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It embodies scale and mystery, the thin line between survival and destruction, the power to take life or to transform it. A self-contained, homogenous, identifiable world, uncompromising and irreducible.
In other words, a challenge. And by no means an easy one.
As big as the United States, with a population the size of Norfolk…and though the great ergs, the sand seas, are amongst the most exquisitely beautiful landscapes I’ve ever seen, there is a dark side. The Sahara is also a killer…It has its share of war and conflict.
–Michael Palin, Sahara




Better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.
 
–Chinese Proverb
 




Chapter 1

Light entered the chamber for the first time in six millennia.
‘We’re through!’ Mike Baker yelled. ‘Rebecca, we’re through!’
Rebecca Grainger moved quickly to view the hole Mike had made with his hammer and chisel.
‘You punched through into nothing?’ Rebecca asked.
‘Yeah. Chisel just went straight through,’ Mike said.
‘Can you widen it enough to get a look in there?’ Rebecca asked.
‘Sure. Give me five minutes,’ Mike said.
‘Make it a quick five minutes.’ She was grinning now. ‘There’s nothing more impatient than a team of archaeologists on the verge of a major discovery. I’ll round up the rest of the glory hunters.’
Rebecca backed away from Mike in the enclosed space at the bottom of the well shaft and unclipped the palm-sized radio attached to her belt.
‘Phil, find Tina,’ she said into the radio. ‘Both of you get down here now. We think there’s a chamber under the well shaft. Mike has just broken through.’
‘Really?’ Phil Cranmer’s voice crackled over the radio. ‘That’s awesome. We’ll be right down.’
There was a pause.
‘Rebecca, there’s something else I was about to call you about. We have a problem up here. All the local helpers just jumped into one of the trucks and took off,’ Phil said.
Rebecca’s face darkened in the artificial light at the bottom of the well.
‘What the hell do you mean “took off”? Where to? Without them, the operation is dead,’ she said.
‘I couldn’t get any sense out of them. They were suddenly scrambling around like mad men collecting their things and jumping into their truck. They wouldn’t stop to explain. The only thing the lead guide said was that “the winds aren’t right.” He said if they stayed, they’d die, and we all had to leave now,’ Phil explained.
‘That doesn’t make any sense,’ Rebecca said. ‘I checked the weather this morning. There aren’t any conditions forecast that could cause a sandstorm. That storm in the south isn’t coming near us.’
‘That’s why it’s weird,’ Phil said. ‘There are now only the ten of us left on the dig site.’
Rebecca thought for a few seconds. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘you guys get down here now. We’ll figure out quickly if we have something here or not. Then, when we get back up, I’ll contact our guide office in Agadez to find out what the hell is going on.’
‘Gotcha. On our way.’ Phil’s voice crackled.
Rebecca returned the handheld radio to her belt.
She was concerned what this new development meant for the expedition. She was more concerned that it would reflect badly on her management of the operation.
They were there to excavate a dry well recently uncovered near an oasis. The well had been covered by a large sand dune until the wind had shifted the dune to reveal a corner of it.
Local Tuareg legend referenced a magical well into which people threw treasures and gifts as offerings to the ancient gods before impending battles. The team of ten archaeologists and Malian helpers had been excavating the well for three weeks, and they were now at the bottom of it.
Rebecca was not going to abandon the site without having something to show for it.
‘We’re coming down!’ Phil yelled from above.
Rebecca looked up to the circle of light fifty metres above her and saw two dark forms start to move down the walls on the rung-and-harness system they had installed. She watched them come down and stood ready at the bottom in case they needed her assistance.
Phil Cranmer hit the ground level first and unclipped himself from the harness. ‘Wow, what a breakthrough. Just as we were about to run out of funding. This place just keeps surprising us,’ he said as they both helped Tina Hagley to land safely.
Phil was a portly American academic who didn’t get out in the field much and was wildly enthusiastic about everything.
‘I know,’ Rebecca said. ‘We had the great capstone we had to shift on rollers—’
‘The shaft from carved stone, not seen in this part of the world before,’ Phil said.
‘Some of the team up top think this is not so much another Samana well type of construction but might be some kind of ancient tomb structure, like the catacombs of Kom el-Shoqafa,’ Tina said.
Tina was a young British researcher who worked for Rebecca at Cambridge University.
‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ Rebecca said, though the thought had been forefront in her own mind from the moment Mike’s chisel punched through into air.
‘C’mon,’ Phil said. ‘Look at the space we’re in. It’s twice the size of a normal well; you can seat seven quite comfortably here.’
‘Did you bring the big torch?’ Mike called out impatiently from the far wall. He sat back on his heels and wiped his brow.
Mike was an ambitious archaeologist in his mid-thirties from Durham University.
‘Of course,’ Phil said. He pulled it out of his backpack and walked over to where Mike was working.
‘I’ve managed to chisel it out to a foot wide,’ Mike said, showing off his work. ‘Now, for the moment of truth.’
He took the torch from Phil, pointed it into the hole, and fired up the beam.
Rebecca bit her lip. ‘What can you see?’ she asked. Her hands were shaking with nerves.
‘A big, empty room,’ Mike said. ‘It’s square, about twelve feet each way, at least five foot high, and…’
‘What? For God’s sake,’ Rebecca said, her voice rising.
‘There are carvings on the wall. This room wasn’t meant for water.’
The three archaeologists gasped, and the sound was amplified in the enclosed space.
‘Wait.’ Mike was craning his head into the hole as much as he could. ‘There’s a tunnel in the corner…’
‘It’s an antechamber!’ Phil exclaimed. ‘We got ourselves an antechamber, people.’
Rebecca put her hands over her mouth. She was speechless.
Mike pulled himself away from the hole. ‘That’s exactly what it looks like.’
The radio on Rebecca’s belt squawked, and then a slightly distorted voice came over it. ‘Rebecca, you have to get up here right now. Base is contacting us on the shortwave radio. They say they must speak to you immediately. They say it’s an emergency.’
The euphoria of the moment was broken. Rebecca snatched the radio from her belt. ‘What’s up?’ she asked.
‘They won’t say. Insist on speaking to you only,’ the voice said.
‘Okay…coming up,’ she said, trying to maintain composure while she was a tumult of emotion.
‘I’ll need to go and see what they want,’ she said to the team. ‘In the meantime, can you all get stuck in with Mike and open that hole out to about a metre wide, so we can get down there later today? Get the drills down here so we can get in there faster.’
Phil and Mike nodded in agreement; they generally didn’t like taking orders from Rebecca, believing they were her equal on the dig, but in this case, it didn’t matter. They, more than anyone, were itching to see what was on the other side of the tunnel in the room below them.
‘I’ll go see what the latest emergency is all about,’ Rebecca said. She walked over to the ladder-and-harness system to start the journey upwards. ‘You know what they’re like, always making a fuss about nothing.’




Chapter 2

‘Rebecca, are you still there? Can you hear me?’ The voice was breaking up with an unusual amount of static in the signal. ‘This is real. You don’t have much time. You can’t get out. We can’t get you out…What are you going to do?’
Rebecca looked out over her archaeological expedition with all nine team members busy on site. Everything looked normal. The tents were laid out in rows, steam was coming from the cooking tent because lunchtime was approaching, and most of the team members were busy digging out marked channels around the top of the catacomb structure. All were oblivious to the looming catastrophe.
She was responsible for all of them.
Rebecca dropped to her knees and put her free hand to her face. ‘Oh God, I don’t know.’ She looked around in a daze at the giant sand dunes surrounding them, many half a kilometre high.
There was nowhere to go.
‘When did it turn?’ she asked into the radio.
‘Thirty minutes ago. It’s been reclassified as a superstorm. It’s now a thousand miles wide…they reckon it’s expending the energy of two hundred thousand atomic bombs. That means even once it makes landfall, it’s just going to keep going. It’s only going to peter out once it hits southern Algeria, same as Hurricane Sandy finished in Canada after taking out most of the northeastern United States…Rebecca?’
‘Yes, I’m here. It’s just that…you’re telling me to get out of the way of Mother Nature; I’m in the middle of the desert. I can’t see how I can do that here. There’s nowhere to go.’
‘Then…I’m sorry…I’m…’
There was silence.
There was nothing else to say.
The archaeologists stared at Rebecca in stunned silence.
After taking a few minutes to compose herself upon hearing the news, Rebecca had called everyone together to discuss the situation.
Having to relay the impending doom to others had snapped her out of her dazed state. This was her site, and she had to get back in control—or as much in control as she could be.
She was standing on a supplies box so that everyone could see her clearly, though she hardly needed the extra height. She was already tall, standing five feet eleven inches. It had started out as just another day on the job, so she had her long, wavy, red hair tied back in a ponytail and was dressed in her usual dig attire of cream cargo trousers and a light, checked shirt to guard her fair skin against the desert sun.
After a short silence, the questions started.
‘We’re in the southern Ténéré desert—the Sahara—and you’re saying that a hurricane is going to hit us?’
‘Look,’ Rebecca replied. ‘I can only tell you what they told me. Then we need to decide collectively what we’re going to do about it because I don’t have any answers. They’ve been monitoring the weather for a while, but I thought nothing of it because we are in the desert, so I will explain it to you as they explained it to me.’ Rebecca took a deep breath before starting again. ‘A massive freak storm is coming in—a super hurricane. In the last six months, many of the trade winds have reversed and are heading east across the Atlantic instead of west towards the Americas. With the winds coalescing and feeding off the warm waters in the Gulf of Guinea, the result is that for the first time ever, a hurricane is going to pass over West Africa.’
‘This is unbelievable,’ another of the team said. ‘To get to us, it has to cross Nigeria. These things die out over land.’
‘True,’ Rebecca replied, ‘but it’s the unprecedented scale of this thing that’s going to get us. A category five hurricane is the biggest, with winds above one hundred and fifty miles an hour. With this storm, they’re predicting winds of two hundred and fifty miles an hour. They’re talking about adding another level to the classification system. So even if it loses two hundred miles an hour by the time it reaches the edge of the Sahara, it is still going to pick up all the sand, make a biblical sandstorm out of it, and bury us. Everybody else in the region is already battening down to save themselves. Our resupply vehicles are staying in Agadez. There’s no helicopter within five hundred miles. There’s no help coming.’
Stunned silence again as the different faces registered a mix of confusion, anger, and fear.
Rebecca looked over the faces of her colleagues to take in the entire dig site. It had all been going so well until this point.
Now it would all be destroyed.
‘Right!’ Rebecca clapped her hands loudly to bring the attention of the group back to her. She looked at her watch. ‘We have about eight hours until the outer winds of the weather system get here. We can’t stay in the tents. We can’t drive out in time. We need to find some cover. Anyone have any ideas?’
‘We cram into the Land Cruisers?’ Tina offered. ‘They’re pretty heavy cars anyway, so shouldn’t blow over. We should all be able to fit into the three of them.’
‘Until they get completely covered with sand,’ Mike said. ‘If the winds shift the sand dunes, we could be under a couple of tons of sand. You won’t dig out of that, and it won’t take long for three to four people in a car to suffocate.’
Silence descended on the group.
‘Any…other suggestions?’ Rebecca asked in a timid voice.
‘Make a big bowl of Kool-Aid,’ someone said.
A few people smiled. Rebecca was glad; it was enough to break the tension.
‘We’re not quite at that stage yet,’ she said, ‘so let’s not throw in the towel.’
Dave Harper spoke up. ‘The catacombs. We climb in there. It’s the only solid structure here. Between the shaft, the antechamber, and wherever that tunnel goes, I’m guessing onwards into larger burial chambers, there’s enough space and should be enough air for all of us until they can come and dig us out in a couple of days.’
‘Until the sand keeps pouring in with the wind from above and we are buried alive?’ another person said. ‘It would be like being inside an hourglass that’s filling up.’
‘It’s the only choice left,’ Dave countered. ‘We have the quick-set concrete. We have spare to reinforce the walls. That stuff is almost like putty when you put it on. We could roll the capstone back over us and seal the edges. It would be dry enough by the time the killer winds get here.’
‘Dave,’ Rebecca said. ‘You’re talking about sealing us inside a tomb.’




‘What if Dave’s wrong about the air?’ Tina asked. ‘If there’s not enough, what next? Do we draw straws to see who gets killed? Who decides who lives and who dies here?’
‘We’ll be sealed in there forever,’ someone else said. ‘By the time they get enough equipment to dig us out, we’ll all be dead anyway. It’s better taking our chances up here.’
‘Well,’ Rebecca said, ‘I think our best chance of survival is to seal ourselves down there. We’re fast running out of time, so that’s what I’m doing. I know Dave is with me, as it’s his idea.’ She looked at Dave Harper, who nodded in agreement. ‘So we have a core team already. Those who want to join us, come with me. Otherwise, if you want to form a separate team to stay up here, good luck to you.’ She turned and started walking away.
It was a desperate ploy on her part.
She would do anything to survive and was frustrated in trying to get ten academics to agree. She started walking towards the stores tent. After fifteen paces, she looked behind her and saw seven of the team heading towards her.
After a few more minutes of discussion, the last two people shrugged and headed over as well.
Things happened quickly once the consensus had been reached. Everybody was galvanised by a common goal and the incoming threat.
They gathered as many essentials as they could into backpacks: food, water, torches, batteries, even toilet paper. They formed a human chain to ferry the bags and anything else that could be relevant to the edge of the catacomb opening.
Mike Baker rigged a winch system to lower it all to the bottom of the shaft. They worked feverishly for four hours without a break.
‘God, give us a break, Rebecca,’ Phil Cranmer called out as they were passing along the last of the provisions. ‘We’ll die of exhaustion before we get into the hole!’
‘We’re nearly there,’ Rebecca yelled backed tetchily from the edge of the well. ‘Just bloody keep going.’
‘Still not sure this is the best idea,’ the person next to Phil muttered.
‘I’m sure Rebecca knows what she’s doing,’ Tina said, her voice wavering with nerves.
‘Well, I need a break,’ Phil said. ‘I’m dripping with sweat here.’
Phil moved out of the line and made to walk to the nearest chair but stopped in his tracks. ‘What the hell is that?’ he said, pointing at the horizon.
Out in the distance, the horizon was starting to darken.
Phil forgot his tiredness and ran to a nearby table to pick up a pair of binoculars.
‘Shit!’ he yelled as he focussed through them. ‘It’s the storm!’
Everybody in the line jumped as though an electric current had passed through each of them. Phil ran back and rejoined the frenzied passing of stores into the well.
‘Can you feel that? The wind on your face?’ Mike said to Rebecca at the top of the line.
‘Yes,’ Rebecca said. ‘I can feel the first wisps of it. That’s not normal wind.’
She looked down the line. ‘Everybody stop, we’re out of time! Climb into the well now.’
‘We don’t have enough provisions,’ someone yelled.
‘Fine. Stay out here then!’ Rebecca yelled back. ‘If we don’t get into the well now, we won’t have time to seal it.’
She swung her leg over the lip of the well and started climbing down.
‘What are you doing?’ Mike called after her.
‘Emphasising the point,’ she said as she descended the ladder. ‘The time for debate is over. Get them to come down the ladder two at a time. I’ll help them at the bottom. Once they’re all down, I’ll climb back up to help you seal it.’
‘Okay,’ Mike said. He watched Rebecca’s form receding into the darkness. ‘Thought it was everyone for themselves for a second, there,’ he muttered under his breath. He looked around and saw the rest of the group running towards him. ‘Easy,’ he said, holding his hands up to calm them down.
‘Form into groups of two. That’s how we’ll get down on the ladder-and-harness system.’




Chapter 3

Once everyone was safely down at the bottom of the well, Rebecca climbed back out with Dave Harper. Mike grinned broadly in the strong wind as they climbed back over the edge of the well.
‘Thought you guys had left me,’ he said.
Dave smiled back. ‘And miss the chance to give you grief while we’re buried alive? No way.’
‘You guys get mixing the quick-dry concrete. I need to get something,’ Rebecca said, running of in the direction of her tent.
Both men looked at each other quizzically.
‘Forget about it,’ Dave said, looking at the mass of broiling dark cloud descending on them. ‘We need to mix this stuff up quick.’
They set to work. Within ten minutes, the concrete to create the sealing cap was ready. As they began preparing to roll the capstone over and apply the concrete, Rebecca ran back from her tent with something in her hand.
‘Dave, this is the webcam and satellite transmitter that beams daily progress on the site back to our bases. Let’s embed it in the concrete. It sends snapshots in ten-second intervals. I don’t know how long it will transmit for, but it may be useful for somebody somewhere to get an eye in the storm.’
‘Sure. What the hell,’ Dave said, taking it from her. ‘I can wave goodbye to my wife before I get in. Now you’d better get in there, Rebecca. The wind is really picking up now, and the sand is starting to fly. We’ll need everyone in within the next five minutes. I’ll come in last to get the capstone across and finish sealing from the inside.’
Rebecca nodded as she blinked rapidly from sand stinging her face and eyes. She climbed back into the well.
Half an hour later, ten people were huddled at the bottom of the shaft, their faces eerily illuminated by glowing Cyalume sticks scattered on the floor. They had torches as well, but all agreed to conserve the batteries, as they had no idea how long they would be in there.
‘Now what?’ someone asked in the semi-darkness.
‘Get as comfortable as you can,’ Rebecca replied, sitting down against the wall of the large well. ‘And pray that the concrete seal and walls at the top hold out.’
‘Shouldn’t we go down to the next level?’ Mike said.
‘No,’ Rebecca said. ‘We don’t have all the right equipment.’
Outside, they could hear the noise of the storm intensifying.
‘We may as well. Beats just sitting around here for a day,’ Mike said.
Rebecca turned her torch on and focussed the beam on Mike’s face. ‘Listen,’ she said, ‘I’m not having ten people stamp around hurriedly through a new site.’
The torch clicked off again.
‘Wow, listen to that noise,’ someone said in the gloom. ‘Sounds like a jet engine winding up out there.’
‘It’s getting louder by the minute,’ Mike said. ‘We should at least prepare—’
‘Mike,’ Rebecca said. ‘I’m not—’
‘Whoa! Something just landed next to me!’ someone said. All the torches came on and flooded Bob Morris with light. ‘It’s a piece of mortar from above.’
Tina Hagley burst into tears.
‘That’s hardly going to help, is it, Tina?’ Rebecca said. ‘Get it together.’
There was a loud cracking sound from above, and a sliver of light appeared at the top of the shaft, quickly followed by another. Faces filled with fear looked into darkness above as beams of light slowly punctured it. Half of the group jerked their heads downwards in an involuntary reaction.
‘Something hit my eye,’ Phil said.
‘It’s sand,’ Mike said. ‘The seal’s not holding. The sand is coming in.’
***
The storm and the wind were something to behold. The amount of sand being moved was colossal. In four different universities and research institutions around the globe, fascinated scientists, meteorologists, and colleagues of the people trapped in the Sahara were transfixed at monitors that loaded up the pictures sent from the camera at the top of the well.
Nobody was sure that the well would hold or even be found again if it was buried deep under newly formed dunes. With the force of the wind still in effect, some wondered if there would even be any sand left in the region. As the hours progressed and the storm reached its peak, the pictures became intermittent.
A new picture started coming through. It was as hazy as the others were, made grainy by the amount of sand being shifted in the air. This picture was different, though. Grey blocks were starting to be discernible in the distance. At the screen being watched at Oxford University in England, someone asked, ‘Are those…buildings? ’




Chapter 4

The sand fell on the trapped archaeologists like fine rain. Beams of torchlight were playing all around the enclosed space. The light dimmed slightly as sand began to cover the Cyalume sticks on the floor.
Rebecca could smell the rising fear in the room. She could see panic in the ghostly faces as torchlight swept over them.
‘Now, Rebecca,’ Mike said. ‘We need to move now. We’ll die up here.’
‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Rebecca said. ‘Fix the rope ladder so we can get everybody down and pass the equipment down. I’ll go down first.’
Mike and Phil moved quickly, unfurling the ladder into the hole and dropping a few Cyalume sticks into it. Rebecca stood over the hole as she slung her bag over her shoulder and got ready to descend. As soon as the ladder was ready, she sat on the floor and swung her legs over the void.
Once her feet were firmly on the ladder, she transferred her entire weight to it and started going down. The room she entered held no surprises for her, as she had had a good look at the layout earlier with her torch. What interested her was the room beyond this one. As soon her feet touched solid floor in the antechamber, she moved to the entrance to the tunnel.
Mike came down on the ladder and immediately looked back up to help the next person down.
‘Ten of us are not going to fit in here with our supplies,’ Rebecca said.
‘I know,’ Mike said. ‘We have to go through the tunnel. My question is, are you going now, or will you wait for a few more of us to come down?’
‘I’ll wait till Phil is down. Then the three of us can go. The rest can sort out our stuff and wait here till we call them through,’ she said.
‘Good idea. You don’t want to run into any difficulty in there by yourself,’ he said.
Rebecca turned and fired her torch into the tunnel. Mike shook his head in the gloom and turned to help the third person to the ground.
Phil was the fifth person down. The human chain for passing the supplies and equipment down was well established.
‘Phil, Mike, let’s go,’ Rebecca called out.
‘Wait,’ Bob said. ‘You’re leaving us? Why are you splitting up the group?’
‘This room isn’t big enough for everything. We may need to move again,’ Rebecca said.
‘What about traps?’ Tina asked. ‘You could get killed in there.’ Tina was visibly shaking. Tears slid down her face in the gloom.
‘We all could,’ Rebecca said. ‘That’s…why we’re going now, to check if it’s safe for all of us. We’re losing time. This room is soon going to be full, and the one above will be full of sand—’
‘Unless we find a way to plug that hole,’ Mike said nervously, pointing at the fine stream of sand coming through the hole.
‘We’re now in the bottom of the hourglass,’ he said.
‘Oh God,’ Tina said, looking at the entrance to their new sanctuary in horror.
‘Time to go,’ Rebecca said, turning on her torch and spinning on her heel. She crouched down and headed into the blackness.
The tunnel was about five feet high. Mike and Phil, being bigger men, had to crouch down a lot further. Rebecca could hear them huffing and puffing behind her in the enclosed space.
‘There’s nothing remarkable about the walls here,’ Rebecca said. ‘I think it’s just an entranceway.’
‘Go slow,’ Mike said behind her. ‘Keep an eye out for any undulations or slits in the wall or floor that may be traps.’
Rebecca continually had to stop herself from speeding up. They had calculated that the tunnel was twenty five feet long, which was what they could see with their torches before the walls ended. From the antechamber, their light had been too weak to penetrate the inky black hole at the other end.
Rebecca’s hands were shaking with adrenaline as she drew closer to the black hole.
‘You see anything in the main room yet?’ Mike asked.
‘No, it’s still too murky,’ she said, continually playing her beam into the blackness.
As she got closer, she forced herself to stop and let the two behind her catch up, in case anything went wrong at the entrance.
‘You two caught your breath?’ she asked.
‘It’s all this frigging crouching,’ Mike said behind her. ‘We almost have to duck walk here.’
Rebecca rolled her eyes in the darkness.
‘Hang on for a second, guys. Need to catch my breath here,’ Phil said, wheezing in the darkness.
‘You don’t get out into the field much over there at the University of Michigan, do you?’ Mike said. ‘Just imagine there’s a doughnut at the end of this tunnel.’
‘Screw you, limey prick!’ Phil said, his raised voice booming in the tunnel.
‘Cut it out,’ Rebecca said sharply. ‘Five more steps. I think we’re there.’
They stopped at the end of the tunnel.
‘I can see a central casket chamber,’ she said breathlessly. ‘And pillars all the way around.’
‘Look around the edge of the tunnel exit before you—damn it,’ Mike said.
Rebecca had already stepped off into the darkness.
Mike quickly shuffled up to the edge and searched with his beam to find Rebecca.
‘It’s fine,’ Rebecca said. ‘I’m fine. Come in.’
Mike and Phil quickly stepped off the edge into the main room. Light played everywhere from the three beams.
‘Square supporting columns all around,’ Phil said.
‘The outer walls are all small funerary niches, all empty,’ Mike said.
‘There’s no decoration anywhere,’ Phil said. ‘Why is there no decoration on the walls?’
‘It’s worse than that…’ Rebecca said.
Both men turned to find her with their lights. They put a spotlight on her as she stood over the central burial slab in the middle of the room.
Rebecca was shaking.
‘There’s not a single coffin in here,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing. This place is an unfinished building site.’
She was shaking with anger.
After a few minutes of investigating the room further, the other two agreed with her.
‘For whatever reason,’ Phil said, ‘they left it unfinished. It’s still a great find, Rebecca.’
Rebecca stayed silent in the gloom.
‘Well, it’s safe,’ Mike said. ‘I’m going to call the others to start coming down. We can all fit in here easily enough, and the sand is not going come all the way down that tunnel.’
‘Though it will restrict our air again if the antechamber fills up. We’ll be down to this one room again,’ Phil said.
‘Let’s get everybody in. Then we’ll go back and see if we can plug that hole with something,’ Mike said.
Rebecca sat slumped in a corner.
Mike looked at her, shrugged, and turned to head back up the tunnel.
Soon, the entire party was set up in the incomplete tomb. Mike and Phil were the last people back through. ‘We managed to brace a piece of tarpaulin over the hole with two poles. Hopefully, it holds and stops the sand coming in,’ Mike said as he dropped his backpack by the tunnel and looked around for somewhere to sit.
‘What now?’ Tina asked.
‘Get as comfortable as you can and try to relax. Maybe even get some sleep,’ Phil said. ‘We need to conserve the air in case the sand keeps coming in.’
‘Then what?’ Bob asked. ‘They’ll never get to us in time. Ignoring the irony of being entombed in a tomb, we’re screwed here.’
‘Well, it’s better than being up top at the moment,’ Mike said. ‘Everybody just needs to stay calm. We’re still alive; that’s something pretty positive. We need to give it enough time for the main part of the storm to pass over. It was howling in the main chamber when we were trying to plug that hole. Then, we’ll figure out how we can help ourselves.’
‘He’s right,’ Rebecca said from her corner. ‘Turn the torches off and keep quiet for a few hours.’
One by one, the beams of light were extinguished, putting each scared face into darkness.




Chapter 5

‘How long has it been?’ someone asked in the darkness.
Rebecca turned on the torch beside her and wearily looked at her watch. ‘About twelve hours,’ she replied. ‘I think it’s safe. The winds must’ve died down by now.’
They could hear nothing from the outside. The most unnerving part had been the silence while knowing a huge storm was boiling above them.
Rebecca’s body ached from being on the hard floor all night. She desperately wanted out of the tomb. The place stank from sweat and the bucket in a corner in which people had been relieving themselves. She had spent most of her time in the Sahara trying to avoid contact with the sun. Now she would give anything to feel it on her skin.
She played the torch around the room. Everyone looked terrible. Some had managed to get a few hours of sleep, but most hadn’t and looked like harrowed spectres in the pale light.
There was a scratching noise coming from the corner farthest away from the tunnel entrance. Rebecca shifted the torch beam to where it was coming from.
The light illuminated Phil, who appeared to have a metal bar about an inch thick inserted into the mortar of the wall next to him.
‘Phil…what are you doing?’ Rebecca asked.
Phil turned and smiled. ‘I needed to keep my hands moving,’ he said. ‘Something’s a bit weird here. They didn’t carve this place out of the stone. All the walls are mortar. I wanted to test how far the mortar goes back before it hits rock. I’ve been grinding away at this section whenever it was getting too much for me. It was just a distraction, but I think I’m almost through now.’
Rebecca was annoyed. ‘Phil, we’re still on the job here. I’m not happy you’re chipping away at an ancient site because you got a bit stressed. It’s been incredibly stressful for all of us.’
‘Wait…wait…’ Phil said, giving a final few twists and shunts on the metal bar. A small ‘dink’ was heard as Phil’s hand shot forward and hit the wall.
‘Yes, I’m through,’ Phil said. ‘Sorry, Rebecca; once I start something, I have to finish it.’
‘Well, that’s no…’ the words died in Rebecca’s mouth.
Phil had pulled the metal bar out of his hole in the wall. Rebecca turned off the torch, and every head swivelled to fixate on the inch-wide beam of light that was coming out of the hole to the outside.
Everyone soon clustered around the small shaft of light lancing the darkness.
‘How can we be looking at light?’ Rebecca asked. ‘We’re one hundred metres down. Can you see anything out there, Phil?’
Phil had his eye up to the hole. He was looking directly into the light. ‘No, it’s too bright.’ He turned away from the hole to look at Rebecca.
‘There is only one possible explanation,’ he said. ‘This tomb, or whatever it was, wasn’t underground when they built it, and the dune that covered it is gone.’
‘What?’ Bob said. ‘The wind got rid of an entire dune and didn’t replace it? That would only work if there was no sand behind it to replace it with.’
‘Possibly,’ Phil said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘We won’t know till we get out there.’
‘Speaking of which…’ Rebecca said. ‘Anyone checked if we can get out the way we came in?’
‘That’s a no,’ Mike answered. ‘I’ve checked, and the antechamber did fill with sand. Our cover over the hole obviously didn’t work.’
‘Are we trapped in here?’ someone near the back of the group asked, her voice cracking slightly with fear.
‘No. No, of course not,’ Rebecca said instantly, even though she was experiencing a mild bout of panic herself.
‘Phil,’ Mike said. ‘How easy was it to chip through the mortar there?’
‘It’s softer than it looks. If there’s nothing blocked up against the wall on the other side, we could scratch out enough mortar to kick the stone blocks out. Make a hole big enough to crawl through one at a time.’
‘As long as it doesn’t bring the whole wall down above it,’ someone else said.
‘A small hole, just wide enough to crawl though, should leave the overall structural integrity intact. I don’t see that we have any other choice, if we can’t go up and out,’ Phil said. ‘Any other suggestions, or should we start digging?’
Silence.
‘Good,’ Rebecca said. ‘We start digging. Mike, you take the first shift on taking out mortar with the metal bar. The rest of us will scoop it away to the other side of the room.’
***
After a couple of hours, everyone had experienced a shift of scratching away mortar to loosen the stones and rocks that made up the rear wall of the tomb. The rotation came back to Phil Cranmer, who managed to poke a series of holes to the outside so that the well was illuminated by another ten shafts of light. Phil pivoted around on his rear to stick his feet into the newly dug hole.
‘What are you doing?’ Rebecca asked.
‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Phil said. ‘The stones are loosening up. I’m going to give them a good kick.’
‘Wait, take it slowly,’ Rebecca said. ‘You might bring the whole wall down on us.’
It was too late. A loud thumping noise reverberated in the hollow chamber as Phil kicked out. ‘Yes!’ he cried as he felt the rocks give way beneath his boots. Grinding and crumbling sounds echoed in the chamber as the last of the rocks gave way and collapsed outwards, filling the room with light.
Everybody cheered and clapped.
Phil pivoted onto his stomach and inched forward to stick his head into the hole.
‘What can you see, Phil?’ Rebecca asked.
‘Daylight,’ Phil said. ‘I’m going to crawl out.’
The others watched his legs disappearing inch by inch into the white void. Once he was fully out, Rebecca knelt by the hole and yelled, ‘What does it look like out there?’
‘Um, the sand is all gone,’ Phil yelled from the outside. ‘That’s one thing. The other you won’t believe until you see it.’
That was enough for Rebecca. She planted herself on her stomach and began inching forward through the hole. When her head appeared on the other side and her eyes adjusted to the light, she could see Phil, but he was looking away from her at something else. The ground dipped away from him, so Rebecca couldn’t see what he was looking at. She finished shuffling out of the hole, got up, and dusted herself off.
The sand was indeed gone. All around them was light-brown, undulating land. The force of the storm had been so strong and so sustained that it had transported most of the sand northwards, away from them. It was incredible. The archaeologist in her immediately became excited. She walked over to Phil to see what he was looking at, and her jaw dropped.
The land dipped away from them into a wide valley. Most of the valley was taken up by a prehistoric city.
In the middle of the city, a large pyramid with smooth silver sides stood gleaming in the sun.




Chapter 6

Clearly, the city had been built around the silver pyramid. It was placed in the centre of the valley, and all of the other low-rise stone buildings radiated outwards from it. Eight main streets emanated out from the pyramid, in line with the points on the compass. Small aqueducts moved outwards from the largest buildings surrounding the pyramid and into the rest of the city. The aqueducts connected to street canals, and some appeared to disappear directly into the ground, indicating that the city had once had a direct water source. The circles of buildings closest to the pyramid were two storeys high and made of huge blocks of carved stone. The buildings got smaller as the circles radiated away from the pyramid. The buildings at the edge of the city were small, the size of family dwelling units. They were constructed with small blocks of stone that could easily be moved by a few people.
The stone buildings of the low-rise city were impressive, reminiscent of large Inca, Aztec, or Angkorian finds, and the archaeologists had been to all of the great cities of the ancient cultures. Yet the new stone city was hardly registering at all. What took their breath away was the silver pyramid. It was not its scale, as it was approximately a third smaller than the great pyramid of Giza in Egypt; it was the metallic-looking casing that enclosed it.
‘Do you think that’s really silver?’ Rebecca asked breathlessly as she moved to stand next to Phil.
‘We won’t know until we get closer,’ Phil replied. ‘It certainly looks it, though it may be polished or painted casing stones. But I’ve never seen polished stone reflect the sun like that. Look closer; there appears to be something else on or around the pyramid—some blocks near the top are surrounded by a thin lattice structure.’
‘You’re right,’ Rebecca said, squinting. ‘What the hell are we looking at?’ She was more confused than at any time in her professional life.
‘The others are coming out,’ Phil said.
‘Yes…’ She waved at him vaguely with her hand, her eyes transfixed by the city. ‘Do you want to…can you go help…’
Phil glared at her before stomping off to start pulling the rest of the team, one by one, through the hole.
Rebecca kept inching forward, craning to see more detail; she started looking at each section in turn, trying to map it all in her mind.
She was snapped out of her reverie by a scream behind her. Her head snapped round, and she saw a group of people clustered around the hole. Rebecca was confused. She could not see the hole.
The hole was gone.
She sprinted back to the group. Some were still yelling. Others were clawing frantically at the rubble with their bare hands.
‘Bob! Bob!’ people were yelling.
‘What happened?’ she asked, grabbing Tina, who was closest, by the arm.
‘Bob…’ Tina said. ‘He was crawling through…the wall collapsed on him.’
Rebecca shoved Tina out of the way and pushed to the front. Mike and three of the other men were digging feverishly at the collapsed rock and mortar. There was no more room for anyone else to dig. The others crowded around in shock, watching the unfolding drama.
Three upturned fingers appeared out of the fragments of stone. The men dug frantically to reveal a grey hand and wrist. Mike immediately placed two fingers on the wrist.
‘No pulse,’ he said. ‘He’s dead.’
‘No,’ one of the men said. He continued the assault on the rubble with his hands.
‘Give it up, Dave,’ Mike said, putting a hand on Dave’s shoulder. ‘He’s gone. If there’s no pulse now, that won’t change by the time we dig him out properly.’
Dave stopped, and all three men who had been digging suddenly slumped down, breathing heavily from the exertion.
‘Good God,’ Tina said. ‘What can we do?’
‘Nothing.’ Mike panted. ‘Nothing we can do. We may as well leave his body there. Otherwise, we’re pulling it out to lie in the sun.’
‘Is anyone else still in there?’ Rebecca asked.
‘No,’ Mike said. ‘He was the last out. Insisted on it. Don’t know why.’
Rebecca looked around. Everyone else was accounted for, but all of their equipment and remaining supplies were sealed inside.




Chapter 7

‘God,’ Tina said, shaking. ‘I sat next to Bob an hour ago…’
‘I know,’ Phil said, putting his arm around her. ‘I know…’
‘Now what?’ Dave said. ‘What do we do now? Stay here? Go into the valley?’
‘We should stay here,’ Mike said. ‘This is our last known location for when they send rescue. I’ve just tried my satellite phone. Can’t get through—’
‘Me either. Can’t get through for some reason,’ Dave said, still fiddling with the phone in his hand.
‘So,’ Mike said, ‘the landscape may have changed, but the GPS coordinates are the same. We should stay right here.’
‘How is rescue going to get to us in any reasonable time?’ Rebecca said. ‘If this is what the storm did in Southern Niger, imagine what everything south of us looks like. There’s no help coming from there.’
‘Crap, you’re right,’ Dave said. ‘Any help will go straight for the major population centres. Who’s going to divert resources to pick up nine people in the desert?’
Rebecca nodded. ‘Help will have to come from our own teams…from Europe.’
‘Okay,’ Mike said. ‘And when they do get here, they’re going to come to our last known location—here. I know you want to go down into the city, Rebecca, but for the good of the group, we should stay here.’
Rebecca threw her hands in the air. ‘And survive on what, Mike? It’s going to take at least twenty-four hours for help to get here, and what do we survive on?’ She pointed at the sealed hole where the tips of Bob’s fingers were visible under the collapsed wall. ‘Last time I checked, all our food and water were sealed in there. So you want us to just stand in the desert sun for two days?’
‘We could dig back in,’ someone else suggested.
‘No,’ Phil said. ‘Not keen on that idea. That wall collapsed when we dug a small hole. It’s not stable enough to dig a bigger one, and we have nothing to brace it up with.’
Rebecca nodded. ‘And if we’re unsuccessful in getting in, then we would have spent more energy than we can afford, right before we freeze in the desert night.’
‘So what’s the alternative?’ Mike asked, his voice rising. He pointed at the city. ‘You want us to go into a ruin down there that could also be completely unstable after the storm has gone through it?’
‘Yes,’ Rebecca said. ‘It seems a much better option to me. We’ll have some protection from the wind, better shelter for the night, and a much better chance of finding water than we will staying up here on an exposed plain.’
A few people nodded in agreement.
‘This whole expedition’s shot to hell,’ Rebecca said. ‘We’re in a very perilous situation. We don’t have time to spend debating every point.’ She looked directly at Mike. ‘So let’s put it to a vote. I’m going down there to have a look around the greatest discovery since Tutankhamun’s tomb. At least I can do that before I die out here. Now, who’s coming with me?’ She shot her hand into the air. Six other hands slowly rose.
‘Fine,’ Mike said. ‘We should at least stay together.’
‘Good,’ Rebecca said. ‘Let’s start walking.’




Chapter 8

As they walked down towards the valley floor, Rebecca decided to try to get people’s minds off the death of Bob and their predicament by inviting theories on what they were looking at.
‘I’ll start,’ Rebecca said. ‘The Sahara is desert now, but it wasn’t always. There have been at least two major tectonic-plate realignments in the earth’s history as well as it tilting on its axis. This city could have flourished in a more temperate climate and then been moved to this latitude, where the sands overtook it, and it was abandoned.’
‘But it’s just so…big,’ Tina said. ‘How could there be no evidence of it?’
‘Well,’ Rebecca said. ‘I’ve been thinking about that as well. The simple answer is that no one has yet bothered to dig randomly in the middle of the Sahara, where the great dunes are. I mean, why would you? We’ve always been fixated on excavating known or visible sites. We only started digging what we thought was the well once part of it was visible. As long as the city stayed buried, no one was going to look here until it eventually got mapped by infrared satellite.’
‘Yeah, stacks up,’ Phil said, walking next to Rebecca. ‘A ruined city, I buy; but what about that silver pyramid? I mean, look at it. Just incredible.’
‘That, I can’t explain,’ Rebecca said. ‘Other than the usual assumption that it was a hugely important religious or royal focal point. Anyone else? Tina?’
Tina finally seemed to have recovered some of her colour. ‘I can see even from this distance there are some similarities to ancient Egyptian design,’ she said. ‘It’s not Egyptian, don’t get me wrong, but I can see echoes in the structures. The place could be linked to ancient Egypt by language, gods, architecture, culture, and hieroglyphics. Maybe like Rebecca said, the civilisation was abruptly uprooted, had to move north into Egypt, and gave rise to the ancient Egyptian civilisations we know of today. Pretty radical and groundbreaking, whatever we find.’
‘Agreed,’ Rebecca said, stifling an excited smile.
‘All human life started in central Africa, with tribes eventually migrating north,’ Mike said, finally joining the conversation. ‘So, it’s possible one tribe stopped when they found their paradise on earth, right? They find a hidden, fertile, and temperate valley and settle there for millennia. Think of the other fantastic city states suddenly wiped out by cataclysmic disaster.’
‘I’m thirsty,’ Dave said, dragging his feet in the dust.
‘We all are,’ Mike said. ‘So get your mind onto something else. Where was I? Oh yes, if you look at the valley, it’s pretty deep compared with the surrounding landscape. It could have maintained its own microecosystem, a bit like “the lost world” type of idea. All land around it could have turned to desert, but not inside the valley if they had an abundant water source, which the aqueducts show they did. It could have been a paradise with an advanced culture worshipping whatever is in that pyramid.’
A short silence prevailed as everybody digested the theories.
‘Okay, any final ones?’ Rebecca asked.
One of the interns on the expedition piped up. ‘I’ve got one. This place could be the inspiration for the Garden of Eden from the Bible, and the forbidden fruit and tree of knowledge could be the object at the centre of the pyramid. Moses and his people were descended from Adam. When it went bad, Moses led the people to somewhere better.’
‘Okay, that last one may be a bit of a stretch, but let’s not write off anything at this point,’ Rebecca said.
The city was getting steadily closer.
Phil waved both his hands to get attention. ‘You’re all focussing on the wrong things,’ he said, hardly able to contain himself. ‘In the middle of the city is a gleaming silver pyramid. If it is, indeed, silver, how was it possible for these ancient humans to create such a structure? Silver wasn’t refined and coined to produce money until around 700 BC by the Lydians. It only reached mass-production scale under the Romans. So how the hell did they get this much silver and turn it into massive flat sheets to create a pyramid?’
Phil pointed at the pyramid. ‘We need to get straight down there to see if it’s silver.’ He started walking away from the group.
‘Hey,’ Rebecca said. ‘I agree, but let’s all stick together at this point.’ She quickened her pace to catch up with him, and the rest of the group soon followed.
The group was moving down the hill as one again. All of the faces were constantly flicking around the different parts of the city, looking for new details.
After they had walked for ten minutes, the detail on the pyramid became clearer.
‘Rebecca,’ Phil said. ‘Can you see what those blocks are near the top of the pyramid? What would you say those look like?’
Rebecca squinted, trying to extend her focus. ‘I can’t be sure; from here they look like shipping containers.’
‘That’s exactly what they are—intermodal shipping containers, held up near the top of the pyramid by tubular steel scaffolding.’
‘But, but…’ Rebecca’s words trailed off.
‘Exactly,’ Phil said. ‘Twentieth-century technology.’
The whole group had stopped walking now. A few of the others had also spotted the shipping containers and the scaffolding as it came into better view. The group was abuzz with what the new information meant.
‘That means someone else was here,’ Dave said. ‘There could be some food or water in there!’
‘There’s shelter, at least,’ someone else said.
‘We’re saved,’ one of the interns said.
People were breathing sighs of relief and giving reassuring pats on the back all round.
‘Now it doesn’t make sense,’ Rebecca said. ‘We’ve got shipping containers attached to refined silver in a prehistoric city…’
‘That scaffolding means we can climb up the pyramid. Get up close. Maybe those containers are there because someone has been here in the more recent past…and they found a way in.’ Phil started rummaging around in the deep pockets of his bulky cargo shorts and pulled out his satellite phone. At least half of the archaeologists were carrying the more recent satellite phones, which were similar in size to a regular mobile phone. Different institutions and individuals had funded the group, and the better-funded people had their own phones. As soon as Phil pulled his out, at least three others quickly got their phones out and started dialling or typing messages. It was clear from the frenzied typing and talking that connections to the outside world had been restored.
It hit Rebecca that she had not yet informed anyone that they had survived the storm. She’d been too engrossed in the city. But that was not to say others had not already done so and sent messages off about the discovery…
‘Wait!’ Rebecca called to everybody. ‘We need to work together on this. Our supplies are all gone; we have no food, no water, and no shelter. We need a coordinated response to this—and to the way the message of the city goes out to the world.’
The people with phones in their hands ignored her and walked away to continue their calls or messages.
Phil was standing directly in front of Rebecca. His face darkened. ‘I don’t work for you,’ he stated flatly, before turning away to raise the phone to his ear.
Frantically, Rebecca reached for her phone.




Chapter 9

11:59:00 to Endgame
 
The sun was just beginning to set over the small Channel Island of Chisark, between England and France. The island was wholly owned by reclusive billionaire Sir Henry Stratton and was in the unique position of not being part of the United Kingdom. The billionaire had purchased the island for an undisclosed sum fifteen years previously and was technically holding the island as a fief on behalf of the queen. This arrangement suited Sir Henry for a couple of reasons: the intrusive British press could come nowhere near his castle on the island, and some of his privately funded projects could be developed further without being subject to laws of the United Kingdom.
As the sun dipped over the horizon, Stratton’s large S-92 executive helicopter roared over the shore of the island from the direction of London, banking steeply towards the island’s helipad before landing in a colossal roar of rotors and wind that flattened all the vegetation around it. The wheels had barely touched the ground when a side door flew open. A woman in her mid-thirties in a smart, black business suit and white shirt leapt out and ran towards the black golf buggy that was waiting on the edge of the helipad area.
‘Where’s Cavill?’ the woman yelled as soon as she sat down.
‘He’s in the killing house,’ the driver replied as he punched the accelerator. The golf cart jerked forward to head down the hill at pace.
‘They’re mid-exercise. They can’t be disturbed.’ He was talking loudly as they put some distance between the huge helicopter, with its engine running and rotors turning, and themselves.
‘They bloody well can be,’ the woman yelled back. ‘They need to be on that bloody chopper in ten minutes. This is exactly what the boss is paying them for.’
The buggy followed a looping concrete path along the edge of the grounds of the huge private castle. Manicured lawns gave way to more traditional fields as they crested a small hill. In the distance, they could see a long, windowless, two-storey building.
‘What the hell are they doing in there?’ the woman yelled over the wind as they sped through the darkening day.
‘They’re practising clearing a room of enemy fighters in a purpose-built practise house that mirrors the original Special Air Service “killing house” training facility,’ the driver yelled back. ‘We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.’
‘Good,’ the woman replied. ‘I always questioned why the boss would fund his own special-forces team. He’s about to get some serious return on investment now.’
***
Up at the house, a four-man team crouched by the newly installed front door in black full-protective combat gear: Nomex flame-resistant assault suit, assault vest, ceramic armour plates, ballistics helmet, respirator, medical kit, spare ammunition, radio, grenades, some ‘flashbangs,’ pistol, and Heckler & Koch MP5 9mm submachine gun. Another four-man team waited behind them as backup. One of the men pressed a detonator in his hand, and the door exploded outwards in a hundred shards. The first four men were instantly up and charging through the hole with automatic weapons drawn in front of them. Three of them sprinted up the stairs; the fourth brought up the rear to give covering fire in case any hostile heads popped over the railings, offering to be blown off. The men slowed at the landing, checked it was clear, and moved across to the door of the room in which the heat signatures showed the hostages and terrorists were located. The backup team filed in and covered the rear while being prepared to help the forward team at any time.
The drill was for the four-man team to clear the room, which held a mix of terrorists and hostages. One man kicked the door in, and another threw in a flashbang. These were stun grenades containing mercury and magnesium powder that created a blinding flash and one hundred and sixty decibels of sound, the effect of which was to blind, deafen, and disrupt the balance function of a person for at least five seconds. The men charged into the room as the explosives went off. The plugs in their ears and the tinted eyepieces of their full-face respirators protected them. Years of training in special-forces units had gradually conditioned them to the effects of the flashbangs in their kit, so they knew what to expect, which gave them a critical time advantage. Each man instinctively covered his respective arc in the room to prioritize and take out threats. The room lit up with muzzle flashes as each man instantly pumped half a clip of ammunition into three gun-toting rubber dummies in different corners of the room. Their guns immediately swivelled to three people on the opposite wall with their backs to them. It was a video projection on the wall. Suddenly, all three figures moved and turned, but only the one on the far left had a weapon. The troopers fired a three-shot burst into the target simultaneously.
‘End-Ex. Stand down,’ a loud voice said over the intercom system. All the lights in the room came on.
The four men relaxed and immediately pulled off their respirators to suck in deep breaths of air. Continued exercises while carrying nearly forty kilograms of kit in a confined space and breathing through a respirator was hard work.
The rest of the unit piled into the room until twelve people in total made a circle for the debrief – the two four man teams and the last four members of the unit who had been observing the exercise via closed circuit television.
James Cavill, the leader of the unit, stepped up. Dressed in black combat gear, he was six foot three, muscular, and had black hair and grey eyes.
‘That was good, lads, but still not quick enough. It’s three seconds to empty a clip, and you took four.’
One of the combatants stepped forward with his mouth open to speak.
‘Sealed,’ Cavill said.
All twelve people reacted instantly by closing their eyes and putting their fingers into their ears just before a flashbang went off in the room.
As soon as the blinding flash and concussive sound were over, Cavill used hand signals to move his people to new positions in the room, according to where he wanted them. Closing their eyes and blocking their ears had mitigated the effects of the stun grenade somewhat. The men were affected, but they were still operational. Speaking the code word ‘sealed’ in isolation of a sentence alerted team members that a stun grenade was about to detonate. They practised the exercise infrequently, due to the potential for long-term hearing damage, but the tactic was handy in situations in which they could not use guns or wanted to destabilise a room. The split-second reaction gave them a huge advantage over an adversary that would experience the full effects of the grenade.
The exercise was over in five seconds; everybody had successfully defended himself against the blast and was now positioned exactly where Cavill wanted him.
‘I told you we would complete two more exercises this afternoon,’ Cavill said, smiling.
‘Bloody hell,’ one of the black-clad troopers said. ‘Wasn’t expecting that.’
‘Well, we’re in great shape,’ Cavill said. ‘I know that we only do these live-fire exercises three times a year and can only do them here because of the UK gun laws, but I’m pleased how none of you’ve lost the edge. Now, let’s get out of this kit and go grab a beer.’
All of the soldiers cheered.
Outside the building, the golf cart carrying the woman in the suit skidded to a halt in the gravel. The woman leapt out and marched towards a man standing guard and holding a radio handset at the entrance to the house. Next to him, a sign said, ‘Danger—live-fire exercises.’
‘Give me that radio,’ the woman demanded.
The guard recognised the woman as one of Sir Henry’s top advisers and immediately handed the handset over.
The woman depressed the communication button on the side of the radio. ‘Code word is “fortitude.” We have situation alpha-nine in progress.’
Ten seconds later, Cavill came bursting out of the front door with his twelve-man team sprinting behind him.
‘How long has it been since the distress signal?’ Cavill asked as he came to an abrupt halt in front of the messenger. The woman was momentarily taken aback by the striking presence towering over her.
‘I…I’ve been sent to pick you up. We have the Sikorsky still running. Orders are to get your team and your kit to the briefing point ASAP. They’re loading your standard away containers as we speak.’
‘Right.’ Cavill turned and yelled to his unit, ‘We leave in ten, which gives five for each of you to check your correct kit has been loaded. Go!’
They all sprinted and leapt into two parked Land Rover Defender 110s and roared off towards the helipad.




Chapter 10

As the large Sikorsky landed outside Stratton’s private hangar at Biggin Hill Airport in Kent, Cavill could see two Gulfstream jets being readied on the tarmac. He ordered his unit to supervise the transfer of their kit from the helicopter to the jets and then hit the showers to prepare to leave. He wanted his people fresh when they left, as he did not know when they would be seeing showers again. Cavill ran straight to the executive offices for his briefing. There was a small shower stall on board that he could use, but it would not do twelve or more people.
When he got to the executive offices, he fully expected to see Sir Henry Stratton, but was instead greeted by an empty boardroom with a large television screen at one end. This disconcerted him a little, and he turned to see the woman in the suit catching up to him. She shot him a breathless glare, pressed a button on her phone, and closed the door on Cavill. He was in the room by himself and a little confused. The huge screen lit up to fill with the larger-than-life figure of Sir Henry Stratton.
‘James, m’boy! Good to see you.’ Sir Henry’s voice boomed though speakers integrated into the ceiling. ‘Sorry I can’t be there in person but couldn’t get out of my current…commitments. Take a seat. You’ll need it for what I’m about to tell you. This could be the finest moment of our endeavour.’
Cavill grabbed a bottle of water from a selection on the side panel and sat down.
‘Now,’ the large image of Stratton said, leaning towards the camera. ‘One of the philanthropic organisations I give a lot of money to has been funding an advanced weather satellite that is programmed to be the first to find and track weather anomalies. It gives the greatest accuracy and clarity of picture to boot. So we were quite excited to get the first and best sight of what that hurricane over West Africa was doing. It’s a relatively small enterprise, funded mostly by me, which has the advantage that whatever information we get can be digested quickly for action. The Americans and other large countries will see similar pictures, but anything that needs to get to a different agency or branch of government always takes time, you see.’
Cavill didn’t see. He was waiting to be told of a mission where his special-forces team could make a difference in the world, and Sir Henry was going on about weather satellites.
‘In essence,’ Sir Henry continued, ‘we have a head start on everybody else.’
‘What’s the objective?’ Cavill asked.
‘A picture still paints a thousand words, doesn’t it?’ Sir Henry said. ‘If you go to the printer in the corner, I’ll send through these pictures that everyone’s so excited about. These can only be sent over wired connections in a closed VPN for now, for obvious security reasons.’
Cavill dutifully got up and moved to the printer as Sir Henry leant to the side and clicked a few buttons on his laptop. The printer sprang to life in a mix of light and sound and started pumping out a series of pictures. Cavill picked up each one for examination as it spooled out from the machine.
‘It looks like a ruined city in a valley with a silver pyramid at the centre,’ Cavill said.
‘That’s exactly what it is. So what, right? Well, there are a couple of interesting things about this place. One is that yesterday, we did not know it existed. That valley was buried under the sand of the Sahara. Bloody sub-Sahara, my friend. The force of that super hurricane blew all the sand clear off it. It’s moved the southern edge of the Sahara three hundred miles north, you know.’
‘Really?’ Cavill said. He still didn’t see where his unit fitted in with the information given so far.
‘The second fact is the far more interesting one. This mission is not about the city or the pyramid. It’s about what’s inside the pyramid. There’s a massive energy reading coming out of that building, and I mean massive. We’re picking up shifting temporal radio nuclei that don’t match any known isotopes and a frequency above one hundred exobars with median output of ten terajoules. Whatever it is, has been buried for a few thousand years of recorded history and is still pumping out huge amounts of energy. That means there could be some kind of sustainable energy source in there. God knows what it is or where it came from, but if that’s what it is…it would change the course of human history.’
‘So, we get in there first and secure the energy source,’ Cavill surmised.
‘Exactly. The world’s population is going to rise to eleven billion in the next hundred years. Energy consumption is going to rise by 50 percent in the next fifty years. The global energy mix is already a disaster, and the first to get a sustainable energy source could literally reshape geopolitics overnight. So the stakes are high.’
Cavill was getting excited.
‘This is exactly why you and I put our special-forces team together,’ Stratton said. ‘All the major countries will be piling in for this, and all will serve their own self-interest. None of them can be trusted to do the right thing for the greater good.’
‘And if we do secure this energy source, what will we do with it?’ Cavill asked.
‘I’ll run it through my private science labs and share the results and resource with every decent nongovernmental organisation and charity in the world.’
Cavill nodded at the screen. This was his group’s reason for existing. Cavill had been a major in the British Army and a captain in the SAS. In a desire to make a positive, first-hand difference in the world, he joined the British Army after graduating university. At age thirty, after a distinguished military career, he became frustrated that the army was always cleaning up the aftereffects of events happening, rather than being proactive in trying to secure an early positive victory. He saw many good people with good intentions who were hamstrung by the bureaucracy of government and the vacillating minds of politicians.
He was tired of turning up in villages after they had been razed to the ground. He consequently resigned his commission and left the army.
In an effort get to trouble spots more quickly and bypass the slow processes he endured in the army, he then worked in the private sector for various security companies across North Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. Although these organisations were more nimble and able to act more quickly than the armed forces, he became unhappy with how they operated above the law, with total disregard for human life, and with an interest only in profit.
This prompted Cavill to start his own security company, made up of handpicked personnel from the SAS and other special-forces units around the world; good, decent men and women who shared his moral and ethical views and would sign up to his code. His company specialised in safeguarding humanitarian aid organisations and various charities operating in the world’s trouble spots.
His work and reputation led Stratton to approach him. Stratton had the idea of taking James’s force to operating at what he called ‘the next level’ in making a positive difference. This meant a huge step up in funding, connections, access to resources, and getting to situations before they turned into bad news stories.
This mission was perfect.
‘How much of a head start do we have?’ he asked.
‘We estimate twelve hours,’ Stratton replied. ‘The pictures would have started in government weather departments. We estimate it will take twelve hours to get them shifted to and then digested by the right agencies and matched up with the energy reading before a decision is made to send in their special forces. I’ve already called your office in Victoria to tell them the time frame to get you to the Sahara. They have organised what they called “infiltration package six.” A rented Antonov will be waiting at Maaten al-Sarra Air Base in southern Libya. I pulled a few strings with friends in government, and the Libyans were happy to allow use of the base for a fee.’
‘That’s good,’ Cavill said. ‘Very good.’
‘We have an additional advantage,’ Stratton added. ‘We already have someone on the ground. I was funding the lead on an archaeological dig close by. Lady named Rebecca Grainger. Last time I spoke to her, she was literally about to walk into the ancient city.
‘More good news,’ Cavill said.
‘Good and concerning,’ Stratton said. ‘We can’t get hold of Rebecca. In her last contact, she said that everyone in her group was trying to contact outside parties. We don’t know how successful they were, and we’ve not been able to raise her since. Very unlike her. I think something has happened. We don’t know if she’s alive or dead. Find her, James.’
‘Will do. Anything else?’
‘Yes, here comes the bit you won’t like. You’re going to take a passenger from Biggin Hill and then pick up two more at the plane switch in North Africa.’
‘C’mon, Henry. This isn’t part of our deal.’ Cavill dropped the photos he was looking at on the table. ‘You know we don’t take passengers on operations.’
‘Exceptional circumstances can change things. They’re going, and I’ll tell you why. Two are scientists to deal with whatever the energy source is. It could be unstable. It could be highly radioactive. It could kill all of you if handled incorrectly. The third person is a fixer. Ex-army who has lived in North Africa for thirty years. Sells his services as culture ambassador and translator. None of your team speaks the local language, so in any sticky situations with the locals, he’s your man.’
Cavill knew he was not going to win this argument. Sir Henry paid the bills, so he had ultimate say. But he was annoyed at the change in the terms of their agreement. As commander of the unit, he needed complete control as they went into a situation. Some of that was now gone. He would assess the full implications later.
‘Right. Let’s move on, then. The clock is ticking,’ Cavill said.
‘Exactly,’ Stratton replied, smiling. ‘All of your standard equipment packages are on the Gulfstreams, and the larger stuff was taken out of the bonded warehouse and put on a cargo plane, which left an hour ago for the next flight point. There’s also some nonstandard equipment on that flight. The scientist you are taking from Biggin, she is one of mine from the Culham Centre for Fusion Energy in Oxfordshire. Her name is Kate Edwards, and she can brief you on the rest of the equipment on the plane. That’s it. Now go. I look forward to a successful conclusion. Remember, speed is of the essence. Everyone will be piling in for this.’
‘Thanks, Henry,’ Cavill said. He turned on his heel and sprinted out of the room towards the plane.




Chapter 11

Looking down the interior, he could see half of his unit already strapped in. They looked clean and were dressed in fresh desert fatigues, ready for action. The other half of the unit would no doubt mirror this in the other plane.
Not dressed in combat gear and looking clearly uncomfortable and out of place at the front was a small, blond woman. Cavill made straight for her as the plane picked up speed to take off. He sat next to her. ‘Kate Edwards, I’m James Cavill, commander of the expedition.’ He offered his hand in greeting.
She took it awkwardly and looked at him with suspicion. ‘I thought all soldiers were illiterate meatheads,’ she said. ‘You speak like an educated man.’
‘Oh, really,’ Cavill said, feigning surprise. He had experienced this situation a few times before. ‘And the fact I went to Cambridge makes me a more worthy person than the rest of the people in my team?’
‘No…I…uh…’ Kate didn’t know what to say.
‘Well, while you’re with us, you can shove your high-class pretentions and do what you’re told. We don’t take passengers or civilians, so this is an extreme case. Let me be clear, you will not endanger my people. One of them is worth ten useless academics, so you will stay in line and follow my orders. Otherwise, I’ll throw you out of the plane and tell Sir Henry that you fell down a deep shaft in the pyramid. Understand?’
The colour drained from Kate’s face as she saw the steel in his grey eyes and realised that he was completely serious.
‘Clear,’ she said softly.
‘Now,’ Cavill said, ‘Sir Henry told me there were extra instructions for some of the equipment. What are they?’
‘Well, I’ve a crate of scientific equipment, diagnostic and analytic tools to see what the energy source is. So that needs to be handled carefully. Then we have ten lead containers of different sizes to take the energy source out. Hopefully, it will fit into one of them, but we have no idea how big it is. Sir Henry also told me to give you this envelope and instructions to open it once you have the containers at the next plane change,’ Kate said.
Cavill took the envelope. ‘Anything else?’
‘No.’
‘Good.’ Cavill stood up to head towards his troops. ‘Do what we tell you, and we might just get this energy source, and you could finally get the recognition you feel you deserve in life.’
Kate’s face flushed in a mixture of embarrassment and anger.
Cavill walked off.
***
Jerry Cornell was smiling as Cavill came and sat next to him on the plane. ‘You give her the old Cavill charm, James?’ Cornell asked. ‘Are you going to tap that? She’s cute. If you don’t, I will.’
Cornell was an American, a former US Navy SEAL. His nickname was ‘Caretaker,’ as he was thoroughly professional in taking care of whatever business needed doing to get the job done. He was also the flip side of the coin to Cavill: where Cavill was generally a gentleman due to his background, Cornell was a Southern roughneck with no qualms about anything. They had come to know each other during joint training missions involving their respective forces. They had started talking, become friends, reached the same conclusions about the limitations of government-backed Army Special Forces, and started the idea of a private Special Forces for Good team together. Cornell was second in command of the unit, and they had stocked the team mostly from their alma mater units. Of the current team of twelve, eight were former SAS, three were SEALs, and one had served with Sayeret Matkal, the Israeli special-forces unit.
‘Keep it in your pants, Jerry,’ Cavill said. ‘That stuck-up bitch is likely to be the first to get shot when it kicks off. It gets worse, too. We’re also taking two other civilians. Picking them up in Libya.’
‘What?’ Cornell said. ‘Hell, no!’
‘Afraid so,’ Cavill said. ‘Don’t worry about it now. I’ll brief everybody fully when we land. I’m going to take a shower at the back and then get my head down for some sleep like everyone else. Who knows when the next rest stop will be?’
***
Cavill awoke with the plane touching down in southern Libya. As they exited the executive jet, they could see the huge Antonov transport straight in front of them. The plane had been rented from Ukrainian mercenaries on the circuit of ex-military now doing private hires. Cavill had used this pilot and his plane before, and he liked that the aircraft had been ‘modified’ with extras as if the crew were always expecting trouble.
He ordered everybody to assemble in the hangar behind the Antonov for the mission briefing. As he walked through the door to the hangar, Cavill was met by two more men who clearly had been standing around waiting for him. The two men could not have looked more different. One was young, thin, and very clean with neat, dark hair. The other was in an aged and ragged safari suit. His messy hair was too long and bleached by sun. The young man stuck his hand out. ‘Mr. Cavill,’ he said, ‘I’m Chris Watkins. Sir Henry sent me.’
‘The second scientist,’ Cavill stated. ‘What’s your specialty?’
‘Molecular chemistry,’ Watkins said.
‘Different enough from Ms. Edwards, then. Do you know Kate Edwards?’
‘Yes, we’ve come across each other in research before,’ Watkins said.
‘And?’ Cavill didn’t like the forced smile. ‘You two get on?’
‘Yes, we are all professionals here.’
‘Make sure it stays that way on this mission. We don’t have time for distractions.’
He turned his attention to the shorter man, who looked to be in his mid-fifties and had brown, leathered skin from years of sun exposure. ‘And you’re Matt Hayden.’
‘Yup,’ Hayden replied.
Cavill thought that he looked far too relaxed to be coming on the mission.
‘Look, I’ll be honest here in saying I don’t think we need either of you. We’re going to be straight in and out of there, but you’re coming along for the ride. So, I’ll tell you what I told Kate Edwards. Do what you’re told at all times. Now move inside with the rest of the group for the briefing,’ Cavill said.
Chris Watkins looked shocked at being spoken to in such a manner. Matt Hayden simply shrugged and walked off towards the group.
Kate Edwards walked in and shot Watkins an icy look. Jerry Cornell brought up the rear.
Cavill continued walking in with Cornell. ‘I’ve got serious misgivings about taking these idiots, Jerry,’ Cavill said. ‘This could blow our whole operating model out of the water.’
‘Roger that,’ Cornell said.
All twelve people of Cavill’s unit and the three civilians gathered around as Cavill explained the mission. He briefed them on the ancient city uncovered by the winds of the hurricane, the pyramid, and the objectives of finding the archaeologists and securing the energy source before any government forces turned up.
‘Turning to equipment,’ Cavill continued. ‘Infiltration package six is already loaded on the plane. We’re expecting a lot of company, so we’re taking some nice force multipliers: grenade machine guns, minidrones, antitank weapons, and the like. There is also an assortment of lead containers of different sizes to store the energy source safely and bring it back to Britain. To get in quickly, we’re going to parachute in, with the civilians going in off static line—’
‘Wait…what?’ Kate Edwards interrupted. ‘Parachute? I don’t know how to bloody parachute.’
Chris Watkins looked equally concerned at this news.
‘You’ll be fine. The clue was in “static line.” You don’t have to do anything except land. We’ll show you the correct way to do that on the plane.’
‘But—’ Kate started.
‘You want to come, you’re parachuting in. Otherwise, you can make your way there yourself to find it already sealed off or make your own way back home from here. Those are your choices. I’ll give you two minutes to decide while I finish the briefing.’
He turned to face the rest of his unit.
‘To get out, we’re dropping two Land Rover 110 desert patrol vehicles we picked up from the army when they switched to Supacats. We’ll evac south to the first usable airstrip and rendezvous with the Gulfstream jets to get the hell out. Any questions?’
Silence.
‘Good. Everyone on the plane. We’re going.’
***
Inside the plane, the large cargo boxes and Land Rovers took up all the space on the central aisle. The people were sitting in fold-down seats on each side of the fuselage. Once everyone was strapped in and the engines were roaring and pulling them into the sky, Cavill opened the envelope he had been given that contained special instructions regarding the lead containers. He read it a couple of times, and once the plane had stabilised at altitude, he unbuckled himself from his harness and called Jerry Cornell and Gil Evron from his team over.
They all called Gil ‘the Professor.’ He was their computing and communications specialist. Every person on the team had a special weapon and skill. Cornell’s was the McMillan TAC-338 sniper rifle; he was the best shot in the unit. Evron’s was the hard-case laptop he always had in his backpack. The things he could do with satellites, drones, and communications in a battlefield application made him, in Cavill’s eyes, the most important member of the team. He was small and looked academic, hence his nickname. But the other team members had given up trying to roughhouse with him; Evron’s Krav Maga training in the Israeli Sayeret Matkal forces meant they always came off second best in unarmed combat.
‘Right,’ Cavill said. ‘Here’s the deal with these lead containers. There are ten in total, ranging in size from six that will fit inside backpacks to one the size of a trunk that will need two people to shift it. We need to expect enemy contact on the way out. It’s going to be very close on timing to get in and out with other forces also en route, so we need backup plans if we get caught. Now, Sir Henry has been quite inventive in what he’s done with these boxes, the crafty devil. I don’t know how he did this in the time available. The strings he can pull never cease to amaze me.’
‘That’s why he’s our sponsor,’ Cornell said.
‘Exactly,’ Cavill replied. ‘Now, of the six containers that we’ll carry in backpacks into the pyramid, two are genuinely empty. Two are filled with radioactive material, so if we hand them over and they are opened, they will give off a huge radioactive reading. These two are marked by a thumbnail of yellow tape on the bottom corner of the box.’
‘And what’s behind door number three?’ Cornell asked, smiling.
‘The last two are straight packed with a high explosive linked to a detonator that I’ll carry with me. These are marked on the bottom by thumbnails of orange tape. I’ve tied a Phrygian knot on the top strap of the radioactive backpack and a Lydian knot on the explosives one for quick identification from the outside. Now, Gil, you remember the “drone surprise” technique you invented on the last op?’
‘Of course,’ Gil Evron replied.
‘You have all the kit on board to execute it with these lead containers?’
‘Yes,’ Evron said. ‘To how many of them?’
‘All of them,’ Cavill said.
‘Done,’ Evron replied without batting an eyelid.
‘Good man,’ Cavill said. ‘We’ll leave you to it.’
Cavill and Cornell moved back down the plane to return to their seats. As Cavill was buckling himself in, he looked around. Most of his troops either were getting their heads down for some sleep before the operation or were checking their personal weapons and equipment.
He noticed one empty chair. He could see Matt Hayden sleeping and Kate Edwards writing in a notepad. Chris Watkins was nowhere to be seen.
Cavill unbuckled himself and walked around the crates in the centre of the fuselage to look up the other side of the aircraft. He spotted Watkins right at the top of the plane, bent over and looking intently at the latch on one of the forward doors. Cavill swiftly moved up to him.
Watkins was so intent on what he was doing that he did not notice Cavill until he grabbed his arm.
‘What the hell are you doing?’ Cavill said.
Watkins pulled away sharply. ‘Just having a look around,’ he said, smiling.
‘At what, specifically?’
‘The writing on the boxes, this door. It’s all quite exciting. Very “Boy’s Own” stuff all round. What are the weapons you mainly use?’
‘That’s none of your concern,’ Cavill said, towering over him in the semi-darkness. ‘What is your concern is doing your job without getting any of us killed, firstly, and then yourself, secondly. Now go back, sit down, and don’t let me see you going anywhere without one of my people standing next to you. Clear?’
‘Oh, sure. Sure. No harm meant,’ Watkins said, holding up his hands apologetically.
Cavill did a quick visual inspection of the area. Nothing looked out of place or tampered with. He followed Watkins back to his seat and made sure he was buckled in before returning to his own seat.
As he buckled up again, he looked across at the three civilians he was being forced to take on the mission and wondered what their true agendas were.




Chapter 12

An hour before they hit the drop zone, the team started making final preparations. Equipment and weapons were checked and rechecked. Cavill checked through everything in his full military kit multiple times, including the ‘plate carrier’ vest around his chest and back that was essentially a bulletproof vest and a tactical vest sewn into one. Everyone in the unit had one. They all followed the same basic process of mounting a hydration pack and batteries for their wireless radio earpieces on the back, under the grab handle, and field dressing and ammo on the front, where it’s handy. They also attached a variety of favoured weapons and pieces of gear. Cavill finished by putting on his Pro-Tec helmet and ESS goggles.
After fixing his parachute, he pulled the final strap across his chest and then clipped and strapped his HK416 assault rifle to his chest. He was ready for the parachute drop. He looked across to see Cornell and Richard Sansom from his team instructing the civilians on how to land correctly after their parachutes were automatically opened by exiting the plane. They were already hooked up to the static line. Kate Edwards was white as a sheet, and her head twitched to give Cavill a ghostly, wide-eyed stare. He curved the corners of his mouth into a small smile in response to give her some comfort. She looked confused and turned her head back to Cornell. Cavill was distracted by the cockpit door opening and the co-pilot running towards him.
‘Pilot wants you urgently,’ the thickset, bearded Ukrainian said breathlessly, before turning back and lumbering towards the cockpit as fast as his heavy legs could carry him.
Cavill checked his watch as he headed for the cockpit. It was seven in the morning. ‘We must be nearing the drop zone,’ he shouted to Cornell as he walked away. ‘Get everyone ready to go in five.’
‘Roger that,’ Cornell yelled back.
***
‘What’s going on?’ Cavill asked the pilot as he went through the cockpit door. ‘Are we nearly there?’
‘Yes,’ the pilot said in his thick Ukrainian accent. ‘But we have three contacts on the radar. One is a slow plane, probably a transport, coming in from the west. And two fast contacts coming from the south. They will be with us any moment.’
‘Fighters?’ Cavill asked. ‘Where would they come from?’
‘I don’t know,’ the pilot said. He flicked switches to zoom in on the radar screen.
A few seconds later, there was a boom in the sky above the cockpit as two fighter jets buzzed the lumbering Antonov. Cavill and the co-pilot craned their necks to see what they were dealing with. The jets eased off to fly in line with them, both parties trying to identify each other.
‘I can see green roundels on the wing and fuselage,’ Cavill said.
‘Nigerian Air Force. Those are Chengdu F-7s,’ the co-pilot said. ‘I am going to get them on radio.’
He furiously adjusted radio frequencies. ‘This is Antonov flight Bravo Victor seventy-four. We are carrying aid to the Sudan. We are not in Nigerian airspace. What are your intentions? Over.’ As soon as he stopped speaking, a torrent of Chinese came over the airwaves.
‘Chinese in Nigerian fighter planes? I don’t like this at all,’ Cavill said, pulling his Iridium Extreme 9575 satellite phone from his chest plate. He punched a couple of numbers and lifted the phone to his ear. ‘Christian? You hear me okay? We need help here.’
‘Hi, James. Yes. I hear you fine.’ The well-spoken voice of Christian Bramwell came through the phone.
Christian Bramwell was an intelligence and operations analyst at Britain’s Government Communications Headquarters, or GCHQ, the intelligence and security agency that deals with communications and supports military operations across the world. Bramwell was monitoring the progress of Cavill’s team from the depths of the huge GCHQ building called the Doughnut in the suburbs of Cheltenham. He was also monitoring intelligence ‘chatter’ for anything else that could relate to Stratton’s Special Forces for Good or SFFG mission. Cavill and Bramwell were already acquainted through the deal that Sir Henry Stratton made with the foreign secretary, to whom GCHQ reported.
Part of his secret deal with the British government was that in a case when Stratton’s SFFG team went on a mission that helped the cause of the British government, GCHQ would provide limited operational support via use of one analyst. This agreement had a few benefits for the British government. One was that they believed they could then keep tabs on Stratton’s force. The larger benefit was that Stratton’s SFFG could be used on a ‘buccaneering’ basis. That is, the British government could take the benefit if SFFG were successful but also completely disassociate itself if the mission went wrong or diplomatic incidents resulted. The deal was that the analyst resource—currently, Christian Bramwell—could give intelligence and operational support from databases and satellites to Cavill on the ground via satellite link, but no physical support would be coming that could be linked back to any British forces.
Cavill had met Bramwell once and was surprised that he was is not in any way a ‘geek’ as these people are normally portrayed. He was a well-built, professional operations person, based in a modern operations room.
In this case, the Americans and Chinese had already warned the British to stay out of the evolving situation in the Sahara. So, the British would not be deploying the SAS but would therefore support SFFG where they could.
‘Christian,’ Cavill said. ‘We’ve got a transport plane heading the same direction as us and two Chengdu F-7 aircraft on our wings checking us out. They’re flying Nigerian colours, but the pilots are speaking Chinese. I need to know if they’re hostiles or not.’
‘I’ll do a quick search. Hold on,’ Bramwell said.
Cavill could hear furious typing on a computer keyboard through the phone.
The co-pilot turned. ‘They’re not responding on the radio,’ he said.
‘This is not good at all,’ the pilot said, shaking his head.
‘James.’ The phone crackled as Bramwell came back. ‘We’ve got intel on the Chinese special forces having an unofficial training base in Mauritania. They’ve a lot of clout in that country with their mineral purchases. The contact from the west could be a transport plane bringing them in from there.’
‘Great,’ Cavill said. ‘What about the fighters? They’ve just peeled off the wings and disappeared behind us.’
‘The Nigerian Air Force has twelve Chengdu F-7 aircraft, probably serviced by Chinese operatives. It’s the Chinese version of the MiG-21: old, but enough to kill you in an Antonov. The Chinese could have scrambled their operatives who maintain the planes for the Nigerian Air Force to commandeer them once they clocked you or to cover their transport.’
‘But we’re over a thousand clicks from Nigeria,’ Cavill said. ‘How can they even make it this far?’
‘Wait…got it,’ Bramwell said. ‘The F-7 has an unweighted range of two thousand two hundred kilometres and a combat radius of eight hundred and fifty kilometres with ordnance. If they took off from the most northern Nigerian Air Force base of…Kano, they can make it. But only on a one-way ticket. They’ll have to ditch the jets. Looks like these boys are committed, James. Have they still not signalled to you?’
The air exploded with noise, and the plane shook as one of the fighters did a wild strafing run with its machine guns across the Antonov.
‘They just did!’ Cavill yelled. ‘Gotta go!’
He grabbed onto the chair in front of him as the pilot immediately put the plane into a steep turn. Everybody in the back clung on for dear life. The colour drained from the faces of the civilians.
One of the jets screamed past the cockpit window.
‘We’re too slow for them,’ the pilot said. ‘They can’t just sit behind us to take us down with guns; with their speed, they will overshoot.’
‘So what?’ Cavill asked as he watched the jet banking away to come around again. ‘They keep doing long, looping turns to get us back in their sights? Until they shoot us down?’
‘Yes. Exactly,’ the pilot said. ‘No need to even use missiles; use guns on normal Antonov.’
The second jet came screaming over them so that it was directly in front.
‘But this is not a normal Antonov. Surprise, mudak,’ the co-pilot said as he fiddled with buttons around a small screen between his legs.
‘We have modified plane,’ the pilot said with a smile. ‘Attached two AIM-92 Stinger air-to-air missiles to fuselage, same like they use on Predator drones. Got them during United States withdrawal from Afghanistan. Hard to keep track of so much equipment…’
‘Got him,’ the co-pilot said. He hit a small red button. They heard a separate roar and watched a trail of white streak out from under the Antonov. The missile curved as it followed the fighter jet, which was banking to get behind them. They saw the fighter jerk wildly as its pilot realised too late what was happening. The Stinger went straight up the tailpipe, and the jet exploded in a massive fireball.
Alarms started screaming in the cockpit of the Antonov as sensors picked up another missile in the sky. It was headed towards them from the other fighter. The pilot twisted the controls to put the plane into another steep, banking turn as the co-pilot hit a different series of buttons and yelled, ‘Releasing chaff!’
An explosion of white was fired from the wings and rear body of the Antonov’s fuselage as a series of flares arced into the sky in multiple directions. These provided a number of false targets to the incoming missile, which locked on one of the flares as a stronger heat signal and exploded on impact with it. The impact was so close that they all felt the shock wave reverberate through the plane.
‘That was close,’ Cavill said.
‘Now for bad news,’ the pilot said. ‘We out of countermeasures. If he gets another lock on for missile, we are defenceless.’
‘What?’ Cavill said in amazement. ‘How’s that possible?’
‘Sorry.’ The pilot shrugged. ‘We are small company. Couldn’t afford more.’
Cavill’s mind was racing. They were all going to be killed before they even got to the site. The fighter jet would be swinging round again to get the final shot in. Once it got behind them with enough time to fire another missile, they were dead.
‘Level the plane out and keep it level. Open the rear ramp,’ he said as he made his way towards the door to exit the cockpit.
He tapped his throat microphone as he ran back down the long fuselage. ‘Jerry, has everyone got their parachutes on?’
‘Yes, all good to go,’ Jerry responded in the small earpiece in his ear. ‘The loading ramp is opening.’
‘Get the team up and in position with their weapons, ready to fire out the back.’
‘Roger.’
Cavill came in sight of the people in the rear of the plane. There was an expanding bright light as the back door went down. The wind swirled in the confined space. He could see his troops already kneeling and lying flat with their HK416 combat rifles aimed at the light. Cavill jumped on the Land Rover 110 fixed at the rear, swivelled the .50-calibre heavy machine gun to point out the rear, and released the firing mechanism. ‘Right,’ he yelled. ‘When that plane comes around again and you have line of sight, open up with everything to stop it from firing, or we die here. We need to keep it off us long enough to get closer to the drop zone.’
The back door was now fully open, and with their eyes adjusted to the light, they could see the fighter completing its turn to line up for the final shot.
‘Fire!’ Cavill yelled while depressing the triggers on the .50-calibre. The cabin erupted in a cacophony of fire aimed at the fighter. The chances of a single person firing at a fighter and hitting it were low. A wall of bullets being sent out might just have an impact. The fighter jerked a little bit just as it was levelling off. Something had hit it. Cavill was firing tracer rounds and was angling to get closer to the jet. Someone fired a white phosphorous grenade out the back, and it exploded in the sky. Either spotting the incoming tracer or the white explosion, the fighter started weaving desperately.
‘It’s working!’ Cavill yelled above the roar.
The fighter flew upwards to get out of the situation, disappearing from view.
There was a deafening blast, and the plane shuddered as an explosion went off near the front of it. The fuselage started to fill up with smoke. More noise of impacting machine-gun fire came as the jet fighter returned from a different angle to strafe one of the wings.
The big Antonov started to descend rapidly and then slowly turned—not of its own accord.
‘Everybody out,’ Cavill yelled. ‘Now!’
His troops immediately strapped on their weapons and started bailing out the back of the plane.
Cavill jumped off the Land Rover and pulled the levers so that the crates of equipment and cars started sliding out the back on rails. All of the boxes had transport parachutes with altimeters attached to them, so the parachutes would deploy at designated heights. He ran to the door and turned to do a final sweep to make sure that everyone was out.
His eyes locked with those of Kate Edwards, who stood frozen with fear near the edge. He could see that her parachute was attached to the static-line apparatus. All she had to do was fall out the back. The wire would automatically deploy her chute. He ran to her, scooped her up, and ran straight out the back of the plane. He released Kate as soon as his boot left metal, and he turned to peel away from her into a free fall. He saw the reassuring sight of her body jerking as her parachute deployed and took her weight. He flipped over to his stomach, settled himself into a stable position, and pulled his ripcord. As soon as the parachute deployed, he turned back to see where Kate was. She was floating down nicely. In the distance, there was a huge explosion as the Antonov erupted in a ball of fire in the sky.




Chapter 13

As he settled his parachute into a stable descent, Cavill scanned the sky again. He hadn’t seen the pilots get out, and he didn’t see their parachutes in the sky, so had to assume they were dead. He had time to think about the small explosion near the front of the plane. There was no fighter-aircraft fire anywhere near that. He had been looking at the fighter out the back door when it happened, so what would have exploded? Something timed as they approached the drop zone? Did they have a saboteur? Or worse, a traitor? He didn’t believe it was someone on his own team but couldn’t exclude the possibility. Greater suspicion must surely be on the people he had been forced to take along.
There was little time to think about it any further as he was descending fast and caught movement in his peripheral vision. It was parachutes not in the style of his team’s. There were other people in the sky! They were also clad in desert-pattern fatigues but of a slightly different hue than his own. He reasoned that it had to be a Chinese special-forces team quickly deployed from their base in Mauritania and dropped by the transport they’d spotted on radar. Cavill looked around to see his team spread out over a wide distance in the area below him. They were going to land just before the Chinese did. Some of them may not even have seen the other parachutes. He touched his throat mic to speak to his team members, who were all connected by similar microphones and earpieces over a VHF frequency reaching two kilometres.
‘Listen up, people. We’re landing hot. There are airborne forces inbound around us. Regroup into teams of four by three on the ground and take out any confirmed hostiles before they regroup to kill us. Civilians, keep your heads down in the sand until we come and get you. I mean it. Literally bury yourself in the sand.’
Jerry Cornell hit the ground first. He immediately ditched his parachute and unclipped his special weapon, his beloved McMillan TAC-338 sniper rifle, from his chest.
He sprinted to the top of the nearest sand dune and set the rifle up. He looked through the telescope just as two Chinese landed and started to aim their weapons into the sky at his teammates. ‘No, you don’t,’ he said as he fired off two shots in two seconds to drop both enemy soldiers. ‘Confirm hostiles,’ he reported into the radio.
Cavill was still coming down and started to track towards a Chinese parachute in the sky to shadow it down to the ground. The Chinese soldier landed on one side of a small sand dune, and Cavill swung to land on the other side. He quickly dropped his chute and pulled a grenade to lob over the top of the dune at the position of the landed enemy. He was already running around the dune with his rifle ready as the grenade went off in a huge explosion of sand. Cavill popped around the side and saw the soldier. He was wounded by the blast, but he was still standing and aiming his gun at the top of the dune, expecting him to come over the top. Cavill unleashed a burst up the man’s body to culminate in a bullet through the head. Cavill was up and running before the body hit the sand.
Four of Cavill’s troops, Nathan Harcourt, Richard Sansom, Gil Evron, and Steve Lampack, had all landed close to each other and immediately reconvened into standard four-unit protocol, each covering designated arcs of fire while they moved between the dunes looking for their friends and enemies. The difficulty of fighting in a pure desert landscape was the lack of distinguishing features. It was hard to call out how far north or south they were from the only distinct feature there, the sand dunes, as they all looked the same. So quick identification of targets and firing was the game, which they had practised thousands of time in their respective antiterrorist training. They were following a set of tracks between two dunes, with Steve Lampack in the lead. There was a blur up ahead as someone ran between the dunes in front of them. Lampack released a short burst of automatic fire while Richard Sansom dropped to his knee at Lampack’s side to provide additional cover if Lampack’s weapon jammed or he missed. He didn’t. The enemy trooper up ahead went face-first into the sand.
‘Another one down,’ Lampack said quietly into the radio.
Chris Boulton had not landed near any of his teammates. He was running by himself, exposed, in the direction of Lampack’s gunfire. As he sprinted around the base of a dune, he ran smack into two Chinese special-forces operatives coming the other way. His reflexes worked beautifully to get a burst of ammunition off into one of the enemy, but the second managed to do the same thing to him. The bullets hit his weapon, his chest plate, and his arm, sending him sideways. The enemy didn’t hesitate and shot him in the head. Chris Boulton’s body collapsed into the sand as the Chinese trooper’s neck exploded in a fan shape of red before falling next to him.
‘Two more hostiles down. They got Boulton,’ Jerry Cornell said into the radio, still looking through the telescopic sight of his sniper rifle after shooting the enemy through the neck. He cursed himself that he hadn’t picked up the movement a second earlier to give Chris a chance. He knew that Cavill would be even more upset, as Boulton had served with him in his old regiment.
Cavill had not had any more enemy contact, but he had hooked up with Mike Nathan from his team. They were moving slowly towards Cornell’s position. Cavill cursed when he heard about Boulton.
No more firing was heard.
‘Everybody report in,’ Cavill said. ‘I’m with Mike. I’ve tagged one.’
‘Three for me,’ Cornell said. ‘And Boulton got one.’
‘Lampack here, with Sansom, Evron, and Harcourt. Tagged one.’
‘Sizemore here,’ Bill Sizemore said, in his Southern drawl. ‘With Rolleston and Van der Westhuizen. We’re at the top of a dune facing three hostiles at the top of the next dune. Any movement on either side receives heavy fire. Got ourselves a standoff, here. Oh, also got two civilians behind us. The girl and the language guy.’
‘Good,’ Cavill said. Given that they were completely on the back foot, things could have been a lot worse. ‘Where’s Fabrice?’
‘I went out the plane with him,’ Sizemore said. ‘Once the chutes deployed, it looked like he had some issues. Couldn’t steer. So he went wherever the wind took him, probably a couple miles away.’
‘So we’ve tagged five. Did anyone see more than eight of them in the sky?’
‘Don’t think so, but can’t be sure,’ Cornell said. Nobody disagreed.
‘Right,’ Cavill said. ‘We’re all covered except for Fabrice. No one has had contact in last few minutes, so assuming they were an eight-man patrol, then the three facing Bill’s team are all that’s left. Bill, chuck a red phos behind you. Everybody, converge on that rally point.’
Bill dutifully pulled the pin from a red smoke grenade and threw it further down the dune for a rally point and the area of enemy contact.
The entire team converged on the pillar of expanding smoke, which stood out for miles against the background of the bright-blue sky of the desert.
Cavill ran towards the smoke with Mike Nathan at his side. ‘Whoever gets there first,’ he said, ‘two of you keep running parallel in case they make a break for it. Physically, we can run faster than them, so be ready to chase them down or flank them for when they make a move.’
‘Lampack, here. We’re arriving. I’ll split off left. Harcourt’s going right.’
A few seconds later, Cavill rounded the final dune to see the smoke flare burning halfway up the dune in front of them and the rest of his troops heading for the top of the dune. They ran to join them and went straight past Kate Edwards and Matt Hayden, who were sitting at the bottom of the dune looking scared and bewildered.
They reached the top of the dune and were breathing heavily from the exertion of running through sand with a full load of kit in the desert heat.
‘Right,’ Cavill said as he dropped to a prone position. They were all crouched below the ridge of the dune, which meant the opposing force had their rifles over the top of it, ready to unleash a torrent of fire at any movement.
‘Lampack, Harcourt, you guys see anything?’
‘Nothing,’ Lampack replied. ‘And nothing in front either. They’re still on the dune. We’re in position in case they come running off it and around the next one.’
‘Same here,’ Harcourt said.
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘Bill, how far away are they?’
‘About two hundred metres.’
‘Get the thirty-sixes on them. Fire on my order,’ Cavill said.
Four of the eight members of his team had short, stubby barrels attached underneath their assault rifles. They were H&K AG36 underslung grenade launchers. They all took aim with their modified weapons. They knew from years of training how to hit unsighted targets with the weapon. Besides, the grenades produced a ground burst that caused casualties within a 130-metre radius and had a kill radius of five metres, so it didn’t have to be perfect.
‘Fire,’ Cavill said.
A loud thunk was heard as all four fired at once. A second later, there was mass of explosions, and all of the troopers popped up over the edge to put down rounds into the cloud of sand that was still coming out of the sky from the explosions over on the next dune.
‘They’re moving,’ Harcourt said over the radio. His statement was followed by bursts of automatic gunfire.
‘They’re down,’ Harcourt said after watching the enemy soldiers pitch forward into the sand.
‘Steve and I both tagged them. Ran straight into our forty-five degree fire.’
The battle was over. Cavill had a few moments to collect his thoughts as they all stood up, adjusted themselves, and reloaded. People were still scattered all over the scene. They didn’t know where Chris Watkins or his man, Fabrice Guillaume, was. It could take Fabrice up to thirty minutes of running in the desert conditions to rejoin the unit once he had seen the smoke. They had also announced their position to anyone else in the vicinity or canvassing the sight via satellite. If the Chinese had managed to arrive at the same time as they did, there was no telling who else was already here or arriving imminently.
Their equipment was also scattered wider than it should have been because of the angle of the plane when they exited. Worst of all, one of the team was already dead.
Everything had already gone to hell.




Chapter 14

‘Find the Land Rovers,’ Cavill ordered. ‘Check they’re still operational. Everybody spread out and start noting where all the kit is. Keep an eye out for any new hostiles or any we might have missed from before. Harcourt, search the bodies of the Chinese. Let me know if you find anything useful. Bill, you come with me.’
The team immediately spread out in a search pattern. Cavill and Bill Sizemore walked down to where Kate Edwards and Matt Hayden were still sitting in the sand. He could see that Kate was going to speak. ‘Keep your mouths shut,’ Cavill said. He was still angry over the loss of Boulton, and the civilians quite possibly played a part in it all going wrong in the plane. He wasn’t going to talk to them till he had all three of them together.
‘This is Bill,’ he said, pointing at Sizemore. ‘Bill was a US Navy Seal. We all have a specialist weapon, and his is the Taser.’
To prove the point, Bill pulled out an odd-looking pistol from his plate carrier and pointed it at them.
‘That’s right, a Taser, like you see in the cop films. Fires ten thousand volts into you that Bill can dial up or down. Now, judging by the confusion on your faces, you’re wondering why someone would bring a Taser to a battlefield. Well, it’s for two reasons. One is to take people out quietly if need be, and the second is that Bill is our resident expert on ‘enhanced interrogations’ using this particular tool. So, if you move or speak before I next speak to you, Bill is going Taser you. Nod if you understand.’
Dumbstruck by the situation they found themselves in, both just nodded blankly.
‘Good,’ Cavill said. He turned away.
‘Harcourt here,’ a voice came over the radio. ‘These guys were definitely Chinese; I’ve searched two of them over. They’re sterile—no ID tags or wallets, nothing. They’re using Chinese QBZ-95 assault rifles and carry CF-98 pistols as backups.’
‘Well, that’s at least one party we know we’re dealing with,’ Cavill said.
‘Located the Land Rovers. They weren’t too far from each other,’ Thomas Rolleston said over the radio. ‘They’re both fine. Chutes and packaging worked perfectly.’
‘Good. We finally catch a break. If we’re on foot, we’re dead,’ Cavill said. ‘Get Boulton’s body and everybody else on board. Find that scientist, Chris Watkins—’
‘Got him,’ Lampack reported. ‘He did literally cover himself with sand to stay hidden. Found him walking towards the smoke.’
‘Everybody reconvene at my position. We’re going to drive to the pyramid. Then, Thomas is going drive back out to pick up Fabrice and the rest of the kit to bring it back to us.’
Within minutes, they had the cars loaded and were heading on the coordinates for the ancient city.
The city soon came into view, and they were stunned at the scale of it. As they drove down into the valley, it was clear that the satellite pictures didn’t do it any justice. The residential buildings made of stone stretched for miles and were still very well preserved. They were driving through suburbs, with family houses and what were clearly stores fronting the road. It reminded Cavill of Pompeii, a similar situation where a city had been sealed over by nature. The silver pyramid was getting larger as they headed straight towards it. The sheer sides gleamed in the morning sun. The modern scaffolding around it was definitely out of place. Cavill was more intrigued by what he would find in the transport containers than by what was inside the pyramid. He made a circling motion with his hand above his head as they approached the base of the structure, and the cars continued to drive in a circle around it. Everybody was looking at the layout of the future battlefield and thinking about how to get inside. The pyramid looked the same from every angle except for the east side, where there was a rung ladder attached to the scaffolding. It led all the way up to the containers. The cars skidded to a halt near the ladder. Cavill’s team piled out and started stacking the boxes they already had with them. As soon as one car was clear, Thomas Rolleston sped off in a cloud of dust to find the missing team member and the rest of the equipment.
‘Bring me the civilians,’ Cavill said.
Jerry Cornell and Bill Sizemore had the civilians under gunpoint and marched them to stand in front of Cavill. Jerry kicked in the backs of their legs, so all three went down on their knees.
‘Hey, what is this?’ Matt Hayden said.
‘Shut up,’ Cavill said. Cornell put his rifle into Hayden’s face to emphasise the point.
‘Needless to say, our infiltration of the site did not go as planned. One of my men is dead. Best case, you people were not helping in the whole situation. Worst case, you were actively sabotaging.’ He was looking straight at Chris Watkins. ‘There was an explosion on the plane that didn’t come from outside. What were you doing up in that part of the plane when I found you, Chris?’
‘What? Nothing.’ Watkins looked shocked. ‘I just walked up there when you came around the corner. You should be asking these two,’ he said, jerking his head towards the people next to him. ‘They were also walking all around the plane for a lot longer than I was.’
Cavill looked at Cornell and Sizemore. They both had annoyed looks on their faces as they looked back at him. It was true. They knew the team had dropped the ball on this one.
‘And are you two going to explain what you were doing?’ Cavill asked Edwards and Hayden.
‘Looking for the bloody toilet,’ Hayden said.
‘Nobody said we had to stay strapped in our seats like prisoners on a transfer,’ Edwards said.
‘Clearly, none of you can be trusted,’ Cavill said. ‘So here’s how it’s going to work from now on. The three of you stay together with one of my men at all times, until called on to do otherwise. I have orders to keep you alive, but I’m putting you on notice that we’ll put a bullet in your leg if we’re suspicious of anything else. If you actively try to screw this up and endanger my team, the Caretaker here,’ he said, motioning at Cornell, ‘will have no qualms about putting a bullet through your brain and leaving your body in the sand. We’ll chalk it up to our friends, the Chinese, when we get back. Clear?’
They nodded dumbly.
‘Good. Now go and sort the scientific stuff you need to get up to the containers, under the supervision of Mr. Sizemore here.’
They all stood and shuffled off, shaking their heads and muttering.
‘What’s next?’ Cornell said.
Cavill turned and looked up at the containers held against the outside of the pyramid. ‘Well, we’ve been here about ten minutes. Where the hell’s the archaeologist welcoming party?’




Chapter 15

The Sahara is not a country; it is a harsh, ruthless environment nearly ten million square kilometres in size, covering most of North Africa from the coast of the Atlantic Ocean to parts of the Mediterranean, all the way to the Red Sea, making it almost as large as the United States or China. Formed by climate change and wind over thousands of years, the central area of the desert is hyperarid. Sand dunes can form up to one hundred eighty metres in height.
It covers large parts of eleven countries that divide its mass between themselves, though the desert shows no sign of the arbitrary lines drawn on maps by temporary cultures. It has always been largely inaccessible to people, apart from small settlements around the aquifer-fed oases and travel through it for trade.
Borders have shifted frequently over the years, and there are no clear demarcations between most of the modern countries that theoretically administer the region. In reality, there are many semi-autonomous regions, and people of various tribes and cultures move freely. With no real control over vast swathes of the territory, there are endless illegal commercial activities, skirmishes, shifting alliances, and betrayals between warlords, nationalist and religious fundamentalists, tribes, and governments.
There was no feasible way to prevent many powerful armed forces from racing into this environment, destroying poor governments and their ill-equipped armed forces in their wake.
It was into this environment, with good intentions, that James Cavill had led his troop and was now setting up positions in the Erg of Bilma, near the heart of the Sahara.




Chapter 16

‘I want a sweep done of the surrounding buildings out to two hundred metres and then a perimeter of fifty metres set up. Apart from the Professor, Harcourt, and Lampack,’ Cavill said.
‘Harcourt, you help out the Professor, and I’ll be with Lampack getting the MK19 up. Everybody go.’ Cavill motioned to his surrounding troop. ‘Professor,’ he said, singling out Gil Evron as the rest of the team dispersed. ‘Get our constant data feeds running with Bramwell at GCHQ for any more inbound. And do your drone thing.’
Evron nodded and immediately scampered over to the collection of containers that had been unloaded from the Land Rovers, flipped open the lids, and began pulling a series of metal boxes out of them.
‘All right, Ninja,’ Evron said to Nathan Harcourt when he joined him. ‘Get your ginger paws unpacking these boxes.’
Harcourt smiled as he got to work. He was one of the youngest on the team, ex-SAS, and was the team medic. He had been called Ninja throughout his military career on account of his ginger hair—it rhymed.
Evron had a large case open and was clipping together the parts of a hand-launched drone.
‘Start pulling these parts out of the other boxes and lay them on top,’ Evron said.
‘What are we doing here?’ Harcourt asked.
‘Wouldn’t you love to know,’ Evron replied, clipping the final wing on and firing up the motor. ‘It’s actually quite simple. This drone is going to be our roving eye in the sky for the next few hours. It’ll give us local radar and early warning on any fleets of pricks coming our way.’
He turned and threw the drone into the air. It was the size of a shoebox with wings attached and a propeller at the back. The drone lurched in mid-air as the propeller pulled it forward and then took off upwards. The two men watched it recede into the distance.
‘It’s going to run a circular pattern a set distance around us to give us eyes in the sky, sending it all back to this.’ He opened his hard-case laptop on one of the boxes and checked to see that it was communicating with the drone.
‘Success.’ He turned back to the rest of the boxes and pieces of unassembled drones. ‘Hand me whichever piece I point to so we can get this done quickly. We’ve got eight more to make in a short space of time.’
He started clipping parts together at a rapid rate.
‘Why so many?’ Harcourt asked, while dutifully handing parts over at speed.
‘Again, wouldn’t you love to know,’ Evron said with a smile. ‘It’s part of a new defensive plot I’ve cooked up. Be careful handing me the main body unit. Most of these are set up as bombs linked to transmitters. Each drone links back to a master transmitter, which will launch the drone and fly it into the transmitting source or another designated target.’
‘Wow,’ Harcourt said. ‘You really are an evil genius.’
‘Yes.’ Evron sighed. ‘Just making my way in this complex world and employing my talents for some good along the way.’
As each drone was completed, Evron’s final act was to attach a small coloured sticker to the drone and put a corresponding sticker on what looked like a television remote control.
‘You nearly done?’ Cavill asked as he approached with Steve Lampack. They were carrying a large plastic box between them, which they set down. The box had ‘MK19’ written across it in black stencil.
‘Yes,’ Evron replied. ‘Got a special gift for you.’
He pointed out the coloured buttons on the remote before placing it in a slim plastic container to protect it and handing it over to Cavill. Evron pointed at the drones, each with a coloured sticker on it.
‘As discussed,’ Evron said.
‘Excellent.’ Cavill smiled and put the remote in a zipped pocket on the side of his battle fatigues. ‘Now, let’s get everybody together and get up there.’
He turned to look out over the ruined stone city and touched his throat mic. ‘Everyone rally back to me.’
Within a minute, all of his troops had run back from various directions and clustered around him again.
‘Any signs of recent movement or the archaeologists?’ Cavill asked.
Nobody had seen anything.
‘Okay, we’ve not had any contact since their initial calls twelve hours ago, and they’re not down here. So, we must assume they all went up into the containers or the pyramid and are still there—either alive but unable to communicate or dead.’
The team nodded in general agreement.
‘So we’re taking the rung ladder up. Everybody’s going except Nathan and Sizemore. You two will stay on guard down here and be boosted by Fabrice and Rolleston when they return from the desert. Lampack will get on the roof as sniper and for the MK19. That’s initial defence against ground incursions.’
The three men singled out nodded again and stepped back to separate themselves from the group.
‘Everybody else line up for the climb. I’ll lead. The three civilians will go at the back, with Sizemore in front of them and Cornell bringing up the rear. Evron, how are we getting the drones up there?’
‘Hook them onto people’s backs,’ Evron replied.
‘Do it,’ Cavill said. ‘We need to do the same with the parts of the MK19. Whatever doesn’t get lifted initially, the ground team can bring up afterwards.’
***
They were soon ascending the rung ladder towards the containers surrounding the pyramid. When Cavill reached the underside of the containers, he swung onto a metal platform leading off the ladder. The platform was beneath a closed entry hatch. He quickly brought out his pistol to cover the hatch while motioning for the required crew to get onto the roof. The rest continued upwards until Lampack heaved himself onto the roof of the second container at the top level with the heavy MK19 grenade machine-gun part on his back.
The rest of the team quickly and efficiently passed up the rest of the machine-gun parts and the drones for Lampack to set up. Once done, Evron, Harcourt, and Sansom crawled onto the platform with Cavill.
A circular wheel on either side sealed the hatch they were all looking at. Cavill motioned for Harcourt to turn the wheel. They heard a grinding noise as the latches moved. Harcourt slowly lowered it on its hinge to reveal the inside of the container.
No sound came from within.
It was light enough. On the way up, they had noticed that small, Plexiglas portholes had been installed on the outside of the containers, so the inside was flooded by natural light.
‘Hello. Anybody in there?’ Cavill called.
No response.
‘This is James Cavill. We are a response team sent at the request of Rebecca Grainger. Please answer if you can.’
Silence.
Cavill and Evron looked at each other. This was the moment of truth. Even with their years of training, they were still nervous and wary.
They could be walking into a trap. The whole complex could be full of radiation or something equally deadly coming off the energy source.
Cavill nodded and slowly moved towards the hole. He stood up to raise his eyes and his gun over the edge.
‘Oh, shit,’ he said.
He motioned for his team to follow him and then hoisted himself inside.




Chapter 17

Cavill had come up into a room that looked like an administration office. There were two small desks and a row of bookshelves down each side of the container. A large table with six chairs around it took up the lower part of the room.
Beyond the table, there were three bodies sprawled at the far end of the container. They were covered in flash burns over large parts of their bodies. He spun around to check behind him; there was a woman lying over the threshold of the doorway exiting that side of the room.
He recognised her from the pictures in his file—Rebecca Grainger.
The rest of the team started to come through the hatch.
‘Attend to those burn victims first,’ he told Harcourt and Sansom. ‘Then secure the rest of the place. I can’t smell anything, but open all windows.’
He moved to Grainger and checked her pulse.
‘She’s alive over here,’ he said.
‘Same with these,’ Harcourt called back.
Cavill checked to see if she had obvious external injuries and repositioned her in the recovery position. Evron had opened all the windows, and they could feel the fresh air on their faces.
‘Are they just unconscious?’ Cavill asked.
‘Looks that way,’ Harcourt said as he stabilised each of the burn victims with supplies from his medical kit. ‘Either succumbed to a gas or knocked out by a blast, would be my guess.’
Sansom stood up from helping Harcourt and stepped over the bodies to look through the doorway into the adjoining container.
‘My God…’
Cavill and Evron rushed over, bringing their rifles up to bear.
They didn’t need them. There were three more bodies in the next container. From head to toe, their flesh was blackened and charred.
‘Looks like an explosion in that room that no one survived,’ Evron said. ‘And the blast came through here, took these three out, and still caught Grainger in the door at far end over there.’
‘Is that the entrance to the pyramid?’ Sansom asked, pointing into the next room.
The three dead burn victims were arranged at the base of a huge steel door that was connected by a steel corridor though the exterior of the container into the pyramid itself.
The door was open.
Beyond it was darkness.
‘I hope this didn’t come out of that hole,’ Sansom said.
‘We don’t deal in hope,’ Cavill said. ‘Only facts. Guard this door for now. Once Harcourt has finished with these people, I want you two to search this whole container complex. Count up what or who else is here. Don’t go into the pyramid itself yet. We need a full team for that.’
‘Got it,’ Sansom said.
A low moan was heard behind them.
They turned to see Rebecca Grainger moving on the ground. She rolled over and tried to raise herself. Cavill and Harcourt raced over to her and helped her sit up against the wall.
‘Rebecca, can you hear me?’ Cavill asked.
‘Wha…’ Rebecca slurred. ‘What happened?’
‘My name is James Cavill. I was sent by Sir Henry Stratton to help you. Can you tell me what happened here?’
‘Noise. Strange noise. Smell. Everyone crazy.’
‘Was it an explosion? Have any other armed forces been here? What caused this?’
‘We sent a team…into pyramid…three people,’ Rebecca said, her head lolling left and right. ‘Lost radio contact. Must be dead. The smell, all crazy.’
Her eyes glazed over, and her head slumped forward.
‘Not making any sense,’ Cavill said. ‘Get her stabilised so she can come around some more.’
Harcourt nodded and got to work. Cavill turned to see the Professor setting up his laptop and equipment on the table.
‘We can use this room as HQ,’ Cavill said. ‘Get our network running and patched into the outside world ASAP.’
‘Already on it,’ Evron replied. He had developed a technology package for just such a mission. He would set up a wireless local area network that would allow everyone on the team to communicate via Bluetooth through the network hub, which also communicated via satellite to the base back home and to Christian Bramwell at GCHQ. The Bluetooth had a range of five hundred metres to keep the team in contact via their earpieces before it switched to more traditional radio frequencies.
‘Drone radar is up,’ Evron said.
Cavill walked over. ‘Let’s take look. Last thing we need now is someone else turning up. We’re badly exposed.’
Cavill and Evron scrutinised the screen. They did not notice that Kate Edwards, Chris Watkins, and Matt Hayden had come in with the rest of the team but had stayed silent. The three civilians moved to take care of the three burn victims, who had been stabilised. With Sansom guarding the door to the next room and watching to see if anything else came out of the dark hole, Harcourt taking care of Rebecca Grainger, and Cavill and Evron looking at the laptop data, no one noticed them stroking the hair of the burn victims and muttering smooth encouragements. They also didn’t notice them surreptitiously start to go through the victims’ pockets, looking for something.
‘Done,’ Harcourt called out from the far end of the room.
Everybody turned to look at him. Kate and Matt’s hands were quickly snatched from victims’ pockets.
‘She’ll be okay,’ Harcourt said. ‘Probably just needs another twenty minutes for the shock to subside.’
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘You and Sansom get on the full sweep of this place.’
Harcourt joined Sansom at the door. They checked their weapons and stepped through together, keeping their weapons aimed at the dark entrance hole to the pyramid as they navigated past it and the charred remains of the three archaeologists, heading for the next container.
Cavill glanced at Edwards and Hayden; they were still comforting the burn victims. He went back to looking at the battlefield information with the Professor.
Evron cocked his head as if listening. Cavill noticed it too. There was a noise from the other side of the entrance hatch. A scratching—as if someone was walking below it. But it was so soft that they wondered if they were imagining it.
‘Don’t move, or I’ll drop you where you are.’
They looked up to see Jerry Cornell in the entry hatch with his rifle pointed in their direction.




Chapter 18

‘Jerry? What the hell is this?’ Cavill said. Cornell’s rifle appeared to be aimed at his legs.
‘Step aside, James. I need a clear shot here.’
Cavill took a step to his right to see where Cornell was really aiming. It was at the two scientists and Matt Hayden. They all looked frozen in shock.
‘Popped my head up and saw those three going through the pockets of those injured over there.’
‘Really,’ Cavill said. He pulled his pistol out and covered the three civilians with it.
Cornell placed his rifle to the side and came up into the room before coming over with his weapon still aimed at their heads.
Schalk van der Westhuizen from the team followed Jerry up through the hatch. Jerry kept coming forward until he put the barrel of his rifle against the head of Matt Hayden. He pushed the barrel so Matt’s head tilted to one side. Cavill moved and did the same with Kate Edwards. Evron moved in and copied the move on Chris Watkins. Van der Westhuizen covered all of them with his assault rifle.
‘What did I tell you before about the Caretaker, here, putting a bullet through your head? If you’re endangering our team, any one of us will do it without a second thought. That time has now come. You’ve got three seconds to speak. One…’
Kate Edwards started shaking.
‘Two…’
‘All right, all right,’ Kate said. ‘It’s all about this energy source. If the readings are correct, there’s currently nothing else like it. The first to get it and understand it…if it’s anything in the top three theories of what we think it may be, well, it would change the world.’
‘So pretty much everyone will do anything to get it,’ Cavill said. ‘Sir Henry was pretty clear on that. Although we didn’t expect it from the other people he employed. You three working together?’
‘No,’ Watkins said. ‘I started it. Looking in their pockets for any notes they’d made. There was a look of understanding between us, and then a race started to get through all their possessions the fastest.’
‘I’ve never met these people before,’ Hayden said. ‘I was just looking for something that might explain what was going on. Thought I was helping.’
‘I’m genuinely here to help,’ Kate said. ‘I can’t get in and out of here without you. We should’ve asked if it was okay to check them for any notes they’d made already.’
‘Or a map on how to navigate through the pyramid, maybe?’ Cavill said.
None of them answered.
‘Okay,’ Cavill said, stepping back and lowering his weapon. The other soldiers followed suit.
‘Schalk, get over here and guard them. Stay with them at all times until we can get our away team going into the pyramid.’
Schalk moved over and stood over them with his rifle ready.
Cavill, Evron, and Cornell moved back to the central table to finish setting up their HQ. Every few minutes, one of them would glance at the three civilians. They weren’t moving at all under the watchful eye of Van der Westhuizen. The soldiers continued their work.
A few minutes later, Sansom and Harcourt entered the container by the door where Rebecca Grainger was recuperating.
‘You’ve done a full circuit of the two levels of containers?’ Cavill asked, looking up.
‘Yes,’ Harcourt said. ‘There’s nobody else here. We sketched it out as we went.’ They walked over and laid two pieces of paper on the central table for all to see.
‘All the containers on each level are connected by steel gangways at right angles, going around the pyramid. Each door can be locked or unlocked from either side. Generally, it looks like the lower area was more the working space.’ He pointed at the door they had just come through. ‘The two containers on the south side on this level are both kitted out as science labs. This room, then, looks like the science offices before you get into the pyramid access room through there.’ He pointed at the room next to them with the large silver door and charred bodies. ‘Through the access room on the north side is one container with four large generators, which looked like it powered the place, then on into a storage unit, then you are through to another storage unit, and then a workshop on the other side.’
‘Anybody else been through recently?’ Cavill asked.
‘No,’ Sansom said. ‘Everything has a layer of dust a few decades old. Nothing looks disturbed except the two containers adjoining this one.’
‘So it looks like the archaeologists only made it that far before something happened to them?’ Evron asked.
‘Looks that way,’ Sansom said.
‘Upstairs looked more like it was set up for living and admin,’ Harcourt said. ‘There’s a radio room and an empty armoury in the containers above us. Water and fuel tanks to the north, connected to an ablution block. That goes through to sleeping and kitchen areas. Then on the south side—get this—there’s an officer’s mess.’
Everybody looked surprised.
‘A dining table, leather high-back chairs, proper old school officer’s privilege. That’s connected to the final container, which was admin offices.’
‘Looks like they were setting up to be here for a while,’ Cavill said. ‘Any clues as to who the hell they were?’
‘Yes,’ Harcourt said. ‘It gets weirder. All the technology is from the fifties, but the admin offices are full of papers with Nazi insignia on them.’
‘Nazis?’
Cornell said. ‘You’re shitting me, right?’
‘Nope,’ Sansom said as he dropped a yellowed notebook on the table. There was a large swastika emblazoned on the cover.
Everybody stared at the book. Cornell let out a long, slow whistle. ‘I’ll be damned. Nazis,’ he said.
‘How did Nazis get here in the fifties?’ Cavill asked. ‘How does all this gel?’
‘Looks like they left in a hurry, though,’ Sansom said. ‘Didn’t even take any of their notes with them.’
‘Any clues in them as to what the hell this was all about?’ Cornell asked.
‘Probably,’ Sansom said. ‘It’s all in German. I don’t speak German.’
‘No,’ Cavill said. ‘But he does.’
Everybody turned to see him pointing at Matt Hayden.
‘Saw it in his file,’ Cavill said. ‘Mr. Fix It, here, speaks six languages, one of them being German.’
He picked up the notebook and threw it at Hayden, who caught it into his chest.
‘Maybe Sir Henry knew more than he was letting on when he made me take you,’ Cavill said to Hayden. ‘Either way, you’re going to earn your money now. Start translating that and then the notes in the admin offices. I want to know how a bunch of neo-Nazi pricks set this all up and what happened to them.’
‘Hey,’ said a new voice in the room.
All heads whipped towards the door to the science labs. Rebecca Grainger was awake and trying to stand up. Cavill rushed over and helped her walk to a chair at the central table.
‘Feeling better?’ he asked.
‘Yes, very much so. What happened? Who are you?’ Grainger replied.
‘You might have missed it before, so I’ll repeat. I’m James Cavill, and my team has been sent by Sir Henry Stratton to help you. My job is to get you and the energy source in this pyramid out of here before less friendly people turn up. We don’t have a lot of time. Rebecca, what happened to your team when you got here?’
‘Everything was okay when we got in here. Three of the team wanted to go straight into the pyramid through the door over there. The metal door looks like it’s off a huge vault, but it swung open easily enough. Three of us went in; we kept in contact over radio. Then everything went a little crazy. They started yelling over the radio like they were being attacked, and then the radio cut off. There was a funny smell coming out of the hole, and I can’t remember after that.’
Cavill turned and made hand signals to Sansom and Harcourt that ordered them to cover the entrance hole to the pyramid with their weapons. They both acknowledged and left the room without a word.
‘Do you remember some kind of explosion?’ Cavill asked, turning back to Grainger. ‘Something that generated a lot of heat?’
‘No, there was the smell. I remember that, then I was over there on the floor, and all of you were suddenly here.’
‘Rebecca,’ Cavill said. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that three of your team are dead in the room by the entrance to the pyramid. We have three more here who are alive but unconscious with burn wounds.’
‘Oh my God,’ Rebecca said, looking around the room in panic. Her eyes finally focussed on the three bandaged and medicated people in the corner. ‘Dave, Phil…’ she cried as she tried to stand to go to them.
Cavill caught her as she wavered and helped her gently back into the chair.
‘Easy,’ he said. ‘They’re going to be okay. We need to identify them to know who we’re missing.’
‘The men are Phil Cranmer and Dave Harper. The other one is Tina Hagley.’
Cavill shot a glance at Gil Evron, who was already typing the names into his laptop and doing background checks to find out who they were and with whom they could be affiliated.
‘There’s something else I need to tell you,’ Rebecca said.
‘Go on,’ Cavill said.
‘Everyone started acting strangely the moment we entered the city. I’ve worked with these people for a long time. Within ten minutes, most of them were acting out of character.’
‘How so?’ Cavill asked.
‘Being aggressive, everyone trying to contact different people on satellite phones or get access to them. At least two fights broke out. The noises coming from the team in the pyramid…part of me wondered if they were fighting amongst themselves. I wondered if it was something in this place having this effect on us. A lot of weird stuff happened before I blacked out.’
Cavill stood fully erect. ‘We only deal in facts,’ he said. ‘Do you have any log books, diary entries, or did you find anything to explain these containers and the pyramid? There was nothing on your colleagues.’ He looked across at Edwards and Watkins again.
‘No,’ Grainger said. ‘No, there wasn’t time. It all happened just as I described it. I don’t remember anything else.’




Chapter 19

Sansom and Harcourt approached the black entrance to the pyramid slowly, assault rifles pointed at the darkness. Sansom cracked a couple of Cyalume sticks and threw them into the void. The light illuminated a wall two metres from the entrance and a wall blocking the right-hand side.
‘Looks like the passage heads left,’ Harcourt said. He stuck his head and weapon inside the entrance and had a look around. ‘Yes, it goes left and then takes a sharp right in about three metres. I can’t see beyond that.’
A cold breeze came through the passage and made them both shiver.
‘What the hell’s down there?’ Sansom said. ‘Could be all kinds of traps to stop looters.’
‘Yeah, or maybe some mythical beast, like a Minotaur. We won’t know till we get down there.’
Harcourt stepped back from the entrance. ‘Best wait till the away team is fully kitted up and it’s decided who’s in it.’
They both relaxed slightly. It was the first opportunity to do so since they had left the plane.
‘Is he really as good as his reputation?’ Sansom asked. Harcourt turned to look at him with a smile. Sansom was the newest member of the team and had been recruited from the UK Special Reconnaissance Unit on recommendation. He was one of the few members of the team who did not have a personal history with their leader.
‘James?’ Harcourt said. ‘Oh yes. I was quite happy in the SAS, and when I got the call from him, I resigned the same day.’ He turned to look at Sansom fully. ‘He’s the real deal. You’ll make a difference here. He’s saved my life more than once. I’d willingly die for him, but he’s so good it would never come to that.’
Cavill’s voice came through their earpieces. ‘Harcourt, what’s the sit rep on that entrance?’
‘All secure. Nothing strange to report. The passage heads left and turns right into the structure.’
‘Good. Recce a few tunnels in to see what we’re dealing with. Go slow. Check for traps, air changes, anything. Anything strange, pull back. You’re on point for this. We need some intel and need to know what other equipment we may need before sending the away team in.’
‘Roger that,’ Harcourt responded. He shrugged at Sansom. ‘And sometimes you just get the shitty jobs. He’s being a realistic commander. Doesn’t want to lose half the team down there if it can be avoided. Let’s go, canary.’
They checked their weapons and stepped over the threshold to enter the pyramid.




Chapter 20

‘You need to look at this,’ Gil Evron said.
‘What is it?’ Cavill said, immediately walking back towards Evron’s laptop.
‘We’ve got a contact of something approaching us from the west,’ Evron said, pointing at a moving black dot on his radar screen. ‘Just picked up by radar on the drone.’
Cavill touched his throat microphone to activate their communications system.
‘Lampack, you got the MK19 up and running?’
‘Roger that. Operational; it’s facing north, so I can cover arcs east and west too. I set up the drones on the south side, away from vibration.’
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘Get it aimed west, and get your eyes out there. We have inbound.’
‘On it,’ Lampack said. He grabbed his long-range binoculars and ran to the end of the container he was standing on to sight the potential enemy.
‘Ground crew, report,’ Cavill said.
‘This is Nathan.’ The voice came through his earpiece. ‘Sizemore and I are set up with a couple of antitank Javelins and an M72 LAW, though Fabrice and Rolleston still aren’t back yet.’
‘Okay, hold tight until further notice,’ Cavill said.
‘Lampack here. I can see a cloud of dust from the western inbound. It’s a big cloud. Looks like a column of trucks at this stage. It’s still far away.’
Evron waved at Cavill in the control room and joined the radio conversation. ‘We now have contact on the perimeter from two sides. Contact from the east, though much smaller. I’m swinging the drone that way to get eyes on it.’
Cavill had heard enough. ‘Cornell and I are coming down to join the ground team.’
Both men immediately headed for the hatch and started the descent by ladder back to the ground. As they neared the bottom, they heard Evron’s voice: ‘Contact on the east side is a single truck, dirty white; it has Red Cross markings on it. Looks like an aid truck.’
‘Get Bramwell patched into the conversation,’ Cavill said.
‘Lampack here,’ he said from the roof. ‘The western inbound are army trucks of some kind. Six trucks. Could be carrying a platoon of men.’
On the ground, Cavill and Cornell quickly moved to positions where Mike Nathan had the antitank weaponry set up.
A new voice came over the radio. ‘Hello, James. This is Christian Bramwell. How can I help?’ he said from his operations room in GCHQ in England.
‘Thanks, Christian. We have an apparent aid vehicle approaching the site from the east. Can you confirm the nearest aid site where the Red Cross is operating? If yes, check the timings. If they set off from that location when the hurricane transmissions were being sent from here, do the timings match up? We need to know if these guys are genuine.’
‘Okay. I’ll get back to you shortly,’ Bramwell said.
‘Lampack, Evron,’ Cavill said. ‘Any more detail on this inbound army?’
‘They’re not new trucks; that’s for sure,’ Lampack said as he watched them getting closer through his binoculars.
‘We’re in the northern Ténéré desert,’ Evron said. ‘It’s still Niger. The only people who could have got here that quickly by land would be Niger Army. Have to assume at this point they’re army regulars come to secure the site for the glory of the Niger government.’
‘Okay,’ Cavill said. ‘Let’s not fire until fired upon from the army and especially not on a potential Red Cross vehicle.’
‘We’ve been spotted,’ Lampack said. ‘They’ve stopped on the edge of the city. They’re pouring out of the trucks. They’re pulling out weapons and gear. Look hostile to me.’
‘Wait,’ Cavill said. ‘We don’t want an unnecessary firefight.’
Lampack watched through his binoculars as a puff of smoke appeared by the side of one of the trucks. At the same time, the pinging of metal on metal was heard as rifle rounds started to pepper the containers and pyramid around him.
‘They’re firing. Mortar incoming,’ he said as he rolled away from the edge of the container and quickly crawled back to the MK19.
Cavill and the men on the ground took cover as the first mortar detonated near the northwest corner of the pyramid.




‘Take them out quickly,’ Cavill said, looking where the mortar round landed. ‘If these idiots hit the scaffolding, it’s game over.’

‘On it,’ Lampack said as he got behind the MK19 and swung the barrel towards the enemy.
Lampack loved the Mark 19 40-mm grenade launcher. It was his favourite weapon. He sighted the target and depressed the dual triggers. The feeding belt cavorted into action to start firing sixty 40-mm grenades a minute out the barrel in rapid-fire mode. It had a range of up to two kilometres. Each grenade had a kill radius of five metres and would wound anyone within fourteen metres. At the rate Lampack was firing, he could clear half a football pitch with explosions in thirty seconds.
The effect on the poorly trained Niger Army regulars was predictable. Chaos erupted amongst their ranks as a hail of grenades landed in every part of their unit. Soldiers dived wildly for cover towards the trucks amongst explosions of sand and debris. They managed to get one more mortar off, which exploded closer to the pyramid and scaffolding below Lampack. In response, he adjusted his aim slightly to concentrate fire on the truck with the mortar next to it. The truck exploded in a fireball as a series of grenades hit it.
‘In case you were thinking of driving to another location to have another go,’ he said as he continued firing to take out the truck that had been at the front on their assault. This vehicle, too, was instantly reduced to burning scrap. He stopped firing.
‘Okay, boys, do the right thing now,’ he said.
Given a moment’s reprieve, all of the soldiers scattered on the ground sprinted back to the trucks and leapt in. The trucks turned around and sped out of the area.
‘Good choice,’ he said as he opened up with the Mark 19 again, dropping grenades behind the fleeing vehicles to help chase them out.
‘They’re retreating,’ Lampack said into his radio. ‘Don’t think they’ll be coming back in their current form. By the time they get better kit and a better plan, we should be gone.’
‘Good job,’ Cavill said. ‘We’re all okay down here. Reset the kit and get into sniper position for whoever is turning up in the Red Cross truck.’
The flying drone tracked the Red Cross truck all the way into the city. Nothing looked strange on Evron’s laptop screen as it got closer. No weapons showing from the windows or the rear.
Cavill could see it coming through the optical sight on his rifle as it kicked up a cloud of dust in the distance. He could make out three people in the front. He lowered his rifle and got back on the radio. ‘Christian, we need an answer here; these boys are on our doorstep.’
‘Coming, coming,’ Bramwell said. ‘Got it. Right, Red Cross is operating three sites down there: one in Chad, two in Niger. They could have come from the site near Arlit in Niger. It’s a measles and rubella initiative. The transport timings match up to the emergency signals.’
‘Okay. Keep the next ten minutes clear, if you can,’ Cavill said. ‘May need to check identities.’
There was still no obvious threat as the truck rumbled into the open area near the team’s equipment. Cavill and his men kept all their heavy weaponry on it as it rattled to a stop.
A heavy door on the driver’s side swung open, and a man dressed in cargo trousers and a white polo shirt got out.
‘Hello,’ the man called out, looking around.
‘Stay where you are,’ Jerry Cornell said, popping up from behind one of the storage containers with his rifle aimed at the man. ‘You have multiple weapons on you. Everybody get out of the truck with their hands in the air.’
The man looked surprised but quickly did as he was told. The other two men climbed out of the cab and joined their colleague with their hands in the air. They were also dressed in casual clothes. All of Cavill’s armed men materialised from the surroundings and converged on the three men.
‘What’s going on here?’ the first man asked. ‘We are doctors, responding to a distress signal from this location.’
‘We’ll see,’ Cavill said. ‘We’ll need identification papers, and you’re going to get searched.’
Cavill and Cornell kept their weapons trained on the men while Sizemore searched them and Nathan set about searching the truck.
‘They’re clean,’ Sizemore said. ‘You got some ID?’ he asked, holding out his hand. The men lowered their hands, and each produced a small laminated card from his pocket. Sizemore collected them and brought them over to Cavill.
Cavill lowered his weapon and clipped it back onto his chest to inspect the cards. The cards were emblazoned with the Red Cross logo and stated names and serial numbers.
‘These say two of you are doctors,’ Cavill said.
‘That’s correct,’ replied the man who got out of the truck first.
‘What does the third guy do, then?’ Cavill asked.
‘He’s our driver,’ the man replied.
Cavill frowned. He reached into his plate carrier, pulled his smartphone from its protective case, and turned it on. During a short mission like this one, it was an invaluable piece of kit. It connected to their wireless network as a backup communication device, and it contained some essential special-forces tools: compass, altimeter, speedometer, unit converter, and camera. He took pictures of the identification cards and sent them through a messaging service via their network to Christian Bramwell. He put the phone back in his pocket.
Mike Nathan appeared from the back of the truck. ‘It’s clean inside. Nothing in the cab. The back is full of medical kits.’
‘Contact again,’ Evron said over the radio.
‘Who is it?’ Cavill asked.
‘Wait…it’s Fabrice and Rolleston. They’re coming in quickly. Will be with you shortly.’
Cavill was relieved; they needed time to reset things.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘We have three badly wounded people upstairs. You two doctors, grab what you need to treat burns and shock. You’re coming with us under guard. Your driver is staying here and is going to sit in the truck.’
‘Wait,’ the lead doctor said. ‘Who are you? Why do you have weapons here?’
Cavill smiled. ‘We’re the good guys. With guns. There’s no time to explain, so while you’re under our jurisdiction, you’ll follow our orders. Understand?’
The men looked dubious, but they all nodded in agreement.
‘Quickly get what you need,’ Cornell said, ushering them around to the back of the truck for medical supplies.
A cloud of dust appeared further down the main road as the team’s second Land Rover came into view. It soon pulled to a stop, and the last two members of the team got out.
‘You guys all right?’ Cavill asked.
‘All good,’ Rolleston said. ‘We picked up as much of the strewn kit as we could find.’
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘Take a couple of minutes to catch your breath.’
Cavill got back on the radio. ‘Right, team. Next phase…I want Fabrice and Rolleston to stay down here with Sizemore, Nathan, and Lampack, under command of Cornell. Lampack, come down off the roof to help sort the kit and these containers. We’re taking two Red Cross doctors up to treat the wounded, and I’ll start preparing the away team to go into the pyramid. We need to pick up the pace here.’
He could see his men on the ground nodding in agreement. They were already way behind schedule, and everybody knew it.
With their kit attached, the two doctors climbed up the ladder to the containers. Cavill was behind them. Once they were inside, they saw that Evron and Van der Westhuizen had done some housekeeping.
‘It was too cluttered in here as our command centre and medical area,’ Evron said. ‘So we’ve moved the wounded to the pyramid entry room. It’s the only container that’s nearby and not full of stuff. We needed to get all the civilians out of here as well.’
Cavill nodded in agreement.
The science offices container they were standing in did look much clearer. Evron’s laptop and IT kit were on the central table.
Cavill ushered the doctors forward into the pyramid entry room. The three dead archaeologists had been put into body bags brought up from the equipment boxes on the ground. They lay in the far corner, out of the way. The three wounded were in the near corner with the two scientists and Matt Hayden and Rebecca Grainger. All of them were still under the watchful eye of Schalk van der Westhuizen.
‘How’re the wounded?’ Cavill asked Schalk.
‘They were stable enough for us to move them, but they’re still in shock,’ Schalk said.
Cavill turned to the doctors. ‘Here you go, gents. Do your thing. I’ll be back shortly.’
He exchanged a nod with Schalk and left the room to check in with Evron.
Schalk knew his duty and watched intently as the doctors started pulling out various pieces of medical equipment to help the injured.
‘Anything new on radar?’ Cavill asked Evron, joining him at the command table.
‘Nothing,’ Evron replied. ‘Quiet on all fronts.’
‘Good. We can speed things up now,’ Cavill said. He got back on the radio. ‘Cornell, lay out those lead boxes, largest to smallest. I’m coming back down to deal with them.’
‘Copy that,’ Cornell said in his earpiece.
As he exited through the hatch, Cavill made a hand gesture towards the pyramid entry room. Evron nodded in return and tilted back on his chair to look into the room where Schalk and the doctors were. Everything appeared normal, so he went back to his laptop screen.
***
‘Right, here’s the plan,’ Cavill said as he finished checking the lead boxes that were lined up in front of him. ‘We’ve got ten containers here. Six will fit into backpacks, and the rest will have to be carried. The one that’s the size of a trunk will need at least two of us. We need to get all of them up there because we have no idea how big this energy source is. So put the six small ones into camouflaged backpacks that will go in with the away team, and we’ll carry in the two largest as backup. Start hauling them up.’
His men immediately got to work, and Cavill grabbed one of the backpacks to help Rolleston with the task.
‘Get in there, you bugger,’ Rolleston said as they wrestled the fabric over the container.
Cavill smiled but was distracted by his phone beeping in his plate carrier. He had a message. He fished the phone out with one hand and looked at the screen while still holding the weight of the container with his other hand.
‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Take it, take it.’ He passed all the weight to Rolleston, who looked surprised.
Bramwell had sent a picture in response to the pictures on the doctors’ identity cards that Cavill had sent. Cavill was looking at an official Red Cross record, but the picture of the doctor did not match the name of the doctor he had let into the pyramid.
He spun and started sprinting back to the ladder.
‘Schalk, they’re fakes,’ he yelled into the radio. ‘Immobilise them.’
***
In the pyramid entry room, the doctors caught the change in Schalk’s movement as he brought his hand to his ear to listen to the radio. As he was bringing his rifle round to bear, the doctor kneeling nearest him kicked out from a crouching position and buckled Schalk’s knee, causing his firing rifle to pivot away and send a line of bullets up the wall. The second doctor pulled out a folding Magpul FMG9 submachine gun from the underside of a medical kit and deployed it in a second, as the front and back swung out automatically to connect and form a working gun. He pressed the trigger and released a burst of automatic fire that caught Schalk in the midriff and sent him spinning sideways. The first doctor had pulled out a garrotte hidden within his belt, and as Schalk staggered towards him, the garrotte flew around Schalk’s neck and immediately tightened.
The lethal burst of fire from the MFG9 continued in an arc through the door of the pyramid entrance room into the science room to hit Evron in the shoulder.
Evron rolled to the floor and behind some metal boxes, releasing his pistol to return fire. Kate Edwards and Rebecca Grainger, in the pyramid entry room, screamed in the deafening noise and chaos.





06:38:00 to Endgame
On the ground, Cavill’s men were still clustered around the lead containers and boxes of equipment. Lampack caught movement in his peripheral vision. It was four men rolling out from underneath the Red Cross truck and bringing weapons to bear.
‘Cover!’ Lampack yelled as he crash tackled Cornell over the containers and landed heavily on the other side.
‘What the hell—’ Cornell was cut off by a hail of bullets hitting the containers and whistling overhead.
‘Caught flat-footed,’ Lampack said, trying to unclip his rifle from his chest. ‘They had guys hiding under the truck.’
‘How many?’ Cornell asked.
‘Saw four, plus the driver makes five.’
‘Plus two up top, we’ve got seven.’
Cornell looked around and saw the other four members of the team had also hit the deck in time behind the containers and were now returning fire.
‘They’re moving,’ Sizemore yelled.
‘Cornell popped his head over the top and saw the enemy sprinting away from the truck in teams of two.
‘We can’t stay here in open territory. They’ll outflank us,’ Cornell yelled to his men. He popped a white phosphorous grenade from his plate carrier and hurled it over the assorted boxes and containers. In seconds, the grenade spewed out a huge amount of smoke.
‘Split in pairs! Hunt them down!’ Cornell yelled. ‘Go!’
Cornell and Lampack sprinted off together under the cover of the smoke towards the nearest stone building; as they neared the corner wall, Cornell was hit in the back. He pitched forward onto the ground. Lampack spun, grabbed him, and pulled him behind a wall for cover.
‘Cavill, this is Lampack,’ he yelled into his radio. ‘We’re in heavy contact, over. Can you send anyone down?’
Cavill heard the message just as he popped up through the access hatch into the science offices.
He didn’t get to respond, as he was immediately pinned down by enemy fire from the pyramid entry room.
‘Negative,’ Cavill yelled back. ‘We’re on the defensive. Harcourt…Sansom, get back here now.’
‘Already running,’ Sansom said over the radio.
Cavill pulled out his pistol and fired off a few shots above the door for covering fire as he stuck his head above the hatch. He saw the gun firing out at him and beyond that, the second enemy slowly closing the huge metal entry door to the pyramid.
Sansom and Harcourt raced around the last corner only to see the light going from the door as it was sealed shut.
‘Shit, what do we do?’ Sansom said breathlessly.
‘Look for some way to open it from the inside,’ Harcourt said, playing his torch around the edges. ‘I can’t see anything…we don’t have enough explosives to blow it.’
‘Radio’s dead. I can’t hear a thing,’ Sansom said.
Harcourt’s torch went out.
‘Harcourt! Harcourt, respond!’ Cavill called into the radio. It was no good. He’d lost contact as soon as the heavy door was sealed, entombing his men inside.
Cavill fired another couple of shots and popped his head above the edge of the hatch again to look around. He saw Evron, wounded, behind some nearby boxes. He fired a couple more covering shots and rolled out of the hatch towards Evron as the return fire peppered the area around him.
‘That was close,’ Cavill said as he rolled up to Evron. ‘Where are you hit?’
‘Just the shoulder, affecting mobility,’ Evron replied, grimacing with pain. ‘He’s pretty well covered in there. Schalk’s dead, and he has access to his weapons.’
‘And all the civilians as hostages,’ Cavill said. ‘Harcourt and Sansom are out.’ He got back on the radio. ‘Cornell, what’s the situation down below?’
‘Not on top of it yet,’ Cornell replied. He had recovered from the burst of bullets into his back armour. There was a pause as a burst of automatic gunfire was heard. ‘Still engaging multiples. Could do with a hand.’
‘Copy, same here,’ Cavill said. ‘Anybody identify these guys yet?’
‘Nothing so far,’ Cornell said.
‘Okay, report when free to redeploy.’
He turned to Evron. ‘Just you and me to sort it out up here.’
‘That’s all we need,’ Evron said with a wan smile.
Cavill popped his head around the side of the boxes to loose off a couple more rounds but quickly pulled back. The enemy was advancing into the science offices, firing in two-second bursts, and using Chris Watkins as a human shield in front of him. Watkins’s face was a picture of pure, yellow terror.
‘We have to move,’ Cavill said. ‘He’s using them as shields. He’ll round on us here.’
Cavill pulled a flashbang and threw it over the box.
Evron and Cavill instinctively covered their ears, closed their eyes, and ducked down further behind the boxes.
The room lit up in a deafening bang, and Cavill immediately pulled Evron to his feet. They ran out of the science offices and into the adjoining science labs on the south side of the pyramid.
***
On the ground, Cornell was trying to rally his troops as he and Lampack traded fire with two of the enemy in a nearby house. ‘Fabrice, Rolleston, where are you?’
‘East of you,’ Rolleston replied. ‘We’ve clipped one and have the other pinned down.’
‘Good. Nathan, Sizemore?’
‘We’re pinned down behind a low wall north of the pyramid. They’re trying to move around us,’ Nathan said.
‘Okay, we’ll come to you,’ Cornell said. They threw smoke grenades for cover and ran out firing. An explosion was heard nearby as they found more cover further north of the pyramid.
‘What was that?’ Cornell said into the radio.
‘Grenade,’ Nathan said. ‘I’ve taken shrapnel. Sizemore’s dead.’
***
Cavill heard the radio report as he moved with Evron to the far end of the second science lab container and unlocked the door heading towards the workshop. His heart dropped when the news of Sizemore came in.
‘This was supposed to be a simple mission,’ he said to Evron. ‘And I’ve got my elite team dropping like flies.’
There was a rattling of metal on metal behind them, and they turned to see a grenade rolling to a stop. It had been tossed into the container from the far door. Both men calmly but quickly moved through the doorway, exiting the science labs. They just managed to shut the door as the grenade detonated inside. The gangway that connected the containers vibrated heavily under their feet.
They moved quickly through the container housing the workshop, and as they opened the door to the first storage container, another grenade was thrown into the workshop behind them. They closed the door just as it detonated. The container they were standing in shuddered.
‘This old structure may not take much more of these explosions,’ Evron said. ‘It’s just held up by scaffolding. The whole thing could come crashing down.’
He was clutching his shoulder as he moved and was starting to look a little grey around the face.
‘It’s worse than that,’ Cavill said as they headed towards the exit door of the first storage container. ‘I’ve just figured out the trap they’re trying to spring. It’s too hard for us to stand and fight if he’s just throwing grenades into a confined space with us. We can’t defend against that. He’s trying to keep pushing us forward all the way around the three sides of the pyramid into the waiting ambush of his mate, who’s probably set up in front of the second door in the pyramid access room—the one facing the generator room. So when we’re forced to exit the generator room, he’ll cut us down.’
‘Okay,’ Evron said as they entered the second storage unit on the north side. ‘We can figure something out. He can’t have more than five grenades from Schalk’s kit.’
The structure shuddered again as a grenade detonated in the storage container they had just exited.
‘That’ll be all he’ll need. We’ve got about thirty seconds to come up with something,’ Cavill said. ‘I’ve just remembered the next container is the generator room—’
‘If the generators are large enough, we can hide from the last grenade behind one and then ambush him,’ Evron suggested.
‘No,’ Cavill said as they reached the far end of the second storage unit and opened the door into the generator room. ‘From Harcourt’s description of the place, the container above the generator room on the second level was full of fuel tanks. Probably to gravity feed the fuel into the generators below. Who knows how much fuel is still in there?’
‘Right,’ Evron said, putting it all together. ‘If a grenade goes off in the generator room below it, even small amounts of different fuels in the pipes and generators could blow the whole place to hell.’
***
Cornell and Lampack were fighting their way towards the injured Nathan.
‘Keep low,’ Cornell said. ‘These guys are good.’
‘Clear,’ Lampack said. ‘Good old urban fighting. Brings back some memories, doesn’t it?’ He lifted his pistol above the wall and fired off two shots in the direction of the enemy.
‘Yes, and none of them good,’ Cornell said.
The top of the closest wall rained stone chips on them as the enemy found their range. Both men stayed low and kept moving along the wall until they reached the next set of buildings. They twisted and turned around each building, snapping their weapons towards each corner. They rounded a corner to see Mike Nathan sprawled on the floor, covered in blood but still firing his rifle at a nearby target. They also saw Sizemore’s body. He had taken most of the grenade explosion and must have died instantly. As they dashed towards Nathan, Cornell saw a rifle rounding the far corner, in the direction in which Nathan was firing erratically. Cornell let off an automatic burst and grabbed Nathan’s plate carrier to drag him behind some cover. He felt Nathan’s body jerk just before he dragged him behind the nearest wall, and he turned to see blood spurting from Nathan’s neck where he had been shot. Cornell compressed the wound but knew it was too late. Nathan’s neck was ripped open.
Lampack had followed up behind by laying down sustained fire. Then he threw a grenade into the vicinity of the enemy. The grenade detonated, and Lampack charged forward firing. The firing soon stopped.
‘Got them. Both of them,’ Lampack said on the radio.
‘I’m sorry,’ Cornell said to Nathan as he cradled his head and watched the light leave his eyes.
Cornell gently lowered Nathan’s head onto the ground and called it in on the radio.
‘Nathan’s gone. Cornell and Lampack still in the fight. Report.’
‘Rolleston and Fabrice still in it,’ Rolleston said. ‘We’re still trading punches but neither making much headway.’
‘So they’re down to three and we’re down to four.’
Cornell went off the radio. He punched the wall repeatedly in front of him in frustration at losing two men. ‘Fucking urban fighting!’ he yelled.
***
In the pyramid entry room, the second enemy soldier was indeed setting up his weapons to face out the northern door and cover the gangway. As soon as someone rounded the corner from the generator room and the eastern gangway, a hail of automatic gunfire would meet him.
The civilians were clustered around the wounded archaeologists on the other side of the container. The soldier occasionally flicked his eyes back to them to make sure that no one had moved.
As he made his final preparations, he stepped back, and the heel of his boot caught a protruding bolt in the floor. He lost his balance, and his momentum carried him backwards to land heavily on his back on the metal floor. His MFG9 submachine gun clattered a few feet away from his grasp.
Kate Edwards leapt to her feet on the other side of the container and dived through the door into the science offices. She was running as the soldier rolled towards his gun. Chris Watkins’s eyes widened, and he sprang up and sprinted through the open door. Kate was already disappearing through the far door into the science labs as the enemy reached his weapon. He rolled over and brought the gun up, firing a burst. The bullets ricocheted off the bulkhead of the door to stop anyone else trying to run. By the time he got line of sight through the doorway into the science offices, Watkins was also gone from that container. The soldier growled in anger. He would have to let them go to keep his position and the rest of the hostages.
‘Anybody else thinks of doing anything cute,’ he said, ‘I’ll machine gun all of you. Understand?’
Rebecca Grainger and the rest of the civilians nodded in wide-eyed terror.
***
‘This is bad,’ Cavill said. ‘It stinks of all kind of fuel.’
‘There are pools of it all over the floor,’ Evron said.
They were moving quickly through the generator room to the exit on the east side. Cavill carefully opened the door without making any undue noise to alert the enemy waiting by the pyramid entry door. The desert wind blew in, and both men were grateful for it.
‘Right,’ Cavill said quietly after gulping a few breaths of the clean air. ‘We can’t go around the corner on the gangway—they’ve got a pincer movement on us—but we have to get away from this container. Get on my back.’
Evron looked surprised but quickly did as he was told, hooking his uninjured arm over Cavill’s shoulder, latching onto the front of his plate carrier, and then jumping up and wrapping his legs around Cavill’s waist. Cavill shuffled to the edge of the gangway, clipped his rifle to his chest, and climbed up onto the scaffolding. He quickly began climbing up and away from the generator room. It was hard going with Evron on his back.
He climbed up to the second level of the structure, next to the container housing the fuel tanks. He then shuffled across the scaffolding and around the corner to head for the next block of container units facing the east side.
‘This should be the armoury container,’ he said as he clambered as softly as he could onto the roof of the container on the top level on the east side. ‘The pyramid entry room is below it.’
Evron was making small grunts of pain through gritted teeth. All the moving was jarring his wound.
‘Let’s try and hook you to something,’ Cavill said as they separated. Both sat down. ‘Things are about to get hairy.’
Evron pulled out the strap and clip normally used to attach his rifle to his plate carrier and clipped it to a hole in the scaffolding.
The whole earth seemed to shudder underneath them, and they were both floored by the noise and force of a huge explosion on the north side of the pyramid. They saw a golden fireball billow out into the desert sky along with black fireballs of debris. The chasing grenade had indeed ignited the liquid and vapour in the generators, making them explode. This, in turn, ignited the fuel tanks above them, causing the violent explosion.
‘Hang on,’ Cavill yelled. The entire structure at the top of the pyramid was shaking roughly. Above the shaking, they could hear the sound of metal breaking and snapping. Cavill could see scaffolding poles flying away from the north side of the pyramid.
‘The scaffolding structure on that side is broken,’ Cavill said. ‘We need to—’
The containers underneath them lurched violently and dropped about a foot before the scaffolding structure caught them again. From the floor disappearing below them, they hit the container hard. Cavill was winded as the impact on his plate carrier forced the air from his lungs.
Evron lost grip with his good arm and slipped over the edge of the container into the void.
***
The huge explosion distracted everyone on the ground. Debris started raining on them from the containers that had been launched in the fireball.
‘Take cover,’ Cornell called over the radio. ‘Get low behind the thickest wall you can find.’
He signalled to Lampack. They quickly moved to huddle behind one of the two-storey buildings as the debris started landing nearby in small explosions.
‘Geez, it’s like small-calibre mortar coming down,’ Lampack said. ‘You think the enemy will be moving around in this?’
As he spoke, large scaffolding poles coming in at tremendous speed lanced through nearby walls. The noise and dust kicked up was huge.
‘Not now,’ Cornell said. ‘But get ready to move again. Every bad guy we’ve met so far seems highly committed.’
***
Cavill pulled himself across the roof of the container to where Evron had gone over the edge. He stuck his head over the threshold.
Evron was dangling in the air, held only by his rifle strap attached to a scaffold pole, which had moved position away from the container.
Evron raised his good arm. ‘You want to pull me back in, please?’ he said, ‘I’ve had enough time here to give myself a morphine shot.’
‘Thought you looked much better. This sun must be doing you some good,’ Cavill said as he offered his arm out. They gripped hands. With a grimace, Evron pulled his combat knife out with the arm on his wounded side. He reached up and cut the strap to swing down and land heavily against the side of the container. Cavill took the impact easily and then pulled Evron back up onto the roof of the container.
‘Thanks,’ Evron said. ‘What now?’
Both men were breathing heavily from the exertion.
‘It seems like the containers on the other three sides of the pyramid are holding. Otherwise, we’d be stains in the sand below by now,’ Cavill said. ‘Let’s see what’s happening on the north side.’
They both crawled to the northern edge of the armoury container to survey the damage and the battlefield below.
The fuel tank and generator containers were in tatters, and the remainder of the other two containers on the north side were creaking heavily on the scaffolding that remained.
‘Cornell,’ Cavill said into the radio. ‘The containers on the north side are going to come down on you. I’ve got a bird’s-eye view of the field here. Where are you?’
‘Scattered around the little conurbation you see before you,’ Cornell replied. ‘Everybody taking cover.’
‘You’re going to have to move now,’ Cavill said.
‘We’ve lost sight of the enemy, so can’t move too fast,’ Cornell said.
‘We’ll have to draw them out,’ Cavill said. ‘All teams on the ground, throw your helmets high into the air a few times.’
Cornell and Rolleston quickly obliged. Cavill soon saw two helmets spinning up into the air and going back down. He unclipped his rifle and brought it to bear on the buildings below, focussing through his optical sight.
‘They’ve clocked it. We’ve got movement,’ Cavill said. He could see three men moving out of buildings and along walls in the direction of his men.
‘Right. Listen up,’ Cavill said into the radio. ‘I can see the targets. Prep grenades. I’ll tell you where to throw. As soon as you’ve thrown, run directly north as far from the pyramid as you can. I’ll provide cover fire. Cornell, twenty metres to your eleven o’clock. Rolleston, ten to your two. In three…’
A mass of snapping noises was heard as the containers on the north side destroyed the last of their broken scaffolding. The containers started falling and bouncing down the pyramid in a shriek of tortured metal.
‘Now! Now!’ Cavill called.
The grenades sailed out at the same time as the enemy stopped moving to look up at the sight of the oncoming containers. Cavill caught one openly in his sights and dropped him. He caught sight of his men running north and looked desperately for the last two enemies. The two grenades went off; one near the man Cavill had already taken out. The second highlighted the rough position of the last two enemies. He saw two figures sprawl onto the ground near the explosion; one was close enough to have been taken out by the blast. He fired with automatic bursts to take them out while his men got away.
The containers bounced off the bottom of the pyramid and landed nearby with an almighty boom that flattened the surrounding structures, burying the enemy in rubble and kicking up a huge dust cloud.
‘Cornell, you guys okay?’ Cavill said.
‘Still here,’ Cornell replied.
‘Same for Rolleston and Fabrice,’ Rolleston said. ‘We’ll just be beating the dust out of ourselves for a while.’
‘Good. Check those guys are dead and then regroup at the base. Two of you get up here ASAP. We’re taking the pyramid back.’




Chapter 21

The enemy soldier in the pyramid entry room looked visibly shaken. The huge explosion had happened close to the doorway where he was standing. He’d had a front-row seat to the devastation. He didn’t know if his partner was alive. He only knew their plan was shot to hell. He had two doors on either side of the container to cover and didn’t know what to do next. He kept his guns trained on the open door and the sheared-off gangway as though he still expected Cavill to come barrelling around the corner.
Across the room, Matt Hayden slowly started rising to his feet by sliding his back up the wall.
The soldier turned and fired wildly in Matt’s direction. The bullets ricocheted off the wall around him, missing their target, and Matt dived back down to the floor with a yelp.
The soldier glared at him across the distance. He was running out of ammunition and needed to keep what he had for when real threats turned up. He walked over to Schalk’s body and pulled out his combat knife.
‘Come here,’ he said, pointing the gun and knife at Matt Hayden. ‘Come and sit at this door with me.’
***
On the roof of the armoury container, Cavill surveyed the carnage on the ground and what remained of the container and scaffolding structure. The metal gangway was still jutting out of the pyramid entry room. It had been sheared off at the corner where it turned and connected to the generator units that were no longer there. Cavill motioned to Evron to come over and join him.
‘I’ve got a plan to take the guy holding the hostages in the pyramid entry room,’ he said.
‘Let’s do it quickly,’ Evron said. ‘We don’t know if his mate, the grenade thrower, was killed when those containers exploded. If he tossed it in from the second storage container and shut the door, he may have survived.’
‘Right,’ Cavill said. ‘We know the guy below probably heard us firing from outside the containers, so he knows we’re out here, possibly on the roof. When I give the signal, I want you to go to the edge and stamp around, making enough noise up there so he can hear you.’
Evron nodded. Leading with his pistol, he carefully made his way to the northern edge of the container until he could see the destroyed gangway.
Cavill put his rifle to one side and lowered himself onto his stomach. He slowly crawled to the corner closest to the destroyed generator and fuel containers. Once at the edge, he carefully levered his body over the side and lowered himself so he was hanging onto the edge of the container, with the drop to the ground below him. He released his left hand and pulled out his pistol, taking aim so he had a clear line of sight to both metal gangways coming out of the armoury and pyramid entry containers. He looked up at Evron and nodded.
Evron banged his feet heavily, stomping in a circle and doing small jumps.
Matt Hayden came stumbling forward out of the pyramid entry room. Cavill had him in his sights. He quickly pulled his aim to the right, recognising the decoy. The enemy came out, walking backwards while firing his gun upwards at the top of the armoury container, where he expected Cavill to be.
Cavill calmly fired two shots into his chest and one into his head. He watched the body crumple to the floor as he holstered his pistol. Then he easily pulled himself back up onto the container roof.
‘That worked well,’ Evron said with a smile.
‘Yes. Let’s pull everyone together. Patch up the wounded and see who these bastards are,’ Cavill said.




Chapter 22

‘Oh, thank God,’ Rebecca Grainger said, rushing forward as Cavill and Evron entered the pyramid entry room.
‘Here, help him,’ Cavill said, unhooking Evron’s arm from around his shoulder and handing it to Grainger.
‘Just take me to those medikits,’ Evron said.
Cavill went to the pyramid entry door and turned the huge handles to swing it open again.
‘It’s Cavill,’ he called out as the door started to open, aware his men would have their weapons ready for whoever was coming in. The light slowly revealed Harcourt and Sansom. They squinted to adjust to the brightness.
‘You okay?’ Cavill said.
‘Yes,’ Harcourt said. ‘Sorry we couldn’t get out in time.’
‘You might still get some of the action,’ Cavill said. ‘We’ve taken out one of them. Do a full sweep of the containers again and confirm the second enemy is killed.’
He looked around the room again.
‘Looks like we also have some civilians missing. I don’t know why. Round them up. Put them back under guard in here.’
Both men nodded and charged off into the container complex.
Cavill’s radio crackled in his ear. ‘Cornell here. Confirm bad guys below all dead. There’s no ID on them. They have a mix of gear and weapons. Look like a private team to me.’
‘Okay,’ Cavill said. ‘Find their radio. They must have a way of getting back to their main team. It may be hidden in the truck. We need to know who they are.’
‘Will do,’ Cornell said.
Cavill walked over to Grainger and Evron, who was working on his shoulder. He crouched down and took over the medical duties, opening up Evron’s shirt to assess the wound.
Evron grimaced as Cavill poked around the area.
‘Your lucky day,’ Cavill said. ‘Went straight through, just below the collarbone. Patched up in no time.’
‘Good,’ Evron said.
As Cavill worked away with antiseptics and patches, he motioned with his head at the wounded archaeologists behind him to Rebecca Grainger. ‘What’s the situation with these guys? We lose anyone?’
‘No,’ Rebecca said. ‘That thug threatened us but didn’t touch any of them. They’re still out of it with whatever your man gave them.’
‘Good. We’ll have to think soon about how to get them out of here. I don’t want anyone else dying in this place.’
He applied the last piece of tape to Evron’s back. ‘There you go. Operational again,’ he said. He gave him a new pack of morphine injections. ‘Here, in case it kicks off again. We need everybody in the fight.’
‘Never out of it,’ Evron said. He got up and walked back to the command table in the science offices to get his laptop and equipment back online.
Rebecca Grainger looked on with incredulity. ‘You guys are bona fide nuts,’ she said.
‘No ma’am, just very professional soldiers,’ Cavill said.
‘Hey,’ Cornell called from the science offices.
They quickly walked through to see him emerging out of the hatch. He handed over a small portable radio.
‘Hidden in the truck, like you said,’ Cornell said, putting it on the table next to Evron.
‘Anything coming out of it yet?’ Cavill said.
‘Yup, “TN1, this is TN2. Report, over.” Every fifteen minutes,’ Cornell said.
‘TN1…got to be Titan,’ Evron said.
‘Yup,’ Cornell said. ‘My guess too. Matches with the kit the boys below had. We’ve seen that mix before.’
‘Great. Lockyer and his band of murderous cowboys,’ Cavill said.
‘I’m sorry,’ Rebecca Grainger said. ‘Who?’
‘Another private team,’ Evron said. ‘We have history with them.’ He pointed at Cavill.
‘Typical private security asshole who recruits similar assholes and special-forces wannabes,’ Cornell said. ‘Meatheads with all the gear and no idea. They don’t care who they shoot as long as they get to shoot. Hey, I wonder if
they got their pimped-out, blacked-out Humvees dropped into the middle of the fricking desert?’
‘Least we know who we’re dealing with,’ Cavill said.
‘Yes, and Lockyer probably took this job for free just for the opportunity to kill you,’ Evron said.
‘What…why?’ Grainger cut in.
‘Cavill got him kicked out the regular forces—absolutely hates his guts.’
‘Never mind that now,’ Cavill said, sliding the radio right next to Evron. ‘Keep patched into this thing. I want to know when exactly we can expect more from these pricks.’
Their radios crackled. ‘Harcourt here.’
‘What is it?’ Cavill said.
‘We’re in the workshop, outside the entrance to storage unit one, on the west side. The door to storage unit one has been barricaded from the inside. So we still have an enemy holed up in there.’
‘You sure? It’s not that the door shifted and wedged when the structure moved?’ Cavill asked.
‘Yes, we’ve been listening for a while. There are noises in there from someone.’
‘What about my civilians?’
‘We found them separately on the second level. They’ve had a good old look around. Sansom is bringing them back while I cover this door.’
‘Stand by,’ Cavill said.
He looked at Cornell and Evron.
‘We don’t have time to flush him out. We’re too far off mission already,’ he said.
‘But we can’t leave him there,’ Cornell said. ‘God knows what he’ll get up to or when his ugly mug would appear again.’
‘Suggestions?’ Cavill asked.
All three men thought about it for a few seconds.
Evron and Cavill looked at each other at the same time.
‘The attack drones on the south side still operational?’ Cavill asked.
Evron typed furiously at his laptop. ‘Yes…let me fire one up,’ he said.
They watched the laptop screen as the forward-mounted camera on the drone activated and produced a view of the landscape dropping and then disappearing into blue as the propeller-driven drone flew off the edge of the container and into the sky. It circled around the container structure until they could see the northern side of the first storage container.
‘It’s sheared off, just like on our side,’ Evron said. ‘He must have made it back in there before the collapse - the door’s still open. If he got a look at the ground, he’d know he’s outnumbered and outgunned. Probably thinks it’s safer to stay there till his asshole buddies get here. Thinks we can’t get at him through that open door.’
‘Well, they got the drop on us with their Red Cross routine,’ Cavill said. ‘But this time, I’m pleased that Cavill Risk Management is one step ahead of the tattoo-and-wraparound-shades brigade that is Titan International. Harcourt…’
‘Yes,’ Harcourt said on the radio.
‘Get out of there.’
‘Roger. Moving.’
Cavill pointed at the laptop screen.
‘You said the explosive charge was the same as a grenade, right?’
‘Yes,’ Evron said. ‘The container structure on the other three sides is holding fine. It certainly took grenades going off internally before.’
‘Agreed,’ Cavill said. ‘Send it in.’
Evron nimbly manipulated the drone, and they watched as the door grew ever larger until the drone went through it. They caught the shape of the enemy in the middle of the container and a face registering shock and surprise. Evron slammed his finger down on the keyboard. The effect was instantaneous. The camera screen blacked out as the same time they heard a dull thud. They felt their container vibrate slightly as the force of the blast was transmitted through the metal structure.
‘Confirm killed,’ Evron said.




Chapter 23

05:58:00 to Endgame
Christian Bramwell was flicking intermittently between the walls of screens surrounding him in his GCHQ analyst bay. He was checking the progress of Cavill’s team and monitoring intelligence ‘chatter’ for anything else that could relate to the mission. An alert from one screen drew his attention. It was a transmission on one of the military frequencies he was tracking. He took a closer look at the screen and was confused. The transmission didn’t make sense. It was wrapped up in a code that he hadn’t seen before. Suddenly, the screen showed a spike of activity on that frequency.
‘Whoa,’ he said to the screen. ‘Who are you?’
He looked again at the frequency alerts he had primed into his searches and the keywords underpinning them. They were words such as Sahara, Niger, and pyramid. These were the keywords picked up in the transmission frequency before it switched to code. He triangulated the source and could only narrow it down to Northern Africa.
‘Well, something’s up,’ he said to himself.
***
On the pyramid site, Cavill was directing his team to clean up as much as possible, account for their dead, and take care of the wounded. Once this was done, he called all of his team members together in the science offices to brief them on the next phase.
‘Here is our new defensive plan,’ he said. ‘We’ll split into three teams. Rolleston, Lampack, and Fabrice will take charge to defend ground level from incoming. From now on, I want you to fire on anything incoming. We’re a much lighter force and further losses are unacceptable, clear?’
The three men nodded in agreement.
‘Then we have the away team, who’ll prep immediately to go into the pyramid and find out what the hell this place is all about. On that team, we have Cornell as leader, backed up by Harcourt and Sansom. You guys will also be taking and directing Rebecca Grainger and the scientists, Kate Edwards and Chris Watkins. Evron and I will stay here at command with the wounded and be ready to assist either team where required. Clear who’s going and who’s staying?’
Everybody nodded.
‘Good. Now, we’ve already had a lot of contact and no doubt, there is more inbound. So we need to get that energy source and get the hell out of here. Everybody go.’
They all dispersed, and Cornell called the away team into the pyramid entry room to start kitting up. He waved Kate Edwards towards him and started helping her into her backpack. She stopped and turned to face him.
‘I need to know,’ she said. ‘When Cavill had that gun on me before, would he have pulled the trigger?’
Cornell gave her a cryptic smile. ‘Why do you need to know?’
‘I can see you guys really respect him, but all I see is him bossing everybody about like a little dictator. My only interactions with him so far were when he publicly put me in my place on the plane and then threaten to kill me…twice. Yet, I see the way you men look at him when he’s giving orders. You’d clearly do anything for him. And yet he doesn’t seem upset that many of his men are dead.’
Cornell’s face darkened. ‘That will be tearing him up inside. These guys are like brothers. Most of us have saved each other’s lives more than once. He feels every death of someone on his team beyond measure. But he needs to keep the situation screwed down to get the rest of us out of what seems like a cursed mission.’
‘So you’re saying my first impressions of him being a complete asshole are incorrect?’ she said.
Cornell smiled. ‘Most people fall into the military for one reason or another. He’s one of the few who joined purely to do good. When that wasn’t happening fast enough, he set our unit up. We can all tell you stories of all the families that exist today because of the things he’s done…the sacrifices he’s personally made. So yes, you are in the minority here,’ he said. ‘We’re not here to make friends. We’re here to do a job.’
‘And the gun incident? Would he have pulled the trigger?’
Cornell smiled and spun her around again. He yanked tightly on her backpack strap. He felt her shudder slightly under the weight.
‘If you threatened his team or mission, yes, he would’ve pulled the trigger. Yes, he’s a gent and sounds like one, but he’s also an ex-SAS captain. Who do you really think we are, lady?’
Kate turned around again, confused. ‘This is what I’m trying to understand,’ she said.
‘Yes, we’re the good guys,’ he said. ‘But we’re also the most highly trained killers on the planet. So get on board and move over there to form up with the rest of the away team before I kill you.’
He gave Kate a slight push, and she stumbled into Watkins and the others lining up outside the pyramid entry door now that they were all fully kitted up. Kate moved to the back of the crowd and did a quick check of the large pocket of her cargo trousers. The 9mm pistol she had hidden there was still in place. It had belonged to Schalk van der Westhuizen. She had picked it up in the confusion after Cavill’s men had retaken the pyramid entry room. It was still secure. She smiled out over the rest of the people, who were still organising themselves.
Cavill walked into the room, and everybody fell silent.
‘We’re ready,’ Cornell said.
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘Last thing is to share out the lead containers. There are six of them that will fit inside your oversized backpacks. So that’s one for each of you.’
Cavill walked to the pile of containers and began parcelling them out. Each member of his team made a mental note of who got the containers with thumbnails of yellow tape on the bottom. These contained the booby trap of radioactive material. The civilians were also clearly watching carefully to see who got which container, but to the casual observer, it looked like they were all getting the same. Once it was all done, Cavill called them all to attention.
‘You’ll go in ten minutes. Drop your packs and get an energy bar and some water inside you. It’s also the last chance to use the toilet before you go. The ablution block is on the upper level with toilets going into dry septic tanks. Not the best, but better than going to ground level.’
Kate Edwards shot her hand into the air.
‘I need to go really badly,’ she said.
‘Fine. Off you go,’ Cavill said.
‘Don’t I need an escort?’ she asked.
‘No, you know where it is. You and Watkins walked around the facility for an hour unaccompanied before. Anything you were going to do, you would’ve done then, so off you go. I need to talk to all my men separately.’
Kate did not have to be told twice. She dropped her backpack and scurried into the science office to head for the access hatch to the second level. She climbed up to the administration offices but didn’t head for the toilets.
She went straight for a filing cabinet and shoved her arm deep behind it.
‘Got you.’ She pulled out the folded map she had found earlier, during the chaos when she had escaped the pyramid entry room.
She opened it up quickly to look again at the faded paper. It showed the navigation route inside the pyramid. A large smile creased her face as she started folding it up again.
She never saw the blow coming.
A paperweight from one of the desks smashed into the back of her head. Her body crumpled forward. She was out cold.
‘Hey,’ Matt Hayden yelled from the entry hatch. ‘What the hell are you doing?’
Chris Watkins turned. ‘I…I came in here to find her destroying paperwork,’ Watkins said. ‘When I confronted her, she said she was doing it to keep it from you, as you were sabotaging the mission.’
‘That’s bullshit, and you know it,’ Hayden said. He climbed out of the access hatch and was advancing on Watkins.
‘That’s what I told her,’ Watkins said. ‘I told her I didn’t believe her, so she attacked me. I grabbed the nearest thing I could to protect myself. It was self-defence.’
‘Really? I can see blood in the back of her hair from here. She was hit from behind. She never saw you, did she? I saw you heading off after her, and I decided to follow you.’
There was a low moan from the floor as Kate moved slightly.
‘You didn’t connect properly,’ Hayden said. ‘She’s coming round. You’ve got a major problem now.’
‘Look, we can sort this out, why don’t we—’ Watkins swung the paperweight in a right hook at Hayden’s face.
Hayden had seen his share of bar fights and was expecting a wild swing. He threw his left arm up to block it and at the same time, threw a right punch into his assailant’s face. The two men came together in clash of bodies with both holding the arms of the other. Both struggled to get free to deliver a decisive blow. Hayden headbutted Watkins, and his knees buckled. Hayden followed up with a knee to the solar plexus and grabbed the paperweight from Watkins’s hand as he fell to the floor. Hayden lifted the weight above his head to deliver the finishing blow, but his hand stopped in mid-air as a shattering boom filled the container. Hayden dropped the weight and looked in confusion at his chest and the blossom of red that was flowering around his heart. He dropped to his knees and looked in surprise at the smoking 9mm gun Kate Edwards pointed at him from her position on the ground. He slowly pitched forward, face down onto the floor.
A clanging of metal was heard as Cavill and Cornell burst through the entry hatch, running to the sound of the gunfire. They saw Edwards drop the gun and collapse to the floor again. Watkins slowly raised himself up.
‘What’s happened here?’ Cavill demanded.
He reached Hayden’s prostrate body and saw the pool of blood inching away from his chest. He quickly bent down and checked Hayden’s pulse.
‘He’s dead,’ he said.
‘I came in to see Hayden bludgeon poor Kate,’ Watkins said. ‘He was about to finish her off, standing over her, ready to cave her skull in. I jumped on him to stop him. We struggled, and Kate woke up and shot him. Must’ve seen he was her attacker and luckily shot him instead of me.’
Cavill was inspecting Kate Edwards.
‘She’s conscious. Just very dazed. This knock isn’t too bad. We’ll get Harcourt to look at her and check she hasn’t fractured her skull.’
Kate tried to speak but only mumbled something unintelligible.
Watkins picked the map up off the floor. ‘Guess this is what he was after. Looks like a navigation map of the interior of the pyramid to get to the treasure chamber,’ he said.
Cavill quickly looked at it. ‘This is the first bit of luck we’ve had on this mission.’ He looked at Watkins. ‘If Kate doesn’t recover enough, then I want you to work with Cornell on using this to get to the energy source and get the science efforts done as quickly as possible.’
‘I’m…I’m coming…’ Kate said from the floor.
Cavill knelt down next to her. ‘Kate, what happened here? Do you remember who attacked you?’
‘I…decided to have a last look in here before we went away for clues or anything useful,’ she said, starting to recover. ‘I found the map. Then I got hit. Next thing was seeing Hayden about to kill Watkins, so I shot him. Sorry, I took the pistol as self-defence after the last attack. Good thing, too.’
Cavill was silent as he mulled things over.
Harcourt arrived with his medical kit and started checking her over.
‘I’m going,’ Kate said. ‘You need me. No way…can you keep me out of there at this stage.’
Cavill sighed. ‘We need everybody. Get these guys patched up and back with the away team. They’re still going in five minutes.’
He motioned to Cornell to follow him out, and they made their way back to the pyramid entry room.
‘We don’t have time to figure that out,’ he said to Cornell. ‘Brief stays the same. Watch all of them.’
Cornell nodded in return.
‘And write in infrared pen on the walls the directions you’re taking in there, in case we need to get to you in a hurry.’




Chapter 24

The away team was fully assembled at the entry to the pyramid and ready to go. Harcourt was in the lead, with Cornell close behind him. They positioned Rebecca Grainger, Kate Edwards, and Chris Watkins behind them, with Sansom bringing up the rear.
‘We still don’t know who built this place,’ Harcourt said to Cornell as he did a final check on his torch. ‘Or why.’
‘Well, it—’ Cornell was cut off by a low moaning sound emanating from the hole in front of them.
‘What was that?’ Grainger asked.
‘Nothing like I’ve ever heard,’ Harcourt said. ‘Nothing human, anyway.’
Cornell turned and saw the civilians’ faces white with fear.
‘It’s probably just the wind,’ he said, shrugging.
‘The wind?’ Watkins said. ‘In a pyramid?’
‘We’re still going. You all have a role to play in getting us out of this. And you’re going even if I have to put a gun in your back. It’s the mission. Let’s go.’
He waved Harcourt on, and they all filed into the tunnel to disappear into the darkness.
***
Cavill watched them leave with a heavy heart. He couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding that had come over him ever since the last attack. He didn’t feel in control of the mission and was worried sick about losing more people.
‘They’ll be fine,’ Evron said to him from his laptop. He’d been watching Cavill out of the corner of his eye.
The radio retrieved from the Titan team squawked to life, and a voice emitted a string of numbers.
Cavill quickly walked back to join Evron at the command centre. ‘Do we respond?’ he asked.
‘No,’ Evron said. ‘Not the best code in the world. I cracked it when it went off before. They’re not asking for a response. They’re giving a status update—their full force will be here in two hours.’
‘Two hours!’ Cavill said. ‘That changes things significantly.’
He quickly reconnected an open line to Christian Bramwell over the network. ‘Christian, we’ve got a team from Titan International inbound. Do you have any other intel for us?’
‘Hi, James. Yes, I picked up a big spike of activity, and I’ve been trying to narrow it down. I’m tracking two coded military frequencies broadcasting to military designated planes travelling over North Africa in your direction.’
‘How much time do we have?’
‘About three hours.’
‘Okay. Thanks. This raises the stakes a lot. We’ve got one and a half hours to find anything of significance and get the hell out of here before it all turns to shit.’
‘I’m still on call to help however I can,’ Bramwell said.
‘Thanks. We’ll be buying you a few beers when we get back. Things are going to pick up very soon, so keep this line open.’
‘Will do,’ Bramwell said.
‘You get all that?’ Cavill said to Evron.
‘Yup,’ Evron replied. ‘Just another day at the office. I hate Tuesdays.’
‘That’s exactly how it feels,’ Cavill said, smiling. ‘Like we haven’t even made the middle of the week yet.’
‘Look,’ Evron said. ‘Everything’s locked down for now. You need to give the away team at least ten minutes before you start calling them for updates. Sit down, get some food in you, and take a break for a couple of minutes.’
Evron fished an energy bar out of his plate carrier and threw it to him. Cavill caught it and sat down, tearing into the energy bar as he did so. Once he’d finished, he crumpled up the wrapper and threw it in the corner.
‘I can’t just sit here,’ he said, tapping his feet impatiently.
‘Couple more minutes,’ Evron said, looking at his screen.
‘Wait,’ Cavill said, his eyes drawn to the corner of the room where he had thrown the wrapper. He shot out of his chair towards something in the corner.
‘Hey—’ Evron said.
‘It’s okay,’ Cavill said, returning to the chair. ‘Now I have something to check out.’ He held up a manila notebook.
‘What is it?’ Evron said, turning to face him.
‘Matt Hayden’s notebook. Remember I told him to translate that German notebook we found? Maybe we can find out who put the containers here and covered them in Nazi memorabilia.’
‘If you find any live Nazis, let me know. I know a couple of people back home who’ll want to talk to them,’ Evron said, going back to his laptop.
After a few minutes of scanning the translated pages, Cavill let out a low whistle.
‘What is it?’ Evron asked.
‘Dynamite stuff,’ Cavill said. ‘Turns out the only reason Hitler invaded North Africa was to get to this location. It was well known the Nazis plundered all the museums of Europe, but they were also searching for particular artefacts, looking for a killer advantage in the field of conquest. What they found in the ancient texts amongst documents from the libraries that they looted in North Africa were records of this place—records of an endless power supply from a source of silver light. They dispatched a mission under the aegis of their Ahnenerbe institute, which was a pseudoscientific institute that was to research the supposed archaeological and cultural history of the hypothetical “Aryan” race.’
Evron laughed. ‘Funny, I seemed to have missed all their scientific papers at university.’
‘Quite,’ Cavill said. ‘The whole thing was ridiculous. Says in the notes that the Ahnenerbe mission was to launch expeditions in an attempt to prove that prehistoric and mythological Nordic populations had once ruled the world. The Ahnenerbe expedition found the location of the city but could not get into the pyramid and had to pull back as part of the general Nazi retreat out of Africa by 1943. One of the heads of the Nazi Ahnenerbe organisation later procured a shipment of stolen gold bars in the chaos of 1945 and disappeared before the end of the war. After lying low for ten years, he financed a private mission in 1955 with other Nazi survivors to return to the site to reclaim the treasure. End of transmission.’ He closed the book and tossed it onto the table.
‘Nothing of why they left in such a hurry, not even taking their notes with them?’ Evron asked.
‘That’s all he wrote,’ Cavill said.
‘Unless they’re still here. Maybe they died inside the pyramid?’ Evron said.
‘That’s just what I was thinking,’ Cavill said, tapping his feet impatiently again. ‘I need to get hold of the away team.’




Chapter 25

01:46:00 to Endgame
‘Cornell, how’s it going down there?’ Cavill asked into the radio. He had been checking in every fifteen minutes. This was his fourth check.
‘Still so far, so good,’ Cornell replied. ‘Map is accurate in this maze. Still no traps encountered so far. Estimate about fifteen minutes left on the map at current pace. Should be at the objective by next check in.’
‘Good, talk in fifteen.’
He switched lines on his comms system. ‘Christian, any update on those inbound parties?’
‘Still progressing at same speed. We’re picking reports of VHF disruptions in the region. Someone is laying down jamming to freeze out local military,’ Bramwell said.
‘That also means some heavy hitters are coming in. Notify me if anything changes.’
He turned to Evron. ‘Now I’m worried. Private clowns, we can handle. Stratton’s brief was to be in and out before any world powers turned up. He was less detailed about what to do if they did turn up.’
‘We know the score,’ Evron said. ‘They’ll leave us all hanging out to dry.’
‘Only thing worrying me is who turns up. If this energy source is a world changer, not all of them will be wanting to leave any witnesses.’
A very slow ten minutes passed till their radio crackled again in their ears. ‘This is Cornell. We’re approaching the objective. There’s a room at the end of this tunnel…getting closer…can see a plinth-type thing in the centre…’
Cavill and Evron were on the edge of their seats.
‘There’s a dull silver-coloured metal nugget, about the size of a basketball, on top of the plinth. We’re at the edge of the room now. The place is also full of skeletons, all around, piled high in the corners. We’re chucking some Cyalume sticks in to light up the whole place…’
Cavill waited as patiently as he could. He found himself chewing his thumbnail in anticipation.
‘Place is lighting up,’ Cornell said. ‘Oh…’
‘What? What?’ Cavill said.
‘We found the archaeologist away party. Three of them dead near the plinth.’
‘What do the bodies look like?’ Cavill asked quickly. ‘Any marks on them? Was it an attack or something else?’
‘Something else,’ Cornell said. ‘Not a scratch on them. Same for the skeletons—no sacrifice or mythical beast so far. Still, I don’t want to hang around here.’
‘Well, something in that room killed those people in the last twenty-four hours,’ Cavill said.
His earpiece was pinging with a noise that meant he had other transmissions. Bramwell was trying to get hold of him urgently.
‘Time’s tight here,’ Cavill said. ‘You’ve got ten minutes to figure out how to get into that room safely. You’ve got two world-class scientists and an archaeologist in there. So get your heads together to work it out. Get in there, take pictures, get the object into the lead containers, and get the hell out of there. Clear?’
‘Roger that,’ Cornell said.
Cavill switched his line again. ‘What is it?’ he said to Bramwell.
‘It’s not good,’ Bramwell said.




Chapter 26

‘I’ve made a couple of connections with a few colleagues here looking after other areas,’ Bramwell said. ‘Something big is going down. There’s tons of chatter in intelligence and military circles and lots of units being mobilised. We know the Middle East SEAL team is up—’
‘Shit,’ Cavill said.
‘Quite. We’ve also got a lot of rich and powerful people we track suddenly quitting meetings and racing to uncharted flights. The foreign ministers of some big players, too.’
‘Safe to say Stratton’s lead from his weather satellite is gone,’ Cavill said.
‘Yes, the genie’s out the bottle. But the next lot of inbound is still going to get there way before them.’
‘Any more detail on who they are?’ Cavill said.
‘We managed to isolate their comms. Confirm it’s Titan.’
‘That’s possibly worse news. We can surrender to most special forces. They, on the other hand, will just kill us all.’
Evron motioned him to look at the screen. The incoming enemy was now in range of Evron’s drone with radar and cameras.
‘Thanks, Christian. We’ve got them on local radar. Talk soon.’
Evron was counting the moving dots on the screen. ‘Six vehicles. It’s a big unit,’ he said.
‘How do you think they got them here?’ Cavill asked.
‘By doing something unconventional, like we did. Probably parachuted their first team into the Red Cross site to commandeer a truck and equipment to get here first, then carried on south to land a couple of transports on the nearest usable piece of land. They’ve probably been driving like hell towards here ever since,’ Evron said.
They both stared at the screen. Neither stated the obvious: they were vastly outnumbered.
‘We won’t be able to hold the pyramid for long,’ Cavill said. ‘Not with three guys below and two up top.’
‘Agreed,’ Evron said.
‘What’s our objective? To secure the energy source. To do that, we need to buy the away team more time. We won’t do that fighting here because we won’t last long. We need to take the fight outside and draw them away from the pyramid.’
‘Risky, but does seem the only option,’ Evron said.
Cavill got back on the radio. ‘Cornell—’
‘Still figuring it out,’ Cornell quickly said.
‘You’ve got something else as well now. You need to find another way out of there if you can and rendezvous at the backup point. Evron’s coming to join you as well. It’s going to get hot up here. We may be offline for a time.’
‘Roger. Good luck.’
‘You, too.’ He clicked off the radio.
Evron was looking at him with surprise.
‘You won’t defend this place for long with that wound,’ Cavill said. ‘It’s better you’re with the main team. Pack up the essentials, take your laptop, and follow the infrared signs to rejoin them.’
Evron didn’t look happy but started organising himself immediately. ‘I’ll leave the LAN network running to keep comms up,’ he said. ‘I’ll disguise the unit in some food boxes in a corner so they don’t immediately destroy it.’
‘Good. Do it. I’ll do a last check on the wounded,’ Cavill said as he ran through to the pyramid entry room.
Phil Cranmer was looking at Cavill groggily as he knelt down beside the three archaeologists. Dave and Tina were still out of it.
‘Phil, right?’ Cavill said.
‘Yeah,’ Phil replied with soft-focussed eyes.
‘We’ve got some bad guys coming in, Phil, so my team needs to go and deal with that. You seem in the best shape here, so I need you take care of the other two. Just make sure all of you move as little as possible so you don’t disturb the burns. If anyone is in too much pain, inject them with these,’ he said, handing him some small injection capsules of morphine from a medical kit.
‘Do you know how to inject someone?’
‘Yes,’ Phil murmured. ‘I’m a trained first-aider.’
‘Excellent. Now here’s the important bit,’ Cavill said. ‘If anyone else comes in here, raise your hands as high as you can and tell them you’re civilians. Understand?’
Phil nodded.
‘Good man,’ Cavill said.
Evron entered the room with a small backpack and his rifle slung over his good shoulder. The men exchanged a look, shook hands, and Evron ducked into the blackness of the pyramid entrance.
Cavill moved quickly through to the rung ladder to start climbing to ground level. As he descended, he got on the radio. ‘Rolleston, Lampack, Fabrice, form up at the bottom of the ladder. We’re going to take these Titan assholes out and give the away team time to finish the job.’
He hit the ground and ran to his men, who were already waiting by the collection of boxes and containers.
‘They’re coming in using six vehicles. Get the Javelins out, and we’ll set up a defensive box trap two hundred metres up the street from here.’
Each of them grabbed a long tube with a square attached to it from one the boxes. The Javelin was a US Army–made, shoulder-held, ‘fire and forget’ antitank missile. As they ran up the street, the wind picked up intensity, and sand stung their faces.
‘Split into two,’ Cavill called. ‘Rolleston’s with me on this side. Lampack and Fabrice, take the other side of the street.’
The two teams split off and then split off again as each man moved to a different building to complete the box.
Cavill moved behind a low wall that butted up against a stone building. He checked that there was enough room behind for the back blast of the weapon and then placed it out over the wall.
He could hear the distant sound of high-revving engines.
‘You hear that?’ Cavill said. ‘They’re coming. Everyone in position?’
‘Roger,’ they all reported.
He checked through his telescopic sight and could see dust plumes signalling the approaching cars.
‘They’re moving fast,’ he said. ‘Two are breaking away.’
‘I’ve got them in sniper scope,’ Lampack said over the radio. ‘The front two are two-seater, off-road dune buggies. Rear vehicles are standard four-by-fours.’
‘Also got them locked,’ Rolleston said. ‘Look at these buggies, kitted out like they think it’s Mad Max.’
‘Well, keep it tight,’ Cavill said. ‘These guys are 50 percent wannabes and 50 percent killers, but they are all 100 percent here to kill us. I’ll take the lead car on the left. Lampack, you got good sight on the other one?’
‘Roger that.’
‘Good. Wait till two hundred metres out to spring the box.’
There was only the wind and sound of the screaming engines, growing ever louder as the cars grew larger in their sights.
Cavill watched the distance tick down in his rangefinder.
Three hundred…
Two fifty…
Two hundred…
He calmly depressed the trigger and braced himself as the force of the missile exiting the pipe tried to send him backwards. Lampack did the same across the road, and two plumes of white streaked down the ancient street.
Cavill’s missile made a direct hit first, and the effect was devastating. The small dune buggy exploded in a huge fireball and was stopped dead in its tracks.
The driver of the second buggy must have seen the missile being fired and at the last instant, wrenched the car to the left. The car’s low centre of gravity meant it didn’t flip; instead, it did a power slide and went behind a low wall in front of one of the buildings. The missile was still locked on. It went straight into the stone wall and detonated. Cavill’s men watched as the car was flipped into the air and rolled a couple of times by the force of the explosion.
‘Good start,’ Cavill said. ‘Second set, get ready to light up the main convoy.’
‘Their rear vehicle has stopped,’ Rolleston called in.
‘Get the sniper scope on it. Find out why,’ Cavill said.
Lampack was already focussing in. ‘The rear car was hidden by the others. I can see it now…shit, it’s a flatbed pickup with a mortar battery on the back!’
He watched in shock as puffs of white smoke started appearing out of the racks of tubes angled at the sky and towards them.
‘They’re firing. They’ve got our position.’
As if on cue, some of the buildings around them started exploding.
Cavill realised that he had been outplayed. He was furious with himself. ‘The front cars were just to draw us out,’ he yelled above the noise of explosions. ‘Move, move, move!’
He abandoned his position and ran back towards Rolleston, keeping low as possible as mortar rounds blew up the ground and walls nearby and peppered him with sand and bits of stone.
***
In the lead enemy vehicle, Jared Lockyer, the Titan commander, had a cold sneer plastered across his face.
‘Stupid pricks fell for it,’ he said to his number two. ‘They’re still playing by the old rules. I’m happy to sacrifice a couple of pawns to win the game early.’
‘Yeah, we’ll blast ’em to hell,’ his number two said while mashing his foot onto the accelerator pedal to get there faster.
‘We need to do it quickly,’ Lockyer said. ‘I don’t need this crap of these assholes being here. They’re outnumbered and way outgunned, so let’s finish it before any locals get here. I want to kill these fuckers as fast as possible and crack on to the prize—unless old Captain Righteous Cavill is in there. Then, I’ll take some time out to personally string him up with piano wire and gut him like a fish.’
***
Cavill hooked up with Rolleston as the wall behind them exploded, sending both men flying. They landed in a crumpled heap on the road.
Cavill shook his head groggily and looked for his teammate above the roaring in his ears.
Rolleston was on all fours, shakily trying to get to his feet again. Cavill moved all his limbs and was relieved to find that he was okay. He lifted his hand to the wet feeling on his face and pulled it away to see it smeared with blood from a cut on his right cheek.
‘Shit…that was close,’ Rolleston said.
Cavill got up on unsteady legs and got on the radio. ‘If we’re left standing out here, we’re dead. We need to get moving and keep them away from the pyramid to buy the away team time. We’re going to head back and get in a Land Rover to take it mobile. Can you guys do the same?’
‘Got a better idea,’ Lampack said in his ear. ‘We moved to take cover in a forward building. There’s a dune buggy in front of us that looks operational.’
‘Okay, go,’ Cavill said as he started to move back down the main street towards the Land Rovers.
Lampack and Fabrice broke cover and sprinted to the dune buggy, which was on its side. They approached with weapons up, as it had had two enemies in it driving in.
‘They’re dead,’ Fabrice said, getting close. He lowered his rifle and unclipped their harnesses to drag the bodies out.
Both men crouched down on their knees to get a good grip under the vehicle.
‘Ready…heave!’ Lampack said. They grunted and strained; and the buggy lifted, tilted, and landed back on all four tyres with a slight bounce. They were immediately inside. Lampack was behind the wheel. Fabrice moved to the slightly elevated gunner’s seat behind him.
‘This thing’s a copy of US Desert Patrol Vehicle,’ Fabrice said, checking the offensive weapons. ‘We’ve got an M2 heavy machine gun forward facing and an M60 medium facing back.’
‘Driver’s also got an M60 here,’ Lampack said as he fired up the engine, which emitted a low growl. He hit the accelerator and twisted the wheel so the back end of the buggy slid around to turn the car ninety degrees and face the main road again.
‘Also, zero armour, so keep it fast—hit and move,’ Fabrice said, taking the safety off the M2 and aiming it at the street as the enemy vehicles came screaming by in a cloud of dust. Fabrice didn’t hesitate. He opened up with the heavy machine gun. The first two vehicles just made it past his line of fire with their speed, but the third drove straight into it. The hail of 12.7-mm bullets flying in at twelve hundred rounds per minute tore into the car, shredding one side and sending the vehicle sideways. The driver of the car behind it slammed on the brakes and punched it into reverse to get out of there.
In the lead car, Lockyer and his men saw the explosions of metal and glass in their mirrors.
‘Do you go back and help?’ his second in command asked.
‘No,’ Lockyer said. ‘Car four can clean it up. Get me to the pyramid.’
The fourth car skidded to a stop behind the safety of buildings, and a soldier immediately leapt out the back carrying a long tube over his shoulder.
Fabrice kept a sustained rate of fire on the first car until he was sure that it was out of action. He started to swing the huge barrel to the street corner, expecting the last car to poke its nose into the danger zone. His eye caught movement at the edge of the building on the corner of the street. There was a puff of smoke as an object was launched into the air.
‘RPG!’ he yelled.
Lampack crunched the buggy into reverse and slammed the accelerator into the floor. The small vehicle leapt backwards and started tearing down the street. The rocket-propelled grenade flew past the spot where they had been stationary only moments before. It continued on its trajectory and smashed into a building on the side of the street. The wall exploded outwards, and both men in the buggy were buffeted by the force and pelted with bits of debris as they drove away. The large four-by-four was already around the corner, with men hanging out the windows, firing automatic weapons.
They were skidding all over the place, and Fabrice couldn’t get the weighty barrel of the machine gun under control in the shifting momentum. Bullets were starting to impact around them as the small-arms fire from the enemy was finding its range.
‘We’re running out of road,’ Lampack yelled. ‘Hold on!’
The road ended in a T-junction with another road, and if they stopped, they’d be caught.
Lampack pulled the handbrake and wrenched the steering wheel hard right. The buggy slewed around one hundred eighty degrees so that they were driving forward again. ‘Get us out of here!’ Fabrice yelled. ‘Away from the pyramid!’
Lampack pulled a hard left into the next street and accelerated again. The enemy four-by-four came skidding around the corner in hot pursuit. Lampack turned right on the next available street. ‘I’ll try to put some space between us till we can figure something out,’ he said.
‘Make it quick,’ Fabrice called, while trying to find the swivel mechanism on his chair so he could spin around and get on the M60 gun facing out the back of the buggy as rifle fire erupted behind them again.
***
Cavill and Rolleston leapt into their Land Rover as the two enemy vehicles burst into the main square behind them. ‘Lay down some rounds,’ he called to Rolleston as he wasted no time in firing up the engine. ‘I’ll get us out of here as quickly as possible.’
Rolleston already had his HK416 rifle up and was firing strategic shots at the windshields of the oncoming cars. At the same time, he was trying to move towards the vehicle’s rotating 7.62-mm medium machine gun.
The armoured glass in Lockyer’s vehicle made pinging and cracking noises as bullets deflected off it.
‘Where’s that coming from?’ the driver asked.
‘I’m on it,’ Lockyer said, scanning ahead with binoculars. ‘Got ’em. That car at two o’clock.’
‘Do we go for them?’
‘No, charge on to the entrance. Where that rung ladder is. We’ll form a defensive wall behind the cars and blast them with rockets. Wait, they’re moving off anyway.’
‘Yes. Run, little piggies,’ his number two said.
‘Hang on…’ Lockyer said, still looking through the binoculars. He sat bolt upright in his chair. ‘Fuck me, it’s Cavill!’ He slapped his leg in delight. ‘Get after him.’
‘But the entrance?’
Lockyer lowered the glasses and turned to the driver. His black eyes burned with hatred. ‘Get after that bastard now. I’ve been waiting years for this, and if you fuck this up, I’ll kill you instead.’
His eyes narrowed, and from nowhere, he had his pistol in his hand.
‘Got it, boss,’ the driver said as he quickly changed direction after the Land Rover.
Lockyer picked up a handheld radio. ‘Car two, we are terminating all occupants in that Land Rover. Move on to nothing else till this is done.’
‘Copy, car one.’
***
‘There are two of them,’ Rolleston said above the wind in the open-top car. ‘They’re both following us.’
‘Weird,’ Cavill said as he navigated into the first tiny stone street off the square. ‘They outnumber us, so one of them should carry on to their target. Whatever…we’ll take it.’
He started making turns left and right up adjoining streets, but always generally keeping them heading in the same direction.
‘You trying to lose them?’ Rolleston asked.
‘No. I want them following us out of the city.’
‘They’re staying with us,’ Rolleston said, finally getting a grip on the machine gun.
The two chasing vehicles turned into the same street and immediately opened fire, with men hanging out the windows.
Cavill pulled another hard right into a new street to get out of their line of fire. He saw up ahead that the buildings were ending.
‘We’re running out of city,’ he said. ‘Drop a grenade to slow them down.’
Rolleston immediately threw a grenade and sighted the machine gun back down the road. They burst out of the city in the Land Rover and started climbing straight up a hill at the edge of the valley. The chasing cars came skidding around the corner and accelerated down the final straight. The grenade went off in front of the lead car at the same time Rolleston opened up with the machine gun.
The cars slewed off in different directions in reaction to the offensive force and turned into further side streets to find another way through. The Land Rover reached the top of the hill and ramped off it to land heavily on the other side.
‘Oomph,’ Cavill said as the wind went rushing from his lungs. The car was barrelling down the hill back towards standard desert terrain.
‘You okay?’ Cavill called out, once his breath was back.
‘Yes,’ Rolleston said. ‘But we’ve lost sight of them…no, wait, here they come.’
The two chasing vehicles had also crested the hill.
‘They’ve got superior speed on the open ground,’ Rolleston said. ‘They’re chasing us down.’
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Lampack and Fabrice had been twisting and turning their dune buggy through the narrow streets, trying to stay a street ahead of the large chasing vehicle.
‘We’re at the city limits,’ Lampack called to his colleague behind him.
‘Keep driving around the edge of the city,’ Fabrice said. ‘When they get too close, we’ll dive back into the rat’s nest of streets.’
‘Good idea,’ Lampack said. ‘Any ideas on how we actually take them out, rather than play hide-and-seek all day?’
‘Nothing yet,’ Fabrice said.
‘Well…think faster.’
***
Cavill and Rolleston were hitting the bottom of the hill. The enemy was gaining fast.
‘I’ll head for that belt of dunes over there,’ Cavill said, pointing. ‘This thing’s a better off-roader, so we’ll look to bog them down in the sand. What else have we got on board? Any rockets?’
Rolleston looked around frantically. ‘No, nothing. It got stripped out. This was our extraction vehicle. We took the wrong car!’
‘Improvise, then,’ Cavill said.
The car had reached the change in terrain and hit the first dune. Cavill switched gears and carried on climbing. Halfway up the dune, the enemy cars behind them started drifting sideways, getting bogged down in the fine sand. Rolleston followed up by laying down rounds all over them with the machine gun. Exposed, the cars soon peeled away in both directions to return to solid earth.
***
Jared Lockyer was punching the dashboard in front of him. ‘Dammit! Fuck!’ he yelled.
Things were not going according to plan.
‘We outnumber them, and they’re getting away!’ He picked up his radio. ‘Change of plan. Car one, stop here. We’ll deflate the tyres to cope with the sand. Car two, you keep driving around the hard earth and set up RPGs. We’ll flush him out towards you. Go!’
His men leapt out of the car to get to work on the tyres while the second car sped off in a cloud of dust.
‘Eight years I’ve been waiting to kill this prick,’ he said to his men. ‘Hurry up!’
‘Good to go, boss,’ the driver said.
‘Good,’ Lockyer said. ‘Get fresh mags in your weapons and hang out the windows. Open up as soon as you see him to stop his gunner getting a fix on us. We’ll push him west towards the trap.’
They all piled into the car and hit the sand again at speed, quickly climbing the dune.
***
On the back of the Land Rover, Rolleston was looking around. ‘I can’t see them,’ he said. ‘But I’ve also lost track of where we are. The whole place looks the same.’
They were driving in amongst the dunes, all of them virtually indistinguishable.
‘We’re heading west,’ Cavill said. ‘In a couple more minutes, we’ll have covered enough area to start a loop. Keep them going in circles for a while till we figure out our next move.’
‘We don’t have a couple more minutes,’ Rolleston said. ‘They’ve just crested a dune back there…yup, seen us. They’ve got the vehicles sorted out. That Land Cruiser has a bigger engine. They’re gaining. They’ll soon be in range.’
‘I’ll switch it up,’ Cavill said, turning the steering wheel and heading south again. ‘Try to keep a dune between us for cover.’
As they reached the top of the dune, they could see tiny explosions in the sand in front of them from automatic fire in the chasing car. Rolleston was trying to level the large machine gun to return fire as they crested the dune and dropped down the other side. He lost sight of them. The Land Rover swerved and slid quickly down the dune. Once they hit the bottom, Cavill pointed the car straight at the next one to start climbing it.
‘They’re cresting,’ Rolleston yelled as he saw the large Land Cruiser roar over the top of the previous dune.
‘So are we,’ Cavill called back.
The car immediately dropped into a descent again.
The cycle continued for a couple more dunes.
‘How long can we keep this up?’ Rolleston asked as they neared the peak of another dune.
‘Long enough until—shit!’ Cavill was cut short as the vehicle came down over the top of the dune, and he saw there were no more dunes beyond it. The landscape changed back to hard, rocky, arid desert. The second enemy Land Cruiser was on the desert floor in front of them. Worse, he picked out five men spaced along the desert floor at three-hundred-metre intervals. All standing, ready, with rocket launchers.
‘Hang on,’ Cavill yelled, wrenching the steering wheel to slew the car in an unbalanced attempt to turn it around on the slope.
‘Incoming,’ Rolleston yelled, seeing the first white puff of smoke from a rocket-propelled grenade being discharged from the desert floor.
The engine of the Land Rover screamed as the wheels desperately sought purchase in the slippery sand. Rolleston watched helplessly as the rocket streaked towards them while the car finally gained a good grip and started climbing back up the dune.
‘It’s off,’ Rolleston said with relief. The rocket hit about twenty metres from their position, and a huge cloud of sand erupted into the sky. A second plume of white appeared. ‘Incoming!’ Rolleston called again.
They were nearing the top of the dune. Lockyer’s Land Cruiser burst over the top and crashed down on the other side at the position Cavill had come over the dune. Rolleston shifted in his seat to get the machine gun on them. The second RPG exploded near the rear of the Land Rover. The force lifted the back of the vehicle into the air and pushed it forward to the top of the dune.
Rolleston went flying out of the back and down the other side of the dune.
‘No!’ Cavill yelled.
He had to make a snap decision at the top of the dune. If he tried to pick Rolleston up, the Land Cruiser behind him would catch them. They would be pinned down by superior fire until the enemy could get the RPGs on his stranded vehicle.
They would die.
Cavill calculated that the best chance for Rolleston to survive was for him to draw the enemy away. He floored the accelerator again, and the car lurched along the top of the dune. He heard, rather than saw, another RPG detonation nearby.
He had a new problem now.
With Rolleston gone, it was extremely difficult for him to drive and fire back at the same time. He was out in the open and practically defenceless.




Chapter 28

On the far side of the city, Lampack brought the dune buggy to a screeching halt.
‘What’d you stop for?’ Fabrice asked, turning around quickly.
‘Listen,’ Lampack said.
‘To what?’
‘Exactly. They’re not following us.’
‘Ah, shit. You think they just carried on to the pyramid?’
‘Don’t know,’ Lampack said. ‘Hope not, otherwise it’s us turning around and hunting them.’
‘Do we go back the way we came, looking for them?’
‘Best way for us to lay a trap, isn’t it?’
‘Shit,’ Fabrice said.
Both their heads turned at the same time as they heard the sound of a heavy motor being revved in the distance.
‘Got them,’ Lampack said. ‘That’s about three blocks away. Probably going around to try to cut us off further up the road.’
He turned the buggy into the next street and started navigating in the direction of the enemy car.
‘Of course, they can now probably hear us as well,’ Fabrice said, trying to swing on his seat to get to the forward-facing gun.
‘No choice,’ Lampack said. ‘We’ve got to keep them in contact and engaged. Stop them going to the pyramid.’
They drove out of a side street onto one of the main arterial roads leading towards the pyramid, which they could see clearly in the distance. Lampack dropped the revs so they could hear the enemy engine again.
‘It’s getting closer,’ Fabrice said. ‘Stop at the next house up. We’ll get them when they come onto this street.’
Lampack moved forward and then killed the motor, quickly leaning to his left to get access to the second M60 machine gun. Fabrice was now in control of the forward-facing M2 heavy machine gun.
Both men tensed, waiting for the contact.
The enemy Land Cruiser rolled slowly into the street ahead of them. Neither man hesitated. They fired with everything they had.
The enemy car started shuddering and jolting as the large shells tore gaping, hand-sized holes in it. All the windows shattered under the hail of fire, and the huge car lumbered to a smoking, broken stop.
‘There’s no one in it,’ Lampack said, looking through the gaping holes where there were blacked-out windows only moments before. ‘No bodies, no blood splatter…They’ve dispersed on foot!’
‘Back up! Back up!’ Fabrice said.
Lampack quickly moved to fire up the engine again, but it was too late. They didn’t see which side street the RPG came out of until it was too late. The rocket hit the ground a few metres to their left side, and the force of the blast lifted the buggy and flipped it on its side.
Neither man was strapped in, and both went flying out to land in a heap in the street.
Dazed, concussed, and almost deaf, they both tried to get up. Lampack got to his hands and knees before a swift kick into his midriff flipped him onto his back again.
He looked through the haze, and a gun barrel slowly came into focus in front of his face. He turned his head and saw Fabrice in the same situation.
‘Don’t move, asshole. I’d love to kill you,’ the voice at the other end of the gun barrel said. ‘But we may need you.’
Lampack didn’t see the rifle butt that smashed into his head and knocked him out.




Chapter 29

As Cavill came to the end of the band of dunes, he snatched a glance behind him to locate the enemy. He had to decide whether to drive back into the dunes or back into the city, where he had a better chance of evasion and defence by himself.
A streak of white through the blue sky pulled his sight towards the enemy Land Cruiser on the hard ground, which promptly exploded in a colossal orange fireball.
‘What the hell?’ he said.
As the noise of the explosion died down, he heard it.
A Predator drone.
The Americans had gotten drones over the site and were taking people out.
He didn’t hesitate and spun the car back towards the city, flooring it to get to top speed.
The cover of the buildings was his only chance.
He snatched another glance to his right and saw that the last enemy Land Cruiser was doing exactly the same thing. It had abandoned its line of chasing him and turned back. It was now a flat-out race to get to the city first.
It was also a game of pure chance who the drone would target next.
‘C’mon, you pile of crap!’ He urged the car forward, while still looking around, preparing himself to dive out at speed if he spotted an incoming missile.
After what seemed like an eternity, the city was drawing close. He just needed a bit more time. His nerves were completely frayed.
‘Yes!’ he said as the car finally powered between the buildings at full speed in a cloud of dust.
As soon as his eyes adjusted to the lower light, he saw that he was heading towards a T-junction. An almighty roar distorted reality around him as a Hellfire air-to-surface missile flew a few metres above the car and ploughed into the building at the end of the T-junction. Reality was warped further as the building exploded outwards. The shockwave hit Cavill before he could react, snapping his head back.
In the slow-motion time warp, he lost control of the steering wheel. The momentum of the car travelling at top speed powered it through the blast shockwave. The front wheels hit the kerb and launched the car up and forward, straight into the collapsing building.
Ancient stone, brick, and dust covered Cavill as he jerked against his seat belt with the impact.
He sagged over the steering wheel as his senses slowly readjusted to reality.
He heard a clattering of small stones and opened his eyes enough to see a swaying wall in blurred focus.
His survival instinct was enough to cut through the fugue in his brain. The walls were still coming down.
With a groan, he unclipped his seat belt and rolled out of the driver’s seat onto the ground.
He knew it wasn’t enough. With his remaining strength, he managed to roll underneath the car for protection as he heard the collapsing walls thudding into the vehicle above.
Then he was falling.
As he dropped through the air, he wasn’t sure whether he was dreaming or already dead. Another impact on hard ground quickly brought him back to reality.
He let out a low moan as new waves of pain hit him.
He also knew he was alive.
He couldn’t move without it hurting, so decided to lie there for a while and recover.
After some time in the daze, he heard voices up above.
‘You think he survived that?’
‘No, how could anyone? That car’s buried under a ton of rubble.’
‘Still, better make sure, hey? The boss wants a confirmed kill on this guy.’
‘Well, I’m not going in there. Don’t think we’re getting paid enough for this gig as it is. Half the bloody team’s dead. With that drone turning up, safe to say the US Special Forces will turn up soon. I want out of this shit, not end up in Guantanamo because of the boss’s personal vendetta.’
‘Yeah, agreed. How many grenades you got?’
‘Four.’
‘Me, too. Let’s chuck them all in and then scout the surrounding blocks. If we find nothing, we tell the boss confirmed kill in this building. Agreed?’
‘Yep.’
Cavill vaguely heard the sound of grenades bouncing off metal and stone.
He closed his eyes.
The explosions were big, but nothing on the scale as before. More dust rained on him from the hole above, but the building didn’t shake, and the structure held.
Then there was only silence in the dim light.




***
Jerry Cornell was about as close to panicking as a professional soldier could be.
‘It’s been twenty minutes,’ Harcourt said gently behind him.
‘I know, I know,’ Cornell said. They were still standing at the entrance to the treasure room. They were still looking at the dead bodies of Mike Baker and the other archaeologists on the floor in front of them. They still hadn’t figured out what had killed them and what the trap in the room was.
The added pressure came from knowing that another enemy team was probably breaking into the pyramid containers above them.
They were running out of time.
‘What have we not thought of?’ he said.
‘Nothing,’ Chris Watkins said. ‘How about you send one of your guys in?’
Cornell turned and raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Great idea, except it will be you before us. My men are irreplaceable, but I’ll still have one scientist left.’
‘I work in a different field.’
‘Shut up, before I throw you in there.’
They were interrupted by a noise from behind.
‘Sansom, what is it?’ Cornell asked.
Sansom was covering the rear.
‘It’s the Professor,’ Sansom called back.
Evron pushed past everyone to get to Cornell. He was breathing heavily when he stopped.
‘Why aren’t you in there?’ he said.
‘We can’t figure out the trap that caused the previous lot to die,’ Cornell said, pointing at the bodies in the next room.
‘And the map gives no clues?’ Evron asked.
‘Nope,’ Cornell replied. ‘It only gave directions via lines to this room. Nothing else.’
‘So that’s the prize…’ Evron said, looking in at the dull piece of rock sitting on a pedestal in the centre of the room.
‘It was obviously revered,’ Rebecca Grainger said, bringing Evron up to speed.
‘A lot of violence clearly happened in that room in the past. What’s with all the great scrapes and scratches all over the walls?’ Evron said.
‘Don’t know,’ Rebecca replied. ‘Never seen anything like it.’
‘The good news,’ Cornell said, ‘is that the object will fit into a container in a backpack. The bad news is we need to get in there and still haven’t figured out how.’
‘You scanned the room with thermal, infrared, and motion visors?’ Evron asked.
‘Yes,’ Cornell said. ‘All blank. Unless it triggers things coming out of the walls when you’re in there. But there are no marks on the bodies on the floor.’
‘You don’t have much light in there. Put the visors back on, get every torch pointed in there, and chuck in a few more glow sticks. Let’s light up every corner,’ Evron said.
The soldiers pulled down and adjusted the relevant visors on their helmets, and Cornell adjusted the screen on his handheld motion detector.
‘Going to get low this time,’ Cornell said, lowering himself onto his stomach and placing the motion detector in line with the floor.
Harcourt pulled out more glow sticks to throw in.
‘For God’s sake, don’t hit the object,’ Kate Edwards said. ‘It could be highly unstable. You could kill us all.’
‘Okay, go,’ Cornell said.
Everyone fired up his torch, and Harcourt threw four more glow sticks to various points around the room. A few bounced against the walls.
The whole room lit up. Every detail was bathed in yellow light.
‘You see that dust kick up?’ Cornell said, looking at his screen.
‘No,’ Evron said. ‘There’s no dust on the floor.’
‘Well, I’ve got particles moving on the screen where those sticks hit the floor.’
Evron looked more closely at the floor.
‘There’s no visible dust on the floor. It’s polished stone and perfectly clean. Looks like you could eat off it.’
‘That’s it!’ Rebecca said.
‘What, eating off it?’
‘No, visible dust. Every corridor in here has a normal layer of the stuff except for in there. The trap is poison dust so fine it can’t be seen with the naked eye against the polished stone. As soon as you walk in there, you kick it up and are probably dead within minutes.’
Cornell stood up and breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Glad you’re here,’ he said. ‘Break out the breathing masks, quickly.’
They all stepped back to find their portable breathing masks and put them on. Once the soldiers had theirs in place, they checked to make sure the civilians were using theirs correctly.
‘Okay, here we go,’ Cornell said, stepping gingerly into the room. Evron followed a step behind, and soon they were all crowding into the chamber.
‘All this for what looks like a rock,’ Cornell said, closely inspecting the object on the pedestal. ‘Right. There’s a team of highly armed assholes not far behind us. You scientists quickly do your thing while we figure out how to move it.’
‘Step aside,’ Kate Edwards said, elbowing her way to the front with an oblong device in her hand.
‘Whoa, what’s that?’ Rebecca asked.
‘State-of-the-art mineral scanner,’ Kate said. ‘Will tell us what it’s made of.’
Chris Watkins was fiddling with another small device.
‘And what’s that?’ Evron asked.
‘Checks for the four types of radiation,’ Watkins said as he got close to the object.
Cornell signalled to Evron.
He sidled up to Cornell, and they opened the backpack that Cornell pointed to in readiness to transport the object.
‘This is incredible,’ Rebecca said, walking around the room and studying the pictures carved on the walls. ‘They show some kind of high priest with divine seeing powers, like visions. They worshipped this thing, but all of the pictures show contorted bodies.’
‘It’s 42.5 percent tantalum, 32 percent iron, 15.25 percent thorium, 5.72 percent xenon, 2.5 percent mercury…and 2.3 percent unknown,’ Kate recited with a glazed look on her face as she read the
screen in front of her.
‘What?’ Watkins said, snapping his head up from his own device.
‘Unknown,’ Kate said. ‘The last element is unknown.’
Evron moved to stand next to her. She was shaking. He grabbed her arm and steadied it.
‘What is this thing?’ he asked.
‘Last element unknown,’ she repeated. ‘Could be a radioactive element that came from deep space millennia ago…formed in nuclear fusion…I…I need more technical equipment. Need to get it back to the labs for proper analysis.’
‘Well, it’s radioactive all right,’ Watkins said, looking at his screen. ‘Not massively; we’re okay for now. Judging by the output, it has a half-life of two hundred and fifty thousand years. Exposure to these levels for a couple of hours will cause altered blood chemistry that results in anaemia, headache, and loss of fine motor skills. Long-term exposure will result in memory loss, radiation sickness, and cancer.’
‘That explains the high priest and the twisted bodies,’ Cornell said. ‘So, I take it we put it in a lead container ASAP? Is it safe to move?’
‘Yes,’ Watkins said. Kate nodded her assent.
Evron and Cornell slipped on lead-lined gloves from Cornell’s backpack, and they slowly lifted the rock and lowered into a lead case. They closed it and then slid it back into the backpack. ‘Thank God for that,’ Cornell said, closing up the backpack and putting it on.
‘Only thing now,’ Evron said. ‘We can’t go back the way we came. So how the hell do we get out of here?’




Chapter 30

Jared Lockyer burst into the science offices container, gun first, with six of his men behind him.
‘Looks like this was their command centre,’ he said, taking in the scattered cables and equipment around the central table.
‘Spread out. Three that way.’ He pointed through to the science labs. ‘And two that way,’ he said, poking his gun towards the adjoining door to the pyramid entry room. ‘Nelson, you stay with me. Check out the crap in this room.’
‘Got it, boss,’ the nearest man replied. The rest of split off into two parties.
Lockyer moved to the table and immediately started rummaging through the papers and boxes.
‘I’ve never seen you smile so much on an operation before, boss,’ Nelson said. ‘You’re like a kid in a candy store.’
‘Oh, I’m super excited,’ Lockyer said. ‘There’s a new sheriff in town on this site. This is a big score for me. It’s all going right so far, and I even got to kill that prick Cavill for free. Nothing’s going screw this up. I’m going to get that energy source and be fucking rich.’
‘Hey, boss,’ another man called from the pyramid entry room. ‘We got a doorway here…and people.’
Lockyer dropped the papers and hurried through to the next container.
‘Whoa, that’s gotta be the entrance into the pyramid,’ he said, catching sight of the huge metal door and gaping black hole it was designed to seal shut.
He turned to the wounded archaeologists. ‘And what have we here…civilians? In my pyramid? Who the hell are you?’ He pulled his pistol out and let it hover over the wounded.
‘My…my name’s Phil Cranmer. We’re archaeologists.’
‘Ah yes, the lot that were digging the well and discovered this place. And these other two? They look drugged out of it.’
‘That’s Dave Harper and Tina Hagley. They had a stronger dose of morphine before they…’
‘Before what? Before they left?’
‘Um…I don’t have to tell you anything,’ Phil said.
‘Why?’ Lockyer said. ‘Because Cavill and his band of merry men told you I was the bad guy?’
Phil stayed silent.
‘Well…’ Lockyer knelt down to get close to Phil’s face. He gave him a wide-eyed stare. ‘I am the bad guy, and I’m short on time. So you’re going to tell me everything I want to know. Understand?’ He slapped Phil’s, midriff where burns were bandaged. Phil yelled out in pain.
Lockyer stood up. ‘Now tell me, fat man, is that the main entrance to the pyramid?’
‘You can’t torture us!’ Phil said through gritted teeth.
‘Torture you?’ Lockyer laughed and looked around the room at his men.
‘Why would I torture you? That would take far too long.’
He raised his pistol and shot Dave Harper through the head.
The noise in the container was deafening, and Phil and Tina were caught by some of the blood spatter. Phil had the goggle-eyed look of a fish being hauled onto a boat, and Tina was desperately trying to focus her eyes through the morphine.
Lockyer shifted his gun towards Tina’s face.
‘You’ve lost one friend. You can save another. Did Cavill’s men go into the entrance before we turned up?’
‘Yes…yes.’ Phil gulped for air.
‘How many?’
‘Six…I think.’
‘Good. See? Not so hard to cooperate now, is it?’ He turned to Nelson. ‘Get a six-man away team ready and through that hole in five minutes.’
‘Roger, boss,’ Nelson said. He peeled away to start giving instructions.
Lockyer turned back to Phil. ‘I don’t have time to turn this place upside down, so tell me if there’s anything else I might need to know.’ He pointed the gun at Tina again.
‘No,’ Phil said. ‘They searched the whole place but stayed in these two containers. Apart from when two men got in posing as doctors. Then they ran all over the place.’
‘Those two men came from my company. What happened to them?’
‘They killed them.’
Lockyer shrugged. ‘Two less bonuses I have to pay. Can you tell me anything else of interest?’
‘No,’ Phil said, tears rolling down his face. ‘We’ve been sedated most of the time since they were here. Not taking anything else in.’
Lockyer shifted the gun and shot him in the left leg. Phil howled in agony.
‘That’s the entire truth?’ Lockyer asked. Then he shot Phil in the right leg. ‘Next one’s going in your crotch. Then I pop the girl.’
‘That’s it! That’s it! I swear!’ Phil screamed.
‘I believe you,’ Lockyer said.
He shot him through the right eye. Phil’s body collapsed in a mangled mess.
Lockyer knelt down again and cradled Tina’s face in his hand. ‘You’re cute,’ he said.
Tina was desperately trying to keep her eyes open and move through the drug-induced haze.
‘Ordinarily,’ Lockyer said, ‘I’d keep you around a bit longer so we could spend a little quality time together later. Unfortunately, we’re pressed for time…and you’ve seen my face. No witnesses on this one, sweetheart.’
He put the gun to her temple and pulled the trigger. Tina’s body sagged in a limp heap. Lockyer stood up and turned to his men, who were getting kitted up to go into the pyramid.
‘Almost ready, boss. One minute,’ Nelson reported.
‘Good,’ Lockyer said, grinning. ‘You know, I do love this job.’




Chapter 31

‘What the hell was that?’ Harcourt said in the eerie glow-stick light of the pyramid treasure room.
‘What was what?’ Cornell said.
‘You didn’t hear a sound like a moan?’ Harcourt said.
‘No,’ Cornell said. ‘Where’d it come from?’
‘Must be this wall behind me, if no one else heard it.’
‘Was it like the one we heard earlier, up top?’
‘Yes. Just very soft this time.’
‘Check the wall,’ Evron said. ‘Get every light on it. There can’t be anything living down here. Might be wind in an adjacent tunnel.’
Six beams ploughed all over the ancient wall.
‘Can’t see any holes or obvious gaps,’ Sansom said. ‘Anyone else?’ He looked from face to face in the dim light.
The others shook their heads.
‘Well, it’s worth a shot,’ Evron said. ‘Since to go back the way we came, we’ll get pinned down in a firefight with Titan.’
‘What’re you suggesting?’ Cornell said.
‘We’ve still got the wall-breaching explosives. Put a square on each of the three remaining walls. Hopefully, one of them backs onto another room or tunnel,’ Evron said.
Rebecca was still feeling every inch of the wall with her hand. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘This is already a world heritage site. I’m not just going to let you blow it up. Plenty of these types of pyramids did have adjoining rooms. Just give me time to see if there is a hidden release for an opening in the wall.’
‘Sorry, doc. Time is the one thing we don’t have. Sansom, remove her from the wall. Harcourt, get the charges on it.’
‘You…you can’t!’ Rebecca protested, but Sansom already had a grip on her arm and was leading her away.
‘Everybody else, go back up the entrance tunnel till you go around a corner. We’re going to put a person-sized blast on each of the three solid walls in here…and the poisonous dust will kick up. So, let’s get back up there for safety,’ Cornell said, turning and leading the way out. Watkins and Edwards looked at each other briefly and did not need to be told twice. They walked out immediately.
Once Grainger had been escorted out, Sansom returned, and he and Evron assisted Harcourt in setting the charges.
All three of them came scurrying around the corner to join the main group a few minutes later.
‘All set?’ Cornell asked.
‘Yes,’ Harcourt said, presenting the detonators in his hand.
‘Good. Blow it,’ Cornell said.
Everybody crouched down and put their fingers over their ears. Harcourt depressed the triggers. They heard a concussive thump, and a wave of energy surged up the corridor and over them.
‘Wonder if the Titan boys heard that?’ Evron said.
‘Well, they’re not here yet. I think we need to wait a few minutes for that dust to settle again. We don’t want to be coming out of here with it covering our clothes,’ Cornell said.




Chapter 32

Cavill’s eyes flew open as he woke with a start. He wasn’t sure how long he had drifted off for.
He slowly moved all his body parts, checking if anything was broken.
‘Thank God for that,’ he whispered. He was bruised, but everything was fine. He checked his watch. He had only been out for ten minutes. He fished out his small torch and played it around the space he was lying in.
He had fallen through the broken ground floor of the building and into to a basement. He groaned as he slowly stood up and started climbing out of the basement.
‘I have to get back to my people,’ he thought.
He poked his head out from the debris of the house. All seemed quiet. He closed his eyes to listen intently for drones in the sky. Couldn’t hear any. He moved out and cautiously made his way through the narrow streets back towards the pyramid.
Given the losses Titan had sustained so far, Cavill was confident all their remaining forces would be in the pyramid or in its immediate vicinity.
He dared not try to raise the rest of his ground team or the away team for fear they had been captured and would alert the enemy that he was still alive.
That they thought he was dead was now his main weapon in the counter-attack.
Finally, he sneaked his head around a building on the main street that gave a view of where his team had set up their equipment on the ground.
He gave a sharp intake of breath. Three heavily armed Titan men were stationed at strategic points on corners of pyramid. In the middle, near the equipment, he saw Lampack and Fabrice tied up on the ground. He had no idea where Rolleston was, or if he had survived the fall in the desert or strafing by drones.
He was glad the two in front of him were still alive and reasoned that they were being held as bargaining chips if his team inside the pyramid made it out with the prize. He knew from experience that some of the Titan guys were stone-cold killers. If they got what they wanted first, his team would be executed.
He decided to move back into the city by a few streets, circle the pyramid, and come in from another angle to see if the stretched Titan forces were covering the other sides.
After moving a few streets, it hit him: Bramwell.
He quickly reached into his plate carrier for his comms device and checked he was back in range of the wireless network. It was still functioning. He changed frequency on his radio and headset to one of the channels Christian Bramwell tracked. If Bramwell had been able to pick up any of the Titan communications, he might have a better picture of the force he faced.
‘Christian,’ he said quietly. ‘Come in, Christian.’
Silence.
He checked the radio settings again. Everything looked in order.
‘Christian—’
The receiver crackled in his ear. ‘Hi, James. I’m here.’
‘Thank God,’ Cavill said. ‘We’re in deep shit. Are there still drones around?’
‘No, they were launched off a carrier in the Gulf of Guinea. They’re operating at their maximum range to get to you. Gone back to refuel. No doubt they’ll be back to support the inbound American forces.’
‘Okay, so here’s the situation: half the team is in the pyramid, the rest outside are either missing or captured by Titan. I need a way to get really close to the pyramid without being noticed. Did you see anything that could help from the satellite mapping?’
‘Mmm,’ Bramwell said. ‘Funnily enough, there is new satellite technology they’ve just finished using in the Valley of the Kings in Egypt. This satellite can see underground to detect if there’s anything of archaeological significance there.’
‘Sounds great, but how is that going to help me save my team?’ Cavill said, confused. ‘I’m after an alternate route to the pyramid.’
‘Well, coming to that,’ Bramwell said. ‘While you’ve been offline, I realised we could use the technology on your location now that the big sand dunes are gone. A lot of these ancient pyramids had secret tunnels coming out of them. That’s how they sealed sections of them from the inside. So…I managed to hack the feed of the people using the satellite and rerouted it to pass over your location and do its magic. I’ve got a map showing loads of infrared routes of tunnels radiating out from the pyramid. Some surface in surrounding buildings as exit routes. I’ll direct you to the most appropriate building near you.’
Cavill sagged with relief. ‘Christian, if we were in the same room, I’d hug you right now.’
‘No problem. Move one hundred metres to your right and then fifty metres forward.’
‘Moving.’
Cavill soon came to the two-storey building in question.
‘That’s it,’ Bramwell said. ‘The map shows a tunnel from the centre of it.’
‘The last building I was in had a basement, so that makes sense,’ Cavill said, moving through the entrance. His eyes quickly adjusted in the light, and he moved towards a square hole in the floor of one corner of the room. Pulling out his torch, he saw that it was a basement-type room similar to the one that he had been in earlier. Dropping down into it, he played the torch beam around and found a triangle of rocks up against one wall. The rest of the room was bare. He started pulling the rocks away and soon found a musty tunnel that he could walk through in a crouching position.
‘Christian, I’ve found it. I’m going in. Not sure if I’ll lose you inside. Where does it come out?’
‘It runs all the way to the northeast corner of the pyramid. It’ll take you back into the pyramid, but I don’t know where. It also goes under the line of buildings closest to the pyramid, so you could come out there. Then you’d be as close as you can get without breaking cover.’
‘I don’t fancy getting lost in the pyramid maze; would burn too much time if that happened. I’ll come out in the last building and go from there.’
‘Okay. Keep straight for about three hundred metres and then look for an exit.’
‘Got it. Going in,’ Cavill said, stepping into the darkness.
Once his entry point had disappeared in the background, he tried the radio again. ‘Christian, you still there?’
‘Still here. Guess it’s not too deep underground.’
Cavill was buoyed by the fact he still had Bramwell with him. ‘It’s hot and heavy work in here,’ he said. ‘I’m sweating like a beast; going to go quiet for a bit.’
‘Okay.’
Cavill kept moving forward with only his torchlight for guidance. He was counting off his steps to make sure he stopped at the correct exit.
Something flickered in the darkness as his light moved over it. Getting closer, he stopped to inspect what it was. He played his light around a small, black tablet about the size of his hand. Reaching down to pick it up, he found the surface to be beautifully smooth, almost soft to the touch. Turning it over revealed nothing. It was the same on both sides. He couldn’t decide if it was made from stone or glass. The edges were half a centimetre thick all round. It didn’t seem to do anything, but it intrigued him, as it seemed out of place with the rest of the stone city.
‘Ancient place must be full of weird stuff,’ he said.
‘What was that?’ Bramwell said over the radio.
‘Nothing,’ Cavill replied, putting the object into a zipped pocket at the back of his plate carrier to look at later in the light.
He continued counting off steps in the darkness.
‘Couple of minutes, I should be at the exit point,’ he said to Bramwell.




Chapter 33

‘Away team still making their way through the tunnels,’ Nelson reported to Lockyer in the science offices. ‘They report hearing an explosion further down.’
‘Shit. Hope that wasn’t the payday going up in smoke. Tell them to haul their asses down there,’ Lockyer said.
Nelson turned back to the radio to relay the message. He knew the men were already moving as fast as they could. He also knew not to question Lockyer.
‘Right, let’s get ready for the boom,’ Lockyer said, pulling multiple cubes of C4 plastic explosive out of a backpack they had carried up.
‘Nelson, help me wire this up. I want one block in each container on this level, then a few spaced into the tunnels in the pyramid. Drag those civilians and chuck them in the pyramid, too,’ Lockyer said.
‘Timers or detonators?’ Nelson asked.
‘Remote detonator, passed back to me. Here’s the plan: once we get the payday, we shove all the prisoners into the pyramid, close it, and then blow the whole place sky high as we exit - the “Hans Gruber Play” if you like.’
‘Making it look like the energy source was unstable and detonated?’ Nelson said.
‘Correct. It’s feasible it happened when it was disturbed. The outside world will buy it, as no one knows what the energy source is—or was. And we’ll have no witnesses or evidence. We were never here,’ Lockyer said, grinning.




Chapter 34

‘If I wasn’t seeing it, I wouldn’t believe it,’ Cornell said.
They were all standing in the room where they’d found the object. They had re-entered once the poisonous dust had settled from the explosions.
‘The other two demolitions did nothing,’ Sansom said. ‘Solid rock on either side.’
‘Lucky number three really pulled through for us,’ Cornell said.
They were looking, wide-eyed, into an adjoining room.
‘It must be a treasure room,’ Rebecca said in awe.
The room was brimming with gold and silver objects.
‘It would take me years to catalogue this,’ Rebecca said.
‘I’m only interested in what I can see on the other side,’ Cornell said. ‘Another doorway—our way out of here.’




Chapter 35

‘James, you there?’ Bramwell broke the silence.
‘I’m here, Christian. I’ve reached the exit point. It’s another hole with debris. Just pulling it off now.’
‘Great. Good news,’ Bramwell said through the radio. ‘Listen, I’ve intercepted some more comms coming out of the Titan team. One of them slipped up and mentioned their commander’s name. You know a guy called Lockyer?’
Cavill stopped throwing small rocks to the side. ‘Lockyer…Jared Lockyer?’
‘Yes, that’s him.’
‘Yes, I know the bastard. Now it suddenly makes sense.’
‘What does?’
Cavill resumed uncovering the exit. ‘Why they kept chasing us into the desert when they’d won the city. It was tactical lunacy, but they had such a hard-on to kill us. It was just Lockyer trying to kill me.’
‘You guys have history?’
‘Oh yes,’ Cavill said. ‘We tangled in the forces. He’s the type of commander only in it for personal glory. He was running a US Army ranger unit in western Iraq, where it was relatively quiet during the second Gulf War. When the invasion went much better than anticipated, it looked like Lockyer’s boys weren’t going to see much action. So acting on flimsy intelligence, Lockyer and his men took out an entire village—including women and children.’
‘Wow,’ Bramwell said.
‘My SAS unit was sent to verify the situation and the reported torture and execution of civilians. Verify we did. He was dishonourably discharged. Thing is…argh…almost through on the rocks, here; the thing is, the twisted asshole blames me for it. Swore he would kill me when he got the chance. Seeing how he’s out to wipe out my entire team, would say I’m now inclined to return the favour.’
Light poured into the ancient tunnel as Cavill tossed the last of the rocks aside.
‘I’m in another basement. I’ll soon be topside and back in the game.’
‘Good. Another thing, James; we’re tracking four planes heading towards your coordinates, and two more teams coming in on the ground.’
‘Great,’ Cavill said, heading for the front door of the house. ‘Just what we need. Any idea who they are?’
‘No. They’re running on radio silence. But the first lot will get there within the hour. You don’t have much time.’




Chapter 36

Cornell took the backpack with the prize in it and slowly placed it on the floor in the room full of precious metal artefacts. ‘This thing’s heavy,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to switch around with different people carrying it. It’s too much weight for one person.’
Rebecca Grainger had convinced him to stop for thirty seconds to take pictures of the room and walls. Cornell agreed. He would have done so anyway. He instructed Sansom to inspect the door leading out of the room for a booby trap.
Everybody else was wandering around the room in amazement.
‘Get back here,’ Cornell called. ‘We’re leaving in a few seconds, so don’t wander off.’
There was a yell from behind them. Harcourt was bringing up the rear with a defensive position in the previous room. ‘Contact! We’ve got contact! Everybody ready!’ Harcourt called.
Cornell and Evron raced to support Harcourt, each taking up position on either side of the entry to the hole in the wall they had blown.
‘Sansom, how’s that exit looking?’ Cornell called.
‘Good,’ Sansom responded. ‘All clear.’
‘Go inside and wait for us on point. Watkins, you’re on the swag bag for the next move,’ Cornell said over his shoulder.
Watkins had one of his instruments out and was analysing an artefact. ‘What?’ he said, surprised. ‘Oh, okay…’
Kate Edwards was already standing near the backpack with the artefact in it. She undid the straps on her own backpack.
Rebecca Grainger was frantically running to every section of wall she could reach to take pictures.
The sound of automatic gunfire snapped everybody’s head towards the entry hole they had come through.
With everybody fixated on the battle, Kate swung her backpack off her shoulders, placed it on the ground, and lifted the backpack with the artefact in it onto her back.
‘Everybody, move towards the next door,’ Cornell called, still facing into the hole.
The civilians were electrified by the sound of more gunfire, closer this time. Watkins hurried over, dropped his backpack, and picked up the one left on the floor. Rebecca headed straight for the next exit, and Kate followed her.
Harcourt came diving through the hole in the wall, and Evron and Cornell immediately jammed their guns in the void and released bursts of fully automatic fire. Harcourt rolled to one side, pulled out two grenades, flicked the pins off, and threw them back through the hole.
‘Go!’ Cornell yelled.
The three soldiers turned and sprinted for the next exit. Cornell scooped up the backpack Watkins had put down as he ran past it and was the last to the exit. As he crossed the threshold into the new tunnel, he turned and threw two phosphorous grenades back into the previous room.
‘That should slow them down,’ he said while putting the backpack on. ‘That room will be so full of smoke, they won’t know if we’re in there or if we laid traps.’
‘That’s even if they make it through the poison dust,’ Harcourt said. ‘Those grenades should have stirred it up again nicely.’
‘Good thinking,’ Cornell said. ‘We’ll wait till we get outside to take the breathing masks off, in case there’s any more of the stuff around. Let’s go.’
They turned and followed the disappearing lights of the civilians up the tunnel.




Chapter 37

Cavill headed for the front door of the building he was in. ‘What side of the pyramid has this brought me out on, Christian? Sorry, it’s quicker to ask you than to get my compass out.’
‘No problem,’ Bramwell replied. ‘You’re coming out on the west side.’
‘That’s bad—it’s the opposite side to where my guys are being held. But it’s good in that they’ll have fewer guards this side,’ Cavill said. ‘I’m going to stick my head out and get closer. See if I can get the drop on them quietly.’
‘Got it,’ Bramwell said.
Cavill slowly looked around the front door.
The building was one of the last in a row before the empty ground around the pyramid.
‘I can see two on guard,’ Cavill said. ‘One at each corner of the pyramid—each has two sides to cover. If there’s anyone else, they’re hidden.’
He waited a minute, watching the movement of the guards. With such a large area to cover, both were walking back and forth, scanning one side of the city, and then walking around the corner to the other side. Like anyone who must repeat the same task, the guards had fallen into a routine.
‘There’s a twenty-second gap when I’m in their blind spot. I’m closer to the guy on the right. I’m going to move up a couple of buildings to shorten the distance to him.’
‘Okay. I’ll stay on silent mode,’ Bramwell said.
He knew that Cavill did not have to keep him informed but was talking to himself. Bramwell had been in this situation before. It helped a lone operator not to feel alone on the mission.
‘Moving,’ Cavill said.
There was silence for a few seconds, and then gunfire erupted.
‘Shit, shit!’ Cavill said.
‘What is it?’ Bramwell said.
‘I’ve dived back into a house. There was a third out of sight. I’ve been spotted.’
Cavill heard yelling and automatic gunfire from three different points ripping into the stone doorway he had dived through.
‘I can hear them yelling for reinforcements. I might be in a spot of bother here, Christian. Any other snappy tricks in your magic bag?’
Bramwell was looking at his multitude of screens and at one screen in particular.
‘Actually, yes. It’s something we’ve never done before; may get us into deep shit with our American friends, but it’s the only option. Can you hold them off for five minutes?’
‘Maybe. If I’m lucky. What’s the plan?’
‘I’m going get al-Qaeda to kill them using the drones.’
‘You’re going to do what?’
‘I’m going to spoof the drone,’ Bramwell said, flicking open the screen of an unused laptop at the end of his desk. ‘We’ve recently hacked an al-Qaeda operative’s laptop in Mombasa. We’ve cleaned out all the information we can from it. Now I’m going to take control of it, locate the drone from its GPS signal, decrypt it, and take control of it.’
‘Has that—’ Cavill broke off to fire his weapon. ‘Has that even been done before?’
‘Yes, American researchers recently discovered the flaw in the drones. They send back continuous GPS coordinates to navigate by satellite. Once I’m in, I use a technique called “spoofing,” where the drone mistakes my hacking signal for the one sent from GPS satellites.’
Bramwell’s fingers were flying over the keyboard of the new laptop. He watched characters scrolling down the screen at a rapid rate as he activated his programs.
‘Can you hurry? I don’t have much time here.’
Bramwell heard more gunfire, followed by an explosion. ‘James, you there?’
‘Yes, one them tried to fire an RPG through the door. He missed; the wall held.’
‘Almost there,’ Bramwell said.
‘Surely, they’ve encrypted these things,’ Cavill said.
‘Yes, impervious to civilian decryption technology. I’m using military-grade. This is GC bloody HQ, may I remind you. Though it will shit the Yanks up in a big way—the source will Mr. al-Qaeda’s IP address and location, and they’ll think terrorists are now able to take control of them…wait…Got it! It worked!’
‘You had doubts?’ Cavill said.
‘Tell you later.’
The screen in front of Bramwell changed to a series of windows. Two of them showed the desert floor disappearing rapidly under the camera of the drone. On a second camera screen, he could see the silver pyramid getting larger as the drone approached it.
‘Christian,’ Cavill said, firing, ‘I’m almost out of ammo.’
‘Ten seconds,’ Bramwell said.
‘I’m throwing my last grenade out to make them take stock and hold off from a building breach.’
‘I can see the site,’ Bramwell said. He heard another muffled explosion over the radio.
The drone cleared the last line of buildings, and Bramwell wheeled it over to the west side.
He typed in a series of commands and switched to seeing the ground through the drone’s infrared camera. He saw three moving figures and one stationary.
‘They’ve stopped firing,’ Cavill said.
‘They’ve heard or seen the drone,’ Bramwell said. ‘They’re running for cover. I’m targeting them as best I can. As soon as the missiles loose, that’s your chance.’
‘Got it.’
Bramwell tried to lock onto the heat sources and target them with the Hellfire missiles the drones carried.
‘I can’t get this exact,’ Bramwell said. ‘I am doing it through a bloody laptop.’
‘Just give me a chance to get out of here,’ Cavill said.
Bramwell had approximate locks on the heat sources and slammed his index finger three times on the ‘enter’ button of his keyboard.
He watched as three missiles streaked away on the screen.
‘Go, go, go!’ Bramwell called as he watched the missiles plummeting into the ground.
At the first detonation, Cavill burst out of the doorway and ran at full tilt over the open ground. The second and third missiles hit nearby. He staggered slightly from the blast waves.
‘Shit, that was close,’ he said. In front of him, the scaffolding loomed large. There was a closer explosion behind him, and pieces of metal showered the area around him.
‘What the hell was that?’ he yelled as he continued running.
‘They sent a separate signal for the drone to self-destruct,’ Bramwell said. ‘We’ve lost it.’
‘Damn it!’ Cavill said. ‘That means you can’t check how many there are or take them out on the east side.’
‘Sorry,’ Bramwell said.
‘I can’t get caught in the same situation over there,’ Cavill said. ‘I don’t have the ammo. I can’t help my guys there. Fuck! Only option is to go up.’
He was already at the scaffolding. His plan was to skirt around the outside to the east side, but Titan clearly had more men than he thought.
He was furious that he had to leave Lampack and Fabrice
captured, but the best tactical decision was to take out the Titan command in the containers and support the bigger team inside the pyramid—if any of them were still alive.
He leapt at the scaffolding and started climbing as fast as he could, half expecting to feel a bullet in his back from someone they had missed on the ground.
He soon approached the containers from underneath and racked his brain to remember the layout. He saw it before he remembered. He was coming up underneath what they had called storage unit one; he knew because he saw the twisted metal where the containers on the north side had been sheared off.
Then it hit him. ‘That’s the one we flew the bomb drone into—it’s open!’
‘What?’ Bramwell said, still on the open radio line.
‘I’ve got a way back into the containers,’ Cavill said, pulling himself into the open doorway of storage unit one. ‘It’s where the first Titan guy sealed himself in, and we took him out with a minidrone. It’s safe for me to get into—it’s locked from the inside.’
‘Okay. Good news,’ Bramwell said.
Cavill stood up and looked around the storage container.
‘Geez, it sure made a mess of the guy,’ he said as he gingerly stepped over and around the debris created by detonating grenades inside the confined space of a forty-foot shipping container. The Titan envoy was nothing but a blood-splattered mess in the middle of the room.
Cavill reached the other side and slowly lifted the latch on the closed door, careful not to make any noise. The door swung open easily enough.
‘I’m through to the second container on the west side,’ Cavill said. ‘The rest of them are open from here. I’m going to go silent while I move around the containers and then get reacquainted with my old friend, Mr. Lockyer.’
‘Got it,’ Bramwell said. ‘I’ll stay here till you need me.’
‘Thanks, Christian. With the number of beers we owe you, you’re going to get quite drunk when we get back.’
‘Okay…thanks.’
Cavill smiled as he clicked off the open line and focussed on moving quietly through the next three containers to get back to where he knew Lockyer would be located: on the east side.
He checked his plate carrier. There were no more grenades or flashbangs. He only had a white phosphorous grenade left. This was no good, as burning phosphorous in an enclosed space would probably damage him as much as them. Standard operating procedure would be for him to throw a stun grenade into the room and then charge in, taking out hostiles. But this option was now closed to him. He unclipped his rifle from his chest, carefully placed it against the wall in the science lab container that had the access hatch between levels, and pulled out his pistol. It was better for close-quarter combat. The door ahead of him leading from the science labs was open and unguarded. He could see through to the metal gangway heading around the corner, and there was no sign of activity on it. He was hoping that they planned to be in and out so fast that they didn’t plant any sensors in the unguarded areas; he hadn’t seen any so far.
He moved cautiously through the door and around the corner on the gangway back to the command centre. He poked his head and pistol around the corner. The door to the science office and their command centre was closed.
His hand was soon on the door. The danger was that if he tried to open it slowly and it creaked, they would know he was there and have time to get their weapons on him. There was only one course of action left: rip the door open, burst into the room, and take them out with quick pistol shots before they could bring weapons to bear.
After a couple of deep breaths, he gripped the door lever, brought his pistol to the edge of the doorframe, yanked the door open, and charged into the room.
He barrelled straight into three men clustered around the access hatch, sending two of them stumbling. He was almost as surprised as they were, but he recovered first.
BOOM!
The noise from his gun in the container was astounding as he shot the nearest man in the head. He spun on his heel.
BOOM!
He shot the second man through the neck as he was grappling to get his pistol out.
He started turning, looking for the third man, but did not get a shot off before he was hit from the side.
The third man, realising there was no time to draw a weapon, had crash tackled Cavill in the chest, and both men stumbled into the rear wall of the science offices. The third man kept his charge up and heaved Cavill against the wall. He grabbed Cavill’s hand over his gun to stop him bringing it around. He grabbed Cavill by the throat with his other hand and squeezed deeply while pushing him further up the wall.
‘Well, well,’ Lockyer said as Cavill fought for air under his iron grip. ‘They told me you were dead. Never trust mercenaries, eh? Well, what a pleasure it’s going to be to kill you myself.’




Chapter 38

‘Why’ve we stopped?’ Cornell called to the front of the line as everybody bunched up in the dimly lit tunnel.
‘We’ve got a problem here,’ Rebecca Grainger called back. ‘A big problem.’
‘You two stay here and cover the rear,’ Cornell said to Harcourt and Sansom. He quickly muscled past the civilians. Evron followed closely behind. As he pushed passed Watkins, he almost stumbled into the open space that confronted him. ‘Shit, it’s another room.’
‘A sealed room with nothing in it,’ Grainger said, motioning to the blank walls. ‘A dead end. There’s nothing in here and no way out.’
‘Check the walls,’ he said to Evron. They split apart and unclipped their rifles. Each began banging the butt of his weapon in random places on the walls of the room that surrounded the tunnel they had just come out of.
‘Seems solid everywhere,’ Evron said as they met on the wall opposite the entrance.
‘Same here,’ Cornell said. ‘Options?’
‘We could search for a trigger that could release the stone into another passage,’ Grainger suggested.
Cornell turned to her. ‘No time, and it’s not Indiana fucking Jones in here.’
‘Only option is to blow all the walls like before and hope one of them is thin enough to take us onwards,’ Evron said.
‘Agreed,’ Cornell said. ‘Harcourt!’ he yelled back down the tunnel. ‘Get your ass up here with the demolitions!’
Harcourt came hustling through and slung his backpack to the ground. He ripped the top off it and started pulling out plastic explosives and detonators.
‘No time for a single set. Pass enough out for each of us,’ Cornell said.
Harcourt dished out the requisite charges to his two colleagues. Each set about rapidly placing them on a wall in a square about a metre across and feeding the detonation cord towards the entry to the tunnel.
‘We’ve no choice but to blow it all at once,’ Cornell said. ‘Everybody get back down the tunnel. The blast will funnel down there and kill us if we’re too close.’
They all started pushing back down the dark corridor the way they had come, with Harcourt reeling out the detonation cord as they went.
The booming sound of gunfire in the tunnel made everyone drop low. Harcourt put the cord down.
‘Contact!’ Sansom yelled from further down the tunnel, in between gunfire bursts.
Cornell and Evron pushed the civilians behind them to reach Sansom, who was lying flat and laying down rounds to the end of the tunnel before it turned a corner. He had dumped his backpack with the lead container on the ground and was firing over it as though it was a protective sandbag. The two men placed theirs on top so they had a defensive position to take cover behind. They took up covering arcs to increase the rate of fire and keep the enemy from coming around the corner.
‘Good thinking with the backpack,’ Evron said. ‘Small arms fire won’t breach the lead containers.’
‘Shit! How’d they get here so quick? Did you see them?’ Cornell said over the noise.
‘Yes, they were obviously expecting the worst,’ Sansom said. ‘They’re in full radiation suits, so they weren’t bothered by the dust or smoke.’
‘We’re still too close to detonate the charges,’ Evron said, reloading his rifle with a fresh magazine.
‘And we can’t go back any further,’ Cornell said. ‘You think they’ll use grenades?’
‘No,’ Evron said. ‘Might collapse the walls, and they know we have the energy source. They won’t risk destroying it and maybe themselves by throwing grenades at it. Guess they’re restricted to small-arms fire.’
At that moment, a rifle swung round the distant corner and fired off a burst of bullets. All three men ducked, but the unsighted weapon was well off the mark.
All three responded in kind with precision fire. The enemy rifle was whipped back to safety at speed.
‘That confirms it,’ Cornell said.
‘It also means both teams are pinned down,’ Evron said. ‘But they probably have more ammo than us.’




Chapter 39

Cavill was dazed from being slammed up against the wall. As he started to recover, Lockyer’s grip intensified to choke the air out of him. He saw Lockyer pivoting to deliver the knockout blow.
He had to move fast.
Lockyer was expecting a counter-attack from his free arm or from his knee, and he would be ready with a block. The only way out was to do something unexpected.
While Cavill’s left arm was pinned at the wrist, he could still move his hand. He flicked his left hand forward, throwing his pistol. It hit Lockyer in the side of the face. Shock and natural reflexes caused Lockyer to pull back, just for a second. It was all Cavill needed.
He launched his right knee up, drove it into Lockyer’s groin, and followed up immediately with a right elbow to the side of Lockyer’s head.
Lockyer grunted and fell backwards, pulling Cavill with him. Lockyer spun on his heel as he fell back into the centre of the room. He used his momentum to yank Cavill to his right to get out of the defensive position and get Cavill away from the gun.
They separated and crashed into furniture.
Both were up immediately and squared up across the space. Lockyer’s eyes burned with hatred. ‘You cost me everything,’ Lockyer said.
‘And you never faced true justice for all the innocents you killed. But you will now,’ Cavill said.
‘And you—’ Lockyer broke off and sprinted to his right, towards the pyramid entry room and the table they had been using as a command centre.
That was unexpected.
Cavill started after him. He knew Lockyer wasn’t running; he was going for something. He looked up ahead to see what it was and clocked it—a detonator with a series of buttons. It was at the top of the table.
Lockyer swept past and grabbed the detonator in one fluid movement. Cavill launched himself and hit him with flying tackle that took them both through the door into the pyramid entry room. They crashed in a heap on the floor.
Cavill gripped Lockyer’s hand around the detonator to stop him using it. He knew the guy was crazy enough to blow all of them up if he thought he was losing. Lockyer headbutted him, and Cavill’s head snapped back. He rolled off to the side but kept his a vice-like grip on Lockyer’s hand. Both men struggled to get to their knees to gain the advantage. Lockyer swung a left hook; Cavill parried and fired a straight jab that Lockyer dodged. Both men were up on one knee. Lockyer launched himself into Cavill, leading with his head. He was going for a knockout headbutt. Cavill leant back and took the glancing blow while using the momentum to stand up and pull Lockyer with him. Their bodies collided in the middle of the room. As they spun, Cavill slipped his phosphorous grenade out of his plate carrier and shoved it into Lockyer’s webbing vest. He pulled the pin just as Lockyer landed a crunching blow to the side of his face.
Cavill dropped to one knee and tasted blood in his mouth.
‘Got you, motherfucker!’ Lockyer shouted, straightening up to full height above him.
‘Have you?’ Cavill said, not looking up.
Lockyer’s expression changed to confusion and then panic as his chest erupted in a ball of burning white.
Cavill stood up and punched him in the face with his free hand.
‘White phos,’ Cavill said, punching him again and making him stagger backwards towards the open door on the north side of the container. ‘Terrible way to die.’
Lockyer was screaming as the phosphorous burnt into his flesh. He pawed at it with his free hand, which became covered in the burning element. Cavill kept punching him in the face, driving him towards the open door.
Lockyer staggered back towards the gaping hole.
‘I’ll take that,’ Cavill said, using both hands to pry the detonator out of Lockyer’s grip. Lockyer was flailing like a madman as his momentum carried him backwards, and he released the detonator. Cavill grabbed it and kicked Lockyer through the open door.
Lockyer sailed over the edge of the sheared-off gangway, and Cavill stepped up to the doorway to watch him scream to the desert floor in a ball of white flame. Cavill opened up the back of the detonator, ripped out the batteries and connecting wires, and threw it out after him.
He turned back quickly to check what was left in the command centre.
He gasped when he saw the bodies of Phil Cranmer, Dave Harper, and Tina Hagley. ‘My God!’ Racing over, he didn’t check for signs of life; the large holes in the skulls told him everything he needed to know. He shifted them to see if anyone else was alive but buried under the pile of bodies.
No one was.
‘Bastards!’ he said.
He tried his radio to raise the away team in the pyramid. ‘Evron, Cornell, come in.’
No response. Something was wrong with the radio.
He ran back into the command centre container. It was more imperative than ever that he get to his away team. It was clear that the Titan strategy was to execute every person they came across on site.
Rifling through the dead Titan men’s vests, he restocked on weapons: grenades, pistols, ammunition. There was a half-collapsed Titan backpack nearby, and he picked it up and stuffed the extra gear into it. He quickly checked the rest of the containers and boxes that were lying around, picking up anything that might be of use. He shoved torches, demolition charges, bottles of water, energy bars, and Cyalume sticks into the backpack. He quickly ran back to the science labs to pick up his rifle and then sprinted back to the pile of boxes where they had hidden the router for their wireless radio network.
As he pulled the router out of the box, he saw a series of flashing red lights.
‘Technology…’ he said, flicking a switch to reboot the device.
‘C’mon, c’mon.’ He tapped the side of the box and watched a series of green lights slowly light up, one after the other. After what seemed like an age, he heard a soft beep in his earpiece. ‘Finally,’ he said. ‘Cornell, come in.’
‘Roger,’ Cornell said loudly in his ear.
‘What’s your situation?’ Cavill said.
‘We have the prize, but we’re pinned down by Titan. They have us too close to the wall we need to blow through, and they outgun us, so we can’t push them back. We’re critical on ammo—single shots on confirmed targets only. Can maybe last another ten minutes.’
‘Got it,’ Cavill said. ‘I’m on my way. Hold out.’
Cavill picked up his gear and headed towards the pyramid entry. He switched frequency to get a final message back to HQ.
‘James!’ The voice of Christian Bramwell crackled in his ear. ‘Thank God. I’ve been trying to raise you for the last ten minutes.’
‘Sorry, was in a fight to the death. We won’t be seeing Lockyer again—’
‘Listen,’ Bramwell said. ‘You and your men need to get the hell out of there right now. Everyone else that’s inbound are all arriving at the same time. Right about—’
Bramwell was cut off when the perimeter alarms all went off at once. The noise was deafening inside the closed steel container.
‘They’re here!’ Cavill yelled. ‘I can’t defend the containers. I’ll be trapped and killed. I’m going into the pyramid after my away team. Not sure about radio comms to you in there. If you don’t hear from me again in an hour, then the whole thing is a wipeout. Relay that to Stratton; he’ll know what to do.’
‘Got it,’ Bramwell said. ‘And James…’
‘Yes?’
‘Good luck.’
‘Thanks. We need it. Out.’
Cavill switched frequencies again and stepped into the blackness of the pyramid.




Chapter 40

The light quickly faded after the first turn. Cavill reached into his plate carrier, pulled out his infrared goggles, and put them on. Immediately, he saw an arrow in front of him, indicating to go right. He set off as fast as he could move in the darkness, following the illuminated arrows on the walls that his team had left, taking turns left and right at pace.
‘Cornell, you read me?’
‘Yes, here. We’re still holding—just.’
‘I’m in the tunnels, following the arrows. How long will that take me?’
‘About seven minutes. You got a breathing mask?’
‘No. Why?’
‘Well, two problems then. If you follow the designated route all the way, you go through a room full of poison dust—that’s what killed the archaeology away team. You need a respirator.’
‘Great. And the second?’
‘You have any weapon silencers?’
‘No, we never planned to come quietly.’
‘They’ll have rear cover in the tunnel. As soon as the firing starts on the back end, they’ll redeploy some guys from the front, and we’ll be pinned down on both sides, though they’ll be happy to throw grenades your way.’
Cavill was sweating from moving quickly through the confined space. The air was dank, and the corridors smelt musty.
‘So we need options,’ Cavill said. ‘We have any?’
‘You can’t go through the dust room. You’ll die. We need to find another way for you to get to us.’
‘We don’t have the time for maze mapping, my friend,’ Cavill said.
‘You got demolition charges?’
Cavill stopped and swung the backpack off his shoulders to root through it. At the bottom, he saw two sets of charges.
He breathed a huge sigh of relief. ‘Yes.’
‘Finally, we catch a break,’ Cornell said. ‘So now there’s one other option. You’ll come to a fork in the tunnel. You’ll see there is a double arrow to go down the left side. We initially took the right side as the map wasn’t entirely accurate and wasted five minutes, as it has a few twists and turns to deceive but keeps going in the same direction. It finishes in a dead end.’
‘And this would be useful how?’ Cavill said between heavy breaths from the exertion.
‘Thinking back, I believe it runs parallel down the right side of the correct tunnel. So take the right fork and let me know when you get to the dead end. We’ll work back to see if you can come through one of the walls. We’d definitely get the drop on the Titan boys that way.’
‘Okay,’ Cavill said. ‘The double arrow has just come up. Taking the route to the right.’
As Cornell predicted, the tunnel was fairly straight, apart from two turns. After a few minutes more, Cavill came to the dead end.
‘I’m here.’
‘Okay, bang on the wall,’ Cornell said.
Cavill unclipped his rifle and gave the wall three solid thumps with the butt of it.
‘Harcourt,’ Cornell called out. ‘Check if you can hear anything against those walls.’
‘Got it,’ Harcourt called back. He was still stationed in the room with the explosives fixed to the wall to make sure they remained ready to fire. He moved to the wall he expected Cavill to be behind and heard a dull booming sound.
‘He’s there,’ he said with excitement. ‘On the wall to the right as you walk in, near the door. I’m standing next to it.’
Cornell looked back from his defensive crouch behind the backpacks. He saw Harcourt waving at the position. He did a quick calculation in his head before getting back on the radio.
‘Cavill, walk ten paces back and bang the wall again.’
‘Moving,’ Cavill said, walking back while counting his steps. He had to make a left and two rights around a small passage and recalculate to keep to ten steps against the main wall. When he reached ten, he banged the wall again three times.
‘Heard it,’ Cornell said over the radio. ‘You’re now directly opposite me on the wall.’
Cavill heard three low thumps coming back through the wall from Cornell.
‘So the enemy position is another twenty-five paces back.’
‘Moving,’ Cavill said, immediately setting off again, counting the paces. He had to recalculate around another deviation in the passage to arrive at his designated spot. Once there, he slung the backpack from his shoulders, pulled out the demolition charges, and quickly placed them in a square on the wall. He rolled his detonation cord out behind him as he backed away until he was safely around a corner. Sorting through the backpack and his plate carrier, he found two grenades and three flashbangs, which he placed in the front pouch on his chest. He checked that he had a fresh magazine in his rifle and that it was set to automatic fire.
He let out a deep breath. ‘Here we go,’ he said, detonating the charge. The blast force swept past his corner on the corridor, and he was immediately running for the hole, pulling the pins on the grenades as he went. He hurled the grenades through the hole, one far and one at a shorter distance. Cavill ducked and covered his ears. More blast force erupted out of the hole. He pulled the pins on two flashbangs and threw them in for good measure. He knew his men would already be up and running to attack from the tunnel. A blast of heat and light erupted out of the hole, and as soon as it was clear, he stuck his rifle in the hole and emptied a magazine in a wide scatter fashion.
He pulled back to stand flat against the wall and reload his weapon.
‘Cornell,’ he called on the radio. ‘You guys there?’
‘Yes, rounding the corner. Can already see bodies. Stop firing.’
‘Done.’
‘He heard more firing through the hole but recognised the report of his team’s HK416s.
‘Just making sure as we come around the corners,’ Cornell said. ‘Yep, they’re all dead. Good job, boss. I’ll send Sansom further back in the tunnel, chucking grenades as he goes, to make sure we’re clear.’
The radio went silent as Cornell passed on the instructions. Cavill breathed a huge sigh of relief. Chasing after the Titan team by himself had been a massive gamble.
He jumped when a hand was thrust through the hole with a portable breathing mask dangling from it. ‘This was in the Titan kit. Put it on. We don’t know how much of this poison dust is still in the air.’
Cavill took it and strapped it around his neck, adjusting it over his nose and mouth. ‘Done,’ he said.
Cornell’s head appeared through the hole in the wall. ‘Hey,’ he said, his grin visible through his breathing mask. ‘Come here often?’
‘Very funny. Get your ugly mug out of my escape route,’ Cavill said, already moving to pass his equipment through the hole.
Once through, Cavill stood up and was face-to-face with his men again. ‘Great to see you,’ he said, slapping Cornell, Evron, and Harcourt on the shoulders. Sansom came running around the corner and broke into a wide grin. ‘All clear back there. Great to see you, boss.’
‘You too,’ Cavill said.
‘What now?’ Cornell asked.
‘We get the hell out of these tunnels; get Rolleston, Lampack, and Fabrice; and get home for cold beers.’
‘That sounds fucking great,’ Cornell said. ‘Let’s go.’
As they set off up the tunnel towards the civilians, Cavill felt badly; he didn’t have the heart to tell them that Lampack and Fabrice were in enemy hands, and he no idea if Rolleston was dead or alive. He’d withheld information to keep his men focussed on the immediate task—getting out of the tunnels alive. It was his job as commander to take on the stress of working out the next moves.
‘Who’s got the backpack with the prize in it?’ Cavill asked as they walked in the dim light.
‘Well,’ Cornell said, ‘all the boys have been tracking that keenly. We already have a turnup for the books. In theory, it’s Chris Watkins. But we clocked Kate Edwards pulling the switch on him—so Ms. Edwards is currently in the hot seat.’
‘Interesting…’ Cavill said.
They reached the civilians, who were seated in the passageway with their backpacks on. They all looked surprised to see him.
‘How did you get here so quickly?’ Watkins asked as they all stood up.
‘Doesn’t matter,’ Cavill said, walking past him.
‘What happened to the other team? Are they dead?’ Rebecca Grainger asked.
‘What do you care? They were out to kill us all,’ Cornell replied.
Rebecca looked away.
Cavill came back from inspecting the room up ahead and nodded to Cornell.
‘Everybody get back down the tunnel we just came from and turn the corner,’ Cornell said. ‘Harcourt, you’re on the detonator.’
They hustled back down the passage, and as soon as they hit a safe distance mark, Harcourt hit the detonator. The effect was instant. A rush of air powered over them as the blast was channelled down the tunnel. Cavill led the way back into the room again. He went straight for the far wall.
‘This one’s gone through,’ he said, shining a torch through the hole. ‘Looks like a full-sized tunnel carrying on from here. Straight, too.’
‘Well, that’s great,’ Rebecca said.
Harcourt was the last to crowd into the small space.
‘The hole’s not big enough to climb through with a backpack on,’ Cavill said. ‘Everyone take them off. Each person climbs through, and the next person passes the backpack to them.’
The soldiers immediately took off their packs and placed them on the floor by their legs. The civilians hesitated, looked at each other, and then did the same.
‘Sealed,’ said Cavill.
A blinding flash and deafening noise erupted from the floor of the room.
Cavill opened his eyes and took his fingers out of his ears. He still felt a bit disoriented, but he was expecting that. He saw that all of his men had reacted in time to protect themselves—as they had been trained to—before the flashbang he’d rolled into the middle of the room went off.
The civilians weren’t faring so well. They were staggering around, ears screaming, and eyes blinded. They couldn’t even speak.
As he saw his men recover and stand straight again to look at him, he used hand signals to indicate which backpacks with particular knots tied into the straps he wanted switched. His men set about mixing up the backpacks as per instructions. Cavill grabbed Kate’s backpack and signalled to Harcourt to run to the last corner they had turned and stash the lead container there.
Harcourt set off on an awkward, unbalanced run. He was back with the emptied backpack by the time everybody’s senses were returning. He gave the backpack to Cavill, who placed it on the floor next to him.
‘Sit down, everybody,’ Cavill shouted. ‘Hold your heads in your hands.’
Everybody duly complied.
‘You’ll be okay,’ he said. ‘We’ve had an accidental detonation of a concussive grenade. The effects will wear off—you will be okay.’
After a few more minutes, they started to look up and around.
‘Ouch,’ Watkins said. ‘How the hell did that happen?’
‘My fault,’ Cavill said. ‘I had a flashbang—that’s what we call them—clipped to the outside of my vest. Forgot it was there. When I pulled my backpack off, it was hooked off the vest, and it detonated. Sorry.’
‘Will there be any long-term damage?’ Kate asked.
‘Not from one exposure. You’ll be fine. Everybody ready to move again?’
They groggily pushed themselves up, using their backpacks for leverage.
‘Remember, you go through the hole, and the next person will pass your backpack to you,’ Cavill said.
He moved to help Kate through, and then Watkins and he both lifted her backpack and passed it to her. Watkins went next, followed by Rebecca.
‘Just us now, boys,’ Cavill said to his men as he started climbing through.
A few minutes later, everyone had regrouped on the other side with backpacks on.
‘Cornell, Evron, you’re up front with me. Sansom, Harcourt, take the rear.’
Everybody formed up. ‘Torches out front,’ Cavill said. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got here.’
‘It’s much bigger than the previous tunnels,’ Evron said. ‘We can walk two abreast here.’
‘Hopefully, it leads out,’ Cavill said, starting them off at a quick pace.
After a minute, the floor began sloping downwards.
‘Why the slope?’ Cornell asked.
‘It could be taking us back out to ground level,’ Rebecca said. ‘This one’s not Egyptian, but if it’s anything similar, they needed construction corridors. How else would they move the larger blocks and the treasure to the main room back there? They often sealed the tunnels up at the end. It worked to keep ancient intruders out. They obviously didn’t plan for people blowing holes in sacred walls with plastic explosives.’
Cavill ignored her note of disdain. He checked his watch. ‘Five minutes,’ he said.
‘Heading straight, I would expect to be at the edge of the pyramid by now—remembering the dimensions of the place,’ Evron said.
The ground stopped sloping and evened out again. They played the torchlight up ahead and could see in the distance that the floor started sloping upwards again.
‘What the hell’s going on?’ Cornell said.
Cavill was getting excited. ‘This may well be a way out.’
He hurried them on by walking as fast as he could without breaking into a run.
‘When I got diverted by pulling the Titan team away from the pyramid, I found out that the city is riddled with tunnels. Whether they were used for transportation or aqueducts, who knows? But infrared mapping shows that the city is full of them. That’s how I got close to the pyramid again without being seen.’
They hit the upwards slope and soon came to a new flat area.
‘Great, a dead end,’ Cornell said.
Everybody moved into the room and started inspecting the walls. Cavill moved to the centre of the room and looked at the ceiling.
‘Got it,’ he said. ‘Harcourt, more demolitions.’
‘We’ve only got enough for one more blast,’ Harcourt said.
‘That’s all we need,’ Cavill replied.
Everyone clustered around him, looking up.
‘Where’s it going?’ Harcourt asked.
‘There,’ Cavill said, pointing at the ceiling. ‘See that faint outline of a square? That’s it.’
‘How do you know?’ Rebecca asked.
‘Look at the dimensions of this room. It’s about the square footage of the two-storey buildings on the outside.’
‘You’re right,’ Evron said, re-examining the room.
‘Also on my earlier diversion, I fell into the basement of one of the buildings through a hole exactly like that one there. It’s just that this one’s been sealed with stone.’
Harcourt was already pulling out the explosives.
‘Let’s boost him up,’ Cornell said, reaching forward to link hands with Cavill. When ready, Harcourt placed his foot in their interlocked hands, and they lifted him up to the ceiling, where he pressed the square of plastic explosives and put the detonator cord in place.
‘Done,’ Harcourt said. They lowered him, and Cavill waved everyone back. ‘You know the drill. Back down the corridor.’
Once they had reached a safe distance, Harcourt blew the charge, and the familiar rush of force swept past them.
‘Almost getting used to that,’ Kate said.
‘That’s the last one,’ Cavill said. ‘If there’s just more stone behind there, we’ll be digging our way out of here.’
They moved back towards the room and could see a shaft of light pouring in.
‘Yes!’ Kate exclaimed.
The soldiers remained composed and positioned themselves to boost people up and through the hole.
‘Rebecca, you first,’ Cavill said, motioning her to the front.
They lifted her and pushed her up into the white void. With a grunt, she disappeared over the edge, and then shot her arm back through the hole. ‘Backpack,’ she said.
Cornell heaved her backpack up, and she grabbed it by the straps and dragged it over the edge.
‘Stay in that room, right next to the hole,’ Cavill called. ‘Edwards, Watkins, you’re up.’
With the civilians soon through, the soldiers boosted and pulled each other up. Cavill was the last to go. He threw his backpack up first. Then, he undid his belt and threw one end towards the light while holding the opposite end. Cornell caught the belt, and he and Harcourt pulled Cavill up until they could grab his arms. Cavill rose into a bare room with everyone clustered around the hole. Evron was by the door.
‘What’s outside? Is it clear?’ Cavill asked.
‘Anything but,’ Evron said. ‘There’s quite a reception committee out there. They’ve obviously been expecting us.’
Cavill quickly flipped frequencies on his radio.
‘Christian, you there?’
‘Yes,’ Bramwell said in his earpiece. ‘Lost you for a while. Got your position now on military GPS.’
‘We’ve popped out in different part of the city. How the hell do we have a welcoming committee?’
‘Spike in activity from the satellite that shows tunnels on infrared. Either I’m not the only person who cottoned on to it, or others were tipped off. I can see where you are on the heat map. You don’t have enough forces to fight your way out.’
‘Right,’ Cavill said. ‘Thanks. Out.’
‘Well,’ he said, ‘weapons down, everybody. We’re going out there.’
‘Wait!’ Kate grabbed his arm. ‘We can’t just surrender what we have. Not after everything we’ve gone through.’
Cavill gently removed her hand from his arm. ‘Did I say “surrender”? We’re going out to negotiate.’
He started walking out. His men immediately followed.
‘Madness,’ Kate said.
Cavill disappeared into the square light of the doorway.




Chapter 41

00:00:00 to Endgame
Cavill was surprised to see the variety of weapons and forces clustered around them. He counted four groups, all fairly evenly matched in number.
All of their weapons were aimed at him.
His men and the civilians came out and stood in a line on either side of him.
‘Foreign Legion?’ he called out to the group on the far left.
‘Oui,’ their commander called back.
‘Must’ve jetted in from their base on Corsica,’ Evron said.
‘Niger Army came back,’ Cavill said, pointing at the second group.
‘And two groups of private assholes to round out the party,’ Cornell said.
‘Titan backup team?’ Cavill called out to the two groups.
A thickly set man clad in black in the third group nodded. ‘Where’s Lockyer?’ he called back.
‘Around somewhere. Just burning time.’
He focussed on the last group. ‘And you are?’
‘Daedalus,’ their commander replied.
‘Greek mythology,’ Evron said. ‘How original.’
‘Stop fucking around,’ the head of Daedalus said, stepping forward. ‘A US Marine recon unit will be here in ten minutes. Let’s have this over with before that.’
‘So, what happened out here?’ Cavill asked, motioning at all the groups. ‘You agreed not to start killing each other until you found out if we had something or not?’
‘Exactly,’ the Daedalus man said. ‘Whatever you have is now my property, so hand it over peacefully.’
The others erupted in a bustle of activity; half of them diverted their guns from Cavill’s team to the other groups.
‘Well,’ Cavill said. ‘Looks like you didn’t agree on an equitable split before we arrived. Not that it would matter. The answer’s no.’
The Daedalus commander cracked an evil grin. ‘Well, what you don’t know is that we’re probably the most well-funded outfit here. We have a plane circling that can precision bomb the whole place from a distance. We’ll pull back, blow you all to hell, and come back to pick up the pieces. Better for you to hand it over and live to fight another day.’
‘Mmm,’ Cavill said. ‘That does change the situation. All things considered, it’s probably the best option. We’re not willing to die for something that might be useful. Watkins,’ he said, turning to the surprised scientist. ‘It’s in your backpack. Bring it to me.’
Watkins smirked and nodded as though he had inside information. He marched up to Kate Edwards and tore her backpack off her shoulders.
‘Hey,’ Kate yelled.
‘Leave it,’ Cavill said. ‘It’s not worth dying for.’
Watkins and Edwards exchanged filthy looks before Watkins turned and walked over to Cavill, handing the pack across. As he took it, Cavill nodded in silent understanding with Watkins that he had been caught out by a higher intelligence. Cavill lifted the pack towards the forces arrayed in front of them. ‘Come and get it,’ he said.
Nobody moved.
The commanders of all the forces were looking at each other.
The Daedalus commander stepped forward. ‘We’ll take the first look,’ he said, ‘still with air cover.’
He started walking towards Cavill.
Chris Watkins started backing away from Cavill. He slowly migrated behind the line of people and towards the end of the line, adjusting something inside his jacket as he moved.
‘Looks like we got our first runner,’ Cornell whispered, tracking Watkins from the corner of his eye.
‘Let it go,’ Cavill whispered back.
The Daedalus commander arrived in front of him and slowly placed his hands around the straps. Cavill let him take the weight and saw the man’s surprise at how heavy it was.
‘It’s highly radioactive,’ Cavill said. ‘Hence, in a lead container. Don’t open it, or you’ll be exposed.’
‘No problem,’ the Daedalus man said with a smile. He turned back towards his men with the pack. ‘NBC!’ he called out as he approached them.
From the back of the Daedalus ranks came a man dressed in a protective nuclear, biological, chemical suit. The suited man placed a box of analysis equipment on the ground and unpacked a Geiger counter as the backpack arrived. The rest of the Daedalus troop and their commander swiftly moved back a safe distance. The suited man slid the lead container out, unclipped the lid, and flipped the top open.
The Geiger counter went crazy.
Everybody took another involuntary step back.
The suited man flipped the lid closed again and looked back at his commander. ‘All good,’ he said, giving the thumbs up.
There was a shout in a foreign language from one of the other camps, and a series of smoke and stun grenades were thrown into the field.
Consecutive detonations, followed by billows of smoke, loosed pandemonium amongst all the parties.
‘Drop!’ Cavill yelled. His men dropped to the ground, yanking the civilians with them, while pulling their weapons up and releasing blanket covering fire.
‘Can’t see who’s who through the smoke,’ Evron yelled.
‘Suppressing fire,’ Cavill called. ‘Keep them away from us while they fight each other.
At the far end of the line, Watkins stood up and started running.
‘What the hell? He’s running straight at the enemy!’ Cornell said.
‘He still has his backpack on,’ Evron said.
Out of nowhere, Kate Edwards put a flying tackle on Watkins, and they both tumbled to the ground in the smoke.
‘Holy shit,’ Cornell said. ‘I didn’t see she was missing.’
He moved to go after them, but Cavill pulled him back. ‘They’re in no man’s land. Stay put,’ Cavill said. The cacophony of weapons fire through the smoke was enormous.
Kate Edwards was trying to get on top of Watkins, who was recovering from the shock of suddenly being taken to the ground. He spun and punched her in the face. Her head snapped back, and he followed up by pushing her off him. Kate fell flat on her back, clutching her nose as blood streamed from it. The smoke was starting to clear. Watkins made the fatal mistake of standing straight up. His body jerked like a demented marionette as multiple professional soldiers automatically fired on an appearing target. His body hit the ground.
‘Cease fire! Cease fire!’ a voice yelled. It was the Daedalus commander. One by one, the different groups stopped firing, and the final wisps of smoke dissipated into the desert air. Cavill did a check left and right and confirmed none of his people had been hit. The enemy groups had been firing wildly at waist and head height, and since Cavill’s team members were on flat on the ground, they had been missed entirely.
‘Shit, what a mess,’ Cornell said, surveying the carnage in front them. There were dead bodies everywhere.
‘Their numbers have been halved, at least,’ Evron whispered.
‘Half of these amateur dipshits were probably taken out by friendly fire,’ Cornell said, pointing at the Niger and Titan forces.
‘Daedalus still has superior numbers,’ Cavill said.
While the Niger and Titan forces were coming to grips with their huge losses and checking who was still alive, the Foreign Legion and Daedalus commanders both stepped forward towards the inert body of Chris Watkins. They stopped walking at the same time, and the head of the Daedalus unit glowered at the Frenchman and pointed back at his superior force. The Frenchman lifted his hands in mock resignation—he would let this play out a bit more.
The Daedalus commander stomped over to Watkins, tore the backpack off him, and quickly took it back to his man in the NBC suit. The lead container was quickly out, and once again, the Geiger counter emitted a high-pitched screech.
‘It’s equally radioactive,’ the man in the suit called out.
The Daedalus commander pulled up his weapon and aimed it at Cavill. ‘Explain what’s going on,’ he said icily.
Cavill slowly stood up and raised his hands in the air.
‘The energy source was in multiple pieces,’ he said loudly and clearly, so everyone could hear. ‘So we dispersed it amongst the backpacks. There’s a piece of it for everybody. Team!’ he yelled. ‘Step forward and place your backpacks in a line. Now.’
All of his men stood up and took off their packs. Once Cornell had his off, he turned to Rebecca Grainger to help her with hers. Each of them stepped forward, and they placed the packs in a neat row.
‘Now step back,’ Cavill said.
Cornell kept a grip on Rebecca’s arm to make sure she complied. She didn’t seem to notice, as she was keeping track of the pack that Cornell had put down.
‘So there it is,’ Cavill called out to the surrounding forces. ‘You can each take a pack that has a fragment of the energy source in it or risk trying to get more of it—all killing each other and leaving with nothing. Furthermore,’ he said, slowly reaching into his pocket and pulling out a detonator. ‘One pack and the containers on the pyramid are rigged with high explosives linked to this detonator. If you don’t take my offer, or if you try to make a move on my team, I’ll blow the whole lot and kill us all in a zero-sum game. So do the right thing. Take part of the prize back to your masters, and you’ve had a successful mission.’
Silence reverberated around the space as each commander weighed his options.
‘C’mon,’ Evron whispered out the corner of his mouth. ‘Somebody crack…’
Silence.
‘I agree,’ the commander of the French force said.
‘Me too,’ said the captain of the Niger force.
‘Looks like we have no option,’ the leader of the small Titan force said through gritted teeth.
‘Agreed,’ the Daedalus commander said, comfortable that he already had two of the pieces.
Each commander waved a man forward to pick one of the remaining packs. The men sprinted to the packs.
Rebecca Grainger shoved Cornell from the side, and he staggered off balance. She leapt towards the packs, pointing to the one that Cornell had put down as the Titan man approached. She picked it up, passed it to the Titan soldier, and ran back to his group with him.
Cavill held up his hand, telling his men not to respond.
The other soldiers each carefully picked up a remaining pack before walking quickly back their units.
The Titan crew surged around Grainger and their prize. They piled into dune buggies waiting behind them and took off in a cloud of dust.
The other groups also dispersed and raced towards their vehicles, departing rapidly.
‘Now it makes sense,’ Cavill said, watching them leave.
‘What?’ Cornell asked, still smarting from being caught out by a civilian.
‘How Titan got here so quickly. She alerted them the same time as she alerted Stratton. They obviously made her a better deal. She was waiting for them to pick her up but then got word that we were going to get here sooner—’
‘Because we got the drop with Sir Henry’s satellite info,’ Evron said.
‘Exactly,’ Cavill said. ‘Which now makes me think that she engineered that gas explosion in the science labs to take out everyone else, so that only her version of the truth would exist when we arrived.’
‘Wow,’ Evron said.
‘She showed that she was desperate to take the credit for this find. Just didn’t think she was that desperate’ Cavill said.
‘Double-crossing, double-agent, murdering bitch,’ Cornell said. He turned and spat on the ground.
‘Well, it certainly makes doing this easier,’ Cavill said, pressing the buttons on the detonator in a specific sequence. ‘Professor, check I’m doing this right.’
Evron leant in and followed the hand movements. ‘Yup, two-four-one. Activates the drone engines.’
They heard a high-pitched whine in the distance as all of the small drones arrayed on the roof of the admin offices, facing south in the container complex, fired up.
‘Next sequence activates the bombs in the drones. Yup.’
‘Six-three-four activates the tracking chip in each lead container, right?’
‘Yes.’
Cavill dutifully keyed in the numbers. ‘And the hash key sends them to go seek.’
‘Yes,’ Evron replied.
Cavill jammed his thumb on the final button, and everybody looked up to the sky as the drones rounded the pyramid on the north side and streaked overhead, slowly fanning out into the desert in the same direction as the enemy forces went.
They narrowed their eyes to watch the small dots home in on the escaping cars and then drop down from the sky at speed. After a microsecond’s pause, huge explosions registered from four different points on the horizon.
‘Well, that takes care of that,’ Cavill said. ‘Should give us enough time to get the hell out of here.’ He looked around, surveying the scene again. Kate Edwards was still holding her face. She lay on the ground next to Watkins’s body.
‘Get her up,’ Cavill said. ‘She’s probably in shock.’
Harcourt raced forward to help her.
‘Cornell, Sansom, get up to some high ground and check we’ve no more hostiles in the area. No more surprises before we leave.’
‘We already have,’ Evron said, pointing.
Cavill followed his arm and saw it. ‘Two plumes of dust. Vehicles coming back. Or the Americans.’
‘Everybody, weapon up!’ Cavill called. ‘Take up a fan defensive position.’
They quickly followed instructions. Harcourt helped Kate to stand and led her into the doorway of a nearby house. The rest of the team took cover behind walls and doors, where they could get a line of fire on the incoming road.
‘Contact!’ Cornell called from the roof of a nearby house as he looked through the optical sight on his rifle. ‘One person walking in the street up ahead. Sighting him…wait…you’re not gonna believe this.’
‘What is it?’ Cavill called.
‘It’s Rolleston!’ Cornell called back.
Cavill broke cover and ran into the street. He saw the silhouette of a man a couple of hundred metres up the street. The man’s arms were down, and he was staggering slightly. Cavill started sprinting, knowing that Cornell had him covered from above. As he got closer, the man’s features came into view.
‘Holy crap!’ Cavill yelled. ‘It is you!’
Rolleston nodded and smiled weakly as Cavill arrived to help support him.
‘Long…’ Rolleston said, gasping. ‘Long walk back with no water.’
‘Sorry I couldn’t come back,’ Cavill said. ‘It’s a tall tale, what’s happened since then.’
‘I knew you couldn’t come back…probably saved me when I fell out the car. I was exposed, but the drones, everybody, left to chase the cars. Just left me with the long walk.’
Harcourt arrived and gave Rolleston his water bottle as they walked back to the others.
‘Sip slowly,’ Harcourt said. ‘You’re quite dehydrated. We’ll get some salts in you on the way out.’
Rolleston nodded and quietly drank the water as they approached the others.
‘Put him with Edwards,’ Cavill said. ‘Then get back in position for the incoming.’
Harcourt nodded and led Rolleston away.
Cavill sprinted back behind his defensive wall. ‘How long?’ he called out.
‘Thirty seconds,’ Cornell called back.
‘Who is it?’
‘Looks like the French and Niger regulars.’
‘How many?’
‘One car each—about even numbers to us.’
‘Good.’
‘They look pissed.’
The French pulled up first, quickly followed by the Niger Army in a battered truck.
The French commander stepped off his truck with a look of pure venom. His remaining soldiers all focussed their weapons forward.
‘You tricked us—destroyed half my force,’ he said.
‘And what was the alternative?’ Cavill said. ‘Let my entire unit be wiped out?’
‘I’m not leaving with nothing,’ the Frenchman said.
‘Me neither,’ said the Niger leader. ‘Whatever you have rightfully belongs to us.’
‘Give us the real prize,’ the Frenchman demanded.
‘We don’t have time for another standoff,’ Cavill said. ‘My team has regrouped. We’ve fanned out to the high ground to strong defensive positions and have two snipers in place. We now have an equal number of men, and none of us has the prize. Look, there are no more backpacks. You saw that when you caught us by surprise coming out of the pyramid. My orders were that if the energy source could not be procured, it must be destroyed to prevent it falling into the hands of others. No doubt, your orders are the same.’
The leaders of both units wavered, showing that Cavill was right. ‘I’m sorry for your losses,’ Cavill said, ‘but I was following orders to destroy the energy source. And now what?’
He let the question hang in the air for a few seconds.
‘Now we have an equal number of men, but I have the tactical advantage. There’s no point continuing to fight and die,’ he said, lowering his weapon. ‘Let’s all depart the field as quickly as possible before the Americans get here.’
He could see the inner turmoil on the faces of both commanders; their blood was boiling, and they were spoiling for a fight despite the rational facts before them.
The French commander clenched his fists and let out a deep breath. ‘I pray we meet again,’ he said, before turning on his heel and waving his men to turn the truck around.
The Niger commander was still unsure. But then the elite French troops started driving away, and he quickly turned around and ordered the retreat.
As soon as the trucks were a safe enough distance away, Cavill let out a sigh of relief before turning back to his troops.
‘Everyone muster back to me,’ he called out. ‘Harcourt!’
Harcourt came running from his position.
‘What did you do the hundred metres in, again?’
‘Eleven point five, flat.’
‘Good, use that to get the lead box from where you stashed it in the tunnel. I want to be out of here in thirty seconds.’
Harcourt pulled his night-vision goggles from his plate carrier before unclipping it and handing his carrier and rifle to Cavill. He sprinted back into the house where they had exited the tunnel from the pyramid.
The rest of the troop quickly surrounded Cavill. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s move back to the east side, find Lampack and Fabrice, locate an operational vehicle, and get the hell out of here.’
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Lampack and Fabrice broke into huge grins when the entire troop came jogging around the corner.
‘About time,’ Lampack said. ‘I’ve only had this ugly mug to look at for hours.’
‘It was worse for me—I’ve had to look at his,’ Fabrice retorted.
They were both on the ground near the group’s containers with their wrists tied to their ankles. They’d been there for hours.
Cavill and Cornell quickly cut them loose and eased them onto their backs.
‘Take it easy,’ Cavill said. ‘It’s going to hurt from being in a stress position for so long.’
Both men grimaced as they carefully extended their limbs.
‘Will you rub my wrists for me?’ Fabrice said to Cornell, who was kneeling over him.
Cornell scoffed. ‘Don’t bloody think so. I think you can get on your feet in thirty seconds if you want to get out of this hell hole.’
‘Will do,’ Fabrice said, shaking his limbs to get the blood moving again.
Cavill stood up. ‘When did the Titan guys guarding you bail out?’
‘When the drones turned up, they ran and hid. Then they got word their secondary force was here, and they just left us. They talked about shooting us but said they didn’t get paid enough for that shit. Cheap mercs, eh?’
‘Good thing, too,’ Cavill said looking over the containers at their second Land Rover. ‘Did they touch any of our stuff?’
‘No, they thought the rest of you were dead, and they were on a quick in-and-out job. Maybe they thought the truck was booby-trapped too. Probably what they would do. Who knows? They looked at it but didn’t touch anything.’
‘We’ll soon find out for sure. You’re getting up,’ Cavill said. He bent down and put his arms under Lampack’s shoulders and started lifting. Cornell and Evron did the same with Fabrice. Both men grunted in pain but were soon up. They started moving around the containers to the second Land Rover. Sansom followed while still giving a steadying hand to Rolleston. Kate Edwards brought up the rear, still clutching her broken nose and in a dazed state of shock.
‘Cast of walking wounded here,’ Evron said as they lifted the three men and Kate into the open-top Land Rover.
‘Evron, up front with me. Cornell, at the back for cover,’ Cavill said, climbing into the car. Both men took up their positions, and Cavill placed his fingers on the key. ‘C’mon, Landie, don’t let me down now.’ He turned the key, and the engine spluttered, and then fired into life.
‘Yes!’ Cavill said. He crunched it into gear and eased it forward, around the containers and towards the main road out of the city.
‘There’s Harcourt,’ Evron said, pointing.
Harcourt was walking quickly and carefully, weighed down by the lead container with the energy source inside it.
The Land Rover pulled up next to him.
‘Everything in order?’ Cavill asked.
‘Yes, no problems,’ Harcourt replied.
‘Good. Put that thing in the centre of the vehicle and strap it down. Then make sure no one falls out. It may get a bit bumpy.’
Harcourt climbed in, and Cavill started driving out of the city.
‘What’s our exit route?’ Evron asked.
‘South,’ Cavill said. ‘Stand up and see if you can spot anything else.’
As they cleared the last line of buildings at the edge of the city, Evron stood up, gripping the windshield for support.
‘Dust cloud approaching from the east,’ Evron said.
‘The Americans,’ Cavill said. ‘I’m still driving slowly to keep our own dust trail down. Let me know if theirs changes direction.’
‘Will do, but our exit plan’s blown. They’ll have drones back soon and spot us. On a straight run south, they’ll chase us down. How do we get out of here?’
Cavill watched the gleaming silver pyramid receding his rearview mirror. He was glad to see the back of the place.
‘I’m going to take a gamble,’ he said, ‘and pay a visit to our Titan friends.’




Chapter 43

Cavill lifted his arm and pointed. ‘I think the Titan explosion was that way. Can you check you think the same?’ he said.
Evron was still standing up. He looked back and forth between the desert and the pyramid they had come from.
‘Agreed,’ he said, pulling out binoculars and focussing forward. ‘I can see a thin trail of smouldering smoke—must be them.’ He kept panning across the horizon. ‘There’s a slightly thicker haze further to the right. Must be the Daedalus hit.’
‘Exactly what I figure,’ Cavill said.
Evron sat down as the car hit rough terrain and started jolting slightly over small, exposed rocks. ‘Why are we going after Titan?’
‘Daedalus was a bigger hit. They had three packs in the end; at least one with high explosives and two with radioactive elements. I’m fairly sure they’re all dead. The Niger unit is local, so they don’t have an air-extraction strategy—they’re taking the long drive. I don’t want to take on the French directly. So that leaves Titan. We know they’re sneaky fuckers, so they probably had a way out that didn’t involve driving hundreds of miles. Now, they took one pack with high explosives, so we don’t have to worry about radiation exposure. But more importantly, they drove off in two cars.’
‘Ah,’ Evron said. ‘So the gamble is they weren’t all killed.’
‘Correct. There was enough plastic explosive in that pack and the incoming drone to put a big dent in the ground. If the car following was doing so at a normal distance, it would have been thrown off the road but not destroyed.’
‘Here’s hoping,’ Evron said. ‘We’re in no shape to take on the Americans.’ He looked behind him at his colleagues in the back. ‘How’s everyone doing back there?’ he asked.
‘Bit battered but still in the game,’ Lampack said, looking around.
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘Check your weapons. We might be meeting Titan again shortly.’
They all started checking rifles and clipping in fresh magazines.
Kate Edwards shook her head.
‘How about you, Kate? Still with us?’ Cavill said.
‘I just want this madness to end,’ she said.
‘That’s the plan,’ Cavill replied, putting his foot down on the accelerator as the landscape smoothed out slightly.
***
They soon came upon the smouldering wreck of the Titan vehicle. Cavill slowed up, and his men leapt out, advancing in a spread-out line with rifles raised. Cornell signalled that he’d spotted the second vehicle in front of the burnt-out wreck. He made a sign indicating there was no movement. They still advanced slowly and carefully.
Cavill rolled the Land Rover next to the blackened wreck of the vehicle that took the drone hit. The force had been so large that he couldn’t even identify any bodies in the mangled metal.
The car in front had clearly been thrown a great distance and flipped many times by the force of the explosion behind it. The front of the roof was crushed inwards, and it had landed upside down.
Cavill’s men slowly surrounded the wreck and started advancing on it.
There was still no sign of movement.
Using hand signals, they each took a window to investigate. It was easy to see inside because the glass had been shattered all around.
At the front of the vehicle, Harcourt and Evron made signs that the driver and front passenger were clearly dead—crushed under the metal.
Cornell and Sansom looked into the backseat. Two men hung upside down, suspended by their seat belts. The man in front of Cornell had his head at an unnatural angle. Cornell slowly took his left hand off his gun and reached in to feel for a pulse on the man’s neck. He signalled that the man was dead.
Sansom was also feeling for a pulse on the last person in the car. ‘Got one,’ he said. ‘Pulse is weak.’ The others rushed around, and they made room for Harcourt, the team medic.
Harcourt checked the man’s vitals and his body for injuries. ‘Arm and ankle look broken. He’s badly banged up, probably concussed, but he’ll survive,’ he said.
‘Can we get him out?’ Cornell asked.
‘There’re no puncture wounds. He’s not bleeding out. So, yes.’
They reached in to support his weight as Harcourt unclipped the seat belt. The weight dropped, and Cornell and Harcourt slowly pulled him out.
‘I’ll get the smelling salts from the larger medical kit. Bring him around,’ Harcourt said, setting off for the Land Rover.
He was soon back with the kit. Cavill was with him.
‘Rebecca Grainger in there?’ Cavill asked.
‘No,’ Cornell replied.
‘Must have stayed clutching the pack she had,’ Cavill said, looking back at the burnt-out vehicle.
Harcourt unscrewed a small vial of liquid and held it under the Titan man’s nose. His head jerked slightly as the ammonia gas triggered his inhalation reflex. His eyes flew open, and he moaned as the pain from his damaged body hit him.
Cavill knelt down next to him. ‘Hey, you hear me okay?’
The man moaned again. ‘Yeah,’ he muttered.
‘American?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Good. Who we are doesn’t matter. What does matter is that you are now our prisoner. Now, I’m going to give you a choice.’
‘Go fuck yourself,’ the man said through clenched teeth.
‘Before you’ve even heard the choice? All right, tough guy, we don’t have a lot of time, so here it is: we can torture you to get the information we want and then leave you here for the US Marines to find you. I’m sure the US government and the CIA will want to interrogate you further—probably in their facility in Morocco. This will also heap further shame on you and whatever army unit you were dishonourably discharged from.’
Confusion and fear replaced the burning pain and anger in the man’s eyes.
‘Option two,’ Cavill continued. ‘We fix you up and take you with us. Then we cut you loose when we get back to Europe—no strings attached.’
The man’s eyes darted left and right. ‘Option two,’ he said.
‘Good choice. Get him up and in the truck, boys,’ Cavill said.
Harcourt plunged an ampule of morphine into the man, and they lifted him up and headed back towards the Land Rover.
‘How did you get overland so fast? What’s your way out?’ Cavill asked, walking next to the man.
He was grunting in pain as the movement jarred his broken bones.
‘We…ugh…we paid the nearest village where the ground is semi-hard to smooth out a runway so we could land a rented Antonov. It’s…one hundred and sixty clicks south. Coordinates are in the detachable satnav in the car.’
‘Sansom, do the honours. Get one of their radios as well,’ Cavill said, replacing him in taking the man’s weight. Sansom set off at a run back to the Titan vehicle.
‘How many people guarding it?’ Cavill asked.
‘Two pilots…one guard.’
‘That’s it?’
‘Yeah,’ he grunted through the pain. ‘It’s just guys pushing goats around the desert with a stick around there.’
They lifted him into the back of the Land Rover. Kate Edwards looked shocked as he landed next to her.
‘That’s our ticket out of here,’ Cornell said to her, smiling.
The men piled in, and Sansom arrived with the satnav and radio. They were soon on their way.
‘Check again for dust plumes or drones,’ Cavill said.
Evron and Cornell scanned the sky and ground behind them while Cavill set up the satnav and checked the destination before driving off.
‘Nothing so far,’ Evron said.
‘Keep checking,’ Cavill said, as they got underway. ‘It’s going to take us two hours to get to the site, and it won’t take them that long to realise we aren’t in the pyramid and get eyes in the sky looking for us.’




***
‘We’re twenty minutes out,’ Cavill said, checking the satnav on the dashboard. ‘Wake up Titan boy, there.’
Harcourt slowly woke the Titan man from his morphine daze.
‘Give him the radio and get him to contact his men up ahead; offer them the same deal—surrender without a fight, and we’ll cut them loose on the other side.’
The man took the radio. ‘The pilots are mercs. They won’t care as long as they get paid,’ he said, tuning the radio to the arranged frequency. ‘Dark One, this is Dark Four,’ he said.
A few of Cavill’s men raised their eyebrows or shook their heads at the call sign.
The radio crackled. ‘This is Dark One. What’s the sit-rep?’
‘This is Bannister. I’m the only one left. I’m coming in with another private team. I’ve surrendered. They’re taking the plane but have offered us a lift and a free pass out. You’re totally outgunned, and these guys have toasted everyone they’ve met today. Take the deal.’
Silence.
‘Roger…we’ll prepare the plane.’
Cavill’s men smiled
‘Effin’ A,’ Cornell said. ‘Effin’ A…’
They soon crested the final hill and saw the runway before them. The ageing Antonov sat at the far end with engines running.
‘The rear loading door is down,’ Evron said. ‘Drive right in.’
Cavill gunned the car when they hit the completely flat surface and then turned to drive straight up the ramp. He pulled the handbrake once they were inside.
The last Titan man and the two pilots were waiting near the cockpit.
‘Raise the ramp,’ Cavill said, jumping out. ‘Everyone strap into the seats.’ He marched up to the pilots and ushered them into the cockpit.
They soon took their seats.
‘Let’s make this quick, gentlemen. Fly to these coordinates in southern Libya.’
‘We haven’t been paid,’ the pilot said with a thick Russian accent.
‘Well, give me your bank account and the amount you require, and it’ll be there by the time we land.’
‘Okay,’ the pilot said. ‘We go.’
Cavill marched back down the plane to strap into one of the seats next to Evron.
‘Once we’re airborne, get on the phone to Stratton and ready the Lear jets in Libya for a quick switch,’ he said.
‘Got it,’ Evron said, smiling.
Cavill suddenly broke into a smile as well. He looked out across the plane at his men, whom he considered his family. ‘Job done, lads!’ he yelled. ‘We’re going home!’
They all cheered, stamped their feet, and banged the side of the plane in celebration.




Chapter 44

Two days later, a black cab pulled up next to the Devonshire private members club on Pall Mall in London. James Cavill stepped out and bounded up the stairs. It was the doorman’s job to know the name of every member and guest. He didn’t know the name of the man heading towards him, but he had been shown a photograph by Sir Henry Stratton fifteen minutes earlier and knew to let this guest straight through.
‘Morning, sir,’ the doorman said as he held the ancient door open for the man, who looked like most members as he strode through in a bespoke suit.
‘Thank you,’ Cavill said, nodding to the man. ‘Which way to the small study?’
‘Turn right, then third door on your left,’ the doorman replied.
Cavill nodded again and made his way through the panelled doors. Luminaries through the ages watched his progress from pictures on the walls.
He entered the required room to find Sir Henry already ensconced in a plush leather chair.
‘James, m’boy. Glad to see you!’ Sir Henry said, rising slowly from his chair.
They shook hands warmly before Sir Henry ushered him to sit down.
‘Thanks for coming,’ Sir Henry said.
Cavill smiled. There wasn’t much choice when Sir Henry requested your presence.
‘No problem. It’s ten minutes from my office in Victoria,’ he said.
‘I was just about to order a cognac and a cigar. Care to join me?’
‘Thanks.’
Sir Henry waved at a butler in the corner, who scurried off to do the necessaries.
‘All your men recovered, then?’ Sir Henry said.
‘Yes, some were a bit banged up, but no major injuries. We lost a few, which doesn’t get easier; but we all know the risks—that’s the game we’re in. Given how the whole thing went down, I’m grateful we came out in the shape we did.’
‘Indeed,’ Sir Henry said. ‘It was a close-run thing in the end.’
‘Any repercussions that you’re aware of?’
Sir Henry smiled. ‘Well, the Americans are annoyed at missing out. They suspect we had something to do with it. I think the prime minister is secretly pleased. He likes us. So, no. A successful mission.’
‘Good,’ Cavill said. ‘So what is this thing we’ve brought out?’
The butler interrupted by coming back and placing drinks and cigars in front of them. Both men lit cigars and waited till the butler had left the room and closed the door.
‘Well,’ Sir Henry said, ‘so far, we know it’s made from something not on the periodic table—’
‘That’s impossible,’ Cavill cut in.
‘Quite.’ Sir Henry smiled. ‘But how many “impossible” scientific assumptions were later disproven?’
It was Cavill’s turn to smile.
‘We know it’s an element,’ Sir Henry said. ‘An element that glows constantly and releases energy at a consistent rate as it goes through its extremely long half-life…but we don’t know what it does yet. It’s been transferred to Culham. Kate Edwards is one of the people looking at it. It will take five days to know whether it is worthless…or worth everything.’
‘So…’ Cavill said.
‘So, what are you doing next Tuesday? Fancy a trip to Oxford?’
Cavill smiled.
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