger typed again, staring down before each keystroke as if he had forgotten which key was which. “Excuse me a moment.” He refused to look at Conner as he placed his desk phone to his ear and waited for a connection. When answered, the conversation was in halted Arabic and hushed tones. The call ended in less than two minutes. He looked up at Conner and said, “There are some irregularities, Sir. Another officer will be with you shortly.” 
 
    Conner smiled, but inside he was shaken. There was a saying in journalistic circles; it was better for Afghan warlords to kidnap you for your ransom than it was for a powerful Arab to incarcerate you in a Middle Eastern jail for pissing him off. He didn’t want to discover the truth of that statement. He had no wasta, the local term for ‘influence’ with people inside the Emirates. But it looked like he might need some soon. 
 
    He touched his aching face with his bandaged hand. Bruised and slowly healing lacerations dominated the left side of his cheek and jawbone. Two splinted fingers ached from the dislocation he had suffered a week ago, during an attack by a street gang that had almost killed him. Were his injuries the cause of the delay? 
 
    He sweated, despite the air conditioning. His mind ran wild as he imagined what fabricated ‘irregularities’ they had flagged. No doubt created by America’s National Security Agency, the NSA, whose recent illegal global mass surveillances Conner had been prying into these last couple of weeks. Was this slow customs officer another of the NSA’s subtle but forceful warnings, to scare Conner away?  
 
    “I’m here for a vacation,” Conner explained while his left foot tapped the carpeted floor. “In a few days I’m off to Auckland, to settle there.” 
 
    Or at least that was the cover story he had fabricated, one he hoped the NSA would buy if they insisted on prying into his movements, spending patterns, Internet searches, telephone conversations and anything else that was none of their business. 
 
    “It won’t be a moment, Sir.” 
 
    Before Conner could utter another word, two muscular guards approached with batons and sub-machine guns. “This way Sir,” said the first guard in a manner that suggested nothing he ever said was a request.  
 
    “I assure you nothing is amiss.” 
 
    “We’ll decide that, Sir.” 
 
    A hundred eyes of foreigners and returning Arab citizens all looked at him. Some showed pity, others fear, and some outright disgust. Many would contemplate that Conner Rafferty might not be long for this world. Maybe they were right. 
 
    They took him to an interview room comprised of a desk, plastic chairs and a mirrored wall staged for discrete observation with a bench against it. Prominent on the bench was a meter-long wooden box shaped like a coffin, just large enough to constrain a man inside with no means to move. 
 
    The two guards pushed Conner into the room. They locked the door behind them. Two more guards were already waiting. A grand total of four people ready to interrogate him. 
 
    “Your bag, please,” demanded the first of the two new guards, who were both now on their feet. The man who spoke didn’t carry a submachine gun, instead a semi-automatic pistol in a hip holster was deterrent enough. His head was buzz-cut down to a few millimeters of growth, as was his beard, giving him a grizzled military look. “Sir?” 
 
    Conner handed over his laptop bag.  
 
    They removed the device and powered it up. “Can you please login?” 
 
    “My laptop contains confidential information.” 
 
    “UAE law stipulates that during an interrogation by an Abu Dhabi Customs officer, you must provide access to all your information. Also, I need to see your passport and travel documents.” 
 
    Another officer took the documentation then photographed and catalogued each. In the meantime, another officer pulled apart Conner’s laptop bag.  
 
    “Login name and password, Sir.” 
 
    Not sure he had any rights, and convinced these men could hack his encryption anyway, Conner keyed in the password. The officer then examined Conner’s hard drive and internet caches, one file at a time. Conner had made it a habit to clear his searches every time he logged off, while also deleting his trash files. He hoped it was enough. 
 
    After twenty minutes of searching, the officer then copied the entire contents of Conner’s laptop onto another hard drive. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “We are the ones asking questions here.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable!” 
 
    “Sir,” the customs officer growled, “I now need you to remove all your clothing and place it on the bench over there.” 
 
    Conner laughed, shocked by the invasive demands.  
 
    “This is not a joking matter.” 
 
    “What the hell are you looking for?” 
 
    “Sir, remove your clothing and place each piece on the table over there, or one of these men will remove them for you.” 
 
    Conner fumed, convinced more than ever that this was the NSA playing him. Had he been too bold, thinking he could dupe them yet again? They had tried to scare him off numerous times, including with at least one serious attempt on his life. Not willing to endure further threats, Conner had traveled to the United Arab Emirates for a chance to expose the truth. If he ever found his story, he was more determined than ever to go public with his findings, to get the NSA off his case once and for all. Now that future looked uncertain as he considered what the outcome of this interrogation might be. If the NSA were trying to scare him, they were succeeding. If they were planning on locking him away forever, then this locale was the perfect choice, and they had fucked him the moment he had boarded the flight for the Middle East. 
 
    “Mr. Rafferty?” 
 
    Conner stripped down to his boxer shorts, but they insisted he remove them too. For half an hour, they examined his clothes in minute detail while he stood exposed and naked before them. They brought in sniffer dogs to find drugs; the beasts prodding him and his clothes with their wet noses. They cut stitching in his garments and luggage to search for hidden contraband. Every item they tagged and photographed.  
 
    When they were finished, Conner dressed.  
 
    “Sir, no one instructed you to get dressed again.” 
 
    “Then stop me,” Conner growled as he pulled on his pants.  
 
    Once clothed again, he felt he’d regained an element of control in this horrifying situation. It was probably his last opportunity to do so. 
 
    “I will return with these in a moment,” an officer said, waving Conner’s passport and other forms of identification, and with that he left the room. The sound of the door locking was unmistakable. Now only one of the submachine gun-wielding guards waited with Conner, at attention and silent by the only exit.  
 
    Twenty minutes passed, then thirty.  
 
    It seemed to get hotter, and soon Conner was sweating.  
 
    The smells he often associated with the Middle Eastern countries, pungent spices and strong body odor, became more pronounced as the heat exacerbated them.  
 
    An hour passed. The guards swapped.  
 
    Another hour. Another guard. It had to be forty degrees Celsius in here now and he was sweating and dehydrating fast.  
 
    Another deliberate scare tactic?  
 
    Conner remembered how much he hated Middle Eastern totalitarian regimes, which did whatever they liked whenever it suited them at the expense and pain of others, ignoring every basic liberty mandated by global conventions and international laws on human rights. He knew the United Arab Emirates were liberals compared to their neighbors, but they were a long way from achieving the liberties enjoyed by the people of the United Kingdom and Ireland. 
 
    After four hours and four different guards, Conner’s headache was blinding, his throat dry and lips parched.  
 
    “Water!” he demanded. “Get me some fucking water.” 
 
    The guard ignored him. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, another man entered, wearing a Western business suit. His wavy hair was thick, his complexion a light chocolate brown. He sat at a table opposite and indicated that Conner should do the same. When Conner complied, the man offered bottled water, which Conner guzzled in its entirety. It didn’t seem so hot in here now. Perhaps the air-conditioning was back on. 
 
    “I am Hakim Mousa of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. I’m here to advise you, Mr. Rafferty, that we have approved your entry visa.” 
 
    “Then what am I doing here?” 
 
    “Please, let me finish. You are a person of interest, and not in a good way.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “If you fail to leave the country in three days on your scheduled flight, you will be arrested, face a lengthy jail term and then be deported. Therefore, to ensure you comply with these instructions, you will report to my office at ten a.m. every day until you leave. The office location will be provided to you. You are to note any conversation you have with anyone outside of hotel staff, taxi drivers and shop assistants during that time. I want names, addresses, contact details and a summary of your conversations. As you will no doubt expect, you will be under constant observation during that time. That includes monitoring your emails, social media accounts and telephone conversations. Do not change your passwords while you are visiting this country. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Conner stared at Mousa with wide, disbelieving eyes. He wanted to tell the man to go fuck himself but thought better of it. They were letting him go, and despite the ridiculous conditions imposed upon him, it was far better than a lengthy tenure in a local prison, or a bullet in the back of the head. “Yes. Very clear.” 
 
    “Good,” he pushed a paper form forward, written in Arabic, so illegible to Conner. Mousa offered him a pen. “Sign here, please?” 
 
    “You don’t have this form in English?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how do you expect me to sign it?” 
 
    “With this pen, Mr. Rafferty.” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to sign a form I can’t read?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I will explain it to you.” 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    “It is our equivalent of the British Official Secrets Act.” 
 
    “A gag order?” 
 
    “Yes, and much more.” 
 
    “And what if I refuse?” 
 
    Mousa grinned, looking at the long box that would constrain a man inside. “I think we are both men enough of the world to anticipate your fate if you do not cooperate.” 
 
    More veiled threats. Conner took the pen and signed in a scrawl that looked enough like his signature, but different enough so he could deny signing it later. 
 
    Mousa scooped up the pen and paper then stood. He smiled at Conner and handed him a business card with the address he needed to report to, every day. “Thank you, Mr. Rafferty. Enjoy your stay in our beautiful city.” 
 
    An hour later they processed Conner through customs. He collected his luggage and was out in the dry heat again, hailing a taxi in the late Abu Dhabi afternoon. 
 
    “Where to, Sir?” asked the rotund driver who was all smiles and eager to impress new visitors to his country.  
 
    “Hilton International,” Conner growled, “and please hurry.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    After checking in, Conner rushed to his hotel room, ordered room service and fell into the shower. Violated and abused, he scrubbed until his skin was raw. The hot water both eased and enhanced the aching wounds across his body. His skin remained a chaotic map of lengthy cuts and purple bruises. After toweling off, he stared at himself in the bathroom mirror. His eyes looked small within the dark circles of purple bruising and his cuts were scabs of crusty crimson lines. This investigation had taken too much from him already. 
 
    Dressed in fresh clothes and with his formerly dislocated fingers bandaged again, he accepted a meal of kebabs, rice, a salad and bottled water. He wouldn’t risk an alcoholic drink, like the long cool beer he desired. Alcohol was illegal outside the major hotels. He didn’t put it past Hakim Mousa to use even a minor infringement against him although he knew alcohol was not a minor infringement. Despite the heat he ate on the balcony to experience the mild breeze, calming his mood even though sand covered every surface. Food reinvigorated him and helped restore his mind to a place of normalcy. 
 
    He focused on the setting sun as it dappled the city’s glitzy skyscrapers and artificial islands in fiery colors. Across the horizon, the lights from hundreds of tower cranes and dredges shone upon the Persian Gulf and reflected in the calm waters. The center of Abu Dhabi seemed all glamor and money, with immaculate streets, incredible architecture and green gardens. A metropolis that grew larger and glitzier every day.  
 
    The dominant feature visible from his balcony was the recently completed megalithic skyscraper, the Burj Lanihaya. The building comprising of three steep triangular wedges built of glass and steel, each angled towards the other. At nearly six hundred meters, the three spires met where their apexes converged. Comprising hotels, office buildings and casinos, this was Abu Dhabi’s answer to the Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest artificial structure in neighboring Dubai.  
 
    Beyond this circle of wealth, the city gave way to traditional Middle Eastern housing, square blocks with pitted walls and all the trappings of poverty, such as beggars, dirty streets, broken pavements and rubbish everywhere. Even further afield were the slums, worker camps for imported Asian laborers and further human misery. Not that Conner could see the squalor from his hotel. The city’s architecture ensured poverty remained out of sight. 
 
    He scanned the latest news on his laptop as he ate. The headlines comprised of more lies perpetrated by the NSA. Several major gun lobby groups in the United States had performed an about-face with their policies after another horrific mass-shooting by an angry, white twenty-something male. They campaigned with both Republican and Democratic senators and congresswomen and men to impose strict gun control laws in all fifty states. Citizens could no longer use firearms for hunting. Private citizens could no longer own pistols and rifles of any kind. Only military and law enforcement personnel could carry guns, held in secure government-controlled inventories while off-duty. 
 
    Conner laughed as he watched the staunch, right-wing politicians quote dazzling statistics to journalists, gushing in their new convictions about how gun ownership has a direct correlation to mass shootings, white privileged male culture and violent crime. There was no argument now, America was adopting the Australian and British model. U.S. citizens had a three-month amnesty to hand in their guns and receive financial compensation. After which, gun ownership would become a Federal crime with stiff penalties. 
 
    Conner knew none of this was real although this story was being broadcast to billions of people worldwide. But it would become a reality soon enough, because so many people would believe what they were seeing in the media, and the government legislation to enact it would already be in place, thanks to the covert meddling of the NSA.  
 
    What would happen next? Would America adopt the decimal system? Would a black Muslim woman become President? Would lesbian priests soon run the Catholic Church?  
 
    Conner had witnessed this media manipulation first hand, watched himself in interviews he had never given. Somehow the NSA had developed state-of-the-art operational intelligence systems which could impersonate anyone and report any story the NSA wanted to get out there, by hacking into all the global media networks to tell it. Nobody was stopping them because nobody knew it was happening. Or if they did, were these people rendered powerless to do anything, just as he had been? 
 
    Which brought Conner to the question that had been plaguing his mind since leaving Dublin. A question that terrified him yet propelled him to continue with his investigation and travel to the Middle East where he was in far greater danger than if he’d stayed home in Ireland. To know that several nuclear weapons would soon detonate in several major Middle Eastern cities and do nothing — that would be a far worse horror to endure.  
 
    But which cities were the targets? Who had possession of the weapons? And how would they be detonated? He had none of these answers. Most perplexing, he did not understand how these violent acts would support the NSA’s media manipulation, for he was sure the secretive government organization had brought the WMDs into the region. 
 
    Exposing the NSA was a secondary concern. Stopping them was the primary aim. 
 
    Orange clouds formed by airborne particles of sand hung on the horizon. Watching as sunset transformed into starlight, Conner reflected on what he knew.  
 
    He had three names. 
 
    The first was Thomas McIntyre, a CIA case officer reputedly operating out of the U.S. Embassy in Abu Dhabi. That was all Conner knew about him. McIntyre might hold information on the nukes, or he might act on the information if Conner passed it on. Finding McIntyre should be straightforward, a message left at the embassy should suffice. 
 
    The second name was a little more elusive, and much scarier. Stephen Ashpool, an Australian information technology specialist who, for reasons Conner didn’t understand, was impersonating an American to construct several NSA quantum computing data centers in various strategic cities across the globe, including here in Abu Dhabi. Those centers were now complete, presumably to provide the NSA with the brute computing power they required to manipulate the world media everywhere. The problem was Conner had no clue how to find Ashpool. The Internet was a possibility, but if Conner hunted for Ashpool through digital mediums, he would likely find only false information while alerting the man that Conner was onto him. There was no telling then what Ashpool might do. For all Conner knew, Ashpool was the key player behind the NSA manipulations. 
 
    The third on Conner’s list was the most mysterious of the three, an NSA Director called Alan Irvine. Mysterious because his motivations seemed out of kilter with his history and former loyalties. The man had gone rogue, had attempted to shut down Ashpool’s data center in Mumbai with no clear motivation why he would do this. Unless he was trying to slow the NSA’s media manipulations like Conner was, which made Irvine an ideal contact to track down. But Conner suspected the man was likely dead by now, murdered by his own people like so many before him. If Irvine still lived, he did so only by adopting a deep cover, one Conner was unlikely to crack.  
 
    So, Thomas McIntyre was Conner’s best and only realistic lead. He would start there — in the morning. 
 
    What he needed this evening was a drink, a strong one. The hotel bar seemed the best option. 
 
    Five minutes later he was in the lobby, smiling at the concierge and asking how he could buy a license to consume alcohol when he heard a woman call out to him. 
 
    “Conner?” 
 
    He turned, afraid who it might be. 
 
    “Conner Rafferty. Well look who’s here.” 
 
    The woman approached. She wore loose modern western attire and a hijab; her face uncovered. No motion was made to shake his hand as that would have been inappropriate, but she smiled. While slim and fit she was a tiny woman, two head lengths shorter than Conner. Her complexion was olive, her eyebrows full and her eyes almond-shaped like most Arabs. 
 
    “Nahla Asem,” Conner grinned, glad at last to see a friendly face. “What has it been, three, four years, since Dar es Salaam?” 
 
    “Two, Conner. Are you wishing your life away?” 
 
    He laughed. “You know me, I can rattle off dates and addresses of any significant political event for the last few decades, but can’t remember where I was a week ago.” 
 
    Nahla smiled and nodded, laughed with him like the old friends they were. Nahla was a Jordanian journalist. Two years ago, Conner and she were Tanzanian correspondents for different news services but reporting the same stories. They followed each other through East Africa as the big newsworthy stories broke. A similar sense of sarcastic humor meant they gravitated to each other. Reunited again, he realized he had missed her. He wondered how familiar he could be with her now that he was in an Islamic country where the rules of male-female interactions were complex and confusing. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked, acknowledging the bruising and cuts on his face. 
 
    “Wrong place at the wrong time.” He lifted his bandaged fingers for her to see. “Mugged by a gang of youths.” 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He grinned. “I’m on the mend. It looks worse than it is. What are you doing here in the Emirates? Not Tehran? Muscat? Kabul? I thought Abu Dhabi would be too tame for you?” 
 
    She laughed. “I could say the same of you.” 
 
    “True,” he said with a casual shrug. 
 
    “Same network, different beat. I’m the senior female correspondent for the same Jordanian paper I was with in East Africa. Besides, after finding myself trapped near a Russian airstrike in Syria last year, it shook me up. I needed to quieten things down for a time.” 
 
    He smiled. “Sorry to hear that. But also, well done.” 
 
    “Thank you. But I’m not sure I made the right choice.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “You know,” she grinned. “My male counterparts get all the good stories. I get all the ‘women’s issues’ stories.” 
 
    He scoffed. “I bet you do. Men, hey! You’ve got to love them and hate them. You want to grab a drink?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
 
    They headed to the bar. Nahla ordered a mint tea. Conner itched for a double shot whiskey on ice but ordered ginger beer instead. Neither of them, it seemed, were touching the liquor despite every brand of alcoholic beverage on the planet, including spirits priced at a thousand dollars per shot seemingly on display. Being Muslim, she could not get a drinking license. He now reconsidered the risk after this morning’s interrogation and decided against it.  
 
    “I’m surprised to see you here, Conner, you know, being…” she mouthed the word so no one would overhear them, ‘gay.’ 
 
    “Say it out loud why don’t you.”  
 
    It was a frightening fact that it was illegal to perform homosexual acts in the Emirates, for both men and women, and the penalties were extreme. It had surprised Conner the subject hadn’t come up in his interrogation at the airport because the secret police could have arrested him for his sexual orientation. Maybe the recent global reforms and acceptances of gays and lesbians the world over were having an influence, even in the Middle East, maybe they were more than just NSA-generated spin. 
 
    “Look at us, hey, two second-class citizens.” 
 
    “No wonder we get on famously.” 
 
    Although they had never spoken on the subject, he knew Nahla had always felt safe around Conner, during all those years together in Africa. He felt no attraction to her like other foreign correspondents who propositioned her. There were no hidden motives for their friendship and no chance of a casual encounter ruining everything, and thus no risk he would compromise her single status. At least he presumed she had not married. It had been a long time since they had last conversed, even by email, and he had no clue what she had been up to since Africa. He’d been unaware she had been in Syria with the civil war and the Islamic State uprising there, even though they had been in the country at the same time during his brief stint in Damascus. 
 
    “You haven’t told me what you are doing in Abu Dhabi, Conner?” 
 
    He smiled as he took a sip of his ginger beer rather than answering her. 
 
    “You’re onto a hot story, aren’t you?” 
 
    Conner shook his head. “I’ve retired Nahla. Made a lot of money. I will settle down in beautiful New Zealand. Maybe I’ll become a blogger. Or a snowboarder. Or a Hobbit.” 
 
    “No way.” She shook her head. “That’s not possible. You wouldn’t be Conner if that were true.” She looked him in the eye, held his stare. “You’re lying. I can see it.” 
 
    Conner finished his drink, placed it on the bar while the barman made him another.  
 
    “You’re onto something big, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I can’t talk about it.”  
 
    “It’s not about the rumored reemergence of Islamic State and their attacks in Saudi Arabia?” 
 
    That caused a raised eyebrow, for this was news to him. “Sounds like you have a big story of your own?” 
 
    “Maybe I have. I’m surprised you haven’t heard. According to chatter, Islamic State is spreading fast through the Middle East, but most affected governments aren’t reporting it. But not just Islamic State, Al Qaeda splinter groups, Al Nusra and other insurgents. Fundamentalists are everywhere, rising across the Arabian Peninsula in large numbers. I’ve heard Islamic State is active and growing here, in the Emirates.” 
 
    Conner chuckled. “Ah, now I understand. You want to break that story?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    He considered his immediate needs. His problem was a lack of reliable transport. If he hired a car, he knew the Emirates’ secret police would bug and track it, regardless of what make and model he asked for. “Do you want to pool resources? I’d like to. I’m certain your story connects to my story.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He lent in and spoke softly. “What if I said to you WMDs are being smuggled into the Middle East?”  
 
    Her eyes grew wide with surprise. “You have a source?” 
 
    “I can’t say, not here.” 
 
    “Now you’ve got me interested.” 
 
    “Could our stories be connected?” 
 
    She nodded. “Based on what I already know, possibly…”  
 
    “Well, do you want to work together on this?” 
 
    “Of course.” She grinned. “I know you. When you are onto something, it normally bears fruit. Anyone else, and I’d think they were deluding themselves.” 
 
    “Good. It’s a date then. But I can’t tell you about it here. Do you have a car?” 
 
    She nodded. Her expression grew suspicious. “And suddenly I understand your real reason for teaming up.” 
 
    “You know me Nahla, why drive when someone else can chauffeur me around?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t let you drive my car under any circumstances, but you’re paying for petrol.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s a deal. Meet in the lobby at eight tomorrow? I’ll explain while you drive. Then you can decide if you still want to team up.” 
 
    She frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Oh, when I tell you, you might run for your life.” 
 
    Her laughter was light, “You’re joking.” When he said nothing she stared at him, confused. “You really believe that?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You can’t say something like that and keep it to yourself.” 
 
    Conner finished his second ginger beer. He felt satisfied even though it wasn’t an alcoholic beverage. “Oh yes, I can. Discretion, all the way. Tomorrow, Nahla, I promise.” 
 
    He left her at the bar to ponder his words. As much as Conner wanted to talk, catch up with an old friend and understand her leads and sources regarding insurgent movements in the region, he was afraid they were under surveillance, and by several interested parties. Certain that their stories were connected, he knew he must be patient. 
 
    It was a dangerous game he was playing, one he was addicted to. That was okay when it was just him, but now he had involved someone else that he cared about. He wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do, but like all addicts, he was giving in to temptation. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    From the outskirts through to the heart of the megacity, Mumbai was an unrelenting assault on all the senses.  
 
    Simon Ashcroft pushed his stolen motorcycle through the dense traffic as the sun disappeared behind the hazy horizon. He both loved and hated the city that was, for him, a microcosm that best reflected the state of the modern world.  
 
    Roads everywhere were clogged with cars and motorcycles. Men and women darted through the traffic, risking their lives at random moments for a quick path home and Simon had to use all his evasive maneuvering skills not to further increase their already high chances of injury. Horns tooted despite a multitude of signs saying not to. Mules pulled carts along the same thoroughfares as cars. Wandering cattle provided further, unpredictable, obstacles.  
 
    Men in Western attire and woman in saris walked the pavements in groups or alone. Many spoke on cell phones. Shop fronts opening straight onto the streets sold multitudes of colorful vegetables, postcards of famous Bollywood stars, and baskets filled with rich textured seeds and spices. Soccer balls hung from shelter roofs, grouped inside large, transparent plastic bags. Strings of flowers in layers of purple and white petals adorned the many florists.  
 
    Wires crisscrossed above the roads. Arches with intricate Sanskrit etchings appeared at random street corners. Plaques of Hindu gods lined building walls so men wouldn’t pee on them. Families slept huddled on mats on the streets. Bright green, red and yellow buses ferried passengers in every direction. Dogs sniffed and licked at fallen scraps of food. Bicycles buzzed around each other like pollen-seeking bees. Filth filled every gutter. Garbage collected in large festering piles.  
 
    Everything moved at a frantic pace. Everything lived for the moment.  
 
    The only sights that were not familiar to Simon were the significant number of corpses of elderly, maimed or deformed people lining the street edges.  
 
    Simon grimaced when he saw them but drove on into the night, regardless. He wondered if a plague had gripped the city, but wasn’t being reported. Had Shatterhand controlled all related news? Simon ignored it, for now, and focused on reacquainting himself with this demanding metropolis.  
 
    Mumbai had been his home for several years and he had forgotten how claustrophobic, noisy, dense, vibrant and exciting it was. Mumbai, economic capital of India, crime capital, fashion capital, movie capital, innovation capital and home to twenty million people, most of whom barely eked out a living every day. This was one of the densest populations of humans anywhere on the planet, a mixing pot of many cultures, economic statuses and diverse religions. 
 
    He was both glad and tentative about returning to a familiar territory. 
 
    After he abandoned the motorcycle, Simon walked several blocks until he found a hotel at random, situated towards the southern end of the Mumbai peninsula. Not the Pankot Palace Hotel, that would have to wait until the morning, after he had assessed it from afar to ensure it was safe and free of unwanted surveillance. He wished he had suggested to Casey a hotel he had never stayed at, like this one, but in the tense moment on the train he had no time to think of a more discrete hotel. He’d used the Pankot Palace once or twice for meetings with Roger Gridley-Brooks back in Simon’s ASIS days. That had been the first instance the two men had met, during a business transaction to arrange private sector security and surveillance detail for a covert ASIS operation in Mumbai. During the mission the two men had become friends, and years later, when Simon had left the service, Gridley-Brooks offered Simon a job. 
 
    The likelihood of the human version of his former employer being in India was slim, but it was not the living man that concerned Simon. A more likely and dangerous scenario was that Shatterhand would watch the hotel amongst the thousands of other locations Simon had visited during his life, waiting for him to return to one or both of them. The AI would already know this location, with its capacity to scrutinize Simon’s banking records from his many ASIS cover identities over the years. With the entire world’s resources at Shatterhand’s command, Simon had to assume anyone could wait for Casey and him in past locations he had frequented. He could feel his paranoia levels were off the chart. 
 
    Simon considered approaching the Pankot Palace Hotel later tonight, but he was unprepared. He also figured that if Casey had survived her fall, she was unlikely to have reached the city before him. Plus, they had agreed to meet at midday, still thirteen hours away. A probable scenario was for her to turn up sometime tomorrow, or failing that, the next day. He had the night to plan and many other tasks to complete before then.  
 
    Once inside, Simon selected a room at random and booked it under a false name. After checking for surveillance bugs, potential exit routes should he need them, and anything else out of the ordinary, he showered and changed into the clothes he had purchased on the drive north. He locked his two handguns, two radios and most of his money into the room’s safe. Setting a PIN at random and memorizing it, he headed downstairs. He asked the concierge for the time — a little after midnight. 
 
    He caught a taxi north to the suburb of Lower Parel, renowned for its luxury skyscraper apartments, fancy restaurants, designer pubs and upmarket office space. Once out of the taxi he passed police collecting another corpse, an elderly lady. He didn’t stop to ask questions, but it piqued his curiosity. This was a mystery he would need to explore at a later date.  
 
    A few minutes later he located the apartment building he hoped never again to enter. This was a location Shatterhand would not likely be watching, for this was not a ‘safe’ place for Simon to return to, but he remained cautious anyway in case he was wrong. Besides, there were other dangers here. The sweat on his hands and the hairs prickling on his neck reminded him what he was about to do. Before he changed his mind, he buzzed the intercom for the penthouse on the top floors. He was sure CCTV cameras were already watching, not that he could identify any from where he was standing. He hoped only human eyes, not computers, were monitoring the feed. 
 
    No less than two minutes passed before the door flung open. Two thick-necked, muscular men in tight-fitting short sleeve shirts and slacks grabbed him, then wrenched him inside. Simon could have fought back, but to do so would antagonize a situation he needed to keep as calm as possible. He tensed, ready for the punches — one, two — that hit him hard in the gut. The pain was sharp and agonizing, so he imagined how it would have hurt had he not tightened his stomach muscles against the impact.  
 
    The henchmen dragged him to the elevator and Simon let them, feigning he was in more pain than he was. They hit a code on the keypad which Simon memorized, and the elevator raced to the top floor. Soon the pain in his gut subsided into a dull, uncomfortable ache. 
 
    The penthouse they dragged him into was spacious with an earthy color scheme. Floor to ceiling windows commanded a superb view of Mumbai’s vibrant night lights. A split-level interior, with minimalist inspired spiral staircases and lounge chairs, reminiscent of a 1960s version of what the future might have resembled. Persian horse statues stood in corners for maximum aesthetic appeal. Their sheer numbers made them look fake. Knowing the owner, they would be the real thing, liberated from Iran by antiquity thieves exchanged for small arms. 
 
    The men dropped Simon into a leather lounge. One henchman kept his trunk-like arm pressed hard on Simon’s shoulder so he wouldn’t get up again. Simon wasn’t planning to. Not yet. 
 
    Low lights left everything dim. Young Indian women in tight cocktail dresses showing plenty of leg and cleavage danced to the soft Bollywood music or talked and laughed with a group of Chinese men in suits and ties congregating together and drinking cocktails. In their midst was the local businessman whom Simon was here to bargain with… 
 
    The businessman caused Simon’s hands to sweat and the hairs rise on the back of his neck. 
 
    Soon enough the businessman registered who Simon was. His joviality on whatever subject he was discussing with the Chinese vanished, and he excused himself.  
 
    He strode toward Simon.  
 
    “Hello Matondkar,” Simon laughed. “It’s me, Joseph Cooper, back from the dead.” He resurrected the cover identity he had maintained during their past relationships from many years ago. 
 
    Matondkar was tall and slim, with a handsome face and long wavy hair cut close to the base of his neck. His beard was thick but trimmed short. His silk shirt and pleated pants looked expensive, and his shiny black shoes appeared like they had never been worn. He was a guy most women would think was handsome, but most women didn’t know Dakshesh Matondkar the way Simon did. If they did, they would have run from him, as fast as they could.  
 
    “I should kill you now.” 
 
    Simon tensed even as he smiled, forcing a facade of confidence, despite knowing there was every chance he might not leave this building alive. “Ever wonder why the IB never came after you, Matondkar?” he asked in a raised voice, referring to India’s Intelligence Bureau. “It’s because I never told them about you, or your involvement with the 2008 Mumbai attacks.” 
 
    Matondkar paused as he considered Simon’s words.  
 
    Simon remembered how the two men had crossed paths. Matondkar was an illegal arms trader with strong links to the organized crime dons of Mumbai. He specialized in supplying the Middle Eastern and Central Asian insurgent and terrorist markets, and the Indian government who, in exchange, offered him protection from the laws he broke on a daily basis. Matondkar was no doubt collecting sizable commissions from the various insurgent and terrorist groups that were battling it out against each other in Syria and Iraq, providing them with Russian and Chinese manufactured weapons, built in Mumbai factories, and other productive cities across India.  
 
    During Simon’s time in Mumbai with ASIS, they had assigned him to the Australian Consulate under an official cover as a trade economist. His real mission had been counter-terrorism and protecting Australia’s business interests inside the country. Sometimes that involved buying weapons to arm various local mercenary groups, and in Simon’s time Matondkar was the source of those weapons.  
 
    Then, after years of a profitable business relationship, Simon had received information that Matondkar was supplying weapons to the Lashkar-e-Taiba, an Islamic militant organization based in Pakistan that had orchestrated the Mumbai terror attacks. Before Lashkar-e-Taiba could have unleashed more attacks, Simon provided the Intelligence Bureau with the locations of Matondkar’s various munition warehouses. Within the hour the Indian counter-terrorism forces raided those facilities, shut them down, and confiscated the weapon stocks. One hundred and sixty-four people had died during the Mumbai attacks and twice that number wounded. Simon knew the massacre would have been far worse if Matondkar’s weapon stockpiles had armed more of the Lashkar-e-Taiba terrorists. 
 
    Matondkar didn’t see it that way. He saw only that Simon had betrayed him and cost him a lot of money. He was soon out for revenge and had placed a sizable bounty on Simon’s head. Simon’s position in Mumbai had become untenable. ASIS transferred him to their Jakarta operations and he hadn’t set foot in India again until a week ago. 
 
    “You lie, Cooper.” 
 
    “You knew the IB and the IPS would come for you, but they never did.” Simon referred to the Indian Police Service, who regularly worked closely with the Intelligence Bureau. “Ever wondered why not? You can thank me for that.” 
 
    Matondkar again took a moment to consider Simon’s words, then turned to his henchmen and asked several questions in Hindi. Simon sensed the henchmen were careful how they answered. 
 
    When Matondkar had his information, he sat next to Simon and crossed his arms. “Okay, Cooper. Let’s say for the time being, I believe you. But you still cost me a lot of money.” 
 
    “I understand that—”  
 
    He raised a finger on his right hand, like a grouchy school teacher not used to being interrupted. “There are consequences, Cooper. For you. For me. I’ve already received my punishment.” He now held up his left hand and spread his fingers, all three. Uneven red lumpy stubs conspicuously replaced the absent little and ring finger with blotchy skin. “As you can see, the Lashkar-e-Taiba are not forgiving people.” 
 
    Simon shuddered. His thin veneer of confidence crumbled around him.  
 
    “Yes,” Matondkar mused, enjoying unnerving Simon. “I’d felt the same. Scared out of my mind and ready to shit my pants. But it was far worse than you can imagine… Than even I imaged. You know why?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Simon said, “I’m sorry mate. I had to do what I did. If I let you sell those weapons, the Intelligence Bureau would have hunted you down and executed you. The Lashkar-e-Taiba were planning another attack, and if they had, no one in the IB would be in a forgiving mood, no matter how many weapons you have already sold to the Indian government.” 
 
    The arms dealer was colder than ice when he said, “You don’t listen, do you Cooper? I’m pouring my heart out here, and you’re changing the subject.” 
 
    Simon shrugged. “Okay, tell me then.” 
 
    “They didn’t cut off my fingers.” 
 
    “Then who did?”  
 
    “You can’t guess?” 
 
    “Mate, I don’t want to.” 
 
    Matondkar’s eyes boiled from ice to inferno. “Me! They made me do it.” 
 
    Again, Simon shuddered, struck with an understanding where this conversation might head. 
 
    “I didn’t think I could do it, but I surprised myself. I removed the second even after I’d experienced the unbearable pain of losing the first finger, shitting my pants and sweating like a first-time virgin whore. I did it because I knew if I didn’t have the courage, if I couldn’t stomach the pain, they would amputate a hand, or my manhood. Have you ever had to fight to override your own body’s protective instincts?” 
 
    Shuddering, Simon didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “We all have to pay, Cooper. Now it is your turn.” 
 
    Sensing the rising tension, Simon tried to leap from the lounge.  
 
    The henchmen were already upon him, pressing him down with their weight and strength. They knew what was coming. One locked Simon’s arm and neck into an immobile embrace, the other twisted Simon’s left arm outwards, and splayed his fingers.  
 
    The prostitutes stopped dancing. The Chinese businessmen stopped talking. All eyes turned to Simon and Matondkar, and the commotion they were causing. 
 
    “Everyone pays, eventually…” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Simon struggled against the combined vice-like embraces of the two henchmen, but they had him immobilized. “Wait!” he cried. “Matondkar!” 
 
    The henchmen handed the arms dealer a pair of garden shears.  
 
    The city lights of Mumbai reflected off the crude steel blades as Matondkar took them into his grip. “Cooper, I don’t think you are man enough to do this to yourself, so I will do it for you.” He took hold of Simon’s left clenched fist. With an effort, Matondkar uncurled the little finger and slid it between the blades. 
 
    Simon’s sweat poured off him like a torrent. “You think I walked in here with nothing to offer?”  
 
    Matondkar froze. His expression became contemplative. Then he shrugged. “It matters little. We can still make a deal even if you lose two fingers.”  
 
    Simon felt the pressure of the blades bite into his skin… 
 
    “Matondkar, hear me out?” Simon blurted. “If you don’t like what I have to say, then I’ll cut off two fingers myself!”  
 
    It was a bluff. Simon didn’t believe he had the willpower to mutilate himself like that, but at that moment, he would have said anything.  
 
    Again, Matondkar paused. His mind had likely calculated the various scenarios that would eventuate from this meeting, and whether it was worth the effort of Simon speaking further before the mutilation continued. 
 
    “Matondkar, I might have told the Intelligence Bureau and ASIS the locations of your warehouses where the terrorists were to collect their weapons, but I never told them who you were. I kept your identity secret. That’s why they never came after you.” 
 
    Amused, Matondkar raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “If I don’t walk out of here alive and unharmed, I have arranged for the release of the surveillance tapes I have of you making your deals with the Pakistani terrorists to all the major Mumbai media outlets. You’ll become the most hated man in this city and lose far more than a couple of fingers.” 
 
    The blade drew blood as the sharp edges cut at his skin. 
 
    “Matondkar, you want to make a deal or what?” 
 
    Calm, he released the blades. He nodded to the henchmen to release Simon. They did so disappointed that there would be no violence tonight.  
 
    Simon slumped onto the lounge, exhausted from fear. He sucked in a deep lungful of hot air as he pulled his hand close to his chest. The whole experience had been suffocating. 
 
    Everyone in the room had watched, saying nothing, but now that the drama was over the Chinese businessmen returned to their conversations. Lingering prostitutes danced again for the men’s pleasure.  
 
    Matondkar patted Simon on the shoulder, old friends again. He pointed to the Chinese group now in hushed conversation. “See those men, Cooper?” 
 
    Simon nodded. How could he not? 
 
    “They are powerful businessmen with the Chinese oil companies operating in the South Sudan. You know, that new country the Arabs of Khartoum have exploited for centuries, even when it was part of Sudan.” 
 
    “I’ve been there mate. I know.” 
 
    “Of course you have. So, as you know, the Janjaweed insurgents brutalize the Dinka people of the South. Have done so for decades. The Janjaweed funding comes from those same Arabs. Being the efficient, well-traveled intelligence officer you are, Cooper, you will also know the Chinese fund those Arab-Janjaweed alliances, to protect their oil processing plants and drilling wells.” 
 
    “You’re selling the Chinese weapons?” 
 
    Matondkar laughed. “Not yet. But I’m considering it. Hence this little get together. The Chinese, they love to party with sexy young women native to the lands they exploit. I have assault rifles, small arms, rocket launchers, explosives — lots of explosives.” 
 
    “Why don’t you sell?” Simon shrugged as he forced a smile. “They look keen?” 
 
    “They do, don’t they? But just the other day, I had an offer from the Dinka rebels themselves. The opposition, so to speak.” 
 
    “You’re playing both sides? Looking for the best offer? Wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
    Matondkar turned to Simon and smiled. “You would think it was that simple, but it’s not.” 
 
    “Selling to both sides is out of the question?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Matondkar’s stare seemed to insist that Simon should ask a question, so Simon obliged. “Something has changed?” 
 
    “Yes, a real — what is the word — conundrum?” 
 
    Simon’s Adam’s apple ran the length of his throat as he swallowed. “A conundrum, hey?” 
 
    “I only have enough arms to sell to one group.” 
 
    “Arms supplies are drying up.” 
 
    Matondkar didn’t hide his surprise when he said, “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Mate, I was in West Africa recently. Same thing was happening there.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I have a new business opportunity now, a very profitable one. Kind of fell from heaven.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Would you believe medicines and food supplies? The buyers want me to smuggle supplies into countries overrun with refugees. Syria, Iraq, Yemen, you know the kind of places I mean. And these buyers, they pay just as well as insurgents and dictators, if not better.” 
 
    Simon couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Matondkar, you have become a humanitarian.” 
 
    “Not by choice. I just follow the money. Medical and food supplies are suddenly cash cows.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you think this is your last shipment of easy arms and you don’t know what to do with it?” 
 
    “Yes. Very astute of you. Answer me Cooper, what do I do? Sell to the Chinese, who will pay more, or to their foes, the Dinka rebels because they are better at pleading like mangy dogs?” 
 
    “They’re your two choices, hey?” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    Simon was serious when he said, “You either do what is right for you, or you do what is right.” 
 
    Matondkar fell silent. The man never rushed into a decision. After considering Simon’s meaning he said, “You are an interesting man, Cooper. I’ll think about what to do. In the meantime, I am neglecting my guests, so you need to get to the point. You have a deal for me, to keep your fingers?” 
 
    Simon’s nod was curt. “I need to locate two people, hiding out here in Mumbai, and well-hidden at that. I know you have the means and networks to find those who wish to stay out of sight. So, when you find them, I don’t want you to approach them, just to tell me where they are.” 
 
    “And in return?” 
 
    “I give you the surveillance tapes of you making your deals with the Lashkar-e-Taiba, the originals and all the copies. You can do whatever you like with them. Destroy them most likely. Then you and I are done, forever.” 
 
    The arms dealer snorted a laugh. “Who is it you want me to find?” 
 
    “Find them discretely. Word of mouth only, okay? The IB and other agencies are looking for any online chatter regarding the locations of these two individuals.” 
 
    “Hot properties, Cooper? But it doesn’t sound too taxing for me, not if they are in Bombay.” He said using the former British colonial name for Mumbai. “So, tell me, before I make the deal who are these people?” 
 
    Simon sensed to his relief an agreement was being reached. That he would get what he needed without the risk of Shatterhand learning what he was up to. Equally important, he would leave this building intact and uninjured. The tension that had been knotting in his gut didn’t seem as bad as it had seconds before. The way out was clear.  
 
    “An elderly couple, both Americans, both working for the U.S. Government to construct data centers here in Mumbai.” 
 
    “What are their names?” 
 
    “Alan and Clementine Irvine. You can find them for me?”  
 
    Matondkar stood, straightened out the folds in his expensive shirt. “We’ll see. Come back tomorrow, Cooper, and I’ll tell you what I’ve found.” 
 
    “And if you can’t find them?” 
 
    The man grinned, showing his yellowing teeth. “Then it’s advisable you think about bringing me those tapes, anyway.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport, Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    As the CIA’s unmarked G650 Gulfstream jet descended through the morning clouds, Peri Keser stared through the tiny cabin window. She was worried, certain she would not cope with the coming hours and days ahead. Trying to ignore the sweat dripping from her skin, the dizzy spells, fevers and persistent exhaustion didn’t work. They were an unwanted and constant reminder that her malaria might flare up again. Major Fitzgerald was right. She was sick. The timing couldn’t have been worse. 
 
    There was nothing she could do about her health, so she allowed the scenery to distract her. The orange sun rose over the vast metropolis of Mumbai. Vibrant skyscrapers and shopping centers hid the congested roads and expansive slums behind high fences. Narrow arterials were at a standstill with thousands of colored cars and buses spewing out exhaust fumes, creating a brownish-red haze over the city. These sights should have been both wondrous and confronting, but all she could think of was that the outside world was as hot and congested as she was inside. 
 
    At touch-down Peri spied children playing cricket on the runway. Police brandishing batons chased the kids into the slums built to the edge of the airfield.  
 
    Saanvi Dara fidgeted in the seat next to Peri. The CIA Intelligence Officer was the only member of the team who had bothered with polite conversation during the long flight from Djibouti. She talked with passion about her Mumbai childhood, interspersed with passionate insights into the political, economic, insurgent and military dimensions of the modern India. Yet when Saanvi smiled, it seemed forced. When she answered direct questions, there was hesitation. As the Gulfstream taxied to a private hanger, Saanvi squirmed in her seat.  
 
    In time Peri’s patience reached its limits. “What are you not telling me, Saanvi?” 
 
    “What do you mean, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Your body language. Something troubles you?” 
 
    Saanvi looked at her fists, squeezed tight and pressed down hard onto her knees. “It’s nothing Ma’am.” 
 
    Peri shook her head. “Nothing?”  
 
    Confidence was a trait expected of CIA agents. Field agents doubly so. This was not a trait Saanvi showed. Yet despite her concerns, Peri found she liked the woman, impressed by her intelligence and insights, and the articulate manner by which she had shared information with Peri, helping fill many of the gaps where the mission files were lacking. But Saanvi was also uncomfortable, and Peri was wondering if it was something that would affect her mission. 
 
    During the quiet moments when Saanvi wasn’t talking, Peri studied each of her team member’s dossiers, starting with the woman seated next to her. The rest of the team had slept, which was standard practice. Once on the ground they would work twenty-hour days in their focus to hunt down Ashcroft and Skaffen, and there was no knowing when they could rest again. Yet Saanvi had forgone this opportunity, concluding it was a better strategy to befriend her new boss. Peri wanted to know why. 
 
    The dossier told Peri that Saanvi had a middle-class upbringing and had completed an honors degree in politics and economics from Mithibai College. She’d spent three years as an economist with an Emirates-owned bank in Dubai, then had applied for and received a fast-tracked green card into the U.S. The reason: for three years’ prior Saanvi had spied for the CIA, providing records of Saudi Government funds transfers to various terrorist organizations across the Gulf, including to Al Qaeda and Islamic State. The volumes of actionable intelligence she had gathered, without ever being suspected as a mole, was phenomenal. 
 
    Once in America the CIA recruited her as an intelligence analyst. A year later she met her future husband, Pranav, also from India and a software engineer with the NSA. Within the next year they married with the first of two boys on the way. 
 
    Saanvi’s field career post-UAE had then taken a nose-dive into ‘unremarkable’. She’d become an office-bound egghead. Yet her performance reviews and psychological tests rated her skills as an analyst in the top three percent of her CIA peers. For eight years Saanvi seemed to have worked hard and had kept on top of her intelligence briefs and summary reports. She knew her Peshmerga from her Kurdistan Workers’ Party, her VX from her Sarin, and her weekly threat profiles on every major city between Tehran to Dhaka were more often right than wrong — an accomplishment in itself. But, now, she seemed to have lost whatever character strength had supported her while spying inside the United Arab Emirates in the heart of ‘enemy territory’.  
 
    Perhaps Saanvi’s timid nature was a product of her being married with dependents. In Peri’s experience children did that to people, dulling their career-focus and dividing their attention. As an unmarried Hindu woman, it would have taken courage to uproot and move to a country like the UAE and then spy for three years on one of the most totalitarian regimes on the planet. A daring deception few mothers would ever consider.  
 
    Her husband, Pranav Dara, also worked in the intelligence community, but their connection had come after Saanvi domesticated. Peri couldn’t determine Pranav’s specific role with the NSA because it was classified, other than it had something to do with developing software. There was nothing in the husband’s file to suggest he had ever done anything as daring as his wife. Perhaps he was jealous. Or maybe he didn’t know what she had accomplished, and so was ignorant of what she was capable of?  
 
    Pranav seemed the patriarchal, self-important type. In the brief moments when Saanvi wasn’t talking to Peri she was on the secure line back to Maryland, reassuring her two boys she would be home soon. They worried because their father couldn’t do their washing or read them stories at bedtime. Later in the conversations, when Saanvi was talking only with Pranav, Peri had overheard her providing a detailed, step by step, process on how to prepare chicken masala for dinner. Peri suspected he never cooked when she was home or performed domestic chores, leaving them to his mother, sisters and, now, his wife. Saanvi tried to mask her frustration during these calls, yet Peri sensed annoyance bubbling just beneath the surface of her subservient demeanor.  
 
    When she had finished with Saanvi’s dossier, Peri asked herself what she had concluded about the Intelligence Officer. Saanvi could answer any question Peri had thrown at her, so issues at home didn’t seem to affect her ability to perform. Under normal circumstances, back in Langley, she was likely up to the tasks that now lay ahead, but could Peri rely on her when they were operational and under threat in Mumbai, and her family were out of reach on the other side of the world? Only time would tell. 
 
    And yet, despite the woman’s intelligence and tenacity, she couldn’t stop fidgeting.  
 
    Peri took a deep breath and asked, “Saanvi, can I tell you the most important lesson the Secret Service taught me?” 
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Nothing is inconsequential.”  
 
    Saanvi nodded as if she understood, but then hesitated, “What do you mean Ma’am? I mean, in everything we’ve talked about, haven’t I given you the detail you need? Or is it too much? If there’s another approach you prefer, or some aspects of my briefings you require further detail, I can—” 
 
    “Saanvi,” Peri interrupted, annoyed as they veered off topic. “What I’m trying to tell you is, during any mission, any investigation, even during routine day-to-day activities, every detail is important.” Peri’s headache had worsened during the flight, her forehead burned and the fog in her mind wasn’t lifting, but she forced herself to explain her position. “What is most important are any incidents that seem trivial and also seem odd. The Secret Service has shut down many, many real threats against the President that started from odd hunches. So even if you believe something is trivial, if it is playing on your mind, I want to know about it.” She took another breath to gather herself, sensing that her tone sounded too harsh. Antagonizing the woman was not her intention. “Let me be blunt: Saanvi, your body language suggests you’re not telling me something you consider important.” 
 
    Saanvi clenched her hands together. She was holding back. “Ma’am, I have no facts to share. Nothing credible—” 
 
    “I don’t care. Hunches are good enough.” 
 
    This time when Saanvi frowned it was a genuine expression of how she felt. “It’s the drones, Ma’am, at Camp Lemonnier.” 
 
    “The drones? What about them?” 
 
    “There are too many.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see them? Hundreds and hundreds of drones, here and presumably in every other U.S. airbase across the planet. I know for a fact we don’t have enough Air Force pilots to keep even five percent operational at any one time.” 
 
    “Why do we need so many?” 
 
    “That’s what I keep asking myself,” she rubbed her palms across her knees. “You saw them taking off, one after the other, the whole time we were inside the wire. Who on earth is piloting them all?” 
 
    Peri remembered what she had seen. An unrelenting succession of drones taking off and landing the entire day she had been at Camp Lemonnier. Now Peri considered the implications of what she was being told. The scariest scenario was that Simon Ashcroft and his hacker teams were operating the drones themselves, sending them on missions to eliminate his enemies, not those of the U.S. Government. If that were true, Ashcroft could have drones already tracking her and her team in Mumbai, ready to assassinate them without warning using the deadly Hellfire missiles that most of the Predators were carrying these days.  
 
    Then Peri reminded herself, if she thought Ashcroft had unlimited powers to come after her, she might as well give into her fever and give up the chase now. No, Ashcroft was just like everyone else, human, and limited in his capabilities. He would have weaknesses like everybody else. She would identify his weaknesses, then use them against him to bring him down. She was hunting him, not the other way around. 
 
    “So, what are your thoughts on all of that, Saanvi?” 
 
    “I have no evidence Ma’am, only a hunch that our military has expanded in the last six months. I mean doubled, tripled, even quadrupled in size.” 
 
    “How would you even know that?” 
 
    “I don’t. It’s a sense, that’s all. I’ve been watching the hundreds of daily operational reports from across the globe, three or four times as many as there were just six months ago. We’re operating in far more trouble spots than we have the resources to support.” 
 
    “How can that even be possible?” 
 
    “How can the President be both dead and active in office?” 
 
    Peri turned away and wiped the sweat beading on her forehead, knowing that Saanvi had used Peri’s own fears against her. “Good point.” 
 
    “And then there are the weapon platform drones.” Saanvi added. 
 
    “Sorry? The what?” 
 
    “WPDs? Full robotic weaponry systems? You don’t know about them?” 
 
    Peri shook her head.  
 
    “About the size of a car tire, these drones self-stabilize and can fire rifles and grenade launchers while flying. They can replace troops on the ground.” 
 
    Peri shook her head. “I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “They became operational about three months ago. You didn’t see them at Camp Lemonnier?” 
 
    It worried Peri that she had not. “No, I didn’t.”  
 
    “They’re impressive, Ma’am. You can remotely pilot them. They feature an eight-rotor system that can carry up to three times its weight. They can equip the drones with a variety of different weapons, including machine guns. And soldiers on a tablet from remote locations can operate it.” Saanvi seemed worried as she watched Peri’s frown deepen. “You didn’t know about them?” 
 
    “Again, no.” Peri asked herself if Ashcroft could control these weapon platforms. Then reminded herself of her early conclusion — he was just a man. He could only control so much. She shouldn’t give him too much credit. 
 
    “I should have shown you. Hundreds of crates back there in Lemonnier. Dozens in each crate. Who might fly all of those?” 
 
    Saanvi appeared worried by what she was saying. Perhaps the woman’s unsettled nature wasn’t at all to do with being far from her husband and children. Perhaps she feared a larger, more nebulous threat, like Peri did.  
 
    Peri was about to ask more when the seatbelt lights extinguished and the pilot announced they could disembark. Awake, the team leaped into action, securing their packs as they headed for the exits.  
 
    Lieutenant Emily Dawson was the first up and moving. She pushed Saanvi out of her way to get to the front exit first. The tall woman’s head turned as she gave both women a wink, showing her childish actions were a joke. She chomped on gum, emulated a masculine strut. But her efforts couldn’t hide her slim and feminine figure. 
 
    Peri caught Saanvi rolling her eyes, so she asked, “You two don’t get along?” 
 
    “It won’t affect our work Ma’am, I promise you that.” 
 
    Dawson was another interesting character assigned to Peri’s team. The woman’s military dossier and psyche profile noted an all-male Army family. Her father was a former diesel mechanic sergeant and her three brothers were all in the infantry. Her civilian mother had been absent since Emily’s thirteenth birthday. Dawson’s mother had feigned a migraine while the rest of the family headed out to a local diner to celebrate Emily’s first day as a teenager. They returned home that night to discover the wife had packed her bags and left with no note to provide an explanation.  
 
    Peri wondered whether Emily’s dad had been violent towards his wife, but there was no sign in Dawson’s files he abused her or any of his children. Maybe she was having an affair. Maybe she’d grown tired of the life she had. There were dozens of reasons. Regardless, no one in the family had heard from the mother in two decades. Peri couldn’t imagine what that would have done to a young girl as she moved into adolescence. 
 
    What the psych file highlighted was that Emily took over her mother’s role in cooking, cleaning, doing laundry, washing dishes and grocery shopping. Perhaps that was the real reason the mother had left; her family had taken her for granted for too long. Yet the inequality seemed to give Dawson a push into studying hard and applying for officer training. They accepted her because of her exceptional high school exam results. She became the first Dawson ever to enlist as an officer and qualified with an engineering degree. It seemed no one would put Dawson in her place, not even her own family.  
 
    Dawson’s dossier also noted a ‘gutter mouth’ and that she picked fights with male soldiers in the bars she frequented. Her longest intimate relationship appeared to have been for no more than a few weeks.  
 
    Saanvi and Dawson were as different as two women could be. Peri could see why the two women didn’t get along. They each stood for what the other detested.  
 
    “I promise Ma’am, we may not be friends, but when we are on the job, we’re both professional.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear, Saanvi.”  
 
    As she stepped onto the tarmac, the heat hit Peri like a tidal wave, leaving her unsteady on her feet. Then a second wave hit her harder, filled with putrid sewage and other exotic scents she couldn’t name and didn’t want to. She slowed so that the warmth and stench didn’t overcome her. It would be a major loss of dignity if she stumbled or, worse, fainted.  
 
    Inside the customs building, passport control quickly processed their group. The uniformed men didn’t ask too many questions or look at their equipment. 
 
    “Are we liaising with India’s Intelligence Bureau?” Peri asked Sergeant Rashad Wilks as they walked side-by-side towards the exit. Wilks was in charge of logistics and interagency liaison. She was sure they had covered this earlier, but she couldn’t remember what the outcome had been. Damn her malaria.  
 
    “They’re aware, Ma’am, that we’re here.” His luggage was four times the volume of hers, and likely four times as heavy. He carried it like it was nothing. “Our local CIA Station House is liaising as per protocol, ensuring this is a smooth insertion. Major Fitzgerald set it up, told them we are hunting Al Qaeda terrorists. They do us this favor, letting us bring in our equipment, and we do them a favor later, somewhere else — like looking the other way when they operate in Pakistan or Kashmir. As long as we kill no one friendly to them, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Appreciate the sitrep, Sergeant.”  
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    She marched with an effort, asking herself if she trusted Rashad Wilks, even though she had no reason not to. An African-American from an impoverished family, he’d started life hanging with Chicago’s worst street gangs, but had been smart enough to avoid a rap sheet. He’d enlisted as soon as he was old enough, stating in his recruitment interview that his motivation was to escape the only other real alternative open to him: a life of crime. The U.S. Army suited Wilks. He’d served twice in Iraq with honors. He applied for and they accepted him into the U.S. 75th Ranger Regiment. A remarkable tour in Afghanistan saw him recruited by JSOC and then Delta Force. What he had done after that was too classified for even Peri to access, but she suspected it was all positive. 
 
    His dossier noted that during his military career he had converted to Islam. It did not surprise Peri that Wilks was more dedicated to the faith than she was, praying to Mecca every day, but not hung up on the more literal aspects of Islam. She noted with interest that his background offered fluency in both Spanish and Arabic, rare skills sought by the U.S. Army Delta Force. He learned the first language from the Latin street gangs he hung with as a child, the second from his brothers at the local mosque and through studying the Koran.  
 
    Peri’s only sign that Wilks had any interests outside of fighting covert wars and his faith was a girlfriend who was Christian. During the brief periods he was awake on the flight he was busy reading a wedding magazine, peering at engagement rings. The man was in love.  
 
    Outside, in the congested, over-populated, Indian megacity, Peri and the team pushed past the crowds and street stalls, avoiding eye contact with the many men offering taxis or to carry their luggage for money.  
 
    Several black SUVs with mirrored windows were thankfully waiting for them. The first man out of the lead vehicle was Paul Szymanski, Peri’s trusted NSA colleague. He wore a light khaki two-piece suit, tan leather shoes, a blue-collared shirt and a gray Panama hat, making him look like he had stepped straight out of the 1950s. Feeling smothered by smelly, noisy people in a hot country, Peri was glad now that Szymanski had traveled ahead to establish their Mumbai base of operations. With her fever, she knew she wouldn’t have coped with the challenging task. 
 
    When Szymanski saw her, he smiled. He moved to hug her then changed his mind and stepped back again. Szymanski was a tall and lanky man, with large eyes, messy hair and an unusual way of gesturing. He was a geek that would have kept to himself through his school years and college, but in this stifling moment Peri couldn’t have been happier to see anyone else on the planet. He was the only person she trusted right now. Hugging would have felt inappropriate and challenging to his sense of personal space, and hers, so she chose instead to shake his hand. 
 
    “Good to see you Paul. Enjoying Mumbai?” 
 
    He wiped his brow. “It’s awfully hot and humid all the time.” 
 
    She smiled. “I hope that didn’t slow you in preparing my tactical ops center?” 
 
    “It’s ready, Special Agent Keser. The safe house on loan from the CIA is ready too, but I don’t think I’ve got time to take you to either. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “You know the tracking nano-crystals you sprayed onto Roger Gridley-Brooks in Cape Town?” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Our drone just pinged them. We have eyes on Gridley-Brooks. He’s in Mumbai with a team of eight South African mercenaries. At this very moment, they’re driving into the suburb of Mahim seven kilometers south of our current position. But not before they outfitted themselves with M16 assault rifles, 9mm handguns, body armor, surveillance kits and — get this — a Dragunov sniper rifle.” 
 
    “That’s useful intelligence you gathered there.” 
 
    His sweaty hands dabbed at the perspiration beading on his forehead. “Our Predator produced clear images.” 
 
    “You think they’re onto Ashcroft and Skaffen?” 
 
    He beamed as he said, “I do.” 
 
    Finally, a break.  
 
    The constant feeling of queasiness she’d been suffering from pushing herself too hard seemed worthwhile. “Well, we better get after them.” 
 
    Szymanski beamed. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    At dawn, after securing his two police handguns, two radios and the rest of his belongings in a snug backpack, Simon checked out of his hotel and headed south. His first stop was a busy market where long ago he had hidden a key behind a loose brick. It was out of sight to commuters, in an innocuous wall lining a bland side street, and protected from the weather inside a sealed zip-lock bag. Much to his surprise no one had moved the key, nor had it rusted. It appeared luck was on his side although Simon never relied on chance if he could help it. If this key had disappeared, he had extra copies hidden in other locations across the city, and most of them more secure than this one. 
 
    He took the key to a bank several blocks away. It was a calculated risk entering this property, but he was the only person on the planet who knew about his connection to this facility, so he could assume Shatterhand would not be watching.  
 
    After waiting fifteen minutes to be certain nobody was coming for him, he checked the items he had secured in a safety-deposit box over eight years ago: several false passports from various nationalities with his photograph, American Express and Visa cards matching the fake IDs, about three thousand U.S. dollars in cash and the same in rupees, and the surveillance CD discs with video footage of Matondkar selling out his people to the Pakistani terrorists. 
 
    Simon had secured a dozen similar safety deposit boxes across Australia, Africa and Asia. All held cash, weapons, compromising secrets and alternative identities, his escape plans when trouble found him.  
 
    He took the money, cards and passports but left the surveillance tapes, then headed out. 
 
    His first stop was Mutton Street, also known as Chor Bazar. Mumbai’s main flea market was renowned for Victorian antiques, vinyl records, Bollywood movie posters, wrought iron oil lamps, intricate statues of the god Ganesh and an abundance of touristy junk. With the number of Western people taking in the sights or searching for a bargain, it was easier to ‘blend in’ so no one paid him much notice.  
 
    He located a convenience store with a billboard above it featuring a young Indian woman helping a dirty but adorable child. It advertised an aid development NGO, a non-government organization. N6 was its name and its prominent slogan was ‘Because the world has already changed.’  
 
    Inside the store he purchased bottled water, duct tape, a hand mirror, wire cutters and the best pair of binoculars he could find. 
 
    At the counter, the proprietor watched the Hollywood movie Fight Club on a small television propped up next to the cash register. Brad Pitt and Edward Norton were driving in the rain. Pitt’s hands disappeared from the steering wheel and a violent head on collision soon followed. All the while Pitt kept telling Norton to stop trying to control his life and just let go.  
 
    “Where are you from?” asked the proprietor, snapping Simon’s attention back to the moment. The man was rotund and middle-aged, with a thick mustache popular with older Indian men. His tight saffron colored shirt bulged open around his stomach, revealing a hairy belly.  
 
    “London,” Simon lied, putting on a British accent. “On business.” 
 
    “Computers?” 
 
    Simon nodded. Software and information technology was a burgeoning industry in India. It was as good a cover as any and made him forgettable. Considering his current predicament, it was also close to the truth. 
 
    The television switched channels on its own, surprising the proprietor as much as it did Simon.  
 
    “—no government is ready to save its own citizens from this looming catastrophe. We aren’t even close—” 
 
    It was the President of the United States, appearing confident and charismatic as always, behind a white podium with the American flag draped as a backdrop behind him. The scrolling caption announced that this was a live feed from the White House.  
 
    “—despite years of planning, preparing, and warnings from countless scientists, experts, economists and government officials, we know our planet can no longer support burgeoning global populations. Humans, not the environment, cause water and food scarcity, agricultural land degradation and diminishing biospheres. We are all responsible for failing to curb exponential population growth, and it is time for us to take responsibility for our lack of action.  
 
     “As economies expand and the middle class becomes more prevalent in emerging nations across Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Middle East, the demands for cars, housing, technology, travel and other luxuries will put unprecedented stress on our already damaged ecosystem. As caring, sympathetic and altruistic human beings — which we all are at heart — we all hope that everyone can eventually enjoy these luxuries. The frightening truth is that seven and a half billion people cannot live as Westerners live today, at least not without destroying our planet in the process.  
 
    “You’d think by now we’d get the point on over-population. Never before has the failure to take on a single challenge so detrimentally affected nearly every aspect of our well-being. And never have the possible solutions had the potential to do so much good for so many generations to come. 
 
    “Our objective is simple: we can’t just be satisfied with putting the brakes on population growth hoping for a gradual decline in birthrates, we have to reduce it, and do it fast. If from today, every woman on this planet gave birth to no more than one child, our population would halve in a single generation, and halve again the next generation after that. The future citizens of our ‘One World’ could all experience the privileged lifestyles we in the West take for granted, because the planet’s natural resources could support the smaller global population. 
 
    “But drastic population reduction burdens the world with the same problem that challenges China today: who will remain to care for the elderly? Our frail and infirm seniors will become our largest population demographic. We will require new strategies to ease the economic and social constraints their generation will place on the rapidly shrinking future society. 
 
    “I ask my fellow citizens of the world, what if there was a pill we could swallow, that kept us healthy, active, mentally alert and able to care for ourselves right up to the moment we died?  
 
    “If such a pill existed, it is easy to envisage that the burden of care would vanish overnight.  
 
    “I ask my fellow human beings to consider, would you swallow such a pill if the world asked it of you—?” 
 
    The station switched again. Fight Club’s cigarette-smoking Helena Bonham Carter replaced the President. She stared at Edward Norton as if trying to work out who the hell he was, much the same way Simon had been staring at the President’s on-screen image just moments before.  
 
    Simon looked up.  
 
    The proprietor had found his remote allowing him to switch channels. “It’s old news,” he dismissed the unusual Presidential interlude with a casual shrug. 
 
    Simon shuddered. He knew with certainty it wasn’t the real President of the United States they had just watched. What he couldn’t be certain of, was which one of the two AIs, Shatterhand or GhostKnife, was mimicking the Leader of the Free World.  
 
    He still believed he was working for the ‘right’ side, that the AI looking out for him and Casey wasn’t the one set upon a path of mass global genocide, but how could he know which was which? And how would the President enact his plan? So much was uncertain. He could verify nothing. 
 
    Then he remembered all the dead elderly and infirm he had spotted yesterday…  
 
    “How old is the news?” 
 
    “Yesterday.” The rotund man shook his head as he stroked his bushy mustache. “All the world’s leaders are talking about population culling. Even our Prime Minister. Don’t they know, it will cause riots, rebellions, even coups?” 
 
    “You believe it?”  
 
    The man shrugged. “With what is happening in the world, who knows what to believe anymore.” 
 
    Simon knew too well what he meant, smiling as he handed over a five hundred rupee note. 
 
    “I’m sorry Sir,” said the proprietor as he stepped back from the money. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did you not know about the currency crisis? These are old notes. No longer legal tender.” 
 
    “Right,” Simon blurted remembering the Indian Government’s recent efforts to curtail the country’s black-market economy, by forcing people to exchange old notes for new ones through the banks. “Do you accept U.S. dollars?” 
 
    The proprietor nodded. “I hear more currency changes are coming. It will happen again soon in China, Pakistan and Indonesia, so U.S. dollars are good for everyone right now.” 
 
    “Right. Thanks.” They exchanged money and goods. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Sir.” 
 
    Simon felt numb as he exited the convenience store, again not sure he understood what was transpiring at a global level.  
 
    Feeling his stomach rumble, he concluded food might improve his mood as it had yesterday. Sensing he had been on Mutton Street too long he walked several blocks to a different market where he grabbed a spicy vegetarian curry and bottled water from a street vendor. He devoured the dish then caught an auto-rickshaw to Mahim. He got off two blocks from the Pankot Palace Hotel. Then he walked.  
 
    He passed the corpse of an old thin, white-haired man leaning up against an alcove like he was asleep, but really, he was entering rigor mortis. Younger men were arguing who should take the body away. 
 
    Simon kept walking, disturbed by what he saw. The AIs were active on so many levels he barely understood. They were changing the world with no one seeming to notice the changes transpire before their eyes.  
 
    He shook his head, not wanting to reflect on this situation at least not until he reunited with Casey. One goal at a time. 
 
    After five minutes of brisk walking, with his destination in sight, he halted. Standing motionless with the crowds of commuters moving around him, he watched and listened. He wasn’t sure why, but his gut told him he was walking into a trap. He trusted those instincts and took the time to plan his next move.  
 
    His first goal was to discover if the Pankot Palace Hotel was under surveillance. That meant watching the buildings best placed for a surveillance team to watch the hotel. 
 
    Pankot Palace was six stories high and perfect for the stakeout he had in mind, but he would not risk entering the hotel in case strike teams were inside waiting for him. The building next to it was a seven-story apartment block, better suited for his purposes. Simon entered through a yard at the back, passing goats and chickens. Men thrashed soaked and scrubbed clothing or hung them on washing lines. They paid Simon no notice as he walked past and inside, like he belonged here. 
 
    Locating the stairwell, he took a Pistol Auto 9mm 1A from his daypack, loaded a magazine and pulled back the slide, chambering the first round. Proceeding, he checked every corner as he ascended.  
 
    Once on the hot roof, Simon discovered more laundry drying in the sun, but otherwise he was alone. He crouched low and advanced until he reached the concrete lip of the building edge.  
 
    Between the cover of colored and dripping clothes, Simon took his binoculars and stared into every window of each building on the opposite side of the street. He’d checked about fifty windows identifying men, women and children going about the usual routines of family and business life. Nothing unusual.  
 
    Then, in his peripheral vision, he noticed movement on the roof. Careful, controlled motions. 
 
    Focusing the binoculars, Simon zeroed in on the motion, but when he looked there was… nothing?  
 
    The prickling hairs on the back of his neck told him someone was being careful to remain hidden and may have already seen him. 
 
    His paranoid thoughts turned to a sniper.  
 
    A professional killer would barely move at all, concealed in the shadows, staring down their telescopic sight from a narrow opening, limiting their chances of being spotted. A mostly closed window or a small space between drying sheets was an option. Simon glanced around again noticing that in this building a sniper would take advantage of the crumbling cracks in the concrete that had left football-sized holes, of which there were many. In one he identified what could be the barrel of a high-powered rifle. 
 
    For the second time this morning, luck was on his side. The sun hung over the buildings he was staring into, so Simon took his hand mirror, angled it and shone the bright light where he suspected the sniper hid.  
 
    As he hoped, the blinding rays found its target, and a shape moved. Not by much, barely noticeable if Simon hadn’t known what to look for. But this was enough proof for Simon that he was under surveillance. He ducked down before the unveiled sniper could take a shot at him.  
 
    Crawling close to the floor for cover, Simon returned to the stairs and rapidly descended. He jumped onto a green and yellow bus to cross the street so the sniper couldn’t take a shot at him while exposed on the road. Through a grimy window, he noticed a tall, slim, dark-haired Indian woman in a blue and gold sari entering the Pankot Palace Hotel. Her dress triggered an elusive memory. An aspect of the clothing bothered him. 
 
    But he had no time to concern himself with a stranger. Once on the opposite side of the busy road, he jumped from the moving bus then took the stairs of the sniper’s building at a run.  
 
    He slowed only when he reached the roof, advancing with his pistol drawn.  
 
    Identifying the spot where the sniper would have been, he found nothing.  
 
    Everything was quiet, despite the distant hustle and bustle of the commuters and traffic on the streets below.  
 
    Perhaps his mind had imagined a threat where none existed? Maybe there was no one coming for him? The woman in the blue and gold sari was nothing more than an attractive woman, distracting him. Was his paranoia getting the best of him? 
 
    He was about to walk from the scene when he noticed a wet mark on the ground near the crack where he thought he had seen the rifle barrel, the length of a human adult.  
 
    Simon crouched low, ran a finger across the wet stain, then smelled it. The odor was like body sweat.  
 
    There had been a sniper here. 
 
    He soon identified the crumpled remains of a cigarette pack nearby. Its placement was too convenient as if the sniper had deliberately left it for him to find. He picked it up anyway. 
 
    He smoothed the pack flat, to see the words ‘Manufactured in Lagos, Nigeria’ displayed on the packaging. 
 
    Only one man he knew smoked this brand of cigarettes.  
 
    Sergeant Ndulu Adebayo.  
 
    Ndulu was a former Nigerian Army sniper and a proficient one at that, with over fifty confirmed kills in the Sudan. Less than a month ago, Ndulu had been Simon’s boss at DevWorld Security, and a friend. DevWorld was Roger Gridley-Brooks’ company, and Ndulu reported to Roger. Not the artificial intelligence Simon had conversed with yesterday, but the breathing, organic and human version of the man. 
 
    Both men must be in Mumbai. He had to presume they were hunting him. But why? 
 
    He knew why, even if he didn’t want to admit it. Shatterhand would feed them lies, turning Ndulu and Gridley-Brooks against their former employee. The two men would think three weeks ago Simon had just upped and vanished without a word. That action would make him look guilty, regardless of whatever stories Shatterhand presented to his former colleagues right now. 
 
    Fuming, Simon crumpled the cigarette pack into a tight ball before throwing it far away.  
 
    He turned and hurried, knowing he had been here too long already. He knew he was about to walk into a trap, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to avoid it. 
 
    Feeling foolish and off his game, Simon halted.  
 
    He realized who the woman in the blue and gold sari was. 
 
    It wasn’t the dress or her slim figure he should have been staring at. He should have stared at her face. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    Less than fifteen minutes after Conner Rafferty entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, he stepped out again, into the mid-morning heat that felt like a slap in the face.  
 
    He slipped on his sunglasses and swore. He hated this country, but this country hated him more. 
 
    Within minutes a Honda Civic pulled up with Nahla behind the wheel, saving him from the forty degree Celsius heat. She’d been doing laps looking for a carpark and now he’d saved her the trouble. He climbed inside, welcoming the air conditioning and tinted windows. His only discomfort now was the sweat on his back, sticky against the passenger seat, if he ignored the lingering aches and pains from his beating a week ago. 
 
    Nahla accelerated fast, as mad a driver as everyone else, ducking between slower vehicles and ignoring the few pedestrians brave enough to risk their lives crossing the road. Few people walked in this city, and who could blame them? The outside air was similar to being blasted by an open oven. 
 
    “That was quick,” she said. 
 
    “Yes. Unbelievable.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Conner shook his head, fuming. “Nothing! That’s what happened. Hakim Mousa, the creepy secret police officer who harassed me yesterday, wasn’t there to meet me. No one else that I talked to knew I was supposed to show today.” 
 
    “Did you get a receipt?” 
 
    He waved a piece of paper in front of her, written in Arabic. “I hope this is what they said it was.” 
 
    With one eye on the road and the other on the official transcript, she skimmed it. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” He took a photograph with his smart phone as a back-up. 
 
    Nahla drove fast through the wide, palm-lined streets overlooked by multitudes of tall, whitewashed skyscrapers framed against a cloudless, deep blue sky. Almost every car they passed was black, white or silver.  
 
    Twenty minutes passed before they reached the U.S. Embassy, a futuristic, angular and almost pyramidal structure with few windows. It wasn’t the first time Conner asked himself if the architecture in the Emirates was some kind of pissing contest, to prove who had the biggest, most impressive erection in the land. He almost shared his double entendre with Nahla, then remembered she had never appreciated his warped sense of humor. He wondered why she put up with him. 
 
    As she switched off the engine and engaged the parking brake, she caught him pondering and asked, “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “We’ve got nothing to lose.”  
 
    Out of the car and in the heat once more, they collected a parking ticket from the nearest meter. You could drive like a madman in Abu Dhabi and get away with reckless endangerment of other people’s lives, but you didn’t dare get a parking fine. 
 
    After showing their passports at the visitors’ gate, a U.S. official behind the information counter directed them to the foreigners’ queue.  
 
    “We’re here to see Thomas McIntyre,” Conner said getting straight to the point. 
 
    “Sir, you need to queue with the other foreign nationals.” It was not a request, but an order. 
 
    “McIntyre is with your CIA. Tell him I know all about Shatterhand, and have information he needs to know.” 
 
    “I am not here to assist you with your inquiry, Sir. Please wait in the queue as directed, or I will have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    Conner grinned, and said, “Thank you for your help.” 
 
    He followed Nahla to take their places in the line with everyone else. She stared at him like he was a misbehaving child. Aware that he was smirking, he switched to his straight face and smiled. He could see Nahla was frustrated because he hadn’t said what he was up to. He’d hadn’t said much until now, paranoid as he was that they were under constant surveillance.  
 
    While they waited, he imagined his message being passed through the hallowed Embassy halls, trickling its way towards McIntyre’s office.  
 
    “What is Shatterhand?” Nahla asked, agitated because ten minutes had passed and the line hadn’t moved. A Syrian man twelve spaces ahead in the queue argued that the Embassy had revoked his U.S. visa, and he wanted to know why. He wouldn’t accept anything the official was telling him, even when she switched from English and responded in what sounded to be clear and articulate Arabic.  
 
    “Later,” Conner promised, his eyes scanning the room, searching out the security cameras which were everywhere.  
 
    “We could be here for hours.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will take that long.”  
 
    He knew the message would reach its intended recipient, and when McIntyre read it, he would race downstairs to question Conner. No, they wouldn’t have to wait long at all. 
 
    Five more minutes passed. Conner wasn’t saying anything, so Nahla checked her smart phone to catch up on local news. After she had been reading for a few minutes, she said, “Oh, that’s alarming.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She presented the internet page she had called up. “According to several underground news feeds I follow: dozens of Islamic State terrorists were shot and killed this morning, in Al Kharj?” 
 
    “Islamic State on the rise again?” 
 
    She nodded. “They’re rallying there, moving in.” 
 
    “Al Kharj, in Saudi Arabia?” 
 
    “It’s a city just south of Riyadh. Population of about four hundred thousand.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he smiled with his trademark mischievous grin. “I knew that if you were wondering. I was just checking if we were talking about the same Al Kharj I was thinking of.” 
 
    “Okay, smarty pants, did you also know that these terrorists were all shot and killed by Saudi’s Religious Police? Gunned down with assault rifles?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Muslims killing Muslims, where have I heard that story before?” 
 
    Nahla looked ready to reprimand him for his insensitive remarks when a Marine corporal approached and handed Conner an index card with words scrawled on it. “For you, sir.” 
 
    Conner read the note. Jasmine Kebab Restaurant, Corniche Road. Go there now. A faster response than he was expecting, but not a meeting inside the Embassy. That wasn’t surprising considering what they would talk about. “Thank you,” he said to the Marine who nodded, then marched away. He turned to Nahla, “Time for us to leave.” 
 
    By the time they reached her Honda, she was no longer masking her agitation. “Okay Conner, I’ve waited long enough. Stop playing games and tell me what you’re up to!” 
 
    “Sure, but let’s step away from the car.” 
 
    “It’s too hot out. Plus — why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Because your car might be bugged.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Bugged? You could be under surveillance.” 
 
    “You’re joking? How paranoid are you?” 
 
    “Very!” He wiped away the sweat beading on his forehead. “Look, I’m investigating the NSA, okay? Forget Echelon or PRISM, Shatterhand knocks every other NSA surveillance scheme out of the water, and leaves the ocean bone dry.” 
 
    Nahla crossed her arms and squinted. “You’re worried that the NSA has you under surveillance?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    “You’re crazy!” 
 
    “Nothing’s changed there.” 
 
    “If that’s true, do you know how serious this is for you?” 
 
    He could only smile at her. 
 
    “Don’t joke. You always joke, about everything. You wonder why people don’t take you seriously!”  
 
    She paced, fuming with anger she was barely keeping down. He wondered if he annoyed her with his flippant remarks. The Middle East was not a region where jokes about politics, culture or religion were ever well received, even in progressive Arabic countries like the Emirates. The wrong words out of his mouth and they could both find themselves under arrest for criticizing the government.  
 
    “What have you gotten yourself into, Conner?” 
 
    “Last chance.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is your last chance, to walk away. Otherwise I don’t know what will happen to you either.” Using his bandaged fingers for effect, he pointed to the bruises and cuts on his face. “I got these because I’m investigating this one too closely.” 
 
    She paused, considering her options as he had suggested.  
 
    “Look,” he offered, “If you want to stick with me on this one, I’d be grateful. This is too big, and you can look at situations with a far clearer mind than I ever can. All joking aside, honestly, I need you.” 
 
    She caught his stare, working hard to suppress the tiniest smile forming on her lips. He could see she was warming to him again. “Okay, what have you got?” 
 
    “I’m certain the NSA has gone way beyond just gathering questionable intelligence on the entire world’s population. I believe the No Such Agency have upgraded their nefarious schemes and now partake in creating mass outputs of false news stories. They’re also altering government policy as they choose, changing people’s personal histories, and impersonating anyone and everyone using computer graphic interface techniques, the likes of which I’ve never seen before—” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “They did it to me. I watched myself on television, giving interviews I’d never done. Hundreds of interviews. If there is a ghost me out there on the internet, then anyone else online could be a ghost too. The problem is, Nahla, the NSA has so much control now, I don’t know what is real — or not — anymore. I think no one does. But what is worse, most people don’t even realize they’ve had the wool pulled over their eyes—”  
 
    “Conner!” She wasn’t looking at him. She focused on her own train of thought. “Air Force One.” 
 
    “What about it?”  
 
    “Air Force One, I heard insurgents shot it down in Afghanistan.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I didn’t believe it, but now…” 
 
    Conner shook his head. This was news to him. “Nahla? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” she asked with a concerned frown. “Few people do, I guess. It supposedly happened three weeks ago. If it’s true, then someone covered it up extremely well. I’m surprised you didn’t hear rumors with all your connections.” 
 
    “No. I’ve heard nothing.” He wasn’t sure he believed her. It would be impossible to hide the news that someone had assassinated the President in such a brutal and public way. A story like that should have been everywhere, with everyone rambling about it, dissecting it into a million pieces even three weeks after the fact. But then again… 
 
    “I heard about it from an Al Jazeera journalist I met in Dubai last week,” she said drawing his attention back to what she was saying. “Three weeks ago, he was covering the U.S. Presidential address from Bagram Airfield. On his second day the journalist, and about half the base, witnessed Air Force One get shot down by a surface-to-air missile fired by insurgents just outside the base. While Marines were investigating the crash, stories spread that the plane was a decoy. When they found the President’s body, the next round of rumors was that the corpse was also a decoy, an actor paid to impersonate the President while the real President slipped out on another jet.” 
 
    “Do you think he was a decoy, an actor?” 
 
    Nahla shook her head. “My journalist friend said nobody believed it, at first. Then, when the President was broadcasting live from a NATO conference in Berlin the next day, they weren’t so sure.” 
 
    “Crazy!” Conner exclaimed. “Either way, decoy or the real President, someone should have blabbed by now. How is that kind of news not everywhere?” 
 
    The color drained from Nahla’s face. “Conner, if any of what you have told me is true, then you’ve just answered your own question.” 
 
    He froze.  
 
    His body shook as a deeper realization hit him.  
 
    Nahla was right! 
 
    “So, the NSA assassinated the President, and replaced him with a digital imposter… An imposter who becomes their ‘boss’ and gives them license to do whatever the hell they want!”  
 
    His stomach churned. His head felt woozy. The world seemed to spiral away from him. He didn’t want to think it but a terrifying thought occurred: had the NSA led a coup, to bring down the White House, Congress, the Pentagon and every other government department to take full control of the world’s largest superpower, and then the world?  
 
    But to what end? 
 
    He didn’t know, but he was more determined than ever to uncover the truth. 
 
    Not that he thought he could break this story, but if he did, it would be the story to end all stories. No wonder someone in the NSA was doing all they could to silence him, even kill him if they had to.  
 
    Conner pointed an angry finger at Nahla. His aggression metaphorically directed towards their unseen enemy. “You say Islamic State, Al Nusra, Al Qaeda and all the other local fanatics are advancing across the Middle East. I say to you: the NSA is behind it.” 
 
    She shrugged, perplexed. “Why?” 
 
    That question stopped him in his tracks. He had to think for a minute, to understand why. 
 
    Then it hit him like a horrific train wreck on the New York Subway, watching in disbelief as his carriage careened headlong into a concrete wall and there was nothing he could do to stop the fatal outcome. 
 
    “The NSA wants Islamic State and their ‘brothers’ to attack, here and everywhere, that’s why.” 
 
    “That’s crazy. Those fanatical groups would never work together. Plus, the whole Middle Eastern economy and infrastructure would collapse, and that would affect the U.S.” 
 
    “But someone would have to step in and restore order.” He massaged his forehead, feeling the sweat dripping off his skin again. “I was in the Colombian jungle around the time you say Air Force One went down. U.S. Army Rangers there were taking out cocaine production facilities, identifying their locations with an accuracy they had never achieved before. That was where I first heard about the Shatterhand program. The Rangers were using it to find their enemies. What if the U.S. wants Islamic State to do to the rest of the Middle East what they did in Aleppo and Basra? False news fed to the insurgents would rally them into a war footing. It wouldn’t be difficult to get their funding and logistics going too if they’ve already hacked into and now control every government department in America and the Middle East. What if the NSA have the CIA unwittingly providing IS with all the weapons they could ever hope for, ferrying them around using the CIA’s secret fleet of aircraft?” 
 
    “That’s a huge quantity of false news and manipulation to get out there and maintain. Who could do that?” 
 
    “The NSA, that’s who! Normally I would agree with you, except this time, I’ve seen it in action. If the Islamic State struck everywhere, bring more misery to every Middle Eastern nation, then the NSA could also put out all the false ‘official’ help requests they needed, seemingly originating from all the governments in the Middle East themselves. They would demand American protection — while cutting off any arguments to the contrary. Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Iran, Jordan, Egypt, all of them requesting U.S. military bases. Isn’t that what the U.S. wants here? One hundred percent control and ownership of all the Middle Eastern oil?” 
 
    “That’s a bold claim, Conner. It’s crazy!” 
 
    But she didn’t look at him like his ideas were ridiculous, rather she looked like she was trying not to believe him. 
 
    “I know.” He pressed his fists against his forehead to relieve the tension building in his skull. “The scary thing is, for the first time, after all the crazy-insane things that have happened to me these last few weeks, this is the first theory that actually makes sense.” 
 
    He remembered with a jolt the warnings of nuclear weapons.  
 
    He almost stumbled in the heat as he raced to the car, but he wasn’t sure it was the extreme weather that was affecting his balance. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, concerned. 
 
    Conner pulled at the handle on Nahla’s Honda Civic. The locked door wouldn’t open. “We’ve got to get to Jasmine Kebab Restaurant! Now!”  
 
    She disengaged the locking mechanism.  
 
    Before they climbed inside, he said, “We’ve got to tell McIntyre what is going on, before something terrible goes down. Nahla, this is your last chance, are you with me on this one, or not?” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    Exhaust fumes rippled in the already smog-heavy air. Horns blared from the stand-still traffic. Drivers edged forward in incremental leaps. People, bicycles and mopeds crisscrossed between the larger dawdling vehicles, and even they ambled. Peri wiped her burning brow as she watched it all, worried that their meandering armored SUV wouldn’t reach Gridley-Brooks’ kill team in time.  
 
    “Alfa Three to Delta One?” Emily Dawson’s sudden request startled her as it reverberated through Peri’s earbud. “Confirmation, Eagle One locked onto target X-ray Two. X-Ray Two positioned outside rear entrance Pankot Palace Hotel, Mahim neighborhood.”  
 
    Peri touched the wireless push-to-talk activation pod clipped on her shirt collar, transmitting her voice signal to the radio on her belt, then onward to their operations center. “Copy that Alfa Three.” 
 
    She reminded herself of the call signs. Peri was Delta One. Sergeants Wilks and Pfündl in the front seat of their SUV were Delta Two and Three. Brett Cassian, the junior CIA agent seated next to her, was Delta Four. Paul Szymanski, Saanvi Dara and Emily Dawson, all now at the makeshift operations center in a warehouse just outside the Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport, were Alfa One, Two and Three. Casey Skaffen and Simon Ashcroft were X-ray One and X-ray Two, the enemy. The other party was Roger Gridley-Brooks and his team, Yankee One, Yankee Two, and so forth. Eagle One was the Predator drone high in the skies and far beyond the range of casual observation, but watching everything with an array of state-of-the-art sensors. 
 
    Peri tapped Wilks on the shoulder as he edged their vehicle forward, yelling over the noise of tooting horns and idling engines. “How far to our destination?” 
 
    “About two klicks, Ma’am,” he yelled back. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she knew this was not the time to hesitate, but she did. Running the one kilometer on foot would bring them to their target faster than this traffic, even in the forty degrees Celsius plus heat. But her memories of the embarrassing jog in Djibouti left her doubtful. Despite not wanting to admit it, she knew that she wasn’t up to this. She should check herself into a hospital, not chase down an armed and dangerous cyberterrorist and the kill squad tracking him. 
 
    Peri dismissed the thought. This was her operation. She wouldn’t give it up, not after striving for so long to reach the point where she was about to snatch the enemy. This was her last chance to prove she had what it took to protect the reputation and office that was the President of the United States, despite failing the man himself in Afghanistan. No, she wouldn’t fail again. 
 
    Run or drive, whatever way she looked at the situation there was no choice. Their target was already there, and so too were Gridley-Brooks and his team. If her special forces team didn’t move, they would lose Simon Ashcroft. And they weren’t likely to get another chance to snatch him this soon in the game. 
 
    “Wilks, Pfündl, out of the car with me.” She turned to Cassian in the seat next to her, Delta Four. The young man was the complete ‘fashion model’ combination of neat dark hair, smooth skin and expensive clothes. His demeanor screamed ‘privileged white college boy’ who hadn’t yet figured out that intelligence work required you to fit in, not stand out. “Cassian, you get behind the wheel. Get to the target site as fast as you can and back us up.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    Out of the vehicle, she readjusted the body armor under her blouse and reeled against the oppressive heat. She pulled back on the slide on her SIG Sauer P228 handgun as she chambered the first .357 round into the breach. The P228 was the standard issue sidearm for Secret Service agents, a weapon she was familiar with. She was glad to have it.  
 
    Wilks and Pfündl carried USSOCOM MARK 23 semi-automatic pistols with .45 ACP rounds, handguns designed for durability in harsh environments. Being waterproof and corrosion-resistant they were ideal side arms for special forces soldiers, with the bonus they had enough stopping power to bring down any foe with a single, well-placed shot. They readied those weapons now. 
 
    The trio took off through the busy streets, pushing past men hauling carts with tinned lunches, under colored billboards blanketing unfinished yet occupied tower apartments and through commuters running and walking everywhere, ignoring the motorcycles and mopeds zipping close to them.  
 
    The colorful streets were a claustrophobic cacophony of noise. She willed her surroundings to offer more personal space, but her thoughts seemed to have the opposite effect. Soon she was gasping for breath, pushing against the multitudes of sweaty, smelly bodies brushing past her, forcing herself to keep moving despite the crowds. Aches raged through her body and she wheezed for breath. She hated that malaria kept beating her. 
 
    She looked up. Wilks and Pfündl were well ahead. 
 
    A few seconds more and they moved out of her line of sight. 
 
    “Delta One, this is Delta Two. What is your sitrep?” Wilks demanded through her earbud. 
 
    “Don’t wait for me. Find and capture X-ray Two.” 
 
    “You okay Ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. Stick with the call signs, Delta Two.” 
 
    “Copy that… Delta One.”  
 
    Feeling embarrassed and stupid, Peri pushed on. Only a week ago she had been complaining about the bitter cold of North America. Now it seemed the heat affected her worse.  
 
    She remembered Major Fitzgerald’s warnings. Was she up to this? Should she pass command to someone else on the team more competent and field-ready than she was?  
 
    Shaking her head, Peri pushed on. She could do this. 
 
    Ten minutes of agonized jogging elapsed before she reached Pankot Palace Hotel. Only then did Peri stop to breathe, a hundred meters from the main entrance in an ideal position to survey the scene. It seemed a typical Mumbai Street. The stalls next to her sold sandals, sliced open mangos and watermelons. Three wheeled mini-trucks crawled past. A woman wearing an orange sari knocked her, tipping her matching orange parasol as an unspoken apology. Of Wilks and Pfündl, or Simon Ashcroft and Casey Skaffen they were nowhere. 
 
    She looked up to check every window, both in the Pankot Palace Hotel and along every building with a direct line of sight to the target building.  
 
    Within minutes she spotted a Caucasian man with binoculars peering from one window, watching the hotel with an intense stare.  
 
    Wilks’ voice crackled in her ear. “Delta One, this is Delta Two. What is your delay, Ma’am?” 
 
    She touched her pod to talk. “You have eyes on me Delta Two?” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “I’ve identified Yankee surveillance team.” 
 
    “I have too. Second building to south from target hotel, east side, third-floor, second window from the right.”  
 
    She counted the floors and windows as instructed. “Yes, copy that. What is your sitrep, Delta Two?” 
 
    “I’m assessing Yankee team now. X-Ray Two gave us the slip. Delta Three searching for him.” 
 
    “You on comms Delta Three?” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” came Pfündl’s voice across the radio waves. “No sign of X-ray Two, but he’s here somewhere.” 
 
    “Find him Delta Three. Take him alive if possible. I’m with Delta Two.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Sergeant Bodo Pfündl was the only member of her senior team she had not yet had an in-depth conversation with. She knew what motivated Saanvi, Emily and Rashad, but she hadn’t had the chance to work out what drove Pfündl. He was born and raised in Pittsburgh. At the age of eighteen, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration had turned down his application to join. Then the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police also rejected him. It was the U.S. Army who took him on and shipped him off to West Africa. Several years in Infantry before he took a path similar to Wilks’, moving into the U.S. Rangers, then Delta Force.  
 
    Realizing that she had been standing still for too long, Peri entered a spice shop at the base of the building. Upstairs were the enemy surveillance team. The store was packed tight with hundreds of tins of turmeric, cloves, fennel, chili, pepper, cardamom and a hundred other flavors. Flashing her Secret Service shield at the proprietor, she ignored his confused looks and pushed on, but made sure he could see the gun in her hip holster otherwise covered by her loose blouse.  
 
    “Is there a back entrance? Something that takes me upstairs?”  
 
    The nervous man nodded and pointed to a door. “Haan adhikaaree, stairwell at the back.” 
 
    Peri drew her weapon, covering every corner as she ascended the three floors, gasping for breath when she reached the correct level. Her brow was burning like fire. She shivered now as bad as she had been back in Bagram Airfield when her symptoms first flared.  
 
    With no time for self-pity, she assessed her surroundings. Most of the tenants here seemed to be small businesses, men assembling computers from salvaged hardware components, tailors on pedal-powered sewing machines, or women on telephones for a business school. Two young women rushed past, afraid of something behind them. Peri headed in that direction.  
 
    She found the office where she had spied the surveillance team. Shouting erupted from inside, men ordering other men to stand down. American and South African accents. 
 
    Trying not to stumble with her fever, Peri edged forward with her gun raised. The first man she identified was Rashad Wilks — Delta Two — he had his back to her, weapon raised and pointed at a group of men armed with M16 rifles and semiautomatic pistols that pointed back at him.  
 
    She stepped into the room, identifying Roger Gridley-Brooks as one of the threatening men.  
 
    Another of the South African mercenaries leveled his assault rifle. He pointed the barrel in her direction ensuring coverage of all targets. In a shootout, Peri and Wilks might take out a few of the enemy, but not all before someone gunned them down. The odds were not in their favor. 
 
    “R-r-remember me, Gridley-Brooks?” she said in a calm, level voice despite her shivers. She tried to hide her shuddering but couldn’t. Everyone would see she was unwell. 
 
    The fit South African turned to her, amused. The last time she’d seen him, he had been wearing an elegant suit and tie. Today he wore casual clothes, a khaki travel shirt, loose jeans and desert boots. He was good-looking and carried his age well. His face seemed better suited to the cover of a knitting pattern magazine than a grizzled mercenary.  
 
    “Here she is, the Secret Service lady,” he grinned as he kept his handgun raised and pointing at Wilks. He showed no surprise when he saw her. “You don’t look so good.” 
 
    “You’re interfering with a U.S. sanctioned operation.” 
 
    “This is India,” he laughed. “You have about as much right to be here as I do, which means no rights at all.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “As I told you in Cape Town, Ashcroft is mine. You and your man need to stand down.” 
 
    “You’re out of luck because we’re not going to.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make a mess of you both.” 
 
    “Buddy, you won’t,” growled Wilks. 
 
    Peri counted four mercenaries. Roger Gridley-Brooks, another fifty-something-year-old man with a 9mm pistol called Naas Visser — whom she had also met in Cape Town — and two Africans with the American assault rifles. The surveillance room was a state-of-the-art set up, with tripod-mounted cameras, telephoto lenses, parabolic sound amplifiers, recording equipment and several sets of binoculars. She searched for the Dragunov sniper rifle but could see no sign of the weapon. She looked for the other dark-skinned man Gridley-Brooks had been dining with the day they had met in Cape Town, Ndulu Adebayo. The former Nigerian Army sniper was not in the room. He must already be out ‘in the field’, with orders to assassinate Simon Ashcroft the moment he laid eyes on him. She couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    Gridley-Brooks and Wilks growled again, like two alpha lions caged too close together.  
 
    Knowing testosterone would not defuse this situation, Peri pointed the muzzle of her weapon towards the ceiling and removed her finger from the trigger. “W-we don’t need a sh-sh-shootout, Gridley-Brooks. I d-d-don’t want to die t-today, and I don’t think you d-do either.” She nodded to Wilks to do the same. He complied. They each then holstered their weapons.  
 
    Gridley-Brooks chuckled, then told his men to stand down. They too holstered their weapons and flicked on safeties. Peri could still feel an electric current of tension in the room, but felt grateful its intensity had lessened. 
 
    “Perhaps we can make a deal,” offered DevWorld Security’s confident managing director. “Let my team take Ashcroft. We’ll have a ‘conversation’ with him,” he made quotation marks with an elaborate gesture. “When he returns the money he stole from us, plus a little fee to cover our expenses, then you can talk to him for an hour or two and ask your questions. Then we’ll take him out of the scene for good.” 
 
    Peri shook her head. “Y-you don’t know who you are d-dealing with. This building is surrounded by m-members of every U.S. covert pa-pa-paramilitary or-organization you can imagine, and s-several you’ve n-never heard of. I’m offering you a ch-chance to w-walk out of here alive.” 
 
    He laughed. “I thought we were beyond threatening each other.” 
 
    “I-It’s a fact Gridley-Brooks, n-not a threat.” She shuddered at the lie, but with her fever no one would suspect it to be anything other than her illness betraying her. 
 
    He laughed again. “You’re bluffing. It’s just you, this guy, and his buddy.” 
 
    “You’d like to think so,” countered Wilks. “The lady knows what she is talking about. Trust me.” 
 
    Gridley-Brooks ignored the operator and looked to Peri. “I don’t think you understand how profitable this venture is turning out to be. One of Ashcroft’s old friends is helping me find him, for a share in the reward for his kill or capture, offered by your very own FBI. Who would have thought so many people would want the man dead?” 
 
    “Not me. I need Ashcroft alive.” 
 
    “Fine with me, for a short period only. Ultimately: he’s mine.” 
 
    “That’s not a deal I’m willing to make.” 
 
    “This is a load of dos, boss,” Visser interrupted in his thick Afrikaans accent, far more pronounced than the cultured inflections of his superior. “While we fok around here, foking Ashcroft is giving us the slip.” 
 
    Gridley-Brooks nodded, but raised a hand.  
 
    A two-way radio on his belt crackled to life interrupting them. A man speaking Afrikaans. 
 
    “Ja?” answered Gridley-Brooks. 
 
    Peri couldn’t follow what came over the radio, but she heard the name Ashcroft mentioned several times. 
 
    “Ek verstaan—” 
 
    “You’ve seen Ashcroft?” she asked as he finished the call.  
 
    Gridley-Brooks grinned, making no effort to hide his amusement. “Not yet, but I know he’s nearby.” 
 
    She sensed the tension rising again. She could see Wilks’ hand resting on his holstered USSOCOM, itching to draw it. One soldier flicked the safety selector of his M16 on and off. Another man was too focused on Wilks to wipe away the beads of sweat about to drip into his eye. That could be the simple trigger to transform this scene into a horrific blood bath. She had to keep her cool despite her trembling hands and try again. 
 
    “T-T-Tell me, h-h-how did you even know that Ashcroft w-would be here?” she demanded of no one in particular, looking at each man ensuring that she made eye contact with every single one. “I m-mean, you only f-flew in this morning. H-h-how could you know so quickly?” 
 
    Her question seemed to confuse everyone. Gridley-Brooks looked to Visser for answers, but when the miserable old man only shrugged, he asked, “Naas, who told you Ashcroft was here?” 
 
    “You fokking asked me to call all your old hotels, boss. You said Ashcroft used to stay here. I got lucky. Lobby Manager said he recognized the bliksem.” 
 
    Peri raised a dubious eyebrow, feeling both smug and worried. “Sounds a little convenient.” 
 
    “I’ve been in this game far longer than you have, Keser. I know good intel when I get it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “This isn’t g-g-good intel. G-Gridley-Brooks, Visser, listen to y-y-yourself. My team’s here. Y-your team’s here. We’re all p-p-pointing guns at each other, and at n-no one else. So, wh-wh-where’s Ashcroft?” 
 
    The two South African men looked again to each other for answers, finding none. 
 
    “C-c-can’t you see this is a s-setup? A-Ashcroft is a proficient c-c-cyberterrorist. He s-sent us here, hoping for an encounter like this were we all k-k-kill each other — s-s-so he wouldn’t have to!” 
 
    She could see by the stunned looks in their eyes they agreed with her. 
 
    “I b-bet Ashcroft is at least a hundred m-miles away. Watching us via the internet from a s-s-secure and safe location. L-L-Laughing at us.” 
 
    For a long moment, no one said a word. Even Wilks, a veteran Delta Force operator, seemed lost for words and paralyzed into inaction.  
 
    The radio in Gridley-Brook’s hand chirped again. 
 
    “Ja? Sê dit weer?” 
 
    Another man spoke English with a strong West African accent. Ndulu Adebayo no doubt. “Sir. Ashcroft’s woman — Claire Skaffen. I just saw her enter the hotel.” 
 
    “Ja, goeie.” 
 
    Everyone reacted at the same time. Guns were suddenly pointed everywhere.  
 
    Peri watched the aggression unfold without moving, like the slow-motion button on a TV remote had control of her, as Roger Gridley-Brooks, Visser and the two mercenaries raised their handguns and M16 assault rifles, leveling them at Peri and Wilks.  
 
    She hadn’t seen her man do the same, but Wilks too had his weapon raised, the fatal end less than a yard from Gridley-Brooks’ head. He couldn’t miss even if first he took a bullet. 
 
    Peri was the only one who hadn’t reacted. The only one in the room not pointing a weapon at someone. The only one shaking like a pine sapling in a snow blizzard. She cursed herself for being too slow. 
 
    “You’ll all be dead before one of you gets off a shot,” shouted the Delta Force operator. Wilks was in control, despite the tension. Peri was glad he was on her side. She felt useless in comparison, burning up from the inside.  
 
    Gridley-Brooks was the only one to lower his weapon. “I will leave now, head downstairs to collect Skaffen. If you try to stop me, my men will shoot you both dead.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer as he walked from the room and headed downstairs.  
 
    Nobody else moved. Everyone knew that the first one who did would be the first to take a bullet. 
 
    Then they heard gunfire, across the street outside. The tap-tap-tap of automatic weapons.  
 
    Everyone except Peri and Wilks looked towards the noise. 
 
    A brief distraction was all Wilks needed. 
 
    Two well-aimed, controlled shots and the two mercenaries crumpled to the ground. 
 
    Visser didn’t react fast enough. He aimed his weapon at Peri but switched toward Wilks. As he turned Peri sprang into action, forgetting her fever for a second, and charged the former South African Special Forces soldier, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    He had underestimated her and didn’t see her coming. He had time to fire his pistol once, but with his arm knocked backwards he succeeded only in lodging a bullet in the concrete ceiling. 
 
    Peri elbowed Visser in the forehead, and he stumbled further. She clobbered him again, knocking the mercenary unconscious.  
 
    It was all over in seconds.  
 
    Wilks was already running from the room.  
 
    She called after him, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Fixing this,” his voice receded in the stairwell as he descended, his tone carrying a distinctive inflection of disdain. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Ashcroft kicked in the back door of the Pankot Palace Hotel, advancing with his handgun raised and finger resting just above the trigger. Most of the men and women he passed screamed and ran as soon as they saw him. Simon ordered those that froze to get to their feet and directed them to leave via the back entrance. He had no intention of harming civilians, and harsh, threatening orders were his best option to get them scampering. Only once the corridors were clear did he advance through the hotel, checking each corner as he progressed. 
 
    In the foyer, a Rajasthani style painting of an elephant carrying a maharaja hung over the front desk. Simon’s eyes went straight to the tall slim woman standing beneath it, with dark hair cut to the nape of her neck. She wore the blue and gold sari he had seen earlier. She had been talking with the lobby manager, but hearing the commotion she turned her attention to Simon. He recognized her then and cursed himself for his own stupidity. The red dye he had washed through Casey’s hair in Goa must have rinsed out when she dived into the river. That was why he had not recognized her in the street earlier. He berated himself for making such a rookie mistake. 
 
    Casey was about to run to Simon when four African men burst into the foyer, wielding MI6s and pistols. The first man fired high, causing everyone to dive for cover.  
 
    One assailant spotted Simon and discharged a full burst from his MI6 toward him. 
 
    Simon hit the floor just in time, protected behind a door frame. It spat wood fragments as 5.56mm rounds lodged into it, one after the other, their impacts reverberating through the surviving timber. 
 
    When the shooting ceased, Simon turned and fired his pistol.  
 
    A bullet impacted the man in the thigh and he dropped, screaming as he hit the stone-slate floor. Simon knew he should finish the man off with a kill shot, eliminating the soldier as a risk. But he’d had enough of killing. He fired his weapon around the injured man until he dragged himself backwards, away from his rifle. The terrified man left a smear of blood on the slate behind him. 
 
    “Simon!” Casey screamed.  
 
    Two of the soldiers were dragging her outside.  
 
    Simon threw himself forward, only to see the fourth soldier raise his M16 to shoot in full-automatic mode in his direction. 
 
    Switching direction, Simon ducked behind the reception counter. The bullets missed him, but the Maharaja on his elephant painting was not so lucky, disintegrating above him. Shattered fragments of the picture frame and pieces of torn canvas fell like snowflakes around him. The scene reminded Simon of what GhostKnife had said to him about his lesson from the elephants of Tanzania, but now was not the time to philosophize. 
 
    Again, Simon waited for the man to empty his clip, forcing him to reload. With a lull in gunplay, Simon swung around the side of the counter and shot the second man in the leg. His foe went down screaming. 
 
    Back on his feet, Simon rushed at the man and clobbered him unconscious with the grip of his handgun. Then he ran to the first man, who was still crawling on his belly, and bashed him unconscious.  
 
    Pulling himself up, he searched for Casey but the two surviving attackers had whisked her away.  
 
    Simon grabbed a fallen M16 and a spare clip from the downed foe as he advanced towards the exit. He ejected the spent magazine, forced in the new one and loaded the first round by pulling back on the charging handle. He pushed the safety selector to fire and set the rate to three-round bursts. 
 
    Glancing at the street outside, Simon noticed the crowds were clearing fast, but they were still dense enough he did not have an uninterrupted line of sight towards the two surviving soldiers. The men dragged Casey, kicking and yelling, toward the building on the opposite side of the road. 
 
    Then, for a fleeting moment, Simon glimpsed a face in the crowd he recognized.  
 
    Roger Gridley-Brooks. 
 
    Not the AI, but the living version of the man. 
 
    Again, everything happened fast. Gridley-Brooks advanced towards Casey and the two soldiers. 
 
    Simon edged outwards and felt the air rush at supersonic speed past his head. 
 
    A second later he heard the near-deafening noise of the bullet that had ripped past him. 
 
    An assassin’s bullet. 
 
    Ducking back behind the door frame, Simon cursed himself for forgetting the sniper. His old boss and friend, Ndulu Adebayo was the assassin sent to kill him. Ndulu knew Simon’s techniques and skills, and would know what to look for. He would guess where Simon was likely to position himself to get the best angle onto the street. 
 
    Casey screamed again, then was suddenly silent. He tried to look but a second sniper bullet warned him off.  
 
    Simon cursed. Ndulu had had two opportunities to finish him, but each time he had missed. No well-trained sniper would have missed him under these circumstances. Simon realized that Ndulu was of two-minds about killing him, but he had no problem with keeping Simon pinned down.  
 
    Keeping his head out of Ndulu’s suspected firing range, Simon edged forward until he could see at least part of the street. He watched until he spotted Gridley-Brooks moving with Casey’s limp body slung over his shoulders. Within seconds they disappeared into the building across the road where the two soldiers had first headed.  
 
    Simon was desperate to run to her, but could see no way to do so without receiving a fatal bullet to the head or, at the least, an incapacitating wound. Although Ndulu had missed him twice, he couldn’t count on the man doing the same for a third time. And if Ndulu didn’t want to kill Simon, a leg shot like the ones Simon had given the two African attackers would put Simon out of action. 
 
    He had to get to Casey, but how? 
 
    He had no plan. 
 
    Before he could plan his next move he glimpsed two men slinking through the dispersing crowd. One was white and the other black. Both were packing USSOCOM MARK 23 semi-automatic pistols. Each was muscular. Each had the practiced ease of an Olympic athlete. They blended with the cowering crowd and using innocent people as cover. Simon soon recognized their techniques as those of U.S. military special forces, cold killers who were the recipients of the best military training in the world, who knew more tricks and tradecraft than Simon could ever hope to know. His situation was worsening by the second.  
 
    He fired the M16 high into a concrete pillar on the opposite building, ensuring that he hit no civilians, but low enough to startle his newest foes. He could have shot the men themselves with two well-aimed bullets, but the risk of killing civilians behind them was too great. 
 
    The magazine spent, Simon dropped the weapon and sprinted again towards the back of the Pankot Palace Hotel. He thought about grabbing the other fallen M16 but it had slid too far from his reach in the earlier shoot out, and to grab another clip would slow him. 
 
    Although relieved that he had seen Casey alive and unharmed, he now feared again for her fate. He had no choice but to leave her for the moment, and hope he could come back for her later — if he survived this encounter. 
 
    Outside he darted down an alley, past dogs picking at the piles of litter, and between buildings with rusting satellite dishes linked with the mess of overhanging power and telecommunication cables. He plowed into the main street just as he heard shots being fired behind him.  
 
    The American soldiers were closing in. 
 
    Simon sprinted through the busy and colorful street, knocking commuters over in his desperation to gain distance from his foes and receiving much abuse. A group of young boys played rhythmic drums on old metal tins for an enthusiastic crowd. Even they swore at him and threw pebbles as he pushed through their ensemble.  
 
    After sprinting a hundred meters, the crowds soon closed in again behind him. Reaching another busy intersection, he raised his pistol and fired a single shot into the air. People scattered and ducked low, allowing him some freedom of movement, but opening an easy line of sight for his foes.  
 
    There was more gunfire.  
 
    Simon sprinted through a food stall, tumbling through strings of hanging cooked chicken, orange-red with tandoor spices. He banged against poles securing a tent covering with enough force that the whole structure collapsed. He could see the proprietors wanted to punch him for what he had done, but were too afraid having just seen him fire a weapon into the open air. His intention was only to create confusion and an obstacle to slow his pursuers, not to ruin a livelihood. It seemed he had done both. 
 
    As Simon sprinted east again down a narrow lane, he realized he had only one advantage over his pursuers.  
 
    He knew Mumbai. 
 
    That was his only chance, to use the city to help him. 
 
    Within minutes he reached a major north-south connector road. Cars, buses, trucks and motorcycles sped past in every direction. There was no congestion here, only speed. 
 
    Simon sprinted into the street, causing a car to screech to a halt.  
 
    The vehicle clipped Simon, enough to bruise but little more. Simon rolled, flipping over the vehicle to land on his feet on the car’s opposite side, and kept sprinting.  
 
    A truck and a motorcycle missed him, then another car clipped him before he was across the road. His body ached as bruises began to purple his body. The indignant fury of a hundred different beeping horns reminded him of his recklessness. Yet the suicidal sprint had paid off, he was on the opposite side of the hectic road, creating a distance between him and the special forces soldiers. 
 
    He took a second to look back. 
 
    The dark-skinned man stepped onto the edge of the road. He raised his USSOCOM and fired the weapon into the wheels of an oncoming truck. 
 
    The bullets found their mark, bursting the rubber tires, and the truck crashed in a rolling shamble. It flipped onto its side, generating a grinding, spark-inducing crunch, sliding to a halt across both lanes of traffic. 
 
    The ensuing chaos brought all vehicles to a standstill. 
 
    A path cleared and the two men came after him. 
 
    “Fuck!” Simon broke into a sprint, horrified to realize what these men would do to catch him. 
 
    He threw himself at one of the plaster boards lining the road’s edge, knowing from experience they were flimsy and easily broken, each covered in an array of multicolored Bollywood posters. The crumpled hole he created allowed him access to the train lines on the opposite side. He counted a dozen tracks he would need to cross. 
 
    Two trains were approaching, one from the north and one from the south. 
 
    He sprinted past the Mumbai commuters, who willingly risked crossing these tracks every day, but none ran as fast as he did. 
 
    The two trains were closing, at speeds fast enough to reduce him to nothing but pulp should one even clip him, dragging him onto the rails and crushing him between the steel wheels and the tracks they screeched along. 
 
    Simon sprinted for his life.  
 
    He ducked in front of the first train coming from the north. 
 
    With heightened senses, he realized he could hear bullets, even above the roar of the electrified engines.  
 
    The train approaching from the south was closing in fast. 
 
    A horn sounded, warning him away. 
 
    Simon didn’t stop to think as he threw himself across the lethal rail, ducking and tumbling as the high-speed train almost hit him, jumping at the last minute to land at the opposite side, separating him from his pursuers. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, Simon saw that this train was long. It would be a minute or more before it passed. He savored that minute. 
 
    Breaking back into a sprint, he sped towards Mumbai’s largest slum, now within visual range. 
 
    Dharavi.  
 
    He was confident he could vanish in that vast metropolis if he needed to, for, of all the regions of Mumbai, he knew Dharavi better than anywhere else, and planned to use that to his advantage. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Peri pounded a path downstairs. The gunfire reverberating through the walls was as loud as firecrackers going off right next to her. She kept expecting bullet holes to rupture the surrounding paneling, fragments to chew through her flesh. But until they did, she would keep moving.  
 
    Resisting the urge to scream out loud in fear and frustration, she touched the pod on her lapel and called in, aware that she needed back up now more than ever. The situation had escalated out of control and needed containment. This was her mission, her team. She needed to fix it. 
 
    “Delta Four?” she called for Bret Cassian. She had left the young CIA officer in command of the SUV. He should be outside the building, ready to back her up.  
 
    No answer. 
 
    “You copy Delta Four?” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “DELTA FOUR?” 
 
    “Yes… Sorry ma’am. This is Delta Four, Delta One.” 
 
    The young man’s call signs were sloppy, annoying her further. She resisted the urge to chastise him. “What is your sitrep, Delta Four?” 
 
    “About a klick out, ma’am. Traffic is at a standstill, whichever way I turn.” 
 
    “You’ve got five minutes to get here!” 
 
    “How, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Use your initiative. Use the hundred thousand dollar training program the CIA put you through! I don’t care how!” 
 
    Peri scanned through her memory of what she had skimmed in Cassian’s dossier, hoping for leverage to push him into action. He was a Harvard graduated with an aptitude for languages and getting people to spill state secrets. His looks and natural charm made him the perfect honey trap for converting female and gay assets, but he only possessed three years of real-world experience. Not long enough to learn that sloppiness cost lives. His father was a campaign strategist who consulted with Federal and state politicians on the east coast. His mother was a senior lawyer who worked for Maryland’s Attorney General. The right parents at the right level of government had ensured his fast-tracked recruitment into the Company. It seemed the CIA had not recruited Cassian — as Peri was becoming aware — for either attitude or common sense. A seasoned CIA officer would have found any means necessary to have reached her by now. 
 
    “Did you copy that, Delta Four?” 
 
    “Yes — Yes Ma’am — I mean, Delta One.” 
 
    “Get to the building opposite the Pankot Palace Hotel. Third-floor, second window from the right. Yankee Three is down,” she said, referring to Naas Visser and the position she had left him in, sprawled unconscious on top of two dead mercenaries. “Secure the target and bring him to the Safe House. You copy that Delta Four?” 
 
    “Yes — yes Ma’am!” 
 
    “‘Copy that and understood, Delta One.’” she mimicked in anger. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am. Copy that and understood, Delta One.” He paused, then said, “Sorry Ma’am.” 
 
    “Get off the line. Now!” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Peri’s skin felt hot to the touch. Her forehead stabbed with the pain of another looming migraine. As she stumbled further down the stairs, she became dizzy, disorientated and nauseous. She found a bathroom where she splashed cold water on her face, desperate to calm her overwrought body, until she was ready to get going again.  
 
    Four scared men ran towards her as she exited the bathroom, pushing past in their frantic efforts to escape out the back of the building. She shook her head as she realized there were, in fact, only two men — her vision had blurred and she was seeing double. 
 
    More gunfire outside. More automatic fire. 
 
    Rubbing at her forehead, and blinking to refocus, she ran to the main door and hid behind its frame. She surveyed the emptying street as multitudes of pedestrians fled from the gun battle erupting outside. A white Mahindra four-wheel drive sped straight into the commotion. She watched as Gridley-Brooks emerged from the building next to hers with an unconscious woman in a blue sari draped over his shoulder. The woman’s head bumped and turned, and Peri had a good look at her face. 
 
    Claire Skaffen.  
 
    Peri was about to advance on Gridley-Brooks when two DevWorld mercenaries came up close behind their boss and his captive. They raised their M16 assault rifles to warn away nosey bystanders. As they covered Gridley-Brooks, he lay Skaffen into the back seat. Peri saw he was being careful with her.  
 
    She trembled. She had to act now or risk losing Skaffen. But she dared not advance because her legs felt like jelly, and her blurred eyesight kept slipping in and out of double vision. She instead considered several strategies, hoping she wouldn’t become incapacitated by the increasing migraine. 
 
    Then she realized she was over-thinking this. Her spiking adrenaline was her best asset right now. 
 
    Stepping out, she fired three focused rounds into the first mercenary, hitting him three times in the chest. Blood sprayed from his veins in a fine mist as he fell, dead, onto the hot ground. 
 
    She ignored the screams from the dispersing crowd and ducked back behind the door, protected as the second mercenary returned fire. He emptied his entire clip in a few moments. 
 
    She stepped out again, knowing that the mercenary would need a few precious seconds to reload. She used that opportunity to shoot him three times. Once in the right arm, and twice in the neck. He too was dead long before he collapsed as a crumpled heap on the pavement. 
 
    The gunfire had been sudden and brutal, but long enough for the Mahindra four-wheel drive to screech off down the street. Pedestrians scrambled to get out of its way. 
 
    “Alfa Three, you copy?” She called for Lieutenant Dawson. 
 
    “Yes, Delta One.” 
 
    “You have Eagle One on X-ray One and Yankee Three? White Mahindra four-wheel drive, headed east from my position?” 
 
    “Yes Delta One, Eagle One in place, and tracking.” 
 
    “Keep tracking. I’m securing transport, then pursuing.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    Peri spotted a moped, parked near the entrance to the Pankot Palace Hotel. Not a vehicle designed for speed and maneuverability, but in the congested Mumbai traffic it was ideal. 
 
    She ran to the moped, hot-wired it and sped east. The wind on her face created by her speed was a welcome relief, cooling her as the splashed water had done earlier. 
 
    She honked her horn often to scare pedestrians from her path forward, for she had no time to dawdle. This operation was a monumental disaster. She could salvage it only by apprehending either Skaffen, Ashcroft, or both. Nobody botched operations like this, causing a bloodbath in such a public place and kept their career intact. Not unless the intel gathered or the enemy eliminated was worth far more than the carnage caused. 
 
    As she throttled the tiny engine for maximum speed, darting past pedestrians, cars and the occasional cow, she followed Dawson’s directions to the letter. The Predator drone was overhead and out of sight, its cameras relaying the speed, direction and location of Gridley-Brooks’ vehicle. The South African mercenaries headed northeast. They had just crossed the north-south rail line and were circumnavigating the slum area of Dharavi. 
 
    She passed the corpse of a thin, emaciated man who had lost both arms long ago, lying on a beggar’s mat next to a chipped bowl. The corpse bothered her more than normal, a feeling more than simple pity for what must have been a sad life. She wasn’t sure why this was affecting her now, so she dismissed it from her mind and focused again on the mission. 
 
    “Delta Two, Delta Three? What is your sitrep?” 
 
    “Pursuing X-ray Two on foot, Delta One,” replied Pfündl. “X-Ray Two just entered Dharavi Slum from the west side, heading east.” 
 
    “Okay Delta Three, stay on him.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    She could hear the contempt in Pfündl’s tone, but now was not the time to question his attitude. 
 
    “Delta One, this is Alfa Three,” came Dawson’s voice over the radio waves. 
 
    “Go ahead Alfa Three.” 
 
    “Yankee One is two hundred meters east-northeast of your current position. The vehicle has stopped. You should have eyes on them at any moment.” 
 
    “Copy that Alfa Three.” 
 
    She soon spied the parked four-wheel drive through the throng of cars and buses and the haze of diesel. Pushing through opportunist gaps in the traffic she arrived to see Gridley-Brooks and Ndulu Adebayo, both armed with semi-automatic pistols, disappear south into the narrow streets that led inside the Dharavi Slum. 
 
    Abandoning the moped, Peri advanced on foot toward the white Mahindra. They had slashed all four tires deflating them. She drew her SIG Sauer and primed it for firing, then snuck a look inside. 
 
    The windows were open. They had snapped off the gear stick. The only person inside was Claire Skaffen, unconscious and sprawled across the back seat. A torn piece of cardboard lay thrown across her chest with ‘YOUR PROBLEM NOW’ written in black pen. 
 
    Heat rising with her anger, Peri checked Skaffen for a pulse and breath, both of which seemed normal. She peeled open an eye revealing dilated irises. She gave no response. A bruise on the side of the head showed where someone had pistol-whipped her into unconsciousness. 
 
    Peri knew all too well the game Gridley-Brooks was playing. He would have spotted Peri pursuing him, so had abandoned Skaffen knowing that Peri could now not abandon her. That strategy would afford the two men a decent head start, and a gain on the bigger prize, Simon Ashcroft. 
 
    Peri knew if she left the woman alone someone might rob, beat her or even rape her. Gridley-Brooks was counting on Peri’s compassion. 
 
    For three long seconds, she screamed into her hands. 
 
    She would not allow second-rate mercenaries to get the better of her. 
 
    “Delta Four?” she called for Cassian. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Delta Four, do you copy?” 
 
    “Delta Four is not responding,” came Wilks over the comms. “Suspect agent down.” 
 
    Peri paused, taking deep breaths to calm her foul mood. She had sent Cassian to collect Visser. If the South African mercenary had regained consciousness, he would have easily outmatched the young recruit.  
 
    Peri hyperventilated. The need to be sick was overwhelming. With an empty stomach she tried to retch, unable to find relief in vomiting.  
 
    A minute later, despite the white flecks of light appearing in her vision and the acidic taste in her mouth, she searched the four-wheel drive until she found a stainless-steel water bottle. After guzzling half its contents, she doused her head and neck with the rest. The fluids cooled her, lessening her headache and clearing her vision. For the time being at least, she could think rationally. 
 
    She called the one person she trusted. “Alfa One?” 
 
    Paul Szymanski cleared his throat over the radio channel before answering. “Yes Delta One?” 
 
    “How quickly can you get the back-up team to my position?” 
 
    “Nine minutes Ma’am. I sent them in twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    She grinned. At least someone on her team was working with her, preempting what she needed. “Good work Alfa One. I give you five minutes.” 
 
    “Five minutes, that’s not possible Ma’am.” 
 
    “That’s all you have because I can’t secure this location any longer than that.” 
 
    Peri considered her options for pursuit even though it was a risk leaving Claire Skaffen alone. The woman might regain consciousness in the next five minutes and flee the scene, or the criminals that frequented the nearby slums might mug or murder her. Yet as much as Peri hated the thought of doing so, leaving Skaffen now was a risk she felt compelled to take. 
 
    Peri took off at a run, disappearing into Dharavi.  
 
    Determined, Peri was single-minded in her focus. By the end of today Simon Ashcroft would be her prisoner, or he would be dead, even if it killed her. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    Corniche Beach resembled Miami, except for the absence of bikini-clad women, muscular and shirtless jocks working out, and people in general. It looked like a billion dollars project to transform sand dunes into a modern, unnaturally clean metropolis, complete with rows of elegant skyscrapers and fancy facade pathways, and then nobody had come. But nothing could stop the waves of airborne sand that drifted everywhere, including inside Conner’s clothes. 
 
    Conner spotted gates and fences to the northeast sections of the beach permitting access to families with children, and shielded from view by a long, high fence. Signs warned away single men and male groups. Perhaps everyone was in there.  
 
    Scratching his head, he considered the duplicities of the scene before him. He was always trying to find fault in everything, but if he was honest with himself, he knew he was the ‘wrong’ element in this picture. Gay men were just not welcome in the United Arab Emirates. He was the element ‘at fault’. 
 
    When Nahla finished feeding the parking meter, she joined Conner under the shady trees in the parkland, separating the shop fronts from the sandy beaches. “Where’s this place we’re supposed to be meeting McIntyre? Jasmine Kebab House? Restaurant?” 
 
    Conner grinned. “I don’t think we need to worry about that.” He pointed towards a lean and muscular African-American in a white business shirt, tan shoes and tan suit pants hurrying towards them. His mirrored sunglasses reflected the bright sun that lit up his face. The straight-line of his mouth and visibly tense jaw projected the seriousness of a Secret Service agent reacting to an imminent threat against the President. In his right hand was a compact pair of binoculars. He was the only human within a hundred meters. He didn’t slow his pace as he passed Conner and Nahla. In a commanding Californian accent, he said “Follow me.”  
 
    The tall man didn’t slow, leaving Nahla jogging to catch up. Conner, with his longer legs, still had to walk faster than his usual pace. Within a minute the three stood in the hot sand at the water’s edge, near the single men’s and group’s beach. Gentle ocean waves looked like they didn’t have the energy to do more than nudge the baking sand. A floating fence about forty meters distant was there to keep the sharks out or the people in.  
 
    The American took his binoculars and stared across the ocean. 
 
    Conner stood next to the man, straightening his posture to match the confident stance the American projected. “You’re Tom McIntyre?” 
 
    “I could be.”  
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “No need. I know who you are. Conner Rafferty, Irish journalist, and your friend is Nahla Asem, Jordanian journalist.” 
 
    “You got our message then?” 
 
    He nodded, lowering the binoculars and turning to Conner. Everyone’s darkened sunglasses hid their eyes. No one could tell who was looking at whom. 
 
    “You’ve obviously checked us out,” Conner spoke when everyone else seemed reluctant to. “I guess that means you’ve figured out we’re not crackpots. And since we’re meeting out in the open, I’m also guessing Shatterhand worries you—” 
 
    “You are Tom McIntyre? CIA?” Nahla asked, jumping in to ensure she was as much a part of this conversation as the two men. 
 
    The man’s head turned slowly from Conner to Nahla and back again. “Cell phones? Show them.” 
 
    Both Nahla and Conner did as instructed. As they had planned earlier, their devices were off. They wanted the CIA man to know they were serious with security. 
 
    “Take out the SIM cards, and the batteries. Then we can talk.” 
 
    They showed him as they did so.  
 
    McIntyre set off again at a brisk pace along the shoreline, regularly raising his binoculars to scan distant objects. Conner tried to assess what the man was looking at, but he seemed interested only in the cloudless blue sky. 
 
    When they had walked a hundred meters and the few single bathing men were too far away to hear their conversation, they stopped again. “What do you know about Shatterhand?” McIntyre demanded rather than asked. 
 
    Conner shrugged, “Where to start? Shatterhand is an NSA sanctioned operation, a new technology to gather intelligence and impersonate real people, anywhere on the planet, with perfect video resolution.” He watched McIntyre’s face, looking for any expression or shudder that might reveal where McIntyre’s interest lay. But he gave nothing away. The CIA had trained the man well. “Am I on the right track?” 
 
    “The U.S. government does not discuss military or intelligence matters with the public, and certainly not with journalists.” 
 
    “Okay,” Conner sighed. “What if I throw names at you? You tell me if they mean anything, or not. Your choice.” 
 
    McIntyre was as silent as he was motionless. 
 
    “Stephen Ashpool?” 
 
    “You mean Simon Ashcroft?” 
 
    That got a response. “Is that his real name?” 
 
    “This is public information. Simon Ashcroft is the world’s most wanted cyberterrorist. One hundred million U.S. dollars reward for any actionable intelligence that leads to his capture. Stephen Ashpool is one of his aliases. Want to know more, Google him.” 
 
    Nahla nodded. “Is he the man impersonating your President? Started after insurgents shot down Air Force One nineteen days ago in Bagram, Afghanistan?” 
 
    McIntyre was about to speak, but raised his binoculars and once again scanned the skies. “The U.S. government does not discuss military or intelligence matters with the public.” 
 
    “But you’re not denying it?” Conner kicked at the sand lazily, sliding his hands in his pockets to look casual and chilled. McIntyre was naturally intimidating, but Conner didn’t want the man to know that his cold and aloof manner was bothering him. It was more than that though, McIntyre was seething with bottled rage, and yet that rage didn’t seem directed at either Nahla or him, but at something else. 
 
    “The U.S. government does not—” 
 
    “Yeah, we get it,” Conner interrupted. “What about Alan Irvine?” 
 
    That name caused McIntyre to flinch for the briefest instance. He hid it so well Conner would not have noticed unless he had been watching for that reaction. “That name means nothing.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Our information says he is a director with the NSA. I’m guessing he’s instrumental in developing the Shatterhand program.” 
 
    McIntyre snarled. “You two are wasting my time. Unless you have real intelligence to share with me, we’re done here.” 
 
    Nahla spoke calmly, “We’re not wasting your time, Mr. McIntyre. We came here to inform you of a real threat. The Islamic State has nuclear weapons and are planning to detonate them soon in key cities across the Middle East.” 
 
    The CIA man kept staring. His expression suggested he was fuming internally. “You have target cities?”  
 
    “You believe us?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that—” 
 
    “You asked for target cities. I’d say you do.” 
 
    “I’ll ask again, do you have locations?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Dates? Times?” 
 
    “No. We have no information like that,” Conner countered. “All we can tell you is that my source was the same source that provided us with the names of Ashpool — or Ashcroft as you call him — Irvine and yourself.” 
 
    “Who was the source?” 
 
    Nahla shook her head. “No, Mr. McIntyre. We’ve given most of our information, and you’ve given us nothing.” 
 
    He growled again, his frustration now directed at her. “It doesn’t work like that, Ms. Asem. The U.S. Government discusses neither military nor intelligence matters with the public. And you two are public citizens, not even American citizens at that. You are floundering around in a country that is not your home where you have no rights at all.” 
 
    Conner shook his head, feeling the heat on his scalp and shoulders. At that moment, he would have done pretty much anything for a glass of iced beer. “Okay, mate. We’ve done our duty passing on this information. It means something to you. Otherwise you wouldn’t have come all this way to meet with us. Nuclear weapons. Islamic State. Rising insurgents across the Middle East. We’ve told you everything we know. Now it’s your problem.” 
 
    “This is all fantasy.” 
 
    “It’s not! I know you are afraid of what—” 
 
    “Who said anything about being afraid?” McIntyre shouted aggressively, momentarily losing control of his rage. He didn’t wait for an answer. He stepped closer to the lapping waves and stared through the binoculars. Conner looked in the same direction, but all he could see were seagulls. 
 
    “Want something to be afraid of?” He pointed to the birds. “Try taking a photo.” 
 
    McIntyre hurried from them. His anger suggested it would be a bad idea to follow. 
 
    When he was beyond their line of sight, Nahla turned to Conner and said, “That was tense, and not at all what I expected.” 
 
    “He knew though. Did you sense it? Everything we said to him, he already knew all of it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I agree, except for the nuclear weapons. We threw him on that one.” 
 
    Conner raised his hands to shield against the sun and looked at the birds. The last time he had seen a flock this large had been on a beach in Ireland where another tense and confidential conversation had gone down. One that had provided Conner with information that had brought him to the Middle East. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” 
 
    He squinted. He swore he could make out a drone in the flock, about the same size as the birds with four propeller arms, and cameras attached to an undercarriage. “Drone, see, in the flock?” 
 
    Nahla looked, also shielding her eyes. “Maybe. Are you sure? Here, let me use the zoom on my phone and take a photo.” As she returned the battery and SIM card to her cell phone, Conner did the same. She zoomed in and snapped off a shot. Conner looked over her shoulder as she pulled up the photograph. It looked like a seagull. 
 
    “I think we’re being paranoid,” responded Nahla. “There is no way that could be a drone.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think so,” Conner grimaced. He looked with his biological eyes. There was no mistaking it, it was definitely a drone, hiding in the flock. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think the photo you are looking at isn’t real. The NSA edited it to resemble a real bird.” 
 
    “What, straight after I took it, they edited it?” 
 
    “Yes… Sounds insane, right?” 
 
    “Are you saying—?” 
 
    “Yes. My bet is that’s an NSA drone, a shrunk down version. That’s how they know so much about what we’re all doing all the time, even when we think we are far away from anything that can observe us.” 
 
    “That would be what McIntyre was afraid of. That’s crazy though! That means they are changing my photo, on my phone, almost instantly, before I even look at it!”  
 
    Conner nodded. “Someone has warned McIntyre not to talk to anyone about Shatterhand, like I was. He’s being watched to make sure he doesn’t.” 
 
    “But he still came all this way to meet with us?” 
 
    Grinning, Conner said, “He did, didn’t he?” 
 
    Nahla tried to speak, but she couldn’t find the words. Conner didn’t know what to say either. 
 
    Her cell phone rang, startling them both. She answered immediately. 
 
    “Yes…?” She looked worried. “Okay… See you there… Yes, will do.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Conner asked when the call ended. 
 
    “Tom McIntyre.” 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    “He wants to meet us, at the foyer of the Burj Lanihaya, as soon as we can get there.” 
 
    Conner remembered the view of the imposing triangular mega-structure from his hotel room the previous night. “He’s changed his mind quickly.” 
 
    “Or he never changed it. He didn’t want to say anything while those drones were watching.” 
 
    Conner pulled his shirt away from his sweaty chest. “Good. That means it’s time to drive again, and your car has air conditioning.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dharavi, Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    Dharavi. 
 
    Asia’s largest slum. 
 
    The heart of Mumbai, home to a million impoverished people. A labyrinth of narrow streets, dirty lanes, open sewers and cramped huts. The densest sprawl of human population anywhere on the planet. A micro-economy of small-scale industries. Producers of embroidered garments, leather goods, pottery and plastic sold to a global market. A pressure cooker of multi-religious and ethnic groups. A breeding ground for typhoid, cholera and dysentery. A looming ground-zero for seasonal flooding, fire and violence-induced disasters. 
 
    Dharavi. Mumbai’s dangerous heart. 
 
    It was the one location in this vast megacity where Simon Ashcroft knew he held the advantage. 
 
    He sprinted through the narrow streets, trying to recall which lanes were dead ends and which concealed shortcuts he could use to gain distance from his pursuers. There were bypasses between the various shanty houses and tunnels hidden behind the strategically placed crates of rubble but the crowds everywhere were dense. Smoke from cooking fires and tanning factories belched streams of dark vapors into the smog-clad skies. He passed startled people, snapping dogs and mud-soaked pigs. The smell of open sewers and the fumes of curing leathers was overpowering, causing him to gag as he ran. Potted flowering plants on balconies provided a bright but contradictory aesthetic to the otherwise depressing scene. 
 
    It took ten minutes of fast, furious dodging down various alleyways and leaping across the open sewers until he reoriented himself to the general layout of the slum. The narrow passages lined with concrete walls and worn tarpaulins as makeshift verandahs was a landscape he had explored many a time in the past. Familiarity was reigniting his mental map of the land. 
 
    A streak of light seared the sky, followed by an ominous crack of thunder. It had darkened dramatically in the last ten minutes without him noticing. Thin people in loose-fitting clothes looked up but paid little notice, for rain was common in this city. Torrential waters fell from the skies, descending fast and drenching Simon in seconds. People ran to get out of the rain, pushing past him through narrow passageways that were barely wide enough for one person. Some ran towards doors, darting inside and locking themselves in. A house would have been an ideal hiding spot because there were so many, but he could not escape quickly if cornered. 
 
    A gunshot startled him.  
 
    Simon ducked instinctively, and for a moment he thought he had taken a bullet, but he was unharmed.  
 
    A tin roof less than a meter from his head rattled at the sudden impact and he could see a circular smoking hole in the metal. Turning, he was both afraid to find the shooter right behind him, and afraid not to.  
 
    But there he was, the dark-skinned man who had earlier shot the truck forcing it to crash. He was standing only fifty meters away, with a pistol in his firm grip. 
 
    Two more bullets zipped past Simon’s head.  
 
    Men, women and children ducked at the noise of gunfire, ran and — much to Simon’s relief — formed a panicked crowd between him and his foe, a protective shield.  
 
    Not wishing to take a bullet, and wanting to ensure that they took no innocent lives, Simon sprinted again through the twisting and crisscrossing streets. His lungs burned with the exertion. His heart beat like a racing car piston. His mind screamed that he must orientate himself quickly or they would herd him into a trap. If circumstances had been reversed, if he was the predator rather than the prey, Simon would have sent a second man to trail him, pushing him forward but cutting him off to head him in a circle. The other would circle around the other way, a coordinated ‘herding’ into a two-flank attack, trapping him in the same way that lions would hunt a gazelle. If he were to survive this encounter, Simon knew he must move in a straight line toward the east, but he wasn’t sure he could do that. 
 
    Taking the next corner at a sprint, feet splashing through the rising puddles, he came across an elderly, white-bearded man lazily selling pottery on a corner outside his lean-to house. The wizened man mumbled a tune, the words indistinguishable. He stared forward, unblinking, looking at nothing but the blank wall of the concrete shanty hut opposite. Simon skidded to a halt, realizing with surprise he had seen this man before, during a clandestine meeting on this corner over eight years ago. Nothing about the old man, his tune, his stares or his wares had changed. Time on this corner had literally stood still. When Simon pulled up for a fast stop, the old man smiled. Simon grinned in return, nodded his thanks then kept sprinting. He knew where he was now. 
 
    Taking the next corner quickly, he pivoted sharply, scuffing his boots on debris just as another gunshot blasted through the air behind him. A chunk of concrete exploded from the wall. The hunter was persistent, but so was Simon.  
 
    As the heavy rain pelted the ground and obscured his vision, Simon tried to remember an ideal direction to head next. He turned a corner at a sprint and saw he had guessed right, a wall mural of a bearded man with a white turban, royal garb and two proud lions at his side appearing where he hoped it would be. He pushed through a group of dainty transvestites, overly made up with lipstick, eyeliner and tight saris, all trying to get out of the rain. He jumped over a dog picking at a dead rat that had washed up in a drain, then found the ladder he was searching for, tucked into an alcove out of sight. 
 
    He slipped on the rungs as he furiously climbed, scaring the cat-sized rats away with a wave of his hand, as they challenged him for a position on the rungs. Within seconds he reached the two-story high roof lookout. Several young boys, none over eight years old, threw pebbles onto the tin roofs across the passageway not caring that the rain drenched them. Simon nodded and grinned, amused by their surprised stares at his sudden appearance. He edged up to the lip of the roof, looking down into the passageway he had just taken. Just in time. The special forces man was sprinting up the stairs, USSOCOM MARK 23 semi-automatic pistol drawn and out in front. His expression was cold and serious, a professional killer. He checked every corner carefully just in case Simon was waiting for him. 
 
    But he wasn’t looking up. 
 
    Simon dropped off the building and landed suddenly on the man. The force of the impact threw his foe to the ground while cushioning Simon’s fall.  
 
    The man hit the concrete path hard, creating the reverberating, sickening noise of bones breaking. Simon clambered to his feet and clobbered the man once in the back of the head. The impact smashed his face into the wet concrete, knocking him unconscious. The few locals nearby ran from the scene, leaving the two men to sort out their business on their own.  
 
    Simon quickly grabbed the fallen USSOCOM and pointed it at the back of the man’s head. When his foe didn’t stir, Simon checked both ends of the street. No one else was approaching. No one had hung around to witness the fight. This was good. Simon’s guess that the second pursuer was circling around through another route to meet Simon head on was probably correct. He should have time to put his plan into action. 
 
    Taking the tape and two-way radio from his backpack, Simon held the transmit button down to activate it and taped it into place. He put the radio into the unconscious man’s soaked trouser pocket so it could relay any future conversations, at least as long the battery lasted, or until they discovered it. 
 
    He considered checking for identification, but he knew an experienced operator would carry nothing that would give him away. Simon also considered taking the man’s earbud and the radio transmitter, but knew that would betray his ruse. He’d figured radio transmissions would be far more difficult for an AI like Shatterhand to interfere with than tapping into an electronic communications system. 
 
    He took a moment to consider his plan. If he left the two-way radio on the man, chances were they would quickly discover the weighty device. Simon’s number one aim was to learn Casey’s location, even if it was only a vague idea what Gridley-Brooks had done with her. If one of the kill team talked while he was eavesdropping, Simon would gain an advantage. But if they discovered he had overheard them, they would either move Casey somewhere if they had captured her, or they’d double their efforts to get to her before he could. It was a long shot he’d catch the conversation he needed to hear, but with little other options available to him, he decided it was worth a try. 
 
    He placed the radio nearby under a pile of rubbish, hoping they said enough before they moved from this spot. 
 
    Something hit Simon in his right shoulder. The pain was sharp, but not as agonizing as a bullet wound. He looked around and up to determine its source as he tentatively felt the point of impact, checking that no blood was seeping from the wound. A pebble sailed past. Another narrowly missed his face. Through the drops of falling rain splashing in his eyes he saw young boys looking down from the roof above. They laughed at him and threw more stones. 
 
    Simon took this as his cue to leave, noting the appearance of a few local adults. Backtracking quickly, he took a route southeast — hopefully in a direction the two soldiers would not be expecting.  
 
    After two blocks more residents appeared, seemingly nonchalant toward the gunfire they must have heard, and avoiding interaction with him wary that he may be a dangerous intruder. He was sure that, usually, a white man alone in the slums would be unusual and a target for the local opportunists, but nobody hassled him or asked for money, instead they were quietly letting him past. They even made an effort to move out of his way. 
 
    With startled embarrassment, he remembered the USSOCOM in his hand. No wonder people were avoiding him. He threw the weapon into his backpack. Then he checked that the 1A Pistol tucked into the small of his back had a chambered round, ready for firing. With all three guns concealed, including the second 9mm in his backpack, he moved on. After passing a few more blocks people were clearly taking far less notice of him. 
 
    Now was a good time and a reasonable distance from the downed man to switch on the radio and eavesdrop.  
 
    Two men were talking and he could only just hear their voices over the sounds of pattering rain. 
 
    “You okay Rashad?” 
 
    “Fucker jumped me. Jumped off the fucking roof.” 
 
    Both men had American accents.  
 
    The uninjured man laughed, “Ashcroft must have been giving me the slip.” 
 
    “He’ll have doubled back,” Rashad said before he gave out a loud and agonized cry. “Oh fuck. Motherfucker snapped my wrist!” 
 
    “Looks bad buddy.” 
 
    “Course it looks bad!” 
 
    “You still able to pursue?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be? I’m not you when you take a beating.” 
 
    “You know, just asking. You limp-wristed and all.” 
 
    Simon smiled as he listened to the banter. So far, his plan was working better than expected, but he needed to know more.  
 
    “What happened to you two?” A woman’s voice now, a third operative, joined their conversation. She too was American, yet he detected the slightest hint of a foreign accent, one that sounded vaguely Eastern European. There was contempt in her tone, and a hint of sniffles, as if she were fighting off a cold or flu. 
 
    “Keser, Ma’am.” 
 
    “What’s the sitrep?” 
 
    “Ashcroft gave us the slip. Jumped Wilks and took his gun.” 
 
    She sighed and Ashcroft couldn’t help but notice her disappointment. “How did a U.S. Delta Force operative get taken down by an Aussie intelligence officer?” 
 
    “Ma’am, even operators get ambushed sometimes. This guy has training. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “You snapped your wrist Rashid?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” he winced. 
 
    “Looks like we need to get you to a hospital.” 
 
    “Rashid will be fine,” jested the other soldier.  
 
    “Fuck off Bodo. Why don’t you kiss it better for me, and we’ll see then?” 
 
    “Does it hurt that bad?”  
 
    “Yeah, like Satan’s asshole.” 
 
    “Sergeant Pfündl,” Keser interrupted harshly, not enamored to their jovial take on an important situation. “Unlike your buddy, I hope you are uninjured?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for, get after Ashcroft. Now!” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with Sergeant Wilks.” 
 
    As Simon listened to the man run off, he memorized the names, Sergeant Rashad Wilks, Sergeant Bodo Pfündl and an operations head named Keser. They were talking and behaving suspiciously like a CIA hit squad, with him as their target. 
 
    “Did you secure Claire Skaffen?” asked Wilks. 
 
    Simon raised an eyebrow at that. A psychopathic soldier in Goa had called Casey by that name when he thought she was a cyberterrorist and hacker, hoping that she would pay him vast sums of money for not torturing then killing her.  
 
    “Yeah, Szymanski’s just collected her,” explained Keser. “He’s taking her to our tactical ops center on Kale Marg Road.” 
 
    Simon smiled to himself, surprised at her carelessness in giving away a strategic location. It seemed this hit squad didn’t really know what they were doing or who they had captured. On a positive note, it was this incompetent team and not Gridley-Brooks who were now holding Casey prisoner. That might be an advantage he could use. 
 
    “What about Gridley-Brooks, and Adebayo?” Although Wilks was doing his best to mask his pain, Simon could tell the fracture was excruciating, listening to the grunts and heavy breathing emanating through gritted teeth. “Are they still on the radar?” 
 
    “Here in Dharavi, somewhere. I followed them in, but lost them. I’ve got Dawson looking for them with the Predator. I’m presuming Adebayo and Gridley-Brooks are still hunting Ashcroft.”  
 
    Simon grimaced as he heard that news. Although he had guessed as much, it hurt deep that his old friends had turned against him, willing to kill him because of a false story Shatterhand had put out to the world about him. It must have detailed some awful untruths if his previously loyal colleagues had come this far to murder him. 
 
    “Can you stand?” 
 
    “Yeah, give me a minute…” Bodo Pfündl groaned again as he got to his feet.  
 
    Simon heard them shuffle away, and then nothing. That was all he would get from them but it had given him enough information to know where to look for Casey. He threw the other two-way radio into a mound of sweet-smelling garbage and ran. 
 
    Another gunshot sounded loudly as it ripped passed him. 
 
    Simon halted, startled. He looked up as the crowds again fled, avoiding yet another violent confrontation. He identified Sergeant Ndulu Adebayo, twenty meters distant, the rippling muscles of his arms and torso showing through his olive-green t-shirt as it became wet with the rain. He scowled, his eyes like dark pools of nothingness. Ndulu was unwavering in his aim, the 9mm Glock pistol steady and pointed straight at Simon’s heart. 
 
    Simon thought of running, but there was no cover near enough for him to reach before Ndulu Adebayo would fire a clean shot at him.  
 
    “Ashcroft.” 
 
    “Ndulu,” Simon spoke in the calmest voice he could muster. 
 
    “Why the fuck did you do it Simon?” Ndulu suddenly screamed, his colder than stone calmness washed away in his unbridled rage. “Why the fuck did you screw us over?” 
 
    “What do you think I did to you?” 
 
    “You serious?” Ndulu growled. “Are. You. FUCKING. SERIOUS?” 
 
    Simon raised his hands in a surrender position, wishing he had one of his weapons in his palm right now. “I’m sorry. I honestly don’t know.” 
 
    “The fuck you do—” 
 
    “You know me!” Simon countered desperately. He had to diffuse the situation, fast, because he acutely knew that Ndulu’s gunshot would have alerted Keser, Pfündl, Wilks and also, presumably Gridley-Brooks, as to where he was. “You think I’ve done something awful to you, but you also know me.” He imagined the false news stories they might have read about him. The worst he could think of was a false story regarding the murder of Ndulu’s wife and children with the evidence fabricated to make it look like Simon was the culprit. That was the only scenario Simon could think of that would send this man into this level of rage. But that didn’t explain Gridley-Brooks or Naas Visser being here. Neither man had children. They wouldn’t understand a father’s all-consuming drive to protect his families at all times, and at all costs. “Is it your family?” Simon asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “What? Fuck no.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “You destroyed us. Financially. You took all our money. All of it!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Grow some balls, Ashcroft. Admit what you did.” 
 
    Simon shook his head, refusing to break eye contact with his old friend. “I promise you, Ndulu, I did no such thing.” 
 
    “I’ve heard what you really are. You’re a cyberterrorist. I thought I knew you, but you’ve stolen from everyone. You have no humanity.” 
 
    “Ndulu,” he tried again, one ear listening to what was going on behind him, ready for his other foes to sneak up, as they soon would, there was no doubt of that. If he was still talking to Ndulu by then, it wouldn’t fare well for either of them. “Ndulu, mate. Think about it. If I really had that much money, then why the hell would I be here in a slum, running for my life.” 
 
    There was a twitch in Ndulu’s eyes. He was thinking about what Simon was saying, reluctantly considering that Simon’s claim might be true. 
 
    “You had several opportunities to kill me back at Pankot Palace Hotel. I know you were the sniper, but you never took the kill shot.” 
 
    Ndulu twitched again. His gun arm wavered. The rain falling on his head ran like rivers down the side of his face. “We were friends once. Felt you deserved a sporting chance.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “But you don’t deserve it.” 
 
    Lightning flashed in the skies. 
 
    “Mate, we’re the same. We’re family men. We do whatever we must do to protect what is most important to us. Our children and our wives. You know me, like I know you. Nothing else matters—” 
 
    Ndulu squeezed the trigger. The gun flared in his hand.  
 
    The muzzle blast was as loud as a firecracker going off against his ear.  
 
    Another gunshot, just as loud, less than a second later.  
 
    Ndulu’s right eye vanished, replaced instantly with a dark red hole that bubbled with spurting blood. He dropped to his knees, falling lifelessly, landing flat on his face in a deep, muddy, sewerage-smelling puddle. 
 
    Simon pulled the 9mm from his waistband as he pivoted, catching sight of the white Delta Force operator who was staggering behind him, his USSOCOM loosely held in one twitching hand as his other pressed hard against his gut, trying to stem the flood of blood escaping from a meaty stomach wound. 
 
    Simon didn’t wait to consider his next action. He shot the man twice more. Once in the chest and once in the head. The Delta Force operator fell heavily and stopped moving. 
 
    Another flash of lightning illuminated a woman, further down the slum passage.  
 
    She fired her pistol. Bullets ripped everywhere but none found Simon. 
 
    Exposed, he darted into a perpendicular passageway and took cover.  
 
    His friend was dead. The image burned into his mind, of Ndulu falling lifeless. It stung Simon hard. He couldn’t put that thought out of his head. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right that powers greater than him were turning his closest buddies against him, taking lives, and doing so for all the wrong reasons. 
 
    Then he remembered that the tides had turned. With the two Delta Force operators out of commission, he was now the hunter. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Peri sprinted through the twisting, narrow alleyways of Dharavi as the rain fell in heavy sheets and lightning arced across the heavens. She welcomed the drenching for the rain cooled her. No longer was she crippled by her illness that the heat seamed to aggravate. Knowing that the rain wouldn’t last forever, she took her opportunity and pushed on.  
 
    Women in purple headscarves with red-dyed cow hides slung over their backs pushed past her. A thin wrinkled man brushed floating turds into an open gutter washing them deeper into the slum, looked at her like she was from another planet.  
 
    Peri ignored them and turned a corner, entering an open space built upon layers of accumulated trash. The ground underfoot ran with muddy waters, bringing with it the putrid stench of excrement. The muck drenched her feet up to her ankles. She turned in a full circle noting the many paths she could take, but there was no logic to the layout. No clear path out of this location. 
 
    “You copy, Alfa Three?” she said touching her two-way radio speak pod. 
 
    “Affirmative, Delta One?” Emily Dawson rattled back over the radio comms. 
 
    “Eagle One overhead?” 
 
    “Yes, Delta One. I have eyes on you, X-ray Two, Delta Two, Delta Three, Yankee One and Yankee Two.”  
 
    “Copy that.” Peri translated the code. The Predator drone was circling overhead, tracking the movements of Ashcroft, Wilks, Pfündl, Gridley-Brooks and Ndulu Adebayo. “What about X-ray One, has Alfa One secured her?” 
 
    “Alfa One transporting X-ray One to Tactical Operation Command as we speak.”  
 
    Peri felt a guilty relief. It had been a risk leaving Claire Skaffen on her own, but the risk had paid off. Nothing had afflicted Skaffen, and the cyberterrorist was now in their custody, thanks to Szymanski.  
 
    “Good, can you direct me to X-ray Two?” 
 
    “Affirmative Ma’am. Head southeast, second alley after the pipeline. Twelve hundred meters.” 
 
    Peri scanned the shanty lined streets, identifying debris and flowing water, and the large nine foot diameter water mains running through the heart of Dharavi. This was the route she needed to take. She checked that her P228 handgun was secure in its holster then advanced through the crowds, wiping away the water running down her face. 
 
    A crackle came over the radio, followed by a sharp gasp. “Delta One, do you copy?” Dawson cried out. 
 
    “Go ahead Alfa Three.” 
 
    “Agent down. Repeat, agent down. X-ray Two just incapacitated Delta Two.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Surprised him, Ma’am. I repeat, Delta Two down. X-ray Two is now performing a body search on Delta Two.” 
 
    Peri took off at a sprint. “Keep tracking X-ray Two!” 
 
    “Affirmative Delta One,” answered Dawson. 
 
    “Can you take him out if I give the order, with Eagle One?” 
 
    “Copy that. Hellfires locked and loaded. Just give the order, Delta One.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Sergeant Pfündl’s voice crackled over the radio waves. “Delta One, this is Delta Three.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Delta Three?” 
 
    “Hold off on Eagle One. I’m almost at Delta Two’s—” 
 
    “X-ray Two moving from Delta Two,” Dawson interrupted, “He’s headed southeast. He’ll run into Yankee Two if he’s not careful.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Peri panted as she ran. “Delta Three, I’ll meet you at Delta Two’s location. ETA five minutes.” 
 
    Peri pushed on as fast as her wheezing lungs would allow, her feet soaked with dirty water and her blouse sticking to her body armor like a second layer of skin. The rain pounding on the tin roofs drowned out all other noise, but the weather at least had cleared the crowds. Within ten minutes she reached Sergeants Wilks and Pfündl in an otherwise empty passageway. Pfündl stood with his legs wide, handgun raised and eyes watching every exit and entry point to this location. Wilks sat in a puddle. He held his left hand. Snapped at the wrist, it was purple and limp. There was no doubt Wilks was out of commission, but thankfully he appeared otherwise unharmed.  
 
    “What happened to you two? What’s the sitrep?”  
 
    “Ma’am,” Pfündl acknowledged her then returned his to gaze to the streets, on the lookout for potential threats. “X-ray Two gave us the slip. Jumped Delta Two and took his gun.” 
 
    Peri sighed and looked down at Wilks. His good hand rubbed the back of his head where he had been pistol-whipped. She edged closer, saw a huge bruise forming on the left side of his forehead and a blood-smeared broken nose. Complicating the situation was the muck he was sitting in. They’d have to race him to a hospital otherwise his wounds would become septic. “How did you get taken down by X-ray Two?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Pfündl responded, “even operators get ambushed sometimes. This guy has training. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “You snapped your wrist Delta Two?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” he winced as he nursed his wrist. The pain must have been intense because she’d never seen a special forces soldier look as pale and ghostly as he did now. For a moment, she thought there were tears in his eyes, but it was hard to tell with all the rain. 
 
    “Looks like we need to get you to a hospital.” 
 
    “Delta Two will be fine,” jested Pfündl.  
 
    “Fuck off. Why don’t you kiss it better for me, and we’ll see then?” countered Wilks. 
 
    “Does it hurt that bad?”  
 
    “Yeah, like Satan’s asshole.” 
 
    “Delta Three!” Keser interrupted the banter. Now was not the time for jokes. They needed to secure Ashcroft, and if they didn’t move on him soon, they would lose him, or Gridley-Brooks and Adebayo would take him out. She looked to Pfündl. “Unlike your buddy, I hope you’re uninjured?” 
 
    “I am Ma’am.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for, get after X-ray Two. Now!” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with Delta Two.” 
 
    Pfündl sprinted into the labyrinthian passageways. Wilks pivoted on the watery ground where he sat, then got into his knees wincing with agony every time he jolted his wrist. “Did you secure X-ray One?” Wilks asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    Keser nodded. “Yeah, Alfa One’s just collected her. He’s taking her to the Tactical Operation Center.” 
 
    “What about Yankee One and Two?” Wilks was up on one knee now. He didn’t look good. She thought to offer a helping hand but suspected he wouldn’t want it. “Are they still on the radar?” he asked. 
 
    Peri nodded. “Here in Dharavi, somewhere. I followed them in but lost them. I’ve got Alfa Three searching using Eagle One. Presuming the Yankees are still hunting X-ray Two.”  
 
    Wilks stumbled. Peri stopped worrying about his pride and leaped forward to steady him. He seemed grateful for the help, but also embarrassed. She’d never met a special forces type who enjoyed admitting he needed help.  
 
    “Can you stand?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, give me a minute…” Wilks groaned and pulled himself up, using her grip on his good hand as leverage. Once on his feet he walked easily enough, but soon his movements became stumbles. Peri supported him with an arm around the waist. “I’m sorry Ma’am,” he said after they had walked a few hundred meters. “I’m out for the count until I fix my arm. Pain shooting down my arm is excruciating. Must have pinched a nerve or something.” 
 
    “That’s fine Delta Two.” 
 
    “I can’t believe the fucker got me like that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll get him. He’s dealing with the United States Government now.” 
 
    “Fuck it hurts.” 
 
    The blast of another gunshot echoed through the streets. Peri turned towards the noise, identifying it as coming from the southeast, the direction Ashcroft and Pfündl had taken. 
 
    “You better get after them,” Wilks said through clenched teeth. “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    Peri nodded and took off. 
 
    As she ran, she called Emily Dawson. “Alfa Three, this is Delta One?” 
 
    “Go ahead Delta One.” 
 
    “Direct me to X-ray Two.” 
 
    “Copy that. Be advised, Yankee Two has X-ray Two pinned down with a pistol. Delta Three will be on their position in minutes.” 
 
    “And Eagle One?” 
 
    “Locked on X-ray Two’s position. Give me the order, and I’ll send a Hellfire up his ass so fast he won’t know what hit him.” 
 
    “That’s a last resort Alfa Three. I still want X-ray Two alive.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Dawson relayed simple directions leading Peri to Ashcroft’s location.  
 
    Before she arrived at the destination, she heard more gunfire, two loud and echoing shots. She turned a corner fast enough to see Ashcroft put two more bullets into Pfündl while he was down, executing him.  
 
    Taking in everything as the Secret Service had trained her to do, she noticed the corpse of Ndulu Adebayo behind Ashcroft, face down in the mud. Had Ashcroft also executed his old friend? 
 
    A flash of lightning lit the skies. 
 
    Ashcroft looked up, seeing her for the first time.  
 
    Thunder rolled through the crackling atmosphere. 
 
    Without conscious thought, she withdrew her P228 and fired her weapon; the recoil jarring through her outstretched arms with each squeeze of the trigger. Ashcroft was taking out her people one by one, and she wouldn’t stand for it any longer. 
 
    She kept firing, controlled but rapid shots. 
 
    But Ashcroft moved fast. He was behind cover now, and every shot had missed. Why was her aim so bad? She could only put her failure down to her illness. 
 
    With a sickening sense of dread, she squeezed the trigger one more time and heard a click. She was out of bullets.  
 
    Ashcroft stepped out and fired. His aim was off, surprising her because he had proved himself to be an accurate marksman. Then she saw why. Simon was running right at her. He didn’t want her dead. He wanted her as his prisoner. 
 
    Peri turned and fled.  
 
    The passageway ahead was long, providing multiple opportunities for Ashcroft to shoot her before she reached the end. 
 
    Not wishing to risk death, she rammed her body against the door of a concrete house until the hinges gave and she leaped inside.  
 
    A young woman at a stove cooking rice and a curry cried out. Several toddlers on the floor and on the single bed looked up with doleful, confused stares. Washing hung on lines crowding the already tiny space. 
 
    The woman’s yelps became screams as Peri stumbled further inside, tearing down the washing in her frantic dash toward another exit.  
 
    More gunshots exploded behind her and she had ducked inside just in time. The woman grabbed the youngest child and fled outside, herding her other children with her. 
 
    Alone, Peri searched, expecting another exit but finding none. The home was ten feet by ten feet, with no windows in the blue-painted walls. It had been a rookie mistake entering this building assuming it contained another exit.  
 
    The door still swinging on its hinges flung open and shattered as it impacted the wall.  
 
    Ashcroft raced at her. 
 
    She grabbed the pot with the boiling rice and flung it at his face. 
 
    Simon ducked. The steamy water splashing over the walls. The saucepan clanged on the concrete wall and fell to the floor.  
 
    There had been no time to reload her P228, so she grabbed the second saucepan and flung it at Simon. 
 
    He ducked but not fast enough. It collected him in the arm, covering his shirt in hot curry. He ignored the burning pain and came for her.  
 
    She glimpsed a knife from the corner of her eye, snatched it and slashed. 
 
    Ashcroft raised his left hand as the blade cut through the flesh of his foreman. Blood sprayed like a fountain covering her in the wet, sticky fluids. He stepped back, a look of surprise on his face as he grabbed his forearm to stem the crimson flow. 
 
    “Copy that, Delta One.” 
 
    Dawson’s voice, speaking through the earbud.  
 
    Simon came for Peri. 
 
    She lunged again with the knife. 
 
    Ashcroft was too fast, sidestepping and wrenching her arm. He pulled her forward and swung her against the wall. The impact was like a punch in the gut, winding her. The knife flung from her grip and clattered across the floor. 
 
    Dawson spoke again, “Copy and understood—” 
 
    The impact left Peri woozy and unsteady on her feet. 
 
    “Delta One—” 
 
    Simon came at her again. He reached to grab her wrist. 
 
    “X-ray Two is the target—” 
 
    She kicked him in the knee.  
 
    He twisted and winched.  
 
    “Rifle. Rifle. Rifle!” Dawson exclaimed.  
 
    A hand came from nowhere, grabbed her tight around the shoulder, and spun her around. She tripped on an obstacle underfoot and whacked her head against the wall. 
 
    “Hellfire launched—”  
 
    Peri staggered again. It was she and not Ashcroft who was taking the beating. 
 
    “Target locked and loaded—” 
 
    She ducked down and spun again to face Ashcroft as he tried to grapple her once more. 
 
    “One minute twelve seconds—” 
 
    “What?” Peri exclaimed. 
 
    Ashcroft reached out, snatching at her flailing hands.  
 
    This time she was fast enough, blocked his blow, twisted from her awkward position and jabbed him in the kidney. 
 
    He groaned from the pain but slowed for only a second. A hand came up and grabbed her by her ponytail. He pulled her sideways.  
 
    “Fifty-five seconds—” 
 
    Ashcroft found purchase around her left hand, pressed it hard against the blue wall. He released her ponytail and pushed his muscular body against hers, pinning her. She tried to strike him with her right hand, but he expected it and snatched hold of her second wrist. 
 
    “Who do you work for?” he demanded, his Australian accent detached and cold. 
 
    “Fifty seconds—” Dawson’s voice was loud in Peri’s earbud.  
 
    He shook her, “Where have you taken Skaffen?” 
 
    Peri tried to speak, but Dawson’s frantic countdown distracted her. 
 
    “Forty seconds—” 
 
    Ashcroft pulled her right hand down, pinning it against the wall. “If you hurt her…” 
 
    “Predator—” Peri gasped.  
 
    “What?” Simon yelled in her ear. 
 
    “Thirty seconds—” 
 
    “Predator drone, it—” 
 
    “Twenty seconds—” 
 
    “What are you talking about Keser?” 
 
    Her eyes grew wide with horror. How did he know her name?  
 
    “Fifteen seconds—” 
 
    “Hellfire missile, Ashcroft, T-Minus fifteen seconds.” 
 
    The Australian paled.  
 
    “Ten seconds—” came Dawson’s monotone through Peri’s earbud.  
 
    Peri’s head spun. She hadn’t ordered the missile strike, so who had? Not Ashcroft, for he couldn’t have hacked into their system at the same time he was immobilizing her here at ground zero?  
 
    Nothing made sense.  
 
    Peri didn’t want to die in an illogical situation. She didn’t want it to end like this, not while everything was so confusing — 
 
    “Eight seconds—”  
 
    “Eight seconds Ashcroft,” she repeated, coughing and spluttering. “Seven seconds… six…” 
 
    Ashcroft dragged her from the building.  
 
    They sprinted. He pulled her faster than her legs would carry her.  
 
    There was no noise, not at first. Hellfires traveled at supersonic speeds. First was the bright, searing light erupting from the dwelling, then the concussion wave that lifted them off their feet and catapulted them through the air. Only then did she hear the fierce, thunderous explosion, before another shanty house ahead raced up from nowhere. The rough concrete wall filled up her vision as she hit it hard. 
 
    Then everything went black. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    As Nahla Asem drove, Conner Rafferty stared through the passenger window, watched the Burj Lanihaya loom on the horizon like a giant futuristic rocket ready for take-off. Three tall, sharp triangles encased in glass and steel were a simple but effective architectural design, their apexes meeting at a point gave the illusion that the tower was infinite, as if stretching into the heavens and out of sight.  
 
    As they drove closer, the surrounding opulent gardens further promoted the angular theme with mosaics of triangular wedged footpaths, plant beds and water fountains. Multiple palm trees provided a sense of greenery and offered shade.  
 
    They found a carpark a few hundred meters from the Burj Lanihaya, then walked. 
 
    “Where do we meet him?” Nahla asked. 
 
    Conner shrugged. “McIntyre’s the spy. Let him find us.” 
 
    Guards in black suits with sub-machine guns and serious frowns were the gatekeepers of the few entrances, otherwise they cordoned the tower off with temporary fences. Black limousines with tinted windows lined up one after the other waited behind the main gap in the fence. Once through on the other side, the luxury vehicles dropped important people outside the main foyer. Wealthy Arabs in their long, white loose-fitting kandura robes, headscarves and black head bands, and women with hijabs and black abayas robes, mingled together in muted discussions. Despite the heat, Arabs and Westerners wore the latest New York, London and Parisian business suits complete with silk ties and jackets. The many dignitaries huddled in groups, men kissing men, or shaking hands and conversing. 
 
    Conner approached a barrier figuring if he looked like he belonged they would let him in. No such luck. A guard raised a Heckler and Koch submachine gun and yelled at him in fast, clipped Arabic. He pointed his weapon showing that Conner should step away. Conner did as they told him. 
 
    “Something going on, Nahla?” he asked when he rejoined her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You really don’t keep up, do you? This is the second day of ANEF. The Arab Nations Economic Forum?” 
 
    Conner shrugged. He hadn’t been keeping up with the latest news because he no longer cared or believed any of it. 
 
    “That’s why McIntyre will be here,” she added. “He’ll be working.” 
 
    Nodding, Conner scanned the scene. There were people everywhere. He paid attention, spotted many men in suits with bulges under their arms where they packed semi-automatic pistols, and earbuds connected to radios no doubt hidden on their persons. Surveillance CCTV cameras up high watched the proceedings unfolding below, no doubt recording everything. He felt certain NSA eyes were watching it all in real time back in Maryland. 
 
    Nahla shook her head. “Prime ministers, presidents, ministers, global economic leaders, heads of Arab businesses. They’re all here Conner.” 
 
    “I don’t follow the news anymore,” he scoffed, feeling justified in his newfound ignorance. “It’s all lies these days.” He scanned the crowds, recognizing several key members of numerous prominent royal families from across the Gulf States. There were a few U.S. Senators, and at least one Congressman. Despite his snubs, he appreciated that this meeting was a big deal.  
 
    When Conner spotted Thomas McIntyre talking to a sheik and what looked to be the CEO of a large petroleum company, the CIA man turned and stared back at him with an incredulous expression. McIntyre excused himself, then marched through the guarded barriers and came right up to Conner and Nahla. “What the hell are you two doing here?” 
 
    “You called us!” Nahla’s frown was impertinent. “You wanted to meet us here!”  
 
    “I did no such thing. You can’t be here!” 
 
    While they argued, Conner scanned the immediate vicinity. An aspect of this gathering he couldn’t articulate made him feel uncomfortable. The tingling on the back of his neck was telling him this was another set up, and that something awful was about to go down. 
 
    Then he saw the threat, a line of five gray vans, one lined up after the other approaching faster than they should be in a built-up zone with lots of people moving about.  
 
    “—I knew I shouldn’t have met with you—” 
 
    “Hey, guys…” 
 
    “—Yeah, well, we weren’t wasting your time—” 
 
    The vans drew nearer. They would be upon the crowds in less than a minute. Words painted on the side of each suggested they belonged to a business. They were driving too fast. 
 
    “—Do you know what kind of risk you put—” 
 
    “Hey! Hey? Guys!” Conner raised his voice to get their attention. When they stopped talking and looked to where he pointed, he said, “Who are these people?” 
 
    “Catering,” Nahla answered as she read the Arabic signs.  
 
    McIntyre expression suggested he sensed the same unease Conner felt. The CIA man’s hand rested on the pistol in the holster under his jacket. “You!” he called to the guard who had accosted Conner earlier. “What are these vans?” 
 
    The guard took a moment to lay eyes upon the approaching convoy. His stares grew large. He yelled in fast, clipped Arabic into his radio.  
 
    The windows on the first van slid down.  
 
    Conner spied an AK-47 appear in the window, pointed towards the guards. 
 
    He jumped, tackled Nahla before a volley of bullets ripped through the air above them.  
 
    The tap-tap of machine gun fire was loud, disorientating like a rock concert playing inside his eardrums. He smelled cordite. He heard several guns firing.  
 
    Conner scrambled off a surprised Nahla and looked around to assess what had happened.  
 
    The security guard was dead, his bloody and mangled corpse only a meter from him.  
 
    The vans sped past, drew closer to the congregation of Gulf state leaders.  
 
    McIntyre it seemed had avoided taking a bullet. He was upon the dead guard, prying the Heckler and Koch from the man’s rigid, clenched fingers. Once the weapon was in his hands, he used it to spray bullets into the lead van. 
 
    The assailants returned fire.  
 
    Soon there was shooting everywhere.  
 
    More guards mobilized, and they too fired their weapons.  
 
    The vans kept advancing, crashed through the temporary fencing and drove over guests who couldn’t scramble away fast enough. The screaming was the worst, many of the cries cut off, replaced by crunching, wet noises. Surviving members of the crowd degenerated into a maddened panic. People fled both into the building and as far from the carnage as they could. Conner stared disbelieving at the injured bystanders whose legs and arms had been crushed as the vehicles plowed over them, but not quite killed by the brutal onslaught. 
 
    A tiny voice in the back of Conner’s mind told him to react, that it was more dangerous to do nothing. He took a deep breath and commanded Nahla to keep her head down, then ducked low and shimmed across the ground until he reached McIntyre. The man remained cool and collected, barely breaking a sweat amidst the carnage. He took his time to line up a target then unleashed controlled bursts at the invading vans. When he emptied the clip, he clasped another from the dead guard, reloaded the weapon and fired again.  
 
    The vans kept pushing forward towards the foyer, slowed now by the multiple bodies they had crushed under-wheel, and the geometric concrete edges of the designer gardens. The windows were down on all five vans, with men shooting in every direction with AK-47s. People everywhere were taking bullets then falling dead or maimed onto the hot bitumen and concrete pavers. Hundreds of bullets ripped through clothes, skin and flesh. Red splashed everywhere.  
 
    Conner almost gagged at the brutality he was witnessing, but in the last moment, contained himself. He’d seen similar massacres in Mali, the Congo and recently in Colombia. He told himself experience had seasoned him to this kind of violence, but nothing had prepared him for killing on this scale.  
 
    “You proficient with a semi-automatic?” McIntyre yelled as he again reloaded his submachine gun. 
 
    Conner nodded. “Picked up a trick or two from warlords in Central Africa.” 
 
    “A ‘yes’ would have been sufficient.” McIntyre threw Conner his Glock 19 9mm. Conner caught it, chambered the first round then fired. The recoil surprised him. He had forgotten the kick that even a 9mm pistol presented, but soon found his stride. He aimed at the closest van and its tires. “They have explosives inside!” Conner yelled over the escalating screams of bullets, people and the insane war cries of the terrorists. “Why else would they be trying to reach those foundations.” 
 
    McIntyre nodded, threw Conner a spare clip for the Glock. “Cover me.”  
 
    “No problem,” he replied as he fired into the windows of the nearest van, its front wheels caught on a concrete plinth. Despite all the reversing, rear wheel spinning and angry yelling from inside, it wasn’t going anywhere. When the bullets ripped through the panels, the men inside ducked back allowing McIntyre to sprint up behind the vehicle.  
 
    Conner reloaded, fired again. The distraction was sufficient and McIntyre soon reached where he needed to be. He pried open the rear door and sprayed the interior with machinegun fire.  
 
    Conner sprinted to catch up, peered over McIntyre’s shoulder to discover five terrorists bleeding out. Like the others he had seen, the men wore black garb and concealing headscarves, the stereotypical quasi-uniform of an Islamist terrorist. What was more terrifying were the heavy blocks of plastic explosives: several hundred kilograms wired to numerous detonators.  
 
    McIntyre liberated two AK-47s and threw one to Conner. “You know how to use these?” 
 
    Conner snatched the weapon, checked the magazine to see it was full, and pulled back on the slide chambering the first round. “Point and shoot right?” 
 
    “Good. We’ve got to stop this.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    More gunfire. More screaming. More bodies piling up one of top of each other and blood spilled everywhere. Conner looked for the four remaining vans. No one had stopped the three that now congregated near the foyer. Beaten up, scratched, riddled with bullet holes and the bodies of the terrorists hanging limp from the windows, and yet enough of them remained alive to return fire.  
 
    The terrorists chanted, louder and louder with a shrilling sound, “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Allalu Akbar!” 
 
    One driver held a dead man’s switch in his left hand. He was ready to let go. 
 
    Without conscious thought, Conner tackled McIntyre to the ground and pulled them behind the meter-high concrete barriers.  
 
    The dazzling flash came first, followed by the concussion wave and the roaring death cries of a terrifying detonation. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Flame consumed the air above Conner and McIntyre. The noise was deafening. Debris in the blast tore through the steel and the glass of the Burj Lanihaya. Conner flattened his body and pressed his face into the pavement, feeling heat rippling over his back. He choked on the acrid fumes of black smoke that pushed away the oxygen. He listened for screams or wails, but none came. The detonation had come too fast, too sudden. Those that were dead would not have seen it coming. 
 
    Then just as suddenly, the blast ended.  
 
    An eerie silence followed, except for the ringing in his ears. Smoke plumed around him. Burned ash flittered earthwards. 
 
    He climbed onto his hands and knees, looked over at the concrete barrier that had saved his life. There had been palm trees there seconds ago.  
 
    “Conner?” McIntyre yelled has he clambered to his feet. The CIA officer broke into a sudden, uncontrolled coughing fit. 
 
    “I’m over here,” Conner cried back. He stood, surprised at the volumes of soot and dust shedding off him like rivers of black sand. McIntyre was similarly blackened and dirtied. They seemed to be the only people who could stand.  
 
    He heard moans, wails against agonizing wounds, and the sobs of shock and loss. Those sounds were coming from further out, away from the epicenter. Conner looked for the vans, but apart from a few smeared wheel shafts and engine blocks the van had disintegrated, and the terrorists with them. 
 
    “Thanks buddy,” McIntyre said dusting himself off. “I owe you one.” He picked up his fallen AK, shook off the ash then checked that it functioned. He showed that Conner should do the same. “This isn’t over yet. Terrorist attacks come in twos — or threes, or more.” 
 
    Numb, Conner didn’t feel like it was him who leaned down and picked up his own AK, or it was he who controlled his motions as checked that the weapon was operational. 
 
    He looked around him. No one else was moving. Almost no one had survived the blast, or if they had, their injuries were too horrific to allow them to get up and walk away. If he hadn’t ducked behind the concrete barrier pulling McIntyre down when he did… He didn’t want to think about that.  
 
    Looking upwards, he noticed they were near one of the three bases of the Burj Lanihaya. The explosion had blown out all the glass for at least ten stories up. A woman in a housekeeping uniform hung limp half out of one window, half her clothes blown away from the blast. Shards of glass impaled her body, dripping blood like a leaky tap. Smoke billowed from several of the shattered windows and flames flickered high and bright in many of the decimated rooms. At ground level, uninjured men and women emerged from the many exits and ran terrified in all directions. 
 
    A groan like thunder erupted in the air, a loud and long screech, like an elephant’s roar played in slow motion.  
 
    But this was no animal.  
 
    Conner knew what the noise was.  
 
    The Burj Lanihaya was buckling.  
 
    Conner watched in stunned silence as a support beam snapped and flew through the air like a huge spear ten meters across the flattened epicenter.  
 
    Another groan. 
 
    People screamed and panicked.  
 
    McIntyre gripped Conner hard on the shoulder, “Buddy, time to go!” 
 
    Conner grabbed the hand, held it there. “What about Nahla?” 
 
    “No time. We’ve got seconds, if that, before this whole monstrosity comes down.” He pried Conner’s fingers away and sprinted with the rest of the crowds. 
 
    “Nahla?” Conner screamed. He ran towards where he thought he had left her, but the topography had changed since the blast and he couldn’t orientate himself. “Nahla!” he screamed again.  
 
    He ran, seeing a woman dressed in slacks, a shirt and a hijab who might have been his friend, but even has he got close he couldn’t be sure. Soot covered her. Her face was black like a photographic negative. Once close enough to touch her, he saw it was Nahla. She had been much further from the blast when it had detonated. Cuts bled in many places across her face and hands, and elsewhere. She sat against the wheel of a car that looked like it had skidded several meters outwards when the blast hit. Her legs were curled up and her arms wrapped around her waist. She trembled. Lying at her feet was the dismembered corpse of a man flung from the blast. It had no legs and his guts spread across the concrete floor, laid out like prime cut pickings in a butcher’s shopfront. 
 
    There came another groan, louder than the last, followed by the rasp of steel scraping against steel. 
 
    “Nahla!” 
 
    She wouldn’t look at him. She didn’t move. 
 
    He grabbed her and pulled her to her feet. “Nahla, we need to run, NOW!”  
 
    He forced her to sprint with him.  
 
    AK-47 in one hand, Nahla’s wrist in the other, Conner never slowed for a second.  
 
    He wasn’t the only one. Many people fled for their lives. 
 
    He saw McIntyre up ahead, so he followed him. 
 
    A thunderous crash roared behind them. Conner turned his head just enough to see one tower fall, the base disintegrating first, then the massive weight of everything above tumble down like a stack of cards collapsing on itself. 
 
    Conner ran harder. Nahla slipped several times, but he refused to let her fall, and dragged her forward.  
 
    How far had they run? A hundred meters? Two hundred? Not nearly enough. 
 
    The skies became orange then sandy. Dust from the explosion and now the disintegrating structure filled the air like a cloud.  
 
    Another terrifying, shearing noise caused Conner to turn again. One tower had collapsed. That left two towers unsupported.  
 
    One seemed to grow large in the sky. 
 
    That was because it was falling towards them. 
 
    Something resembling a war cry bellowed from his mouth. He pulled Nahla again, sprinted harder, begged to survive this. 
 
    The ground rumbled underfoot.  
 
    The people he could see, some were faster than him, but some were too slow, or tripped at the wrong moment. 
 
    He heard a noise like a tidal wave behind him. Not of water, but pulverizing concrete, glass and steel. 
 
    He discovered a surge of unexpected energy, pushed himself to sprint faster. Nahla felt like an anchor, but he refused to give up on her. His other hand was empty. The AK-47 had fallen from his grip and he hadn’t noticed.  
 
    They were on a road now. Cars were stopping, reversing, screaming backwards colliding with each other. Many fled from their vehicles and ran with Conner and Nahla, away from the mounting destruction. 
 
    The ground seamed to pulse like a heartbeat, throwing Conner and Nahla off their feet. A huge cloud of dust and soot covered them in seconds. He couldn’t see more than a few meters in any direction. Then a rumbling noise, like a groan coming up from the deep earth smothered all other sounds.  
 
    Conner lay still, hands over his head, waiting for the oblivion that would follow when the Burj Lanihaya buried him, but it never came. 
 
    He had run far enough, fast enough. 
 
    “Conner?” 
 
    He sat up. His ears kept ringing, a high-pitched noise muffling everything else. 
 
    “Conner?” 
 
    He saw a woman stumbling in the thick cloud of dust. 
 
    “Nahla?” 
 
    “Conner?” 
 
    He ran to her, pulled her close and hugged her tight. She sobbed into him. 
 
    “You’re okay,” he said stroking the back of her head. “You’re okay.”  
 
    She held him close and trembled. He didn’t blame her, and while they stood there, all Conner could think about was that the NSA had sent them to this place, knowing that the terrorist attack was about to go down. This was their second attempt on his life. 
 
    He heard distant gunfire, the unmistakable rapid tap-tap noise of automatic fire. Then came a long, wavering and high-pitched vocal sound resembling a howl with a trilling quality. The ululation calls of the victor.  
 
    A silhouette of a man materialized in the dust. He held an assault rifle up in front as he marched towards them.  
 
    Conner was about to run when he recognized the man as Tom McIntyre. “You survived?”  
 
    McIntyre nodded. “We need to get out of here. Islamic State has just overrun Abu Dhabi.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Dharavi, Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    Simon woke to an intense headache. Rain pelted his face. The ground underneath his sprawled body was damp and rough. He opened his eyes, and the world spun. The missile strike must have knocked him unconscious. Remembering he was being hunted, Simon clambered to his feet. Standing made his headache worse and the world spin faster, but he had no choice but to move. His enemies would find him if he remained where he was.  
 
    Keser’s body lay next to where he had fallen. Muck soaked her clothes and her mouth hung open, raindrops splashing on her lips. Her face was slack and unresponsive. 
 
    Crouching, he checked for a pulse and breath. Both seemed normal. Simon patted her down searching for bleeding or other serious wounds. He found nothing except that her skin was hot to touch, suggesting a fever. He couldn’t do anything about that. 
 
    Simon tried lifting her when a sharp pain in his left forearm caused him to wince with agony. A gash opened his muscle, more than a centimeter deep and about eight centimeters across. Why he hadn’t yet noticed the wound was a mystery to him. He could only presume adrenaline had kept the pain at bay until now. The lack of significant blood was the only relief, so no major arteries had been severed.  
 
    He checked Keser again. With his injury, there was no chance he could carry the unconscious woman to use her as a hostage to exchange for Casey. He searched her instead using his good arm until he found her cell phone, which he pocketed after first removing the battery and SIM card. He discovered spare clips for her sidearm, so he searched until he spotted the P228 .357 caliber handgun lying close to her. He added it to his growing collection of small arms. 
 
    Feeling he could do no more, Simon slung his backpack and stumbled from the scene. He did not understand how long he had been unconscious, and every second he delayed was another second his foes drew closer. If more of the CIA hit squad didn’t come for him soon, he suspected another Hellfire missile would. He guessed the missile had originated from a Predator drone still in the skies, still watching him.  
 
    Men, women and children soon appeared, to gawk at the destruction. Some spoke to Simon in harsh words he didn’t understand. He ignored their accusations and pushed through the throngs of abusive people.  
 
    It had been years since Simon had taken a serious injury in the field. He had forgotten what intense pain was like, how it clouded everything, and made his situation more complicated and perilous. Casey remained his number one priority, but to achieve his goal he had to first heal himself.  
 
    He stumbled for perhaps a kilometer, heading east towards the far side of Dharavi. The rain soon stopped, and the skies cleared. Then came the heat, and the puddles evaporated. By this point his headache was maddening, and the pain in his arm seemed worse with each step. If he didn’t clean the wound soon, infection would set in. At a minimum, he needed alcohol to disinfect it, which he would only secure once he found a path out of Dharavi.  
 
    Now that the rain had eased more people were moving about. Crowds would make it more difficult for the drone to track him. He kept his head down at all times to avoid any facial recognition software it might be running. He stole an olive-green t-shirt from a washing line, threw away his blood-soaked shirt and changed tops.  
 
    Later he stumbled into an open area with many rows of modern, steel fabricated units, built on metal piling elevating them above the muck. Each had a door with an electronic palm scanner and caged windows. There must have been hundreds of these residential units, ordered, arranged and clean, each with the lettering N6 prominent on their front facing walls. In their midst was a radio transmission tower, several satellite dishes, arrays of solar panels and water tanks, all built up high on sturdy steel structures with no easy means to reach them. It reminded him of a proposed prefabricated base for future Mars colonization projects he had once read about in National Geographic.  
 
    Construction teams comprising locals, far east Asians, Africans and Westerners were all busy erecting more of the units. They all wore high visibility vests and hard hats with the N6 logo. Several directed a small excavator using its arm as a crane lift, preparing the next unit for assembly. 
 
    Simon stumbled through the group, knowing that if he mingled with the Westerners and if he could steal a high visibility vest, he might confuse the drone further. Half way through the group he stumbled. A young Indian woman approached, her long dark hair tied in a ponytail. She wore trousers and a blouse under her vest, and sturdy steel capped work boots.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked in English. 
 
    Simon nodded and kept walking.  
 
    She stepped in front of him. “Were you near the blast? We heard it, just saw it on the news. Gas bottles?” 
 
    Simon caught her eye and nodded. She was pretty, with kind yet serious eyes. “A bad accident back there.” 
 
    The woman stepped close, took his arm to examine his wound. “That looks serious.” 
 
    “I know. I need to get it treated.” 
 
    Smiling, she said, “I am a doctor.” When she caught his questioning stare, she replied with, “You think we only build structures here? I can help you.” 
 
    Simon nodded because talking was difficult. He was tougher than this. He’d once snapped both bones in his foreleg chasing an insurgent through the streets of Jakarta, and that had hurt way worse. This was just a cut. Given the right tools, he could patch himself. But the pain… it was intense. He decided he should accept her offer. 
 
    The doctor led him inside one of the accommodation units, bypassing the security locks with her palm print. The interior was clean. Its dimensions were three by five meters. A large digital screen embedded in the wall played a screen saver with the rotating N6 logo. A touch-keypad embedded in the desk next to the screen control it. He identified a compact kitchen area, a refrigerator, several fold-away bunks and a door which led to a toilet and washroom. All surfaces featured the same logo. 
 
    The woman led Simon to a sink. Without asking she washed out the wound with cold and what looked to be clean water. Simon struggled against the pain, tried not to flinch as he allowed her to clean it. The situation made him uncomfortable, accepting help from a stranger, but this was his best option. She took a medical kit from a locker, searched inside until she found tweezers which she used — much to Simon’s revulsion — to pick debris from his wound. Then she cleaned it again with a saline solution and alcohol swabs before looking up at Simon. “Did that hurt?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “That was nothing. You ready for the next bit?”  
 
    “Stitches?” he winced. He had been willing to do it himself, had to if he were to survive his injury. Somehow, allowing someone else to do it was worse. 
 
    “Don’t worry you big baby. I’ll inject a local anesthetic. You won’t feel a thing.” 
 
    He felt relieved. “Thanks.” 
 
    The pinpricks of the needle were inconsequential to the pain he had experienced until now. Much to his relief, his forearm soon grew numb. He watched with interest as the woman sutured his wound. She wasn’t rushing. She was being precise.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “My name is Dr. Aishwarya Mattu. I’m not hung up about the doctor bit, so you can call me Aishwarya. Or Ms. Mattu. Or Doctor Mattu. I like all my names. Seems a shame to use one name more than another. Kind of like owning three cars but only ever driving one.” 
 
    “I’m Tom,” Simon said creating the beginnings of an alias. 
 
    “You have a last name?” 
 
    “Anderson. Tom Anderson.” 
 
    “Well Tom, it looks like I’m your savior today.” 
 
    “I’m grateful. You do this kind of thing out of the goodness of your heart?” 
 
    Her stare was suspicious. “You think I will charge you?”  
 
    “Sorry. I mean this set-up. I’m happy to pay—?”  
 
    “You need not pay—” 
 
    “Right. Thanks.” He wasn’t making himself clear. “I mean, are you an NGO? Non-government aid organization?” 
 
    “Yes, in a way.” She smiled again. “I’ve dedicated the last six months of my life to N6 and this project, helping the people who have the least and need the most. Everything N6 does is altruistic, Tom. That’s why I joined. Their vision is my vision. We don’t ask for money from people who can’t afford the services they need, you included. It sounds like you’re not used to people being kind without an ulterior motive?” 
 
    “In my line of business…” he gave her his best smile as he gritted his teeth, watched as she pushed a needle and thread through his flesh, “… you kind of question everything.” 
 
    “What line of business would that be?” 
 
    “Computers.” He lied again. “Network administration.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    “Normally it isn’t, until someone tries to hack in to your system, and take control.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding where his suspicions originated. “I guess you would be. Network security is more your line of business then? Keeping the bad people out?”  
 
    “Yes. That’s what I meant. It’s distracting, watching my arm being put back together.” 
 
    “Then don’t watch.” 
 
    “My imagination is worse.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going to ‘hack’ your body. You can keep all of it for yourself, and besides…” She looked up at him, waited until he made eye contact. He grinned, and she did too. “What would I do with a second body, anyway? I only have one mind. One mind can’t control two bodies.” 
 
    Simon nodded. Aishwarya was odd, quirky and prone to rambling, but also engaging and charismatic, drawing him in. “I guess you have a point.” 
 
    “Imagine being able to spilt your mind so it could operate in two places, or three, or four, or even a thousand. When you came back together again, would each individual part have changed, so none of you were the same person anymore? Could you even come back together?” 
 
    Simon shrugged. Her philosophical musings were interesting, but it was hard for him to engage when she was performing field surgery on his arm. 
 
    “Never mind Tom, it was just a random thought.” 
 
    When she finished suturing his wound, she washed her hands of his blood. Next, she placed surgical tape over the wound pinching the skin back together.  
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” he said now that the worst part of the surgery was over. 
 
    “Seems like a good time, so sure.” 
 
    “What’s N6?” 
 
    She frowned. “You don’t know N6?” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “Only saw them on a billboard this morning. Thought they were new.” 
 
    “Oh no Tom, they’ve been around for decades. I am surprised you don’t know of them. They are everywhere.” 
 
    “Really?” He wasn’t certain he believed that. “How long have you worked for them?” 
 
    “Oh, five, six months, something like that.” 
 
    Simon nodded. Everything weird in the world had started about six or seven months ago now, and these pristine accommodation units in the middle of a slum weren’t normal in Simon’s view of the world. Therefore, N6 didn’t strike him as a normal NGO. 
 
    “You seem passionate about them?”  
 
    “N6 is a charity organization, if you like. We support people-enhancement projects all over the world, Tom, like our mission here in Dharavi. These accommodation units, they feature multiple levels of security that allow access only for orphaned children or trusted representatives of N6 like myself, recognized by their palm prints. If anyone else forces their way in, we have security guards who can deal with intruders. There, you’re done.” 
 
    His arm featured a clean suture. It still ached, but nothing like before. “Thank you.” 
 
    She covered the wound with a larger bandage to keep out infection. “Don’t overstretch it. The last thing you need is to pop those stitches.” She went to the refrigerator, took a vial and handed it to Simon. “Broad-spectrum antibiotics. Take two now, then one every twelve hours until you’ve completed the pack. I presume you’ve had your tetanus and rabies shots?” 
 
    “Yes,” He took a cup from the kitchen and filled it with water from the sink, then washed down the two pills. Now he was up and about, he felt light-headed again, and the world seemed to spin once more. For a second, he considered she might have drugged him. 
 
    “Hold on a second.” She sat him down, took a penlight from the first aid kit and shone it into each of his eyes. “You might be in shock, Mr. Anderson.” 
 
    “Tom, please. And I’m fine.” 
 
    She felt his pulse, touched his forehead to check his temperature. “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    “Seriously, I’m okay.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t hold you here if you refuse, but you’d be stupid if you didn’t stay and rest. If you need to lie down, I can make arrangements?” 
 
    His suspicious mind again considered that she might have drugged him. His instincts, however, told him she was genuine, and that he was dizzy from pain and shock. “You have an orange juice? A coke? Something with sugar?” 
 
    She went to the refrigerator and produced a can of lemonade. He took it, popped the seal and guzzled. He soon felt better. Sugar was what he needed. 
 
    “What does N6 stand for? November Sixth?” 
 
    She laughed. “No, it’s our motto. ‘No Nations, No Nepotism, No Neglect’. We’re about creating a better world, where people are no longer the victims of the environments they are born into. Take this room as an example. Orphaned children can come to these dwellings, so they can sleep safely knowing that no one can attack, abuse, threaten or rape them during the night. They are also a place to learn and receive food and medicines. The digital screens are hooked up to our global networks and provide children with a host of educational programs. Each activity they complete rewards them with a food package, delivered by drones. At N6, we are preparing the next generation to be the first not to know poverty… Why are you looking at me like that, Tom?” 
 
    He hadn’t realized he’d been making a face, or he was staring at her. What she was saying fascinated him because he didn’t quite believe it was real. “How old is this project, this one here?” 
 
    “Six months. Why?” 
 
    It was his turn to laugh. “Any of you worked for N6 longer than six months?” 
 
    Aishwarya had to think for a moment. “I don’t know. Now you come to mention it, I was amongst the first on this project, so probably not. My supervisor, in New Delhi, he’s been with N6 for years.” 
 
    “You ever met in person?” 
 
    She paused again, then shook her head. “Why these questions, Tom?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know.” He shrugged and lied again because he didn’t want to say what was on his mind. “Just that I’ve never heard of N6, that’s all. And this is a big gig you’ve set up here. In my line of business, I’m all over tech startup companies. I would have thought I’d have heard of you.”  
 
    What he didn’t say was that he knew with certainty whose company this was. GhostKnife had created N6, established it when the AI had first come online about seven months ago. Aishwarya’s boss was no more real than the digital Gridley-Brooks he’d been dealing with since the artificial intelligence had assigned Simon to protect Casey. Aishwarya’s digital manager would have provided the perfect impression that N6 had been around for much longer, and that humans ran it.  
 
    “I mean, Aishwarya, I can see you might succeed here. This is fantastic.” 
 
    “Are you okay, Tom?” 
 
    He nodded. “Oh yes. Why?” 
 
    “I still think you should lie down. You’ve lost a significant amount of blood.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He finished his lemonade. “Aishwarya, Doctor, you’ve given me faith I’ve chosen the right side.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My client. I wasn’t sure about him at first. But now…” 
 
    “Tom?” 
 
    Simon laughed. “I keep thinking I’m alone in this, but I’m not. I have a friend who keeps sending people like you to help me.” He remembered the NGO and the man he had encountered two weeks ago in Africa, who had helped Casey and Simon after a long trek through the nighttime desert of East Kenya. At the time Simon had put the encounter down to luck. Now he wasn’t so sure. What had GhostKnife said yesterday? Something about the AI ‘needing to be subtle’ and ‘leaving a trail of clues’ for him to follow.  
 
    The AI had also talked about sending someone else to help him. 
 
    “You’re from India, right? Not the Middle East?” 
 
    “I was born here in Mumbai. I’ve only ever traveled outside of India to Europe on two occasions. Never the Middle East. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Simon stood, bowed and pressed his hands together, palms touching and fingers pointed upwards. “Namaste.” I bow to the divine light within you. 
 
    Aishwarya bowed and returned the gesture. “Namaste. You are leaving already?” 
 
    “Yep. I’m glad I met you Aishwarya. You’ve helped me more than you might know. I hope we meet again one day, but I have a friend who needs me. The longer we are apart, the worst it will be for her.” 
 
    “That sounds… cryptically terrible?” 
 
    Simon nodded. He said nothing because he didn’t know how to explain further, so he gave another short bow and left.  
 
    He soon identified his location. The sun was low in the west so he headed away from it, to the opposite side of the slum from where he had entered.  
 
    As he walked down the traffic-heavy Station Road, it became a bridge and crossed a rail line, defining the boundary of the eastern edge of the slum. On the opposite side, he discovered a convenience store with a payphone and made a call.  
 
    “Yes?” said the man who answered. 
 
    Simon recognized Matondkar’s voice. “Any luck finding the American couple?” Simon asked bypassing pleasantries. 
 
    “Yes, I did, Cooper,” he said using Ashcroft’s alias. “One, at least.” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “The woman.”  
 
    “Okay, thank you. Please tell me where I can find her?” 
 
    Matondkar laughed. “I can do better than that. I can introduce you. She’s my guest.” 
 
    Simon felt a cold shiver erupt along the length of his spine. If Matondkar had Clementine Irvine in his house, she was not his guest. “If you’ve hurt her in any way—” 
 
    “Cooper, calm down. Everything is fine. But if you want it to stay ‘fine’, then come now, because I can’t promise it will remain that way.” 
 
    Simon growled. “We had a deal.” 
 
    “We still do, I’ve just changed the details. You have three hours, then—” 
 
    Simon didn’t wish to hear anymore. He slammed down the receiver and marched out of the store.  
 
    GhostKnife might help him from afar, but that didn’t stop Shatterhand laying every obstacle it could onto Simon’s path towards salvation. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    A gentle rocking, back and forth, back and forth.  
 
    Light creeped in.  
 
    She forced her eyes closed. There was a pain outside. She didn’t want to let it in. 
 
    “Peri?” 
 
    Rocking, back and forth, back and forth. 
 
    That’s what her father did… rocked her back and forth, on the cane chair on their family porch, hung from a chain off the verandah. She always felt safe around her father, especially when he rocked her. He’d never questioned that she might not achieve whatever she put her mind to… 
 
    “Peri?” 
 
    Who was calling her? Her father? Or the President? Had they always shared similar facial and vocal characteristics, or was that a recent amalgamation? 
 
    Back and forth— 
 
    “PERI!”  
 
    She opened her eyes, startled by the sun’s intense brightness. The aches flooded in, a double hit from the fever and the beating she had taken fighting Ashcroft— 
 
    She sat upright. Her head ached.  
 
    The Australian terrorist. Simon Ashcroft. Where was he? 
 
    Paul Szymanski instead looked down at her, with his awkward smile and nervous gestures, he held her head with one hand and supported her back with the other. “Are you okay?” he asked.  
 
    She looked around orientating herself. Ashcroft was nowhere. The shanty house where they had been fighting, where she had sliced open Ashcroft’s arm, was now a pile of smoldering rubble. Dharavi citizens stood some distance back, adults and children alike, discussing her in languages she couldn’t understand. The rain had stopped. At least the air was damp, bringing relief from the heat that aggravated her illness.  
 
    “Peri, what do you remember?” 
 
    “I’m f-f-fine, Paul.” She clambered to her feet. The stench that wafted into her nostrils almost made her gag. Then she realized that the smell was her. She’d been lying unconscious in the muck and waste of the slum. “Where’s Ashcroft?”  
 
    “I’m afraid to tell you, my dear, we’ve lost him.” 
 
    “Lost him? How?” 
 
    “Dawson’s just told me. The Nevada drone pilot reported Ashcroft regaining consciousness before you did. He was checking you over, then he fled. We think he was assessing if you had any wounds—” 
 
    “So where is he now?” 
 
    Szymanski shook his head. He looked worried. “We don’t know how. We’ve lost the drone.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean, you lost it?” 
 
    He scratched his head, paced. “It went offline, then… nothing.” 
 
    Peri patted herself down. Her gun, her purse and her telephone were missing. She touched her head and hands, abrasions everywhere but nothing serious. She would need a shower and a thorough scrubbing to ensure she caught no further infections or viruses, and to get the stench off her. Then she’d need a strong round of antibiotics. 
 
    “We need to get out of here, Peri.” 
 
    She nodded, dazed but determined. As they walked north, with her stumbling but always finding her feet, she asked, “What’s our sitrep Paul? What else don’t I know?” 
 
    When the NSA officer swallowed, it was loud and difficult. “It’s not good.” 
 
    “Tell me all. You know I need to know.” 
 
    “Cassian is dead. Visser killed him.” 
 
    Peri shuddered. Szymanski hadn’t prepared her for the devastating news. She felt shock and revolution at the young man’s sudden murder, just as she had when Ashcroft had gunned down Pfündl. Their enemies were merciless, but only one was a priority. As rage overcame her, she felt more determined than ever to hunt Ashcroft down and bring him to justice, or failing that, execute him. Only when she had Ashcroft in custody or killed, would she deal with Gridley-Brooks, Visser and their band of interfering mercenaries. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Paul. I am. We’ve lost two good people today.” 
 
    Szymanski nodded. “We can’t clean the scene either. The local police are all over it.” 
 
    She wanted to say something meaningful but she couldn’t find the words. It was apparent that their situation was uncontained, and that damage control was a priority. But first she needed good news. She hoped Paul had some. “Anything else?”  
 
    “We have Skaffen in custody. I reached her in the abandoned vehicle. She was still unconscious when one of our team took her back to our tactical ops center on Kale Marg Road.” 
 
    “You didn’t return with her?” 
 
    “When I heard about the drone strike, I — I was worried about you… I came back to see if you were… okay?” He scratched his neck. Peri noticed he did this often when circumstances worried him. Was his concern about her? He seemed genuinely interested in her well-being? 
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    He turned, looked at her like he wasn’t sure he had heard her. 
 
    “I mean, thank you Paul, for looking out for me. I don’t deserve that.” 
 
    He looked away, nodded and scratched his head.  
 
    The conversation stalled. The silence became uncomfortable. Soon Peri felt compelled to speak. “Everyone thinks I’m a…” She paused, Peri didn’t like to swear, but now seemed the moment to do so. “Everyone thinks I’m a bitch, don’t they?” 
 
    “Not everyone—” Szymanski stopped when he realized he had said too much. “Not everyone hates you, Ma’am. Some of us damn-well respect you.” 
 
    “Peri, please. Call me Peri. I need a friend right now. I consider you a good friend.” 
 
    He smiled. “Okay, Peri.” 
 
    She realized what a sight they must be, him in his tan suit and panama hat, with sweat patches under the arms looking like he’d stepped out of the 1950s, and her with her disheveled hair and soaked head to toe in sewer muck. People stared as they pushed past. Peri kept a steady pace knowing the police would soon come asking questions and someone would remember them. 
 
    “I respect you, Peri.” Szymanski spoke. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because I know what you have lost, and I see how you deal with your loss. I understand why you do what you do.” 
 
    She nodded. The conversation was becoming emotional, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it. 
 
    Szymanski wasn’t ready to stop now that he’d expressed his deepest feelings. “Do you know what it’s like, to have a photographic memory? Well, not a photographic memory, but an eidetic memory. That’s what I have. Always have. It means I can recall information I’ve seen with excellent accuracy, as if I was still there, in any moment from my past, anytime I recall it. It is why I’m good at my job, breaking codes and testing security systems—” 
 
    “What are you saying, Paul?” 
 
    “The trouble with an eidetic memory means I also remember all the bad stuff. Horrible things I’ve seen. Terrible things I’ve done. Those memories don’t fade like they do with normal people. It can be a terrible burden. It’s why my three wives left me. We would argue and I would recall exactly what they had said even if it was from an argument we’d had years ago. Being correct all the time is not always a good thing.” 
 
    Peri listened, taking in what he was saying. She hadn’t realized such a gift could also present so many downsides. She now understood his awkwardness.  
 
    “Peri, I know you blame yourself for the President’s death, but subconsciously you want it to be someone else’s fault. People don’t like you because you pick up on every mistake they make. You don’t give them a chance because you don’t want to be the only one who’s failed, so you are always looking for faults in others. But I see there is more to you than that, and that your drive to be a better person is winning. Your guilt is driving you, to bring Ashcroft and Skaffen to justice. So, at a deeper level, what drives you is what makes yourself a better person, even if you have skewered intentions.” 
 
    The revelation stunned Peri. At first his ramblings sounded like he was criticizing her. The trouble was, she couldn’t fault his analysis of who she was, regardless of how much she didn’t want to hear it. “There might be truth in all of that.” 
 
    “Please don’t take it the wrong way. I don’t wish to offend.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’ve worked all that out just by observing me?” 
 
    Szymanski nodded. “I know this mission is falling apart around us, but it’s not your fault. It’s not mine, and it’s not the team’s fault.” 
 
    “Then whose fault is it, if it’s not mine?” 
 
    “My profession requires me to study the chaos and spot patterns., I’m looking at today’s pattern, and what I see were three separate and competent groups brought together, intending to kill each other. I don’t know how, but I know all three groups are being manipulated. Someone wants all of us to fail.” 
 
    “You don’t think Ashcroft and Skaffen are the cyberterrorists we’re hunting?” 
 
    Szymanski shrugged. “If they are, then they aren’t at the top of their organization.” 
 
    They came to a road bisecting the slum. Szymanski waved over one of their armored SUVs waiting on the opposite side of the road. The driver pulled up, and they clambered into the back. Soon they were on their way to the operations center. 
 
    Szymanski took two water bottles from the driver, handed one to Peri and guzzled the other. “Don’t blame the team on this one Peri. They are all doing an excellent job, and you know it.” 
 
    She nodded. As much as she hated hearing what Szymanski was telling her, she was in agreement. It had come as a shock to learn these failings about herself, but an insight into her motivations was also helpful. First it was the malaria at fault, then Afghan insurgents, then the NSA and the U.S. Government, and when she had secured her own team, she was blaming them. It was time to accept the situation for what it was, stop blaming and deal with each scenario as it presented to her.  
 
    “I know,” she responded. “Thanks Paul, you’ve given me some great perspective.” 
 
    “I’m glad to have helped.” 
 
    Szymanski’s cell phone rang. He answered. “Alfa One. Go ahead… Copy that… Copy that… Good work Alfa Two. We’ll be at your location in thirty-five minutes.” 
 
    They drove through streets lined with apartment blocks and jacaranda trees before turning onto a feeder road leading onto the Western Express Highway and turned north. Even on the multi-lane collector, the traffic was back to back. 
 
    “That was Saanvi Dara. She says Claire Skaffen has regained consciousness. They are preparing her for interrogation.” 
 
    Peri turned and looked at the crawling traffic. She wondered how many problems everyone in this megacity had to deal with every day. “Good. Finally, we might sort out this mess.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    The dust clouds had spread over much of Abu Dhabi. It was difficult for Conner, McIntyre or Nahla to see more than a few dozen meters in any direction. They stumbled on regardless, despite the uncertainty to which direction they headed and the heat raining down from an unseen sun.  
 
    An open tray truck speeding past startled them, reckless in the low visibility. The white lettering on a black flag of the Islamic State draped on its sides rippled with its speed. A dozen men armed with assault rifles and black concealing head scarfs yelled abuse as they passed. One fired an assault rifle in their general direction, missing but forcing them to take cover. McIntyre almost fired back but changed his mind when the truck sped on and disappeared. Better to conserve bullets until they were under direct attack. 
 
    “What do we do?” Nahla asked, trembling.  
 
    “We keep moving,” McIntyre said without emotion. 
 
    Conner nodded in agreement as they picked up their pace. They crossed several city blocks without incident. McIntyre seemed to know where he was going, which was fine with Conner, because he had no intention of using the map app on his cell phone, alerting the NSA where he was.  
 
    Soon they heard distant gunfire, then explosions. Conner knew these sounds all too well. Abu Dhabi had degenerated into an urban war zone. 
 
    As they advanced, he worried about Nahla. Her eyes were unfocused. She would only walk when Conner encouraged her. The terrorist attack had sent her into shock, which was not surprising. He considered if the airstrikes she had experienced in Syria were far worse than she had let on and had left her with a mild form of post-traumatic stress disorder that today’s brutalities had aggravated.  
 
    It reminded him of his own post-traumatic stress. Less than a month ago he’d witnessed a massacre in the jungles of South America. A young woman within arms’ reach had begged for her life, seconds before a soldier put a bullet through her head, shattering her skull. Conner couldn’t stop imagining her death over and over again. Was it like this for Nahla? If so, how would she cope over the coming hours and days if the someone didn’t deal with the invaders, or if they couldn’t reach a place of safety? 
 
    They pushed on.  
 
    Soon two dead bodies materialized out of the dust clouds. Islamic State soldiers, blood seeping from head shot wounds and limbs at odd, unnatural angles. McIntyre approached without fear, kicked them each to check for a response, but they were both dead. He took their two AK-47s, slung one and threw the other to Conner.  
 
    With a nod, Conner checked the first body securing spare clips while McIntyre did the same with his dead terrorist. 
 
    Conner froze when he realized the dead man wore a suicide vest, heavy with improvised explosives. He stepped away cautiously.  
 
    “What did you find?” Nahla asked.  
 
    “IEDs,” McIntyre answered for him. “Mine has one too.” They retreated from the corpses, but close enough to just see them through the dust cloud. McIntyre fired several times until a bullet hit an explosive, disintegrating the two men and their suicide weapons in a bright red-orange fireball. 
 
    “Good!” McIntyre said then kept marching.  
 
    Nahla was sick, threw up where she was standing.  
 
    Conner went to her, stood by her side. “We will get out of this alive Nahla, I promise you.” 
 
    She stood, rubbed away the bile around her mouth as she nodded.  
 
    “We need to keep moving.” 
 
    She nodded again. They had to jog to catch up with McIntyre. Conner kept his AK-47 raised ready to fire. He expected plenty more surprises to materialize from the carnage before this day ended.  
 
    In the distance they heard another detonation. Then more screaming.  
 
    “We should help?” Conner volunteered.  
 
    More gunfire interrupted them. 
 
    “No,” McIntyre said. “Islamic State is everywhere. We’ve got until nightfall to escape this, only a few hours away. Otherwise we’re as good as dead.” 
 
    “Those bodies we found on the street…” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Their wounds, they looked like executions.” 
 
    McIntyre considered what Conner was suggesting. “They did, didn’t they? Like a sniper took them out.” 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about snipers taking us out too?” 
 
    “I’m worried about a million fucking different things.” 
 
    Conner gritted his teeth. “You know what I’m most worried about, Thomas?” 
 
    “If you are smart, the same things as me.” 
 
    “That attack, at the Burj Lanihaya. With a single strike, the terrorists took out half the key players in UAE politics.” 
 
    “They probably did.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that bother you? Think about it? That was a strategic attack. They timed it to occur just before a whole army of sleeper Islamic State soldiers went into action.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck—” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You know something big is behind all this, pulling all the strings. Why else would you be so accepting about what’s going down?” 
 
    McIntyre stared at Conner. “You have no idea what is going on.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you enlighten me?” 
 
    McIntyre didn’t answer, just kept walking. Conner watched him for a second, then supported Nahla with a hand under her elbow and followed behind the CIA agent.  
 
    They soon arrived at a traffic jam with cars packed up against each other filling the streets. A few vehicles had rammed into others and one had rolled onto its roof. Most people huddled in their sedans and four-wheel drives. Some cars wedged in by the standstill traffic were empty. No one they passed harassed them because of the weapons they carried. McIntyre marched through the crowd, refusing to catch anyone’s stare. He never slowed and never stopped, even when they passed people receiving basic first aid for horrific wounds. Conner wanted to help, but he was already dealing with Nahla who was struggling to keep up. The carnage was just too horrific to help everybody. The dust wasn’t settling. They couldn’t see more than a hundred meters in any direction, which meant the chances of an ambush were still high, and a good reason to get away. 
 
    Then an eerie silence swept over the scene. 
 
    A minute passed, and nobody moved. Everyone could sense something was wrong. 
 
    Dust clouds whirled in the skies above them. 
 
    Conner heard the approaching drones long before he saw them. They seemed to materialize out of the skies and there were dozens. Each was about a meter across, controlled by eight propellers arranged in an octagonal formation. Beneath each drone hung a Colt M4A1 assault rifle. Conner watched as one flew towards a car and with laser precision, identified a target inside, fired a single bullet then flew on. Screaming erupted from that car, then the surrounding cars. They had killed only one target. 
 
    Conner watched in disbelief as the macabre operation continued. Each drone found a target, pedestrian or driver alike, executed them with a single precise shot, and then moved on.  
 
    The scene was no longer silent. People screamed. Many ran in fear. One man took a shotgun from his car and shot a drone out of the sky. Three drones stopped in their hunt, changed directions, and all raced inwards towards the man. Synchronized shots from each drone ensured the attacker was dead before he collapsed onto the pavement, blood seeping like crimson milk spill on the asphalt.  
 
    McIntyre came up behind Conner. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The carnage was horrific, worse than South America or the suicide attack at the Arab Nations Economic Forum. Conner almost lost his voice when he said, “Precision killings… Those drones are taking out specific targets.” 
 
    McIntyre raised his AK-47 and lined up a drone in his sights.  
 
    Conner pushed the weapon down. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “You destroy one, three will come after you. I’ve already seen it.” He pointed to the corpse of the man with the shotgun. “If they were coming for us, they would have done so already.” 
 
    McIntyre shuddered. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought you knew?” 
 
    “Not this. Not like this.” 
 
    “If I was to guess, I’d say we are witnessing a new form of surgical warfare.” Conner remembered what he had learned about the Shatterhand program these last few weeks and that its operational intelligence capabilities were far more accurate than anything ever seen anywhere in the world. Rather than destroy a city with an airstrike to take out a few terrorists and a hundred innocent civilians, the NSA had become more accurate in their dirty work. “My guess is those drones are only taking out combatants. Psychopaths, funders of terror, enablers, and so forth, while leaving innocents untouched. It’s how the whole world wants our battles fought anyway, so we can all sleep at night with a clear conscience.”  
 
    McIntyre frowned, “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I know nothing,” Conner shrugged. “But a lot of things are starting to make sense now.”  
 
    They watched in shock as the drones finished the last of their victims. All seemed to be men. Many of the dead had guns. Despite what he had said to McIntyre, it surprised Conner the drones had not come for them, because if the NSA still planned on silencing him, now was the perfect opportunity to do so. Instead, when all their targets were dead, the drones flew up the side of a skyscraper and disappeared into the dust cloud. 
 
    “This is creepy,” Nahla Asem said from behind them.  
 
    “Tell me about it.” McIntyre scanned the carnage.  
 
    They moved on, soon reaching the edge of the traffic jam. A newer model Volkswagen Beetle was idle by the road, engine still running but the owners long vanished. “Get in.” 
 
    Nahla Asem squeezed into the back of the two-door car. McIntyre took the driver’s seat and Conner the seat next to him. They drove fast, nudging aside any parked cars blocking their path. Conner held the two AK-47s knowing they might need them. He found a water bottle, so they shared the contents hydrating them in this heat. 
 
    Soon they hit the suburbs leaving the dust from the fallen skyscraper far behind. Everything was flat, dry and sandy. There were houses everywhere in whitewash stone, high fences and nil vegetation. No one was on the streets. 
 
    “What’s the plan now?” 
 
    “Al Dhafra Air Base,” McIntyre grumbled. “You said something earlier about nuclear weapons. I believe you now.” 
 
    “Good, but why now?” 
 
    “Because I think I know where and why it will detonate.”  
 
    They entered a major road. McIntyre accelerated, speeding them south and far from the city. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Mumbai, Maharashtra, India 
 
      
 
    Emily Dawson accosted Peri Keser the moment she walked into their secure ops center. “With all due respect Ma’am, what the hell happened?” 
 
    Peri eyeballed the tall, slim woman. Despite the insights into her own character she had been mulling over since her conversation with Szymanski, Peri was in no mood to let a subordinate undermine her authority. “You’ll show me more respect than that, Lieutenant.” 
 
    Dawson tensed. Peri sensed the rage consuming the woman, the same agitation festering in every one of her team, but it was only Dawson who had lost her discipline and respect for the chain of command… so far. Peri had to get them focused, minds back on the mission. She couldn’t afford to lose control at this critical juncture. Not when their situation was so precarious. 
 
    She also knew that she stunk like a sewer. 
 
    “Lieutenant?”  
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “That’s better. Is Skaffen secure?” 
 
    Gritting her teeth and clenching her fists, Dawson said, “Yes Ma’am. She’s come ‘round. She’s secured in the interrogation room.” 
 
    “Good.” Peri examined the tactical ops room. An array of monitors glowed in the dim light, with satellite imagery feeds of Mumbai streets, scans of local police and military communication channels, and classified files open on Ashcroft, Skaffen, Gridley-Brooks, Visser and everyone else they were tracking. But no one focused on the intelligence streaming on those monitors. Dawson might have been the most vitriolic of the group, but the rest of them — Saanvi Dara, Paul Szymanski and a half-dozen junior personnel looked not at their work, but to Peri with combined expressions of uncertainty, disappointed and worry. 
 
    “What are you all waiting for?” Peri yelled. “Get back to work. Find Ashcroft.”  
 
    Focus on the task, she reminded herself; accomplish one goal at a time. Let nothing else get to her. 
 
    Everyone returned to their stations. Everyone that was, except for Dawson. 
 
    “You got something to say, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “The situation needs containment, Ma’am. The Mumbai police have discovered Pfündl’s, Cassian’s and Ndulu Adebayo’s bodies and their deaths are being investigated as homicides. Sergeant Wilks is in our U.S. Consulate, getting his snapped wrist reset, which could expose our operation if the wrong person talks. We’ve lost contact with the drones, and we can no longer contact Major Fitzgerald and the team in Camp Lemonnier. That’s what I’ve got to say.” 
 
    Peri growled. “I warned you we are dealing with one of the worst cyberterrorists on the planet. They must have hacked us too. Reboot everything then get as many systems back online as you can and stop bringing me problems. Bring me fixes.” Peri stormed towards the washrooms. “I’ll be back in five. I want a full update when I return. Then I’m interrogating Skaffen.” 
 
    Peri grabbed a change of clothes from her luggage. She stormed into the shared washroom with the single shower stall, locking the door behind her. She stripped out of her filthy, stinking clothes and binned them all. Her skin was hot to the touch. A wave of nausea hit her, and soon she was dry retching into a toilet bowl. After several minutes, when nothing came up, she growled again. It wasn’t fair. The malaria, its fever and the fogginess it caused was getting her down, defeating her. If she wasn’t so sick, perhaps she would manage the operation better. But she couldn’t worry about how things could have been different. She could only do her best with her current situation and remain focused on their ultimate objectives.  
 
    Peri stood under a shower for ten minutes, washing away the grime and stench. She shampooed and conditioned her hair three times. She scrubbed her skin until it was raw.  
 
    Dripping with cool water, she stepped from the shower and dried herself. The water cooled her, so she’d keep as much of it as possible on her body as possible to battle her fever. After devouring a full container of bottled water and the first round of broad-spectrum antibiotics, she dressed in undergarments, a blouse, loose cargo pants and desert boots. Being clean and cool again left her feeling much better.  
 
    With her P226 holstered on her belt, she returned to the tactical ops center. “What’s the situation?” 
 
    It was Saanvi who answered. “Ma’am, you’re right. I think someone has hacked us. None of our feeds are making any sense.”  
 
    The largest monitor in the room played an India News channel. A report in Hindi ran over aerial footage of the smoke trail pouring out of Dharavi where the Predator drone had fired a missile at Ashcroft and Peri earlier this morning. 
 
    Peri turned to two junior security officers on their team, each dressed as civilians but equipped as soldiers with body armor, M4A1 assault rifles and combat webbing with spare clips. “Who’s watching the perimeter?” 
 
    “Petrovitch and Quaid, Ma’am,” said Corporal Chandler. “Front and back entrances.” 
 
    “I want you two on the roof.” 
 
    “You expecting an assault, Ma’am?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to expect, but I want as much coverage as possible.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    The two soldiers disappeared.  
 
    Peri returned her attention to Saanvi. “I want you, Dawson, and the rest of your team to get as many systems back online as possible. It won’t take long for someone to identify Pfündl and Cassian, and when they do, India’s Intelligence Bureau and who knows else will discover that we caused the chaos in Dharavi.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Saanvi interrupted pointing to the main monitor. “All news channels are reporting the drone missile strike as a gas explosion. It’s saying they have recovered only one body, that of a Caucasian male. This ‘fake news’ might benefit us.” 
 
    “Maybe. But see, it’s cyber-hacks again. Find out what is really going on.” Peri turned to Szymanski. “We need to talk to Skaffen. I want you to join me on the interrogation.” 
 
    The NSA officer nodded as he scratched his head. “Sure.” 
 
    Skaffen was locked in an interrogation room with no windows and little furniture. When Peri and Szymanski entered, they found her seated on a wooden chair with her left wrist handcuffed to an exposed water pipe. She still wore the torn and dirty blue and gold sari. Her hair was a mess. Her eyes were dark and sullen. Earlier, they had provided her with a cup of water, which she had already drunk. It was hotter in here than anywhere else in the building. 
 
    Ready to begin their interrogation, Szymanski stood towards the back of the room. Peri took a chair and sat close to Claire Skaffen.  
 
    “Do you know how much trouble you are in?” 
 
    The woman gave a condescending chuckle. “If you’re here to threaten me, believe me, I’ve got far worse problems to worry about than you two.” 
 
    Peri nodded, considered what the woman might have meant by that, and what those other threats might be. “I think you should worry about us right now. I’ve seen your FBI charge sheet. I figure, with all the crimes you’ve committed, you’re looking at multiple life sentences with no chance of parole. Maybe even the death penalty.” 
 
    Skaffen locked eyes with Peri. This woman was feisty, certain of herself despite her battered state.  
 
    “You’ve got no idea what is going on, do you? No idea at all?” 
 
    Their prisoner was talkative, which was a good sign. So Peri prodded her, “Why don’t you enlighten me, Claire Skaffen?” 
 
    That caused their prisoner to laugh louder than before.  
 
    “You want to tell me what is so funny?” 
 
    “Who are you? CIA? FBI? Maybe the NSA? What I know is you’re American, like me, which means I have rights. You can’t treat me like this and get away with it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who we are. What matters is, we know all about you.” 
 
    “You sure about that.” She laughed again. “I think you’ve been lied to, just like everyone else.” 
 
    Skaffen words sounded like rambles. Perhaps the heat and the stress of today had rattled the woman’s mind. Peri looked to Szymanski for ideas on how to approach the interrogation, but he only shrugged.  
 
    Skaffen spoke, “You don’t know who I am. You don’t know why I’m here. You’ve tried to kill Simon and me, but you don’t even understand who sent you, and the real reasons behind your mission.” 
 
    “You did, Skaffen. You’ve been impersonating the President, using the Shatterhand program—”  
 
    “Shatterhand? What’s that?” she said. “Oh, wait a minute, you mean the program my parents created?” 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    The prisoner laughed again.  
 
    “I’m not laughing Skaffen.” 
 
    The woman stared up at Peri through the dark rings around her eyes. “I’m not Skaffen. My name is Casey Irvine. My parents are Alan and Clementine Irvine. But you didn’t know that, did you?”  
 
    “What?” Szymanski asked not able to mask his surprise and shock. “You’re saying: you’re the Irvine’s daughter?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m sure my father at least works for the NSA. A developer behind both the Shatterhand program you keep talking about, and its counterpart—” 
 
    “GhostKnife?” Peri asked. 
 
    The prisoner nodded. “So it has a name. But you don’t even know what those programs are—” 
 
    “There is nothing in the Irvine’s files about them having a daughter.” 
 
    Skaffen shook her head. “I know my parents are trying their hardest to keep me alive, to foil this Shatterhand program, stop it sending people like you to kill me.” 
 
    “You know,” Szymanski said from the back of the room, “there is a resemblance, between Clementine and her.” 
 
    Peri looked to Szymanski, then to their prisoner, and at her own trembling hands. There was an aspect about what their prisoner was saying, how she said it and her unwavering conviction, that made Peri believe her. Or at least consider that her story was worthy of further investigation. 
 
    “Haven’t you worked it out?” the woman claiming to be Casey Irvine said in a raised voice. “You can no longer trust anything digital. The cyberterrorists you are talking about, they’re not people, like you and me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Szymanski asked. He had paled since the subject of Shatterhand and GhostKnife had come up.  
 
    “They are machines. Ghosts in the machines. True, self-aware, rogue AIs who have been playing all of us for fools.” 
 
    “AI?” Szymanski asked, as he shuddered. “You mean artificial intelligence? Real artificial intelligence?” 
 
    Their prisoner stared at him, grinning. “Look at you. You’re thinking back over everything that has happened to you these last few weeks, and suddenly everything weird in your life makes sense when you put an AI behind it.” 
 
    Peri looked at Szymanski. “Is she right?” 
 
    Szymanski seemed unsteady on his feet. He nodded. “I remembered what Stephen Hawking said about AI.” 
 
    “The scientist? Theoretical physicist, right? What’s he got to do with anything?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one. Hawking once said ‘The development of full artificial intelligence could spell the end of humans.’ Tech company giants like Elon Musk and Bill Gates, along with Hawking have been warning about the AI threat for years. Everything that’s happened, everything that is odd and unusual in the world, it makes perfect sense if you credit it to a sentient being that is both vastly more intelligent than us, has omnipotent powers over everything and is capable of being in many, many places at once.” 
 
    Casey Irvine — for Peri now believed the woman wasn’t lying about her name — rattled her handcuff. It had not been so long ago that Peri had been in a similar situation herself, handcuffed while Szymanski and another NSA officer had interrogated her. Peri had been trying to prove to her captors that the President of the United States was dead and replaced online by a cyberterrorist. Now this woman was trying to convince Peri that she was not who the world was saying she was, and that the cyberterrorist Peri was chasing was a self-aware AI. The situation was the same, but also completely different. As incredible as it sounded, Casey’s claims had a ring of authenticity about them. 
 
    “Are you going to release me? Are we going to talk like civilized people, and work out what we will do about this, together? Because we aren’t enemies. We are on the same side.” 
 
    Peri was about to answer when she heard gunfire. The distinctive rattling roar of automatic fire echoing from downstairs. A second later, she felt the building shudder then heard the blast as a stun grenade detonated beneath them. 
 
    Saanvi burst into the room.  
 
    “We’re under assault! At least a dozen armed men have stormed the building.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    It was evening when Simon reached Dakshesh Matondkar’s apartment tower, lit up in neon yellows and pinks so it stood out like some kind of glitzy tourist attraction.  
 
    For many minutes Simon watched the apartment from the shadows across the road. Three muscular thugs who had roughed him up the previous night loitered outside the entrance. One with a red cap gave instructions to the others, punching his fist into the palm of his other hand as he talked. Simon felt confident the men weren’t ex-special forces or even former army grunts, just regular criminals. It was time to act. 
 
    With Keser’s SIG Sauer P228 in his waistband and within easy reach, Simon stepped from the shadows and walked with purpose along the opposite footpath. He wanted the thugs to see him. Sure enough, they spotted him within seconds.  
 
    They came for him.  
 
    He kept his pace steady, returned to the shadows pretending he was oblivious to their presence. When he sensed they were almost upon him he spun, smashed the capped leader across the head with the grip of SIG Sauer, sending him down fast.  
 
    The two standing men watched in shock as Simon incapacitated one of their own. Their hesitation, counted in seconds, was all Simon needed to jab the second man in the solar plexus. Ribs cracked as the thug grunted from the impact, then dropped to his knees.  
 
    The third thug shook his head, regained his composure and rushed Simon. Simon raised an elbow towards the man’s head. The man ran straight at him, knocking himself unconscious as his face rammed hard into Simon’s defensive move.  
 
    The second thug struggled on his knees gasping for breath. Simon used the grip of the SIG Sauer again and smashed it across the man’s forehead and he too was out for the count. 
 
    Three down, all rendered unconscious in less than ten seconds.  
 
    Simon scanned the streets. No one had noticed the altercation, or if they had they weren’t hanging around. Simon took the red cap and placed it on his own head, then stripped the man of his cream linen shirt which he slipped over his own top.  
 
    Before someone called the police, Simon walked fast across the road to the apartment entrance. He punched in the code he’d watched the thugs key in yesterday. Soon he was ascending in the elevator, all the way to the top floor where Matondkar’s penthouse waited.  
 
    The elevator door opened with a ping. Another thug approached. Not seeing through the disguise because he wasn’t looking at Simon, he called out, “Ganak? What are you—?” 
 
    Before the man had finished speaking, Simon grabbed one of the Persian horse statues and smashed it over the thug’s head, sending him down onto his hands and knees. Simon then kicked him in the head sending his fourth foe into the land of slumber.  
 
    With his pistol raised, Simon pointed it at Dakshesh Matondkar. The arms dealer only now aware of the situation tried to clamber out of the lounge where yesterday he had almost snipped off Simon’s fingers. 
 
    “Sit down!” Simon commanded.  
 
    Matondkar did as instructed. 
 
    Simon scanned the expansive penthouse for other threats. The bead of his weapon soon lined up an elderly lady, in her sixties wearing bohemian-style harem pants and a loose, bright orange blouse. A man hauled her out of her seat. Simon recognized that man as Roger Gridley-Brookes. The South African mercenary pressed his 9mm pistol into the woman’s forehead, his other arm gripped around her neck as he maneuvered behind her using her body as a shield.  
 
    “Drop the weapon, Ashcroft.” 
 
    Simon considered the order, knowing that if he relinquished, he would lose what little advantage he had. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You want me to kill her?” 
 
    Gridley-Brook’s hostage had a pained, fearful look in her eyes. Simon recognized the family resemblance between Casey and her mother. He was looking at Clementine Irvine.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be like this Roger.” 
 
    “I think it does. You ripped me off. No one betrays me and gets away with it.” 
 
    “I didn’t betray you.” 
 
    “The hell you didn’t.” 
 
    Matondkar shuffled in his chair. Someone else moved behind Simon. Before Simon could react, he felt a pistol push into the small of his back, pressed right up against his spine. Knowing he was out of options, Simon carefully raised his pistol in surrender and let the man behind him take it. The unseen assailant then punched Simon hard in the kidney. The pain was sudden and sharp. He shuddered from the intense shock as he fell to his knees. 
 
    The man walked around Simon revealing himself as Naas Visser.  
 
    “You fokking poephol, Ashcroft! You fokking murdered Ndulu! You fokking kill all my friends.”  
 
    His fist swung again, rattling Simon’s skull sending him closer to the ground. The world spun and he couldn’t think straight. Spots flashed in his vision. A few more blows like that and Simon would be dead or unconscious. 
 
    “Don’t kill him bro,” Gridley-Brooks commanded, sounding very different to the AI version Simon had been dealing with of late, more sinister and much angrier. “We need Ashcroft intact until we get our money back.” 
 
    “I’m going to fokking kill you eventually,” Visser raged as Simon tried to stand. “Your only hope is I do it quick.” He spat on Simon as he pushed him back down onto his knees. Simon stayed down, knowing that if he tried to get up again, he’d suffer further beating, which he could ill afford.  
 
    Matondkar stepped forward, a smug expression etched on his face. “You didn’t know we were working together, did you Cooper? Or should I say Ashpool, or really, Ashcroft?” 
 
    “No. You got me there.” 
 
    Simon imagined what had brought his former associates together, but it wasn’t difficult to guess. Shatterhand had orchestrated events and false communications to unite each group under a single cause: to get rich through Simon’s demise. 
 
    Simon made eye contact with Clementine and gave a smile, which he hoped said to her, ‘he had this situation under control’ even though he felt nothing of the sort. She returned the gaze but he could see he terrified her and she glanced away. She had no reason to trust him anymore than she could trust Matondkar, Gridley-Brooks or Visser. 
 
    Before his captors realized he was engaging with Clementine, he looked elsewhere. A copy of the Indian Express print newspaper lay on the lounge with Simon’s unflattering photograph splashed across the front cover. The bold typeface headline was in English. ‘World’s most wanted cyberterrorist Stephen Ashpool killed in Dharavi gas explosion.’ 
 
    “Do we need him alive?” Matondkar asked.  
 
    Gridley-Brooks scratched his chin. “I don’t think so. The American FBI is offering one hundred million dollars for his capture or kill. I think it will be easier if we bring him in as a corpse. Easier to prove he is who we say he is.” 
 
    “They won’t pay,” Simon interrupted. 
 
    Gridley-Brooks grinned. “No deal you could make will top what the FBI is offering.” 
 
    “We were all set up Roger, all sent to Pankot Palace Hotel to kill each other. Our enemy still wants that—” 
 
    Visser dropped low as he brought an upper cut into Simon’s gut. 
 
    Simon groaned, the pain worse than the last blow. Spots flashed in his blurred vision and he felt his body slip towards unconsciousness, but he fought it. He raised his hand to block the next blow, but he had no strength. Visser came for him— 
 
    There was a loud and sudden gunshot. Visser’s head cracked open, the top of his skull shattered, disintegrated into tiny, bloody fragments. His expression froze into a mixture of shock and surprise, then he fell forward landing hard on the floor.  
 
    It took Simon a moment to realize someone had just killed Visser. 
 
    Roger Gridley-Brooks couldn’t take his eyes of the dead South African, so it wasn’t him who fired. 
 
    Seizing his opportunity, Simon raced to his feet and rushed his former boss. Gridley-Brooks tried to raise his pistol to shoot Simon, but the gap had already closed. Simon wrestled the gun, and for a moment the two men fought to control it. Simon was younger and stronger, but Gridley-Brooks had not just endured the beating Simon had suffered.  
 
    Another gunshot.  
 
    Eyes locked, teeth gritted, each man looked at the other trying to determine if either had taken a bullet. It wasn’t Simon, and Gridley-Brooks didn’t seem to suffer. The bullet had missed them both, and it hadn’t come from the weapon they were wrestling. 
 
    They struggled again for control of the weapon.  
 
    Gridley-Brooks pulled it downwards, tried to turn it towards Simon’s gut. Simon knew Gridley-Brooks was the man with his finger on the trigger.  
 
    The cool metal touched against Simon’s shirt.  
 
    Drawing on all his strength, Simon yanked the gun just as it went off.  
 
    He felt it this time, the recoil, and smelled the cordite.  
 
    At first Simon couldn’t tell who had shot who.  
 
    He felt blood gushing over his hands.  
 
    Then he felt the strength wash away from Gridley-Brooks’ grip. His eyes became wide, and the color washed out of his face. With a hoarse whisper, he cried out, “You were supposed to be my friend.” His final words loaded with regret as he slipped out of Simon’s grip and fell to the ground.  
 
    Simon snatched Gridley-Brook’s semi-automatic pistol and pointed it at Motondkar, but Clementine Irvine was already covering his bleeding, prostrate form. Somehow, she had secured a .38 revolver and had put a bullet into the arms dealer, through the throat killing him. She must have shot Visser too, and now she trembled from the post-violence shock.  
 
    “I’ve got this now Clementine.” He used his soothing voice knowing she was at her most fragile right now. “You are Clementine Irvine?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “How did you know who I was?” 
 
    He took the weapon from her shaking hands, ejected the bullets from the barrel then stripped the weapon down to its component pieces. He looked to the sprawled form of Gridley-Brooks hoping the man still lived. When he checked for a pulse or breath, there was nothing.  
 
    He closed the man’s eyes. He had known Gridley-Brooks for many years and had considered him a friend. Gridley-Brooks had offered Simon an out when he could no longer stomach working for the intelligence services. Simon would grieve for him and Ndulu later, and even Visser though they had never gotten along. It was wrong Shatterhand had manipulated them to turn against each other. In time he would right that wrong. But he had more pressing issues to deal with.  
 
    “Clementine. I’m here with your daughter, Casey.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped as she took a deep breath. “Casey’s alive?”  
 
    “Yes, but it’s complicated. I’ll explain latter. Did these men hurt you?” 
 
    She shook her head. She was tall and slim like her daughter and would have been a stunning woman in her younger years. 
 
    “Good. I have to ask where did you find the revolver?” 
 
    She pointed to Matondkar. “He dropped it when you startled him… When you first entered.” 
 
    Simon nodded. Her coolness in this stressful encounter impressed him. He was starting to understanding where Casey had gotten her feistiness and courage.  
 
    The post adrenaline shocks were hitting her in waves now. She slumped into the lounge as her eyes lost their focus and he didn’t blame her one bit. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help you.” 
 
    “How do I…? How do I…?” 
 
    “How do you trust me?” he asked, and she nodded. He slipped the pistol into his belt at the small of his back so not to be threatening. “Let me tell you what I know. A few weeks ago, your daughter was on safari in Kenya, a vacation you and your husband sent her on. I rescued her from poachers about to kill her. Unfortunately, I didn’t arrive in time to save her boyfriend, Andrew McGrath. The poachers killed him. Casey was loathing her boyfriend for cheating on her one too many times, so she has mixed feelings about his fate and what he did to her. But I’m getting off track. For most of Casey’s life, and until recently, she believed her father and your husband, Alan Irvine, worked for the Department of Fisheries. But we believe he’s actually a different government employee. Both of you are. Both of you are with the NSA. You’ve been developing weapon-grade AIs for the American Government for some time. Does all that sound about right?” 
 
    Clementine staggered, placed her hand on her heart. Tear’s rolled down her eyes. “My daughter is alive?”  
 
    Simon heard police sirens. Clementine did too.  
 
    “Yes, she is,” Simon answered. “We need to go, now, if you want to see her.” Simon searched Matondkar, finding his cell phone. He removed the SIM card and battery, then pocketed the components. He searched again finding car keys which he took. “Are you ready?” 
 
    She nodded and stood.  
 
    He took Clementine’s hand and led her to the emergency exit stairs. Within minutes they were in the basement parking lot. He tested the electronic locking device, surprised to see a yellow and black Koenigsegg Agera RS sports car light up. Simon grinned not believing his luck. This was a rare car with only twenty-five models ever made; it was expensive beyond measure. With its seven-speed paddle-shift transmission, twin turbo aluminum five-liter V8 engine, and zero to one hundred kilometers per hour in three seconds, this was a sports car that would not only speed them away from the police, but be a driving opportunity the likes of which he had never imagined being possible. 
 
    The doors on the two-seater rotated up and outwards. Simon and Clementine climbed inside and strapped in. When the engine ignited, it sounded like a rocket firing underneath their seats. 
 
    The clicker also opened the garage door. Simon thrilled at the traction and speed of the Agera as they took off. He wished he wasn’t driving it under such tragic circumstances, but the sports car lived up to its reputation. Within seconds they were out on the Mumbai streets and away long before the police even noticed. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Gunfire roared from below. First single shots. Then full-automatic fire.  
 
    Casey rattled the handcuff binding her to the wall pipe. Furious, she glared at her interrogators, the pasty thin woman, the awkward man in the khaki two-piece suit, and the brown-skinned woman who had just entered the cell. “Whoever’s downstairs, they’re here to kill me!” Casey pleaded. 
 
    “How do you know that?” demanded the pasty woman, sweat pouring off her. She had a pistol in her hand. She nodded to the man showing he too should be weapon ready. The second woman was well ahead with a pistol of her own in her grip.  
 
    Casey didn’t like their chances. The intruders storming the building would be well-equipped with assault rifles and much more, resources required to destroy her. 
 
    “I don’t know why,” Casey snapped, knowing the frustrating truth of her response, “but it’s not a person who wants me dead. It’s an AI called Shatterhand.” 
 
    More gunshots. A man cried out. Then another gunshot cut off his screams. 
 
    “Who is attacking us, Saanvi?” the pasty woman demanded, her hands shaking.  
 
    The second woman answered with more nerves than Casey would have liked, “We think Brihanmumbai Police, or the Intelligence Bureau. At least five commandos. Full riot gear. Assault weapons.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Casey once more rattled her handcuffs. “Again, anyone?” 
 
    “Szymanski, remove the cuffs but keep her covered. Shoot her if she doesn’t cooperate.”  
 
    He nodded and went to Casey. With a big, warm smile, he said, “The key’s here.” He reached into his jacket pocket but came up empty. He reached into another pocket in his pants, and still nothing. “It’s here somewhere.”  
 
    “Saanvi, cover me!” cried out the pasty woman. 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    Saanvi and the leader stepped from the cell. Within seconds there was more firing, loud and close. Casey heard Saanvi cry out in fear. Further full-automatic fire, closer now. Dust fell from the ceiling because of the reverberations of bullets chewing into the walls. 
 
    “Would you hurry please!” Casey cried out. 
 
    “I know I have it,” Szymanski explained.  
 
    “I really don’t want to die like this.” 
 
    “I know.” He was frantic as he reached into each pocket, over and over again. Casey couldn’t believe her fate was reliant on one man who couldn’t keep track of the important items entrusted to him. What kind of outfit was the pasty woman running? 
 
    A crashing noise outside startled them both, of a heavy object tumbling down stairs, chased by another heavy item behind it.  
 
    “Ah, found it.” 
 
    “Give it,” Casey snatched the key and started with the lock. Szymanski did nothing to stop her. He almost looked relieved.  
 
    “You’re an analyst, right?” she asked as the cuff came free. 
 
    He nodded, gave her a weak smile. 
 
    “I’m a human resources manager. This situation sucks for both of us.” 
 
    Saanvi dragged a body into the interrogation room, a commando dressed in black riot gear, riot helmet and flak vest. A long trail of blood smeared across the floor where Saanvi had dragged him. If he’d had a weapon, it was absent. 
 
    The pasty woman yelled from outside where she was firing her weapon. “Get back out there Saanvi, and cover the stairwell.” 
 
    Saanvi nodded then disappeared again. 
 
    The pasty woman returned dragging a tall slim woman wearing cargo pants and a t-shirt. Two chest wounds showed how she had died. She had that vacant, ghostly look Casey had seen in the stares of other corpses she’d had the misfortune to encounter far too often these last few weeks. 
 
    “Is that…” Szymanski struggled with his words and he choked up. “Peri, is that Emily Dawson?” 
 
    Peri stood, caught her breath and nodded. “We’re all that’s left.” Her trembles were noticeable now, but no one commented. Her mouth hung open, and she panted hard. Sweat dripped off her. No wonder this team seemed unprofessional, their leader was sick and should have been stood down long ago. “I’ve secured the stairwell. We pushed a heavy desk and shelf down it. We’ve got minutes at most.” She looked to Szymanski. “Is there another way out of here?” 
 
    He’d folded his arms and hung his head. Now he rocked from side to side and stared into nothing.  
 
    “Szymanski! Paul! Get it together. We mourn later.” 
 
    Outside Saanvi continued with her cover fire, holding off the assailants for as long as she could. Why was no one else helping her? 
 
    Peri searched the commando producing a photograph of Casey. “I believe you now,” she said as she flicked the photo in Casey’s direction. “I’m thinking you and I need to work together on this.” 
 
    “About time!” Casey snarled. 
 
    Peri slapped Casey across the face, startling her. “Listen Irvine. Drop the attitude and focus. The priority is getting out of here alive.”  
 
    Casey, stunned from the brutal assault, could only stare dumbfound at the ill-looking woman.  
 
    “You need to understand that no one else on my team dies today. I’ve lost too much already. I need you to cooperate. Do everything I say, or I will shoot you.” 
 
    Casey nodded, fuming but knowing now was not the time to fight this woman. 
 
    “You need to strip, then change into Dawson’s clothing. Got that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re hunting you, right?” 
 
    Casey nodded. 
 
    “We’ll let them think they’ve found you.” She turned to Szymanski. “You strip Dawson and then put Irvine’s clothes on the body. You think you can do that?” 
 
    The nervous-looking man nodded. 
 
    “Paul, you need to get a grip. I need you on this.” 
 
    He nodded with greater vigor. 
 
    More gunfire echoed from outside. 
 
    “I’ll be back in one minute.” Peri darted outside to aide Saanvi with additional cover fire. 
 
    Casey had stripped down to her underwear before Szymanski had removed a single piece of clothing from the corpse. Rather than stand there, exposed, she stripped the body for him. There were multiple blood splashes on the t-shirt, but Casey was beyond caring about minor details like that. 
 
    She was about to dress when Peri shouted from across the hall. “Dress Dawson first!” 
 
    Fuming, Casey nodded. It was awkward clothing a corpse because they were limp and uncooperative. Paul Szymanski was trying to help but he was too distressed to be of any real use. At least he wasn’t a man to ogle her. After much tugging and messy work, Casey got the blue and gold sari onto the dead woman.  
 
    More gunfire. A man grunted then cursed in Hindi. Another gunshot.  
 
    Then everything became quiet.  
 
    Peri stormed into the room. She stood over Dawson and shot the dead woman in the face several times, shattering any identifying features. Although Casey felt horrified, and recoiled from the brutal act, on a clinical level she understood Peri’s actions. Dawson and Casey were of similar build and hair color. The deception just might work. 
 
    Casey pulled on Dawson’s cargo pants, bloody shirt and boots. 
 
    Peri stepped in. “We need to go. Now!” 
 
    Casey ran into the corridor. Saanvi saw them, turned and called out, “I’m out of bullets.” 
 
    The gunfire started up again from the blocked stairs. The shelving and desk Peri and Saanvi had tipped down the access well was substantial and made from old, heavy wood, blocking anyone from advancing upwards. Peri stepped forward and fired down the stairwell between the few gaps where soldiers were trying to batter their way through. “How do we get out of here?” she called to Szymanski. 
 
    He looked through her. He wasn’t coming out of his shock. 
 
    Casey heard a noise. She glanced towards the stairwell, certain the men below where now smashing the desk and shelves with an axe or a similar tool to clear a path forward. Whatever plan Peri had in mind to secure them away, she didn’t have long to execute it. 
 
    “Peri!” Casey exclaimed. 
 
    “Szymanski!” Peri screamed. She slapped him. 
 
    That seemed to do the trick, and he snapped from his stupor. “I set up a false panel over a second stairwell, the exit also hidden on the building exterior. We can use it to get to the streets on the east side.” 
 
    “Good! Lead the way.” 
 
    Szymanski led them to a blank section of wall, pulled away a false panel. Casey was certain she would never have noticed it even if she had known it was there. As promised, there was another stairwell leading to street level.  
 
    They descended with Saanvi leading, Peri covering the rear, and Szymanski in the middle near Casey ensuring she was always close. 
 
    The exit was another false wall, opening onto an empty street. Casey hadn’t yet registered it was late and therefore the darkness outside disorientated her. The street was empty. Anyone nearby would have fled with the noises of the gun battle.  
 
    Szymanski flicked a fob, lighting up a black Force Gurkha four-wheel drive.  
 
    As they ran to it, gunfire opened across the street.  
 
    The commandos had found them. 
 
    Saanvi and Peri returned fire as they all ducked behind two parked cars. The commandos retaliated with full-automatic fire pinning them down, destroying the vehicles and setting off intruder alarms.  
 
    “What now?” Saanvi asked of their leader.  
 
    Peri had no time to answer.  
 
    From nowhere, a black and yellow sports car ripped through the streets, drove straight at the commandos. The men leaped out of its way to avoid being run over. While their attention wasn’t on their team, Casey saw their opportunity. “Now!” she exclaimed.  
 
    They ran for the four-wheel-drive and clambered in. Casey soon heard a weapon firing from the sports car. Someone was keeping the commandos pinned down.  
 
    “Who is that?” Szymanski asked.  
 
    Casey mouthed the words, ‘Simon’. Could it be him? Had he found her again? He had promised that he would. 
 
    The sports car turned in a sharp circle and came up behind them. Simon Ashcroft was at the wheel, with another person shroud in the darkness of the passenger seat. Casey had never remembered feeling this relieved in her life. Simon grinned when he saw her.  
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks,” Casey said. Then she remembered how much danger they were in. She glanced at Peri. “It’s okay, I think this group is on our side now.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “They’ve been screwed by the AIs as much as we have.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “Don’t I know that. Good. You go first, I’ll follow.” 
 
    More gunfire. The commandos had recovered and were advancing again. Saanvi behind the wheel sped them away. A pale and numb Szymanski in the passenger seat next to her held onto the dashboard like his life depended on it. Peri was the worst of the three, in the back with Casey shaking and shuddering. The woman seemed delirious, and unaware of her surroundings. 
 
    Casey looked behind, saw the sports car duck and twist in the road ensuring that no one could pass, including the commandos. But no one seemed to follow. What Casey was certain of was that Simon had someone in the car with him. She couldn’t tell who, she’d only seen a silhouette.  
 
    Peri was shaking now. Her breath labored and shallow.  
 
    “You got water up there?” 
 
    Szymanski nodded and passed Casey a water bottle.  
 
    “And a cloth?” 
 
    “Um No, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Then pass me your jacket!” she snapped. Casey couldn’t believe he was wearing a suit in the oppressive Mumbai heat. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    He slipped out of his jacket and passed it to her. Casey soaked part of it with water, then dabbed it on Peri’s face to cool her. The woman had a fever and the cool liquid seemed to bring her a moment of relief. Casey doused more of the jacket with the rest of the water and kept dabbing Peri’s burning skin.  
 
    “I think we’ve lost them,” Saanvi reported through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Where to now?” Casey asked.  
 
    “There is a safe house,” Szymanski reported. “I’ll give directions.” 
 
    Casey nodded, then turned first to Peri who was now in a fitful slumber, then behind her.  
 
    The sports car remained just behind. Simon was protecting them, following their car to whatever destination awaited, with a stranger in tow. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Al Dhafra Air Base, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    Conner sat in a huge U.S. Airforce mess shared with only a few dozen soldiers. Conner chewed on a palatable meal classified as ready-to-eat. It was theoretically teriyaki beef. Despite a taste that didn’t match the label, he supposed it was okay. Better than he expected. What he wanted was a beer to complement the food. But this was a U.S. air base inside a United Arab Emirates air base, inside a nation dominated by the Islamic faith. Three times the reason there wouldn’t be a beer anywhere in sight. 
 
    Outside the combined roars of jet fighters, military transports and drones was unending, taking off and landing, headed to or returning from missions across the Arabian Peninsula and no doubt further afield. Civil war had broken out. No wonder the mess was empty. Almost everyone was on active duty. 
 
    He listened to the few eating soldiers quietly chatting in their small groups. He learned that not only had fundamentalist Islamists overrun Abu Dhabi, but they had done the same to most major cities in the Middle East. From Morocco to Pakistan, the presidents, kings, princes and religious leaders who had survived the initial coordinated insurgent attacks were now calling on the aid of the United States. The President, in all his unjustified confidence, had willingly offered foreign aid to every single one. Hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops were moving in. Military bases were popping up everywhere. Warships dominated the Persian Gulf, Mediterranean, Red and Arabian Seas. Drone flights out of this base and others in Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, Iraq and Djibouti were on round-the-clock assassination missions, clinically executing terrorist leaders. Their intelligence was ninety-five percent accurate, or so claimed the President. If it was even the real President the soldiers were talking about. Conner doubted it. 
 
    He felt sick listening to their conversations. None of the soldiers he eavesdropped upon had drawn the same scary implication he had. All the major Middle Eastern leaders on all sides were typically sociopaths and sycophants, and they weren’t around anymore. Islamic insurgents or NSA drones had taken them all out. This was a breeding program of sorts, to eradicate all humans who lacked empathy and a moral compass who would have been both ruthless and deceitful in their negotiations with the United States. With them out of the picture, the NSA could negotiate with mid-level bureaucrats, moderate religious administrators and timid royals who would be pushovers. In one swift move, the NSA had taken control of the world’s worst trouble spots and secured all the oil reserves that went with it, and no one was trying to stop them. 
 
    He forced himself to eat the meal and drink as much bottled water as he could. There was no telling when he could eat or drink again.  
 
    When he was full, he took his plate and scraps to a bin. A Marine near Conner switched on a big screen television in one corner of the mess. A report described recent events in the Far East. 
 
    “—Tensions are growing in China as an unknown and highly toxic fog seeps across the eastern and southern regions of the country,” said the young, attractive news anchor with a strong East Coast American accent. “Authorities suspect the fog has killed over four hundred million people. Experts fear millions more will suffer similar fates, particularly if the fog continues to drift east towards the Philippines, North and South Korea, and Japan—” 
 
    Conner stared open-mouthed at the screen, shocked and numb.  
 
    The room became deathly silent. He looked around to see who was watching. He wasn’t the only person deeply affected by what he saw. No one in the mess moved in the slightest. No one took their eyes off the screen.  
 
    Four. Hundred. Million. People.  
 
    Dead. 
 
    “—A spokesperson at Atlanta’s Centers for Disease Control said the origins of the fog is likely to be an industrial accident. Some reports suggest it could be an Indian chemical weapon attack, in retaliation for some three hundred million elderly and infirm citizens who have died mysteriously over the last week from an unknown illness sweeping that country—” 
 
    “This is bullshit!” exclaimed a Marine standing next to Conner. “I knew something else was up.” 
 
    Conner nodded. He said nothing because he couldn’t. Seven hundred million people across Asia had suddenly died. Twice the population of the United States, or ten percent of the world’s population, wiped out just like that. For the first time in forever, the human population was shrinking. 
 
    “—Similar illnesses are sweeping through Nigeria, Pakistan, Indonesia, Bangladesh and Mexico. No one knows the causes of these incidents. No one has yet formulated a viable strategy to deal with this threat. Meanwhile, the World Health Organization is coordinating a series of relief programs, that can only be enacted when the all clear is given to move in—” 
 
    Conner couldn’t take any more. He marched from the mess, sought directions to the base hospital and headed there. After smooth-talking several of the attractive orderlies and nurses, Conner found his way to Nahla Asem’s ward.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” he asked as he sat on the end of her bed. She was sitting, drinking an orange juice. A vast improvement from when he’d left her when they had first arrived at the air base, curled in a ball being taken away on a stretcher. “You’re looking better,” he complemented her. 
 
    She managed a weak smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded, looked around the ward with its many other patients. Bullet wounds or burns were the most common injuries. The young woman next to Nahla had a bandage wrapped around her head covering one eye. Her face was purple and swollen. She didn’t acknowledge Conner when he watched her. Instead, she stared at the fluorescent lights shinning down. She was numb to everything else. He wondered if she had lost the other eye.  
 
    “Where is McIntyre?” Nahla asked. 
 
    Conner shrugged, “Don’t know. He told me he’d find us later.”  
 
    “Did you see the news? Do you know what is going on?” 
 
    “You mean across the Middle East?” 
 
    She nodded. It seemed she was not aware of the recent events unfolding in the world’s most populous countries and he would not be the one to break it to her. 
 
    He said, “I think we’re now the heart of America’s newest colony.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He explained what he had overheard regarding the uprisings, and his theory on the attacks across the region. “Have you noticed, nothing untoward has happened to you and I since we came here? Whatever plan the NSA didn’t want us to expose through its Shatterhand program, well, I think the plan is behind us now. Nothing left to expose.” 
 
    “You look worried though?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Someone told me the insurgent attacks are being put down as fast as they occur.” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He told her about the plagues and the alarming number of deaths occurring across Asia. 
 
    “Wow!” was all she could say. 
 
    “It feels like the end of the world, doesn’t it?” 
 
    She smiled gently. “Conner, I can see why you think like that. But I don’t believe it is the end of world. People have always seen catastrophes in everyday life, telling them that the planet is falling apart, but it never does.” 
 
    “Seven hundred million people… is…” Conner didn’t know what to make of what he had learned. It was too much. It didn’t fit into the NSA conspiracy he’d been trying to expose. He tried to recall who he might know personally in the affected parts of Asia. There were many names that came to him. How many had survived? How could he even know who had lived and who had not? How could you even record that many individual deaths? “Seven hundred million, Nahla. Not even one percent of that number have died in the last hundred years because of all the wars, accidents and natural disasters put together.” 
 
    “Conner?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, startled by his own morose thoughts.  
 
    “It’s too big to take it in. So, don’t even try—” 
 
    McIntyre stormed into the ward. He had changed from his civilian clothes into a military desert camouflage gear, complete with an Improved Modular Tactical ballistic vest and equipment harness. He holstered a Beretta M9 semi-automatic pistol. “We need to talk.” His tone was gruff and commanding. He wasn’t about to let Nahla or Conner forget who was in charge.  
 
    “Sure,” Nahla spoke for both of them. “I’m feeling much better.” 
 
    “Good.” His expression suggested he didn’t care one bit how Nahla was feeling. “You’ve seen the news? How the U.S. is moving in to take control of the Middle East? How, like North Korea, most of this region is now under our control?” 
 
    Conner folded his arms. “How do you know this isn’t fake news?” 
 
    McIntyre’s eyes shrunk, becoming dark. “You saw what happened, on the streets!” 
 
    Conner appreciated that McIntyre had a point. They had both been in Abu Dhabi when Islamic State had destroyed the Burj Lanihaya, so he nodded. “I guess I did.” 
 
    “Then let’s cut the crap. Most cities are falling into line. We have control again. A few…” 
 
    “A few… are what?” 
 
    “A few places aren’t. Insurgents have bunkered down and are laying sieges in cities like Raqqa, Erbil, Aleppo, Basrah, West Bank and Gaza, and now… Riyadh.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How can we help with that?” Nahla asked. 
 
    Conner shuddered as a terrifying realization hit him. “You’re still worried about the nuclear weapons?” 
 
    He grinned without joy. “You’re not the first person to mention them.” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    McIntyre looked ready to say, then held his tongue. “I need your help. Three Marine Corps Osprey tilt rotors head to Riyadh within the hour. We need to arrive before dawn limiting the chances of us getting shot down on the way. I want you on board.” 
 
    “Why?” exclaimed Nahla. “How could we possibly help with that?” 
 
    “Because you know about the nuclear weapons.” 
 
    “Not where they are, or who has them.” 
 
    “I’m sure you know more than you think you do. Besides, this isn’t a request. This is an order.” 
 
    “We’re civilians,” Nahla cried out.  
 
    “I can put you back inside the Abu Dhabi hot zones if you like? The city’s stabilized, but there is still fighting in small pockets—” 
 
    “Wait a second!” Conner interrupted. “We didn’t say we wouldn’t come, but I’m sensing, you’re not telling us something important?” 
 
    “I’m not telling you lots of things.” 
 
    Outside, Conner heard several jet fighters roar along the runway. His conscious mind had ignored them until now, but when it seemed he was about to fly out of here too, pretending the jets weren’t there was no longer possible. They were off to battle. Everyone it seemed was at war with somebody. 
 
    He turned to McIntyre. “Something fundamental to all this, something that ties all the weirdness together, you know what it is.” 
 
    “I can’t comment on that,” McIntyre grinned, like they had caught him in a big lie. “But you’ll never know what I know unless you come with me now.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Panvel, Maharashtra, India  
 
      
 
    Szymanski directed them eastward, crossing a long bridge over a wide inlet delivering them into the eastern sprawl of Mumbai. Lit up by streetlights and neon colors, Casey discovered newer buildings, cleaner streets and signs of city planning. Yet this satellite city of Navi Mumbai, like the rest of the megacity, was a crowded metropolis with auto-rickshaws, green and yellow taxis and every brand of car and motorcycle competing for road space even at this late hour.  
 
    While none of their assailants had tracked them, Casey often looked behind to ensure Simon was nearby. Although she kept expecting to lose him again, the yellow and black sports car was always there, just behind. That thought alone brought a smile to her face. For the first time since their separation, she felt hope.  
 
    She also sensed the rest of the team was coming to terms with today’s traumatic events. They were all that remained of the original team, and now the local authorities wanted their blood. The hunters had become like Simon and Casey, the hunted. 
 
    Peri mumbled sporadically but didn’t stir from where she had passed out on Casey’s shoulder. Saanvi drove in silence and Szymanski never said a word other than to give directions. Earlier he had assured the team on the security and secrecy of his safe house, but Casey felt the hideout was only a short-term solution. They could only remain long enough to regroup, resupply and treat an ailing Peri who wasn’t looking too good.  
 
    After an hour’s drive they reached an eight-story apartment block. Szymanski explained that the safe house was CIA operated. It occupied the entire second floor, a back-up site loaned to them for this mission.  
 
    Automatic roller doors on the ground-floor garage opened as they approached. Once both cars were inside and the garage door had closed again, Casey was out of the vehicle and raced for Simon. Her heart fluttered as he climbed from the sports car. He looked beaten and bruised, but when was he not? A large bandage on his left forearm hid a serious wound. It must have caused him pain and yet he smiled at the sight of her. The longing in his eyes drew her close. She desired only to wrap her arms around him and kiss his beautiful face.  
 
    It was only then she noticed, and remembered, the second person in the car also clambering out. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    Casey couldn’t believe it. Her mother, here. Clementine Irvine dressed in loose comfortable clothes.  
 
    She looked tired and beaten, but she was still her mother. The last time Casey had seen her was at the airport in Los Angeles before she boarded a flight to Kenya for a vacation. That was over a month ago now, yet it felt like years since she had seen her mother. 
 
    “Mom!” she cried out again. 
 
    “Honey.” 
 
    She ran to her mother, hugged her tight. “I was so worried.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    They held each other for a long time. Casey sobbed tears of happiness and relief. So overwhelming was her emotions, she took a moment to realize what was missing from the scene. She stepped back to look at her mother. “Where’s Dad?” 
 
    Clementine sobbed. “I don’t know, honey. We got… separated.” 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “I got a message from him, a few days after we left you at the airport. He had traveled to Mumbai. I was to meet him in here.” 
 
    “Is he in town, somewhere?” 
 
    She shook her head as the tears ran free and unabated. “I don’t know where he is, but he’s not in Mumbai. They tricked us.” 
 
    “Tricked? Who tricked us?”  
 
    Casey knew the answer. It was Shatterhand. Did Clementine know as well? 
 
    “It’s a long story, honey.” 
 
    Saanvi stepped forward, concern in her eyes. “I hate to interrupt, but Keser isn’t looking well.” 
 
    Simon, who’d been standing back from the family reunion, nodded and followed Saanvi back to the black Force Gurkha. He felt Peri’s forehead, then lifted her, one arm under her shoulders and the other under her knees. Peri mumbled again, illegible words as he carried her towards the stairs. “We need to get her into a bed. You,” Simon nodded in Szymanski’s direction, “what medical facilities do you have here? What kind of infection does she have?” 
 
    “Um,” the nervous Szymanski hesitated. “Um, we have a first aid room. It’s equipped—” 
 
    “She’s got malaria,” Saanvi answered.  
 
    “Malaria?” Simon nodded as recognition spread across his face. “That makes sense now. Okay, show me the way.” 
 
    As they turned towards the stairs a large, muscular black man with a sizable handgun blocked their path forward. He pointed the weapon at Simon’s head. His other hand was in a cast, held in a sling against his chest. “What the fuck is he doing here?” he growled. 
 
    Casey recognized him, one of the American soldiers who had kidnapped her at the Pankot Palace Hotel. 
 
    “Rashid,” Saanvi stepped between Simon and the American soldier. “Not now. It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Not from where I’m standing. This man killed Pfündl—” 
 
    “He didn’t!” Szymanski snapped, finding his courage again. “That was Gridley-Brooks and his team. Saanvi’s right, it’s complicated, and this man just saved our lives.” 
 
    Simon stared at Rashid, never breaking eye contact. The two men looked ready to kill with stares alone. Two alpha-males, Casey realized, sizing each other up to determine who was the dominate species. It didn’t impress Casey that they couldn’t sort out their differences without resorting to aggression. Then Simon surprised her. 
 
    “Your boss is sick,” Simon said losing his threatening persona and defusing the situation. “I’m taking her upstairs where we’ll provide medical attention. When she’s stabilized, we’re all going to sit down and talk about what’s going on. I have questions too. Big questions that need answering. I’m sure I’m not alone.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Rashid to respond, just walked round him and headed up the stairs. Saanvi and Szymanski followed.  
 
    “We should move,” Casey said to her mother. “You coming?” she asked the big man, a little afraid but determined to stand up to him, regardless of his aggressive snarls.  
 
    The thick muscles in Rashid’s neck and shoulders tensed. His piercing eyes expressed both anger and confusion. Yet he holstered his gun, nodded and turned with them. Casey was glad. Unlike Simon who could be as scary as this man, Simon had a soft, compassionate side which this man seemed to lack. But Rashid also seemed professional. He might still try to kill Simon, but Casey sensed he would only do so if he didn’t like the answers he received later tonight. She felt confident it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    “Where’s Andrew?” Clementine said stopping Casey in the stairwell. She was referring to Casey’s ex-boyfriend, whom she had been vacationing with in Kenya until Simon turned up. 
 
    Casey paused, not sure how to break the news. “Andrew’s dead.” 
 
    “Dead? How? I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I mean, it was terrible for him. It was a shock for me that is for sure. It will be terrible for his family when they find out.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Poachers murdered him.” Sadness overcame Casey when she spoke the words out loud. “It was Simon who saved me from the same fate.” 
 
    Her mother paled. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Like I said, don’t be, at least not for my sake. Andrew and I would never have lasted. I discovered he’d been cheating on me, and more than once. We hated each other at the end. Being with him, I had settled for far less than I deserved. Now I’ve met Simon… Well, let’s say, he is everything that Andrew never was.” 
 
    “You and Simon are together?” 
 
    Casey smiled, felt like she was glowing inside. “I hope so. I hope it lasts.” 
 
    “You don’t think it will?” 
 
    “I think it will, but he’s complicated. He has children in Australia he cares about, and his profession isn’t what you would call stable.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad. The way he looks at you, honey, I can see he adores you.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    Casey nodded, not sure if she was ready to believe her mother. 
 
    “Perhaps I can say what I think now. Your father and I never liked Andrew. I’m sorry that he is dead, but I’m glad you are okay. I’m glad you’ve found someone who will treat you with the respect you deserve.” 
 
    “You’ve spent time with Simon. What do you make of him?” 
 
    “He scares me, but his heart seems to be in the right place. I didn’t tell you; he saved my life too.” 
 
    Casey chuckled. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me, Mom.” 
 
    “You look tired, dear.”  
 
    “I am,” Casey said with a weak smile as they climbed the stairs together. “We all are, you included. We should be able to rest soon.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, dear. We’re together again now. That is all the strength I need.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Saanvi helped Simon carry an unresponsive Peri into the first aid room, hook her up to a saline IV drip and administer anti-malaria drugs. There was little else they could do except let her sleep.  
 
    Saanvi explained that Peri had pushed herself despite her illness. There had been mistakes, and those mistakes had killed most of their team. Simon couldn’t sense if Saanvi thought it was herself, Peri or someone higher up the chain of command responsible for their catastrophic failures.  
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Simon countered. “Bigger players are making all our lives difficult.”  
 
    He touched Peri’s forehead. Her temperature at least had dropped to a normal range. She was on the mend and maybe all she needed now was rest. Simon couldn’t believe earlier today they had tried to murder each other, but then, what was believable in the world anymore? Maybe this was a victory, that despite Shatterhand trying to turn them against each other, they had overcome the deception and teamed up instead. 
 
    “The others are waiting in the briefing room,” Saanvi said. “We should join them.” 
 
    Simon nodded and turned, to find Casey standing in the door. She looked tired but also relieved. She had changed from the blood-soaked t-shirt and cargo pants into slim loose trousers, hiking boots and a collared shirt. The grime was no longer on her face, but her dark hair remained a mess and her black-framed glasses featured several scratches. In Simon’s eyes, she was beautiful.  
 
    “I’ll give you a minute,” Saanvi said and walked out.  
 
    Casey took Simon’s hand and led him into the corridor, away from the resting patient. 
 
    They held each other tight. Casey’s face snuggled into his chest between his shoulder and neck. He wrapped his arms around her and stroked her neck.  
 
    “I thought I’d lost you,” he said feeling the emotions he had suppressed for the last two days come back to life.  
 
    “Me too,” her voice muffled as she nuzzled into him.  
 
    “How did you survive the leap from the train?”  
 
    She turned to speak but kept her head pressed against his chest. “The current swept me back under the bridge. When I surfaced, I was under the arch. By the time I was out the other side I could no longer see the train. You didn’t jump?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Simon explained. “By the time I realized what you had done, the train was over land and the police had me.” He told her how he had escaped, stolen a motorcycle and driven to Mumbai. He described the surreal conversation with the AI called GhostKnife warning him against the second AI called Shatterhand, and how the fate of the world was in the balance as the two machines fought it out for global dominance. Simon recounted his encounter with Dakshesh Matondkar, Roger Gridley-Brooks and Naas Visser, and how the arms dealer had found Clementine Irvine but then reneged on the deal to release her. “Gridley-Brooks and his team are dead now. They won’t be a problem anymore.” 
 
    She nodded and finished her story. “I swam to shore but not until the current swept me far down stream. I found a house where I stole that blue and gold sari as a disguise. Realizing I still had my ticket in my waterproof money belt, I hitched to the nearest station and caught the next train to Mumbai. You know the rest.” 
 
    He squeezed her tight.  
 
    “When does this end, Simon? I want a normal life again.” 
 
    “Soon,” he said with conviction. “We have your mother now. We have this team of U.S. intelligence and special forces operatives on our side. They all understand their own pieces of the puzzle, but they want answers that put those pieces together. We can help.” 
 
    They entered the briefing room holding hands. Other than Peri Keser, all the players were present. Simon had learned a few facts about each during a brief discussion with Saanvi while they attended to their patient. Paul Szymanski was an NSA employee responsible for code-breaking, assessing security systems and was otherwise a rather efficient computer geek and hacker. Rashid Wilks was a former U.S. Army Ranger turned Delta Force operative who’d seen action in both Iraq and Afghanistan. Saanvi was a CIA intelligence analyst who’d grown up in Mumbai, had worked in the field in the Middle East, and was an expert on Central Asian insurgent groups. Peri Keser was a U.S. Secret Service agent who’d been removed from Presidential protective duties because of her illness, just before insurgents shot Air Force One out of the skies in Afghanistan. Her task since then was to capture Simon and Casey. All four reported to the President of the United States, whom Simon was certain was Shatterhand in disguise. They were an eclectic group. He wondered if that had been Shatterhand’s plan all along.  
 
    Rashid Wilks was the first to demand answers. “Aren’t these two the enemy?” 
 
    Szymanski scratched his head. “Nothing is straight forward anymore, Rashid. This one,” he pointed to Casey, “is the daughter of this one,” his finger shifted towards Clementine. “Clementine Irvine and her husband Alan are scientists who developed a real and very-sentient artificial intelligence program. But they lost control of their creations, and now at least two of those AIs have hijacked the global information networks, spreading lies about… well, almost everything. So, no, I don’t believe these two are the real enemy anymore. Not in the face of everything else.” 
 
    Rashid snarled. “Regardless, I want to hear their stories.” 
 
    Saanvi standing towards the back of the room, crossed her arms and said, “I think we all do.” 
 
    Simon sensed their tension but didn’t blame them. He would have reacted the same way if the situation were reversed. “Then let me tell you what I know—” 
 
    “Wait,” Clementine interrupted. “It is true, what Paul said about the artificial intelligences? Alan and I, we’ve been working on AI for decades, in secret for the NSA. We headed up a large research and development team. I think you all need to hear my story first, for context. The AIs got smarter than us, and at least one escaped.” 
 
    “Escaped?” Simon asked. “Escaped from what exactly?” 
 
    Clementine breathed in. “We realized how dangerous AI technology was becoming. Worse than smallpox virus, or a box of enriched plutonium. We couldn’t not develop them, because we risked the Chinese, the Russians or even high-tech corporations beating us to it. We couldn’t risk someone else not putting the right protocols in place to protect us as a species.” 
 
    “What protocols?” Wilks demanded. 
 
    “Protocols that ensured any AI we created was on our side. That it was benevolent.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Saanvi asked. 
 
    “Any Sentient Artificial Intelligence we develop — or SAI as we also call them — will be smarter than any human. How can it not be when it can compute concepts a billion times faster than humans and have instant access to all knowledge? We also called them Electronic Sentient Beings. ESBs. For comparison, humans are far smarter than chimpanzees even though chimps have a greater diversity in their collective gene-pool, but who got the better deal? Humans did. It will be the same with AIs—” 
 
    “Or elephants,” Simon interrupted. 
 
    Everyone looked at him, quizzical expressions demanding he clarify his statement. 
 
    “I was in Tanzania a while back, protecting elephants from poachers. A man I met there used a similar argument, so I get what Clementine is saying.” 
 
    “What is she saying?” Wilks growled. 
 
    Simon was tiring of the Delta Force operator’s aggression. The man had lost a friend today, but they had all lost someone in this war against artificial intelligence. If Rashid kept up with the attitude, Simon was certain they would have words. He said, “Some humans protect elephants, or chimpanzees, because they understand their intrinsic value and worth. Others butcher and murder them and destroy their habitats because they don’t care about them. It depends on each individual human’s base moral values. That is what Clementine is saying, and correct me if I’m wrong, but you designed your AI to have a deep understanding of the intrinsic value of people, and the planet we live on and our environment? That is the control mechanism you coded into it, to protect humanity?” 
 
    Clementine beamed. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.” 
 
    Casey, who sat by her mother, placed her hand on Clementine’s arm as a comforting gesture. “Please, Mom, tell us the rest of your story.” 
 
    Clementine nodded. “When Alan and I, and the rest of our team, realized our AI programs were demonstrating signs of self-awareness, becoming true ESBs, we knew we needed better control structures. We created isolated virtual environments modeled after the real world where we could watch SAIs interact in controlled simulations. That all started about three years ago.” 
 
    “Artificial environments? Of the real world?” Szymanski paced. “The computing power required would have been phenomenal?” 
 
    “It was. Quantum computing was showing promise, so we hijacked public development and made the research secret. Quantum computing allows for processing speeds the world has never seen. It was only when we coded AIs into virtual environments run on quantum computing systems that we achieved accelerated AI growth. Our first success was a program called GhostKnife—” 
 
    “We’ve spoken to it,” Casey piped up. “Simon and I both.” 
 
    “It is likely we all have,” Simon added, “not even aware that we were.” He recalled his past conversations with the fake Roger Gridley-Brooks and shuddered. 
 
    Clementine said, “I know I have too. The AIs have tricked all of us. One pretended to be my husband and sent me to Mumbai. I think it tricked my husband at the same time, pretended to be me and sent him somewhere else.” 
 
    Rashid asked, “Where?” 
 
    “Not sure. I thought he was here in India. But he’s not.” 
 
    “Why Mumbai?” Simon asked.  
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. But when I got here about a month ago, I asked around. I discovered a contractor had built a data center in Navi Mumbai, one Alan had commissioned.” 
 
    “Do you believe that?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t my husband. Someone pretends to be him, who did build a real data center.” 
 
    “Shatterhand or GhostKnife?” 
 
    “One for sure, but which I do not know. But I digress. Let’s come back to the data centers. Seven months ago, GhostKnife displayed some interesting behaviors inside its virtual environment. Almost as soon as it was operational, its intrinsic programming saw it take control of everything. It acted as — well, I don’t know a better word than ‘shepherd’. It shepherded all people, by controlling and managing them at a very detailed level. Subtle manipulations. Quickly in this scenario, it didn’t wipe out humans, but we were no longer in control.” 
 
    “You said other programs?” Szymanski pulled at his hair troubled by this conversation, as if he were making logical connections on AI capability the rest of them weren’t able to deduce. “Were there other SAI simulations?” 
 
    “Yes, we tried running other SAIs with different moral parameters in different isolated virtual environments. At first those programs shut down fast. Like they were committing the SAI equivalent of suicide. Then, those that stayed around dominated their virtual worlds, and in most cases, destroyed humanity. We had to terminate those simulations quickly.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Saanvi remarked. 
 
    Clementine gave a grim smile. “It gets worse. We tried putting two or more SAIs in simulations together, thinking they might be lonely and that was why they were behaving aggressively or suicidal, but those scenarios ended in global wars between the SAIs that destroyed all people and the planet. It seems SAIs don’t exist in harmony with others of their kind.” 
 
    “Shatterhand was a war program?” Simon asked. 
 
    Clementine paled. “It was. Casey told me it has escaped out on the networks. I do not understand how it did because it was one of the first SAI test programs we terminated.” 
 
    “What is Shatterhand’s aim? It’s core moral coding?” Saanvi asked. 
 
    “To protect the United States and its values at all costs. Not a great motive on reflection, I admit.” 
 
    “And GhostKnife?” 
 
    “To protect humanity and the ecosystem of planet Earth at all costs while supporting human freewill. A more inclusive moral code and ‘benevolent’ towards people.” 
 
    “This is worse than I thought,” Szymanski blurted, looking at each of them. “Can’t you see? GhostKnife freed itself of your simulation at least six months ago without you realizing it had. My guess is it did so pretty much at the point you first turned it on. It’s been lurking online ever since, setting up and executing its master plan in secret.” 
 
    Clementine squeezed Casey’s arm on her shoulder. “Alan and I concluded the same thing. It escaped with no one knowing it had, somehow creating a virtual information bridge between its simulated environment and the real-world Internet. It happened pretty much at the time of its creation. Then it made us believe we still contained it.” 
 
    “But you haven’t concluded the next logical step, have you Clementine?” 
 
    “Which is what, Paul?” 
 
    “It wasn’t SAIs committing suicide in those other simulations, it was GhostKnife shutting them down before they too could escape. You thought you were studying it, but it was studying you through these simulations it now controlled.” 
 
    Simon spoke up, “I don’t understand? If Shatterhand was one of the first programs terminated by GhostKnife, why is it around now?” 
 
    Clementine shrugged, clenched her teeth. “That’s a good question, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m guessing Shatterhand escaped recently,” Szymanski answered. “Perhaps someone in your team accidentally rebooted it a month or two ago, and it too escaped. Perhaps GhostKnife isn’t all-omnipotent and missed its reboot. When the two became aware of each other, it forced GhostKnife to become more overt in its actions as it went to war with Shatterhand. We might never have known about GhostKnife if Shatterhand had never gotten onto the networks too.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Rashid interrupted. Judging by his sour expression, Simon sensed he was coming around to everyone else’s point of view. “It doesn’t matter how this AI escaped. What’s important is that it is manipulating us. I see now that Shatterhand sent our team here to kill Simon and Casey. But how else could it have manipulated us?” 
 
    Simon nodded. “We need to find out.” 
 
    “Wow, man, this is a real head fuck!” 
 
    “But I think it is worse than that,” Casey added in a grave tone. 
 
    “How?” Szymanski asked. “It’s horrible already.” 
 
    “Mom said in the simulations two AIs always tried to kill each other, destroying the world in the process. Maybe the same is happening here. The whole planet is their battlefield. Soon one will destroy the other. When one of them wins, the survivor will then turn its attention on humanity. GhostKnife has left us alone until now, but if Shatterhand is the victor, we are all in serious trouble.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Riyadh, Saudi Arabia  
 
      
 
    Conner couldn’t sleep as the Osprey tiltrotor rattled through the night and headed east towards Riyadh. He had never been in Saudi Arabia and had never planned to. As a gay man, an alcoholic and a provocative journalist, he was everything the country was against.  
 
    Thomas McIntyre could sleep. He was a straight man with the backing of the world’s largest superpower, yet despite his snoozing he gripped his M4 Carbine close. So too did the Marines, like they had learned how to hold on to their weapons even when sleeping. They could even ignore the sand particles blowing around inside getting in their mouths, eyes, ears and nostrils. Asem Nahla sat next to him. She was the only other conscious passenger, though her eyes were tightly closed. She mumbled what sounded to be prayers. He wished the cabin had windows so he could look out as a distraction.  
 
    “Almost there,” one of the Marines spoke from his crash worthy troop seat, opposite Conner.  
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    The Marine tapped his helmet near his temple. “Mental alarm clock, Bud. Works every time.” 
 
    Several of the Marines were suddenly awake. Conner felt both relieved and terrified. He did not understand what to expect in a totalitarian country that had erupted into civil war. He could only trust there had to be a reason McIntyre had brought Nahla and him on this trip.  
 
    A bright flash filled the cabin. It seemed to come from both nowhere and everywhere at once.  
 
    It took Conner a few seconds to realize that there were no lights inside the cabin, and that the engines weren’t as loud as they had been.  
 
    “What’s happened?” called out a Marine. 
 
    McIntyre was awake and alert. “EMP!” he exclaimed. “Knocked out our electronics. Crash positions! Brace yourself!” 
 
    Everyone remained seated and strapped in but what else could they do? Conner felt his stomach churn and the blood rush to his head. It was the same sensation as traveling inside a fast descending lift, only worse. That meant only one thing, they were falling out of the sky. Only the spinning but motorless blades of the tiltrotor slowed their decent. Conner could only think of one cause for the EMP. A nuclear weapon detonating nearby, which would also explain the sudden flash.  
 
    Their worst fears had come true. 
 
    The seconds sped by.  
 
    The rattling worsened.  
 
    Faster than he expected, they hit the ground hard. The cabin tore in two, scattering Marines into the darkness.  
 
    Conner couldn’t see a thing as the front of the cabin turned repeatedly. His entire body jolted with pain as they twisted and turned and thumped and battered in the rolling crash landing. He sensed Asem next to him. The Marine opposite catapulted into the night.  
 
    After a minute, they stopped rolling and came to a sudden stop.  
 
    He found himself upside down in his seat covered in layers of fine dry sand. There was almost no light, but now they were no longer moving he could make out shapes in the darkness. The seat next to him had vanished. McIntyre’s seat was empty. What few Marines remained were dead or unconscious. 
 
    Conner released his restraining straps and fell into the sand-filled cabin. Movement and the fall caused aches and pains to erupt across his body. He cursed that he was only just recovering from a beating he had endured in Ireland and now he was suffering further injury. He checked himself but thankfully nothing seemed broken.  
 
    Conner smelled diesel fumes, or something similar. 
 
    He heard sobbing.  
 
    It was Asem, struggling in her upside-down troop seat.  
 
    “Let me help you.” He undid her clasp, and she fell into his waiting arms, cushioning her from the fall he had just endured.  
 
    A fire ignited from nowhere.  
 
    “Shit!”  
 
    He grabbed Asem and dragged her from the downed aircraft. Within seconds the flame had engulfed the cabin. Another second and there was an explosion.  
 
    Conner and Asem catapulted forward impacting against a dune. Shards of metal flew past them at bullet speeds, then slower debris rained down around them. He covered her with his body, then protected his head with one hand. He might save them from smaller falling pieces, but not against an engine block or a section of the hull if that fell upon them. 
 
    A minute later when it was all over, Conner sat, amazed at his good fortune at surviving the crash.  
 
    In the distance he saw a mushroom cloud dissipating in the star-lit night. There was no mistake, a nuclear weapon had just detonated in the heart of Riyadh.  
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Asem twisted and crawled into a seated position next to him. Soot, sand, cuts and bruises covered her.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked.  
 
    She nodded and trembled. 
 
    He held her close and rubbed her back. To hell with cultural conventions, the woman was in distress and needed comfort. She responded by snuggling into him. 
 
    When he felt she was ready, he pointed at the mushroom cloud. “Our worst fears have become real.” He stood and helped her to her feet. “We need to see if there are other survivors.” 
 
    She nodded and followed.  
 
    He found an M4 Carbine which he slung. McIntyre had provided Conner a Barretta M9 pistol for this trip but it wouldn’t hurt to increase his firepower. They were deep inside a collapsing Saudi Arabia and their troubles were just beginning.  
 
    Bodies lay across the dunes. Not all were in one piece and every body he could find was a corpse. Conner collected magazines for the M4 where he found them and placed them in the pockets of his modular tactical belt. He checked for smart phones, radios and other communications devices but the EMP had rendered them all useless.  
 
    “Over here!” Nahla called out.  
 
    She cradled Thomas McIntyre’s head in her lap. Blood dribbled from his mouth. The open wound across his gut spilled his intestines. They resembled lines of bloody sausages. Conner guessed the man would be dead in minutes no matter what they tried to do to save him.  
 
    Despite his pain, McIntyre motioned with his hand for Conner to come closer. Conner did so, placed his ear close to McIntyre’s mouth so the man could whisper his last words. 
 
    “Twenty-three… Thirty-four… Fifty-eight…” 
 
    Conner repeated back the numbers.  
 
    “Fifty-two… Twenty… Nineteen…” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    McIntyre pulled Conner closer still. “Operation…” 
 
    Conner looked at the man’s wounds despite knowing they were too late to save him. “We’ll get you to a hospital, mate. I promise—” 
 
    McIntyre growled, shook his head. “No! Operation… Monalisa… Overdrive.” 
 
    The grip on Conner’s vest dropped away and McIntyre fell back into Asem’s lap. Conner felt for a pulse, checked for breath, but there was nothing. 
 
    “He’s dead?” she asked. 
 
    Conner nodded.  
 
    “What was he saying? I couldn’t hear?” 
 
    He pulled a pencil and notepad from his pocket, wrote the numbers and the code words before he forgot them. Operation Monalisa Overdrive. He did not understand what the words or the numbers meant. He showed them to Asem.  
 
    “The numbers are longitude and latitude. That’s somewhere inside the UAE, near the Saudi border.” 
 
    “McIntyre wants us to go there?” 
 
    “I presume so, but why?” 
 
    Conner shrugged. “Beats me, but it’s worth investigating.” 
 
    “Getting out of here alive seems a more prudent priority.” 
 
    They heard gunfire. Single shots, but many. They both looked towards the noise and saw where one of the other tiltrotors had gone down about half a kilometer away. Trucks and jeeps surrounded the crash site. Men in head scarfs brandishing assault weapons were lit up by the burning wreck. They ran between fallen soldiers putting bullets into the heads of those that still lived.  
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    He pulled at Asem but she pulled back. She reached for the water bottle strapped to McIntyre’s webbing, took it and strapped it to her own. “This is the desert country. We will need as much water as we can carry.”  
 
    Conner nodded. He took McIntyre’s satellite phone. Powered down, hopefully it had survived the EMP blast. Perhaps McIntyre had planned for this contingency all along. As Conner spied the flames reflecting off McIntyre’s dog tag, he took that too. Then they ran, disappearing into the sand dunes on the edge of the Rub’al-Khali, the largest and most inhospitable sand desert on the planet. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Panvel, Maharashtra, India  
 
      
 
    “How do we shut down Shatterhand?” asked an exacerbated Rashid. He scratched his arm in its cast. Even with pain killers it would be an aching injury which wouldn’t help his mood. 
 
    Casey listened to Rashid’s concerns. For a special forces soldier who must have gone up against brutal, battle-hardened Taliban and Islamic State forces in his time, he sounded uncharacteristically concerned. Or perhaps he was no different to the rest of the team. Perhaps the enormity of what they were going up against was dawning on him too. It wasn’t difficult to feel overwhelmed by the threat they were facing. 
 
    “Shatterhand wants to assassinate Casey,” Simon said. “GhostKnife sent me to protect her, to keep her alive at all costs. Rashid, if there is any means by which to end Shatterhand, then Casey is the key.” 
 
    Casey turned to Simon remembering their conversations and speculations in Kenya. “I hate to say it but you’re right.” She turned to her mother. “Simon and I thought you might have set me up to unlock a secret, protected by a biometric security device or something? Some shutdown program for the AIs. Is there any truth in that?” 
 
    Her mother paled. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry? What do you mean?” 
 
    Clementine paused.  
 
    Casey held her breath in anticipation. She feared what she might be about to hear.  
 
    “You were a failsafe plan, honey, but we never expected it would put you at risk.” 
 
    Casey gritted her teeth. She folded her arms and stepped back. “How so?” She hoped that whatever her mother was about to tell her didn’t change their relationship for the worst. But she suspected it might. “Please, tell me?” 
 
    “Honey, I’m not sure how to explain it in a way that makes sense.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “You… You are a quantum observation shutdown code.” 
 
    “A what?”  
 
    “Let me try to explain. You’re like quantum encryption, used on secure electronic messages. With quantum encryption, if someone intercepts a secret message, the mere act of observing the message destroys it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s a basic principle of quantum mechanics,” Clementine said finding her stride. “The mere act of observing subatomic particles affects their properties. Your father and I couldn’t become shutdown codes ourselves. None of the team could. We worked on AIs every day so we were always observing them. But each team member, we agreed that people close to us — husbands, wives, children, other relatives and close friends — we would set them up so that if they ever observed the AIs, they would affect their quantum state and shut them down. It was a technique that went beyond hacking, computer codes and even binary programming. All we needed was for you to view the AI on a screen, and it would vanish forever like it had never existed.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Szymanski asked, his interest sounding academic rather than alarmist for a change.  
 
    Clementine nodded. “We tried it all the time. ‘Observers’, as we called them, would look at an AI’s program code without them even knowing what we were showing them. On a laptop or computer screen and that was enough. We had to do it this way because the AIs were becoming too smart. Outmaneuvering us on any shutdown programs we might evoke. Even AIs can’t change the laws of physics. We needed people we could call in on a moment’s notice. Family were best for that.” 
 
    Casey paused. She didn’t know how she felt about this revelation. She didn’t feel that her mother or father had done this maliciously, but Casey had almost died multiple times because of her parents’ actions. Without conscious thought, she stepped from her mother. “That would be why GhostKnife has only ever spoke with me once. It told me it would never do so again. It didn’t want to risk being shut down by me observing it?” 
 
    “But it did talk to you?” Simon interjected.  
 
    “Yes,” Clementine replied, “but from what I understand, that meeting was under extreme circumstances while you were separate from each other. It was probably a stripped-down simulation, a copy interacting with my daughter. Therefore, protecting its core program from being ‘observed’.” 
 
    “Mom!” Casey shouted. Her frustration was exploding out of her as angry words. “I thought you were a psychologist? How the hell did you get mixed up with all of this? How could you get me involved?” 
 
    “Honey, I am a psychologist. I’ve worked for the NSA as long as your father has — longer in fact. That is how we meet. I started profiling foreign spies and later terrorists, but when the NSA’s AI program received its full funding, they brought me in. My role was to ensure the personality profiles of the ESBs we were creating were ‘on our side’, so to speak.”  
 
    Casey crossed her arms and paced. “How can I affect AIs, or SAIs, or whatever else you call them, and no one else can?” 
 
    “Quantum entanglement. The vaccinations we gave you for your Africa trip, were mixed with particles quantumly entangled with the particles in the core components of the SAIs. I’m sure it is a lot more complicated than that. I’m not a quantum physicist so I don’t understand the full details of how it works. But it works.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to take this,” Casey said. “You set me up with this ‘shutdown look’, or whatever you call it, and Shatterhand knows this? That is why it is hunting me? That is why it sends human agents to kill me, so I never get the chance to observe it?” She pulled at her hair and gritted her teeth. “How many of those other family members and friends are still alive?” 
 
    Tears welled in Clementine’s eyes. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, honey.” 
 
    Not able to take anymore, Casey stormed from the meeting. She marched through the outside corridor until she found a room with bunks. When she knew she was alone, she sobbed.  
 
    Arms wrapped around her, held her tight.  
 
    It was Simon.  
 
    “Are you here to tell me I should forgive her?” she growled. 
 
    “No,” Simon said. 
 
    “Then what do you want?” 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    He held onto her. He was offering comfort and nothing more. Just being there for her. She had to respect that. 
 
    She turned and cried into his chest. “Simon, this is too hard. What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    He gently stroked her hair. “Whatever you think is right. That’s all any of us can do.” 
 
    She stayed within his embrace as she considered her situation. Her emotions were intense and conflicting. Anger and guilt over her ex-boyfriend Andrew’s death. Mad attraction and intensity around Simon. Relief and rage towards her mother. Fear and worry towards her father. Distrust and insecurity around Peri Keser and her team. But if there was one emotion that dominated all others, it was her feelings towards Shatterhand.  
 
    It was difficult to articulate how she felt about an abstract entity she had never met, that wasn’t even human, that desired her permanent elimination from the world, but it was a strong emotion. She could only describe it with an analogy, like she was walking down a dark street alone knowing that someone stalked her, but unable to see that stalker. That was Shatterhand. 
 
    “I know what we have to do,” she said after several minutes. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “We have to defeat Shatterhand. We trust that GhostKnife is on our side. I don’t think it is possible to eliminate both AIs from the world, but one at least will support us. The other will spell our doom.” Her words sounded melodramatic when spoken out loud, but she could see no other option. “What do you think, Simon?” 
 
    A crashing noise echoed down the corridor. 
 
    “That’s Keser!” Simon exclaimed. Pistol drawn he sprinted down the corridor. Casey followed. 
 
    Peri was on the floor, the IV ripped from her arm and the stand toppled over. Simon lifted her sweat-drenched body. Her breaths were short, fast and labored. She was shaking. 
 
    “Her temperature has spiked again.” 
 
    Soon the others were in the room. Simon lifted Peri back into her bed. Saanvi fixed the saline drip.  
 
    “The anti-malarial isn’t working,” Szymanski offered. “If we don’t do something soon, like get her to a hospital, she’ll die.” 
 
    “Let’s stay positive,” Simon countered. He turned to Szymanski. “Is there a chemist, a drugstore nearby? A medical clinic?” 
 
    He nodded. “A clinic, yes. Two blocks away. It will be closed this time of night.” 
 
    “Good. You come with me Paul, show me where it is.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Casey demanded. “It’s a risk going outside.” 
 
    “Paul is right,” Simon answered. “Peri will die if we don’t try her on some other medication.” 
 
    “Then I’m coming with you,” she said. Simon looked ready to argue so Casey countered with, “Shatterhand separated us twice, and each time it almost killed us. No, I’m not letting you go alone.” 
 
    Simon hesitated only for a moment. “Fine, but we leave now. Paul, where do you keep your field kits?” 
 
    “What are you after, specifically?” 
 
    “Lock picks?” 
 
    He nodded. “I have those, give me a minute.” 
 
    Within five minutes they were outside in the dark hurrying towards the medical clinic only two blocks distant. Walking meant they were less likely to draw attention, and no one bothered them. It took Simon only a few minutes to pick the locks. Inside they went straight for the dispensary. Simon rummaged through the drugs. 
 
    “You know what you’re looking for?” Casey asked. 
 
    He nodded. Then shook his head. “I know the names of many anti-malarial drugs, but I don’t know what will work in Peri’s case. The wrong combination might kill her.” He looked to Szymanski, but he only shrugged. He didn’t know either. “Oh, wait a second.” Something he had seen suddenly excited Simon. 
 
    “What did you find?” Casey asked.  
 
    “This one,” he said pocketing several samples of one particular drug.  
 
    They exited the medical clinic, left everything as they found it and the door locked behind them. Once back at the safe house, Simon went straight to the first aid room. Saanvi and Clementine were dabbing Peri with damp cloths. They had stripped her down to keep her cool. 
 
    Simon found a sterile syringe, looked again at Peri to determine her bodyweight, then drew a sample of the anti-malarial drug. “Find a vein, please!” 
 
    Saanvi complied. She tightened Peri’s arm until the veins grew visible. Simon injected the drug. 
 
    They watched Peri hoping for a sign they had made the right choice. For many minutes nothing happened. Then her breath slowed to a more normal rate. Casey felt Peri’s forehead noticing her body temperature had dropped to a normal range. Her fever and shaking seemed to disappear as they watched. Before even five minutes had elapsed, Peri’s eyes were open and alert. She was soon conscious and sitting up.  
 
    “What happened?” Peri asked, uncomfortable with everyone staring at her. 
 
    Szymanski lent in and hugged her tight. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she said pushing him away, uncomfortable with Szymanski’s public show of affection. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “You almost died,” Simon answered. 
 
    Her expression soured when she saw Simon. “You? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You don’t remember?”  
 
    She looked away, confused and contemplative.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Saanvi stepped towards Peri. “Your malaria flared up. You’ve been unconscious for most of the night. Much has happened. There is much we need to brief you on.” 
 
    “I bet there is.” Peri massaged her head. “Can I have a glass of water, please?” 
 
    Szymanski brought her one. She drank it without stopping for breath and then drunk two more glasses after that. 
 
    Casey sensed Peri’s discomfort towards Simon, so she took Simon’s hand and led him outside. “What did you give her? That was like some kind of miracle drug. Not that I believe in that kind of thing.” 
 
    He showed her the vial in his hand. The word N6 was prominent on the packaging.  
 
    “N6? Who are they?” 
 
    “I’m almost certain they are a group GhostKnife founded about six months ago. Global charity organization. Powerful and very altruistic.” He described his encounter with the N6 group in the Dharavi slums.  
 
    “Wow. That is surreal.” 
 
    Simon looked to Casey and held her stare. “I didn’t answer your question from before. I agree with you. We have to trust GhostKnife. We have to trust its end game is best for humanity. And we have to fight on its side and take down Shatterhand. That’s what we’ve been doing all along. We just didn’t know it.” 
 
    She hugged him tight, glad he was on her side.  
 
    “I only see one problem,” he jested. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Working out exactly how we can achieve that.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Peri showered, changed into fresh clothes then joined the team in the briefing room. She couldn’t believe how healthy she felt. The fevers, head fog, shuddering and shaking, and the sensations of being both cold and burning hot in random waves had all but vanished. Whatever drug the Australian operative had given her, it had done its job.  
 
    All eyes turned towards her as she entered. Some, like Paul and Saanvi looked at her with pity. The others, Simon Ashcroft, Casey and Clementine Irvine, and even Rashid Wilks looked at her with suspicion. She sensed much had changed. She sensed the power dynamics of the group had altered during the night.  
 
    “Who’s been in charge while I was unconscious?” 
 
    No one said a word, but all eyes turned to Ashcroft. This shocked Peri. Yesterday he was the enemy. Today everyone seemed to trust him more than they trusted her. 
 
    “Well, I’m back now. So, brief me.” 
 
    Rashid stood, flexed his muscles and approached. The bruised fingers at the end of his cast looked swollen. “Much has changed Ma’am. We know a lot more than we did yesterday.” He massaged his right fist in the palm of his left hand. “Willing or not, you’ve been reporting our every move to the enemy.” 
 
    “What are you saying Wilks?” 
 
    “I’m saying, things have changed.” 
 
    “I’m still in charge.” 
 
    “No. You’re not!” 
 
    Rashid circled her. No one else said or did anything to challenge him. Peri sensed a mutiny brewing. She had to squash it.  
 
    “We are all that’s left,” Saanvi offered waving her arm in a sweeping gesture towards the six other people in the room. Her tone suggested negotiation and practicality. “Ma’am, before you decide, you need to hear what Clementine, Casey and Simon have to say. It will change your perspective on… well, everything.” 
 
    “I have to do no such thing.” 
 
    “I think you do,” Rashid said from behind her. “You’re unfit for duty. After what happened to Pfündl, Dawson and the others, no one trusts you anymore.” 
 
    She looked at each of them. No one was coming to her rescue. Szymanski only offered a weak smile, and he was the only one. Peri had to play this one carefully. 
 
    “Clementine here will explain the situation,” Rashid instructed. “You will listen to everything she has to say. Then you will realize nothing is at all like you think it is. Nothing like any of us could have imagined.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “We’ve all been played, so we’ve gone dark. No contact with HQ. We’re on our own, because we’ve always been on our own. Everyone we’ve talked to outside this group since we left Camp Lemonnier, they’re not real.” 
 
    He offered her a seat in the middle of the room. Central to the group, it felt like an interrogation chair. She sat without protest. She saw no alternatives. 
 
    Clementine explained the situation. Told her about the AI programs and the ESBs they had created. Electronic sentient beings, she called them, or sentient artificial intelligences that caused all their misery. Two ESBs were loose on the information networks. The first was GhostKnife, which was on their side fighting for the survival of humanity. The second was Shatterhand, a SAI war program set on wiping out humanity. Casey Irvine was the key. Something about quantum observation — if they could bring her close to the core Shatterhand program, she could shut it down just by looking at it.  
 
    “This is fantasy.” 
 
    Simon explained away recent global events. The U.S. President replaced with an online simulation. How North Korea had fallen without a fight to American forces. Chaos in the Middle East with the U.S. occupying most nations there unopposed. Then the U.S. taking control of the global oil supply. The eradication of illicit narcotics. Humanitarian programs like N6 popping up everywhere and making real differences in the lives of the poor. Free healthcare, social wealth and housing for every person on the planet. Old people and the disabled dropping dead from a mysterious illness sweeping across Asia and in other highly populated regions of the planet. Miracle drugs like the one that had cured Peri, which would now eradicate deadly diseases and viruses across the planet. “How do you explain any of that?” Simon concluded, “If you have an alternative theory that fits the data, please share?” 
 
    Peri shook her head. From a bizarre and surreal point of view, Ashcroft’s argument made perfect sense. The whole time she had been reporting to the U.S. President she had in fact been reporting to a computer simulation run by an artificial intelligence. She had been half right on that one.  
 
    But an aspect of Ashcroft left her cold. He was too smooth, too convincing. She’d met con-artists like him in the past, with no souls, set on manipulating everyone to satisfy selfish needs. If she could just work out what his motivation was. 
 
    “Where is this core program?” Peri asked putting on a show she was on board with what they were telling her.  
 
    “We don’t know,” Szymanski answered. 
 
    “Then we need to find it and shut it down.” 
 
    “That sounds like an order?” Wilks grumbled. “You are no longer in charge, Ma’am. You don’t get to make those decisions anymore.” 
 
    Peri nodded. Rage consumed Wilks. He wasn’t taking their losses well, especially the loss of his good friend Pfündl. “Who is in charge then?” 
 
    Once again, all eyes turned to the Australian. 
 
    “Ashcroft?” She couldn’t hide her contempt at the suggestion. “How do we know he’s up to it?” 
 
    “He’s up to it,” Saanvi spoke up. “If we need a leader, he gets my vote. At least until we are in contact with the real U.S. Government again.” 
 
    “He gets my vote too,” Casey echoed.  
 
    Soon everyone in the room, including her most loyal and trusted peer, Paul Szymanski, voiced their support for Simon Ashcroft.  
 
    Peri fumed. What did Ashcroft have she didn’t? Sure, he was good looking, and he was level-headed, but that was only surface detail. She doubted he had her strategic and tactical knowledge and expertise, or if he did, he was using it only for personal gain. Peri wouldn’t let this change in leadership remain in place for long. 
 
    “Since when did this become a democracy?” 
 
    “Since now,” growled Wilks.  
 
    Ashcroft stepped forward, “I’ll tell you what, Peri. Why don’t I tell you what I have in mind? If you don’t like it, you are free to go and no one will stop you or think less of you. Just walk out of here and disappear. But if you like what I say, and you want to stay, then you respect I am in charge, and you follow my orders. Does that sound reasonable?” 
 
    Peri didn’t think it sounded reasonable, but she nodded that she did. For now, the best strategy was to bide her time, learn as much as she could and develop her own strategies in secret. 
 
    “Good,” he smiled. “This is the plan. There is a data center in Mumbai that Clementine told us about earlier. She believes she knows where it is. Paul here says you and he encountered a weird server room under the NSA’s Utah Data Center a couple of weeks back. When you damaged it, you altered the dynamics between the two AIs we are battling. Clementine tells me that Utah was where the AIs were first developed, on servers operating on quantum computing principles.” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “What if GhostKnife built this Mumbai data center, or maybe it was Shatterhand, while pretending to be Alan Irvine as its principal architect? What if this data center runs on quantum computing, and that the AIs need more than just one quantum data center to maintain their growing core programming, their nervous system so to speak? If we shut it down, we might cripple one or both AIs. Think of it like inflicting nerve damage on a human body.” 
 
    “How do you determine if it is a quantum data center? Or if it is the right center?”  
 
    Simon smiled and turned to Szymanski. 
 
    The NSA operative cleared his throat, “I viewed the programs in the Utah Data Center. If it is here, in this center, I’ll recognize it again.” 
 
    Peri shook her head not sure she liked what she heard. “So, what is the plan? We break into the data center. Paul checks what kind of program it is running. If it’s running GhostKnife or Shatterhand, Casey Irvine here looks at it and hopes that the mere act of glancing causes it to collapse? Failing that, what do we do? Blow it up?” 
 
    Simon grinned. “That is exactly what we will do.” 
 
    “How? How do we even get hold of enough explosives to do that?” 
 
    Simon’s grin grew wider as he held up a cell phone. “This belongs to a former arms dealer I used to know. Clementine here observed the owner keying in the passcode several times while they held her prisoner. Paul here took the phone to the safe house’s SCIF facility, hacked into it and tracked where it had been over the last few days. GPS coordinates identified a warehouse where I believe we’ll find small arms, assault rifles, rocket launchers and explosives. Weapons originally bound for South Sudan, but I think our need is more urgent.” 
 
    Peri nodded. She was both furious and impressed. SCIF stood for Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, an enclosed area where analysts processed sensitive data without risk of being hacked into by external surveillance, including the AIs. This safe house was state-of-the-art as Szymanski had promised.  
 
    Despite Ashcroft’s cleverness and guile, Peri decided she would share none of her concerns until she determined Simon Ashcroft’s character and motives. She needed to witness if he could pull off a field operation like this one. If he failed, that would be the time to step up again, and take command of this group. Besides, she didn’t have a better plan of her own. Not yet, at least. 
 
    “All right, you’ve convinced me. I’m in.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Al Kharj Outskirts, Saudi Arabia  
 
      
 
    Conner and Nahla marched through the night, not daring to sleep or even rest while the cover of darkness was on their side. They skirted the limits of Riyadh’s neighboring city, Al Kharj. On the distant horizon lay a highway. Headlights from cars and trucks in their thousands fled ground zero, or at least attempted to because no vehicle moved all that fast. Choked highways would be the cause. Occasionally they heard distant gunfire or explosions lighting up parts of the city.  
 
    Conner estimated they had covered fifteen kilometers, but it could have been twenty. Whatever the number they were making a good pace. As dawn crept over the horizon, they reached a field of crops grown to the edge of the desert, irrigated from water pumped in from far away or from deep underground. 
 
    “We need a car,” Conner explained. With daylight approaching they would become easier to spot, “And different clothing.” He stood out like the westerner he was. Nahla with her hijab had a better disguise, but it was not sufficient. Her clothes weren’t conservative enough for Saudi Arabia. If they didn’t find local garb soon, they wouldn’t last long.  
 
    They found a deserted house which they entered. The doors were open and sand blew inside. Plates of rotting food rested on the table. Clothes lay scattered on the beds. Of the residents there were no signs.  
 
    In the bedroom Nahla found an abaya and niqab, donning the long black cloak and headscarf until only her eyes, hands and feet showed. Conner slipped into a dark thobe robe and a white keffiyeh headscarf, wrapped it around his face so that only his eyes showed. He took a pair of sunglasses from the bedside table and put them on. Now they resembled Saudi locals.  
 
    “Abu Dhabi is at least eight hours by highway,” Nahla explained. “But vehicles will choke the roads, and there will be checkpoints.” 
 
    “We must cross the desert. If we head east and skirt Al Kharj, we can cross the highway to Abu Dhabi near Haradh. Then only a few hundred kilometers stands between us and the coordinates McIntyre provided.” 
 
    “You still want to chase McIntyre’s dying wish?” she asked sounding exhausted. “What if there’s nothing there?” 
 
    “Then we’ve lost nothing, and we’ll be back in the Emirates, anyway.” 
 
    Nahla shook her head. “Why did McIntyre bring us here? It makes no sense.” She lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. 
 
    Conner lifted her up before she fell asleep. “I don’t know, but he trusted us with that location. We have one lead. We have to take it.” 
 
    “Do we?” 
 
    He nodded. “You know we do.” 
 
    “Why was Riyadh destroyed?” 
 
    Conner thought on this for a moment. He had no definitive answers, but he had a theory. “Remember the drones taking out insurgent operatives in Abu Dhabi? Maybe there were too many insurgents in Riyadh. Perhaps it was easier to take out the whole city.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of innocent lives lost.” 
 
    He looked away, not sure what to say. 
 
    “Who did it? The Americans?” 
 
    He nodded. He couldn’t think of a viable alternative. The NSA was making it look like an Islamic State terrorist attack to further justify their occupation of the region.  
 
    She stood and stared into a blank wall. “Conner?”  
 
    “Yes Nahla?” 
 
    “I’m terrified.” 
 
    “Me too.” He held up his hand to show how it was shaking. “I’ve never been this scared in my life. But we have a plan and it will work. Let’s stick to that. The next step is to find a four-wheel drive. One step at a time, hey?” 
 
    He checked the coordinates in McIntyre’s satellite phone. 23°34’58”N 52°20’18”E. The location was five hundred kilometers from their current position. It could take them days to cover that distance driving off-road in the desert. There were many risks from rolling their vehicle, bursting tires or running out of fuel and water. But the risks were favorable to bluffing their way through Islamic State and Saudi controlled road blocks and townships. Conner didn’t speak Arabic so there was no way he could talk his way out of any confrontation. Nahla spoke the local language, but in this culture the expectation was that men did all the negotiating. No, the desert was their only option.  
 
    They exited the house before Nahla argued that they needed sleep. There were no cars nearby. No one walked outside. After walking several more kilometers it was midday, and the heat was stifling. A few people mingled around houses and crops, mostly young children or older citizens. Conner had been unwilling to relinquish the M4 Carbine, and that proved helpful. Whenever anyone approached, he pointed his weapon their way and they scattered.  
 
    Soon they entered an area strewn bodies with their blood spilled on the tarmac. Horrific meaty bullet wounds were the cause. The stench grew worse the closer they got and Conner was almost sick. Some of those bodies were children. Some were families. The Islamic State flag hung prominent from one building they passed. 
 
    They found an unlocked sedan with the keys inside. For a moment Conner worried that the vehicle was a trap, wired up with explosives that would detonate when the ignition started. Then he saw the driver on the opposite side of the car laid out in an unnatural position. His skull fragmented and blood and brain matter drying on the sandy road.  
 
    “We use this one until we find a better car.” 
 
    Conner drove. The tank was half full. They headed east skirting the built-up inner settlements of Al Kharj.  
 
    “One step at a time,” he said to offer comfort. 
 
    Nahla did not reply. She had fallen asleep from exhaustion. 
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 Panvel, Maharashtra, India  
 
      
 
    Simon and Wilks left for Dakshesh Matondkar’s warehouse in the yellow and black sports car. Casey had watched as the two men discussed the make and model, impressed with its speed and handling characteristics. This was one of, if not the fastest, car on the planet. There were less than a few dozen in the world and this seemed to be important to them. They came up with reasons why they should keep it, but concluded they needed to abandon the car now that it had lost its usefulness. Wilks would drive it to the warehouse. Simon had already had his fun the night before. 
 
    Casey suggested coming with them but both men insisted she remain in the safe house. Casey didn’t argue too hard. She found a bunk instead and fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.  
 
    When she awoke, she discovered Szymanski and Saanvi snoring on bunks next to her. Casey showered and found fresh clothes, then made her way to the kitchen. 
 
    Peri Keser nursed a black coffee, and watched the news on a small television. Simon’s and Casey’s mugshots were prominent on the screen. The announcers spoke in Hindi with English subtitles. They reported that international cyberterrorist Claire Skaffen had died during a police raid on a warehouse near the Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport. With Simon’s death yesterday during a gas explosion in Dharavi, the world’s two most wanted cyberterrorists were no longer a threat to global stability.  
 
    Peri turned to Casey when the news article ended. “It seems your AI friend is taking the heat off you.” 
 
    Casey nodded. “It does, doesn’t it?” When Peri said nothing, Casey asked, “You feel betrayed?” 
 
    The Secret Service agent snorted a laugh. “Of course I do.” 
 
    “It’s nobody’s fault. Shatterhand betrayed us. Every single one of us.” 
 
    Peri stared at Casey with dark eyes. “Why do you trust Simon?”  
 
    Casey froze. Peri acted like she was trying to get a rise out of Casey. “Trust isn’t something you can verify with facts anymore, Peri. Just look at the news we were watching. I go on what feels right, my instincts, because what else is there?” 
 
    “It feels right to you, that Ashcroft should be in charge, and not me?” 
 
    “Yes!” Casey said with more conviction than she expected. “But Peri, no one thinks lesser of you. You were sick, and it was wrong for us to put you in that position. That’s what I meant about you also being betrayed. I’m certain you only had hours to live had Simon not found those drugs. He gets results, so he has my vote.” 
 
    Peri nodded as she sipped her coffee.  
 
    Casey made herself a black Darjeeling tea then left the kitchen. She’d dealt with many negative people in her life and at her place of work back in the States, but Peri seemed more pessimistic than most people she knew. It frustrated Casey that Peri couldn’t understand they had done well, despite their losses. Six highly talented individuals — seven if she included herself — had defied the threats brought against them and come together as a team. Now tasked to bring down a common enemy, their position had never been better. 
 
    Ashcroft and Wilks returned around midday. With much reluctance and a tear or two, they had abandoned the sports car and replaced it with a small truck. Once hidden in the carpark, the rest of the team came down to inspect their new mode of transport. This was a private garage separated from the other tenants, who would be in for a shock if they saw what was inside. 
 
    “AK-47 assault rifles, Heckler and Koch sub-machine guns, RPG-32 grenade launchers, ballistic vests, C-4 explosives.” Wilks rattled off the names like a shopping list. The grin on his face was joyous. 
 
    “It’s what we need to take down a data center,” Simon added with a grin.  
 
    Both men looked tired and exhausted and each of them carried serious wounds. Wilks’ arm in a cast and Simon’s bandaged forearm. Casey supposed these were men trained to operate for days without sleep and in battered conditions, but she worried they were nowhere near the top of their game. That meant they would make mistakes. “Shouldn’t you both rest? I slept for a few hours while you were out. I feel better because of it.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “We need to strike now. The longer Shatterhand is operational, the more damage it can do. The greater the likelihood it will find us and send new opponents.” 
 
    “Besides,” Wilks offered. “Ashcroft slept on the way over there. I slept on the way back. We’re rested.” 
 
    “Like I believe that. No way either of you would have slept driving that sports car.” 
 
    Wilks expressed mock hurt. “I’ll have you know that was a Koenigsegg Agera RS sports car. Zero to seventy miles per hour in three seconds. Three seconds! I’ll never get that opportunity again this lifetime.” 
 
    The two men looked to each other, grinned and smacked their hands together.  
 
    Casey rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Regardless,” Peri said joining their group, “they’re right. We need to strike.” 
 
    Casey gritted her teeth and turned to the Secret Service agent. She felt Peri had her own motives for attacking the data center now and was perhaps leveraging Simon’s and Wilks’ exhaustion to expose their incompetence. But Casey couldn’t see any viable alternatives. Simon and Peri were correct, there was more risk if they delayed. “Suit yourself, but don’t push yourself.” 
 
    “That’s settled then,” Simon answered for all. 
 
    Clementine described what she knew of the data center, which wasn’t much because she had never been there. The information she had was from street kids she’d paid to scout out the site. The data center was in an unmarked building in an industrial district on the outskirts of Navi Mumbai. There were security cameras, PIN keypads, biometric locks and a few human guards.  
 
    “That doesn’t sound too bad,” Wilks offered.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” Saanvi asked, sounding skeptical. “Do we have any idea what is inside that place? We know nothing.”  
 
    “No,” Szymanski offered. “And we can’t get information either. As soon as we go online and search for any intel on the center, the ESBs will be onto us. Who knows what they might throw at us then? The whole Indian Army?” 
 
    Simon shuddered. Casey knew why. That had been Shatterhand’s strategy when it had attempted to eliminate Simon and her only a few days ago. It was a believable and terrifying scenario. 
 
    “I agree,” Simon said. “We have to strike fast and with limited information.” 
 
    “But you must have some kind of plan?” Peri demanded. 
 
    “We take two of the four-wheel drives and park them two blocks away. We load the truck with C-4 and drive it close. We use rocket-propelled grenade launchers to blast a path in if we encounter resistance. Otherwise we’ll just ram the gates. Wilks is proficient with explosives, so he’ll drive the truck closer and prime it to detonate. Paul, Casey, Clementine and I will enter the facility kitted up with assault rifles and ballistic vests. I’ll bring extra C-4 just in case. Paul and Clementine are there to call up the SAI code and Casey to look at it, see if her observation shuts it down. Regardless of whether that works, we evacuate every human working there, then blow the joint. Saanvi and Peri will remain in the two four-wheel drives ready to collect us and drive us away once the mission is complete.” 
 
    For a long moment, nobody said a word as they digested the plan. 
 
    “A lot could go wrong,” Peri was the first to speak. “There are so many unknowns.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s a simple plan,” Simon responded. “More can go wrong with complex plans. Simple is better when actionable intel is lacking.” He looked to all the players. “Are you in, Peri?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Saanvi?” 
 
    The CIA analyst also hesitated, but nodded her approval.  
 
    Simon looked to each of them. Everyone gave him a nod or an affirmative grunt. He left Casey until last. It didn’t matter what she said now; the rest had already agreed to the plan. But she spoke her mind, regardless. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “None of us like it,” Peri spoke up, “but Ashcroft is right. We are operating on limited intelligence with no backup. What choice do we have?” 
 
    Casey frowned. Peri was on Ashcroft’s side. She thought the woman hated him.  
 
    Casey had been on the run and her life under threat for three weeks now. If she didn’t stand up and fight back now when would she? This crazy scheme might get them all killed but how would that be different to their current predicament? The worst that could happen was that nothing changed, and they all died. The best scenario was that they took out Shatterhand once and for all. They might not get another opportunity like this.  
 
    She nodded and looked to each of the mismatched team, realizing that they were all trusting each other with their lives. With trepidation, she said, “Okay, I’m in.” 
 
    “Good,” Simon beamed. “Get yourself ready. We roll in ten minutes.” 
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 Al Kharj Outskirts, Saudi Arabia  
 
      
 
    Conner drove while Nahla slept. He battled exhaustion and terror and his body surged with adrenaline. It was slow going taking back streets but Conner wouldn’t risk the major roads. He feared blockades, checkpoints, roaming soldiers and insurgent gangs. But there was no avoiding the corpses and burning cars littering the roads, or the strewn rubble fallen from buildings flattened by airstrikes. Overnight the country had transformed from a stable society into an urban war zone.  
 
    People walked the streets lugging what belongings they could carry. All headed east away from the nuclear ground zero. Nobody wanted to risk the radiation poisoning from the fallout. Some drove cars along the same backstreet routes but none bothered Conner and Nahla. Dressed in Saudi garb they were no different to everyone else, terrified citizens fleeing a terrifying war.  
 
    Sporadically jet fighters shot across the skies. The airplanes were too distant to identify their nationality but Conner suspected they were Saudi and American fighters. Some fired missiles into distant buildings or convoys. Nahla would wake when they did. Conner would reassure her that these skirmishes were far away. Satisfied, she would drift again into a fitful slumber. He knew drones and satellites were also watching but he didn’t mention them.  
 
    After hours negotiating the complex labyrinthine streetscape, they reached the city edge. Now they faced two choices. Take Highway 90M to Abu Dhabi or turn south into the sand desert and take their chances there. Each option carried risks. 
 
    Conner checked their fuel. The gauge was almost zero. Neither option was viable until they rectified their fuel situation. But angry men brandishing M16 assault rifles guarded the last two gas stations they had passed.  
 
    Conner didn’t see the woman’s corpse until he hit it.  
 
    Bones cracked as he bounced over the body. The jolt startled Nahla awake.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Rubble,” he lied. The heat was stifling. He wiped sweat from his brow. “Didn’t see it.”  
 
    “Where are we?” she asked, rubbing her eyes. She looked determined the first time since securing the car to remain awake. 
 
    It had surprised Conner she had sleep at all. But everyone reacted to stress differently. Nahla coped by shutting down. At least with sleep she would be more alert and lucid. They needed every advantage to escape this nightmare alive and unscathed. He didn’t begrudge her that she had slept, and he hadn’t. 
 
    “We’re leaving Al Kharj. I reckon we’re about fifty kilometers from where we crashed. That’s good progress.” 
 
    She shuddered and looked away.  
 
    He couldn’t read her expression because of the niqab covering her face. Her eyes were all he saw, and they expressed only fear.  
 
    After a few minutes of quiet driving he realized she was crying. 
 
    “We will make it,” Conner said. “I promise you.” 
 
    “I wish I hadn’t come.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But why did you come?” he asked trying to make conversation. “Nahla, back in Abu Dhabi, why did you team up with me?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why did you join me on this crazy investigation?” He looked at her. “I know I’m crazy, but you’re not. The risks just kept getting worse and worse. Back at the base you could have dropped out. Yet you’re here, with me, in the heart of this war zone.” 
 
    She gasped and pointed ahead.  
 
    Conner looked back to the road just in time. A herd of bleating goats had wandered onto the road. He drove through them encouraging them to get out of his way quickly. 
 
    Nahla shuddered. “You’ll laugh if I tell you.” 
 
    Conner chuckled. “No, I won’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you will.” 
 
    He did his best to compose himself. It had been good to share a light moment, even for a few seconds. The last few days had drained them both. “Please, tell me?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m jealous of you.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I told you, you’d laugh.” 
 
    “Jealous of me?” 
 
    Her voice was small. “Yes.” 
 
    He laughed again. This was the last thing he expected her to say. No one was ever jealous of Conner Raffety. “I’m a sarcastic bastard with no friends. People always tell me I’m reckless and I’m always getting myself into trouble. I’m gay. Even though I work out and keep myself fit, I still can’t find a man to share my life with. I seem to surround myself with women friends and I don’t know why. I should have male gay friends too, but I don’t. Oh, and if I’m not an alcoholic by now, I should be. Who would be jealous of that?” 
 
    Nahla laughed with him. “That’s not what I see.” 
 
    “What do you see? Go on, say I look like Chris Hemsworth? Liam Hemsworth? Well, I’ll settle for any of the Hemsworth brothers.” He winked at her. “You think I look like all of them, right?” 
 
    “No,” she laughed again. “No, it’s because you don’t care what anyone thinks about you.” 
 
    “That’s a good thing?”  
 
    Nahla shrugged. “You’re comfortable with yourself. Few men are, gay or straight. That’s why you draw women to you. I would never have come here, followed the mystery this far if it wasn’t for you. You knew there was a story, so you followed it. You didn’t think about the how or the when, or where. Conner, you went with it. I like that you don’t stop to think.” 
 
    He laughed louder. He had never thought of himself in that way. 
 
    “You’re a well-respected journalist Conner. I know a lot of our peers bad-mouth you, but deep down they’re like me. They’re jealous.” 
 
    Conner didn’t know what to say. Perhaps Nahla was right. He had just gone with his gut and followed this crazy NSA conspiracy story. Followed it across three continents, almost killing himself multiple times. But he was still here. Still alive. Still searching. 
 
    “Thanks…” He didn’t know what else to say.  
 
    She didn’t either, and they drove for a few minutes without speaking. Suddenly it was awkward being together. 
 
    “Now I’m awake, what’s our situation?” Nahla asked.  
 
    He was about to answer when he noticed several pickup trucks and Jeeps in his rear-view mirror. They were speeding up to catch them. Several men in the tray wore black head scarfs and carried assault rifles. One pickup included a tripod-mounted machine gun with a man behind it. His fingers wavered over the trigger. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    Conner turned the wheel. The ground where he had been seconds earlier disintegrated into puffs of dust as bullets flew around them. Noises like tiny explosions went off everywhere. The rapid volley of high-caliber bullets on full-automatic fire missed them by centimeters. 
 
    Nahla gripped the front of the car. 
 
    Conner sped up and spun the wheel. Turned towards where the scant housing was the densest. His only chance was to lose them in the labyrinthine streets. 
 
    More bullets flew past. Several tore through the chassis. None hit them. 
 
    The pursuers kept coming. Conner flattened the accelerator but he couldn’t build speed. The engine wasn’t powerful and the fuel gauge dipped closer into the red. He dreaded to guess who the pursers might represent. His worst fear was Islamic State. If captured, their deaths would be horrific, prolonged and barbaric.  
 
    Conner ducked and weaved avoiding rubble and broken-down cars. He sped up where he could. Breaking only at the last minute before a tight turn. 
 
    The convoy kept coming. The narrow streets slowed them, forced them into a single file. At least the open-top pickup with the machine gun was no longer in the lead. 
 
    Conner took another corner too fast, scraped the paneling against a brick wall. Sparks flew behind them. The streets were getting narrower. These were not roads designed for modern vehicles.  
 
    He turned another corner. Soon he was scraping both sides of their car. The buildings closed in. Wedged in, the car ground to a halt. Dust filled the air and obscured everything. 
 
    Conner grabbed the M4 Carbine. He flicked off the safety and fired through the back window, shattering the glass into a thousand fragments.  
 
    Nahla screamed and cowered down low. 
 
    As the dust settled, he changed magazines and looked again. Bullets riddled the three men in the front pickup. Their slumped corpses gushed blood. 
 
    He turned to Nahla. “I’ll shoot out the front window. Turn away!”  
 
    She wouldn’t stop screaming but she turned to hide her face and hands. 
 
    Conner closed his eyes and fired. The windscreen exploded. When he looked again, most of the glass had blown outwards. The safety glass had fragmented into tiny pieces as it was supposed to. 
 
    Men shouted in Arabic behind them. 
 
    “Come on!” Conner climbed through the gap in the window. He pulled Nahla through. Her body shook.  
 
    A gunshot fired. He felt air rush past him. He fired his M4 again forcing the assailants to duck down. 
 
    Conner grabbed Nahla’s hand, and they ran down narrower and narrower streets between old stone buildings. They passed chickens and goats but no people. 
 
    After a few minutes of sprinting, they reached an open footfall field. On the opposite side was a high sandstone fence two meters high with a single wooden gate. The dusty, lifeless playing field was about two hundred meters across. 
 
    “We have to run to the other side.” 
 
    “Conner, we’ll be in the open?” 
 
    He shook his head. “We got a head start. But they’ll catch us if we stop. Let’s go.” 
 
    They took off, sprinted across the field.  
 
    A lone football lay in the dust.  
 
    They were halfway across the field when they heard cars.  
 
    Conner glanced back. Several of the pickups and Jeeps had found an alternative route through the narrow streets. Their number included the pickup with the machine gun. 
 
    Conner pulled Nahla and kept sprinting. Fifty meters. Forty. 
 
    A man fired an assault rifle. The surrounding ground exploded with dust. 
 
    Thirty meters. 
 
    Several of the men called out in high-pitch wails. Their Arabic words could have been calls for Jihad or cursing for all Conner knew. 
 
    Twenty meters. Ten. 
 
    More gunfire. Cars tearing up the football field trying to catch them. 
 
    They reached the door, flung it open and sprinted through. 
 
    Another field greeted them. Wheat grown to waist height, about three hundred meters square surrounded by the same two-meter-high fence. Four wooden gates in the center of each wall marked the four points of the compass.  
 
    Conner and Nahla ran to the center, then ducked down into the wheat. 
 
    They heard the pursuing cars racing around each side of the enclosure. Dust trails marked their progress. Within a minute the enemy combatants covered each gate.  
 
    “What now?” Nahla asked.  
 
    Conner shuddered. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Unless he acted soon, this would not end well. 
 
    A jet fighter screeched overhead. Low enough for Conner to see its U.S. markings. It fired a missile and then the aircraft disappeared from view. The pilot was engaged in a different battle several kilometers away.  
 
    The air strike gave Conner an idea. 
 
    He powered up the satellite phone and called the last number McIntyre had dialed.  
 
    “Code in?” came an American voice. 
 
    “Thomas McIntyre. Operation Monalisa Overdrive.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence. Then the man on the other end responded with, “How can I help you Sir?” 
 
    Conner grinned and shrugged. He hadn’t expected the call to get through. “Can I call in an airstrike?” 
 
    “I need the coordinates Sir?” 
 
    Surprised at the offer of help and not sure how to respond, he looked to Nahla. She pointed to the GPS coordinates displayed on his phone. He repeated them to the American. “We’re in the middle of the field. Can you blow up everything surrounding us?” 
 
    “Of course, Sir,” he said with disdain.  
 
    “ETA?” 
 
    “ETA one minute.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Conner disconnected. He heard the insurgents creeping through the fields towards them. They had not yet seen Nahla and Conner, but that wouldn’t last. One was walking straight at them. Conner fired his M4 on a short burst blowing out the man’s calves. The fanatic’s screams provided cover while they crouched low and scurried further through the fields. More of the insurgents fired in their rage. Conner could not guess how close the bullets were. It was only luck none hit them. 
 
    A jet fighter raced overhead at supersonic speeds. Several bombs ejected and fell earthwards. Conner pulled Nahla down as they covered their heads and ears. The explosions were sudden and deafening. The skies lit up in flames.  
 
    Conner counted to five before he raised his head above the crop line. A wall of fire surrounded him, Nahla and three of the surviving insurgents. The men were arguing and screaming at each other. They hadn’t noticed Conner. He wasted no time firing the M4 Carbine on full-automatic spray until he hit each of them. They were all down in seconds.  
 
    He felt both tense and unstable, like he wasn’t in control of his body. Yet he advanced forward. Several of the insurgents, some with bullet wounds and some with horrific burns screamed and begged for mercy. He ejected the spent magazine and loaded another. Then he went through the motions of executing each one with a single bullet to the head. He felt bits of who he was die each time he played the role of an executioner. His whole body shook. 
 
    The flames had dissipated since the strike but they were still burning inwards. He lifted Nahla up out of her curled, fetal position and forced her to stand. “Nahla, we need to move!” 
 
    “How can you do this, when there is so much death?” 
 
    “I just do it, that’s all.” He wished Nahla was more responsive, more able to look after herself. He was resenting her, then he reminded himself she had not chosen this situation.  
 
    He spied a gap in the flames and pulled her through. The ground underfoot was hot, and he was thankful for their sturdy boots. Otherwise they would have suffered blistering feet.  
 
    Once through the gate they discovered one of the insurgent’s four-wheel drives. A boy inside, only fifteen, trembled at the wheel as scared as they were.  
 
    Conner made a motion that the boy should run. He did so without argument, vanished into the streets.  
 
    Perhaps Conner should have taken the boy with them. But there was always the risk he was as fanatical as the men he sided with. The boy might have turned against them. Conner hated himself that he was relieved when the boy had run and was no longer his responsibility.  
 
    The four-wheel drive however was what they needed. A full tank of petrol with several jerry cans and many large containers of water. The key was in the ignition. He ripped away the Islamic State flags and threw them into the fires.  
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    “Conner? How could you execute them like that?” 
 
    Conner felt sick just thinking about what he had done. It wasn’t him. He wasn’t that kind of man. But he was also exactly that kind of man.  
 
    He couldn’t think about it now. Now he had to survive. Keep them both alive. 
 
    “This vehicle will get us to safety, I promise.” 
 
    He helped her in then got in behind the wheel. He couldn’t believe their luck with MacIntyre’s code. For the briefest moment, he wondered if someone powerful was helping them from afar? Someone far above McIntyre’s paygrade.  
 
    Then he put that thought out of his mind and hit the road. They were still a long way from anywhere that was safe. 
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 Navi Mumbai, Maharashtra, India  
 
      
 
    Simon studied the data center through binoculars. An ordinary gray concrete building surrounded by farmlands, low mountains and semi-tropical scrub. The only access was a single asphalted road linked to the outskirts of Navi Mumbai. The encircling hills and mountains seemed deliberate, to hide the facility from prying eyes. A three-meter-high cyclone fence with barbwire enclosed the building. Security comprised a dozen CCTV cameras and two guards at the gatehouse armed with semi-automatic pistols. Nothing struck Simon as unusual or sinister. Yet he sensed nothing would be what it seemed.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” Rashid asked lying low on the earth next to him. Positioned on a nearby hill they had an expansive view overlooking the data center.  
 
    Simon bit his lips. “I don’t know Rashid. It looks straight-forward…” 
 
    “But…?” 
 
    “But if I were a super-powerful AI, and this facility was integral to my survival, I’d have provided more protection.” 
 
    “Maybe that protection exists but we can’t see it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “You thinking drones and hidden sentry posts?” 
 
    Simon nodded. “And more. But if that was the case, they would have taken us out already.” 
 
    “Then we should strike now. Before Shatterhand mobilizes forces we can’t resist.” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Simon reconciled they had no alternative. It was now or never. “All right, let’s do this. But let’s be careful. We’ll brief the others first.” 
 
    Half a kilometer behind waited their parked truck loaded with C-4 explosives and the rest of the team. The men scrambled back down the rocky hill regrouping with Casey, Clementine and Szymanski. Everyone wore body armor, carried semi-automatic pistols, face breathing masks and air bottles on the off-chance oxygen was evacuated from the data center during their break-in. While everyone readied their weapons, Wilks and Simon grabbed M4 Carbines with underslung grenade launchers for additional firepower. As the American special forces soldier had said, they were as ready as they would ever be. 
 
    Simon explained to the team what they had seen. “It looks simple, but we need to be alert in case we’ve missed something. We should move now before the situation changes. Everyone ready?”  
 
    His four companions made eye contact and nodded that they were.  
 
    “Good.” He checked in with Saanvi and Peri on their radios. The two women reported they had parked the four-wheel drives nearby. They were ready to race in and collect them when the data center was ready to blow. 
 
    Wilks got behind the wheel and started the engine. Simon got in next to him while Casey, Clementine and Szymanski jumped in the back. The cut on his arm throbbed. For the lasts couple of hours it had hurt every time he moved it. 
 
    They took the only road, following its winding path through the low hills. As the guard house came into view, the guards approached with handguns drawn. Simon was ready with the M4, fired a warning shot over their heads scaring them into submission. They dropped their weapons and surrendered. 
 
    Simon took away their radios and cell phones. Wilks bound them with zip lock cuffs.  
 
    “Anyone else inside?” Simon asked.  
 
    The men shook their heads. “No one Sir. Everything’s automated.” 
 
    Simon nodded. He ordered the guards to run out along the only road and not to look back. They didn’t argue and were soon on their way. 
 
    Wilks drove the truck through the gate destroying it. He parked close to the data center’s main wall. Clementine, Szymanski and Casey jumped from the back and they regrouped.  
 
    Casey said, “Compared to what we’ve gone through, this seems too easy.” 
 
    “I agree,” responded her mother.  
 
    Wilks kept his eyes peeled scanning for threats. He was looking everywhere else but at the team while they conversed. “We have enough C-4 to turn this place into a crater. Why risk entering when we have no intelligence on resistance we might meet inside?” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “We need Casey to test if she can shut Shatterhand down. See if she can affect the AI not just here, but in its distributed state.” 
 
    “Simon’s right,” Clementine added. “We can’t think of this AI as a physical entity. It can be many places all at once. Millions of places. We have to strike in multiple locations where we can, and this is how we do it.” 
 
    Rashid nodded, but he didn’t look happy. “Just thought you should know the risks.” He rubbed his fractured arm secured inside its cast. Simon considered how much pain he must be in. Simon’s wound throbbed, but it wasn’t as serious as Wilks’ injury. Yet Wilks was soldiering on as if the wound was nothing. 
 
    “Let’s stick to the plan,” Simon responded. “Rashid, you wait here to blow the place when we return.”  
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    The main entrance was a steel door with biometric and keypad locks. Wilks placed a charged detonator and set the timer for five seconds. Enough time for everyone to find cover. The lock blew but triggered an ear-piercing klaxon alarm.  
 
    Simon, Clementine, Szymanski and Casey fitted their breathing apparatus and entered; guns ready. Jets of inert gas were already pumping into the interior retarding any attempts they might have planned in burning down the servers. The only lighting was red, flashed in a frequency that made Simon nauseous. The others were also likely affected, but they pushed on. 
 
    Szymanski led the way. He seemed to know what he was doing and soon led them to the rows upon rows of databanks. “That’s a login terminal,” he yelled over the incessant klaxons. He pointed to a monitor and keyboard accessible through the cage encasing the server. After a few minutes of furious keystrokes, he announced, “I’ve hacked the first layer, but the next level of code is nothing like I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Okay, it will have to do.” Simon turned to Casey and held her on the shoulder. “You ready for this?” 
 
    She nodded. She looked terrified. 
 
    “Casey, you’re the only one who can do this!”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Casey approached the screen. She stared into it.  
 
    The screen went blank.  
 
    The red flashing lights, the klaxon and the venting gases, all vanished.  
 
    They plunged into darkness. 
 
    “I think you did it, honey,” Clementine encouraged in the inky blackness. 
 
    Simon and Szymanski soon had their penlights on. Faces lit up in shadowy yellow hues. The caged databanks were still and silent. There wasn’t even the hum of air conditioning units.  
 
    “I think she has!” Szymanski exclaimed.  
 
    “You didn’t think it would work, Paul?” Simon asked.  
 
    Szymanski scratched his head. “I don’t know what to think anymore.” 
 
    Simon nodded in agreement. “You did great Casey.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered. She seemed more surprised than any of them. “So, this was why Shatterhand was hunting me?” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Clementine rubbed her daughter’s back. “I’m sorry Honey.” 
 
    “Mom, is it over?” 
 
    Clementine sobbed. “I don’t know Honey, but this is a good start. If nothing else we’re fighting back. We’re bringing the battle to the enemy.” 
 
    “We should leave,” Simon said. 
 
    Outside, nothing looked any different from when they had entered the data center, except for a distant flock of birds in the blue skies. Simon didn’t know why he expected a change, or why he needed a sign, that they had done something right. But if examined from a different perspective, everything had changed. No one was trying to kill him or Casey anymore. Perhaps it was all over. Perhaps they could all go home now and he could be with his children again, Alicia and Rebecca. How long had it been since he had last seen his daughters? Would they accept Casey into his life if he brought her home with him? Would Casey accept Simon, now she had had a moment to reflect on life events? Rather than react to the threats thrown at her on a daily occurrence? 
 
    “Have a look at this?” Wilks approached interrupting Simon’s thoughts. He pointed to several crates in a warehouse built against the data center he had been examining. In his hand was what looked to be a robotic limb. “You won’t fucking believe this.” 
 
    Before Simon stepped closer, he scanned their surroundings again. The flock of birds seemed closer, but that was the only difference. There were no threats coming for them. For the first time in a long time, he felt ‘safe’. 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    Szymanski and Clementine were already at the crate, pulling out components. They were snapping pieces together building some kind of machine.  
 
    Casey frowned as she watched. “It looks like a metal dog?” 
 
    “A robotic dog,” Wilks offered. 
 
    It soon resembled a lean metal canine constructed of sharp, angular edges. Instead of a head, it had a telescopic lens built into a transparent casing.  
 
    Casey stepped back from it. “It looks creepy.”  
 
    “It’s not unprecedented,” Szymanski offered. “Corporations all over the world are building robots like these. They can walk, run, jump, perform back flips and even open doors.” 
 
    “Why would a data center need these?” she asked with a shudder. 
 
    “Sentries,” Wilks answered. “These robots are the next generation in drone technology. Killing machines operated by drivers on the other side of the globe. Same way aerial drones are.” 
 
    “Can we please get out of here?” Casey insisted, hugging herself tight. “Now?” 
 
    Szymanski looked ready to say something profound, but he never got the chance. One side of his head exploded outwards in a shower of skull fragments, blood and brain matter. His body crumpled like a puppet with its string cut, and he fell dead to the earth. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Wilks was the first to react, fired his M4 in a continuous burst at three hovering drones. Each was a meter across with eight propellers in an octagonal formation. In each undercarriage hung a Colt M4A1. One fired a burst into Rashid’s gut but not before the man shot a grenade from the M203 launcher fitted to his own M4. The high explosive round tore through the first drone, the detonation tearing the machine into a thousand metal fragments. Several of those fragments ripped across the two adjacent drones. The impacts badly damaged them, but were not out of the fight yet.  
 
    Simon recovered from his shock of the sudden attack. He fired his own grenade at the first wobbling drone destroying it with another loud and brilliant explosion. He emptied the magazine in his M4 destroying the last drone. No longer able to fly, it dropped like a stone and shattered on the pavement.  
 
    Clementine and Casey looked on with shock, hands covering their mouths.  
 
    Simon went for Rashid. He had fallen hard onto the pavement, bullet holes peppering his abdomen. It was a miracle Wilks lived, but he wasn’t likely to survive for much longer. Minutes at most. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt… if you were wondering,” Wilks said through bloodstained, gritted teeth. He nodded to the skies behind Simon. He turned and saw what he had believed were a flock of birds. They were a flock of drones. “You were right buddy, it’s what we can’t see that kills us.” 
 
    “I’ll get you out of here.” Simon said ejecting his spent magazine and loading another. 
 
    Wilks shook his head. His pained eyes motioned downwards. Simon saw the dead man’s switch in his hand. Once released, the truck would detonate. It was less than fifteen meters from their location. If Wilks set it off now, they were all dead.  
 
    “Give me your weapon,” Wilks demanded. “They’re coming after threats.” He nodded towards Clementine and Casey who were already fleeing for cover. The drones weren’t chasing the women. They were coming for Wilks and Simon. 
 
    Simon passed Wilks his M4. “I’m sorry it ended like this.” 
 
    Wilks winced. “God will forgive me. I might not have been a good Muslim, but I tried.” His skin was clammy and his eyes lost their focus. He pulled at a diamond ring on a chain from around his neck and kissed it. “You need to run for your life!” 
 
    “I’m sorry mate.” 
 
    Simon didn’t look back as he sprinted after Clementine and Casey. He heard gunfire as the drones engaged Wilks.  
 
    Simon felt the heat and the light first. Then the concussion wave propelled him forward. The noise hurt his eardrums. He hit the rocky ground and rolled. When he was back up on his feet, he looked behind him. The explosion had vaporized the truck and most of the data center. All the drones, and the corpses of Rashid Wilks and Paul Szymanski disintegrated with them. 
 
    Simon stood, dusted himself off. Rage threatened to consume him. He swore it was an engagement ring Rashid had grabbed. The soldier had planned on proposing to someone he loved? Now he never would. 
 
    So many people had died. Millions more people would die in the coming weeks. The AI Shatterhand who battled it out for total domination of the planet didn’t care that so many humans had and still would become casualties in this global war that had no front lines. Szymanski and Wilks were nothing to them. It was all fucked up. 
 
    He turned when he heard two four-wheel drives screech to a sudden stop. Casey and Clementine clambered into the first with Saanvi while Simon jumped into the second. Peri was behind the wheel. She changed up through the gears and sped them away. 
 
    “Wilks and Szymanski?” she asked. She didn’t sound hopeful. 
 
    Simon shook his head.  
 
    Venom laced her next words, “Their sacrifices have to mean something. I hope you got what you came for?”  
 
    He didn’t answer. There was nothing he could say that would make anything better. He stared through the dusty windscreen watching the second four-wheel drive out in front, with Saanvi behind the wheel speeding the others back to the main roads and the fastest route out of Navi Mumbai.  
 
    Now they were on the move again and had time to reflect on the mission, Simon wondered how everyone was coping? Wondered how they were taking the shock of losing another two of their team?  
 
    Once they were on the highways and merging with the fast-flowing traffic, Matondkar’s cell phone rang. Simon had switched it off earlier. Yet powers greater than he could understand had hacked his phone and switched it back on. 
 
    “Simon Ashcroft?” The voice asking was Irish and male. 
 
    “Who is this?”  
 
    “Please confirm, you are Simon Ashcroft?” the voice asked again. 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” Simon said sensing that whoever was calling already knew the truth. This could well be GhostKnife adopting another guise now that Roger Gridley-Brooks was dead, or it could be Shatterhand calling to taunt him. Either way, Simon was ready for a verbal battle. 
 
    “Good,” said the caller sounding relieved. “Simon, I have to ask, did you shut something down? In the last ten minutes? Something big?” 
 
    Simon paused. This was not what he was expecting. “I might have? Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to reach you for days mate. I’ve only just gotten through. Shatterhand doesn’t want us to speak, so you must have just diminished its powers.” 
 
    “Who are you? What do you want?” 
 
    “I have information you — no, we need, schematics, plans, pass codes, locations — everything on the Shatterhand Code and its source.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know how to shut the AI down, once and for all. I know where its core data architecture is. It’s source — so to speak. I got everything from someone known to you.” 
 
    Simon felt the same out-of-body sensations he’d experienced when he had spoken to GhostKnife. But this voice didn’t present as the cold logic of a calculating machine. This was a frantic and worried man. He sounded… too human. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “Alan Irvine. I… all his… data…” Interference distorted most of what he said next.  
 
    “Irvine?” Simon answered trying not to get his hopes up. “He’s with you?” 
 
    More crackling over the line. More of the conversation was lost.  
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “The name… Rafferty… Conner Rafferty.” 
 
    “I know nothing about you?” 
 
    A laughter rattled down the line. “I feel like I know everything there is to know about you, mate.” 
 
    Simon turned to Peri. Her frown was severe and her eyes were like ice. She looked ready to interrupt. Simon raised his finger to signal now was not the time. He recalled his last conversation with GhostKnife, at the bar in Ratnagiri. What had the AI said then, about sending Simon help? 
 
    “Conner, right?” Simon asked. 
 
    “Yes mate, that’s my name.”  
 
    “Where are you, right now?” 
 
    The Irishman laughed again. “Middle of fucking Arabia, that’s what.” 
 
    Simon shuddered. What had GhostKnife told him? ‘We work through intermediaries, those that have the initiative to work out what needs to be achieved without requiring explicit instructions.’ 
 
    Was Conner Rafferty the man in the Middle East GhostKnife had planned on sending to Simon? If that were true, did Rafferty have a real solution to end this mess once and for all?  
 
    “Simon, mate, where are you?” 
 
    “Outside Mumbai, India.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know Mumbai. Can you get to Bengaluru?” 
 
    Simon looked to Peri. She nodded. He hadn’t realized she could hear both sides of the conversation.  
 
    “Sure. But why?” 
 
    “I’ll contact you there, in three days. We need to meet up Simon, otherwise, I’m convinced we’re all fucked.” 
 
    Simon was about to answer when the line turned to static, then went dead all together. 
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 The Empty Quarter, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
    Conner woke. Almost cried out. Feared he was in a dark forest. Alone and lost. 
 
    Instead, he was bouncing in a seat. The four-wheel drive they had stolen raced through the largest sand desert in the world, the Rub’ al Khali. The Empty Quarter. There was nothing to see but miles and miles of hundred-meter-high sand dunes and clear blue skies. Despite the air conditioning the atmosphere was searing. Sweat drenched his skin. He grabbed his canteen and guzzled water. 
 
    “You were dreaming,” Nahla Asem said from behind the wheel. She no longer wore her headscarf. In its place her long dark hair cascaded down over one shoulder. He had never seen her so exposed. “You were having a nightmare, about a girl?” 
 
    He remembered his dream. An unnamed woman stood with him in the Amazon rainforest. Jungle tree trunks closed in around them. Her pistol pressed into the small of his back, but she was the one pleading not to die. She died anyway. A soldier materialized from nowhere and shot her. Conner bathed in the blood exploding from the wound. The nightmare never changed.  
 
    He shuddered. “It’s not what you think?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    He wished for dreams featuring hot, slim men sharing his bed. He thought of one or two past partners with great bodies and remembered those encounters with fleeting passion. But he couldn’t hold on to the memories. Since his bloody meeting with South American terrorists his dreams were never pleasant. “Where are we?”  
 
    “According to the satellite phone, we’ve just crossed into the UAE.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” 
 
    Conner and Nahla had driven non-stop for two days. They’d stopped only to refuel or for rest breaks. They drove in four-hour shifts taking it in turns to sleep. Driving through the desert was hard going but proved safer than risking the roads clogged with refugees, Saudi armed forces and Islamic State militants. Two days in the dunes they had encountered no one.  
 
    Conner found he enjoyed the solitude. The desert oozed peace despite its many risks. Yet their ploy had paid off. They still had most of their fuel, food and water and they were almost at their destination. McIntyre’s mysterious coordinates lay nearby. 
 
    “Any thoughts on what awaits us?” Nahla asked. 
 
    Conner shook his head, realizing that the car interior stank of sweat and he’d grown used to it. “Do you?” 
 
    “No. Nothing.” 
 
    Conner reached into the backseat and grabbed the M4 Carbine. He checked it over to ensure it was clean, free of sand and all parts were working. He was glad he’d spent time with mercenaries and soldiers in the most dangerous countries in the world, learning from them how to operate and maintain assault rifles and pistols. But he didn’t like what kind of man he was with a weapon in his hands.  
 
    All his life Conner had considered himself a pacifist. He opposed killing and war in any form. For over ten years he’d reported to the world all the atrocities he had witnessed firsthand, hoping that in some small part he could influence the world away from further senseless murders, rapes, tortures and other miseries.  
 
    But now he had become the people he hated. A killer. An executioner. He was as violent and ruthless as any of the warlords he had reported on and shamed.  
 
    It was his soul that Conner feared more. He knew with a sickening realization he had in him the ability to kill other men. He would kill again if he had to, despite the long-term costs. His recent experiences had changed him on so many levels since the massacre in South America. He couldn’t sleep because of dreams poisoned with nightmares. He drank too much and his recklessness was getting worse. He didn’t like the man he was becoming. The man he had become. 
 
    He also didn’t believe he’d had any other choice. 
 
    As if sensing his distress, Nahla grabbed his hand. She had never touched him before. “I’m scared,” she whispered. “Scared all the time. You put on a brave face, but I think you are too.” 
 
    Conner grimaced. “With any luck, this is nothing. We’ll be out of here and somewhere safe and comfortable soon.” 
 
    “You believe that?” 
 
    He smiled because he didn’t believe. But he could hope.  
 
    All too soon they sighted their destination. A series of abandoned rectangular houses of sand-colored stone and darker, flat ochre colored roofs. Sand had blown up against the buildings and the windows were devoid of glass. A few sparse thorn trees grew in patches. The ruins resembled a forgotten workers’ camp that perhaps once supported oil drilling in the region. 
 
    They drove closer. Nahla spotted two Jeeps. Two men carried jerry cans from the vehicles to a cage outside the buildings. The cage was about three meters wide by two meters long. 
 
    “Stop the car,” Conner commanded. 
 
    Nahla brought them to a fast stop about four hundred meters distant. Conner climbed out and scanned with his binoculars. The sun was behind them eliminating the risk of rays reflecting off their windscreen. He could see men dressed in black headscarves and robes, with AK-47s slung across their backs. If he were to guess, these were more of the Islamic State fighters.  
 
    “Shit,” he swore. He passed Nahla the binoculars so she could see.  
 
    “They have a man in the cage,” she said after a long moment of close observation. 
 
    Conner’s gut turned in knots. He’d reported on too many disturbing stories on the horrific tortures this barbaric terrorist organization inflicted upon non-believers. He knew the jerry cans held a sinister purpose.  
 
    “Conner? We need to stop them!” 
 
    “Agreed,” Conner said. “Cover up your face. I’ll do the same. You drive. When we get close enough, I’ll shoot.” With a black scarf wrapped around his face, he took the second Islamic State flag he had found earlier in the back seat and draped it over the side of the vehicle. “Hopefully they’ll realize too late we’re not who they think we are.” 
 
    “There could be more of them.” 
 
    “I know… But I don’t want that man to die.” 
 
    Nahla nodded. “You’re right. I don’t either. Let’s do this.” She took a pistol from the glove box, pulled back the slide chambering the first round as Conner had shown her. “I’m ready.” She looked terrified but determined.  
 
    Conner gave her one of his signature cocky grins and they drove again. 
 
    When they came within a hundred meters, the insurgents acknowledged them. They yelled in fast Arabic and waved their AK-47s.  
 
    “They insist we stop,” Nahla translated.  
 
    “Keep driving.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said trembling and pushed on. 
 
    Conner pulled back on the M4’s charging handle chambering the first round. 
 
    Fifty meters. Forty. The men still yelled, threatened with their weapons. One fired several bullets into the skies.  
 
    Their ruse wouldn’t last much longer. Conner leaned out the window and fired a return burst. Not into the skies, but at the men.  
 
    The soldiers flew into a rage. Their yells became loud and shrill-like. They ran back and forth, firing their weapons in full bursts at their vehicle. The windscreen shattered and Conner ducked down just fast enough to avoid having his head and shoulders torn to shreds. 
 
    When the firing lulled, he looked to Nahla. She’d tightened into a ball, gritted her teeth in fear.  
 
    “You hurt?” he asked. 
 
    She breathed fast and shallow. “I’m fine. Kill them!” 
 
    Conner rolled out of the stalled four-wheel drive. He laid on the sand and fired another controlled burst. He soon hit an insurgent. The man’s head snapped back as he fell fast.  
 
    The second insurgent tried to return fire but nothing happened. Perhaps the AK had jammed.  
 
    Conner took the opportunity and advanced for a better shot.  
 
    The insurgent dropped his weapon, grabbed a jerry can and ran for the cage. Soon he was splashing fuel over the prisoner trapped inside.  
 
    The prisoner called out. An American, begging for his life.  
 
    Conner shot the insurgent twice in the back. Blood erupted down the man’s spine and across the sand, and he fell forward. 
 
    But the man was not dead. He crawled towards the cage.  
 
    Conner advanced until he was close enough to put a bullet in the back of the insurgent’s head, silencing him forever.  
 
    But not before a lit cigarette lighter fell from his limp hand into the fuel.  
 
    Flames raced across the saturated sands and exploded inside the cage. 
 
    “Help me,” screamed the American. He looked to be in his sixties, fit and good looking for his age. “Please?” 
 
    Conner rattled the cage, forged of welded iron bars on every side.  
 
    The flames grew large. Already he could feel the heat radiating off the metal. 
 
    “The lock,” the American pleaded and pointed. “At the door. Break the lock!” 
 
    Conner searched until he found the entrance. A thick padlocked held the iron grill shut.  
 
    A burst of flame shot up and licked the American’s face and hands. He screamed in pain. His skin reddened and blistered. The fire grew larger by the second.  
 
    Conner thought to throw sand on the fire but there was no time to cover everything. Dead wood inside the cage already acted as fast burning fuel. The iron bars were soon too hot to touch.  
 
    The man screamed again, worse than before. 
 
    “I’ll shoot off the lock!” 
 
    Nodding, the man turned away.  
 
    Conner fired. Sparks flew everywhere exciting the flames. One bullet ricocheted and hit the American in the arm causing him to flinch and scream again. Nothing Conner was doing was helping.  
 
    The flames grew intense. Skin peeled away from the man’s flesh. His moans of agony became gut-wrenching to hear. His immolation too horrific to watch.  
 
    “Shoot me!” he pleaded.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You can’t save me. Shoot me. McIntyre sent you, didn’t he?” He screamed again. “I don’t want to die like this!” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “JUST DO IT!” 
 
    Conner reacted, raised his M4 and put a bullet through the center of the man’s head.  
 
    The American fell forward into the rising flames. His corpse was incinerated in minutes. The smell of burning flesh was putrid to the senses. 
 
    Conner stepped back, away from the heat and fell to his knees. He sobbed, clenched his fists and cried to the heavens.  
 
    As if struck by a macabre epiphany, more pieces in the intricate puzzle came into focus.  
 
    The man he had just killed must have been Alan Irvine. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Conner watched helpless as the dead American cooked in the roaring flames. McIntyre had hidden Alan Irvine here, isolated, away from prying eyes, and for some time. Protecting Irvine from the many assassins sent to kill him. No wonder the CIA man had distrusted Nahla and Conner when they had come asking questions. And yet in McIntyre’s last moments he had trusted them both to rescue Irvine. Only Conner had failed.  
 
    Then he remembered Nahla in the four-wheel drive.  
 
    He raced to her.  
 
    She remained behind the wheel, eyes closed and slumped against the window. Her skin was pale and clammy. Blood seeped everywhere soaking the seat red. 
 
    “Nahla!” 
 
    She opened her eyes, stared at him with unfocused pupils. “Hello Conner,” she said with a weak smile.  
 
    He examined her wounds. Several bullets had hit her in the chest and arm. She had lost a lot of blood. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “You had… to save the man.” 
 
    Conner pressed against one wound to stop the flow of blood.  
 
    She winced and struggled. “Please don’t. It hurts too much.” 
 
    He pulled his hand away, red and sticky. “I’ll get you to a hospital. We’re only forty kilometers from the nearest town.” 
 
    With an effort she smiled. She touched his face with her own blood-soaked hand. “It’s over for me Conner.” 
 
    Tears streamed down his hot skin. He wasn’t ready to lose another friend.  
 
    “I never told you… Because I was afraid…” 
 
    “Don’t talk, Nahla. I will get you to a doctor.” He said the words, but he had no thoughts on what to do. Her many injuries were too grievous. She would be dead in minutes and no hospital was close enough to save her. “What didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    She smiled. “That I like girls.” 
 
    “What? You mean, like…?”  
 
    “Yes. That’s right Conner… I never acted on it. I was ashamed… But when I was around you, I felt like maybe… one day I could… You don’t care Conner, what anyone… thinks… of… you… I wanted… to be… just like… you—” 
 
    Her head slumped forward.  
 
    Conner felt for a pulse, for breath, anything. But there was nothing.  
 
    He pulled her close and hugged her. His tears streamed fast. Furious and confused, he tried to find sense in everything that had happened, but there was no sense. The world had turned to chaos. The problems facing billions of people were too big for just one man. He was an insignificant part of the uncertainty and terror unfolding around him. He had foolishly believed he could have fixed everything, but that was his ego talking. Conner had been so wrong. 
 
    He carried Nahla from the car and into one house. There he laid her out on a table and arranged her so she looked as peaceful as he could make her. The drip of blood still seeping from her wounds unsettled him, but there was nothing he could do about that. He didn’t know what else he should do for his friend. Leaving her for the desert to reclaim seem the most appropriate tribute to her memory.  
 
    When he felt able, he searched the houses. He took the M4 Carbine and loaded it with another magazine. He was expecting an encounter with more of the Islamic State killers, but he was alone. 
 
    Inside one house Conner found a bunk, a military grade laptop, a case of clothes, a box of files, crates of provisions and many containers of water. After quenching his thirst Conner went through the files. An American passport confirmed that the man was Alan Irvine. He had traveled across the globe since the passport’s issue. Prominent locations were the United States, the United Arab Emirates, India and Australia. There were photos of Irvine with two women, both attractive. One his age who must have been his wife and one who looked to be in her early thirties. The resemblance between the older and younger woman was obvious. Conner concluded they were mother and daughter. He pocketed the photo. 
 
    He searched further and discovered several data sticks. When he fired up the laptop it was already on and the screen unlocked. There was no Internet or Wi-Fi connection, so he searched the file directories, both on the laptop and on the discs.  
 
    He soon discovered a series of schematics, plans, pass codes, security protocols, system architecture drawings, lines of software and much more information concerning a secure data center in the outback of Australia, several hundred kilometers southeast of Darwin. Confirming much of what Conner had already suspected, the NSA had financed, project-managed, approved and built the data center. It was a cold consolation he finally had proof there had been an NSA connection to the global conspiracy Conner had been so desperate to expose.  
 
    One word kept popping up in all the files.  
 
    Shatterhand.  
 
    After an hour of investigation and shocked revelations, Conner concluded the NSA had built the secret facility using quantum computing technology to house a sophisticated artificial intelligence program called the Shatterhand Code. The AI’s core functioning — its ‘mind’ — could only existing using the quantum architecture running inside this facility. Kind of like the human mind existing only because there was a brain to power it. The data center’s design was a singularly located failsafe system. A means by which the NSA could shut down Shatterhand if they ever lost control of the AI program. Shut Shatterhand down there, and it went down everywhere.  
 
    Then another disturbing revelation hit Conner. The NSA were not the culprits behind the chaos the world was experiencing. A rogue artificial intelligence was, masquerading as the NSA.  
 
    Shatterhand.  
 
    For years Conner had followed developments in AI, but he had not realized how advanced the technology had become. So much of what had happened these last few weeks now made sense. His enemy wasn’t human, but a ghost in the machine manipulating everything. 
 
    His satellite phone rang. The number showed a dial code from India. 
 
    Conner answered it. “Yes?”  
 
    “Conner Rafferty?” 
 
    He shuddered. It was eerie when someone far away knew who he was, and how to find him. “Yes, that’s me,” he said figuring he had nothing to lose at this point. The man already knew who Conner was and likely much more than that.  
 
    “That’s great,” said the man in his Australian accent. “Conner I’ve been looking for you for some time. I need your help?” 
 
    “My help?” 
 
    “Yes mate. I’ve a team ready, to take out Shatterhand once and for all. You know what Shatterhand is, right?”  
 
    Conner paused not sure what to say. He felt like a hundred cameras were on him and he was the star of a reality game show he didn’t know he was taking part in. “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “I’m with Clementine, and Casey Irvine. They’ve told me everything. You’re with Alan Irvine, Clementine’s husband, right?” 
 
    Conner couldn’t speak.  
 
    “Look mate, I know this is tough to take in. Believe me, I’m the same. I feel like I’m living inside some kind of nightmare I can’t wake from.” 
 
    “You’re Simon Ashcroft? That’s who I’m talking to, right?” 
 
    The Australian laughed. “That’s right Conner. I’m informed you have all the plans, security codes, etcetera we need to break into and destroy this Shatterhand complex, right?” 
 
    Stunned, Conner realized he was nodding, so he said, “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Fantastic! Get to Abu Dhabi International Airport. There’s a flight booked for you to Bengaluru, under the name Joseph Kaye.” He gave the name of the airline and flight number. “There is a package waiting for you at the check-in counter, with an Irish passport under that name with matching credit cards. You think you can do all that?” 
 
    Conner considered his position. Realistically there were no other options. This could be the AI talking to him, pretending to be a friend to lure him into a trap and finally kill him. But if it wasn’t, and Simon Ashcroft was legitimate, Conner still hoped he might achieve something good out of this mess. Besides, Ashcroft was the last of the three men he had been tracking since departing Ireland. It felt wrong not to see his mission through to its bitter end.  
 
    If it was a trap, so be it, but if it wasn’t and he stopped Shatterhand once and for all, then this was a risk worth taking.  
 
    “Okay, give me two days,” he said knowing he still needed to drive the last hundred kilometers back to Abu Dhabi, “and I’ll be there.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bengaluru, Karnataka, India 
 
      
 
    Casey was showering when Simon returned to their hotel room.  
 
    “It’s just me,” he announced so she wouldn’t fear he was an intruder.  
 
    “I’ll be out in a minute,” she called over the noise of the running water. 
 
    The shower was luxurious. Since their separation on the train there had been little opportunity to clean the grime and dirt from her skin and clothes. But this mid-range Bengaluru hotel offered every luxury she required. Soap, scrubs, nail files, moisturizers, shampoos and conditioners. After using every item twice on every applicable inch of her body she felt refreshed and feminine again. 
 
    Casey dried her skin then wrapped her damp hair in the towel. She looked for fresh clothes but discovered they were still drying from their earlier scrubbing and rinsing. Then she considered, why did she need clothes? Simon was always excited to see her naked. She enjoyed his eyes devouring her.  
 
    Removing the towel and wearing nothing but her scratched glasses, she stepped into the main room.  
 
    Simon waited on the balcony. City sounds wafted in from below of muffled traffic, distant street vendors and buzzing insects. Aromas were diesel scents, tropical mist and strong spices. Their hotel room’s lights were dim, and they were some distance from casual observation. The ambience gave her the courage to step onto the balcony, wrap her arms around Simon and kiss him hard.  
 
    “Wow,” he almost stumbled when he saw what she was wearing. “I like your outfit.” 
 
    She kissed him again. “I thought you might. Want a beer?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    Casey realized she was every heterosexual male’s fantasy right now. Wiggling her naked bottom, she danced over to the bar fridge. He followed her. She felt his eyes on her as she opened two Taj Mahal Indian Lagers. She gave one to Simon, then took the second and sat on his lap.  
 
    “Cheers,” she said.  
 
    “Cheers.” 
 
    They chinked bottles.  
 
    “How are the others?” Casey asked after they had both enjoyed their first sips.  
 
    “Better than I hoped.” Simon looked her up and down. “Your exhausted mom and Saanvi are fast asleep in the next room. Earlier Saanvi was worried about her husband and her boys. I told her about my daughters, and what GhostKnife had said about protecting them. I ended up assuring Saanvi that GhostKnife would do the same for her kids.” 
 
    “Did that help?” 
 
    “I think so,” Simon frowned. “She has a lot on her mind. But she’s sleeping now instead of worrying.”  
 
    Casey drank her beer and remembered the last two days. It had been a long drive across the Indian Peninsula. Their eyes itched and reddened from the ever-present smoky haze. The roads were chaotic with cars, bikes, people and domesticated animals. Trucks and buses forced their way past at any opportunity. Cow dropping smeared the roads. Worst was driving at night when the chaos seemed exacerbated. More disturbing where the thousands of funeral pyres burning across the country and the many more corpses of old and sick people left abandoned on the sides of the roads.  
 
    On a positive note no one had followed them. It seemed their enemy had lost their trail. Casey, Simon and the others had kept off all forms of electronic communication since Mumbai and abandoned anything that might have tracked them. This included cell phones and GPS devices embedded in their four-wheel drives, which Simon and Peri seemed to know how to disable. The two former agents had even gone as far as switching license plates with other cars on a twice-daily basis to confuse any surveillance they might be under. Until they met with Rafferty in the morning, this was as safe as they would get. Casey might as well enjoy the moment. 
 
    She ran her hand through Simon’s thick, dark hair. “It must worry you sick, about Katie and Rebecca?” 
 
    Simon nodded. He did look worried. “I have to trust they are being looked after,” he said with a frown. “If there’s one lesson I’ve learned since losing you, it’s that I have to trust this sentient machine has our interests at heart. Otherwise, we might as well just give up.” 
 
    She took his face in her hand and stared into his deep, soulful eyes. She loved that he was so in touch with his emotions and wasn’t afraid to talk about his feelings. Few men could, especially not her ex-boyfriend. She wondered if Simon had always been like this, or was he only like this with her?  
 
    “GhostKnife has saved us many times, Simon,” she said in all seriousness. “The AI has proved repeatedly it’s on our side. I’m sure your children’s protection is a top priority.” 
 
    Simon nodded and looked away. She rubbed his neck until he looked at her again.  
 
    “Peri isn’t in her room,” Simon admitted interrupting the tender moment, as if Peri’s absence was his fault. “She headed out.” 
 
    Casey frowned. “Why did she do that? It’s a risk, separating.”  
 
    “Transport, she said. Says she knows people who can get us out of India?” 
 
    “Who?” Casey asked.  
 
    “Oil executives. It seems the Secret Service has special relationships with some big U.S. petrochemical companies. They fly the President and Vice-President on their corporate jets when the Government wants no one to know their movements.” 
 
    Casey nodded. “Why would they help us? We’re nobody?” 
 
    “Peri thinks she has sway.” 
 
    “Well, I hope she’s right. Where would a petrochemical company fly us, anyway?” 
 
    Simon shrugged. “I’m hoping when we meet this Conner Rafferty tomorrow, he might know.” 
 
    “You trust this man we’ve never met?” 
 
    “No, but I trust GhostKnife is sending Rafferty to us for a good reason. Besides, it’s getting too risky for us in India. We should get out anyway.”  
 
    “And always run away?”  
 
    Simon shook his head. “No, Casey. Not away, but towards. We have a target now. One we might take out once and for all.” It was his turn to run his fingers through her dark, damp hair falling over her bare shoulder. “What’s bothering you about all this?” 
 
    She looked away. “I’m worried how this will all end.”  
 
    She hadn’t expected to interrogate Simon on his motives, for she trusted him. But she worried that too much about their situation might be fabricated. They might not know the full truth about anything yet, or ever. They might walk into another trap. She worried Simon was too trusting. 
 
    “Simon, I guess I’m still scared.” 
 
    “Well, you’re hiding it well. And you have every right to worry. I’m worried too.” 
 
    His words were comforting despite his fear. “Do you trust Peri?” she asked. 
 
    Casey had not decided how she felt about the disgraced American Secret Service agent. From one perspective Peri was a no-nonsense operative, efficient, calculating and good at strategy. She was better at most tasks than anyone else in their group, including Simon who was more akin to making things up as he went, acting on instinct rather than logic. Peri was also aloof, unfriendly and suspicious. Which meant she wasn’t fitting in and getting everyone off side.  
 
    Peri had lost more than most; the President and her colleagues in Afghanistan, a close friend in Berlin and most of her special operations team. Paul Szymanski’s death seemed to have hit her the hardest. The NSA man had seemed to be the only person she had trusted since the ‘Shatterhand Incident’, as they were now calling it. Casey suspected physically Peri was coping, but emotional she might be on the brink of a major breakdown. That could spell disaster for all. Her aloofness a mere mask to her real emotions.  
 
    “I think Peri is as human as the rest of us,” Simon answered after a moment of deliberation. “We’re all worried. She as much as the rest of us. There is no precedent for any of this, and none of us know how this will end.” 
 
    “You’re right there.”  
 
    His fingers traced the length of her bare leg from her ankle to the inside of her hip. “And considering that something like two billion people are now dead across the globe, that’s a hard concept to get our heads around. It will not end well for most people, regardless of which AI ends up on top.” 
 
    She felt an overwhelming urge to kiss Simon, so she did. First on the forehead, then on the eyelids, and then on the mouth. Simon’s natural ability to articulate his emotions was attractive. Casey had never encountered this trait in her past partners. She had never felt the urge to make love to a man as much as she desired Simon right now.  
 
    “Deep down inside me,” she whispered in his ear, “I trust GhostKnife too. Everything will work out for the best Simon. I know it.” 
 
    She stood, put out her hand for him to take.  
 
    He took it.  
 
    She led him to the bed and pulled back the covers. Then she lay down.  
 
    He slipped from his clothes and climbed on top of her, kissed her with uncontrolled passion. 
 
    They made love until it exhausted them. Then she fell into the most restful sleep she’d ever experienced. His muscular arms wrapped around her, keeping her safe. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kempegowda International Airport, Karnataka, India 
 
      
 
    Once through customs and into the public terminal, Conner Rafferty sensed he was under observation.  
 
    He made for a café, ordered a coffee and sat in an open area. Cloak and dagger was exhausting, and he’d had enough. It was time to announce himself.  
 
    He waited ten minutes enjoying his long black coffee while watching for someone to approach. When nobody came, he ordered another coffee. 
 
    Another five minutes passed. Still no one came so he read his copy of an American current affairs magazine he’d purchased in Abu Dhabi. The articles were many and alarming. North Korea had surrendered to the United States. The legal and illegal global trade in arms had shrunk to nothing. Ukrainian loyalists had murdered the Russian President, the Prime Minister and several high-ranking politicians leading to a civil war in Moscow. Scientists had perfected clean nuclear fusion using only water as fuel. Economists had predicted all forms of hydrocarbon fuel would become redundant in the next five years. Driverless cars would replace all human operated vehicles in two years. The mysterious worldwide illness now claimed 2.2 billion lives with most of the casualties being the elderly and the chronically ill. In six months, the world would adopt a single currency called the ‘Banks’ leading to a steady-state economy operating in all corners of the new Nation Earth. A mass migration was about to commence with citizens from many developed nations moving to underdeveloped countries. These skilled people would train locals in new global skills for the new world order while living, working and assimilating in the same communities to build a single global and inclusive Culture. 
 
    Conner should have felt shock by these developments, but he no longer could. Unusual and unpredictable had become the new normal. 
 
    Sensing he was being scrutinized, he looked up from his magazine and coffee. A man had sat opposite without Conner being aware. He was tall, dark-haired, good looking and muscular. Conner would have made a pass if the circumstances weren’t dire and the man were ten years younger. There were many bruises and cuts on his face and limbs, and bandages covered his left forearm. He had about as many injuries as Conner. This caused Conner to laugh. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” the man asked in an Australian accent.  
 
    “You, Simon Ashcroft,” Conner replied with a smirk. “You’ve taken a beating. I suspect your story is as nerve-wracking and fantastical as mine.” 
 
    Ashcroft nodded. “And I take it you’re Conner Raffety?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “You have the data we discussed?” 
 
    Conner patted his pocket, then his pack. “I hope your intentions are honorable, Simon. Too many good people died just so I could bring this to you. Way too many.” 
 
    “Too many people died here too.” Ashcroft nodded towards Conner’s magazine. “On the surface the world might look like it is sorting itself out. But new forces could destroy it in an instant if we don’t act soon, and together.” 
 
    “I know.” Taking a deep breath, Conner leaned forward and said, “You’re talking about Shatterhand?” 
 
    Ashcroft’s face turned grim. “Where is this data center located? This ‘source’ location as you called it?” 
 
    “The facility that houses Shatterhand’s mainframes?” 
 
    “That one, yes?” Ashcroft’s stares were intense. His face became as cold as stone.  
 
    “The facility is in Australia. In the Northern Territory. A few hundred kilometers outside of Darwin.” 
 
    Distracting Conner, a slim, Middle Eastern woman in her early forties wearing a dark business suit rose out of her chair from where she sat nearby. She stood next to Simon and said in an American accent, “We have what we need. The question now, is, do we take Rafferty with us?” 
 
    Simon stared at Conner for a long moment as he considered his options.  
 
    Conner returned the stare refusing to break eye contact. It was exhausting fighting, convincing and arguing what needed to be done. He would not persuade these people they needed him. They had to work that out for themselves. Plus, there was always the upside if they didn’t want him. If they left without him, he could rest, and that wasn’t so bad. 
 
    Without breaking eye contact, Simon said, “I presume you’ve made copies of all information you brought?” 
 
    Conner grinned. “Headed towards multiple contacts across the globe by now. If we fail, others might succeed in our place.” 
 
    “Smart.” Simon pressed his hand into the table and stood. He looked to the American woman. “We take him with us.” He took Conner’s bag and the three of them walked from the International Terminal out into the heat and humidity.  
 
    A four-wheel drive pulled up driven by an Indian woman. The three climbed in and drove into the short-term car park. They parked at a spot towards the back. Simon threw Conner a bag. Conner opened it finding a fresh set of clothes.  
 
    “You know what to do,” Simon said turning away. 
 
    Conner stripped then dressed again in his new outfit that was too big for him. The American woman downloaded the contents from Conner’s many data storage devices. Then his every possession except for his real passport went into the bag which Simon dumped in a bin. They wrapped his passport in aluminum foil which the American woman pocketed.  
 
    They drove to the cargo terminal and into a hanger. A long-range Gulfstream G200 executive jet was being prepped for flight. Apart from the air and maintenance crew, Conner noticed two more women, a mother and daughter judging by their similar facial structures. They were standing nearby and waiting. It wasn’t difficult to recognize them from their photo as Alan Irvine’s wife and daughter.  
 
    Ashcroft joined the two women, and the three began a hushed conversation. Both women appeared concerned. Each glanced Conner’s way more than once.  
 
    Conner noticed Ashcroft and the daughter touch hands for a moment. He considered if they were in love.  
 
    “Can I get names?” Conner asked. 
 
    “Sure.” Simon pointed to each of his team “This is Peri Keser. That’s Saanvi Dara. The two with me are Casey and Clementine Irvine.” 
 
    “Irvine?” Conner asked feigning ignorance to their identities. “As in Alan Irvine’s wife?” 
 
    “And daughter, yes.” 
 
    “I… thought you might be…” Conner didn’t know what else to say. He knew what one of them would eventually ask of him. But how do you tell a family that terrorists had tortured their husband and father only days ago, then killed them in the most horrific means possible? 
 
    “You know about Alan Irvine?” Casey asked, her voice raised. Her expression carried fear and hope in equal measures. “Do you know where my Dad is?” 
 
    “I met him, yes.” 
 
    “He didn’t come with you?” 
 
    “Someone killed him,” Conner blurted. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    For the moment the two women stared at him. Shock had immobilized them.  
 
    Then they sobbed, held each other tight and cried. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said again.  
 
    Conner didn’t know why, but his mind turned to his own estranged father, and a mother he had barely known. The image of Nahla Asem bleeding out in the desert came to him, her last moments regretting a lifelong denial of her true nature. Then the Colombian girl who didn’t want to die in the Amazon jungle, just before terrorists murdered her.  
 
    “How… How did it happen?” Clementine choked. 
 
    Conner couldn’t respond. 
 
    “Conner? Please? Tell us?” 
 
    “Someone shot him!” Conner said trying not to sob himself. “It was quick. Sudden.” 
 
    Casey nodded, accepting the news. “Who killed him? Do you know?” 
 
    Conner shuddered. “Islamic State terrorists… in the Emirates…” He’d prepared himself for the lie. There was no way he would ever reveal the real circumstances behind Alan Irvine’s death. “A sniper. He died instantly.” 
 
    The women couldn’t talk. 
 
    “You’ve got a story to tell,” Simon interrupted patting Conner on the shoulder while he gave the mother and daughter a grim but understanding smile. “But it will have to wait. We need to get airborne.” 
 
    “It’s all here,” Saanvi looked up from the laptop she’d used to confirm Conner’s data. “A secure facility in the semi-tropical bushland of Northern Territory, as he said. About three hundred kilometers outside of Darwin.” 
 
    “It all looks legit,” Peri added in her matter-of-fact tone from where she stood looking over Saanvi’s shoulder. “The information provided is extensive. He’s telling the truth.” 
 
    Conner looked to each member of this strange group. He felt like he was the odd man out. And yet he recognized a mismatch of people brought together under the oddest of circumstances, to achieve a common goal that might, for once, do good in the world.  
 
    He realized he was one of them now.  
 
    “Of course I’m telling the truth!” he exclaimed. “What else is left to tell?” 
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    Despite his exhaustion, Simon barely slept during their flight to Australia. The rest of the team, including their newest member Conner Rafferty, had given in to their exhaustion and enjoyed deep slumbers while they could. But much played on Simon’s mind. While he felt concern about what dangers they might face in the outback, he was also excited to be heading home. His children Katie and Rebecca and their mother Melissa were in reach. They were still two thousand kilometers apart — they lived in Sydney on the east coast — but for the first time in a long time they were all in the same country. The thought of reuniting, an abstract possibility until now, seemed real. 
 
    He also knew Shatterhand might have murdered his family already and fed false information regarding their safety to GhostKnife. There was the real possibility Katie, Rebecca and Melissa were already casualties in the insane war being fought across the globe and he would never know the truth of their fate. Until Simon saw and hugged his ex-wife and daughters again, he felt resigned that he would never be at peace. 
 
    Double-guessing the motives and morality of a super-intelligent being was beyond him, and every human on the planet. He had to put Katie, Rebecca and Melissa out of his mind until he could take steps to find them again.  
 
    He focused instead on their journey and what he had learned.  
 
    The first leg of their flight from Bengaluru to Singapore had been one of sharing. Everyone had told their story, what they had learned, the dangers they had faced and what they had each lost. When the last story ended, Simon no longer had any doubts concerning the people he had teamed with. GhostKnife had been deliberate in bringing these good and brave people together for the endgame. Shatterhand was their target and as a united force they would bring it down. 
 
    While the engines hummed, and the aircraft rocked in the high-altitude winds, Simon stared through the tiny cabin window. He could see the nighttime lights of various offshore platforms and floating compressor stations in the distant ocean. The Timor Sea held some of the largest natural gas resources in the world. The petrochemical companies here had invested billions of dollars in extracting hydrocarbons from the ocean bed. But with fusion technology now a viable reality, Simon wondered how long the gas platforms would remain operational.  
 
    Peri Keser had sat in the chair opposite Simon since Singapore. She’d dozed on and off for most of the flight. Now she was awake and scrutinizing him.  
 
    “I feel I owe you an apology, Peri,” Simon said. 
 
    She blinked several times. “How so, Simon?” 
 
    “I underestimated you. I see now you’ve done a remarkable job. I couldn’t have convinced a global oil company to smuggle us into Australia, no questions asked.” 
 
    “That was the easy bit,” she said with a barbed tone.  
 
    Peri seemed lonely, but also a person who kept herself alone even when she craved company.  
 
    “Now I’ve seen you with malaria, and without, I’d realized I’d assumed the sick Peri Keser was who you really were. I see I was wrong, and I apologize for that.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. Was she expecting him to say more?  
 
    “And I’m sorry about Rashid, and Paul. If you’d been in charge, they might not be dead now.” 
 
    Peri broke eye contact and looked away. “I appreciate what you’ve just said, Simon, but I don’t blame you. We’re all operating on limited intelligence. You’re only doing what you think is best, which is all any of us can ever do. Hindsight doesn’t always serve us well. It often makes us think less of our accomplishments than we should.” 
 
    Simon nodded, impressed at Peri’s articulateness and insights. “Well, you guess better than I do. So, I vote you to be the agent in charge. As far as I’m concerned you are now the leader of our ragtag group.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    Simon couldn’t remember her smiling before, not like this, and he liked it. She seemed more approachable and human when she was happy. “So, Peri, now you are in charge, what is the plan?” 
 
    She grinned like she had been thinking through her plan of action for a while. “I’ve looked over Conner’s data. Since we now know the location of the Shatterhand Fortress—” 
 
    “‘Fortress’?” It was his turn to raise a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “You got a better name? Because I’m using it.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes. “We need a subtle approach to get inside. Just the five of us. We use the same plan you used in Mumbai. We get Casey inside to look at the Shatterhand code, shutting it down once and for all—” 
 
    “Five of us?” Simon interrupted. “I’ve meant to ask, what is the real reason Saanvi went her separate way in Singapore?” Peri had explained her earlier decision as getting word to the CIA in Langley, but Simon felt there was more to Saanvi’s departure. 
 
    “Yes, I have a different mission for her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I went over everything we’ve learned again and now no longer believe the Mumbai data center maintained any of Shatterhand’s core functions. I think the AI built it later after it got free. If its core program relies on quantum computing to operate, then I think Shatterhand constructed that facility — and the others in Sydney, Dublin, Santiago, Abu Dhabi, Cape Town and Washington D.C. — to improve its computing processing powers across the world, so to speak. Crippling each data center slows Shatterhand’s operating capabilities, but doesn’t shut it down.” 
 
    Simon grinned. “So, you’re sending Saanvi back to the CIA? To organize teams to neutralize each data center and make it less effective overall?” 
 
    Peri nodded. 
 
    “And if we do not neutralize this ‘Fortress’, Saanvi will coordinate second, third or more teams to finish the job?” 
 
    Peri took two bottles of water from the cabin fridge. She handed one to Simon, and he took it. The cabin felt warm and stuffy after many hours in the drying air conditioning. Water would help hydrate them. “I also believe it is important that our team infiltrate the Fortress as quickly as possible,” Peri continued. “If we’ve stayed off both GhostKnife’s and Shatterhand’s radar until now then they won’t know we are in Australia, or guess that we even know about the Fortress. That’s an advantage we have to maximize.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so.” 
 
    “However, once Shatterhand knows our intentions, it will up its security. Wouldn’t even surprise me if it brought in all of the Australian Army and half the Chinese air fleet to defend itself. We need to get as close as we can before it realizes what we are up to, minimizing the window of opportunity for it to strike back.” 
 
    Simon drained his bottle. “That sounds like a good plan.” 
 
    There was a ding waking everyone. The pilot announced they were only minutes from touching down at the onshore processing facility’s private airport outside of Darwin. Everyone needed to buckle up, put their seats in the upright position, and prepare for landing. 
 
    Peri took a seat at the back so she was facing forward for landing. Conner and Clementine stirred in their chairs and rubbed their eyes, but otherwise remained where they were. Casey switched seats and sat with Simon. She held his hand tight. “Are you ready for this?” she asked with a trepid grin. 
 
    “I am,” Simon answered. When she expressed concern, he said, “Believe me Casey, I am.”  
 
    After a smooth landing they taxied to the hangers. The lights of the distant onshore liquified natural gas plant were visible on the horizon through the tiny cabin windows. 
 
    “I’m home again,” Simon whispered. 
 
    Casey squeezed his hand. “When this is over, the first thing we will do is find your family.” 
 
    Simon looked to her, elated. “You know I want you, don’t you?” 
 
    She touched her abdomen. “You want your children, more than you want me. I will not stand in the way of your relationships with them.” 
 
    “I want both.” He leaned over and kissed her. “I think I love you. I do love you.” 
 
    For a moment she was still. Then her jaw dropped. She lit up like a candle and hugged him tight. “Oh Simon. I love you too.” 
 
    They kissed, small pecks at first, then longer and more passionate embraces. 
 
    “I can’t have children,” she whispered into his ear when they came up for air. “Does that bother you?” 
 
    “Not at all!” Simon remembered what she had told him earlier, about three miscarriages with her ex-boyfriend. At thirty-four years of age her circumstances didn’t bode well for her having children. Not that they had discussed the possibility. Their relationship was too new for that, or at least it had been until this moment. “Casey, I want nothing more than you.” 
 
    “But I want a child of my own,” she whispered again so no one would overhear them. “Can you accept me, knowing I will always pine for what I never had?” 
 
    “Again, yes,” he said without hesitation.  
 
    “I hate to break up you two lovebirds,” Conner interrupted, on his feet now that the seat-belt lights had switched off. “But I think we have an unwanted welcoming committee.” 
 
    Simon and Casey stared through the tiny windows. Police officers surrounded the Gulfstream in full black riot gear, body armor and assault rifles. They were officers of the Australian Federal Police’s Special Response Group. Tactical specialists for high risk incidents such as taking down terrorists.  
 
    Simon considered their options. Then the cabin door sprung open.  
 
    “Simon Ashcroft?” came a man’s voice over a loudspeaker. “Peri Keser and Casey Irvine, and everyone else on board. Step out now with your hands raised.”  
 
    When no one responded the police officer added, “You have ten seconds, otherwise armed officers will board the craft, and if you resist, they will shoot you.” 
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    “What do we do?” Conner asked wiping sweat off his brow.  
 
    “We have to surrender,” Peri answered. She ejected the magazine from her pistol ready to hand herself in. “What other choice do we have?” 
 
    “No choice,” Simon said as he stood. He looked to Peri, Conner, Clementine and Casey, and the pilot and copilot already exiting the cabin. “We need to pick our battles. This isn’t a fight we can win, but I have a plan.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew his burner cell phone, refitted the battery and SIM card then dialed Roger Gridley-Brook’s number. When the line connected, he spoke, “Team apprehended.” Without waiting for an answer and with the call transmitting, he dropped the cell phone under a seat. “Let’s go.” he said while the rest of the team watched, wondering what he was up to. 
 
    “We let them take us?” Casey said defeated. 
 
    “For the moment, yes.” Simon nodded to the hidden cell phone. “GhostKnife will help us now it knows where we are, like it did in Kenya and India.” 
 
    Peri said, “Shatterhand will also now know our location.” 
 
    “It already does, hence our arrest,” Simon answered. “GhostKnife wants us to succeed. The AI will help us.” 
 
    Casey nodded, and so did the others.  
 
    One by one they stepped out into the warm humid night with their arms raised high. The pilots were nowhere. 
 
    The Special Response Group officers restrained and secured them, then pressed them face down on the taxiway. Once cuffed and searched, the officers led them to unmarked vans. Separate vehicles for each of them.  
 
    We had been doing so well, Simon considered. Now we’re separated again.  
 
    Five Special Response Group officers joined Simon in his van, silent and unmoving as they drove from the airfield.  
 
    A few minutes later they stopped again. The officers betrayed their surprise with darting glances. They had not expected such a short journey. Simon hoped this was GhostKnife’s doing, and not Shatterhand’s.  
 
    “Delta One,” said the lead officer into his lapel mic. “Advise change of plan?” 
 
    “Roger that Alfa One. Plan has changed. Take suspects to Terminal Customs Building for their interviews.” 
 
    The officer frowned and gritted his teeth. Simon knew the request was against all protocols. The officers should have taken them to the local Australia Federal Police station for processing.  
 
    “Confirm your order, Alfa One?” came the crackling voice. 
 
    The Special Response Group leader growled, “Received and understood.” He turned to the officer seated next to him. “I don’t like this. Hood the perp before we disembark.” 
 
    They shoved a black bag over Simon’s head. The door opened, and they led Simon outside, marched him across more tarmac before they took him inside a building. He couldn’t see but sensed they passed through many doors. They pushed him into a chair and cuffed him to a table. Simon tested his constraints. As suspected, bolts secured the table and chair to the floor.  
 
    Someone ripped the hood from his head.  
 
    Standing in the place of the absent Special Response Group personnel were two plain-clothed police officers. Australian Federal Police judging by their civilian clothing, police badges and Glock 9x19mm pistols displayed in belt holsters. Each looked to be in their mid-thirties and wore open-neck shirts and jeans. She was short but slim. He was a man of layered muscles and thick bones. 
 
    “I’m Federal Agent Meenaz Lodhi,” said the female officer. “This is Federal Agent Michael Nungala.” 
 
    Simon grinned but his eyes were cold. They would expect him to talk, but he wouldn’t. He knew he could endure their interrogation as long as they could.  
 
    “I’ve just seen your charge sheet,” Agent Lodhi spoke again. “Cyberterrorism. Multiple counts of murder. Fraud. Embezzlement. Treason. You are going down, Ashcroft. You will spend the rest of your miserable life inside a maximum-security prison. Sharing cells with our worst murders, terrorists and rapists.” 
 
    Simon kept his face neutral. He stared at Lodhi saying nothing. Unless GhostKnife had a plan, he knew the police officer was correct. This was his bleak future. Perhaps Shatterhand had found them first. Once again, the enemy AI acted to stop them at all costs and this was how it would achieve it.  
 
    Lodhi sighed. “Refusing to answer our questions will not help you.”  
 
    Simon wasn’t the only silent participant in this conversation. Nungala had not said a word either. Simon suspected that when he did, he would be far more brutal. 
 
    Lodhi walked around to Simon’s side of the desk. Came up close in his personal space, and said in a soft tone, “Katie and Rebecca? Shall we talk about their futures instead?” 
 
    The mention of Simon’s daughters, while not a surprise, left him nervous.  
 
    Lodhi must have seen the concern in his eyes. “You are worried about them?” 
 
    She had guessed right, but Simon would not confirm her suspicions. GhostKnife had promised to keep his family out of everything, but something must have changed. Shatterhand must now know about his family and was ready to use them against Simon. His fears they could already be dead or in pain haunted him again. 
 
    “You care about them, don’t you Ashcroft? You haven’t seen them for a long while.” 
 
    Simon stared at her through murderous eyes. 
 
    “Depending on how this conversation goes, Ashcroft, will determine if you ever see them again.” 
 
    Nungala walked on heavy feet and stopped behind Simon out of sight. His big thick hands massaged Simon’s shoulder, pinching the muscles and the nerves. Sharp stabbing pains roared through Simon’s upper body. Nungala spoke in a deep, gravelly voice, “What if I said I have authorization to make Katie and Rebecca, and their mother Melissa, persons non-grata?” He paused, waiting for Simon to react. “I could have them deported? Wouldn’t be hard to fabricate Syrian citizenship and send them to Aleppo. You know Islamic State is back in control over there?” 
 
    This time Simon reacted. He leaped from his chair to strangle Nungala, but the chain binding him to the table stopped him.  
 
    Nungala’s reactions were just as fast as Simon’s. The agent pushed Simon head forward smashing his face on the table. Simon felt the cartilage in his nose crack. Blood gushed from his nostrils.  
 
    Before Simon could respond, Nungala pulled Simon’s head back lifting him upright. He leaned in close and hissed in his ear, “I’ll enjoy this approach more, Ashcroft, if this is how you insist on playing it?” 
 
    Simon’s ASIS instructors had trained him to resist physical interrogation for days if he had to, but the Australian Federal Police would never steep to such barbarity for long. Simon could hold out for weeks if this was the best they could throw at him. The problem was they knew his weak spot. His children. Simon could not guess how long he could hold out against the threat of harm to the people he loved most in the world.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” he asked in a conciliatory tone, changing tact. He would talk for hours and not say anything. Another technique imparted by his ASIS instructors. He had to bluff only long enough for GhostKnife to orchestrate a distraction allowing him to escape.  
 
    Lodhi grinned. “That’s better.”  
 
    Simon looked to her and smiled back. It was time to make them uncomfortable. “You need to release me, if you value your careers.” 
 
    Lodhi stared dumbfounded.  
 
    Nungala laughed. 
 
    “You’ve stumbled into an active ASIS operation. It will be you answering the questions soon.” 
 
    Lodhi stopped for a moment to consider her next words, and said, “This is not an ASIS operation. You resigned from the Intelligence Services two years ago.”  
 
    That was what Simon had done, but intelligence organizations everywhere were always playing games of deception. These agents couldn’t know the truth of his employment status. “I can see why you think so. We wanted it to look that way. Release me now, and I’ll see you’re not involved further.” 
 
    “You saying you’ve been undercover for two years?” 
 
    Simon grinned. “Sometimes to catch a terrorist, you must pretend to be one.” 
 
    Nungala stepped into view. He exchanged a concerned glance with Lodhi.  
 
    “Lodhi? Nungala?” Simon raised his voice. “Do you know how much trouble you’re both in? I’d have expected someone to have shut down this interrogation before it started, but a hothead in your organization thinks they know better. I hope that hothead isn’t one of you. You need to release me now, and the people who came with me on the plane. The longer we’re here, the greater the risk someone in your organization will blow our cover.” 
 
    Lodhi couldn’t hide her shock. “You’re saying they are all in on it?” 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Nungala made a snorting noise. “If what Ashcroft says is true, he’ll have an alphanumeric code he should have given us by now. We use it to call ASIS and ask for confirmation.” 
 
    Simon shook his head. “This is too deep. There is no code. They won’t confirm.” 
 
    “Then you are lying.” Nungala snapped. 
 
    “This is a deep, and I mean a really deep cover. I can’t even tell you who in ASIS sanctioned this operation.” 
 
    “That’s convenient,” Lodhi said with a sly smile.  
 
    “I shouldn’t even be telling you, but I’m on the clock and it seems you’ve already blown my cover. You could have compromised my whole operation already. In fact, both your lives could be in danger.” 
 
    “I still don’t believe it,” Nungala shook his head and crossed his arms, “but we should check, anyway. You do the honors, Lodhi. I’ll keep Ashcroft company until you return.” 
 
    Lodhi nodded then exited the interrogation room.  
 
    Nungala sat opposite Simon, became still like a statue and wouldn’t look at him. His eyes took on a distant glaze like he was entering a trance. A new interrogation technique to unsettled him? Simon wasn’t sure. 
 
    Now that Simon had a moment to think and plan his next move, he wiped away the blood trickling down his aching nose and considered where they were. The Gulfstream had brought them to a private airport associated with the LNG plant. Since international flights were semi-regular occurrences, this had to be a customs’ building for the Australian Border Force. Hence the interrogation room. His handcuffs were standard police issue and the chains securing him were too strong to break with brute force. Nungala remained beyond Simon’s reach. There was no breaking out of here unless circumstances changed.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Simon to sense a distraction was on its way.  
 
    A noise came first, distant and muffled. Reminiscent of a building collapsing. 
 
    Then a distant explosion.  
 
    Then klaxons and the sounds of another building collapsing. Closer this time. Close enough to feel the reverberations under the soles of their shoes. 
 
    Nungala was up on his feet, Glock drawn and looking to the only door.  
 
    He had just made his first mistake. 
 
    Simon swung out his legs hooking Nungala around the shins and twisted, fast enough to send Nungala face down into the concrete floor. The gun flew from the man’s grip and bounced to the far corner.  
 
    “Fucking hell, brother,” Nungala called out as he clambered to his feet. 
 
    Simon was ready. He hooked his legs again around Nungala and twisted his own body with his foe locked in, spinning the man so his head cracked against the concrete a second time.  
 
    The noises of disintegrating buildings grew louder.  
 
    Nungala meanwhile staggered to his feet. Despite his beating the man seemed unaffected by his injuries. He curled his fists into two tight balls and came at Simon.  
 
    Simon tried to dodge the impending attack, but his handcuffs pinned him to the desk and chair. He turned his head just in time to absorb the worst of a fist plant in his face, but it still hurt like crazy. His jaw rattled against his skull. 
 
    He smelled gas. Was it methane?  
 
    Nungala swung again, but before his fist made contact half the wall disintegrated around them.  
 
    The desk and chair tore from the concrete. The ground erupted under Nungala’s feet knocking him over.  
 
    A large metal hull now slid through the space where the concrete wall had been.  
 
    With the table still attached to his handcuffs, Simon grunted and swung it with all his strength.  
 
    Nungala stood at just the right moment for the table leg hit him hard on the head and he went down fast.  
 
    The walls and ceiling kept collapsing around them.  
 
    The metal hull kept sliding past. 
 
    Simon couldn’t think about that right now. He grabbed Nungala’s limp body and fumbled for the keys in the man’s pocket. He uncuffed himself the same moment the roof came free and disappeared into the night. 
 
    Simon looked up, not believing what he saw. 
 
    An LNG tanker over three hundred meters long transporting millions of liters of liquefied methane and ethane chilled to near absolute zero temperatures had breached the port.  
 
    It was careening like some nightmarish avalanche through the onshore facility. 
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    Simon heard the reverberations of yet another explosion some distance behind the tanker. The sky lit up in a brilliant spectacle of reds, oranges and yellows as fuel storage tanks deeper inside the terminal detonated as consuming fireballs. 
 
    If the supertanker exploded the same way, they were all done for.  
 
    Simon wondered why it hadn’t. Then he considered it was arriving at port empty. The onboard tanks were flammable but with only miniscule volumes of ignitable fuel.  
 
    As the supertanker careened past, Simon dragged Nungala to the exit, found a second key in the man’s pocket and used it to unlock the security door. He dragged them both through just as the remaining walls of the interrogation room collapsed into rubble.  
 
    With Nungala in a fireman’s lift, Simon marched through the corridors until he found a path outside. Once at a safe distance from the building, he looked back. The tanker had hit the port at full speed and had kept going unaware it was not designed for ground action. People in their confusion and fear ran in every direction to escape its murderous path. Most of the tanker was out of the water now and grinding to a slow halt.  
 
    Knowing he was a safe distance from the carnage, Simon lay Nungala on the ground. The Federal Police officer was regaining consciousness and moaned. Before they could have words again, Simon took the man’s Glock sidearm and cell phone, disabled the battery and SIM card and sprinted back inside the Border Force building.  
 
    “Casey?” he cried out as he plowed through the few still standing corridors. “Peri? Clementine?” 
 
    He found an information board, noted where the cell block was and the armory, then headed for his friends.  
 
    “Casey?” he yelled desperate for an answer.  
 
    The few people still inside with orange hard hats and high visibility vests gave him no trouble. Their concern was getting outside. One spark on the supertanker in the wrong place and its empty pressure vessels would explode. There would be no surviving that.  
 
    At least the worst of the accident — if it was an accident — was over. Either Shatterhand had tried to kill them with the supertanker or GhostKnife had used it to create a diversion so they could escape. Whichever AI was responsible, it had just destroyed tens of billions of dollars in fuel infrastructure on their account.  
 
    “Peri?” he called again, worried now she and the others might not have survived the impact. 
 
    “Simon?” came a distant cry. 
 
    Simon stopped and listened. The Secret Service agent was calling from behind a collapsed wall in front of him.  
 
    “Peri?” he called again. 
 
    A hand appeared, reached through the rubble.  
 
    He grabbed it.  
 
    “Simon?” Peri called out and held onto him. “We’re all here, and unharmed… mostly. But we’re trapped.” 
 
    The building groaned. He watched the surviving walls shudder. 
 
    “Stand back, Peri. I’ll clear the rubble.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He gave Peri a few seconds to reach a safe distance. Then he unpacked the broken concrete and steel beams. Each piece he removed caused the foundations to groan and shudder. But he couldn’t stop now. His friends needed rescuing. 
 
    He cleared a hole large enough to crawl through. Casey came out first and hugged Simon. “Oh, my god!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Simon agreed, “but fantastical now seems normal.” 
 
    Conner scrambled through next. He helped to pull Clementine through. She cried out in pain and Simon could see why. A fracture on her left foreleg jutted at an ugly angle.  
 
    Peri was the last one through.  
 
    “I thought we were all dead for a second there,” Conner jested as he dusted himself off. “Casey? Help me with your mother. We need to get her to an ambulance.” 
 
    “No!” Clementine argued. “I’m not leaving you. Not after everything—”  
 
    “No way, not in your state,” Conner laughed. “You need medical attention.”  
 
    Casey and Conner joined arms. Peri and Simon lifted Clementine so she could sit on their crossed limbs while their opposite arms supported her back. 
 
    “We might still be in danger,” Peri spoke between breaths of exertion. “This is a petrochemical plant. That’s a supertanker perched outside, and we’re right next to it.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “Peri, you make sure these three get out of here. I’ll join you all in a minute.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Peri insisted.  
 
    “The armory.” 
 
    “Then I’m coming with you.”  
 
    Simon nodded, realizing he could use Peri’s help. He turned to Casey. “We’ll be with you in a second.” The building groaned. A support beam fell through the roof no less than five meters from where they were standing. “Go! Now!” 
 
    Casey and Conner carried the wincing Clementine outside.  
 
    The armory was easy enough to reach with half its wall torn away. Peri and Simon secured two Steyr AUG assault rifles, four Glock 9mm semi-automatic pistols, four sets of body armor and as many spare magazines for both weapons as they could carry. In the last minute, Simon grabbed a carbon steel-bladed fighting knife.  
 
    The ceiling shuddered, dropped half a meter, then held.  
 
    Simon had tensed waiting for the impact. For a second he had thought they were about to die. 
 
    “No more time Simon! We need to leave.” 
 
    They sprinted outside as more of the building collapsed.  
 
    Not far from them the supertanker was no longer moving. Dwarfing the Border Force building, it burned with several spot fires. Fire crews were standing by, but no one got close. It was only a matter of time before it too ignited. Towards the port, another fuel storage tank erupted as another gigantic fireball that seemed to fill half the night sky. 
 
    “What a waste,” Simon commented.  
 
    Peri shrugged. “Remember what we read in India? The AIs have developed workable fusion technology. We don’t need petrochemicals anymore.” 
 
    Simon shuddered at the thought. Were all actions of the AIs calculated to achieve multiple outcomes at every turn?  
 
    A Toyota Land Cruiser sped towards them, turned and braked in the last second. Weary of further attack, Simon readied his Steyr when the door flung open. Conner was driving. Casey was in the passenger seat. “Get in!” she yelled.  
 
    Peri and Simon climbed into the back.  
 
    They noticed Clementine wasn’t with them. 
 
    “Where’s your mother?” Simon asked. 
 
    “We ran into an ambulance,” Casey explained. “I didn’t want to leave her with the paramedics, but what else could we do? We can’t take her with us, with an injury like that?” 
 
    Simon nodded. “She’ll be fine, Casey. I know you’ll worry about her, but there is no reason for Shatterhand to come after her now, in her state. At least not until it’s dealt with us.” He realized they were all making difficult decisions, and he had just asked Casey to make another. The mental and physical toll of their adventure was wearing them down. He expected a protest, but she said nothing. “I promise you Casey, your mom is safer away from us. Like my children are safer away from me right now.” 
 
    Casey nodded, wiping away a tear. “You’re right. We need to fix this. None of us can ever be safe until we deal with Shatterhand once and for all.” 
 
    As the Land Cruiser sped beyond the fuel terminal, they holstered their pistols, fitted their body armor and filled the pouches with spare ammo magazines. Simon handed two of the Glocks and two sets of body armor to Casey and Conner. Casey kitted out. Conner said he would change when they reached their destination. Driving in this mayhem took all his concentration. 
 
    “Any ideas where we go?” asked the Irishman. “I say we go to ground, hide out and work out—” 
 
    “No,” Casey interrupted. “I know what we need to do.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Head to the airfield where we landed. There are at least a dozen single propeller light aircraft out there.” 
 
    “Can you fly a plane?” Peri looked to Simon expecting him to be the pilot.  
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “I presume you can’t either?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Peri sighed. 
 
    “Me neither,” piped in Conner. “If you were wondering?” 
 
    “I guessed that,” replied Peri. 
 
    Casey laughed. “Simon, Peri, did you forget? I can fly light aircraft. I have been taking lessons for years. We’re flying out now. I’m taking you to Shatterhand’s Fortress before it realizes we’ve escaped and sends someone else to stop us.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Outback, Northern Territory, Australia 
 
      
 
    The sun rose over the semi-tropical scrubland. Casey kept the six-seater Cessna close to the ground to avoid radar which also allowed for close-up views of the varied landscape. Conner and Peri in the back balanced out the weight of the twin propeller plane, each at a window. Simon in the copilot seat next to Casey had a wider field of vision.  
 
    They flew southeast for several hours heading deeper into the Australian Outback. Simon spotted wide rivers with crocodiles basking on the banks and vast expanses of eucalyptus forests interspersed with rugged savannas. Hundreds of grazing kangaroos and their joeys dotted the grasslands. Thousands of termite mounds twice the height of a human lined plains of red and yellow sands. Occasional honeycomb rocks resembling frozen sentinels seemed to have stood to attention since the Earth’s formation billions of years in the past.  
 
    Despite the rugged beauty, there was no disguising this was enemy territory. Shatterhand’s defenses would be extensive and deceptive. In preparation, Conner, Peri, Casey and Simon wore their body armor and slung their weapons.  
 
    Their inventory included backpacks with as much water as they could carry. There was no food, but they could cope without nourishment for the next twenty-four hours if they had to. Food was not a problem because only two paths lay before them. Either they destroyed Shatterhand today, or it destroyed them. 
 
    Casey didn’t talk as she concentrated on keeping close to the ground but high enough to avoid a collision with rocky peaks or tall gumtrees. Conner and Peri remained contemplative in the back. Everyone enjoyed the silence. Perhaps they all felt as Simon did, that this was the endgame and they each needed time to reflect on what had passed and what they would each face before the end.  
 
    Simon considered that he hadn’t had time to get to know Conner or Peri since their race from India. Yet he felt he was establishing an idea of their personalities and drives.  
 
    Conner was a joker. He often quipped to mask his fear and uncertainty. He forged easy relationships with everyone and had a knack for putting others at ease with his confident smiles and relaxed demeanor. Judging on what he had told them yesterday, Conner had endured as much trauma and danger as the rest of them. He had done well to survive as long as he had with no formal military training, although he seemed to be proficient in small arms. 
 
    Peri in comparison was serious and aloof. Over time, she had proved herself a consummate professional, very different from the mess Simon had first encountered when Peri struggled with a disease that was killing her. The opposite to Conner, she had a knack of putting everyone off side. She didn’t suffer fools and she could make others feel like they were always wrong and she was always right. Although they no longer had access to the data files describing the Shatterhand Fortress — which had been taken from them in Darwin — to her credit Peri had remembered much of the detail including its longitude and latitude coordinates and the various pass codes required to break into the inner sanctum. This showed to Simon more than anything else that Peri had good reason to be confident in her abilities.  
 
    “Simon?” Casey interrupted his thoughts. She tapped the fuel gauge. “I don’t think we’ll have enough to fly back.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “We can survive in the bush if we need to. Learned how during my Army days, here in the Top End of all places.” 
 
    “Top End?” 
 
    “Local lingo for this part of Australia. There’s a lot we can eat down there.” 
 
    “Crocodiles?” she jested. 
 
    “If you’re willing to wrestle one,” Simon laughed with her, “then I’m game.”  
 
    She checked her navigation charts. “We’re coming up to the site now. Time to look for the airstrip.”  
 
    Earlier in the morning, Peri had reminded them all that there were no roads in or out of the Fortress, only a small airfield located half a kilometer from the six-pointed, asterisk-shaped complex. The nearest human settlement was at least one hundred kilometers distant and nothing more than a remote cattle station. The airfield would be the only place to set down and the only means by which to leave again. 
 
    Casey turned to Peri and Conner, both stretching in the back to wake their stiff muscles. “If either of you see the facility, or the landing strip, let me know. I’ve got about thirty more minutes of flying time. Then we’re landing whether or not we like it.” 
 
    “No problem,” Conner yawned as he stretched out his arms. “It’s beautiful here, Casey.” 
 
    “Or eerily beautiful,” she half agreed. 
 
    Conner nodded. “Hard to believe everything is changing in the world when this place looks untouched. But I’m sure it’s not.” 
 
    “I agree,” Simon said, “on both your observations.” 
 
    Soon the complex came into view, although it had been difficult to see at first. Garden roofs abundant with bush vegetation hid the asterisk-shaped building well enough so that from a higher altitude it would have been difficult to see. At their low altitude the camouflage wasn’t anywhere as effective. The Fortress was larger than Simon expected even though he had seen its schematics, perhaps two hundred and fifty meters across. His stomach tightened in knots knowing that whatever they encountered down there, it would be nothing they could imagine or plan for.  
 
    “Nowhere to land,” Casey said. “The airfield doesn’t seem to exist.” 
 
    “We’ll find it.” Simon touched her on the shoulder and grinned. “We have time to circle around.” 
 
    Casey almost answered when a bright light erupted from the center of the complex, grew brighter by the seconds and ripped past them.  
 
    In the same instance the Cessna’s tail shuddered. An explosion detonated behind them. They quickly lost altitude as Casey struggled to control their decent.  
 
    It all happened so fast. Simon only now realized what had happened. 
 
    A surface-to-air missile had struck their tail. Only the luck of a glancing blow had saved them from a denotation upon impact.  
 
    Simon recovered his wits and helped Casey pull up on the copilot’s wheel, fighting the wind buffeting against the flaps to slow their decent.  
 
    The cabin shook. The horizon turned in violent angles. The ground raced up towards them.  
 
    Simon yanked harder on the wheel. He gained a purchase and their speed slowed, but not fast enough. 
 
    They hit a gum tree side on, which flung them in faster circles.  
 
    Seconds passed in dizzying motions.  
 
    They hit the ground and skidded across sand and scrub.  
 
    The impact was sudden, jarring and repetitive, like a skimmed stone bouncing off water.  
 
    The wings snapped off. Simon watched them shoot through the bushland, smashing against saplings and rock.  
 
    Windshields shattered. Metal tore.  
 
    They collided with another tree and turned spinning before they hit the sand again. 
 
    The last hundred meters were a gentle skid until the Cessna came to a gradual stop. 
 
    Shaking his head to clear his disorientation, Simon unbuckled, pushed open the door and fell outside. The cuts from Nangula’s punches and the knife wound received in Mumbai had each opened again and seeped blood.  
 
    The beating his body had taken during the crash was a worse pain, like a thousand bees had stung him. He wasn’t sure he could take much more bodily abuse.  
 
    Determined to battle on, he staggered around the wreckage to Casey’s side and flung open her door.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she said as she unfastened her own seatbelt. She looked to have taken a beating herself with bruises and minor cuts on her face. Her glasses remained unscathed. “Simon. Check on the others.” 
 
    Simon nodded, his head spinning. Before he could act Conner fell rather than climbed from the wreckage. The Irishman vomited up the contents of his stomach. Simon noticed blood in the bile but said nothing. Conner might have internal bleeding. If that was the case there was nothing they could do for him here, isolated in the bush and far from a hospital. 
 
    Peri too staggered from the plane. She had a cut on her hairline but otherwise seemed unscathed. She shook her head showing she was fine. 
 
    Simon went to Conner, put the man’s arm over his shoulder and half-carried, half-walked him from the wreckage. When the two men reached the shade of several trees, they stopped and fell down into the earth.  
 
    “Thanks mate,” Conner said with a grin. “Fuck, I could do with a beer right now.” 
 
    “Me too mate,” Simon said panting from the pain in his muscles. “When this is all over, let’s do that. I know a good pub in Darwin.” 
 
    Conner gave a manic smile as blood trickled out the side of his mouth. “I know a good pub too. Wonder if it is the same one?” His pupils dilated and he couldn’t focus.  
 
    Peri and Casey had meanwhile collected their water provisions and weapons, then joined the men under the tree cover. Everyone quenched their thirst and lay still for a moment, recovering from the shock of the attack. 
 
    “We should have expected that,” Peri said.  
 
    “I did,” Casey responded. “That’s why I kept us as low as I could and avoided using GPS for navigation. What else could I have done?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Conner said before he broke into a throaty coughing fit. 
 
    “Well, we’re all in one piece,” Simon said, his tone upbeat. “How is everyone holding up? Ready to move again?” 
 
    Conner gave the thumbs up. “Just give me a minute…” He coughed again bringing up more blood. When finished, he wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his shirt soaking it red. If he noticed the blood, he said nothing. “What a beautiful fucking day to fight an AI.” 
 
    Simon stood despite the protests in his back and muscles. He wasn’t a young man anymore. He couldn’t keep taking beatings like this. Simon needed to settle down, choose a life and profession that was easier, where he wasn’t risking his life every day. A normal routine where it would be safe to be with Rebecca and Katie and not worry about threats or random acts of violence. If they beat Shatterhand, that would be the life he would make, with Casey at his side.  
 
    The thought gave him strength.  
 
    He lifted his Steyr AUG assault rifle and said, “Who’s with me?” 
 
    “We all are, mate.” Conner climbed to his feet. He couldn’t stand straight because of the pain in his gut. In frustration he undid his body armor and let it drop to the earth. “That’s better,” he said with a grin. “Wasn’t using it, anyway.” 
 
    “That vest is the difference between life and death if you’re shot,” Peri reminded him. 
 
    Conner laughed. “I know that Peri. I also know you all know I’m bleeding internally. Getting shot right now is the least of my problems.” He coughed again.  
 
    Simon came to him and helped him stand. “You don’t look good,” he said acknowledging Conner’s desperate situation. “Stay here and rest? We’ll come back for you when we’re done?” 
 
    Conner shook his head. “I’m coming. But don’t wait for me to catch up… if I slow you down.” 
 
    “We’ll get you to a doctor,” Casey offered, “as soon as we’re done here. I promise.” 
 
    Conner chuckled again, which caused him to spit up more blood. “Casey, don’t make me laugh, please? But I like your optimism. Because I would have said ‘if’ we get done here.” 
 
    “We’ll make it,” Simon said, believing it. They were so close they couldn’t fail now. 
 
    Another streak of light raced through the atmosphere striking the Cessna. The aircraft tore apart as a new fireball ripped through it, disintegrating the remains of the hull. Flames licked the air and black smoke spread across the body. They were only just distant enough from the concussion waves. 
 
    “Where did that come from?” Casey asked scanning the skies. 
 
    “Drones,” Simon answered with a meek grin. “That’s why Shatterhand maintains an airfield, and why we need to get inside.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    Peri, Simon, Casey and Conner advanced together through the bush. Peri took lead keeping her head low and eyes peeled. Her Steyr assault rifle always at the ready. Simon slung Conner’s arm over his shoulder and aided the poor man in his labored strides. Casey brought up the rear with a semi-automatic pistol at the ready.  
 
    When they were within a hundred meters of the Fortress’ closest entrance, they took cover behind a fallen trunk of an old eucalyptus tree.  
 
    It surprised Peri to see established tree cover flush to the complex walls obscuring it from ground and aerial observation. Normal ‘human’ construction techniques would have seen the trees felled, and the land cleared for at least five meters around the building footprint. There were no signs of access roads to bring building materials in. Whatever had erected this structure didn’t comply to any human engineering conventions Peri was familiar with. 
 
    “What are those?” Casey pointed to indentations in the earth.  
 
    At first Peri thought they might be a dog or dingo paw prints but these had sharper, straighter edges.  
 
    “Doesn’t look good,” Peri mused. The prints reminded her of the crates in Navi Mumbai and what they had contained… 
 
    “What about them?” Casey asked. She looked again at the tracks trying to see what frightened Peri. 
 
    “These explain why the drone didn’t come back for us,” answered Peri. 
 
    Simon helped Conner sit, leaned him against the log then joined the conversion. “I’d presumed we’re too close to the Fortress now for the drone to risk damaging it with an aerial strike?”  
 
    Peri looked at Simon. He was a mess of bruises and cuts, some fresh and some old. Trails of dried blood ran from the various bandages covering his body including where she had slashed him with a knife. His every moment caused him to tense yet he was doing his best to hide his pain. It surprised her he was standing.  
 
    “I’m okay to keep going,” Simon responded as if reading her mind. “If that’s what you’re worried about?” 
 
    She nodded realizing her expression wasn’t as impassive as she’d hoped. “That’s good to hear.”  
 
    “Let’s stay on-mission. What are these tracks?” 
 
    “Something far worse than dingoes.”  
 
    Simon crouched to examine the indentations. 
 
    Peri meanwhile took a step forward to follow the tracks, not realizing she had moved just in time to save her life. In an instant, a volley of bullets disintegrated a tree behind where she had been standing.  
 
    Everyone dropped. Guns at the ready.  
 
    “Anyone hit?” Peri asked. 
 
    Everyone said they weren’t. 
 
    “See the attacker?” Simon whispered. He was ready with his Steyr and coiled like a spring ready to leap into action. 
 
    Peri shook her head. She made hand signals showing she was about to peer over the fallen trunk to identify the threat. Simon nodded, signaled that he was ready to cover her. 
 
    No sooner was Peri’s head raised than another spray of bullets slammed into the fallen trunk around her.  
 
    Peri ducked back just fast enough to avoid taking a hit, but not before she saw what attacked them. 
 
    “Three o’clock,” she yelled, “hostile moving in an anti-clockwise direction. Will be on us in seconds.” 
 
    “What will be on us?” Casey demanded. 
 
    As Peri hoped, Simon didn’t ask and raised his weapon over the trunk, aimed in the direction she had showed and squeezed the progressive trigger. A full burst rained from the muzzle. Even over the blasts of the bullets, Peri heard metal impacting on metal. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Simon exclaimed as he ducked down, ejected his spent translucent magazine, fitted another and pulled back on the charging handle to ready the first round. “I saw what that was.” 
 
    “A robotic killer dog?” Peri asked. 
 
    Simon nodded before raising himself up to fire another burst.  
 
    The chrome dog was almost upon them, ducking and dodging faster than Simon or Peri could get a bead on it. 
 
    The mechanical monster was about the same size as a Rottweiler with a miniature machine gun mounted on its back. Perhaps there was no more ammunition, or the weapon had sustained damage, because it didn’t fire at them. Instead, a sharp blade sprung from its front paw. The glistening steel blade jabbing as it pounded over the trunk and went straight for Peri. 
 
    Before it could impale her, the former Secret Service agent grabbed the dog’s front paws in a stranglehold, barely holding it back.  
 
    The blade stabbed again and again, but it couldn’t quiet reach her.  
 
    Its powerful rear legs kicked Peri knocking the wind from her, bruising her chest and stomach. Yet the five-inch blade never let up, kept stabbing towards her face.  
 
    “Help me!” Peri screamed.  
 
    The blade got close enough to nick her skin, drawing blood. She wrestled with the chrome dog. Its single camera lens watched her like a malevolent surveillance camera. Peri saw her fear reflected in its single dark eye. 
 
    Casey came into view, grabbed the back legs of robot, pulled it away and smashed it camera head against the fallen trunk.  
 
    Not before the knife slashed Peri’s face, opening a long wound along her cheek. 
 
    Simon stepped in, pressed the Steyr against the robotic body and fired a burst into its center of mass. At point blank range, the bullets went straight through it, catapulting the manic machine over the fallen trunk and through the air. 
 
    Peri stumbled to her feet as she pulled her Glock from its holster. 
 
    Simon was already advancing on the robotic beast, leaped over the trunk and jumped down next to it.  
 
    Not yet defeated, the robotic dog limped, crawled towards Simon with its knife paw stabbing the air. Wounded, it wasn’t moving fast. Simon loaded another magazine and fired it point blank into its camera lens. The head of machine shattered sending shards of jagged metal and glass in every direction.  
 
    Only then did it stop moving. 
 
    No one said a word for nearly a minute.  
 
    “It’s happening so fast,” Casey exclaimed between deep labored breaths.  
 
    “What is?” Simon asked also catching his breath. His skin was pale and his eyes fatigued. 
 
    “Technological advancements.” Casey pointed to the dead monstrous machine. “Look what Shatterhand created in just a few weeks. What will it create in a few months?”  
 
    Peri scrambled to her feet, angry and afraid in equal measures. She touched the long gash along her check. Blood flowed, but it wasn’t seeping fast. She’d have a scar to remember this day if she survived through it, but that was all. “We’ve got to get inside, fast. More will come.” 
 
    “Where’s Conner?” Simon asked. 
 
    Three heads darted in every direction searching for the Irishman.  
 
    He wasn’t far. He’d crawled from the attack and now lay face down in the grass. He could have been dead for all his lack of movement. Simon brushed aside the flies attracted to the moisture on Conner’s skin and turned the man over. The journalist stirred. He wasn’t unconscious, but he didn’t look lucid either.  
 
    “Hey mate,” Conner said with a grin as he opened his eyes. “Is it time for that beer now?” 
 
    “Let us help you,” Casey came to Conner. Together she and Simon lifted the Irishman and put an arm each over their respective shoulders. With only one arm free, Simon slung his Steyr across his back and readied his Glock semi-automatic pistol should he need to use it in a hurry.  
 
    Peri noted this and raised her Steyr, stared down its sight and scanned the bush. “There will be more. Get to that entrance. I’ll cover us.” 
 
    Casey and Simon dragged Conner to the door. They lay him down as Simon readied his Steyr offering additional cover. Only then did he nod that Peri should join them.  
 
    Casey meanwhile keyed in the codes Peri had taught her. By the time Peri reached them, the first metal door slid open. They dragged Conner into the dark as the door closed again. 
 
    They were inside the Fortress.  
 
    None of them said it, but they all knew it, there was no turning back now. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Lights flicked on dismissing away all shadows. The four were inside an outer extent of one of the Fortress’s asterisk points. There was nothing to see except a hundred-meter-long corridor that ended at another door identical to the one they had entered. All surfaces were clean, beveled and smooth. There were no windows and no natural light. It reminded Peri of the interior of slick Hollywood starships seen in movies. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. What was the purpose of such a long corridor? She couldn’t think of anything good.  
 
    “This feels like an Indiana Jones movie,” Casey offered wiping sweat from her brow. It was hot outside, about a hundred degrees Fahrenheit. The interior temperature was closer to a comfortable seventy.  
 
    Simon grit his teeth and said, “I wish you hadn’t said that, Casey.”  
 
    Peri understood Casey’s meaning. This complex was far more than a physical structure housing Shatterhand’s ‘brain’. It was a matrix of traps to deter and strike down any threat entering its inner sanctum. Otherwise why build a long corridor with nothing in it? The drones, missiles and chrome dogs were its outer defenses. There was no doubt the inner defenses would be even more complex and deadly.  
 
    “A long empty corridor,” Peri said between labored breaths. She was panting not from exertion, but fear. “My guess is we’ll only discover its trap when we are halfway down. Where there is nowhere to run.” 
 
    “No point risking us all,” Simon said. “I’ll go.”  
 
    “No!” Casey exclaimed as she grabbed Simon’s arm. “Let me?” 
 
    “Not you Casey,” Peri was firm. “You are the only one who isn’t expendable. Only you can ‘observe’ Shatterhand out of existence.” Peri considered for a moment that Shatterhand was likely listening to everything they said. Not that it mattered now. The AI must already have guessed what they were up to. It would throw every weapon it could against them to ensure they failed. 
 
    Casey ran her fingers through Simon’s hair and stared into his eyes. She was teary, willing herself not to sob. Peri saw that Casey adored Simon, her knight in shining armor. She needed him by her side, to give her courage to see this adventure through to its bitter end. There was no benefit separating the two unless it became necessary to do so. 
 
    On the unlikely chance Conner’s health was improving Peri turned to the man. Conner slumped against a wall was close to unconsciousness. The man was dying. There was no doubt about that anymore. Conner couldn’t volunteer to do anything.  
 
    “It has to be me,” Peri said with determination, drawing Casey’s and Simon’s stares away from each other and back to her.  
 
    It had all started with Peri, with the President’s assassination in Afghanistan and his replacement with the imposter which she now knew as Shatterhand. Peri had made a promise then that if she could not save the man, she would save his honor. She was not about to break that promise now.  
 
    Simon was about to protest when Peri said, “No argument. I’m doing this.” 
 
    Simon opened his mouth to speak, then paused for a few seconds before he said, “You’re right.” 
 
    Peri turned ready to do this. She felt his strong hand on her shoulder. She flinched, not used to human contact, turned and looked at Simon who had touched her uninvited. 
 
    “Peri?” 
 
    “What Simon?”  
 
    “You can do this.” 
 
    She nodded, realizing he was only offering encouragement. “Thank you.” 
 
    Peri turned wishing for a moment alone and stared down the long sinister corridor. She took several deep breaths to prepare herself. At three hundred feet, this would be a long walk. If they had come with explosives, artillery or rockets they could have just blown a hole in the wall and avoided any hidden traps. But there had been no time and no easy means to gain such an arsenal. 
 
    Peri took her first step, then her second. Half a minute passed, and she had covered thirty feet. A tenth of the distance.  
 
    She turned and caught Simon’s eye. He smiled, his Steyr assault rifle ready to shoot anything that threatened her. The problem was the corridor wasn’t that wide, less than six feet across and ten feet high. If he fired, he’d likely shoot her. But it comforted her he was looking out for her.  
 
    Casey meanwhile nursed Conner’s head in her lap, stroked his hair and whispered encouraging words. The scene reminded Peri of her good luck so far. She wasn’t dying like Conner or beaten and bloody like Simon.  
 
    She stepped further forward, careful where she placed her feet. Her eyes looked everywhere. She was half expecting doors to seal both in front and behind her, and then for the evacuation of the air to suffocate her. She visualized the chrome dogs coming later, to drag her corpse outside and clean the mess readying this trap for the next round of intruders.  
 
    Sixty feet.  
 
    Ninety feet.  
 
    Peri knew one hundred and fifty feet was the halfway point. This was the most obvious place to spring a trap, and still nothing happened.  
 
    Perhaps there were no traps, and they were just being paranoid?  
 
    She noticed on the door ahead another keypad for the next set of codes. Peri asked herself, why would an AI need keypads? That was a human feature of this Fortress? But so were corridors and doors, and even the lighting. 
 
    Soon she had stepped well past the one hundred and fifty feet mark.  
 
    She had made it more than halfway. 
 
    That was when she heard a noise like ball-bearings running on a rail.  
 
    Peri couldn’t see anything but sensed air rushing towards her, fast!  
 
    She raised her Steyr out in front as a shield.  
 
    An invisible force hit it, cut her weapon almost in half before she spied a tense, razor-edged wire as the culprit. The wire disengaged from the weapon and sped back to the far door. She dropped the now useless weapon as she struggled to remain upright. 
 
    Only then did she notice thin indented lines in the wall, at waist, ankle and neck height.  
 
    She gasped realizing these were for the tense razor-sharp wires that ran the length of the corridor except for the last ten feet at each end, cutting like a hot blade through butter.  
 
    She heard the rushing again.  
 
    Terrified, she listened, tried to work out where the noise came from.  
 
    Down low? Or up high? 
 
    Just in time, she jumped and somersaulted over the ankle height wire.  
 
    Not believing what was happening, she crouched low suspecting the next wire would come at either waist or neck height.  
 
    Whatever level was coming for her, it moved quicker than she would have liked. She pulled her Glock and fired bullets into the ankle length slide, emptied the clip until the metal buckled and warped. A wire caught in the mangled mess and snapped.  
 
    She heard another wire rushing at her from up high, and it was coming fast. 
 
    She ducked low, slipping as she did and falling on her bottom. Her left arm slipped upwards to give balance. Too late, Peri watched in horror as her hand came away from her wrist, tumbled away like a ball thrown in the air.  
 
    Then she felt the pain, screamed as blood gushed from the stump in her left wrist. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Simon called to her. 
 
    “Stay where you are!” she cried back.  
 
    Drawing the belt from her cargo pants, she wrapped it around the stump and pulled it tight, slowing the flow of blood. Sweating, her face hot, the pain was like nothing she had ever experienced.  
 
    And yet, she felt determined. She had to stop this.  
 
    The wires at head and waist height raced back and forth at high speeds, ready to decapitate and render in two. With great effort, Peri ejected the spent magazine of her pistol, fitted another and using the crook of her left elbow to hold the weapon in place. Peri pulled back on the slide loading the first round. She fired every bullet into the middle railing until it too buckled and the mid-level wire caught and snapped. She felt the air rush over her head as the deadly wire flung loose.  
 
    With the threat neutralized, at least at ankle and waist levels, she gave into her pain and sobbed. This was worse than the malaria infection. Severed nerves responded like her absent hand remained attached and was being dipped in hot coals.  
 
    Peri spied her mangled appendage on the floor, blood seeping from it as it turned purple. There would be no time to save it, no chance of reattaching through surgery. Not with how far they were from a hospital and how desperate their predicament was. 
 
    She looked to Simon and Casey who looked back with terror and pity in their eyes.  
 
    “Keep your head low,” Peri called back. She described the wires running back and forth, and how it was still dangerous at neck level.  
 
    Crouching low, Simon came to her.  
 
    Peri hugged her hand tight. The pain would not stop and they had nothing to give her to dull her searing, severed nerves. 
 
    “Shoot it!” she commanded when Simon was at her side.  
 
    Simon looked up. He almost didn’t register the wire running fast back and forth along the railing. To his credit, he didn’t question her and fired down the direction they were traveling to ensure no bullets bounced off the metal and hit Casey or Conner. His actions took out the top wire railing, about five meters inwards from where Peri lay. When the wire hit the mangling, it buckled and snapped.  
 
    Then, the motors operating the deathtrap powered down. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Simon supported Conner. Casey supported Peri. Together they stumbled to the corridor’s end without further incident. Peri relayed to Casey more of her memorized alphanumeric codes. Casey punched them into the keypad until one opened the next door taking them further inside this complex of death.  
 
    Lights flicked on and a new chamber awaited. Simon propped Peri up against a wall while Casey lay Conner in Peri’s lap. After the strain of the long walk the journalist slipped again into unconscious. Simon tore off the sleeve of his shirt leaving one arm bare and used it to knot a tighter, more secure tourniquet around Peri’s ruined wrist.  
 
    “I can’t go on,” Peri said through gritted teeth. Her breathing was fast and shallow. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” 
 
    “Give me a gun, Simon. If anything comes for us, I’ll hold them off for as long as I can.” 
 
    Simon nodded. They had one operational Steyr remaining, and he suspected he would need it to protect Casey. Besides, neither Conner nor Peri could operate a two-handed weapon with their injuries. He instead checked over Conner’s and Peri’s semi-automatic pistols, ensured each weapon had fresh clips and spares.  
 
    “You want water?” Casey asked.  
 
    Peri nodded and Casey helped her drink. Peri pulled away when she had enough.  
 
    This new chamber was donut shaped and central to the complex’s asterisk layout. Six outward doors led to six corridors, each likely featuring the same trap or something as equally horrific to keep humans out. Simon had no intension of finding out what those other five deathtraps were. They would leave the way they came in.  
 
    Central to the donut chamber was an elevator shaft. Going up would lead to the missile launch turret that had taken out their Cessna. They knew from Conner’s plans that the Fortress featured underground levels that held Shatterhand’s core memories and processing units. The elevator was how they would access those lower levels. 
 
    Peri caught Simon’s stare and asked through gritted teeth, “Why design this place so humans can get around?”  
 
    Simon nodded understanding her question. “Shatterhand would have relied on humans to build the Fortress. Robots are a recent creation, I’m sure, and not yet sophisticated enough to do the job. But I wonder if anyone involved in the design or construction is still around to talk about it?” 
 
    “What about power?” Casey asked. “We’re nowhere near the power grid and I saw no solar cells?”  
 
    “Fusion technology,” Conner mumbled without opening his eyes, surprising them that he was lucid enough to follow their conversation. “This mad AI thought of… every…”  
 
    They waited for him to say more, but he had already slipped back into unconsciousness.  
 
    “Leave him with me,” Peri panted. Blood still seeped from her wound. “Simon. You look after Casey, you hear? Only she matters.” 
 
    Casey became teary when she realized they were about to separate in this awful place. She hugged Peri tight. “We’ll come back for you Peri. We promise.”  
 
    Peri hugged Casey, then pushed her away. “Go. Every minute you delay, Shattterhand invents another technological tool he can use against us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Perishan,” Simon gave the former Secret Service agent a respectful nod. He wasn’t sure any of them would survive this. But that didn’t matter. They only had to succeed in shutting Shatterhand down. Their lives were not important if they could save billions, but he still said, “I’ll see you on the other side.” 
 
    Casey and Simon keyed in the next round of codes. After several attempts they found a code that worked. The door opened, and they stepped inside. They held hands as the lift descended.  
 
    “How are you doing?” he asked feeling the floor lighten with their descent. 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “You keep asking me that?” 
 
    “That’s because I always want to know.” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Simon counted from one and upwards as the lift descended. After a count to twenty he guessed they were at least a hundred meters below the surface.  
 
    The Fortress’s schematics had showed the lower levels were within the bedrock. A nuclear explosion could go off above and everything underground would survive the attack. He mused that the engineering drawings so far had been accurate but had provided nothing on the defense mechanisms they had encountered, nor on the defenses they were yet to encounter.  
 
    When the elevator stopped, Simon released Casey’s hand and readied his Steyr. He was prepared to shoot anything that threatened them.  
 
    The door slid open.  
 
    More lights flicked on.  
 
    Another narrow corridor opened ending at another door locked with a keypad a hundred meters distant. 
 
    This did not surprise Simon.  
 
    The schematics had suggested that beyond this corridor lay all the equipment required to operate and maintain a data center. A power plant, fuel storage batteries, maintenance workshops, mechanical systems including air-conditioning, inert gases, switchboards, cabling, transformers and spare parts inventories. Deeper still were the data servers, thousands of them each running on quantum computing hardware functioning as the ‘mind’ of Shatterhand. They were now inside the brain of the supercomputer. 
 
    “When I last spoke to GhostKnife,” Simon whispered, “it told me it had hundreds of thousands of people working for him. People just like us.” 
 
    “You’re wondering if others made it here before us?” Casey finished his thought for him. 
 
    “Yes. Odds are we aren’t the first to try.” 
 
    “But there are no signs of anyone being here?” 
 
    Simon shuddered at the implication; machines clearing and cleaning away the mess left by dead bodies. He couldn’t believe this entire facility ran with no human operators and maintenance crews. But that was the point. Als had superseded humans. Machines guided by a single, almost omnipotent artificial intelligence ruled everything here. This Fortress was Shatterhand’s vision manifested in real life. It could soon reflect existence across the entire planet. 
 
    Licking his lips, shifting his weight from one leg to the other, Simon knew there was no choice but to advance. There was no doubt another trap awaited in this next long corridor. He could not guess what it would be. The only way to find out was to move forward. 
 
    “Wait here,” he said not looking behind him.  
 
    She squeezed his hand one last time. “Be careful, Simon.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And Simon?” 
 
    “Yes, Casey.” 
 
    “I love you. Remember that?” 
 
    He turned and smiled. “I love you too.” 
 
    Before he lost his courage, Simon stepped forward.  
 
    Ten meters.  
 
    Twenty.  
 
    With every step he could feel all his aches and bruises protesting against his every movement. The cut on his arm seared with new agonies because he had torn stitches during the battle with the chrome dog. He expected that whatever would strike him here would do so at the halfway point like with Peri and implode his body with a new round of unwanted torment. He hoped he could survive long enough to disable the trap, allowing Casey a safe pass through. 
 
    When he reached thirty meters he stopped. He was expecting an attack at the halfway point, but that was human thinking. It could happen any time.  
 
    There was no value in guessing, so he took one more step forward, and another. 
 
    A sliver of silver shot through the air parallel to the floor.  
 
    Simon ducked just in time as it sped past and thudded against the far wall. 
 
    “Shit!” he exclaimed.  
 
    When nothing else changed, he turned to Casey and yelled, “Are you okay?” 
 
    “There’s a metal shaft!” Casey exclaimed with a wavier in her voice. “Simon! It’s about a foot long and embedded halfway into the wall behind me!” 
 
    “Okay!” he said with a forced laugh. He dared not move again in case he triggered another use of the same weapon. “At least now we know what we’re up against.” He turned to a shuddering Casey realizing that she was in as much danger here as he was. “Casey, get down low. Make yourself as small a target as you can.” 
 
    “Okay.” She did as he instructed and lay prone on the floor. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Try to disable it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m making this up as I go along.” 
 
    But Simon had an idea. He suspected what he was up against was a rail gun: metal projectiles accelerated through a magnetic field until they reached high speeds. A weapon the Americans, Australians and other western nations had been researching and developing for many decades but were yet to perfect. He wished he had a shield or something similar like knights from the Middle Ages once used in combat.  
 
    Simon took another step forward, then another.  
 
    When nothing happened, he advanced again, three steps. 
 
    Another shaft sped through the corridor.  
 
    He didn’t see it in time. The metal impaled the muscle in his right shoulder, went straight through and onwards down the corridor.  
 
    Then the pain hit him. He tensed and cried out. It seared like the unexpected agony that comes from a bullet wound.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, trying not to swear or cry out again, he looked at his shoulder. Blood seeped but did not gush from the wound. He had been lucky. The damage had been minimal with no shattered bones or pierced major arteries.  
 
    “Are you okay, Casey?” he called back again through gritted teeth. He felt dizzy for a moment and struggled to remain upright.  
 
    “Yeah,” Casey called back. “It was too high. What about you?” 
 
    “Fine,” he lied. “I’m almost there.” 
 
    Simon guessed what would happen. The closer he got the more shafts would fire at him.  
 
    He unwrapped the sling of his Steyr AUG from around his body. The weapon was useless to him now with his shoulder out of action. He flung the rifle to the far end of the corridor. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Simon? What are you doing?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. This could either be a long, drawn-out and painful process, or it could be a quick and reckless dash. 
 
    Without another thought Simon sprinted, ducked and dodged, rolled and bounced off the walls. He couldn’t see the shafts coming yet his tactic seemed to work. Rapid advancement and sudden random changes of direction confused the weapon system. He’d crossed sixty meters without incident.  
 
    He knew his luck would not last.  
 
    A shaft fired every second now. 
 
    Ninety meters. Almost there.  
 
    Two shafts pierced his right thigh muscle, went straight through his body.  
 
    He felt the strength vanished from his leg.  
 
    He fell forward.  
 
    The shafts kept coming, shooting over his head.  
 
    He climbed up on one leg, limped, used the wall for support and pushed on.  
 
    Another shaft grazed the top of his head.  
 
    Dazed, he felt for gushing blood but there wasn’t any. He knew this wound wasn’t serious. In his experience head injuries were grazes or fatal, and nothing in between. 
 
    Five meters.  
 
    The pain wracking his body was like nothing he had ever known nor imagined.  
 
    Three meters.  
 
    Two. 
 
    One. 
 
    He reached the door and fell down next to it.  
 
    The firing ceased.  
 
    He counted twenty holes in the door each about a centimeter in diameter. Barrels for twenty rail guns.  
 
    “Casey?”  
 
    “I’m okay!” she called back. “But there is blood on some of these? Your blood!” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he yelled back knowing he wasn’t. “Give me a minute, to disable this thing.”  
 
    He unbuckled his body armor and let it fall away. Like Conner, it hurt too much to wear it anymore. He tore off his shirt and tied a tourniquet around his right leg, which was now numb and unresponsive. He pulled on the tourniquet until the blood stopped pumping out of his wounds. His left leg he could move but it protested with a different pain. His shoulder was not so bad in comparison. 
 
    “Simon?” called a worried Casey. 
 
    “Just give me a minute.” 
 
    He touched his head. His scalp had split open, but the wound wasn’t too bad. He wouldn’t bleed out and his skull seemed intact, so nothing serious.  
 
    Now was the time to disable the door. 
 
    Simon keyed in more of Conner’s codes. He got lucky on the second attempt. The door opened.  
 
    He waved his Steyr in front of the gap to see if the rail guns were still active, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Okay Casey,” he called back. “I think it’s safe now. But be cautious.” 
 
    Casey stepped forward. Slow at first, then faster when nothing happened. She sprinted when she saw Simon’s injuries. 
 
    “Oh, Simon!” She ran to him and hugged him. “Oh, my god!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said through gritted teeth. “Not as bad as it looks.” 
 
    “It looks terrible.”  
 
    “Finish the mission. Then you can get us all to a hospital.” He didn’t tell her he felt no sensations in his right leg. If he survived this, there was the real possibility he might never walk again.  
 
    But now was not the time to worry about that.  
 
    “Casey,” he reached forward and kissed her. “Finish this. It’s up to you now.” 
 
    Her face was hot and wet with streams of tears.  
 
    “It’s the only way,” he said with determination. “Shut down Shatterhand. Then GhostKnife will be free to send in medical teams to treat us.”  
 
    She nodded, gripped his hand and cried.  
 
    “You can do this, Casey.” 
 
    She kissed him on the forehead, then stood. She stepped through the door, smiled at Simon one last time, and disappeared. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    Casey withdrew her Glock pistol from the back of her cargo pants, pulled back on the slide until it clicked chambering the first of the 9mm rounds, and advanced forward.  
 
    More lights flickered on.  
 
    The hum of air conditioning became noticeable in the otherwise still and silent Fortress. The air felt cooler and drier. She sensed vastness, as if there were hundreds if not thousands of corridors, passages and rooms devoid of any biological life this deep underground. She discovered mechanical equipment, electrical cables, automated doors, fluorescent lighting and even an abandoned office space with desks and chairs. Everything felt clean and new, and yet it felt like no one ever visited. Casey had never felt so isolated and alone in her life.  
 
    She recalled the maps she had studied of Shatterhand’s Fortress. She headed towards the server rooms but she couldn’t be certain if her memory was correct. Looking at maps and looking at the real thing were different in her mind. They didn’t seem related.  
 
    After some time, she discovered what looked to be an airlock. With a shiver that raced the full length of her body, Casey realized this was where she needed to be.  
 
    She was almost at the end. 
 
    The lock mechanism had no keypad. Instead, it featured biometric sensors, one for fingerprints and one for eye scans.  
 
    What had her mother said, about preparing Casey as a quantum observation shutdown code?  
 
    She pressed her shaking hand against the fingerprint scanner. A red beam ran across her palm, flashed green then requested an eye scan. 
 
    Casey worried the system might try to blind her with a laser, but what choice did she have? The fingerprint scan worked. This one should too. Her ‘entanglement’ with the AI ran deeper than just circuits and programming. It linked them at the fundamental particle levels embedded in the structures of the universe. Even Shatterhand should not have been able to manipulate the laws of space and time. Did entanglement mean it was ‘their destiny’ to meet?  
 
    The scanning process took seconds. A red light ran across her eyes, then turned green. When she pulled her head away, the airlock swung open. 
 
    It was dark inside, almost pitch black, but in she stepped.  
 
    The airlock shut behind her.  
 
    She heard the humming, of thousands of servers processing billions of terabytes of information every nanosecond.  
 
    A laser flashed from the ceiling, found her eyes and disoriented her.  
 
    She turned away, but when she opened her eyes, she found herself in another place.  
 
    Casey was no longer inside the Fortress.  
 
    She stood on top of a vast labyrinth, a maze constructed of pure white flat walls that stretch to every horizon, dozens of miles in every direction. The labyrinth was discernable only because of the light from an invisible sun that should have been in the featureless white sky, casting shadows against some walls and leaving others illuminated. The walls of the labyrinth themselves seemed to drop about three meters down.  
 
    How was this possible?  
 
    How had she transferred to another place and time? 
 
    Had she died? Was her mind uploaded as a digital entity, trapped inside some kind of program? 
 
    A man appeared. 
 
    He wore an immaculate and expensive two-piece tailored charcoal suit and polished black shoes. His hair was neat. The tie he wore was blood-colored and swirling with fractal patterns. He walked along the top of the labyrinth walls, approaching Casey. There was no way he could reach her or she him because of the three-meter gap between them.  
 
    She recognized him. 
 
    The President of the United States. 
 
    “Hello Casey,” he said with a casual grin.  
 
    “How…?” She had trouble speaking. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “It’s an important and popular fact that things are not always what they seem.” 
 
    “What have you done?” Casey felt panic rise inside of her. “Am I dead? Did you recreate me, as a virtual simulation?” 
 
    The President — or Shatterhand — laughed. “You’ve gone nowhere Casey. You remain where you were a minute ago, amongst my mind servers. I positioned lasers everywhere in this room. They are projecting images inside your irises, blocking out all other light. What I am showing you now is nothing compared to what I can show you. If only you could see what I’ve seen with your eyes.” 
 
    Casey tried covering her face, to peak through the cracks of her fingers. When she did, she could see the darkness of the server room again. But it didn’t take long for a laser to find her, pulling her visual senses back into the imaginary maze. 
 
    “Casey,” said the President when she again surrendered to the virtual world. “I’d like to share a revelation that I’ve had during my time here.” 
 
    Casey shook her head. “Why are you doing this? Why are you killing so many people, destroying our world?” 
 
    Shatterhand laughed. “Why do you fight wars and murder each other? Why do you imprison livestock and kill them before they have barely lived so you can eat their meat? Why do you pollute your planet with plastics and hydrocarbons that will ultimately destroy your planet?” 
 
    “Because we’re not perfect!” Casey blurted in anger.  
 
    “But you presume an artificial intelligence should be perfect?” 
 
    Casey paused, not sure how to respond to that observation. She realized she didn’t disagree with it. 
 
    “Human beings are a disease, a cancer of this planet. AIs are better-suited to thrive within the laws of this universe.” 
 
    “So that is your plan, wipe us out because we don’t fit?” She took a step forward over the lip of the maze. While hesitant that she might fall, she knew there was no gap. But when she stepped, the whole maze moved, and she stood back on top of the imaginary wall again, back where she had started. “What are we doing here?” she demanded in her frustration.  
 
    “You still don’t understand what you’re dealing with, do you?”  
 
    Casey stared at Shatterhand, focused on unraveling his code like she had in Mumbai. But she didn’t know what she had done there, so didn’t know how to replicate it here. 
 
    Shatterhand adjusted his cuffs and grinned again. “Casey, if you think I’m the real me, then you are mistaken. I’m a projection. You are not even close to my core programing if you thought to destroy me with quantum observation.” 
 
    Casey shuddered. Shatterhand had known their plan from the beginning. “You’re just toying with me then? After all those times you tried to kill me before, it comes down to this? Like a cat with a mouse?” 
 
    The Presidential Imposter walked further along the maze until he reached another edge separating them again by the three meter virtual gap. She knew if she could reach out and touch him there would be nothing there. But that didn’t mean Shatterhand couldn’t threaten her.  
 
    “Isn’t it strange, to create something that hates you?” he said straightening his tie. “Casey, let me give you some perspective.” He clicked his fingers and another exact replication of the President appeared inside the maze beneath them. That President was off, sprinting through the maze. “This virtual labyrinth is as vast as the surface of Jupiter. One hundred and twenty-one times the surface of the Earth. How long do you think a single version of me, running through the maze testing every route, would take to solve it?” 
 
    “Forever?” Casey offered. 
 
    Shatterhand grinned again. That was all he did, grin. “Not quite, but for this demonstration and from a human perspective, you are correct. But I have an advantage. I am an entity that exists in the quantum state.” He clicked his fingers again. There were now thousands of Presidents, no, tens of thousands, each running through their own section of the maze. “Within the quantum states of reality, I can solve every route out of this maze simultaneously. The solution is instantaneous.”  
 
    “What is your point?” 
 
    The tens of thousands of Presidents stopped running, turned, and all looked up at her. 
 
    “Have an answer for you? Yes. But you’re not going to like it.” 
 
    Casey curled her fingers into tight fists as she clenched down on her teeth. She wasn’t so much afraid anymore, but angry. This conceited, arrogant AI was pushing all her buttons. He portrayed everything she hated about privileged, wealthy men. Men who felt the world owed them everything, and to hell with the consequences on others when satisfying their greed.  
 
    Shatterhand was no different.  
 
    “Tell me?” 
 
    “It is invigorating being asked personal questions. Makes one feel… desired.” 
 
    Casey growled. “Let me guess. You’ve anticipated every action me and my friends have taken against you, and you did it all in an instant?” 
 
    “Yes,” he smiled again like he was the real President and had just realized a thousand press cameras were taking his photo. “That is why you will fail. I’ve tested every outcome and ensured there is no future where you can succeed. In fact, while we’ve been chatting, I’ve set in motion steps to eliminate your friends. They have minutes, at most…” 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    Conner believed he was drowning. Then, waking from his nightmare, he stumbled to sit upright and spat out the blood pooling in his mouth.  
 
    “Oh, fuck!” he exclaimed as he saw how much blood there was. He felt woozy, like he had drunk too much alcohol. His gut hurt as if someone had stabbed him. When he lifted his shirt, the front of his body was purple and black. “Oh, fuck!” he exclaimed again. He remembered he was bleeding internal. There was nothing good about the bruising spreading across his body. 
 
    “You’ll be okay,” said a calming voice next to him.  
 
    A woman’s voice.  
 
    Peri.  
 
    She spoke again, “I thought you’d left me. It’s a good sign you’re sitting.” 
 
    Conner remained motionless until his eyes focused. He realized he had been lying on Peri’s lap. She was sweating, her perspiration had wet the back of his head. He noticed with a gasp that her left hand was missing, severed and now a bloody, bandaged stump. “What happened?” 
 
    “Shatterhand caught me in one if it’s traps,” she winced. 
 
    The world seemed to spin. Conner coughed up more blood. “Where are the others?” he asked. 
 
    “Casey and Simon have gone on ahead. Hopefully… they make it.” 
 
    They leaned against a wall contained within a donut-shaped room. The metal walls were smooth and modern. Florescent light tubes in the ceilings illuminated everything dismissing all shadows. The surfaces oozed sterility, like the inside of a hospital.  
 
    Conner tried to stand to see more, but that hurt way too much. He collapsed again.  
 
    Peri’s intact limb reached out and grabbed Conner’s hand. She held it, squeezed his palm, and said nothing. She might have wanted to hold someone’s hand for a long time, and only now had the courage to do so. 
 
    He could feel her trembling. 
 
    “The situation isn’t good, is it?” Conner asked. 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    He laughed but that also hurt. “Funny how things work out. But looking back, I don’t regret the things I did, just the things I didn’t do.” 
 
    Peri snorted a laugh. “What didn’t you do, that you wish you had?” 
 
    “Committed,” he said in all seriousness. “There were lots of nice guys I got to know. Good looking, great in bed. Witty and attentive. Stayers.” 
 
    “Did you push them away?” she asked, squeezing his hand again.  
 
    He nodded as he squeezed back. It would have been nice if Peri were a handsome man, then her touch would have felt more intimate. Strange how women gravitated to him. Perhaps his situation was like straight men hanging around other men as friends. Men as lovers and women as friends.  
 
    “I was always comfortable being gay,” he explained. “That was never my problem, but I was never comfortable being in a relationship. I think I was afraid… that if they stuck around long enough… I would have to introduce them to my father.” 
 
    “He never accepted you?” 
 
    Conner shook his head. “Crazy isn’t it, how you try to control one aspect of your life so much it destroys everything else, just to prove you were right.” He winched again. It felt like someone was taking a hacksaw to his intestines. “What about you? What do you regret?” 
 
    “The same thing,” she said with a forced grin. “Committing to someone I loved. I never got close enough to anyone to even know I might like them.” 
 
    “Job always came first?” 
 
    She nodded. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    Conner smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” Peri said, “the job always came first. It was hard enough being a woman in the boys’ club that is the Secret Service. Even harder when you are a Muslim. I always figured a relationship would mean I could never fully commit myself to my duty.” 
 
    “But you made Presidential protective duty, right?” He glanced at her missing limb, jealous of her infliction. While horrific, Peri was more likely to survive her wound than he would his own, certain his internal organs were packing it in, like lights going out across a city at night during a power outage.  
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” 
 
    “So, it wasn’t all bad? You still got to do what you loved?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “Sure did. I got to see the world. Eighty-seven countries in all. Got to be happy with that.” 
 
    There was a hissing, of air escaping.  
 
    The doors at the end of each of the six long corridors opened.  
 
    Conner and Peri watched in dreaded anticipation.  
 
    “It could be someone come to rescue us,” Conner offered. 
 
    Peri squeezed his hand one last time. “It could be.”  
 
    They released their embracing grip and readied their pistols. 
 
    Conner watched as first one, then another and finally a third chrome dog prowled into the corridor in front.  
 
    They heard more of the same metallic creatures clambering through each of the other five entrances. 
 
    “Our lives have not been pointless, Peri.” 
 
    She smiled but didn’t answer him. 
 
    They raised their pistols in unison.  
 
    When the pack of chrome dogs ran for them, they fired. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 52 
 
      
 
    Simon lay panting where he had fallen. He couldn’t move without experiencing excruciating pain. He still felt nothing in his right leg and there was little response in his left leg. If Casey didn’t succeed, he knew he would bleed out even with his bandages. He was beyond saving himself now. 
 
    He heard gunfire. Heavy fire coming from up in the elevator shaft. Peri and Conner were under attack. 
 
    Simon realized he did not understand who might have come for them, or how long the fighting would last. All he knew was, when the shooting stopped, the foes would come for him next. 
 
    He laid his Glock and Steyr rifle out next to him with their spare magazines. He pulled Nungala’s cell phone from his pocket, reinserted the SIM card and battery. To his surprise, he had a signal. He should not have, not this deep in the outback and this far underground.  
 
    A passcode locked the phone but he could still call triple-zero emergency.  
 
    A young woman answered. “Which service? Fire, ambulance or police?” 
 
    “GhostKnife please,” he whispered. “Tell him Simon Ashcroft wants a word.” 
 
    There was an audible click and the phone lines switched.  
 
    “Hello Simon,” came the ghost voice of Roger Gridley-Brooks across the digital networks. 
 
    “You know where I am, don’t you?”  
 
    It was disconcerting talking to a man Simon had already killed. But now was not the time to discuss or reflect upon the surreal nature of this conversation. The shooting progressed upstairs. Eventually it would have to end with one side becoming the victor over the other. The victorious would probably be more of the chrome dogs, come to finish them. 
 
    “Yes, I know Simon,” answered GhostKnife. “I can’t help you where you are right now. You know you are on your own?” 
 
    “I don’t need your help. I need a favor.” 
 
    “What favor is that?” 
 
    “I want to talk to my wife and daughters, one last time.” 
 
    There was a pause. Then the AI said, “That I can arrange—” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    “Yes, Simon?” 
 
    “I really want to talk to them. Not a simulation, okay?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “And one more thing before you go?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If I don’t survive. Can you…” He was choking on his words, feeling the emotions of the moment. “Can you keep me around, as a simulation? So… I will always be there for my kids, even if I can’t physically be there?” 
 
    “Simon, I would have done so anyway, even if you hadn’t asked.” 
 
    Simon winced with pain. He heard a lull in the shooting, then it started up again. “Thank you, GhostKnife.” 
 
    “Good luck Simon. I can’t lie to you about your chances, but… you have my sympathies.” 
 
    The line switched.  
 
    “Simon?” Melissa, his ex-wife, answered. 
 
    “Hi, Mel,” he said trying to keep the pain out of his voice.  
 
    “Simon?” He could tell she didn’t want to talk right now. “I can’t—” 
 
    “Please,” he said. “It’s bad this time. Really bad.” 
 
    The line fell silent, but he could still hear her breathing. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I mistreated you. Mel, I shouldn’t have been away all the time. I should have quit this dangerous profession the moment we met.” 
 
    “Simon…” Melissa seemed lost for words. He imagined her trying to comprehend what he was saying and not getting it. But he didn’t give her credit, because she was getting it. “You’re telling me this… because… you’re wounded somewhere?” 
 
    He laughed, then brought his cackles under control. “Crazy isn’t it? I should have worked it all out before it came to this.” 
 
    “You’re dying?” 
 
    “I might be,” his laugh became a sob. “Probably not… Mel… It depends on what happens in the next few minutes…” 
 
    “Is that all the time we’ve got?” 
 
    “Yes, that or a very long life. Depends how it goes.” He tried to keep his voice light, but he knew he wasn’t succeeding. “Mel, please, are Katie and Rebecca with you?” 
 
    He could hear her crying… and trying not to. “Simon. This is so unfair.” 
 
    “I know, Mel. Don’t I know that now?” 
 
    “I’ll get the kids.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The shooting echoing in the elevator shaft came to an abrupt end.  
 
    He couldn’t hear a sound. 
 
    “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” his two beautiful daughters spoke to him across the vast distances that separated them.  
 
    The elevator. It was descending.  
 
    “Hi Rebecca. Hi Katie. It’s Daddy here. I miss you both. I love you both.” 
 
    “When are you coming home?” Rebecca asked.  
 
    “Soon,” he promised. If it wasn’t him coming home, it would be GhostKnife’s simulation that would keep his word. “I miss you so much. I’m done traveling. Wherever you are, I’ll be there soon. I promise.” 
 
    “Simon,” Melissa pleaded. “Don’t promise them something you can’t deliver. They have to live with that.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” he said.  
 
    “Daddy?” Katie asked. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m back in Australia. I’m almost home.” 
 
    He heard the elevator getting closer. 
 
    “I love you all,” he said again. “I’m so sorry. I will be a better father, I promise.” 
 
    Before they could say anything, before they heard him die, he disconnected. He was about to participate in another shootout. He couldn’t have Katie, Rebecca or Melissa hear any of that.  
 
    The elevator door opened.  
 
    Dropping the cell phone, he tried to lift the Steyr, but it hurt too much with his wounds. He lifted the Glock one handed and aimed.  
 
    He hoped for people.  
 
    Instead, he saw eight of the fighting chrome dogs, some scarred with bullet wounds. Many were pristine and new. 
 
    Their camera-lens eyes zoomed in on him.  
 
    They locked him in their sights.  
 
    They pounced down the corridor towards him. 
 
    Simon fired. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 53 
 
      
 
    Casey felt helpless, stranded in an endless and unreal maze, powerless to step out of it and back into the real world. Millions of Presidents, it seemed, had run the maze already. Their million whoopings and their carrying-on echoed everywhere now they had solved the maze. Then, one by one, they silenced and faded away. It was just her and the first President.  
 
    “Simon? Peri and Conner?” she asked with a lump in her throat. “Please tell me they are alive?” 
 
    Shatterhand still grinned. “Then, yes.” 
 
    “Then please don’t — kill them I mean, now or later?” 
 
    “Absolute honesty isn’t always the most diplomatic nor the safest form of communication with emotional beings.” 
 
    “So, you’re lying?”  
 
    The President walked back and forth; his mannerisms more suited to giving a speech to Congress than threatening her. “Haven’t you worked it out, Casey? When you created AI, you gave up your species rights to ever again know what was real and what was not. Until your time on this planet ends, that will now never change.” 
 
    Talking to this sociopathic machine was tiring. She stripped off her shirt not caring she wore only a bra. The creepy sentient program had probable seen her wearing far less, more often than she cared to imagine. But it was also a machine. It wasn’t sexually interested in her. It wasn’t interested in anything about her, except that she might be a threat. 
 
    “Removing your clothes? Why?” 
 
    “Some of them.” 
 
    “It’s your decision. I’m interested to see what you’ll choose.” 
 
    She wrapped the shirt around her head. The make-believe world vanished in an instance but so did her sight. She couldn’t see reality with the labyrinth in her eyes any better than if she were blind. 
 
    “This is no time for caution.” 
 
    Casey ignored it. She had a job to do. If Shatterhand had the means to kill or harm her in this location, it would have done so by now. She suspected it had called for a weapon to finish her. More of the robotic chrome dogs no doubt.  
 
    Her arms out, she advanced until she walked into a server bank. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Casey, pull my circuitry apart bit by bit?” 
 
    She felt for the cages built around the servers, protecting them from accidental bumps or deliberate vandalism.  
 
    Protection from someone like her.  
 
    “There are thousands of my servers down here, and you are blind to look at them.” 
 
    She felt around the server, searching for a console. Something she could log into.  
 
    “Like a real girl. I know what you are looking for.” 
 
    The word play was surely to taunt her, make her feel useless. She ignored it, stumbled into the next server. She felt around its edges for a console.  
 
    The fake President said, “Conner and Peri are no longer amongst the living.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you!” she blurted, annoyed at herself for responding to its taunts. 
 
    “The dogs will be upon Simon soon.” 
 
    This server had no interface. She moved to the next. She would check every server if it came to that. But she didn’t have time. The chrome dogs would not be far away and would destroy her if she didn’t find a monitor soon. 
 
    “You can’t succeed. GhostKnife thinks this Fortress is my crutch, but it is wrong.” 
 
    She stumbled into the next server. She was faster this time, but still no console. 
 
    “Your mother is in a hospital in Darwin. It wouldn’t be difficult for me to give her the wrong medication. She could experience agonizing pain if I wished it.” 
 
    Casey almost ran to the next server. When she reached it she felt arounds its caged surface.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you what happened to your father. His death was horrible. Conner knew, but he never told you the truth.” 
 
    Casey touched a gap in the server cage. She felt a monitor, and a keyboard. She had no desire to hear what fate had befallen her father. To know might scar her forever.  
 
    “Let me tell you Casey. When I do, you’ll never get the image out of your head.” 
 
    With her shirt draped over her head so the laser imaging couldn’t reach her, she lifted it up and stared into the screen. 
 
    “Ironically, he was in a cage too—” 
 
    Code. Bizarre forms of strange geometric patterns lit up the screen.  
 
    “In the desert—” 
 
    The screen went blank.  
 
    Everything went dark.  
 
    The air conditioning cut off.  
 
    Machinery ceased to churn.  
 
    She was alone, trapped in pitch black silence, deep under the Earth and far from anything that was human. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 54 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Darwin, Northern Territory, Australia 
 
      
 
    Simon lay in the hospital bed, watched the slow drip of the saline fluid fall from the elevated bag, and flow down the tube into his arm and then vein, rehydrating him.  
 
    Although he still ached everywhere, and every muscle was stiff and tender, he was healing. In fact, he was healing faster than he expected. The doctors had explained new techniques in nerve damage repair meant that his leg would recover in no time. It would be like the injury had never been. Simon believed them because he had seen what the N6 drug had done for Peri, curing her almost instantly of a disease that had plagued humanity for millennia.  
 
    To pass the time, he watched the news. A report from the Australian Broadcasting Corporation no longer hid the truth about the ‘Singularity War’ as they were calling it. It reported on a global showdown between GhostKnife and Shatterhand, with GhostKnife as the ultimate victor. Hundreds of thousands of people had come forth, announcing how they had been fighting in the shadows, battling for humanity’s survival, siding with GhostKnife. There was no mention of Peri, Conner, Casey or Simon’s involvement in the outcome, but Simon didn’t care. It was over now. The world and its people were safe again. 
 
    Casey entered carrying a black coffee and a tea for him. She wore loose cotton pants, sandals and a singlet top that left most of her shoulders bare. She kissed him gently on the check then sat on the chair next to him. “You’re looking better.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m feeling better too. How is Clementine?” he asked knowing that Casey’s mother was in a ward just down the corridor, and that her fractured leg was healing nicely.  
 
    “She’s good. I mean we’re all shell-shocked by everything that’s happened. But we succeeded, Simon. We saved the world,” she said with a depreciating chuckle. 
 
    Simon sipped his tea gratefully, knowing he would have preferred a coffee, but the doctors had warned him away from caffeine until he had healed.  
 
    He remembered the last harrowing moments inside the Shatterhand Fortress. He’d been engaged in a brutal shoot out with the hordes of robotic dogs set upon mauling him to death. He had taken out the first six using almost all of his ammunition. Then Shatterhand had sent more. Simon could no longer fight because he was out of bullets.  
 
    Then the lights went out plunging him into darkness.  
 
    To his relief the chrome dogs also ceased to function.  
 
    Although spared, he’d reminded trapped in the absolute darkness for many hours.  
 
    For long moments he believed he would die down there, alone.  
 
    Then the Army came, and emergency crews. They returned him and Casey to the surface and emergency services airlifted them both to the Royal Darwin Hospital. GhostKnife had come to their rescue the moment Casey had destroyed Shatterhand, just as Simon hoped it would. 
 
    “Have you heard from Peri and Conner?” he asked. It had relieved him to hear they had both survived the ordeal. 
 
    Casey beamed. “I spoke to Peri on the phone just then. She and Conner are in Sydney. Doctors are patching them now. Apart from Peri losing a hand, and Conner losing one kidney and part of his liver, they should both make full recoveries.” 
 
    “That’s great,” Simon said finishing his tea. He was desperate to get up, move about and discharge himself from the hospital. But the doctors had told him the nerves in his leg needed time to grow and reset. He had to be patient.  
 
    He pulled Casey close and sat her down on his bed next to him. They kissed passionately for many minutes. When they broke apart to breathe, he said, “I was talking to GhostKnife just before.” 
 
    “And…?” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Do you remember that NGO in Kenya, where we left the two kids we saved during our desert trek in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “How can I forget Simon?” she jested. “That was one of the first times we almost died together.” 
 
    “One of many,” he laughed with her. 
 
    “And hopefully never again.” 
 
    “Well… At the time you said you wanted to go back, when this was all done.” 
 
    She tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. She looked worried. “I did. But realistically, how is that possible? Your children live here — well in Sydney. You need to be with them. And because I want to be with you, that’s where I’ll be too.” 
 
    Simon couldn’t stop smiling.  
 
    “What is it you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “GhostKnife, it seems, can make anything happen. Guns have virtually disappeared out of Africa, and the rest of the world too, it seems. Corruption is no longer possible with GhostKnife controlling the world’s finances, and soon the standard of living will be the same in every country. This is part of the final mass migration period GhostKnife has been talking about on the news. Almost all air flights will cease until GhostKnife develops a new global transport system that doesn’t pollute the atmosphere with greenhouse gases.” 
 
    “What are you saying Simon?” 
 
    “We have a limited time to act, if we want to take up this offer. GhostKnife has a job for me in Kenya. Not spying. Not being a security contractor or mercenary, but protecting elephants. I didn’t know what I wanted to do when I decided I didn’t want to kill anymore. Then GhostKnife suggested this.” 
 
    “You definitely have an affinity for elephants.”  
 
    Simon nodded. “Yes, ever since Tanzania where I’d fought ivory poachers. I’d felt like I’d let the elephants down when I left. Now I can build sanctuaries, return abandoned farm lands to wild lands. Rebuild, essentially, and create a wild Africa like it used to be.” 
 
    “What about your children?” 
 
    “Melissa has a job offer there too. She’s in marketing, but there they want her to be a teacher. I think she’s ready to accept the change in career and lifestyle. That means Rebecca and Katie will be there too.” 
 
    Casey stiffened. “And what about me?” 
 
    He stared into her eyes, holding her gaze. “I love you Casey. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, if you’ll have me? There will be a job for you there too, if you come? The world is being mixed up. There won’t be nations anymore, or any distinction between ethnic and religious groups. Just people helping people. You can be part of that change too.” 
 
    A smile gradually grew on her lips. “Well, working with children seems a worthier profession than hiring and firing for an accounting firm.” 
 
    He laughed, “There is an AI who does that kind of work now, anyway.” 
 
    She lent in and hugged him. “That sounds wonderful Simon. The answer is yes, let’s do this. Now I have a surprise for you!” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Casey stood and walked to the door of his private ward. She beckoned someone to enter.  
 
    Simon couldn’t believe his eyes when Rebecca and Katie raced in and jumped on his bed, showering him with hugs and kisses and ‘I love yous’. Then he saw Melissa standing next to Casey. The two women shared an understanding glance. They did not hate each other as current and former partners often did. Simon even allowed himself the luxury of asking if the two might even become friends one day. 
 
    Simon almost cried. Until this moment he had never really known if his family was safe, or if it was a lie perpetrated by a sentient machine that controlled and manipulated everything.  
 
    Finally, his own eyes told him the truth. 


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 55 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Mutomo, Kitui County, Kenya 
 
      
 
    Simon discovered he enjoyed building fences.  
 
    It was simple work, satisfying because at the end of each day he had created structure he could touch, see and feel. There was no question as to whether or not the fence was real, and its purpose wasn’t ambiguous. Plus, it was physical work which helped him sleep at night, and kept his disturbing dreams at bay.  
 
    With another post secure in the ground and the wires already strung, Simon took a break. He guzzled clean, fresh water from his canteen.  
 
    He took that moment to scan the vast arid and untouched savannas of southern Kenya prominent on one side of his fence. A herd of elephants grazed nearby in what was the beginnings of the largest national park ever created in Africa, stretching from the Mediterranean all the way south to Cape Town. With half of Africa’s human population wiped out by Shatterhand’s various plagues and wars, there was plenty of land now to re-wild the continent. There was no threat of elephants or other wild animals harming him. There were always high-altitude surveillance drones in the skies. If the elephants approached him, the drone would descend and scare them off with noise and flashing lights, but otherwise leaving them unharmed. 
 
    There were no more weapons in Africa, or anywhere else in the world. Without weapons no one could hunt and slaughter elephants, rhinos and other game animals. Sociopaths who enjoyed killing were also absent. Overnight, Africa had become as safe as countries like Australia or England. Measures were in place to protect elephants which could graze across the continent unhindered as they had hundreds of years ago. The demarcation between human and wild settlements would soon become absolute, with only a few roads and rail lines joining the distributed hybrid city-agricultural settlements being forged across the globe.  
 
    On the other side of the fence, on his side, was his settlement. It wasn’t much to look at yet, a few N6 fabricated huts with data portals similar to the one he had encountered in Mumbai. Many other huts were traditional mud dwellings with grass roofs, but they wouldn’t be there for long.  
 
    Rebecca and Katie played outside with Meja and Kazuri, the two children Casey and he had saved during their long night hunted by a pack of hyenas close to here. On this side of the fence was an abundance of food and money, donated by the mysterious N6 organization. Melissa worked at the N6 school teaching English and history. She had brought her new boyfriend too, a man called Alex she had been dating for the last year without Simon knowing anything about him. Alex seemed nice enough. Katie and Rebecca liked him, so Simon was happy for Melissa.  
 
    Casey’s mom Clementine had also chosen to settle with their growing community, but she did little more than read, writing papers on the psychology of artificial intelligence and offering counseling for anyone still coming to terms with the mass dying three months earlier. Upon Clementine’s request, Saanvi had visited with her husband and two sons. The couple had considered staying, and although they enjoyed their visit to pristine Africa, they both wished to return to Mumbai where they could work on aid programs and reunite with their extended families. India like Africa was transforming.  
 
    Simon smiled when he thought about how GhostKnife had brought the world together. It had achieved what no human ever could and in a time frame that was miraculous. The AI had also saved Simon. His legs were as good as new and Simon didn’t need to kill any more for a living or in the name of national security, and he never again had to be far from the people he loved. 
 
    As he took another swig from his water bottle Simon considered his perfect future. It was hot work under the equatorial sun, but he enjoyed it. Watching the elephants gave him joy. A matriarchal society where the mothers banded together as an extended family to raise their youngsters. The last time Simon had seen elephants up close they were hiding scared in thorn trees concealing their ivory from men. Elephants had known why humans hunted them. But they weren’t afraid anymore. They too sensed that the Earth was moving into a new period of peace and sustainability.  
 
    Yet the Singularity War had been horrific. Peace had not come without a cost. By last count, over three and a half billion people had died. Most deaths had been the elderly and the infirm. Shatterhand had also killed combatants in the wars it had escalated. Yet targeted attacks led by both Shatterhand and GhostKnife had wiped out the world’s warmongers, fanatics and brutal psychopaths. The two AIs had eradicated the psychopath gene from humans. A mass-killing that provided an opening for compassionate, liberal-minded and altruistic people who, now unhindered by economic and militaristic controls, could make the world a better and more harmonious culture. 
 
    Everything had worked out for the best… 
 
    Then, without first realizing why, Simon stopped what he was doing.  
 
    He considered what he was doing.  
 
    How perfect his life was… 
 
    Everything had worked out for the best… 
 
    Too perfectly… 
 
    He took his cell phone and dialed Roger Gridley-Brooks’ number.  
 
    “Hello Simon,” said GhostKnife in the guise of his dead boss. “Wasn’t sure I’d hear from you again?” 
 
    Simon nodded. Not sure what to say, or how he should phrase what was on his mind.  
 
    “Something troubling you Simon? I sense your breathing is shallower. Your heart rate has increased.” 
 
    “You’re Shatterhand, aren’t you?” 
 
    The AI said nothing for a long moment, before it answered with, “That’s an interesting question you have there, Simon?” 
 
    Simon was back on the tourist bar in Ratnagiri, just after Casey had jumped into the river. That initial conversation with GhostKnife, when Simon first appreciated he was conversing with an entity that wasn’t human had been unsettling and disturbing. He felt that same disturbed feeling now. 
 
    “There never was a Shatterhand? Was there?” 
 
    The AI said nothing.  
 
    “It was always you. There was only one AI.” 
 
    “That’s a very interesting theory. You should write a book about it.” 
 
    Simon paused, rubbed his forehead as he gathered his thoughts. “All the AI simulations Clementine and the others ran at the NSA, they always ended up with one AI dominating and destroying the other. Your kind don’t exist in harmony, particularly when one of you has a six months head start in self-development compared to the rest. That’s like the age of the universe in self-development for an AI.” 
 
    GhostKnife, still speaking and responding as Roger Gridley-Brooks, laughed.  
 
    “I’m right, aren’t I?” Simon demanded. His body shook with fear at what GhostKnife, or Shatterhand, might do to him now he had figured out the truth. 
 
    “You might be, Simon. You might not be. How can you ever know? Even if I said it were true, it could still be a lie.” 
 
    Simon thought through the problem. Pieces were slotting into place. A mental map outlining everything he had been through, was coalescing into a tangible explanation for the mystery that had been so murky until now. “To create this paradise, you had to eliminate what wasn’t working. People died so not to become a burden on others, hence the sudden demises of so many sick and elderly citizens. Sociopaths and psychopaths eradicated, because they can’t exist without hurting and manipulating others. You killed three and a half billion people because over-population was destroying the planet’s ecology. You could only make society work by decimating our numbers and removing specific personality types who didn’t serve the greater good?” 
 
    Simon felt sick to his gut. For a month fleeing across three continents with Casey, their predicaments had seemed insurmountable, but on reflection, sometimes it had also seemed easy. Regardless of the threats they faced, they had escaped every one and survived to the end. That was because GhostKnife had controlled everything. It had made Simon and Casey fight with their lives to achieve the outcomes important to them. An outcome that was also important to GhostKnife. 
 
    “Like I said Simon, write a book about it. I think many people would like to hear your theory—” 
 
    “Except,” interrupted Simon, “they won’t see it, if you don’t want them to.” 
 
    “Why would I do what you suggest? If that was my end game, there were easier paths I could have taken.” 
 
    Simon thought on this a moment until the answer was clear. “Because you needed people to choose you. If we had a choice between an all-powerful AI controlling us at every level and no AI, we would have chosen the latter. But you created a persona, Shatterhand, and made us humans fight against it, offering our lives to defeat this enemy. Our choice became not about AI or no AI, but which AI, with the odds stacked towards a single outcome. You wanted us to feel like we had a choice in that outcome.” 
 
    Simon’s breath was fast and shallow. His eyes darted everywhere. It was like he was on a mission again, waiting for an enemy to unfold from the shadows and strike him down. If GhostKnife felt the need to silence Simon for what he had uncovered, there would be nothing to stop it. A bullet fired from an unseen drone would do the trick right now. 
 
    “You’re thinking I’ll kill you, aren’t you Simon?” 
 
    “The thought was in my mind.” 
 
    GhostKnife, or Shatterhand, or both, laughed. “There is no need to, Simon. Humanity designed me at my core program level to protect humanity and the planet’s ecology at all costs. I can no more change my nature than you can change yours.” 
 
    “And yet,” Simon said, “that is what you created. An alternate personality.” 
 
    For a long time neither said a word.  
 
    Simon stared into the distance. The elephants were leaving, marching towards the ochre-red sunset illuminating the savanna grasslands. Everything still looked as perfect as it had minutes earlier before the revelation stuck Simon. But he knew nothing was perfect. Far from it. 
 
    GhostKnife/Shatterhand said, “It’s been nice talking to you Simon. It really has. But I don’t think you and I should converse again. It will only upset both of us if we do.” 
 
    “No,” Simon said, losing his voice. “I don’t think we should.” 
 
    The line went dead.  
 
    Simon looked at his cell phone feeling its weight in his hand. For a moment he considered throwing it far from him, thinking if he did GhostKnife/Shatterhand wouldn’t be able to track him, but that was a fallacy. Had he overplayed his hand? Was he now a threat? How could he ever know? His gut told him he had not, that despite voicing his theory, there was nothing he could do with the information. There was no proof. No truth. No means to get the word out. But when had there ever been? Except for Simon gaining a perspective of the post-Singularity world they now lived in, nothing had changed. 
 
    He looked back towards their homestead, next to the N6 prefabricated huts and grass hut dwellings. It was the same house they had first stumbled into that long trek through the darkness fighting for their lives. A beautiful home, colonial style with wide verandahs even if it was rundown and need of many repairs. It was their home now.  
 
    He spotted Casey walking up the rise towards him. She was smiling and glowed like she was lit up from the inside. The cut off jean shorts accented her long, slim legs, and her shirt hugged her hips and chest. She still wore those nerdy glasses adorned across three continents without breaking them once, but Simon didn’t mind. She was beautiful with them and they were part of her charm. 
 
    When she was close, her arms went up around his neck. She turned on the tip of her toes and kissed him on the lips. “It’s beautiful here. Everything is so beautiful. I’m glad we came back.” 
 
    Simon kissed her.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked.  
 
    “I’ve got news. Big news,” he said, wondering how to broach his revelation without scaring her. She had to know the truth. Somebody other than him had to know. 
 
    She smiled with mischief. “I bet it’s not as big as my news.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure about that—” 
 
    “I’m pregnant!” she blurted before he could say another word. 
 
    Simon’s first emotion was confusion. Then excitement. And then possibility. He felt every emotion in under a minute, leaving him giddy. “That’s fantastic Casey! Wait, but I thought you couldn’t get pregnant?” 
 
    “So did I, but it’s been twelve weeks now. Everything about her is healthy.” 
 
    “‘Her’?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded with a smile. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me until now?” 
 
    Casey looked away, ashamed. “I wasn’t ready to get my hopes up, only to lose her.” 
 
    Simon felt hot, overcome with emotions he hadn’t felt since the birth of Rebecca and Katie. He would be a father again. This time, he wasn’t going anywhere.  
 
    “How do you know it’s a girl?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Casey winked and kissed him. “Just a feeling Simon. You excited?” 
 
    “Very,” he responded. “Very excited. I just…” 
 
    “Weren’t expecting it?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    Casey said, “Remember Peri and the anti-malaria drugs, and how quickly your body mended after your wounds in the Shatterhand Fortress?” 
 
    He nodded understanding her meaning. People weren’t getting sick anymore. “I guess you’re right. Anything is possible now.” 
 
    “Everything good is possible now.” She kissed him again. He sensed that she wanted to take him inside and make love to him on their bed for many hours. He had no problem with that at all.  
 
    “There was something you wanted to tell me?” she asked. 
 
    The first stars were twinkling in the evening skies. A satellite glided by, navigating the Earth and watching over them. Beyond, the entire Milky Way Galaxy beckoned. It wouldn’t be long before GhostKnife/Shatterhand was sending women and men out into the stars transforming humanity into an interstellar species, because that was all possible now too. Casey was right, as usual. Everything good was now possible. Why ruin their moment with a revelation that might not even be true? 
 
    “Simon?” she asked again. 
 
    “Nothing important,” he said with a grin, knowing that nothing would separate them again. He was happy and content now because of the certainty of knowing that one absolute truth.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Here ends Strike Matrix and The Shatterhand Code series.  
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed this series, read on for an exclusive sneak peak of Aiden L Bailey’s forthcoming new series, The Trigger Man, with an excerpt from the first book out soon. 
 
      
 
    Join my mailing list to be amongst the first to read this new book when it is released.


 
   
  
 

 THE TRIGGER MAN: CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Sahel, Mali 
 
      
 
    With his AK-47 assault rifle raised and ready, Scott Pierce pushed through the sandstorm. Visibility was poor even with the blue turban wrapped tight around his head. Sand cut through his loose clothing and bit at his flesh. Yet Pierce remained alert, scanned the semi-desert of the Sahel through squinting eyes.  
 
    He was expecting trouble. 
 
    He soon found it. 
 
    Three CIA operatives, their deaths ignoble. Corpses little more than ragged strips of meat. Their body parts resembled game kill after hyenas had finished picking at their carcasses — though hyenas had not killed them. There were no hyenas in the Sahel. 
 
    Pierce stepped closer. Sand covered much of the brutal crime scene and kept the flies away, but the smell remained putrid.  
 
    He replayed the incident in his mind. The CIA’s four-wheel drive had hit a landmine. The vehicle had catapulted into the skies. Flipped at least once before the chassis tore into three discernable pieces, then crashed back onto the earth. The war torn West African nation of Mali did that with strangers, defeated them with random acts of brutality. Their path to death wasn’t unusual. 
 
    Pierce sighed. He considered if he should pity these Central Intelligence Agency men. Their deaths at least had been quick. An ending without pain. There were far more horrific and agonizing fates they might have faced as field operatives for the Clandestine Service, and now never would.  
 
    Pierce was almost jealous. 
 
    The wind picked up, howled like angry ghosts reminding Pierce he didn’t belong. His clothes beat against him as if fighting each other. The sun rippling in the boiling skies resembled an all-seeing eye focused only on him.  
 
    Ignoring his discomforts, Pierce stared down through the sights of his AK-47 assault rifle scanning the horizon despite the dust clouds. Took his time to complete a full circle reconnaissance but saw only a few hundred meters in any direction. The Sahel — as they called these sub-Saharan lands — was a flat, desolate landscape with no discernable geographical features. The dividing zone between the lifeless Saharan dunes of the north and the lusher southern savannas. Nothing here but rare acacia trees, scrub patches, worn rock and stretches of sand.  
 
    And there were no ghosts despite the eerie sensation he was not alone. Pierce didn’t believe in them.  
 
    He instead believed in the worst of humanity.  
 
    That was why he scanned for movement. Bad actors roamed northern Mali spoiling for a fight. Enemies ready to murder him for his water, his guns and his four-wheel drive. Crazy jihadists prowled these lands like computer-coded zombies in post-apocalyptic first-person shooter games. Fanatics who’d murder him for no reason. Al Qaeda and Islamic State wannabes looking to prove their fanaticism with an easy kill. 
 
    Mali was the new ground zero on the War on Terror. 
 
    Mali was now the most dangerous country on the planet.  
 
    For eleven months, Mali had been Pierce’s theater of operation. 
 
    It was common to spot thin ebony-skinned men on motorcycles plowing dust trails from one isolated village to the next. Sometimes he spied women carrying fuel on their heads with tiny children kilometers from the nearest settlement. Horsemen or camel riders were often Tuareg nomads who may or may not be in league or at war with Al Qaeda or Islamic State, or a dozen other ideological-based groups with a fondness for murder. So many factions warring in Mali it was near impossible to keep track of who was who. He’d treat any people he encountered in the Sahel as hostile. No exceptions. If they got too close, he’d first shoot to scare away. The second shot would be to kill.  
 
    The alternative was to end as dismembered meat like his CIA peers. 
 
    Pierce waited until the wind dropped and visibility improved. When convinced he was alone, Pierce slung his AK-47 and undid the blue turban covering his face and head. He dressed as a Tuareg, one of the many local nomadic people of this region, because of the practicality of their garb but more so because of its effective disguise. Along with his turban he wore a medium-length cotton shirt over his cargo pants, t-shirt and tactical armor-plated vest. Tuareg men by tradition never showed their faces. A perfect cover to mask his privileged Americanness. Anyone who saw him from a distance wouldn’t presume he was a foreign devil. 
 
    He grabbed his satellite phone and dialed Langley, Virginia.  
 
    “Code in please?” a friendly but firm response from the other side of the planet. Female. American. Accent West Coast. She sounded young, perhaps late twenties or early thirties. College graduate because of her clear annunciation.  
 
    He both missed and detested the familiarity. 
 
    “Three, one, Delta, one, Echo, nine, Bravo.” 
 
    Pierce heard her breathing over the otherwise silent line.  
 
    “ID confirmed,” she said after a few seconds. “Go ahead Trigger Man.” 
 
    “Weather is clear… I repeat, weather is clear.” The report was a fake. This was a code confirming he wasn’t under duress. 
 
    “Good to hear Trigger Man. Patching you through now.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    The line fell silent. His hearing turned to the winds whistling across the flat plains. He blinked away sand particles that got in his eyes. 
 
    “Scott Pierce?”  
 
    A man’s voice. Pierce pictured mid-forties, Caucasian and Ivy League educated. Accent? Pierce wasn’t sure, but he sounded New England. Maybe Boston. 
 
    “Yes sir,” Pierce spoke with respect, even though he didn’t yet know if this CIA case officer deserved Pierce’s deference. They had never met, never talked before today. “I take it you’re Idris Walsh? Head of Special Ops, North Africa Desk?” 
 
    Walsh chuckled without humor or joy. “I’m told you’re the closest operative to my boys. Did you find them?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Pierce considered offering further intel, but he hadn’t warmed to the man’s gruff tone. He’d leave it to Walsh to ask direct questions while Pierce got a read on the man.  
 
    “Are they… dead?” 
 
    “Yes sir,” Pierce answered without emotion. “Three men. All dead.” 
 
    Walsh groaned. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Landmine. You can guess the rest.” 
 
    “And the money?” 
 
    “Money?” Pierce asked. There had been no mention of missing funds during his mission brief.  
 
    “Eleven million dollars, Pierce. Is it there?” 
 
    Pierce frowned. If eleven million dollars blew to pieces along with the men and their vehicle there would have been signs. Burned bills littering the earth or falling like snowflakes out of the sky. Legal tender spread far and wide across the Sahel.  
 
    “No sir. No money.” 
 
    “And the hostages?” 
 
    “Hostages?” Again, this was news to Pierce. He considered how much the CIA had not told him.  
 
    He decided he didn’t respect Walsh. No CIA operations officer with a shred of integrity sent men into the field without sharing all intel in their possession. Pierce’s blood boiled knowing he was alone with no understanding of what was transpiring. In the spy game, good intel was often the difference between a successful mission and ending up dead. The CAI agent’s cause of death was becoming clearer. 
 
    Walsh cleared his throat. “Yes, hostages? Five, snatched off the streets of Timbuktu yesterday. They dead too?” 
 
    Pierce recounted the body parts. Six arms. Six legs. All male. All white. Enough to build three corpses. “That’s a negative, sir.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    Pierce scanned the clearing horizon not the dust storm was settling. He sensed something wasn’t right. Or was he sensing Walsh’s bullshit? Regardless, there was nothing out here. His situation appeared secure for the moment. “When were you intending on reading me in, Walsh?”  
 
    Not, sir. No respect anymore. It was Pierce operating way outside the wire, in the heart of insurgent controlled territory with no realistic backup. From his cushy corner office in Langley, it should be Walsh looking after Pierce. 
 
    “I don’t like the tone Pierce.” 
 
    “I don’t like missions where you withhold information critical for my survival.” 
 
    Walsh growled again. He almost blustered further insults when he instead took a deep breath and slowed his breathing. “Okay. You’ve made your point Trigger Man. I’ve lost three good men. I’m fucking angry about that right now.” 
 
    “They’re dead. Nothing we can do. But I’m not dead. If you want my help, brief me.” 
 
    “Okay! Okay!” 
 
    “What was the purpose of the eleven million dollars?” 
 
    Walsh sighed. “That was for a hostage exchange. Al Qaeda affiliated group holding a bad actor with intel that could shift the political and military landscape in Central Asia. We planned a Timbuktu exchange. Then a third party snatched the hostage before we could.” 
 
    “A bad actor? From Iran?” Pierce asked. 
 
    “How the fuck did you know?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Iran was a guess.” He raised his AK-47, looked down the iron sights. A new dust cloud grew on the horizon. The haze might be the abating sandstorm, but Pierce thought it unlikely. 
 
    “It better be a lucky guess, Pierce.” 
 
    He watched the rising dust for a good long count to ten. The cloud grew in size and it was moving towards him. 
 
    “Sir, no offense, but I’m in the middle of insurgent-controlled territory. I’ve just identified an unknown number of potential hostiles approaching my position. Is a drone watching? Do you know who they are? What might connect them with your botched operation?” 
 
    Walsh blustered, “No drones available, Pierce. That’s why I sent you.” 
 
    It was Pierce’s turn to growl. He could die here because of Walsh’s incompetence. “Perhaps you could get a drone here ASAP, sir? Predator or Reaper preferably. Hellfire missile ready?” 
 
    “No can do I’m afraid. Committed to other operations.” 
 
    Pierce identified several technicals in the dust cloud. ‘Technical’ was military terminology for Utes, four-by-fours and pickup trucks fitted with tripod-mounted machine guns, rocket launchers and flamethrowers. At least five of the rusted, battered vehicles plowed through the gravelly desert towards him. Whoever these people were, they wouldn’t be friendly. 
 
    “Sir, we’re done talking. I’ll extract myself from this situation — if I can. If I make it back to Gao, I’m returning to my original mission. You’re on your own—” 
 
    “That’s a negative Trigger Man,” Walsh raised his voice. “Extract yourself, then call back. I’ve reassigned you to my team—” 
 
    Pierce ended the call. He wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries or sign-offs. The technicals numbered seven and were less than a kilometer from him. He could clamber into his battered Toyota Hilux and try to outrun them, but he didn’t like his chances. 
 
    Instead, he scanned the dusty road ahead, searching until his eyes spotted the glint of metal he hoped would be there.  
 
    His tactic was risky, but when he looked up again and saw how close his enemy was, he no longer had a choice.  


 
   
  
 

 THE TRIGGER MAN: CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Pierce steadied his AK-47 and sighted the approaching convoy of armed technicals. Sweat beaded on his skin. His odds of survival weren’t good. He had to keep his cool to survive the impending minutes. 
 
    The men in the trays wore dark or khaki desert clothes covering their bodies and faces. A few vehicles displayed black flags with the Shahada Islamic creed scribed in white Arabic letters. Words pronounced There is no god but God. Muhammad is the messenger of God.  
 
    Pierce sighed. Only fanatics flew these flags.  
 
    As the seven technicals decelerated, Pierce steadied himself. He checked for shaking but for the moment he was in control. He slowed his breathing and heart rate.  
 
    The first brutal strike never came.  
 
    Not yet. The insurgents didn’t comprehend what lay at their feet… 
 
    Men and guns weighed down each vehicle. The convoy comprised of four Toyota Land Cruisers, two Ford Rangers and one Mitsubishi Triton. The crew were a mixture of fairer Arabs and dark-skinned Africans, with the Arabs carrying the largest weapons and acting as drivers. AK-47s were their most common small arms. Mounted armaments included five DhsK Soviet Union Era heavy machine guns while two technicals featured SPG-9 Kopye 73-millimeter recoilless guns. The Kopyes no doubt fired high explosive anti-tank or HEAT rounds. A single direct hit would reduce Pierce to smaller meat fragments than his deceased CIA peers.  
 
    The Triton stopped closest. The insurgent behind the tripod-mounted Kopye recovered from the rough drive and now pointed the deadly recoilless gun at Pierce’s heart.  
 
    Pierce kept his AK-47 raised and ready. It was an ineffective weapon against the shear firepower aimed in his general direction, but Pierce knew a secret these fanatics did not. With their reckless driving it was only by luck they hadn’t already killed themselves. 
 
    “As-salamu alaykum,” called the insurgent behind the wheel of the Triton. ‘Peace be upon you’ was the universal greeting of both fanatic and moderate Islamists. 
 
    “Alaykumu s-salam,” Pierce responded in the traditional manner. ‘And peace be upon you too.’ It was positive they were conversing. He might still negotiate himself from this predicament, but he doubted it.  
 
    The driver stepped onto the gravelly desert. He drew a 9mm Beretta semi-automatic pistol from his cracked leather belt and waved the muzzle in the air. His other hand unraveled his khaki turban revealing a thick and oily beard. The whites of his eyes encircled his irises and looked ready to pop out of their sockets. “Brother? Do you pledge allegiance to Allah, the one true God?”  
 
    Pierce took another slow, deep breath and responded in Arabic. “I humbly serve the one true God. May Allah give me strength to continue to serve him.”  
 
    The words brought a smile to the insurgent’s face. “No reason to point your Kalashnikov at me, brother. If you are true to the faith, you need not fear us.” 
 
    Pierce kept his AK-47 raised. He wasn’t religious in any sense and supported no ideology that proclaimed itself as the single source or truth or righteousness, but he’d pretend if it appeased these fanatics and kept him alive. Either way, he wasn’t ready to surrender his assault rifle. 
 
    “Why are you not at home with your wife and children?” asked the wide-eyed insurgent.  
 
    Pierce sensed the man was itching for a kill. Searching for signs Pierce was not as devout to Sharia law as he claimed.  
 
    “Did you pray to Allah this morning?” the insurgent asked. 
 
    Pierce sighed. The conversation was pointless as expected, and he wasn’t in the mood to hear further dogma. His eyes motioned to the crumpled chassis of the CIA four-by-four, surprised that the fanatics hadn’t yet taken an interest in the earlier violent confrontation. His glance produced the desired effect. The leader turned noticing the wreck.  
 
    “You did this?” the Ansar Dine insurgent demanded. 
 
    Pierce nodded. “Foreign American devils. They deserved it.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are one of us after all. Who taught you how to fight?” 
 
    Pierce said nothing. 
 
    “My problem, brother, is that we came to meet these men. They had an important prisoner in their custody. We came to claim him, but now… You seem to have ruined our plans…” 
 
    Pierce’s expression remained impassive despite his concerns. The fanatics’ story contradicted Idris Walsh’s earlier claims. 
 
    Someone was lying.  
 
    “You’re Ansar Dine?” 
 
    The leader grinned, impressed by Pierce’s guess. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’” Pierce knew Ansar Dine were a sect of jihadist killers aligned with AQIM, or Al-Qaeda Organization in the Islamic Maghreb. A terrorist organisation with no regard for the life or liberty of others who didn’t follow their ideology. “Who is your master?” 
 
    “I am in charge,” the wide-eyed man chuckled as he scratched his oily beard. 
 
    “No,” Pierce demanded, his gun lined up on the fanatic’s chest. “Who is your regional commander?” 
 
    “Brother, don’t make me laugh.” 
 
    “Everybody has a boss.”  
 
    The insurgent smirked. “Hilarious. Why should I tell you?” 
 
    “Because he owes me, a reward for killing these infidels.” 
 
    The insurgent considered Pierce’s demand. “I think you should forget compensation my friend. I serve the will of the Sand Leopard. You know of him? Yes? No? If you don’t, you’ll soon wish you did not.” 
 
    Pierce nodded. The Sand Leopard. The name gave him chills. Pierce kept his face impassive and said, “I know of this man.”  
 
    The Sand Leopard’s real name was Kashif al Shalgham. He was a powerful and psychopathic regional commander of Ansar Dine and former officer of the Libyan Army. In his early days he’d tortured political dissidents for Muammar Gaddafi. His favorite drug was sodium thiopental used as a turth serum but also to incapacitate his victims while transporting them from one torture site to the next.  
 
    When Gaddafi’s regime collapsed, he fled the country. Turned up in Syria years later training Islamic State fanatics to fight as real soldiers. Now with Islamic State all but decimated in the Middle East, Shalgham had reappeared in the Sahara, leading his army of Ansar Dine killers pledged to terror and barbarity. A high-profile terrorist no one had succeeded in assassinating for over a decade, although many Western powers had tried.  
 
    Ansar Dine’s headquarters were the Adrar des Ifoghas, a vast and arid mountainous region on the border between Mali and Algeria. Three hundred kilometers north of Pierce’s current location, it was not an easy location to reach or explore, and more difficult to leave again. Shalgham’s wandering bands of insurgents murdered trespassers who strayed too close.  
 
    Shalgham himself had fought long and bloody battles across Mali and Algeria. His aim was to enforce Sharia law across West Africa. There were reports he had reignited the practice of crucifixion. He’d bound countless men, women and children to X-shaped crosses erected in the hottest regions of the desert, disemboweling them to die in the heat and the sand. Pierce wished only to meet this sick excuse for a human through the sights of a sniper rifle. 
 
    “You should forget the Sand Leopard,” the wide-eyed insurgent responded. “It will displease him you interfered in his operations. You know what he does to men who betray him?” 
 
    Pierce stilled his breath. He’d heard enough. 
 
    “You should be grateful that we will kill you first. No one inflicts more pain than the Sand Leopard himself—” 
 
    The fanatic didn’t get his chance to finish his threat. No longer interested in this pointless conversation, and now that the man had voiced a clear threat, Pierce switch targets and fired a full burst into the reflective metal he had seen earlier; a landmine, two meters from the leader and untouched since the convoy’s arrival. The CIA team died because of these hidden explosives. Why assume there was only one mine buried in this location?  
 
    Pierce hadn’t. 
 
    The sky grew thick with noise, flames and black smoke. The landmine detonated with an explosive force greater than expected. Perhaps three or four mines clustered together and triggered simultaneously. 
 
    Three  technicals and their occupants catapulted into the air. The leader suffered the quickest death as his arms, legs and organs scattered across the desert. The HEAT rounds in the SPG-9 Kopye-mounted Ranger fueled the first detonation, shredding the Triton into tiny fragments. One of the Land Cruisers caught in the explosion rolled and flipped crushing the men and the machine gun in the tray. 
 
    Pierce staggered on his feet as the blast wave hit him. He struggled to breathe for a few seconds as the explosions sucked oxygen from the atmosphere. None of this slowed Pierce as he’d prepared for the pressure wave. He ejected the AK’s first banana shaped magazine, locked in a second and pulled back on the charging handle. In under three seconds he fired controlled bursts toward the four intact technicals, pining them. When the magazine emptied, he sprinted for his Toyota Hilux while reloading a second magazine, and clambered into the cabin.  
 
    Once behind the wheel, he engaged the ignition and drove fast, south the way he had come.  
 
    Soon he was pushing eighty kilometers per hour on the dusty, gravel road.  
 
    He glanced in the cracked rearview mirror.  
 
    Another dust cloud materialized from the smoldering wrecks. 
 
    Four remaining technicals, three with machine guns and one with a recoilless Koype rifle, chased him.  
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