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Аннотация
Jake Adams finds himself in a Tunisian prison, being held for murdering an international terrorist who happens to be well connected in that country. When a mysterious man suddenly shows up to offer him a get out of jail free card, Jake is a bit suspicious. But what choice does he have? To secure his release all he has to do is one favor for a wealthy Texas senator — find his sister who is missing somewhere in Europe. No problem. When Jake picks up a tail almost immediately after leaving Tunisia, he quickly discovers that this case might not be as easy as it seems. The case takes Jake across Italy, from Rome to the catacombs of Sicily, and finally to a harrowing rescue that could get him killed.
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Tunis, Tunisia
Jake Adams ran through the dark, narrow alleys of The Medina, the old town section of the Tunisian capital, his tired legs propelling him toward his target less than a block ahead. Just minutes ago, at one in the morning, Jake had encountered the man coming out of an apartment two blocks from Rue Sidi Mahrez, where one white-washed structure with their flat tops looked like the next. He had observed the man day and night for two days, making damn sure it was the man he had been seeking for the past six months. Now he was sure.
The man running from him looked back for a second and then scooted down an even narrower alley. Nearly out of breath now, Jake slowed a bit and retrieved his .40 caliber Sig semi-auto pistol from the holster at the small of his back. Before turning down the alley, where he could touch both sides with his outstretched arms, he hesitated and listened for the man’s footfalls in the night air.
Nothing.
Catching his breath, his heart nearly bursting from his chest, Jake quickly peered around the corner and pulled his head back in time for three bullets to strike the stone wall next to his face.
Raising his gun, he shoved his body from one side to the next, firing twice before finding safety on the other side.
Both of them were using suppressors, so the only sound was a slight cough. Based on the level of sound, Jake could tell that his opponent was shooting a 9mm auto.
He pulled the magazine from the grip of his pistol and counted four more rounds, plus the one in the chamber. Crap. He had used one magazine early in the chase, dropping it on the ground a few blocks back. Now he wished he had brought his full-sized handgun and not the more easy to conceal sub-compact. But what he gave up in extra rounds he made up in his ability to hide the gun under his T-shirt in the oppressive heat of a Tunisian summer. How many more rounds did his target have?
Running the streets through his mind, Jake knew that this little alley, which he had studied the last couple of days, went nowhere. Well, there were a few doors that led to less than modest apartments. Nothing more. The man was trapped.
Jake flung himself across the opening again, and the man shot at him as expected. He couldn’t do this much longer. The man might actually get lucky and hit him. He thought back over the past six months as he recuperated from the bullet that had gone through his left knee, forcing the Austrian surgeons to implant a synthetic knee. The recovery had been painful, but had been made more so as he contemplated the loss of his girlfriend Anna — his future, his savior from himself. After his long stay in the Innsbruck hospital and that whole Berlin affair, he had tried to soak away the pain with beer and schnapps in his lonely Innsbruck apartment. Then he had gotten serious about finding those responsible for her death. Jake had killed two men that night in Austria at the mountain retreat. A month ago he had tracked down a third man in Italy who had been the driver that night, and after a relatively short session of coercive questioning, the man had gladly given up the fourth man — the man at the other end of the Tunis alley trying to kill him. This would end the who. But he still needed to know the why.
His teeth clenched tightly, Jake took in a deep breath and rushed around the corner, his gun firing twice from instinct. He could see the flashes of the gun ahead but he didn’t stop running. He continued running at top speed, his gun firing and the man ahead returning fire and hitting nothing but air and stone walls.
As he got closer Jake noticed the flashes had stopped and his own gun had slid back empty. He dropped the gun and dove through the air like he had done so many times playing football in high school, striking the man’s chest with his shoulder and plunging them both backwards and onto the hard stone surface.
The man’s gun slid across the ground away from them. Jake recovered and shoved his right elbow into the man’s jaw. He heard a crack and hoped it was the scumbag’s jaw and not his own elbow breaking.
The two of them struggled on the ground until Jake finally put the man into a sleeper hold, with his legs wrapped around the man’s lower body like a boa constrictor squeezing the life out of its prey.
All Jake could smell was sweat, musky body oil, and some kind of greasy hair product to slick back the guy’s long black hair.
Jake needed answers. Needed to know the why behind his girlfriend’s murder. “You remember me, asshole?” Jake whispered into the man’s left ear.
He said something in Arabic, which Jake didn’t understand. It wasn’t slang or cursing, since Jake knew most of those and had been called nearly every possible bad thing in that language. And that was about all he knew in Arabic.
“Speak English,” Jake said to the man as he tightened his grip across the dirtbag’s throat.
“Scopilo,” the man forced out through clenched teeth.
Jake laughed under his breath, knowing this Italian word. “I don’t do that with men. But I’m guessing you do.”
What little Jake knew about this man was the fact that he spoke Arabic, Italian, French and English. The Arabic and French from his home country of Tunisia, the Italian from his ancestors, and the English from going to college in England.
“Who hired you for the hit in Austria?” Jake asked.
“You’re dead,” the man finally said, a hint of London in his words.
“Bold words for a man in my grasp.”
“No, we killed you.”
Jake shook his head. “Not quite, asshole. You tried to kill me. But you screwed up.”
“You are Jake Adams?” It was clearly a question, with his British accent coming out more this time. “You were not the target.”
Jake knew that much from the last man he had caught up with a month ago. “Who hired you to kill Anna Schult?”
The Tunisian let out a puff of air from his nostrils.
“Answer me,” Jake said, his grip tighter.
“You mean that Interpol whore?”
With a quick jab of his left hand, Jake’s knuckles smacked into the man’s kidney, taking his breath away. This gave Jake a chance to clear his mind and survey his surroundings. He couldn’t stay here forever. Eventually someone would notice them in the alley. It wasn’t like they had been entirely quiet. His gaze rose to the sky above and he was struck by how many stars were visible, and even more at how he couldn’t be certain of the constellations in this part of the world at this time of year.
“A little more respect now,” Jake said to the man, “and I might decide to let you live.”
“You mean like the driver last month in Napoli?”
So, he knew Jake had found that man. Either that or he was simply fishing. Use it to your advantage Jake. “Then you know I’m serious. Who hired you?”
“I tell you and I’m dead.”
“Well, then you have a conundrum. Because if you don’t tell me you’re dead.”
“That’s a dilemma,” the man said smugly. “A choice between two equally unpleasant choices.”
Great, English lessons from a terrorist and hitman. “That’s right. You went to Cambridge. So, how does one go from one of the best colleges in the world to become a known terrorist?”
“Not so well known. It took you six months to find me.”
Right, but at least four months of that was spent at the bottom of a bottle dealing with self pity, something entirely unfamiliar to Jake.
“Who hired you to kill my girlfriend?” Jake repeated.
“The Pope.” The Tunisian laughed.
This wasn’t going to work, Jake knew. He needed to get the man somewhere to be properly persuaded.
But the Tunisian had his own agenda. When he began calling Anna every derogatory name in more than one language, Jake found himself tightening his sleeper hold and twisting his body as the guy struggled beneath him. The snap surprised Jake. He had broken a man’s neck a few times in the past and it was always a disgusting sound as life left the enemy’s body. But this time was worse, since it wasn’t Jake’s intention. At least not at this time. Not without first finding out who had hired the four men to kill Anna.
As Jake shoved the dead man away from his own body, he was disoriented and distracted enough to not notice his surroundings.
First came the familiar sound of rifles cycling rounds into chambers, and then the frenetic Arabic of both men telling him something. He could guess they wanted him to not move or to put his hands behind his head or some such order that all law enforcement learned in their training. But it wasn’t until one man switched to French that Jake knew he needed to sit still on the stone pavement and place his hands above his head. Crap. He had no way out of this. He had just killed a citizen of Tunisia in The Medina, and he had no diplomatic status. He would surely end up in some squalid prison. On the bright side, he probably wouldn’t be there long, since life in prison there was never a very long sentence, with most dying by the hands of other prisoners or from dysentery.
As Jake sat expecting to be cuffed, one of the policemen approached and shoved the butt of his gun into Jake’s forehead sending him sprawling onto his back, where his eyes again glanced at the stars above briefly until his world went to darkness.
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A week had passed since Jake killed the man in the narrow alley in The Medina of Tunis. The daily beatings consisted mostly of thrusts to his stomach and ribs, where he was sure a couple had been broken early on and he now tried to protect with his arm each time they hit him. The food, what little there was, consisted mostly of molded semolina bread and meat that had turned sweet beyond expiration. He would have done better hanging out in an alley feeding from a restaurant dumpster. He had supplemented this food with bugs and scorpions that got close enough to him in his solitary, dark cell. The heat was unbearable, and he knew he was in trouble when he could no longer sweat. It meant he was dehydrated. The water they gave him infrequently looked like it had come from the toilet in a Mexican restaurant. But he drank it anyway. He had no choice.
Jake drew strength from the knowledge that he had killed the last man responsible for the death of his future wife, even though he had not found those who had hired them. Maybe it wasn’t that important to know. He had found retribution and now he would die here in Tunisia. Perhaps he deserved to die. He had done things in his life that he wasn’t particularly proud of, so maybe his past was finally catching up with him.
When he heard the outer doors being unlocked and the footfall of men heading toward his cell, he mentally prepared himself for today’s beating. They were early, he thought. Usually didn’t show up until after they fed him. That way they could force him to puke up his meal and let the taste linger in his mouth for hours.
He heard French outside his door. Someone different, he guessed, since they normally spoke Arabic to each other.
His cell door opened and a man in a frumpy linen suit stood before him, his eyes surveying Jake from top to bottom. The man turned to the two guards and now spoke Arabic harshly to them, as if a father addressing two troubled children. The guards simply shook their heads and backed away from the door. The man stood at least six-two, his longer grey hair combed back over the top of his skull to try to cover his baldness. If he had been dressed nicer Jake would have mistaken him for a funeral director.
“Mister Adams,” the man said formally.
“I’m guessing you’re not from Publisher’s Clearing House, since you don’t have that big check with you,” Jake said, trying his best at levity.
The man laughed. “Afraid not.” He stepped closer to Jake, who was sitting on a straw mattress on the floor, and put his hand out to shake. “I’m Robert Pierce. Rob to those who know me. I’m the cultural affairs officer from the U.S. Embassy.”
Jake took the man’s hand and stood up onto his bare feet. They had taken his shoes, his belt, leaving him only with his T-shirt and khaki pants, which were now falling off his hips from his loss of weight.
“Splendid,” Jake said. “Are you here to show me the ruins of Carthage?”
The embassy man laughed. “I heard you were funny.”
“Yeah, well this place has let me hone my stand-up routine. What can I do for you? I have a tennis match in a half hour.”
The man glanced outside the door and turned back to Jake. “You’ve gotten yourself into quite the mess here, Mister Adams.”
“Listen, Rob. Can you just call me Jake?”
“Of course. Anyway, the authorities are not quite sure whether to hang you in the public square or give you a medal for killing that man last week. He was a nasty terrorist. They know that.” He hesitated.
“There’s always a but involved,” Jake said.
“Right. The problem is, this man is a second cousin with someone high up in the government.”
“Wonderful.”
“All is not lost, though. There has been no mention in the local news about the death.”
Jake was confused. “Why not?”
“Probably a couple of reasons. First, then they’d have to admit that a relative of a high-ranking official was a terrorist. Secondly, they’re trying to clean up their image here after all the protests and the change in government. We’re working with them to get all the American cruise lines to come to port here. Murder in the souq does not bode well for that effort. Nor does the trial of an American. You’re lucky nobody has discovered your background with the Agency.”
Jake smiled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
The embassy man looked out into the corridor again and turned to Jake a bit more serious. “Listen, you have to be frank with me. Why did you kill this man?”
Shaking his head, Jake said, “I didn’t mean to. We were wrestling and his neck suddenly broke.”
Rob lowered his head to his chest and let out a breath of air. “Come on. You expended all the ammunition on a silenced handgun with its serial number removed with acid. The spent casings had no finger prints, nor did the magazines.”
Jake shrugged his shoulders. “It’s hard to break with training. But did you notice how many shots the man took at me?”
“Thirty-two.”
“I told you I wasn’t trying to kill the man. I just wanted some information. Wanted to know who hired him to kill my ex-girlfriend.”
“I believe you, Jake, but how can I sell that to the Tunisians? Let’s see…I know Mister Adams was not trying to kill the man, since he was a highly trained Air Force Intelligence Officer and then an experienced CIA officer. A man with Jake’s considerable shooting ability would not have missed the man with all those shots unless he was trying to miss. Splendid. Let’s all go home.”
It was the truth to a certain extent. Although Jake would have killed the man anyway once he had given up his employer. “What do you want from me?”
Rob took one more look outside at the guards. Satisfied, he said, “A favor.”
Jake laughed out loud. “Seriously? I’m gonna die in this country and you think I can help you?”
“Exactly. It will cost us, but we have a way to get you out of here.” Rob stopped short as if searching for the right words, his gaze everywhere but on Jake.
“Who do I have to kill?”
“It’s nothing like that,” Rob said, his hands out in protest. “It’s just a job. Nothing more.”
“I’m listening.”
“A missing person. Someone in our government needs you to find her.”
“Who is it?”
“An important constituent.”
“Who is it?” Jake repeated.
“Sara Jones.”
“Just some random American?”
“Not exactly. She’s the younger sister of United States Senator, from the great state of Texas, James Halsey.” He said the man’s last name as if it should mean something to Jake.
“So, this senator can’t hire someone to bring back little sis? Aren’t all senators rich?”
“Most are,” Rob said. “But the Halsey family goes back a long way in Texas. Before it was a state. We’re talking super rich.”
“Still…”
“They’ve sent two of the best private detectives in the country to try to find Sara Halsey Jones. Neither has been heard from since.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want to be found. Perhaps she paid off the detectives.”
“That’s the problem, though. She has no money. She’s a thirty-five-year-old historian and mathematician on a leave of absence from Rice University, where she is a full professor. She was last seen studying the writings of the Greek historian Polybius in Athens.”
“Great,” Jake said. “I’m not well liked in Athens.”
“That’s all right. We don’t think she’s still there. Her last passage through any customs was into Rome a month ago.”
Jake considered this man’s proposition. After leaving the Agency years ago, Jake had started his own security consulting business, taking on jobs mostly in Europe. He rarely took on missing persons cases. His jobs were usually much more complicated than that. But what choice did he really have? He could stay in a Tunisian jail and hang or get shot for having killing a useless pile of human DNA, or take off to Italy to find some poor rich girl. He also knew that jobs rarely turned out as easy as they first seemed. After all, the U.S. state department was not accustomed to calling in favors like this with marginally friendly countries without having to give up something in return. He imagined money had probably changed hands from Texas to Tunis, and Jake would never know the truth of that play.
“What kind of choice do I have?” Jake asked the cultural affairs officer. “But maybe I don’t need a break like this.”
“Your friends in high places would disagree.” The tall, gaunt man left it like that, saying without really saying anything. But Jake knew that the Agency director and perhaps his old friend Toni Contardo had something to do with this deal.
“Fine. When can you get me out of here?”
“They’re willing to pay you quite a bit to find Ms. Jones.”
“That’s not my hesitation,” Jake said. Although he could use some walking around cash, he had plenty hiding around Europe in various bank accounts. “I’ll take what they want to give me, but I won’t drag some mid-30s tree hugger yelling and screaming all the way back to Texas. If she wants to go back that’s fine, but I won’t force her.”
The state department man raised his hands palm out. “I understand. So, let’s go.”
Jake looked at himself down to his bare feet. “Just like that?”
“Yep. I’ll do my best to get your personal belongings back, including your passport, credit cards and cash.”
Jake shook his head. “Don’t bother. I had about fifty Euros worth of Tunisian dinars, which have probably deflated to nothing in the past week.”
“But you’ll need your passport.”
That’s how Jake knew the Agency was somehow involved with this whole matter. Jake had used a fake passport from one of his old Agency personas, which had been flagged when the Tunisian authorities inquired about him. He hadn’t used his real civilian passport in at least five years.
“You’re right, of course,” Jake said, appeasing the man. “Please get that for me.”
Smiling, the man pulled Jake’s passport from inside his pocket and handed it to him, along with a Visa card that was insignificant. There was perhaps a thousand dollars of available credit and Jake only used it for rental cars and hotels. Totally untraceable to the real Jake Adams.
With no grace or pleasure, Jake strolled out of the cell and Draconian prison just a few miles from ancient Carthage, wondering if anything had really changed in this region since the last Punic War.
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Washington D.C.
A black Ford Expedition with tinted windows slowed along a quiet Georgetown street lined with tony restaurants peopled by the rich and powerful and influence peddlers of America. The SUV pulled up in front of a Greek café and stopped at the curb. The driver, wearing the requisite black suit and hat, looked into the rearview mirror at the man in the back seat — a man with a suit worth more than the driver made in a month.
Senator James Halsey was on his cell phone with an important campaign investor. Not that Halsey needed anyone’s money. He was an old money Texas billionaire, his family earning every penny in cotton, cattle, oil and shipping. No, Halsey let his donors think they had some influence with him. But he was beholden to no one. And that’s the way he liked it. Yet, there were times like this, with his sister going off the reservation, or something, where even money didn’t seem to be a great advantage.
Halsey clicked off his phone and started for the door handle.
“Sir,” the driver said. “Please wait for our men to check out the restaurant.”
Halsey always forgot the security protocols. In Texas on his sprawling fifty-thousand acre ranch, he could throw on a pair of jeans and a Stetson, strap his vintage 1847 .44 caliber Colt Walker to his right hip, and ride his favorite horse for hours until his backside was chafed. All with nobody to babysit him. He watched as two large men with visible bulges in their suits where they held their guns, came back out the front door of the Greek restaurant and nodded for the senator to come out.
“Thanks for the reminder, Steve,” the senator said to his driver. With some embarrassment for all the attention, Halsey hurried out of the car and into the restaurant.
Seeing the pretty woman with long dark curly hair in the far corner booth, far enough away from any other patrons to be heard by anyone, Halsey smiled and approached her. This would be their third meeting in the past three weeks — ever since Halsey discovered his sister missing somewhere in Europe. He only knew that her first name was Maria, and that she had great influence in the U.S. government. But he suspected she had worked at one time with the Agency or the FBI. She had that feel about her. As a member of the foreign relations committee, Halsey had been briefed enough times by people like Maria to know she could probably kill him before he even had a chance to retrieve his little concealed .380 auto from inside his jacket.
He took a seat across from this beautiful woman, noticing she was sipping a glass of white wine. She had to be at least in her mid-forties, Halsey guessed, but could easily pass for a decade younger. Very elegant. If he wasn’t more or less happily married, he might make a run for her.
“What’s the word?” Halsey asked her.
“First, you must try this wine,” Maria said. “Here, take a sip. It’s a Dafni from Crete. Very nice.” She held the glass for him.
Reluctantly he took the glass and sipped. It was good. He handed the glass back to her and motioned for the waiter to bring him a glass.
“Very good,” he said. “I’ve never been to Crete. Is it nice this time of year?”
“Crete is nice any time of year.”
That was their code phrase, meaning all was well and on schedule. Halsey glanced around the room and waited for his glass of wine to be set down in front of him. He sipped it and then told the waiter to bring the bottle.
“So you have someone who can help me find my sister,” Halsey said.
She smiled. “I like working with Texans. You get right to the point.” Maria hesitated long enough to take another drink, but her eyes surveyed the man across from her as well as the entire restaurant. “Yes. It took some influence, but we were able to get him out of prison in Tunisia. Thank you for your help with that.”
The waiter set a fresh bottle of the white wine from Crete between the two of them and swiftly walked away.
“Well, we’ve been dealing with the cotton trade in that country for decades,” Halsey said. Really, he had only made a single call to a man he knew in the new government. Money still meant something in that part of the world. “Have you heard anything about the two previous investigators sent to find my sister?”
Maria took a sip of wine, her eyes concentrating on the senator. “Nothing,” she said, setting her glass onto the table. “We had their passports flagged, so if they’re still alive they will show up eventually.”
Still alive? Could this situation be that grave? He had simply put the ball in motion hiring the first man from New York, a former detective there, a week after he had found out his sister had vanished in Athens. When that man made only one call to the lawyer brokering the search before also disappearing, Senator Halsey had taken a more active role. He had recommended the second man to go find his sister, a former Texas Ranger from Houston, but just a week ago the senator had found out this man had also gone missing. That was when Halsey took over completely, quietly enlisting the help of his government contacts.
“What can you tell me about this new man?” Senator Halsey asked her.
She smiled. “He’s highly capable.”
“I thought the last two were as well.”
“Not like this man. He’s not a man to be taken lightly.”
Halsey noticed something in her eyes when she talked about this mystery man. “You have a special relationship with him.”
Shaking her head, she said, “Not really. We were friends once.”
But there was more, he knew. “What makes you think he can find Sara?”
“If she’s alive he’ll find her. If she’s dead…you’ll know that as well. He’s never failed at anything in his life.”
Senator Halsey leaned across the table toward Maria. “The state department said he killed a man in Tunisia. The authorities there were holding him in some disgusting prison for the past week. What do you know about that?”
She finished her glass of wine and poured half a glass more for herself and topped off the senator’s glass. Throughout the action, her eyes kept watch around the room. “I’ve heard the same thing. But this man doesn’t kill someone unless they deserve it. The man he killed was a wanted international terrorist. A man who had killed the girlfriend of the man you just hired.”
“Shucks. Sounds like divine retribution to me. I’d like to meet this man.”
She laughed. “Only if he wants to meet you.”
“Where do we go from here?” the senator asked.
Maria sucked down the last of her wine and got up. “The trail went cold in Rome. Our guy will start there.” She started to leave and turned back. “Next time maybe you could buy dinner.”
With that she walked off and the senator watched every sway of her hips out the door, as did every other man in the restaurant. Halsey checked the wedding band on his left hand and considered taking it off the next time they met.
Santorini, Greece
High above the azure ocean in a stark white villa, Petros Caras sat on his balcony overlooking a 350-foot yacht, the blue and white colors matching the Greek flag that flowed in the soft breeze at the stern. It was his new expedition yacht, where he spent most of his time. He only came to his villa for meetings with those who did not deserve to step foot on his yacht, his real home. This villa, although ten thousand square feet of splendor and opulence, was a shell filled with expensive furniture and peopled, more than not, with the Euro-trash and nearly illiterate actors of Hollywood — all of whom seemed to want something from him, and mostly money and financing for their next project. But Petros Caras hated American movies. They meant nothing to him, other than pure investment. And they better deliver or they would never get another Euro from him.
Caras shifted his gaze from his yacht to the naked woman laying on the lounge chair a few feet from him. What was her name? No idea. She was Czech and that’s all he needed to know. He only had sex with Slavic women, and only those who were real. So those American women with their fake boobs and even more fake disposition, would never find a way to his bed.
The Czech woman stood up and slipped on her high heels, bringing her lithe body to nearly six feet. She had been a super model in her youth, but was now in her mid-thirties, he couldn’t remember exactly how old. Yet, she was still a striking figure. Gorgeous. She had seen the inside of his yacht on the trip from Italy last week.
“Petros,” she said, her lips in the perfect pout that all models could emulate, “you said you would take me to bed this afternoon. I’m horny.”
God he loved her accent. She spoke not a word of Greek, only her native Czech, Italian and some English. So to understand each other, they only spoke English.
“I have a meeting in five minutes,” Caras said, shrugging his shoulders.
“I need more than five minutes,” she whined.
“So do I. Go to the bedroom and wait for me. My meeting will take ten minutes, maybe less.”
She smiled and started for the double French doors, but then stopped, lowered her sun glasses, and said over her shoulder, “I could be finished by then.”
“We all have to make choices,” Caras said. “You can wait.”
She huffed and walked away as if still making her way down a runway in Milan.
Moments after the woman left, one of the villa staff members escorted in a man wearing a white linen suit, dark hair to his shoulders, and a tan behind three days growth of beard. Normally the man had his hair pulled back in a ponytail.
Zendo was the fixer for Petros Caras. At one time he had studied at the Greek Orthodox seminary in Athens, a profession that would have never suited the man. He was far too independent and lacked the discipline to follow any higher authority — with the exception of Petros Caras, who paid him quite nicely for his expertise. Zendo turned his military intelligence experience into a long career with the Hellenic Intelligence Service. He would have still been with that organization, but Petros Caras paid better.
“Have a seat, Zendo,” Caras said. Then he waived for his butler to close the door behind him and leave them alone.
Zendo sat on a chair near the stone wall, over which was a sheer drop of some one hundred feet to sharp rocks. Without thinking, he pulled his hair back and attached a rubber band at the base of his skull, making a perfect ponytail that most women would kill to have.
“How was Rome?” Caras asked.
Adjusting his sun glasses and trying not to make direct eye contact with this powerful man, Zendo said, “We lost the woman.”
“I guessed that much,” Caras surmised. “Otherwise you would have simply called for further instructions.” He gazed back to the ocean at his yacht, thinking he could just forget this whole affair. But that was the problem. He had all the money any one man could spend in dozens of lifetimes, but that which could not be reasonably purchased, those things that had value beyond what could be appraised, were even more cherished by Petros Caras. Which is why he began collecting items that no others would have, or could obtain. “What about those who came looking for her?”
Zendo smiled now. These were things he could control. “Athens and Rome can both be dangerous places.”
“Perhaps not as bad as New York or Houston,” Caras reasoned. He noticed a shift in disposition on Zendo’s face, from his normal incertitude to something bordering on concern — a characteristic Caras had never seen on the man. “What’s the matter?”
Clearing his throat, Zendo said, “I’ve heard they have hired a new man to find the American woman.”
“So.”
“So, this is not a simple cop like the others,” Zendo explained. “He’s a dangerous man.”
Caras smiled. “Like you and your men?”
“I wish I had a dozen men like Jake Adams.”
“I’ve never heard of him.”
“You probably wouldn’t have. He’s former Air Force Intelligence, and then he worked for the CIA for years before opening his own security consulting firm in Austria.”
“And he’s that good?”
Zendo nodded his head. “He once took down an entire Kurdish terrorist group single-handedly.”
Caras was impressed, which didn’t happen often. He wondered if the American would consider finding his way into his bed. He might make this one exception to his anti-American aversion. “What do you suggest?”
Smiling, Zendo said, “I’ve already taken steps to see if my intel is correct. I sent two men to simply follow him.”
“Good plan. If he’s as good as you say he is, you should be able to follow this Adams to the American woman.”
“That’s the plan.”
“Good. Why don’t you head back out and coordinate the effort personally.”
“Yes, sir.” Zendo took that as his sign to leave. He got up and smoothly strut away, his ponytail swishing side to side across his back like a metronome.
Sitting by himself now, Caras thought about this crazy American who could take down a terrorist group by himself. Now he would have to go upstairs and take that Czech woman, whatever her name was, from behind and consider the American spy as he did so.
* * *
Still naked, high heels kicked to the side of the bed through the balcony doors, Svetla Kalina had listened carefully to Petros Caras and his fixer discuss some woman who they sought. Her Greek was nearly native, since her maternal grandparents had spoken almost nothing else to her while she grew up in Prague. They even sent her off to spend her summers with her cousins on the island of Crete. This language knowledge was one of the reasons she had been chosen for this assignment. The other, of course, was the well-known fact that the billionaire Petros Caras had a special place in his heart for Slavic women. But she also got the feeling that he would prefer a man instead. And this was her first assignment that involved her actually sleeping with someone. Sure she had used her body to seduce suspects for the Czech Security Information Service (BIS), but she had never had to go this far. The BIS had been asked by some other world organization, she wasn’t sure which one but she suspected the Americans, to get close to Petros Caras. She could get used to this life, the Santorini villa, the amazing yacht, the great food and drink, if it were not for her requirement to sleep with an old fat man. She had to put her mind in a special place when he entered her, trying her best to think of anyone but him as she faked multiple orgasms. Perhaps her only saving grace was the fact that he preferred to take her from behind, like he did with his male toys. Thank God he had a small penis, which she could barely feel inside her.
She heard movement from the chair scraping against the stone patio below, and she knew she needed to shift her mind to a dark place. Time to act, Svetla. She wasn’t sure how long she could play this part, that of a stupid former super model. Well the model part was not a stretch, since she had actually been one until age twenty-five. It had to be real, since the BIS was sure Petros Caras would have done a background check on her, which he had done.
With quiet grace, she made her way to the bed and lay down seductively waiting for the billionaire to enter. Despite his bluster, this would all be over in less than five minutes. It took the man longer to get up the stairs than to finish in her.
Remember, Svetla, enthusiasm and seduction, but don’t over-act.
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The sun was nearly to the horizon of the Mediterranean Sea off the stern of the Grimaldi ferry from the Tunisian capital to Trapani on the island of Sicily.
Jake Adams stood on the top deck watching the blue wake capped off with white as they skimmed along on the quiet sea. He glanced to the south and could see the rocky Sicilian coast as the waning sun shone off the white rocks, giving them a fire-like glow. He knew this serenity wouldn’t last. It never did.
After the state department man sprung him from the hellish Tunisian prison, he had quickly recovered a bag he had hidden at the Tunis Carthage International Airport, which contained some clothes, another passport, more fake credentials, and, most importantly, cash. He was old school, where cash was king.
Before Rob Pierce, the cultural affairs officer, would set him free to find the American woman, he had insisted Jake check his e-mail on his phone, which contained all the information he would need, in theory, to conduct his investigation, including photographs of Sara Halsey Jones, the two men who had first gone after her, along with a briefing on the woman that included everything anyone would want to know about anyone, from social security numbers and credit card numbers to her proclivity for various specialty foods and wines. Knowing she had been married, Jake had asked Pierce about the former husband. Perhaps he was involved with her disappearance. Not likely. The ex-husband had died of cancer at the young age of thirty, a rare blood cancer not unlike leukemia.
Christ, the woman could be anywhere. Rob Pierce had also decided that Jake couldn’t fly out of Tunisia, which was just fine with Jake. He preferred traveling by boat, train or car anyway — places he could still carry a gun without much difficulty. In fact, he felt naked now without his gun. Especially since he discovered a tail about an hour ago — a man in his early thirties with black hair and dressed with a too-big shirt hanging over his white Chinos. Based on the man’s black boots, his overall physique, and his demeanor, the man was either from law enforcement, the intelligence service, or former military. It usually took one to know one.
Which is why Jake came out onto the upper deck. Not many people were outside. But there was his shadow. Now he had to find the man’s friend. When there was one there was always two. The key was to not let the man know that Jake knew he was being watched.
Considering his options, Jake decided on the direct approach. He slowly strolled along the deck toward the man, who was trying his best not to get caught staring.
What language? Jake stopped a few respectable feet from the man and asked in Italian, “Do you happen to have a cigarette?” Jake didn’t smoke, but it would make the man reach for the pack of cigarettes he could see in his left front pocket.
The man smiled and reached with his right hand. As he did this, Jake grasped the man’s left wrist, twisted it back placing torque on the man’s shoulder and then shoved the man’s chest into the metal and wood railing. Then with a quick strike, Jake punched the man in his right kidney buckling his knees and taking his breath away. As the man slumped to his knees, Jake found the guy’s gun at the small of his back, pulling it holster and all from the man’s belt and clipping it to his own. While he was back there, Jake found the man’s wallet and he flipped it open to view the guy’s driver’s license. Interesting. Athens, Greece.
Jake glanced around and then saw something he had not noticed — a surveillance camera up high on a post. Two actually. One aimed to the bow and the other to the stern. He had been considering whether to throw the man overboard, but someone would see the body fall and call in a man overboard. And it wasn’t like he could interrogate the guy right here. No time and not likely to produce the desired results. He checked his watch. Nearly ten p.m. The ferry would soon be getting into Trapani. He could feel the engines starting to slow.
He had just one choice, since this guy’s friend had to be somewhere close. Still twisting the Greek’s arm, but the man on his knees and starting to recover, Jake shoved his knee swiftly into the man’s back, slamming his face into the rail and knocking him out. Jake let the man settle to the deck and he casually walked off toward the down ladder.
As he reached the bottom of the stairs, Jake nearly ran into another man. He could have been the brother of the man he just encounter on the deck, and his eyes widened with recognition when he saw Jake. Always more than one, Jake thought.
He looked over his shoulder as he worked his way forward and saw the second Greek man rush up the ladder to the upper deck. Jake had to hurry now. Looking out the side windows, he could see the lights of Trapani closing in, darkness soon upon them. Why in the hell were the Greeks after him this time? Damn it. Somehow those who might have had something to do with the disappearance of Sara Halsey Jones were now keeping track of him. But that made no sense. Not unless the Agency or State Department had a leak. Like that never happened.
Jake kept moving, blending in with the other passengers, who were now out of their seats and heading toward the exits.
Okay, he thought, his eyes open for the two tails he had picked up, Sara must have been safe still. Somehow the Greeks had found out he had been put on the case, and they were here to simply follow Jake to see if he would lead them to the American woman. All right Sara Halsey Jones. What have you gotten yourself mixed up in?
Shuffling with the crowd, Jake quickly made his way off the ferry. He’d never been to Trapani, but had spent a lot of time in Italy and Sicily. As he walked down the pier toward a row of taxis, his phone suddenly startled him. Not many people had his cell number. In fact, he could count the number of calls he’d gotten on this particular phone without the use of his toes. He considered letting the phone go to message, but then remembered that the Tunis cultural affairs officer had said he would get a call from his contact when he got to Trapani.
Retrieving the phone from his pocket, he looked over his shoulder to find the Greeks. They were just coming down the gangplank.
“Yeah,” Jake said into the phone.
“Is this Jake Adams?”
“Who the hell is this?”
“Sorry, did I wake you?”
“No. Who is this?” Jake repeated.
“This is Senator James Halsey.”
“Right. And I’m Santa Claus. Seriously, who is this, what do you want, and how did you get this number?”
“A woman named Maria,” the senator said and hesitated. “She said to ask you about some hotel balcony in San Remo.”
Crap. Maria was a persona used by an old more-than-friend from his Agency days and beyond. They had spent a number of vacations in San Remo, Italy. If she was using her Maria moniker, then this poor senator had no idea who she really was. Probably a good thing, since she had worked her way up fairly high in the Agency these days.
“The breeze flows through the sheers,” Jake finally said. It was one of their safe phrases.
“Maria is quite the looker,” the senator said. “If you spent any time with her at all on the Italian Riviera, you’re one lucky guy.”
“Long time ago,” Jake said, noticing the Greeks had caught onto him just as he found a taxi. “Just a minute.” He shoved the phone against his chest and said to the cab driver, “Aeroporto, per favore.” The cabbie nodded, Jake threw his small backpack onto the seat and he scooted down, feeling the gun he had taken from the Greek man for the first time. He shifted the gun so it wouldn’t blow a hole in his butt and then got back onto the cell phone with the senator. “Parlate inglese?”
The taxi driver shook his head emphatically no.
Jake smiled and said to the driver, “I’ll bet you have a small penis.”
The driver shrugged and drove off.
“Sorry about that,” Jake said to the senator on the phone. “Anyway, what can I do for you?”
“I take it you’re in Sicily,” the senator said, his Texas accent flowing freely now.
The taxi slowly worked its way through the pedestrians, the driver honking his horn indiscriminately.
“Yeah, I’m here. I have a flight to Rome in the early morning.”
“Good. I just wanted to thank you for doing this for me.”
“No problem. I take it you helped with my legal issues in Tunisia. Thank you.”
“I just made a phone call, but I will deny any knowledge of that affair.”
I’ll bet, Jake thought. He guessed the senator could get in some deep shit for helping free a murderer, regardless of who was killed.
Jake looked ahead and could see the two Greek men waiting at the curb. He pulled out the gun and placed it against the window, smiling at the men as they passed.
“I was told to expect a call from a contact,” Jake said, “but I had no idea you would be contacting me directly.”
The senator let out a deep breath of air on the other end. “Well, I don’t know if you know this, but we sent two other men to find my sister and they have both disappeared as well.”
“I heard,” Jake assured him. “I’m guessing I had just the one get out of jail free card from you.”
Hesitation. “I’m not expecting you to do anything against the laws of Italy,” Senator Halsey said.
“I understand. But I already have two men tailing me. Greeks.”
“Sara was in Athens doing her research.”
“Right. So this is probably good news.” Except that somehow there was a leak in the chain of contacts.
“How so?”
“The Greeks found out I’m on the case. If they had Sara they wouldn’t care about me. And if she was dead, they’d also have no reason to follow me.”
“Shucks, Mister Adams, you’re a blunt man.”
“I’ve got guys with guns following me around. I don’t suspect they’re from my fan club. I don’t have time to beat around the bush. And call me Jake.”
“It wasn’t a criticism, Jake. I like forthright folks. Now, do you have all the information you need to start in Rome?”
“I got everything but Sara’s bra size.”
The senator laughed. “Sorry, but I’m very thorough. And last I heard it was a thirty-four C.”
Jake looked outside and noticed they were already approaching the international airport. He checked over the gun he had taken from the Greek. It was a 9mm Glock 19, old and well used, but probably quite reliable. Looking at the driver, he slid the magazine from the handle and counter 15 rounds and then slid open the slide to see another in the chamber.
“Are you still there?” the senator asked.
“Yeah, just seeing I’m getting to the airport. Will I be able to contact you at this number?”
“Yes. It’s my personal cell number. Please keep it private.”
Christ, he wasn’t born yesterday. “Right. I’ll call you when I get to Rome.” Then Jake hung up.
The taxi pulled up to the curb and Jake paid the man, giving him a modest tip. Nothing to make him stand out. Then he got out and headed into the terminal. He verified that there were no more flights to Rome that evening. Then he wandered around, removed the sim card and the battery from his phone and placed pieces in various garbage cans around the terminal. He had memorized all the data given to him by the embassy man, Rob Pierce, and if he needed a refresher he could pull it up from his e-mail. He had also put the senator’s phone number to memory. Jake had a feeling he might need to call the senator at some point, but he also guessed that someone could be tracking him through his phone. Caution more than paranoia.
Next he went outside and found an airport shuttle to an old town hotel. He would need his strength and only a good night’s sleep could provide that.
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Washington D.C.
Senator James Halsey stood next to his prize quarter horse that he had brought with him from Texas, a piece of the Lone Star State that would never get out of his blood. Whenever he needed to clear his head from the crap that seeped through every crack of the political scene in the nation’s capital, he found his therapy in a good ride.
Having just clicked off the phone with that mystery man, Jake Adams, Halsey glanced at his reluctant riding partner, his lawyer and advisor, Brock Winthrop. The man had grown up in Boston and had not known the first thing about horses until the senator forced him to start riding with him a year ago. Halsey didn’t trust anyone who wouldn’t get his balls smashed by leather on the back of a good horse. Winthrop was not just reluctant, though, he was downright afraid of horses, and the horses could sense it, giving the lawyer almost no control whatsoever.
The senator smiled as he nimbly got onto his spotted gray mare and shoved his right boot into the stirrup. “Jesus, Brock, loosen up on the reins or you’ll drive that bit to his eyes.”
“Sorry,” the lawyer said. “I thought this was like the parking brake. And I’m not sure my feet are right in these things.”
Brock Winthrop was just a little over five feet tall, with features like an actual professional jockey, or that of a female gymnast, only with more hair on his head and less muscle structure. Halsey had considered a few times the possibility that the man’s parents had done some sort of gender selection upon birth, and selected the wrong way. But the man was a damn good lawyer and advisor.
“The stirrups are fine, Brock,” Halsey assured him. “Let’s start off slowly. No need to work up a lather.” Washington was hot and steamy this late June evening.
Once the senator’s mare started in motion, the lawyer’s horse seemed to simply follow her lead. “That gelding you’re on was her colt,” Halsey said. “He’ll pretty much follow her anywhere she goes.”
Once they got away from the stable and out into the open green pasture, the lawyer gave his horse a little kick to come up alongside his boss. “Senator, what can you tell me about this new man you hired to find Sara?”
Senator Halsey looked at his friend. They had known each other since they both attended Yale law school together, with Halsey a year ahead in the program. “When we’re out here alone, Brock, just call me Jim like you always have.” He hesitated and watched his old friend try to smile, despite his obvious pain in the saddle. “You need to rise up with the gate of the horse or you’ll end up singing soprano in the church choir. There’s a natural flow to every horse’s movement. Don’t buck that motion. You won’t win the battle against a half ton of muscle. But also let him know who’s the boss or he won’t respect you.” The same could be said about humans, he thought.
“Okay, Jim, I’m trying. About this man you hired.”
Halsey hadn’t forgotten. He just wasn’t sure how much he wanted to share. “I don’t know that much about him. What have you found out about Jake Adams?”
“I…how do you know I looked into him?”
Halsey smiled. “You just told me.”
Shaking his head, the lawyer said, “Right. Well, there’s not much to tell from my end. My contact at State couldn’t tell me much other than the fact that Adams had been an Air Force officer in the intelligence field. His work in the CIA is still classified. I did find out a little about some of his cases since going private.”
Senator Halsey knew most of those exploits already, but he didn’t want his lawyer to know this. “Such as?”
“A few years ago he single-handedly took down a Kurdish terrorist group,” the lawyer said.
Actually that was more than a decade ago, Halsey remembered. He had been in the House at the time on the Intelligence Committee and had gotten a briefing on that case.
“And?”
The lawyer hunched his shoulders just as the horse rose up sharply, with comical affect. “I hear he somehow avoided the entire Chinese Army, on the run for days, and then parachuted into Russia to stop the theft of our airborne laser system.”
Halsey smiled, knowing his advisor and lawyer was only partially true. Adams had actually been dropped from a B-2 bomber in a classified pod system. “Sounds like you have a man crush on Jake Adams.”
“Maybe a little,” Winthrop said. “So, I’m guessing he should be able to find your sister.”
“I hope so,” Halsey admitted.
They rode for a while in silence.
Finally, the lawyer said, “You just talked with Adams. Where is he now?”
Senator Halsey considered the question. Brock Winthrop had felt a little hurt when he had been told that he would no longer be running the search for Sara Halsey Jones. “Is this about me taking a more active role in the search for Sara?”
Winthrop pulled back on the reins, bringing his horse to an abrupt stop. The senator made the same move with his horse. “Jim, I really think you should let me take control of this.”
“She’s my sister.”
“All the more reason to let someone else run lead.”
Halsey thought about it and realized his advisor and lawyer might be right. Besides, sometimes it was nice to be able to focus the blame of failure on someone else should the effort to find Sara fail. Not that he expected that result. Much like his new searcher Jake Adams, he had never really failed at anything in his life.
“All right,” Senator Halsey agreed, giving a little click with his tongue and a slight jab with his boots in the mare’s ribs, sending them forward again. “You keep track of Adams. But make damn sure you don’t piss the guy off. Now that we got the man out of prison we have no leverage hanging over him.”
“There’s always money.” Winthrop smiled as he tried to keep his manhood intact and away from the hard saddle.
The senator shook his head. “Adams doesn’t give a rat’s ass about money. He’s doing quite well for himself following a couple of his last cases. He’s an idealist.”
“Seems you have that in common with him.”
“Remember what my hero once said, ‘Trust but verify.’”
“Back to Ronald Reagan?”
“The best damn president in my lifetime. But I mean it, Brock. Verify what Adams is doing, but trust his judgment. If you go after him too strongly he will tell you where to go. I need him, so don’t piss him off.”
“Understood. But I assure you I didn’t push too hard on the last two men we sent to find your sister.”
The senator knew that also, since he had verified his lawyer’s actions every step of the way. He didn’t just spout off the former president’s words, he lived by them.
“Jim?”
“Yeah.”
“I think I’m gonna need to ice my nuts when we’re done.”
The senator laughed and then kicked his horse hard while letting up some on the reins, sending his horse into a quick trot. He could hear his lawyer and advisor screaming like a little girl as his gelding rushed to keep up with its mother, bringing a satisfying smile to the senator’s face.
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Rome, Italy
Having caught the first flight out of Trapani, Sicily, Jake Adams was dragging slightly from lack of sleep. The Tunisian prison was terrible, but not the worst he’d ever experienced. That record went to his extended stay at a former Soviet prison, where the GRU had tortured him relentlessly and gotten nothing for their Draconian efforts. Nothing but bogus misinformation. Jake’s favorite weapon.
But Jake’s lack of sleep the previous night came from the quiet hotel where he had stayed. That, and the fact that he had to keep one eye open for those two Greeks he had run across on the ferry, made for some marginal rest. In fact, he had gotten more sleep on the small commuter flight from Trapani to Rome, with a quick stop in Palermo.
Now, closing in on noon, his mind drifted as the taxi he was riding in from Leonardo Di Vinci Airport to the Sapienza Università di Roma near the Roma Termini, the main train station of Rome, came to a halt at the curb. Considering it was summer, Jake thought the place looked very active, with young coeds in shorts and halter tops strolling along the sidewalks much like they did anywhere else in the world. The main entrance to the university resembled the main gate for a military installation.
He paid the driver and stepped off toward the gate, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. Earlier that morning, before getting on the plane, he had wiped down the Glock he’d taken from the Greek and dropped it in a bathroom trash can. He could have simply shoved it into baggage, if he had more than the small backpack, but he couldn’t trust that the Italian authorities wouldn’t find it. Since he had never shot the gun anyway, he couldn’t be sure of its accuracy or reliability. However, he was quite familiar with Rome, having worked there with the Agency and after, and knew a few places to get his hands on a reliable weapon.
The man at the gate entrance gave Jake a map of the campus, which looked like an elaborate maze. Being the largest campus in Europe, with nearly 150,000 students, he would have been lost without the map, even though he had been to the campus a few times in the past.
It took Jake twenty minutes to make it to the building that housed the Museum of the Near East, where he expected to find Professor Carlo Bretti. According to Jake’s information, Sara Halsey Jones had been directed to Professor Bretti after her research in Athens. There was no reason to go all the way to Greece, since she more than likely had been gone from there a long time ago. As far as Jake knew, there was no report of the other two investigators getting beyond Rome. In fact, based on the map and what he had seen so far, Sara Halsey Jones could be hiding right here at the campus, blending in with students and faculty. She looked young enough to pass for a grad student.
Jake found Professor Carlo Bretti hunched over a desk in his basement office of the museum, his eyes concentrating on an object under a magnified light.
“Excuse me,” Jake said, not even bothering with Italian, since he knew the professor spoke English. He introduced himself with only his name. Not who he was or who he represented.
The professor didn’t even look up at Jake. “Another American? I can’t believe this many people are interested in pre-Roman culture.” His English was better than that of most Americans.
Stepping into the office and his eyes glancing about the room at a jumble of ancient items, from manuscripts to artifacts, Jake said, “I’m not here to discuss ancient artifacts. I’m here looking for something thirty-five years old. One Sara Halsey Jones.”
With her name mentioned, the professor raised his head and turned to consider Jake. He was completely bald but made up for that lack of hair with a full beard, six inches long, gray and with specks of his lunch still intact. “What do you want with Sara?”
Jake thought about what approach to use. He could be coy and the good professor would surely see through that. The direct approach seemed best. “Professor, I was sent to find Sara. She was due to return to her teaching position in Texas weeks ago. They’re worried about her.” Okay, this was a lie. But it was close to the truth.
“Interesting,” the professor said as he returned to his work. “Another man came here looking for her last week. I guess he didn’t find her. But I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. She came here to discuss the works of a Greek historian named Polybius. She was referred to me by a colleague of mine in Athens. I told her what I knew, which wasn’t much.”
Jake moved closer to the professor. “Such as?”
Professor Bretti turned to Jake and said, “Didn’t the other man tell you anything?”
“He’s missing. What did you tell Professor Jones?” This came out as more of a demand than a question, a fault of Jake’s short attention span and overall disposition.
The professor cleared his throat and turned to confront this new American. “I told her to talk with an old friend of mine, a former professor.”
Jake just had to know something. “Who was Polybius?”
Professor Bretti’s eyes widened. “Who was your John Adams?” He hesitated but not long enough for an answer. “The man was perhaps the most important historian in Greco-Roman history. Although he was a Greek, he spent his adult life in Rome. He chronicled the Roman defeat of Hannibal and the Sack of Carthage in 146 BC. The American founders, including John Adams, used his idea of separation of powers in the American Constitution. Polybius wrote his Histories in forty volumes, covering more than fifty years of Roman history. But it’s more than that. His writings helped develop the Roman Republic and many civilizations since then. He even talked of the opposite nefarious counterpart to the republic. Europe has seen this firsthand.”
And should have heeded the Greek’s warning. “And what is Professor Sara Halsey Jones interested in understanding?”
The professor shuffled some papers on his desk as if looking for something. Finally he found a piece of scrap paper with nothing on it and he scribbled something in pen. Then he handed the note to Jake.
He studied the name and the address, but he was confused. “This is Istanbul.”
“That’s correct. Only five of the forty volumes in the Polybius Histories remain intact. Before Istanbul there was Constantinople. Before that it was Byzantium, the capital of the Byzantine Empire. The Histories, what remain of them, were all written in Greek and are housed at that museum.”
Now Jake was thoroughly confused. “But I’m guessing there would be no way for Sara Halsey Jones to gain access to these ancient texts.”
The professor shook his head. “The five volumes and the excerpts from the other volumes are all available online, translated to English. You can probably download a copy to your cell phone from Amazon.”
“Then why would I want to go to Istanbul?” Jake asked.
“I sent Sara to Venice to talk with a former professor from this university. He was the expert on Polybius and his works. This friend of mine called me last week and told me that Professor Halsey Jones had been there and seemed convinced that she could find the lost volumes.”
“A week ago?” That’s the closest anyone had gotten to Sara’s current location. It meant she was still out there somewhere.
“Yes. He sent her to Istanbul, not to read The Histories in their original Greek, but to talk with another historian. The man whose name I just gave you.”
“Does this man speak English?” Jake asked.
The professor shook his head. “Turkish is his native tongue. But he speaks and reads Italian, Latin, Greek, and I believe Arabic.”
Great. Jake could get by in Italian, but not on an advanced intellectual level. Besides, he wasn’t sure he wanted to go to Turkey. He had made a number of enemies in Turkish Kurdistan a number of years ago, and those folks had great memories. Also, that was a week ago. Sara could have moved on somewhere else by now. “Would you please call this man and see if Sara made it there?” Jake felt his pockets and realized he had gotten rid of his cell phone in Sicily.
Professor Bretti raised his finger and picked up the phone on his desk. After punching in a number from memory, he waited. Finally, he started speaking very quickly in Italian. Jake picked up about fifty percent of what was being said. Finally the professor put the phone against his chest and said to Jake, “She was there until two days ago.”
“Does he know where she went?”
The professor asked his friend this and then listened. He seemed to have a concerned look on his face.
“What?” Jake asked.
“He said two men came there yesterday asking similar questions. Just a minute.” The professor talked fast again, almost arguing based on his tone. Then he smiled, thanked the man and hung up.
“That didn’t sound good,” Jake said.
“My friend said the two men were from the Turkish Ministry of Culture, but he doubted that. Regardless, they had credentials and he was forced to tell them all about Professor Sara Halsey Jones.”
“And what was that?”
“Just that she had been there until the day before studying The Histories by Polybius. They had no idea who that was, which is why the professor suspected they were not who they said they were.”
“Where did Sara go after leaving Istanbul?”
The professor laughed and said, “Where indeed. My friend told them she came back here to see me. But she didn’t come here.”
“He lied to the men?”
“Yes. Sara actually went to Malta.”
“Malta? Why there?”
“He didn’t know for sure. Something she read in The Histories. It turns out Sara is quite fluent in Greek. But she wouldn’t tell him what she was seeking. She said he could read about it when her book came out.”
Jake was used to cases going from screwy to incomprehensible, but this one seemed to be taking that track much quicker than any other. Although he was confused by all this, he couldn’t get all caught up in the why of her disappearance when he really needed to know the where of her current location.
“Is there anything else you can tell me?” Jake asked.
“I’m sure Sara is fine,” Professor Bretti said. “She’s a very determined woman. Brilliant as well. She’s more than likely just caught up in her research somewhere.”
Wishing that was the case also, Jake started for the door and stopped when the professor got up from his desk.
“Just a minute,” Professor Bretti said. “I meant to ask you if you were distantly related to John Adams.”
“I don’t know. One of my uncles once told me we were descendents of Samuel Adams, which would also make us related to John and his son.”
“Interesting. I could be talking with a remnant.”
Jake thanked the good professor and gave the man his e-mail and cell phone number, just in case Sara came back. He would need to get a new cell phone and activate it with his sim card. Walking upstairs to the bright skies of Rome, he wandered down the old cobblestone sidewalk toward the main gate. He was hungry and still tired. But at least he had a direction. Jake had been to Malta only once while with the Agency. A Russian GRU officer, Soviet at the time, wanted to defect and Jake was tasked to bring the man in. Jake had done his job, getting the man all the way back to Langley for a debriefing and light interrogation. But the man died within a week from some strange illness. So much for freedom. Couldn’t handle fresh air and real food.
Instead of grabbing a cab, he walked off toward the train station a few blocks from the main gate of Sapienza Università di Roma.
* * *
Just as their target got to the sidewalk outside the main gate of the university and seemed to be looking for a taxi, the Greek in the passenger side of a dark blue Fiat van nodded his head toward the man. “There he is,” Demetri said to the driver. Demetri had been a captain in the Greek army years ago, had worked with Zendo, and had been put in charge of the Rome operation. His thick black hair stuck straight up like that of a hedgehog. This wasn’t a fashion statement on Demetri’s part, it was just the way his hair grew without using a thick gel to tame it somewhat. He ran his stubby fingers through his locks now, a nervous habit that reminded him he needed a haircut soon.
In the back of the van another man leaned forward for a better view. “He doesn’t look that dangerous,” Niko said, his thick jaw tightening with each word. He was the biggest and strongest of the three in the van, but had only been a corporal in the army, having worked for both Demetri and Zendo during his years of service. He owed his life to Demetri, who had saved him from a sniper’s bullet during a peace-keeping mission in the Baltics. And he owed his freedom to Zendo, who had testified on his behalf during a court’s martial following an incident that had killed a group of civilians when he had called in an airstrike in Iraq. Niko was still haunted by the images of those killed, even though he knew these things happened in the fog of war. His biceps were the size of the thighs on most men. The result of daily weight lifting.
“He just about broke the arm of your cousin on the ferry from Tunis to Sicily,” Demetri explained to his young friend. “He did take his gun. Then he somehow lost them in the tiny city of Trapani. They only found out he took a flight to Rome after the plane had already taken off.”
“Hard to believe,” Niko said, settling back into a bench seat. “My cousin can almost lift as much weight as me.”
“I was sent a full briefing on this Jake Adams from Zendo himself. If he is a believer, you should be as well.”
Kyros, the driver, peered over the top of the steering wheel, pointing a finger toward the target. He was a short, stocky man, with wispy hair that tried desperately to hide his bald pate. Secretly he wished Demetri could give him some of his hair. “Should we follow him?”
Demetri turned to the man in the back. “Niko, get out and follow him on foot. But keep back and don’t let him know you’re there.”
Niko nodded quickly and did as he was told, getting out the sliding door and casually taking up the pursuit. He would first move fast to close the gap and then keep a discreet distance. The three of them had all served in Greek army intelligence, trained for this type of work. Observe without being observed.
Back in the van, Demetri glanced at Adams through small binoculars as he crossed the street ahead. “I’ll bet he’s going to the main train station. If Niko loses him there, he could hop a train to anywhere in Europe. Let’s go. We’ll move out and get to the train station first.”
The driver started the engine and they rushed off down the highway. Demetri could keep an eye on the American the entire trip through the streets that led to the main train terminal. They would have to dump the van, which they had stolen that morning.
Just as they pulled up behind a line of taxis and got out onto the sidewalk in front of the train station, Demetri’s cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He considered ignoring the call but saw that it was Zendo’s number. “Yes, sir,” he said, keeping his eye on the American, still two blocks from the front entrance, where dozens of passengers were coming and going. He listened carefully and smiled with the news from Greece. “Understood. Then we will simply verify where he’s going, keeping our distance.” He hit the off button and put the phone away.
“That was Zendo?” Kyros asked.
“Yes. We know where he’s going. Our orders are now to let him go and only verify.”
“How does Zendo know this?”
Demetri smiled. “The bug we placed on Professor Bretti’s phone has paid off.”
“Isn’t that how we knew the American woman was going to Istanbul?”
“Yes. Now hurry and pass off with Niko. You follow the man into the terminal and pass him off to me.”
Demetri watched as his men passed each other, with Kyros just a few feet from the American as Niko continued down the sidewalk to his position.
Demetri stopped for a moment to talk with Niko. “Our orders have changed,” Demetri said to Niko. “We know where he’s going. We just need to verify and then get ahead of him. Have you ever been to Malta?”
Niko shook his head. “I hear the women there are quite beautiful.”
“We’re about to find out. Take a taxi back to the hotel, grab our bags and meet us at Di Vinci Airport.”
“Yes, sir.”
Watching his man get into a taxi, Demetri checked his watch and then casually headed into the main terminal to pass off with Kyros, and Demetri thinking their moves were like a fine Swiss watch.
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Santorini, Greece
It was late afternoon and Svetla Kalina had been given a quick ultimatum by Petros Caras — either stay there at his villa overlooking the ocean by herself and then he would fly her back to Prague, or she could come with him on his yacht for a little adventure. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but also had no time to make contact with her handler to find out what to do. But something was up. She could feel that based on the whispers in Greek, which she caught some of, and the speed with which all those around Petros were reacting. Of course she would love to travel on his yacht.
Now, the anchor pulled and the yacht turned to the west, they began picking up speed swiftly.
Svetla, wearing a pair of short shorts and a white T-shirt tied just below her braless chest, exposing her tanned dark stomach, sat in a lounge chair sipping a glass of Greek red wine in the aft section of the massive yacht.
Petros Caras came outside carrying a bottle of Ouzo and two glasses. He opened the bottle and poured them each a small glass of the clear anise-flavored liquid.
She didn’t want to tell Petros this, since she knew it was not only their national drink but the man actually owned the factory that made this drink, but she wasn’t a big fan of anything that tasted like licorice.
“This will ruin my wine flavor,” Svetla complained but took the glass nonetheless. Maybe if the man drank enough he would tell her where they were going.
They clanked their glasses and Petros drank down the entire glass with one swift motion. She forced down about half and tried not to react negatively.
“Where are we going, Petros?” she asked him.
“With this yacht, does it matter?”
He had a point, she knew, but it was her job to keep track of his movements. Much of that could be accomplished by the GPS in her phone, and if that failed, she had placed a back-up tracker on the huge craft just after arriving on the yacht this time.
“Well, my mother in Prague is not feeling great. I was hoping to give her a call. She might need me.” This was a lie, of course. Her mother had died years ago.
Petros looked somewhat confused. “I thought I read that your mother died in a skiing accident when you were a child.”
She thought quickly now. “She did. But I meant my step mother. My father married again and she helped raise me.” In reality she hadn’t talked with her step mother in more than two years. They hated each other.
“You should still have cell service for a while,” he said. “After that you can use our satellite phone.”
She got up to go inside to her cabin but he stopped her.
“But first have one more drink with me.”
Looking at her half-full glass, she nearly choked when he filled it to the top again. Then they clicked their glasses again and this time they both downed everything. She nearly gagged. Then she started off toward her room.
“Be careful,” Petros said. “We will be cruising all night at a very high speed. It could get rocky.”
She nodded and went back to her room. Closed off by herself, she picked up her phone and thought for a moment. She was told only to call if something was wrong. But she wasn’t sure that was the case. Who knew what drove a billionaire to suddenly pull up anchor and speed off to the west. Maybe there was a sale on capers in Israel.
Svetla decided to call anyway. She waited as the phone rang, her eyes glazed over as the island started to disappear out her porthole. Her head was starting to swirl from that rotten licorice Ouzo, making her stomach lurch with each wave the yacht hit hard.
Finally, her contact picked up on the other end. “Pronto. Come va?”
“Grazie, va bene cosi.” Any other phrase and her contact would know something was wrong. Svetla knew the woman’s Italian was flawless, but guessed she was actually an American. They had only met a couple of times in Rome, and the woman’s fake blonde hair and real blue eyes made her appear more Slavic like her than Italian.
“Where are you?” her Rome contact asked, switching to English. She had said her name was Elisa, but that was probably as fake as her hair color.
“I have to make this quick,” Svetla said. “We’re on his yacht heading fast to the west.”
“To where?”
“Not sure.”
“Listen, his man Zendo was sent to Rome to follow an American named Jake Adams. Does that mean anything to you?”
Long pause on the other end. “How do you know this?”
“I overheard their conversation in Greek. They said this Adams was a dangerous man and had been sent to find the American professor.”
“Thanks for the intel. Anything else?”
“Yes. How long do I have to have sex with this pig?”
“I’m sorry about that. But there was no other way to get close to him.”
Easy for her to say from the comfort of Rome. “Well, I’m having a hard time faking orgasms. The man has the penis of a ten-year-old.”
She heard a slight laugh on the other end.
“As soon as you reach your destination, we’ll find an excuse for you to fly back to Prague. Until then do your best to gather as much intel on the man as you can. Fake a period if you must.”
“Understood.”
The line went blank and she quickly deleted the call from the phone’s history. She lay down onto her bed and the room seemed to be spinning around. The drinks were not settling in her stomach right. Neither was this assignment. Seconds later and she passed out.
* * *
Petros Caras had been forced to come inside the yacht because of the speed they had reached and the rocking of the boat. He sat now in the lavish sitting room with a cigar in his left hand and a satellite phone against his right ear. Zendo was giving him an update.
“So Jake Adams went directly from the professor’s office to the train station?” Petros asked him.
“Yes, sir. I had three of my men keep track of him until I arrived in Rome. I just stayed at the airport waiting to see which flight he would get on.”
“And?”
“As suspected, he caught the first flight to Valletta. Flight leaves in about an hour.”
“Will the four of you fly to Malta on the same flight?”
“There were only two extra tickets, so I’ll take Demetri with me and have the other two catch up to us on the next flight. That makes more sense tactically anyway. Adams would have seen Niko and might make the connection. Besides, we’re still just following, right?”
Petros thought about that. He needed to find the American professor and Jake Adams was their best lead. “Just follow for now. Once we find this Sara Halsey Jones we can get rid of him. Call me when you get to Malta. We’ll be there by morning.”
“That fast?”
Laughing, Petros said, “This is the fastest yacht of its size in the world. We can cruise at over forty knots. My captain assures me we will be there before brunch.”
“Great. I’ll let you know if he leaves the capital city.”
Without saying goodbye, Petros simply clicked off the phone and threw it onto the leather sofa next to him. He considered the progress of this case and felt like everything was progressing as planned, except that his men should have really found this American woman weeks ago. How in the hell can they not find one woman in Europe? Especially now, where everyone must use credit cards to fly. He also wasn’t sure he fully trusted that sloppy Czech slut who was probably sleeping by now in her stateroom. She better be after all the drugs he’d put in her Ouzo. He wasn’t sure he wanted to screw her again without strapping a board to his ass to keep him from falling in. God, she had the biggest vagina he’d ever experienced. Maybe he should go to her room right now and take her up the ass. That was bound to be tighter, since she had refused him access to that hole so far. No, near necrophilia was no fun. He preferred willing accomplices, especially when he could reach around and grab onto a hard cock.
* * *
Elisa Murici shoved her phone into her purse and glanced across the airport terminal at the man sitting in the leather chair, his eyes closed. She had been tasked by her boss at AISE, Italy’s External Intelligence and Security Service, to track the movements of this man since his arrival in Rome. But now, after her conversation with her agent undercover in Greece, she felt like she needed to warn this man. Checking the clock on the wall, she knew his flight would leave for Malta within the hour. It was now or never.
She walked casually toward him and took an open seat next to him.
Without opening his eyes, the man said, “Let me guess. DIS? AISE? Or perhaps AISI?”
“Mi scusi?” she asked.
The man opened his eyes but still didn’t look at the woman. “You heard me.”
Frustrated, she said softly, “My name is Elisa. External. You are Jake Adams.”
He turned to her now, smiled and gave her a full kiss on the lips, which she accepted without reluctance.
He pulled away and smiled. “If you look over my right shoulder, you’ll see a man in a white linen suit with dark hair to his shoulders. I’m guessing he’s not with you. But is with the man he’s trying his best not to look at, the guy across the corridor wearing the black jeans and the muscles bulging his gray shirt.”
“I heard you were good. Anyone else?”
“Not at this time. There were two others who followed me from the university to the train station, first in a Fiat van and then on foot. Pretty decent tactics with their pass off technique, but not flawless. So, tell me why you just exposed yourself to scrutiny?”
Now she was embarrassed and confounded. “I needed to let you know that you were being followed. Your cell phone no longer works.”
“My cell phone is probably in a landfill in Sicily by now,” Jake said. “I sure hope you haven’t been trying to call me since Trapani.”
“I’m sure you did not see me that far back,” Elisa said.
“Let’s see. When I got off the ferry you were wearing a dark green top and black slacks with nice leather pumps, pretending to read a map of Trapani. On the plane this morning you changed into your current ensemble. I really like how the tan slacks accentuate your fine backside.”
She shook her head, a cross between further embarrassed and totally pissed off. “So, I’m a total…how do you say it…hack?”
“Not at all, Elisa. Your tactics are far superior to those men. You did a nice job of staying under the radar. But let’s face it. With your stunning good looks, did you expect me not to notice? Of course I don’t think you could do anything to disguise this.” He smiled and motioned his hands in front of her, meaning the whole package.
God he was frustrating. But she had read that about him also.
“What’s your interest in me?” he asked her and then before she could answer, he gave her another kiss. This time she embraced him like an old friend.
She pulled back reluctantly, with a coy smile. “Would you please stop that?”
“Hey, I want these Greeks to finally notice a beautiful woman. I suppose if you had been a young boy, they would have been on you like a priest on an alter-boy.”
“That’s offensive,” she said. “But probably true.” She tried her best not to smile but failed.
“Who told you to keep track of me?”
“I don’t know where it came from. I was working a case in Sicily and was just told to get to Trapani to catch up with you and keep an eye out.” No need to mention the fact that she had been assigned to find the American woman ever since she first contacted Professor Bretti weeks ago. Or the fact that the Greek billionaire, Petros Caras, was somehow involved.
“Right. I’m guessing our State department had something to do with it. How long have you been looking for Professor Sara Halsey Jones?”
She slumped into her chair just as she heard the boarding call for the flight to Malta. “That’s our flight.”
He stopped her from getting up. “Just a minute. Answer my question.”
Elisa considered her choices. She had to trust this man. Had been told to do so anyway. “Since she first contacted Professor Bretti and then went to Venezia. I lost her after that.”
Jake Adams finally looked confused. “What flagged her as a target for your agency?”
She couldn’t tell him at this time about Petros Caras. “I can’t say. Let’s just say that Bretti used to work with one of our intelligence agencies in the past. He brought her to our attention.” That was close enough to the truth. “Can we catch our flight now?”
He took his hand in hers and said, “Wait just a minute. I want to see if the men from Greece will be with us.”
Now she smiled. “They will. I’ve already reviewed the manifest.”
“Nice work,” Jake said. “Okay, then let’s go to Malta. Where are you on this flight.”
Laughing, she said, “Right next to you.” She got up and pulled him to his feet.
The two of them wandered to the gate like a real couple. She was starting to think she should have simply observed this man from afar. After meeting him, he sounded like trouble.
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Brock Winthrop walked gingerly down the hospital corridor, his buttocks still sore from riding horse with his boss, Senator James Halsey. Jim knew he didn’t like those beasts. He was more inclined, like the French, to consider them a delicacy paired with a fine Bordeaux, a more exotic alternative to beef. But he would never mention that to Senator Halsey.
He had gotten a call from another Halsey client less than an hour ago. Actually, he had gotten a call from Buck Halsey’s private doctor at this exclusive hospital in Arlington, Virginia, where the senator had transferred his father nearly a year ago. Buck Halsey, eighty years old and failing physically, had been Brock’s client first. Right out of college. Although, he was sure, Jim had made that happen. Jim had gone back to Texas to help with the family business, and Brock had moved to Washington, trying his best to make his fortune off the rich and powerful. That was decades ago.
Brock hesitated outside the elder Halsey’s room, the waiting area resembling that of a high end Fortune 500 company and not a place for the elderly or the rich to pass to the next life — assuming there was something after all this.
Meeting him there was Doctor Plaunt, a professorial looking character with unkempt gray and black hair and beard, giving him the appearance of a mad scientist and not one of the best geriatric physicians on the eastern seaboard.
They shook hands as usual and Brock said, “Is everything all right?”
The doctor’s eyes drifted upward and then back to Brock. “He’s not doing well. But he wanted to see you before we call in the family.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I can only assume he wants to get his affairs in order.”
Brock thought about that. Buck Halsey had updated his will a year ago when he was first transferred from Texas to this facility. “Then I must ask you the obvious question. Is he mentally able to make this decision?”
The doctor pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his white lab coat. “This is a letter signed by myself and two other physicians on staff. We all concur that Mister Halsey is of sound mind. It’s his body that’s failing him.”
Brock opened the envelope and quickly read the simple letter that said what the doctor had just told him. Then he put the letter inside his suit and said, “All right. Looks good.”
He went into the room and saw the frail man that had once been almost identical in stature to his senator son when they had first met decades ago, and Brock felt a rush of nostalgia flush through his body. He turned and made sure the doctor had not followed him into the room. No, they were alone.
The old man’s eyes seemed dead already. A cloudy film made him look like a blind man without his sunglasses.
“What are you lookin’ at young man?” Buck Halsey said, his voice still a demanding growl.
“Sir, it’s Brock Winthrop.”
“I know who the hell you are. I had the doctor call you. Now get a little closer so I don’t have to yell.”
Truth be told, Buck Halsey had always scared the hell out of Brock. He had been told stories about how Buck had killed a man at age ten with a shotgun when an escaped prisoner broke into their house and was trying to assault his mother. God only knew how many Germans that man had killed in World War Two.
Brock cleared his throat. “What can I do for you?”
“I wanna get married. What the hell do you think I want from you? I’m damn near dead. I need you to draw up a new will for me.”
Swallowing hard, his mind reeling, Brock said, “Yes, sir. What would you like to do?”
“First of all, have you found Sara?”
Brock shook his head. “No, sir.” He didn’t want to tell him about the two failures. “But we have a good man looking for her in Europe now. A former Air Force intelligence officer and former CIA officer.”
“Really? You got a spook working for you?”
“Well, Jim found him. But I’ll be coordinating the effort.”
“Good, good. Jim has his hands full trying to keep those damn liberals in the senate from spending all our money.” Buck Halsey coughed for a moment now, his right hand barely strong enough to cover his mouth with a paper towel already spotted with blood.
Brock waited, helpless. Finally, the coughing over, he asked, “Are you okay? Do you want the doctor?”
“I wanna be forty again in bed with a thirty-year-old brunette. But that ain’t gonna happen. First order of business. Get me the hell out of here! I will not die in Virginia. The tax implications aside, you get me on a private jet to Texas by the morning. You understand?”
Nodding, Brock said, “Yes, sir. But what if the doctor says you’re not strong enough to travel.”
“Fuck the doctor. I’d rather die trying to get back to Texas than try to explain to St. Peter how the hell a Texan ended up dying near Washington, DC. Now you make that happen.”
“Jim isn’t going to be happy with this,” Brock muttered.
“A man can’t decide where they’re brought onto this planet, but we sure as hell gotta have something to say about where we leave it.”
Hard to argue with that. “Yes, sir. What else?”
“Draw up a new will and have it ready for me to sign in the morning before I roll out onto that plane. And here’s what I want you to change.”
Buck Halsey went on with great detail explaining everything he wanted done. The man was not only of sound mind, his faculties were much sharper than most men half his age. But now Brock was in a quandary. He had a fiduciary responsibility to his oldest client, but he also had to keep working with his good friend Jim Halsey. And what the elder had just told him was not necessarily in the best interest of the senator. He would have to walk a tightrope on this one, he knew.
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During the hour and a half flight from Rome to Malta, Jake and Elisa, the Italian intelligence officer, talked only about how much fun they would have on the beaches — nothing about the real reason for their visit. Jake had purchased his ticket with a debit card he had from a bank in Canada. He kept no more than a couple thousand dollars in that account at any given time, and only used it when he also used his fake Canadian passport. He guessed that the Italian woman had her agency buy her ticket for her, untraceable as an officer of the state.
When they got to the Malta airport, Elisa rented a car, a VW Passat, and they decided to finally give their tail the slip.
He thought about his last visit to the island nation, and realized not much had changed. Perhaps a few new buildings, the stark, white stucco in sharp contrast to the azure sky and aqua marine sea. Glancing at the hills in the distance above the harbor, he remembered how he had met that GRU defector and barely escaped the island with the man. The Russians had shot up a perfectly good BMW as the two of them raced to an awaiting U.S. Navy Seahawk helicopter that brought them to an aircraft carrier just over the horizon to the south. That mission, like most Jake had accomplished, remained classified.
Jake, the reluctant passenger, leaned back into the leather chair as Elisa picked up speed once leaving the airport terminal area. He glanced behind him and saw that the men had been forced to get into a taxi to try to follow. “I think we should have no problem leaving them behind,” Jake said.
“Thanks to you,” she said, as she shifted into fourth gear and hit the gas even harder. “That was a good idea having you hold the taxi out front while I ditched my tail and got the car.”
Jake couldn’t take all the credit. “Well, it was you who set up the car on your cell phone from the bathroom of the plane.”
She finally hit fifth gear and let the Passat settle into a cruising speed. “Would you like to tell me where we’re going?”
He had spent the time from the professor’s office to this moment wondering that same thing. Professor Sara Halsey Jones had to have a compelling reason to come to Malta just a couple of days ago. And it had to have something to do with Polybius and his works. “First,” Jake said, “let me see your phone.”
Elisa gave him a quizzical glance. “Why?”
“I need to access the internet.”
She shrugged and said, “In my purse.”
Jake found her smart phone and quickly got onto the net researching the country’s leading authority on pre-Roman history. He quickly found out his choices were limited. Only the University of Malta might have someone Sara would consult. “Wow. Did you know the former leader of North Korea, Kim Jung Il, graduated from the University of Malta? Who knew.” He clicked through the university site and finally found what he was seeking. “Here we go. A professor who specializes in the history of Mediterranean civilization. Director of the Mediterranean Institute. Let’s start there.”
By the time Jake looked up, he saw that they were now heading toward the downtown area of the capital city, Valletta.
“Is the university in the old town area?” she asked him.
“No. Actually it looks like it’s in a suburb called Msida.” He checked his watch and realized it would be after normal office hours at the campus.
“Should I head there?”
“I don’t think it would do any good at this hour. Besides being summer school, it’s too late in the evening. Let’s regroup and get something to eat.”
“I could eat.”
Using her phone, Jake found them a pizzeria in the old town area of Valletta a few blocks from the main ferry terminal. They each bought personal pizzas and shared a bottle of Chianti.
When they were finishing up their wine, Jake finally asked, “So, would you finally like to tell me why Italy’s External Intelligence and Security Service is interested in finding an American college professor?”
Elisa took a sip of wine and then licked a drop from her upper lip. “Seriously? I don’t know for sure.”
He could tell she was holding back something. “But someone told you to find me and work with me.”
“True. Would you like some more wine?”
“Gotta love Italian women. They can sure hold their wine. But right now I think you should hold off and answer my questions. Otherwise why should I work with you?”
She was thinking about that, her expressive face giving away, perhaps, more than she liked. “Apparently our government is concerned about some of our antiquities disappearing and being sold to rich people.”
Jake swirled his hand to her, meaning continue.
“The economy in Italy is not great, as I’m sure you know. So some people have started treasure hunting. Even digging around some of our most precious ancient sites, like churches and ruins.”
“What does this have to do with Professor Sara Halsey Jones? You can’t tell me she’s a grave robber.”
“No, no, no. Not at all. We believe that she has the most honorable of intentions.”
“But you’re concerned that others might know she’s on to something.”
“Exactly.”
Just then her phone buzzed and she found it in her purse and put it to her ear. At first she simply listened and then she talked so fast Jake could only pick up on a few words. She looked at Jake and he guessed the person on the other end had asked about him. Finally, she said she understood and hung up.
“Your boss?” Jake asked her.
She nodded. “They wanted to verify you were with me. They said a man from your government would be here shortly to give you something.”
Instinctively, Jake reached for his gun under his left arm, but it wasn’t there. Great, he thought. They were tracking her and now they would be tracking him as well.
Just as these thoughts rolled through his mind, Jake saw his contact come through the front door and scan the room for him. The tall man was wearing almost the identical linen suit that he had worn the day he had come to offer Jake the job at the Tunisian prison. What the hell was he doing in Malta? The man finally saw Jake and came over to him. He had a small satchel over his right shoulder, which he held onto tightly as he approached and stood in front of their table.
“Rob, what are you doing in Malta?” Jake asked him. Without waiting for an answer, he introduced Rob Pierce as the Cultural Affairs Officer from Tunis. When it was time to describe Elisa, he simply gave her first name and said she was from Italy. But Jake guessed Rob knew more about the woman than he. “Take a seat,” Jake demanded. “You’re drawing attention.”
“Right,” Rob said. He sat onto a chair across from Jake. “I’ve been trying to call you. Your cell seems to be off.”
“I lost it,” Jake said. “I think it’s somewhere in Sicily.”
The cultural officer was trying his best not to eye Jake’s Italian friend, but he was failing miserably. “So, then, I have a new one for you in this bag, along with a few more things you may need.”
Jake considered this man again. When they’d first met, Jake had thought the guy was a bit of a putz. But maybe his first impression had been wrong.
“By the way,” Rob said, “you’re looking much better than our first meeting.”
“A Tunisian prison isn’t great for the constitution.”
“Right. Well, since I haven’t been able to get you on the cell, I decided to find you in person.”
“I thought we agreed to let me do my job,” Jake said.
“True, true. But things have changed somewhat across the pond. Professor Sara Halsey Jones’ father is quite ill. He might just have days to live. They would like you to find her and bring her to Texas.”
“I told you I would find her and determine if she was all right, but I have no intention of dragging her back to America. Not unless she wants to go.”
Rob Pierce cleared his throat and stared at Elisa for a moment before returning his gaze upon Jake. “Right, I understand. But I’m sure she will want to return to see her father before he dies. Did you track her to Malta?”
“Yes.” Jake explained to him what he had found out so far and how they had come to Malta. He still left out how he knew Elisa. When neither man said anything for a moment, and Elisa seemed to know to keep her mouth shut, Jake finally said, “Do you two know each other?”
Both of them shook their heads at the same time.
“But Elisa you now know who sent you on your path. And Rob, when you contacted the Italian government for help, this is who you got. Is everything on the table? Or do I have to fill in the blanks even more?”
“No,” Rob said. “Crystal clear.” He pulled the satchel from his shoulder and set it onto the table next to Jake’s empty glass. “If there’s anything else you need at all, just give me a ring. There are two numbers in there. Mine, of course, and that of your new contact in the States.”
“New contact?”
Rob glanced about the room to see if anyone was close enough to hear, which was not the case, since that’s why the two of them had selected this table. “Yes. A man named Brock Winthrop. He’s an advisor and lawyer for the senator and his family. That’s all I know.”
Jake doubted that. Just like he also doubted that this man was actually a cultural affairs officer with the state department. It was more likely that he was with another agency within the government.
“Anything else?” Jake asked.
“Nope. I’ll be on the late ferry tonight back to Tunis. So, if you need me, please call.” He got up to leave and then said, “Good luck. I was never here.”
Jake tried as hard as he could to keep from laughing. This man had watched too many spy movies.
Elisa shook her head. “Was he with your Agency?”
“Hey, I have no idea. I left that life a long time ago. And besides, didn’t you hear, he was never here.” He opened the satchel wide enough to see there was no bomb inside, and then closed it up, got to his feet and started for the door.
Getting to his side as they reached the sidewalk outside, Elisa grasped onto Jake’s arm and said, “Could you tell me where we go from here?”
“I was going to wait until morning and go to the university to talk with that professor. But I think we should go find the guy tonight. Considering the fact that the Greeks are also in town.”
She agreed with a nod and then walked toward the car.
Although Jake had noticed her beauty first when they met at the airport, sometimes perceptions change over time. In this case, she was even more attractive than he first thought. Perhaps, with the death of the last man involved with the death of his fiancé, he had finally shed the demon from his conscience and could now see life more clearly. Sure he had been distracted for a while with his friend in German Intelligence, while he tracked down those who had put a price on his head in Berlin. But he guessed that was over now, with Alexandra back in Munich with the BND. Thankfully they had ended their short tryst amicably.
As they sat in the car for a moment Jake went through the satchel he’d gotten from the Tunis cultural affairs officer. There wasn’t much there. A cell phone, which he checked over carefully for any tracking device besides the normal GPS. Nothing. It did contain files that had been on his old phone. Those he had put to memory and deleted. Jesus, did this guy think he was a complete dolt? Also in the bag was a couple of pairs of new underwear and socks — nice touch. But the main attraction was a 9mm Sig Sauer P250 subcompact with two extra magazines of 12 rounds each. Jake quickly broke down the gun and checked for serial numbers, which had been removed. Also, it looked like the gun had never been fired. He guessed the hollow point rounds would also be non-traceable. Nice. He made sure to wipe his prints as he put the gun back together within a few seconds and glanced at Elisa, who had been on her phone looking up the professor from the University of Malta.
“What?” Jake asked her.
“Was I smiling?”
“Yes, you were.”
“Well, it’s just that I’ve never seen anyone break down a gun with such precision. You were like a child at Christmas opening a present.”
Jake wished he’d gotten a gun like that for Christmas. He had gotten a single shot .410 shotgun one year, and was the happiest kid on the block that year. “Okay. Did you find the history professor?”
“I did.” She handed the phone to Jake. It had the address up and tracked to the GPS.
“Let’s go then,” Jake said.
The professor lived just a few blocks from the campus in the suburb of Msida, an old fishing village. But the university and the professor’s house were both situated up on high ground. Although it was dark now, the lights from the capital Valletta shone off the water to the south of them as they cruised along a residential street lined with apartment buildings.
“One block ahead on the right,” Jake said. “That building on the second floor.”
Elisa pulled up to the curb and shut down the engine. “How do you want to handle this?”
Jake didn’t even have to think about that. “We use you. The professor is in his early forties and single. Born in France, he’s lived here in Malta for the past ten years.”
“What if he would rather have a man?”
Being French, that could have been true. But Jake had to go with the odds. “All right. We’ll both go talk with the man. But you knock on the door. Hate to scare him with my mug at night.”
They got out and walked toward the building ahead. Jake checked the feel of his new gun tucked into the sleeve on his left hip. It was in a cross draw position, which Jake preferred. He would have liked his normal leather holster under his left arm, but it was impossible to use those in the hot regions of the world in the summer. The sleeve he could tuck into even a waist band without a belt if he needed, and then just throw a T-shirt over the butt of the gun.
Neither said a word as they climbed the stairs of the apartment building and then stood before the professor’s apartment door. Jake stood to one side as Elisa knocked on the door. Nothing. They looked at each other and both shrugged.
Jake checked the door handle and the door swung in a couple of inches. Without thinking, he pulled the gun and aimed it toward the door opening. Elisa followed him closely. But Jake heard something just as they were about to enter. With one swift motion, he pushed Elisa away from the opening.
Bullets smashed through the door, splintering the wood. Jake aimed his gun and shoved the door inward as he dove toward the floor. He saw flashes from across the room and he aimed at those and fired twice before rolling to the left.
Silence. Only the ringing in Jake’s ears.
Then more shots, but this time from the corridor outside, followed by some shots from Elisa before she dove into the apartment right next to Jake. He thought he had heard the familiar sound of body striking floor after his two shots. But there could be another shooter somewhere within the apartment. Yet, they were pinned down.
Jake jumped to his feet and hurried through the small apartment until he found a man laying on the tile floor of the kitchen area. Checked for pulse. Nope. He could see that at least one of his bullets had entered the man’s face, taking out the guy’s right eye, the one that had aimed the gun.
More shots from the corridor, followed again by Elisa shooting. She seemed to have that under control, so Jake rushed through the apartment. He found the professor strapped to a chair in the bedroom, gagged with a leather belt, and with cigarette burn marks on his arms, his neck and his face. But what had killed the man was obviously the widest string taken from the man’s acoustic guitar and twisted around his throat.
Damn it. They needed to get out of there.
Running back out into the main room, Jake went straight to the door. “Follow me,” he said to Elisa. Without further explanation, Jake rushed out into the corridor. When the bullets started coming from the end of the hallway by the stairs, Jake ran forward firing his gun. He didn’t look back.
By the time Jake reached the staircase he could hear two things. First, he heard multiple footfalls down the stairs. Second, he could hear the sound of police cars approaching with sirens blaring. Since he could feel Elisa right behind him, he continued down the stairs, guessing the men who had been shooting at them would not stick around now that the police were on their way.
Jake hesitated at the outside door, just in case the shooters were waiting for him. But instead he heard tires burning rubber as a car raced off down the street.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Jake whispered loudly.
When they got to the car, Jake asked for the keys, got in and lowered the windows to hear from which way the cops were coming. He turned the car around and at a reasonable pace got them out of there, vectoring to the south toward the waterfront. He watched a few blocks over as two police cars flew past them heading toward the shooting scene.
How in the hell had this gone from a simple case of finding a college professor from Texas to a murder and possible kidnapping?
He glanced to his right at Elisa, who was visibly shaking. “Are you all right?” he asked her.
She still held her gun in her right hand, the muzzle pointing at the glove box.
“You might want to safe your gun, reload your magazine, and put on your seat belt.” Jake did the same thing with his gun, driving with one hand and slamming a new magazine into the handle of his gun against his leg. Then he shoved the gun into the holster on his left hip and put on his seat belt.
Elisa took deep breaths and then completed the same tasks. Finally, she said, “I’ve never been shot at.”
Jake laughed. “Well, you’ve only been with me for a short time. Just wait until we’ve been hanging out for a while.”
“Your file says you’ve been in a lot of these situations. How do you get used to it?”
He didn’t really know how to answer that question. Perhaps enough time lapses between such incidents to inoculate his mind. But this was getting shot at twice in less than two weeks. Not a record for him, yet a bit unusual.
“You never get used to it Elisa.”
“But you just ran right toward the shooters.”
True. Maybe he was luckier than smart. Some had said he had a death wish. But what Jake knew is that most people also don’t like to be shot at, so he used his own covering fire to close the distance on the shooters. It was a calculated risk.
Changing the subject as he slowed the Passat down and wound through the waterfront area of town, Jake said, “The man who I shot in the apartment. I knew him. Well, we had an encounter on the ferry from Tunis to Trapani. I took his gun but he must have found another one.”
“And the professor?” she asked.
“Tortured and dead in the bedroom. And it looked like someone enjoyed it too much.”
She seemed to sink down into the leather seat even more, her arms across her chest, resembling a young school girl who had just had a fight with a parent. She was clearly disturbed by all this.
“What about the woman, Professor Sara Halsey Jones?” she asked with a quiet tone, nearly a whisper.
“I don’t know. It’s my guess the history professor tried to keep her location a secret, but he would have failed.” So these men knew where she was or where she was going. Time to turn things around. Change from the pursued to the pursuer.
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The three men sat in the rental car outside the international arrivals area of the Malta airport. Demetri, the current leader of the crew, was concerned about having to tell Zendo about their failure. Well, partial failure. But anytime you lose a man, it’s not a good thing. Kyros, the man behind the wheel of the large German sedan, sat expressionless as usual. Nothing seemed to rattle that man, Demetri thought.
He turned to the back seat and tried to console Niko with a morose expression. But the man had just lost his cousin in a shoot out. “Are you all right?” Demetri asked. It was a stupid question to ask someone in grief, but they still had a job to do here.
Niko tightened his jaw reflexively and said, “I will be when I kill that man, Jake Adams. You must let me do it.”
“I have no problem with that,” said Demetri. “But first we have to get our orders from Zendo.”
Maybe they had acted out of order, but at least they had gotten something from the professor before Niko had twisted too hard on the guitar string and taken the man’s life. He only hoped Zendo would forgive their mistake and realize they were closer than ever to finding this American woman. Demetri also wanted to make sure that other man with them, the man whose name they didn’t know, would not tell Zendo what had happened before he got a chance to explain himself. Maybe he should have gone to the baggage area instead of sending that man to retrieve Zendo. But Niko was ready to fly off and find Adams to kill him, and Demetri needed to stay with him to talk him off the ledge.
Looking back toward the terminal, he finally saw Zendo followed closely by the nameless man carrying a small bag and heading toward them. The boss seemed to have a reasonable disposition.
Getting out quickly to greet his boss, Demetri gave up his front seat for the boss and then he put nameless in the center back and he filed into the back seat behind the driver.
The car pulled out slowly toward the airport exit.
“Did you find the professor?” Zendo asked, not even turning to look at him.
“The American woman?” Demetri said. “No, but we know where she’s going.”
Zendo turned to him and said, “I meant the Malta professor. And why are we one man down?” He looked at the other two in the back and continued, “Niko, where’s your cousin?”
Almost crying now, Niko explained what had happened at the apartment, including how Jake Adams had caught them just as they were leaving, murdering his cousin.
Zendo looked confused. “Why was he the only one left at the apartment? Didn’t I always teach you to have a partner?”
Demetri took this one. “It was a mistake, Zendo. I left him there to make sure we had not left any trace of our visit.” He had still not mentioned the death of the professor, but he needed to soon or there would be hell to pay for the omission when he did find out. Now he explained the incident with the Malta professor, including the information obtained first to soften the blow of the man’s death.
Stroking his long hair behind his ear, Zendo finally said, “I would have probably told you to kill the man anyway. But you should have waited for me so I could make sure the man told us everything he knew.”
Letting out a sigh of relief, Demetri said, “I don’t think he was in any position to lie to us. I trust what he told us.” He went on to explain what the Malta professor had been doing with the American woman.
“Tell me at least one of you happened to hit Jake Adams,” Zendo said, hopeful.
Demetri shrugged, “We have no way of knowing. But that man is crazy. He came running at as like a maniac firing his gun. He didn’t seem to care if he got shot.”
Zendo shook his head and smiled. “I heard that about him. And I did warn you. Now, let’s get down to the ferry terminal. Are you sure she will take the ferry?”
“Yes,” Demetri said. “The Malta professor said she was traveling with cash and didn’t trust airline manifests.”
“So she knows we’re after her. How much of a lead does she have.”
“Not much. The professor said she had just been at his apartment before we showed up.”
Zendo nodded. “Good. Then she might still be here in Malta.”
* * *
Sara Halsey Jones stood outside against the ferry’s rail on the upper deck in the darkness, the relative cool from the summer night sending a slight chill through her body as the fading lights from Malta slowly dissipated on the horizon behind them.
But her chill, she was sure, had more to do with what she had just experienced at the University of Malta history professor’s apartment. The two of them had just finished discussing her quest for the lost Histories of the Greek historian Polybius. Her work in Italy, Greece and Istanbul had led her to Malta and now full circle back to Italy. Well, Sicily. She knew that most Sicilians still didn’t consider their island a part of the boot of Italy. And as an historian she knew well their beef and felt some sympathy for them. After all, they had been part of Magna Graecia, Greek settlements, before the Roman Republic finally took over in the third century BC.
She thought about the professor and hoped he was all right. Some of the men that came to the door she was sure she recognized from her time in Venice and Istanbul. One could have been the man that detained the American who had inexplicably contacted her in Athens, asking her if she was in fact Sara Halsey Jones — a strange and creepy man with a New York accent. How and why was an American calling her by name at a coffee shop in Athens? That was her first sign that her adventure collecting data on an obscure Greek historian had somehow raised concerns with someone. From that day forward she had done her best to stay off the grid, only using her passport when absolutely necessary. Which was a good reason to travel by ferry and train, where they might check out her passport but not report her passage to the government. Security was much less strict on these forms of transportation.
Sara had also come to change her appearance with each new location. Now she appeared like a widow in morning, dressed in all black with a scarf covering her hair, which she had started to put up on her head in a bun. Maybe she would cut it in Sicily. But how long could she keep running from these men? And why were they after her in the first place? These questions had haunted her for the past couple of weeks as she gathered information. Yet, she was the only one who really knew her true research target. If she discovered what she thought she would, she would write a book and hope to change the entire historical record of this entire region. Perhaps that was too strong. If nothing else, though, she would bring forth a more complete understanding of a truly remarkable man.
Hearing a noise behind her, she startled and a chill ran through her again, a common occurrence recently. But it was just a young couple in their early twenties coming to the upper deck for the romantic ambiance — something which she had not really experienced since her undergraduate college days. Perhaps she had spent too much time with her nose in the books to really live life. Now she was living life but fearing for it as well. And why? She had no clue.
If anything happened to the professor in Malta she would be sick with anguish. He was a nice man. She even thought he might desire a sexual relationship with her that night. How long had it been for her? She would need an abacus to calculate that. Well, the professor was a Frenchman, so he would have probably hit on just about anyone, she guessed. It was no indication of her desirability. Maybe she was beginning to not trust anyone, which is why she never told the Malta professor where she would go next. He had given her a few different possible locations for her to search, and she had enthusiastically settled on one in Sicily, although not the one she really planned to pursue. No, she had given the French Malta professor the wrong place she would go next. Since all of his suggestions had been in Sicily, anyone pursuing her would know that much. But they would not know the precise location. She had told the professor her next stop would be Messina, but her real destination was Taormina, the beautiful former Greek city on the cliffs overlooking the Ionian Sea. Although she had never been there before, she had seen many wonderful pictures and a documentary on television. But she wouldn’t be there long, she thought, since her only concern there was to confirm something she already speculated to be true. First, though, she would take this night ferry to Catania, Sicily, and then hop a train in the early morning to Taormina.
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Jake waited patiently in the driver’s seat of their rental car just outside the Malta International Airport. He had convinced his newfound colleague, Elisa Murici, to contact her office in Rome for some help. There were only a few ways off the island — by air or by sea. And Sara Halsey Jones could not have been that far ahead of them. Now, she could just hang low and hide out in some hotel on Malta, but he didn’t think so. He guessed she was still on the move.
So Jake had enlisted Elisa to contact her office and try to track down any passport use, videos at the airport and ferry terminal, which would take a while, or manifests on airlines and ferries. Although Sara wouldn’t necessarily have to show her passport to the ferry operators, she would have to show some form of ID. And Jake had found in the past that they keep those records for at least 24 hours, just in case a ferry sinks. They liked to know who died and whose family would likely sue them.
Finally, Elisa got off her phone and glanced at him. “I’m glad you’re on my side,” she said. “She’s on the night ferry from here to Catania, Sicily. She used a Texas driver’s license. They’ve got her on video wearing all black with a scarf and dark glasses.”
“Great. So she knows someone is after her.” He checked his watch and figured the crossing time from Malta to Catania. “She should get in there around four a.m.”
Elisa shook her head. “How do you know this?”
“It’s about a hundred and ninety kilometers, or one hundred and fourteen miles from Valletta to Catania,” he surmised. “Based on an average speed of thirty kilometers per hour, that gets them in at four, assuming normal sea conditions.”
She simply stared at him.
“Plus, while you were on the phone with your people, I checked the ferry schedule on my phone.”
Hitting him in the arm, she said, “Not fair.”
“Let’s go,” Jake said.
“Wait. Where?”
“I do understand some Italian,” he said. “They have a plane waiting for you at the private section of the airport.”
Elisa shook her head and followed him toward the non-commercial air section.
This would work perfect, Jake thought. A private plane meant no security, so he could keep the gun he had gotten from the Tunis cultural affairs officer.
It took them just twenty minutes to get to the private airport section, where Elisa gathered a package from a man in his mid-forties who appeared more interested in Elisa’s physical attributes than her identification.
“All right,” she said to Jake. “You might want to go to the bathroom before we take off. Either that or hold it for an hour and a half.”
“What are we flying a biplane?”
She handed him her bag and the folder the man had given her. “Well I’m going to go.” Elisa headed toward the WC and Jake watched the man at the desk eye her fine posterior.
He thought about keeping his contact informed, but immediately brushed that thought from his mind. He wasn’t used to having a babysitter, and never liked it when someone tried to push him too hard for information.
Elisa came out and took her stuff from him and continued on toward the outer door. Jake caught a wide smirk on the man’s face, an approval of his apparent choice of women.
Out on the dark flight line, Jake finally saw the plane they would take to Sicily. It was a single engine Cessna Skyhawk painted white with green stripes. A man was standing by to help them step into the plane. When they got inside, Jake looked toward the cockpit and saw no pilot.
“Let’s hope we have a pilot who knows what he’s doing,” Jake said.
“Why do you assume the pilot will be a man?” she asked.
He shrugged. “Law of averages?”
Elisa shook her head, set her bag on the floor and climbed into the pilot’s seat.
Now he felt like a complete idiot. He sat in the front passenger seat and kept his mouth shut.
Finally, her quick preflight done and her headset on her head, she smiled and turned to Jake. “Are you all right with a woman pilot?”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you could fly.”
“You didn’t check out my background?”
He shrugged. “Afraid not.”
“I was a pilot in the Italian Air Force in my twenties. I understand you also did some time in the American Air Force. Did you fly?”
“No. I was Intelligence.”
“You think highly of yourself.” She cranked over the engine and it immediately sprung to life and raised the noise level.
“The Intelligence field,” he explained loudly.
She pointed at the second headset, which he put on now.
“I’m messing with you, Jake. Buckle up. It’s been a while since I flew last. But what do they say in America? It’s like riding a bike?” She powered up and let off the brakes, shoving Jake back against the seat.
Moments later and they were up in the air and slowly turning over the capital city toward the harbor. Jake glanced down at all the boats until he saw a particularly large yacht moored farther out into the bay. He couldn’t remember ever seeing a personal yacht that big. Once they cleared the outer harbor they climbed fast to their cruising altitude, the lights of Valletta quickly fading beneath them.
Jake glanced at Elisa, who seemed quite comfortable behind the controls. “Good thing we stopped at the first bottle of wine,” he said into the headset mic.
“Actually I fly better after wine.”
He looked for any sign of a smile, but she didn’t seem to be kidding.
A half hour later and they broke through the darkness of cloud cover and into brightness of a near-full moon. Moments later and even the clouds below broke up, allowing them to see the moon shine off the ocean.
“It’s peaceful up here at night,” Elisa said.
She was right. For the first time in a few days, Jake thought he could actually fall asleep. But just as his head was starting to bob down to his chest, he heard a strange sound against the fuselage on his side.
“What the hell was that?” Jake asked.
The sound again, like metal hitting metal.
Elisa pulled her right earmuff off and listened. “I don’t hear anything.”
“It was like something struck us. Twice.” Looking outside the aircraft to his right, Jake finally saw flashing lights from another airplane — a green light on the left wing and a white light at the tail. “There’s another plane.”
Suddenly another flash startled him. This was followed by a thump on the door just in front of him and a bullet hitting the control panel.
“Are they shooting at us?” Elisa yelled.
Jake had his gun out in seconds. “Hell, yes.” He slid open the door window and a rush of air flowed in.
She added power and put the nose down to gain speed.
When Jake saw the other plane make the same move, he took off his seat belt, twisted in his seat to get a better angle, and aimed his gun out the window. He shot twice and thought he saw his bullets strike the metal.
“How fast does this crate go?” Jake asked.
“Not fast enough. From the quick look I got, that’s the Cessna Stationair I saw on the tarmac at the airport. He has thirty knots on us.”
Great. “Can you outmaneuver them?”
Elisa considered that. “For a while. But the faster we go and more vectoring, the more fuel we burn. They will have the same problem, though. We have equal range.”
“Okay. But they might have more weight, which should reduce range.”
“In theory. Their engine can handle the payload.”
All right, Jake thought, so he would have to shoot the pilot or hit the engine. Before they did the same to them. He put the gun out the window and saw two flashes just as he shot his gun twice also. They had at least two shooters, and who knew how many rounds to fire. They had two guns and one shooter. Him.
“Elisa, when I yell stop, let up on the throttle and vector toward them simultaneously.”
“Are you crazy? They’ll run right into us.”
Jake looked back at the aircraft to their right. “Can you get under them?”
“Maybe. Why?”
“I want you to get underneath them and then bank to your left. As you do so I should have a good shot of their belly.”
“That could work,” she said. “You could hit their fuel tanks. They would be forced to turn back.”
“Hang on. Here we go.”
With one smooth motion, she banked down to the right, but she went too far and came out on the other side of them. This could still work, Jake thought. As they went under the other aircraft Jake had a nice view of their belly but no shot.
“Do that again in the other direction,” Jake instructed. “But bank a bit harder.”
Just as she was about to do this a bullet struck through their windscreen and continued through, striking the window next to Jake’s gun hand. “Bank now,” Jake yelled, shoving his gun out the side window.
She did as he said, banking the aircraft at a tight angle. As they passed under the other aircraft, Jake continued to shoot his gun until the slide came back on his weapon. They had been so close that their right wing nearly hit the bottom of the other plane.
Now Elisa settled the Skyhawk into a cruising altitude again, her heading toward the northeast. “Are they still with us?”
Jake craned his neck around the side of the aircraft high and low, then toward the aft windows, but he saw nothing. “Not unless they’re directly above or below us.”
She let out a quick breath of air.
Glancing at Elisa, he noticed both of her hands tightly gripping the yoke. “You all right?” he asked.
“I’m fine. But that was close on our last pass. Our right wing tip nearly clipped their landing gear. I think you must have done some damage to them.”
He was thinking the same thing. The biggest question he had, though, was how in the hell they had found them. He had told no one of their intent to fly to Catania. And only Elisa’s agency knew of their plans. “What kind of flight plan was issued for us?”
Elisa stared at him, an expression of incredulity. “Are you serious? You think this is my fault?”
“That’s not what I said.” Yet, he was asking without asking.
Finally she said, “It was a bogus flight plan for a husband and wife named Conidi. Tourists. No passport or visa required. There’s no way they could have traced us through that.”
“Then how?”
They both sat quietly now, only the engine and wind to distract their concentration. Jake thought about the items he had been given by Rob Pierce, the Tunis cultural affairs officer, but it would make no sense for him to be tracking him or turning his GPS information over to anyone. Yet, that was their only option from his point of view.
* * *
Zendo sat at the stern deck of the massive yacht owned by billionaire Petros Caras, who was barely awake in the chair next to his. They had spent the evening drinking heavily to help Zendo soften the blow of his men failing to capture the American woman at the professor’s apartment earlier. But where they had first failed, they had also gotten a break finding out about the flight that Jake Adams and that Italian woman had taken from Malta to Sicily.
The night air had cooled somewhat but was still nice enough for shorts and a light shirt. Zendo’s phone rang and he looked at the number. It was their satellite phone. He didn’t expect to hear from his men until they got to Catania.
“Zendo,” he said after pressing the screen on his phone. He listened to the noisy call and simply shook his head. Finally he said, “I specifically told you to simply follow them in your plane. Was I not clear?”
Petros Caras leaned forward in his chair. “What’s going on?”
“Just a minute.” Zendo put the phone to his chest and said to Petros, “A little incident in the air over the ocean. Nothing important.” He went back on the phone and said, “Are you still behind them?” He listened and tried not to look at his boss, who didn’t tolerate mistakes well. “Good, good. Better yet, your aircraft is much faster than theirs. Can you get there before them?” Now he shook his head as he smiled and looked at his boss to bring relief. “Do that then. Pick up a car and keep track of them once they land. I’ll be flying there commercial and will catch up with you.” Zendo left it at that, turning off his phone. He had considered flying to Italy with them, and that would have been better all around, except he hated flying anywhere on small planes. He had crashed in them twice while with the Greek army, barely surviving each incident.
“What happened?” Petros Caras asked.
Zeno explained the incident, not mentioning who had taken the first shot. “But they are clear now and will make it to Catania before Adams and the woman.”
“Did you get an ID on her yet?” Petros asked him.
“No. But my men say she’s one helluva pilot. Nearly as hot as that Czech woman you have inside.” He was hoping to get a shot at Svetla Kalina after seeing her in Santorini. It was he who had done the background check on the former model, reviewing countless nudes along the way.
“Is everyone all right?”
Zendo thought about lying, but he guessed his boss would find out eventually. “Niko took a minor bullet injury after one shot came through the bottom of the fuselage, through his seat, and about an inch into his right butt cheek.”
Petros laughed aloud. “It serves that idiot right for not following orders. I’m guessing he was the one who took the shot in retaliation for his cousin’s death this evening.”
Simply shrugging, Zendo lied, “I don’t know. But they’re on the right track now. After talking with the Malta professor, they think they know where the American woman is going.”
Finishing off the last of his drink, Petros got up and said, “You need to get off the boat. Unless you want to cruise with us to Sicily.”
Not likely, and Petros Caras knew this about him. Zendo hated to fly in small planes, but absolutely refused to travel anywhere by boat. Trains, cars and big jets were just fine, though.
“I will catch the first flight to Catania in the morning,” Zendo said. “When do you leave?”
“As soon as our launch drops you off at the pier and gets back here.”
With that, Zendo nodded and got onto the waiting launch. Just like his men on the airplane, he had also dodged a bullet tonight. Somehow he had managed to not get his ass chewed by Petros Caras.
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It was less than an hour since their encounter with the other aircraft and what Jake could only assume was the same Greeks who had messed with him on the ferry and shot at him in Malta. Somehow they had caught up with them, and he wasn’t taking any chances now. Once he got cell service off the coast of Italy he was able to call an old friend of his and get clearance to divert the airplane to another location.
Now, still dark and their only indication of civilization the lights of Catania ahead, Jake got off the phone and turned to Elisa. “We have clearance to land at Naval Air Station Sigonella.”
“How did you pull that off?” she asked.
“Friends in high places.” The only reason Jake hadn’t thrown his cell phone in the ocean after their encounter with the Greeks was to make contacts like this. He wasn’t a Luddite when it came to high tech gadgets, but he also knew they could work against him as much as for him.
She got on the radio and within a minute confirmed clearance to land at the air station. They flew in low over the coast of Sicily toward the Catania airport and with that airport in view, she banked hard to the west and Jake could finally see where she was heading.
“Have you landed here before?” Jake asked.
“Yes, during my time with the Italian air force. We conducted joint exercises with our NATO allies.”
Elisa landed with as much precision as she had throughout the flight. They taxied and came to a stop outside the base operations building, where a man in a flight suit waited with a flashlight. He was talking with someone on his headset by the time Jake and Elisa collected their bags and got to the tarmac.
“Jake Adams?” the man said as he approached and offered his hand to shake. “Lieutenant Max Stevens.”
They shook and then Jake introduced his friend as simply Elisa.
The naval officer said, “We picked you up on our system as soon as you requested to land. You know you had a tail, right?” Then he shone his flashlight beam onto the side of their airplane. “Jesus, what happened here. Looks like bullet holes.”
“Good eye,” Jake said. “What can you tell me about the tail?”
The naval officer’s eyes kept shifting from Elisa to the holes in the plane. “Well, they followed you until they must have realized you were landing here. Then they turned around and landed at Catania a few minutes ago.”
“Can you get on the horn and have them detained? They tried to drop us out of the sky over the Med.”
“Yes, sir.” He got onto his headset again and watched as Elisa walked past him toward the operations building. He turned and smiled at Jake. “Nice. You two a couple?”
“Easy sailor. She’s armed and dangerous.”
“A spook like you?” He nodded his head, obviously turned on by this new fact.
Jake ignored the inquiry. Instead he simply walked into the operations building after Elisa. Inside he found a chair and went through his backpack, checking again to make sure there was no tracking device. He was clean. But while he looked he realized he was getting short on 9mm ammo.
“Everything all right, Mister Adams?” the Navy officer asked him.
“I could use some nine mil rounds. Any way of getting some from your security folks?”
“I’ll see what I can do.” He started to leave and stopped himself. “Still waiting to hear back from the Polizia at the Catania airport.”
“Thanks.”
Just as he turned, the naval officer almost ran into Elisa, who was returning from the restroom.
“Everything all right?” she asked, taking a seat next to Jake.
“He’s heading out to get us some nine millimeter rounds.”
“I could get some from the local Carabinieri,” she said.
“Let’s try not to get them involved.” Jake had a few negative experiences with that law enforcement agency, and he wasn’t in the mood to have them look too deep into his background, even though he could show them fake identification. “Besides, we need to get moving to catch up with the ferry. It should arrive within the hour.”
“What about the Greeks from that other plane?” she asked.
Just then the naval officer showed up with two boxes of 50 rounds each of 9mm ammo, which he handed to Jake. “Got a call back from Catania airport. By the time the Polizia went to the airplane on the tarmac at Fontanarossa Airport the men were already gone.”
Jake let out a breath. “Great.” Now they’d have to keep looking over their shoulder. And the Greeks might actually know the destination of Sara Halsey Jones.
The naval officer smiled and said, “Turns out their airplane was also hit by a number of bullets. Strange coincidence. They also found some blood on one of the chairs in the back. Said a bullet came right up through the bottom of the fuselage, through the chair, and probably into the posterior of someone. Someone will have a sore ass for a while.”
“Any way we can get a ride down to the main ferry terminal in Catania?” Jake asked as he reloaded an empty magazine, keeping his prints off the brass casings.
“I can drive you,” he said.
Shaking his head, Jake said, “Not in that flight suit.”
“Understood. But I can change in less than five and take you in my personal car.”
“All right. Let’s do it.”
Naval Air Station Sigonella was just a short drive to downtown Catania and the waterfront, especially between three and four in the morning. The officer dropped them a couple blocks from the ferry terminal, so Elisa and Jake could walk in and make sure they were not under surveillance.
Outside on the sidewalk, the officer’s car driving away in the other direction on Via Cristoforo Colombo, Jake said to Elisa, “Let’s split up for a while so we can cover more ground. There has to be two hundred people on that ferry and it might be tough to catch her in the crowd.”
He let her go ahead and he followed a respectable distance behind her. As Jake got to the ferry terminal, he saw that Elisa already had a large cappuccino in her hand from a small kiosk. Needing the same jolt to get him to wake up, Jake ignored Elisa and got himself a large also and then walked off toward a position along a wall near the restrooms. Elisa found a chair across from him. From those locations they should be able to cover the entire offloading of passengers.
Better yet, Jake knew, he could see if anyone else, specifically the Greeks, were anywhere to be seen.
The ferry arrived on time at 4 a.m. Slowly the weary passengers strolled off like a group of zombies. There were families, couples, groups of youth, which Jake only viewed to make sure Sara Halsey Jones had not globed onto, and finally he saw the woman he had been seeking for days, and who had been on the run for weeks in Europe. She was still wearing all black, with a black scarf over her head, as if she were a much older woman in mourning. Jake threw his empty coffee cup in the garbage and caught the eye of Elisa, who also saw their target. It had been agreed that he would make contact with Sara and Elisa would watch to make sure they were not followed.
Sara Halsey Jones seemed to wander aimlessly about the small terminal, as if looking for something, her eyes scanning signs. This was the perfect opening for Jake. He simply walked up to her and asked, “May I help you find something, ma’am?” He threw in a slight Texas accent.
She startled at first and then said, “No, thank you. You’re an American?”
“Guilty.”
“I didn’t see you on the ferry,” she said.
“There were a lot of passengers.”
“I would have remembered you.” She took a slight step away from him.
“Sara. My name is Jake. I was hired by your brother to find you.”
She walked away from him and he quickly caught up, grasping her arm. “Let me go,” she said loudly. “I don’t have a brother.”
Jake loosened his grip slightly but still maintained control. “Listen to me very carefully. Your brother is Senator James Halsey. You are Sara Halsey Jones, professor of history from Rice University in Houston. You just came from Malta, where you spoke with another history professor. That man is dead.” He put great emphasis on that last word.
“He’s dead? Why?” A tear streaked down her cheek from her right eye.
“Because there are men who either want you dead or want you for some other reason. The same men who have been after you in Athens, Rome, Venice and Istanbul.”
Sara wiped away her tear but now the waterworks came from both eyes as she sniffled and almost lost her breath. She took deep intakes of air. “I don’t understand,” she finally forced out.
Jake glanced at Elisa, who pulled out a tissue from her purse as if offering it up from across the room. He took the hint and found a tissue in his jacket pocket and handed it to Sara, who accepted it and dabbed her eyes.
Jake said, “Why are these men after you?”
She seemed to settle down somewhat. “I honestly don’t know. What was your name again?”
“Jake. Jake Adams.”
“Another man came to me and told me the same thing,” Sara said. “That he had been hired by my brother. But then he went away.”
“In Rome?”
She shook her head. “In Athens.”
He didn’t want to frighten her any more than he had to, but she needed to know the truth. “Your brother sent two men and both are now missing. Could this have something to do with your family money?”
Sara shook her head emphatically. “I have nothing to do with that. I’m simply a college professor. By the way, I also teach mathematics.”
He did know that. “Could it have something to do with your research?”
Shaking her head, she said, “How could it? I’m just researching for a book I plan to write.”
Time to bring it on home. “It’s most likely something to do with your research,” he postulated. “Something you looked into must have aroused someone’s interest. Did you tell the professor in Malta where you were going next?”
“Not really. He just knew Sicily, since he’s the one who gave me my next direction.”
“He recommended Catania?”
“Among others.”
She was holding back on him. That was obvious, and Jake didn’t blame her for not trusting him. “Well I was hired to find you. I told your brother’s people that I wouldn’t drag you back to Texas unless you wanted me to escort you there.”
“Can’t you just tell him you found me and I’m fine?”
“That would be a lie, Sara.”
“But I am fine right now.”
“I won’t split the baby like that.”
“Wow, a Biblical reference. Are you trying to impress me?”
“Now that I’ve found you, I feel obligated to keep you alive.”
“That’s very noble, Mister Adams…”
“Jake.”
“Right, Jake. But I don’t need a babysitter.”
“I had to shoot a man in Malta,” Jake explained. “A man who had just tortured the professor by binding him, burning his skin with cigarettes, and then finally strangling him with his own guitar string. Then, on our flight here in a private plane, the rest of the men tried to shoot us out of the sky. We barely escaped.”
“We?” She glanced around. “You’re not alone?”
“I’ve had some help along the way.” Deflection might be the better way to go right now, he thought. “Your brother has gotten the State Department involved. If I don’t contact his people soon, he’s likely to send the Royal Canadian Mounted Police after you. Now, are you going to continue this quest of yours? Or would you rather stay alive?”
The professor sobbed again, as if this was the first time someone had actually yelled at her. Perhaps he’d come off too harsh.
“What do you want me to do? I still have research. Important research.”
“With this Polybius fellow?”
Her eyes widened. “What do you know of Polybius?”
“Not a damn thing,” Jake said truthfully. They stood there at an impasse for a moment, neither wanting to continue. Finally Jake looked around the room, which was clearing out and making it easier for them to stand out. “What do you want to do, Sara?”
“Finish my work.”
Damn it. This whole time, from Tunis to Sicily to Rome to Malta and back to Sicily, Jake had not really thought about what he would do once he found Sara. He had just been glad to get out of that Tunisian prison. But now he had a dilemma. Stick with her and keep her safe or make sure she got on the next plane to Texas.
“How much longer do you need?” he asked her.
She shrugged. “Maybe a week. Two tops.”
Jake had a feeling his mission had just changed from finding an American professor in Europe to working as her body guard. Time for the sales pitch. “Let me help you. I was an Air Force officer before working with other agencies in our government. Since then I have run a private security consulting company here in Europe. I know the region. I promise I’ll contact your brother and tell him you’re all right, but I would like to stick with you. Would that work for you?”
A wave of relief seemed to flush through Sara’s body, her shoulders going from tensed upward to their normal position. She simply nodded agreement.
“All right,” Jake said. “Then let’s go to your next location. Where would that be?”
“Taormina.”
“A beautiful city,” he said.
“You’ve been there?”
“A number of times. We can pick up a train a few blocks from here.”
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Demetri sat down onto the seat in the train a few blocks from the Catania airport. The four of them had barely gotten away from the airplane after losing Jake Adams and that woman, who somehow were able to land at the joint NATO base at Sigonella, forcing them to turn back and land at their intended destination at Catania.
They had spread out in groups of two on this train car, two in the front and two in the back. He sat across from Niko, who was still in some pain from having been shot in the buttocks on the plane. Although the bullet barely made it under the skin, with very little blood loss, Demetri understood the pain Niko must be in every time he sat down. Kyros, who had medical first aid training from the army, had pulled out the little 9mm round with a needle-nose pliers and patched him up with a first aid kit on the plane. No stitches required.
“How are you doing?” Demetri asked Niko as the train pulled away from the terminal.
“Much better.”
He would have to hold his man in check if they ever ran across Jake Adams again. Niko should have never opened fire on their airplane in the first place, and Demetri had seriously reprimanded the man for his actions. He just hoped word would never get out to Zendo. If they had simply followed Adams and the woman they probably would have landed at Catania’s Fontanarossa Airport. He still wasn’t sure how Adams knew where the American professor was going. How had he found out? Also, there were only two ways for her to get to Messina from Malta — airplane or ferry to Catania and then bus or train. They had no way of knowing how she would get there, but they would catch her there for sure. And he still had no idea what Petros Caras wanted with this American professor. He learned a long time ago not to ask questions like that. Sometimes knowing certain details got in the way of the mission. But at least he thought he got through to his men that the woman must not be hurt. She was no good dead or injured.
A few minutes later and the train pulled into the downtown terminal a few blocks from Catania’s waterfront. Demetri watched the platform as the train slowed. He smiled and then ducked down when he noticed the man standing there with a backpack over his shoulders, a woman dressed completely in black at his side. It was Jake Adams and the professor, Sara Halsey Jones. If he believed in God, he would have thanked him at this very moment for making this happen. Now he tried to think about which of his men might be recognizable to Adams. That depended on his memory. They had all brushed past the man in Rome, and the man with Kyros, whatever his name was, had a close encounter with Adams on the ferry from Tunis to Trapani. No, they were probably all right. Once the train got going he would personally find out which car they were in, and then it would be clear sailing all the way to Messina. Just relax and enjoy the ride.
* * *
Jake got onto the train around the middle car. He liked to be able to have an escape in either direction if he needed to. His training was taking over his actions now. They took chairs against the back wall of their car, and he saw Elisa on the far end opposite side with a good view of him. Maybe it was time for him to tell Sara about his friend Elisa. Sara sat down against the window next to Jake. She was tired, he could tell, but she was still quite attractive. He wondered why she had not married. He understood not doing so with women in the Agency, especially for those on the covert side of the house. But one would think working at a university would have exposed Sara to a lot of eligible men. Maybe she went the other way.
He took out his phone and punched in Elisa’s phone number from memory, sending her a text that read ‘Taormina.’ He saw her pick up her phone and smile. Then he got this message back: ‘Una bella città.’ Yes, it was.
Jake needed to contact the lawyer in Washington to let him know he’d found Sara Halsey Jones. He considered making a call, but thought it would be more discreet as either a text or an e-mail. He decided on the later. On his phone he typed in the e-mail address for Brock Winthrop and sent him a simple message with the basic facts.
Seconds later he got an e-mail acknowledgment from the lawyer saying that was wonderful. Then the lawyer told him that Sara’s father was quite ill and had been sent back to Texas with only days to live. Her father was asking to see her before he died. He showed her the e-mail from Winthrop and she responded with a concerned look, but more curious than anything.
“You know this Brock Winthrop?” Jake asked her.
She laughed. “Yeah. The man has been trying to get me into bed since I first strapped on a training bra. He and my brother were friends in college, Yale Law. My brother Jim is fifteen years my senior and Brock has been sucking off the Halsey teat ever since. I don’t know what my brother sees in the man. Brock is Jim’s lawyer and advisor. He also handles my father’s estate.”
“Is your father really sick?”
“He’s eighty. My mother died a number of years ago. Dad was diagnosed with some kind of cancer two years ago. The doctors gave him a couple months back then. He’s just ornery enough to hang on for two more years.”
“What did the lawyer mean when he said they sent your father back to Texas?”
“Jim wanted him close to him in Washington. Dad really didn’t want to leave Texas, but he eventually agreed. He did stipulate that he wouldn’t be caught dead anywhere near the capital. He wanted to die in Texas. So maybe he is getting worse. I talked to him just before I left for Europe and he sounded all right. But that was weeks ago.”
Jake considered this new information. “Do you want to head back to Texas? We could pick up a commuter flight to Rome and the next flight to the Lone Star state.”
Sara let those thoughts brew within her. Jake could see the calculation, like a mathematician doing calculus in her mind. “This might sound callous,” she said, “but ask how long they expect him to live.”
Pulling out his phone again, Jake typed in the request. A couple of minutes later and the lawyer indicated it could be days or a week. Buck Halsey was a stubborn man. He showed this to Sara.
“All right. We keep at it for a couple of days.”
He nodded and put his phone away. “Could you tell me what you’re trying to discover here? It might help me find out why the Greeks are after you?”
“Greeks?” she asked, confused.
“Yeah, Greeks. That’s who’s after you.”
“Polybius was a Greek historian,” she said. “But he’s just the conduit to my understanding. My real subject is the great mathematician Archimedes from Syracuse.”
Jake had visited Syracuse, or Siracusa as the Italians called it, many years ago with his ex-girlfriend Toni Contardo. They visited all of the Roman and Greek ruins. But at the time they were more interested in exploring the body of each other.
“So eventually we will end up in Siracusa,” Jake said.
“Right. But to use a football analogy, we’re working our way down the field picking up yards until we’re within striking distance of the end zone.”
“Football? Do the Owls even have a team?”
“Hey, football is like religion in Texas. Don’t mess with our religion our football or our guns.”
Jake was beginning to like this woman. It wasn’t a requirement of his job, but it was a nice perk. He caught the attention of Elisa as he got up, indicating to keep an eye on their new friend. “I need to head to the restroom,” he whispered to Sara. “Be right back.”
The WC was right behind in the car in front of theirs. He got there and saw it was occupied. As the door opened, Jake and the man coming out met with their eyes, with immediate recognition by both of them. The man tried to throw a right punch but his shoulder hit the side of the door frame.
Without thinking, Jake thrust his right foot into the man’s stomach, sending him flying back into the restroom. Then he followed the man inside and forced the door shut behind him. They wrestled in the tight quarters, neither able to get a good punch off. Finally Jake shoved his elbow upward into the man’s jaw and knocked him out. Then he searched the man’s pockets for identification. This was the same man he had encountered on the ferry from Tunis to Trapani after he took the Glock from his friend — the one Jake had just killed in Malta. All he found was a wallet, which he shoved into his pocket. And, of course, another Glock 19 under his left arm and two extra magazines under his right. He had just seconds to get the hell out of there before someone came. Smiling, he decided to make things a little more difficult for this guy. Jake stripped the man’s pants off, along with his boxers, and rolled them up under his arm. Then he put the man back onto the toilet as if he was doing something sordid.
Opening the door slightly to see if anyone was there, Jake saw nobody. He slipped out and threw the man’s pants into a garbage can. Then he hurried back toward his seat. Somehow these guys had gotten on the same train. This could have been a coincidence, but he didn’t like the odds.
Back at his seat he reached down to Sara and said, “Let’s go. They found us.”
“What? How?”
He led her by the hand up the corridor toward Elisa, who could see he was concerned. She got up and said, “What’s up Jake?”
“The Greeks found us,” he said. “Yeah, she’s with us, Sara. I’ll introduce you later. Right now we need to get off this train.”
Lucky for them the train seemed to stop in every one-horse town between Catania and Taormina. But he was sure they would be watching for them. Within a minute the train slowed for a small station. Instead of getting off immediately, Jake held them there until the conductor said the doors were about to close. Just at the last second Jake pulled the two women out onto the platform and hurried away from the train. He didn’t look back until he was sure the train had left the terminal. They had gotten off clean. But now they needed transportation.
“What happened?” Elisa asked.
“Wait. Who is she?” Sara asked.
Jake introduced them and said they were all on the same team. He explained what had happened to the man on the train, then he started to walk outside and handed the Glock to Elisa. “A spare.” He went through the man’s wallet, but it only held a driver’s license with a photo barely recognizable. He kept the forty Euros and threw the wallet into the garbage as they left the tiny terminal.
“We need a ride,” Jake announced. “Any ideas? The rest of the Greeks will get off at the next stop and come back for us. Someone would have been on lookout for us getting off the train.”
The two women looked around. There were no taxis and the bus might come in five minutes or a half hour. However, there was a small parking lot with cars left behind by commuters. Jake went from car to car testing driver’s doors. The only one unlocked was an old beat up Fiat Uno. It would have to do.
“Get in,” Jake demanded.
They did as he said, with Sara running around to the front passenger seat and Elisa throwing her bag into the back and sliding in next to it.
Jake dug around under the dash until he found the ignition wire. He was about to start stripping wires when he saw the hole where the key should go into the ignition. Instead of a key hole there was a simple button. Christ, this guy was asking for his car to be stolen. He pressed the button and the tiny engine sputtered to life. Half a tank of gas. On this car that would almost get them to Rome, if it didn’t break down in a couple of miles. Jake ground the shift stick into first and then burned some rubber and got them onto the road toward Taormina.
Washington D.C.
Toni Contardo stepped lightly through the nice Georgetown brownstone, checking the clock on the fireplace mantel — it was just after one a.m. Her black curly hair was up in a pony tail at the back of her head and she was dressed in tight black clothes, nothing that could possibly get caught on anything, and her shoes were a practical high-top with non-squeak soles. She moved in the darkness as if she actually lived there. She knew there was no dog. No kids. No wife this night. And the security detail had given way to a fallible electronic security system that she had broken in less than fifteen seconds.
When she came to the wooden staircase, she hesitated for a second. These could squeak, she knew. But she could also hear the man upstairs snoring loud enough to wake the neighbors. With great stealth, she kept to the outer edge of the wooden stairs. Not a sound.
She got to the man’s bedroom. The door was open and she could barely make out the man in the bed alone. Next to the bed was a small table with a padded chair under that. Looking in the drawer, she found a little .380 automatic handgun. She picked that up and then sat on the chair and watched the man sleep for a while. Then she clicked on the small table lamp and crossed her legs.
The man startled up in bed, and started to reach for the drawer where he kept his gun, until his wide eyes finally found recognition. “Maria?” he said. “What the hell are you doing here?”
Toni went with it, almost forgetting that the senator only knew her by that persona. “We have to talk.”
Senator James Halsey lay back against his pillow and drew the sheet up to his chin. “Careful with the gun,” he said. “It has a hair trigger.”
She smiled and then put the gun back into the drawer. “Sorry about that, but your first instinct was to reach for the drawer.”
He nodded. “What can I do for you?”
“Our man found your sister in Italy.”
Halsey sat up again. “That’s great. So she’s okay?”
“Yes. As far as we know. You sound surprised.”
“Not at all.” He ran his fingers through his tussled hair. “You have to understand Sara. She’s always believed she’s invincible. She has more guts than most men I know.”
She was confused now, not knowing quite how to broach this subject. “How well do you know your lawyer Brock Winthrop?”
“Pretty damn well,” Halsey said. “We went to college together.”
“What’s his relationship with your father?”
“He’s his lawyer as well.”
“Then you agree with your father going back to Texas?”
“Of course. Nobody tells Buck Halsey where he can die.” He checked the clock on the end table. “In fact, I’ll be following him there today. First I have to vote on an important bill before the senate.”
“When’s the last time you talked with Brock Winthrop?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer to this.
The senator picked up his phone from the night table and checked the call record. “It was earlier this evening. Why do you ask?”
“Because he got an e-mail from Jake Adams saying he found Sara more than an hour ago. Why didn’t he call you?”
Halsey shrugged and then looked at his phone again, checking his e-mail.
“Any e-mail?” She also knew the answer to that was no, since she had been monitoring all of Brock Winthrop’s communications, along with those of Jake Adams and the good senator. But she couldn’t let the senator know this without implicating her Agency in domestic spying — a huge violation of civil liberties.
He shook his head. “Hey, how the hell did you get in here?”
She got up to leave and simply stared at him. “Really? That’s what you want to know? You should be asking why your lawyer has failed to tell you about our guy finding your sister.”
“He probably wanted to let me sleep,” Halsey posited. “He knows I’ll have a long day in the senate and then flying back to Texas.”
“Yeah, that’s it,” she said and started for the door.
“Wait. How did you get in here?” he asked her desperately.
She stopped and turned to him. “Through the front door. I’ll send you an e-mail with suggestions on how to upgrade your system. You’ll need to charge it after I leave. Then get back to sleep senator. I was never here.” With that she slipped out through the bedroom door, down the stairs and back outside.
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The Greeks were stuck on the train all the way to Taormina, not able to get off to find Adams and the American woman. The man whose name Demetri still didn’t know had made quite a scene when he came running from the restroom naked from the waist down, his manhood hiding among the furry forest. They eventually found his pants and boxers in the garbage can, but Niko and Kyros had gotten quite the laugh.
On the train, after losing Adams and the woman, Demetri had called Zendo to get instructions. Zendo had just landed at the Catania airport and would take a bus the 40 kilometers to Taormina to catch up with them within an hour or so. He was not happy that they had lost the American professor after getting so close. She was like a fish that they tried to catch with their hands — the tighter they squeezed the faster she slipped through their fingers.
Now, regrouped and standing at the base of the mountain at the Taormina-Giardini train station, Demetri glanced up the mountain and decided they needed to take a taxi the two kilometers to the top. After being up all night flying from Malta, his men needed a little break. And some food.
“Anyone hungry for some breakfast?” Demetri asked them.
Agreement all around with nods and shoulder shrugs.
Demetri said, “Kyros get us a taxi.”
Their designated driver ran off to grab a taxi out front.
“What about Jake Adams?” Niko asked.
“Now we wait for Zendo in town,” Demetri said. “Get something to eat, some coffee. Then we move on to Messina.”
Out at the curb Kyros shoved a man and woman out of his way and when the man looked like he would fight Kyros, he simply lifted his shirt a little to show his gun. The man and woman drifted away.
Demetri shook his head. That man could mess up a free night with a whore. With a flick of his head, the three men joined their friend at the taxi.
* * *
Jake followed the directions given to him by Sara Halsey Jones from the little village to a church near the ancient ruins of Taormina, their acquired Fiat sputtering along but still running. He guessed they would have most of the day to drive it before they had to dump it, since the owner had probably driven it to the station and commuted to Catania, where traffic could be a nightmare.
He shut down the engine and turned to Sara. “Before we go any farther, I need to ask you a few questions.”
She looked concerned. “Sure. What do you need?”
“What information did you get from the professor in Malta?”
“Nothing to do with this place in Taormina,” she assured him. “He talked with me about places in Messina and Siracusa.”
“What kind of places?” he asked with more edge than he wanted to.
Hesitating, collecting the right words, Sara finally said, “There’s a man in Messina who works with a new dig outside of the city that dates back to just before a huge earthquake in the late sixteen hundreds. I made it sound like I was very interested in this dig to the Malta professor to throw him off my real interest.”
“Siracusa,” Jake said.
“Right.”
Finally Elisa shifted her body forward and asked, “What is this all about?”
Sara turned to her and said, “It’s complicated. But it’s kind of like Texas poker. Are you familiar with that?”
“I’ve heard about it,” Elisa said.
“Well, with poker you let your opponent think you have a better or worse hand than you do. That way you can either get them to shove more money into the pot or fold their hand, depending on your intent.”
“I understand subterfuge,” Elisa assured her. “But what I meant was why are the Greeks after you? What do they hope to get from you?”
That was a question Jake also wanted to ask.
“I don’t really know,” Sara said. “I’m just writing a book about Archimedes. He’s always been a hero of mine.”
“What do you expect to find here?” Jake asked Sara.
The professor glanced out the window toward the old church, which had seen much better days. The white stone structure looked like someone had peppered the walls with a 50-caliber machine gun. Which could have actually happened during WWII. “This church, the Church of San Pancrazio, was built in the sixth century. It’s Roman Catholic, but it’s built on a Greek temple from before Christ. Saint Pancras was a Greek who died in Sicily as a martyr in forty A.D.” She looked back at Jake. “There are a number of ornate gravestones in the crypt beneath the church. I’ve seen photos but nothing with great detail. I hope to gain some insight into my research here.”
She was still being cryptic herself, Jake thought. The good professor wasn’t telling him everything, but that wasn’t his concern. It was his job to find her, which he did, and now he just needed to get her home to Texas in one piece.
“All right,” Jake said. “Let’s do this.”
Since it was so early in the morning, they were the first to make their way into the church, other than a few actual older women who seemed to be present praying in every Catholic church in every city in Europe.
They found their way down into the cellar, a dark, damp place lit by lights strung overhead. But there were shelves built into the thick walls where candles had been before electricity, and stood by now in case of a power failure.
Sara moved from one tomb and gravestone to the next as if she were looking for just the right one.
Jake caught up to her. “Are you looking for something in particular?” he asked.
The professor kept walking, her eyes scanning. She stopped and had her camera in her hands now with an image visible. “This one,” she said, showing him the photo.
To Jake it looked just like all the others. Elisa nudged in next to Jake for a view, but she said nothing.
Moving deeper into the cellar, it seemed to get darker the farther they went. It was obvious the tombs were getting older. And in this area the gravestones were in their own little rooms with metal bars enclosing them, like they were in an eternal prison.
“There,” Sara said. They had reached the last tomb in the corridor. She stared at the tomb reverently, as if praying, and then she shot a number of photos of the less than ornate stone surface. These were obviously carved by hand.
“How old are these?” Jake asked. “And what language is that?”
Sara seemed to be calculating something in her mind. “It’s Doric Greek.”
“Is this significant?” Elisa finally asked.
“Yes,” the professor said. “It’s the language of Archimedes and the Greeks of this region of Magna Graecia. It reminds me of the Pella tablet from the 4th Century BC made from rolled lead and found in the right hand of a dead man. It contained a magical and ritualistic curse.”
Jake let out a slight laugh. “Right. Now we just need Shaggy and Scooby-Doo and the gang to stroll down this corridor.”
Sara turned on him swiftly. “I’m not saying this is some sort of message or curse…”
“I think I know that,” Jake interrupted. “Just trying to lighten the mood here. I’m a little tired and hungry. Need more than just one cup of coffee I got in Catania.”
“I could eat too,” Elisa said.
“Me too,” Sara said. “But first I need to get inside there for a closer look.”
Looking down the corridor, Jake said, “You’re shittin’ me right? You would probably have to get approval of the Vatican to get within two feet of that tomb.”
“Hey, you just stole a car?” Sara reminded him.
“I acquired it temporarily,” he said. “I’ll return it. But this? This would be like grave robbing. I’m talking eternal damnation here.”
“Probably not eternal,” Elisa comforted. “More like the temporal punishment of Purgatory.”
Jake threw his hands up. “Great, just Purgatory.” He felt like his life was already in Limbo anyway after the death of his girlfriend and his recent incarceration in the Tunisian prison.
“I’ll do it,” Sara said. “I haven’t been to church since Christ was an alter-boy anyway.” She grasped the ancient lock on the chain that ran through the metal door and the lock just gave way, falling into her hand.
Glancing upward with his eyes, Jake questioned, “Divine intervention?”
Without saying a word, Professor Sara Halsey Jones entered the small tomb room and took a number of photos close up of the engraved Greek writing from all angles.
Jake and Elisa kept an eye out for anyone coming down the corridor. Within seconds an older couple came around the corner near the stairway to the church above.
“I’ll take care of them,” Elisa said and headed off with authority.
He watched as Elisa talked with the older couple, pointing back toward the staircase, and then Jake turned back to Sara. “You about done in there?”
She turned and came to the metal door, running the chain and locking it behind her. “This is amazing,” she said. “It’s carved on the other side also. I’ll have to translate it later. You mentioned food? All of a sudden I’m hungry.”
“Desecrating a grave will do that?” Jake said and smiled at her.
“I doubt there’s a body there. This was probably moved here around the time of Christ.”
“All right. Can we leave now?” Truthfully, he wasn’t concerned over the damnation of this feat, but there were still a group of Greeks who wanted to take his head off — or at least kidnap Sara for some reason.
Without saying another word, Sara shoved her camera into her backpack and walked off toward Elisa, who had convinced the old couple to come back later.
After grabbing some sandwiches from a street cart, they got back into the ‘acquired’ Fiat and started back toward Catania. This time the professor piled into the back to try to start translating the Doric Greek text. Instead of going all the way to Catania, Jake pulled into the small parking lot where they had gotten the car, wiped down the inside for prints, and the three of them got out.
“I had no idea you were such a…what do they say in America? Boy Scout?” Elisa said as the three of them walked back to the train terminal.
Jake shrugged. “Maybe we need to keep a low profile.”
“Like Kurdistan?” Elisa reminded him.
“Kurdistan?” Sara asked.
Jake shook his head and walked ahead of them into the small terminal with an old-school window with a small hole to pass money and tickets.
Sara relented, “What about Kurdistan?”
Elisa explained what she knew, telling her how Jake had pretty much taken out an entire terrorist cell by himself. Sara seemed impressed. He could hear every word and a wave of embarrassment swept through his body.
Jake turned and handed them each a ticket he’d bought with cash for Siracusa. “What kind of stories are you telling, Elisa?”
“Never mind. Just girl talk,” Elisa assured him.
Moving to a set of chairs against a glass wall, Sara said, “I’m going to upload these images to my tablet and send them to myself by e-mail. I have a pretty good signal here. The tablet will give me a better view of the text from the tomb.”
He wandered around and finally took up a spot with a view of the parking lot, leaning against a stanchion. It was starting to get hot already. Jake felt a slight touch of perspiration under each arm. He wished he could forget all about Kurdistan. And he had not completed that mission all by himself. Not even close. On a good day he was able to forget about those things he’d done in his past — in Germany, in Italy, in Bulgaria, in China, in Russia, and even in Kurdistan. But more than anything, he wished he could forget the image he had of his girlfriend Anna dying in his arms in Austria less than a year ago. Just the thought of that last incident in Austria brought a sharp pain to his synthetic left knee. A bullet had shattered his knee, but the death of Anna had shattered his heart.
When they finally got onto the train, they were able to find a quiet, empty compartment. Sara was still working on her tablet translating the Doric Greek to English on a real tablet of paper, scribbling often with her pencil and making changes.
Elisa sat in a chair next to Jake across the aisle from Sara. “What are you thinking?” she asked him.
Jake was wondering what Elisa’s organization had to do with Sara’s research, or the Greeks trying their best to get their hands on it. He was normally a straight shooter, not holding back unless the mission required him to do so. “I’m a bit confused by why your external security agency has an interest in Sara’s work. I think you know more than you’re telling us. In fact, you’re not telling us anything.”
The Italian woman seemed to be searching for words. Finally she said, “You’re right, Jake. But you have to understand, since you were part of your own Agency for so long. Secrets are the nature of the game.”
“Oh, I understand. But you need to understand that I’ll take my ball and go home if I don’t get some answers from you.”
Elisa smiled. “Is that an American baseball reference?”
“It’s a metaphoric reference to justice,” he explained. “Play by the rules, my rules, or don’t play at all.”
She let out a deep sigh, her eyes shifting about the small compartment. Elisa was obviously weighing her duty to her country with the facts on the ground — in this case, Jake’s willingness to continue. “The Greeks. We are investigating someone who has been collecting ancient artifacts and removing them from Italian soil. This has been a huge problem recently, and it is an affront to our national heritage.”
“Who is this someone?” Jake asked.
“A Greek billionaire named Petros Caras. Have you heard of him?”
“Afraid not. I guess we must travel in different circles. So this guy is buying up all kinds of Italian treasures. How long has your agency been investigating him?”
“Personally just a couple of months. But I understand he’s been gaining more scrutiny from Interpol and other agencies for other underworld connections and actions.”
“Like what?”
“Everything from selling arms to the Palestinians to supplying terrorist groups with safe passage on his fleet of ships. This is very serious.”
Jake could imagine so. “Commercial ships have always been a safe haven of those hiding from their government.” He looked out the window as they slowed down to enter the outskirts of Catania. They would have a few stops in the city before continuing on toward Siracusa. Finally this case was starting to make some sense. Now he would have to make contact with his old friends in the CIA to brief him on this Greek billionaire. That in itself would raise red flags. Enough so that if anything happened to him or Sara Halsey Jones, they would have a place to look for answers to their disappearance. Better than an insurance policy.
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Toni Contardo paced back and forth in the office of her boss, Kurt Jenkins, the Director of Central Intelligence. She had risen up the ranks with Kurt, only he had always been at least one rung above her at all times. Now, she held the position of deputy director for special projects, a position which she had designed herself. She was a fixer. And her relationship with Jake Adams, such as it was now, continued to bring her great angst. The man seemed to have a penchant for finding trouble. Only he could take on a simple missing person case and end up getting shot at by the henchmen of an international billionaire under investigation for all kinds of bad deeds — too many to innumerate to Jake in a simple data feed by e-mail. Yet, she had sent him what he asked for just moments ago without question. But now she was having second thoughts, especially since her boss had somehow found out about her lapse in protocol.
Seconds later and Kurt Jenkins rushed into his office, a concerned look on his face, and he slumped into his leather chair behind his huge mahogany desk. He simply waved for her to sit in the chair across from his desk.
She waited for him to lay out his concerns, since she wasn’t really sure why he had summoned her.
“Your communication with Jake was flagged by our internal security,” Kurt said.
It wasn’t like she had hid her contact with Jake. “I would hope so,” she said. “He needed info on a Greek billionaire named Petros Caras. Was it a problem that I gave him the quick version?”
The director leaned back in his chair and tapped on the wooden arms nervously. “No. Not really. But there could be a problem with the Greek.”
“What kind of problem?” she asked.
“Our Agency has had a…relationship in the past with this man.”
“So. We also had a relationship with Saddam Hussein, Osama Bin Laden, and dozens of other terrorists and despots throughout history. Why is this Petros Caras any different?”
Kurt Jenkins closed his eyes and then let out a long breath of air.
“What the hell is going on?” she demanded.
He hesitated longer, in deep thought. “We made this man.”
“Made him?”
“Essentially. In the seventies Petros Caras was a minor businessman in Athens, working for us to obtain information on certain other interests in the country. This was way before either of us joined the Agency. Anyway, the more he helped us in that region, from Athens to Damascus, we made sure he got certain contracts for his business.”
She was dumbfounded. “So we basically turned a snitch into a billionaire.”
“Well, he was more than a snitch,” Kurt assured her. “He was an agent run by our people out of our Athens office. He quickly gained more prominence once he made contacts in Ankara, Damascus and Beirut.”
“So we let him supply guns to terrorists.”
“It’s not that simple,” Kurt said. “Yes, he did sell weapons, but he was also instrumental with inserting allies into these terrorist organizations, including those from The Mossad. So he has been our man in that region.”
“But?” There was always a big fat but with these cases, she knew.
“But, he’s recently been drawing a lot of criticism from our Israeli friends and now our Italian allies.”
“With the acquisition of the antiquities,” she reasoned.
“That and other things. We’re currently weighing his importance to our Agency.”
I would hope so, she thought. She was never a big fan of propping up potential psychopaths. It never ended well. “Can we tell Jake all of this? He has a right to know.”
Kurt Jenkins put his hands together, the tips of his fingers against his lips, in deep thought. “I’m not sure we can divulge this information yet.”
“I thought you and Jake were friends,” she said, truly disappointed.
“We are,” he said. “That’s why we shouldn’t tell him right now. You know Jake. He’s an idealist. If he finds out Petros Caras has been playing both sides, he’s likely to use that as justification to take the man out. I don’t know that we can allow that to happen yet.”
She shook her head. “You don’t understand. If Jake is already asking about the man, then he knows the guy is a bad apple. He believes Caras has hired these Greeks to follow him and to shadow the professor, Sara Halsey Jones. Not to mention killing the two American investigators sent to find the senator’s sister.”
“That’s got me wondering,” Jenkins said. “Why hasn’t Caras tried to take out Jake like he did the other Americans?”
“You’re kidding, right?” She was confused about only one thing, and that was quite disturbing to her. Through all the years her and Kurt had worked together, only now was the man starting to sound like a typical bureaucrat.
“What?”
“Jake was forced to shoot and kill one of them in Malta,” she reminded him. “Not to mention the Cessna shoot out over the Med. But I have a feeling this is just the start of what Petros Caras has planned for Jake. Yet, for obvious reasons, the Greek needed Jake to stick around for awhile. Caras knew who he was dealing with and figured it was better to simply follow Jake so he would lead them to the professor.” Which was disturbing indeed. It meant that there was a leak somewhere in the Agency. Someone had told the Greek about Jake.
“And as soon as they get their hands on the professor, Jake becomes expendable.”
“That’s right.”
Kurt Jenkins smiled. “You still have a thing for Jake.”
She shook her head. “As a friend. That’s all.”
“Let me guess. You’d like to go over there like you did in Berlin and help him out.”
The thought had crossed her mind. “Not like you might think. I think I should go get close to Petros Caras as a direct representative of the Agency. Lay out the way things will be. Explain that he needs to comply or we’ll be forced to end our…relationship.” What she really meant was their protection. She needed to give the man her Come to Jesus speech to rein him in.
“You really think you can turn the guy around?”
“Either I can or I can’t,” Toni explained. “If I can, we still have an asset we can use in that region of the world. If the man doesn’t want to listen to reason, then we’ll have to cut our ties.” That would be the man’s death warrant, she knew. She continued, “This kind of falls under my job description as a special project.”
Kurt Jenkins placed his hands down onto his desk firmly and rose from his chair. “All right. You’ve got the green light. Let’s see how persuasive you can be.”
She got up and reached across the desk to shake her boss’s hand. “I think you already know the answer to that.” She turned and smiled as she walked out of the man’s office, knowing she had just persuaded her boss to allow her to enter the fight. What she didn’t tell her boss was that if he had said no she would have still found a way to tell Jake through another channel. Now she wouldn’t have to tell Jake the true nature of the Greek’s activities and his relationship with the Agency unless she was forced to.
* * *
Cruising slowly down the Sicilian coast in his lavish yacht, Petros Caras sat on the stern deck with a cold beer in his left hand while he peered through binoculars at the city of Messina.
Svetla Kalina wore a bikini and lay on her back with a view of both Caras and the Italian coast. She had not called her contact since they had left the waters off Santorini days ago. Really there was nothing to report anyway. The only curious thing was the fact that they had gone to Malta and not even gotten off the yacht. Now they were back off the coast of Italy. They had crossed through the Straits of Messina on their trip from Rome to Santorini, so she recognized this coastline.
She had caught very little conversation in the past few days. Petros had seemed to get more and more secretive. His attitude toward her had gone from interested sexuality to damn near boredom. She would need to do something to keep him interested in her or he would simply drop her off at the next port with a ticket back to Rome. But how could she force him to desire her when he also kept a crew of young men with hard bodies and harder cocks waiting on him and willing to do what she would not or could not? She could strap one on and give him what he really wanted. That would actually give her much more pleasure than letting him stick that tiny dick of his inside her. And she had inadvertently found his cabinet with his stash of sexual instruments, some of which she had no clue what they were used for.
“Petros, what are you looking for in Messina?” she asked, her tone coming across like a whining wife. Look, notice me.
He set the binoculars on a table next to him and drank his beer. “Nothing at all, Svetla. Just looking at the other boats in port. Seeing if I knew anyone there.”
At least the man had finally learned her first name, she thought. He had been calling her young lady for days.
“Can we go ashore?”
“Why? Don’t you have everything you need here?”
He had a point, she knew, but it would have been nice to check out the shops and maybe slip away long enough to make a phone call to her contact.
“A woman has needs,” she said, sitting up and adjusting her sun glasses. “Sometimes it’s nice to be seen. To get dressed up. Maybe we could go out to a nice restaurant tonight.”
His head rose up and down in agreement. “All right, my dear. We’ll go to dinner. But I also have some business. So you must be patient.”
Patience is all she’d had in the past week. If this man was involved with as much as she’d heard, he sure hadn’t shown her much of concern.
She got up from the lounge chair and said, “Fantastic. I’ll go take a shower. Would you like to join me?” She smiled but hoped he would say no.
“Not at this time, Svetla. I have to make a few phone calls.” He shifted his head to the side and picked up his satellite phone. “Business. I’m sure you understand.”
Yes, she did. She should have waited a little longer so perhaps she could have overheard his conversation. But now, standing and ready to go below decks, she couldn’t just sit down again. Svetla simply smiled and wandered down toward her cabin.
* * *
Zendo had just caught up with his men in Messina when his cell phone rang. He didn’t even have to pull it from his pocket to know who was calling. Only one person had his number — Petros Caras. And he wasn’t looking forward to his call.
He was sitting at a small café with a cup of espresso in front of him, Demetri across from him, and the other three at their own table across the outdoor patio devouring pizza and beer.
Picking up on the third ring, Zendo simply said, “Yes.”
“I’m guessing you caught up with your men. Are you still following Adams?”
“We’ve had a bit of a set-back,” Zendo said as he flipped his long hair away from his right ear to get the phone closer to his skin.
“I don’t like the sound of that. Explain.”
Zendo told him about how Jake Adams had made contact with the American professor in Catania, got on the train toward Messina, and then got off before getting there. “I told you Adams was good. He somehow came across one of our men and left him a bit dazed and confused.” No need to mention the man had been humiliated without his pants.
“All right,” Petros Caras said. “Now we’ll do things a little different. Let me make a few calls. I should be able to get a location on Adams. Then you can take him out. But make sure you don’t harm the woman, Sara Halsey Jones. Understand?”
“Yes, sir. It will be an honor to kill Adams. When can I expect a call from you?”
“We’ll meet in person at the Porto Supremo Ristorante in two hours. You know it?”
“Yes. We’ll be there.”
“Not you and your men. Just you.”
With that his boss hung up and Zendo shoved his phone into his pocket.
Demetri looked concerned. “What did he say about losing Adams?”
Shrugging, Zendo said, “He didn’t seem too concerned. Said he would have no problem locating Adams for us.”
“How will he do that? We already went to the location the professor in Malta said the American woman would go, and there was no sign of her. No indication that she had ever been there or would go there. I believe the professor in Malta lied to us.”
Zendo smiled. “Perhaps not. You said your men were quite persuasive. Maybe this Sara Halsey Jones was smarter than we thought. She must not have trusted the man in Malta completely.”
“You think?”
“It’s the only explanation.”
“But how can Petros Caras find Adams so fast?”
That had also bothered Zendo. Perhaps the billionaire had better connections than he initially thought.
An hour later and Zendo and his men moved through the streets of Messina in a rental car that he had gotten at the airport. He had Kyros the driver drop him out front of the restaurant to meet Petros Caras. He got out and leaned back inside. “Go to the hotel and I’ll find my way back there. Regardless of what our boss has to say, we’ll leave in the morning to get back on the trail.” He started to close the door and thought of one more thing. “And Niko, make sure you have someone change your dressing. You can amputate an arm or a leg if gangrene sets in, but there’s no amputating your ass.” He smiled and slammed the door behind him.
The sun was setting slowly across Sicily as Zendo made his way to the front door of the restaurant, where many patrons took advantage of the nice cool breezes on the open veranda with views of the private yachts in the harbor below. He hesitated at the door and looked back himself to see if he could find the yacht owned by Petros Caras. It wasn’t difficult to see, since it was the largest one moored in the area beyond the slips. Perhaps one day he could afford such luxury. He swished his long hair behind both ears and then entered the restaurant.
Porto Supremo Ristorante was a place that most normal Europeans couldn’t afford, Zendo noticed immediately. The patrons inside seemed to look upon him with derision as he strolled through the place directly toward his boss, who was sitting in the most prominent table a level higher than others. Sitting with him was that Czech whore. Gorgeous, for sure. But he had no respect for a kept woman one step above a street walker. Still, he would have liked to show her how a real man made love. He could only imagine the ineptitude of the older Greek, who Zendo heard was more interested in the four young men who sat at the table below them — like children at a folding table at Christmas dinner.
Petros Caras lifted his chin as Zendo approached. “Glad you could make it,” he said in Greek. “You are five minutes late. You know how I don’t like that.”
Zendo knew. But he also didn’t give a flying rat what he thought. “Sorry,” he said, standing in front of the large round booth table. “What have you heard?”
“Sit with us and have a drink,” Caras said, lifting a bottle of clear liquid. “All they had was Sicilian sambuca. Hardly a great substitute for our own ouzo. But it’s not bad. I hear our waiter is at this minute running down the street looking for ouzo.” He gave a hearty guttural laugh. By now Petros Caras was obviously influenced by the bottle of sambuca.
Sitting at the side of the table with his boss, Zendo tried to keep his eyes off of the beautiful Czech whore. She seemed like one of the Muses, but he wasn’t sure which among the nine she resembled.
Petros poured them each a glass of sambuca and they raised it and quickly devoured the shots.
“Your friend doesn’t like this drink?” Zendo asked Petros, his eyes shifting toward the woman.
“She likes to let me think she does,” he said, “but she doesn’t. She’s more of a wine drinker. Besides, I don’t keep her around for her drinking ability, if you know what I mean.”
“Obviously she doesn’t speak a word of our language,” Zendo said. “Should we get to business, then?”
“First, one more drink.” Petros filled their glasses again and they quickly emptied them. “Now, I have two points of business. First, I know where Mister Adams and the American professor have gone.”
“Good.” How in the hell had he found this out so fast?
“Second,” Petros said, “I have added a factor to consider. Since I knew you and your men could not get there this evening, I have hired some local talent to keep an eye on them for us.”
“Greeks?”
Petros Caras smiled and said, “No. Sicilians. Part of an organization as old as this island.”
Zendo knew exactly what he meant, but he just had to play with his boss a little. “Whores?”
His boss laughed. “No, no. Not that old.”
“Oh, Catholic priests.”
The boss’s disposition changed to more serious. The game was over and Zendo knew it. Time to get back on track. “Do we meet up with these men in the morning?” Zendo asked. His men needed to rest.
“Yes.” He pulled out his phone, found something on it, and then sent it.
Zendo heard his phone get a text and he guessed he was about to be dismissed.
“An image of the man you will meet in Syracuse, along with his name and phone number.” Petros Caras sat calmly now.
That was Zendo’s cue to leave. He got up and started to turn, when his boss stopped him.
“One more thing,” Petros said. “Remember what I told you. The woman must not be harmed. But you can do as you wish with that other man.”
“What about the Italian woman?”
Petros smiled. “Have fun.”
Zendo turned and left, making it outside into the night sea air and standing for a moment to gaze upon the yacht’s in the harbor. Yeah, he would have one of them in the near future. One way or another. He found a taxi and directed the driver to his hotel.
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The train ride from Taormina to Siracusa had been uneventful, which was a good thing as far as Jake was concerned. Perhaps they had finally shed the Greek tail. But he also knew that Sicily was a small island, with very few places to hide forever. He would have to make sure that Professor Sara Halsey Jones didn’t waste any time finding all she could about her subject.
The three of them had first gone to a number of places dedicated to Archimedes across the city. These were mostly tourist traps, they all found out, but it did give them an historical perspective of the man. More than Jake thought he would ever know. And he had to admit that his knowledge of history before Christ was lacking.
Sara had spent the entire train ride trying to translate the tomb marker from Taormina. She was pretty sure all the words had been translated, but the meaning was still lost somewhere in the ether of ancient Doric Greek.
After an afternoon of walking through these historical sites, Jake found them a mom and pop pension that still took cash, renting two rooms across the hall from each other on the second floor. Although this was the high season, only two of the other ten rooms were rented, and those were down at the end of the hall.
Jake had his room to himself and he lay back on his bed to rest. He must have fallen asleep, because the next thing he heard was a soft knock on the door. Looking around, it was dark in his room and he was somewhat disoriented as he grabbed his gun from under his pillow and went to the door to look through the peep.
It was Elisa.
He let her in and she wandered around the room as he closed the door and locked it behind her.
“Have a good nap?” she asked him.
Jake ran his fingers through his hair and yawned. “I guess so. First real sleep since before Tunisia.”
She sat on the end of his bed. “What happened in Tunis?”
He explained his situation. How the man had pulled his gun and tried to kill him. Self defense. Jake was lying to her and himself. If he hadn’t tracked down the man in the first place, he wouldn’t have had to defend himself. Also, after the first encounter with the man, once the shooting started, Jake could have simply walked away. But instead he’d run after the man, funneled him into that dead end alley, cornering him like a rat, and gone in with his gun blazing.
“I’m not here to judge you, Jake,” she said. “I understand this man was an international terrorist.”
“That he was.” As well as the last man involved with the murder of his girlfriend.
“Then we should shed no tears.”
Jake set his gun onto the nightstand and took a seat at the head of the bed. “How is the good professor?”
“She might be on to something, but she really needs her sleep as well. She said she hasn’t really slept in weeks, being on the move so much.”
“I’m not sure we should leave her alone, though,” Jake said. “Do you want me to babysit her for a while?”
“Not necessary,” she said, smiling. “I made her a cup of tea in the room and gave her a sedative. She’ll be sleeping like a baby for hours. Which should be enough time.”
“For?”
Elisa rose from the bed and lifted her shirt over her head in one motion, exposing nice round breasts barely held back in a black lace bra. She unhooked the bra from the front and let them escape to their full glory.
Jake could feel himself getting immediately excited.
She slipped out of her linen slacks and wore only a black matching thong. As she lowered that, Jake could see she was shaved clean.
He got up from the bed and they closed the distance, embracing tightly and kissing passionately.
She quickly undressed him and became even more excited once they were both naked. Jake shoved her onto the bed and she landed on her back, her eyes focused on his erection as he crawled toward her. Their first time would be fast and furious. It could be no other way, after the tension they had both felt since their first forced kisses at the Rome airport. Then, with time, they would explore their subjects much more thoroughly.
A while later they lay in bed, still naked, only a sheet covering them.
Jake said, “You’ve probably read a file on me somewhere, but I don’t know that much about you.”
“What do you want to know?” she asked.
“Well, first of all, you speak Italian with a Slavic accent, and your English seems to have a hint of Irish. Is that even possible?”
She ran her hand across the hair on his chest. “Your file was correct. You don’t miss much. My father was Italian and my mother was from Prague. But my father was a businessman. We traveled to Ireland often for summers. I learned my English there.”
“Nailed it.”
She slapped his chest. “That’s not nice to say.”
“I didn’t mean sexually,” he explained. “I meant I got it right.”
“Sure.”
Jake thought about what had just happened, a great distraction from the reality of life, such as it was. He had been with just one other woman since Anna’s death, a German friend of his who worked for their intelligence service. They had been good together, but they had parted ways when she went back to work. He had no idea the nature of their relationship, or if they even had one currently. They had defined it more like friends with benefits. Something they both needed at the time. Perhaps that’s what just happened tonight with Elisa.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
“Yeah. I’m just a bit confused with this case.”
“That makes two of us.”
He hesitated, like a poker player about to reveal his winning hand. “When did you plan on telling me?”
Her brows furled. “Tell you what?”
“That your agency told you to stop your investigation of the Greek billionaire, Petros Caras,” he said. He had gotten that brief message from Toni at the CIA, along with a short briefing on Caras. “Why would they stop you?”
She threw the covers away from her, exposing her smooth skin and perhaps trying to distract him. Letting out a long breath, she said, “I don’t know for sure. They were all for it and then they were all against it. I got mad and they sent me on vacation.”
Jake could easily relate to that sentiment. The same thing had happened to him when he was active in the Agency. “So, they have no idea what you’re doing.”
“I don’t think so,” she demurred. “But you know how our governments work. They seem to know much more than they should.”
Yeah, he knew. It was one of the reasons he left government employment. Why he allowed himself to get pulled back in was a constant disturbance in his mind. This time, of course, had something to do with spending the rest of his life in a Tunisian prison. When that government abolished the death penalty for cruelty reasons, like all do-gooder-governments, they did those on death row no favors. It was far more cruel to leave someone in a prison with those conditions for the rest of their life than to allow them to leave this earth with some dignity intact.
“When do they expect you back to work?” he asked.
She rubbed her hand over his body and stopped on a scar. “I have another week or so. I haven’t taken vacation in a while. What happened here?”
“I got shot.”
“And the knee?” She slipped her hand across one of the scars on his left knee.
“I got shot there also. Had to have a knee replacement.”
“My God, what about this long one on your waist?”
“Now that was a knife.”
“I hate knives,” she said. “You don’t have a chance for them to run out of bullets.”
He couldn’t argue with that. “What do you plan to do with the Greek once you have enough on him?”
She shrugged and said, “I don’t know. Maybe I can turn everything over to Interpol.”
“Sounds like a plan. Now, you should get back to your room.”
“Am I being dismissed?”
“I think you might need your sleep also. Tomorrow could be a long day.”
Reaching down between his legs, she grasped him and started to stroke him back to life. “First, I think we should do this one more time.”
It was damn hard to disagree with her under these circumstances.
* * *
Elisa got back to her room a half hour later and she picked up her cell phone on the table. She never forgot her cell phone. But maybe she needed that uninterrupted distraction. She had two text messages. The first one was from her boss in Rome telling her to enjoy herself on vacation, which made her smile considering her encounter with Jake Adams. The second message was from her contact. It just read ‘Midnight.’ She checked her watch and realized it was just a few minutes to midnight right now. Glancing at the two small beds in the room, she could see that the American professor was still out of it, her breathing hard and constant. Nearly snoring.
She drifted off toward the restroom and waited for her call, which came right at the designated time.
“Everything all right?” Elisa asked her contact in Italian.
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “We were at dinner in Messina when this man with long hair, a man named Zendo, came in and sat down for a drink.”
“You’re in Sicily?” she asked, her voice a little louder than she wanted.
“Yes. We came here today from Malta. Anyway, this Zendo was ordered to go to Syracuse to find the American professor and this man named Adams.”
They had discussed Jake Adams in the past, but Elisa had been cryptic with her knowledge of the man.
When Elisa didn’t say anything right away, the woman asked, “Are you in Siracusa?”
“Yes. But how did Petros Caras find that out?”
“I don’t know,” she said, “and it’s not like I can ask the man. He thinks I don’t speak or understand Greek. Should I get off the yacht?”
Her contact sounded scared and desperate — two characteristics Elisa had not seen in her before. “Anything else?”
“Petros said not to harm the American professor, but that Zendo can do anything he wants with Adams.” She paused. “And you. They’re going to kill him.”
“They can try,” Elisa said.
“You don’t understand. It’s not just the Greeks now. They have hired the Sicilian Mafia to help them. And they might already be there. The Greeks will be there in the morning. Someone’s coming.”
The line went blank and Elisa just stared at her phone now. She wasn’t normally concerned with the Mafia. At least not in northern Italy. But those in Calabria and Sicily could be quite brutal. Could she tell Jake? Warn him? If so, how would she explain how she knew this?
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Somehow Jake had been able to fall asleep, but he didn’t stay that way for long. He woke up a number of times. Got up for a drink of water and to relieve himself.
It was one of these times when he thought he heard a noise outside his door. Perhaps it was Elisa coming back for round three, he thought. But something didn’t seem right. The hair on the back of his neck caught the breeze from the ceiling fan and sent a chill down his back.
He picked up the gun on the nightstand and quietly peered out the peep hole. All he could see was darkness. Damn it! He dove to the floor just as a bullet smashed through the peep.
Scurrying to the end of the bed, the door crashed in followed by three flashes.
Jake shot twice, the report of his 9mm breaking the silence, and he rolled to his right.
More flashes with bullets hitting the floor where he’d just been.
Then he heard another crash and he realized the intruders were going into the room across the hall. Raising his gun up over the bed, two more shots came his way. He was pinned down. Nowhere to go.
Two loud shots broke through the night air and the familiar sound of a man hitting the ground a second later. Followed by yelling in Italian. A man and a woman. Elisa.
Jake rushed to his feet and to the edge of the door. As he aimed his gun out, he saw Elisa across the hall crouched only in her undergarments, her gun trained in his direction. She pointed toward the staircase to his left. A man lay on the floor outside his door, so Jake dove out behind the man and aimed his gun down toward the staircase.
Nothing. The other one had gotten away.
Checking the man’s pulse, Jake shook his head at Elisa. He was gone.
“You all right?” Jake asked her.
She simply nodded.
“And Sara?”
“Still out cold.”
“Let’s go. Get dressed and gather your stuff. We can’t explain this to the local Polizia.”
Within less than a minute they had gotten back into their clothes and rounded up their backpacks. Jake hoisted Sara Halsey Jones over his shoulder, thankful the woman was petite. They hurried downstairs, Elisa leading the way in case the other man was waiting downstairs for them. At the bottom of the staircase was the old man who ran the pension, his stomach and chest bloody from knife wounds.
Just as they got through the patron entrance, a car cruised by on the street out front. Jake grabbed Elisa by her collar and yanked her to the ground as the bullets flew from the front passenger window. They rolled onto the pavement unable to shoot back as the car squealed its tires and rushed off around the corner.
Jake checked over the two women on the ground. “Are you all right, Elisa?”
She brushed herself off and got up. “Yeah. How is she?”
“She’s fine. She landed on me.”
He got up and was able to lift the professor back over his shoulder with ease.
Sirens sounded in the distance and Jake knew they had just moments to get the hell out of there. But they had no car. There was only one way to go and that was back through the narrow streets of the old town of Siracusa — streets that dated back a few hundred years before Christ. As the sirens got closer to their former residence, Jake could hear the cars a few blocks away. They were swiftly putting distance between the Polizia responding to the shooting and their escape. But he couldn’t carry this woman all over the city. Someone would notice them and conclude something wasn’t right.
When they came across a small, dark park, they sat onto a bench to rest, Jake taking the time to slap the professor a few times across the face to try to wake her.
“Christ, how much did you give her?” Jake asked.
“Not that much,” Elisa said, concerned.
“We’ve gotta keep moving, but we really stand out with her over my shoulder.”
“What about a taxi? We could say she had too much to drink.”
“No. They might have heard about a shooting. Siracusa is still a pretty small town. Did you get a good look at any of the shooters?”
Elisa shook her head. “Only the one I shot. You?”
“Same here. But I don’t think either of them, three with the driver, were Greek. They looked like local talent.”
“Mafia,” Elisa concluded.
“Great. Now that Greek billionaire has hired the Mafia? We’ll be lucky to get out of Sicily.” Who knew how many the Mafia had killed over the years and either sunk in the waters off the coast or buried somewhere in the surrounding mountains? But at least he understood their motivation. They worked for money and not ideology. He could deal with that. “Watch her. I’ll get us a ride.”
Jake ran off toward a bar at the edge of the park. He went inside and took up a position at the end of the bar. This place resembled a bar in the U.S. more than those found in Sicily. It was dark and the music was provided by a jukebox. At this hour, after midnight, he guessed most of the patrons would be well on their way to forgetting all of their various troubles. He ordered a beer and paid the young bartender when it came. By then he had identified his target — a young man who looked trashed — just a few positions down the bar from him.
He couldn’t wait for the guy to get up and go to the bathroom. Instead, Jake sucked down half his beer and then got up to go there himself, his beer in his right hand. As he got close to the man, he tripped and dumped the beer on the drunk young man. Apologizing profusely, Jake helped the man wipe the beer from the guy’s clothes. Then he gave the man twenty Euros to clean his clothes, and Jake walked out of the bar.
He looked at the keys he’d taken from the drunk and saw they were for a Fiat. He hoped it was nicer than the last one he acquired at the train station. Glancing about the street, Jake saw five potential Fiats. But when he pressed the button on the key only one flashed its lights. Nice, a Punto sedan in aqua blue, not the flashy red. Perhaps he was doing the drunk a favor.
Jake got in and drove around to the other side of the park, where he left the car running as he collected the women. By now Sara Halsey Jones was awake somewhat. Enough to be confused and groggy. They got into the car and Jake drove off toward the outskirts of town. He had no idea how the Polizia would respond to the death of two men, but he had to guess they would set up roadblocks on the autostrada.
“This is much nicer than the last car you got us,” Elisa said.
He ignored her. “Did you explain the situation to Sara?” he asked.
“Yes,” Sara said from the back seat. “I feel hung over.”
“It’s been a long day,” said Elisa.
“Yeah, that’s it.” Jake shook his head and smiled. He turned to Elisa and asked, “Do you know where we can go and hide for a few hours?”
“I don’t know. Somewhere out of town. Someone will report this car stolen.”
Jake guessed that might take a while, since the owner was really drunk and wouldn’t want to admit he was going to drive it right then. “I think we have a little time on that front.”
He just continued to drive until he found a deserted road that led up into the mountains to the northwest. Finally he found a narrow farmer’s road that ran along the edge of a vineyard. He drove up until he was sure they would be out of view from the road below and then shut down the engine and lights. From up there they could view the city of Siracusa below in the distance.
He turned to Sara and said, “Are you all right?”
“Yes. I’m just a little confused. Why would this man hire men to kill us? I thought he wanted something from me. My research.”
Elisa took this. “Perhaps these men were only supposed to find you and kidnap you. Maybe they acted without thinking.”
Strange, Jake thought. It was like Elisa was apologizing for the Mafia men. He quickly pulled his gun and aimed it at Elisa’s chest. “What the hell’s goin’ on?”
Elisa was shocked.
Sara yelled from the back, “What are you doing, Jake?”
“You immediately concluded the men were Mafia,” Jake reasoned. “Why is that?”
The Italian woman’s head dropped to her chest but she refused to answer his questions.
“You think you can screw me and I’ll somehow lose my edge?” he asked, his jaw tight.
“Wait,” Sara said. “You two are doin’ it? Now I really feel left out.”
“It was nothing,” Elisa said, turning to Sara in the back seat. “Just a distraction.”
Jake poked the gun into Elisa’s ribs. “Yeah, it was nothing three times. What the hell do you know and are not telling me?”
“Put the gun away.”
“Yeah,” Sara agreed. “Put the gun away.”
“Not until she answers my questions.”
They all sat in silence now.
Finally, Elisa said, “I just found out after our little adventure that the Greek had hired some local Mafia men to find us. But according to my contact they were not supposed to hurt Sara. I don’t believe they care about me.”
“What about me?” Jake inquired.
“Our friend with the long hair, Zendo, was given the green light to kill you. As long as he didn’t hurt Sara. I’m sorry. I swear that I just found out after you already went to bed.”
“From your contact close to Petros Caras,” he said. “You have an agent in his organization.”
Elisa hesitated, searching for the right words. “Not really in his organization. A woman.” She left it at that.
But Jake understood. “She’s with the Hellenic National Intelligence Service.”
“No,” Elisa said. “We thought this man would know most of the players there. Or his men would. So we found an outside source.”
“From where? CIA?”
“No. Petros Caras isn’t fond of American women. He likes the Slavs.”
“So,” Jake said. “She’s Czech like you.”
“How did you know?”
He smiled and put his gun away. “You just told me.”
“Just a minute,” Sara said. “I’m confused.”
Elisa said, “Petros Caras is under investigation…”
“No, I get all that. I’m thinking about the two of you having sex. I mean I understand the attraction. You’re both gorgeous. If I went that way, I’d probably do the both of you at the same time. But you’re both supposed to be working this case.”
“Ask her about that,” Jake said, pointing his thumb at Elisa. “I was just taking a little nap until she came in and raped me.”
“Oh, right. Like I forced myself on you.”
“You showed me those nice flotation devices,” he said. “What you think would happen after that?”
“He has a point,” Sara said.
“Well, that massive erection started before I lifted my shirt.”
Sara cleared her throat. “Massive? Well, he does have huge hands.”
Embarrassed somewhat, Jake said, “Can we get back to the case at hand? How much more work do you have here in Siracusa, Sara?”
“Really? You want me to transition back here from massive erection to Doric Greek dealing with Archimedes?”
Jake looked at the professor in the rear view mirror. “That would be nice.”
Hesitating, Sara Halsey Jones finally said, “All right. The translation is complete. But now I need to get into the catacombs. Somehow I believe there’s more information down there.”
“I was there years ago,” Jake said. “There wasn’t much to see, though. It was picked over by grave robbers a long time ago.”
“Those are the ones open to the public,” Sara said. “The most famous to tourists is the Catacombs of San Giovanni, with some twenty thousand tombs under that Norman church. Originally they were used by the Greeks for a couple centuries before Christ as aqueducts. Saint Paul the Apostle preached on that site, so it’s considered holy ground. But I’m more interested in the catacombs that are not open to the public. And there are dozens of them around the city of Siracusa.”
“Then how do we choose?” Elisa asked.
Jake turned to see a smiling professor.
“That was part of the translation,” Sara explained. “I have a virtual underground map of a specific set of catacombs.”
Great, Jake thought. Now they just had to survive the Greeks and the Mafia long enough to gain the information she needed.
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By the time Zendo and his men got to Siracusa early in the morning after their 125 kilometer drive from Messina, he was in no mood to hear what he was hearing from the Italian Mafia men. There were just two of them, since one was shot and killed the night before. He didn’t know the names of these two men, and he knew not to ask. Regardless, Petros Caras would not be happy. If he found out. Since the American professor had not been injured in the shooting, perhaps he wouldn’t have to tell Petros Caras anything. Even though none of this was Zendo’s fault, he had seen far too many simple messengers feel the wrath of that crazy billionaire. Worse yet, perhaps, was the fact that these Sicilians had a long memory and wanted nothing more than to find the bitch who shot their partner.
They sat now at an outside park a few blocks from the waterfront. Two of his men, Niko and that other one, leaned against their car nearby and Kyros sat behind the wheel smoking a cigarette. Standing a few feet away from the park bench was Demetri. The other Italian stood back by a tree, his right hand behind his back.
“Are you sure the woman shot your man?” Zendo asked the Mafia man in Italian, their only common language.
“Si. But it wasn’t for a lack of trying on the part of that man you speak of. Jake Adams.” The Italian drew in a long puff on his cigarette, bringing the tip to a bright orange. Then his eyes narrowed as he let out a stream of smoke.
“Did you not understand that you were only supposed to observe until we arrived?” Zendo asked, his jaw tight, but trying not to anger the Italian. After all, Zendo was on their turf.
He hunched his broad shoulders. “We took the initiative.” He flicked his ashes in the grass.
Part of that was admirable, Zendo thought. But orders were orders. He saw Demetri shake his head slightly. “Well, from now on we need to play by my rules. You understand?”
“Si.”
“We need the woman safe.”
“The one who shot my man?” the Italian asked, confused.
“No. The other woman. You have a picture of her?”
The Italian checked his phone and found the image he had been sent. He dropped his cigarette into the grass and didn’t bother to rub it out. “This one?”
“That’s her. Our employer needs her. Don’t ask me why. Because even I don’t know that for sure.” Not entirely true. “Do you have any idea where they might have gone?”
“Not far,” he said.
“How do you know that?”
“The Polizia and Carabinieri set up road blocks all around the city almost immediately.”
“People have been known to get through those.”
“Sure, we can. But not outsiders. Once the Polizia showed up last night, my man came around and gave a good description of the three people involved with the shooting. He said they took off on foot.”
“Is that right?” Zendo asked.
“Si. Then the Polizia gave us a tip a few hours ago. A man had his car stolen from that bar across the park.” He pointed off to a nondescript building that could have been a small food market, a coffee shop or a night club.
“How do you know this Jake Adams stole the car?”
“Two reasons. First, nobody steals a car in Sicily unless we know about it.”
“And second?”
“I showed the picture of Jake Adams to the man an hour ago. Even though he was still smelling of alcohol, he said that man spilled beer on his pants in the bar last night and he must have pulled his keys at the same time.”
Great. The legend of Jake Adams continues. “Do your men have any idea how to find them now?”
“We know exactly where they are,” the Italian said with a smile. “GPS. They’re parked outside a restricted set of catacombs. Two of my men are waiting for us there.”
“Call them right now and tell them to wait for us,” Zendo demanded.
The Italian hesitated, obviously not used to taking orders from outsiders. Then perhaps, calculating the amount of money they would make from these Greeks, he pulled out his phone and called his people. When he was done he said, “We’re good. Still there.”
“All right. Let’s go. We’ll follow you.”
Sigonella Naval Air Station, Sicily
The Gulfstream G650 banked around Mount Etna, which showed a little life with smoke drifting from its caldera, and then drifted down to a direct approach to the runway at the Navy base.
Toni Contardo was nudged by a young man with a scruffy beard, one of six men who had shared the private flight from DC to Sicily. She opened her eyes and yawned. Somehow she had managed to sleep most of the way.
“We’re getting ready to land, ma’am,” the man said to her with a thick Texas accent. The men never said who they were or what they were doing flying a government aircraft across the Atlantic, but they didn’t need to tell Toni they were a SEAL team. She knew special forces when she saw them, and especially SEALs.
“Thank you. I won’t ask you where you’re going, but thank you for your service.”
“I’m guessing we’re on the same team, ma’am.” He smiled and took his seat.
They landed and taxied toward the operations building at the base of the air traffic control tower. The SEAL team hung back and let her gather her bag and walk toward operations. Maybe they were simply dropping her off, refueling and heading to their final destination. Probably somewhere in the Middle East.
A man came out and met her on the tarmac wearing a flight suit, introducing himself as Lieutenant Max Stevens. “Welcome to Italy.”
Toni smiled but didn’t give him her name. “Thanks. I understand you met an old friend of mine the other day.”
“Sure did. Jake Adams. He’s quite the stud.”
“You got a man crush?”
“Maybe a little. But that woman he was with was quite the looker.” He shook his hand as if he’d just learned the universal Italian salute to hot women.
Toni had read a briefing on Elisa Murici, the officer with the Italian External Intelligence and Security Agency. Based on her file photo, he guessed the lieutenant was right. “I understand you might have some more transportation for me.”
“Yes, ma’am. Got that Seahawk over there.” He pointed across the tarmac to an SH-60 helicopter painted Navy gray with subdued U.S. insignia. Two sailors were prepping it for flight.
Just then the six men from her Gulfstream flight walked past them carrying huge deployment bags. The one who had woken her said, “You have a good one, ma’am.”
She smiled and said, “You guys take care.”
He nodded and they headed inside the operations building.
“Friends of yours?” Lieutenant Stevens asked.
“No, just a Navy volleyball team.”
“Right.”
“You got a location on our destination?”
“We’re tracking it now. Last had it heading southwest at twenty knots, twenty miles off the coast of Sicily.”
That made sense. “Any idea where they’re heading?”
He shook his head. “No ma’am.”
“Could you just call me Toni? And I’ll call you Max. It’ll make things a lot easier.”
“Sure thing, Toni.” He cleared his throat and continued, “As I’m sure you know, private yachts are not required to file an official cruising plan, although many do for safety purposes. From what I’ve heard of this yacht, it’s quite the specimen. It’s supposed to be one of the fastest yachts ever built.”
“Faster than that Seahawk?” She finally found a smile for him.
“Not quite. I can push 150 knots with that beast.”
She nodded her head. “Are you my driver?”
“Sure am, Toni. Anytime you’re ready.”
“No time better than the present, Max.”
With that the two of them wandered toward the helo.
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The catacombs of Siracusa were a maze of underground limestone caves first used by the Greeks to move their water underground to keep it from evaporating. The Romans improved on this system and eventually converted most of them into a nifty place to perform religious burials, entombing their loved ones for all posterity — or at least until grave robbers stripped them clean of anything valuable. Yet, according to Professor Sara Halsey Jones, much of what remained was an elaborate story of the past, engraved in stone.
Jake Adams wasn’t entirely sure the professor was correct, but he wasn’t inclined to completely squash someone else’s belief unless it got in his way to keep her safe.
They had been wandering through the damp catacombs for a couple of hours now, the scattered lights barely letting them see far enough to walk without hitting a wall or low arch into another room or passage. The professor would keep looking at her tablet computer for guidance, the light from which gave her expressive face a little more illumination. Jake wasn’t sure what she was seeking with her research.
“How are we doing?” Jake asked Sara.
“This area ahead is supposed to contain the oldest artifacts,” Sara said.
“What exactly are you trying to find?” Elisa said, moving closer and looking over the shorter woman’s shoulder at the computer screen.
“It’s complicated.”
“Remember who got you into this structure,” Elisa said, referring to the call she had made that morning to the Vatican. Only a representative from the Holy See could approve of this visit, and the request usually required two week’s notice, along with a compelling reason to be there. Elisa had obviously called in a favor.
“And I really appreciate that, Elisa.” Sara switched from the computer to her hand-drawn map from the translation of the Doric Greek tomb in Taormina. “Here we go. Should be just ahead.” She wandered off by herself.
Elisa grabbed Jake by the arm and whispered, “This would be a great place to make love.” Then she followed the professor through a small passage that each had to duck to get through.
Wow. He couldn’t argue with Elisa. What had he gotten himself into this time? He ducked and followed the two women.
The lights in this area did not exist. Jake was carrying a small kerosene lantern, which hissed as he made his way toward the women ahead. Sara had a small head lamp on and Elisa carried a pen light. The professor was on her knees examining a non-descript tomb with what appeared to be Greek writing, much like the one they had photographed in Taormina. Suddenly she started digging away at the damp alluvial sand in front of the tomb. Moments later and another stone was exposed, and Sara worked feverishly to removed the sand from the surface. Jake came over and helped her, and once the writing on this stone materialized, he removed a water bottle from his small backpack and poured enough moisture on the stone to make the letters and symbols stand out clearly.
Sara stood up in awe. The stone seemed to take her breath away. Then she took a number of photos with her digital camera, the flash blinding them temporarily each time.
“This is amazing,” Sara finally said as she viewed the images on the LCD screen on the back of her camera.
“What is it?” Jake asked.
“To the casual observer it’s just Greek writing, although in the ancient Doric or Dorian dialect.” She looked up to Jake now and smiled, as if she’d gotten exactly what she wanted for Christmas. “But this is more.”
Elisa stooped down for a better look. “How so?”
“My God,” Sara said, and then placed her hand over her mouth. When she recovered somewhat, she continued taking photos as she said, “This is not a tomb at all. It’s the work of Archimedes himself.”
“Are you sure?” Jake asked.
“It has to be,” Sara said. “Look, this here is not writing. It’s not some homage to the dead. This is mathematics. More precisely it’s calculus.”
“Okay, I’m just a layman here,” Jake said, “but why is this important?”
Sara looked like she might faint. Finally she whispered, “Because calculus, according to everything we know, was first developed around the year 1700 by Sir Isaac Newton. Now it looks like Archimedes beat Newton by almost two thousand years. To a mathematician this is like porn. This could be the most important discovery on Archimedes since…ever. Very few documents can last over two thousand years. Archimedes was known to cut his principles into stone and engrave them on various mediums he hoped would last through time.”
“How can you be absolutely sure?” Elisa asked.
“Because the only actual writing on this tomb in rough translation says, ‘Rise above oneself and grasp the world.’ This quote is quite famous and attributed to Archimedes. This must have been like his signature. Carbon dating will confirm what I believe. I’m certain. This stone should be in a museum.”
“All right,” Jake said. “Let’s get out of here and find a way to report it without having every math geek in the world turning this place into a shrine.”
Sara looked wistfully at the stone and agreed with a nod. “Right,” Sara said. “But first we must make it look like it did before we came. The sediment here could be thousands of years old. It was either buried here on purpose, or flooding of the catacombs layered the sand here over time.”
As she shifted the damp sand smoothly over the top of the stone, Jake added a little more water to make it look like they had never been there.
They started to head out when Jake stopped them. “Sara, have you made any marks on your digital or physical map of these catacombs indicating this location?”
“No.”
“Good. Don’t do so. We’ll have to go from our memory.”
Sara agreed with a nod and they continued out through the low passageway. Eventually, after a number of wrong turns they got closer to the entrance, where the lights were more frequent, yet it was still not the best visibility.
Then the lights went out completely and the three of them stopped in their tracks.
“What now?” Elisa asked.
“The Vatican forgot to pay its bill,” Sara provided, followed by a nervous laugh.
Jake, on the other hand, slipped his gun out of the holster on his left hip and placed it alongside his right leg.
Suddenly there was yelling from multiple locations in front and on both sides of them. Jake threw the kerosene lantern and the light went out. Then in the relative darkness, he backed up slightly against the limestone wall. Only the headlamp from Sara and the hand-held penlight from Elisa gave him any indication of his surroundings.
The Greek yelling, which Jake didn’t understand, was followed by additional screaming in Italian. He aimed his gun toward the screams, but he couldn’t fire not knowing for sure his target of if one of the women might be in the line of fire.
The Italian said to put down their guns. Greek was probably the same, but Jake couldn’t be certain.
When the headlamp started moving forward, Jake yelled, “No, stay put.”
“They’ll kill us all.” It was Sara.
Then the pen light went out and Jake could hear shuffling feet coming closer to him.
More yelling and Jake’s head was filled with uncertainty.
“Jake?” Elisa whispered.
“Here,” he said quietly.
By now the head lamp was closer toward the entrance and then a scuffle and the light went out.
“Sara,” Jake yelled, his voice echoing through the catacombs.
Nothing.
When he yelled for the professor again, all that came back was the sound of gunfire, sending him toward the ground. He quickly returned fire, shooting high into the ceiling so as not to hit Sara.
“You will not leave here alive,” said a man’s voice in English with a heavy accent.
Jake reached out and felt the leg of Elisa. He moved his hand up her body until the two of them lay side by side. “Are you all right?” he whispered.
“Yes. What do we do?”
“Come with me.” He pulled her to his feet and back the way they had come. In about ten feet they reached the entrance to another corridor, which they slid into. At least now they would have some cover.
The Italian continued to yell at them, taunting and trying to draw their fire. Jake wished like hell he had his night vision goggles, but he had none of his usual toys on this trip.
“What now?” Elisa asked him.
“I’m not catching everything they’re saying,” Jake said. “Is it slang?”
“It’s Sicilian slathered with Mafia slang,” she said. “He says he will kill us both. But not until he’s filled me with his…”
“I got that. He needs to be taught a lesson in civility.” Jake listened carefully and said, “There’s more than one of them. Probably the gunman that got away, along with the driver. Maybe a couple of reinforcements considering the amount of shuffling out there and whispers.” He had to believe the Greeks had Sara and were whisking her away at this moment. Probably already out the catacomb entrance. That was good and bad. Bad because they now had Sara. Good because that meant anything that moved would be a potential target. He aimed around the corner and waited to hear anything at all. Any noise.
There. Jake shot twice and went back behind the edge just as a number of guns rang back toward him, bullets glancing off the stone walls.
“Are you all right?” Elisa asked, her hands touching him.
“Shh.”
This time Jake got down to his knees, put his gun up over his head, and shot once, waiting for return fire. When the flashes came, he aimed for the flash on his left and fired twice. He could hear the distinct sound of bullets penetrating flesh with a thud, and then a body hitting the dirt and stone floor.
More whispers from the Italians as they reach out for their friend.
Jake nudged up to Elisa and whispered into her ear, “Get down on the ground and when I tell you to shoot, send two bullets flying.”
“All right.”
She did as she was told. Jake moved out into the main corridor slightly into a narrow stance and aimed toward the center so he could move his gun to either side quickly.
“Now,” Jake whispered.
Elisa shot twice.
Flashes came from two positions, so Jake had to choose one and fire three times, his only indication of his target coming with his own muzzle flashes. Just as he saw a man drop, he dove to his right. The two of them lay next to each other, their heavy breathing in synch.
“Are you just trying to get closer to me?” Elisa asked him.
Jake’s ears were ringing now, so he guessed hers would be as well. One of the men screamed in pain out in the corridor. “Maybe a little,” he said. “Hey, tell them if they leave now we’ll let them live.”
“Are you trying to taunt them?”
“It might work. They have two down. I’m guessing they’re just guns for hire. Tell them there’s no profit from dying.”
She did what he said, her voice echoing off the limestone walls.
Jake had a feeling the only thing these guys would object to is being told what to do by a woman.
The response was easy for Jake to interpret. They called her a fucking bitch, and they’d rape her in every hole just before they killed her.
“Now that was uncalled for,” Jake said aloud in English. He turned on the light on his watch and decided they needed to make a move or the Greeks would be too far ahead of them, even though he had a feeling he knew where they would take Sara. “Listen,” he whispered to Elisa, “I’ve gotta do something on my own here. It’s the only play we have here.”
“No. We can wait them out,” she pled.
“They’ve got us trapped without lights, without water, without food. They could hold us off with just one guy for days, changing the sentry every four hours. That’s what I would do. Now I’m guessing they either killed the man who let us in here or they have some pull with him to keep his mouth shut. Maybe they just threatened his family. That’s the Mafia way in Sicily, as I’m sure you know. But we have one advantage. If we can’t see, then they can’t see. I’ve been down that corridor and know what it looks like.” This was only partially true. Just before the lights went out, he remembered that the corridor angled to the right up ahead. He explained his plan to her very carefully. It would require shooting discipline and patience.
She protested, “I don’t know, Jake. Is this the only way?”
“Yes. Check your watch.”
Elisa turned on the light on her watch.
“Exactly two minutes from right now.”
Jake got to his feet and quietly slipped out into the dark corridor, moving to the far left edge and barely touching the wall with his left hand. Then he moved forward as if he was back in the mountains of Montana trying to sneak up on a bull elk through the noisy aspens. But this was much easier, since the ground was soft stone and wet sand. He tried to tick off the seconds in his mind and then raised his gun as the two minutes got closer.
Suddenly the sound of gunfire behind him was followed by the flashes from Elisa’s barrel. Then two flashes came from the Italians ahead and Jake started running and shooting simultaneously at those figures.
More shots from Elisa.
Jake was now upon them and his gun stuck back, out of bullets. He dove at the first man, hitting him right across his chest and knocking him back against the wall and losing his gun at the same time. Rolling to his side, the two of them struggled for the Italian’s gun. Jake smashed the man with his elbow into his jaw.
As Jake heard the other Italian yelling a few feet away, he rolled the man onto him just as the bullets flew from the man’s gun.
Then from closer behind him, Elisa shot twice and the man dropped a few feet away.
She got to Jake and said, “Are you all right?” Then she turned on her pen light and scanned the corridor. Three men lay variously about the dirt floor, their guns next to their bodies.
Shoving the dead man off of him, Jake said, “Collect their guns and extra magazines. I think we might need them.” He tried to get to his feet but felt a sharp pain in his stomach at the right side, buckling him back to his knees.
“I can’t believe we just had a gun fight with four men from the Mafia and came out without a scratch,” Elisa said as she got their guns. She turned the light back on Jake and gasped when she saw him on his knees. Rushing to him she said, “Jake, are you hit?”
He held his hand over the wet spot on his right side and said, “I think so. But the bullet was slowed by the other man’s body. I don’t know if the bullet went through and through. Can you check my back?”
Elisa shone her light on him and let out a quiet yelp. “Yes, you’re bleeding there also.” She put her hand onto the exit wound. “We have to get you to the hospital.”
“No, no, no. There was a first aid kit in the Fiat trunk. I saw it when we put our bags back there. Just patch me up.”
“You need a doctor,” she said. “The bleeding won’t stop.”
“Listen, you saw the scars on my body last night,” he reasoned. “I know a bad shot and a good shot. This one isn’t that bad. It missed all major organs, including my kidney. It’s just all muscle tissue there.”
“And blood vessels.”
“Hey, I’m doing much better than those four. Now help me up. We’ve gotta get going if we plan on getting Sara back.”
Exasperated, Elisa did as Jake said, helping him up and out to the entrance. When they got there, the weather had changed from a calm, warm morning, to a torrential downpour. Somehow Jake expected to find a back-up crew of Mafia waiting for them there. But the small parking lot outside the old church contained only three cars, the one Jake had taken the night before, the one the Italians had escaped in after the shooting at the pension, and he assumed the third car was from the other two Italians.
Since they had not gotten the keys from the dead men, they would have to take the Fiat. Elisa put Jake into the back seat of the car and got the first aid kit from the trunk. In short order she had both sides of him patched up, first using butterfly-strips and glue, and covering that with four-inch trauma bandages. Then to keep both patches from falling off, she ran gauze and tape around Jake’s stomach a number of times. She took the rest of the spare bandages and shoved them into her bag.
“So,” Jake said, getting out of the car into the rain. “I guess you should drive.”
She laughed as she opened the front door. “I think so. But to where?”
Jake found his way around to the front passenger side and sat down with some discomfort. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Just get us out of the city for now. My blood will be all over the place. I hate leaving my DNA everywhere, so we’ll have to get rid of this car eventually.”
“Where would they take Sara?” she said desperately.
“Directly to Petros Caras. Find him and we find Sara. Let’s go.”
Elisa cranked over the car and found the fastest way out of the city of Siracusa, Jake hoping like hell the Polizia had pulled back their road blocks.
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Houston, Texas
Senator James Halsey had just gotten back to his home state on a private jet and was picked up at Hobby Airport by his close friend, lawyer and advisor, Brock Winthrop. They were driving now in a black Ford Expedition from the airport to the hospital where Jim’s father was taking a turn for the worse, the lawyer behind the wheel.
“Have you been in to see him?” Jim asked his friend.
Brock sighed. “Yes, I have. And I’ve never seen such a change in so short a time. He seemed almost like his old self before leaving DC. Nearly jubilant.”
Jim knew what was going on. “He was going home, Brock. Putting up a good front so we’d let him get back to Texas. Buck Halsey always said he wouldn’t be caught dead anywhere but his beloved home state. Literally.” Something else was bothering his old friend and confidant. “What’s up?”
Shaking his head, Brock said, “Your father is dying.”
“I know that much. Quit being our lawyer for a minute and tell me what’s really bothering you.”
Reluctantly, Brock said, “He had me change his will before we left DC.”
Jim had a feeling that was happening. And it didn’t matter one way or another to him. “How does that bother you?”
The lawyer shifted in his chair.
“Come on, Brock. Unless my father completely cut me out, how does this matter?”
“Well, it’s not that bad. But he did split the assets fifty/fifty between you and your sister.”
“Good. It’s not like college professors make that much money. I’m sure she could use it.” Whether she could or not, his sister Sara had never been concerned with money. Her only interests were in history and mathematics. That hadn’t changed since their youth.
Nearly simultaneously both of their phones went off, indicating incoming text messages. Jim looked at Brock and shrugged. Then he checked his phone. It was a text from Jake Adams.
“Check your phone,” Jim said.
Brock looked at his phone and his expression changed from concern to grave in seconds. “My God! He had her and now he doesn’t have her.”
“Let me call him,” Jim said. He punched in the number for Jake Adams and waited.
Finally the phone clicked on the other end and a man said, “Yeah.”
“Jake? This is Jim Halsey.”
“I know who it is,” Jake said. “I never forget a face or voice.”
“What’s going on?” the senator asked.
“Can you put it on speaker?” Brock asked.
Jim fiddled with his phone until it went to speaker.
“Who is that with you, senator?” Jake asked.
“It’s Brock Winthrop. You’re on speaker phone.”
“Great. Why not just broadcast this on FOX News.”
The senator ignored the slight and said, “Listen, we’re in Texas. My father is dying and we need to get Sara home before he dies.”
“I’m sorry about that, senator, but we’ve got a bit of a problem here in Italy. Armed men came and took her from us. There was a shoot out, but Sara, I believe, is all right.”
“What,” Brock chimed in. “She was kidnapped. How is she all right?”
Jim put his hand on his friend’s arm to settle him down. “We’re not questioning your competence,” Jim assured Jake.
“I sure as hell hope not,” Jake said. “Because I took a damn bullet in the gut, and we had to shoot four Sicilian Mafia men.”
“My God,” Jim said. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah, the bullet went right through my external oblique muscle, missing the ribs and the pelvis.”
“Did you say Sicilian Mafia? I thought the Greeks were after Sara.”
“They were here also. They took Sara and left the others to kill me and my friend here.”
“I’m sorry. Is your friend all right?”
“Yeah, senator, she’s fine. But you know what the Sicilians do to someone who kills their own?” Jake hesitated. “They hunt you down like a dog until they find you. Then if you’re lucky they just kill you. If you aren’t lucky, they keep you alive for awhile to make your last hours on earth a living hell.” He gave out a little wince.
“You all right?”
“Yeah, I twisted and it hurt a little. You ever been shot senator?”
“No, can’t say I have.”
“It’s not as painful as getting kicked in the nuts, but the pain lasts longer. I gotta go. Losing cell service.”
“Wait. Where do you think the Greeks took Sara?”
Hesitation. “I’d rather not say. But I have a feeling. I’ll let you know when I get her back.”
The line went blank.
Brock Winthrop turned the vehicle from the frontage road into the private hospital parking lot and pulled up to a VIP parking spot. “That man is the most arrogant man I’ve ever met.”
The senator laughed. “I guess you haven’t spent that much time on Capitol Hill.” He knew this wasn’t really true.
“You know what I mean. The man is a gunslinger.”
“Exactly. And that’s precisely who I want on my side under these circumstances.”
“Do you really think he knows where to find Sara?”
“If he says he knows, I’ve gotta believe him. You’ve seen the man’s credentials. I mean, come on. If he can take down an entire Kurdish terrorist group, he can surely handle a Greek kidnapping. Now, let’s go see if Buck Halsey is upstairs smoking a cigar.”
Jim was putting up a good front, but deep down his concern for his sister was coursing through every corpuscle in his body. Soon she would be all he had on this earth. Besides his wife, of course.
* * *
The Navy SH-60 Seahawk cruised over the Mediterranean Sea south of the island of Sicily at 60 knots, the bank of clouds ahead becoming more ominous with each turn of the rotors. Lieutenant Max Stevens piped through a medley of Rascal Flatts tunes through the headset, and Toni was just about ready to have him switch to something a little more edgy. She liked the country music group, but too much of a good thing could get monotonous.
“You all right, Toni?” the pilot asked as the helo shook with the wind. They looked to be heading right into a huge thunderstorm.
“Are you sure we can make it through that?” she asked.
“No problemo,” Max said. “Before I joined the Navy, I used to fly roughnecks to oil rigs in the Gulf. Now those were some crazy times.”
Toni glanced behind her into the troop transport area of the Seahawk and noticed the two sailors appeared to be sleeping through the turbulence, their submachine guns cradled over their laps.
“How much farther?” Toni asked the pilot.
“Just ahead.” He aimed the nose down and they broke free from some cloud cover.
She finally saw the large yacht ahead. Jesus, it looked as big as a coast guard cutter. Bigger, perhaps. The yacht rocked in the heavy seas but seemed to be having no problem cutting the waves.
“We can’t land on that, Toni,” Max said. “You’ll have to go down in a harness. You ever do that before.”
She nodded her head. “Unfortunately.”
“Good. Then head back and the guys will strap you in.”
Toni got up to go and tapped the pilot on the shoulder. “Thanks for the ride, Max.”
“Any time. But next time schedule a little better weather.”
Moving into the back, the two sailors had heard the pilot and were preparing the harness. She stepped into it and they tightened it all around her. Then they clicked the harness to the cable and gave her a thumbs up. She smiled at them.
One of the sailors said, “When you hit the deck, make sure you bend your legs and release the cable immediately. Otherwise with the pitching deck and our helo popping up and down in the wind, you could break a leg.”
“Understand,” Toni said. This wasn’t her first time dropping down from a helo, but it was the first time under these conditions to a pitching deck.
Seconds later and she was on her way over the side, the cable reeling down and the wind whipping her body around in circles. Simultaneously the Seahawk descended until it reached a respectable distance above the yacht, its massive rotors keeping pace with the boat. She hoped like hell her Agency had properly coordinated her visit. Otherwise who knew what kind of reception she would get.
As she got closer to the helo pad in the aft of the yacht, her goggles completely blurry with rain and fog, she kept her right hand at the release clip ready to hit the deck.
Then for some reason she jerked upward and then quickly downward, bouncing her off the deck, her arms instinctively flaying out to grasp anything. Big mistake. Pain shot through her right leg and to her left shoulder, which had taken the majority of the crash.
Laying on the deck, she looked up and saw the Seahawk closing in on her. If she didn’t move it might crash into her. But instead she clicked out of the cable and shoved both arms up into the air, her thumbs giving the signal she was free.
With that, the pilot twisted his aircraft to the north and pulled up toward the sky, the cable whipping behind it like a long tail.
Toni immediately felt the swaying of the yacht in the heavy seas, the wind and rain pelting her into submission. Within seconds two men were at either side of her helping her to her feet. But she couldn’t place any weight onto her right leg. Her ankle was shot. But the men practically carried her toward a door, their progress hampered by the rocking deck.
Inside, the atmosphere changed from the drastic to the dramatically opulent. Leather benches lined one wall and matching plush white leather chairs sat across from those. At the far end was a bar, which seemed to be locked down now so the bottles wouldn’t go flying around.
She sat onto a bench and removed her helmet, goggles and then slipped out of the nylon harness. Then she removed her small backpack, and set it on the bench next to her.
An older man appeared from another room and she recognized Petros Caras from his Agency file. “That was quite a dramatic entrance,” he said, with only a slight British accent.
Toni rubbed her ankle lightly, but she could barely touch it without extreme pain. This wasn’t good. “I’m afraid I’ve broken my ankle.”
“I’m so sorry Miss Contardo,” the Greek said.
“Toni, please.”
“Toni. I don’t have a doctor aboard, but I do have a man who was a medic in the Greek army. He can at least put that ankle in a walking cast.”
She nodded. “That would be great.”
Petros Caras turned to his two men and said something to them in Greek. Then he switched back to Toni. “They will take you to a compartment and I’ll have our man come to you with his medical equipment. Once he’s done, they’ll bring you to me and we can take care of our business.”
One of the men went to pick up her backpack and Toni grasped it before he could. She slung it over her shoulder and took the man’s arm to help her up. “Thanks,” she said.
“These men don’t speak English,” the Greek billionaire said. “Our medic speaks only a little English.”
She nodded and the two men helped her to her room. When they set her onto the bed, she glanced around the compartment, which looked like a high-end room on a cruise ship.
Once the men were gone, she opened her backpack and found her satellite phone. She tried to turn it on, but it wouldn’t fire up. Then she shook the phone and heard something rattling around inside. Great. That’s what had broken her fall when she smashed the deck against her shoulder. She still had her cell phone, but, as she suspected, there was no service. Then she found both of her guns and made sure they were still all right. No problem. She shoved the guns back into the pack when she heard a slight knock on her door.
“Come in,” she said.
The man who came in was an extremely handsome Greek with dark hair and a short beard trimmed along a strong chiseled jaw. He couldn’t have been more than thirty-years-old and might have had another career as a model. He carried a large bag and set it on the deck next to the bed. If she had to have someone work on her body, this man would do nicely, she thought.
“You speak English?” Toni asked.
“A little.”
“Parlate italiano?” She knew that a lot of Greeks also spoke Italian.
“Si,”
So the two of them spoke Italian as this man took off her boot and sock and examined her ankle with a gentle touch. He seemed very concerned.
“I believe it is broken,” he said in Italian.
“Hey, at least the bone isn’t sticking out. Do you have casting material?”
“Yes, but the swelling is too great right now. We will have to put a temporary cast on it for now. Then if you are still with us, I will cast it.”
She was only supposed to be aboard the yacht until they got into port in Siracusa. She could wait for the cast until then. “I can wait on the cast. But do you have anything for the pain?”
“Si.” He pulled out a bottle of pills with no indication of what they were and gave her two. Then he went to a small refrigerator and found a bottle of water for her.
“What are these?” she asked.
He said something in Greek and then smiled. Then he tried to figure out the term in Italian but it wasn’t coming to him. He finally settled on English and said, “Tylenol with codeine.”
“Nice.” She could live with that.
First he placed some ice around her ankle to bring down the swelling. While they waited they talked about many different things. Toni was able to ask without seeming to interrogate, but she knew she would get much more straight information from this man by just making small talk. He told her everywhere they had gone in the past month. When it seemed to him that she might be flirting with him, he told Toni he was gay. She said that was too bad and smiled at him, even though he was almost young enough to be her son. Before this gorgeous young Greek left her cabin, he wiped down the cold, wet ankle and then put it into a walking cast. He said he would bring her some crutches later, but she should lay down with her leg up for a while first.
Alone in her bed, she lay now and thought about how she wanted to approach this Greek billionaire. He was obviously used to doing things his own way, getting whatever his money could buy. But the Agency had made him and he needed to remember this. Damn, she hated having to clean up messes from before her time.

21

Instead of dumping the Fiat, Jake and Elisa had decided to keep it for a while. They did disable the GPS, though, once Jake realized he had screwed up by not doing so sooner. He made a calculated decision that the Greeks and the Mafia men wouldn’t have the resources to track them by GPS, but he had been wrong. He hadn’t realized just how tight the Mafia was with the Polizia in Sicily. This bad choice had gotten Sara kidnapped and almost gotten him killed. He wouldn’t take them lightly again. Besides disabling the GPS, they swapped out the license plates with another Fiat of the same year, make and color. This model of Fiat was like a white Ford truck in Texas — everyone had one.
Jake was able to get a call in to his old friend at the Agency, Kurt Jenkins, who had risen now to the DCI position. His conversation had been somewhat stilted. The man wasn’t being entirely truthful, Jake knew. Kurt might be able to fool any congressional inquiry with his rhetoric and eloquence of tongue, but Jake knew the man far too long to know when he was blowing smoke out of his ass. Jake had told the man about his case and how he needed the position of the yacht owned by the Greek billionaire Petros Caras. The Agency director seemed to anticipate Jake’s needs. Yeah, he knew more than he wanted Jake to understand. Kurt Jenkins cut the call short, saying he would get back with Jake soon.
That call was about fifteen minutes ago, while Elisa was inside a small corner store in the seaside town of Augusta, some ten miles north of Siracusa. Jake was familiar with this town since it housed a fairly large Italian Navy complex, along with U.S. Navy Sixth Fleet port with tankers and munitions replenishment facilities.
Elisa came back and got behind the wheel of the Fiat, setting the bag of goods on the floor next to Jake’s feet. “Okay, I got everything you asked for,” she said. “I understand the needle and thread and the super glue, but I’m not sure about the Sambuca.”
“Sambuca works great to clean the wounds,” Jake assured her. “And I also plan to drink a bunch before you poke me with that needle.”
“Right, well we better get someplace soon,” she said, her eyes focused on the dark clouds out to sea. “Looks like some bad weather heading ashore soon.”
They had crossed over the bridge to the island and passed the Naval complex before finding the small store. Since the town was crawling with U.S. and Italian Naval personnel, Jake guessed the Mafia would be less likely to look here for them.
“I once stayed at a small motel on the ocean side of this island years ago,” Jake said. “It’s not a great place, but I’m sure they still take cash. Might be a good place to hang low until we can find out where the Greek is.”
Elisa cranked over the car. “Sounds good. Let’s go.”
They got to the motel and checked in with cash and one of Jake’s fake passports. The older man at the desk looked like he might have recognized Jake from his last visit, but that wasn’t likely.
Their room faced the ocean, as did all the rooms in this one-story no-tell motel, where most of the patrons probably stayed in the evening by the hour.
It had just one medium-sized bed and actually had one of those magic fingers machines. Problem was, it would have been out of service for years, since it only took Italian Lira coins, which had been out of circulation for a long time. Hopefully they’d changed the sheets since then, Jake thought.
Jake lifted his shirt over his head exposing the bandage on his lower abdomen left oblique muscle. The white was soaked red but it had turned a dark color, so he guessed the bleeding had stopped. He gently peeled back the bandage and saw the wound was slit open as if the bullet had just penetrated his flesh. Two inches to the one side and the bullet would have missed him completely. Two inches toward his belly button and he could have lost a kidney on the bullets exit.
“I’ve never sewed someone’s skin before,” Elisa said, her gaze shifting from Jake’s wound to his eyes.
“But you’ve used a needle and thread, right?”
“Yes, as a young girl. But not this.”
He found the bottle of Sambuca, opened it, and took a long slug, the clear licorice liqueur coating his throat and taking his breath away. He almost choked. “Maybe I should have had you get some whiskey.”
“Or rubbing alcohol.”
“You can’t drink that?” Jake assured her.
“I meant for the wounds.”
Jake took another drink and handed the bottle to Elisa.
She refused to drink, but instead found the needle and poured some of the liqueur over that. She took out a fresh gauze pad, soaked it with the Sambuca and then smiled at Jake. “You ready for this?”
He shook his head and picked up the bottle again, taking a longer swig now. In reality he knew it wouldn’t do a damn thing to the pain of the needle going through his skin, but it couldn’t hurt him.
Sitting on the bed, Jake then lay back onto his back. The pain brought some discomfort, but wasn’t the worst thing Jake had ever felt. The alcohol seeping into his wound hurt more than the needle. When Elisa was done with the stitches, she dropped the super glue over her work to help keep the seal. Then she did the same to the exit wound on his back. She topped off her work with a new bandage on each wound.
“There you go,” she said. “I really wasn’t sure I could do that.”
Jake stood and tried to turn his body to feel for any pain. But she had done a nice job. No matter how he twisted, he was only in a little pain. Maybe the Sambuca did help some by now.
He went to the window that overlooked the ocean just a short distance from their back door. On a good day, when the sun was shining, Jake knew he could wander down the rocks to a nice beach. But today the wind was howling and the high waves crashed ashore spraying water to their back doorstep. Darkness should have been a few hours away, yet the clouds and the rain had cut their daylight short.
“Are you all right?” Elisa asked, coming up behind him and placing her hand on his shoulder.
“I don’t know. I get these feelings when things are ready to go from bad to worse.”
Just as the words left Jake’s mouth, his phone buzzed and he grasped it quickly from his pocket to see who was calling. It read ‘Pizza Hut.’ He shook his head and answered, “Nice touch. I could really use a thin crust pepperoni right now.”
“Who said the Agency doesn’t have a sense of humor?” Kurt Jenkins asked.
Jake took a seat on the bed and glanced at Elisa, who obviously had no idea who he was talking with, as she was on her small laptop computer checking her e-mail. “You got something for me?”
“First of all, what in the hell are you doing in Augusta?”
“Plotting world domination? What the hell do you think? I’m waiting for your call, trying to keep the local Mafia from killing us.”
“So you’re still with the Italian Intelligence Officer?”
Jake tried not to look at Elisa when he said, “Of course.”
“You know she’s still officially on leave,” Kurt reminded Jake.
“So. I’m officially retired.”
“Good point,” Kurt said, a slight laugh in his voice. “All right. We have a location on Petros Caras and his yacht. He’s right out in the middle of the major squall to the south of Sicily.”
“Great. Then there’s probably no way the Greeks could have gotten Sara Halsey Jones out to the yacht yet.”
“True. But we have no way of knowing where they might be bringing her, so their location is uncertain.”
Jake considered that and realized they were screwed until the weather changed. “The Greeks must be holing up like us, waiting for the yacht to come to port. And that won’t happen for a while. Do you have any good weather report for us?”
“I thought you might ask,” the Agency DCI said. “Looks like the rain will pass through by morning. Right now Petros Caras is about fifty miles off the coast of Sicily riding the storm out. Since he could have simply headed farther south to avoid the storm, we’re guessing he wants to hang out closer to Sicily to pick up the professor.”
That made sense. Most of the storms in the Med were not that difficult to avoid. “You’re holding out on me, Kurt.”
Hesitation on the other end. “We got a call from Senator James Halsey an hour ago. He’s not happy. His father is dying and he wants his sister there.”
“I know that,” Jake said. “I screwed up. I admit it. I had her and then lost her. But they could have her anywhere right now.” He thought about that and had an idea. Yet, he didn’t want to bring it up to the director of central intelligence. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”
“How in the hell do you know this?”
“I can feel it in my bones, Kurt.”
The DCI explained to Jake the historical relationship the Agency had with Petros Caras. He finished up by saying, “We will be sending a representative to reason with the man.”
“Seriously? You should be sending a jet to bomb his damn yacht under the cover of this storm.”
“I know. The man has gone off the reservation. We believe he’s been involved with stirring up the riots in Athens, Syria and elsewhere across the Middle East.”
“To what end?”
“We don’t know for sure.”
Jake had a good idea. “I think I know.” He glanced at Elisa as he added, “It’s the reason our Italian friend is investigating the man. He’s been sending his men to steal all kinds of ancient artifacts under the cover of the riots. It’s a perfect distraction.”
“I told you,” Elisa said, suddenly understanding the direction of the conversation.
“All right,” Jake concluded. “So will you keep me informed of their location?”
“Will do.”
With that the two old friends clicked off and Jake shoved his phone back into his pocket. He thought about the conversation with Kurt Jenkins and still thought the man was holding out on him. But that was also the nature of the spy game. Nothing was black and white.
“How’s the wireless here?” Jake asked.
She shrugged. “Considering the overall maintenance of this place, the wireless is quite good.”
“Could I use your laptop for a minute?”
Elisa got up from her chair and put her hand out toward her tiny computer. “It’s all yours. I was going to take a shower anyway.” She smiled and went off to the bathroom.
Thinking about his gateway, Jake ran his password through his mind. Once he got into his system, he made sure he would not be traceable back to Elisa’s IP address or any of his own. But who could he use? He would spoof a series of computers, from a library in Sydney to a nursing home in Michigan, on and on through ten different levels around the world. Then he quickly made his inquiry, finding the iPad for Professor Sara Halsey Jones. He knew the IP for that system from day one, but she had only turned on the device when they got to Taormina and then Siracusa. It took him just ten minutes to find the location and track it by GPS. Damn it. It was still on. Why didn’t he think of this sooner?
The shower stopped and Jake looked toward the bathroom. He got off her laptop and deleted any trace of his use. In deep thought now, he paced back and forth in the small room, considering his next move. It was not easy to do an extraction with just two people, and he wasn’t one hundred percent right now. Yet, he knew he couldn’t wait. The yacht would come and pick up Sara, probably as early as the next morning. Even worse, perhaps, was the fact that the Greek would force her to show him the stone carved by Archimedes in the catacombs. The billionaire would likely steal it and have in enshrined at one of his mansions. It sounded like the guy was out of control and needed a good spanking. He only hoped the Agency would have the balls to follow through.
The door to the bathroom opened and Elisa came out completely naked, drying her long hair as she stopped five feet from Jake.
“What?” she asked. “Are you telling me a little bullet hole is going to stop you from taking advantage of this?” She spread her arms out.
He wasn’t thinking that at all. He just knew they needed to do it quickly so they could track down Sara.
Stripping down without saying a word, Jake took command of the situation with ravishing speed. They went at it hard and fast. There would be time for slow and proper once this case was over and his body was healed.
Five minutes later Jake told her he’d found Sara’s iPad and they gathered their gear to leave.
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Laying on her side on the bed in the dark room, Sara could hear the muffled voices of her captors in the outer room. She was still bound like a hog with her hands behind her back at her ankles with plastic strips. She had long ago decided there was no way she could break the thick plastic straps that would only dig into her wrists deeper with each effort. Instead, she tried her best to keep her mind in the game.
She had been terrified when the men took her from the catacombs. The only reason she went toward the Greeks was to spare the other two, Jake and Elisa. They promised. But then she heard the shooting as the Greeks dragged her from the catacomb and she knew they had lied to her. Then they brought her to a small house on the outskirts of Siracusa, questioning her thoroughly. She thought they would do things to her sexually, but they had not. It seemed like they had orders not to harm her, which she had used to her advantage. Not by blatant disrespect or defiance, but through subtle actions.
A few hours ago they moved her from the first house to this three story house just a few blocks from the ocean in the old town. Before they left, though, she had figured out that Jake and Elisa had probably survived the attack, because an Italian man had come and argued with the Greeks about her. He said some of his men had been killed and he would make them pay, but not until he first let his men have sex with her until they could no longer do so. The Greeks had their orders and it had almost come to a shoot out.
Sara didn’t know how much longer she could go without telling the men what they needed to know. And she had cried for the first time since she was a young girl. Something she never thought she would do again. She was stronger than that. Perhaps she could hold out. Because if she told these men anything, then the Greeks would just turn her over to the Italians.
Suddenly the door opened and a stream of light came in, through which came the main man she had dealt with, the one with the hair to his shoulders that she had dubbed Yanni. He closed the door behind him and clicked on a small lamp before taking a seat on the bed next to her.
“Are you ready to talk?” the man said in Greek. He pulled out her digital camera from his pocket and clicked it on.
She mumbled through the gag and he untied it from behind her head. “Thanks. I told you I’m just a college professor researching a book on Archimedes.” That was the truth, but it didn’t tell the whole story now.
He looked like he wanted to punch her. “Eventually you will tell us what we need to know.”
“And what is that?”
“That you have discovered the lost text of Archimedes,” the Greek said. “This text is a national treasure of Greek civilization.”
She wished she had found something that impressive. But her discovery would still be written about in history books for some time. It could change the understanding the mathematics community had of the genesis of Calculus.
“I don’t know of the lost text,” Sara said sincerely. “I’ve heard that there might be something out there, especially after the find in Istanbul a few years ago. But I have not found it. I only came to Siracusa because this was his home and where he died.”
The Greek swished his hair back behind his ears as he let out a heavy sigh. “These pictures on your camera tell a different story.” He slowly clicked through all the photos she had taken at the last catacomb. Luckily she had sent a set of the photos from Taormina to herself by e-mail. But she hadn’t been able to do the same with these last images.
“That’s nothing,” Sara said. “I was just taking photos of old tombs in the catacomb and only those with Greek writing, hoping to find something…interesting for my book. Being Greek, I’m sure you understand.”
Long hair let out a little grunt. “This is old Doric Greek. I don’t know anyone who understands this. Perhaps scholars in our country.”
She kept her mouth shut now, not wanting to let him know that she could read Doric.
“All right. I can send these photos to someone in Athens.”
He put the gag back onto her mouth, turned off the light, and left her alone again in the dark.
She held back tears again. Somehow she needed to find strength within herself to survive. Which shouldn’t have been a problem, she knew, since she was a Texan. But perhaps she had been coddled too much with money.
* * *
Zendo went back into the unfamiliar surroundings of the Mafia house they had been allowed to use. He sat down in the small living room next to Demetri, who was the only one of his men who had not been drinking heavily. Sitting across the room at the dining room table were Kyros, Niko and that other man whose name he never knew. Maybe he should have found the time to learn the guy’s name. No, he was a Cypriot anyway.
“How is our American professor?” Demetri asked.
He smiled and said, “She still thinks she has choices. It’s actually quite admirable.”
“Maybe she thinks her rich brother, the senator, will come and rescue her,” Demetri reasoned.
“Did you get through to Petros Caras?” Zendo had allowed his second in command to make the call to their boss while he talked with the woman.
“Still no word. The weather must be blocking the satellite signal.”
They had to assume the plan to pick them up in the morning here in Siracusa was still on, Zendo thought. Yet, after his last meeting with the boss in Messina, he wanted to shove the fact that they had been able to find the woman down the man’s throat. That man had forgotten from where he came. He had been a man of the people at one time just like them. Sure he had worked his way up to his current stature, but many had questioned how he had been able to do that, especially considering the man’s penchant for young men had not landed him in jail. But Petros Caras was a survivor. Despite his desires, the man never pursued those under eighteen.
“Are you all right, Zendo?” Demetri asked.
“Yes. Just thinking about what I’ll do with all the money we’ll make in the next few months.”
“I don’t even understand why Petros Caras needs this American woman.”
Zendo shrugged. “Me either. Sometimes it’s better not to ask.” He looked at the camera and tried to think of someone who could translate Doric Greek. Well, that could also wait. He would let Petros Caras find someone. Besides, he had a feeling that dick-loving billionaire would want to keep anything they found for himself.
* * *
The yacht was really rocking and rolling now as Toni tried her best to keep her equilibrium together as she lay on her bed. She wasn’t a great ocean passenger, especially on small craft. Although she had never taken a cruise, after this adventure she probably never would. At least the Tylenol with Codeine was working. Her right ankle still felt hot and swollen, like a tick on a Mississippi hound dog in July ready to explode from sucking too much blood.
She had fallen asleep and missed talking with Petros Caras, but now she was ready and he was probably nearly drunk enough to listen to her. At least that’s the briefing she’d gotten about the man — fill him with alcohol and then he would be pliable enough.
Toni was pissed off that she had lost her satellite phone. She really needed to check in. Glancing across the cabin she saw a pair of crutches leaning against the wall by the door. Her medic had been by while she slept. She twisted her body to the side of the bed and hopped with her left foot across the pitching deck until she got hold of the crutches. She had only used them one time in the past when she blew her knee while skiing the Alps.
Making her way out into the passageway, she worked her way toward the boisterous sounds of people ahead. Sounded like they were all a little drunk. When she rounded into the main lounge and bar area, she recognized the two men who had helped her get to her room, the medic, and Petros Caras. Sitting next to him was a lithe and elegant woman with striking Slavic features. She looked somewhat familiar to Toni. Also in the lounge was a bartender and another young man who seemed to be having a difficult time ferrying the drinks from the bar to those well on their way to inebriation.
“Ah, you got some rest,” Petros Caras said in English. “Please take a seat.” He tapped the leg of the medic sitting next to him and the man moved across the lounge to a leather bench seat.
Toni hobbled over and sat next to the Greek.
Petros Caras introduced those in the room, with the exception of the bartender and waiter. The woman he simply called Svetla. So Toni had been right. The woman was either Russian, Ukrainian or Czech. Then he said something in Greek to those around him and all but the woman, the waiter and the bartender left them alone.
“Would you like something to drink?” Petros Caras asked Toni.
She thought about the Codeine in her system and wasn’t sure that was a good idea. “Just a Seven Up or similar,” she said.
“I understand,” he said. “The ocean can take some time to get used to.”
“That’s part of it,” Toni said. “But your medic also gave me enough Codeine to kill a horse.”
“Right, right.”
Glancing at the Slavic woman and then back to the Greek, Toni said, “We need to talk.”
The woman took the hint and got up to leave.
“I’ll be along in a while,” the Greek said to her.
Not looking particularly happy about that prospect, the woman lifted her chin and left them, her gate like that of a runway model.
“Pretty girl,” Toni said.
“Yes, she is. You’ve got to love the Czech features.”
“What about these two?” Toni said, her eyes on the bartender and the waiter.
“Don’t worry about them. They only speak Greek. Stick to English and we’ll be fine.”
“Well, I can perhaps order a beer in Greek, so we have no other choice.” Toni thought about how brusque she wanted to come across. She knew that if you beat a horse it would eventually do as you ask, but it would never like you much. Or trust you. Maybe she would give this man some rope and see if he went with the flow or tried to hang himself.
“Tell me, Toni,” Petros Caras said, “what is so important that the Agency sends me such a high figure?”
She didn’t believe for a second that he knew anything about her or her current position. “We’ve got some strange intel that has traced back to you.”
“Oh?” He sucked down the last of his white wine and exchanged his glass with another handed to him.
“Most of the arms shipments have been coordinated,” she said, “but some have not. We are most concerned about your recent activities in Athens with the protesters. Not to mention in North Africa and Syria.” There was no reason to get to the most recent issue until the man knew about their general concerns.
“A man of influence must have his hobbies.”
“This goes beyond building ships in a bottle, Petros.” She’d heard he hated being spoken to by only his first name, so she needed to see how he would react. The Greek physically cringed. Good.
“I have nothing to do with the Agency anymore,” he said with defiance.
Toni smiled with this opening. “The Agency decides when the game is over. Do you remember your own history? Your beginning? The Agency made that happen. Just as easily as we made you, we can also take all this away.”
He got to his feet as if ready to fight, his complexion changing from tan to red. “You little government peon. You come onto my yacht and threaten me?”
She leaned back into her chair, not intimidated in the least by this man. “This is not a threat, Petros. I’m telling you straight up in the most simple English so even you can understand it…you need to come in line or find yourself without all the finer things in life.”
He shook his right arm at her, his finger right at her face, “You don’t have the right to tell me this. I am a God among men. I have enough money to buy a thousand women like you. A million. You will get off my yacht and go back to your country and tell your boss that I will do as I like.”
“Sit down,” she said calmly.
“You don’t tell me what to do.” His finger was even closer to her face.
With one swift movement, Toni shoved one of her crutches up into the man’s balls, buckling him to the deck in excruciating pain. When the bartender reached for something behind the bar, Toni found her 9mm auto and pointed it at the man — the international language saying ‘stop now and live.’ Then she swished the gun from the bartender to the waiter and pointed toward the door, meaning get the hell out of there and leave them alone.
Petros Caras started to recover and said, “Why did you do that?”
“I told you. You can’t go rogue and expect not to get punished.”
“I’ll kill you!”
“No, you won’t. Because if anything happens to me, you’ll have the full weight of the Agency hunting you down and killing you.”
The Greek forced himself to his feet and settled back into his chair. “I can’t believe you hit me in the balls. Do you know how that feels?”
“I’ve heard. But no. I can’t say I know for sure.”
The two of them sat for a moment in silence, the yacht swaying them back and forth.
Toni broke the silence. “This affair with the American professor. Tell me about your interest in her.”
His eyes widened. “What woman?”
“Come on, Petros. You’re a terrible liar. You don’t think you can mess with the sister of a U.S. senator, a wealthy one at that, and not catch our attention.”
The Greek appeared to be considering his options. Finally, he said, “She has something I want.”
“Like what?” This was one thing the Agency had not properly briefed Toni on, since the man’s motive was still not known.
He hesitated and then released a breath and said, “An artifact of my Greek heritage.”
“Quit being so cryptic,” Toni demanded.
“I have to be. I’m not entirely certain of what she’s discovered. But I have contacts in the academic world, and they let me know that this professor Sara Halsey Jones was on to something important.”
“Such as?”
“Like the lost manuscripts of Archimedes.”
She didn’t know a lot about that man, other than what she learned in school. “You’re already worth billions. What more could you need?”
He shook his head vehemently, like a drunk who no longer controlled his neck muscles. “No, no, no. The find would be priceless. Well, everything can be priced. But this would be more important than money. It is a matter of Greek national pride. Archimedes has never gotten the recognition he deserves. Instead, Galileo and Newton and others have always been in the spotlight. This could be our chance to change history.”
“Then why not let the American professor do her work?”
“I can’t trust academia to get it right. They’ve covered up the truth for more than two thousand years.”
Toni guessed this guy had either lost his mind or was actually starting to believe in something other than himself.
“Well you need to leave this American professor alone,” she said. “Do you understand?”
Petros Caras simply stared at her. He could have been thinking, in deep meditation, or in a coma. “This is too important.”
“You don’t understand. I can control only so much of the equation.” She didn’t want to mention the fact that Jake Adams would eat this guy for a light snack if the Greek didn’t shut down his men.
He smiled. “You mean Jake Adams?”
With Jake’s name spoken aloud, the Greek’s men returned to the lounge. But this time they were all armed with automatic weapons. Toni had no choice but to turn over her gun. “You’re making a big mistake.”
“Adams is already dead,” Petros Caras sneered. “I will drop you off in Sicily in the morning, assuming you don’t resist and try something stupid.”
This man was crazy, she thought, if he even contemplated taking on the entire Central Intelligence Agency. Was Jake dead? She was sure she would sense it, and she felt nothing now. Maybe it was just that she was now truly over the man.
The Greek men hauled her back to her room and locked the door from the outside. She was slipping. She hadn’t even noticed the locking mechanism on the outside of the door.
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Moving quietly through the dark, the wind blowing rain against their faces, Jake and Elisa made their way through the alley leading up to a house on the outskirts of Siracusa. Jake had been able to pinpoint this house as the last location of the iPad owned by Sara Halsey Jones.
Jake stopped Elisa with a hand to her arm. “I saw movement on the second level,” he whispered.
She nodded and mumbled, “I can’t officially be here. I’ll lose my job.”
They had discussed this on the short drive from their motel in Augusta to Siracusa. He knew she was right, and he couldn’t ask her to give up her employment for a case he was working.
“All right. Go back to the car and bring it around to the front and wait for my signal.”
“What will that be?” she wanted to know.
“I don’t know. Hopefully I’ll be the one dragging Sara from the house as a bunch of guys shoot at me. Anything short of that and you get the hell out of here. I’ll make my way back to the motel. Understand?”
She agreed with a slight nod.
With that she took off into the darkness and Jake turned back toward the house. He had no intel whatsoever on this place. So, there were only a finite number of options. Knock on the door, kick in the door, break in quietly through the door or a window, or make some noise and draw someone outside. But only one option seemed to resonate with him.
Slowly he stepped toward the back door, the rain soaking his hair and dripping down to his face. He kept his gun in its holster for now. Once he reached the door he could hear music inside and guessed someone was having a good time. Quietly he tested the door lever with his gloved hand. It wasn’t locked. Now he pulled his gun and held it at the side of his leg as he gently swung the door open and moved inside to a small country kitchen.
A light shone in from the living room where the music was blaring, some version of Italian heavy metal, with the singer screaming like a banshee.
As Jake swiftly entered the living room, the two men there startled and then went for their guns. Jake shot the first man in his right shoulder, knocking him back against the white leather sofa, his blood splattering against the couch and the white wall and the man grasping his wound with his free hand.
The other man froze, his hand just a few feet from his gun. Jake shook his head and the man backed into his lounge chair.
“What do you want?” the unharmed man asked in Italian.
Jake answered in English. “If you do what I say, you just might live. Where’s the woman?”
“What woman?”
So the guy understood English. Good. “Let’s not play stupid, although in your case it might not be an act. Where is she?”
“We don’t know about a woman,” the wounded one said through clenched teeth.
Moving around the room, his gun shifting from one man to the next as he walked, Jake pointed to an iPad on the coffee table. “That’s her iPad.”
“We found it,” said the one without a bullet in him.
“Right. It fell off the back of a truck. Where is she?”
Jake picked up the iPad and turned it on, his eyes still on the two Italians. He checked out a few folders on the desktop and found the pictures Sara had taken.
“We don’t have the woman,” bullet-free said.
“She was here, though.”
Neither said a word now. That was his answer. Damn it. They had already moved her. That’s what he might have done.
The one with a bullet in him looked faint.
“Where did the Greeks take her?”
“I don’t know.”
Jake moved over and collected the two guns from in front of the men. He put his back into its holster. There wasn’t a man alive who wanted to get shot with their own gun. But he needed to make this guy talk and knew that it wasn’t always easy to make it happen. Moving closer to the Italian, Jake swung swiftly and smacked the guy on the side of his head, knocking him out. Then he checked on the wounded one. The blood was already starting to clot. His bullet had smashed through the top of the guy’s shoulder shattering his socket, but the wound wouldn’t kill the guy. So Jake looked around and found some plastic zip strips. Yeah, they had brought Sara here. In less than a minute he had the two of them tied up. Then he dragged the one without the bullet wound into the kitchen.
He turned on a burner on the gas stove and then took two large knives from a wooden block and set the blades into the flame. Searching through the cupboards, he found a bottle of rubbing alcohol. Then he poured a cup of water and splashed it across the man’s face.
One way or another this guy would talk.
Fifteen minutes later and Jake was back out in the rain walking around the block toward the front, keeping his eyes open for the Fiat and Elisa. He always felt somewhat guilty making someone talk. He’d been on the receiving end of that kind of conversation, and it was always a game with no real ending. You could twist a guy’s dick off and get total crap for intel. Or you could deceive the guy and get everything you wanted to know. The first way was quicker, though.
He came up from the blind spot on the passenger side of the Fiat and grabbed the door handle. It was locked, but his action made Elisa jump from behind the wheel.
She clicked open the door and Jake got in, a pain shooting into the wound on his side.
“What happened?” she asked.
Jake showed her Sara’s iPad. “It was there but Sara wasn’t. Turns out she was there earlier in the day, but the Greeks took her somewhere else.”
Elisa gave him a desperate expression. “Where is she, Jake?”
He shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know. There were two men in the house and they didn’t want to give me any information.”
“Are you sure they’re not holding out?”
He explained how he could be very persuasive at times, leaving out the details of his actions, including the fact that he’d shot one of them in the shoulder. But both of the men would live and that’s probably more than they would have allowed for him if the roles had been reversed.
Jake said, “One of the men eventually said he was sure they still had her in town.”
“How are they sure?”
“The Greeks let it slip that they would meet up with a boat in the morning.” He checked his watch and realized they had about at least seven hours before morning light, and the wind and rain was starting to subside. His friends in high places would let him know the position of the Greek billionaire’s yacht. “We just need to position ourselves to intercept them before they can get Sara to the yacht.” And that could be more difficult than at first thought. There were three ways to get out to the yacht. The yacht could pull into port, or the Greeks could bring Sara out to sea in a boat or a helo. Too many options for just the two of them to cover without help from the Agency.
They drove back to the motel in Augusta and Jake stood overlooking the ocean out the back window. The sea was starting to calm down. If they couldn’t find Sara in Siracusa, they would have to intercept before she got to the yacht.
Elisa nuzzled up next to Jake. “What are you thinking?”
“I know you can fly fixed wing aircraft.” He turned to her. “But can you fly a helo?”
“No. Why?”
“Because I have a feeling we’re going to need a ride to the yacht. And that means either a helo or a boat. I can handle a boat. Are you up for that?”
She glanced out at the ocean. “I have to tell you something.”
“You mean the fact that you’re really on leave right now?”
Surprised, she said, “How did you know?”
“I guessed as much,” he said. “Otherwise you probably would have some help with this case. Did your agency pull you from the case?”
Wrapping herself with her own arms, she twisted away from him, a look of concern seeping from every expressive muscle on her face.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
Elisa lowered her chin to her chest and closed her eyes. Finally she looked at him and said, “I don’t know why, but they told me to back off of Petros Caras. He obviously has some pull within our government.”
Jake put his hands on her arms. “Every billionaire in the world has pull with their government, along with many foreign governments.”
“Money corrupts,” she concluded.
“No. People are corrupt, Elisa. There could be a dozen reasons why Petros Caras is being protected. But I don’t care about any of them. I’ve been paid to find and bring Sara back to America. And I plan on doing just that. I don’t give a flying fuck if you’re on vacation or working the case under orders. In fact, I find it more compelling that you’re still working this case despite your agency telling you not to do so. It means you’re a little like me.” He smiled and squeezed her arms.
She fell into his arms and started to sob against his shoulder. He knew enough about women to let her finish before he continued to talk with her. Finally she pulled back and Jake wiped her tears away.
“I’m such a little girl,” she said, sniffling.
“Don’t worry about it. It just makes you more…human. Believe me, I’ve met some cold people in this world. You’re not one of them.” He hesitated and considered his options. Maybe he shouldn’t keep involving her in his case. She could lose her job, or worse. “Maybe I should just continue this on my own.”
She immediately shook her head. “No way. I must see this through to the end. This man thinks he can steal our ancient artifacts just because he’s a billionaire. I won’t let him.”
“Despite the wishes of your own government?”
“Because of that. I won’t stop until I find out why they told me to stop. Under whose orders?”
He smiled. “All right. Then I just have one thing to ask you.”
“Yes?”
“Your contact within this Greek’s organization. She’s on his yacht right now isn’t she?”
Elisa nodded her head.
“When did you last hear from her?”
Thinking for a moment, she finally said, “Just before we were attacked in Siracusa. I was on the phone with her, but she had to get off in a hurry.”
“Do you think she was compromised?”
“No. Even if they got her phone and looked at the number she had called, it would lead to a home for old people outside of Prague where her actual step-mother is a resident in early dementia.”
Nodding approval, Jake said, “Nice job. What does she look like?”
She slapped his chest.
“So I don’t shoot her by mistake.”
“Oh, right. She’s taller than me and very beautiful. She was a model for years. That was her cover with Czech intelligence.”
“All right.” He rubbed the growing stubble on his chin. “Now, have you ever stolen a boat?”
“Of course not.”
“Well, there’s a first time for everything.”
He explained what he had in mind and they spent the next hour planning out their action. But before they could proceed Jake needed just one more bit of information from the Agency — the current location of the billionaire’s yacht and an intercept point.
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The codeine was wearing off now because the pain in her right leg was keeping Toni awake. That and the sway of the yacht. She had nearly lost her lunch in a garbage can a few times, but had been able to keep from throwing up through sheer willpower. She hated the taste of puke in her mouth.
So, when someone came to the door and Toni could hear the latch above slide open, she was awake enough to prepare her defense. Without a gun, she had only a few options — the crutches, her good foot, or her bare hands. None of which were very appealing to her.
In through the dark came a tall figure, the door closing behind quietly. All Toni could see was an outline of a body, and she guessed someone was coming to her for a sexual encounter. A crutch in her hand, she was about to strike when the figure stopped out of range.
“Hello,” came a woman’s voice in English. “I’m a friend.”
Toni reached out and clicked on a small wall light. Standing before her, wearing only black undergarments, was the woman who had sat by Petros Caras earlier in the evening. Her body was perfect. Flawless as far as Toni could tell.
“What do you want?” Toni asked her.
“You are an American spy,” she said, her Czech accent flowing freely now.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Svetla Kalina. Before Petros passed out, he told me you worked for the CIA. Is that right?”
Was there any use in denying it? Not really. “What if I am?”
“I am with UZSI.”
“You’re with the Foreign Intelligence Service of the Czech Republic?”
“Yes. I am working on loan with AISE of Italy. They needed someone with Greek language skills. Someone Petros Caras might be interest in.”
“And they couldn’t find any young boys?”
Svetla laughed. “That’s what I was thinking.”
“Why did you break your cover to me?” Toni asked.
The Czech officer looked quickly at the door and then back toward Toni. “I heard some of the men talking. They don’t know I understand Greek. They said they were going to take turns on you before morning and then throw you overboard before we head into Sicily. I couldn’t let that happen.”
Toni swiveled to the edge of the bed. “Petros Caras is crazy. He doesn’t understand what our Agency will do to him and his men. I need to get word to my people. How do you make contact?”
Svetla shook her head and showed Toni the small phone in her hand. “Just my cell phone. But we have to be close to shore to get a signal. However, Petros has a satellite phone. I don’t know where he keeps it at night, though.”
Lifting her right foot into the air, Toni said, “I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help. It’s not like I can sneak around the yacht like this. You have to find the phone and bring it to me.”
“At least three men are awake right now,” Svetla said.
“How many total on the crew?”
“Ten plus Petros.”
“Okay. That’s five each.”
Svetla laughed. “I like your courage.”
“Hey, I didn’t have to sleep with that pig.”
“Good point. But at least he has the penis of a ten-year-old. I could barely tell whether he was coming or going.”
Toni laughed now. She liked this woman. “See if you can find the phone, but don’t get caught. I’ll go look for a weapon.”
“All right. Let’s meet back here in fifteen minutes.”
The Czech officer turned and left her there. Toni shook her head and wished like hell she had an ass like that. She tried to put pressure on her right leg, but it was not going to happen. Pain shot right up to her brain. Lifting herself onto the crutches, Toni made her way to the door, looked outside, and then as quietly as possible headed toward the main lounge. Behind the bar she found a couple of knives. She took the sharpest of the two and slid it into the belt at the base of her back. Then she made her way around the room, checking every possible cabinet and hiding place for either another weapon or the satellite phone. She thought about her assignment and knew that her Agency would not realize she was in real danger for a while, even though she was supposed to call in after getting to the yacht.
She turned and was startled by a man in dark clothing — someone she hadn’t seen before. He came toward her with his gun still in its holster on his right hip, not thinking she was much of a threat. With a quick swivel to her left, she swung the crutch up and caught the man under his chin. He dropped to the deck on his knees, stunned, blood coming from his teeth. She swiftly shoved both crutches into the deck and kicked with her good left foot, catching the man in the nose and knocking him out. Now blood flowed from the guy’s broken nose.
Toni grabbed the man’s gun and checked it out. A 9mm Sig Sauer. She was familiar with this one. She found two more full magazines on the man’s left hip. He should have pulled the gun, she thought. Although the guy didn’t even have a round in the chamber. Can’t shoot someone like that. She slapped a round into the chamber and replaced the knife with the gun in the back of her pants. Then she hobbled forward on the yacht. She guessed the best place to make contact was on the bridge. They had to have all kinds of communications equipment there.
Moving forward on the yacht, she came to a ladder and considered how to get up that. As she stuck both crutches together and hopped up to the first rung, she sensed movement behind her. Before she could turn, something struck her in the back of the head and she collapsed into darkness.
* * *
Zendo and his men had traded off sleeping in shifts during the night. Well, Zendo himself had slept like a drugged baby from midnight to four a.m. He was beyond taking watch over a tied-up academic. His only concern was making sure his men didn’t try to go into her room and rape her while Zendo slept. He’d made that very clear to them, even before they got drunk, that he wouldn’t tolerate that. Not that Zendo really cared one way or another if they filled the bitch with their spooge, but he was under strict orders from Petros Caras to keep the woman safe.
Now, the sun still a couple hours from rising, the entire crew was down at the pier in Siracusa’s old town region. Fishing boats were mostly gone by now. Only a few stragglers crept out of the harbor, the gulls circling above like piranhas on bleeding flesh.
Sitting on a huge white cooler, Zendo glanced up as Demetri approached. “Everything set?” Zendo asked.
Demetri turned back toward his men on the dock and watched as they prepared a white, 30-foot fishing boat for departure. It wasn’t a commercial boat. It was one used to take high-end tourists out on a Mediterranean fishing adventure. “Yes. But I wish it was a little bigger.”
“It doesn’t look very fast,” Zendo said.
“That’s not the problem. It has two ninety-horse motors. I’m just not a great seaman.”
“Weather report says calm seas from now until who gives a shit. We’ll be on the big yacht in a couple hours. This boat has GPS?”
“Yeah.”
Suddenly there was a muffled pounding coming from the cooler.
Demetri laughed. “I guess things could be worse. I could be inside there instead of the American bitch.”
“See. Silver lining, my friend.” Zendo got up and grasped a handle. “Let’s go. We need to get moving if we plan on hitting our rendezvous point on time.”
The two of them hauled the huge cooler toward the boat with ease as the woman’s pounding was barely audible. Once they got onto the fishing boat, it took the men just a few seconds to turn over the motors and release the boat from its mooring. Then they slowly cruised out toward the break water, keeping well within the required speed limit.
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Just ten miles or so to the northeast, Jake and Elisa made their way down a dark pier on the Italian Navy base at Augusta. This section of the base was used to display war ships used during WWI and WWII, with a few used to give Italian tourists rides around the harbor for a small fee.
Jake stopped when he came to a boat painted with the camouflage of the Italian Navy of WWII. It was a MAS patrol boat, orMotoscafo Armato Silurante, a torpedo armed motorboat in the same class as the old American PT Boats. Of course the two torpedo tubes were filled with inert weapons. And the anti-aircraft gun at the stern was inoperable. But it still looked impressive.
“How fast is she?” Jake asked.
“According to our navy it will still do forty-five knots,” Elisa said. “It’s only used for harbor tours now, so we’ll have to use this GPS.” She pulled a portable GPS from her pack.
“Is she fueled?”
“Full tank.”
“All right. Let’s shake her down.” Jake checked his phone one more time. No messages from Kurt Jenkins at the Agency. He needed a location or they would be running blind out there. “Think you can pilot this beast?” He asked her.
“I’ll give it a try.”
They got aboard and turned over the motors. Jake cleared the mooring lines and hopped aboard. He went inside the small pilot compartment and watched Elisa familiarize herself with the instruments. But it was pretty bare-bones. Speed, compass, fuel and communications equipment. No sonar or radar. This was a fly by the pants boat.
As they slowly cruised out into the dawn lighting, Jake held his phone in his hand and just then the thing buzzed and he looked to see who was calling. This time it said ‘Starbucks’ and Jake wished they would deliver about now.
“I’ll have a double espresso,” Jake said into the phone.
“You wish.” It was Kurt Jenkins. “Listen, I’m sending the coordinates for an intercept by text as we speak. Let me know you got it.”
Jake looked at his phone and saw the text come through. Then he found the GPS and tapped in the longitude and latitude. “Got it into our GPS. Is that where they are now?”
“No, but based on their speed and heading, that’s where they should be in about an hour. You should be able to close on them sooner than that, though.”
“By then they could have changed course,” Jake reasoned.
“You have a radio aboard your boat? If you don’t have cell service I can contact you with an update.”
Jake gave him their marine VHF radio frequency and channel number. Then he waited for a moment for Kurt to respond.
“All right,” Kurt said. “We’ve got you traveling through the Augusta port. You might want to tell your friend to slow down a little. She’s speeding.”
“Okay, Big Brother. Anything else you have for me?”
Long delay and hesitation on the other end. “Maybe. We have someone aboard the yacht.”
“I know about her,” Jake assured Kurt.
“You do? Great. So be careful when you get out there and start shooting up the place.”
“What, you think I just send bullets flying indiscriminately?”
“It’s been known to happen.”
“Never mind,” Jake said. “Are you sure you just don’t want to call in an air strike? Maybe we have a sub in the area that needs target practice.”
“Remember our asset on board.”
“Right. But after that.”
“We’ll let you know.”
The boat started to rock a little more, shaking Jake about on the bench seat.
“What kind of discretion do I have with this Petros Caras?” Jake wanted to know.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, is he still important to the Agency?”
“You’re not sanctioned to kill the man, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“I’m not stupid enough to think you would give me that kind of authority, Kurt. I just want to know if I should be shot at by his men and I happen to hit the Greek billionaire, if you would cry at the man’s funeral.”
“I don’t think anyone from the Agency would be on the guest list.”
“Gotcha. Anything else?”
“No. Remember that the radio goes both ways.” Kurt Jenkins gave Jake the ability to call him with their onboard radio. Then the two of them clicked off. Jake climbed back up to Elisa.
“Everything all right?” Elisa asked him.
“Yeah. I don’t know how in the hell our Agency knows this, but somehow they’re aware of your contact aboard the Greek yacht.”
She looked at him with wonder. “That makes no sense. Even my agency doesn’t know she’s aboard. The CIA is good.”
They could be, Jake knew. But they should have never gotten into bed with the likes of Petros Caras in the first place.
Once they passed the break water, Elisa pushed the throttle and the motors came to life, churning the water behind them and sending the bow higher until they reached a cruising speed and they leveled off. Jake checked out the GPS. They were only twenty miles from the intercept point. That was only about a half hour at this speed, assuming the Greek yacht was still at its cruising speed and course.
Twenty minutes later and Jake still couldn’t see any sign of the yacht on the horizon. He called Kurt Jenkins on the radio and heard the yacht had changed course slightly, vectoring to the west. Kurt could see both of their vessels, separated by just fifteen miles.
“They must be just over the horizon to the southwest of us,” Jake said to Elisa. “Does this beast go any faster?”
Elisa smiled and shoved the throttle all the way open. By now the sun was close to rising, but the cloud cover from the end of the storm would keep it fairly dark on the ocean. In just ten minutes Jake saw them in the distance.
“Christ look at the size of that thing,” Jake said. “It’s like a damn destroyer.”
“It’s over a hundred and six meters.”
“Wow, that’s three hundred and fifty feet.”
They closed on the massive yacht and when they got to within a football field they simply kept pace with the Greek ship.
* * *
On board the Greek yacht, the ship’s captain had called for Petros Caras to join him on the bridge. Since it sounded urgent, the billionaire came within a couple of minutes.
The captain handed Petros Caras a set of binoculars. “Sir, we have a patrol boat approaching from the stern.”
Petros Caras looked through the binoculars and saw the camouflaged boat for himself. “What kind of boat is that? It’s not our friends is it?”
“No, sir. It appears to be an Italian Navy patrol boat. But they haven’t used those in decades.” The captain had his own set of binoculars. He pulled them down now and looked at his boss. “Sir, they have two torpedo tubes that appear to be loaded, along with a machine gun on the stern.”
“What the hell do they want? Aren’t we still in international waters?”
“Yes, sir.”
This was confusing to Petros Caras. They’d never had a problem with any navy in the world. Not even when they hauled arms into ports in Lebanon and Syria. This made no sense. “Can you get them on the radio?”
The captain gave orders to his man at the wheel to maintain their current course and speed and then picked up the radio and called to the smaller patrol boat.
Finally a woman came over the radio in Italian. “This is the Italian Navy. Come to a complete stop and prepare to be boarded.”
The captain and Petros Caras stared at each other in complete confusion.
“Under what authority?” the captain asked, switching from Greek to Italian.
After some hesitation, the response came. “The Law of the Sea Convention.”
The captain shook his head. “We are outside the twelve-mile territorial waters of Italy and are authorized innocent passage.”
“Captain, check your charts. Italy owns an island off your port bow and the twelve-mile exclusion extends beyond that island. You have not filed a float plan to pass through our waters.”
The captain looked at his charts, both electronic and on paper, and he wasn’t sure what this Italian sailor was talking about.
“What’s going on?” Petros Caras asked, his eyes cast upon the charts and then off the bow. He didn’t see any island ahead.
“I have no idea.”
* * *
While Elisa engaged the yacht over the radio, she had quickly moved in closer to the stern of the large yacht. Meanwhile, Jake was out on the front of the Italian patrol boat waiting for her to get them close enough for him to jump aboard.
Ten feet away now, and the Greeks obviously looking to the port bow for an island that did not exist, Jake felt his gun on his hip and tightened the small pack on his back.
Five feet out and Jake took the opportunity to jump. He landed on the stern of the yacht and quickly rolled to his side. Laying there for a second, he watched as Elisa cut power and let her boat get back to a reasonable distance. Then she powered up and kept vectored to the port side, not wanting to get close enough for them to see that she might be alone, but a distraction to keep their eyes on her and not Jake at the stern.
Jake pulled his gun and released the safety on his 9mm auto. Then he climbed the ladder and peered over the top.
Nobody there.
He rose up, ran across the helo pad toward an entrance, and rushed into a lounge area. He guessed most people were probably still asleep. Good enough for him. Jake needed to find this Czech intelligence officer and let her know he was with her.
His feet squeaked as the salt water worked its way from the soles of his shoes. Finding the main forward passageway, he crept quietly forward, his gun moving side to side as he passed each door. It wasn’t like he could check every compartment. Some would contain crew members, he was sure.
Then he looked up at the top of a door and saw that it was latched and locked from the outside. That didn’t look right.
Quietly, his eyes working both sides of the passageway, he slid the latch open, slowly opened the door, and peered around the compartment. He saw a blur of something and he hit the deck, rolling to his side, pointing his gun at the attacker and just about to pull the trigger. But something made him pause.
“Don’t shoot!” a woman yelled quietly. “It’s me.”
Jake’s eyes finally focused on the woman before him. It wasn’t the Czech woman, the beautiful model working undercover. It was Toni Contardo, his former girlfriend and current officer in the CIA, a crutch in her hand as a weapon.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Jake asked, getting to his feet.
She shoved both crutches under her arms and made her way back to the bed. “Trying to convince this moron Greek to come back into the fold.” Toni settled onto the bed.
“What the hell happened to your ankle?”
“A helo drop in rough seas,” she said. “How did you get here?”
“A boat. Listen, have you seen a hot Czech model?”
“That’s why you came? To find a pretty woman?”
“Hey, my friend in the boat is Italian Intel. She’s the handler of the Czech. We need to get her off the boat. And you now.”
“What about the American professor? Where is she?”
“We lost her. But we believe the Greeks are bringing her here.”
“Why?”
“I don’t have time to explain. Where’s the Czech woman?”
“You wouldn’t happen to have another gun.”
Jake shook his head. “Afraid not.”
Toni got up from the bed and hobbled over to him. “I’m always saving your ass.”
“Wait a minute. Seems to me I’m saving yours this time.”
“Right. Svetla is in the stateroom of Petros Caras. Follow me.”
Just as they got to the passageway, a man rounded a corner toward the bow and pulled his automatic handgun when he saw them. But Jake was ready for the man. He shot twice and the man dropped to the deck.
“Now you have a gun,” Jake said. He collected the gun from the man’s dead hand and gave it to Toni.
“That should have woken everyone,” Toni said, shoving the gun into her belt at her back and moving forward with the crutches. “This way.”
At the end of the passageway was a more impressive wooden door with brass fittings.
Jake rushed inside and swept the room with his gun.
“Svetla,” Toni yelled, not worrying about noise now. “It’s Toni and a friend.”
The Czech woman suddenly appeared from the bathroom wearing only her undergarments. Jake couldn’t help but stare.
“Put your tongue away, Jake,” Toni said to him. She quickly introduced Jake and Svetla to each other.
While Jake covered the door with his gun, Svetla got dressed and kept talking in Czech. Jake could understand some of what she said, but mostly just the swear words.
Finally, fully dressed now in dark slacks and a tight gray sweater, Svetla turned to Toni and said, “You two were lovers.”
“That’s ancient history,” Toni said. “Here.” She handed Svetla the 9mm auto pistol. “You’ll do better than me with this.”
“Which way?” the Czech asked.
Jake answered, “Same way I came. Head aft.”
He grasped the door handle and hesitated. The Greek’s men should have been awake and there by now. He backed the two women to one side of the door, flung open the wooden door, and immediately three bullets flew down the corridor through the opening and lodging into the wall above the bed. The spring-loaded door slammed shut. They were trapped.
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Jake looked to Svetla and Toni. “How many men aboard?”
Svetla said, “Ten plus Petros Caras.”
“Minus the man I just shot.”
“I hurt a guy a few hours ago,” Toni said. “Probably just a broken nose, though.”
“So,” Jake said. “Still ten who could fire back at us.”
“No,” Svetla said. “The captain and one man always stay on the bridge operating the yacht.”
“Eight then. Against two.”
“Three,” Toni corrected.
“I meant two guns.” Jake looked at the Czech woman now and said, “You know the layout of this boat. Where would you position your men?”
She thought for a moment and concluded, “I would put just a couple of men at the stern to cover this passageway. A couple more at the top of the ladder outside. The rest on the upper decks as back-up in case we get through one or the other side.”
“Right,” Jake said. “Plus, they have to assume we have help with the boat outside.”
Just as he said that gunfire broke out on the upper deck. Jake thought immediately about Elisa in the old WWII Italian Navy patrol boat.
“What are they firing at?” Toni asked.
“My Italian friend, Elisa.”
“Elisa sent you here?” Svetla asked. “She’s my contact.”
“Yes.” Jake checked his gun and decided to replace the magazine in his gun with a full one. That would be seventeen rounds now. Damn it! Toni would slow them down. They would only be able to move as fast as her.
More gunfire from above them. Sounded like 9mm from sub-machine guns. Not much range on those.
He had to move fast. Elisa would probably be able to stay far enough away from the yacht to stay out of the effective range of the 9mm rounds, but the men could have something else that could reach out and get her.
No time to discuss this. If they waited too long, the men above could get help from the other Greeks who had the professor. They could be closing in on their position right now.
“All right,” Jake said. “I’m gonna go out and head aft. Try to clear a path for us.”
“You’re crazy,” Toni said. “They have us pinned down. A blind man with Parkinson’s could hit you running down that passageway.”
“You got a better idea?”
She didn’t. Neither did the Czech woman.
Jake shrugged. Here he went again, headlong into a barrage of bullets.
But now the shooting above was getting more intense and it sounded like it was coming from two directions.
He opened the door just a crack to look outside and saw two men rushing right toward him down the narrow passageway. One man looking behind them and the other toward Jake. Crouching down, Jake aimed at the men. When one of the men shot at him, Jake took the guy out. The other one turned and sent bullets flying toward Jake. Hesitating a beat, Jake fired two more times and toppled the last man.
“Let’s go,” Jake yelled.
The three of them slowly left the Greek’s stateroom, Jake in the lead, Toni in the middle, and Svetla covering their back. They moved as fast as they could, but suddenly the ship leaned hard to the port side, knocking them into the bulkhead. When they leveled off, they continued down the passageway, stepping over the dead bodies. Just about to the end, guns appeared around the corner ahead from the lounge area. Jake aimed and put himself in front of the women.
“Jake Adams,” came a loud voice. “Navy SEALS. Come to us.”
Jake wasn’t sure if it was a ruse or not. So he kept his gun aimed at the men as the three of them moved toward the stern. “How do I know you’re SEALS.”
The guy laughed and said, “Ask that pretty lady on crutches behind you. We flew to Sigonella together.”
“It’s them, Jake,” Toni said. “Nice of you guys to divert to this assignment.”
As they came around the corner, they saw two men in full black assault gear. The lead man had a beard.
“Ma’am, you were our assignment. Your boss thought you might need back-up.”
More gunfire sounded from the upper decks. The SEAL team leader talked into his head-set. Then he turned to them and said, “Got a couple of stragglers topside. We’ll wait here until my men secure the boat. Who’s the other woman with the gun?”
Toni said, “She’s with Czech Intel. She’s with us.”
The sailor shook his head. “She looks like this chick from Maxim Magazine.”
Svetla smiled. “Two months ago. That was me.”
The SEAL Team leader nodded. “Nice. Maybe I can get you to sign my copy.”
“Absolutely.”
The SEAL cocked his head slightly and glanced around the corner down the passageway. With a quick burst from his sub-machine gun, he then backed up and said into his mic. “Smoked ‘em.” He listened again and then ordered, “Hold them and send two men room-to-room.”
Jake said, “How’d you come aboard?”
“Helo,” the SEAL said.
“You see the old Italian Navy patrol boat?”
“Sure did. We coordinated our assault with her and the Agency.”
“What about the other boat?” Jake asked.
The sailor shook his head. “Don’t know about any other boat. This was our target.”
Jake needed to get off the yacht and find the other Greeks.
“What’s wrong?” Toni asked.
“The Greeks I’ve been dealing with for days, those who have Sara Halsey Jones, were on their way here to turn the professor over to Petros Caras. We need to intercept.”
“Our mission is to get this yacht to Catania,” the SEAL said. “And to bring this Greek billionaire in for debriefing.” He put air quotes around that last word.
“Understood,” Jake said. “But I could use some extra firepower. Maybe some of the guns your men confiscated topside.”
“That I can do,” the SEAL said. He backed away from them and talked into his mic.
“What about me?” Svetla asked.
Jake knew nothing about this woman or her capabilities, other than the obvious ones. “You need to go with these SEALS and give them everything you’ve got on Petros Caras.”
Svetla raised her brows and smiled. “Gladly. I might need to be debriefed thoroughly by these men.”
Another SEAL showed up from the stern carrying two sub-machine guns with extra magazines. He also had a gray-haired man by the collar, his arms zip-stripped behind his back, and shoved the man into a bench seat along one wall. Jake took the guns and strapped them over his shoulders, shoving the magazines into his back pocket.
“Is this the famous Petros Caras?” Jake asked.
“That’s him,” Svetla said, almost spitting out the words. Then she went into a diatribe of words in Greek as she moved closer to the man. Jake had no idea what she was saying, but the Greek looked both shocked and disappointed. When she punched the man in the face, the Navy SEALS all said “Wohh.” They were clearly impressed as the blood trickled from the man’s mouth.
Jake put his hand on the Czech officer’s shoulder. “Okay, you can have your way with the man after I get a little information from him.” He turned to the Greek and asked him where his men were right now, those who held Sara Halsey Jones.
The Greek licked the blood from his mouth. “So, you are Jake Adams. I thought you would be taller.”
“I get that a lot. Now answer my question. Where’s that long-haired Yanni and his friends?”
“He will fuck you up,” Petros Caras said, trying out his best American English slang.
“Yeah, I know,” Jake said. “All you Greeks like it up the ass. So where is your butt buddy?”
He laughed under his breath. “You’re too late. When these men started their attack, I told them to kill the American professor.”
“You’re lying. You wouldn’t do that without understanding what she found.” Jake was delaying just long enough for the SEAL Team to do their magic.
“And you know this for sure,” Petros Caras said.
“Yeah, I’ve known dirtbags like you my entire life. You think everything can be purchased. Everyone has a price. But you can’t buy me. You can’t buy these Navy SEALS. You owe the Agency your very existence. You survive only at their will.”
“I can buy the CIA.” The Greek spelled out the letters slowly.
Jake turned to the SEAL Team commander. “Have your men traced the call on the SAT phone?”
The SEAL man with the beard said, “Sure did. Thanks to your friend at the Agency. You must have friends in high places. It usually takes a lot longer than that. The coordinates have been given to your Italian friend out in the patrol boat. By the way, I like your ride.”
“All right,” Jake said. “I’m outta here.”
Toni grasped him by the arm before he left. “Jake. Just a minute.”
“Yeah.”
The two of them moved away from the others.
“We need to talk,” Toni said.
“I don’t have time for this.”
“I mean later,” she said. “We never really talked after you lost…Anna.”
“I know. I didn’t think you wanted to.”
“I’m ready now.”
“But I’ve got to get Sara Halsey Jones. I promised her brother.”
“After that,” she said, a tear at the corner of her right eye. “Be careful. I’ll be at Sigonella.”
He nodded and left her there in the lounge of the billionaire’s yacht. Something wasn’t right with her. She never used to let missions like this get to her.
When Jake got to the stern of the yacht, he waved to Elisa on the patrol boat. She took this as a sign to power the boat forward. With great precision she shoved the bow of her boat within just a few feet of the larger craft. Jake jumped and landed onto the bow of the boat, his mind still on Toni behind him. As the patrol boat drifted back away from the yacht, Jake could see Toni with her crutches at the entrance to the rear lounge, her wistful gaze concentrating on him.
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The sport fishing boat sat nearly dead in the water, the light waves rocking them gently back and forth. Zendo wasn’t sure what to do. He was the only one topside, standing before the wheel and instruments. He had always been a man who followed orders without question. But when Petros Caras told him to kill the American professor and throw her body overboard, he wasn’t immediately inclined to do so. After all, this Sara Halsey Jones had discovered something in those catacombs of Siracusa that was worth something. He had heard of that Archimedes manuscript in Istanbul that had sold for millions of U.S. dollars at auction. Yet, it was really the desperation in the voice of his boss that bothered Zendo the most. Maybe the sound of automatic weapons in the background had also sealed his resolve to keep this woman alive for a while.
Demetri came up the ladder and said, “What do we do? What did Petros Caras tell you?”
It wasn’t like he could tell Demetri the truth. The man had never not followed an order. Zendo tightened his jaw and said, “He left it up to us to get the information from her. The rendezvous is off for now. He wants us to take her back to the catacombs and get what she found.”
“Are you serious? Do you think she will do this?”
He had kept the woman safe because that’s what Petros Caras had ordered him to do, but all that had changed now. “He said to make her talk. If she doesn’t tell us the truth, then she is not worth keeping.” That was close enough to the truth. If he succeeded, he could keep whatever she had discovered for himself, since Petros Caras would think they had killed her. He would decide later if he needed to cut out his men from the final pay-off.
“So, let me get this straight. She will answer our questions or she will die?”
Zendo put his hand on the shoulder of his old friend and colleague. “That’s right. Get a rope and the gaff hook.”
Smiling, Demetri went down the ladder to the back of the fishing boat.
Time to put on the act, Zendo thought. Sink or swim.
They hauled the American woman onto the deck and made a rope harness around her body. Then Niko took an end of the rope and dove into the water. He came up on the other side of the boat and handed his end to Kyros. Now they had the woman in a classic keel-haul attachment.
Zendo put his face right into hers and said, “You will tell us what we need to know, or you will die here in the ocean and we will cut you into chum and feed the sharks. Do you understand?”
Sara Halsey Jones was resolute but frightened. “All I have is knowledge,” she mumbled.
“See, we already understand each other,” Zendo said. “That’s all I want is knowledge. Tell me what you found in the Siracusa catacombs.”
“It was nothing,” Sara declared.
Zendo sighed and shoved the woman, who flipped overboard into the ocean. She went under and came up coughing, obviously taking in salt water. She put her arms out and kicked to stay afloat. Zendo nodded to his man, who yanked on the rope from the other side of the boat, pulling the woman under water.
“A little faster Niko,” Zendo said. “Don’t want her to drown just yet.”
A few seconds later and the woman surfaced on the other side of the fishing boat. She coughed out water again and tried to get her breath.
“Don’t do this,” she said. “My family has money. They can pay you.”
Zendo leaned over the rail and said, “Do you really think we want your brother’s money? This is about national pride, Sara.” He turned to his other man, Kyros, and the man whose name he didn’t remember, who both pulled on the rope and hauled the professor back under water. This time Zendo slowed them down somewhat, and the woman tried to pull against their tension.
When the American woman surfaced, she was in much worse shape, having taken in more water and almost out of breath.
“We can do this all day,” Zendo told her. “Can you?”
They did this a few more times to soften her up, bringing her just about to the point of drowning and saving her each time by pulling her to fresh air. She was never really in danger, though, since every one of Zendo’s men knew how to resuscitate her if they needed to.
Finally, out of breath and her resolve beaten back, Sara said, “All right. I’ll tell you. Please, pull me aboard.”
Zendo’s men looked at him for guidance. He shifted his head, meaning to pull her aboard, and they did just that, one man grasping her harness with the gaff hook and the other using the rope to bring her back onto the boat like a huge tuna. She flopped around on the wet deck trying to get herself out of the ropes. But the knots were wet. Kyros pulled his knife and cut her free with a couple of quick slices.
She got to her unsteady feet and said, “Thank you.” Then she coughed up some more water and almost puked.
“All right, Sara,” Zendo said. “Tell me what I want to know.”
Sara cast her eyes down as if considering her options. “You could search the catacombs for years and not find what I found. You need me to show you the way.”
Zendo had a feeling it might come to this. He had already looked at her photographs on her digital camera. But that had been no help. He could bring all of this to someone in Athens who could translate the Doric Greek, but that would take too much time. Yeah, he had no choice but to keep the woman alive. For now. “What is the significance of your find?”
Sara told them about the stone with the carvings that she suspected had been made by Archimedes himself, and how those carvings were a crude form of Calculus. None of them seemed too impressed, with the exception of Zendo, who knew he could make a hefty price from the stone of Archimedes.
* * *
Jake was in contact with his Agency friends as Elisa piloted the old Italian patrol boat toward their contact, which had been sitting dead in the water until just recently, when the Greeks must have pulled the anchor and headed to the north toward Sicily. But Jake and Elisa were closing on them now, with a visual ahead a few miles away.
“Can they outrun us?” Jake asked Elisa.
“I don’t think so. That’s a fishing boat used to bring tourists out deep sea fishing. It’s not made for speed. We should overtake them in a few minutes.”
But that was the problem. Like a dog chasing a car, the dog never knew what to do once the car stopped. The Greeks would be able to shoot at them indiscriminately, while they could not really shoot back. They had only one chance, and that might take some luck.
Within a few minutes they were plowing through the wake of the fishing boat. Jake could now see a number of men on the stern and two higher up, one behind the wheel and the other, the one with hair past his shoulders flapping in the wind, looking at them through binoculars. When the man pointed at them, his men took up positions behind the gunwale at the stern.
Jake checked over the sub-machine guns he had gotten from the Greek billionaire’s men, and he wondered if he could even take a shot without fear of hitting Sara Halsey Jones. Perhaps if they got close enough.
“Drive right up their ass,” Jake demanded. “At the last second veer to the right and come up alongside them. I should get a shot at the men that way without hitting Sara.”
“Where is she?”
“I can’t see her. But we’ll be close enough to maybe take out a couple of them.”
“Sounds good.” Elisa shoved the throttle forward and the patrol boat lunged ahead.
Jake hurried out to the port side of the boat and took a position behind the gunwale, his gun ready to fire. He had no idea how accurate the gun would be, though, having never fired it.
The patrol boat pulled up quickly within shooting range and Jake could now see two men peering over the back end. Then bullets started flying at them, hitting the bow and moving down the side of the boat as Elisa quickly turned to the right and came up alongside the other craft.
Jake ducked as low as he could, aimed at the two men, and sent a burst of bullets at them. Since they sat a bit higher in the water, Jake at least had the height advantage, being able to see down into their boat as he fired. One of the men slumped to the deck and the other stopped firing as bullets cascaded down toward him.
Suddenly the other boat turned right toward them and smashed into their side, sending Jake flying back onto the deck.
Elisa somehow maintained control, and vectored to the right away from them, lessening the impact somewhat. She powered up the boat even more now and turned back toward the fishing boat.
Jake got up and stuck his head inside. “Are you all right?” he asked Elisa.
“Yes. And you?”
“I’ll live. Now get me closer again. I’m gonna try something.”
She nodded with determination and turned the wheel to the left.
Jake took his position again and waited until they closed in. This time he ignored the men in the back. There seemed to be two of them again, so someone must have come from below deck to take over for the man hit.
As they closed in on the fishing boat, bullets again hit the side of their boat. Jake guessed the craft could take a beating, especially from 9mm rounds. Instead of returning their fire, Jake aimed high and fired at the two men up in the pilot deck. The man with the long hair hit the deck and the one behind the wheel dropped when a few of Jake’s rounds hit him. Now the fishing boat veered hard to the left as the dead man pulled the wheel that way when he fell.
Jake yelled at Elisa through the wind, “Get me right up their ass again. I’m gonna aim for the engine.”
Rushing forward on the patrol boat, Jake got to the bow and lay on the deck. He shoved a new 30-round magazine in and took aim as they moved straight into the fishing boat. It looked like the Yanni long-haired fellow was now piloting the boat. When they got almost too close, bullets again flew at Jake, which he ignored as he aimed low at the boat, just above the water line.
Bullets hit all around Jake.
Finally smoke started to rise from the back of the fishing boat and it seemed to be slowing down.
Elisa turned hard to the starboard to avoid crashing into them. The patrol boat quickly passed by the starboard side of the fishing boat and continued past them.
Smoke continued to rise from the boat as Elisa turned around the bow and swung back past them. The fishing boat was still moving, but at about half speed.
Jake came back to Elisa and said, “I think I took out one of their motors.”
“Now what?” she asked.
He checked both of his sub-machine guns and figured he had at least 60 rounds left between them. Then he would have to use his 9mm handgun. Not a great prospect from those distances and speed.
“Come back around behind them and we’ll figure something out.”
When Elisa piloted back behind the fishing boat, the smoke had gotten more intense, with flames visible from the stern.
“We’ll have to put on some more pressure,” Jake said. “They’ll be busy trying to put out the fire.”
Just as he finished saying that, he saw the long-haired dude up at the wheel, his left arm wrapped around Sara’s neck and his right arm pointing a gun at her head.
“Keep your distance,” Jake yelled. “They have a gun to Sara’s head.”
He watched in desperation, helpless now to these men. They would just have to follow and call ahead to have the Italian authorities waiting at the dock for them. But even then Sara might be in danger. He wasn’t sure any of these men remaining would want to go without a fight.
Unsure of what to do, the decision was made for him in the next few seconds as he watched what unfolded on the fishing boat. First, there was a struggle between Sara and the man with long hair. Then Sara dove from the boat into the water. The men took aim and started shooting at the water.
Elisa saw what he saw and shoved the throttle down, powering the patrol boat closer to the burning fishing vessel.
Rushing to the bow, Jake had a sub-machine gun in both hands. He wasn’t aware of his surroundings as they closed on the other craft. Jake propped his feet into a secure shooting position and opened fire with both guns. Bullets from his gun peppered the other boat and he didn’t stop firing until the bolts stuck back on each gun. He dropped the guns to the deck and he pulled his handgun as their boat passed alongside the boat. But he had no targets to fire upon.
Without warning the fishing boat burst further into flames, followed seconds later by a huge fuel explosion knocking Jake back onto the deck.
Elisa turned the boat to the starboard away from the flames and smoke and sharply back toward where the professor had jumped into the water.
Holstering his gun, Jake searched the water for Sara. He looked back to Elisa and raised his hands, desperate. They cruised slowly and as the boat rose and fell with the waves Jake finally saw a body in the water.
“There,” he yelled and pointed.
The boat slowly closed in and when they got close enough Jake dove into the water. He came up a few feet from Sara and grasped her just as she was starting to slip under water. With great difficulty he pulled her toward the patrol boat. Elisa was waiting at the side of the boat with a life ring, which she threw toward Jake. He grasped on to the ring and with Elisa’s help the two of them were able to haul the professor aboard the old Italian boat. Jake, out of breath, gave Sara mouth to mouth and finally resuscitated her, sending a flow of salt water from her lungs. She began to cough and Jake checked over her body for any possible bullet wounds. But she had not been hit.
“Jake,” Elisa yelled. “Take cover.”
Jake looked up and saw the burning and crippled boat heading right for them. He pushed Sara into the enclosed pilot house and took out his gun, hoping the salt water would not stop it from firing.
Elisa powered up their boat just in time to avoid the collision.
Standing in the stern of the patrol boat, Jake aimed his 9mm auto at the upper deck. Just as he fired he noticed that the man who once had hair past his shoulders now had burned stubble on his head, and his face was black, either burned or full of soot from the flames. As the two boats passed each other only feet apart, Jake fired until his magazine was empty and the slide locked back. He watched behind them and saw the Greek man slumping and finally dropping to the deck, the boat now limping in a slow, long circle, flames and smoke rising into the morning air.
He went inside and found Sara Halsey Jones sitting on a bench, her arms wrapped around herself. Jake found a blanket in one of the compartments and placed it around her.
“Are you all right?” Jake asked Sara.
“I am now,” the professor said. “Thank you for finding me. Both of you.”
Elisa smiled and turned the patrol boat toward the coast of Sicily, which was just visible on the horizon now.
“Are you ready to go back to Texas?” Jake asked.
Sara nodded. “But first we must secure the stone in the catacombs.”
“Don’t worry about that,” Elisa said. “I had our government secure the site just after our encounter there. Nobody has been in since we removed the bodies from the catacomb.”
Nice touch, Jake thought. He had been so busy trying to figure out how to get Sara back, he hadn’t even thought about that.
They slowly made their way back toward the navy base at Augusta.
“What kind of trouble you suppose we’ll be in when they see all the bullet holes in this beast?” Jake asked.
Elisa shrugged. “I’m sure I’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”
Jake sat down next to Sara. “We’ll get you some warm clothes and onto a flight back to the U.S. Anything else you need?”
She simply shook her head and then leaned it against Jake’s shoulder. They would stay like that until they got to the port in Augusta, Italy.

28

Hours had passed since Jake and Elisa pulled into the Italian navy port in Augusta and turned in the old World War II patrol boat. They weren’t happy with the holes in the hull, but understood once Elisa told them how things went down.
From there they had driven their acquired Fiat to Sigonella Naval Air Station outside of Catania, Sicily. A Gulfstream jet waited on the tarmac outside the operations building as evening set in.
Jake and Professor Sara Halsey Jones stood outside waiting while a couple of sailors prepped the aircraft for flight.
“Thank you again, Jake,” Sara said. “I’m sure they would have killed me if you hadn’t shown up.”
On the drive from Augusta to Catania the professor had told them about her keel-hauling experience, where she thought for sure she would die. She felt guilty for actually giving in and telling the men about the stone of Archimedes.
“No problem. That’s kind of what I do now.” He was never one to enjoy compliments. They made him feel too…normal. Jake continued, “Are they going to let you work on the Archimedes stone?”
“Thanks to Elisa,” Sara said. “She seems to have a lot of pull within the government.”
Jake looked toward the operations building, where Elisa stood against the wall talking on her cell phone.
“Why don’t you go ahead and get on board,” Jake said. “The crew will be here soon.”
She smiled and then gave Jake a big hug. “If there’s anything you need, just let me know. Our family has a little influence as well.”
Jake knew that first hand, having been sprung from the Tunisian prison so recently.
The good professor wandered to the jet, climbed up the ladder and stopped for a second to wave at Jake and then to Elisa.
He turned then and saw the flight crew, a man and a woman in flight suits, open the door for Toni Contardo and then strut across the tarmac to their aircraft. Toni stopped and talked with Elisa and Jake hoped like hell they were either discussing official business or exchanging pasta recipes, not exchanging notes about him. The two women smiled and shook hands. Then Toni came over toward Jake, her use of the crutches getting much better.
“Everything all right?” Jake asked Toni.
“Yeah. I just wanted Elisa to thank Svetla for all her hard work. She really took one for the team.”
“I would think so,” Jake said. “Where is she?”
“After the SEALS brought the yacht into port, they took her out drinking.”
Jake kind of wished he was with them right now. He had no idea what Toni wanted to say to him. They had been really good together years ago, but both of their careers had gotten in the way. Too much separation.
Finally, Toni wiped away a tear and said, “Jake, I still love you. You know that, right?”
He had a feeling. “I know, Toni. I still love you too.”
“But…”
“I don’t know if we can be together. You have your life in Washington and you’d have to give me a frontal lobotomy to live there.”
“I can retire from the Agency in two years,” she said.
Behind them the engines from the Gulfstream fired up and Toni seemed like she might break down even more. Jake had heard that her divorce from the man in New York was final almost a year ago. Was she just trying to feel needed? Jake knew it was more than that. The two of them had a history under fire, and couples with that felt a connection that would last until the day they died.
“I don’t even have a place to live right now, Toni. I got rid of my place in Innsbruck.”
“I don’t care. I want you. I need you.”
The pilot of the jet revved the engines, like a high school boyfriend would do for his girlfriend to come out and hop into the muscle car.
“You need to catch your flight,” Jake yelled over the engine noise. He gave her a huge hug and said, “Give me a call when you get home. We can talk more then.”
She pulled away and smiled. Then she pushed herself into him and kissed him passionately on the lips. Without saying another word, she hobbled across the tarmac and got into the Gulfstream.
Jake watched the aircraft pull away and taxi toward the runway. Moments later and the jet streaked up into the air.
Elisa came to Jake and stood a respectable distance from him, her phone still in her hand.
“Everything all right?” Jake asked.
“I was on with our coast guard,” she said. “They found no survivors on that fishing boat. It did not burn completely. All but one of the men aboard were identified as former Greek military. One man they have not been able to ID, but they think he was also Greek.”
“What about the Sicilian Mafia in Siracusa?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Nobody is talking there, as you could guess. One man had a bullet destroy his shoulder. He was released from the hospital and has disappeared. Another man had some burns that looked serious, but were only superficial. I didn’t mention to anyone that you might have known these men.”
Jake used to have a decent relationship with the Mafia in Italy, partially due to the fact that he was friends with Toni Contardo, but now he would probably be on their hate list also.
He said nothing to her.
“Where do you go from here, Jake?” She put her phone into her pocket.
That’s a question he wasn’t sure he could answer properly. He had no home. Had no reason to go anywhere. “I don’t know. I could go fishing in South America.”
She smiled at him. “I meant tonight.”
“Oh. What do you have in mind?”
Now she moved in closer to him. “I’m still officially on vacation. And we really didn’t get to spend much time in Taormina. I say we go there and spend a little time in a nice hotel overlooking the ocean.”
He nodded approval. “It’s hard to argue against that logic. But we might want to get rid of that stolen Fiat.”
The two of them wandered off toward the parking lot.
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