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PROLOGUE

The Iberian Coast
812 B.C.E.

The amber lights of the coastal village shimmered like restless fireflies waltzing in the
dark. A cool night breeze passed through the open doors and windows of the mud brick homes,
carrying the scent of roasted fish and fresh baked flatbread. Oil lamps burning on the sills cast
ghostly shadows from children playing in the streets as they awaited the call to dinner. Around
the town commons, long bearded elders sat sipping wine and swapping tales of gods, glory, and

adventure in distant lands.

Two miles up the heights of a jagged dirt trail, it was all a welcome sight for the tired
eyes of Ashek Tamru. For the past two days, the commander had led a small armed procession
on an arduous march from an upland mine and smelter. They were hours behind schedule, due to
a cart wheel that had splintered while crossing a creek. The spokes had been repaired with
branches from a white oak growing alongside the route, but the delay had allowed night to press
in and their steps turned heavy and slow.

Tamru walked the point, followed by two Cicilian slaves guiding a dapple-colored ox that
pulled a wooden cart packed with narrow crates. Four soldiers marched behind, their bronze-
tipped spears as sharp as razors.

The small contingent would have drawn stares had they arrived in the town by daylight,

Tamru mused, so perhaps it was just as well night had fallen.



They reached the city’s outskirts and guided the rattling cart through the quiet streets to
the waterfront, where a more raucous scene awaited.

As in most port towns, the men who worked the docks or sailed the ships unwound at
night with drink or smoke or purchased women. The caravan marched past a seedy dockside
structure that offered all three for a price.

The rhythm from a lute and drum wafted over the laughs and murmurs of the occupants
inside, while well-sodden men loitered outside. A drunken youth eyed the ten slim crates packed
into the ox cart and staggered up for a closer look. When he swung a half-empty jug of wine in
the air and asked what the cart carried, Tamru was quick to unsheathe his sword, ending further
inquiry.

He led the caravan onto the wooden pier, where a half-dozen merchant vessels lay
moored in the shadows. At the very end of the dock, oil lamps burned at the bow and stern of a
lone vessel, which awaited their delivery.

The vessel was a typical Phoenician merchant ship, just under a hundred feet long and
constructed of sturdy cedar. A single square sail, furled on a center mast, provided the primary
propulsion, although oars were stowed on deck for supplemental maneuvering. The hull was
rounded, providing a large cargo capacity and stability in choppy seas. Fore and aft decks were
raised above the cargo area, but there were no cabins or shelter and all aboard were exposed at
sea to the sun and sky. Tamru confirmed its identity by noting the finely carved image of a
griffin on the bow post.

A bearded man with a voice like raw pumice shouted from the foredeck. “If you are
Tamru from the mines, bring your cargo aboard.”

“I am and I shall,” the commander replied.



Tamru halted the cart at a wooden gangway and ordered the slaves to unload the cargo.
Although slim, each crate measured four feet square and were heavy enough to require two men
to carry. Eventually, all ten crates were loaded into a closed hold on the merchant sailing ship
and secured with a chain and bronze lock.

Tamru tapped the front of his tunic, feeling the slim key that hung from a leather thong
around his neck. This ship would serve the purpose, he thought, breathing a sigh of relief at the
delivery.

He approached the bearded man watching from the afterdeck. “You are Artran, this
vessel’s captain?”’

“Indeed.” The grizzled seaman nodded toward the hold where the crates had been
secured. “What is it that requires a lock and key and an armed escort across the sea?”

“A delivery that neither you nor your men need concern yourself about.” Tamru scowled.
“We sail for Acre at dawn?”

“Yes, but I am not accustomed to carrying soldiers. Have your men stay clear of the
operations of our sail and my crew at the oars. Should the waves cause their stomachs to turn,
make sure they spill their innards over the side and not on the deck.”

Snickering at his own comment, Artran failed to notice the dark form of a small vessel
approaching from the sea. He turned when he heard the flap of a sail, followed by a bump against
the outboard hull.

“Who’s approaching my vessel?”” he shouted toward the ship, whose hull and sail were
painted raven black.

Tamru squinted at the intruder vessel, his senses alert. Though not a seaman, even he

knew that only fools and thieves sailed the coastal waters at night.



Artran tried to call for his crew, but his words turned to a gurgle when a spear, launched
unseen from the mystery vessel, struck him in the chest. The captain dropped to his knees, giving
Tamru a forlorn look before falling over dead.

More spears filled the air as a banshee cry erupted from the black ship and a dozen
warriors spilled over the side rail.

The pirates were a mix of Phrygians and Cilicians from the region of Anatolia. They had
roamed the Mediterranean in a stolen Phoenician sailing craft, plundering lone merchant ships
and other unfortunates they encountered at sea.

But this was no random attack. They had been tipped off by an official from the mine
works who had suffered the misfortune of crossing paths with the pirates while aboard another
merchant ship. His body now hung by the heels from the black vessel’s mast.

“Guards!” Tamru shouted. His men quickly took defensive positions on the lower deck.

Tamru unsheathed his short bronze sword as two attackers rushed him. He backpedaled
over the body of the captain in a feint, then lunged forward with his arm extended, driving his
sword through the first pirate’s belly. Tamru barely extracted his weapon in time to ward off a
strike from the second pirate, a burly man in ragged clothes whose stench preceded him.

The attacker’s long dagger clanged against Tamru’s short sword. They locked their
weapons against each other in a battle of one-armed strength, neither getting the better of the
other. The pirate threw a stinging punch to Tamru’s ribs with his free hand, while the
commander struck back with similar effect.

In time Tamru felt his strength wane, weakened by the long march from the mine. As the
long dagger’s pointed tip reached dangerously near his throat, he summoned a last burst of

energy and shoved with both hands, pushing the pirate to the right while he leaped to the left.



The two fell away from each other, but the pirate made the mistake of grabbing Tamru’s
tunic with his free hand as he lurched to the side. That act reversed Tamru’s momentum, pulling
him back toward the assailant. But now he led with his outstretched sword. The blade drove into
the pirate’s throat, ending his life as he sank to the deck.

Tamru withdrew the sword and glanced across the foredeck. His guards had joined
several of the ship’s crewmen in trying to fend off the attack, even as more marauders swarmed
over the rail. One of his men lay sprawled, bleeding to death, while the others had consolidated
their position near the mast.

With chagrin, Tamru noted that his two Cicilian slaves had slinked back to the dock and
were cowering behind a crate, waiting to see which side would prevail.

Tamru had no such option. The ship’s cargo was too valuable, his transit orders issued
from the top command. He would fight to the death to defend it.

He retrieved the spear from the captain’s body and dropped to the main deck, intent on
making a flanking attack. His approach went unseen, and he thrust the spear into the torso of an
unsuspecting pirate wielding an ax.

He pressed his assault and dispatched another invader with his sword. The battling guards
saw him enter the fray and let out a cheer. Energized by their leader’s appearance, they
counterattacked, driving the pirates back to their ship.

But their success was short lived, as the pirates regrouped and charged again,
supplemented by a reserve force that had held a defensive posture on the black ship.

Tamru took a grazing spear cut to the thigh as he swung his sword like a windmill,
countering three pirates at once. He was nearly overwhelmed, but two of the attackers slipped on

the blood-soaked deck. He made sure they did not rise again.



Beside him, two of the guards fell, the defending forces whittled to a handful. The pirates
smelled victory, shouting for a final assault as they reorganized their surviving warriors.

Though weakened, Tamru rallied his men, taking up position behind a thick coil of rope.
It would be their last defense, but at least he and his men had made the pirates pay for their
victory in blood.

The pirates surged forward, then hesitated as the ship suddenly careened beneath their
feet. The vessel, the dock, and the pirate ship all crashed into each other, knocking men to the
deck. A shrill cacophony erupted from the streets of the town, an odd mix of barking dogs,
squawking birds, and shrieking voices.

On the ship the bloodied fighters paused at the unseen incursion.

Then a new sound overtook their senses, a deep but distant rumble that grew
progressively louder. The ships strained against their moorings as the surging waters pulled them
toward the sea.

To Tamru, the dock seemed to rise. But then he realized it was very water beneath them
that was dissipating, lowering the ship.

One of the pirates yelled a warning and they all dropped their weapons and began to flee.
The marauders scrambled madly to escape the ship, leaping for the elevated dock.

Tamru turned toward the growing rumble at sea to ascertain why the pirates had fled.

Against the night sky, a long ribbon of white moved high above. Tamru swallowed hard.
It was a foamy surf line atop a massive wall of water bearing down on them. Its scale defied
belief, towering at the height of the clouds like a rolling mountain sent by the gods to destroy

them all.



Tamru dropped to the deck like many of the other fighters, falling into a footwell beside
the coil of rope in hopes of avoiding the worst of the onslaught. Ahead of the wave came a
deafening thunder, like the roar of a thousand lions. The noise struck fear in Tamru’s heart as no
opposing army had ever done. It was, he knew, the sound of death.

The black wave arrived with a sudden uplift, raising the ship’s bow with such speed that
Tamru felt his stomach tumble. For an instant the ship stood on end. He heard deathly bellows as
the men around him were flung off the ship like ants, falling amid a jumble of loose equipment.
A few feet away, the ship’s mast snapped off, banging across the afterdeck and disappearing
over the transom.

Tamru avoided the same fate by sliding a leg and arm through the coil of rope, which
remained secured to a deck post. He fluttered in the air a moment before gravity reconvened with
the full force of the tidal wave. A mountain of water engulfed the ship, sending it tumbling
through an angry boil. Tamru clung to the rope and held his breath.

The tumult seemed to last forever, the ship churning beneath him as the sea swallowed
them whole. The air was knocked from his lungs, and he could only focus on maintaining his
grip on the rope as he prayed for the violent ride to end. But the ship continued its hellish
submarine voyage.

Tamru’s head felt like it would explode as he fought the urge to breathe underwater. He
felt the strength ebb from his grip on the rope, and knew his time had come. The rope began to
slip from his fingers when the ship suddenly burst through the surface. The hull slapped back

against the water and wallowed until it finally settled in an upright position.



As the water drained off the deck, Tamru could see by starlight that somehow, though
battered and bruised, the ship had survived largely intact. As did Tamru. But he was the only
one.

He called for his guards, but all aboard — along with the enemy and their ship — had
been washed away. Tamru rose still clutching the rope and gazed toward land. But there was
nothing to see. The lights of the city had also vanished, as if the seaport had never existed. Then
he saw a faint white line in the distance, drawing closer with a low rumble.

It was the backwash from the giant wave, returning to the sea with an assortment of
debris ... and bodies. Tamru felt the force of the water strike the ship like a hammer, the morbid
surf line giving a powerful shove. The damaged vessel rocked with the swell as it rapidly carried
Tamru far from shore.

He was a soldier of the land who knew nothing of the sea. Now he found himself alone
on a waterlogged ship drifting in the night. Possessing no knowledge of ships or sailing, he did
the only thing he could think to do.

The battle-hardened warrior dropped to his knees and prayed to the heavens for salvation.



PART I

The Mediterranean Sea
September 14, 2028

It was a calm night for a killing.

A warm North African breeze blew softly across the dark sea, nudging only a few
sporadic whitecaps. High clouds draped the sky in a charcoal glaze, hiding the cobalt stars
beyond. Only a single white light intruded on the night, glowing like a beacon on the horizon.

Under the ten-power magnification of a pair of Steiner binoculars, the light gradually
split into multiple orbs. Deck lights, mast lights, bridge lights, and faintly colored red and green
running lights crystallized into view.

A self-assured woman with short copper-colored hair lowered the binoculars. She had
affirmed the vessel was on a direct approach to her own position aboard a black ship with its
lights extinguished.

“Distance?” she asked, holding her gaze on the horizon.

Three paces to her right, the ship’s captain examined a radar feed overlaid on a digital
map. The interior bridge lights were also turned off, the space illuminated in an eerie glow by the
various radar and navigation monitors. “Three point eight miles,” he said. “She’s running a true
heading of one-five-zero at a speed of thirteen knots. That will put her alongside us in about
fifteen minutes.”

“We will engage,” she replied. “Is the equipment in the proper position?”



The captain deferred to a younger, bespectacled man seated at an open laptop computer
nearby. “Rodrigo?”

“Yes,” the man said. “The device is configured off the port beam. It is ready to activate
upon command.”

“Engage the instant we are in range,” the woman ordered. She turned and faced the
captain.

“Once the ship is disabled, position us alongside. I’1l lead the team across. Just make

sure,” she added, a heavy cruelness in her voice, “that not a single person escapes.”

First Officer Ernst Brugel took a swallow of lukewarm coffee then stared out the bridge
window with the watchful gaze of a Las Vegas blackjack dealer guarding the casino chips. De-
spite the calm seas and light marine traffic, he was ever vigil on the night watch, particularly in
this region of the Mediterranean. Migrants from North Africa were still attempting the perilous
journey north to Italy or Greece in small overcrowded boats and rafts. Brugel didn’t want a
nighttime collision with an unseen craft on his conscience, particularly with so many women and
children refugees at risk. He scanned the dark seas ahead every few seconds like clockwork.

The ship beneath the Belgian officer’s polished shoes was about as non-descript as they
came on the high seas. The Arabell was classified as a break-bulk carrier, otherwise known as a
general cargo vessel. Just under 500-feet long with a hull painted midnight blue, she was the type
of ubiquitous freighter that was once the workhorse of the seas, until displaced by the massive

container ships that could carry ten-times as much cargo.



Hundreds like her still plied the seas, carrying large or unwieldy cargo that was unsuit-
able for containers. In the case of the Arabell, it was a mix of farm equipment and technical com-
ponents shipped from the German port of Hamburg en route to Athens. The trip was something
of a milk run, Brugel thought. The weather had been fair throughout and a lengthy anticipated
turnaround in Athens meant he would have time to visit the Acropolis after the ship’s arrival in
the ancient capital port.

Brugal looked from the window to a large X-band radar monitor, which painted a digital
picture of the open sea ahead. The executive officer cautiously regarded the triangular notation of
another vessel approaching the Arabell a few kilometers ahead.

The helmsman, a squat Croatian with a blond buzz cut, studied the monitor as diligently
as Brugel from his station at the center of the bridge. “She was stopped for several minutes on
our path, but is now moving ahead at slow speed.”

“Looks sizable on radar,” Brugel said. “Odd that she is not transmitting on AIS.”

Automatic Identification System transponders were required on all commercial ships over
300 gross tons, publicly transmitting vessel course and identification data via satellite.

“I’ll keep an eye on her, sir,” the helmsman said.

The Arabell was sailing on autopilot, which could easily be overridden at the ship’s helm.
Brugel paced the bridge as his ship plodded ahead, wary of the other vessel’s position. He kept a
close watch as the two ships closed on each other, mentally plotting their paths. The unknown
vessel remained uncomfortably close, but on a heading where they would properly pass along
each other’s port side. As the ship drew near, he realized a course correction would be unneces-

sary.



He stepped onto the outside bridge wing and raised a pair of binoculars to study the mys-
tery ship as it neared. There was little to observe, as all of its running lights and deck lights were
extinguished. Only a faint glow was visible from the elevated bridge. From its outline, Brugel
could tell the vessel appeared a near match to the Arabell, with a similar dark hull and a tall
white superstructure amidships. He focused on the dimly lit bridge where he spotted a woman
looking back at him through a like pair of field glasses.

“Sir, they’ve turned toward us,” the helmsman suddenly shouted.

Brugel rushed onto the bridge and gazed at the radar screen, confirming the helmsman’s
warning. The other vessel was angling toward the Arabell just a few hundred yards away.

“Helm, come right to one-seven-five degrees,” he barked, reaching for the VHS radio
transmitter.

He quickly hailed the oncoming ship, but received no reply. Slamming down the trans-
mitter, Brugel reached for a button on the helm that activated the ship’s air horn. He sent five
thundering bursts from the device, the maritime warning signaling an imminent collision.

“She’s...she’s turning away,” the helmsman said, a trickle of sweat running down his
brow.

The approaching ship was just off the Arabell’s port bow now. With agonizing languor, its
prow eased away, barely avoiding the freighter. As the two ships began to pass one another,
Brugel detected a high-pitched whine from the deck of the opposing vessel. The Arabell’s bow
lights instantly turned black followed by the rest of the exterior deck lights. A few seconds later,
the bridge lights and electronic monitors all flickered out.

“Where’s the emergency power?” Brugel said, stumbling to check an electrical panel at

the rear of the bridge.



A backup generator momentarily sounded in the bowels of the ship. The lights flickered
again but then the generator fell silent and with it all auxiliary power to the ship.

“We’ve got nothing,” the helmsman cried in the darkness. An instant later, he let out a
bloodcurdling scream and began thrashing about the bridge like he was on fire. Brugel felt it a
second later, a sudden wave of excruciating heat as if his blood was boiling. He instinctively
hurled himself out the open starboard bridge wing door, crashing onto the landing and rolling be-
hind the weathertight door. As he fell, he glanced across the bridge to the other ship gliding by.
An odd apparatus with a multi-tube configuration, resembling a giant gatling gun, was extended
over the side rail and pointed at the Arabell. Brugal saw no light or flames emitting from the de-
vice, but he knew it was somehow responsible for the pain he felt.

He writhed across the deck a moment, the burning sensation disappearing as quickly as it
had originated. Aft of him, he heard the brief cries of other crewmen on the vessel and then all
fell quiet.

The Arabell’s propulsion had failed with the electronics and the dead ship slowly drifted
to a halt as Brugel crawled back onto the bridge. The silent wheelhouse gave him an uneasy sen-
sation. He had never before seen the command deck devoid of sound, light, or human life. In the
darkness, he made out the still body of the helmsman lying face down near his station. The unset-
tling silence was finally broken by the sound of an outboard motor in the distance.

He rose and staggered to the port wing and cautiously peered around the door frame. He
couldn’t see the small boat, but the passing freighter was readily apparent. Its decks were now
ablaze with lights and working crewmen on its decks as it made a sharp U-turn and approached

the Arabell’s port beam once more.



Brugel shook off a lingering numbness in his body and stumbled to the back of the
bridge. Inside a cabinet, he found a VHF radio in a charging cradle. Grabbing the radio, he hit
the power button and a green light blinked on.

“Mayday, mayday, this is the MV Arabell. We are under attack by an unknown vessel.
Request immediate assistance.”

He waited for a response, but there was none. Adjusting the radio’s squelch control, he re-
alized there was no static. The radio was inoperative, just like the rest of the ship’s electronics.

The radio’s silence was shattered by the sound of a gunshot somewhere on the main deck.
A faint cry for help sounded nearby, silenced by more gunfire. A light appeared on the bridge
wing and Brugel turned to see a woman enter holding a pistol in front of her. She wore a head-
lamp, which cast her body in a faint glow. She had a slender body and moved in the calm delib-
erate manner of a stalking panther as she entered the bridge. Brugel saw she was wearing torn
jeans and an embroidered vest, dressed more for a rock concert than a sea voyage.

She moved to the center of the helm, where she stood perfectly still with her gun aimed at
Brugel. She remained frozen as the drumbeat of advancing footsteps echoed from below. A door
at the rear of the bridge sprang open and a grizzled man burst up from a companionway.

It was the white-haired captain of the Arabell, who had been asleep in his bunk until
awakened by the ship’s air horn. He was clad in a worn bathrobe and his disheveled hair sprouted
like a lion’s mane.

“What the Sam Hill is going on here?” he blurted.

The woman fired twice, striking the ship’s commander cleanly in the chest. The captain
staggered back and fell down the companionway, his body landing with a thud at the bottom of

the stairs.



The woman turned to Brugel, who remained frozen at the bulkhead. He stared back at her
cold impassive eyes.

“Why?” he asked simply.

The woman replied in a crisp calm voice.

“To cool the fevered tides.”

And then she squeezed the trigger again.
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