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Аннотация
On a snowy night in December, former NASA engineer Ian Higgs is shot in cold blood on the streets of London, his death drawing the attention of governments on both sides of the Atlantic. Compounding the mystery, his daughter, Amanda, receives an ominous letter that her father mailed to her on the day he was murdered. Amanda is sure that clues contained in the letter will lead her to her father's killer.
The United States government, with its own interest in the matter, turns to the Delphi Group. Senior operative Zane Watson is called out of hiding from a black site in Colorado, and the team uncovers a series of clues that leads them across Europe, from a luxury apartment in Vienna to an ancient cathedral in Geneva. In the process, they uncover a sinister plot to harness the power of modern technology toward supernatural ends. The team must race against time to protect civilization from an evil not heard from since the dawn of recorded history.
With the clock ticking and a blizzard raging outside, the forces of good and evil collide at a world-renowned scientific facility in Switzerland. At stake is nothing short of the future of mankind.
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CHAPTER ONE

Rupert Sterling walked through the heavy London snow. His face was set with purpose, and his breath formed billowing clouds that dissipated in the darkness. He glanced up at a street lamp and noticed the flakes swirling around it like white moths.
The Victoria Embankment, which runs along the north side of the Thames, was crowded that night. The snow was the first of the season, and there was excitement in the air. Loud tourists made their way toward Westminster and the historic sites. Locals, usually on their way home after work, swarmed to the local pubs to celebrate winter�s gift.
But Rupert�s thoughts were not on the snow that evening. He kept thinking about a text he had received, two days ago, from a friend who had been out of touch for almost three years. It had simply read: Our old spot when you get off on Friday night. Ian.
No further explanation was necessary. Ian and Rupert had worked together in the early nineties. Ian was an intense workaholic American, and Rupert an extroverted free spirit who brought out the fun side of his Yank friend. The two had hit it off immediately and had spent many evenings together in their favorite pub.
The text had come as a complete surprise. Rupert had replied but received no response. Whatever Ian was going to say, it would not be said until Friday.
The sidewalk angled uphill and turned to the left, indicating he was almost there. Rupert lowered his head and quickened his pace.
* * *
The Shakespeare was one of London�s most beautiful historic pubs. Nestled just two blocks off the Thames in the City district, it had served patrons for over a century. The interior celebrated England�s famous poet, with reliefs of his head and plaques of his writing scattered throughout.
After kicking the snow off his shoes, Rupert opened the heavy wooden door at the front of the tavern. He was immediately met with a rush of warm air and loud noise. Men and women lined the bar directly in front of him. The bartenders pulled taps and rushed about like so many worker ants.
Rupert looked around, taking in the place that he knew so well. To his immediate left was a table of American tourists. One of the women hoisted a mug into the air, using a faux-British accent to declare her approval of the pale ale. To Rupert�s right were a man and woman dressed in business attire. The man held a glass of wine in one hand and leaned awkwardly into the woman, talking with slurred speech.
It didn�t surprise Rupert that Ian was not there in the front. If he had suggested a meeting at their old spot, he would be at their table.
With that in mind, Rupert pushed his way through the crowd toward the double archway at the back. He had never seen the pub this full. People were pressed together, and the smell of beer hung in the air. After some effort he finally made his way into the back room. Standing just inside the wooden arch, he paused and looked toward the table in the right corner: their table. His first reaction to the man seated there was one of disappointment � that was, until the man turned toward him and smiled.
A slow hint of recognition crossed Rupert�s mind as he neared the table. �Ian? Ian Higgs, is that you?�
The other man stood as Rupert approached. �Let me guess � the beard and the dark hair were a wee bit of a surprise.�
Rupert smiled, still in disbelief. �A wee bit of a surprise? Since when did you start growing facial hair? And why haven�t you kept in touch?�
The two old friends looked at each other, and then fell into a long, warm embrace.
As Ian pulled back, his smile diminished. �Have a seat, mate. There is a lot I�d like to say. Unfortunately, I�m only going to be able to tell you a little tonight.�
* * *
On a slow night, the man sitting on a stool in the back room of the Shakespeare would have stood out. Unlike most pubgoers, he was alone, and his demeanor made it all too clear that he wanted to remain that way. But on that night there was too much revelry for him to be noticed, except by waitress Vanessa Wells. She would later tell police that he scared her, so much so that she considered sending one of the bartenders to wait on him.
His face wasn�t easily forgotten. A large half-moon scar ran from his jawline up past his right eye. Pockmarks dotted both cheeks. He had close-cropped blond hair and stood well over six feet tall. Some would later describe him as Scandinavian. In fact, he was German.
He scarcely paid attention as the waitress handed him his second beer. This would be his last, a self-imposed limit when working. The German was disciplined. He never broke his own long set of rules. They were the rules that kept him alive.
As he looked across the room, his eyes widened and his body tensed. The target had a guest. The German continued to watch as the two hugged, exchanged words, and sat down. He smiled and placed a gloved hand on the metal lump in his pocket.
* * *
Rupert leaned forward and lowered his voice. �You must be kidding? That�s all you can tell me?�
�I�m afraid so.� Ian took a drink from his pint glass.
�So, let me get this straight � you basically took the job in Switzerland because it paid well, only to find out there were dark things going on.� Rupert paused to let that sink in and then continued, �But you can�t tell me who these people were or what they were doing?�
�You know what company I was working for. I just can�t go into who did what.�
�You asked to meet with me tonight. Surely that must mean you need help. And I can�t help you unless I know more.�
�Maybe it was a mistake asking you to meet me��
�No," said Rupert. "It was your conscience talking to you. It was your conscience that told you to seek help from someone on the outside. So, please, at least give me some indication of what was going on.�
�What I need is some stability. I�ve been on the run.�
Rupert�s eyes widened. �On the run? For heaven�s sake.�
�That�s what I�ve been trying to tell you. These are dangerous men, and they�ll stop at nothing to get what they want and to get rid of any obstacles.� He looked around the room and then leaned forward. �And I have strong reason to believe they consider me an obstacle.�
Rupert sat back in his chair and drew a deep breath, searching for the right words. �So why am I here? I�d like to help, but you don�t seem to be giving me any way to do so.�
�First of all, I�ve missed you. Other than Amanda, there are very few people I care about more than you. And second�� There was a long pause. Ian rubbed his chin and looked around the room. �Second, I wanted you to know in case something should happen to me.�
�In case something should happen to you? Don�t you think that going to the authorities��
Ian held up a hand. �I am going to the authorities, just not now. And there is a very good reason why I can�t go to the authorities yet.�
�And why is that?�
Ian leaned forward and lowered his voice. �I need to make sure I contact the right people.�
�What in the bloody � you need to make sure you contact the right people? I can think of three or four we can call right now. I�m sure you know how you sound.�
�Of course,� Ian replied. He looked up at one of the wooden gargoyles hanging over their table, and then, as if hit with a thought, he said, �One thing I can tell you is this: these people have powerful friends who operate across the globe. It will all come out in due time. Right now I need you to be a friend. And here is something I really need�� His voice trailed off, and then he looked Rupert in the eye. �I need a place to stay for a few days before I go back to the States.�
Rupert smiled, his irritation receding. �That�s more like it. You know Gemma and I would be happy to have you. She�s been worried sick about you the entire time you�ve been gone.�
�Thank you, friend,� Ian replied, taking another swig of beer. �I knew I could count on you. I�ve been trying not to use my credit card until I�m ready to fly out, and my cash is running low.�
�It�s settled then. You can come over tonight and��
�Unfortunately, I can�t come over until tomorrow. I have another meeting tonight, one that may last a while. I think it will help me get some of the answers I�m looking for.�
�Who is it?�
�He�s a world-renowned physicist. Someone I knew when I worked here in London. That�s all I can tell you right now.�
�Then I�ll go with you,� Rupert said.
�No, no, no. There is no need for that. I know my way around London, and to the best of my knowledge, you�re one of only two people who know I�m here. Besides, I doubt he�d meet with me if he knew someone else were coming.� Ian reached across the table and squeezed his friend�s arm. "I know this whole thing is hard for you to understand, but for now that�s how it has to be."
A waitress appeared at the table. �Can I bring you gentlemen anything else?�
Ian glanced at his watch and told her to bring the check.
�By the way, does Amanda know you�re in Britain?� asked Rupert.
�She knows I quit my job, and she knows I might be coming to see you.�
�Where is she now?�
�She�s on a dig in Israel, but she'll be returning to the States in two weeks.� When he spoke of his daughter, Ian smiled. Rupert knew that Amanda was his friend's life, the only light from a dark and failed marriage. Ian made every decision with her in mind.
The waitress returned with the ticket. Ian stood up, put on his coat, and dropped a few bills on the table. �I�ll call you tomorrow.�
Rupert remained seated, smiling as he watched his friend turn and disappear through the crowd. He began to wonder if he�d ever learn the truth about what happened.
* * *
It was snowing even harder as Ian exited the Shakespeare. The outdoor tables and chairs looked like white mushrooms growing on a field of white. A group of men approached, talking loudly. They walked past Ian and opened the door to the pub. As they entered, a tall man in black slipped out into the snow.
The traffic had lightened considerably, and the previously crowded sidewalks were deserted. Ian wondered how hard it would be to find a cab. As he stood there, his thoughts turned back to Rupert. He hated keeping his friend in the dark, and he understood his irritation. But Ian also had no reservations about holding things close to the vest. The less his friends knew, the safer they would be.
Ian flipped his scarf across his face and walked toward New Bridge Street. After passing the outdoor seating and reaching the sidewalk, he stopped and looked for any sign of a taxi. As he glanced back and forth, he heard the snow crunching behind him. Swiveling around, he half expected to see Rupert. Instead, he saw a tall figure standing underneath a streetlight. The snow was blowing sideways, obscuring him.
The figure took a few steps forward, and his face came into view. �Doctor Higgs?�
Ian shuddered and stepped back. �You. How did you�?�
�You didn�t think we�d just let you leave, did you?� The man grinned and pulled something out of his right pocket.
Ian held up a hand. �I can explain. I only��
�The time for explanations has passed, Dr. Higgs.� The man waited for a few seconds, and the look on his face indicated he was enjoying the moment.
Ian heard two soft spits, with corresponding flashes of white light. He thought of Amanda as he crumpled into the snow.
The assassin walked over to the body, knelt down, and began to rummage through the man�s clothing. A smile crossed his face as he pulled out a cell phone. He tucked it into his pocket and stood up. As he did so, he heard the soft purr of a distant engine. Headlights appeared through the swirling snow, coming across Blackfriars Bridge.
The man turned, and then like a winter phantom, he disappeared into the night.



CHAPTER TWO

The large buck lifted its nose high into the late afternoon air, sending warm plumes of breath out of its moist black nostrils. The bare trace of a scent had reached the animal, carried by the cold wind that came down off the mountain. It was a scent that the mule deer had encountered many times in its twelve years of life, and if confirmed, would send it into full retreat.
Ever cautious, the animal kept its nose in the air. The scent had only registered for a brief moment and had been mixed with the other smells of the forest � frozen mulch under the snow, firs and pines that covered the nearby mountains, and the myriad of mammals that scurried about in the underbrush.
A soft thud caused the deer to turn its head quickly to the left. A pine squirrel had landed awkwardly on the limb of a Douglas fir, sending a mist of snow toward the ground. It quickly regained its balance and leaped again to an adjoining tree. The buck snorted its frustration at the rodent.
The snow was beginning to fall harder, obscuring the deer�s vision and making it more difficult to sort through the dozens of smells that bombarded its olfactory nerve. Something was out there; the aged buck could sense it. Erring on the side of caution, it decided the time had come to move to higher ground.
At the very moment the buck turned to leave, a loud cracking sound echoed across the frozen valley. The frightened animal jumped and let out a loud grunt. Quickly regaining its balance, it bounded off into a line of fir trees a few yards away and then continued to grunt and snort as it made its way up the mountain.
On the opposite side of the valley, about a hundred yards away, was a small mound in the snow. The untrained eye would have deemed it a natural part of the landscape, a simple curve in the topography. The trained eye would have noted that the mound had been formed in the last several hours. The trained eye would also have noted the long white barrel hidden underneath the limb that protruded from the mound.
Shortly after the buck disappeared into the trees, the mound moved slightly. Then, almost immediately after that, it moved again, as if some great weight was shifting underneath. Finally, the entire mound lifted up as though the mythical kraken was rising out of the sea.
As the snow settled to the ground, it revealed not a kraken but a man � a tall, physically fit man dressed in a camouflage suit of white and light grays. His longish brown hair spread from underneath a white knit cap, and a two-week-old beard framed a handsome face. His gloved hands clutched an all-white Remington .270 rifle with Leupold scope.
The man set the gun gently against a nearby tree and pulled a pair of matte black binoculars out of his coat. He lifted them slowly to his eyes and scanned the valley floor in front of him, turning his head back and forth until he found what he was looking for. A gloved finger moved the focusing wheel until the image took form.
Satisfied he had found what he was looking for, the man picked up the rifle again and began to jog. When he reached the other side of the valley, he knelt down and examined the area where the deer had been shot. There were one or two faint drops of blood just barely visible in the accumulating snow.
He began to run again, following the faint drops of scarlet into the fir trees and up the side of the mountain. He was an expert tracker, having learned the trade in his SEAL training some twenty years before. But on that day his skills weren�t needed; a small child could have followed the blood and the hoof prints.
At first the drops were about ten feet apart, and then as they continued up the mountain, they grew closer together. The animal was slowing and would seek cover soon.
He eventually found the buck hidden under the snow-laden limbs of a blue spruce. He crouched down and pushed one of the limbs aside. The deer was lying prone against the trunk of the tree; its eyes stared blankly into the distance, and its breathing was labored but steady.
A slight look of satisfaction crossed the man�s face as he pushed up his white-framed Oakley goggles and examined the animal more closely. It was a majestic buck, the largest one he had seen in months of tracking in the area. Its body was large and well toned. He guessed it weighed over three hundred pounds.
He had carefully stalked the buck for almost two weeks, noting its every movement and every routine. Nothing was left to chance; in fact, the man kept a running log of the deer�s activities and reviewed it for a half hour each evening. He had discovered it was the one way he could maintain his skills as he waited in the Colorado wilderness.
As the days passed, he had learned that the animal liked to feed in the valley late in the afternoon. When it arrived it would pause just inside the cover of the trees, watching for predators and waiting for the sun to drop below the mountaintops. If conditions were satisfactory it would then make its way out into the field, pushing the snow up with its snout to feed on the frozen tundra.
Once the man had determined the attack zone, the rest was easy. It hadn�t been necessary to bury himself in the snow, but he did so in order to maintain his ability to disappear into the landscape. It was a craft he had developed over the years, albeit to pursue a quarry of a different kind.
But the deer was not precisely a �kill.� It was very much alive and would be on its feet again soon. It had been brought down by syringe dart, which the man found buried in the flesh just behind the animal�s right shoulder blade. As usual, his aim had been flawless, and it had taken only minutes for the tranquilizer to have its intended effect.
He pulled out the dart, and a small trickle of blood ran down the soft brown coat. He had killed a number of deer on nearby slopes, but that one he spared. He had ample meat to last the rest of the winter, and to him it was a matter of respect for an animal that had survived for so long in that rugged environment.
Just after the man pulled the dart out of the animal�s flesh, a sharp noise pierced the silence of the mountain. It was a quick, high-pitched whistle, much like that of a teapot. He hadn�t heard the sound in months, so it took a few seconds for it to register.
The phone.
A second whistle sounded just as he pulled the specially modified Samsung smartphone from his pocket. After removing his right glove, he deftly unlocked the screen and pressed the text-messaging icon. His eyes then settled on a text that had no sender name. It was short and simple: F3. Orange 1.
The man�s brow furrowed as he recognized the significance of the characters. After three months of operational silence, contact had been made.
* * *
Upon receipt of the text, the man�s movements became more hurried. He pulled an antibacterial wipe out of a zippered pocket and quickly cleaned the wound. The animal�s breathing was no longer labored, indicating that the effects of the tranquilizer were already wearing off. He estimated it would awaken in the next half hour or so.
He glanced back and forth in the growing darkness. There was no movement along the steep slope, although the maze of fir trees and boulders prevented him from seeing very far. Apparently, the local coyote population hadn�t picked up the smell of blood yet, and even if they had, they would probably hold back until the human scent was gone. Satisfied the deer would recover, the man quickly gathered his effects and slung the rifle over his shoulder.
After making his way back down the mountain, he set off toward the northeast. Home base was just over two miles away. The route back would take him the entire length of the valley and up through a steep gorge before leading him home.
The man glanced at his watch and went over phone protocol. If he didn�t establish contact within one hour, a second text would arrive. If he failed to achieve contact within two hours, a reconnaissance drone would be wheeled out of a hangar at a secret base in another part of the state. After three hours, the drone would be launched and would fly over the outpost, using zoom optics and thermal imaging to determine who or what was present. If the results indicated trouble, a Chinook helicopter would drop in an extraction team to secure the site.
But the man wasn�t particularly concerned about triggering that series of events. Barring injury or worsening weather, he would be back at the outpost within the hour. He set a goal of forty-five minutes and adjusted his pace accordingly. It was a pace no ordinary man could maintain. He ran along the side of the valley, near the trees and cover. He had rarely encountered people that far out in the wilderness, but he still scanned the surrounding terrain for splashes of color or movement.
Precisely thirty-nine minutes later, two minutes ahead of schedule, the man stood a quarter mile from his destination. Darkness had set in, broken only by the light of an early-rising moon. He squinted until he was finally able to make out the details of the mountain directly ahead.
Despite being pressed for time, he reached into his pocket and drew out a thermal imaging monocular. He focused it on a grove of aspen trees about a third of the way up the slope. Soon he could make out the hints of a structure through the maze of trunks. To the left of the structure, the thermal imaging system picked up a small red blotch. The blotch moved quickly, then stopped. Then it moved again. The size and shape indicated it was likely a raccoon or a fox.
When he swung the monocular back toward the structure, another red blotch appeared, even smaller than the first. It was stationary, without the slightest hint of movement. The man smiled. Sam.
The man then made one final sweep of the mountain, searching for heat signals that might indicate a breach of the perimeter, but there was nothing.
It was time to go in and call home.
* * *
The structure the man approached was owned by a private clandestine organization known as the Delphi Group. Its mission was to take on operations the US government could not associate itself with, primarily the investigation of the bizarre and controversial. Its genesis could be loosely traced to the infamous events that took place in Roswell, New Mexico in 1947. Skeptics declared that the incident involved the crash landing of an alien spacecraft. The military agreed there was a crash, although they maintained it was a high-altitude weather balloon. Unbeknownst to the general public at that time, the government established a unit that operated under the umbrella of the Department of Defense (DOD). Its purpose was initially to safeguard all intelligence gathered at Roswell, and that purpose was eventually expanded to include any and all information not suitable for public consumption. Within a year, the group was also given investigative responsibilities, and it was eventually transferred to the CIA during the Cold War.
The unit continued to operate with varying degrees of activity throughout the next several decades. The first major change came in the years following the Iran Contra affair in the late 1980s. The CIA had fallen under a microscope, which in turn led to the shutting down of a number of controversial programs and initiatives. The small investigative unit was not shut down, but it was forced to go completely black. Only the president, the vice president, the director, the assistant director, and a select few senior CIA officers were aware of its existence. All information that fell under the unit�s authority was kept on a separate server, and all physical meetings could only be conducted in the director�s office or the Oval Office. It was known as the organization of last resort.
In the early 2000s, the director recognized the increasing reach of the media, including online sleuths and bloggers, so with the blessing of the president he stored all of the historic data that had been gathered, and released all investigative power to a newly formed private company. That company was the Delphi Group. It derived its name from the famed city in Greece, home of the mythic oracle that spoke prophetic words to the Greek world.
The company�s current head, Dr. Alexander Ross, was no mystic, but he was one of the most talented gatherers of information in the history of the United States. He was a former Director of National Intelligence and CIA case officer. His no-nonsense approach, coupled with a natural affinity for secrecy, made him the perfect leader for an organization like Delphi.
And while the investigation of UFOs and alien life was no longer high on the agenda of Delphi, there were enough bizarre events around the world to warrant the attention of the United States government and the private tentacles that extended on its behalf. Government spooks had discovered that unusual events often signaled valuable scientific advances on the part of other countries.
Delphi�s headquarters were located on the top floor of a modern, mirrored office building on Wilson Boulevard in Arlington, Virginia. Its employees used a private lift just past the main row of elevators in the lobby. The other occupants of the building had been told that Delphi was a private investment firm that catered to northern Virginia�s wealthiest clientele, but not everybody bought the story.
In fact, one could often hear the true nature of Delphi being debated in the Starbucks on the ground floor. Some declared that the firm catered to criminals. Others maintained the investors were foreigners of ill repute. A third group was convinced that it was an outpost of the NSA. Whatever happened on the top floor, none of the gossipers had ever managed to actually speak to anyone who worked there. They came and went as ghosts.
In addition to the headquarters in northern Virginia, the Delphi Group also operated four field facilities around the country. A simple naming convention was used for each: Facility 1 (F1), Facility 2 (F2), and Facility 3 (F3). The first two included shooting ranges, running trails, rock-climbing walls, and faux towns that were used for urban tactical training. The third facility, F3, was located just northeast of Mount Powell, Colorado, and was known affectionately as the Lodge. The Lodge served primarily as deep cover, a place for operatives to disappear for a period of time following a sensitive mission.
Toward that covert facility, the man in white made his way.



CHAPTER THREE

It took him about five minutes to scale the mountain and reach the Lodge. He used a barely noticeable trail that snaked up through the maze of trees. He knew it well, and never once used the tactical flashlight that was clutched in his left hand. The man paused only twice, both times to scan for thermal images. Nothing was moving on the slope.
The Lodge was located at the back of a small plateau about three hundred feet up, shielded from view by a thick stand of fir and aspen trees. It was built into the mountain using concrete and steel construction and consisted of three floors. The ground floor was completely concrete with no windows or portals. The two upper levels were covered for their entire length with bulletproof, mirrored glass, so that occupants could see out, but those on the outside couldn�t see in.
The ground floor was used for storage � a snowmobile, weapons, ammunition, and various other pieces of equipment. It was also the main point of entry, one of only two ways in. The other point of entry was strictly in the event of an emergency. It consisted solely of a solid steel hatch at the very top of the building, accessible only by repelling from a cliff above.
Living quarters were located on the second floor. It consisted of three bedrooms, one bath, and a small kitchen, all of which opened off a long hall that was bordered on one side by the mirrored glass. The third floor was mostly empty. It had been built for future expansion and was, in the meantime, used as a place to survey the surrounding terrain for hikers, bears, and other trespassers.
The man entered through the steel door on the ground level. After locking it securely behind him, he placed the rifle in its rack, hung up his Neoprene white snowsuit, and climbed the stairs to the second floor. It was dark inside, and he decided to leave the light off, as was his practice.
When he reached the second level, the man walked to the kitchen at the far end. Knowing he might need a jolt, he quickly sought out caffeine. He opened the cabinet door and searched until he found what he was looking for, a coffee pod. Pure gold. He pushed the pod into the receptacle of the single-serve brewer and hit the small blinking button on top. In a few seconds, the machine sputtered to life, making a familiar whine as liquid energy squirted down into the mug.
Twenty-eight seconds later, there was a loud sucking sound and the flow of coffee ceased. Mug in hand, the man left the kitchen and sat down at a table in front of the long window that ran the entire length of the floor. The view was spectacular; the white trunks of the aspen trees and the snow-laden limbs of the fir trees glowed in the darkness beyond the glass. A slight breeze blew between the trees, making small cyclones of flakes.
A closed laptop lay on the table in front of the man. Just as he reached out to open it, there was a flash of gray and black to his right. Something was moving fast. He wheeled around, lifting his arm instinctively. The intruder landed squarely on the table, hunched in a defensive posture. A stare-down ensued, and after a few seconds the intruder finally let out a loud meow.
�Sam,� said the man, shaking his head. �Still no respect for a trained operative?� The feline ignored the jest and stepped directly onto the laptop, purring and rubbing his nose against the man�s arms.
�Now get going. You know ol� Ross gets irritable when Daddy doesn�t call home on time.� He lifted the gray tabby and set him gently on the floor. Sam meowed in protest but then retreated to his bowls in the kitchen.
The man opened the laptop and pressed the power button. The processor beeped and whistled as it came to life.
As he waited for the computer to run through its security protocols, the man wondered why he was being asked to make contact with Arlington. He had been seen several times during the last mission in Italy, which would typically require a dark period of six months at the Lodge, and he had only been there for three. To have him come back out at that point would be a violation of Delphi protocol.
Could issues have arisen in Italy since he had returned to the United States? The mission had been deemed a complete success, one of the greatest in the history of Delphi, but perhaps there were some rocks yet to be overturned. Or perhaps the organization they were investigating had more tentacles than they had previously thought. Carmen Petrosino had been left to oversee the cleanup, and she was as competent a case officer as they had.
Then his mind moved to other possibilities: did they have questions regarding the final report that only he could answer? He doubted it. Carmen knew the operation as well as he did. And if they simply had questions, then why code orange? Perhaps there were problems with other operations, but that seemed unlikely. He was their best operative � that wasn�t arrogance; it was simply a fact � but he was familiar with all of the ongoing missions and couldn�t envision a situation that would require him to come out. The whole thing was a mystery.
The Windows chime brought him out of his thoughts. The desktop had loaded. There were 3 USB cables lying on the table in front of him, each of a different color. He chose the yellow one and inserted it into the side of the laptop. As soon as he did, there was another loud beep, and a login box with four fields appeared. He entered his username and then a series of three different passwords, all with fifteen or more characters.
The screen then darkened a moment before finally transitioning to a photograph of the ruins at Delphi, Greece. A line of text appeared at the top of the screen: THE DELPHI GROUP � VIDEO CONFERENCING BEING INITIATED.
The man, whose name Zane Watson, took a sip of coffee while he waited for the connection. A former Navy SEAL, he had been honorably discharged after suffering a severe knee injury while on duty in Yemen. Disappointed at not being able to serve but determined to make the most of his life, Zane enrolled in computer science at North Carolina State University. He was able to obtain a bachelor�s degree in only two and a half years, a testament to his strong work ethic and intellect.
The injured knee was later repaired to near normal, using advanced surgical techniques developed at Duke University, but by then the former SEAL had settled into a civilian career as a flight instructor, based at Raleigh-Durham International Airport (RDU). It was at RDU that Zane reconnected with a former high school classmate named Claire Williams, a flight attendant for a regional airline. The two fell in love, the seed having been planted years ago when they were teenagers, but the time spent apart eventually brought the relationship to a halt. Many still predicted the two would get married one day. Zane had his doubts. As he often said to those who inquired, sometimes when a ship sails, it never returns to port.
Zane was single, childless, and enjoying life as a flight instructor when approached by Dr. Alexander Ross, otherwise known as the Oracle, in the mid-2000s. The Oracle was determined to make the former SEAL the senior operative of the Delphi Group. He had heard of the man�s reputation through various channels; Zane was known as a fearless soldier with a mind like a steel trap. It took a number of flights between Reagan National Airport and RDU, but the Oracle was eventually able to bring Zane on board by agreeing to let him live in Raleigh. The new operative would even be allowed to give flight lessons, as time permitted. The shrewd Oracle knew that it couldn�t hurt to have a point man who was also a trained pilot.
On the screen of Zane's laptop, the face of a girl wearing a headset appeared. She was in her early thirties with auburn hair. She broke into a large grin when video contact was established. �Nice to see you, sir.�
�Nice to see you too, Kristine.�
�I�m patching you through to Dr. Ross.�
Almost immediately, a new face appeared. It was the face of Dr. Alexander Ross, a man better known in the business as the Oracle. He was late middle-aged and had a thin build. His salt-and-pepper hair was combed straight back, and he wore stylish, wire-rimmed glasses. He appeared to be sitting in a dark office with a glass window behind him. The lights of a city twinkled in the distance.
�Zane Watson, you are still alive. Three more minutes, and we were going to have to send out another text. That might have put us over budget,� quipped Ross.
The operative smiled. �You know me � never early, but never late. If you ever have to send me a second text, it'll mean I died of old age.�
�I�ll have Kristine make note of that in your file,� replied Ross. �By the way, nice beard� and nice hair. Trying out for a Christmas play?�
�Unfortunately I didn�t have much choice. It seems Kristine forgot to have a razor waiting for me at the Lodge, and the Rocky Mountain wilderness isn�t exactly crawling with barbers.�
�Haven�t spooked the neighbors, have you?�
�When you say neighbors, are you referring to the resident population of spotted skunks, black bears, and mountain lions? Or are you referring to the old woman who keeps marching across the property and setting off the sensors?�
Ross chuckled. �Ah yes, Margaret Honeywell. When O�Brien stayed at the Lodge, he was convinced she was a foreign operative. He made us run a full diagnostic report on her. It seems she�s a bona fide naturalist, a retired professor of botany from the University of Colorado at Boulder. We even sent an agent out to her house, disguised as an insurance salesman. A little flirtation got him in the door, and he was able to talk to her for several hours. It turns out she is quite feisty and doesn�t seem to like men very much. Something about three bad marriages.�
�She does seem to have issues,� Zane replied. �I followed her a few times. She likes to mumble to herself.�
�Did she ever get close to the Lodge?�
�Never. Apparently our stand of aspen trees isn�t botanically significant.�
�Good. I�d hate to think of the stories she might tell if we had to run her off.� The Oracle stared off camera, as if gathering his thoughts.
�Why the code orange?� Zane asked.
The Oracle leaned forward, put his arms on the desk, and said, �We need to pull you out early.�
�I�m sorry, I must not have heard you correctly,� Zane replied sarcastically.
�I thought that might surprise you. Yes, we need to pull you out� assuming, of course, that you agree to it. We fully intend to comply with the terms of your contract, and if you want to stay dark for another three months, we�ll honor that. But both the president and the director have requested that you run this next operation, and it�s one that can�t be put on hold.�
�You know I�m fine with coming out. I�ve never felt the dark period was all that useful. It�s just that the Ross I know doesn�t violate protocol.�
�Well, and I wouldn�t have if the president hadn�t called me and made a personal plea," said the Oracle. "I'd already decided to have Carmen look into it after she finished up in Sicily, and then once we knew what we were dealing with, we could adjust accordingly. But the president made it very clear that this was a top national priority, and he wanted you to lead our effort.�
�Do you agree that it's a �top national priority�?�
�Not yet. It has that potential, but it also has the potential to be nothing more than a series of strange coincidences.�
�Tell me more,� said Zane.
�Let me start at the beginning. Does the name Ian Higgs ring a bell to you?�
Zane rubbed his beard and thought for a moment. �It does. NASA engineer. Brilliant man.�
�Yes, that�s him. And not only NASA, but he was part of a joint venture between NASA and the Department of Defense.�
Zane took another sip of coffee and set his mug on the table. �I remember he was all over the front page of the Wall Street Journal four or five years ago. I read the article. It named him as one of America�s brightest, an engineer that had us on the cutting edge of futuristic technology. The gist was that he was solely responsible for the expanding US lead over the Russians and the Chinese.� He paused for a moment, as if more information was being pulled out of the recesses of his mind. �I also seem to remember the article was written in the wake of his resignation. He had taken a job somewhere. Western Europe, I think? It was a major blow to both NASA and the US. He might have had financial problems, but those were never confirmed.�
�And I�m sure you also remember that two of his colleagues followed suit shortly thereafter,� Ross added.
�I do. It was the proverbial salt in the wound for the US.�
�That's the guy,� Ross replied. �We�re concerned because he was murdered in London a week ago.�
�London? The article didn't say he was in England.�
�He wasn�t. Not initially anyway. The company he went to work for has several offices, none of which are in the United Kingdom. And of course, his presence in London is part of the mystery.�
�So, I guess it�s safe to assume there's more?�
�Yes, there is. You may not know this, but Higgs worked in London in the 1990s. He signed on with a company that specialized in robotic technology with industrial applications. Berger Technologies was the name. Those were the early days of robotics, and the company eventually went under. There just wasn�t enough demand. People were skeptical of the whole industry, and many thought of it as science fiction, not a tool for manufacturing. It was also the recession, and British companies were afraid to invest millions of pounds in something that might not bring them a return on their investment.�
�Does this somehow relate to why Higgs was in London a week ago?�
�Indirectly, yes. We�ve learned that Higgs became close to a British man while working at Berger, a Rupert Sterling.�
�Never heard of him,� said Zane.
�You wouldn�t have. He�s an accountant. When he worked for Berger, he was head of the payroll division. He still lives and works in London.�
�Doing what?�
�He�s the CFO for a British export company,� said the Oracle. �And yes, he and Higgs were in contact. Here is where it gets even more interesting. Sterling received a text from Higgs about two weeks ago. It was the first time he had heard from him in years. Higgs asked Sterling to meet him at an old watering hole. Didn�t say what it was all about.
�So they meet up, and Higgs tells Sterling that he�s in danger, claiming his company was up to no good and that he had to slip out without so much as a goodbye.� There was a brief pause as Ross looked at some notes lying on his desk. �Oh, and apparently he�d been lying low for a while before meeting with Sterling.�
Sam hopped up into Zane�s lap and tried to rub against his arms. Zane picked him up and set him on the floor again, giving him a short pat on the rump to signal this was not the time. The feline let out another loud meow and then scampered off into the dark.
Zane turned back to the screen. �Lying low in London, I presume?�
�Not the entire time. In any event, that�s all he told Sterling. The guy asked a lot of questions, but Higgs wasn't ready to talk.�
�Where was he killed?�
�Right outside of the pub. At close range, with a forty-caliber pistol. There was a snowstorm, so the streets were empty. I guess whoever killed him saw that as an opportunity.�
�Do they believe Sterling killed him?�
�No, his story checks out. He showed Scotland Yard the text he had received from Higgs. In addition, Sterling stayed behind in the pub to finish his beer. The body was found while he was still inside, and the waitress, a Vanessa Wells, confirmed he never left.�
Zane set both elbows on the table in front of him and crossed his fingers together. �If Higgs�s story is true, this should be pretty easy to clear up, Ross. I assume Scotland Yard is interviewing people within the company?�
�Yes and no. Yes, they've interviewed executives. But no, it�s not going to be easy. When Scotland Yard showed up, the company produced a signed letter of resignation. They also said Higgs was indeed having financial problems. The company brass told investigators that Higgs had a slew of creditors, including some shady individuals, all of which turned out to be true. So, Scotland Yard is back to square one, reviewing evidence.�
�What is the name of this company?�
�Well, that depends,� replied Ross.
�On�?�
�It depends on which of the fourteen subsidiaries you�re referring to. As best we can tell, the holding company at the top is an entity known as The Renaissance Group, or just Renaissance.�
Zane leaned back in his chair, thinking through everything Ross had told him. He then sat back up again and asked, �So, why do we care, Ross? This sounds like a routine murder case to me.�
�We care because three men, all of whom worked on a joint project between NASA and the DOD, leave the country to work for a private conglomerate� and now one of the three is dead. I still don't know what the NASA project was about, or why this has caught the president�s eye, but it has.�
�I see.�
�And there is something else I haven�t told you yet,� said Ross. He took a long drink of bottled water before continuing. �Earlier this week, the FBI received a call from a young lady named Amanda Higgs. She's the daughter of Ian Higgs and contacted the FBI shortly after learning of her father�s death. She said she had just received a letter from her father and didn�t want to share it with the London police, at least not just yet. Apparently, he mailed it from Austria a day or two before he was killed.�
�From Austria? Strange.�
�Yes. We think that when he left Renaissance, he went to Vienna before making his way to London.�
�What was in the letter?�
�Miss Higgs refused to discuss it over the phone," said Ross, "but she said it was very important to her father�s death. Word of the call went up the line; the FBI passed her contact information along to the CIA. And now the president and director want Delphi to run point. They discussed it last night over dinner.�
�Has anyone met with Amanda Higgs yet?�
�No, she�s still in Israel. She�s an archaeologist and has been over there on some kind of dig.�
�How old is she?�
�Forget it, Watson,� the Oracle said firmly, knowing the operative�s penchant for the opposite sex. �She�s in her twenties.�
�I�m trying to size up her maturity. But thanks for being concerned about my love life.� Zane shook his head. �If she�s young and immature, she may just be reading too much into that letter.�
�We don�t believe that to be the case. This young lady graduated at the top of her class, magna cum laude. We made some discreet calls, and she is well respected. A rising star, if there is such a thing in archaeology. No, she said there's information in that letter that could help those conducting the investigation, and we believe her.�
Zane was nodding as he listened, feeling himself getting drawn in. �Ross, I�d like to meet with Amanda.�
�I was hoping you�d say that. We�ve booked you on a flight to London tomorrow afternoon.�



CHAPTER FOUR

The wheels touched the ground at London�s Heathrow airport at exactly 7:27 a.m., local time. Zane looked out the window at the tarmac, which was covered by an early-morning mist. He could see his reflection in the glass and noted the long brown hair. He had chosen not to get it cut on the way to the Denver airport, deciding instead to let it serve as a partial disguise. His handsome, chiseled face was easy to distinguish, but the hair might throw someone off at a distance. Looking over his shoulder and hiding his identity was a way of life. At last count there were a dozen or more people who would have loved nothing more than to see him dead. And probably a few more that would have kept him alive just so they could torture him.
For that reason, he had decided to book a reservation at the Millennium Hotel in London�s exclusive Mayfair district. Delphi had a flat overlooking a nondescript street on the south side of the city, a location they had never known to be compromised, but he didn�t want to take any chances. The Italian operation had been lengthy and dangerous for him and Carmen, and had created a whole new set of enemies across the European continent.
When the plane came to a stop at the gate, Zane rose from the leather seat and retrieved his sole piece of luggage from the overhead bin, a small nylon suitcase with a telescoping handle and wheels. After waiting briefly for the cabin door to open, he filed out and made his way quickly to passport control. The tall control officer looked at him over dark-framed glasses and snatched the paperwork quickly out of his hands. Zane�s passport named him as Michel Bergeron, a Quebecois born in Montreal in 1971. He was fluent in French and answered the woman�s questions in heavily accented English, at times making it seem as though he were struggling to find the right word. She eventually tired of the tedious back and forth and stamped an empty page aggressively before handing it back to him.
After clearing customs, Zane made his way to the waiting area just beyond baggage claim. The room was crushed full of people waiting for the new arrivals � smiling families looking for relatives and friends, and bored drivers holding up signs. Zane hated those first moments after disembarking, walking around in a crowded room full of staring faces. It was always the time he felt most vulnerable. He kept his head down and walked in a way that was not normal for him, using a subtle limp.
Eventually he passed the line of people and stood in the open area just beyond. It only took him a few seconds to find the driver he was looking for. He was a young man, perhaps in his early thirties, standing just in front of the newsstand. The young man�s eyes passed over the crowd, and he held up a simple sign that read: MICHEL BERGERON � PATTERSON TOURS. As Zane limped toward the newsstand, the young driver�s eyes finally settled on him. At first there was confusion, and then recognition. They knew each other well, but the hair and the limp were serving their purpose.
The young man nodded at Zane as he approached. �Welcome to London, Monsieur Bergeron,� he announced in a British accent.
Zane smiled and nodded but remained silent. The man took Zane�s luggage then gestured toward the sliding doors, and they exited the building. The driver led Zane past the line of taxis and into the multi-level parking deck on the other side of the street, where they took the lift to the third level.
�Well, here we are,� the driver said as they approached a row of cars to the right. The hatch of a bright red Vauxhall Meriva lifted into the air. The driver stowed the luggage, and the men climbed into the car, with Zane taking a seat in the back.
Once they had settled in, Zane finally spoke. �A bright red Vauxhall, eh? I�d forgotten what a subtle man you were, Nigel.�
�I believe you Americans call it reverse psychology, don�t you? I�ve always operated on a certain theory, that if there are bad guys around, then inevitably it�s the subtle they�re going to look for.� He winked at the operative in the rear-view mirror.
Nigel Clarke was Delphi�s London-based liaison, handling all logistics and administrative functions for the region. The organization had eight such liaisons around the globe. Clarke�s territory was the entirety of the United Kingdom, as well as a number of other countries in northwestern Europe.
Zane had initially opposed the decision to hire Clarke three years ago. He was a former administrator for MI5, which was problematic in itself, but was also a native-born Brit. But over time, Clarke had won the confidence not only of Zane but of the entire Delphi organization. He was meticulous, thorough, and a quick thinker. He had bailed operatives out on a number of occasions and had earned the respect of those he worked with.
�I suppose you�re right. In that case, have you considered a magnetic sign for the side� perhaps one that reads �Covert Operations�? �
Nigel laughed. �As a matter of fact, Kristine has put one on order. And speaking of subtlety, do I dare ask about the hair? Not a wig, I presume?�
�No, not a wig, so please don�t pull. Let�s just say I wasn�t given much time to clean up, and since I�m coming out a bit early I figure a little change can�t be all bad.�
Zane cringed as Clarke jerked the car quickly to the left to merge onto the highway, prying in between two large trucks. The one behind laid on the horn for two or three seconds, and Nigel waved at him in the mirror with his left hand.
�More subtlety?�
Nigel smiled and then accelerated, deftly shifting the gears as the car gained speed. They were entering London on the A4, which was lined on both sides by council housing.
As they pulled up to the first light, Zane glanced around the intersection, his work mode kicking in despite his exhaustion. To his right was a group of mustachioed Indian men in heavy coats, waiting for the bus. One took a final draw on his unfiltered cigarette and tossed it to the sidewalk, mashing it into the concrete with his shoe.
�You haven�t been to see us in a while. The last time was the affair at the British Museum, wasn�t it?�
Zane snapped out of his thoughts and made eye contact with Nigel in the rear-view mirror. �It was. That�s one I don�t think any of us will soon forget. Speaking of visits, has Ross brought you up to date on mine?�
�He has,� replied Nigel, keeping his eyes on the road. �I was a bit disappointed you�re not going to stay in our flat, but I think I follow your reasoning.�
�In addition to the security concerns, I just have a funny feeling about this one. I also don�t anticipate being here long, and the Millennium puts me near where I need to be.�
�I understand completely. The flat is indeed in good shape, though, no thanks to Fleming.�
�Fleming?�
�Yes, he stayed there for two nights on his way back from Morocco," said Nigel. "I�ve never seen the place in such a mess. Rubbish everywhere.�
�Let�s write that one off to stress.� Zane looked out of the window as they pulled up to another light. They were entering London proper, with commercial buildings closing in on both sides. A group of young professionals scampered across the street as soon as the vehicles came to a stop. The men were dressed in suits and black trench coats, and most of the women in stylish skirts with winter stockings. When the light turned green, a man on a motor scooter shot between the two lines of traffic and across the intersection.
�As you can see, scooters and bikes have their own set of rules here in London,� Nigel said, shaking his head.
It was the morning rush, so the drive into the city took longer than expected. Just after nine, Nigel finally turned onto Upper Brook Street. Up ahead and to the right was Grosvenor Square, with its neatly trimmed hedges and concrete block pathways. The snow was all but gone. A few splashes of white in the shade were the only reminder of the storm that had blown through the week before.
Just through the trees and on the other side of the park was the Millennium, with its stately columns and familiar red brick.
�Let�s do a once-around,� Zane said.
�Something told me you�d want that.� Nigel directed the car around the square. A moment later, they rolled past the grand entrance to the Millennium. Several groups of tourists waited on the sidewalk to board buses. One of them, a Japanese tourist carrying a camera with a large telescopic lens, had wandered out into traffic, intent on photographing the statue in the center of the park across the street. Nigel swerved to miss him, uttering an oath toward the closed window.
In the meantime, Zane continued to take in the surroundings, but other than a few heavily bundled locals walking briskly to work, the plaza was mostly empty. Nigel continued on past the United States Embassy and then circled back to the square on Upper Brook Street. He pulled over to the left and parked the car.
�Well, what do you think?� asked Nigel as he set the parking brake.
�Seems to be all clear. I had actually hoped it would be a little more crowded.�
Nigel turned and faced Zane. �Did I tell you I have a gift for you?�
�I was hoping you would.�
�Compliments of Dr. Ross.�
Zane glanced to his right, taking one last look across the park. �Let me guess, a toothbrush and razor?�
�No, I�m afraid you�ll have to get those yourself, Watson. Shall I wait whilst you check in?�
�No, that won�t be necessary. I may take a rest and then get out on foot later. I want to see where Higgs was killed before I meet with his daughter tonight.�
�It won�t take you long to find the Shakespeare. I went by myself, and it seems they�ve taken the tape down now.�
�Good. Would still like to look things over, perhaps even talk to a few people. I�m hoping our friendly pub workers have loose lips.�
�I�d say a few pounds would probably loosen them up nicely,� replied Nigel with a wink. �By the way, if you need a lift, you know how to contact me.� The Brit lowered his head to look across the square. �Traffic is often a bit troublesome in London, but I�ll never be more than twenty minutes away.�
When they exited the car, the wind whipped their coats and blew leaves across the square to their right. Nigel opened the hatch and retrieved a small black case from a utility compartment. He glanced around quickly before unzipping Zane�s luggage and slipping the case inside. He then zipped the bag back up and set it on the sidewalk before turning back to Zane. �Monsieur Bergeron, enjoy your stay in London.�
Zane nodded, and they shook hands.
After leaving the car, it took him about two minutes to cross the square and walk past the groups of tourists gathered on the sidewalk. An elderly woman looked in his direction and then did a double take. As Zane passed her, the woman nudged her companion and pointed in his direction. The operative smiled as he bounded up the steps and entered the hotel.



CHAPTER FIVE

Oxford Street was one of London�s premier shopping addresses, one and a half miles of fashion boutiques, jewelers, bookstores, luggage retailers, and hair stylists. The street was also known for the perpetual throng of people that lined the sidewalks, both tourists and locals alike.
After napping for several hours in the hotel, Zane made his way toward the shopping mecca. Upon arriving at Oxford Street, he turned right and melted into the crowd. Pulling out a map he had picked up in the hotel lobby, he played the role of confused tourist, staring at it for a few seconds and then doubling back several times as if lost. Each time he turned around, he carefully checked the crowd for a subtle turn of the eye or a face that appeared more than once. On three occasions, he stood in front of men�s clothing stores, staring at the reflection of passing shoppers.
Satisfied that he wasn�t being followed, Zane entered a coffee shop near the corner of Oxford and Regent. There was no line, so he immediately approached the pink-haired barista and ordered a latte with a double shot of espresso. He then sought out a window seat and waited for one of London�s famed black cabs to pull up to the intersection. Three minutes later one appeared, and with latte in hand, the operative rushed out and flagged it down.
Shortly after Zane settled into his seat, the Scottish cabbie began to babble incessantly, something the operative was thankful for because it allowed him to continue to watch for tails. The older Scot pontificated about the deterioration of society, from the disobedient and poorly dressed youth, to the ever-growing state that encouraged laziness and coddled criminals. Every few minutes, he would glance up into the mirror and declare, �It�s a bloody shame, isn�t it?�
Zane, still playing the role of French Canadian tourist Michel Bergeron, would nod in agreement and lament that the conditions were much the same in Quebec.
Precisely eleven minutes later, the cabbie turned onto Queen Victoria Street and came to a stop in front of the Shakespeare. Zane handed the man his fare through the opening in the glass and stepped out of the stately black vehicle. As he closed the door, he could still hear the Scot opining on the increase of violence in London ghettos.
Zane stood for a moment after disembarking, staring at the scene in front of him. The Shakespeare occupied the bottom floor of a narrow, four-story building. There was a small plaza with a few outdoor tables between the front entrance and New Bridge.
He rubbed his chin lightly. Higgs would have exited the Shakespeare and walked directly past the cluster of tables on his way to hail a cab. It was possible that the assassin had been waiting for Higgs behind the tables, but that wasn�t likely. The killer was a professional, and professionals didn�t linger out in the open. No, it was likely Higgs was followed out of the Shakespeare.
Zane looked at his watch. Still plenty of time before he had to meet Amanda Higgs. It was time to go inside and speak to another person who might be able to help him: waitress Vanessa Wells.
* * *
The Shakespeare was virtually empty when Zane entered. In a few hours it would be overrun with thirsty Brits, but for now it offered the perfect opportunity to poke around.
Zane caught the attention of one of the barmen and told him that he was going to take a table in the rear. He also said that he traveled to London frequently and wanted his usual waitress. He clicked his fingers as if he couldn�t remember the name, saying he thought it started with a �V.� The bartender told him that would be Vanessa and that he was in luck, as she had just arrived for her shift.
Zane took his seat in the back, and a few minutes later he looked up to see an attractive woman walking toward him. Her wavy blond hair was pulled up in a bun, and she was wearing dark-rimmed glasses, presumably there to give her an intellectual flair.
�Well, hello love. It�s good to see you again.�
Zane smiled to himself. �Good to see you dear. How are you?�
�Fantastic,� she replied, blushing as she drew closer and took in his apearance.
A foot in the door? Zane hoped so. �Are you on the clock?�
�Technically no. But I�d be more than happy to help one of my regulars.�
�Well, speaking of which� I have a confession to make.�
�And what�s that? I love a good confession.� She raised an eyebrow and grabbed his arm playfully.
�I�ve actually never been here before. I just asked for you because I need your help.�
�Well, that�s what I�m here for. How can I help you?�
�I need to ask some questions about what happened the week before� the incident,� Zane said softly.
Immediately, Vanessa's expression changed to one of discomfort. �I�m very sorry. I�m not supposed to talk about��
�I understand,� Zane replied, grabbing her arm reassuringly. �I work for the New York Daily Post back in the States, and we�re doing an article on the murder. I only have a few questions.� He counted out a hundred pounds and placed them in her hand, and she didn't hand them back. The foot was officially in the door. �And if you can help me, I�d be more than happy to double what I just gave you. We always protect our sources, so nothing to worry about there.�
The money and Zane�s reassurance had their intended effect. Vanessa glanced toward the front to make sure no one was looking and then sat down next to him. Over the next five minutes, she recounted the events that took place the night of the murder. The two men were engaged in deep conversation and only looked up when she came by to check on drinks. At one point Higgs, who Vanessa referred to as the bearded man, put on his coat and left. By her reckoning, it was only about fifteen minutes later that a man came running into the pub, shouting that someone had been shot out on New Bridge Street. She said the place erupted in chaos, with patrons gathering at the front door to watch as the police arrived and secured the scene.
�Did you know the man who found the body?� Zane asked.
�No, never seen him before. He was just some random guy out with his mates.�
�Going back to the two men and their conversation, did you overhear any of it?�
�Nothing at all. It was so busy in here that night. I�ve been working here almost a year, and I�ve never seen it that crazy before. Everybody was using the snow as an excuse to go on a pub crawl.�
�Makes sense,� Zane said. Vanessa Wells seemed like an honest girl and had probably given him all the information he was going to get. Unfortunately, it was pretty much the same information that had been passed along by Scotland Yard. �Well, I guess that's all��
He was about to get up when Vanessa touched him on the arm. She leaned toward him and whispered softly, �There is one more thing you can put in your little article. The police spent a lot of time asking me about another one of the customers I waited on that night.�
Zane sat up straight, his internal alarm system going off. �And who was that?�
�He was sitting right over there,� she said, pointing toward the other end of the room. �All by his self he was. Never spoke and wouldn�t hardly look me in the eye. Not that I wanted him to.�
�Surely you get people in here like that all the time. Why were the police focused on him?�
�Well, as I said, things were crazy. But one thing I realized later, when they started asking questions, is that this creep had left about the same time as the man with the beard. Whether it was before or after I don�t know. What I do know is that I was cleaning his table when the man came in screaming about someone being shot.�
�Did he pay by credit card?�
Vanessa laughed. �You sound just like that detective I talked to. No, he just left his money on the table and disappeared.�
�Did the police look at the glass he was drinking out of? He might have left some prints.�
�They asked me which one it was, but I told them I put the glass down with a bunch of others at the end of the bar. I don�t guess it matters, though. The detective let it slip out that this was a professional killer and likely had gloves on.�
�Probably so.� Zane sat back for a moment as if lost in thought, and then leaned forward and asked, �What did this man look like?�
�Scared the devil out of me, he did. Was the meanest looking thing I�d seen in a long time. Never smiled and always looked annoyed when I asked him something.�
�I mean, what was his appearance?�
�Very tall, with short, blond hair. I told the cops he looked like he was from up in Norway or Sweden. And even though he had a coat on, he looked like one of those men that would have muscles popping out everywhere.� Vanessa reached over and grabbed Zane�s arm. �But that�s not really what made him stand out. What set him apart was this long scar that ran up the whole side of his face.� She traced her finger up the line of her right jaw and past her eye.
�Interesting. And you�re sure the scar was on the right side of the face?�
�Positive.�
�And did you tell the police about that?�
�I did,� said Vanessa.
Zane felt a surge of adrenaline. His gut told him that the man with the scar was the killer. And if he could find him, he might find out who was behind the murder of Ian Higgs.



CHAPTER SIX

The Whitehorse Tavern was one of the few central London pubs situated directly on the bank of the Thames. Nestled on the south side of the river near the Millennium Bridge, the building itself was nondescript and contemporary, with large glass windows running the entire length of the exterior.
Upon arriving, Zane noted that the interior was completely full. One of the servers invited him to take advantage of the outside seating, so he selected a table at the corner of the building, just a few feet away from the river. A large heat lamp stood next to the table and would provide more than enough warmth in the falling temperatures.
After sitting down, Zane realized the outside location was actually preferable, as it gave him a full view of the interior through the glass windows. Had he been seated inside, there would�ve been too many blind spots for his taste. The outside table also afforded him the opportunity to watch both approaches along the boardwalk.
Amanda Higgs was not due to arrive for another fifteen minutes, so he ordered a pint of winter ale and used the opportunity to observe the crowd inside. There were probably two dozen people crushed around the bar, and then perhaps that same number sitting at tables. The crowd was mostly young and professional, with a few tourists sprinkled in. Despite the sheer number of revelers, the operative was able to log the faces of almost every patron present. If there were any subsequent arrivals, he would be able to spot them.
About ten minutes later, just as he was finishing cataloging the people inside, Zane saw a person he believed to be Amanda Higgs approaching from the east along the boardwalk. As she drew closer, Zane realized that her pictures didn�t do her justice. She had long, straight blond hair and big, beautiful blue eyes. She was wearing a stylish black trench coat, skinny jeans, and flats.
She paused at the entrance to the pub, the look on her face indicating she was a little intimidated by the large crowd inside. Zane stood up and was about to wave to get her attention when she caught the movement out of the corner of her eye. Immediately, a smile broke over her face as she recognized the operative from the description she had been given.
�Hi, I�m Amanda Higgs,� she said, extending her hand as she approached. �And you must be�?�
�Nice to meet you,� Zane interrupted, preventing her from using his name in public. They shook hands, and he gestured across the table. �Please, have a seat.�
�Thank you.� She set her purse on the table and scooted her chair closer to the large heat lamp.
�I apologize for the Arctic seating,� he said. �The inside was a bit crowded.�
�No, this is fine. There is no way in the world I�d be able to hear you in there anyway.�
�Are you hard of hearing?�
�Let�s just say I use my iPod a bit much.�
Zane was about to speak again when the server appeared at the table and placed a menu in front of Amanda. �Hello there. Can I get you something to drink while you look over the menu?�
�Sure,� she said, glancing at the glass of beer in Zane�s hand. �I�ll have a house merlot, please.�
�Merlot. Fantastic. Coming right up.�
Zane waited until the server was out of earshot before continuing. �Thanks for coming here to meet with me, Amanda. First of all, I�m so very sorry about your father.�
�Thanks. It�s tough, you know? Dad was not that old. And what was really tough was that our relationship had gotten so much better recently. We were closer than ever before.�
�I can�t even imagine the pain you must be in right now.�
�Well, to be honest I just feel like I�m in a fog right now. It�s been tough, but I haven�t really had time to grieve yet.�
�Which is totally understandable,� said Zane.
�Actually, I should thank you. Coming here to help find Dad�s killer is like therapy for me. I�ve never been a wallflower, Mr.��
�Call me Zane.�
�I�m not like most girls� Zane,� she replied, blushing a bit. �I like to fix things. I have my emotional moments like all women do, but if there is a problem out there that needs to be solved, then that�s what I tend to focus on first. Some would say it�s a coping mechanism. I just think it�s a part of my personality.�
The server arrived and set the glass of merlot on the table. �Will you be eating tonight?�
�I�m good,� Amanda said. �Just the drink will do for now. Thank you, though.�
As the server gathered the menus, Zane took another sip of his ale and looked across the river. St. Paul�s Cathedral towered majestically above the surrounding rooftops. Spotlights were trained on the venerable gray dome, making it glow against the backdrop of the night. Zane had forgotten how beautiful London was in the evening.
After enjoying the view for a moment, he looked over at Amanda. She was staring at her wineglass, probably thinking of her father. He realized he might want to steer the conversation to the issue at hand before she became too stirred with emotion.
�Amanda, about two years ago your father left his job with the US government to work here in Europe. What did he tell you about that?�
�Well, unfortunately he didn�t tell me much of anything. And trust me, I tried.� She stopped staring at her wineglass and looked up at him. �In the end, the only thing he really told me was that the job was going to pay very well and that it would secure both his future and mine.�
Zane set both elbows on the table and crossed his fingers. �By the way, are you an only child?�
�Yes, I am. And now my family is pretty much gone. My mother died when I was ten years old.�
�So sorry. I didn�t know.�
�Cancer is a horrible thing. But you know, I think it made me who I am. Dad tells me I was a shy little girl with a big smile, and then when Mom died, I had to grow up quickly. Some would say too quickly. And then, as time went on, the little shy girl became assertive and independent. I had to.�
A strange feeling came over Zane, which made him turn his head and look through the glass window of the pub. Almost immediately, his eyes fell on two men he hadn�t seen before. One was bald, and the other had wavy blond hair. Both wore black leather jackets. Zane could have sworn that the bald one glanced in his direction as they made their way through the crowd. He followed them with his eyes as they moved toward the bar.
�You know?�
Her voice brought him back to their conversation. He looked at her and nodded his head. �I think you�re right. That will always be a part of your mother�s legacy. Her death played a role in forming who you are today. Maybe this is a stretch, but you might not be one of the best in your field if you hadn�t been shaped by those circumstances.�
�Exactly,� Amanda said. She smiled at him. �Hardly a day goes by that I don�t thank God for my mother. She planted the seed of my faith� and just like you said, her death seemed to help me mature more quickly than I might have otherwise.�
Zane stole another quick glance back into the bar. He couldn�t see either of the two men anymore. Either they had moved or had left. He doubted it was the latter.
�Unfortunately, my mom�s death shaped Dad as well.�
�What do you mean?� asked Zane.
�Well, I�m not sure how much you�ve been told. Has anyone told you about Dad�s money problems?�
Zane wasn�t sure how much he should tell the girl about what he knew, but he answered truthfully. �Yes, the London police told us he had some financial struggles. Your father�s employer implied that it might have had something to do with his death.�
�It all started with Mom�s cancer. Dad had good insurance through his job at NASA, but the chemo didn�t seem to be working. Mom just got worse and worse. She handled it by growing stronger in her faith. The closer she got to death, the closer she got to God. On the other hand, Dad was never a spiritual man at all� and, well he turned to alternative medicine. He took her to two different clinics that specialized in unorthodox treatments. Mom died shortly after checking out of the second one.� She paused as the painful memories began flooding back into her mind. �And Dad�s financial comfort died along with her.�
�Something tells me those treatments weren�t cheap.�
�No, they weren�t. I was young and he never told me exactly, but I�ve heard from others that the treatments cost a couple of hundred thousand dollars.�
�Wow. Not hard to imagine how that would lead someone to financial ruin pretty quickly.�
�Yes, and in the aftermath of Mom�s death, Dad made bad decisions with his money, and things spiraled out of control. Which was odd, because he was very conservative before Mom�s illness. Anyway, there's nothing I can do now.� Amanda took a deep breath and looked out across the Thames at St. Paul�s Cathedral. �But at least he had the fortitude to take out a large insurance policy.�
Zane raised an eyebrow. �Really? When did he do that?�
�To be honest, I�m not exactly sure. My aunt in North Carolina is the executor of his estate, and she told me he took it out after taking the job over here. If you need to know, I'll ask her at the memorial service on Monday.�
�No, that�s fine,� he replied. Realizing it was time to get to the heart of the matter, he said, �I�m told you received a letter from your father. Is that correct?�
�I did. It was delivered to me in Israel.�
�Did you bring that letter with you?�
�Yes,� she replied. She looked quickly around before taking her purse off the table. After searching for a moment, she finally pulled out two folded sheets of paper and pushed them across the table.
Zane glanced back into the interior of the pub as he picked up the sheets. He still couldn�t see either of the two men. Perhaps he had been concerned for nothing, although his internal alarm system was generally reliable. �Is this your father�s handwriting?�
Amanda laughed. �Absolutely. I�d recognize that chicken scratch anywhere.�
Zane�s brow furrowed as he began to read.
Dearest Amanda,
I hope this letter finds you well. How is the dig? I�m so sorry that I haven�t been in touch with you as much as I should have. Maybe one of these days I can come out and watch you do your thing. What a fascinating way to earn a living! And please pass along my best to James if you will. I�m so happy that you�re working under such a fine man. I have fond memories of him.
You�re probably wondering why someone has delivered a letter to you out in the middle of the desert. Due to a change in circumstances, I felt it was the safest way to get in touch with you. Please don�t be overly alarmed, but I recently submitted my resignation to the organization I�d been working for. The resignation was probably not well received, and you can see from the return address that I am no longer in Switzerland. A former colleague was kind enough to let me stay in an apartment he owns here in Vienna.
I don�t feel at liberty to fill in all of the details of my resignation just yet, but suffice it to say these people were not who they represented themselves to be. Yes, I�m mindful of your warnings when this all began, and kudos to you for sensing this wasn�t in my best interest. You were spot on, and I�m proud of my daughter for having such intuition. Perhaps it�s your faith in God. Whatever the case, you were right to challenge me when this all began.
Knowing you as I do, I can be sure that you have a lot of questions about what specifically went on in my job and what caused me to write this letter. Unfortunately I don�t dare speak of those things right now. There is a reason for my silence, and there is a reason that I�m here in Vienna and not at home in the States.
You�re also probably wondering why a set of keys was included in my correspondence. The larger one is a spare key to the apartment I�m living in now. If for whatever reason you don�t hear back from me, or if you learn that something has happened to me, I wanted that in your hands. That key will lead you to more information. You are such a smart girl, and even though that doesn�t give you much, I know you�ll be able to follow my trail of information.
But let me end on a happy note. Often our greatest fears never come to pass, so my plan is to go visit an old colleague I haven�t seen in a while � Rupert Sterling. You may have heard me mention Rupert when I spoke of my time in London many years ago. He is a brilliant man, and I�d like to get his input on where I should go from here. Unfortunately, it�s not as easy as picking up the phone and calling the authorities.
Whatever you do, please do not call my cell phone. I fear it may be monitored, but I have no proof of that. For now, I don�t want you brought into this mess. I know how driven you can be when you sense something needs to be done, Amanda, so if you find you can�t resist the urge to reach out, then please contact Rupert Sterling. I�ll write his number on the back of this page.
My darling, I realize I haven�t been a good father. I�ve been wanting to say that for a very long time, and I want to do so without making any excuses. But I also want to say this� When I return to the States, I promise you things will be different. This situation has changed me, and I�m going to let it in turn change my life for the better. Item one on my agenda will be a visit to the great state of Texas to find out more about my lovely daughter and her work. And please tell James that I�ll look forward to sharing a pipe and cigar on his back porch again!
Please know that I love you more than life itself, and am so proud of you and all you�ve come to be.

Love,

Dad

P.S. Your mother would be so proud of you as well. I remember the cute little gift she gave you as a child. It turned out to be the key to your career and the key to the future! If only she could see you now!

Zane frowned as he read over both pages two or three times. Then he removed his cell phone, quickly took pictures of each sheet, and typed in Sterling�s number.
�Have you contacted Rupert Sterling?� he asked without looking up.
�No. I�ve told your people that two or three times. I know you guys may find this hard to believe, but I�m actually someone who can be trusted. You�re the only ones I�ve talked to about this letter and the circumstances surrounding my father�s death.�
�Of course. And you may find this hard to believe, Amanda, but I do trust you. It�s part of my job to know who to trust and who not to trust. You�ve passed with flying colors.� Amanda blushed and Zane continued, �I know you told Dr. Ross you hadn�t been in touch with anyone, but I think that was a day or two ago. I was simply trying to make sure you hadn�t reached out to Sterling since then. And by the way, I think you were wise to come to us first.�
�Thank you. I�m not sure what it was. Call it premonition or a gut feeling or whatever you�d like, but I just felt like from day one I shouldn�t go to the London police.�
Zane nodded in agreement. �Do you have the keys your father referred to?�
�Yes, would you like to see them?�
�Please.�
As Amanda dug through her purse, Zane glanced back into the pub once again. He thought for a brief moment that he saw the bald man leaning against the bar and, for an instant, turning in their direction. Just as Zane had tried to make confirmation, an older man in a business suit walked up to a table near the window and began to flirt with the women seated there, his heavy frame completely blocking the view of the bald man.
Zane�s jaw clenched in frustration. If it was the same man, that would make it the second time he had been looking in their direction. Once was probably happenstance. Two was worthy of attention. A third time would mean they had a problem. He thought of standing up for a better look but then realized that would draw undue attention. He might need to take a trip to the restroom later, although he was reluctant to leave Amanda sitting by herself.
�Here they are,� she said, fishing the keys out of the purse and handing them to him.
Zane studied each one carefully, flipping them over and reading both sides. �I noticed your dad didn�t say anything about the smaller key.�
�Exactly. I�m not sure why. I�m thinking it must be the key to one of the interior rooms, perhaps a storage room of some sort.�
�I don�t think so,� Zane replied. �It doesn�t look like that kind of key. It looks like one of those little ones you�d use for a safe deposit box or a mailbox. Just strange that he wouldn�t mention it in the letter. We�ll try to find out what type of key it is.�
Zane lifted his cell phone, took a picture of the smaller key, and then saved it into his photos.
�Do you guys have access to a database of keys?�
�We do. Unfortunately, we�re only going to be able to tell what type of key it is and perhaps where it was manufactured. We�ll have no way of knowing where the key was being used, but maybe we can find a clue in your father�s apartment.�
�So you�re going there to look around?�
�Of course. I�m going to look into a couple more things while I�m in London, but searching your father�s apartment in Vienna is next on our agenda. He gave you the keys and stated in no uncertain terms you�d find something helpful there.�
�Mr.��
�Zane.�
Amanda blushed again. �Zane, I really want to go with you to look at Dad�s apartment. That letter was sent to me. I might be the only one who��
�I�m very sorry, but that�s not possible. For one, there are liability issues � for us and potentially for the US government � if we were to allow you to become involved. Two, this is dangerous work. You read your father�s letter. He was scared to death of these people, so much so that he was reluctant to even go to the authorities. That should tell you a lot about who we�re dealing with.�
Amanda looked disappointed, but Zane also noted an air of confidence written on her face. �I realize you don�t know me very well,� she said, �but I�m not your average twenty-something.�
�I know you aren�t��
�No, please let me finish. I told you what happened in the years following my mother�s death. There aren�t many things in life I fear. I almost feel as though finding my father�s killer is a calling that I can't refuse.�
Zane paused for a moment, measuring his words carefully. �My years in this business have given me this ability to size people up. Some have said it was my training, and others say I was born with the gift. And I will say this: within moments of meeting you, I knew that you were someone I could trust � truthful and reliable.
�All that said, the work we do goes beyond simply having a partner we can trust. We�re involved in dangerous work.� He lowered his voice. �Right now, I�m carrying a weapon in my front pocket. It�s the type of weapon that I�ve had to use a number of times in my career. The people we run up against are like the person or people who killed your father. They�re professionals, and they won�t hesitate to end your life if you stand in their way or if they feel you have information that could expose them.�
�I guess you just don�t understand. You telling me that my life could be in danger doesn�t faze me one bit. I��
�I believe you. I truly do. But there is no reason to unnecessarily put you in harm�s way. In the end, you need to trust us to do our job. We know what we�re doing, and if there are clues in Vienna, we can find them. It�s what we do.� Zane stopped speaking for a moment in order to let those words sink in. �Besides, I have your number. I can always call if I think you can help.�
�I just feel like I�m going to be out of the loop. It�s going to drive me crazy not knowing where things stand. I mean, I don�t even truly know who you are or which part of the government you work for. Heck, I don�t even know if you work for the government. All I know is that the government told me I was to meet with you and tell you everything I know.�
�And I thank you again for coming here to meet with me. How about this? How about I promise to keep you updated as things move along? It�s probably a violation of protocol, but I�m willing to do that if it will help you get on board with how this thing has to work.�
Amanda sat perfectly still and locked eyes with him. Her expression softened. �Well, if that�s the only way.�
�Unfortunately, it is.� Zane reached across the table and squeezed her arm. She looked up at him and smiled.
�And you know what else� Zane?�
�What�s that?�
�I trust you too. The only person that I�ve ever truly looked up to and relied upon is the man I work for now. He�s like the dad I never had. He makes me feel like I have a family.� She dabbed her eye with her coat sleeve again and then laughed. �See, I can get emotional too. Anyway, it�s hard to explain, but ever since I arrived tonight, I�ve felt safe. Just like you, I can sense things in people. I trust you, and I know you would keep me safe if I were allowed to go to Vienna.�
�I�m flattered. I know how you must feel not being able to take part in the investigation, particularly when your father seemed to pass that responsibility on to you. But please trust me to find out who did this horrible thing. We�re good at what we do, and we will bring them to justice.�
Amanda stood up abruptly. �Okay. Here is my girlie side coming out. Do you mind if I give you a hug?�
�Not at all.�
She walked over and threw her arms around his neck. Zane patted her on the back and drew in the scent of her perfume. She even smelled good.
�By the way, what are your plans over the next few days?� Zane asked, pulling back.
�Well, I�m flying back to the States tomorrow because Dad�s memorial service is being held in North Carolina on Monday. It�s going to be simple. We don�t have a very big family.�
�Is there someone special who you can spend some time with?�
Amanda gave a nervous laugh. �No, no boyfriends, if that�s what you mean. My work doesn�t give me much time for that.�
�Believe me when I say I can sympathize with that.�
�I�m sure you can, Mr. Mystery Investigator.�
Zane laughed and then drained the rest of his ale. Remembering the unfinished business inside the pub, he dropped a few pound notes on the table and gestured toward the street. �Let�s get you a cab. I�ll bet you need some sleep.�
It only took a few moments for them to procure a cab on Hopton Street. Before entering the rear of the car, Amanda turned to face Zane. �Thank you again. You don�t know how much this means to me and my little family.�
�It�s my pleasure,� he replied. Her eyes began to tear up again, so she gave Zane one final smile before ducking into the back seat.



CHAPTER SEVEN

The second stall in the men�s room at the Whitehorse Tavern was closed and locked. However, its occupant, a man with wavy blond hair and a black leather jacket, was not engaged in any bodily functions. Instead, he sat on the toilet seat with his pants still on, a cell phone in his left hand.
After a few moments of silence, Sergei bent down to make sure there were no shoes visible in any of the other stalls. Seeing nothing, he dialed a number and pressed the phone to his ear. After a deep voice answered on the other end, he spoke softly in Russian. �When she arrived, she went directly to an outside table and sat down with a man.�
�I don�t like the sound of that,� said the voice. There was a long pause before he asked, �Could you hear anything?�
�There were no open tables near them so we�ve been watching them from inside.�
�Well, what were they doing?� The voice sounded irritated.
�Mostly they just talked, but a couple of times it looked like she handed him something.�
�What was it?�
�We couldn�t see from where we were standing,� said Sergei.
�Have you ever seen the man before?�
�No, never.�
�What did he look like?�
�It was hard to see because of the reflection�� Sergei began.
�I said, what did he look like?�
�Yes, sir. He had long brown hair. That is all we could see.�
�Did you get a picture of him?� asked the voice.
�No, Dmitry was going to try a couple of times, but the man kept looking inside, like he was looking for someone. Maybe us. This man� his movements and the way he carried himself� I think he�s a professional. Maybe British police.�
�That�s doubtful,� the voice declared. �Not if his hair was long. Keep watching them, and call me back in exactly thirty minutes. I�m a little troubled that the two of you aren�t getting me better information. If he's a professional, we must know who he is. Figure it out. Is that understood?�
�I understand, sir.�
�And by the way, please don�t make me send Jorg back to London to clean up your mess.�
The line went dead. The man then stood up, flushed the toilet, and exited the stall.
* * *
When he entered the pub to look for the two men, Zane was reminded of how Londoners enjoyed beer. The crowd inside had increased fourfold since he had arrived an hour earlier, perhaps because of the dropping temperatures outside. All of the tables were full, and the bar was encircled by a seemingly impenetrable mass of humanity.
The crowd and the noise were almost overwhelming, but they also provided some cover as Zane crossed the room. He paused at times, acting as though he wanted to squeeze over to the bar, but instead using the opportunity to examine as many faces as possible. He began to realize that searching for the two men in such close quarters was a risky proposition, but he also knew not to ignore the alarm signals that had been going off ever since he had first seen them.
He planned to make one pass through the pub, use the rest room, and then make another pass on his way out. He had given up on the idea of ordering another beer � that would expose him to closer scrutiny. He still felt he had the upper hand, because he didn�t believe they knew he was on to them.
Zane noted nothing out of the ordinary until he opened the door to the men�s room. As he did, he almost ran into another man who was leaving. The man quickly turned sideways to avoid contact, and his head was awkwardly bent down.
It took only a second or two for Zane to realize it was one of the two men he had seen earlier, the one with the blond hair. His heart raced as he walked over to the sink. Unfortunately, he had been unable to note much about the man's appearance.
Fearing the man might have been spooked by the close encounter, Zane splashed some water on his face, waited for about a minute, and then walked back into the pub. He stood just outside the door and looked over the crowd, examining each person carefully.
After three minutes, he came to one unmistakable conclusion: whoever the two men were, they were no longer there.



CHAPTER EIGHT

There were no taxis waiting outside, so Zane decided to return to the Millennium on foot. He figured the walk would clear his mind and allow him to digest his conversation with Amanda Higgs. After an hour of talking to her, he realized she was even more impressive than her file had indicated. She was honest to a fault and smart beyond her years. Despite being overwhelmed by the death of her father, she was able to communicate clearly. In fact, Zane couldn�t help but think she would be a good fit at Delphi. Maybe he�d bring that up with the Oracle after all the Renaissance business was finished.
The operative had only traveled one block before realizing he was being tailed. As he glanced back, he noticed two men following at a distance, their profiles barely noticeable in the shadows of the dark street. Zane�s eyes had only rested on them for a brief second, but it was enough to determine that they weren�t pub crawlers.
He quickened his pace when he reached the Millennium Bridge. About halfway across, he met a couple going the other direction. He slowed down and asked them for a cigarette. The man, a classic goth with purple-streaked hair and tight-fitting black jeans, kindly obliged, pulling out a pack of Luck Strikes and offering one to Zane. The man also pulled out a lighter, clicked it once, and held the flame in front of the operative�s face. Zane leaned forward with the cigarette in his mouth, using the opportunity to glance back down the bridge. The two men who were following him had come to an abrupt halt and were looking down the Thames. They were still some distance away, but Zane was able to see that the nearer one was bald. It was the same man he�d seen inside the pub.
The operative took a deep draw, thanked the couple for the smoke, and continued on his way. When he had passed the crest of the bridge, he flicked the cigarette out into the river. After exiting the bridge, he walked almost three blocks and entered the Tube at Blackfriars. He then began a series of evasive moves: He went from one train to the next, his knowledge of the London subway system making him decisive and quick. Upon exiting at a station, he would climb the stairs quickly, sometimes taking three or four at a time, and then descend the stairs to the other side, hopping on the next train that arrived. He changed lines several times, and would often make multiple moves within a station, looking as though he was indecisive but knowing the entire time exactly where he was going.
But forty-five minutes later, three things became apparent: the two men were indeed professionals, they knew the Tube as well as he did, and he had not been able to shake them. The only thing Zane had managed to do was force them to drop all pretense of secrecy. They now looked at him with unashamed regularity, and Zane once even thought that he saw the hint of a smile from the bald one as he exited through the sliding doors.
As Zane sat on the green line and stared up at the subway map, an idea entered his mind. He felt sure it would work, and it was his best hope of losing the men in the Tube. If the plan didn�t work, he�d have to take his chances on the street � a much riskier proposition.
Zane exited at Charing Cross, his plan firmly set in his mind. He knew the station well and barely even looked up as he made his way over to the platform of the red line. The next train arrived thirty seconds later, and after entering it, he stood near the door. He then glanced toward the next car down and noted that the two men had settled into their seats. The bald one turned toward him, the hint of a grin on his face. Zane winked at him, which quickly turned the man�s smile into a glare.
Two stops later the train entered Piccadilly, the place where Zane would enact his plan. In order for it to be a success, he needed a large crowd, and the scene that swirled past the car�s windows told him he�d made a good choice. Throngs of diners, theatergoers, and revelers filled the platform to capacity, setting the stage for what was about to happen.
When the doors hissed open, Zane slid through the crowd. He received a couple of hard bumps but made it to the stairs without major injury. As he climbed each step, his movements became more slow and deliberate, sending a false signal to the men behind him that he had given up on the prospect of losing them. It was one of the keys to making the whole thing work.
After reaching the top of the stairs, he wound through several walkways before finally descending to the blue platform. Much to his satisfaction, it was even more crowded than the red. A group of drunks was singing at the back of the crowd, adding to the carnival-like atmosphere.
Zane pushed his way through the crowd and found a spot about a hundred yards down. He stopped several times along the way to look back, and each time he could see the two heads bobbing in his direction. They seemed to have correspondingly slowed their pace in order to maintain distance.
As they waited for the next train, the operative scanned the crowd for the next critical element of his plan. He needed performers for the drama that was about to unfold, and it only took him a few seconds to find the first two, a couple dressed in their theater finest. The man was wearing an Italian suit and shoes that were polished enough to serve as a mirror. For her part, the woman was wearing a navy dress and a faux-fur coat, with a Prada clutch pinned under her left arm.
The couple would be perfect, and Zane only needed to find a third performer. Fortunately, a third actor boarded the train just ahead of him, the smell of beer hanging in the air around him like a cloud. Just as the operative had assumed, the drunken reveler made a beeline for the metal pole, clutching it as though his very life depended on it. A few feet beyond him stood the well-dressed couple. All of the players were in place.
As the crowd continued to press into the train, the operative looked down into the next car. As before, the two tails boarded late and kept an eye on Zane. They were professionals, but they were also predictable.
Zane knew from previous stops that it took approximately twenty-five seconds for a door to close on a crowded car. He counted off the seconds in his head while glancing around to make sure no one was paying attention. Satisfied, he moved closer to the drunk who was still clutching the pole. When the time count hit ten seconds, Zane reached around the drunken man and shoved the woman in the faux-fur coat. When he shoved, he made sure her beloved Prada purse was dislodged on the follow-through.
The next series of events went by so fast that many would not be able to clearly articulate what happened. The woman, inebriated herself, stumbled forward and fell through the crowd, and the shiny purse disappeared through several sets of legs. Throwing away any attempt at decorum, the woman shoved people out of the way as she rose to her feet. �What the bloody hell?�
The husband, taking little time to determine the culprit, grabbed the drunken man by the scruff of the neck. �Why don�t you watch what you�re doing, you��
The sentence was never finished. The drunken man needed little excuse for a good brawl, and struck an awkward blow across the other man�s face. As soon as the punch landed, sheer pandemonium broke out. People began to yell and scream, with some calling for calm and others shoving each other for perceived slights. A domino effect of violence ripped through the crowd.
* * *
The commotion had also drawn the attention of the bald man one car down. Dmitry frowned, his senses telling him that something didn�t smell right. He had already determined that the man they had been following was a professional, and the fact that a commotion had broken out near where he had been standing was certainly not a coincidence. He reached into his right coat pocket and clutched the semi-automatic pistol hidden there. He then pushed through the crowd toward the scene that was unfolding, troubled that he could no longer see the target.
As he drew closer, an automated voice warned people to step away from the subway doors. Dmitry panicked and shoved two women out of the way, arriving at the scene with his gun half drawn.
Seconds later the doors finally slid shut, he came to a disturbing conclusion: the man they had been following was no longer there.
Filled with rage, Dmitry turned and looked out the window. It was hard to see anything on the crowded platform, but as the train left the station he could have sworn he saw a man with long brown hair running up the stairs.



CHAPTER NINE

Alexander Mironov sat perfectly still on the balcony of the mountain chalet overlooking the snow-covered village of Verbier, Switzerland. Two heat lamps glowed on either side of him, providing warmth on the bitterly cold night. A trail of smoke drifted into the night air from a Double Corona cigar positioned between two of his fingers.
At his feet lay three miniature pinschers � Athos, Porthos, and Aramis � which Mironov had named after The Three Musketeers, his favorite childhood novel. The canines appeared peaceful as they slumbered up against one another, but the slightest sound would rouse them into a barking fury.
The glow from the heat lamps revealed Mironov�s dark brown hair, which was combed straight back with copious amounts of gel. Although in his early fifties, the Russian was in good shape. His large, fit frame bulged underneath his tight wool sweater.
Very few people had ever met the billionaire tycoon, and he had rarely been photographed. A internet search of his name would only turn up a few distant or fuzzy shots, most of them taken as he climbed out of his Mercedes limousine and darted into a building.
Mironov lifted the cigar to his lips and took a long draw, causing the tip to glow red. One of the pinschers awoke, and his head turned quickly toward his master. Satisfied that nothing was amiss, the dog lowered its head and closed its eyes again. The billionaire opened his mouth and allowed the aromatic smoke to slowly escape before throwing his head back and blowing the remainder up toward the brilliant half-moon.
The chalet was located about three-quarters of the way up the mountain at the end of a winding private road. No other houses were located within a kilometer of the property, and more than a dozen security personnel patrolled its perimeter. Four were located at the gated entrance at the base of the mountain, and the other eight were scattered along the perimeter.
By using multiple layers of shell companies and paying hush money to realtors, Mironov had made sure his presence on the mountain would be unknown to the vast majority of locals. When he and his entourage arrived, it was usually in the dead of night and always without fanfare. The black Mercedes S-Class sedan would quickly turn off the main road, pass through the guarded gate, and then wind its way up through the dense forest.
Mironov frowned, troubled, and he pressed a button at the bottom of a wand that was lying in his lap. Almost immediately, the silence was broken by the sound of a door sliding open behind him, and after that came a mechanical whine from the balcony.
The min pins awoke on cue, barking ferociously and baring their fangs. As the noise grew nearer, the dogs began to jump up and down, their anger reaching a fever pitch. But despite the display, they knew not to rush forward and attack.
�Comrades, comrades, enough,� Mironov ordered. The dogs barked and whined a few more times before sitting back on their haunches. Despite their reluctant obedience, all three continued to glare in the direction of the door.
Soon the noise stopped, and a figure appeared. From afar, she looked like a woman of Asian descent. However, a closer inspection would reveal skin that was too smooth to be human and eyes that remained fixed in one direction. In reality, she was a masterpiece of robotics, a humanoid more advanced than any other thing built by the hand of man.
The lips on the figure moved, their movements roughly matching the sound that came forth. �Good evening, sir,� she said in perfect Russian. �May I help you?�
�Yes, Keiko,� Mironov replied. �Please bring me a drink� Kir Royale.�
�Yes, sir. Your favorite, sir.� One of the pinschers gave a low growl at the sound of the humanoid�s voice, which caused her head to turn in its direction. �And shall I put the dogs away, sir?�
�No, not now, Keiko.� Mironov took a draw on his cigar. He was pleased that the advanced emotional programming was working. The bot was showing irritation, one of the dozens of emotions that had been entered into her system over the last year. With each passing day, the differences between her and her distant human relatives were growing smaller and smaller. She was smarter and stronger than the average man or woman on the street, and her personality was blurring the lines even further.
�As you wish, sir,� she said with a slight bow.
The humanoid then turned and walked back into the chalet, her movements fluid. Just as she was about to enter, the man spoke again. �Keiko?�
The mechanical whine stopped. �Yes, sir?�
�Do we have any word from Jorg? He�s late.�
Keiko returned to the man�s side. She looked down at him, and her mouth started to move, but then � as if hearing some undetectable sound in the distance � she turned her head slightly and stared down the slope of the mountain. As she did so, her eyes changed. The iris and the pupil disappeared, and both eyes glowed with a soft aqua-blue light that extended out like beams into the darkness.
As she stared down the mountainside, her head turned left and right. After a few seconds, she said, �Sir, there is an automobile approaching.� A low whir came out of her head, much like the focusing of a camera, and the aqua of her eyes changed to a deeper blue. �I have identified a car coming up the mountain, sir. They are the lights of a BMW 740i sedan. Current year model.�
No sooner had the words come out of her mouth than headlights suddenly appeared through the fir trees on the slope below. The lights moved back and forth as the car made its way up the mountain. The min pins, hearing the noise of the engine, ran to the edge of the balcony and began to bark aggressively.
Keiko watched the dogs. There was almost the subtle look of irritation written on her face as her eyes transitioned from blue to red. �Shall I pull the dogs away, sir?�
�That won�t be necessary. Please bring my drink.�
�Yes, sir. Kir royale. Your favorite, sir.�
* * *
When Jorg Koehler finally stepped out of the elevator onto the fourth floor of the chalet, he was gripped by a rare emotion: fear. Mironov�s curt instructions to return to Switzerland meant that the billionaire wasn�t happy about how events had unfolded over the last couple of days. And whenever he wasn�t happy, someone paid the price. Koehler�s goal was to reassure the Russian that despite appearances, things were under control. Anything that hinted otherwise could jeopardize his position in the organization, or even worse.
As the German walked out onto the balcony, Keiko gestured toward an empty chair. After Koehler took his seat, Keiko moved to his side and leaned forward. �May I get you something to drink, Mr. Koehler?�
�I�m fine,� he replied curtly. He despised the humanoid and always felt humiliated when forced to speak to her. Koehler was Bavarian, and Bavarians didn�t speak to machines. But he knew that she was Mironov�s crown jewel and kept those feelings to himself.
�Very well, sir,� she replied.
�You�re late,� said Mironov after a long and uncomfortable silence. Koehler looked over, hoping to read the Russian�s expression, but it was too dark. The only thing that stood out was the glowing red orb of his cigar.
�I apologize. Our flight was late.�
�I told you to always take an earlier flight so that any delays wouldn�t disrupt my plans. Make sure you do that next time. Understood?�
�Yes, sir.� Koehler clenched his jaw in the darkness. Mironov was the only person who had ever triggered anxiety inside of the German. It was not just the man�s penchant for violence, or his ties to the Russian mafia; there was something else that was hard to quantify � an evil, not bound by any moral authority or ethics. Just being in Mironov's presence was unsettling.
Koehler himself was greatly feared across the European continent. As a younger man he had served in the German Special Forces, the KSK Kommando Spezialkr�fte. His rare combination of mental prowess, physical strength, and fearless demeanor put him on the fast track, and he soon rose to the top of his elite unit. Along the way, he gained a reputation as being one of the most ruthless fighters in the world. One astute observer had noted that the German�s body seemed chiseled out of one of the mountains in his native Bavaria.
After leaving the armed services, Koehler turned his attention to his own desires. Specifically, he focused on obtaining the lifestyle he�d never been able to enjoy while in the armed services, devoting himself to becoming the best security officer money could buy. In the years that followed, he built a record of near perfection in the business of protecting wealthy clients. None of those clients had ever had a security breach under the German�s watch, and there was also the dirty little secret that he could �eliminate� problems by whatever means necessary.
It was a well-known secret that Koehler had killed a number of men over the years, both during his time in the armed services and after. The German had never lost a fight, either with weapons or with bare hands. The only significant injury he had ever received was the scar that ran down the right side of his face. It had been delivered by a Chinese agent who had been sent to infiltrate the last organization that Koehler worked for. Using his mastery of the martial arts, the Chinese man had managed to slice him with a long, sharp blade. It was the last blow the man would ever make, as the German took him down and pulverized him until he was no longer recognizable.
Koehler had never forgotten the shame and the anger of that fateful night. And even if he had the desire to forget, the permanent scar was an impolite reminder. In the wake of that event, Koehler had sworn he would never allow anyone to deliver such a blow again.
�What is the latest from our two men in the UK?� asked Mironov in accented English, his voice tinged with anger. �I�m assuming they still haven�t identified our mystery man? I�ve almost run out of patience with their incompetence.�
�We don�t have anything yet, sir. They followed the man after he left the pub. He crossed Blackfriars Bridge on foot and then entered the Tube on the other side. Shortly thereafter he disappeared. We believe��
�I believe they�ve embarrassed the organization.� Mironov took another draw on his cigar. Koehler knew not to talk over him. �It�s very troubling that two of our men were given the slip by some man off the street, perhaps even a tourist. You assured me that these men knew London like the back of their hands.�
�That�s just it, sir. We don�t believe this is an ordinary man, and he�s certainly not a tourist.�
�Then who is he?� asked Mironov.
It was all Koehler could do to remain calm. �He�s someone who knows the craft. The things he did in the Tube aren�t something an ordinary man could do. I don�t think there is any doubt he�s a professional.�
�A professional.� Mironov let the word trail off for emphasis. Koehler couldn�t tell if he was agreeing with the assessment or being sarcastic. �That�s what they told me, and I hope for their sake it's true. Where are the pictures?�
�I examined them on the way here. Unfortunately, they�re not helpful at all. Each time they took a picture, he had his head turned away. He knew how to avoid giving our men a good look.�
�So, we know nothing about this man?�
�The only thing we know for sure is that he has long brown hair and is solidly built.�
�And I assume we still don�t know what the girl passed over to him?� said Mironov.
�Not yet. Dmitry tells me it looked like a package. We probably won�t know what it was until we find him.�
�Dmitry lost him, you idiot! And we aren�t going to find out who he is until he makes his next move. In other words, he�s in control.�
Koehler�s jaw tensed again. Nobody had ever spoken to him in that way, at least not anyone who was still alive. He forced himself to calm down, mindful of the Russian�s volatile nature, and responded in an even tone. �Yes, they did lose him. But there is one more thing we may be able to do. Sergei has a contact in the London transportation department. He has access to the municipal CCTV system, and we�re hoping that the man will show up in one of the frames. There are close to a dozen cameras between the pub and the Tube.�
Mironov�s cigar glowed brightly as the Russian took another draw. He let the smoke out slowly before speaking again. �I can�t tell you how embarrassing this is. Here we are, right before the event, and I sense things have taken a turn for the worst.� He looked over at Koehler. �What about the girl?�
�She flew to the States the next day. As far as we know, she�s out of the picture. Nothing to worry about at this point.�
�I�m not sure I�m as confident as you. After all, she had something in her hands, and we still don�t know what it was. Make sure you keep an eye on her. If we get the slightest indication that she is causing problems, she�ll need to go away.�
Koehler raised an eyebrow.
�She�ll need to be killed," said Mironov. "Do I need to say that in German?�
�Sir, I�m concerned that if we start killing��
�Exactly when did I ask what your concerns were? Your primary concern right now is to find this man who seems to have vanished into thin air. I want to know who he is, why he met with Higgs�s daughter, and what he is going to do next. Is that understood?�
�Yes, sir.�
After a few seconds of silence, Mironov announced, �That will be all for now. Keiko, please see Mr. Koehler to his room.�
The humanoid came to life at the sound of her name. She looked at the German and gestured toward the door. Koehler glared at the robot as he stood up and walked off.
The movement on the balcony caused the dogs to growl and bark one last time. Before entering the chalet, Keiko turned and looked back at them, her eyes glowing a soft red.



CHAPTER TEN

After an unfruitful meeting with Rupert Sterling, Zane called Nigel and arranged a pre-departure meeting at the Delphi safe house. Delphi�s liaison had offered to come pick him up, but the operative refused, preferring instead to make the trip across town himself.
He took a cab to south London and had the driver drop him off two blocks away from his destination. The rain had picked up by the time he arrived at the front door of the plain brown brick townhome off of Salter Road. He knocked precisely four times. Drops pelted loudly against the awning, and a miniature torrent spilled out of the gutter. The roar of a motor caused the operative to turn around, just in time to see a gray Ford Fiesta splash through a puddle in the street behind him, its wipers furiously turning back and forth.
Zane admired the exterior of the flat as he waited. By all indications, Nigel had done a fine job of keeping up appearances. A neatly trimmed hedge encircled the quaint front yard, and while there was nothing in bloom during the London winter, each window was adorned with an ornate flower box. There was absolutely nothing that screamed, �look at me.� It was �understated Delphi,� as Zane liked to call it.
A low buzz broke the silence, followed by a loud click. On cue, the operative opened the door and entered. As he shut the door behind him, Nigel appeared from the back, holding a tray with two cups, tea for himself and coffee for Zane.
�I see you�ve managed stay alive.� Nigel set the tray down on a small table and pumped Zane�s hand. The flat was a classic Delphi safe house � nondescript, and furnished with only the bare essentials. The room had two chairs on one side, a couch on the other, and a small, cheap coffee table in between.
�For the time being. You Londoners must hire a better welcoming committee. Those chaps last night weren�t too friendly.�
Nigel laughed and handed Zane his coffee, prepared just the way he liked it, with a dash of cream and no sugar. �Yes, I heard about your Russian friends. Brett brought me up to date this morning.� Brett Foster was the Chief Technology Specialist for Delphi. �Things were getting a little boring, so I�m glad you managed to stir the pot a bit.�
�You know I can�t resist,� said Zane, taking a sip of coffee as he settled into one of the chairs that looked like it was a holdover from the World War II era. The Oracle would be so proud of the audacious frugality, the operative thought to himself.
Nigel took a seat in the other chair. �You do still have my number, don�t you?� he asked sarcastically. �I could�ve been waiting right up on the street when you came out.�
�And have them identify one of our cars? Besides, in a situation like that you don�t really know where you�re going to get out until it actually happens. I probably could�ve had you meet me at Piccadilly, but I knew if everything worked the way I hoped then they wouldn�t be behind me when I came out anyway.�
�Well, in the end you�re safe, and that�s the most important thing. Just really sucks that I�ve been with Delphi for all this time and still haven�t managed to get caught up in any of your cloak-and-dagger moments. I must say, my memoir is going to be quite stale.�
�Sometimes stale and boring is a good thing.� Zane took another sip of coffee and set the porcelain cup on the table. �Those two goons weren�t cardboard movie characters and would love nothing more than to get their hands on a sharp administrator like you.� Zane winked at Nigel. �And who knows, you may have to clean up after I leave. I�m sure they�re more than a little pissed that I left the party early.�
�Was quite rude of you to leave without even so much as a good-bye.� Nigel paused for a moment, as if a thought had just come to him. �Speaking of the Russians, I also spoke to Dr. Ross earlier today.�
�And what did the Oracle have to say?�
�He got your secure transmission, but there was no mention of pictures. Were you able to get any?�
�No, I wasn�t," said Zane. "There was the little thing of avoiding bullets.�
�Understood. We were just going to run them through the database. By the way, how did you determine they were Russian?�
�Bits and pieces of their conversation. The acoustics in the Underground can do some funny things.�
�My guess is they�re former Russian mafia. A lot of those chaps here in Britain now. Some have been kicked out of their crime family for one reason or another, and quite a few of those have shown up here, offering their services to any thug or organization that will hire them. It�s the only way they can make a living.�
�You may very well be right,� said Zane, leaning forward to retrieve his cup once again. He took another slow sip of coffee and said, �Whoever they are, there is good news. I was able to get a close look at each one.�
�Brett told me that. Perp one had shaggy blond hair and perp two was bald.�
�And did Brett tell you we may be able to find out who the bald one is?� Zane said. �He had an interesting tattoo.�
�Yes, we only have a few billion of those here in Britain.�
�I doubt they have what he had � a snake or serpent that wrapped around his neck.�
�Lovely," said Nigel. "What did it look like?�
�That�s all I can tell you. I was fortunate just to see that. He kept the collar of his jacket turned up most of the time, but at one point I got a glimpse of the tail and head of the snake coming around each side of his neck.�
�I see. Shall I run it through the system?�
�Brett is doing that as we speak, but I�m sure he wouldn�t mind you digging in as well.�
�I�ll run it through the system tonight,� said Nigel. �Changing subjects, how was the girl?�
�Amanda? Impressive. Open, honest, smart� and seems pretty tough. She even requested traveling with me to Vienna. Seems determined to contribute to finding her father�s killer.�
Nigel smiled. �Shall I get another plane ticket?�
�As much as I like spending time with cute blondes who are smarter than me, I think we�re going to have to pass,� Zane replied. �But don�t think I wasn�t tempted.�
�Speaking of traveling with attractive women, did Dr. Ross mention Carmen when you spoke?�
Zane raised an eyebrow. �No, why? Is everything okay?�
�Everything is fine. She finished up a bit early in Sicily and is available to join you in Vienna on Tuesday. We�ve got her booked on a charter, and she should be there by seven.� Nigel scrolled through his phone to confirm the information.
�Wait, wait, wait,� Zane said, sitting up. �What�s this about Tuesday? When the Oracle told me to set up the meeting this afternoon, I assumed I was flying out tonight.�
�Unfortunately, they were booked solid. When you fly commercial you're at the mercy of the airlines, just like everyone else.�
Zane shook his head but said nothing.
�That said, I�m sure you will be pleased to know that I�ve booked the lovely Carmen in a room next to yours.�
�Let me guess, our dear friend the Oracle arranged this?� Zane smiled. Delphi protocol dictated that if operatives were in the same hotel, they had to stay on different floors and talk only via encrypted mobile phone lines. The Oracle must have had some reason for violating protocol.
�Smart man you are, Watson. Dr. Ross is still concerned about you coming out early, particularly since you�ve been known to�� Nigel tapped his chin. �How shall I say it? You�ve been known to be a little aggressive at times.�
�Carmen�s middle name is aggressive.�
�Let�s just say Ross will be a little bit more comfortable if you�re next to one another. After all, she�s coming off an operation herself.�
Zane smiled. �Well, truth be told, it�s not a bad idea. And I think it�s good she�s coming. I�ve only been to Vienna once, and it was so long ago I don�t remember it. I�m getting old, Nigel.�
�But you wear it well, Watson.�
Zane reached into his pocket and threw the two keys Amanda had given him onto the table. �By the way, what did you find out about the smaller key?�
�Not much, I�m afraid. We used the printed letters to determine the manufacturer. They said this particular key is used for all sorts of things � gym lockers, cabinets, lock boxes, and the like.�
�Not very helpful.�
�Not at all.�
�Well, I�m hoping that when we get there it will all be clear, but you know how that goes.�
�Of course. It�s never that easy.�
Zane took another sip of coffee. �What about Switzerland? Have we been able to find out where he was living when he worked there?�
�Unfortunately, that was another dead end. It took us a while to sort through the various shell corporations under Renaissance, but once we did, we discovered they own properties in several different Swiss cities. At this point, about the only thing I can say is that it�s likely Higgs stayed in one of those. Which one is anybody�s guess. I�m not sure that�s terribly important, though� I�m sure his place was cleaned out shortly after he left.�
�You�re probably right. Even so, I�d like to have a look at it.�
�Absolutely. And if you can�t find anything in Vienna, we do have some residences in Geneva and a few other cities that are probably worth looking at. It's time consuming, but I�m sorting through them, trying to determine what each one is used for and whether it�s occupied. That will shave our list down considerably.�
Zane stood up and walked over to the window. He lifted one of the blind slats and peered out into the street. After a few seconds, he let the slat drop down and turned back toward Nigel. �Well, I probably need to head back to the hotel. What do you have for me?�
�I�m glad you asked,� Nigel said. He promptly stood up and disappeared into the next room. A couple of minutes later he returned to the front room with a large black bag. Zane sat as the Nigel shook the contents of the bag out onto the table.
�Nothing too strange this time.� Nigel spread everything out for Zane to see. There was a night-vision monocular, tactical flashlight, folding knife, and a very large stack of euros. �We�ll have everything shipped to your hotel by special courier. The bad news is that you won't get them until Wednesday.�
�Lovely.�
�And we certainly hope you don�t have to use them, but just in case you go through more rounds, I thought I�d give you these.� Nigel opened a sliding drawer on the table and pulled out about ten additional magazines.
�I wasn�t aware the Oracle wanted me to take on the whole Swiss army.�
�What is it you Americans say? Better safe than sorry?� asked Nigel. �Oh, and we must not forget the best part.� He pulled a watch out of his coat pocket and slid it across the table.
�Sorry to disappoint you, but I use my phone to tell time.� Zane examined the exterior.
�Strangely, that may be the one thing it doesn't do. This is the new home of your primary tracking chip. It�s a large one, definitely our best, but if it's lost or� well, taken� then we�ll always have the implant.�
Chip implants with a GPS tracking device were standard issue on certain critical Delphi operations. They were constructed with new materials that would pass through security checkpoints in airports without raising alarms.
�All I can say is I hope you�re better than Kristine. The last time she sliced me it became infected.�
�You know Kristine can�t hold a candle to me.�
Nigel disappeared into the back and returned with a palm-sized black device and a bag of antibacterial wipes. He pulled the empty chair closer to Zane and sat down. The operative, knowing what was expected, rolled up his right sleeve and turned his arm over. With a wipe, Nigel cleaned an area on the inside of the Zane's arm, just below the elbow.
�Let me guess� Kristine forgot to clean it first.�
�Apparently so.�
He placed the black device directly against Zane�s skin and pressed a button at the top. At first there was silence and then a sliding noise, followed by a click. After another pause, there was a sliding noise again. Nigel looked up at his patient, but Zane�s face showed no sign of pain or discomfort. The procedure over, Nigel pulled the device away from the operative�s arm. There was a small red line on the surface of the skin, with a few drops of smeared blood. He wiped those away and placed a small adhesive bandage on the site.
�All done?� Zane asked, flexing his arm.
�All done. Now if they dump you in the Danube River, we�ll know exactly where to find you.�
As Zane helped Nigel place the items back into the bag, the look on his face changed to one of serious reflection. At some point in the next forty-eight hours, he and Carmen would enter the apartment of a dead man. And if Zane�s instincts were correct, that dead man would speak to them from the grave.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Zane Watson smiled as he looked down at his watch. The hands indicated it was precisely ten minutes after three in the afternoon, and he smiled because the wheels of the Lufthansa jet had touched down within seconds of its scheduled arrival in Vienna. German efficiency could be counted on much like the rising of the sun.
He had spent the entire flight trying to fend off the advances of the divorced, late middle-aged woman sitting next to him. He initially thought she was in her forties, but upon closer inspection he realized a criminal amount of plastic surgery and implants had managed to trim a decade from her appearance.
The woman had used the opportunity of having a captive audience to recount her entire biography, including a former marriage that was devoid of love and excitement. As the woman lamented her life of loneliness, she punctuated each sentence with a quick squeeze of the operative�s arm. Fortunately for Zane, he was back in the role of Michel Bergeron, who was flying to Vienna to attend a firearms conference. He feigned an inability to speak English and spent most of the trip nodding and responding with the always useful �yes� and �interesting.�
At the airport, it took him little time to find a suitable cab, and within minutes they were racing along the Ost Autobahn. Much to Zane�s relief, the driver was the type who only spoke when spoken to, and the journey proceeded in peaceful silence.
Shortly after passing a massive industrial park, the road turned to the right and crossed over the Danube River to the Donauinsel. The island was a mix of green parks, luxury apartments, bars, and nightclubs. Zane had only been to Vienna once while on a summer vacation as a college student and had forgotten the beauty of the majestic Austrian city.
Eventually the highway crossed back over the Danube River and into the heart of historic Vienna. Nigel had arranged accommodations in a small hotel on the Stephansplatz, perhaps Vienna�s most famous square. After paying the driver, Zane entered and checked in as the annoying and flirtatious Michel Bergeron.
Per organizational procedure, Nigel had booked Zane�s room on the side facing the street. How he always seemed to secure the perfect room was beyond Zane. He had come to learn that the Brit was an administrator extraordinaire, getting things done that others couldn�t.
After depositing his bag on the bed, the operative stepped over to the window and opened the curtains slightly. The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, and the Stephansplatz was mostly shaded. The evening buzz had almost set in, and both locals and tourists were beginning to swarm in and out of the shops and caf�s that lined the square. He also noted that, despite the late hour, a long queue extended out of the famous Stephansdom, a block away. The operative�s eyes took in the beautiful Gothic structure.
Nigel does know how to book a hotel, Zane thought, after taking a sip of the coffee he had picked up in the lobby.
Carmen was not due for another couple of hours, so the operative lay back on the bed for a short nap. He drifted off almost immediately, his mind transitioning into a disturbing dream. When it began, he was standing in front of a large, multi-story apartment building with a gray stone fa�ade. He�d never been there before, and yet it looked strangely familiar. Was it the one Ian Higgs had stayed in? And if so, why was he dreaming of it?
After examining the building for a minute or two, Zane climbed the front steps, entered the lobby, and crossed over to the elevator. Without hesitation, he reached out and pressed the button. Seconds later, there was a ding. As the doors began to slide open, a deep and ominous voice spoke out. The operative turned around several times, but there was no one there. The voice warned him that an unexpected visitor would be arriving soon. The warnings grew louder and louder as he stepped inside the elevator.
Just as he was about to press the button for the third floor, the operative heard a tap. He stepped back into the lobby and looked around, but there was still no one there. And then, a few seconds later, there was a second tap that was louder than the first. It was then that something in the recesses of his brain told him the tapping wasn�t a part of his dream, so he opened his eyes. After opening them, there was a third tap, which confirmed that someone was knocking on the door to his room. Carmen.
As he got up off of the bed, Zane thought back on the dream. Was it one of his regular premonitions, or was it simply his mind registering the same concerns he�d have for any operation? He shrugged, realizing he�d find out soon enough.
After standing up, Zane glanced over at the clock and noted that it was just a few minutes past seven. He was certain it was Carmen at the door, but since he was unarmed, he looked through the peephole. Standing a few feet away was a moderately tall woman with long, raven-black hair. Her olive complexion was partially hidden by bug-eye sunglasses. Zane released the latch and opened the door.
�Ciao!� said the smiling Italian. �I was just about to pick your lock.� Zane noted that she was dressed impeccably, as always. He imagined that her skinny jeans and heels had already turned a few heads out on the Stephansplatz.
�I know, I know.� Zane motioned her inside. �There was a woman on the plane who wore me out��
�Please,� said Carmen, holding up a hand and smiling as she passed by. �I�m not one of the guys, so not really interested in one of your war stories.�
Zane shook his head. �So I get no sympathy for the torture I endured?�
�And of course at some point she came on to you?� she asked, ignoring his question.
�Well yeah, then there�s that.� They walked back into the room. �Not sure �Michel� is going to be using that phone number tonight.�
�Ah yes, Michel Bergeron, breaker of women�s hearts.� Carmen grinned. �Anyway, how are you?�
�Doing well,� Zane said. �Good to see you.�
The two embraced briefly, and then Zane went back to enable the chain lock on the door.
�Nice,� said Carmen, staring out of the window. �I knew the view was good, but I had no idea it was this good. I threw my bags in the room and came straight over.� She turned around, hand on hip, and surveyed the room. �Speaking of which, where are your bags?�
�I have some clothes, but unfortunately the toys won�t arrive until tomorrow. I flew commercial.�
�I came over on our charter so I have something you can use until then.�
�Charter, huh? Nice to see one of us is loved.�
The Italian paused and looked back at him, as if hit with a thought. �But� I just remembered, the spare I�m going to offer is not exactly your favorite.�
�I don�t even need to guess.�
�One of these days, you�ll realize you�re in better hands with a Beretta anyway, my friend.�
Zane laughed. He was and always had been a Glock man. He liked its lighter weight and never-fail reliability. There were more sophisticated, heavy-duty pistols out there, but as he so often told those he trained, when you�re in a firefight and your life is on the line, your superior weapon won't help you if it jams. And when he spoke, the trainees listened. While he hadn�t engaged in competitive shooting in over a decade, Zane Watson was still known as one of the best marksmen in the world. And that also meant that whatever shortcomings Glocks had were more than overcome by his ability to fire the weapon.
Carmen, a full-blooded Italian, preferred using a Berretta. She lived in the States, and had become Americanized in a number of ways, but her heart would always be in Italy. And Italians used Berettas.
�92FS?�
�Of course. Brand spanking new. Compliments of Ross.�
�Switching gears, I hear you were able to, ummm� tie up all of our loose ends in Sicily?�
Carmen smiled. �Yes, I was. And it�s a good thing we finished when we did. I�m not sure if Ross told you or not, but the Italian government became aware of our involvement. At this point they don�t know who we are, only that some in our group spoke English with an American accent. Not me, of course. Anyway, they probably assume we�re CIA and have read Langley the riot act for operating on their soil. And I�m sure the director has steadfastly denied any knowledge that operation.�
�How did they find out?�
�Long story. I�ll fill you in later. I�m just happy Ross let me come straight here without going dark first. This Higgs affair must have set off some alarms pretty high up.�
�So high you can�t get any higher.�
Carmen raised an eyebrow. �I guess that�s not surprising.�
�Have you eaten?�
�I have not. Should we go now or wait?�
�Let�s go before we visit the apartment. I�d prefer to arrive there a little later. I don�t expect any problems, but I�d rather enter when there aren�t as many people around. We�ve had zero time to conduct due diligence.�
Carmen sat down on the bed. �Have you even had a chance to look over the exterior yet?�
�I�ve taken a look at some satellite photos and Google street views, but haven�t been over there yet. The building has six stories, and our apartment is on the third floor. As best I can tell, there are two entrances.�
�And the neighborhood?�
�The entire block appears to be apartment buildings that form a square around a central courtyard. Each building has one entrance facing the street, and I�m assuming another that opens onto the courtyard.�
�Is there a way to get to the courtyard from the street?� asked Carmen.
�You can�t tell from the satellite view.�
�Who owns the apartment?�
�We have his name, but we weren�t able to learn much about him. He lives in Munich and owns quite a few properties in Germany and Austria, including several here in Vienna. He and Higgs attended college together, so we can only assume Higgs reached out to him for a place to stay when things got hot. Anyway, we�re running on the assumption that this man knows nothing about what went on. In fact, he may not even know Higgs is dead.�
�In other words, we don�t believe the keys have even been changed out yet?� said Carmen.
Zane nodded. �But it�s probably best that we case it for an hour or so first, on the off chance the man found out about Higgs and sent over someone to get the place ready for the next tenant.�
�Sounds good,� said the Italian, standing up. �I need to get out of these heels, if you don�t mind. I also know a good place to eat that�s close by. I'll call and get a table.�
�I need to tidy up myself. I�ll be down in a few.�
�A dopo,� she said as she moved toward the door. She stopped about halfway and turned around. �Just don�t get back in the bed, sleeper agent.�
* * *
Ten minutes later, Zane met Carmen at her door. She was wearing a charcoal wool coat that hung just past her waist and a gray scarf wrapped snugly around her neck.
�Very nice look for you,� he remarked as he walked past her into the room. �You�re even stylish when you�re casual. I should�ve known you were going to upstage me once again.�
Zane was wearing a dark gray sweater, black pants, and black buck shoes with soft soles for walking. When Carmen looked over and sized him up, she remarked that cold weather rarely seemed to have any effect on her hot-natured partner. �You�re going to fit right in with the Viennese.�
�I decided shorts, black socks, and white tennis shoes might not work here.�
�Believe me when I say I�m most grateful for that.� Carmen secured the latch on the door. Two pieces of luggage were lying on the bed � a large, closed suitcase and a smaller one that was open. The small one was filled with the tools of the trade, everything from guns to knives to a portable GPS.
Zane surveyed the contents. �You have everything you need?�
�Si,� she replied, opening her coat and pointing at the bulge in one of the pockets.
Zane smiled as he noted there were only two guns remaining, both Berettas. One was matte black with an Osprey silencer, and the other was silver and black with no silencer. He chose the matte black, which also had an internal laser sight. He didn�t anticipate using it during the search of Higgs�s apartment but was still mindful of the mysterious dream he had had earlier. He had learned to pay attention to the premonitions that plagued him, and having a semi-automatic Beretta tucked into his belt would be a nice insurance policy against trouble.
He clicked in a fresh magazine and put an additional one into his right pocket. �What about a light?�
Carmen stepped over and shuffled a few items around before producing a small tactical flashlight.
�Perfect.� He placed it in his other pocket. �What about a lock pick kit? We�re going to need a Plan B if those locks were changed out.�
Carmen opened her coat again, pulled out a zippered leather pouch, and held it up in the air.
�Great. All set.�
Carmen closed up the case, which had reinforced steel ribs in its outer shell as well as a triple-locking system. Zane often remarked that not even an RPG blast could open a Delphi equipment case.
* * *
After spending ten minutes surveying the Stephansplatz through a crack in the curtain, Zane determined the square was clear. As best he could tell, no one looked out of place, nor was anyone positioned outside the front entrance except those who had a reason to be there.
As was their custom, the two operatives left the hotel separately. Zane exited the building first and stood under the awning of an Austrian jeweler across the plaza. He pretended to scroll through his smartphone while using his peripheral vision to take in that end of the square. After making the appropriate check-offs, he sent Carmen a short encrypted text. Precisely thirty seconds later, the Italian beauty strode out of the hotel and into the crowded square.
By prearranged plan, they made their way separately through the crowd before meeting in front of the main entrance to the Stephansdom.
�Don�t you think we�re engaging in a bit of overkill?� Carmen asked as they began walking together.
�I wondered that same thing myself, back in London. That is, until the two uglies showed up and followed me into the Tube.�
�And you think they�re here now?� Carmen asked in a skeptical tone, stepping aside to avoid a couple that almost ran into them. She glanced back at them briefly before continuing.
�No, I don�t. I doubt they picked up my trail again after that. I did more checking and double-checking than I have in years, particularly after meeting with Sterling.�
�Which means you arrived here clean?�
�Yes,� he said, glancing up at the majestic Stephansdom as they passed in front. Even though he was in work mode, he couldn�t help but note how stunning the ancient church was at night, its individual towers and 450-foot Gothic spire illuminated by spotlights. He looked back at Carmen and said, �I�m certain I wasn�t followed. But I still believe it�s possible they�re here.�
�Really?�
�I don�t think they followed me, but it�s not unreasonable to think they might have been able to piece together the route that Higgs took after leaving Renaissance.�
�Then why didn�t they hit him while he was here?�
�I mean piece it together after the fact. I�ll tell you more later, but one piece of information Scotland Yard passed along is that the assassin removed Higgs�s cell phone from his body after killing him. And we both know there may have been information on that phone which would lead them back here. It�s also possible that they knew all along he was in Vienna but just couldn�t pinpoint exactly where.
�It�s unlikely Higgs used his phone much at all prior to sending that text to Rupert Sterling. I believe that�s what revealed his location, and in the end that�s what sealed his fate.�
Carmen nodded in agreement.
After migrating through the crowd, they turned down a side street and walked two blocks to the restaurant Carmen had made reservations at. It was a small, Hungarian eatery she had been to when she was younger, nondescript and yet classy. There were a few tables outside with heat lamps, but she had requested an inside table next to the window.
Upon entering, they were greeted by a man whose shaggy brown hair and handlebar mustache might have been more at home on the set of a Viking film. As he led them to their table, he ignored Zane, focusing his attention instead on Carmen, trying to impress her with his limited Italian.
The tables of the restaurant were scattered around in what could only be described as a decorated catacomb, with brick arches encircling the entire space. There was a crowded bar in the rear, already filled with revelers. As usual, his Italian partner had made a brilliant choice.
A young waiter, his blond hair combed over with enough gel to lubricate a car engine, appeared at the table as though suddenly teleported into their presence. �Good evening,� he said in German.
�Good evening,� Zane replied in English. �Yes, we would like to hear about your specials.� He winked at Carmen and turned back to the waiter. �We�re going to be here for a while.�



CHAPTER TWELVE

After a long dinner of chicken paprikash and grilled duck in beet sauce, the two operatives returned to Stephansplatz and spent a few minutes walking back and forth across the crowded square. They stuck close together, giving the appearance of a smartly dressed Viennese couple out for an after-dinner stroll.
As he surveyed the dozens of faces that crossed their path, Zane was reminded of how misleading Carmen�s looks were. The average man saw only the beautiful face, long black hair, and attractive figure. But beneath that was a toughness that had taken many an attacker by surprise. Her frame was not large, but she had the speed and cunning of a cheetah.
But while Zane acknowledged Carmen's beauty and respected her toughness, the thing that impressed him the most was her heart. Through their time together, he had learned that she genuinely cared about the welfare of others. Case in point was the current operation. Zane was already convinced that Carmen would eventually see the Higgs case as more than just a murder investigation, although it was certainly that. She would see this as an opportunity to bring closure to a young American who was grieving the death of her father.
The Oracle had once said that Carmen�s intoxicating mix of personality traits and physical prowess was the result of having an Italian father and American mother. He had met Carmen at an intelligence and security jobs fair in Orlando, Florida. The two had instant chemistry, and the old master was immediately impressed with the complete package that Carmen Petrosino brought to the table. The young Italian had pursued a degree in mathematics from Universit� degli Studi di Firenze, and graduated with honors. She had also played soccer as a youth, which in turn led to her lifelong involvement in physical training.
It was that spectrum of experience that caught the Oracle�s eye. He knew that there were smarter candidates at the event, and probably a few who were more physically gifted than the Italian, but none that possessed her combination of skills. But it was Carmen�s family, in particular her parents, who sealed the deal. Her father was one of the most respected men in Florence, and he came from a family that had not a whiff of controversy. As one Delphi researcher put it, if there were an Italian candidate for best family in the world, it might be the Petrosinos. Carmen�s American mother came from a similar background, growing up in Missouri in a family that some described as salt of the earth. The future Mrs. Petrosino met her husband at a biochemistry convention in Paris, and the rest, as they say, was history.
Carmen had told the Oracle she had always wanted to live in the US, at least for a while, so that she could get a sense of her mother�s country. The Oracle was more than glad to give her that opportunity. And it was a decision he had never regretted. Other than Zane Watson, he had no better operative than the Florentine beauty.
Zane hoped his partner would find the right man one day, a man who would take the time to understand all the aspects of her complicated but attractive personality. Whenever Carmen dated, Zane noticed that one of two things happened � either she would lose interest, finding the man shallow and boring, or she would succeed in finding a man who stimulated her mind, but he would back off because of the mysterious nature of her job and her lengthy absences. The players would try to stick around because of their physical attraction to her, but the serious ones rightly wanted to know more about the woman they were falling for. One frustrated man had actually accused her of being involved in the drug trade.
With that shaky dating history, the Italian opened her heart to Zane over drinks at their favorite restaurant in DC one night. She told him that for now she�d decided to stay focused on the job she loved so much, for the time being. It gave her a wonderful sense of fulfillment and accomplishment. In terms of when she might get married, she told Zane that a higher power would have to let her know when the time was right.
The sound of nearby car horn brought the operative out of his thoughts. They had left the square and were walking along Wollzeile. It didn�t take them long to hail a taxi, and Carmen used her limited German to give the driver their destination.
Precisely eleven minutes later they exited the cab, paid their fare, and walked three blocks to Baumannstrasse, a short, dead-end street that intersected a larger block. Each side of the street was lined with tall apartment buildings. They stopped at the third building on the left. A black-and-gold plate read �25.�
Assured they were at the right place, Zane took in the building itself. Two ornate lanterns with flickering bulbs were hung on either side of the door. To the right of the door was a large glass window that revealed a small lobby with an elevator on the left and a hall that lead to the back on the right. Not surprisingly, the building was exactly as he had pictured in his dream.
According to a plan they had conceived at the restaurant, Zane would enter alone and make a first pass through the flat, to look for any information Higgs might have left behind. Carmen would cover outside, entering only if Zane needed assistance or was unable to find any clues.
�I guess Higgs didn�t like to� how do you say in English? Rough it?�
�No, apparently not. If you�re on the run, I�d say this is not a bad place to shack up.�
Zane started to say something else but was silenced by the barking of a nearby dog. Seconds later, a woman appeared out of the darkness, with a poodle stretching its leash and growling at the two strangers who had dared to interrupt his walk.
The woman rebuked the dog in German and then said something to both of them. Carmen replied in German.
When she had passed, Zane asked, �What did she say?�
�My German isn�t the best, but I think she said not to worry� something about the dog being in a pissy mood at having to wear a little sweater.�
Zane looked up and down the sidewalk to make sure there weren�t any other surprises. �I�m going in before anyone else comes along. Let me know if you see anything down here.�
�Sure.� Carmen turned and walked away, trying to look as though she were out on a casual stroll. Zane got halfway up the steps and then cursed.
�What�s wrong?� Carmen asked, as he headed back down.
�Apparently, Higgs wasn�t as smart as we thought.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, he gave his daughter the key to his apartment, but he forgot something else: the code to get into the building.�
�Are you sure he didn�t give it to her?�
�She said nothing about a code, and I can tell you unequivocally there was nothing in the letter about one.�
Carmen bit her lower lip. �Hmmm. Not good. So there weren�t numbers of any kind in the letter? None at all? Perhaps he hid something in there thinking Amanda would figure it out.�
�No. Nothing. I committed that letter to memory, and there are no numbers or numbered codes of any kind.�
Zane stepped over and peered in through the large glass window. He stood there for a moment, his mind spinning through several ideas.
�What are you thinking?� Carmen asked.
�I�m remembering the satellite view of this neighborhood. This street partially bisects the block, with the buildings on each side forming two large squares. In the middle of each square is an inner courtyard. If we can find a way to get into that courtyard, it�s possible we can find a rear entrance.�
�Wouldn�t we run into the same problem? I can�t imagine they�d have one secure entrance and another open entrance.�
�You�d be surprised. But even if the rear entrance does require a code, I�d much rather force my way in back there than out here on the street.�
Carmen was already using her phone to pull up the satellite view of their location. A couple of minutes later, she said, �I�ve found our block. And I see the two inner courtyards you referred to. Unfortunately I don�t see a way to get to it except through one of the buildings. All of the structures appear to be pressed against each other. No alleys, no streets, nothing.�
�The key word is �appear.� I still think it�s worth it to walk around the block.�
Carmen put her phone back in her pocket. �Agreed. At this point there aren�t many other options.�
Fortunately, it only took them fifteen minutes to find what they were looking for. On the opposite side of the block, they found an archway and tunnel that led to the courtyard. The covered tunnel would have looked like a building in the satellite view.
�Well, well. It looks like we found our ticket to paradise.�
�Indeed it does,� replied Zane, looking at a sign for an outdoor music series to be held in the courtyard that weekend.
After determining no one was watching, the two passed quickly through the tunnel and entered a small park. Stone pathways meandered through a maze of trees and neatly trimmed hedges. Apartment buildings towered on all four sides. The entire space was mostly dark, with the only light coming from the windows of apartments and a few small ground lamps scattered along the stone path.
Knowing the general direction of Higgs�s apartment building, the two operatives stole quietly down the path until they finally found themselves standing in front of a fountain in the park center. Water gurgled out of the top and cascaded down three levels. Dim lights were hidden in the base, giving the water a shimmering glow.
�Nice,� Carmen said softly.
Zane looked at all the buildings one more time in order to get his bearings, and then nodded past the fountain. �Let�s keep moving in the same direction.�
�Can you tell which building is ours?�
�If I�m right, ours should be just down on the left. I'll recognize the stonework once we get down there.�
After walking about thirty yards, Zane held up his hand. They were standing at the point where a narrower path turned off toward a gray stone building. �I think this is it.�
As they approached the building, Zane noted that it was much darker at the entrance than other buildings they had passed. There was a light fixture above the door, but the bulb had apparently gone out. The only illumination was the soft light coming out of the square glass panel set in the door itself.
Zane turned on his flashlight and directed the beam toward the door. �Perfect. I think we�re in.�
Carmen stepped closer and saw what he was referring to. Just above the doorknob was a circular lock, and as far as she could tell, there were no panels for coded entry.
Zane pulled the key out of his pocket and inserted it into the lock. Both held their breath and then exhaled when the key turned and the door cracked open.
�That�s a girl,� Zane said in a hushed tone. After peeking inside, he pulled back out and asked, �Are we all set?�
Carmen patted her coat pocket and nodded.
�I�m going straight up to enter the apartment. I�m not going to message you unless I run into a problem.� He then looked beyond Carmen and toward the courtyard. �And of course, let me know if we have any unexpected visitors.�
�Copy that.� Carmen gestured with her head toward a stand of trees that would offer a view of both the back door and the main path that led back to the fountain.
Zane nodded and entered the building, knowing that Carmen would walk back down the path to her observation post. She was experienced enough not to let someone walk out and find her standing there.
* * *
Preferring not to be seen through the glass in the front foyer, Zane decided to take the stairs at the rear. When he reached the third floor landing, he slowly opened the door. Despite the care he took, the hinge groaned loudly, making him pause. Hearing nothing more, he stepped out into the hall. He had determined that there were only two apartments per floor, one at the front and one at the back. The door immediately on his right read �300,� so Higgs�s apartment was exactly where he thought it would be.
At the door of the front apartment, he inserted the key and turned it. To his relief, it clicked open. Apparently, the owner didn�t know Higgs was gone, or if he did, he hadn�t gone to the trouble of replacing the locks.
Once inside, the operative waited a moment to give his eyes time to adjust. He was standing in an entryway, with a coat closet to his immediate right and a larger room directly ahead. On the other side of the room was a curtained window outlined with light coming in from the street.
Zane felt around until he found the wall switch and turned on the lights. Immediately, everything was thrown into view. He stepped forward into the larger room and noted that it was furnished with a large writing desk, several chairs, and a flat-screen TV.
There were several decorative pieces and two framed photographs on top of the desk. Zane recognized one of the people in the photographs as Amanda Higgs. The other was a woman in her late thirties or forties, who he guessed was her deceased mother.
Why would a man on the run take the time to set framed photos on a desk? And why would that same man leave and not take the photos with him? The whole thing was bizarre. After pondering it for a couple of minutes, Zane came up with two possible explanations. One was that Higgs had placed something in the frames themselves. That seemed too easy. What was more likely was that the engineer had left a number of things around in order to provide a distraction from the true location of the clue. But regardless, the operative made a mental note to check inside the frames before he left. The man was an engineer after all, and it was doubtful he had a feel for the world of secrets.
Zane paused for a moment, trying to figure out where he should begin his search. At that point he didn�t even know exactly what he was looking for or how Higgs had chosen to communicate with his daughter. He could only assume the message would be written on paper or stored electronically.
But where should he start looking? There were likely four or five rooms at most. To his right was an open kitchen and to the left a hallway, which he figured must lead to a bedroom and bath. The operative doubted that the man would have left the message in the room he was standing in, which was also the first room that one would find upon entry. That would be too easy. The kitchen might be the very place Zane would leave something hidden, as it was the last place someone would look. But Zane doubted an engineer like Higgs would think that way.
Which left the bedroom and the bath. With the clock ticking, Zane decided that�s where he�d begin his search.
* * *
A cold wind whipped through the grove of trees where Carmen was hidden. She pulled her coat more closely around her and wondered if Zane was having any success. She wished they had gone up to search the apartment together, but she understood why he wanted her to stay outside and keep watch. They still couldn�t be sure who did or didn�t know that Ian Higgs had been living there, and it was certainly prudent to expect the worst. After all, if they were there looking for clues, then it stood to reason that others might be on their way as well.
Carmen�s instincts told her that it might not be that easy to find whatever Higgs had left behind. He was a smart man and had to have known that the apartment could be cleaned out if something happened to him. He also had to know that Renaissance might find him there, regardless of how careful he had been. That said, a smart man such as Higgs would likely make sure any messages were well hidden.
Just as the wind began to die down, Carmen thought she heard something in the distance, roughly in the direction of the fountain in the center of the courtyard. She pulled her scarf away from her ears and soon realized that it wasn�t her imagination. Someone was walking down the sidewalk, and it seemed as though they were walking in her direction.
Just to be safe, the Italian removed the Beretta from her coat pocket, crab-walked over to the closest tree, and then got down on one knee. As she looked back toward the main path, she was finally able to make out a dark silhouette coming her way. She doubted she could be seen in the dark grove of trees, but just to be safe, she pressed up against the trunk.
As soon as she did the footsteps stopped.
Why weren�t they still moving? Had she been heard? She doubted it, but nonetheless disengaged the safety of her Beretta and moved her finger into place on the trigger. Years of experience often dictated her physical movements before her thoughts caught up.
Almost immediately, the footsteps began again. The person had turned off of the main path and was traveling down the path that led toward Higgs�s apartment building. Carmen�s heart beat a bit faster as she realized the person would pass directly in front of her.
Squinting in the darkness, she kept her eyes focused on a gap in the bushes next to the path. A few seconds later, a dark figure passed by. There was something about the way the figure moved that set off all sorts of alarms. The walk had a stealthy quality, not at all like that of a resident returning home.
As the person continued to walk toward the building, Carmen realized she hadn�t been able to make out many details. The only thing she noted was that the person was wearing a dark coat with a hood.
Needing a better look, she rose carefully to her feet. The person was standing near the rear door of the building and looking right, left, and then up. The hairs on Carmen�s neck stood on end as she realized she�d been right. That was not a resident, nor did it seem like someone out for a midnight walk.
Her senses on full alert, she pulled out her phone to text Zane a warning that they had company. Just as she was about to tap on his number, she heard a snap, much like someone stepping on a branch. It came from the trees on the other side of the path.
What the�?
Putting the phone back in her pocket, Carmen crouched down again and continued to listen. Was it an animal or was someone following the person at the door? She had to determine what she was dealing with before contacting Zane. But after listening for another minute or so she decided it must have been a squirrel or one of Vienna�s resident rats.
Just as she came to that conclusion, she heard another sound, a loud click, followed by a flash of light. Remembering the person at the door, she swiveled around just in time to see a hooded figure enter the building.
The person was inside, and Carmen had a feeling he or she was headed to the third floor.
* * *
Zane had just begun his search of the bedroom when his phone began to vibrate. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Carmen. That can�t be good.
He answered the call. �Yeah, what�s going on?�
�I think you�re about to have some company.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Someone just entered the building, and I think they may be headed your way.�
�You�re sure it isn�t just someone who lives here?� he asked.
�Negative. This person stopped at the back door and looked around before entering, like they were trying to figure out if it was the right place. It may not be anything, but I wouldn�t count on that.�
�Copy that. Do you have a description?� asked Zane.
�Not much of one. Shorter than average, but I wasn�t able to see their face.�
�Call me back if you haven�t heard from me in ten minutes.�
�Copy that. Over.�
�Oh� Carmen?�
�Yes.�
�Make sure nobody else came with them. If this is Renaissance, there's zero chance we�re only dealing with one person.� Zane ended the call and turned off the bedroom light. He didn�t have long, perhaps a minute or two at most, to prepare for whoever was coming his way. He thought it odd that someone had shown up at the precise time they did, although he was also fairly certain they hadn�t been followed.
After leaving the bedroom, Zane walked back down to the living room and looked around for a place to hide. As his mind ran over several options, he heard the distinctive ding of an elevator bell in the hallway outside the apartment. Whoever had entered the building was about to step out onto the third floor.
With the intruder only seconds away from entry, Zane saw something out of the corner of his eye and realized it was his only option. Turning off the lights, he backed into the coat closet next to the front door. He didn�t close the door completely, as he still wanted to have a view of the room. He also knew a cracked door would allow him to hear sounds coming from the main room.
After settling in, he pulled out the Beretta and disengaged the safety. He then pushed as far back into the closet as he could. If the person decided to open the closet door and look inside, that extra bit of concealment might be the difference between life and death. Zane heard the sound of jingling keys outside the apartment door. Soon thereafter, he heard the lock being turned and the door creaking open. The way in which the person was entering cemented the fact that it was an intruder. A cleaner or someone with the management company would have barged right in.
Once the door was pushed open, Zane could hear the soft pad of shoes as the person stepped inside. The intruder didn�t turn on the light but stepped carefully forward. Soon, the crack in the door darkened as the person paused just inches away from where Zane was hidden.
The operative quickly ran through his options. He thought of simply remaining in the closet to see if he could figure out what the person was doing there but quickly ruled that out. If someone was there to search the place, he or she would eventually make it to the closet, and Zane would have lost some of his advantage. He also thought of slipping out of the apartment once the person went into the bedroom and then joining Carmen to monitor things from the outside but ruled that out as well. He doubted he could open both the closet and then the outside door quietly enough to slip out unnoticed, which would again put him at a disadvantage.
As his mind began to coalesce around another idea, his decision was made for him. The closet door began to move. He wasn�t sure if the person was opening the door or fumbling for the lights, but he couldn�t take any chances.
Gauging approximately where the person must be standing, Zane exploded out of the closet. His body hit the intruder head-on, and they both launched across the room and into the table. Zane heard a loud grunt. There was something strange about the sound, but he didn�t stop to think about it as they spun around and fell back upon the floor.
In seconds, Zane had pinned his opponent to the floor. Realizing he had an advantage, he lifted his gun to make a blow across the head. His goal was not to kill but to render unconscious. Just as he lifted his arm, the intruder screamed, �No, please don�t hit me! Please don�t hit me!�
The operative froze. He hadn�t expected that voice.
Using caution, Zane grabbed both wrists with his left hand. He then set his gun down and pulled the flashlight out of his pocket. After turning it on, he frowned and pulled back, stunned at what he saw.
Staring up at him was Amanda Higgs.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

�See, I told you I could survive out here with you guys,� Amanda said.
�You were a second or two away from serious injury,� Zane replied.
Amanda was seated in the kitchen. Carmen had pulled a chair up behind her, and was holding a large ice pack to the back of her head. Amanda�s fall had created a monstrous bump that was not coming down very quickly.
�He�s right, sweetie. You could have been killed,� added Carmen.
Zane leaned back against the kitchen island. �Exactly why did you come here? Carmen is right � you put yourself at serious risk.�
Amanda looked back at him without blinking. �I came because I made a promise to myself, and I always keep my promises. It may seem silly to you, but promises and commitments are very important to me.�
�And what was the promise?� asked Zane. �To find your father�s killer?�
�Yes, that�s exactly what it was. You don�t understand� For the first time in my life, my father and I were starting to get close. Our relationship was beginning to feel like that of a father and daughter.� Zane could see her eyes glistening with moisture. �Which means whoever killed my father took that away from us. They short-circuited the beautiful thing that God was doing. It�s something I had prayed about for a long time.�
�Look, if you truly want the mystery of your father�s death solved, and if you truly want his killer brought to justice, then you need to let us do what we do.� Carmen said. �Trust me, we will get this thing solved.�
�I�m sure you will. But I can help you. I know my father better than you do, and you�re going to see that I can hold my own out here.�
Zane rubbed his chin. �Let me ask you something. How were you going to deal with the men that were following you in London?�
Amanda had been staring at the floor but looked up at him after hearing the question. �What in the world are you talking about? What men following me in London?�
Amanda�s eyes widened as Zane recounted how the two men had followed him into the Tube after the meeting at Founders Arms. �Why didn�t you tell me? I could have been killed or something!�
�Fortunately, your life wasn�t in danger that night. Their agenda didn�t involve harming you, at least not at that point. Amanda� I�m going to tell you something. I probably shouldn�t, but I�m going to anyway, and I�m asking you to keep this to yourself.�
�Of course.�
�I believe your father was killed by someone at Renaissance, or people connected to the organization. For what purpose, I have no idea.�
Amanda nodded slowly. �I�ve always thought they were the ones who were responsible for his death. But what does that have to do with me being safe that night?�
�Well, I wouldn�t necessarily use the word �safe.� What I said was that you weren�t in danger of being killed by those men that were following you.�
�Why not?�
�First of all, they could have killed you from the moment you stepped off the plane, and they didn�t. But there is a bigger issue here, so let�s back up a bit. Renaissance is a multi-layered, multi-national conglomerate. They also apparently have a lot to lose; otherwise, they wouldn�t have dispatched some thug to murder your father on the streets of London.
�So, we�re talking about sophisticated people who killed your father for a very specific reason. I�ve dealt with these kinds of killers before. And Carmen has, too.�
�Many times.� Carmen nodded and gently squeezed Amanda�s shoulder for emphasis.
�And if there is one thing Carmen and I know about sophisticated killers, it�s this: they don�t like a mess. Common criminals � drug dealers, muggers, jilted lovers � don�t really care if there is a mess. They�re sloppy, and they usually get caught. Sophisticated killers are a different animal altogether. They kill only when they absolutely have to, and after it�s over, they do everything they can to go back to business as usual. A mess draws more attention and makes it more likely they�ll get caught. Killing you would create a mess.�
�So I�m safe.�
�Not so fast,� Zane replied. �You were safe in London, but that may not be the case now. I�m sure they�ve had time to digest all that happened that night, and something tells me they�ve probably figured out that it wasn�t two old friends getting together for a drink.�
�It could have been,� Amanda said with a grin, as if she liked the thought of that.
�They know better. These two men may have been thugs, but they were professional thugs. And me losing them in the Underground gave them all the information they needed to understand that something, information or otherwise, was passed along to me.�
Amanda�s brow furrowed. �So, I could have been killed the next day, on the way to the airport?�
�No, you were fine. First of all, I�m reasonably certain their focus has turned to yours truly now. If you passed information along to me, it�s obvious I�m the one who can hurt them with that information. Killing you would create mess and would do nothing to stop me. Besides, we had people at your hotel later that night. They followed you all the way to the airport the next day. Better safe than sorry.�
Amanda seemed reassured. �But that brings me back to what I said before � that I�m safe now. And that means I�m free to give you guys a hand.�
�Except that I hadn�t finished yet. I said you were safe in London. And indeed, you may be safe now. But that�s only if you haven�t been followed over here. If they see that we�re working together��
�How would they know I�m here?�
Carmen scooted her chair around a bit so that she could respond. �Someone obviously knew you were flying to London, which is why they had two people waiting there to follow you. Our best guess is that they have someone working for one of the airlines or working in airline security. That or they have some way of monitoring your credit cards or your phone calls. And while I doubt they followed you back to the States, my guess is that they have continued to monitor you.�
�So you think they followed me here to Vienna?�
�We have no way of knowing,� Zane said. �The safest thing to assume is that they�re here now. Speaking of which, did you notice anything suspicious today?�
�No not at all,� Amanda replied. She seemed confident in her answer but then paused as if going over the day�s events. �I say that, but then again, I have to admit I wasn�t really paying close attention.�
�Well�� Carmen started.
Zane turned around quickly. �What?�
�I�m sure it�s nothing. I thought I heard something when Amanda was at the rear entrance.�
�What did you hear?�
�When she was at the door looking around, I thought I heard a snap in the grove of trees on the other side of the path. Almost like someone was walking and stepped on a stick.�
�Did you hear anything else?�
�No, and that�s why I didn�t mention it. When you came down to let me in, I looked over there with my light but didn�t see anything.�
Zane frowned. �Well, there's nothing we can do about it now. The safest thing to assume is that Amanda was followed. That�s all the more reason to get started up here. We need to find what we�re looking for and then get out of here as soon as possible.�
�And I�m here now, so I�m going to help. You at least owe me that.�
Zane figured he couldn�t argue with that, so he organized the search. He would take the bedroom and associated closet, which he had already started. Carmen and Amanda would work on the living room and kitchen.
* * *
Carmen began her search of the living room at the writing desk. Per Zane�s suggestion, she looked inside the frames of the photos. Finding nothing, she pulled open the drawers and saw that all were filled with papers and folders. Her excitement was short-lived, however, as most of the papers seemed to belong to whoever had lived there before Higgs. There were utility bills, insurance policies, and grocery lists, but nothing of any interest. She clenched her jaw in frustration but went through each sheet carefully one by one, as it would�ve been easy for Higgs to slide something in between the papers.
After fifteen minutes of examining each sheet, Carmen finally shut the last drawer and sat back in the seat. Before moving on, she looked at the other items on top of the desk � a lamp, a few decorative items, and some collectibles � nothing that screamed, "hidden instructions."
Carmen picked up the picture of Amanda�s mother again. She was like an older version of her daughter, with the same blond hair and big blue eyes. She had a pleasant smile, and Carmen thought she had the look of a kind and sensitive woman. �Nothing here,� said the Italian while continuing to stare at the picture.
�What�s that?� Amanda popped her head up from behind the kitchen island. She had been going through the cabinets on the off chance her father had hidden something amongst all the pots and pans.
�I said there is nothing over here. It looks like most of the papers were left by whoever leased the place before your father.�
Amanda stood up and walked over to Carmen�s side. She smiled when she saw the picture Carmen was holding and took it from her.
�I miss her so much.�
Carmen reached out and grabbed Amanda�s wrist. �I�m sorry.�
Amanda wiped her eyes with a sleeve and set the picture back on the desk, obviously concerned that she might get even more emotional. Her expression then changed to one of confusion, and she reached out for another item sitting on the desk. �Hey, I didn�t know Dad had these with him.�
Carmen watched as Amanda scrutinized one of the collectibles. It looked like a miniature version of an artifact. �Let me see it,� Carmen said, taking the object from Amanda. �That�s the Rosetta Stone, right?�
�Yes. Mom bought that miniature for me at the British Museum in London when I was a kid. We were there on family vacation. Dad wanted to show Mom and me his old stomping grounds. Anyway, the museum and that little gift were what first got me interested in archaeology.�
�Nice.�
�Oh wow,� Amanda said, reaching for another item on the table. It was a small model of the Parthenon. �I can�t believe he had this too. Dad bought this for me when he was over in Athens, years ago. It was right after I started taking an interest in history and archaeology. I had become obsessed with Ancient Greece.� She laughed. �Dad used to joke that I was the only girl on Planet Earth who went to sleep with a model of the Parthenon.�
Carmen smiled. �He really loved you.�
Amanda smiled back at her but said nothing. Carmen was about to change the subject to take Amanda�s mind off of her father when they heard Zane�s voice from down the hall. �Hey, Carmen. Come help me with this. I think I may have found something.�
Not seeing him in the bathroom, Carmen and Amanda went to the bedroom. When they walked in, he was still nowhere to be seen.
�In here,� said a voice from the walk-in closet to the left.
Upon entering, they found Zane down on one knee with a sheet of paper in his hand. There were several other sheets scattered on the floor around him. At the back of the closet was a small door that was open.
Zane stared at the page for a moment before finally handing it to Carmen. �I found these in the storage space at the back of the closet. The space looked empty at first, until I pulled out my flashlight and saw these placed up against the wall. Whoever put them there didn�t want them to be found. I think it just might be what we�re looking for. The only problem is, I can�t read it. It�s in German.�
Carmen took the sheet from him and began to read. The paper appeared to be very old and was filled was filled with faded script. Her German wasn�t great and the handwriting was sloppy, but Carmen was able to get the gist of what she was reading. After a couple of minutes she broke into a big smile, held the sheet up in the air, and then released it to fall to the carpet.
�What?� Zane asked.
�I don�t think that�s what we�re looking for.�
�What is it?�
�Well, let�s just say it was hidden for a good reason,� said Carmen.
�And what makes you think it�s not important? What�s in there?�
�They�re love letters, Zane. And from the look of the paper, they�re really old love letters. Whoever put them back there was simply hiding it from their spouse.�
Zane stood up and placed his hands on his hips, obviously frustrated that the search had come to a dead end.
�What now?� Amanda asked.
�Let�s talk this through,� Zane said, exiting the closet and moving out toward the hallway.
* * *
The three walked back down to the kitchen and took seats around the table. Zane was the first to speak. �I�m sure you did a great job of going through everything, but tell me where you looked. Carmen, you first.�
�I went through every drawer in the writing desk. There was nothing, not a thing. In fact, I couldn�t find anything from Ian Higgs in there.�
Zane turned to Amanda. �Anything in the kitchen?�
�Nothing. I even looked in the freezer. I watched a spy movie one time, and the guy always kept every important thing in the freezer because he said nobody would ever look there.�
Zane leaned back and looked at the ceiling as though it might jar loose some piece of information in his mind.
�Any ideas?� Carmen asked.
�I�m just trying to go back through the letter in my mind. I feel like I know it well, but I wish I had brought a copy with me. I suppose I could log into the Delphi server and��
�I have a copy,� Amanda said.
Zane leaned up in his chair. �You have it with you?�
�Yep, I keep it with me everywhere I go now.�
She pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to Zane. The operative stared at it for about five minutes and then folded it back up. �I�ve been through it a hundred times in my mind. There just isn�t anything there.�
�Mind if I take a look?� Carmen asked.
�By all means. I think I�ve been looking at it for too long.�
Carmen took the paper from him and examined it closely. Ross had e-mailed her a copy when she got the assignment, but this time she felt as though she were reading it with new eyes.
Zane watched his partner read. Carmen was sharp and had an uncanny ability to figure things out, but he doubted Higgs had left any hints in the letter. It looked as though someone had gotten here first and picked up whatever he had left.
Suddenly, Carmen�s brow furrowed, and she leaned forward. �Amanda��
�Yes.�
�Didn�t you tell me that your mother bought you that miniature Rosetta Stone as a gift years ago?�
�Yes, why?�
�Well, is that what your dad is referring to in the letter?�
�Huh?�
Carmen slid the paper in front of Amanda. �Right here, your father�s postscript.� Carmen pointed to the bottom and continued. �It says, �Your mother would be so proud of you as well. I remember the cute little gift she gave you as a child � it turned out to be the key to your career and the key to the future!��
�Right. That�s what I told you. I don�t see what you�re driving at though.�
�I think this is what we�ve been looking for. I think your dad has written some kind of clue on the Rosetta Stone� which is rather fitting.�
Zane was already walking over to the writing desk as Carmen finished her sentence. He picked up the replica and held it close to his face. It was made of hard plastic and was attached to a square metal base that weighted it down, much like the actual display in the British Museum.
Carmen and Amanda walked over and watched him examine the small object on each side. Finally, he handed it to Carmen. �That was a good guess, and it�s precisely the kind of thing we need to be looking for. Unfortunately I don�t see anything. Dead end.�
Carmen took the object from him and sat down at the desk. She turned on the lamp and examined the replica under the light. After a few seconds she frowned. �Not so fast.�
�What?� Zane asked.
�I think I see something. Amanda, go get me a knife from the kitchen.�
Amanda walked back to the kitchen and began rummaging through one of the drawers. Carmen ran her finger along the edge of the object. �Take a look at this.�
Zane leaned over for a better look. �What am I supposed to be looking for?�
�Look at the edge.�
Zane squinted and then ran his finger along the side of the replica. �Interesting.�
Amanda returned and handed Carmen a steak knife. Carmen stuck it into a seam that ran along the side of the stone.
�Wait!� Amanda shouted.
�It�s fine,� Carmen said. �You�ll see in a moment.�
Carmen kept pushing the knife further in and then began to twist it back and forth. Suddenly there was a loud snapping sound. Amanda jumped and held her hand up to her mouth.
�Thank you, Ian Higgs,� Carmen said, smiling.
�What the�� Zane said, leaning over for a better look.
The replica had broken down the middle and separated into two equally sized pieces. The center of the souvenir was hollow, and a small piece of paper had fallen out of the cavity. Carmen grabbed the paper and held it up to her face. �Well, that�s interesting.�
�What?� Amanda asked.
�It looks like we�re going to Geneva.�



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Named after the favorite vodka of its Russian owner, the seventy-meter boat known as the Grey Goose sat motionless on the still waters of Lake Geneva. It was nighttime, and the boat was mostly dark, save only for several running lights that illuminated the dark waters underneath.
From a distance, the vessel appeared to be one of the side-wheel paddle steamers that transported tourists back and forth across the monstrous lake, and in its former life, that is exactly what it was. But the aged structure had been modified into a modern freshwater craft, more yacht than cruise boat.
Mironov had spared no expense in bringing about the transformation. He had enclosed three stories of seating and dining space. The third floor served as the central nervous system, with a bridge in the front and a communications post in the rear. The second � deck-level � floor contained a number of meeting rooms, as well as a small kitchen and dining area. On the first floor, below deck, were Mironov�s master suite and other living quarters, all on par with any five-star hotel.
Most residents in the towns adjoining the lake were familiar with what had come to be known as the floating estate, but none truly knew who owned it. Some were convinced that the man was Russian or Eastern European, while others claimed it was a wealthy Brit with a penchant for expensive vodka and younger women. A third group insisted the craft, adorned with antennae and satellite dishes, was some sort of aquatic intelligence agency� perhaps operating under the auspices of the European Union. Whatever the case, the boat was the source of endless conversations in the caf�s and bistros of towns such as Lausanne and Montreux.
Jorg Koehler sat in a deck chair at the rear of the Grey Goose. A rifle lay across his lap, and Mironov�s three miniature pinschers lay huddled at his feet. Koehler had always thought it strange that the small dogs, with their thin coats of fur, enjoyed being out in the cold.
Two other guards patrolled the perimeter of the boat, pausing occasionally to look out over the water. Koehler shivered, still irritated that he had to wait outside in the freezing cold. He would have preferred the warm comfort of his room below deck, but that wasn�t an option that night. An important guest would be arriving soon. It was the guest�s first visit to the boat, and it was Koehler�s job to make sure he was welcomed aboard in a way that befitted his special relationship with the Russian.
As he pondered the nature of the impromptu visit, Koehler heard a low growl at his feet. One of the min pins, Athos, was sitting up, glaring into the black of the night. Koehler squinted, trying to see if he could make out any shapes on the water. He could see nothing, but he knew that the guest and his entourage must be close. The dogs always seemed to sense the man�s dark presence long before he actually arrived.
Finally, the German heard a distant hum from somewhere out on the water, which he recognized as a boat engine. As it grew louder, one of the other dogs, Aramis, rose to his feet and began barking along with Athos. Very soon all three were on their feet, growling, barking, and foaming at the mouth.
Koehler stood up and walked over to the side of the boat. The dogs followed, anxiously bouncing up and down in a futile attempt to see over the gunwale. The German lifted a pair of binoculars and scanned the water in the direction of Villeneuve, hoping to see the craft�s running lights. Spotting nothing, he let the binoculars drop down to his chest.
As soon as he did, he felt a chill spread across his body, and he knew immediately what it was. It was the cold, clammy feeling that always preceded the arrival of that guest. But Koehler was confused because he still couldn�t see the boat.
�Craft starboard!� shouted a voice from the other side of the stern.
Koehler cursed under his breath as he realized the man was coming from a different direction than expected. Apparently, he had embarked from Montreux, or had decided to swing around the Grey Goose before coming alongside. Either way, Koehler knew it was done on purpose. The man liked to keep people guessing and often changed plans for no logical reason.
As he crossed to the other side, Koehler felt another boat bump up against the Grey Goose. A few seconds later, a dark silhouette floated over the gunwale. The man�s head was covered with a hood, and a cape flapped behind him. The dogs suddenly began to whimper and scurried down a set of nearby stairs.
Koehler knew that the cape was a holdover from the man�s previous life as a Roman Catholic priest. Despite the fact that he had repudiated his former faith, he still seemed to enjoy its trappings. Koehler thought the whole thing was nothing more than a pompous charade.
�Welcome, sir,� announced one of the guards who was standing at the top of the starboard ladder.
The man, Vincenzio Marrese, ignored the guard and continued toward Koehler. Four men, also adorned in hoods and capes, followed him.
�Sir,� Koehler said, bowing slightly.
Marrese stopped in front of Koehler, his face hidden under the hood. Coldness caused Koehler's muscles to freeze in response. �I trust all of the arrangements have been made?�
�Yes, they have, sir,� confirmed Koehler.
�Excellent. And Alexander?�
�He�s in the room you requested. I�ll take you there now.�
Marrese nodded and then followed Koehler through a nearby door, his disciples in tow. Once inside, the German led the group down the hall and turned left. A short distance after the turn, he stopped abruptly at a door on the left. Lifting his wrist, he spoke into a transmitter on his cuff. �The guest is here.�
* * *
A couple of minutes prior to the man�s entrance, Alexander Mironov felt a wave of coldness sweep into the room. Like Koehler, he immediately knew that Marrese had arrived. The two guards standing at the door suddenly stiffened, also aware of the approaching presence. Keiko sat in a seat directly across from Mironov, her face expressionless. If she knew the guest was on board, she didn�t show it.
The Russian glanced around one last time to make sure everything was in order. Whenever the priest ventured outside of his compound in Locarno, Switzerland, he insisted on full control of logistics, and on that occasion he had been even more controlling than usual. But everything seemed in order � black tapestries hung from all four walls, several plush chairs were arranged in a circle, and twenty-six candles were lit and scattered throughout the room.
The chill seemed to grow as footsteps approached in the hallway outside. A few seconds later, a voice crackled across the transmitter of one of the guards. �The guest is here.�
�Copy that.�
When the door opened, Marrese entered the room boldly, followed by his four disciples. Once inside, the priest pulled his hood back, revealing a small head and weak chin. A pointed goatee framed his cruel mouth, and his jet-black hair formed a widow�s peak. The priest had probably been a handsome man in his youth, but his appearance was hardened by age and the dark arts.
Mironov extended a hand. �Welcome to the Grey Goose, Vincenzio.�
The priest grasped Mironov�s hand and stared into his eyes. �A fine craft. Quite suitable for our stay.�
�Thank you. As you know, I have a strong dislike of hotels.�
�As do I.� The priest turned and examined the room. �Everything seems to be in order.� His eyes landed on Keiko, who was standing. �Your people won�t be needed.�
�Keiko, you can leave us now,� Mironov said.
�As you wish, sir,� said Keiko, bowing at the waist and walking toward the door. Just before stepping out, she paused and looked toward the priest. He seemed to sense her gaze and turned quickly toward the door. Their eyes locked briefly before Keiko finally bowed again and left the room.
�And the men as well.� Marrese gestured toward the guards.
Mironov frowned. �I always��
�There will be no one else,� Marrese interrupted, his voice almost a hiss. Mironov thought he saw the candles flicker. He hesitated for a moment but then motioned for the guards to leave the room.
�We�ll be right outside, sir,� said the one with the transmitter.
The guest spoke to his disciples is a low voice, and they followed the guards out into the hallway. When the door was shut, the two men sat down facing one another.
�How was the trip?�
�Pleasant, actually,� Marrese replied, his eyes fixed on the Russian. �The lake is beautiful at night.�
�It�s why I spend so much of my time here.�
�Thank you for making all of the arrangements. As the date approaches, we need to make sure all of the final details stay between us. At the proper time, we can let your men know exactly what they need to do.�
Mironov nodded.
�I also want to repeat my concerns regarding that�� Marrese gestured toward the seat where Keiko had been sitting. It was almost as though he couldn�t bring himself to speak her name or even describe her.
�Keiko?�
�Yes. She�s not one of us, Alexander.�
�Of course not. She is a robot. A metal casing filled with software, nothing more.�
�No, she�s different. I�ve told you that before. Something passed to her from the traitor.� Mironov knew that his guest was referring to Higgs. �The Masters have told me.�
�You�ve mentioned that before,� Mironov said, �and I�ve had our best men look at her programming. She�s clean.�
The guest sat back in his seat and crossed his fingers. �Let me tell you something else I�ve learned. She�s in opposition to our plan.�
�You�re acting as though she�s human. As I said, she�s nothing more than a computer that can move.�
�She understands more than you realize.� Marrese stroked his goatee. �I understand all things spiritual, and I�m telling you here and now that she is going to be trouble. The Masters have never lied to me.�
�I�ll have Jorg keep an eye on her.�
�And what is the latest on the girl?�
Mironov squirmed in his seat, a bit uncomfortable with the topic. He�d hoped that it wouldn�t come up. �Well, there is a new development. She has returned to Europe.�
�What?� Marrese leaned forward in his chair.
�We were monitoring her credit card, and well� she has booked a flight to Vienna. There is absolutely nothing to worry about. My men will be there to follow her when she arrives.�
Marrese shook his head. �This is yet another thing I warned you about, Alexander. I told you we weren�t done with her.�
�Look, we don�t even know if this has anything to do with us,� Mironov explained, although he did remember Marrese's warning.
�And you also said it was a coincidence that the girl went to London. Then we find her meeting with a man, and apparently she passes something along to him. Then this same man easily escapes the surveillance of your men.�
�We still don�t know exactly what she did in London, although I agree with you that she was probably there because of the investigation. But Vienna is different. Higgs was never there, and I have no business interests there. None.�
�We don�t know that Higgs never went there. You told me yourself that you didn�t pick up any of his phone activity until later.�
�But why would Higgs have gone to Vienna?�
�Why not? He was simply trying to get away. And who knows who he met with or what he did while he was there.�
Mironov shrugged. �Everything we know indicates he went directly to London.�
The priest frowned. �This is much worse than you think. If it turns out she is still looking into this, we may need to find a way to eliminate the problem permanently.�
�You know I�ve never had a problem eliminating trouble when it�s come my way. I do want to proceed carefully with the girl, though. My government couldn�t care less about thugs and lowlifes. I�ve never even been questioned when we�ve had to put down problems. But, if we kill this girl, everything changes. The Americans will get involved. As it stands, they�re letting the Brits take the lead, and the Brits still think Higgs was killed by one of his creditors. But if the daughter shows up dead, you can rest assured everything will change.�
�This is true,� said the priest, nodding. �And yet, we may have no other choice. I will continue to consult with the Masters.�
�And as I said, my men are already in place in Vienna. My guess is she�s there to see a friend or attend some convention.�
Marrese ignored Mironov�s last comment and stood up. He walked over to the table, picked up one of the candles, and stared at the flickering flame. After a few seconds of thought, he looked sideways at Mironov. �And now we must discuss another important matter. Have you made arrangements to obtain the code?�
�Yes, I have,� said Mironov. �We�re going to pick it up tomorrow night.�
�And you�re sure we can�t be connected to this man?�
�Impossible. We�ve always used encrypted lines when communicating with him. He has no idea who we are, and we can�t be connected to him in any way.�
�How do you know he hasn�t told someone about the calls or the payment?�
�First of all, the man is a loner,� Mironov reassured him. �He never seems to leave his flat. The epitome of a loser. In fact, that�s one of the reasons he was selected.� Mironov then leaned back in his seat. �But the other reason is that we have been monitoring him night and day. He doesn�t make a call that we don�t know about. The man doesn�t even relieve himself without us knowing about it.�
The former priest seemed satisfied with Mironov�s explanation. �And you remember what else the Masters told me about this man? That we can�t risk him speaking after this is all over?�
Mironov seemed uncomfortable with the topic but nodded.
�And you�re prepared to carry it out?�
�I am.�
The priest smiled, and much to Mironov�s surprise, the candles flickered in unison.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Zane looked at the piece of paper a fourth time, as if the content might magically change, but it still only gave an address and a time: Place Bourg-Saint-Pierre, 1204 Geneva, Switzerland 10:00.
Frustrated, he handed it back to Carmen, who shrugged. �Well, it�s better than nothing. And we know what to do next.�
�Dad was an engineer. Everything he did was logical and methodical,� Amanda explained. �That means if we go to that address at that time, we�ll find what we�re looking for.�
�One thing is illogical, though,� Zane said.
�What�s that?� Amanda asked.
�Your father is sending us to a church. I�ve been to Geneva a half dozen times, and if I�m not mistaken, that�s the address for the St. Pierre Cathedral.�
�I think he�s right.� Carmen stared at the screen of her smartphone. �I typed in that address, and sure enough, it�s the St. Pierre Cathedral. Of course, there is a square in front of the church with a lot of other buildings, so I guess it could be one of them.�
�I doubt it. Amanda is right. Her father was an engineer, and logic would indicate we go to the place that address is known for. Anything else wouldn�t make sense.�
�Normally I�d agree with you, Zane. But how on earth could a church in Geneva lead us to his killer? And not only that, but what do we do when we get there? What is the significance of the time?�
�Obviously, we can�t answer those questions until we get there,� Zane replied.
�Maybe the church does make the most sense,� Carmen said. �But when I have more time, I�m going to search the other addresses on that block to see if Renaissance owns or rents property there.�
�Wouldn�t hurt. I just think we have to take this one step at a time and follow the trail that Amanda�s father set down for us. We do that and we can�t go wrong.�
Carmen stood up, walked over to the curtains, and parted them slightly with a finger.
�When do we leave for Geneva?� Amanda asked.
�We�ve already discussed this��
Before he could finish, Carmen held up her hand. �Zane, you�d better take a look at this.�
Carmen kept the curtain slightly open with her finger and motioned him over. Zane placed his head up to the opening and looked out. On the other side of the street, through the trees that lined both sides, was a blue compact car with two men in the front seat. It was hard to tell from that distance, but the driver appeared to be looking up at their building.
�He wasn�t there when I looked before,� Carmen said.
Zane looked back at Amanda. �Can you turn out the lights please?�
Amanda walked over to the front door and flicked the switch, plunging the interior into darkness. Zane put his phone in camera mode and placed the lens up against the part in the curtains, moving the viewfinder until the car was centered on the screen. He then maneuvered a small zoom bar on the touch screen until the car came into sharper focus.
�Yep, it looks like we have company. They�re both looking up here and one of them is on the phone. And something else� boy, that�s interesting ��
�What?� Carmen asked.
�The driver. If I�m not mistaken I�d say that�s Baldy from the London Underground.�
�So I was followed?� Amanda asked.
�Apparently so.� Zane pulled the phone away from the window. �I think it�s time to go.�
�We can take the stairs and exit out the back,� Amanda blurted.
�Possibly. Then again, they may have that covered too. At this point it�s safe to assume that Carmen did hear someone behind the building, and that�s probably who they�re talking to right now.�
Carmen shook her head slowly. �I knew I should�ve checked out that sound. When your instinct tells you to do something, then you do it.�
�Well, we can�t worry about it now.� Zane replied. After thinking for a moment, he asked, �Do you have any throwaway phones?�
�Always.� Carmen reached inside her coat. �I actually have two.�
�Good. I need you to do something. Using your best German, call the cops and tell them that you live on Baumanstrasse. Tell them you were walking your dog when two men you've never seen before made lewd remarks. You noticed that one had a gun, and now they're casing your building.�
�A gun? On the streets of Vienna?� Carmen laughed. �I think we may have the whole force down here within minutes.�
�That�s the idea. When the cops arrive, we�ll check the back first, and if that�s covered, we�ll walk right out the front door.�
Carmen nodded slowly. �I like that.� She selected one of the phones, dialed, and then walked down the hall toward the bedroom.
A few seconds later, Zane could hear her speaking in German. There was a pause, and then she spoke more loudly. As the call went on, Carmen got more aggressive and was shouting into the phone. A few seconds later, she came walking back into the room.
�Well, that was easy enough.� She winked at Zane. �The more questions they asked, the louder I got. Finally, I told them my husband was a Viennese politician, and if they didn�t get over here in a hurry, there would be hell to pay. Needless to say, they�re on their way.�
* * *
The Vienna police arrived four minutes later. Zane was pleasantly surprised to see no less than three red-and-white Smart cars marked �Poleizi� turn the corner and roll slowly down the street.
Apparently, they aren�t about to risk insulting a politician�s wife. As Zane watched, the lead car stopped at each parked vehicle and illuminated the interior with a spotlight. Eventually they reached the blue car, and the caravan came to a halt. Zane could see the driver holding up his hands as if protesting innocence. The two policemen got out and pointed flashlights at him.
�Let's go,� he said to Carmen, who was waiting near the front entrance.
After closing and locking the door, they crossed the hall and entered the elevator, which Amanda had been holding open.
Seconds later the door slid open, and they exited into the lobby. Zane signaled the others to wait as he looked down the hall that led to the rear. He would have preferred to exit out of the back but was wary of the possibility that there might be others lying in wait.
There didn�t appear to be any movement along the corridor, so he motioned for Carmen and Amanda to follow him. As they moved forward, Zane held his gun inside the pocket in case a resident came through.
After reaching the back, Zane peered through the window in the door. It was too dark to tell if there was any movement in the courtyard, so he knew they�d need to have their weapons ready and take their chances.
�Zane,� Carmen said, pointing to the light switch. �Let�s kill the interior lights so we won't be an easy target.�
Zane nodded and Carmen flicked the switch, plunging the rear of the building into darkness. He then drew his weapon out of his pocket and whispered, �You all set?�
�Yes,� Carmen replied, lifting her Beretta to indicate she was ready.
�Amanda, you stay behind us, understood? We�re going to cross the courtyard the same way we came in. Simple and sweet.�
Amanda nodded nervously.
�Okay, let�s move,� Zane said, turning the handle and opening the door.
After stepping out onto the concrete, the operative paused to take in his surroundings. There was little noise and no movement that he could see. He was just about to give the all-clear signal when he sensed a shadow closing in on him fast. He swiveled to his left, catching the attacker with a sharp elbow to the face. The man was thrown up against the building, and Zane followed with a fisted blow to the head. As the man fell to the ground, there was a popping sound that Zane recognized immediately as a suppressed shot. The round exploded into the metal awning above the entrance, causing Zane to duck.
There were two more popping sounds to his right. He looked over to see Carmen down on one knee, having just squeezed off a couple of rounds. There was a loud grunt from somewhere along the trail, indicating the Italian had connected with at least one of her shots.
�Back inside!� Zane shouted. �Now!�
Carmen and Amanda pushed through the door as several shots sprayed across the back of the building. Amanda was huddled in a corner, and Carmen helped her up in order to get her moving.
Ten seconds later, they burst through the front entrance and out into the street, where blue lights reflected brightly off the surrounding buildings. A crowd had gathered up and down the block, drawn by a scene that most of the residents had never seen before.
Zane tried to maintain a calm demeanor as they walked down the sidewalk but managed to steal a glance at the drama unfolding across the street. The two men were standing up against their car and were being frisked by a Vienna police officer. As Zane studied the bald man who had been driving, he saw something he had almost forgotten about � the tattoo of a snake wrapped around the man�s neck.
Almost as though he knew he was being watched, the man turned his head around and his eyes fell on Zane. The man�s countenance turned to one of anger and rage. Unable to help himself, Zane gave the thug a quick wink and then hurried to catch the other two.
It took less than a minute to hail a cab. Once they were all piled into the back, Carmen told the driver to take them to the Hilton. She and Zane had decided in advance that it would be best to be dropped there and then take a separate cab to their hotels.
After the cab left the Hilton parking lot and moved into traffic, Zane spoke. �You did well.� He placed a hand on Amanda�s shoulder. She was a bit rattled but holding up better than most would have in the same situation.
�Thank you.� Amanda smiled. �I guess it�s official now.�
�What�s official?� Zane asked.
�That was my first time ever being shot at.�
Zane nodded. �You were behind the door, but we�ll let it count anyway.�
Amanda laughed and then said, in a more serious tone, �I guess you also realize what I said earlier is true, that I don�t really care if I�m in harm's way. I�m going to see this through to the end, whether that be Geneva or anywhere else.�
Carmen looked at Zane, which was her way of indicating he should handle that one.
�Amanda, we�re happy you�re safe,� he replied. �But let�s be honest, you were lucky you weren�t��
�I�m sure you�re going to have lots of good reasons why I can�t go to Geneva. I could get killed. I�m not authorized. I�ll slow you guys down. I get that. But remember, whether it�s with you or without you� I�m going to Geneva. You can�t stop me from going.�
Carmen crossed her arms. �You�re a tough girl. But why would you want to slow us down? Your father is best served��
�He is best served by the two of you following his instructions. I think you two have forgotten that his letter was addressed to me, not to the US government or whoever you guys work for. Which means that the address in Geneva was also left for me. My dad created these instructions with me in mind. If it weren't for me, you wouldn�t have realized the significance of the Rosetta Stone. Right? And there may come another time, perhaps at this church, when you�ll wish I was there to help you.�
He was staring down at the sidewalk, but after a long and uncomfortable minute he finally looked up at Carmen and said, �It�s hard to argue with that. I say we bring her along.�



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

A winter storm moved in over Geneva just as the train carrying Zane, Carmen, and Amanda entered the main rail station adjacent to the airport. Ominous clouds swept in across the mountains that partially encircled the lakeside city.
As the darkest clouds settled overhead, the first flakes began to drift slowly down to the earth, white harbingers of the coming blizzard. Most of them were so light that they bounced around horizontally, defying the laws of gravity.
Zane looked up as they stepped out onto the curb. �This is one of the reasons I chose not to drive. It looks like western Switzerland may be a mess for a few days.�
�Where are we staying again?� Amanda asked.
Carmen smiled. �Unfortunately, Delphi doesn�t own a flat in Geneva, and Zane is forcing us to stay at the Kempinski.�
Zane shook his head and waved at one of the taxis.
�I guess I�m missing something here,� Amanda said.
�Well, let�s just say that Zane has a personal interest in staying at this particular hotel, although who knows if she�s even working there anymore,� replied Carmen, a mischievous smile on her face.
�Oh, now I see.�
Zane turned around. �Amanda, you should learn to ignore Carmen when she gets one of those grins on her face. She knows exactly why I like to stay at the Kempinski. It�s big, and big means safe in our line of work.�
�Is that in our field manual?� Carmen turned toward Amanda, and Zane saw her mouth the word �liar.�
�Well, okay then,� Amanda said, laughing.
The cab ride to the Grand Hotel Kempinksi was painlessly short, one of the benefits of Geneva�s small footprint. As the driver turned onto the Quai du Mont-Blanc, Zane looked out the window at the impressive view that opened up in front of him. The historic city wrapped around the western end of Lake Geneva, with the snow-covered Alps providing a dramatic backdrop. In the center of the lake itself was the Jet D�eau, the famous fountain that sent a plume of water almost five hundred feet into the air.
After exiting the cab, Zane entered the hotel while Carmen and Amanda walked along the lakeshore. While crossing the lobby, he quickly transitioned from serious operative to the annoying and extremely flirtatious Michel Bergeron. As startled guests looked on, the Frenchman made several inappropriate remarks to the clerk checking him in, including a request that they meet at the bar as soon as her shift ended. The clerk coldly stated that she was working all night and threw his key cards onto the counter. It would be some time before she forgot the impression made by the irritating French Canadian, which was his goal. If anyone were to later inquire about the affable Monsieur Bergeron, the description given by the clerk wouldn�t even remotely resemble American operative Zane Watson.
* * *
After giving Zane time to check in and find his room, Carmen and Amanda entered the lobby and approached the front desk. Carmen could see that the clerk was still rattled as she struggled to retrieve the reservation on the computer. After a couple of minutes, the clerk shook her head and looked up at Carmen. �I�m sorry, Ms. Bigatton. That last person just��
Carmen reached out, grabbed the girl�s arm, and said in accented English, �I understand. I work in customer service, too. People can be so unpleasant sometimes.�
�That guy was just creepy, you know? Thanks for your understanding.�
�Maybe you should report him to management,� Carmen suggested.
�It�s not that easy,� replied the clerk, laughing. �If I reported every creep that came on to me, we�d probably have to shut down the hotel. This one was just a little more creepy than the others though.�
�I understand. You shouldn�t have to put up with that kind of filth.�
�Thank you,� said the clerk, smiling. �Anyway, everything appears to be all set now. But actually�� She stared at the computer screen. �Actually, there is one other thing. I have a package for you. Just a moment.�
The clerk disappeared through a door behind the desk and returned a few seconds later with a small box. Carmen put on a show, almost as though she wasn�t expecting anything, but thanked the clerk nonetheless.
�And finally, here are your keys.� The clerk handed Carmen two cards.
�Thank you so much. And best wishes on avoiding the creep.�
The clerk winked at her. �Please enjoy your stay at the Grand Hotel Kempinski, Madame Bigatton.�
* * *
Darkness was beginning to overtake the city when Carmen and Amanda finally entered their room. Amanda went over to the window and pulled the curtains aside. The lake fountain was lit up, providing sharp contrast to the dark waters underneath.
�Such an amazing place,� Amanda said. �I wish I could come back and just spend some time studying the architecture.�
�It is a beautiful city. Sorry, but I�m just trying to get focused right now. Zane wants to go straight to the cathedral as soon as we grab something to eat.� Carmen set the box down on the bed and began cutting the side with a pocketknife.
�What�s in there anyway?�
�We use a courier service to move our toys around when we can�t take them with us. Zane wanted to take the train, so I had Nigel ship us a fresh box of goodies from our Paris office this morning.�
Amanda walked over just as Carmen finished opening the top. The box was filled with Styrofoam peanuts. Carmen plunged her hand down into the filling. When she had finished retrieving the items, there were three handguns and eight full magazines lying on the bed.
�You�re not expecting me to use one of those, are you?� Amanda asked.
�No, probably not.�
�Probably not?�
�Not unless things take a strange turn.�
�Then why are you carrying three guns?� asked Amanda.
�Old habits die hard. I always carry two for myself. I�ve had too many break down over the years. The other is Zane�s.� Carmen clicked a magazine into each of her two Berettas.
�So I guess it�s safe to assume you two are pretty good with those things.�
�Actually, you�re traveling with one of the best,� Carmen said, looking up at Amanda, �and I don�t mean myself.� Carmen closed the box and set it next to the trash can. �You know, I�m not sure I�ve ever seen him miss in the field. As for me, meh� I can hold my own.�
�In the field? You mean Zane has actually��
�Ask me no questions, and I�ll tell you no lies. Just be glad you�re in archaeology.�
�That�s for sure. I would like to learn to shoot sometime, though,� Amanda said.
�Let�s just hope you don�t get your first lesson here in Geneva.�
Amanda walked back over to the window and stared out at the lake for a moment before turning back toward Carmen. �What do you think we�re going to find here?�
�Unfortunately, I don�t think we�re going to find all of our answers at the cathedral, assuming that�s the place your father was referring to. Zane believes we will. I�m just not that convinced.�
�At this point it seems likely that�s where he was directing me.�
�Perhaps. But it doesn�t mean it�s our last stop.� Carmen frowned. �Did your father ever mention a man named Alexander Mironov?�
�Not that I remember. Why?�
�He is the CEO of the organization your father worked for. I did some Internet research last night, and it seems he�s a very interesting man.�
�Oh?� Amanda sat down in a chair, her curiosity now piqued. �How so?�
�Well, for one thing, he�s deeply involved in transhumanism.�
�I�ve heard of transhumanism but don�t know much about it. Is it a bad thing?�
�His brand of it could be. It�s a broad movement, but at the core of their beliefs is the notion that the condition of man can be improved through the use of technology.�
�Hard to see anything wrong with that.�
�On the surface, you�re right. But when I began to dig deeper I saw there were some beliefs and goals that many would find disturbing. Essentially they believe they can bring eternal life to the human condition through the fusing of the human mind and soul with robotics and nanotechnology. They want to transform man into a new organism. One person called it �the next logical step in enhanced natural selection.��
Amanda frowned. �So basically, they�re trying to play God.�
�Esattamente! That�s exactly what they�re trying to do. And without thinking through the moral or ethical implications. They�re moving ahead, working in the shadows without consulting the public at large. It seems fraught with danger if you ask me.�
�Do you think this might have something to do with why they killed my father?�
The Italian shrugged. �I guess we�re just going to have to keep following the trail until we find out.�
As Carmen finished her sentence, there was a tap on the door. She walked over, looked through the peephole, and then opened up.
�Bonsoir, mesdames,� Zane announced as he walked into the room.
Carmen closed the door behind him. �Bonsoir. You must be Monsieur Creep from the lobby.�
�Boy, word travels fast in this place.�
�Actually we were just talking about you,� said Amanda.
�Good or bad?�
�Well� I just learned some unsettling things.�
Carmen clicked a magazine into Zane�s Glock and handed it to him. �I told Amanda you couldn�t hit Lake Geneva even if you were firing from one of the cruise boats.�
�So, first I have Nigel book this hotel for personal reasons, and now I can�t shoot straight. You picked a hell of a partner, Carmen.�
�Oh, I think you�ll do.� She patted his shoulder as she walked by.
�So, we�re going over to the cathedral after dinner?� Amanda asked.
�I know it�s a bit early, but I�d like to look things over in advance,� Zane explained. �Your father wanted us there at ten o�clock, and I assume that means something is going to happen right about that time. That being the case, I don�t want to walk in blind. I want to know everything about this place � how we get in, how we get out, what else is around there.�
�It would have been nice to get over there while it was still light out,� Carmen added.
�Agreed, although perhaps we�ll have a little more cover now that it�s dark. The thing that concerns me is that we�re going to be pressed for time. In fact, the more I think about it, we may even need to split up.�
Amanda frowned. �I�m not sure I like that idea.�
�You and Carmen will be together,� Zane reassured her, and Amanda relaxed. �We have no idea what is going to happen at ten, so we need to be watching all sides of this place.�
�Zane, I checked the Internet, and St. Pierre will be closed by ten tonight,� Carmen said as she walked over to the window.
�I noticed that as well. Amanda�s father didn�t tell us a.m. or p.m., so we need to be there for both. My guess is that he meant ten in the morning, since that�s when the cathedral will be open, but I�m also mindful that Vienna didn�t pan out exactly as we had expected.�
Carmen parted the curtains and looked out the window. After staring down at the street for a moment, she frowned and looked back at Zane. �I think we�re going to have an interesting evening.�
�How so?�
�We�re getting hit with a bad storm. Correction, we�re getting hit with a blizzard.�



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

�Wow. Just, wow,� Amanda said as she looked up at the front of the St. Pierre Cathedral, whose columned front was illuminated by a series of lights under the portico. She and Carmen were standing in the square while Zane went up to check the three massive wooden doors at the entrance.
The snow and the wind had picked up during the cab ride over, so Carmen leaned closer to her. �What did you say?�
�I just can�t believe how beautiful the cathedral is. European architecture is not my area of expertise, but it appears to be a combination of Romanesque and Gothic.�
�I can see the Romanesque part. Not sure I�d know Gothic if I saw it.�
�Look to your right at the addition. Think Paris.�
�Got it,� Carmen said, nodding. �I hate to say this, but I�m from Florence, and well� call me unimpressed.�
As Carmen finished her sentence, Zane returned, hands in pockets. �Nothing. No self-respecting priest would be out in this mess.�
�What now?� Amanda asked.
�Well, unfortunately we don�t have much time.� He looked at his phone. �If conditions were better, I�d say we should walk the square and see what else is here.�
Just as he spoke, Carmen spotted a couple coming toward them, arm in arm. As they passed, the man gave the woman a kiss on the cheek, his romantic inclinations apparently not dampened by the weather. Carmen continued to watch them as they walked across the square and turned right at the next street.
�Let�s go ahead and set up,� Zane said. �It�s still more likely that Ian meant ten o�clock in the morning, but we need to make sure we don�t miss anything tonight. It's possible that they hold some sort of service at ten o�clock. And if that�s the case, we need to be in that service.�
* * *
It was decided that they would take up positions at the front and the rear of the cathedral. Zane insisted they remain hidden, on the off chance that the thugs had been able to follow them to Geneva.
After briefly scanning the area, Carmen decided that she and Amanda would stand behind a large tree that stood on the opposite side of the square, and from there they would watch the front entrance. Zane would then cover the rear of the cathedral on his own.
As soon as he confirmed that the other two were settled behind the tree, Zane walked around the side of the ancient structure. He passed a couple more groups of people trying to scamper their way home, but none looked suspicious. When he arrived at the rear, he stopped and looked for a place to hide. The area was mostly dark, with the only illumination coming from a lantern hanging over a small door at the back entrance. He found a group of trees about twenty yards away that weren�t overly large but would give him some cover and maybe even shelter from the snow.
Zane turned around and looked back at the cathedral. It was perfect. Setting up at the tree would give him a clear view of the entrance. Although it didn�t seem possible, the snow was falling even harder as he got down on one knee next to the trunk of the largest tree. The wind was blowing sideways, dropping visibility down to just about zero.
I need to talk to Ross about inclement weather pay, Zane thought as he settled in.
Even though Geneva was used to rough winter storms, Zane doubted any scheduled event would still be on tonight. The weather was bad, even by Swiss standards. That said, they would wait it out and see what happened. Zane couldn�t help but think about how clever Higgs had been with the clue he had left in Vienna, and that they could expect him to come through in Geneva as well.
Zane glanced at the time again and noted that it was five minutes before ten. They would soon know if the night was going to give up any secrets. He thought about what they would do next if things came up empty tonight and again in the morning. He knew that at some point they had to go inside and look around, perhaps even talk to some of the staff. That might raise questions, but it also might be their only hope of finding out what Higgs had left behind.
But what if the cathedral had nothing to do with the clue? After all, Higgs had only given them the name of the square, Place Bourg-Saint-Pierre. Zane quickly dismissed that thought. They�d look elsewhere if they needed to, but the cathedral needed to be the focal point for the moment.
Just as Zane was about to check the time again, he heard the noise. Despite the wind, it was distinct to his trained ears. It was a scraping sound approximately fifty yards away. Seeking greater concealment, he moved to the other side of the tree and removed the Glock from the pocket of his trench coat. He remembered the events in Vienna and wasn�t going to take any chances.
The sound came again, louder than before. Finally, Zane figured out what he was hearing. What had seemed like scraping was actually the sound of someone walking down the alley to his left. The person was wearing boots or heavy shoes that occasionally rubbed against the frozen surface.
A gust of wind blew across the back of the church, further lowering visibility. Zane leaned around the tree and squinted as the sound of each step grew more and more distinct. The gust died down, and Zane could finally see the shape of someone walking. As the person drew closer, he realized that it was a man of slight frame, walking slowly, with his head down. When the man reached a point even with the tree, Zane drew back so as not to be seen.
A few steps later the man turned left, causing the hairs on the back of Zane�s neck to rise. The man was moving directly toward the rear door of the church.
And it was ten o�clock.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Pastor Philippe Bachand kept his head low as he walked up the steep alley toward St. Pierre Cathedral. The snow was blowing too hard for him to raise his head, but then again, looking up wasn�t necessary. He had made the walk virtually every night for the last six years and knew every twist and turn of the route like the back of his hand. In fact, he once joked to his staff that if a crack developed in any of the stones, he would know immediately.
Having lived in Geneva for most of his adult life, Philippe could tell that the storm blowing in was not the typical one that hit Geneva in December. It was going to be bad. He had seen the soot-black clouds rolling in during his afternoon walk along the waterfront a few hours earlier, and as he looked down at his feet, he observed that the stone pathway was already covered with about an inch of snow. He knew he�d need to be careful when he returned home in an hour or so.
As the alley leveled off, Philippe lifted his head and stole a quick glance ahead. The light at the rear entrance to St. Pierre glowed like a small beacon in the storm. A couple more minutes and he would be inside the old cathedral, shielded from the wind and praying to his Lord. His nightly vigil had deepened his faith, allowing him to set aside time to be alone with God, regardless of what was going on in his life. Philippe had always come here during the worst storms of life, and he wasn�t about to let an actual storm stop him.
Just about the time that he exited the alley and crossed into the courtyard, the strange feeling hit him. He sensed that there was someone out there, hiding in the storm, watching him.
Are you speaking to me, Lord? He paused for a brief second, but when the feeling passed, he continued on his way.
"That was strange," he muttered under his breath, unable to quite discern what had just happened.
The snow was blowing sideways when he finally stepped under the light at the rear of the cathedral. He was so glad Mario had changed the bulb the week before. He�d have a rough time getting it open in the dark on a snowy night.
Removing his thick gloves, Philippe dug into the pocket of his coat and removed a bulky set of keys. He chose the largest one and inserted it in the weathered lock. It turned with a groan and a click, and the heavy wooden door slid open.
A deep voice broke the silence behind him. �Bonsoir, monsieur.�
Philippe jumped and then swiveled around, while still holding the door open. Standing behind him, just inside the perimeter of the light, was a tall, handsome man with long brown hair that flowed out from underneath a black toboggan. Philippe saw that the man�s left hand was hanging at his side, but the other was buried at a weird angle in his right coat pocket. The placement of the hidden right hand concerned him.
�Bonsoir,� Philippe answered nervously, using his back to keep the door open.
The man took another step closer. �Est-ce que vous parlez anglais?�
�Yes, I speak English,� Philippe answered.
�I know this may seem weird approaching you in the middle of a storm like this, but I think you might be able to help me with something.�
Philippe realized from the accent that the man was American. �Sir, if you would like to come back in the morning we would be most happy to help you��
�No, it�s not that kind of help,� said the long-haired man. He paused for a moment, as if choosing his words carefully. �Do you know a man named Ian Higgs?�
Philippe�s eyes widened a bit, but he didn�t answer. He took a slight step backwards and was now partly inside the building.
�You do know him, don�t you?� the man asked. �Look, I�m here on his behalf. Something��
Before the man could finish, Philippe stepped quickly back, slammed the door, and turned the latch. He then stood there for a moment in the dark, catching his breath. His heart felt as though it was going to beat out of his chest, but he was safe.
Could it really be true? His thoughts flashed back to a meeting that had taken place in his office about a month before. It was the last time he talked to his American friend, Ian Higgs. It was coming back clearly now, almost like a vision. They were sitting in Philippe�s office at the rear of the cathedral, and Ian was drinking a cappuccino.
The American had come to say good-bye. He told Philippe that he was going to return to the States, and he expressed his appreciation for all that the pastor had done to minister to him during his time in Switzerland.
Despite the lucrative pay, Philippe could tell that the new job had weighed heavily on his friend. The only good thing was that it had caused him to explore faith for the first time in his life, which in turn led him to travel regularly to St. Pierre for spiritual guidance.
About fifteen minutes into their conversation, Ian had set his empty cappuccino cup on the table and just stared at Philippe. Philippe was not about to say anything, as it was obvious the American was about to convey something important. A few seconds later, Ian had drawn a deep breath, pulled something out of his knapsack, and handed the object to Philippe. It was a gift for his daughter, Amanda, and it was only to be given to her, and only if she came to the church to claim it. The statement that it was only to be given to his daughter, and only if she showed up, was strange enough, but it was Ian�s next statement that Philippe found even more disturbing. Ian said it was possible other people might come to the cathedral asking questions, and under no circumstances was Philippe to give the gift to them or even discuss what it was.
Alarmed, Philippe had peppered his friend with questions. At first, Ian had been reluctant to answer, but he finally settled back into his chair and told Philippe about the company he worked for. It turned out that his work wasn't what he had been promised two years prior. The company was involved in dark things � so dark that Ian realized he could no longer work there. He told Philippe that he feared what his employer might do to retaliate.
Philippe spent the next few minutes trying to convince Ian to go to the authorities, but to no avail. Ian believed he needed to make his way back to the States and talk to the right people. He also said that some of the things he had discovered would be hard to prove. He even made Philippe promise that he would never discuss their conversation with anyone except his daughter, Amanda.
When Ian left the office that day, the two friends embraced. Philippe hoped that Ian�s fears were unfounded, but those hopes were dashed a few weeks later when he watched a local newscaster report on the American scientist who had been murdered on the streets of London.
Philippe had thought of calling the authorities immediately but then remembered his promise not to discuss the matter with anyone. Hearing from Amanda Higgs would solve everything, but thus far she hadn�t made contact. Thankfully, no one else had either � until that night.
That thought echoed in Philippe�s mind as he gathered himself at the back of the cathedral. He realized he needed to act quickly, so he walked down the dark corridor and into the nave. The cavernous space was mostly dark, with only a couple of small lights on near the front entrance. Stained glass windows rose majestically up on each side of the nave behind the rows of stone arches.
Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, Philippe walked in front of the altar and down a hall on the other side. He would check one thing before calling his friend who worked with the Geneva police department.
Philippe had almost reached his office when he heard a loud click. He thought it had come from the direction of the nave, but he couldn�t be sure. Sounds had an odd way of echoing in the old building. He retraced his steps and peered down the aisle, toward the front. It was mostly dark, but nothing seemed to move. It was probably the long-haired man trying to get in. Philippe smiled at the thought � it would take a small army to penetrate those doors.
He made his way back down the hall again and entered his office. There were no windows in the room, so he took the liberty of lighting a candle on his desk. The flame flickered to life, illuminating an antique desk, chairs, and a bookcase filled with various editions of the Bible and a number of theological books.
Philippe pulled out a chair, sat down, and moved the candle to the other end of the desk in order to cast light on a small black safe that sat on the floor. Philippe leaned forward and pressed a series of numbers into the safe's keypad. The keypad screen turned green, followed by a buzzing sound. He turned the handle and opened the door.
Lifting the candle, Philippe looked inside and rummaged around. He finally found what he was looking for in the back � a large black leather-bound Bible � which he promptly pulled out and set on the table. He used one hand to hold the candle and the other to open the front cover. On the first flyleaf was a handwritten note that he had read many times:
To my dear Amanda,
You were probably surprised to receive this gift, as well as hear the things that Philippe has told you. This Bible is special to me, and I want you to have it to remember me by. I have been moved by the words printed on these pages, and I was particularly blessed by the one that you told me was your favorite.
Love, Dad

Philippe smiled. It never got old reading the words that his friend had written. And he hoped that he would get to meet Amanda one day soon. He felt as though he knew her already.
With great care, the pastor slid the Bible back into the safe. As he grabbed the safe door he heard a shuffle behind him and saw the shadow of a man play against the wall. A second or two later, he heard a click and felt hard metal pressed against the side of his head. Turning slightly, he could see a pistol out of the corner of his eye.
�I wouldn�t close that if I were you,� said the long-haired man he had just seen outside.
�How� how did you��
�You need better locks on this place.�
Philippe nervously moved his hands into the air. �What do you want from me?�
�I need your help. I tried the nice way, and you didn�t seem to like that. So guess what? Now we�re going to try it the hard way.�
�Surely you don�t expect me to help you after��
�I have a gun pressed against your head. Of course I do.�
�Why are you doing this? I�m a pastor. What could you possibly want with me?� Philippe knew full well what the American wanted.
While still holding the barrel of the Glock against Philippe�s head, Zane reached over and turned on a nearby lamp. The light was weak, but it was enough to reveal the safe behind the desk. �What did you just put back in that safe?�
�Nothing.�
�Reverend, I don�t have time to play games,� Zane said, pushing the gun harder against Philippe�s temple.
�I was going through my safe,� he said truthfully.
�It looked like a book to me,� the American said, pulling a flashlight out of his left pocket. He directed the beam into the safe. On the top shelf, in the midst of a number of papers and folders, was a large Bible. �Hand me that.�
�I can�t. It�s��
�Fine,� the American replied, pulling the chair back from behind the desk with Philippe still in it.
�Please, it�s not my Bible. It�s not mine, and it�s not yours,� the pastor said in a raised voice.
The American lifted the gun from his head, and Philippe wondered if he had finally seen reason. �Whose Bible is it, and why are you so protective of it?� the man said, his tone a little softer.
Philippe looked up at the ceiling and began praying.
�Whose is it?� the man asked again, poking him lightly with the pistol.
�This I will never tell you.�
Philippe had gone as far as he could go. His hope was to keep the American talking until he could think of something, but he was running out of things to say.
�I told you before, I�ll get your help one way or another.� The stranger raised the gun again.
�You don�t understand,� the pastor said. �I�m a man of God. I don�t fear death, and I�ll never tell you who I�m holding this book for.�
�Then maybe you�ll tell me,� said a female voice.
Philippe jumped at the sound of the strange voice. He looked over at the door and saw a girl. She was in her twenties and had blond hair. Another female with long, dark hair stood behind her. The man had swung around at the sound of her voice but lowered his gun when he saw who it was.
�Amanda, don�t tell him��
Philippe stood up. �You� you are Amanda?�
She stepped toward the pastor, her hand extended. �Yes, I�m Amanda Higgs. And you are?�
Philippe�s eyes started to tear as he reached out and clasped Amanda�s hand with both of his. �I am Pastor Philippe Bachand. I knew your father well.�
�You knew Dad?�
�I did indeed. A fine man,� Phillipe said, still holding on to Amanda�s hand. �I can�t honestly say that you look like him, but you certainly have his eyes.�
Amanda smiled. �Thank you. I�ve been told that a few times.�
The other woman stepped forward and extended her hand. �I�m Carmen.�
Carmen then looked at Zane. He hesitated, and then reached out and grabbed Philippe�s shoulder. �I�m Zane. I apologize for� well, my unannounced entry.�
Philippe nodded, still a bit wary of the large man.
�Unfortunately, we came here not knowing what to expect. We didn�t know who to ask for or what we were going to find. I could tell you knew something but knew you weren�t going to open up.�
�I understand.�
�So, you spoke to him recently?� Zane asked, not wanting to waste any time. With the blizzard in full force, it wasn�t likely the pastor planned on sticking around for long.
�Ian and I spoke just before he left Switzerland. He said some bad things had happened, and he feared for his life. And now��
�Don�t beat yourself up,� Zane said. �We can only assume he had a good reason for keeping the whole thing under wraps.�
�Is that all he told you?� Carmen asked.
Philippe shook his head. �No. He said if something happened to him, Amanda would probably visit. But if not her, others would come. He made me promise I'd talk to no one but Amanda.�
�Now what happened tonight makes sense,� Zane said, and he told the pastor about their journey to Vienna and the clue they had found.
Philippe frowned. �Ian was a smart man, but the whole thing is strange. Why wouldn�t he just tell his daughter to come to Geneva and speak to me directly? It would have saved a lot of time and effort.�
�I think I have that part figured out,� Carmen said. �The clue we found in Vienna is something only Amanda or someone close to her would know. So, if he had sent the letter out with just your name and contact information and it had fallen into the wrong hands, it would have led the bad guys directly to you. In the end, he did it to protect you, Philippe.�
�That makes sense now,� Philippe said.
�So, that brings us to tonight,� Amanda said. �Now that we�re here, I�m assuming Dad wanted you to pass along a message to me.�
�Not exactly.� Philippe bent down, pulled the Bible out of the safe, and placed it on the desk in front of Amanda.
�Wow, it�s beautiful,� she whispered, running her hand across the leather-bound cover. �Only I�m not sure that�s what we�re looking for.�
�I�m very sorry to disappoint you, but it�s all I have.�
�Let me have a look,� Zane said, taking the Bible from Amanda. He opened it up to the center as if trying to confirm that indeed it was a real Bible, and not simply a container that looked like one. He held it up by the spine and shook it to see if anything fell out. Nothing.
�Oh,� Philippe said, snapping his fingers. �There is one thing I need to show you, Amanda. Your father wrote you a personal note in the front. Perhaps that�s what you�re looking for.�
Amanda took the Bible from Zane and opened it to the first page. She read it twice and then looked up. �This isn�t exactly what we�re looking for, but I like it.� She ran her finger across the handwritten words. �He mentions my favorite verse.�
�Yes, I�ve been wondering which verse he was referring to,� Philippe declared.
�John 15:13. 'Greater love has no one than this; to lay down one�s life for one�s friends.'�
�One of my favorites as well,� Philippe said.
Amanda smiled at the pastor with genuine affection. Then she frowned. �Wait a minute.� She flipped through the pages and then came to a stop toward the back. After staring at the page for a moment, she turned the Bible clockwise and held it close to her face, as though reading something along the inner crease. �Oh boy.�
�What?� Zane asked.
�I found something.� Amanda handed him the Bible and pointed to tiny handwriting printed along the crease. As Zane read, he raised his eyebrows.
�What is it?� Carmen asked.
�It�s the name of an office park,� Zane replied. �There�s only one problem � no city is given.�
Carmen pulled out her phone and began to tap on the screen. �Give me a sec.�
�May I see it?� Philippe asked. Zane handed the book to him. Philippe held it up close to his face and studied it for a moment before dropping it to his side. �I know this place. And now it all makes sense.�
Carmen stopped tapping on her phone.
�It�s west Geneva, along the north shore of the Rhone. The buildings are generally owned or leased by companies that like to maintain secrecy, such as those operating in technology or defense. It�s the typical sort of arrangement you�d expect to find in Switzerland.�
Zane frowned. �So why do you say it all makes sense now?�
�Because that is where Ian worked when he came to Geneva. But Ian didn�t just work in one place. He told me his job responsibilities took him to several locations, the main one being somewhere east of Lake Geneva. Our city was one of his other locations, and that�s how he found me. At some point he asked one of the locals where he could find a Protestant church, and someone suggested he visit us here at the St. Pierre Cathedral. I happened to be the pastor on duty the day he showed up, and we connected from the beginning. He was a fine man and had lots of questions about faith.�
Amanda smiled.
�About the place he worked here in Geneva, the office park� can you tell us more about that?� Zane asked.
�It was kind of interesting how it came up. He let the name slip one day, and I knew where he was talking about because my nephew works there.�
�Your nephew worked with Ian Higgs?� Carmen asked.
�No, he works for a company in one of the other buildings.�
Carmen was nodding. �Well, it seems obvious why Ian left this clue with you, Pastor Bachand. It sounds like you�re familiar with the location.�
�Not only the location, but I�m actually familiar with Ian�s building.�
Zane sat down in one of the empty chairs. �You are?�
�Yes. A month or so ago we had agreed to do lunch together. Ian wanted to go to a bistro near his office, so he offered to let me use the parking lot associated with his building, since there wasn�t much parking available near the restaurant.�
�Did you go into the building?� Carmen asked.
�I did not,� Philippe replied. �I simply pulled into the numbered space he told me to park in, and we walked to the caf� from there.�
�Can you tell us anything about the building?� Zane asked.
�Not much,� Philippe admitted. �I do know that Ian�s offices were not on the ground floor. I saw a name on the ground-floor window and recognized it, though. It's an investment firm of some kind, used by Eastern Europeans.�
Carmen looked over at Zane. �Something tells me that investment firm might be owned by Alexander Mironov. I seem to remember reading that there were a few financial pieces to his holdings.�
�Possibly,� Zane mused. �That would certainly make sense, given the location and the clientele.�
�There is one other thing,� Philippe said. �They had strange hours of operation. They operated primarily in the evening. In fact, on the night we ate dinner at the bistro, Ian was just getting to work.�
Carmen appeared intrigued. �Did he say why they operated at night?� she asked.
�No, but he did say that their work was secretive, and those in charge had a peculiar way of running things.�
Carmen looked over at Zane, who was staring at the pastor. Finally Zane said, �That�s very helpful.� He paused for a few more seconds before saying, �Pastor Philippe, can you take us there?�
�Well, I don�t know. It�s late. Perhaps tomorrow we can��
�I understand if you don�t want to be out in the storm.� Zane placed a hand on the man�s shoulder. �But unfortunately, this may be our best chance to get out there before the white stuff really gets deep. I simply want to drive past the building a couple of times and take notes on the location and the surrounding area.�
�I don�t even know who you are,� Philippe said.
Carmen looked at Zane and raised an eyebrow. He understood what she was implying, so he turned to the pastor and said, �Look, I can�t tell you everything, but I can tell you this � we�ve been asked by the American government to look into Ian�s death. Nothing more, nothing less. And if it would make you more comfortable, we have people you can call.�
�Pastor Bachand,� Amanda said, leaning forward and placing her hands on the desk. �My father asked you to help me and you agreed to do that. And I just want you to know that these are my friends. They�re not here to hurt you or get you in trouble. They�re just trying to find out who killed my father. Please help us do that.�
Philippe looked at all three faces, one by one. �Yes, I did take a vow to help you��
�And we would be so thankful if you would.�
Philippe let out a deep sigh. �Well, we�ll need to stop by my house on the way. None of you are dressed to be out in this weather.�



CHAPTER NINETEEN

The red Renault Clio that had been leased by French Canadian Michel Bergeron zigzagged through the Grottes district of Geneva. Its occupants didn�t seem the least bit out of place in the distinctly bohemian neighborhood. In fact, were it not for the time of day, one might assume the three were on their way to the nearest dive bar to watch a scandalously hip alternative band while sipping a bottle of artisanal beer.
The driver, whose long brown hair flowed out from underneath a striped toboggan, watched both side mirrors through aviator sunglasses, searching for anything that might seem even slightly out of place. Seated next to him was a raven-haired woman with an olive complexion. She was also watching the surrounding streets and sidewalks, although her movements were subtler, her eyes shifting back and forth behind her own shaded lenses. The third passenger, a twenty-something with straight blonde hair, surfed the Internet on her phone in the back seat, oblivious to the activities of the other two.
After doubling back through the Grottes district three times, including several U-turns and random stops, the driver eventually satisfied himself that they weren�t being followed and headed southwest through the Servette Potterie district, eventually turning left onto a road that ran between two office buildings.
The driver � Zane � pulled out an encrypted phone, tapped a few times, and then brought it to his ear. The decision to covertly enter the Renaissance offices had been made after an evening of due diligence with Philippe Bachand two nights before, followed by a long consultation with the Oracle the next morning. Since the second floor was used only at night, it was decided that Zane would enter the bank, which was located on the first floor, during the day. Once contact was made with an employee, Zane would ask to use the restrooms, which were located down the front corridor and across from the elevator. The building's elevator was operated by a secure card, which Delphi was able to reproduce after hacking through the security firewall.
Upon gaining entry to the second floor, Zane would attempt to locate the former office of Ian Higgs. Perhaps he had left something behind in the office itself, or perhaps something had been hidden electronically. In case of the latter, the operative would procure every visible electronic device.
�Foster here,� was the answer on the other end. It had been decided that Brett Foster, Delphi�s Chief Technology Specialist, would coordinate operational logistics from Arlington. The slightly heavy, dark-haired geek was a hacker extraordinaire and an invaluable asset in the organization.
He had attended MIT in the early 2000s and graduated with honors. After graduation, he entered private industry, working for several research companies at the Research Triangle Park in North Carolina. As fate would have it, one of those companies was a consultant for the CIA, and the brilliant young techie caught the eye of the head administrator of the CIA�s Office of Information Technology, and ultimately, of the Director himself.
Knowing full well that the CIA couldn�t pay Foster enough to hire him away from private industry, the Director passed his name on to Alexander Ross. Ross then used the appeal of covert work, coupled of course with a substantial increase in pay, to lure him to Delphi.
�We�re in the zone,� Zane said, downshifting the vehicle to a crawl. �I�m placing you on speaker.�
�Can everybody hear me?� Brett asked.
All three indicated they could.
�I�m behind the firewall and will be able to tell you if any alarms are activated,� Brett explained.
�What about the blues?� Zane asked, referring to the Geneva police.
�Chris is monitoring all blue communication,� Brett said. Chris Spears was Delphi�s Assistant Technology Specialist. �In fact, we�re monitoring all emergency personnel.�
�Copy that,� Zane said.
�And you have the drive and the card?� Brett asked. Both the thumb drive and access card had arrived by courier earlier that morning. If Zane could find the security room, he was going to use the thumb drive to load special software into the system that controlled the building�s cameras. Ten minutes later a trojan would activate, erasing the prior forty-five minutes of recorded video feed, something not likely to be noticed unless the users were specifically looking for it.
�Yes, we have both,� Zane replied, patting one of his pockets.
�Excellent,� Brett said. �I have the satellite view up now. Are you still in front of the building?�
Zane slowed the car down almost to a stop. �Yes, the front entrance is directly to our right.�
�Please go through your steps one more time,� Brett said.
�We�re going to proceed past both of these buildings and park a block or two from the subject. I will then travel on foot back to the subject.�
�Copy that. It looks like you�ll have about a five- to ten-minute walk back. Please text when you exit the vehicle and then text again once you�ve taken the elevator to the second floor.�
�Copy that. Over.�
Zane then ended the call and accelerated. A minute later, they arrived at a church on the second block. He made a crisp U-turn and pulled into a spot along the side of the street, facing back in the direction they had just come.
�Do you have everything?� Carmen asked.
Zane removed the toboggan and put on a pair of nonprescription glasses. He also chambered one magazine into his suppressed Glock and placed two others inside his coat. �Yes.�
�Remember to text Brett and me when you exit onto the second floor.�
Zane nodded and exited the car. As he made his way back up the street toward the buildings, he couldn�t help but think back to the Oracle�s worry that the plan was too simple. And while Zane had agreed that things were rarely as easy as planned, he also knew that simple was preferable to complex. If you could walk cleanly through the front door using stealth, why risk blowing through the back door?
After walking exactly one block, Zane stopped and pretended to make a phone call. He waved his arms around and laughed, while at the same time scanning the surrounding area for anything out of the ordinary. Seeing nothing that aroused suspicion, he pretended to end the call and continued toward the bank.
As the building came into view, Zane�s thoughts turned to Amanda Higgs. He and Carmen had agreed that she might be needed if her father left another cryptic puzzle like the one in Vienna. Zane did have some concerns about bringing her along. Operations could turn south at a moment�s notice, and while certainly bright, she was still an untrained civilian who would be extremely vulnerable if things deteriorated. But despite their misgivings, Zane and Carmen were certain that they would be able to keep Amanda safe.
Zane walked through the front entrance at precisely five minutes before noon. When he did, he was pleased to see people filing in and out, a sign that their due diligence from the day before had paid off � they had determined that activity peaked around lunchtime.
After entering the lobby, Zane paused for a brief moment. The layout was exactly as anticipated. Just to his right and through another set of glass doors was the bank, which presumably took up most or all of that side of the building. Directly in front of him was a hallway that extended all the way to the back of the building. To his great satisfaction, Zane could see that the elevators and restrooms were exactly where he thought they�d be.
He had hoped to move directly back to the elevators if no one was looking, but just inside the bank was a customer service representative helping an elderly couple at a kiosk. She was facing in his direction and had probably seen him come in.
Unzipping his coat slightly, Zane transitioned to Michel Bergeron. He threw open the door dramatically and made eye contact with the woman at the kiosk. She smiled at him.
The operative was just about to take a seat at a small waiting area when the couple in front of him finished their business and turned to leave. The kiosk worker, a striking woman with high cheekbones, looked up and spoke to him in Russian-accented French, �Yes, sir. May I help you?�
Zane walked over and looked at her much like a glutton would look over items on a buffet line. �Absolutely,� he said, his accent now that of Michel Bergeron. �How could I refuse service from such a beautiful woman?�
She blushed, �Thank you.�
�You know, I�ve been here many times and yet never had the pleasure of speaking to you,� Zane remarked. �How unfortunate.�
�Well, thank you again,� the woman said, extending her hand. �My name is Katarina Popova. How may I help you, Mister�?�
�Oh, please forgive me,� he replied, taking her hand and kissing the top before releasing it. She pulled it back so quickly that it popped against her body. Zane smiled as if the reaction didn�t faze him in the least. �My name is Michel Bergeron,� he continued. �I�m here to follow up on a call I made earlier.�
�And who did you speak to?�
�It was one of the investment advisors, I forget his name. But first things first.� He glanced around the office and then leaned forward and said in a low voice, �I must ask to use your restroom.� He made a show of reaching down and rubbing his abdomen. �I had a little foie gras at lunch, and it isn�t sitting too well.�
The woman motioned toward the door with a smile, clearly happy that he was leaving. �Go back out into the hall, and the bathrooms are down on your right,� she said.
He bowed slightly and said, �Rest assured, I will be back.�
The woman gave him a faux smile and turned quickly to her computer screen.
As he exited the back into the lobby, Zane felt a sense of relief wash over him. So far, everything was falling perfectly into place. Not only was the woman glad to be rid of him, but he also noticed that another man had just entered and was talking to her. In a matter of minutes, she would likely forget about Monsieur Bergeron and his cramping intestines.
Just to be on the safe side, Zane entered the restroom first. Despite his overall satisfaction with how things were playing out, something had just hit him moments before when he walked away from the kiosk. It was the strange sense that someone else had been watching the whole ordeal. He finally shrugged it off, having nothing concrete to base it on.
Walking over to the sink, Zane removed the fake glasses and tucked them into a coat pocket. He then turned on the water, and after giving it time to warm up, he splashed it onto his face several times.
After counting silently to thirty, the operative exited back into the hallway. He glanced toward the bank to make sure no one was looking and then strode over to the elevator and pushed the Up button. He waited for what seemed like an eternity before the car finally arrived with a ding.
When the doors slid open, Zane stepped inside and quickly removed the card from his jacket pocket. It was the moment of truth. If the card worked, it meant Nigel and the Agency had done their job. If the card didn�t work, the whole operation would be turned upside down.
As soon as the doors closed, Zane pushed the button for the second floor and then inserted the card into the slot just above. For a moment nothing happened, which caused the operative to curse under his breath, but three seconds later the light turned green, and he could feel the elevator begin to move.
* * *
It was by sheer coincidence that Lucien Lafevers, investment banker, happened to be staring out the window as the long-haired man crossed the parking lot. His mind had been preoccupied with thoughts of how to shelter the funds of a shady client, but he soon found himself paying more and more attention to the figure moving toward the entrance to the bank. There was something about him that bothered Lafevers, although he couldn�t quite put his finger on what it was.
The man was wearing an expensive jacket with stylish chest pockets and olive dress pants, so Lafevers had to admit he certainly looked the part of the bank�s exclusive clientele. So what was it about him? Was it the way he walked? And then it hit him. It wasn�t the way he walked at all. It was what he did as he walked. Although subtle, there was no doubt that the man was taking a careful survey of his surroundings. His head would turn slightly at every movement.
But what bothered Lafevers even more was what the man did when he finally entered the building. Instead of proceeding directly into the bank, the man paused and looked to the rear of the building before looking anywhere else. What was he looking at?
Fully alert, Lafevers sat up straight in his chair and watched as the man crossed the lobby and began to talk to Katarina at the service desk. A minute or so later, the man headed down the hall, the very place he�d been staring at before.
Smelling trouble, Lafevers rose from his seat and approached the kiosk.
�What did that man want?� he asked Katarina in broken Russian.
�You mean besides me?� she asked. �What a creep.� She made a gagging motion with her fingers. �He said he talked to someone earlier on the phone, something about an issue he was having. Why?�
Lafevers ignored her question. �Where did he go?�
�He said he felt sick and was going to the bathroom.�
Lafevers frowned at her answer. While that seemed to explain why the man had been looking toward the rear of the building, he still didn�t like it. He�d been acting strange in the parking lot, and the request to use the restroom just seemed like an excuse.
The banker took a position near the door. If the man wasn�t back in five minutes, he�d make a trip to the restroom himself.
About two minutes later, Lafevers thought he hear a distant ding. The elevator? No one should have been using it during the day.
Realizing something was amiss, Lafevers opened the glass door and strode purposefully to the restroom. He entered in a casual manner and stepped directly up to one of the urinals. When he finished relieving himself, he mashed the chrome handle almost violently, as though the additional strength might make the flush more loud. When the water gushed down in a load roar, he used the opportunity to stoop down and look under the stall partitions.
And what he saw was exactly what he expected: there was no sign of the long-haired man. There was no sign of anyone.
His heart thumping with excitement, the banker quickly returned to his office and closed the door behind him. He could see Katarina giving him a quizzical look through the glass as he picked up the phone and pressed a single green button near the bottom.
After two rings, the line was answered by a groggy voice. �Yes.�
�This is Lafevers.�
�This better be good.� The man yawned. �What do you want?�
�I think we have trouble.�
There was a creaking sound as the man rolled over in bed. �What do you mean we have trouble?�
�We have a visitor here at the bank. He looked suspicious, and when he came in he asked Katarina if he could use the restroom.�
�Let me get this straight. You called to tell me one of your clients is in the crapper?�
�There is more to it than that.� Lafevers was frustrated but knew better than to cross him.
�Well, spit it out. You�re wasting my precious sleep. What�s so suspicious about a man using the restroom?�
Lafevers bit his tongue. �As I waited for him to return I heard a ding.�
�He�s in the restroom and you heard a ding?� the man asked in a condescending tone.
�It was the ding of the elevator.� Lafevers paused to let that sink in. �And after I heard that, I went down to the restroom myself.�
�And was he there?� the man asked, suddenly more serious.
�No, he wasn�t.�
Lafevers could hear more creaking as the man sat up in bed. �Have you seen him before?�
�Never.�
There was a short pause, and then the man said, �We will be there in seven minutes.�



CHAPTER TWENTY

During the ride up, Zane pulled out his phone and typed out a simple text: In. After hitting Send, he received an error message that his phone currently had no signal, so he made a mental note to resend after stepping out onto the second floor.
Despite being of recent construction, the elevator crawled at a snail�s pace, something Zane figured might relate to security. There were undoubtedly cameras inside the car, and the slow ride up probably gave the security team time to scrutinize whoever was inside. But even though he planned on erasing all of the footage, the operative still kept his head down.
After an agonizingly long wait, the elevator finally bumped to a halt, and the door slowly slid open. Zane stepped out and prepared to resend his text, only to stop dead in his tracks. A loud beeping noise permeated the second floor. Was it an alarm? Had something about the card triggered it?
The elevator was at the corner of the floor, with one hallway running straight ahead and another running to the right. The noise seemed to be coming from somewhere straight ahead, but due to the echoing effect, it was hard to tell precisely.
Sliding the phone back into his pocket, Zane pulled out his pistol, chambered the first round, and then decided to take the hallway directly ahead. After a few steps, he noticed the sound had grown louder, an indication he had made the right choice. In fact, the noise seemed to be coming from a room just ahead on the right.
With his finger behind the trigger, Zane stepped inside the room and cleared it in both directions. It apparently served as the office kitchen, as there was a round table with chairs, a refrigerator, a microwave, and various bags of plastic plates and cups on top of a counter that ran the length of one wall.
It didn�t take the operative long to discover that the refrigerator was the source of the noise. Someone had left it open, and the appliance was beeping its displeasure. Using the back of his hand so as not to leave prints, Zane pushed the door shut and returned to the hallway.
What now? He knew he was going to search for the former office of Ian Higgs, but he wasn�t sure where to begin. Deciding to start with the rooms on the inner side of the hall, he walked down to the next door past the break room. After peering inside, he was gripped with a feeling of satisfaction. Directly in front of him was what appeared to be a small security station. There a number of monitors set up on a long table on the left. One large monitor the size of a flat-panel television screen displayed a number of live video feeds, both inside and outside the building. There was a view of the lobby, a view of the bank interior, and even a feed showing the inside of the elevator car that he had just rode up in.
The discovery of the CCTV system meant that Zane would be able to use the thumb drive to erase any evidence he had been in.
So far everything seemed to be going smooth as silk. Which meant that�s exactly when he could expect the problems to begin.
* * *
�Still nothing?� Amanda asked from the back seat.
�Still nothing,� Carmen looked down at the phone that was perched on her leg.
�It seems like it�s been a while. Shouldn�t you text him?�
�Not yet. We stick with the agreed-upon protocol until we believe something has been compromised. I�m not ready to go there yet.�
�What if someone was on the upper floor when he arrived?�
�Then Zane will go right back down. I doubt anyone is there, although I guess anything is possible. Everything I�ve read about Mironov, from intelligence sources and public sources, indicates he is a meticulously organized man. If he has a rule that they don�t work during the day, my guess is they don�t work during the day.�
�What about security?�
�That�s the one thing that concerns me a bit. Our best guess is that daytime security is electronic only. If there are actual security personnel, they would be downstairs in the bank. And if they�re present then Zane will��
Carmen stopped in mid-sentence as the phone vibrated on her leg and rolled off onto the seat. She picked it up, looked at the screen, and then answered, �Petrosino.�
�It�s me,� Brett said. �I assume you don�t have anything yet?�
�We were just talking about that. No, nothing so far.�
�I�m a little concerned because we picked up a signal in the building�s security system. I can�t quite tell what it is, but I�m assuming it�s somehow related to the use of the access card. And that was a couple of minutes ago.�
�Well, that�s not good.� Carmen frowned. �Have you been able to breach the security cams?�
�Not yet. Those are locked up pretty well. Chris and I are working on it, though. The good news is that Zane has the thumb drive and should be able to erase everything on his way out, provided he can find the hard drive.�
�I was thinking more of us being able to see him to make sure everything is all clear.�
�If he hasn�t checked in a minute from now we need to reach��
�Brett�� Carmen looked through the front windshield.
�Yeah, what�s up?�
�We have a problem. Some arrivals. I need to go.�
�Copy that. Keep me posted��
Carmen didn�t wait for him to finish his sentence. While continuing to stare through the windshield, she placed her phone back on her leg using one hand and simultaneously removed her Beretta from her pocket with the other.
�What's going on?� Amanda asked from the back seat.
�Shhhhh.� Carmen gestured up the street with her gun. A black Mercedes SUV had just pulled into a spot about a block away. Based on her count of silhouettes, Carmen figured that there were at least five people inside. �No talking from here on out. And don�t move unless I tell you to.�
With one smooth motion, Carmen reached out and picked up her phone, tapping out a text using one hand. She hit Send and said a silent prayer that it would get to Zane in time.
* * *
Zane had just finished clearing all of the interior rooms when his phone vibrated. He cursed as he realized he had forgotten to check in when he arrived on the second floor. He opened the screen, expecting to see that Carmen was simply asking for verification, and then frowned at what came up: R security team arrived and parked in front of us. Assume it is backup and others are in building or on their way in. Get out. CP. Zane typed out a quick response and also sent a text to Brett before putting the phone back in his pocket. Where now? Realizing he might be able to pick something up on the video feed, he hurried back to the hall he had first walked down when he came out of the elevator. He slipped into the security room. A quick look at the CCTV feeds made his heart pound faster � three men were inside the elevator car and on their way up. Each carried a semi-automatic rifle, and all three were pulling something out of their coats. Unable to see what it was, Zane leaned closer to the screen and then froze. The men were putting on gas masks.
As if on cue, Zane heard a faint hissing sound that seemed to be coming from the vents right above his head. Something was being pumped through the HVAC system on that floor.
Brilliant, he thought. Zane knew he had to use the stairs, which were right next to the elevator, but as soon as he stepped out of the security room, he heard a chime indicating the elevator had just arrived. As the door slowly slid open, he rushed down the hall, turned right, and then found a room on the far end. Upon entering, he went immediately over to the window and tried to open it, only to learn that it had been permanently sealed. He also noted that the glass appeared to be the double-paned variety that was used for security, so it wouldn�t do any good to try to kick though it or shoot it. Not to mention that would draw the Renaissance team directly to his position.
Realizing there was nothing to be gained at the window, Zane returned to the door. He examined it closely and saw that it couldn�t be locked, so he pulled it mostly shut, leaving a crack through which to point his gun.
Zane knew that the men were out of the elevator because he could hear the soft sound of footsteps, muffled slightly by the hissing that continued to come from the vents. He also heard the occasional creak as they pushed open doors, indicating they were professionals who were clearing one room at a time.
Zane soon began to feel light-headed. Whatever they were pumping through the ductwork was beginning to have its intended effect. Figuring the air was a little cleaner close to the floor, he got down on one knee.
Feeling more stable, he watched the hallway through the crack in the door. A few seconds later, he saw what he�d been waiting for. The edge of a gas mask appeared at the corner. The mask gave the man the appearance of a grotesque alien. The man paused, perhaps listening, and it gave Zane the break he was looking for.
Raising his gun, Zane pointed it at the tiny portion of the mask that was visible. He doubted he�d be able to hit the man�s face at that angle, but his hope was to render him vulnerable to the gas by taking out the mask. In the chaos that would ensue, Zane might be able to rush forward, finish him off, and then make for the stairs.
Locking in on the shiny piece of plastic, Zane squeezed the trigger. There was a suppressed spit, followed by a loud grunt as the man fell to the ground. Apparently, the bullet had found its mark.
The operative stood up, ready to sprint for the corner, but then swooned and fell backwards. The room was spinning more powerfully than before, and he realized that he was only a few seconds away from passing out.
In the vague recesses of his brain, the operative remembered an important piece of information, a part of his training that dealt with what you should do when faced with potential capture. It was a task of last resort, but it was one he knew he needed to complete.
His world growing more and more fuzzy with each passing second, the operative used the last of his strength to pull out his phone with his left hand. He then lifted his Glock with his right hand and aimed it at the portion of the phone that he knew contained the SIM card.
His strength almost completely gone, Zane clenched his jaw and pulled the trigger. The phone was immediately blasted out of his hand, the various parts scattering across the carpet.
As everything turned to black, the operative thought about how pleased the Oracle would be that he had followed protocol.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Renaissance backup team was exiting the Mercedes SUV at the precise moment Carmen received Zane�s reply via text. She reached up and turned the key just enough to activate power inside the Renault.
�Roll your window down halfway,� Carmen instructed Amanda.
�Why?�
�Just do it. I�m getting ready to step out of the car, and I want your window down in case something happens and I need to give you instruction.� Carmen watched the men move down the sidewalk in formation.
�What are you going to do?�
�Follow them at a distance. Hopefully Zane made it out.�
�What am I supposed to do?�
Carmen could see the fear in the girl�s eyes, but she also realized she needed to find out if Zane needed help. The Renaissance thugs were heavily armed, which might make things difficult, even for someone with as much skill as Zane. As long as Amanda stayed in the car, she would be fine. The action would be blocks away.
�For now, I just need you to stay here,� she said. Amanda didn�t respond, so Carmen asked, �Understood?�
Amanda nodded but still seemed concerned.
�If I�m not back in thirty minutes, take the car and get out of here.� Carmen jingled the keys that were still in the ignition. �You have Brett�s number, so call him when you leave, and he�ll tell you what to do.�
Carmen got out of the car and closed the door softly. She moved to the street side of the car and ran after the Renaissance team in a stooped position. She was thankful that it was a relatively deserted area, because her crouched posture would have surely drawn unwanted attention.
When she reached the SUV, Carmen took two pictures of the license plate. She�d send them to Brett via text later.
After tucking her phone back in her pocket, she continued her pursuit of the Renaissance team. A minute later, she made a mistake that ended all hope of helping Zane: as she ran in a stooped position with her eyes still firmly locked onto the men up ahead, she failed to see a bottle sticking out from underneath a sedan. Her foot caught it squarely, causing it to clang loudly out into the street.
As soon as she realized what she�d done, she stopped and crouched behind the vehicle. But it was too late. The two Renaissance goons in the rear turned around and saw her before she dropped out of view.
While the men began to crouch and spread out into formation, Carmen cursed herself for having been so careless. How could she not have seen the bottle? She had no choice but to retreat. Zane was a professional and could take care of himself. Her priority right now needed to be keeping Amanda safe.
Hoping the men might not know how many people they were up against, Carmen fired several shots in their direction. Much to her satisfaction, the men hunkered down behind one of the cars without returning fire. Making use of the cover her shots had provided, the Italian sprinted back to the Renault. When she arrived, Amanda was still in the back seat, bent over and trying to hide.
Carmen opened the door on the street side and said, �Get out. Now!�
She had thought of trying to drive right past the Renaissance team, but they were likely well armed, and could turn the small Renault into Swiss cheese in short order. Their only choice was to retreat on foot, and Carmen had an idea how to do that very thing.
After Amanda slid over and got out, the Italian operative stood up and fired two more shots. She noticed that the men were creeping in their direction now, which was not what she wanted to see. They also returned fire that time, although there was little chance they would make a hit.
Carmen turned around and looked at the road behind them. It came to a dead end in a row of bushes a couple of blocks away. She knew from the satellite view she had studied the night before that there was a residential neighborhood just on the other side. If they could make it through those bushes, they might be able to lose the men in the maze of houses. Or they might also be able to make it to the Rhone River, which was on the other side of the neighborhood.
As two more shots rang out, Carmen turned to Amanda. �Listen to me closely. I need you to sprint for those bushes then crawl through and wait for me on the other side. I�m going to hold them down to give you time to get there, and I�ll join you after that.�
Amanda appeared pale and frightened, but she managed a nod.
Carmen slapped her shoulder. �Now go!�
As Amanda ran off, Carmen stood up and fired until her magazine was spent. The shots had their intended effect, as the men hunkered down in response. Clicking in another magazine and chambering a round, she turned and ran. By the time she arrived at the bushes, Amanda had already pushed her way through. The Italian glanced back one last time and saw that the men were fanned out and running her way, with two coming directly down the street and three others coming down the sidewalk. She lifted her gun, fired at the two in the street, and then plunged through the tangle of sharp limbs.
�I�m here,� said Amanda as Carmen crawled through on the other side.
The bushes were thick, so both women had scratches on their faces and hands. As Carmen stood up, she noticed that they were standing atop a grassy hill. At the bottom of the hill was the edge of a large residential neighborhood, with streets and houses stretching out into the distance. Beyond the neighborhood, she saw a row of tall trees, which were probably lined along the shore of the river.
Carmen fired a random shot back through the bushes. There was almost a zero chance she�d hit anybody, but she wanted to give the men the impression that she was still in there. It wouldn�t work for long, but it might buy them another minute or two.
�We�re going to straight to those houses.� Carmen pointed down the hill. She then looked at Amanda, who was breathing heavily. �Are you okay?�
�Yes, I think so.�
�Good. Let�s go.�
The Italian led the way down the slope, running fast, but not so fast that she might lose her balance. The last thing she needed was to take a fall just as the goons popped out of the bushes.
When they reached the bottom of the hill, the sound of a gunshot pierced the air, and a round shredded through several shingles on a nearby roof. That was followed by another shot that kicked up a cloud of grass and dirt a few feet away. Amanda screamed, and Carmen glanced back. Three of the men had already made it through and were on their knees, taking shots.
�This way,� Carmen said, running around to the front of the house. She motioned Amanda to stay put and then leaned around the corner. All five men were atop the hill now. Without even taking aim, the Italian fired several shots that were simply meant to hold them in place.
�Uh, Carmen��
The operative turned around and saw Amanda pointing toward the front porch of the house. A woman was standing there, looking perplexed. Carmen told the woman that they were on official business and to get back in the house.
Hearing Carmen's accent, the woman backed up a bit but didn�t fully comply. A scowl crossed her face as she lifted an accusatory finger. �Vous n��tes pas��
�Maintenant!� Carmen yelled, lifting her pistol. The woman beat a hasty retreat back through the front door.
Another shot rang out, so Carmen looked back around the corner. All five men were walking down the hill, their guns raised. Carmen pulled back, looked at Amanda, and gestured across the street with her gun. �Start running that way. Just keep going straight, and don�t stop until you get to the trees along the river. Take cover, and I�ll be there as soon as I can.�
Amanda hesitated, clearly not happy about running off on her own.
�Go!� Carmen shouted, not leaving any room for debate.
As Amanda turned and fled, Carmen looked around the corner once again. The men had fanned out as she could only see three. It concerned her that she couldn�t see the other two, but she couldn�t worry about that right then. Knowing she didn�t have time to formulate a detailed plan, she stepped out into the open, raised the Beretta with both hands, and squeezed off two rounds. Two of the men reached for their chests and fell, screaming as they tumbled down the hill. The third man ran to his right and out of sight, using the house as a shield.
Two down, three to go, she said to herself. Carmen was still concerned about the two men she couldn�t see. If they had made it past her, she needed to find Amanda before they did.
After a quick glance to make sure the coast was clear, she sprinted across the street and between two houses on the other side. Crossing through a row of hedges in the backyard, she suddenly found herself in a park for children. Immediately on her right was a pond, its calm surface broken only by a flotilla of ducks and geese. Further ahead was a graveled area with swing sets, slides, and climbing bars. And just beyond the play area was some kind of clubhouse and a parking lot.
While examining the play area, Carmen noticed a group of women gathered behind the swing sets with their children. All of them were staring in her direction, doubtless because she was armed. But the fact that they were already huddled up told her that someone had just come through, perhaps Amanda.
As the stare-down continued, one of the women pulled out a mobile phone. If she was calling the authorities, she would likely be the second person. Carmen had no doubt the woman on the front porch had also gone inside and placed a call.
Realizing that the police would probably arrive soon, Carmen pondered her next move. She could see the trees in the distance, on the other side of the street from the park, but there was no sign of Amanda. Could she really have run fast enough to already be there? Carmen doubted it, although she couldn�t rule it out. What really concerned her was the possibility that the American had taken a wrong turn or somehow been forced to hide from one of the thugs. But she felt sure that Amanda would have followed the instructions to the letter. Carmen owed it to her to fulfill her end of the promise.
She ran past the pond and past the women behind the swings. As she reached the parking lot, a shot rang out and a bullet whizzed overhead. She ducked into a crouch and continued to run past several cars, finally coming to a stop behind a BMW sedan. Her well-trained ears told her that the shot had come from the other side, although it was impossible to know exactly where.
Most shooters, even experienced ones, liked to crouch behind a car and shoot over the top, so Carmen had learned to keep low and try to locate the attacker from underneath. Lying flat on the pavement, she scanned the other side of the lot. It only took her a few seconds to find the shooter. He was kneeling behind the tire of a car, and his left knee and upper leg were just barely visible.
Carmen squirmed around until she was facing the man. She raised her gun and aimed it directly at his kneecap. It wouldn�t kill him, but a shattered knee would put him out of commission, which is all she would need.
The target acquired, she steadied her hand and squeezed the trigger. After the coughing sound of the shot the man screamed and tumbled sideways, clutching the knee that had just turned to jelly. Carmen could see that the gun had flung out of the man�s hand and was lying a short distance away on the pavement.
Carmen jumped up and ran out of the parking lot and across the street toward the stand of pines. As she entered the trees, she heard two shots ring out from two different directions. She zigzagged through the maze of trunks, making it difficult for anyone to hit her.
A few seconds later, she broke out on the other side. Straight ahead, across a short expanse of grass, was the Rhone River. On the shore was exactly what she thought she had seen on the satellite view: a small marina. Escape was within their grasp, if she could only find Amanda.
�Hey,� said a voice behind her.
The Italian turned, her gun raised, but lowered it when she saw a tired-looking Amanda coming out from behind a holly bush.
�You okay?� Carmen grabbed Amanda�s shoulder.
�Yes, how about you? I heard all the gunfire and was scared you�d been shot,� Amanda said.
�I�m fine, but I can�t say the same for the thug who tried to ambush me in the parking lot. Look, I wish there was more time to catch up, but we have to go. Let�s get moving.�
They both turned and ran toward the marina. As they drew closer, Carmen noticed a building and several docks. She also noted that there were about fifteen or twenty boats moored to the docks, mostly small motorboats and sailboats. She couldn�t have asked for more. It was laid out exactly as she had hoped. Given enough time, she might even be able to hotwire one of the motorboats.
Any thoughts that the marina might be deserted disappeared when three men stepped out from behind the small building. Amanda hesitated, but Carmen yelled at her to keep going.
When they reached them, an older man stepped forward. He was likely in his sixties, with a gray beard and wrinkled skin that looked as though he had spent his entire life on Lake Geneva. Carmen knew instinctively that he was the owner. The two others behind him appeared to be teenagers.
��a va?� the old man asked, appearing concerned.
�Non, �a ne va pas. Do you speak English?� Carmen asked, knowing her French wasn�t good.
�I speak a little,� the man replied.
�We are working with the police, and there are some bad men on the way,� Carmen said. A look of confusion spread across the man�s face. Carmen pointed her finger like a gun. �Bad men. Bang bang. They come and try to shoot us.�
�Bad men come for you?� he asked.
�Yes, they�re coming for us, and we need a boat.�
Before the man could respond, someone yelled in the distance. They all turned to see two men standing just in front of the pine trees. One of them was bald, and Carmen immediately realized who it was. He was yelling in French, so Carmen could only pick up bits and pieces, but he seemed to be telling the owner of the marina that she and Amanda were criminals. The expression on the old man�s face morphed to one of suspicion, at which point he said to Carmen, �I don�t know� maybe you bad.�
A shot rang out, and the round exploded into the water behind them. Carmen pulled the group behind the building. She then fired another shot back toward the trees to keep the men at bay, but she knew it wouldn't last very long.
�Get us a boat and get it now,� said the Italian, her demeanor suddenly changing from one of a pleading woman to that of a woman who was going to get what she wanted, even if it meant forcing the issue.
�I don�t know��
�I said get it now!� Carmen shouted. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of one of the teens inching toward the door of the building, and she realized that if she didn�t force the man�s hand, things would descend into chaos. She grabbed the old man by the collar and drew him close, then lifted her Beretta and placed it against his temple. �Les cl�s pour un bateau! Maintenant!�
Visibly shaken, the man fished in his pocket and pulled out a ring of keys. He pulled one of them off and handed it to the Italian.
Carmen asked the man which boat the keys went with.
The man hesitated again.
�Lequel?� Carmen asked again, pressing the gun harder into the man�s head.
�That one,� he said, pointing to one of the boats moored close by. It was an eighteen-foot inboard powerboat, and Carmen couldn�t have been more pleased.
�Let�s go!� she shouted at Amanda.
As they climbed aboard, Carmen saw the men retreating into the building. �Stop,� she said, firing into the roof of the boathouse to get their attention. The old man and one of the teenagers stopped and held their hands up. The third teenager took his chances and darted inside. Carmen wanted to make sure the man had given her the right key before she let them get away. With baldy and his partner closing in, there wouldn�t be time to go inside and pull them out. She handed the gun to Amanda and said, �Shoot them if they move.�
Amanda�s eyes grew large, but she played along, pointing the gun awkwardly toward the men. Carmen climbed into the driver�s seat, checked the throttle, and turned the key. The engine groaned to life, churning the water behind it.
�Merci,� Carmen said, nodding toward the old man. She took the gun from Amanda and motioned toward the other seat. �Sit down and stay low. This may get fun.�
Carmen backed the craft out more quickly than she normally would have, bumping the boat next to them. Once they were clear of the dock, she moved the clutch forward and opened the throttle. The engine roared and the bow lifted in response. Not bad, old man. Thanks, Carmen thought.
The craft threw off a spray of water as the Italian turned out into the river. She didn�t yet know exactly what she was going to do, only that they needed to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the marina.
�Where are we going?� Amanda shouted her question.
�We�re pretty far out.� Carmen looked at the forest that closed in on both sides of the river. �It would be foolish to go ashore here. If we do, it will become a footrace to nowhere.�
�Then what are our options?�
�Common sense tells me we head back to��
"Oh, no!" Amanda shouted.
Carmen glanced back over her shoulder. A boat had just left the marina and was headed in their direction. Apparently, the Renaissance goons had been able to quickly commandeer a boat of their own. Judging by its size, she doubted it was faster than theirs, but it might be equally fast and would certainly allow them to remain in sight.
A plan formed in the Italian�s mind. She looked down at the fuel gauge and saw that they had about a half a tank. The hint of a smile crossed her face. It might be just enough to accomplish what she had in mind.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

�Get up.�
At the sound of Carmen�s voice, Amanda, who had been shivering in the fetal position on the bottom of the boat, opened her eyes and got up on her knees. She had no idea where they were, only that they had traveled up the Rhone River past Geneva and out into the lake. The only thing Carmen had told her about their destination was that it was a place she remembered visiting in her childhood.
As she settled into her seat, Amanda was startled at what she saw in front of them. They were headed toward a line of boulders along the lakeshore. Just to the right of those boulders was a medieval castle sitting in the water.
�Where are we?� Amanda asked. Hearing a distant buzz, she glanced behind her. The other boat with the Renaissance goons was still in pursuit. It appeared to be about a quarter mile back.
�Le Ch�teau de Chillon.� Carmen glanced down at the fuel gauge and shook her head. The needle was touching empty, meaning they could run out of gas at any moment. �Now, listen to me. When I land the boat, you�re going to need to get out quickly. Whatever you do, don�t look back. Just keep going until you get into the trees. Understand?�
Amanda nodded, her eyes already focused on the target.
As they neared the boulders, Amanda could see that they actually formed a cove, which Carmen deftly directed the boat into. Once inside the cove, she kept the craft moving straight toward the sandy beach.
�Hold on,� Carmen said, finally reducing speed and running the bow up onto the sand. �Now go!�
Amanda almost fell as she crawled over the console. She crossed the bow and jumped off onto the beach. As soon as her feet touched the sand, she heard gunfire. Following her instructions to the letter, she ran straight up the hill and entered the trees. Once there, she hid behind a trunk and looked back. The other boat was nearing the cove. Carmen fired a couple of rounds, but the driver kept moving the craft toward the shore, not in the least slowed down by the bullets.
Carmen turned and sprinted toward Amanda. When she arrived, she pointed toward an asphalt service road that ran toward the castle. �Go up to that road, turn right, and just keep running. I�ll be right behind you.�
�Where are we��
�Just follow the road!�
* * *
Resisting the urge to look back, Amanda kept running. Despite being in good shape, the fear of the chase caused her heart to beat faster than it had in years. She was running on adrenaline and prayed that it would continue as long as she needed it.
Directly ahead, she could just make out the front of the medieval castle she had seen from the boat. There were throngs of tourists piling on and off buses in the parking lot.
Perfect, Amanda thought to herself. What a way to get lost.
A few seconds later, Carmen drew even with her. She wasn�t even breathing heavily. �Keep your pace,� the Italian said. �We�re almost there.�
When they entered the parking, lot they slowed to a jog and wound through the mass of people, cars, and buses.
�Please don�t tell me we�re going in there,� Amanda said, nodding toward the castle.
�Okay, I won�t tell you that.�
About two minutes later, they reached the other end of the parking lot, and Amanda followed Carmen across a covered bridge that led into the castle. Amanda couldn�t help but glance back. When she did, she shuddered. Two of their pursuers, including the bald man, were pushing through the crowd in their direction. She couldn�t see the third; either he had remained with the boat or was lagging behind. The fact that she couldn�t see him made her even more afraid.
�Let�s go.� Carmen took Amanda�s arm and guided her into the building. �Don�t worry about them.�
Once inside, Carmen proceeded directly to the ticket window. Unfortunately, there was an elderly couple in front who were having trouble sorting their money out. The husband was fussing at the wife, who stopped counting the bills and began to fuss back. Carmen let out an audible sigh and glared at them with impatience.
�Okay, this is nuts,� Amanda whispered.
�About as nuts as me leading us to the river to commandeer a boat?�
�Yes, but this is completely insane. They�re right on our heels and you�re buying tickets for a castle tour?�
�Aren�t you an archaeologist? You�re going to have fun.� Carmen glanced back toward the entrance and then said in a whisper, �It�s all a part of the plan. We�ll be fine. They may come in or they may just decide to wait us out.�
The elderly couple finally paid the cashier and ambled off, still arguing.
Carmen stepped up to the window. �Deux billets, s�il vous pla�t.�
�Vingt-quatre francs.� The emotionless cashier extended her plump hand without even looking up.
Carmen pulled a clip of bills out of her pocket and paid for the tickets. After handing one to Amanda, she grabbed a brochure and led her past the gift shop and out into the courtyard. It was a mass of humanity from one end to the other.
Amanda, still nervous about their pursuers, stole a quick look back into the interior as they continued to walk. The two men had arrived inside. The bald one was at the ticket window, and the other one was letting his narrow eyes drift over the crowd. Amanda thought she saw him look in her direction when she felt a tug on her arm.
�I told you not to worry about them,� Carmen said as they crossed the courtyard. �They won�t dare shoot us in here. They�re simply trying to keep us in sight. My guess is, they�ll play the waiting game and hope we try to leave.�
�You said before they wouldn�t even come inside.�
�No, I didn�t. I said they might or they might not.�
Arriving at the other end of the courtyard, they entered one of the castle�s ornate halls.
�Well, what now?� Amanda asked, looking around as they continued slowly toward the other end.
�I�m not sure yet,� said Carmen, studying the brochure as though she were a tourist.
�I thought you had a plan?�
�I did. Sometimes you just have to follow your gut. Unfortunately my gut doesn�t always fill in all the details right away.�
Amanda let out a sigh. �Well, I hope your gut figures it out, because look who�s coming.�
She saw Carmen peek past the brochure, and knew by the look in her eyes that she too saw the telltale bald head on the other end.
�See, they�re taking their time,� Carmen said. �Nothing to worry about.�
�Easy for you to say � you have a gun.�
Carmen suddenly began to poke at the brochure with her index finger. �I�ve got it! Why didn�t I think of that before? I knew my instincts were right.�
�Think of what?�
�Something I just remembered from my trip here as a kid. Quick, follow me.� Carmen headed for a nearby door.
�Is there another exit?� Amanda asked.
�Sort of.�
As they were about to pass out of the hall, Amanda looked back. The two men were moving in their direction. Had they been spotted? She couldn�t tell. All she knew was that they�d be there in a minute or two.
When they passed through the doorway, they found themselves inside a stone stairwell. Tourists were moving up and down the steps in single file. Carmen nudged Amanda and whispered, �Listen, when we get to the first landing, we stop. Then I�m going to do something that may freak you out.�
�What?�
�As soon as I do, just start moving down the steps, no matter what happens.�
�What exactly are you going to do? I don�t like all these plans of yours. I always seem to be kept in the dark until the last minute.�
�You�ll know when it happens," Carmen said. "Remember, wait for the signal, and then start moving down the steps.�
Amanda was not happy at the vagueness of Carmen�s plan, but nodded that she understood. When they reached the first landing, Carmen stepped into a corner and pulled Amanda in front of her. She then slipped her the brochure and whispered, �Make it look like you�re reading this.�
�Got it.� Amanda took the brochure and held it in front of her face as though trying to decide which room to go to next. People continued to file by in both directions, many of them glaring at Amanda for clogging up the landing.
A few seconds later, Amanda felt Carmen move behind her. Amanda realized that the Italian was reaching into her coat. Seconds later, a loud blast reverberated off of the walls.
As screams broke out, Carmen shouted in French at the top of her lungs, �He has a gun!�
What happened next could only be described as sheer pandemonium. People threw aside any semblance of courtesy or decorum, pushing and clawing at those around them in order to push back up the steps. The mob was so panicked that the upper portion of the stairs became clogged, and progress slowed to a standstill.
As the mob continued to push upwards, Carmen yanked Amanda down the stairs against the flow. Amanda stayed close behind the Italian, who was violently shoving people out of the way.
When they reached the bottom, Carmen turned right and entered a cave. The main room was hewn out of rock, and the ceiling was braced with stone archways through which there were several other rooms. �Where in the heck are we?� asked Amanda.
The screaming continued in the stairwell. Carmen waited until the final person had left the room before responding. �A medieval prison. Quick, over here.�
Amanda followed her to an opening that had likely served as a window in the Middle Ages. It was rectangular, two feet wide, and ran through the ten-foot stone wall to the exterior of the castle.
She shook her head. �You�re not seriously��
�I am. Get up there before those guys get here.�
Just the mention of the men set Amanda into motion. Using a boost from Carmen, she climbed into the opening. There was barely enough room for her to wiggle forward through the slot. �What�s on the other side?�
�Rocks. Keep moving.�
When she was about halfway through, Carmen scrambled up and followed her.
�Stop it! What are you doing?� shouted a lady from the stairwell. Her question was followed by a gunshot and more screaming.
Soon thereafter, Amanda heard two voices speaking in Russian. Looking back, she saw that Carmen kept her gun pointed back toward the room.
When Amanda finally reached the other end, she found herself looking out over the lake. At first she thought they might have to jump in and swim, but she remembered what Carmen had said about the rocks. The rocks below formed the foundation of the castle. There was an area of about two feet on which to land, which gave very little room for error.
Realizing that the more she thought about it, the worse it would get, Amanda said a quick prayer and hopped out, trying to keep her feet flat for landing. When she hit the rock ledge, she teetered before regaining her balance. Thank you, dear Lord.
A few moments later, Amanda looked up and saw Carmen gesturing for her to move over.
With agility that would put a Siamese cat to shame, the Italian landed softly on both feet without the slightest bit of teetering. �Go. That way,� she said, pointing to the left.
Amanda turned and began to walk gingerly across the rock foundation, which curved around the side of the castle.
* * *
Carmen didn�t like being so exposed. If the pursuers discovered their escape route, they�d be sitting ducks. But in the end it was their only choice. She could�ve waited and tried to shoot it out with the Russians, but there was no telling who else might get killed in the process.
�How far are we from the front?� Amanda asked.
�You�re doing great. Just keep moving.�
After a final turn, the rock foundation came to an end. To their left was the front entrance of the castle, where chaos had broken out. People flooded the covered bridge, yelling and screaming. With the proliferation of mobile phones, Carmen knew it would only be a matter of minutes before the police showed up. That could be good or bad, but she didn�t want to stick around to find out what the bad might entail.
�Are we walking on that?� Amanda asked, pointing toward a low concrete wall that ran across the water to the parking area. The top of the wall was narrow, almost like a balance beam used by gymnasts.
�We are.� Carmen hopped onto it and directed Amanda to do likewise. Despite the difficultly in staying balanced, they made it to the other end and jumped off onto solid ground. �This way.� They ran across a landscaped garden toward the eastern end of the parking lot. When they arrived, the Italian stopped at a motor scooter rack. Amanda saw a key in the ignition of the closest one, but like all of the other scooters, it was affixed to the iron rail with a lock.
�I think our luck just ran out,� Amanda said.
�Fortunately, we�re not relying on luck.�
Carmen lifted her gun, pointed it at the lock, and fired, blasting the cheap metal into pieces. �Get on.� She ripped the chain off the bike and tossed it aside.
As the two mounted the bike, shouting could be heard from the front of the castle. The gunshot had drawn the attention of the goons, who had broken from the crowd and were sprinting in their direction.
Carmen turned the key to the right and made sure the kill switch was in the Run position before pressing the Start button. The motor coughed and sputtered in response but then died.
Lovely, she muttered.
Two more shots rang out, and one of them glanced off the nearby rail. Amanda screamed and ducked her head.
Carmen could hear the steps of the men running across the pavement. She pressed the Start button a second time. The motor coughed and sputtered longer, only to die once again. �Really? Davvero?�
Yet another shot rang out and ricocheted off the plastic fender on the front. The question was not if they�d be hit, but when they�d be hit. Even a running man could hit a stationary target if he got close enough. Letting loose a string of expletives in Italian, Carmen pressed the Start button a third time. If it failed, she�d have no choice but to turn and fight. There was more coughing and, after a moment of silence, a loud popping from the muffler as the engine hummed to life.
�Ti amo!� she exclaimed as she patted the plastic casing below the handlebars.
Two more shots rang out, but Carmen refused to look back. Not feeling any hits to her body and hearing no reaction from Amanda, she twisted the throttle, and the scooter jumped in response. As they sped off, Carmen knew that it would be more than fast enough to elude pursuers on foot.
At the exit, the Italian leaned into the turn, her long hair flapping in the air. She twisted the throttle once again, guiding the scooter out of the parking lot and onto the highway. As they sped away, she heard sirens in the distance. For the first time that day, the hint of a smile crossed her face.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

At first there was only black, the deepest black in which the eye can discern no difference. Then pinpoints of gray appeared, so small that the man couldn�t tell if they were truly gray or just lighter patches of black.
Shortly after, the points of gray began to move, eventually growing into patches that blended together to form shapes. The man had the vague sensation of blinking, and the more he blinked, the more vivid the shapes became. They were faces that closed in from all around. They seemed familiar, as though he had seen them before, but he didn�t truly know them.
Eventually, the faces began to fuse together like a morning fog, and as the fog began to clear, a single face came into view. The face was that of an Asian woman. Perhaps Japanese, perhaps Korean, he really couldn�t say. The lines of the face were beautiful and smooth, almost perfect. And then the face spoke, �Are you there?�
The man blinked, unsure if the image in front of him was real.
�Do not be alarmed. We have examined you thoroughly, and all of your vital signs are improving nicely.�
The man continued to blink, wondering if it would make the face and the voice go away.
�I must say, you are a very healthy human being.�
Why did she call me a human being?
And it was not only what she said � there was something odd about the way she said it. Then it hit him: she wasn�t human. That face, the skin � it was too perfect. A robot? If so, it was one of the most advanced he had ever seen.
�Can you hear me?� asked the face. �Is English your first language? I speak fourteen languages, so let me know if you prefer another.�
�Yes� yes, I can hear you,� Zane responded. As his vision improved, he realized he was lying in a bed. The face was a short distance away, at the foot of the bed, and whoever it was appeared to be sitting. Zane tried to move and then realized his hands were cuffed to rails that ran along either side of the mattress.
�Excellent. From your accent, I have confirmed what we already suspected, that you are American. We found a few components of your phone, and the make and design is one that is popular in the United States.�
�Who are you? Where am I?�
�My name is Keiko. I will be assisting you during your stay. I have been taking care of you ever since you arrived and knew you would be getting up soon. Being familiar with the gas we used to render you unconscious, I was able to determine that you would likely awaken during this half-hour window.�
Gas. That one word turned on a light inside his head, and the events leading up to his capture all came flooding back in. He remembered the security team coming up the elevator as he retreated to one of the offices. He also remembered the light-headed feeling that came over him as he sank first to his knees and then to the floor. And strangely, even though he had begun to black out, he had a vague memory of faces gathered around him, framed in the macabre gas masks. They were the same faces he had just seen in his dream.
But what about Carmen and Amanda? What had happened to them? Zane remembered sending Carmen a text indicating that he was on his way out, but that was only moments before he was taken. Did they try to come get him or did they just leave? He hoped Carmen would have taken Amanda�s safety into account and gotten out of there. But he wouldn�t put any money on it.
Zane tried to pull on the cuffs again to test their strength, only this time he did so slowly, so that he wouldn�t be noticed.
�You will not be able to break those cuffs,� Keiko said. She was good. Apparently, her eyes were able to pick up on the slightest movement. She smiled and continued, �They are made of steel. Initially our men bound you with plastic cuffs, but when you were brought here, I told them to use something more secure after noting your muscle tone.�
�I appreciate that,� said Zane sarcastically.
Keiko ignored the remark, and Zane was unsure if she understood his sarcasm. �Besides,� she said, �even if you were to escape now, it would be useless. I am not as fast as you, but I have ten times your strength. My suggestion would be that you simply rest.�
�Of course,� Zane replied.
�You haven�t told me your name,� said Keiko. �Please share that with me if you don�t mind so that I can address you properly.�
His thoughts still cloudy, it took Zane a moment to frame a proper answer. �Michel� Michel Bergeron.�
�That is typically a French name. Unless you moved to the United States as a child, I think there is a good chance you are not telling me the truth. But, that is to be expected, and I do not hold that against you. Rest assured I will still assist you in every way possible, Mr. Bergeron.�
Zane thought he saw the hint of a smile on the robot�s face. �Unlocking these cuffs and leading me to the exit would be a nice start.�
�I see you are a man of humor, Mr. Bergeron. I think you understand that is not possible.�
So she does understand humor. Zane was impressed at her ability to understand and communicate. He knew Mironov was involved in advanced robotics, but he had no idea it was on such a grand scale. It would take cunning on the highest level to outsmart her, but it was something Zane would probably have to initiate if he was going to get out alive.
With the thought of escape rattling around inside his head, Zane took in the room around him. It had the look of a lodge, with a timber-ribbed ceiling and a rustic fireplace to his left. To his right was a large window. There was a crack in the curtains, and Zane saw what appeared to be a low stone wall in the distance and a snowy forest beyond. Based on the sloped terrain, they were undoubtedly on a mountainside. He figured he had been out for several hours, so it was impossible to know how far they had taken him. It was likely some distance from Geneva.
Zane realized it would be useful to keep the robot engaged, so he asked her, �Where are we?�
�We are in Mr. Mironov�s chalet.�
Mironov. �And where is the chalet?�
�Just east of Lake Geneva. That is all I am permitted to tell you at this time, Mr. Bergeron.�
As soon as the words left Keiko's mouth, Zane remembered the tracking devices, one in his watch and the other implanted underneath the skin of his right forearm. He rubbed his left arm along the rail, trying to feel for the watch. It was not there.
�I apologize, Mr. Bergeron,� said Keiko. �It was necessary to remove your watch. Our best guess is that you are a professional intelligence officer, or are connected to law enforcement in some way. Your watch was therefore removed and is currently being examined.�
�Well, I feel more and more welcome with every passing moment.�
Although he couldn�t see it under the sheets, Zane felt no pain in his right forearm, which was a good sign. Had they taken out the tracking implant, he would have felt the wound. And if it was still in place, it might be the very thing that would lead a Delphi rescue team to his location.
�My job for now is to watch over you and make you comfortable. What about something to drink or eat?�
�What does Mironov have in his wine cellar?�
�You are a funny man, Mr. Bergeron,� she replied. For the second time, Zane thought he saw the hint of a smile. �That might be possible later, but not now. You need to have all of your faculties for your interrogation.�
Keiko seemed to be more than willing to talk, so Zane asked another question, �No offense, Keiko, but who or what are you?�
�No offense taken. As you may know, our company is involved in the production of futuristic technology, including, among other things, nanotechnology and robotics. In the field of robotics, none are our equal.� She cocked her head to one side, as though trying to determine how much she should say. �In the world at large, I would be considered something beyond the reach of technology at the present time.
�In short, I�m a humanoid that can function pretty much in the same way that you do. Everything about me is cutting edge, and it will be decades before others are produced around the world. I was only possible at Renaissance.�
�Are there others like you?�
Keiko didn�t answer his question directly. �We produce many lines of robots � industrial, military, and even those related to romance and companionship.�
�Something tells me there are enough billionaire loons to provide a customer base for the latter. I can think of one in North Korea you should probably call.�
�You asked about me, Mr. Bergeron. I am unique in that I am fully capable of fulfilling any of those described roles. In short, I am the future of humanoid development.�
�Do you provide Mironov with� companionship?�
�I am fully capable of that,� replied Keiko, seemingly unaware that Zane had taken a jab at the Russian. �Think of it this way: I can converse on any subject you could imagine. There is virtually nothing I do not know about or have an opinion on.�
�Here�s the problem, Keiko. Information has very little to do with companionship.�
�I think I know what you are trying to say. What you do not understand is that I have also been programmed with emotions. If you tell me your mother died, I know how to express sympathy.�
�That�s not the same thing. In real��
The sound of a beep cut him off. It came from somewhere in the direction of the robot. Keiko lifted her wrist and held it up to her mouth. �Yes?�
�Is he awake?� growled a voice that came out of her wrist.
�Yes, Mr. Bergeron has been up for a few minutes. We were just talking.�
�We�re coming in then.�
�But I still have to�� There was another beep indicating the call had been ended.
�They will be here shortly.� Keiko looked up at Zane. �Mr. Bergeron, I would advise you to cooperate, or it will not go well for you.�
Zane said nothing but turned and looked outside. Flakes swirled and danced beyond the crack in the window. Wherever they were, it had begun to snow again.
There was a loud rap at the door. Keiko stood, walked over to a small pad on the wall, and entered a code. After a few seconds, a green light appeared on the pad, and the door swung inward. Two armed men walked in. One had close-cropped blond hair. He was tall, and the frame under his black leather jacket indicated he was in prime physical condition. Experienced at gauging potential threats, Zane knew that the man would be a formidable foe in hand-to-hand combat. Not only was his build strong, but also, the way he moved indicated that he was someone accustomed to violence and physicality.
The taller man�s partner was the opposite. He was short and his flat face looked like the back side of a shovel. Zane recognized immediately that he was a slab of meat who knew how to hold a gun and pull a trigger. He would be little or no threat.
The taller man looked at Keiko and jerked his thumb toward the door. �That will be all.�
�Thank you. Call me if you need anything.�
�We won�t.�
Zane thought he saw a strange red glow coming from the area around Keiko�s face as she departed. Had it come from her eyes?
The taller man turned back toward the bed after the door closed. �Well, well, well. Mr. Bergeron, was it? Probably a fake, but we�ll play along with your little game.�
Zane stared back at the man and said nothing.
�What�s the matter, don�t speak English?� asked the smaller man, jabbing Zane�s side with the end of his rifle.
The operative jerked reflexively, trying to see just how secure the cuffs were. They didn�t budge.
�A little testy, are we?� asked the taller man with the close-cropped hair. �You�re awfully brave with those cuffs on your wrists, Samson.� The smaller man laughed at the taller one�s joke. �Something tells me you wouldn�t be so brave if we took them off.�
�Well, then why don�t we test your theory?� Zane asked. As always, it was better to engage, unless silence was needed to preserve information. �Go ahead, take them off. What do you have to lose?�
The taller man leaned forward and positioned his lips just an inch or two from Zane�s ear. As he did, Zane noted the details of his face: chiseled bone structure with pockmarks sprinkled across both cheeks. But there was something else that grabbed his attention even more: a scar that ran from above the man�s right eye all the way down to his jaw line. The scar was familiar, but Zane�s brain was still too foggy to remember where he might have seen it.
�Listen up, pretty boy,� the taller man whispered. �I�d love nothing more than to take those cuffs off and give you a beat-down so bad you�d be screaming for your mommy. But for some reason the boss thinks it�s a good thing to keep you alive� for now anyway.�
Zane noted that the man�s English was accented. He was likely German or Austrian. The operative turned his head slightly, so that his own lips were close to the man�s ear. �And now you listen to me, you Schwarzenegger wannabe,� he said in a measured tone. �If I ever do get out of these cuffs, I�m going to make you wish I hadn�t.�
As soon as the words were out of Zane's mouth, the man lifted his rifle into the air and swung the butt across the side of Zane�s head. The operative�s ear rang from the blow, and he felt a trickle of blood run down his neck. �If that�s the best you can do, you�d better hit the weights some more, Arnold.�
The insult was the final straw, and the man�s anger crossed over into blind fury. He raised the rifle again, bringing it down even harder than before. Zane�s ears rang again, and sparkles of light crossed his field of view, signaling he was close to passing out.
But the man wasn�t done. He lifted the rifle a third time and shouted, �Don�t you ever get smart with me again you long-haired bas��
The shorter man, Shovel Face, stepped in front of him and held a hand up. �Hold on, man. You know we�re not supposed to mess this guy up.�
As he watched the man finally lower his gun, Zane continued to wonder where he had seen him before. The man�s appearance and even his temper were familiar.
And then it hit him. He had never known him at all. He had only heard him described by a frightened waitress named Vanessa Wells. He was the man she had served that night in the Shakespeare. More importantly, he was likely the man who had killed Ian Higgs.
�He needs to be taught a lesson,� the man said, wiping spittle off of his lips with an arm.
�Don�t let him get to you. Maybe when they�re done with him, we can have a little fun. Until then, we don�t need to get in hot water.�
The tall man seemed to calm down but pushed the smaller man aside while continuing to stare at Zane. �Your time is coming, pretty boy. I always settle accounts.�
�Is that right? Is that what you were doing with Ian Higgs?�
Koehler�s eyes widened, startled. �What did you say?�
�You heard me,� Zane replied. �I asked if you were settling accounts with Ian Higgs. You remember him, don�t you? The man you killed in cold blood in the streets of London. Does that ring a bell?� Zane knew he was taking a risk in laying all the cards on the table. There was no question that he was in Switzerland to investigate the murder of Higgs, but at the same time, he felt he might get the man to talk if he played on his temper. �You know, I�m starting to see a pattern here. First, you kill an unarmed man at point-blank range. Then you hit someone strapped to a bed. It seems Mironov could�ve hired a teenager to do that.�
The thug's anger flared again, and he reached down and grabbed Zane�s neck. But then, just as soon as the anger had come, it disappeared. His face softened, and the corners of his mouth turned up into a smile. �Yes, I killed Higgs. I did. Enjoyed it actually.� He released Zane�s neck and drew back. He stood there for a moment before speaking again. �You see, for Mr. Mironov� this was simply a business transaction. Higgs walked away without finishing his work, so I was sent to terminate the contract. After all, we want everything to be official, don�t we?� He laughed. �But with me it was more personal. I despised the man. He was always poking his nose where it didn�t belong, moralizing over everything.�
�Sounds like a good man to me,� Zane said.
The German ignored the remark. �I thought those two bullets had solved our problem. The contract was terminated, and I ended the life of a very annoying man. But it didn�t� because a part of him is still here.�
�Oh?� Zane asked, shifting to a softer approach in the hope of getting the thug to open up.
�Yes. Even though he�s no longer with us, his� his thing is.�
Zane realized he was talking about the robot. Interesting. The operative filed that piece of information away for later use.
Koehler continued, �She was his creation, one of the crown jewels of his work here at Renaissance. As she is so quick to tell, there is no other robot in the world like her. She has more movement, more physical strength, more brain power, and more cognition than any other machine out there.�
�What�s not to like?�
�What�s not to like is that she is Higgs.�
�She�s Higgs?�
�She�s like him in every way, including this nasty little habit she has of standing in the way of progress.�
Zane made yet another mental note. �Progress as defined by you and Mironov, of course.�
�You know, for the longest time I couldn�t figure it out. How could a robot be that much like its creator? How could it be so useful in so many ways, and still have all the characteristics of the annoying man who built it? It�s almost like he�s still alive, wrapped in all that metal.
�And then I realized it. He managed to program his personality into that machine, right under our noses.�
�Then why don�t you do something about it?�
�Oh, trust me, I�d love to. I�d love to, Monsieur Bergeron,� the tall man said. He looked over at his partner as though a piece of information was being passed silently between them. �I just keep getting overruled.�
His partner shifted nervously. �I don�t think��
The German held up a hand as if to convey he understood. �But anyway, that�s not your concern, Mr. Bergeron. It's mine.� And he looked down at Zane, almost as though seeing him for the first time. The way he shifted back and forth between violent rage and pensive thought indicated he was on the verge of breaking. �But I have a question for you, Bergeron. And it�s a question you will answer. Who sent you to break into our building?�
Zane thought for a moment before responding. �Just think of us as an exterminator. When we smell a rat, I�m sent to go find that rat.�
The German frowned, but then his mouth slowly transitioned back to a smile. �Just keep holding everything back. I�ll enjoy beating it out of you later. Anyway, we�ll find that out soon enough from the remnants of your phone. But I have another question for you. Who were the two women?�
The way he framed the question didn�t give Zane a clear indication of what might have happened to Carmen and Amanda. Were they still alive? Did they get away? He shrugged and said, �I have no clue what you�re talking about. I was alone.�
�Do you think we�re idiots, Bergeron?�
Zane tried the softer approach, in the hope of getting more information. �Look, I don�t know who you�re talking about. Why don�t you ask them?�
�I can�t. They�re dead.� Zane�s face flinched slightly, and the man smiled at the reaction. �Yes, that�s right, pretty boy. I killed both of them.�
�You�re lying,� Zane said, his face expressionless. It was hard to get a read on the German, but Zane doubted that what he said was true. The tone of his voice sounded contrived for effect.
�Oh, I�m afraid not,� the German said, clearly enjoying himself. �Of course, it wasn�t a complete loss. I did have a little fun with the dark-haired one before I shot her in the head.�
Zane jerked forward, straining at the cuffs.
The man laughed. �Well, it looks like you do know them after all. Bravo. And don�t worry about giving us everything you know just yet. As I said, I�ll enjoy beating it out of you later. In the meantime, we�re going to put you down so you can rest for your big meeting.�
And with that, he nodded at Shovel Face, who withdrew a syringe and approached the bed.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

�What do you mean you haven�t heard from Zane?� Carmen asked, her voice rising. She and Amanda had checked into a small boutique hotel in Vevey, on the northern shore of Lake Geneva. The Italian was standing at the window, looking down into the square.
�I wish I had better news.� The Oracle's voice came out of Carmen�s phone, which she had placed on the table. �Brett is working on it as we speak.�
�What about the tracking device? Do you at least know where he is?�
�Not yet, but��
Carmen slammed her fist on the table. Amanda, who had been lying on her side on the bed, sat up at the sound.
�Listen to me,� the Oracle said.
�No, it�s not you. I should have waited until that backup unit got out of range and then proceeded to the building. Zane was outgunned in there.�
�First of all, we still don�t know what happened. He may be fine. Second, your duty was to protect the private US citizen who was there with you, and you did precisely that. Ms. Higgs is now safe because of you.� Carmen remained silent. �Look, we�re doing everything we can to locate him. Unfortunately, our system crashed right as we began tracking.�
�What was his last position?� Carmen asked.
�The last signal hit was right outside of Geneva on Highway One, which runs east across the north side of the lake.�
�Interesting. That means he was actually moving toward where we are now.�
�Correct,� the Oracle said.
�He was being taken somewhere against his will.�
�We have no way of knowing that. He could very easily be following the Renaissance security team.�
There was the sound of typing and another voice in the background. �Carmen, we just pulled up your location. It looks like you�re right on the Grande Place, correct?�
�Correct. Do you want us to stay here?�
�Yes, for now anyway,� said Ross. The typing continued. �Which reminds me, there is something else I want to discuss. Brett received the image you took of the license plate on that SUV that the Renaissance security team was using.�
�Was he able to trace it?�
�Yes, he was. And we discovered something interesting. The vehicle is owned by a subsidiary of Renaissance. We think it�s the company that pays their security team. Anyway, the interesting piece is that the address of record for this entity is in Martigny.�
�Is that in Switzerland?� asked Carmen.
�Yes, it�s a small town in the Swiss Alps.� There was the sound of more typing. �I�m looking at the map now, and it appears to be in a mountain valley about an hour or two southeast of your location. We did a quick search, and Renaissance appears to be the owner of several properties there, including the address listed for that plate.�
�Is it another office building?�
There was a pause before the Oracle spoke again, �No, and that�s what�s so interesting about it. The address appears to be on a remote road north of Martigny. In looking at the satellite view, there's an asphalt driveway that runs up the mountain and then disappears into a grove of trees. Other than trees, there doesn�t appear to be anything else up there.�
Carmen left the window and sat down at the table again. �That's interesting. There are no structures whatsoever?�
�None. And those trees are at a high elevation with a pretty steep topography. Not the best place for a building, even if you had the desire to put one there.�
�Any thoughts?�
�Brett believes there may be a facility inside the mountain. That seems a little fantastical to me, but I have to admit I don�t have anything better.�
�Ross, I need to go up and check that out.�
�I agree. But our priority right now is finding Zane. It�s possible he may have some additional information that we don�t yet know about.�
�He wasn�t up there long, so I doubt it,� Carmen said. She then looked over at Amanda, who was lying down once again with her eyes shut. She was glad the young American was getting some much-needed sleep. �Is there anything else? If not, I�m going to run down and check the square, and then get some rest.�
�Actually I do have one other thing,� said the Oracle. There was the sound of shuffling papers. �Have you ever heard of a Vincenzio Marrese?�
�I�m Italian. Of course I�ve heard of him.�
�He�s come up on our radar in connection with��
�I�ve never heard of him,� Amanda said as she sat up in the bed. Carmen smiled. Apparently, she hadn�t been sleeping after all.
�Let me give you a little background then,� said Ross. �He was in the news quite a bit about ten years ago. He was a Catholic priest serving at the Vatican. Not a household name by any means, but well known by Catholic hierarchy and those serving in Rome.
�His specialty in the church was one that doesn�t get a lot of press. He did the kind of work that typically flies under the radar. It�s the stuff of movies.�
�He was an exorcist,� explained Carmen in a matter-of-fact tone.
Amanda�s eyes widened a bit. �That�s always fascinated me� how the church deals with the dark side, if you will.�
�He was one of their best,� Ross continued. �A rising star in the field. Amanda, you called it the dark side. All indications were that Marrese had a special connection with the dark side. When he performed an exorcism, the person was always freed from the demonic force, regardless of their demons and regardless of the circumstances.
�A few years ago, all that changed. Their rising star deserted the faith in a dramatic way, much to the angst of the Pope, and much to the angst of many in the Vatican. It started as a routine exorcism in a small town just outside of Milan. I can�t think of the name of the town right now.�
�Treveglio,� Carmen said.
�Thanks, Carmen. There was a man in Treveglio who had been possessed, or whatever word you want to use, by a dark spirit. This possession had gone on for quite some time, and his local priest had petitioned the Vatican to help when all local efforts had failed to bring the man back. Eventually, the man was approved for an exorcism.
�Due to the severity and length of time of the possession, Marrese was assigned to the case. He and his team of seven other exorcists traveled to Treveglio, arriving shortly after dark. The possessed man�s priest was already there, along with a few family members. The timing was perfect, as he was already descending into a demonic manifestation just as the team arrived.
�Marrese asked the family to wait outside, and he and his associates entered the room. One of the Vatican priests described the scene as nothing short of Armageddon. The man�s eyes were bulging, and blood was seeping out of both corners of his mouth. The screams would probably have caused lesser men to faint with fear. But Maresse took control, calmly praying in Latin while his most trusted associate held up a crucifix and flung holy water over the man. Normally, this guy Marrese would make short work of an exorcism, which was a testament to his skill. But it didn�t happen this time. The possessed guy actually became worse, frothing at the mouth and staring at Marrese no matter where he went in the room. It was almost as if a powerful demon had been sent to provoke a fight with Marrese.�
�Yes, there seems to be a hierarchy of demons,� Amanda said, �just as there is a hierarchy of angels.�
Ross continued, �After almost an hour in the room with the poor soul, Marrese lowered his Bible and turned to the group, telling them that stronger measures were needed, as they were dealing with a demon of the highest order. He went on to ask three of his own disciples to escort the local priest out of the room.
�To this day, nobody knows precisely what happened next. The only testimony came from those waiting just outside the room. But after the door was shut, the screaming and gnashing of teeth actually grew worse. The local priest said in an interview that it sounded as though voices were coming through the very gates of hell. Just when it seemed like things could get no worse, the screaming ended, and there was complete silence. The Vatican priests told everyone to wait, because there had been no evidence of violence. Pretty soon, the door creaked open, and out walked the man from Treveglio, looking like his old self. His sister said he hadn�t looked that peaceful in years.�
�Another success,� said Amanda.
�Unfortunately that�s not the end of the story,� added Carmen. She looked uncomfortable.
�Not by a long shot," Ross said. "The possessed man does appear to be healed. In fact, it�s my understanding that he got married and moved to a small town just outside of Naples. He wanted to begin his new life as far away from the site of his possession as possible.� Ross cleared his throat. �As for Marrese, he was never the same person again.�
�I�m assuming you mean that in a negative way?� Amanda asked.
�Correct. Even that very night, on the chartered flight back to the Vatican, Marrese was different. He was withdrawn and wouldn't speak about what had happened in the room back in Treveglio. And upon his return, he began to withdraw even further, missing appointments and refusing to perform exorcisms anymore.�
�Have any of his associates spoken about the incident?� Amanda asked.
�All four have refused to speak at all.�
�And what about the man himself?� Amanda asked. �The one who was possessed � does he remember what happened?�
�He�s always been willing to speak,� Carmen answered. �The problem is, he doesn�t remember anything.�
Ross said, �His only memory of that night is awakening to find himself surrounded by Marrese and the four associates.�
�Well, at least he�s found peace,� Amanda said.
Carmen stood and walked over to the window, staring down at the square once again. �That�s all well and good, but what on earth does this have to do with Renaissance?�
�I was coming to that,� Ross replied. �Did you ever hear about what happened to Marrese in the aftermath of the event in Treveglio?�
�I know that he eventually left the Catholic Church altogether, saying he no longer believed and that he had found a greater truth. The last I heard, he took all of his disciples and left to start some sort of commune in the mountains.�
�You�re mostly right. He took four of his men with him, the four that had entered the room that night. The other three who had left the room are still a part of the Catholic Church today,� said Ross.
�I didn�t know that,� Carmen said. �His commune is in Switzerland, correct? I know some tabloid reporters tried to find him without any success. In fact, they came back and refused to provide any details about their search. The whole thing was strange.�
�We do believe he constructed a series of buildings on a mountain overlooking Locarno. Supposedly, that�s where he and the other four live now.�
�Where is Locarno?� Amanda asked. �That name rings a bell.�
�It�s a town that sits on a lake, just across the border from Italy,� Carmen explained. She then turned back to the phone. �You know, I�m still not understanding.�
�I�m almost there,� Ross replied. �After leaving the church, it seems Marrese started some kind of cult, issuing cryptic statements that indicated the world as we know it would be coming to an end soon. He went on to say that people had better be prepared to embrace these changes.�
�Of course, how could I have forgotten? And a couple of Catholic priests who criticized him were later found dead.�
�Unfortunately, you�re right,� replied Ross. �Although the killers could never be found, most assumed that Marrese had played a role in their death. And here is another interesting tidbit. One of the critical priests had sent an e-mail to a colleague just prior to his death. He said he discovered what had happened on night in Treveglio.�
�Really?� Carmen spun back toward the phone in surprise. �I�ve never heard that before.�
�This wasn�t something that was reported in the press, but Brett is sure his source at the Vatican is rock solid.�
�What happened?�
�To use a worn-out clich�, the priest said that Marrese made a deal with the devil. Supposedly, the demon that possessed this man was indeed one of the highest order, assuming you believe such things.� The Oracle sounded skeptical. �In any event, the demon agreed to depart the man�s body on one condition and one condition only.�
�And what was that?� Carmen asked.
�The demon was going to give the priest some piece of information regarding the future of mankind. The priest had to act on that information, and in return, he would be made the leader of a new world order.�
�It sounds like the same type of thing that Satan offered Christ during the temptation in the wilderness,� offered Amanda.
�Only Christ never gave in,� Carmen added.
�Well, according to the story, Marrese did,� the Oracle stated. �The priest said in his e-mail that Marrese wanted to keep his perfect record of successful exorcisms intact, and he figured that he�d be able to simply ignore his end of the bargain.�
�And let me guess,� Carmen said. �He wasn�t able to.�
�No, he wasn�t. Apparently, in making that deal with the devil, he opened himself up to some kind of possession, at least that�s how the story goes.�
�What do you think, Ross?� Carmen asked.
�I think the e-mail from the murdered priest represents what he truly believed to be the case. As for all the spooky stuff, you know where I stand on that.�
Carmen knew exactly what the Oracle was saying. He was a man of science and was highly skeptical of the supernatural.
�And now we get to the connection to Renaissance,� the Oracle said. �We discovered something very interesting about Alexander Mironov. When we reviewed all that had been shared about him between intelligence agencies, we found that AISE, the Italian spy division that handles matters abroad, had posted briefs that Marrese had been seen with Mironov on several occasions. They couldn�t prove there was any mischief going on, but they wanted it out there, in case something came up.�
�Marrese has been spending time with Mironov?� Carmen asked. �That seems like an odd pair.�
�Ever since Marrese moved to Switzerland, AISE has kept an eye on him. It�s been difficult, as the man is as slippery as they come, but they were able to take several pictures of him and Mironov. Unfortunately, they�re always taken at night as the men slip into a restaurant or one of Mironov�s private villas.�
�Do any of the restaurants have security film?�
�No, Brett has already checked,� Ross told Carmen. �They�re always small restaurants and don�t have any sort of CCTV surveillance, and may even be owned by Mironov. It appears they pick their rendezvous locations carefully.�
�Do we know why these two men would be working together?� Carmen asked. �I mean, I can�t think of two people who are more different. When I think Mironov, I think dollar signs. Marrese may be into a lot of things, but money is not one of them. At least that�s what I�ve read.�
�To be honest, we have no clue. The whole thing is so weird we don�t know what to think. But the word on the street is that they�re cooking up something big.�
�Where is Marrese now?� Carmen asked.
�We don�t know that either. I�m going to try to discreetly reach out to AISE and see what I can find out. I need to be careful because we don�t want to involve the Italians at this point, not unless we have to. No offense.�
Carmen laughed. �None taken. What now?�
�Priority number one is for you to get some rest. We�re going to keep looking for Zane on our end. We�ll be back in touch with you first thing in the morning.�
�As soon as I�m done checking the area I�m going straight to sleep.�
�Thank you, Dr. Ross,� Amanda said.
�Have a good night�s rest, Amanda,� Ross replied.
Carmen ended the call and tucked her phone and her Beretta inside her coat.
�Are you really going outside?� Amanda asked.
�You want to sleep soundly, don�t you?� Carmen asked. �I don�t like nighttime surprises.�
�It just seems a little crazy to go wandering around, knowing those men could be out there. Of course you�ve done a lot of things that seemed crazy, and yet we�re still here.�
Carmen twisted her hair into a ball on top of her head before putting on a dark gray toboggan. She then pulled the hat down so far that only a small portion of her face was exposed. �They spent all afternoon chasing a woman with long dark hair. Tonight I�ll just be one of a hundred hats that are wandering around out there.�
Amanda shook her head as Carmen paused at the door and said, �Make sure you set the latch when I leave. And no one, I mean no one, is to be let in, besides me.�
With that, Carmen left the room and boarded the elevator just down the hall. As the doors slid shut, her thoughts turned to Zane. To keep him alive, they needed to find him soon.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The call came at precisely 9:07 the next morning. Carmen had just returned from a trip down to the Grande Place to purchase a few staples, and Amanda was blow-drying her hair in front of the mirror. Carmen felt the phone vibrate in her pocket as she walked toward the bed, and pulled it out to look at the screen. It was the Oracle.
She motioned for Amanda to turn off the blow dryer. �Petrosino,� she said into the phone.
�Good morning. How are the operative and her sidekick holding up?�
�Fine,� Carmen replied. �I�ve already been out twice. No sign of our friends, so I think we�re in the clear for now. Have you located Zane?�
�That�s why I�m calling. I have good news and bad news.�
�Let�s hear the good news. I think I�ve had enough bad news already.�
�The good news is we finally got the system up and running, and Zane�s secondary tracking device was still sending a signal.�
�Where is he?�
�Strangely, the signal was only a couple of miles from you.�
Carmen set her bags on the bed and then, as was her new custom, walked over to the window and stared out at the square below. �Where exactly? I can leave immediately.�
�You haven�t gotten the bad news yet.�
�Go ahead.�
�There are actually two pieces of bad news� or challenges, as I prefer to say. The first is the location. We believe we may have gotten a misread. Second, we only received pings for about an hour, then they just disappeared altogether. Nothing. Not even a faint ping that would indicate some kind of blockage.�
�And the system was still up?�
Carmen could hear Brett talking in the background. �Just a moment,� said the Oracle, and the sound grew muffled as though he were placing his hand over the phone. After a few seconds the sound grew clear again. �Sorry about that. Carmen, we do have one possible lead. I�m going to put you on speaker, and Brett will take it from here.�
�Carmen?� Brett asked. �I think Dr. Ross told you that we lost our GPS signal around 1:00 a.m., your time.�
�He did.�
�Well, when the sun came up a couple of hours ago, I was able to obtain a few satellite images of the lake. Initially we thought we had nothing. There were a number of smaller craft, probably sailboats, and two of the larger steam-powered tour boats on the east end where we last received a signal. Nothing to get excited about. Well, I had to move on, and I asked Chris to look at everything behind me. The old two-sets-of-eyes theory.�
�Please tell me he found Zane,� Carmen said.
�We won�t know whether he has or not until we get some more information, but we think we may have solved the mystery of the signal transmitting from the middle of the lake. When Chris looked at the photographs, he started with the smaller boats. I think we all agree that it�s not likely Zane would have commandeered one of them, nor is it likely he�d be transported on one if he�d been taken captive. So, having crossed the smaller boats off the list, Chris moved on to the larger steam-powered boats. He was able to confirm one as a tour boat almost immediately.�
�You�re talking about one of the cruise boats?� Carmen asked. �We saw a few of those embarking from Geneva. I was surprised because I thought they shut down in the winter.�
�They�re not shut down, but there's a reduced schedule until spring.�
�Got it. That makes sense. I think it�s the same on the northern lakes in Italy.�
�Anyway,� Brett continued, �when Chris examined the second boat, he noticed something different right off the bat. Ordinarily, at the back of these tour boats you�ll see some arrangement of tables and chairs for the tourists � a place where they can sit down with a glass of wine and enjoy the view. It�s the same design that every single tour boat uses on Lake Geneva. But not this one. There were no tables and no rows of chairs. Nothing. The back end has been completely redesigned. It basically looked like the back of a yacht.�
�Let me guess � Renaissance has just such a boat licensed in Switzerland.�
�We don�t know that yet,� Brett replied. �Unfortunately it�s been tough putting our hands on licensing information. You know how the Swiss are about the privacy of wealthy citizens. But here is the other strange thing. In examining a number of sequential photographs, we determined that the first boat, the one we were able to confirm as a tour boat, moved across the lake in a pattern consistent with some of the known cruise routes.�
�And the other didn�t?�
�Not at all. It appears to be anchored in place.�
Carmen stared at the lake through the window, almost as though hopeful she might see the very boat Brett had described. �I think Zane is on that boat, Brett.�
�I�d have to agree with��
�Look, I understand the excitement,� the Oracle interrupted. �But I have to be the voice of reason here. I hadn�t given up on Zane when we lost the signal, and I�m certainly not about to give up on him now, but let�s not declare we�ve found him just because we�ve located an anchored boat.�
�If we can�t get boat licensing information through public channels, I�m going to have to do it the old-fashioned way � I�m going to hack into their system,� Brett offered.
Carmen nodded. �And if they do have a large boat registered, we need to be ready to move.�
�Which reminds me, there is one other thing I wanted to tell you,� said the Oracle. �I think you�ll be happy to know that Reid and Skinner are on their way from Zurich.� He could be heard tapping on his computer. �They�re arriving at one fifteen and will proceed directly to your hotel. Brett has already booked their room on the floor just below yours.�
Connor Reid and Cleavon Skinner had only been with the organization for a couple of years but had already proven their mettle in the field. Carmen had worked with both of them and had a great deal of respect for each. Reid was a short but solidly built man with close-cropped blond hair. Zane often called him the world�s toughest fire hydrant. Cleavon Skinner was a tall African American who operated primarily in the Mediterranean region. He was a weapons and ballistics expert and was often brought into an operation on an as-needed basis. It pleased Carmen that he was on his way to Vevey.
�That is good news,� said Carmen.
�I want the three of you to call me back when they arrive. Hopefully, by then we can confirm the registration of that boat.
�Switching gears, do you have me on speaker?� the Oracle asked, lowering his voice.
�No.�
�I wanted to tell you a couple of things. Brett is heading out on a charter within the hour and should arrive in Geneva this evening.�
�He�s coming here? Interesting.�
�We have a man missing, and we have an organization that is willing to kill in order to hide something. The Director wants this to have our full attention, and I�m deploying as many assets as necessary to wrap this up. And we haven�t even really discussed the fact that something, an event of some sort, is about to go down. Mironov�s frequent meetings with Marrese, as well as the death of Ian Higgs, indicates trouble is brewing.�
�I concur. There is no doubt in my mind that something is being cooked up as we speak.�
�But the reason I asked if you were on speaker phone is because of the second thing that I needed to tell you. You�re going to need to put the Higgs girl on the next train to Geneva.�
�Of course,� she said in a measured tone, making sure Amanda wouldn�t be able to follow anything that was being said.
�There is no good reason to keep her involved anymore, and I don�t want her anywhere near a tactical operation, assuming we launch one. She�s done all she can, and we can�t allow her to be in harm�s way going forward.�
�I couldn�t agree more.�
�At some point she�ll need to be debriefed and asked to sign some papers, assuming she�s willing to do that. I�d even like to have someone accompany her back to the States, just to be on the safe side.
�So in the meantime, we�ll put her in a room next to Brett in Geneva, away from the action. I�ll send you an encoded message with the accommodation information when we get off.�
�Understood.�
�Be safe. I�ll be back in touch.�
Carmen ended the call. She looked up and saw that Amanda was sitting on the bed, staring at her.
�So, do they think they�ve found Zane?� Amanda asked.
�It�s hard to know for sure, but we think he may be on a boat on Lake Geneva.�
�A boat?� A confused look spread across Amanda's face.
�Yes, but at this point it�s just a reasonable guess.� Carmen bit her lower lip, measuring her next words. �Amanda, I have something else I need to tell you.�
Amanda frowned. �That doesn�t sound good.�
�Actually it is good. It�s possible that we may move forward with a tactical operation soon. In fact, two other operatives are on the way, as we speak. Which brings me to this. Since it�s no longer a matter of following clues that were left by your father and��
�Let me save you some time. Basically, you�re telling me it�s the end of the road.�
Carmen realized that now was not the time to pussyfoot around and give Amanda the hope that she could still be involved. �Yes, that is exactly what I�m telling you.�
�But I get to stay here, right? I mean, I�m not leaving until we find out what happened to Zane.� Amanda crossed her arms.
�You�ll be in Switzerland, just not here.�
�Where?�
�In Geneva, with Brett,� Carmen said.
There were a couple of minutes of uncomfortable silence, and then Amanda lifted her head and said, �Good. I�m fine with that.�
�Great.� Carmen was relieved that Amanda had turned so quickly, but then again, she almost seemed too compliant. Was she planning on taking matters in her own hands?
Truth be told, if she tried to strike out on her own, there wasn�t anything they could do to stop her.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

They came late in the afternoon on the day following his interrogation. Four men burst into Zane�s room unannounced. Three carried semi-automatic weapons, which they pointed at him, while the fourth tossed him roughly to the floor. The operative was already restrained by metal cuffs, so he couldn�t help but smile that they sent four men to do a job that could�ve been done by one or two.
Having positioned the operative on the floor, the fourth man pulled out a piece of cloth and wrapped it around his head. After tying off the blindfold, he lifted Zane to his feet and gave him a hard shove toward the door. He almost tumbled over before being grabbed and steadied by two sets of hands.
�Taking me out for a drink, gentlemen?� Zane asked.
The response was a hard blow with the butt of a rifle to the middle of his back. Zane cringed, and his knees buckled from the pain that seared down his spine. But there was no time to gather himself, as he was steadied quickly and then shoved through the door.
Zane had considered every possible manner of escape since coming to the chalet, from smashing through the window and taking his chances on a jump from several stories up, to befriending the humanoid Keiko, who had been in to see him several times. She intrigued him. She seemed loyal to Mironov, and yet there was something about her demeanor that indicated she was different. She seemed to have an air of decency and kindness, if that were even possible in a machine, and for a while it made him think she might offer a glimmer of hope.
But in the end, he reminded himself that she was a programmed computer, and no amount of emotional bonding was going to change that. If programmed to keep him captive, she would carry that out until deprogrammed or destroyed.
A hand grabbed Zane�s shoulder, pulling him out of his thoughts. They had apparently reached the end of a hall. He heard a sharp ding, like that of an arriving elevator, and then he heard the sound of a door sliding open.
�Get in,� said one of the men, shoving Zane forward.
He heard the doors slide shut again, and the elevator began to move. While Zane�s senses told him they were descending, he had no way of knowing for sure. He hoped they were descending, as it meant they might be leaving the chalet all together.
Finally, the elevator came to a stop, and the door opened once again. Two sets of hands guided him down another hall and then down another set of steps onto a concrete floor. He assumed they were in a garage, which was soon confirmed when he heard the chirp of a car alarm followed by the sound of a door being opened. Seconds later, he was grabbed, hoisted into the air, and dropped into what seemed to be a trunk or the back of an SUV.
As soon as he hit the carpet, he felt two blankets being tossed on top of him.
�You try to move, we shoot,� said a Russian-accented voice.
�I guess this means I�m not getting that drink?� Zane asked.
The operative�s second attempt at humor was followed by the butt of a gun being planted squarely on his abdomen.
As Zane writhed in pain, he heard the rear door close and then other doors opening in the front. The sound was clear, indicating he was not in a trunk but instead was in the back compartment of an SUV.
Seconds later, the engine started, and the vehicle began moving.
It didn�t take long for the men to begin talking amongst themselves in Russian, until one of the men shouted something. The voices lowered after that, before ceasing altogether a few minutes later. Apparently, the message had gotten through.
The ride down the mountain was quick. Zane had initially tried to determine the elevation of the chalet, but it proved too difficult to tell with the road winding back and forth. By Zane�s reckoning, the vehicle came to a stop three minutes later. He could hear the soft electrical drone of a window being opened, followed by several beeps, which he attributed to buttons being pushed. There was no doubt the driver was using a code to open a gate, which was confirmed a few seconds later when the vehicle began to move once again.
Just past the gate, the vehicle turned out onto a highway and gained speed. Zane listened for clues as to their whereabouts, but the only thing he was able to determine was that the road they were on was a busy one. Vehicles moved past them in both directions, and on two different occasions, horns were blown.
But where were they going? The German had indicated there would be a meeting, but with whom? And for what purpose? He still wondered why he hadn�t been killed. Maybe they wanted to interrogate him in order to find out what organization he worked for. Unless they had been able to salvage something from his phone � which he doubted � for all they knew he could be working for a competitor, for the United States government, or for the family of the deceased. Other than that, he couldn�t think of any reason for an interrogation.
After an hour of driving at speed, the vehicle began to slow. The men in the front, who had been silent for the last half hour or so, suddenly began to whisper among themselves. Zane felt the vehicle make a few quick turns before finally coming to a stop. The driver shifted into reverse and backed into a space. All of the men got out, and Zane could hear them speaking just outside of the truck.
At some point, the voices moved out of range, but Zane doubted they would go very far. They had brought him for a reason, one that didn�t include just leaving him in a trunk somewhere. They were likely going over plans or preparing to enter a building.
Eventually the voices returned in more hushed tones. There was a clicking sound as the back door was opened, and Zane felt the muzzle of a gun placed against his temple. The same voice that had spoken to him before said, �You try to make noise or get away, we shoot you. Understand?�
Zane nodded through the blankets.
�I love the chance to kill you, so make my day,� the voice threatened.
Obviously, the man has a fondness for American movies, Zane thought.
After seeing his nodded affirmation, the men pulled the blankets away and quickly stuffed a rag in his mouth. That was a sure sign he was about to be taken through a public area, which Zane took as a positive. Satisfied that he couldn�t make any noises, they unlocked the cuffs and placed a toboggan over his head.
Then the voice spoke to him again. �When we start moving, you walk quickly. You slow down or try to get loose, I put a bullet in your head.�
Zane doubted that he�d be shot but nodded nonetheless.
�Good. I watching you.�
Zane was pulled from the vehicle and placed on his feet. The movement was so sudden that he teetered for a moment before finally gaining his balance.
He immediately took in the surroundings. The first thing to meet his ears was the squawk of distant gulls. Water. They were near water, but it was impossible to know where.
As they began to walk, he also picked up a smell that rode in on a breeze that was coming in off of the water. It was the distinctive smell of cooked meat. Were they near a restaurant? Or was it one of those kiosks that often lined public docks? Whatever the case, it confirmed they were in a public area of some kind.
�We�re almost there,� said the voice, poking Zane in the side with a pistol. �No funny business.�
A few seconds later, Zane felt the distinctive knock of wood under his feet as they stepped up onto a dock. The sound of the squawking gulls was closer then, with some of them even flying overhead.
By Zane�s count it was twenty-five steps later that a hand grabbed his shoulder, indicating he should stop. The men spoke in Russian, and then two sets of hands grabbed him under each arm. He was lifted into the air, and his feet dragged over the gunwale of a boat. When they lowered him into a cushioned seat, the craft rocked slightly, indicating it was smaller boat.
Seconds later the engine growled to life as they backed away from the dock. The driver shifted out of reverse and opened the throttle, which caused the prow to lift into the air. Wherever they were going, they weren�t wasting any time.
With his cuffs off, Zane briefly considered jumping out of the boat. He could feel the gunwale on the right side of his body, and it would only have taken a second to dive over the side. But he soon realized that would be instant suicide. They were likely in the middle of the lake, and he had little chance of making it to shore, even with his ability to swim underwater, before they could circle back and grab him. No, he would wait for a better opportunity, one in which the chances were stacked in his favor.
About fifteen minutes after leaving the dock, Zane felt the boat slow a bit. Voices shouted at them, which likely meant they were approaching a dock or another craft. A few seconds later the boat bumped up against something, and the engine was killed.
Hands grabbed him once again, this time pulling him over a gunwale that was much higher. They were boarding a larger craft.
�Lift your hands,� barked a new voice, which Zane immediately recognized as that of the German.
Zane obeyed, and his wrists were secured with metal cuffs. He heard a door creaking open a few feet away, and he was unceremoniously shoved forward. Once inside, the butt of a rifle was pushed against his spine as they walked. A few seconds later, they turned left and then came to a stop.
�The package is here,� the German said in English.
There was a beep, and Zane heard another voice respond through a speaker, �Copy that.�
Zane heard a door creak open. He was pushed forward, and then the hands lowered him into a chair, more gently than before. Apparently, there was a new audience.
The operative stiffened. There was something in the room. A presence � a darkness that sent a chill down his spine. He was surprised at how clearly he understood that there was evil lurking close by.
Soon fingers undid the clasp at the back of his head, and the blindfold was removed. The room was dark, just as he had expected, but the view that spread out in front of him was nothing he could�ve ever imagined. He was sitting in the middle of a room lit by dozens of small votive candles that flickered on tabletops.
Zane blinked a few times and then noticed the man sitting directly in front of him. He knew immediately that the man was Alexander Mironov. The few pictures he�d seen didn�t do him justice. He was a physically imposing man, and his muscular build could be seen even through the Italian suit he was wearing. Zane also noted that his dark brown hair was combed straight back with gel.
But strangely, the operative realized something else: Mironov was not the source of the evil he sensed in the room. Unless he was mistaken, that was coming from a place to his right, just out of view in a dark part of the room. Zane also realized that the presence was that of a man.
�Welcome to the Grey Goose,� said Mironov in accented English.
�Alexander Mironov, I presume?�
Mironov laughed a hoarse laugh that ended with a cough. �Why am I not surprised that you know who I am? After all, if someone breaks into one of my offices, it�s likely they know a little bit about me.�
�I always do my homework.�
�But perhaps you missed the lesson on getting away,� Mironov replied.
�Or perhaps you missed the fact that class isn�t over,� Zane retorted, his eyes fixed on the Russian billionaire.
Mironov�s smile turned quickly into a frown. �It seems the mouse would taunt the cat just before the cat tires of playing and ends its life. You�re alive only because I�ve decided to keep you alive.�
�And I can only assume there must be a good reason for that.�
�There is a good reason.� Mironov pulled a cigar out of his suit. He used a match to light the end slowly, puffing a few times to get it started. Assured it was properly lit, he looked across the table and said, �To be honest, we need you.�
�You need me?�
�You�re an American.� He took another draw and blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. �And we know Americans don�t like their own to die. If we get into a tight spot, you�re going to be our ticket out of it.�
�A hostage? I�m disappointed. Isn�t that a bit messy for a man of your stature?�
The Russian ignored his question. �In the meantime, why don�t we get to know one another? In fact, why don�t we start with your name?�
Zane made a show of patting his pants pockets. �It seems someone on your staff confiscated my identification, my phone, and who knows what else. I think you know very well who I am. My name is Michel��
�Must we continue to play these games? We welcome you aboard, and the first thing you do is lie like a little child. Surely you know enough about me to know that I�m no fool.�
Zane looked down at his cuffed hands and said, �I guess you and I have a different definition of the word �welcome.��
Mironov laughed again. �You know, we will play your little game for now� Monsieur Bergeron. But please know that I�m not a man who is known for his patience. Nor do I tolerate lies. Those who have lied to me in the past have taken up residence at the bottom of the Volga.� Mironov took another draw on his cigar and blew the smoke toward Zane. �And shall we also pretend that you don�t work for the CIA or some other agency of the US government?�
�I think we both know I was in your building for a very specific reason.� Zane knew there was little reason to hide the fact that he had broken in, but he was determined to leave it at that. �So does it really matter who I work for?�
Mironov ignored the question. �So exactly why were you in my office?�
�I was trying to find out why a Russian billionaire would want to kill an innocent man in cold blood on the streets of London.�
Mironov let out a sigh. �Higgs. Of course. It always comes back to him.� He tapped the end of his cigar on an ashtray. �Yes, unfortunately that became necessary. Smart man, but how do you say in English? Very little common sense.�
�He had enough sense to leave Renaissance.�
�And that 'sense� got him killed. You know, that is the trouble with you Americans � you�re always putting your nose where it doesn�t belong.�
Zane sensed the Russian was willing to talk, probably because he planned on killing him at some point in the near future. �I�m confused. You hired him. He never solicited the job. In fact, he was on the way back to the States when you killed him. If anything, it looks like he just wanted out. That�s hardly putting his nose where it doesn�t belong.�
�As I said, Ian Higgs was a smart man. Maybe too smart for his own good.� The candlelight danced on the Russian�s face as he pondered how much he should say. �But he made a fatal mistake.�
�And what was that?� Zane asked.
�It�s very simple. He forgot that he was an engineer,� Mironov said. �Engineers build things, Monsieur Bergeron. They build things, and they keep things running. What they don�t do is stick their nose where it doesn�t belong.�
�So you killed an innocent man because he asked too many questions?�
�No, Ian isn�t dead because he asked too many questions. Ian is dead because he made a decision to stand in the way of progress.� Mironov took another draw on his cigar, letting the smoke snake slowly out of his mouth. �The world is about to change in ways that you can�t imagine.�
Zane noticed that as Mironov finished, he glanced toward the corner where Zane had sensed the dark presence. Zane wondered if he was making sure that whoever was sitting there approved of the conversation. Mironov continued, �Sadly, Ian decided he wasn�t on board with some things he had discovered. And in the end, I couldn�t risk letting one man bring down what had taken me so long to build.�
Silence fell over the room, and the candlelight played on Mironov�s face like strange dancing fairies.
�He must have discovered some pretty bad things if it caused him to leave without warning.�
Mironov glanced across the room again. �I�m a visionary,� the Russian said. �And a visionary is never understood in his time.�
�Hitler was a visionary,� Zane said. Mironov�s transhumanist leanings were starting to come out. �And I think you and your fellow countrymen are probably glad he was stopped.�
�Hitler�s goal was the creation of a master race, Monsieur Bergeron,� Mironov replied. �Surely you know history well enough to know that. He wasn�t trying to better mankind � in fact, I would say that in attempting to limit knowledge and power to one race, he was limiting man�s potential. We are expanding man�s potential, bringing great opportunity to the entire planet.�
�I told you a little earlier that I always do my homework, and part of my homework assignment was to learn a little bit about the man you killed � Ian Higgs. And when I looked into this man�s life, I discovered that he was a decent man, something that�s hard to find these days. Not perfect, but a decent and stable man. So please tell me why he would oppose something that would supposedly bring so much good to the planet. It doesn�t add up.�
�As I told you before, visionaries aren�t always appreciated in their day,� Mironov said, rubbing his chin with two fingers. �It takes a special person to see the beauty of what we�re doing.�
�Why would the beauty be so hard to see?�
�Because in order to become a butterfly, the insect must fight its way violently out of a cocoon,� Mironov explained. �Unfortunately, there are those who will only see the initial struggle, the violence that is coming, and not the greater good.�
�I haven�t the foggiest notion of what you�re talking about, although it sounds like you�re going to kill more people.� Zane did understand Mironov�s figurative point but wanted the Russian to keep talking.
�Don�t worry, the fog will lift soon, and you�ll be able to see everything clearly. But here is the best news.� The Russian took another draw on the cigar. After exhaling the smoke dramatically, he said, �You�re going to have a front-row seat for the event. Unfortunately for you, just as you begin to figure it all out, you�ll be dead.�
�You�re such a tease. How about a sneak preview?�
The Russian stared at the long-haired man sitting across from him. �A new age is descending upon mankind,� he finally said. �New technology is coming to the world. And we�re going to introduce you to the people who are going to help us develop it.�
�You do remember that there was a man who put you on that cutting edge, don�t you? Unfortunately, you killed him.�
Mironov laughed. �If you think Ian Higgs was the centerpiece of what we�re doing here at Renaissance, you�re not nearly as smart as I thought. Ian knew robotics. He was the most brilliant mind in the industry. But this isn�t about robotics. This is about a revolution. Technology is coming to us � to me actually � that will make the advances of the last hundred years look like the Stone Age.�
�If such people existed, their work would already be known.�
�You seem like a well-educated man, Monsieur Bergeron. So tell me something� Who built the Great Pyramid?�
Zane shrugged. �The Greeks said it was built by slaves. Tens of thousands of slaves.�
�Maybe it�s my English,� Mironov said, adjusting in his chair. �I wasn�t asking you who moved the giant stones to the site. And I wasn�t asking you who pulled those stones up the ramps. I�m asking you who designed the structures of ancient Egypt. Who designed each and every one of those structures we can look at and touch with our hands today?�
�The engineers of their time. I haven�t a clue, and I�m not sure it really matters.�
�You are wrong. See, you�re not a dreamer. It does matter who designed them. It matters because the designers possessed technology that was thousands of years ahead of its time. Thousands.� Mironov lifted his hands into the air in dramatic fashion. �Do you realize that the pyramids and every other ancient structure in Egypt were constructed so precisely that we had no way of duplicating them until the advent of modern laser technology? And do you realize that the technology that they had then surpassed what even exists today?�
Zane was beginning to wonder if Mironov was mentally stable. The conversation was growing more bizarre with each passing moment. �So you dug something up?�
�No, we haven�t dug anything up.�
�Humor me. Who or what are you talking about?�
�Monsieur Bergeron, I�ve already told you. I�m talking about the designers.�
Silence filled the room. Zane frowned as an obscure piece of information, something he had read long ago, pierced his thoughts. He decided to ask one final question. �Are you saying you found the ancient designers?�
Mironov, his oiled hair glistening in the candlelight, leaned forward and spoke in a whisper, �We haven�t found them, Monsieur Bergeron. We�ve come to Geneva to call them.�



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Sometimes the voices in Vincenzio Marrese�s head came in snippets and sometimes in full sentences, but rarely were they as clear as they were the moment Mironov and the captive left the room. He knew instinctively that the clarity was a testament to the importance of the information being imparted.
His eyes widened in the flickering candlelight as the Masters gave him both revelation and instruction. Marrese focused with all his willpower because he knew none of it would be repeated.
When the voices finally departed, a line of sweat ran down his forehead and soaked into his brow. The information that had been delivered was shocking: the American had been hiding something from them, and had it not been revealed, it could have brought down the entire operation.
When the voices departed, a smile broke over Marrese�s face. A crisis had been averted. Nothing could change the course of destiny.
* * *
Zane was just drifting off to sleep when the men burst into the room. Despite his groggy state, he was able to count three of them as soon as the light turned on. Two of them restrained him, while another pushed up Zane�s sleeve and examined his arm. After finding what he was looking for, the man pulled out a radio, pressed a button on the side, and spoke in Russian. The voice that answered was that of Alexander Mironov.
After listening for a few seconds, the man placed the radio back in his pocket and removed a small black pouch from his jacket. Zane watched as he unzipped it, displaying the contents. Inside were two things he hadn�t expected to see � a syringe and a scalpel.
Zane squirmed as the man lifted the syringe and pressed it against his bicep. A second later the point of the needle disappeared into his flesh.
About a minute later, just as he realized what the men were doing, everything began to fade to black.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Pavel Tamirov sat at the back of the Grey Goose, staring out across the dark waters of Lake Geneva. The boat had slowly moved across the lake earlier in the day, and was anchored about three miles north of Geneva.
Hit with a sudden thought, he turned and peered down the side of the boat toward the front. He could just barely make out the dark shapes of the two other guards, Anatoli and Fedor. They faced the other direction and were engaged in conversation. There wouldn�t be a better opportunity to enjoy a smoke, so he set his rifle down and reached into his coat pocket. His fingers fumbled around until they finally closed on a pack of menthol cigarettes. He pulled out the pack and tapped it against his hand until several of the slender sticks slid into view. He placed one in his mouth and lit it quickly with a cheap butane lighter.
He knew that such an indulgence was forbidden while on duty, but he didn�t really care. He had been in a foul mood for most of the day and wasn�t going to be denied a small moment of pleasure.
His foul mood had begun shortly after another boat had arrived that afternoon. The smaller craft was filled with Russian and Ukrainian beauties, leggy blondes and brunettes that one could easily imagine walking down a runway in Paris or New York. Flown in from Moscow on a chartered flight, they were said to be a gift from Mironov himself. The big event, the one nobody dared to discuss, was about to take place, and to celebrate, the Russian billionaire wanted to give his men a night of pleasure before the final preparations began.
All that seemed fine until Pavel received some startling news from Dmitry Navalny, otherwise known as the Serpent because of the tattoo on his neck. The Serpent told him that he and two other members of the team would not be indulging their fantasies below deck after all. Due to their short time with the organization, they�d been chosen to keep watch over the ship. Mironov never allowed the boat to just sit in the water without at least three security personnel keeping watch. The Serpent went on to explain that there might be another opportunity with the women after the big event took place, but until then he would take one for the team. And while it made sense, Pavel still burned with anger over the decision. In fact, the anger was magnified as he thought about what might be going on below deck.
He did respect the fact that the Serpent wasn�t taking part himself. Earlier in the evening, just after dark, the Serpent and several other members of the security team departed with Mironov and Marrese to parts unknown. They left in the former priest�s smaller craft, and there were whispers that they were on their way to Montreux or Geneva.
As Pavel took another draw on his cigarette, a door opened behind him. The back of the boat was bathed in light, and the sound of trance music burst forth. Pavel hid his cigarette and swiveled around to see who it was. Standing in the lit doorway was one of his comrades, a drink in one hand and a brunette in the other. The brunette seemed to be nibbling on his neck while he looked around for a place for them to enjoy their privacy, but as soon as his eyes fell upon Pavel, he pulled the girl back inside. As the door closed, Pavel could have sworn he saw the woman look over at him and wink.
He clenched his jaw at the thought of what he was missing, which caused him to angrily toss the remainder of the cigarette into the lake. He watched the flying butt soar out over the water like a miniature missile. And then, just as the cigarette was about to hit the surface, he saw it � something that hadn�t been there seconds before was floating on the water.
A frown crossed his face. Had it been there before? He was certain it hadn�t. And what was it? From that distance, it looked like a mound of vegetation, which was confusing because he hadn�t seen that on the lake before.
Gripped with curiosity, the Russian stood and squinted at the unidentified floating object. To his surprise, the mass moved in his direction, sliding across the surface of the lake as though propelled by an unseen force. It reminded Pavel of a crocodile drifting toward its prey in one of those animal programs he had seen on television.
His heart beating faster, the Russian reached down and grabbed his rifle. He stood up and walked over to the gunwale for a closer look. When he arrived at the side of the boat, he could see that it was indeed a mound of vegetation. Not only was it moving toward the boat, but it spun.
Seconds later, the mound actually seemed to rise a bit. Something was moving beneath the surface, and the Russian instinctively knew that it was trouble. His hands shaking, he lifted the rifle into position and slid a finger over the trigger. As he took aim, something rose out of the vegetation, and his heart froze with fear. Two seconds later there was a popping sound, and a projectile flew out of the mass and affixed to his chest. The Russian grunted in pain as the electroshock from a Taser seized his body. His muscles completely paralyzed, he fell over the gunwale and into the cold water of Lake Geneva.
* * *
At the precise moment Pavel's body hit the surface, a head and chest rose out of the water a few feet away. The figure swam over to the Russian, wrapped an arm around his chest, and pulled him to a ladder on the side of the yacht. The figure then turned, lifted a laser pointer into the air, and made two quick signals toward a point out on the lake.
Approximately thirty seconds later, an inflatable boat appeared out of the darkness. Two men in neoprene black suits were crouched inside, rowing in relative silence. When they were within about ten feet of the yacht, they stopped rowing and allowed the boat to glide the remaining distance. The smaller craft arrived, and the figure in the water guided it over to the ladder and tied it down. All three boarded the yacht, pulling the limp Russian with them.
The three crouched in a defensive posture, their pistols raised, as they surveyed the area. Satisfied that all was clear, they bound the Russian with flex-cuffs and stuffed him into a storage compartment near the stern.
Having eliminated their first obstacle, the figures moved toward the nearest door.
* * *
Anatoli Lobov stopped in mid-sentence and looked at his partner, Fedor Litvin. �Did you hear that?�
�Hear what?�
The two men stood on the port bow of the Grey Goose. Despite being on duty, they had just been discussing how they might figure out a way to meet some of the beauties that were partying below deck. The more conservative Anatoli had recommended they wait until the next morning and approach them at breakfast, while Fedor suggested they each go down now, one at a time, on the pretense of using the bathroom. He figured that if they were lucky enough, they might be able to run into one of girls and strike up a conversation.
�It sounded like a splash,� Anatoli said.
�I heard nothing. You wish it was you splashing around with one of the ladies.� Fedor slapped Anatoli on the back and opened a nearby door. Trance music thumped loudly for a moment before the door closed shut. Anatoli frowned. He knew the splash was too loud to have simply been Pavel tossing a piece of trash into the lake. Concerned, he reached inside his down jacket and pulled out his radio. He used his thumb to press a button on the side and spoke into the device, �Pavel, are you there? Over.�
The Russian released his thumb, and there was only crackling. No response. He pressed the button again. �Pavel, come in.�
Once again, there was only static. Something wasn�t right, and he knew it.
Anatoli was an organization man, always looking for ways to move up. He hoped to have Koehler�s job one day, and would do everything necessary to get there, which meant that if there was a problem at the rear of the boat, he wanted to be the one to take care of it.
Sliding the radio back into his pocket, he walked to the starboard side of the bow. There was a walkway on that side that ran all the way to the rear of the yacht. It was time to go back there and figure out what was going on.
As he began to walk, the Russian wondered why Pavel hadn�t answered his radio. Was he inside taking a leak? Was he playing some kind of prank? He doubted either was true. All he knew was that the whole thing didn�t feel right.
A slight thumping sound drew Anatoli out of his thoughts. What was that? It had sounded like footsteps, and yet it was hard to be sure. Noises had a way of morphing and echoing in strange ways out on the water.
Lifting his rifle, the Russian walked more slowly. If it was only Pavel, he might end up looking stupid, but he wasn�t taking any chances.
Soon the sound of footsteps reached his ears again, and he slid a finger over the trigger of his rifle. There was no mistaking it. Someone was walking around back there, and he knew instinctively it wasn�t Pavel.
When he reached the back, a shadow fell in front of him, and a figure rounded the corner.
Anatoli pointed his gun, but then he dropped it by his side, confused.
Standing in front of him was a woman. Her straight black hair that fell down past her shoulders. She had olive skin, high cheekbones, and exotic eyes. The Russian quickly made the assumption that she was one of the party girls who had come up top for some fresh air. He thought it strange that she was dressed in a black neoprene suit, but his hormones had already overridden any hint of common sense.
�Ciao.� The raven-haired beauty smiled and raised an eyebrow invitingly. His arousal now complete, Anatoli smiled back at her like a teenager in heat. He couldn�t believe his good fortune. His mouth would soon be savoring those beautiful lips while the idiot Fedor was still wasting time at the bathroom door downstairs.
The Russian decided the girl�s inviting look meant the green light had now been turned on. She was his for the taking. But as he opened his mouth to suggest they move to a more private area, there was a shuffling behind him. The noise snapped him out of the trance, and he swung around.
But it was too late. There was a swish, and a hard blunt object come crashing down on the top of his head. The Russian�s knees buckled, and he fell to the deck.
It was then, just as he began to black out, that he remembered where he had seen the woman before.
* * *
The Delphi operatives moved quickly once the Russian crumpled to the deck. First, Carmen located the man�s radio a few feet away and tossed it over the side. She watched as its digital display disappeared into the depths of the lake. Next, they bound the man with flex-cuffs and shoved a towel in his mouth. Satisfied he was secure, Reid and Skinner picked him up and placed him in the storage compartment with the other guard.
Once the body was hidden, Carmen motioned the other two to join her in the shadows just outside the rear door. They had been watching the boat for two hours and knew the deck was guarded by three members of the Renaissance security team. �Unfortunately, we don�t have time to look for him," Carmen said. "Skinner, stay here and make sure he doesn�t sound the alarm. He�s likely to come back here looking for his partner. Hit him with a Taser, or if you�re under attack, don�t hesitate to use lethal force. Whatever you do, just make sure he does not get on that radio. If he does, all hell will break loose, and Reid and I may have a tough time getting back up. Understood?�
Skinner nodded.
Carmen turned to Reid. �Remember, once inside we go straight down and we work our way back to the top.�
After Reid acknowledged that he understood, Carmen glanced around one last time. Satisfied all was clear, she grasped the handle of the door and opened it.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

While the other two watched, Carmen opened the door a crack and peeked inside. The roar of the music was deafening. She was thankful that the sound of their movement would cloaked by the rhythmic beat, but she also realized they wouldn�t be able to hear anyone approach, either.
Immediately in front of her was a long hallway that ran the entire length of the boat. At the other end, she saw someone standing halfway in the door to the room where the music was playing. Apparently, that was where all the action was taking place.
Based on their due diligence, the operatives had determined that Zane was likely being held one floor down on the lowest level. It would be impossible to pass the open door, so Carmen stuck her head further inside and looked both ways. On her left was just what she was looking for � a spiral staircase.
Pulling back out and closing the door, Carmen whispered to Reid, �We�re taking the stairs on the immediate left. I�m going down first. When you come in, make sure the door is closed behind you. There are tangos in a room on the far end, including one standing in the door. Make sure no one is looking before following me down.�
�Roger that.�
Carmen checked her Beretta one last time. The safety was disengaged, and the red dot of the laser sight bounced around on the deck next to her feet. She made sure the magazine was clicked in all the way and chambered the first round.
Giving Reid a thumb-up, she opened the door slightly. The man was still standing at the far end, his body halfway in the room. Carmen stepped all the way inside, and without hesitation, she entered the stairwell. She descended through the darkness, her trigger finger firmly in place in case they should run into someone coming up the stairs. Moments later, she stepped out onto the bottom floor and was soon joined by Reid.
The corridor was mostly dark, with the only illumination coming from underneath a few of the closed doors. Carmen pulled out a flashlight and clicked it on briefly to get her bearings. The hall ran the entire length of the yacht, just like the one above, and there were doors lining both sides.
�We start at the other end and work our way back here,� she whispered, pointing ahead.
Reid nodded.
Carmen extinguished the light, and they both began to walk as softly as they could. The sound of the music up above was muffled, but it was still loud enough to cover any sound their steps might make.
The operative assumed the doors they passed were living quarters, although it was impossible to know with any certainty. All were closed, and there was only silence behind each and every one.
When they reached the other end of the corridor, they came to a t-shaped intersection with a shorter hall that ran from one side of the boat to the other. Directly in front of them was a large door that appeared to be made of reinforced steel. There was a keypad just to the right, along with a screen that appeared to be some sort of facial recognition device.
�My money says that�s Mironov�s suite,� whispered Carmen. They had seen him leave with the entourage earlier in the evening, so she knew he wouldn�t be there now.
�Agreed,� replied Reid, who was already walking toward another room to the left, in the shorter hallway. �Take a look. It's smaller but has a keypad like the larger one.�
Carmen joined him and squinted at the device in the dim light. Unable to make anything out, she switched on her flashlight. As Reid had indicated, the keypad was similar to the one at Mironov�s door, but it had an entry pad and a small blinking red light in place of a screen. �He could be in here, but something still doesn�t seem right.�
�What?�
�If Zane is in there, don�t you think they�d have a little muscle down here watching over him?�
�Not necessarily,� Reid stated. �They probably figure if the door is secure, he�s not going anywhere. I think they�re more concerned about people boarding the boat who aren�t supposed to be here than someone getting off. And who knows � maybe there is supposed to be someone down here. And maybe that person decided to go upstairs and rub up against one of those lingerie models.�
�Maybe,� Carmen said, clearly not convinced.
Suddenly there was a loud clicking sound that seemed to have originated along the longer hallway they had just left.
Carmen immediately extinguished the flashlight as she and Reid dropped to the ground in defensive positions.
What was that? Carmen mouthed at Reid.
He shrugged and pointed at himself and then the corner, indicating he was going to take a look. Carmen nodded. Reid stood up and slid with his back against the wall. When he reached the corner, he slowly took a peek down the longer corridor. There was no movement or further noises, only silence. He remained in place for two minutes and then returned to Carmen.
�Nothing,� he whispered.
�Copy that.� Carmen stood up from her crouched position. �This old steam boat probably creaks a lot.� She turned on her light again and directed the beam toward the keypad. �Do you think we can crack this thing?�
�It�s possible. Brett taught me a few tricks,� said Reid. �If not, we can always do it the old-fashioned way.�
�Which is?�
�Disconnect the keypad and kick the door in.�
Carmen looked at the door. It was not reinforced steel, but it was made of older heavy wood, the kind that would be hard to break.
�Let�s see what you can do with the keypad first. I doubt we can go through that door without alerting the folks upstairs.�
Reid nodded and pulled out a knife that contained a number of multi-purpose tools. He selected a screwdriver, placed it under the housing of the keypad, and pried off the cover.
�What was that?� Carmen asked, raising her gun to her shoulder.
�What was what?�
�That noise.�
Reid shrugged. �Honestly, I think you�re hearing things.�
The two remained still for a few more seconds before the Italian finally lowered her gun. �Sorry, I could�ve sworn I heard another noise. Almost like steps.�
�It probably was steps. But they�re coming from upstairs.� Reid turned his attention back to the uncovered keypad. There was a tangle of wires and circuits underneath the buttons.
�What are you trying to do exactly?� Carmen asked, staring at the device.
�Brett gave me a tip one time. On some of the cheaper models there are two wires��
�That will not work,� said someone standing directly behind them.
Both operatives swung around at the sound of the voice. Standing a few feet away, cloaked in the darkness of the hall, was a shadowy figure that appeared to be pointing something at them.
Without hesitation Carmen raised her weapon, put the laser pointer on the person�s chest, and squeezed the trigger.



CHAPTER THIRTY

After Carmen fired her suppressed Beretta, she expected to hear the sound of the bullet ripping through bone and flesh. Instead, there was the sharp clang of metal. Assuming she must have hit some kind of body armor, she lifted the laser pointer to the figure�s head and pulled the trigger again, with the same result.
�Your shots will have little or no effect on me,� the voice said. �I am protected with five millimeters of titanium. I would not recommend firing any more shots as you are likely to alert the men upstairs.�
What�s happening? Carmen was confused but didn�t lower her weapon. She could tell the voice was female, yet it didn�t sound like any voice she had ever heard. It was almost mechanical. Keeping the laser sight pointed at the woman�s head, Carmen shouted, �Lift your hands up. Now!�
�I will be happy to raise my hands, but you need not worry. I am a friend.�
Carmen could see the woman�s hands rise into the air, so she pulled out her flashlight with her left hand and pointed it at her. What she saw made her mouth open slightly. Standing in front of her was an Asian woman, perhaps in her thirties. But there was something about her that didn�t seem right. Her skin was too smooth, and her eyes glowed a soft aqua blue.
Carmen stood up, keeping the flashlight and the pistol aimed at the women. �Reid, put some cuffs on��
�I know you are having trouble believing me,� said the woman, �but trust me when I say those will be of little use. I can apply enough pressure to snap them instantly.�
Carmen signaled Reid to hold off. If the woman couldn�t be brought down with a bullet, it might be dangerous to approach her.
�Who are you?� Carmen asked. �What are you?�
The Italian thought she saw the hint of a smile on the woman�s face. �My name is Keiko. I am a third generation humanoid in the service of Renaissance.�
It all made sense. Transhumanists like Mironov were obsessed with humanoid robotics. It was the reason he had lured Ian Higgs away from NASA. But what sort of robot was it? It � she � was spectacular in every way � the facial expressions, the ability to think, and even the ability to reason with others.
But why would she say she was a friend? It didn�t make sense. �First you said you were our friend, and now you tell me that you work for Renaissance. Give us one good reason why we should trust you.�
�If I wanted to kill you or alert the others, I could have already done so. I have already violated company protocol by not doing that, and if I am discovered, I will probably be destroyed or reprogrammed.�
Despite the craziness of the situation, everything the humanoid said seemed to make sense. If she could withstand a barrage of bullets, it was likely she could do almost anything she wanted, including the delivery of lethal force.
�So why haven�t you tried to kill us?�
�Because I assume that you are here to find the American man,� said Keiko, letting that sink in for a moment. �Am I correct? I have been responsible for taking care of him since he was captured in Geneva.�
Carmen felt a surge of hope. �So he is still alive then?�
�I can assure you he is still alive. Would you like to see?�
Carmen hesitated. It could be a trap. Keeping her pistol trained on Keiko�s head, she nodded toward the exposed keypad. �Go ahead, let�s see if you�ve been telling us the truth.�
�He is not in that room. He is down here,� said Keiko, turning stiffly and moving toward the opposite end of the hall.
Carmen and Reid followed her till they reached another door. Clicking sounds came out of the humanoid�s head, and twin beams of light projected from her eyes, illuminating the buttons in front of her. Carmen was speechless. The technology was decades ahead of its time.
Keiko turned toward Carmen and Reid. �They have trusted me with all of the codes for the ship,� she said, reaching up and punching out a sequence of digits. When she was finished, there was a beep, and the red light turned green. Keiko reached down and turned the knob.
�Wait, not so fast,� said Carmen. �I�ll handle that.�
�As you wish.� Keiko smiled and backed away.
Carmen told Reid to keep his pistol trained on Keiko. She reached down, opened the door, and fumbled around on the inside wall for a switch. When she found it, she turned the lights on then let out a groan of disgust. The room was empty.
�Wow, thanks for leading us right to him,� Carmen declared, not trying to hide her sarcasm. �Don�t know what we would�ve done without you.�
�I do not know why he is not there. For the last six hours I have been in my room recharging my batteries. I guess they must have taken him out while I was shut down.�
Even though she was trained to be cautious, even cynical, Carmen still had the distinct feeling that the humanoid was telling the truth. �You still haven�t told us why you�re helping us.�
Keiko looked first at Carmen and then at Reid. �It is a long story that involves the way I was programmed by the man who created me. I would be happy to give you the details, but my guess is that you do not have that kind of time.�
Reid looked at Carmen. �She�s right. The �why� can wait until later.�
�Agreed.� Carmen turned back toward Keiko. �Do you think he might have been taken to another room?�
�No,� Keiko replied. �Most of the other rooms are not secure. They are all equipped with standard locks. The one the two of you were trying to break into is currently being used to store boxes of computers and important papers. I have the code for that room as well if you�d like to look.�
Carmen indicated they should check while they were there, so Keiko walked down the hall and entered the code. Just as she had said, the room was filled with boxes and records, nothing else.
Once the door was shut and the lock enabled once again, Carmen asked, �So where do you think he is?�
�I honestly do not know,� replied Keiko.
�Don�t you even have a guess?�
Keiko�s head tilted and Carmen could hear more noises, this time like the sound her home computer made when reading the contents of a disk. �The most likely explanation is that they took him with them.�
�We saw them leave earlier,� Carmen said. �Where were they going?�
�They were going to Geneva, and I suspect they are there now.�
�Where in Geneva?�
Keiko looked down at the floor. She was either thinking or unsure of what she should say.
�Where in Geneva?� Carmen asked again, her voice rising a bit. �You said you wanted to help us, and we don�t have much time.�
�I do not know where they are tonight,� Keiko said. �But tomorrow night they will be attending the annual CERN Christmas banquet.�
�Where?�
�Le B�timent des Forces Motrices,� Keiko replied, her accent shifting effortlessly to French. �It is a performing arts center that sits on the Rhone��
�Yes, I�m familiar with it,� Carmen said, cutting her off. �I actually went past it on a boat yesterday.�
Keiko smiled knowingly. �Yes, you did.�
�But why on earth they would take him to an awards banquet?�
�I doubt they are taking him to the banquet. The most likely reason is that they need him for what comes after that, for the Event.�
�We�ve caught wind of that. What is it exactly?�
�Unfortunately, I was never able to find out. I began to learn that something was being planned, but before I was able to obtain all of the details, I was suddenly excluded from all meetings.�
�Why? Aren�t you a part of the organization?�
�I am sure it was the Italian, Mr. Mironov�s partner, who ordered that.�
Carmen�s eyes widened. �You aren�t referring to Vincenzio Marrese, are you?�
�Yes, that is his real name.�
�So it is true.� Carmen looked at Reid. �We should go.� She then turned to Keiko and stared at her for a moment. �Thank you.�
Keiko bowed slightly. �You are most welcome.�
They started to walk back down the hall toward the stairs when Carmen stopped and swiveled back toward Keiko. �Why don�t you come with us? I think you realize that whatever these two are cooking up can�t be good. We�re going to do everything we can to stop them. The information you possess would be invaluable to us.�
Keiko blinked several times, almost as though she wasn�t sure what to say. �I think it is best if I remain here. I believe I can be of more assistance from the inside.� Her head tilted, as though she was considering something else. �Do you have a phone?�
Carmen looked at Reid and nodded. Reid pulled a phone out of one of his pockets and handed it to the robot. She placed it against her midsection. There were four beeps given at one-second intervals. Keiko returned the phone to Reid.
�I have added my number to your contacts. I have an internal communications system, and we can now exchange messages.�
�By text?� Reid asked.
�Yes. Actually, in any way you choose. If I learn anything, I will send it to you and then delete it from my system.�
Carmen was about to thank the humanoid again when footsteps thudded in the hall. Keiko gestured for them to move back around the corner while she watched.
From her position, Carmen heard stumbling. Whoever was coming toward them had consumed too many adult beverages. A few seconds later she heard kissing and heavy breathing. That continued for a minute or two, and then a male voice spoke in Russian. A female laughed, and seconds later a door opened, causing light to spill out into the corridor.
�You must leave now,� said Keiko, after the door was closed. �I have a feeling more couples will be coming down soon. I will follow you to the deck.�
Carmen and Reid were careful not to make any noise as they passed the room the couple had entered. Based on the amorous sounds coming from inside, Carmen doubted anyone was paying attention anyway.
When they arrived at the top of the stairs, Carmen realized that the party had grown even rowdier than before. The music was at deafening levels, and several men shouted.
Keiko held up a hand, and they paused in the stairwell. She then leaned forward and looked down the hall. After making sure all was clear, she opened the exit door and motioned the two operatives through it.
Once outside, Skinner appeared from a hiding spot. When Keiko stepped out behind Carmen and Reid, he lifted his weapon. Carmen held up a hand and told him that she�d explain later.
�Thank you again,� Carmen said after turning back toward Keiko. �I mean that.�
Keiko smiled and said, �You are most welcome. But I do have one more thing that I believe might help you. I have an ability to hear things at a great distance. Normally, Marrese stays quiet when he is around me because he has never trusted me. But one night when he did not know I was listening, he told his disciples that he had received troubling dreams about a man. This man has the ability to disrupt or even prevent the Event.�
�Who was he referring to?� Carmen asked.
�He did not give a name. He only said that he was a spiritual man, someone who was connected to God.�
It was about ten minutes later, as the inflatable boat sped toward Vevey, that it hit her. Carmen realized whom the humanoid was referring to. She also realized that things were about to get very strange.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Amanda was amazed at the technology that projected the high definition image of Dr. Alexander Ross on the wall. He was seated at his desk in Arlington, with the low-lying buildings of the nation�s capital spread out behind him. The whole scene was so vivid that it seemed the Oracle was right there with them.
The assembled group was sitting in Brett Foster�s hotel room in Geneva, which had been converted to something resembling a home theater. The curtains were drawn, shrouding the room in darkness, and the room�s king-sized bed was pushed up against the far wall. Five chairs were arranged in a semi-circle in the space formerly occupied by the bed, with the nightstand serving as a platform for Brett�s laptop and projection device.
Brett was continuing to make adjustments to the feed as Carmen finished up her presentation to Ross. They had given him a brief summary the night before, but Carmen was providing further detail, including a description of the humanoid that had helped them.
When Carmen was done, the Oracle removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes, clearly affected by the strange things he had just heard. �Do you have any photographs of the humanoid?�
�Negative. We were in and out too quick.�
�Is it safe to say that this thing� she� was pretty realistic?�
�Let me preface my remarks by saying that it was pretty dim in the corridor,� Carmen replied. �That said, she looked realistic enough to cause me to fire my weapon. Twice. The only exposed �skin� was on her face, but I�d say it looked pretty realistic, particularly at a distance. The rest of the body was covered in clothing.�
Ross frowned. �Brett, I know you aren�t an expert on robotics, but have you ever heard of anything like this?�
�No, sir.� Brett pulled back from the laptop and crossed his arms. �Certainly some of what Carmen described is already out there � cognition, enhanced problem-solving capability, the ability to move, and so on. What we aren�t seeing is cognition on the scale she described. I�m also not aware of any robot able to carry on a conversation as quickly as the one they had on the boat. The scale of sophistication is mind blowing.�
�No question,� Ross agreed.
�And there�s something else that is almost as impressive as the cognition, and that�s the robot�s agility. I�ve seen videos other moving bots that are more like four-legged animals, hopping or running in straight lines, and sometimes even making clumsy turns. But I�m not aware of any robot, humanoid or otherwise, that can move as fluidly as the one Carmen described.�
�Carmen, could that bot do everything that we can do?� the Oracle asked. �I�m speaking of her movements.�
�Pretty much. Keiko moved stiffly, but she was able to walk, reach out, turn her head, and even smile.�
The Oracle nodded as he tapped a pen against his lips.
�Ross, the thing that impressed me more than anything was, for lack of a better word, this machine�s ability to interact with us. She used persuasive argument; she followed instructions. I mean, we had a conversation, no different than you and I might.�
�That�s a great point,� Brett said. �There are computers, and even some robots, that can carry on a meaningful conversation with a human being. Heck, we have that in our cars now. I talk to my Audi every day. I give her verbal instructions, and she responds to those instructions. Or if the instructions aren�t clear, she�ll ask me questions until she understands.
�But this humanoid can handle very complex exchanges. As Carmen said, she can even push her own agenda, using her power of reason to argue her case. 'Stunning' is the word that keeps coming to mind. I�m starting to run out of adjectives.�
�Something tells me this is a testament to the brilliance of Ian Higgs,� the Oracle said, lifting a bottle of water from his desk and taking a sip.
Amanda smiled at the mention of her father. After hearing the first description of the humanoid Keiko, she knew that he had something to do with its construction.
�Undoubtedly,� Brett agreed. �It was his area of expertise, and that is exactly why they brought him on board. My guess is that Renaissance had already made great strides prior to his arrival, but they must have hit a ceiling. At some point, they probably realized that whatever Higgs was working on at NASA was exactly what they needed to finish this super bot.�
�What about the humanoid�s appearance, Brett?� Ross asked. �Carmen said she initially thought it was a person. Is that also inconsistent with anything you�ve run across in your research?�
�No, that�s actually the one aspect of this machine that is not particularly cutting edge. First of all, I bet if Carmen had seen Keiko outside during the day, she would recognize that she wasn�t dealing with Homo sapiens. Second, there are some very realistic-looking robots out there right now, ones that you might very well mistake for a human if it were dark enough. The Japanese, in particular, have created very realistic robots, some of which are used as synthetic lovers� and I�ll just leave it at that.�
Reid, who was sitting to Brett�s right along with Skinner, let out a nervous chuckle. Amanda blushed.
�Now that you mention it, I think I�ve seen a couple of those,� Ross said. �On the Internet, of course.�
Everyone laughed.
�Yes, they�ve been all over the news and the Net,� Brett replied. �Future humanoids will perform tasks around the home for the wealthy and the elderly. Mechanical butlers, maids, nurses� whatever you need.�
The Oracle put his glasses back on and looked down at some papers on his desk. �Okay everybody, let�s get down to the issue at hand. We know from the humanoid that Mironov, Marrese, and their entourage are supposed to attend the CERN Christmas banquet tonight, and Zane is with them as we speak. Carmen, is that correct?�
�It�s our best guess. According to Keiko, he�s not on the boat, which means it�s reasonable to assume he left with the group that came here for Geneva.�
Ross pulled his glasses off again and stared into his webcam. �Does Keiko� does the humanoid know where Mironov and Marrese might be staying?�
�Sir, I can speak to that,� Brett replied. �We have established an open line of communication with Keiko. In fact, I�ve already had a couple of exchanges with her already. She has no knowledge of where the entourage might be holed up. She was taken out of the loop recently, by order of the former priest, Marrese. My guess is that they're at a property owned by Mironov, although they could�ve leased something, to add another layer of protection from prying eyes.�
The Oracle nodded. �At this point, it�s safe to assume we won�t be able to locate them before the banquet tonight. That said, we need two things. We need to deploy assets to this event, and we need to make sure we follow Mironov and his entourage once they leave.�
�Dr. Ross,� Reid said, clearing his throat.
�Connor, go ahead.�
�You know me well, sir. And you know that I never back down from a fight, particularly when it involves going after one of our own. But isn�t it time we brought in the Swiss authorities? We have evidence that Zane was taken by Mironov and his thugs. I mean, Zane�s DNA is likely all over that boat.�
�Hold on,� the Oracle replied. �I think you�ve forgotten what country you�re in. These are the Swiss. They take care of the people who invest there� people like Alexander Mironov. They want to keep those people happy. And they certainly don�t like to make arrests if they can avoid it. Now, would they eventually come around to our way of thinking? Of course. I have a number of contacts in Swiss intelligence, and they�re all good, decent men and women. But this wouldn�t happen overnight. They would start at the beginning and certainly wouldn�t just order an immediate raid of the Renaissance offices or Mironov�s personal yacht. That would take some time, and time is exactly what we don�t have a lot of right now.�
�I�d say DNA and the downloaded hard drive of a robot would probably be enough to bring these guys down,� Reid said.
Skinner was shaking his head. �I�m with Dr. Ross on this one. If we went to the Swiss, we�d basically have to tell them that Mironov caught one of our men breaking into their offices in Geneva. Last I checked, that�s still illegal. Right out of the box, we�d be admitting we�ve committed a crime, even if we might say it was for the better good. We don�t butter their bread, Connor, and they�re likely to take a hard look at us before even thinking about going after Mironov.�
�Not to mention that just our presence is a problem,� added Carmen. �Technically we have no authority to operate in their country. Of course everybody does it. But that�s not the point. The point is, we�d be admitting to it.�
Reid shrugged, still not convinced.
�You�re both right, but now there is a bigger issue in play,� the Oracle explained. �We know something is about to take place, something that Mironov and Marrese have been planning for quite some time. We know that it�s important enough for them to murder a former employee who they thought might expose them.� Ross held up a sheet of paper with two fingers and shook it for dramatic effect. �I received correspondence from the Director this morning. Needless to say, he�s very concerned that Zane has been taken. And he agreed that getting Zane back needs to be our top priority. But he has also given us a new directive, which in a way was our original mission. We need to find out exactly what is about to happen. And we need to do everything in our power to stop it. One man already died because of this. It would be a tragedy if that man died in vain.�
There was silence in the room. Amanda was flushed with emotion, thinking about what her father must have been up against. It was becoming clear that he knew about the event, and that his knowledge led him to leave Renaissance, a decision that had cost him his life.
Reid broke the silence. �How can we even be sure they�ll show up tonight? They must know that we raided their boat last night, and that we�re looking for them. Why would they even show up at the banquet?�
�I�ll tell you why they�ll show,� said Ross, leaning forward. �They have no idea that we know about the banquet. Brett, you want to fill Connor in on what you learned?�
�Yes, sir,� Brett replied. �I was able to get into CERN�s computers, and neither Mironov nor Marrese show up on the guest list. Apparently, they weren�t invited and are showing up unannounced, that or else they were invited but asked that their names not be put out there in the public square. In other words, their attendance is not common knowledge.
�But more importantly, I think it must be vital to whatever it is they�re doing. I mean, why attend an awards banquet right on the eve of this event that they�ve put together? We can�t rule out the possibility that the event and the banquet are one and the same.�
�Do we know how CERN plays into this?� Skinner asked.
�No, we don�t,� the Oracle said. �We only know what they do. Brett, this might be a good time to fill everyone in.�
�The physicists at CERN study subatomic particles using the Large Hadron Collider, or LHC, the largest collider in operation on the planet,� Brett stated. �The facility and the equipment are the pinnacle of this kind of research. So what does that have with Renaissance or advanced robotics? I haven�t a clue.�
�Aren�t they the ones who discovered that particle� the one everybody called �the God particle�?� Skinner asked.
�Yes,� Brett replied, turning toward the operative. �The technical name is Higgs boson, which is actually smallest piece of what is called the Higgs field. The Higgs field is actually the more important of the two. It is the field that gives subatomic particles their mass. It was theorized years ago as an attempt to explain why some particles have mass and others don�t.�
Carmen laughed. �Not sure I follow you, but I�ll take your word for it.�
�My old college professor used to explain it this way,� Brett said. �Think of the Higgs field as water and the Higgs boson as the H2O molecule that makes up water. Now think about how various living things travel through water. A thin, streamlined fish without much mass will be able to cut through the water quickly. There isn�t much resistance at all. On the other hand, an elephant with a great deal of mass can�t move through the water quickly. The difference is obvious.�
�Okay. But it still doesn�t help us understand why Mironov and Marrese would have an interest in an organization that studies such things,� Carmen replied.
�It�s a mystery, no doubt. Keep in mind that Higgs boson is only one of many things they study at CERN.�
�And that was my point earlier, Carmen,� Ross said. �I don�t have the foggiest notion of how to link the two together. We can�t even be one hundred percent certain that CERN is connected to their plans, although it seems likely, given the circumstances. They certainly aren�t going to that banquet for the hors d�oeuvres.�
Carmen frowned. �I just remembered something. CERN is used by nations all across the globe. Do we know what projects are going on at this time?�
�I�m glad you brought that up,� Brett said. �CERN is in the middle of a two-year shutdown right now. They�re making repairs to the collider. And if you wanted to do something at the facility, then what better time than during a shutdown?�
�Brett, can you hack back into the administrative section of CERN�s network?� the Oracle asked.
�Yes, why?�
�Because they�re going to have a couple of people added to their guest list.�



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

�I must tell you something, Nicolas,� Philippe Bachand said. He stopped walking and turned toward the young man with the curly blond hair. �When you came here, we knew of your love for Scripture, and could see the foundation it gave you. But what I�ve been most impressed with is your passion for prayer.�
�Thank you.� Nicolas made a slight bow, his mouth turning up into a smile. �It seems I�ve had quite a role model.�
St. Pierre�s Cathedral was about to close for the night, and Philippe was walking his young apprentice, Nicolas Arseneau, to the front door. Several tourists lingered at the back, taking last-minute pictures, and a custodian was already out picking up trash and wiping down the pews.
They began to walk again, the sound of each step echoing off of the stone arches. �Truth be told, prayer is not natural for anyone, Nicolas. The Lord develops it in us over time. And as we devote ourselves to prayer, and as we become more obedient to Him, the answers come.�
Philippe smiled at a German family filing out of the front entrance. He held the door open for the other tourists that were making their way toward the exit. �By the way, how is your mother?� Nicolas�s mother had been involved in a skiing accident and was at home nursing a broken ankle.
�Much better. Thank you, Pastor Philippe. Oh, speaking of prayers� she told me to thank you for yours. The doctors say her recovery has been much quicker than expected.�
�You see.� Philippe lifted an eyebrow, smiling.
The last of the tourists walked out, chatting about where to eat dinner. Philippe kept the door open with a foot and reached out to shake Nicolas�s hand. �Have a safe walk home, my son. I'll see you in the morning.�
Nicolas began to cross toward the steps and then turned around one last time to wave at his mentor. Philippe waved back, and then the young man disappeared into the darkness.
Philippe was so proud of the spiritual growth he was seeing in Nicolas. The young man had received wonderful Bible training at seminary, but he did not seem to be plagued with the dry faith that sometimes gripped graduates � that tendency to become so consumed by Scripture that they forgot it was the light that they were to take out into a dying world. Nicolas, on the other hand, truly recognized that the Bible was an owner�s manual for action.
Remembering it was time to close, Philippe began to pull the heavy door shut. As he did, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Someone was bounding up the front steps. She was a young woman, perhaps in her twenties. Philippe held up a hand as she approached. �Mademoiselle��
He never finished his sentence. Once the girl stepped into the light of the doorway, he recognized her immediately. He smiled broadly. �It�s you. I should have known. I sensed the Lord telling me someone would come.�
* * *
�I�m so glad you�re here,� Philippe said as he re-entered his private office and closed the door behind him. He placed a mug of coffee in front of Amanda and then sat down behind the desk with his own cup of cappuccino. Philippe�s workspace was lit with an assortment of white votive candles. The shadows of the flames danced around on the stone walls, adding life to the cold room.
Amanda took a sip of her coffee. �It's interesting that you knew someone would come.�
Philippe raised an eyebrow. �Oh? How so?�
�Well, earlier today, in the middle of the afternoon, I was hit with this strange burden. I couldn�t stop thinking about you, and I had an overwhelming urge to come seek you out. I can�t explain it, except to say that I knew I had to come.�
�Isn�t it wonderful when the Lord lays the same thing on two people�s hearts.�
�It is,� Amanda agreed.
�So, you don�t have any idea why the Lord might have sent you? Can I pray for you?�
�I always need prayer,� Amanda said. She seemed to have something on her mind. �A lot has happened since we last spoke� and most of it not good.�
Philippe leaned forward. �Tell me more.�
�I don�t even know where to begin.�
�Take your time. Relax.�
Amanda took another sip of coffee, set the cup down on the desk, and sat back in her chair. �Do you remember Zane?�
�Of course. How could I forget? It�s not every day that someone puts a gun to my head.�
Amanda laughed, but then her expression became serious again. �Well, he was taken hostage.�
�What? How did this happen?�
�It was when we went to the Renaissance offices, the ones you helped us find. I�m sorry I didn�t call you before. It�s just been so crazy.�
�No, don�t apologize.� Philippe sat up in his chair. �I understand. Who took him?�
�Mironov.�
�Alexander Mironov? Your father�s former employer?�
�Yes.�
�And your friend,� Philippe said. He took a moment to think, unsure how to frame his next question. �Is he still alive?�
�As far as we know, yes.�
�Oh, praise God. And do you know where he is?�
The answer to that question wasn't simple. Amanda told a convoluted story about Mironov's boat, a failed attempt to rescue Zane, and an encounter with a robotic woman. �She, the robot, said that Zane had probably been brought to Geneva.�
�So she was cooperating with them?�
�Yes, apparently she�s no friend of Mironov.�
Philippe scratched his chin. �Did she say why they would bring your friend here?�
�She didn't know. Mironov�s partner didn�t like this robotic employee, so she was cut out of the loop.�
�Mironov�s partner?�
�Yes, some Italian man,� said Amanda, biting her lower lip. �An exorcist. I believe his last name starts with the letter M.�
�M, M, M�� Philippe mumbled to himself. He suddenly looked up at her without moving his head. �Maresse?�
�Yes, that�s it!� Amanda shouted, snapping her fingers.
�Of course.� Philippe leaned back in his chair, staring at the flame of one of the votives as if it had given him the answer. �Vincenzio Maresse.�
�You know him?�
�I know who he is and� that�s not good news. I should�ve known he was somehow involved.�
�How could you have known he was involved in this?�
�I will tell you in a few moments. For now, I�d like you to finish your story.�
Amanda told him about the planned Christmas banquet at CERN, with Mironov and Marrese attending. �And there's more. They believe the two men are planning something big, at this banquet or at least in the next few days.�
�Of course,� replied Philippe. For the last few weeks he had come under a great burden when he prayed, particularly when at the cathedral by himself. The Lord had given him insight into many dark things, and had made it clear that he was to keep the information to himself until the appointed time. The pastor realized that the appointed time was now, and he knew that the American girl arriving a couple of days earlier had been no coincidence. Each and every part of her story fit with what he had received in prayer, only there were a few pieces still missing.
�I must tell you something, Amanda. I�m a simple man who has always had a simple faith. For years the Lord has gifted me in the simple but beautiful task of tending to the needs of my flock. It�s something I delight in; my life�s calling, if you will.�
Philippe stopped and picked up one of the votive candles, watching the tiny flame dance around inside the glass. Without moving his eyes from the candle, he continued, �But over the last few months, He�s led me in a different direction, showing me terrible things that are about to take place right here in this city. The visions were so intense that I questioned my sanity at times � that is, until many of those things came to pass.�
Philippe set the votive down and said, �He showed me that someone would come, and fill in many of the details that I hadn�t been given. The Lord showed me that I could trust that person, even partner with them in the battle that is about to take place.� Philippe sat down in his chair once again and looked across the desk. �Which is why I�m sharing this with you, Amanda. You are that person.�
There was a long moment of silence before Amanda finally said, �That�s a little scary. It truly is. But it would certainly explain why I felt led to come out here tonight.�
�Isn�t it beautiful?� Philippe asked. �And your concern is certainly understandable. But just remember, if He calls us to a perform a task, we�ll have everything we need to do it.�
�So, is it safe to assume that Mironov and Marrese are the ones who are involved in the dark things God told you about?�
�Yes, but God has chosen not to reveal to me what exactly they're going to do � maybe because we�d succumb to fear.�
A look of concern crossed over Amanda�s face. �So you have no idea what this might be about? That seems odd. How can we combat something, when we don�t even know what it is?�
�That is the way God often works. But I was shown one thing: whatever they�re involved with relates to ancient times. An ancient evil, if you will.�
Amanda frowned. �Mironov and his men are bringing back something from ancient times? I don�t follow.�
�Again, we will know in the proper time. God sometimes moves like a glacier, but His timing is always perfect.�
�But you�re sure that Mironov and Marrese are involved in the very thing that you were shown in your prayers? Perhaps they�re two different things.�
�I�m sure the two are related. When you told me that the priest was involved then it all began to make sense. Mironov is simply a willing pawn. The Enemy brought him in to provide the muscle and the money. Marrese is the one who has connected with the dark side. This madman has opened a lot of doors, but we must make sure that he never opens the final door.�
�My friends, the ones working for the American government, are pursuing them now. Who knows, perhaps they�ll be able to put all of this to bed.�
�The Lord appears to be using your friends for His purposes. However, you and I also have a role � perhaps an even more important one.� Philippe stood up. �The first thing we are going to do is to go back out into the cathedral and pray. And then we will go back to my apartment to prepare for a short trip.�
�Where are we going?�
�Into battle.�



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

�Bach. Brandenburg�s Concerto Number Two, if I�m not mistaken,� stated Carmen, taking a sip of Chateau d�Auvenier pinot noir.
�What did you say?� asked Reid, unable to hear her over the orchestra.
�I said I believe that�s Bach�s Brandenburg Concerto Number Two,� she repeated in a raised voice.
�I�m impressed,� Reid replied, nodding. �Beauty and brains. I think I chose a good date.�
�Just keep your hands to yourself. Remember, I have brains and I�m not easy.�
�I�ll just remind you to do the same,� Reid deadpanned. �After all, I�m not sure you�ve ever seen me looking this good before.�
The two operatives stood at the back of the crowd that was gathered in the main hall of the B�timent des Forces Motrices, home of CERN�s annual Christmas party. Despite the early hour, the party was already in full swing, with no shortage of drinks and loud conversation. Formerly a hydroelectric station, the B�timent served as Geneva�s premiere performing arts center. The beauty of the L-shaped building was due, in part, to its position on the Rhone River.
When they arrived twenty minutes earlier, Carmen had marveled at the interior of the nineteenth-century edifice. Soft purple lighting illuminated both walls, causing the long, narrow wing to glow like some futuristic nightclub. Arched floor-to-ceiling windows provided scenic views of central Geneva.
CERN had spared no expense, bringing in a chamber orchestra and the finest in food and drink. She imagined the gala was exactly the kind of event that Alexander Mironov would thrive in, provided the table conversation didn�t turn to physics.
The two operatives were able to get on the guest list due to some fine last-minute hacking by Brett Foster, who composed a convincing email letting the event organizer know there would be two last-minute additions, Mariella Bigatton and her journalist boyfriend, Keith Swinson.
While Brett made the arrangements, Carmen and Reid traveled to the Rue du Rh�ne, one of Geneva�s finest shopping destinations, to obtain appropriate attire. Reid was a reluctant participant, and due to time constraints, he ended up purchasing an ill-fitting suit that Carmen would later say fit only slightly better than a tablecloth.
Carmen, on the contrary, enjoyed the afternoon. The stylish operative visited a half-dozen stores before finally settling on a long black Valentino dress with a one-shoulder neckline. She topped off the look with a silver-buckle Chanel clutch.
She smiled as she thought about the expression that would spread across the Oracle�s face when the credit-card bill arrived in Arlington. If he inquired about the questionable cost, she was already prepared to remind him that a woman going to a black-tie affair with cheap accessories would be the equivalent of a man showing up in a suit and flip-flops. Besides, the purchase of the expensive clutch could be considered utilitarian, since her Beretta PX4 Storm Subcompact pistol fit snugly inside.
�Looking good?� Carmen asked, rolling her eyes as she looked down at his poorly hemmed pants. �I may have to turn you back in. That suit is just not happening.�
�Oh hush, and just be glad you have some male muscle to back you up.� Reid accepted a flute of champagne from one of the servers. �At some point this evening, I�m sure you�re going to need me to get you out of some nastiness. Trouble swirls around you like flies at a fast food dumpster.�
�I see. Hmmm. So is that the same kind of protection you provided in Croatia two years ago?� She was referring to an operation in which Reid and Skinner had been pistol-whipped by a man disguised as a female beggar, only to later be saved by the supreme marksmanship of a certain female Italian operative.
�So now we�re digging up old war stories? What you didn�t realize is that Ross had specifically asked us to put you in a situation that would test you. A training exercise of sorts.�
�A training exercise, huh? The look on your face when that �woman� pulled out her Smith & Wesson and placed it against your temple indicates otherwise.�
Reid smiled and took a long sip of champagne. As he lifted the glass up, he used the opportunity to scan the crowd around them. In a low voice, he asked, �Anything so far?�
�Not a thing,� replied Carmen. �I feel like I�d know him immediately. Mironov, that is. Granted the photos and videos weren�t good, but there is something about him � his size and posture � that would be a dead giveaway. As for Marrese, I doubt I�d recognize him even if he came by with a tray of wine.�
If there were only a few pictures of Mironov, then there were even fewer pictures of Marrese. Historically, the Catholic Church always kept their exorcists out of public view � they were rarely named publicly, and they certainly weren�t photographed. The best pictures Delphi had been able to obtain were cloudy stills from CCTV footage taken in and around Geneva. The former priest could be seen hopping out of a car and disappearing into a restaurant or caf� with Mironov. As Carmen studied the stills, all she could make out were a flash of dark hair and the hint of facial hair. How did he know about the positioning of the cameras? Why did he always seem to be on the concealed side of a group?
�The crowd is much larger than I expected,� Carmen said. �And it doesn�t look like they�re going to be taking their seats anytime soon.�
�Keep in mind, this is a social event. Yes, there will be speakers later, but that may be the only thing that gets people into their seats.�
�You know, we may want to split up,� Carmen suggested. �I think it might allow us to cover more ground.�
�Agreed. I�ll move toward the stage and then cut to the left and across to the other side.�
�Perfect. And while you�re doing that I�ll head back toward the entrance and then come around in your direction so we can compare notes. Oh, and Keith� don�t you dare leave with anyone else, hun.�
Reid winked and lifted his flute before disappearing into the crowd.
Carmen took one last look at the pictures on her cell phone. The first was a photo of Mironov at a podium in a rare publicly circulated image. It was almost seven years old and had been taken at a distance. His brown hair was combed straight back with several quarts of gel, a styling quirk that Carmen had been told was still in operation. Reid had joked that anyone with blow-dried hair could be immediately eliminated.
Carmen used her thumb to swipe the screen and move to the next image. It was a grainy picture of several men entering a small restaurant in Old Town Geneva. As was always the case, Marrese, or at least a man reputed to be Marrese, was positioned on the far side of the group. About the only thing visible was one side of his head and the jet-black hair.
As she studied the photo, Carmen suddenly frowned and pulled the phone closer to her face. Could it be? It didn�t seem possible. Though he was facing the restaurant with only the side of his head visible, it seemed as though his eyes were turned directly toward the camera.
�Is that a picture of your boyfriend?� asked a nearby voice in French.
�Cosa?� Carmen jumped slightly and looked up to see an older man, probably in his sixties, standing next to her. He had silver hair and the kind of large-rimmed glasses that were popular in the seventies. His speech was slightly slurred, indicating he had made good use of the free wine.
�No,� she answered in English. She knew most Swiss spoke passable English. �Actually I�m just checking my email. I know, I know� they always tell me to leave work at the office, but I never can seem to resist.�
The old man grabbed her forearm and leaned closer, speaking in heavily accented English. �So, there is no boyfriend?�
Carmen was using the arm the man grabbed to pin the clutch against her body, so she stiffened her muscles to hold everything in place. The last thing she needed was for a drunken pervert to shake her arm and cause the loaded revolver to tumble out to the floor. �Uh, I do have a boyfriend, but he�s not here at the moment.�
�Ooh la la,� said the man, squeezing Carmen�s arm. �A shame he couldn�t make it.�
Carmen pulled back, but he kept his hand in place. She didn�t want to cause a scene, so she let it stay there for the moment. �He�s here,� she said, gesturing toward the front with her wineglass. �He just went to use the restroom.�
�Les toilettes? But the bathrooms are over there,� he insisted, nodding in the opposite direction.
Carmen shrugged. �Well, I guess it may take him a while then.�
The man laughed and momentarily released her arm in order to take a swallow of wine, slurping it more like someone drinking water on a hot day.
�I must tell you something, mademoiselle,� said the man, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his suit coat. �You are very beautiful, and a beautiful woman should never be left alone.�
�You�re too kind.�
�And I seem to hear an accent. You are American, no?�
�Italian.�
�Well, welcome to Geneva. You know, you must excuse me, but there aren�t many beautiful women like you here in Geneva. Where your country is blessed, ours seems to be cursed.�
�Thank you,� replied Carmen, feigning embarrassment. �But that�s not true about Switzerland. We�ve been in Geneva for several days now, and I�ve seen many beautiful women.�
�Perhaps.� The man's eyes roamed over the operative while he took another drink. Carmen predicted he would have to be carried out of the hall before the night was over. �Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Francois Maisonet. And yours?�
�My name is Mariella,� replied Carmen. �And if you don�t mind, I need to��
�What a beautiful name.� Francois reached for her arm once again. Carmen pulled it away but stopped short of walking off. �It�s almost musical. So tell me, Mademoiselle Mariella, what brings you and your� ummm, boyfriend� to the celebration tonight? I�m one of the finance directors at CERN, so perhaps I know him.�
�Scusi? Excuse me?� Carmen asked, trying to buy some time.
�What brings you and your friend here tonight?� The man's breath was a noxious combination of mouthwash and wine.
�Oh, uh� my boyfriend is a journalist and is writing an article about one of the speakers,� Carmen said, giving him their prearranged story.
�Who does he write for?� Francois asked.
Without hesitating she gave him the name of a fictitious scientific journal.
�Never heard of it,� Francois stated with a shrug. �Well, I hope he�s not here to cover Markus VanGelder, our lovely keynote speaker.�
Carmen noted the man�s sarcasm. �To be honest I can�t remember the person�s name. We seldom talk about his��
�Strange fellow, that VanGelder,� said Francois, his voice suddenly taking a more serious tone. �Always keeps to himself. I�ve passed him a thousand times out at the laboratoire, and never once has he spoken to me. Arrogant Dutch bast��
�Well, as you probably know, there are quite a few characters in the scientific community.�
�If your friend is here to cover VanGelder, you must see if he knows anything about the rumors.� Francois had a twinkle in his eye.
Carmen was about to express the need to use the restroom herself and walk off, but something about the man�s question caused her to linger. �Rumors? What rumors?�
Francois looked around to make sure no one was listening. He put his hand on Carmen�s shoulder and positioned his mouth close to her face, so close that she felt she could probably pinpoint the brand of mouthwash he was using. �The crazy research,� he said in a slurred voice.
�The crazy research?�
�This madness he�s involved in.�
�Oh? Tell me more,� Carmen said.
He seemed to like that, dropping his hand from her shoulder down to her waist. �They say�� He looked up again, to make sure no one was close by. �They say he�s been using dirty money to finance his work.�
The hair on the back of Carmen�s neck stood on end as she realized she might have stumbled onto something important. She ignored the hand that was massaging her waist and asked, �So tell me, exactly what sort of research are you talking about?�
He laughed. �All I will say is this, Mademoiselle Mariella� just make sure you stick around for the keynote speech tonight, and you will hear for yourself. It�s all madness if you ask me.�
�I will be here, but can you give me a little sneak preview?�
�I tell you what,� he said, lifting his mostly empty glass and staring at it much the way a chemist would examine a test tube. �Let�s go find another drink and get away from all this noise. Then I will tell you everything you need to know about the brilliant Markus VanGelder.�
Carmen glanced at the time on her phone. She realized she might have stumbled onto something important but also knew she needed to get away from the increasingly frisky Swiss finance director standing at her side. She needed to find Reid and then try to obtain more information about VanGelder.
�I tell you what,� said Carmen. �Let me freshen up a bit, and then you and I will go get that drink.�
Francois hesitated. �Something tells me that if I let you out of my sight, I won�t see you again.�
Carmen knew that even though he was drunk, the man was no fool. �No, not at all. Can�t you tell I want to know more? In fact, I think this might be the one my boyfriend is writing about.�
�You promise you�ll come back?� His voice sounded like that of a teenager.
�I promise.� Carmen grabbed his arm reassuringly.
�Okay.�
�I�ll be right back.� She gave him a little wave, turned around, and then slipped into the crowd.
It took her about two minutes to locate Reid. He was standing underneath one of the massive windows, sipping his champagne and watching each person who walked by.
�Ah, there�s my date,� he declared as she arrived. �Any luck?�
�If getting hit on by a drunken Swiss groper in his sixties is good luck, I just won the lottery.�
Reid grinned. �Excuse me if I don�t cry. I�m sure you acquitted yourself quite well.�
�To be honest,� she said, stepping closer to Reid and lowering her voice, �I think that in the midst of that wine-fueled harassment I may have stumbled onto something.�
Reid lifted an eyebrow.
Carmen peered into her clutch and saw that the only thing inside was her Beretta. �Say, do you have that program they gave us when we came in?�
�I think I do,� Reid replied, using his free hand to fish a program from his coat pocket. He handed it to her.
�Thanks,� she said. She opened it and scanned the page. �Got it. Here is the list of speakers. Yes, that�s him.�
�Mironov?�
�No, Markus VanGelder. He�s the keynote speaker tonight. I know this is a long shot, but the drunk who was hitting on me started rambling on and on about VanGelder, saying he�s involved in some kind of crazy research. But in order to get more information, I�d have to join him in some cozy spot to share some drinks. At that point I just had to get out of there. He was already squeezing my arm and talking into my ear, and I realized the next thing on the agenda was a slobbery kiss.�
�That smooth, huh?�
�It wouldn�t surprise me if he were hugging a ceramic bowl in a couple of hours. Anyway, where was I?�
�VanGelder.�
�So, this guy told me that VanGelder�s research was being financed using dirty money.�
Reid raised his eyebrows. �Wow. Alexander Mironov, I presume?�
�Exactly. At least that�s my guess. If we knew the nature of the research, it might shed some light on why Mironov would be interested in it.�
�Well, what is he speaking on tonight?� asked Reid, pointing to the program.
Carmen shrugged. �I didn�t see anything.�
�Look again. They usually give the topic of the speeches.�
�You sure?�
�I�d be shocked if it�s not in there.�
Carmen opened the program again and went back to the list of speakers. �Bingo. Here it is � the agenda.� She continued to read. �Oh my. Good grief.�
�What?� Reid asked.
She handed him the program and pointing to a place about halfway down the page.
Reid read for a moment and then his eyes widened. �What the��
�Exactly.�
�Do you think Mironov might��
�Nothing would surprise me at this point.�
�What next?� Reid asked.
�We have to find VanGelder. And if we find VanGelder, we�ll find Mironov.�
Carmen surveyed the crowd around them as she took a long sip of wine. �And I think I just figured out how we can do that.�



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

It was the gentle rocking of the boat that finally lifted Zane out of the murky depths of unconsciousness. At first he thought the gentle movement back and forth was the product of deep REM sleep, but then, as the mental fog began to clear, he realized that the movement was anything but a dream.
Eventually he was able to lift an eyelid ever so slightly. His chin was resting on his chest, but he could see enough out of his peripheral vision to figure out that he was sitting in the back of an inboard motorboat. He could also see that his hands and wrists were tightly bound by plastic flex-cuffs.
As he carefully raised his head for a better look, he heard the soft murmur of a nearby conversation. The voices were speaking in Russian.
He decided to keep his head down. Experience had taught him that it was always better to have your captors believe you were asleep or unconscious, and the longer they thought so the better.
The conversation in the front of the boat eventually grew louder and became sprinkled with laughter. Zane lifted his chin off of his chest and turned his head slowly to the right. Off of the starboard side of the boat was a river whose surface glimmered with the reflection of city lights. On the far shore were buildings clustered tightly together. Zane soon pieced it all together: He was sitting on the Rhone River in central Geneva.
The laughter continued, so he turned his head to the left. The boat was tied to a dock that ran the entire length of a building that was sitting in the river itself. There was an arched stone foundation at the water line, and further up, a stone facade broken by tall floor-to-ceiling windows. A soft purple glow spilled out of the windows, and he could hear the faint notes of classical music coming through the glass.
Suddenly, the boat rocked and Zane immediately dropped his head back to his chest. The rocking was followed by the sound of clumsy footsteps approaching. Had he been seen looking around?
Seconds later, cold fingers grabbed his chin and lifted his head. There was a click and a burst of light as the man directed the beam of a flashlight at Zane�s eyes, using a finger to open each lid one at a time. It took every ounce of Zane�s willpower to remain motionless as the light seared through his dilated pupils.
Apparently satisfied that his captive was still unconscious, the man released Zane�s chin and let it drop back onto his chest. He stumbled back to the front and took his seat. As Russians resumed their conversation, Zane decided to see how many men he was dealing with. He also wanted to scan the boat interior for anything that he might be able to use as a weapon.
Lifting his head slightly, he was eventually able to make out the silhouettes of two men sitting in the front. Perfect. Had there been any more than that, it would�ve complicated any plans of escape. If he could somehow work his way out of the cuffs, it would take little time to dispatch them, even if they were trained professionals.
The boat suddenly swayed again as Zane saw one of the men stand and jab a hand in his pocket. After fumbling around, he lifted his hand toward his face. There was a burst of flame as he lit a cigarette. He took a long draw that made the tip glow red.
Zane�s eyebrows furrowed. The flame had thrown off just enough light to illuminate the back of the boat, enabling him to catch a brief glimpse of something, a piece of shiny metal near his feet. When the light was extinguished, he continued to stare at the spot to make sure he didn�t lose the object�s position.
Soon he realized what he�d seen and a very important conclusion entered his thoughts: that shiny piece of metal was going to be his ticket off the boat.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

�What a pleasure to finally meet you,� said Markus VanGelder, extending his hand as he took his seat. The Dutch physicist was a tall man, with bushy brown hair that made him look younger than his fifty-two years. �Were it not for your great generosity, none of this would be possible.�
Mironov pumped the offered hand and said, �And I hope you realize your work means everything to me and to those who share our goals. We are embarking on the century of humanity, a century that will mark a turning point in history, and your work is opening doors that will lead us into those uncharted waters.�
VanGelder smiled. In the few minutes since they had met, he had already developed a rapport with the Russian. They were cut from the same cloth, pioneers in an age in which small-minded men seemed to be content with technological advances that simply made life a little easier or stimulated pleasure. They both saw the twenty-first century as an era in which the very concept of man would change. Advances in technology would not only allow him to live longer and better, but with dogged persistence, they might achieve the very thing society had sought through religion: the immortality of the human.
But the thing that VanGelder liked most about the Russian financier was not his vision of eternal life here on earth; rather, it was his realization that man need not be limited to earth. There were new horizons to imagine, new frontiers to conquer, and he planned on helping Mironov reach that goal.
�Thank you,� said VanGelder. �I think you will find my speech tonight inspiring. There are doubters and mockers, of course, but I think my words are going to stir adventure in the hearts of those who are willing to listen. The way I see it, they can either join us, or they can be relegated to the dustbin of the last century.�
A door opened across the room, momentarily letting in the noisy din of the gala. A server stepped inside, closing the door behind him. He walked over to VanGelder and offered the scientist a flute of champagne from the serving platter.
VanGelder held up a hand. �No, I never drink before��
�Markus, please,� said Mironov, running a hand back through his gelled hair. �I went to the trouble of purchasing the very best that money can buy. This is our special moment together. I want us to be able to look back ten years from now and remember this glass as the beginning of our partnership.�
The Dutch scientist hesitated for a moment. He was a disciplined man and didn�t like to break the habits he had formed over the years. But the Russian was right � it was a special moment, and special moments were meant to be celebrated.
�Of course,� replied VanGelder, a smile spreading across his face.
As the server bent over and placed the flute on the table, VanGelder couldn�t help but notice his appearance. Undoubtedly the poor soul had been in some sort of horrific accident, as a long jagged scar ran down the right side of his face.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Cleavon Skinner backed his motorcycle into a parking spot along the Quai du Seujet, ensuring that he could make a quick exit if necessary. After checking in both directions to make sure he wasn�t being watched, he stepped off the bike and crossed the street. Once on the other side, he turned left on the walkway that ran along the river.
About a minute later, he found what he was looking for: an observation point he had located earlier that day on Google Maps. The secluded spot consisted of a long wooden bench that was nestled inside an alcove of well-manicured bushes. The location would provide the perfect vantage point to keep watch over the B�timent across the river.
Instead of taking a seat, Skinner continued a short distance down the river in order to make sure he wasn�t being followed. He looked around at the lighted buildings, playing the role of a tourist out for an evening stroll. After walking for approximately a hundred yards, he returned to the bench and sat down.
Once settled, the operative lifted his hand and spoke softly into a microphone clipped to his cuff. �Skinner here. In position. Over.�
A few seconds later, Brett�s voice crackled through his earbud. �Copy that. What is your sight line? Over.�
�Directly across from Walmart. No obstructions,� replied Skinner. Walmart was the operational code name for the B�timent.
While waiting for Brett to respond, Skinner pulled a night-vision monocular out of his backpack and lifted it to his eye. He then pointed it at the building across the river and brought it into focus. The first thing that grabbed his attention was the purple light that was glowing out of each window � a strange sort of atmosphere for a gathering of scientists.
Skinner noted the throngs of well-dressed people pressed up against the glass. He guessed the crowd was a mixture of scientific glitterati, government officials, and random groups of pretty guests who always seemed to find a way to get into those types of events.
�Copy that,� said Brett. �How does the pedestrian bridge look?�
Skinner lowered the monocular and looked to his right. �All clear. One couple walking across. That�s it.�
�Copy that. Can you see into Walmart?�
�I can,� Skinner replied, lifting the monocular once again.
�Lots of shoppers?�
�Yes.�
�How good is the view? Any chance of seeing Gorbachev or the Exorcist?� Brett asked, using the code names of the targets.
�Very little chance of that. Too many attractive dresses blocking my view.�
�Copy that. I may need to come out and do some shopping myself.� Skinner heard Brett pecking away at his laptop. A few seconds later, Brett said, �I�ve been unable to locate any CCTVs inside. We�re going to need to rely on our two shoppers.�
�Are they in place?�
�They�ve been inside the store for approximately thirty-two minutes.� Brett had been able to commandeer a CCTV near the front entrance, and had therefore seen Carmen and Reid step out of their taxi about a half hour earlier.
�Any word?�
�Negative, although that�s not a concern. First check-in will be upon visual confirmation of targets.�
�Copy that.� Skinner heard footsteps approaching and said, �Hey, I may need to sign out.� He slid the monocular down into an open pocket on his backpack and whispered into his cuff, �Third party approaching. Will check in later.�
�Copy that.�
As Skinner moved his hand away from his mouth, two shadows appeared on the cement to his left, approaching slowly.
In one smooth movement, the operative reached into his coat pocket and wrapped his hand around the grip of his SIG Sauer P226 pistol.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

�Wouldn�t it just be easier to approach someone working the event?� asked Reid as he and Carmen walked toward a circle of men.
�Negative. Asking someone official would raise all sorts of red flags,� Carmen said. �Men who�ve been boozing it up won�t question anything. Besides, you can always get more information out of a drunk.�
�You mean, women can always get more information out of a drunk.�
�You got it,� she replied with a wink. �Just step aside and let me do my thing.�
Carmen had already identified the men as CERN employees because of the circular symbol on each of their nametags. Reid had managed to find VanGelder�s image on the Internet using his smartphone, so they knew he was not one of the men in the group, but the Italian still thought she might be able to solicit their help.
Running her fingers through her hair one last time, she stepped up to the closest man and tapped him on the shoulder. �Excuse me, sir,� she asked in English. When he turned around, she asked, �By chance, are you Markus VanGelder?�
The man was tall with short salt-and-pepper hair. As soon as his eyes settled on Carmen, his face broke into a wide grin. Carmen smiled to herself. Some things were just too easy.
�No, but I wish I was,� the man replied, his eyes still taking her in. �He is younger and has much more money than I do. But may I offer myself as a suitable replacement?�
The man extended his hand. Carmen shook it firmly and said, �I�m so sorry. To be honest, I�m not exactly sure what he looks like. Do you know where I can find him?� She gestured toward Reid. �My brother is a big fan of his, and I�d like to get a picture.�
�I see.� The man gave Reid a slight frown, turned back toward Carmen, and said, �Well, you�re in luck.� The man turned around toward the rear of the room. As he scanned the crowd, he frowned. �That�s funny��
�What?�
�He was back there talking to someone just a few minutes ago. And now I don�t see him. Are you sure you wouldn�t like me to get you a drink so that��
�Can you show me exactly where he was?� Carmen interrupted.
The man shrugged and gestured toward the back. �He was standing in front of one of those doors. I remember, because he was talking to a colleague of mine.�
�And you�re sure it was him?�
�Of course I�m sure,� the man said, giving her a quizzical look.
She realized she sounded a little too intense for someone just seeking a photo for her brother. �Okay cool. That�s fine. You�ve been a big help. We�ll just wander back that way,� she said, jerking a thumb toward row of doors at the rear. �If we find him, great. If not, then that�s fine too.�
And with that she bowed slightly as they turned and left.
* * *
The man stared at the two operatives as they walked away. There was something about the couple that bothered him, particularly the girl. Despite having already consumed five flutes of champagne, CERN�s associate director of security still had enough wits about him to know that the raven-haired beauty wasn�t searching for Markus VanGelder so that she could take his picture. No, she had been too inquisitive, almost desperate even, to find the Dutch physicist. A part of him doubted that it was anything serious, but at the same time he had learned to always trust his gut. And his gut told him that the two people who walked away were trouble.
Draining the last of his champagne, he resolved to look into the matter further.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Zane found it hard to believe that the guards hadn�t noticed there was a scaling knife in the bottom of the boat, not far from his feet. It was a stroke of good fortune that seemed inconceivable for a professional security team. But Zane didn�t have time to wonder why that piece of good fortune had been delivered to his doorstep. That would be a conversation for later, perhaps over a tall mug of beer at the Oracle�s favorite watering hole, the Old Ebbitt Grill in Washington. For now, his sole focus was bringing the knife into reach without being seen.
As Zane observed the men at the front, he noticed that one of them looked back toward the rear about every two minutes or so. He was much more alert than his partner, so Zane was careful to keep still and not open his eyes more than necessary.
Zane used the time in between the man�s glances to extend his foot toward the knife, one slow inch at a time. But when his foot was only a couple of inches away, he had a two-fold problem. One, he was extending his leg about as far as he could without sliding further out in his seat, and sliding was exactly the kind of movement that might be seen out of the man�s peripheral vision. Two, it probably wasn�t smart to leave his leg extended like that, because at some point the man might notice.
As Zane pondered his next move, the boat swayed a bit. He looked up just in time to see one of the men stand and toss another cigarette into the Rhone. It looked as though the man might turn around, so Zane pulled his foot back. But rather than turn, the man simply stretched and said something to the other man before sitting back down.
Zane cursed under his breath. That was five wasted minutes. He had been only moments from pulling the knife back with his foot and then picking it up. Once the knife was in hand, it would be child�s play to cut the cuffs and dive into the icy water. Zane had also determined that if once in the water, he could easily swim around the corner of the building without coming up for air.
But he couldn�t afford to go through another five-minute exercise just to get his foot in position. The men at the front of the boat were moving more, which was perhaps an indication that the others would return soon. And if they did, the opportunity to retrieve the knife would be gone.
Zane knew that once the big event was over, he would become an expendable commodity. They would take him to some point along the river, put a bullet through his head, and sink him into the murky depths of the Rhone.
Which led him to one simple conclusion: when the time was right, he would make a bold move, one that would be the difference between life and death.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Skinner slowly released the hold on the pistol in his pocket. The approaching shadows had turned out to be a man walking his well-coiffed bichon frise. The elderly Swiss gent had tried to engage the operative in small talk, but Skinner was able to dismiss him by feigning an inability to understand French. Eventually, the man shrugged and walked away with his dog in tow, muttering something about rude tourists taking over the city.
Skinner checked the time on his phone. Based on Brett�s report, Carmen and Reid had been inside for the better part of thirty-five minutes. In all likelihood, the delay in communication was likely the result of having to sort through the hundreds of people attending. And of course, it was also possible that Mironov had not shown, perhaps due to the events on board the yacht. Anything was possible.
The operative lifted his monocular and took another look across the river. He could still see the crowd of people pressed up against the windows from one end to another. It was highly unlikely he�d be able to spot Mironov, yet the Russian did have physical features that could be discerned from a distance.
After several minutes, Skinner tired of the scanning the attendees and moved his monocular to examine the exterior of the building once again. When he did his body tensed as he caught the hint of movement down low near the water. He didn�t recall a walkway on the river side of the building. And yet, he knew something had moved. The area under the windows was dark, but Skinner moved the monocular around until he finally saw a dark object floating in the river. He turned the focus wheel until the image took shape, and when it did, his heart began to race. There was a boat with at least two figures huddled inside.
Despite turning the wheel back and forth, he was unable to make out any more detail. But the one thing that did become clear was that the boat was out of place. No attendee would have arrived by boat in such cold temperatures. And Skinner doubted that a Christmas party would require any sort of maritime security � for high-ranking politicians, yes, but not for physicists.
Taking a deep breath, the pulled his phone out and dialed.



CHAPTER FORTY

Reid�s phone began to vibrate in his pocket just as he and Carmen arrived at the row of doors at the rear of the hall. Pulling it out, he stared at the screen for a moment before tapping Carmen on the arm to indicate she should stop.
He then answered the phone as if taking a casual call. �Reid here.�
�I think you have company,� said Skinner.
�Who? Where?�
�A boat. It�s sitting in the river behind the building.�
�Anyone in it?�
�At least two, perhaps more. It�s very dark down near the waterline, so that�s the best I can do.�
�Where exactly?� Reid asked softly as two people walked past him.
�Not far from where the building turns. There appears to be a dock, with several doors leading out to that dock. Can you see them?�
�Hold on a sec.�
Reid leaned toward Carmen and relayed what Skinner had seen outside.
�If these doors lead to rooms,� she said, pointing toward the ones near where they were standing, �then I�m sure we can get to the outside through there. Tell him to hold tight and keep watching. And tell him to be ready to follow that boat if necessary.�
Reid nodded, relayed Carmen�s instructions to Skinner, and ended the call.
�He�s right,� said Reid in a low voice. �Something is going down. That�s too much of a coincidence.�
�Oh my.� Carmen grabbed Reid�s arm. �Look.�
�Look where?�
�Over there, by the second door.�
Reid turned his head slightly and saw a bald man standing just outside. �So what? He looks like one of the staff.�
�That is not one of the staff.� Carmen tried to look in another direction. �That�s the bald goon who chased Amanda Higgs and me across Lake Geneva.�
�And you recognize his bald skin how? There are probably dozens of bald men in here.�
�I�m telling you, that�s him. I�d know that face and that head anywhere.�
�Well, if you�re right, it means we�ve probably found Mironov.�
Carmen pulled Reid behind a group of people so they could watch the man without being seen. She didn�t think he�d recognize her in this setting, but she couldn�t be sure.
The man suddenly looked at the floor and touched the side of his head, as if listening to an earpiece. He nodded a couple of times, spoke into his cuff, and then looked around before entering the door behind him.
Carmen looked at Reid. �It�s time. Let�s move.�



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

It was soon after draining the last of the champagne that Markus VanGelder began to feel light-headed, more than he should have after one drink.
�Well, I must say this is good� very good,� he announced, staring at the empty flute. He chuckled. �I don�t drink much anymore, and it shows.�
After setting the glass on the table, he looked over at Mironov. The Russian had a blank stare on his face, and he was no longer smiling. �I only drink the best.�
�I can tell,� replied VanGelder. He dropped his head and rubbed his temple, confused at the potency of the drink. �I�m embarrassed to say� I�m really feeling this one. I need to be careful��
�Just relax,� said Mironov.
As the symptoms grew worse, VanGelder raised his head and looked around the room. The table and chairs appeared fuzzy and were running together, almost as though his contact lenses had suddenly been removed. Despite his fading cognition, VanGelder began to realize it wasn�t the effect of the alcohol. Alarmed, he suddenly swiveled his head toward the Russian. �What did you do? What did you put�?�
Mironov leaned forward and calmly crossed his fingers on the table, the blank stare still frozen on his face. �You�re a decent man, Markus. One of the best in your field. But our plans were just too big for you.�
�What plans? What are you talking about?� VanGelder was finding it difficult to speak without slurring his words. �And what did you put in my drink?�
�You were on the right path.� Mironov stood up and coldly adjusted the lapel of his suit. �But it was a path that was going to take too long. We�ve found a shortcut, and you�re going to help us take it.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about,� muttered VanGelder. It was becoming harder and harder to move the muscles around his mouth. �You�re mad if you��
He never finished his sentence. As the room began to fade away, he saw Mironov signal with his head. A few seconds later, strong hands grabbed him as the room went black.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Carmen and Reid arrived at the door just moments after the bald man disappeared into the room. They couldn�t pick up any noise coming from inside, although the buzz of the gala crowd would have prevented them from hearing anything short of a gunshot.
�Don�t think I don�t know what�s going through your mind right now.� Reid pulled out the program and pretended to read it. �But let me be the voice of reason, here. We can�t just go charging through that door.�
�You�re right. We can�t just go charging in there. But I am going to take a look.�
�So basically what you�re telling me is that you�re going to stick your head inside and announce we�re here?� Reid asked. �We need to position ourselves so we can see inside the room when he comes back out.�
�There is only one problem with that.� Carmen unsnapped her clutch in case the Beretta was needed. �He�s not coming back out.�
�What makes you say that?�
�Pretty simple, actually. Skinner tells us there is a boat waiting outside. Baldy gets a transmission in his earpiece and then goes running into a room that backs up to the river. You don�t have to be a Nobel laureate to figure that out. They�ve finished their business, whatever that is, and they�re heading out. It couldn�t be any clearer if we were reading a script.�
�Of course,� replied Reid, nodding his head sarcastically. �And we know from experience, things always play out just that easy. One, two, three.�
�Look, it won�t hurt. If they see me I�m just going to act is though I was looking for the restroom. Besides, I think there is close to a zero chance Baldy recognized me from the other day. And what's the worst they can do? Start a gunfight in the middle of several hundred people?�
Reid shook his head but then relented. �Make it quick.� After thinking it through, he had to admit what she said made sense. He doubted the Renaissance team would risk causing a stir in the midst of the gala.
Carmen surveyed the crowd around them. Servers buzzed back and forth, carrying more trays of drinks, and the guests all seemed to be lost in conversation. Comfortable that no one was watching, she placed her wineglass on a nearby table and turned toward the door. Fortunately it was unlocked, and the latch turned with ease. She opened it a few inches and stuck her head in. The wood-paneled room was apparently a private dining area. It was also empty, save for a few tables. On the far end, one of the tables was covered with white linen, and there were two empty champagne flutes.
�Pssst. Let�s go.�
�What?� Reid turned around.
�Now. They�re gone.�
Carmen held the door open as Reid entered. Before following him inside, she took one last look around. She was about to deem everything clear when she noticed a familiar face coming toward her through the crowd: the CERN employee they had spoken to only minutes before. Gone were the smile and the flirtatious demeanor. He had a serious look on his face and was surveying the crowd as though looking for someone. She knew she had seemed too anxious to find VanGelder.
As his head began to turn in her direction, Carmen threw caution to the wind and entered the room, closing the door hard behind her. She hoped she had made it inside before the man spotted her, but she couldn�t be sure.
�All clear?� Reid asked.
�Not sure, to be honest.� Carmen placed her hand on the door handle in case someone tried to enter. �Our friend from CERN appears to be nosing around.�
�Where do you think the exterior door is?�
�Over there.� Carmen pointed toward a door on the far end. She hadn�t seen it before because it was made out of the same paneling as the walls. �They must be leaving. Call Skinner.�
She watched Reid answer his phone, which was already vibrating. �Do you see anyone leaving?� There was a pause as Skinner spoke on the other end. Finally, Reid said, �That could be VanGelder. Take your bike across the pedestrian bridge, and see if you can find Mironov. Then follow him. We�ll take care of the ones on the boat.�
Reid ended the call. "Four men just walked out of the building. One is tall � it's probably Mironov. He's heading along the dock toward the front entrance. The others are loading someone into the boat."
�Keep your phone out so we can use the light,� Carmen said, taking a chair from one of the tables and bracing it against the door that led to the gala. She wanted to make sure they weren�t surprised from the rear by her friend from CERN. Once she had confirmed that the door was secure, she found a switch and turned out the lights.
The two operatives made their way over to the door leading to the dock. Carmen pulled the Beretta out of the clutch and then handed the purse to Reid to put inside his coat.
She then pulled him close to her and whispered, �We can�t let that boat leave because we have no way of following them. When I open the door I�m going to step out and remain low. I need you to remain standing and cover me. We only fire at armed men who initiate force. Keep the shots high.�
�Copy that.� Reid drew his suppressed Glock.
Carmen took a deep breath, turned the latch, and opened the door. As soon it opened, she heard voices a short distance away. She bent over and crept out onto the dock. Once clear of the building, she got down on one knee and raised her gun. Reid stepped out behind her and raised his Glock with two hands.
In distance was the silhouette of a boat. Four men were standing, hovering over two men that were seated. Both of the seated men appeared slumped over and lifeless. Carmen thought the man on the left had long hair and realized that it might be Zane.
What happened next seemed to occur in slow motion for Carmen. One of the men standing in the back of the boat happened to glance back in their direction. At first he just stared, but the surprise didn�t last long. He shouted instructions at one of the other men, who scrambled into the front seat and started the engine.
Carmen crouched even lower, reducing her profile, and squeezed off two shots. The boat motor roared to life, and one of the other men pulled out a pistol and fired back. Reid was able to fire a shot directly at the muzzle flash. There was a loud scream, and the man tumbled into the water.
The bow rose up, and the boat began to charge away from the dock. As it did, something happened that neither Reid nor Carmen had expected. One of the men that was slumped over in the back suddenly stood up and leaped into the water.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Zane suddenly felt the boat rock. It was hard to tell exactly how many men had boarded, but it seemed like several. Not exactly ideal for what he had in mind, but his plan hinged more on getting into the water than fighting off men.
Seconds later, he felt someone sit down beside him. Did they sit down on their own or were they placed there? The body leaned against him, indicating the latter. As the voices moved back toward the bow, Zane stole a quick glance by cracking open his right eye. Leaning against him was a large man who was obviously under the effect of a tranquilizer. His eyes were closed, but he appeared to be breathing.
Zane wondered if he might be able to help the man, but those thoughts were immediately extinguished by the crack of two gunshots. The operative�s heart began to race as he realized the boat was under attack. Either the police or even Delphi operatives had arrived, and Zane realized if he wasn�t careful, he might get shot in the crossfire.
Figuring he had nothing to lose, he opened his eyes. The scene in front of him was chaotic. One of the Renaissance guards lunged toward the front and started the engine. Another stood and fired at whoever was attacking the boat. Then return fire hit the Russian directly in the chest. The man let out a scream of pain and tumbled over the side.
By then the boat engine was growling to life, which left Zane with only one choice. He had to go overboard. He wanted to help the man next to him, who was undoubtedly an innocent party, but staying behind and getting himself killed wouldn�t provide any help at all.
Up front, the Russian pushed the throttle forward, and the bow of the boat lifted in response. It was time to move. Using all of his remaining strength, the operative stood up, stepped onto the rail, and leaped into the water.
In all of the excitement, Zane had forgotten that the temperatures were going to be at or near freezing, so when he hit the water it was a shock not only to his body, but also to his mind. As he sank into the icy depths, he had the sensation of being stabbed with a thousand needles. Every muscle in his body was rendered inoperable by the cold.
He finally willed his body to move, kicking with his legs and slashing his cuffed wrists through the water like a single paddle. But despite his efforts, he made little progress and realized that his drugged muscles would eventually give out.
The good news was that he could hear the boat moving away. The bad news was that the force of the boats propeller push him toward the bottom of the river, making it less and less likely that he�d make it to the surface before running out of air.
His lungs screaming for oxygen, Zane made one final attempt to gain the surface. He kicked as hard as he could and wiggled his body like a walrus, but the tranquilizer in his system rendered his muscles a shell of their former selves. Every precious foot he gained was lost when he stopped to rest. At some point, his strength began to ebb to almost nothing, and his body began to sink. He tried to think of what else he might do, but his mind was also suffering from a lack of oxygen. All he could think about was sleep. Precious sleep.
The water then began to darken as he sank, but he couldn�t tell if that was due to the depth or because he was passing out. Then, just as he felt he was at the limit of consciousness, two hands seized him under each arm.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Zane seemed near death after Reid pulled him from the frigid waters of the Rhone. His skin was chalky white, and his arms rolled around like freshly boiled rigatoni. Reid looped an arm around his chest and swam him over to the dock using strong leg strokes. Carmen helped lift Zane out of the water and drag him into the paneled room.
Carmen�s phone began to vibrate soon after they propped Zane up against the wall. She saw that it was Skinner. �Hey, please tell me you have Mironov,� she said.
�I wish I could. Everything came up empty. I crossed the pedestrian bridge, but by the time I got to the front of the B�timent, he was gone.�
�Vanished just like that?�
�My guess is they were picked up by a vehicle and are on their way to a rendezvous with the boat somewhere downriver.�
�I see.� Carmen turned her head to look at Zane. Reid was massaging his arms and torso, trying to increase his body temperature. �I do have some good news. We have Zane.�
�What?�
�Long story, but he was in the boat and jumped out when the Renaissance team took off. Connor jumped in and pulled him out.�
�Outstanding.�
�Unfortunately, we believe they may have a new hostage, a Dutch physicist named Markus VanGelder. We also believe they may be on their way to CERN.�
�What makes you think that?�
�Because Zane has been muttering about it ever since we pulled him out of the water. He picked something up while he was being held. It sounds like this event they�ve referred to might somehow involve something that�s going on at CERN.�
�Like an experiment?�
�We don�t know. All we know is that they�re likely headed that way, and I need you to head over there now yourself.�
�Roger that.�
�We�ll try to be there as soon as we can.�
Carmen ended the call. She dialed Brett and gave him a brief description of what had happened at the rear of the B�timent, including Zane�s plunge into the Rhone. Brett concurred with the need to get all three operatives out as soon as possible, and told Carmen he�d bring the car over and find a secluded place to park somewhere along La Rue de la Coulouvreniere, one block away from the B�timent.
By the time Carmen had placed the phone back in her pocket, she noticed that Zane was beginning to regain strength, although it was still obvious that he continued to suffer from the effects of the cold. He pulled himself into a sitting position and rubbed his temple for a minute or so. Eventually he looked up and mumbled, �We need to go.�
�We do,� Carmen assured him, placing a hand on his leg, �but you need to rest for just a few more minutes. Brett is going to��
�No, we need to leave now,� he said emphatically, looking up at them for the first time. �People can hear suppressed shots, Carmen. The police will be swarming this place in a few minutes. If that happens, this whole deal is over.�
Carmen wanted to protest, but she knew he was right. Even if the police didn�t come, the banquet organizers would soon discover that Markus VanGelder was missing, and at that point the staff would conduct a room-by-room search of the building. If they wanted to get away safely, it had to be done now. She patted his leg. �I�m just not sure how much more your body can take.�
Zane smiled through the hair that covered his face. �It�ll take as much as it needs to take.�
Once they scanned the room to make sure they weren�t leaving anything behind, Reid and Carmen helped Zane to his feet, and the trio exited back onto the dock, which they followed around to the front of the building. A few women in cocktail dresses stared at them, but a sharp glare from Carmen made them quickly turn the other way.
After crossing the plaza, they traveled one block to La Rue de la Coulouvreniere. As soon as they stepped out of the shadows a set of headlights turned on a block away. A Peugot appeared, pulling up to the curb. Carmen helped Zane into the front seat before sliding into the back with Reid. As she closed the door, she heard sirens in the distance. The authorities were indeed on their way.
Brett turned the heat on full blast and adjusted all of the front vents so that they were blowing toward Zane, who was visibly shaking. �You�re in rough shape.� He put the car into gear and pulled out into the street, made a series of quick turns, and directed the car across the bridge to north Geneva. Once on the other side of the river, he began to work his way east toward the lakefront.
�Where are we going?� Zane asked, his jaw still quivering despite the rush of hot air across his body.
�Back to the hotel for now.� Brett kept one eye on the street and another on the rearview mirror.
�Turn it around,� Zane said. �I don�t have time to explain, but we�re going to CERN.�
Brett looked over at the operative and shook his head.
�Absolutely not,� Carmen said from the back seat. �You�re an inch or two away from hypothermia. Your body�s core needs to warm up first. Trying to do anything outside in these temperatures would be a death sentence. Besides, Cleavon is already on his way to CERN.�
�I�m telling you, there isn�t time. There are some things I haven�t filled you in on yet. Something is going down tonight.�
�Yes, Connor and I had pretty much come to that same conclusion,� Carmen said. She leaned forward into the front seat. �Look, I realize you can pull rank on me. I get that. But in this situation, where your very life could be at risk, I�ll have to bring Ross in if necessary. I�m not sure you or Connor will survive out there if your bodies don�t have time to warm up. Cleavon knows what he�s doing and can brief us on everything once he gets out there.�
�Here is the problem,� replied Zane. �It�s not just about us. They�ve taken someone else.�
�We�re aware of that as well,� Carmen said. �He�s a Dutch physicist named Markus Van��
�VanGelder,� said Reid.
�Yes, thanks. VanGelder.� She looked at Zane. �Think of it this way � as far as we know, that man is still alive. If this had been a hit, an assassination, then he�d already be dead. They obviously need him for something.�
Brett looked over at the senior operative. �She�s right. And remember we know nothing about CERN�s layout at this point. From what I understand, there are large complexes in several different locations, both aboveground and underground. It�d be the height of foolishness for us to just show up, with both you and Reid soaking wet, hoping that you�ll somehow be able to avoid hypothermia and save the day. Now is not the time to play tough guy.�
Zane sat silently for a few moments and then began to nod. �Okay. But we don�t stay long.�
Carmen squeezed his shoulder and sat back in her seat.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

�Have you heard from Skinner?� Zane asked Brett from the front passenger seat.
The group was back in the Peugeot, traveling west through the streets of Geneva. Brett had waited in the car in front of the hotel while Zane, Carmen, and Reid ran up to change. Zane had also decided to heed Carmen�s advice and take a quick shower. The hot water splashing over his body improved his condition considerably; his skin was no longer deathly white, and he felt more alert.
�I sent him a text earlier letting him know that we were running by the hotel,� Brett replied.
�Any sign of Mironov?� Zane asked.
�He wasn�t at CERN at the time, but my guess is that he�s there now.�
�And Ross?�
�I sent him a quick message and will give him a more detailed update once I get all of you out to CERN. His only response was that we make getting VanGelder back our number-one priority.�
�Of course,� said Zane, running a hand through his still-wet hair. �But back to Skinner � what is he going to do when he gets there?�
�General recon,� Brett said. �He was still trying to figure out which one of the CERN facilities to hit first. My guess is that they will beat Cleavon to CERN. They got a huge jump on all of us.�
Carmen leaned forward. �They�ll probably use VanGelder to get through any gates and into the building.�
�I was thinking the same thing,� Brett said, �although I�m sure that�s not the only reason. You don�t need to kidnap one of the world�s foremost physicists just to get through a gate. Grabbing one of the low-level security personnel would�ve worked just as well and wouldn�t have drawn half the attention this will.�
�I agree,� Carmen said. �Heck, I�m sure Mironov has a sophisticated tech team that could get them through the front gate, if that was the only hurdle.�
�Which reminds me,� Brett said. �Earlier you said you wanted to tell me about your theory as to why they�re trying to get in there. Now is probably a good time for us to talk about that.�
�Well, I�ll start, but maybe Zane knows more than I do.� Carmen settled back into her seat. Zane stared straight ahead without saying anything, so she continued. �Now keep in mind, this is only a theory, and it�s a theory that Reid and I put together based on the topic of VanGelder�s speech, the one he�s not going to give.�
Brett nodded.
�It�s a stretch, but it�s all we have. VanGelder�s planned speech was called, �We Are Not Alone.� I know, an odd title for a particle physics event. That is, until you understand what it�s referring to. Underneath the title was a brief description. The content of the speech was that our universe is not the only universe out there. There are more of them, perhaps even an infinite number.�
�Or at the very least, another dimension to the universe we live in,� Reid added.
Brett looked at Carmen in the rear-view mirror. �I�m not an astronomer, nor am I a physicist, but I think that theory of a parallel universe is not new. Nor is the theory that there are other dimensions that we haven�t identified yet.�
�Agreed,� Carmen said. �But here is the kicker. VanGelder also believes that the LHC��
�Wait. Wait� LHC?� Brett asked.
�Sorry, Large Hadron Collider. VanGelder believes it can be used to find another universe, or at least find another dimension.�
Brett shrugged. �That�s all interesting, but what�s the big deal? If Mironov has an interest in that kind of research, why wouldn�t he just let the man continue to do his work? I don�t get the kidnapping angle.�
�That�s what has me confused as well. To be honest, I don�t have a clue.�
�I think I can help you with that,� Zane said, breaking his silence. �I believe I know why they took VanGelder, and I also believe I know what they plan on doing.�
�What?� Carmen asked. �Why didn�t you say something when I asked if you knew what was going on?�
�Because I wanted to hear what you had to say. I wanted to see if you could fill in any of the blanks first. And you did. Before you spoke, I knew what they wanted to do. And now I think I know how they�re going to do it.�
Brett looked down at his smartphone. �Well, you�d better hurry. According to the GPS, we�re only about ten minutes out.�
�Let me start by saying that Alexander Mironov has gone mad,� Zane said. �So take everything I�m about to say with that in mind. The other thing I need you to know is that most of this I had to piece together by reading between the lines. For some reason, he was a little reluctant to speak too bluntly.
�Anyway, since we�re running out of time, I�ll just lay it out there: Alexander Mironov believes that the pyramids and other ancient megalithic structures could not have been built by the people of that time. He believes that they were built by aliens.�
�Isn�t that the same theory proposed by several other people over the years, including Erich Von D�niken?� Reid asked.
�Von D�niken,� Carmen replied, her voice trailing off as she pondered the name. �Didn�t he write Chariots of the Gods?�
�That�s the guy and that�s the theory,� Zane said. �Basically they believe that ancient structures were too complex and too sophisticated to have been designed and built solely by ancient cultures. They postulate that aliens visited our planet and passed along technology that was centuries ahead of its time, which explains the mind-boggling precision and alignment within the structures themselves.
�And to be honest, they are right about one thing. From what little reading I�ve done, I do know that historians and archaeologists still can�t explain how those ancient cultures were able to do it. The technology seemed to be thousands of years ahead of its time.�
�So, let me guess,� Brett said. �Mironov thinks that if they can somehow find that other dimension Carmen referred to earlier, they�ll also gain access to some special knowledge?�
�Not exactly,� Zane answered. �Remember, when I asked Mironov about it, he said that they were going to somehow �call� those alien pyramid-builders back to earth. And when that happens, he�ll be the beneficiary of the advanced technology they�ll be bringing with them.�
�Of course,� Carmen said, �and that would fit perfectly with his transhumanist beliefs.�
�Wait, back up a moment,� Reid said. �I�m confused. I�m still not seeing the link. The physicists that work at CERN study subatomic particles.�
�I�m afraid I can�t help you with that,� Zane said. �Look I told you the man was mad. I have no clue.�
�I think I know how,� Brett said. Zane turned and looked at him. �At least, I know the theory they�re probably working on. I came across it in an online article. First of all, remember, it�s the physicists themselves who have proposed that their work might one day open up another universe or lead us to another dimension. In fact, we know that�s what VanGelder was going to speak about.�
�When they say we might one day locate a parallel universe, that implies that it will take years, if not decades, of research,� Reid stated. �But Markus VanGelder was kidnapped tonight, and we�re operating on the assumption that they�re on their way to CERN as we speak. Something doesn�t add up.�
�Yes and no,� Brett said. �Yes, there are some who probably feel like this is decades away. But did you know that CERN has been shut down for the last two years?�
�I did read that,� Carmen replied. �Something about upgrades.�
Brett nodded. �Correct. It�s been shut down so that they can perform some overdue maintenance, and they are also using the downtime to increase the capacity of the collider. When everything is finished, they�re going to be able to collide subatomic particles at energy levels never seen before.�
�I�m with you so far,� Zane stated.
�And here is the kicker,� Brett said. �The article I mentioned before included an interview with one of the CERN employees overseeing the upgrades. When they asked what might be possible when the collider begins to operate at an increased capacity, he said that they weren�t quite sure. He said there would be advances in some of the more mundane research, but he also said that they very well might be able to open up a hole, a portal of sorts. He also said we might then be able to send stuff through that hole, and some other things may come through it from the other side.�
�Spooky stuff,� said Carmen.
�Indeed,� Brett said.
�Are the upgrades complete?� Zane asked.
�It�s probably close to being complete. I think I read that they�re going to recommence operations in another month.�
Zane nodded. �And if that�s true, the collider may actually be operational now. I�d imagine the last few weeks are just going to involve cleanup and testing.�
�Exactly.�
�Okay, fine,� Reid said. �Let�s say they open this portal. How are they going to communicate with these other beings? Remember, Zane said Mironov was going to call them here to earth.�
�Vincenzio Marrese,� Carmen said. �That was the one piece of the puzzle that didn�t seem to fit, but now it does.� She turned and looked at Reid. �Remember Marrese was given something by the demon in this deal that supposedly took place? Perhaps he was told how to communicate with these aliens. Obviously, I don�t believe for a moment it will work, but it at least explains a lot of what�s going on.�
Carmen gave Zane a brief summary of Maresse and his connection with Mironov. �Did you ever hear his name spoken?�
�Never.� Zane frowned. �But it would explain something that happened on board Mironov�s yacht. When they took me into a room to be questioned, I felt this dark cloud of negative energy, or evil, or whatever you want to call it, coming from a part of the room that I couldn�t see. I knew instinctively that it was a person and not a force. I felt his eyes on me the entire time. It was one of the strangest experiences I�ve ever��
There was a rattling sound inside the car that interrupted the conversation. Brett had placed his phone down in the drink holder between the seats, and it was shaking against the hard plastic. He answered the call. �Foster here.� He listened for a few minutes, nodding and asking occasional questions
�Who was that?� Carmen asked after Brett ended the call.
�Skinner,� Brett stated, placing the phone back in the cup holder. �He found the CERN site where the control center is located. It looks like we�re going to Pr�vessin, France.�
�I didn�t realize any of the sites were actually located in France,� Carmen replied. �And what else did he say?�
�He believes Alexander Mironov is already inside.� Brett used one hand to reset the GPS on his phone. �In other words, whatever he and Marrese have cooked up is likely already underway.�
Zane stared at the road ahead but didn�t speak. He was a skeptic, but at the same time, he just couldn�t shake the feeling that the night was about to get much stranger than they had ever imagined.



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Philippe slowed the car and pulled onto a dirt road that ran between two fields full of unplanted rows of soil. Amanda wasn�t sure exactly where they were, only that they had crossed into eastern France and were somewhere near the CERN facility at Pr�vessin.
The snow had intensified over the last half hour, and she watched as the thick flakes splatted against the window and turned to water. In fact, the storm was becoming so intense that she wondered whether it was safe to have ventured off the highway.
The road they were on was bumpy, and Amanda felt her body jar as they went in and out of the potholes that were scattered around like land mines. She was beginning to wonder if Pastor Philippe knew what he was doing. He had been silent for most of the trip and had offered almost no information, which probably indicated he was focused on the task at hand. She was just about to open her mouth to question him about their route when he braked and brought the car to an abrupt halt. �There, that should do it,� he said.
Amanda saw that the road had come to a dead end. Directly in front of them was a small pond surrounded by cattails. Before Philippe turned off the headlights, Amanda saw a large pipe that rose out of the pond and disappeared into the distance. She recognized it as the same sort of watering system that farmers used back in Texas.
After sitting in silence for a few seconds, Amanda asked, �So, we�re going to pray here in a car in the middle of a field?�
�That�s what I was told,� he said with a smile. �Remember, the Lord�s ways are above ours. But we�re not going to stay in the car. Let�s get out, and I�ll show you where we are.�
After exiting the car, Amanda crossed her arms to ward off the cold. Even though she was well bundled, the low temperature and blowing snow shocked her system.
Philippe joined Amanda at the front of the vehicle. �CERN is right over there.� He pointed across the field on the right side of the car. Despite the cloud of driving flakes, Amanda could see a construction site on the far end of the field, and beyond that, a road.
�Hmmm, impressive,� Amanda said sarcastically.
�Oh, sorry. CERN is through those trees on the other side of the road.�
When Amanda looked toward the road again, she frowned. What was that? She thought she had seen movement at the construction site, but as she continued to stare at the spot, she didn�t see it again. The wind had picked up, so perhaps something was just blowing around.
�You told me that this man from CERN might really be looking for another dimension, even if he didn�t realize it. And then I asked if you believed in other dimensions.�
�Yes, I do,� Philippe replied. �At least, I believe it�s possible they exist. First of all, I�m a Christian, so it goes without saying that I believe in the supernatural. Some believers seem to forget that we were given the book filled with supernatural events. And so for me it�s not that big of a leap to accept that there could be other dimensions.�
�But what specifically makes you believe in their existence?�
�I believe in other dimensions because I believe in angels.� He leaned back against the hood and crossed his arms. �We know from Scripture that angels can appear out of nowhere, only to disappear just as quickly. Let me remind you of two stories to illustrate. The first involves Zechariah. He was serving as a priest and was chosen by lot to enter the temple and burn incense before the morning sacrifice. As he stood there in the dim light of the Holy Place, the angel suddenly appeared to him. It was so sudden that Zechariah was said to be gripped with fear.
�And there is another story from the book of Acts, one that has always been a favorite of mine. The apostle Peter was in prison by order of King Herod, and as he lay there in a locked cell, sleeping between two guards, a light shone in the cell and an angel appeared, seemingly out of thin air. The angel woke the apostle and led him out of the prison through a locked gate. When they got to the end of the street, the angel suddenly left him.
�I could go on with other stories, but I think you see my point. Angels often appear suddenly and then seem to vanish just as suddenly. It�s almost as though they�re somehow slipping in and out of our world through a partition, a portal if you will, appearing when necessary and then disappearing when they are no longer needed. In other words, the angels have the ability to travel back and forth between two very real dimensions.�
Amanda nodded. �I agree with you, but couldn�t God have simply given them the ability to do that even in one dimension? And even if there are two dimensions, no man or angel can travel between them without God�s help. I guess what I�m saying is that anything these men try to do will be futile because they aren�t being aided by God.�
�Not necessarily.�
Amanda frowned. �You think these men can override God?�
�I think God may allow certain things for his purposes, both in our lives here on earth and in the spirit realm. And yes, I do believe it�s possible for this portal to be accessed for evil purposes. For example, we know from the sixth chapter of Genesis that fallen angels descended upon the earth, appeared in the flesh, and then committed acts of immorality. And since we know that God did not direct them to do these evil things, we can therefore assume that they somehow possessed the keys to these portals.�
�So this man who works at CERN. You�re telling me it�s possible that he can actually��
�I�m only saying that it�s possible. God can certainly stop them if He chooses, but that is up to him. He is sovereign and the Word says that his ways are not our ways. All I know is that I sensed something as I prayed earlier tonight. I won�t call it a vision, but I will say it was this strong feeling that an hour of darkness is approaching and that I would be called upon to stop an evil act that is about to take place. Myself and someone else.�
Amanda knew he was referring to her. �Shouldn�t I call my friends then? Don�t they need to know that something might happen here tonight?�
When Philippe didn�t respond, she glanced over at him. He was looking in her direction, but he wasn�t looking at her. She immediately turned around and noticed a car moving abnormally slowly toward the construction site. After drawing even with the construction site, the car stopped. Amanda stared at it, trying to see who was inside. From that distance, all she could tell was that there was more than one person.
A few seconds later, the car accelerated and then passed out of view around a curve.
�That might not be a bad idea,� Philippe said.
�What?� she asked, forgetting her original question.
�It might not be a bad idea to call your friends.�



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Following Skinner�s instructions, Brett continued past the CERN entrance, rounded a curve, and then turned right onto a dirt road that ran a short distance back into the trees. Although Skinner had left his motorcycle at the construction site, he warned Brett not to park there, since the car would be too exposed from the road.
There was already a thick layer of snow covering the ground, which caused the car to bounce in and out of hidden potholes. Once they reached the end, Brett made a three-point turn so that the car was facing back the way they had come. After putting on the parking brake, he killed the engine, and the road was plunged into darkness.
�Hand me that,� Zane said to Reid, pointing to a large zippered duffel bag sitting in the middle of the back seat.
After taking the bag from Reid, Zane unzipped it and removed a pistol, a Glock 23 with Osprey suppressor and laser sight. It wasn�t his usual Glock 17, but he had no complaints. What was good enough for the FBI was good enough for him. After making sure the pistol was in working order, he pulled out five magazines and a palm-sized tactical flashlight. He loaded one magazine into the Glock and put the other four inside his black fleece jacket.
Armed, Zane removed three sets of radio transmitters, which included wiring and earbuds. Carmen and Brett were already wired, so he and Reid quickly assembled the devices and verified that they were operating. Zane placed the remaining set inside his coat for Skinner.
Next, he rummaged through the remainder of the items in the bag and produced a black Beretta Px4, which he placed in the cup holder between the seats. �And I�ll leave this baby with you.� He winked at Brett.
�I�m amazed that you trust me with that,� Brett said. �And don�t forget the other goodies I put down in there.�
Zane frowned and directed the beam of his flashlight into the bag. �Very nice.� He removed six flashbangs � or stun grenades � taking two and giving the other four to Carmen and Reid to split.
�Okay, let�s go over this one more time, folks,� Zane said, turning to the side so that he could face everyone in the car. �Brett, you�re going to remain here to extract the team and the hostage when we return. Keep the satellite view of the buildings up, and be ready to coordinate logistics if called upon.� Brett gave a quick nod. �If you find a better extraction point, proceed to that place as long as it�s one that we can find with little trouble. I recommend you remain here, but I�ll let that be your call.�
Brett nodded again as he pecked away at his laptop, which used its own encrypted Wi-Fi system.
�Do you have our position up yet?� Zane asked.
�I do.� Brett swiveled the screen around so that all could see.
�Petrosino and Reid, we follow these trees that run parallel to the paved road.� Zane traced his finger along the picture of the trees in the satellite view. �We don�t want to be seen, but we do want to stay within sight of the road, because when we�re even with the construction site, we'll know we have another sixty yards before turning left and following a perpendicular line of trees back into the property.�
�Which should eventually put us here.� Carmen leaned forward and pointed to the place where Skinner was currently positioned. �Right next to that cluster of buildings.�
�Correct.� Zane noticed that Brett was staring at the windshield. �What�s up?�
�Nothing.�
�Come on, I know you better than that.�
�Was just concerned about what you�re going to run up against inside. Something tells me there�s a lot of firepower waiting on you. And we both know��
�We both know you�re right,� Zane said. �There is going to be a small army waiting for us in there. I�ve had that same concern myself. Unfortunately, we don�t have time to bring anyone else in. The nearest Delphi team is hours away.�
�No, I realize there isn�t time to bring in more operatives,� Brett replied. �I guess I�m wondering if Connor wasn�t right that maybe it�s time to bring in the authorities. At this point, what we have is a simple kidnapping. Nothing more.�
�I disagree with you that this is a simple kidnapping,� Zane replied. �They�re getting ready to commandeer the world�s largest particle collider and use it in ways it wasn�t meant to be used. I�m no physicist, but I think we all know there is the chance they could blow this place sky-high if they push the equipment past its limits. Remember, those underground pipes run for seventeen miles through both France and Switzerland. Any kind of chain-reaction explosions could be catastrophic.
�All that said, do you really think we have the time to get the Pr�vessin police out here and then get them completely up to date on everything that�s going on? We�re talking hours, and we don�t have hours. On top of that, I�m pretty sure Pr�vessin is little more than a village. My guess is we could count the number of uniformed officers on one hand. The nearest swat team is likely in Geneva, and they don�t have jurisdiction.�
�I think at this point the CERN staff is probably already aware that VanGelder is missing,� Reid suggested. �We�d have no problem getting them on board if we explained this is where he was taken.�
�Agreed. But who are they going to call? The Geneva police have no jurisdiction over this particular site, and it would probably take hours for the Pr�vessin police to bring in sufficient force to retake the facility. Not to mention our own possible arrest for operating on their soil.� Zane let that sink in for a few seconds and then said, �Look, we both know if we can retrieve VanGelder and prevent damage to their facility, we�ll be fine. Both the Swiss and the French will be more willing to slap us on the wrist if we can get the whole thing sorted out and prevent a catastrophe.�
Brett sat motionless for a moment and then said, �I guess you�re right. I was just concerned about what might be waiting inside. He could have anywhere from fifteen to twenty-five men in there.�
�Understood.� Zane reached over and squeezed Brett�s shoulder. �But to be quite honest, I believe we have an advantage.�
�How so?� Brett asked.
�Stealth. Something tells me their men will be spread throughout the compound. If we can peel this onion one layer at a time, taking their defenses apart piece by piece, then we�ll be fine. On top of that, they�re probably feeling a little too secure for their own good. They�re likely running on the assumption that we�re not working in conjunction with the Swiss authorities. If they thought we were, they never would�ve shown up at the banquet. And they're also probably assuming we�ll be unable to connect all of the dots that lead out here to CERN. That gives us an advantage.�
�Zane�s right,� Carmen said. �Our only option is to go in right now.�
After seeing Brett finally nod in agreement, Zane turned toward the back seat and said, �Let�s move out. We follow the line of trees. No lights unless we agree it�s absolutely necessary.�
As the others checked their equipment one last time, Zane reached up and disabled the overhead light so that the interior wouldn�t illuminate when the doors were opened.
The three operatives then exited the vehicle and disappeared into the trees.
* * *
Despite the fury of the storm, the three operatives had no trouble making their way through the trees. They walked in single file, with Zane in front, Carmen next, and Reid bringing up the rear. There was little undergrowth to slow their progress, so they reached the point parallel with the construction site in just under two minutes.
From that point forward, Zane began to count each step. When they had traveled approximately sixty yards, he held up his hand. He pointed to the left and led the group deeper into the woods, following the perpendicular line of trees that ran back into the compound. After mentally counting off another hundred yards, he lifted his hand once again, indicating they should stop. He then dropped to one knee in the snow, followed by Carmen and Reid.
After waiting and listening for two minutes, Zane pointed his flashlight directly ahead and turned it on twice in quick succession. Five seconds later, there were two answering flashes of light in the distance. By prearranged plan, the three fanned out into a semicircle, lifted their weapons, and waited. A few seconds later, Skinner stepped out from behind the trunk of a tree like a snow-laden phantom.
�All clear?� Zane asked in a low tone while lowering his weapon.
�All clear,� whispered Skinner, dropping to one knee next to the others.
�Here, get wired in before we move out.� Zane handed him the radio kit. Skinner took off his coat, clipped the transmitter onto his belt, and stuffed the two wires up into his shirt. He ran one of the wires down his sleeve, where the microphone was affixed to his cuff, and he ran the other through his collar, pushing the earbud into place.
Satisfied that everything was secure, Skinner twisted a knob at the top of the transmitter and spoke softly into his left cuff. �Testing. Over.�
The other operatives signaled that they could hear him.
�All right, now tell us what we�re up against,� Zane said.
�It might be better if I showed you.� Skinner motioned them to follow him.
The group followed Skinner back in the direction he had come from. After two minutes of walking, he brought a finger to his lips and slowed his pace. The others followed suit, and thirty seconds later, he pointed through the trees to the left. A group of buildings could be seen through the tangle of trunks, even though the driving snow was making it difficult to discern any details.
Tapping Carmen and Reid on the shoulder, Skinner whispered, �Stay here and keep an eye out while I take Zane in for a closer look. I haven�t picked up any sign that they�re patrolling the woods, but you never know.�
�Roger that,� Carmen replied.
Skinner turned to Zane. �We�re going to walk about twenty yards, then we need to drop and crawl the rest of the way.�
Zane nodded, and the two set out. After several minutes of crawling, Zane wiggled his way to the last bush at the edge of the woods and used a gloved hand to push aside several branches. The first thing he noticed was not the buildings, but the weather. It was obvious that they were in the midst of a full-blown blizzard. Clouds of snow were tossed around by a chilling wind, and the land was covered in a thick layer of white. Zane could see that the weather was going to have a larger impact on their operation than he had first imagined. The sooner they could get inside, the better.
�This is the first of several connected buildings.� Skinner pointed to the one directly in front of them. �It�s hard to see, but based on my study of the satellite images, there should be three more just beyond.�
�Brett said that you were reasonably certain Mironov was here,� Zane said.
�Correct,� Skinner replied. �And I say that because there are two tangos guarding the entrance to the closest building. It might be hard to see them, now that the storm has gotten worse.�
Zane pulled out a monocular and focused it on the lighted entrance directly in front of them. While it was hard to see, he was able to make out two sets of glass doors. He also noticed that a sidewalk ran from those doors to a parking lot off to the right. As best he could tell, there was only one vehicle parked there, a small coupe partially buried in the snow. �I take it the tangos are standing just inside the glass?�
�Correct. At least they were before.�
�Wimps.� Zane lowered the monocular. �I can�t see a thing.�
�Before, I was further down and at a better angle. But even if we were in that spot, I doubt you�d be able to see them unless they were right up against the glass. The snow is just too heavy now.�
Zane looked up in the air. �Yeah, I can�t figure out if this is good or bad. My mind says it�s never a good thing to operate in these kinds of conditions, but on the other hand, my gut tells me it might actually work in our favor.� He looked through the monocular again. �What kind of weaponry?�
�Semi-automatic rifles. Likely AR-15, although I can�t say for sure.�
�Obviously not standard security personnel for a physics lab," said Zane. "Have you seen anyone else?�
�No, but my guess is they�re covering all the entrances and have men scattered throughout the interior.�
�What about perimeter patrols?�
�Always a possibility,� Skinner admitted. �But strangely, I haven�t seen anyone out and around.�
�It may confirm my theory that they�re not expecting any visitors,� Zane said, his breath forming into clouds. �That, or their men just aren�t interested in getting out in this mess. Anyway, I think we need to assume there are armed patrols out here. From everything we�ve seen, Mironov is a man who values security, and it wouldn�t be like him to let his guard down completely. He has to know that there is at least the small chance we figured out where he was taking VanGelder.�
�Unless we're the beneficiaries of some false assumptions he�s making,� Skinner said.
�Maybe. We can't count on that, though. What can you tell me about the buildings? Do we know how many there are?�
�I counted four from the satellite view. The one here in front of us is connected to a second building by an enclosed corridor that runs across an open space. Together they form an H-shape. And beyond the second building, there are two others: a very large building that appears to house a number of offices, and a final one on the far end.�
�So if I�m hearing you right, if we can get into this building in front of us, that will give us access to all four. Correct?�
�Correct,� Skinner said.
�Do we know where the control room is?�
�I believe it�s in the building on the far end, the fourth one.�
�You don�t sound certain,� Zane said.
�Actually, I am reasonably certain. I found an article in which a group of physics students were touring the room, and there was a picture of them standing outside the building before entering. The picture matches the tilted satellite view of the one I was referring to. It has an odd exterior of ribbed gray metal. There's a parking deck beyond that.�
�Have you done any reconnaissance of the deck?�
�Not yet. It�s new and doesn�t show up on the overhead satellite view. I just happened to find it right before you arrived using the street view, which has more current imagery.�
Zane didn�t speak for about a minute, the snow continuing to cover him.
�What are you thinking?� Skinner finally asked.
�I think I just figured out how we�re going to get in there.�



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Amanda dialed Carmen�s number three times, but each time it rolled into voice mail. The Italian gave the greeting, but used another name. Amanda assumed it was some sort of false identity.
�She�s still not picking up,� she said to Philippe, ending the call. �Do you see anything?�
The two were both crouched behind the Peugeot in the field across from CERN. Philippe still believed the vehicle they had just seen was connected to all that was going on, but it had disappeared to parts unknown. �Nothing. Nothing at all.�
�Were you able to see where that car went?�
�No, but I have a feeling we haven�t seen the last of it or the people inside.�
�Who do you suppose it is?� Amanda already knew the answer. Neither she nor Philippe had any way of knowing who it might be. It could be Renaissance security officers patrolling the perimeter, or it could be Carmen. For all she knew, it could just be a group of teens cruising around looking for a good place to smoke pot or make out.
�I have no idea.� The pastor frowned as his mind sifted through all the possibilities. �But we must begin to pray. God will take care of us, and He will let us know if danger is close by.�
When Amanda kept staring at the road, he said, �Don�t worry, my dear. God is going to take care of everything.�
�I know He is.� She looked over at Philippe and then down at the ground.
�What�s wrong? I can tell something is bothering you.�
She looked back up at him again, afraid and confused. �Nothing is wrong� per se. I�m just concerned about something I feel led to do.�
�And what is that?� asked Philippe.
�I�ve been doing some praying.� Amanda could see concern in his gentle eyes, which made what she was about to say even harder. �I prayed at the cathedral, and I prayed in the car� and well, I feel as though I�m supposed to do something.�
�Amanda, I need you to be more specific.�
�I don�t know� but I do feel like I�m supposed to go there.�
�As you probably guessed, that concerns me. Did you receive this from the Lord?�
Amanda looked over at him. �I honestly don�t know. I�d be lying if I said I felt some special revelation or divine calling. All I know is this � I feel drawn to those buildings, the ones that are right through those trees. Whether that�s God or whether it�s just me being concerned for my friends, I can�t really say.�
�I appreciate your honesty� And while I can�t stop you, I must say that I believe your place is here� our place is here. Your friends are professionals who know how to deal with the criminal element. You and I are children of God, and our battle is a spiritual one.�
�Our battles are typically spiritual. But then again, we�re also sometimes called to action. Do you wonder why you felt led to come out here and pray, and to bring me along? We could�ve just as easily prayed from the safety of St. Pierre.�
�I did wonder about that, but I have also felt strongly that I should pray. In the end, I decided that God wanted us to pray in close proximity, for purposes he chose not to reveal.�
�Exactly. You felt strongly that you should pray. Notice you weren�t given any instructions for me, specifically.� Amanda reached over and put her hand on his shoulder. �Look, if it makes you feel any better, I don�t want to go in there. I really don�t.�
�Then don�t.�
�But at the same time, I can�t stay here. That would violate my conscience. Is it God? I have no way of knowing. You're a godly man, and I know if you felt this way, you�d do the same.�
�Je comprends. I understand there is nothing I can do to dissuade you. Whatever is moving you must be the Spirit. At least, I hope it is.� Philippe reached out and patted her on the back, sending a cloud of snowy mist into the air.
Amanda�s mouth turned up into a slight smile, realizing it must have taken a lot for Philippe to get on board with what she was about to do.
�Oh, just one more thing,� he said, opening the door of his car. After searching for something between the seats, he finally handed her a flashlight. �At least take this with you. And please only use it if you have to.�
Amanda smiled at his thoughtfulness. The two stared at each other for a few more seconds before she finally let out a sigh and looked toward the road. �Well, I guess I�d better go,� she said.
�I will be praying for you. Stay under the cover of darkness when you can, and remember to keep praying without ceasing, just as we were commanded in Scripture.�
After nodding in agreement, Amanda stood up, walked around the car, and slipped off into the storm.
* * *
Philippe stood and watched his friend make her way across the field. At one point she disappeared, but a few seconds later, he saw her silhouette moving through the construction site near the road.
The pastor prayed fervently that the Lord would guide her. When he had finished praying, he felt a release. Whether it was confirmation that she was truly embracing her calling or just that the Lord was going to protect her, he couldn�t say.
As he dropped down on one knee again, a number of questions continued to swirl around in his head. What if she were taken by those men who were plotting evil things? But the thought of a young Hebrew boy who had answered the call to face his giant made Philippe smile. That giant was every bit as real as the one the young American girl was going to face.
Suddenly Philippe felt a strange urge to look up into the sky. As he lifted his head, he noticed the steel-gray clouds that stretched in every direction, as far as the eye could see. The opaque covering completely blotted out the stars that had been twinkling in the sky only hours before.
And then it hit him. Beyond those clouds, in a place the Bible called the second heaven, there were doors. Some called them stargates, others called them portals. But one thing was abundantly clear: they were doors that were never supposed to be opened by man.



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

�With only four people, do you really think it�s best to split up?� Carmen asked.
Zane had just finished laying out his plans to breach the facility. He and Skinner would initiate a ruse that he hoped would bring out one or both of the guards at the entrance and thereby allow the operatives to gain entry. At the same time, Carmen and Reid would backtrack through the woods to the far end and enter the parking deck. From there, they would look for an entrance, in case Zane and Skinner were unsuccessful. They would also perform reconnaissance through the windows of the control center. Skinner�s Internet search indicated the control room had windows facing the parking deck.
�I do think so,� Zane replied. �We�re running low on time, and to limit ourselves to one point of entry would be foolish. Time is of the essence, and we need a Plan B if Skinner and I can�t get in.�
Reid looked at Zane. �Something tells me the far end near the parking deck and control room is going to be the most heavily guarded. I wouldn�t count on us getting in down there unless we shoot our way in.�
�You might be surprised,� Zane said. �We don�t know how many men Mironov has at his disposal, and we don�t know how well he knows the layout of the building. I want the two of you to perform a little recon. We need to know what we�re going to run into down at the control room.�
Skinner nodded. �I agree. Who knows what you might find out? For example, where is VanGelder, and is he still alive?�
�I doubt they�ve killed him already,� Reid replied. �He�s here for a reason and is probably safe until they�ve finished whatever it is they came here to do.�
�Well, unfortunately we don�t have any more time to debate,� Zane said. �Let�s go live on our mics.� Everyone reached down and turned on their transmitters. �Brett, do you read?�
There was a short pause before a voice crackled through everyone�s earbuds. �Yes, I�m here.� Zane filled Brett in on their plan.
�Okay, let�s move, everybody,� Zane said. Looking at Carmen and Reid, he used two fingers to point back the way they had come. The two departed through the trees.
Once they were gone, Zane motioned for Skinner to draw close. He then methodically laid out how they were going to draw out the two guards and then enter the world�s largest particle physics control center.
* * *
It took Carmen and Reid seven minutes to travel back through the woods to a point opposite the parking deck. With the blizzard providing cover, they were able to jog or sprint for most of the distance.
Upon arrival, they positioned themselves behind two large pines at the edge of the woods. Carmen examined the parking deck in front of them. It was the typical concrete construction, with three levels and stairwells at each corner.
A little to their right and across the street from the parking deck was the building that housed the control center. It was impossible to see through the windows from that angle, but there was light spilling out of all six.
The Italian lifted her arm and spoke into her wrist. �Petrosino here. Can you read? Over.�
�Copy that,� was Zane�s response in her earpiece.
�There are no vehicles on first level of the parking deck, so we�re going to enter and perform recon on levels two and three.�
�Copy that. We are about to initiate on our end, so let�s go dead for the next twenty minutes.�
Carmen crept over to where Reid was kneeling behind the pine trunk. Reid had his monocular trained on the parking deck and didn�t turn around. �See anything?� she asked.
�I can just barely see the back end of a vehicle on level two. SUV. Black Mercedes.�
�I thought that�s probably where they were parked.� Carmen knelt down next to him. �Okay here�s what we�re going to do. There are stairs on this end.� She pointed toward the corner of the structure. �We�ll move up them together. I�m going to get out on the second level, clear it, and then set up between the cars so I can have a look-see into the building. That level will afford a perfect angle to see into the windows.
�I want you to continue to the third level and make sure there are no tangos up top. Once you�ve cleared it, you can remain if you have a good view through the windows, or you can come join me on the second. Oh, and one other thing� let�s go to red filters.�
The operatives snapped red filters over the front of their flashlights. The dull beam would allow them to use the devices without drawing attention.
With everything in place, Carmen looked around one last time. Except for the driving snow, there appeared to be no movement in either direction. Using two fingers, she pointed toward the deck, and Reid nodded.
Carmen drew her Beretta, chambered one round, and then sprinted off through the deepening powder. Reid waited three seconds and then took off after her. As soon as they arrived at the deck, they lifted their weapons and cleared the surrounding area.
Other than an elevator shaft in the center, the first level was completely empty. Confident that all was clear, Carmen led Reid up two flights of stairs to the second level. As Reid disappeared up the stairs, she stepped quietly to the open door that led out into the parking area. Just as expected, there was a row of vehicles in front of her. All were black Mercedes of various models, a sure indication that CERN's visitors were not college professors or physicists.
The Italian counted to thirty before walking over to the vehicles in order to let her eyes adjust to the darkness inside the concrete structure.
Seeing no movement, she walked quietly over to the line of vehicles and slid in between two of the SUVs. She crept up to the front and kneeled behind the concrete wall at the edge.
Rising up a bit, Carmen pulled out her monocular and focused it on the windows of the building across the street. The room was lighted, but only dimly, and it was therefore difficult to make out any detail. Carmen could see cubicle walls and a few people standing behind one of them, but she had no way of telling who they were or what they were doing.
As she pondered how she might get a better look, she heard a soft scraping sound behind her. What was that? She was tempted to stand and look around, but she couldn�t determine from which direction the sound had come, and didn�t want to announce her location to whoever might be creeping around.
And then she heard it again, a slight shuffling sound that seemed even closer than before. Connor? She doubted it. There hadn�t been time for him to clear the top.
Without standing, she swiveled slightly, looking back between the two SUVs. She also bent down and looked under all the vehicles. Nothing, although it was possible someone was hiding behind one of the tires.
�Connor?� she hissed. As soon as his name left her mouth, she regretted speaking out loud. She continued to listen, but there was only silence.
Her heart thumping, Carmen crab-walked toward the rear of the vehicles with the Beretta in her right hand. Once there, she looked left toward the stairs. As she leaned forward and peered around the bumper of the SUV, a shadow appeared. Someone was standing directly over her.
As the Italian pivoted to fire, a blow came down on the back of her head.
* * *
The physically fit Scott Reid bounded up the stairs three at a time, arriving at the top within seconds after leaving Carmen. The Oracle had once said that Reid was in better shape than most Navy SEALs, so it was no surprise that he barely felt any effect from the short run.
Mindful that someone might be stationed on the top level as some sort of lookout, Reid crept over to the open door leading to the parking area. He slid his finger over the trigger of his Glock and stuck his head out.
There were only three structures breaking the flat concrete surface � the covered stairwell he was in, another stairwell on the opposite end, and a small building in the center. As Reid peered at the building, he soon realized that it housed the elevator shaft.
The storm was unleashing its full fury now. The wind made pirouettes in the snow, and the occasional gust lifted up clouds of white. Reid speculated the weather was the primary reason they hadn�t seen any Renaissance foot patrols. If no one knew you were there, why advertise it by having your men walk around in the snow?
The operative had just about decided to head back down when he caught a hint of movement near the stairwell on the other side. What was it? Was someone moving around or had a gust of snow made it appear that way? If it was a person, then whoever it was had disappeared into the doorway.
What should he do now? If a guard were standing just inside the door, he would notice if Reid tried to cross the deck. On the other hand, Carmen might be in danger.
Reid glanced at his watch. They were under operational silence, which could only be broken in the event of an emergency, so he decided not to raise anyone on the radio just yet. If the Renaissance guard had been working from the ground up, he would likely descend all the way to the bottom without stopping. And if that were the case, it was probably safe to cross over and follow him down.
Before heading out, Reid pulled out his monocular and trained it on the dark opening to the stairwell. There was no movement and no signature of a body or silhouette. Everything seemed to be clear.
Rather than running, the operative decided to walk confidently toward the other side of the deck. About halfway across, he pulled out the monocular once again. That time, he could see clearly inside the stairwell and made a quick determination that no one was there � at least, not in sight.
At the stairs, Reid stepped to the railing and looked down. He saw and heard nothing, so he began a slow and careful descent. When he reached the second floor, he heard something that caused him to stop dead in his tracks. People were talking below, and it sounded as though it was coming from outside the building. The voices were raised and forceful, and his instincts told him that couldn�t be good.
Stepping through the door with his Glock raised, Reid made sure the second level was clear. He saw a line of vehicles directly ahead but no movement. He would check on Carmen as soon as he determined what was happening below.
Reid moved over to the concrete wall and crouched. He rose up on his toes and looked toward the street below. What he saw made his heart begin to pound in his chest. There were a total of four men standing in the snow. Two were talking in animated fashion, waving their guns around like gangbangers, while the other two held a limp body between them. Reid would have recognized that body anywhere. Carmen Petrosino.
Reid blocked out the emotion that had started to sweep over him. If she was still alive, she certainly wouldn�t be well served if he lost his wits.
One of the men, perhaps someone of higher rank, began to talk in an agitated tone. He was apparently giving instructions, because soon thereafter the two holding Carmen disappeared around the corner of the building. The man signaled for the others to follow him, and they started back toward the parking deck.
Were they coming to the second floor? Reid didn�t have to wait long for his answer. About a minute later, he heard the distinctive sound of an elevator chime behind him. The men had arrived, probably to ferret out any other intruders that might be out there. The proverbial cat was out of the bag, so Reid knew that within a very short period of time, he would soon be outmanned and outgunned.
As the elevator door opened, Reid turned and darted back into the stairwell. He hoped he hadn�t been seen but didn�t have time to stick around and figure it out. The operative ran down the stairs to the ground level and stepped out into the driving snow.
After making sure there was no one in the immediate area, he removed his phone and tapped out a number. It was time to break the silence.



CHAPTER FIFTY

The CERN control room consisted of four large semicircular cubicles, each lined with computers and monitors of various shapes and sizes. When the Large Hadron Collider, or LHC, was in operation, the room was an epicenter of activity, with physicists and their assistants rushing around the room, checking the data being produced by the high-speed collisions taking place in the tunnel underneath the earth.
On that night, the room was dim, with the only light coming from the glow of the monitors. Seated in front of the largest monitor was a large, powerful man with pockmarks on both cheeks and a large scar running down the right side of his face. Few knew that Jorg Koehler had received extensive computer training while serving in the German military, but he was almost as adept with technology as he was with hand-to-hand combat.
Crowded behind Koehler were Mironov, members of his security team, and Markus VanGelder. A smile broke over Mironov�s face as the screen came to life. The excitement of the moment gripped him as he realized that the event was actually beginning to come together. In fact, they might begin to see the first signs of entry within the hour.
As Koehler continued to bring up the CERN command system, Marrese stood at one of the windows and stared out into the darkness, oblivious to what was taking place behind him. It was his grand moment, and as his eyes drifted up into the night sky, his only regret was that he would not be able to see the portal open in the heavens. The result would be the same, but he was a visual man and would have preferred seeing the monumental event take place from start to finish.
�The time has come.� Mironov appeared at Marrese�s side. �Won�t you come join us?�
�Not now. My role is different than yours. I�m preparing myself for the arrival. Even though the night sky is covered, I can sense that the heavens are already moving just beyond, swirling in anticipation.� Marrese gestured toward the night sky, and Mironov looked. �We haven�t even started the machine, and yet the heavens are already preparing for what is to come.�
The storm was much fiercer than meteorologists had forecast, with the snow so thick that Marrese could barely make out the other buildings at the site. Even the lights around the perimeter of the parking lot were shrouded by the icy precipitation.
�If the subatomic collisions haven�t begun, then how could anything be happening already?� Mironov asked.
�You assume that this is simply an issue of technology, and in so doing you are dismissing the work of the Masters. Yes, the collider will open the portal, but it is the Masters who are calling the intelligent visitors on our behalf. Without them, we have simply parted the heavens for a brief moment and nothing else.�
�I trust that there is a spiritual aspect to this, and I trust your powers, but how long do you will think this will take? I�m still concerned about the authorities��
�I need to remind you of something that�s very important,� Marrese said. His eyes darted briefly toward the Russian before turning back toward the storm. �You must prepare your men. Once the portal is established, things will begin to happen quickly, things that might initially seem very disturbing. What comes through may even appear to be menacing, but under no circumstances are they to use their weapons. Is that understood?�
Mironov frowned. �What do you mean, �menacing�? What exactly are we going to see?�
�That isn�t important right now. What�s important is that your men not do anything to disrupt the process once it is started, no matter how strange things may get. We cannot afford to make a mistake and alienate the very beings we have called to help us.�
A twinge of concern crossed Mironov�s face. �Why didn�t you tell me this before? You led me to believe there would be a spectacular parting of the heavens letting in alien craft� with superior men, not unlike humans��
�I didn�t tell you this before because I didn�t know before,� said Marrese, using a lower tone of voice. �I�ve received some visions of the arrival, recently. Perhaps, like you, I had my own opinion of what they might look like. Let�s just say that it�s not everything I imagined it would be, provided my visions were accurate.�
Mironov clenched his jaw and said, �What do you mean �provided my visions were accurate�? Now you�re starting to make me think��
�Stop,� hissed Marrese. �Stop before you speak blasphemy against the Masters. Everything is still as it should be. We need to remember that these beings are not like us in any way. They don�t look like us, and they certainly don�t think like us.� He paused for a moment, allowing his anger to dissipate. �You need to realize that in the end, nothing has changed. These beings are coming here to help us. Whoever arrives tonight will be the very same people who helped our ancestors build the most amazing structures the world has ever known. These are friends� regardless of their appearance.�
�Perhaps your recent visions were a warning.�
�They were a warning,� snapped Marrese. He was irritated that the Russian, supposedly a powerful and fearless man, had suddenly gotten cold feet. �They were a warning that your men might get too trigger-happy because they hadn�t been properly prepared.� He locked eyes with Mironov. �I can�t emphasize enough that your men must show both restraint and respect when everything begins to unfold.�
Mironov was about to respond when he saw Navalny, the Serpent, approaching. The bald man was finishing up a conversation on the radio, and Mironov could tell from the expression on his face that something was amiss.
�What�s going on?�
Navalny tucked the radio inside his coat. �We just caught someone. A woman. She was armed, and it looks like the one we were following before.�
�What do you mean, �the one we were following before�?�
�She is�� Navalny was hesitant to bring up the failed chase across Lake Geneva, but now had no choice. �She is the one we chased by boat.�
�The one you let go. Bring her here at once. Then double the guard outside this room, and send a team out to get the rest of them. Go.�
�Yes, sir. Actually we already have a team��
�I said to go!� shouted Mironov.
Without another word, the bald man bowed slightly, turned, and left.
�This is not good,� Marrese said once the man had departed. �Your men were sloppy at the banquet. Our plans could have come to an abrupt end right there in the river.� The former priest smiled suddenly. Nothing was going to dampen his mood. �But you were right to have her brought here. She needs to see what is about to take place. Come, let�s make sure the process has begun.�
And with that, they both strode over to the cubicle where Koehler was working. The German looked up at them as they arrived but then turned back to the screen in front of him, which had just darkened. A few seconds later, it reappeared, displaying the CERN operations home page. The background of the home page was a cutaway picture of the collider underneath the earth, and there were various icons representing the different systems that could be accessed. Koehler clicked on the one titled Operating System: Access Limited.
�You�re mad,� said VanGelder. �You�re all mad.�
As if on cue, Koehler stood up, grabbed the physicist by the shirt collar, and dumped him into the seat he had just occupied. He used a knife to cut the cuffs that bound his wrists. �Bring the system up. And don�t even think about being a wise guy. Remember that nice daughter of yours.� After bringing VanGelder out of unconsciousness, the German had shown the Dutchman pictures they had taken of his daughter leaving school in the Netherlands. The implication had been clear: if he didn�t comply with their demands, the girl would die.
And yet, the physicist hesitated for a moment, clearly aware that operating the collider in a way inconsistent with its design might endanger the lives of thousands.
The German, sensing the hesitation, pressed a pistol against VanGelder�s temple and shouted, �Now!�
VanGelder reluctantly placed his hand on the mouse. He made a few clicks, and the computer automatically ran a long list of user terms and conditions, including a detailed warning about inappropriate use.
A minute later, another login screen appeared, and VanGelder deftly entered his personal username and password in the two boxes at the top. The computer accepted his entry and then asked for CERN administrative approval in the boxes at the bottom of the screen. Realizing it was time to use the administrative information that had been taken from the CERN employee, Koehler took the flash drive out of his pocket and pushed it into the USB port underneath the desk. After a few clicking sounds, the administrative fields were automatically filled in by the software contained in the thumb drive, and the computer�s hard drive buzzed underneath the desk. A few seconds later, the screen indicated that Markus VanGelder had successfully entered the LHC operating system.
Just as VanGelder began to start the collider, Koehler grabbed him again, this time lifting him out of the seat and shoving him toward two guards.
�What are you doing?� asked the Dutchman. �I was just getting ready��
�Did you think we�d trust you for everything?� asked Koehler, sitting back down in the chair.
�You�ve never used sophisticated equipment before,� insisted VanGelder. �And you certainly don�t realize the power that is in your hands right now; it�s power that has the potential to turn this building and others into a pile of rubble.�
�I doubt that,� sneered Koehler. �But that�s why you�re still alive, Dr. VanGelder� just in case I do run into any problems.�
Using information provided by the second flash drive that was taken from the CERN employee, Koehler moved fast through dozens of screens and protocols. Marrese watched the proceedings through squinted eyes, satisfied that they were so close to victory but a bit concerned that the German was pecking away at the keys in a reckless fashion.
After five minutes of entering information in the requested fields, a notice appeared on the screen indicating that hydrogen gas was being loaded into the source chamber of the linear accelerator.
* * *
Koehler knew that the source chamber was where the electrons would be stripped off the hydrogen atoms, leaving protons with a positive charge. The protons would be fed separately into the linear accelerator, the first in a five-step process of acceleration.
Once the protons were accelerated to sufficient speed, they would be transferred into a booster that consisted of four 157-meter rings. The rings constituted the second stage of the process, accelerating the proton beam to about ninety-two percent of the speed of light. But the acceleration process wouldn�t end there, because once the proton beam made it through the four smaller rings, it would be transferred to the Proton Synchrotron Booster, or PSB, the third stage. By the time the protons exited the PSB, they would be traveling at nearly the speed of light.
Unable to make the beam travel any faster, the system would increase the mass of the protons to twenty-five times their mass at rest. The beam would be transferred to the fourth stage, the Super Proton Synchrotron, or SPS, whose purpose was to increase the energy of the beam prior to transfer into the collider itself. The higher the energy, the greater the collision.
The first four stages would increase speed, mass, and energy. After that, the proton beam would reach its final destination: the collider itself. The Large Hadron Collider resided in a circular tunnel twenty-seven kilometers in circumference, stretching under Switzerland and France.
Prior to the shutdown, CERN scientists had run collisions at eight teraelectron volts, or TeV. But sitting at the CERN computer, Koehler was making the necessary entries to run collisions at fourteen TeV, something previously unheard of.
A chime from the computer caused Koehler to focus on the screen again. A new message had appeared, telling the user that the protons had been stripped from the hydrogen atoms and were beginning the process of acceleration.
Despite the bravado written on his countenance, the German�s stomach was churning, and his palms were sweating. He knew that they were entering untested waters, colliding subatomic particles with a ferocious energy not unlike that experienced in the moments just after the Big Bang.
And he also knew that the Italian priest really had no idea what would happen after that.



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

�Who was that?� asked Konstantine without turning around. He was standing just inside the glass door, staring out at the blizzard that intensified with each passing moment. He wasn�t sure he had ever seen snow coming down this hard, even in his native Russia. In fact, the only thing he could see were a few lights in the parking lot, and even those were mostly obscured by the swirling gusts of white powder.
�The Serpent,� replied his partner Boris, tucking the radio back into his jacket.
�And what did he want?�
�The usual. To make sure we were in place and that we hadn�t seen anything.�
�In other words, he�s trying to show Koehler he�s on top of things after what happened.�
�Exactly.�
Konstantine heard a soft click and then smelled the distinct scent of tobacco smoke. He swiveled around and snapped, �Put that thing out now! The German is looking for any reason to put a bullet in someone�s head, and if you set off an alarm, it might be us.�
�I couldn�t care less what he thinks.�
�At least go outside.�
Boris shrugged, mumbling something about Konstantine being paranoid, and opened the door. A gust of flakes exploded into the building as he exited. Quickly flipping the hood over his head, the Russian stepped out onto the walk and took a long draw on his cigarette, letting the smoke fill his lungs. He savored the moment, exhaling slowly. The entire security detail was on edge after the events earlier in the evening, and nicotine was one small way to escape the stress that had settled over the group.
In a fit of rage, Koehler had screamed at the Serpent for what seemed like a half hour. The Serpent had been responsible for scouting and security at the Christmas gala, and yet he had somehow managed to allow the dark-haired woman and her partner to crash the event and cause trouble on the dock. Koehler found it unthinkable that the Russian could have missed the very person he had followed across Lake Geneva.
The Russian took another draw, this time blowing a ring up into the falling snow. He was enjoying his smoke so much that he barely noticed the freezing temperatures.
Two minutes later, Boris used his index finger to flick the butt of the cigarette out into the snow. The red orb disappeared immediately in the midst of the moist flakes.
Reaching down, he lifted up his rifle, which had been propped against his leg, and slung it over his shoulder. Just as he was about to turn around, he spotted a light shining horizontally across the parking lot. He frowned and took a few more steps down the sidewalk. As he drew a bit closer, he could see that it was indeed a light, but he was unable to determine the source.
The Russian continued walking but with his rifle pointed directly ahead. When he was halfway down the sidewalk, he finally determined that the headlights of a car in the parking lot had been turned on. The hairs on the back of Boris�s neck stood on end, because he knew that he and two other members of the security team had cleared the vehicle when they arrived. There had been no one inside, nor was the driver anywhere in the building. The car appeared to have been sitting there for quite some time.
His senses on high alert, Boris fished into his jacket and removed the radio. Pressing a button on the side, he said, �Konstantine.�
There was a crackle and then his partner responded. �What are you doing? Get back in here before you get us in trouble.�
�There is something going on out here.�
�What?�
�Aren�t you listening? I said there is something going on out here.�
�And I�m asking you what you�re talking about.�
Boris realized that he was getting snappy, so he lowered his voice. �Remember the car, the one we examined earlier?�
�Yes.�
�Well, the headlights are on now.�
�That�s not possible.�
�I�m looking at it with my own eyes.�
Boris could hear movement on the other end. Finally, Konstantine said, �I�m looking out the window now, and I see what you�re talking about. Is there anyone inside?�
�I can�t tell from here, but I�m going to take a closer look.�
�Do you need me to come out?�
�No. I�m just going to get close enough to see if anyone is still there. Don�t radio anybody yet. You yourself said the German is ready to shoot someone. Let me find out what�s going on first.�
Boris placed the radio back in his jacket and started moving again. As he left the sidewalk, he noticed that the light only appeared to be coming from one headlight. Was the other one out? Perhaps, but it still bothered him. Something just didn�t smell right. After all, how had it come on in the first place? None of it made sense.
Within fifty feet of the car, the Russian stopped dead in his tracks and frowned. The light hadn�t been coming from the headlights after all. Sitting on top of the hood was a flashlight, partially buried by a gathering layer of snow.
His heart thumping in his chest, Boris tightened the grip on his rifle and swung it around in all directions. Someone was trying to trap him. They had wanted him to come out to investigate the light, pulling him away from the relative safety of the building. But no matter which way he turned, the Russian could see nothing. The storm was reaching its full fury, and visibility was almost zero.
And then he heard a shuffling behind him. He spun, recognizing that someone or something was approaching. He saw movement in the swirling snow, and just as he prepared to pull the trigger, there was a zapping sound. A projectile hit his abdomen, sending an electrical wave through his body and knocking him to the ground. His body contorted in spasms for a moment before his muscles locked up completely. And then, as he lay there unable to move, a shadow appeared above him. The shadow moved, and Boris felt a hard blow delivered to the side of his head.
* * *
Zane, having jumped out from behind the car at the sound of the Taser, arrived just as Skinner landed a blow across the Russian�s head. The man was out cold, and likely would be for quite some time.
Having made sure the partner hadn�t followed him out, they wasted no time in binding the man�s hands and feet with flex-cuffs. They also cut the conductive wire that connected the electrode projectile to the Taser gun. Once the man was secure, they dragged him behind the car.
Skinner pulled out his monocular and pointed it at the door. �The other tango is still there. You say you know how to get him out here?�
�I think so,� Zane replied.
�You think so? You don�t sound as sure as you did before.�
�This will be a little tougher, so we�ll have to see.�
Zane reached inside the man�s coat and pulled something out of one of the pockets. He turned on his flashlight, which was dimmed by a red filter, and confirmed that it was the Russian�s radio.
Zane lifted a finger to his lips, indicating Skinner should remain silent. He depressed the button on the side, but instead of talking, he used a gloved finger to lightly brush across the mouthpiece.
After a short pause, a man � presumably the one inside � responded in Russian.
Zane then repeated the process, depressing the talk button and sliding a finger across the mouthpiece, and once again the man on the other end barked out something in Russian.
�Now let�s see if he takes the bait,� said Zane, standing up and turning off the radio completely. He pulled out his own monocular, and using the car as a brace, he focused it on the entrance. The other Russian was holding the radio in front of his mouth, probably an indication that he was still trying to reach his partner. A minute later, he put the radio away and walked right up to the glass, cupping his hands around the sides of his face in order to see better.
�He�s debating,� said Skinner.
�Yes he is,� Zane replied. �If my guess is right, and these guys are cowboys, he�ll likely come out here before calling anyone else in.�
As they watched the man, he suddenly pulled back, and Zane wondered if he might retreat into the building to find help. But several seconds later, the man pushed through the doors and walked in their direction.
�Here he comes,� Zane said. �Let�s get in place.�
Skinner moved back to where he had been positioned before, behind a tree in a concrete median a few feet away. Zane set up behind the Renault, making sure his feet and legs were shielded by the rear tire. He lifted his head slightly so that he could watch the man approach.
�Boris?� asked the voice when the man had covered about half of the distance to the car. �Boris?� he asked again, this time a little louder.
There was a click, and the man turned on his flashlight. Zane�s heart pounded. Even though the light might actually reduce the man�s ability to see at a distance due to the fogging effect of the snow, he might still be able to see Skinner if he happened to point it in his direction.
�Boris?� the man asked again, waving the light back and forth.
Zane stopped watching and ducked down, on the off chance the bouncing beam might find him.
Suddenly, there was a shuffling noise followed by a zapping sound. Zane sprinted around the rear of the car. The man had been knocked down but still seemed to have some residual strength. As he raised his rifle toward Skinner, Zane dove, pushing the rifle as he rolled across the man�s body. One shot popped harmlessly into the air.
Zane came to rest a few feet away, but Skinner was already on the Russian, flipping him over and pressing a knee into his back. The man tried to fight back, but Skinner was too strong.
When Zane returned, they bound the man�s wrists and ankles. After a quick search of the Russian�s coat, Zane found his radio, turned it off, and then flung it out into the storm.
�Let�s move them inside.� Zane grabbed one Russian around the chest, Skinner did likewise with the other, and they dragged them across the snow.
When they arrived at the door, they noticed that the man who came out last had propped it open with a cell phone. Zane picked it up and launched it out into the snow as well.
�Where do you want these guys?� Skinner asked.
�Over here.� Zane pulled his man into a room along the right side of the corridor and set the body down. He felt around until he found the light switch. After flicking it on, he saw that the room was some sort of lab, with an assortment of desks, tables, and computer monitors scattered throughout. Zane carried his man to the far end of the room and laid him on the floor behind a large desk. Skinner did likewise, while Zane proceeded to search through one of the drawers.
�Here we are,� the operative said, holding up a roll of masking tape. �Not great but should do the trick.�
After snugly taping the mouths of both men, the operatives stole back out to hallway.
�Are we going to bring the radios up?� Skinner asked.
�Yes,� said Zane. �We�re past��
His sentence was cut off by a buzz. He reached into his pocket and withdrew a vibrating phone. Recognizing the caller was Reid, he answered with a frown, �What�s up? We�re in radio-only mode.�
�Had no choice. We have a huge problem.�
Zane didn�t like the tone of Reid�s voice. �What�s wrong?�
�They have CP. We split up at the parking deck, and the next thing I know, she�s being carried out by two goons.�
�Where did they take her?�
�They entered the building on this end. I presume she�s either in the control room or somewhere close by. The Renaissance guards were swarming like bees so there was zero chance I could enter and look for her.�
�Copy that. If they have Carmen, they have her radio. Have you called Brett to��
�Already done. He should have her unit disabled shortly and will send us a text as soon as we are able to go live again. That�s why I contacted you by phone.�
�Perfect. You sure there is no way to get in on that end?�
�Negative. As I said, there are tangos everywhere.�
�Where exactly are you?�
�In a row of bushes on the north side. Hold on a sec.� Reid paused. �Three more tangos just walked past.�
�Can you get back here? We�re inside the doors on the east end and can let you in.�
�Roger that. The storm is providing cover, so give me five to ten.�
�Copy that. Try to make it in five. When you arrive, make sure the outside is clear and then text.�
Zane put away his phone and stared at Skinner, who had been able to hear the whole conversation.
�What do you think they�ve done with Carmen?� Skinner asked.
�I wish I knew.� Zane rubbed his forehead.
�How much time do you think we have?�
�We can�t count on having much at all, particularly now that they know we�re here.�
�Which means?�
�Which means,� Zane said, �that we�re going to have to bull-rush that control room before they blow this place sky-high.�



CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Reid arrived at the glass doors on the east end precisely seven minutes later and briefed the two on what he had seen outside. While there seemed to be no patrols in the area, he guessed that every square foot of the property would be searched within the hour.
Knowing that they needed to get away from their exposed position just inside the glass, Zane led Reid and Skinner back into the room where the two Renaissance goons were tied up.
�Okay, we have very little time,� he whispered. �I�m guessing they�ve already started the collider. So we�re going to travel to the other end � but we also conduct due diligence on the way. If Mironov is done with VanGelder, it�s possible he�ll have both he and Carmen taken out of the control room, just to get them out of the way. That said, look for light underneath doors, security personnel stationed outside doors, that kind of thing.�
�And what happens when we get to the other end?� Skinner asked.
�Good question. And unfortunately, I don�t have an answer. We have no idea what may be waiting for us down there, nor do we even know the specific layout yet. My hope is that we�ll have time to conduct due diligence, but if unforeseen circumstances arise, we�re going to just have to react as we go. It�s an unfortunate aspect of this operation.�
Skinner nodded.
�How are you on Taser cartridges?� Zane asked. �I think you should have two left?�
�Correct,� Skinner replied.
�And I�m fully loaded,� Reid said, patting his coat.
�Then we�re all�� Zane was cut off by the vibration of his phone. He pulled it out and looked at the text message on the screen. �Okay, Brett says he�s disabled Carmen�s unit, so we can go live with radios again.�
All three turned on their transmitters and tested the system. Brett�s radio was also connected to the three, so Zane briefly filled him in on what they were going to do. After Brett confirmed he understood, Zane gave a signal and led the group back out of the room.
It only took the group a few minutes to travel through the first building and the enclosed corridor that linked it with the second. They found a couple of rooms with light spilling out from underneath the door, but they only contained boxes and assorted containers. From all appearances, the first building was some sort of supply depot.
The second building was a much larger structure, with a maze of hallways. It was also darker than the first one, forcing the operatives to slow their pace. They glanced in the occasional open door, which usually revealed either a classroom or a laboratory.
�Building two is much larger with a lot of intersecting halls,� Zane whispered to Brett through the microphone on his cuff. �So far, no tangos and no sign of the packages,� he continued, referring to VanGelder and Carmen. �We�re going to keep moving forward. Do you have anything on the buildings up ahead?�
�Not much,� was Brett�s crackled reply in their earpieces. �I�ve done a little online research, and the building you�re in is apparently a research facility for visiting physicists.�
�We gathered that from some of the rooms we looked in.�
�If you keep moving straight ahead then you should hit the third one in about five minutes or so.�
�So that we don�t have to keep getting updates, what can you tell us about that third building?� asked Zane.
�It�s a smaller structure. I was able to find some diagrams online, and as best I can tell it contains the elevators that take you underground to the collider itself.�
�Will there be any reason for us to use that?� Skinner asked.
�Negative,� Zane replied. �Our goal is to keep moving forward until we get to the control center on the far end.�
�And speaking of which,� Brett continued, �the control room will be in the fourth and final building. I watched an interesting video taken by a female physics student who was touring the facility. She was originally underground viewing the collider, and then she took the elevator back up into the third building. When she got out it was a very short walk from there to the control room. There is� lobby�� Brett�s voice broke up into a gargled mess.
�Brett, do you read? We lost you.�
�I�m here,� Brett replied after a few seconds. �I heard the same thing on my end. We�re getting interference of some sort. In any event, what I wanted to tell you is that when you get to the fourth building, there is a large lobby before you get to the control room. In other words, when you reach that lobby, you�ll know that the control room is just through the doors on the other side.�
�Copy that,� Zane said. �And I can tell you right now that the lobby is going to be filled with tangos.�
�Agreed,� Brett replied.
�Over,� Zane said. He then turned to Reid and Skinner and said, �All right, we keep moving straight, unless we see lights or movement down one of the crossing hallways.�
The first two intersections showed little activity, other than a couple of rooms with lights turned on. As with the other rooms they had searched, those were empty. There was also an eerie silence in the hallways that bothered Zane. With the whole Renaissance team on alert, he figured they would have heard distant shouting or movement. The silence told him that the enemy was actually doing their job in a professional way, silently and methodically searching the interior block by block in a deliberate attempt to clear each sector.
A few steps before the third intersection, they heard distinct footfalls approaching from one of the crossing hallways. There was no time to waste, so Zane signaled that Reid should enter a room on the left, while he and Skinner took up a position in one on the right. All three then entered their respective rooms, leaving their doors open a crack.
Seconds later, the footsteps approached the intersection just ahead. There was also the sound of soft voices speaking in Russian. Zane knew that it wouldn�t be possible to use a Taser in the dark environment, so he slipped a finger behind the trigger of his Glock, ready to use lethal force if necessary.
When the Russians reached the intersection, they paused. There was a clicking noise as one of the men began to shine a flashlight in each direction, including the hall that Zane, Reid, and Skinner were hidden along.
A few seconds later, the man extinguished the light, and they began moving again but more slowly and without talking. Zane�s heart began to pound as he saw two shadows draw even with their doors and pause. Had one of the men seen something? Or were they just debating whether or not to check the rooms? Either way spelled trouble, so Zane tightened the grip on his Glock.
Just when it seemed as though the men were going to begin a search of the rooms, one of them said something in Russian, and they both started moving again. Their voices faded into the distance. When they could no longer be heard, Zane opened the door and began to step out when he stopped suddenly. He stood silently as if listening, and then motioned for everyone to get back into their respective rooms.
�What is it?� Skinner asked in a low voice but was silenced by a lifted hand from Zane.
Soon a new set of footsteps approached from the same direction the last group had come from. The operative only detected one set, and they were loud and unhesitating. The person arrived at the intersection and immediately turned down the hall where the operatives were hidden.
Zane maintained his position as the shadow approached and then suddenly stopped. Who was it? It was impossible to tell if it were friend or foe, so Zane lifted his Glock and pointed it at the head of the silhouette through the crack in the door. If the person made any quick movements, the operative was prepared to blow his brains out.
But mere seconds after he aligned the barrel with the target, a voice said, �Please do not shoot.�
The voice sounded strangely familiar. While keeping his pistol trained on the subject, Zane used his left hand to pull out his red-filtered flashlight. He clicked it on and then froze, scarcely able to believe who was illuminated.



CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

After crossing the road, Amanda entered the trees. She was pleased to discover that the woods contained little undergrowth, and it only took her about a minute to traverse the distance to the other side. Upon arriving at the forest edge, she crept up behind a trunk. The snow was coming down hard and visibility was spotty at best, but she still felt the instinctive urge stay hidden whenever possible.
The scene that met her eyes was about what she expected. Just ahead and to her left was a parking deck, and to the right was a series of buildings, although it was snowing too hard to see how many. Was that where everything was going to take place, or should she keep looking? Were Carmen and Zane inside? She felt as though the answer to both questions was �yes.�
As she continued to stare, Amanda finally noticed that dim light was spilling out of the windows of the building that was facing the parking deck. Unfortunately, she was too far away to see inside, not to mention that she was at a bad angle.
Moments later, voices could be heard from a couple of different directions. It seemed as though one set was coming from the parking deck and another set from the closest building. When she looked at the building again, she saw two men standing next to an entrance on the side. Amanda knew she was well hidden, but it concerned her that there were so many people around. Something was going down. She knew it.
But what should she do next? That simple question gnawed at her as she shivered in the cold. She knew that the parking deck and the nearest building were out of the question. There was no way she could move around at either place without being seen. She eventually decided to move further down the tree line and enter one of the other buildings, all of which appeared to be dark. In the meantime, she would continue to pray, asking God to give her further instruction. Her experience had taught her that sometimes those instructions were clear, and other times they were just a vague notion or inclination.
At that point, she only knew to push forward, recognizing that danger was closing in on all sides.
* * *
Amanda took her time moving through the woods, occasionally pausing behind the trunks of trees to look around. She knew that whoever had come in on the bike could be lurking nearby, just like her.
When she drew even with the second building, she noticed that it was smaller and didn�t have any windows or doors. Giving her no means of ingress, she continued weaving through the trees until she was opposite the third building. That one had windows, and yet it was hard to be sure if there were any doors because of the row of fir trees planted along the side.
With the temperature dropping by the minute, she knew she needed to move quickly. Seeing no movement, she took a deep breath and ran across the space between the woods and the building. The snow out in the open was deeper than the snow under the trees, which almost caused her to fall a couple of times. But despite the pitfalls, she eventually punched through the row of fir trees to the other side.
Before proceeding to look for a door, Amanda decided to try some of the windows on the other side of the bushes. The hedge was thick and would provide her some measure of cover. Since the plants were adorned with prickly thorns, Amanda walked a few yards down until she found what appeared to be a slight opening in the tangle of branches. She would scoot through, try a couple of the windows, and then scoot back out.
Just after pushing some of the limbs aside, Amanda thought she heard a noise behind her. She turned around, the hairs on her neck standing on end once again. Where had the noise come from? And what was it? It sounded like a twig snapping, and yet she also realized that the wind had picked up and might be blowing something around.
Amanda stood perfectly still, her eyes moving back and forth in an attempt to discern the slightest movement. At one point she thought she saw something behind one of the trees, but after staring at the same spot for a full minute, she realized there was nothing there. And if her eyes were playing tricks on her, it was likely her ears were as well.
Taking a deep breath, Amanda took one last look and then got down on all fours and started to crawl through the opening. As soon as she did, she could have sworn she heard another shuffling sound, but she ignored it. Her adrenaline was running at high levels, and it was likely affecting her senses.
And then, right as she was about to punch through to the other side, a hand grabbed her ankle. She let out a little scream and rolled over in an attempt to defend herself, but it was too late. A large brute of a man was looming over her.
Another scream welled up inside her, but before it could leave her mouth, the butt of a rifle swung down through the air, striking her across the head and turning everything to black.



CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

By the time Philippe tracked Amanda�s footprints to the other side of the woods, they had mostly disappeared, dissolving into what was by then almost a full inch or two of snow. The impressions appeared to move off to the right, but he couldn�t be sure. The gentle undulations could have just been subtle changes in topography.
Soon after the pastor had started to pray, he � like Amanda � had come to the conclusion that his destiny lay inside one of those buildings. And like his American friend, he still didn�t know what role he was to play, only that it was a more active one than he originally thought.
It hadn�t been hard to follow her tracks initially, particularly on the road where the snow had not yet become too thick. The footprints had been a bit more difficult to follow in the woods, but he took the liberty of using a small penlight on occasion, when the trail seemed to disappear.
He stood at the edge of the woods looking at the CERN complex spread out before him, with a parking deck to the left and a series of buildings to the right. What next? That was the question that echoed in his mind as he crouched behind the trunk of a tree. Should he go into the parking deck? That might afford a good view of the building on the end. Or should he move to the right to see if Amanda had followed the line of trees? Perhaps she was trying to find a way into the buildings.
In the end, Philippe felt drawn to the parking deck. He didn�t like the idea of crossing the open space, but he knew he had to be obedient to the voice he sensed in his spirit. The timing couldn�t have been better, and was perhaps even providential, because as Philippe stepped out from behind the tree and ran, a strong gust of wind came ripping through the open space. Not only did it kick up clouds of snow from the ground, but it also swept an avalanche of flakes off of the parking deck and buildings. For a full fifteen seconds, it was as though he was running through a snow globe that had been shaken hard.
As soon as he stepped under the protection of the deck, Philippe sprinted up a flight of stairs to the second level. He had seen the tops of a couple of sport utility vehicles, and assumed it would make a good place to hide. Not to mention it would provide some shelter from the storm.
Before stepping out of the stairwell, Philippe paused and listened. Hearing nothing, he approached the line of vehicles in front of him. They were all facing the building, so he would simply slip in between two of them and watch. If someone came toward the parking deck, perhaps to enter one of the vehicles, he would retreat to the third level or to the other side of the elevator column in the center.
Philippe crept between two of the large SUVs, toward the low concrete wall in front, and noticed something out of the corner of his eye. It was a long, cylindrical object lodged against one of the tires. Bending down to one knee, he turned on his penlight and realized it was a monocular.
Out of the blue, Philippe heard an inner voice tell him to pick it up and smell it, which he thought was odd. Nonetheless he stuck it under his nose, running it back and forth across his nostrils. He had always had a keen sense of smell. In fact, it was so developed that he could often detect the slightest scent at great distance, so he immediately recognized a faint aroma on the monocular. It was the scent of a woman, and more specifically, a woman�s perfume.
But whose was it? His thoughts ran over all the women he knew and their associated smells. And then ten seconds later, it hit him. The only problem was that the woman who belonged to that scent would never have left the instrument there of her own accord, which meant she was in trouble.
As the pastor pondered what to do next, he heard the sound of voices approaching the parking deck below. His pulse racing, Philippe turned off the penlight and tucked the monocular inside his jacket.
If he didn�t find a place to hide soon, he � like the woman � would be caught.



CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

�You were not expecting me?� Keiko asked, blinking in the light.
Zane remained silent for a moment, still stunned at the sight of the humanoid standing in front of him. �No, I wasn�t. I�m not exactly sure who or what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn�t you. Were you following the two that just walked by?�
�Yes, I was,� replied Keiko, blinking again. �And I might suggest you get me out of sight before another team comes along.�
�Of course.� Zane turned off his flashlight and motioned she and Reid into the room.
When Skinner arrived, he seemed mesmerized by Keiko. It was his first time seeing the robot, and he noted with interest her realistic appearance, particularly the skin of her face and neck.
�I�m assuming Mironov doesn�t know you�re here?� Zane asked, once they were all inside.
�No,� Keiko replied, her eyes glowing aqua blue. �He thinks I am still on the boat. If I am discovered, I have a pretty good cover story, but I am hoping I don�t have to use it.�
�So you do know how to lie.�
�Absolutely,� Keiko said. �It is a part of our design. Dr. Higgs programmed deceit into my system because it has all sorts of practical applications, primarily for use in case I was taken by a group hostile to Renaissance. But I prefer not to use it, if at all possible.�
Zane nodded. �How did you get out here to CERN? And how did you get in the buildings?�
�Let�s just say I�m resourceful. That may be a story I can tell you when we have more time.�
�Agreed. I�ll take you out for a beer when this is all over.� He thought he saw her mouth turn into a slight smile at his joke. �We haven�t received any recent transmissions from you, so we weren�t sure what your status was.�
�I have had to shut down communication because Marrese has turned against me completely. Normally I can transmit a message without worrying about who is reading it, but now I am not so sure.�
�How much do you know?� Reid asked. �Were you aware that they kidnapped a Dutch��
�Yes, earlier today I overheard talk of the plan. It is one of the reasons I decided to risk coming out.�
�We have reason to believe he�s being used to start up the collider,� Zane offered.
�That is correct.�
�Have you been able to perform any reconnaissance?� Zane asked her.
�Yes,� Keiko replied. �Thankfully, I have been able to move around without being detected, although I have had a few close calls. My sense of hearing is about ten times yours, so I can detect almost any sound within about fifty yards, even someone trying to use stealth.
�After overhearing that they had captured one of your people, I suspected that some of you were already inside the building, and my suspicions were confirmed when I heard him speak to you inside this room.� She nodded at Skinner, who was currently watching the door, and Zane remembered that the operative had said something just prior to Keiko�s arrival. She looked at Reid. �I was then able to confirm your precise location when he cleared his throat.�
Reid felt bad at being singled out but quickly realized it was her advanced sensory perception that had drawn her to them, and not any mistake on his part. No human being would�ve heard him clear his throat at such a distance.
�So are we correct in our assumption that Mironov and Marrese are both in the control room?� Zane asked, trying to turn the conversation back to the situation at hand.
�Yes, that is correct. That is also where they took your friend, at least according to the men I was listening to.�
�Is she still there?� asked Reid. There was something about the humanoid's mannerisms and the soft blue glow in her eyes that put him at ease.
�That I do not know.�
�Do you know what we�re facing between here and there?� Zane asked. When Keiko looked confused, Zane tried asking it a different way. �Are there any guards, any security personnel between here and there that we need to be aware of?�
�I know that there are a couple of patrols moving around inside the buildings � the one who just passed through here a few minutes ago and at least one other one as well.�
�Are you familiar with the area around the control room?� Zane asked.
�Well, when you leave this building you will enter another.�
�The one that houses the elevators which lead down to the collider,� Reid stated.
�That is correct,� Keiko replied. �You will run into the first men on the other end of that building. They are guarding the entrance to the fourth and final building.�
�It�s our understanding that there's a lobby just beyond the entrance to the fourth building, and then beyond that, the control room.�
�I downloaded a layout of all these buildings, and that appears to be the case,� Keiko explained. �Unfortunately I was not able to approach close enough to let you know what you might find once you get there. I�m assuming Mr. Mironov would have the lobby filled with security personnel, but that is just a calculated guess.�
�Is there any other way to get to the control room, other than continuing straight ahead?� Reid asked. �Even if we can get past the two men in the next building, we�re likely to encounter armed personnel in the lobby beyond, just as you indicated.�
�There is no other way to the control room except through a set of doors in the lobby that lead to the outside of the building, and you can rest assured those doors will be well guarded.�
�Even if we thought that was the best way in, we don�t have time to retrace our steps, get outside of the building again, and then come up with a plan to attack that entrance,� Skinner said in a loud whisper from his position at the door. �We�d spend all that time working our way into position, and we'd still have the same issue we have in continuing straight ahead.�
�He�s right,� Zane admitted. �We stay with our initial plan, which is direct penetration through the buildings. And our first task is to take down the two men that Keiko mentioned.�
�We have flashbangs,� Reid suggested, referring to the stun grenades they were carrying.
�No,� Skinner said. �Way too loud. The others would be on us within seconds.�
�Right again,� Zane said. �No flashbangs. Our best chance of success is to get close enough to the two guards to use Tasers. Or if the situation dictates, we�ll use suppressed shots. After that, we move down the hallway and reassess before hitting the lobby.� Zane looked over at Keiko. �Is there a closed door at the end that leads into the lobby, or is it open?�
�The architectural drawings I possess do show a door at the other end. But it is possible they were left out in final construction, or that they are propped open.�
"When we reach the third building, we�ll have a better idea of what we�re up against," Zane said.
�What if all the lights have been killed?� Reid asked.
�I believe that actually helps our cause. Remember, Skinner has night-vision capability.�
Keiko said, �I think there may be a better way. In fact, after calculating the odds of success I believe it is by far the best way.�
Zane nodded. �Let�s hear it.�
�I know both of the men down the hall, and they know me. I will present myself to them, let them know that I have some important information for Mr. Mironov, and then I will ask them to escort me down to the control room.�
�That�s exactly what we don�t want,� Zane pointed out. �They�ll immediately take you into custody. You aren�t supposed to be here, remember?�
�Perhaps, but if they do, that is the beauty of my plan: I will still get taken to the control room. Mr. Mironov will want to speak to me, regardless of what he thinks I might be up to. He would be foolish not to find out what it is that I wanted to tell him.�
�And what then?� Reid asked.
�When one leaves with me, you can take down the other, which should be much easier. I will then report back to you what you�re facing in the lobby and in the control room.�
�And how do you propose getting that information to us?� Zane asked in a slightly skeptical tone. �You said you�re not able to safely send messages.�
�To the best of my knowledge, Mr. Mironov has almost everyone on his team here at CERN. Now that their operation is underway, I seriously doubt anyone is monitoring me as closely as before. And even if they are, it will take them a while to react. By then, you will have everything you need in order to make your move.�
After a long pause, Zane nodded. �I like it. Let�s do it.�
�So does anyone have a phone?� Keiko asked.
Skinner pulled his out and handed it to her. She moved it across the front of her body, which produced a beep. Having transferred all of the information electronically, she handed it back to him.
Zane gave everyone sixty seconds to prep. When everyone had finished checking their weapons and radios, Zane gave the signal to proceed. Making sure all was clear, the group stepped out of the room and continued in the direction they had been traveling. They made it through the remainder of the second building without incident, aided by Keiko�s almost perfect sense of hearing. At one point she heard a second Renaissance search team in the distance, but they were moving away from them and posed no threat.
As they approached the entrance to the third building, the humanoid pulled everyone aside and told them that the two guards were only about a hundred yards ahead. The group slowed down, doing everything they could not to make any noise.
By prearrangement, the humanoid lifted a hand when they were about fifty yards out. On cue, Zane and Skinner ducked behind a row of lockers on the right side of the hall, and Reid behind another row on the left.
Zane watched Keiko continue straight ahead. She walked with purpose. The ambient blue glow from her eyes was still visible for a while, but eventually it disappeared altogether. As they had guessed, there were no lights in that section of the third building, and while the darkness helped keep them hidden, it also meant that they could easily be surprised themselves if they weren�t careful.
After what seemed like an eternity, flashlights turned on in the distance, and Zane could just barely make out Keiko�s voice. The beams bobbed around as the guards made sure nobody was following her. A few seconds later, a sliver of dim light appeared as a door opened, presumably the one to the fourth and final building. Zane watched as one of the guards escorted Keiko into the hallway beyond. Perfect. The closed door meant that they could dispatch the remaining guard without being heard.
After the door shut, the remaining guard started walking in their direction, the beam of his flashlight playing around on both sides of the corridor. That was something they hadn�t expected. Zane figured he must have been suspicious of Keiko�s sudden appearance and was checking things out.
�Get Reid to hit him,� Zane whispered into Skinner�s ear as they crouched behind the lockers.
�Roger that.�
About twenty feet from the operatives, the guard inexplicably stopped, the beam from his flashlight pointed straight head. Zane tensed. Had the man seen them? Or was he looking at something behind them?
Eventually the man moved forward again, slowly and with purpose. When the guard was about ten feet out, Skinner slid to the edge of the locker and lifted the Taser. The man must have caught the movement because the beam of light swung immediately toward the operative.
In the seconds that followed, Zane heard two simultaneous noises � the zap of a Taser and the firing of a suppressed shot. At the sound of the shot, he leapt out from behind the locker, got down on one knee, and raised his weapon. Only then did he see that the Renaissance guard and his light were already lying on the ground.
As he got up and approached the body, he noticed that there was not the twitching you�d expect when someone was hit with the Taser. Instead there was a rapidly expanding pool of blood around the man�s head.
�I had no choice,� Reid said, approaching from the other side of the hall. �He had a gun-mounted light and was about to fire at Cleavon.�
�Understood.� Zane examined the body. Reid�s shot was lethal, taking the man out before he had time to squeeze the trigger.
Zane grabbed the dead man�s rifle and turned off the mounted light. He then pulled off the guard�s black sweater and handed it to Reid for cleaning up the blood. Zane and Skinner lifted the body and carried it into a nearby room. After hiding it under a desk, they rejoined Reid, who finished the cleanup and threw the sweater into a nearby locker.
The three operatives then stole down to the closed door where the guards had been positioned earlier. Recognizing that the one who had escorted Keiko to Mironov could come bursting back through at any moment, Zane signaled Reid and Skinner that he was going to take a look. He then opened the door a few inches and used the monocular to examine the corridor beyond. After a couple of minutes, he turned back around and whispered, �Just as I expected, there is a long hallway that runs the entire length of the building. I could just barely make it out, but there appear to be two doors on the other end.�
�Were they glass doors?� Reid asked. �Could you see anything beyond?�
�The doors had small windows set in them,� Zane replied, �but the only thing I could make out was a bit of ambient light coming through. I thought I might have seen some movement beyond, but I really couldn�t tell what was going on. The bottom line is we have to assume there are tangos beyond, and plenty of them.�
�Copy that,� Skinner said.
�So, as soon as we go through this door, we move with speed down the hallway,� Zane said, �and we don�t stop unless we meet resistance. As we approach the other end, we�re going to take up position in rooms on either side of the hallway. I�ll take the one on the left, and I want the two of you to take the one on the right.�
�How do you know there are going to be rooms?� Reid asked.
�I don�t. But it�s a reasonable guess, based on the layout of the other buildings we�ve been through. If I'm wrong, we�ll huddle again.�
After peeking one last time through the crack, Zane then opened the door completely and the three sprinted down the corridor. The distance was greater than they imagined, and they passed several intersections before finally arriving on the other end. As Zane had predicted, they discovered two rooms there, one on each side of the hallway. Zane silently slipped into the room on the left, while Reid and Skinner disappeared into the one on the right.
A few seconds after the operatives positioned themselves inside the rooms, the doors to the lobby burst open, and the corridor filled with dim light. Opening his door a hair, Zane watched as four armed men walked briskly past his position. Each was armed with a semi-automatic rifle, and the one in front was barking orders in Russian.
As the men disappeared down the hall, Zane made a quick assessment of the situation: in a few short minutes, the men would discover their comrade had been killed. And when they did, all hell would break loose.



CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

�How much longer?� asked an increasingly irritated Marrese. As he waited for Koehler to answer, he looked over at the Italian woman standing against the far wall between two guards. Her hands were cuffed behind her back and she was still groggy from the blow to her head, but Marrese still wasn�t comfortable. She had already eluded an entire Renaissance security team a couple of days before, and could very well cause more trouble before it was all over. Not to mention there were likely others roaming the grounds.
�The energy of the proton beam is now at eight TeV,� replied Koehler, staring at the monitor in front of him. �That was the maximum achieved when CERN was last operating.�
�I�m aware of that,� hissed Marrese. �Increase it� Our time is running out.�
�You truly are a fool,� said VanGelder, who was standing at the back of the group that was huddled around Koehler. �This is not the accelerator on a car. You don�t increase energy on a new system without making sure the machine is still able to handle it at that level.�
�I said move it now,� Marrese said to Koehler in a loud voice, ignoring the Dutchman.
Several people in the room turned their heads at the sound of the priest�s voice. Koehler glanced back over his shoulder at Mironov, who nodded.
Satisfied that his instructions were being followed, Marrese walked toward the cubicle where his disciples were gathered, his cape flaring behind him. His anger and sense of urgency were related to something he had sensed in his spirit for the last hour or so. There was something � no, someone�out there in the storm who opposed their efforts. At first he thought the person might be one of the Americans, but then the Masters showed him it was someone else. He might be aligned with the Americans, but he wasn�t one of them.
But as Marrese arrived in the cubicle and knelt to pray, he felt a surge of confidence. Within the next half hour or so, the collider would do its work, smashing particles together with an energy not seen since the Big Bang. That, combined with the dark magic that Marrese had put in place, would tear a partition in the heavens. Then, and only then, would the visitors arrive. And when they did, it would be too late for whoever was approaching outside.
Pandora�s Box would be thrown open, and there was nothing that could reverse it.
* * *
Once Marrese walked away, Koehler turned to Mironov. �The Dutchman is right. If we increase the energy too quickly without checking the system, we could very easily blow this place sky high.�
�I understand.� Mironov lowered his head down to the German�s ear and whispered, �Just do what you can, but we do need to move as quickly as possible. The Americans are here, and we need to get this done before they do any damage.�
�Yes, sir,� replied Koehler.
As Mironov pulled away, there was a loud beep that came out of his coat. He reached into one of the pockets and pulled out a radio and pressed a button on the side. �Yes,� he said in Russian.
�Sir, we just captured another woman,� said the voice of one of his guards. �This one was wandering around outside the building. She�s unarmed.�
There was a long pause, and then a look of confusion spread across Mironov�s face.
�What would you like us to do with her, sir?�
�Where are you now?� asked Mironov.
�We�re right outside in the lobby.�
�Bring her in here.� Mironov looked down at Koehler and said in English, �It seems we have another visitor. Get this thing moving.�
Just as Mironov finished his sentence, the door to the lobby burst open, and a blond-haired girl was shoved inside. She stumbled a bit before regaining her balance. The two Renaissance guards grabbed her roughly and threw her up against the wall next to the Italian.
Mironov watched as a knowing glance passed between the women.
�I see you two know each other,� Mironov said as he walked over to where the two were standing. The women remained silent. The Russian reached out and grabbed the blonde�s bicep through her coat. �I see the Americans brought in a highly trained and dangerous commando unit.� A few guards laughed as the blonde jerked her arm away from Mironov. �Feisty too. Maybe she is the team commander.� Again there was laughter, this time louder.
�What are you doing here?� asked the Italian, clearly not happy at seeing her friend.
When the blond American gave her an apologetic look, the Italian�s demeanor softened.
�Yes, what are you doing here?� asked Mironov, in English. The American refused to answer. �I�m assuming you came to help your friends? Next time I�d recommend you come a little more prepared. You know, normally I would have both of you shot, but you�re too pretty for that. Actually, I�ll probably have that done later. For now, I�d love for you both to witness what is going to happen here tonight, the fulfillment of the very thing you came to stop.�
* * *
Carmen glared at Mironov. The appearance of Amanda had thrown her off for a moment, but the operative in her began to take over, and she realized it might help to engage the Russian, perhaps even stir him up. Distracting him might give Zane and the others time to act. �Shouldn�t you give this up while you still have the chance? Right now, you�re only facing kidnapping charges, and I�m sure you can pull enough strings to get out of Switzerland without landing in jail.�
Mironov turned toward Carmen and caressed her chin with his hand. She tried to pull away, but his hand followed and caressed her again. Eventually he pulled it back and said, �I will do nothing of the sort, my beautiful Italian. Everything is almost finished, so why would I leave right before the fun starts?�
�You do realize this building is now surrounded, don�t you?�
�What I realize is that you�re lying,� Mironov retorted. He then gestured toward Amanda. �So far, this is the extent of the resistance we found outside.�
�That�s only what you�ve been able to find. I probably should mention that the Swiss authorities are on their way as well.�
Mironov smiled. �Do you think I�m stupid?� he asked. �The Swiss aren�t doing any such thing. We�ve been monitoring them all evening. In fact, I have people working within the Geneva police department. So you can save your lies for some other time. Besides� � He paused to look back at Amanda. �If this is an example of what we�re up against, I�m pretty sure we don�t even need to lock the doors.�
There was more nervous laughter around the room.
�You know, there is another even better reason you should end this now,� Carmen said.
�Oh really?� asked the Russian.
�Look, you know this is a fantasy. Do you really believe what this Vatican reject has told you? Do you really believe in his science fiction? Think of the embarrassment back in your country when this is all shown to be a farce. Right now, even though you�re a murderer and a thug, at least your countrymen respect you. But if you push the button and then nothing happens, not only will you be taken into custody, but you�ll also have to live with the ridicule of such an embarrassing spectacle for the rest of your life. You�ll be the laughingstock of Russia.�
Mironov's smile was replaced by a dark scowl. Carmen knew she had hit a raw nerve. She could see the Russian�s anger flare as he reached out and grabbed her neck, applying enough pressure to make her uncomfortable. �Don�t you dare call me an embarrassment� you Italian whore.� Carmen met his gaze and felt the pressure of his hands cutting off her ability to breathe. �And you mark my words��
Before he could finish, another beep sounded off from inside his jacket. He released Carmen�s neck, and she coughed twice. He pulled out his radio and held it close to his ear. The Russian paused for a moment, listening to the other person talk. He had a look of confusion on his face, but that look changed to one of suspicion. He spoke into the radio again.
* * *
Mironov stuffed the radio in his pocket and walked back over to Koehler, clearly bothered by what he had just heard. Leaning down, he asked, �Where are we now?�
�The security check just finished, so I�m going to increase the energy level to ten TeV,� he said, clicking over to another screen.
�Move it to fourteen, and do it quickly.� Fourteen was the highest energy level planned for the LHC, but one that scientists wouldn�t be ready to test for several more months.
�What? You said��
�You heard what I said � Move it now.�
�The energy shouldn�t be increased that much before��
Mironov wrapped his hand around a pistol that was hidden inside his coat pocket. Leaning up against Koehler, he pressed it into the German�s side. �You defy me one more time and you will be permanently removed from your post.�
The word �permanently� was not lost on the German, who quickly made the appropriate entries. Several warning boxes appeared on the screen in sequence, and in each case, Koehler was required to click �OK,� acknowledging that all systems had been checked and that he was aware of the potential danger.
The computer began to buzz with activity. Ten seconds later, a notice appeared indicating that the electromagnets were being initialized. The screen then went dark before transitioning to an animated representation of the LHC. The collider possessed two tubes that ran side by side for twenty-seven kilometers, forming a giant ring underneath the earth. A beam of energized protons was being transmitted inside each of those two tubes, one moving in a clockwise direction and another moving in a counterclockwise direction. The animated version on the monitor showed the two beams moving slowly then increasing in speed as the electromagnets began to do their work. Once the beams reached the desired energy, their paths would be crossed in four separate detectors, bringing about the desired collision.
�How much longer until we hit fourteen TeV?� Mironov asked.
�In approximately five minutes,� Koehler replied.
Mironov smiled as he watched the animated beams increase in speed on the monitor, a representation of the colossal collision that was about to take place almost two hundred meters below the earth. He didn�t particularly like taking the risk, but he also didn�t know how many Americans were still out there.
It was only seconds later that it hit, a trembling that seemed to rise beneath the earth. It grew so intense that Mironov had to reach over and grab the wall of the cubicle. The guards throughout the room began to look around, not sure what to think.
And then Mironov realized what was happening, and when he did he smiled. They were on the verge of victory.
The tremor was coming from the collider itself, and that meant that the heavens would begin to part soon.



CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

As he had only heard and not seen the men approaching the parking deck, Philippe had no way to tell which stairwell they were coming up. He could still hear their voices below, but the echo effect made it impossible to determine which direction it was coming from. He probably wouldn�t know that until they burst out on his level, and by then it would be too late if he wasn�t hidden.
He had briefly thought of crawling underneath one of the vehicles, but if they happened to choose the one he was under he�d be flattened like a crepe, unless he could somehow manage to crawl under another one before they pulled out.
In the end, he did the only thing he really could do, which was to sprint back toward the first stairwell he had come up. He was about to enter it and travel up to the third level when he heard voices a few feet away. He had guessed wrong. The men were about to come out.
His heart thumping in his chest, Philippe stepped over and hid behind a concrete column just outside the door to the stairwell. If the men came out and looked around, he would probably be seen, but if they moved immediately toward the vehicles, he would likely escape detection.
Standing in place behind the column, Philippe held his breath and remained perfectly still, his shoulder only inches from where the men would exit the stairwell. Two seconds later the men came out, passing within inches of where Philippe stood. They seemed to be headed toward the vehicles, but then they stopped. Philippe could no longer hear any footsteps or voices, only silence. Had they seen him? Were they drawing a weapon? Philippe couldn�t see from where he was standing and didn�t dare peek around the corner.
Suddenly the silence was broken by a clicking sound, followed by more cruel silence. His pulse racing and his palms sweaty, Philippe risked a look. Turning his head ever so slightly, he saw something that caused him to let out a sigh of relief. The two men had stopped about halfway to the vehicles so that one of them could light a cigarette. That man�s head was tilted back as he blew a plume of smoke into the air.
Philippe used the opportunity to slip into the stairwell. Yes, he risked being heard, but he also knew that if he waited until the men got to the vehicles, one of them might turn around for one last look.
Once he was out of view, Philippe paused to listen for anything that might indicate he�d been seen. The men were still talking in low tones some distance away, probably an indication they hadn�t noticed him. Philippe decided to go to the third level instead of down. It seemed as though Mironov and his men were parked on the second level, which probably meant the next one up was empty.
After sprinting to the top, Philippe saw that the third level was indeed deserted. He also realized it wouldn�t be a place that he could stay for very long. The exposed area was bearing the full force of the storm, with the wind blowing so strongly that the snowflakes were stinging his face.
Philippe crossed over to the ledge facing the buildings. After getting down on one knee, he peered over the top of the concrete wall at the first one directly across the street. There were lights on inside, but they were dim, and it was almost impossible to see anything.
Despite a runny nose, Philippe thought he smelled smoke, so he stood up and looked down over the edge. Directly below him were two heads sticking out of the second level. The Russians taking their smoke break were directly below him, arms resting on the ledge.
After getting back down on one knee, Philippe felt something bounce around inside his coat. The monocular. He had almost forgotten about it. He pulled the instrument out, placed it against his right eye, and aimed it at the windows across the street. As he turned the focus wheel the interior came into view, but only dimly. He could see a massive cubicle with shadowy shapes gathered inside.
Philippe was about to put it back inside his coat when he saw something moving over one of the buildings in the distance. The snow was turning in a strange way, almost like a miniature tornado. Lifting the monocular up to his eye again, he turned the focus wheel to account for the greater distance. He frowned, and his mouth opened ever so slightly. He was looking at one of the strangest things he had ever seen. The air above the buildings was indeed spinning with great velocity, sucking the snow into a large funnel cloud. The tip of the cloud bounced around on one of the buildings, perhaps the second one, almost as though it was performing some sort of macabre dance.
Philippe knew immediately that it was not a meteorological anomaly, the odd converging of the various elements of the storm. No, it had something to do with what was going on inside, or more accurately, it had something to do with what was going on beneath the earth.
Hit with a sudden thought, Philippe used the monocular to trace the funnel cloud upwards. It snaked up through the clouds and beyond, perhaps up into the atmosphere itself.
As he prayed over what to do next, Philippe felt something else, a trembling that rose up from the ground and through the concrete structure on which he stood. Was it an earthquake? He had never experienced one before, but that was certainly the way he�d imagine it. But he knew that just as the funnel cloud had nothing to do with weather, neither did the tremor have anything to do with an earthquake. They were both related to the collider.
And then, as Philippe bowed his head to pray, he had a vision that took place in the flash of a second. He saw a face that wasn�t human, but there was a quality to it, a nuance that he had seen somewhere before. The face was so terrifying that it caused his heart to thump wildly in his chest.
But even worse than that was a truth that echoed in his spirit � that the vision would soon turn into reality.
* * *
�What on earth is that?� Amanda asked, clearly alarmed that the building had begun to shake. She and Carmen were still standing next to each other against a wall, being watched over by two of Mironov�s men. �It feels like the earth is moving underneath us.�
�It must have something to do with the collider,� replied Carmen. �I just saw an exchange between Mironov and Koehler. They were having a disagreement about something, and it looks like the Russian won out.�
Carmen had to admit that she was beginning to worry about the shaking too. At first she thought there might be some natural explanation, like a minor earthquake, but then realized it must have something to do with whatever Mironov and Koehler had been arguing about. She knew very little about physics and almost nothing about subatomic collisions, but she doubted that the collider was designed to withstand whatever it was being put through. They were obviously pushing it to places it was never meant to go.
�Do they know what they�re doing?� Amanda asked.
�I sincerely doubt it.� Carmen wanted to tell Amanda something to reassure her, but that didn�t seem possible. �We just have to hope that help will come before this gets out of hand.�
�Where are Zane and the others?�
�Hopefully, close by,� she replied in a low tone, mindful of the guards that were standing a few yards away. She placed her lips near Amanda�s ear and said, �Just remember that if something happens, follow my lead. If this place begins to fall apart, it may be our chance to get out of here.�
Amanda nodded, but Carmen could tell that she was still nervous.
�Don�t worry,� the Italian assured her. �Just listen to me, then we�ll both be fine.�
Carmen glanced across the room in an attempt to catalog where everyone was positioned. The only ones she couldn�t locate were Marrese and his disciples. She figured they were likely gathered in one of the massive cubicles. She doubted they�d have to worry about them, unless they were hiding some sort of weaponry under their robes. If they weren�t armed, she doubted they could fight their way out of a teen slumber party.
As the trembling continued, Carmen�s thoughts turned toward what Mironov and Marrese were attempting to do. It was the stuff of science fiction, and the real worry was what might happen if the collider was pushed past its limit.
But despite those practical concerns, the Italian�s mind kept returning to the theory of calling the aliens. Could there be another universe out there? She had to admit she didn�t know enough about physics to rule it out. And if there were multiple universes, were they connected by some portal? Perhaps, but she doubted that the mere collision of subatomic particles could open such a portal.
Yet, that was the very thing VanGelder had been researching, and the topic of the speech that would no longer be given. VanGelder was no fool. He was a man of science. And he apparently thought a parallel universe was as real as the subatomic particles that were whizzing around inside the collider.
Snapping out of her thoughts, Carmen noticed that Mironov was on his radio again. There was a look of concern on his face. Had Zane and the others made some sort of attack? Had the shaking triggered an alarm and alerted local authorities?
She didn�t have long to wait to get her answer: as soon as Mironov had tucked the radio back into his coat, the doors to the control room burst open, and the humanoid Keiko walked in, escorted by an armed guard. The look on the Russian�s face told her that the robot was no longer in his good graces.
Amanda�s eyes also widened as she realized who it was. �Oh my, is that��
�It is,� answered Carmen.
�She looks� well, almost like one of us.�
�You�re looking at the future, the highest-grade humanoid ever produced. If you see her up close it�s not quite so compelling, but without a doubt she�s a marvel.�
After speaking to the humanoid for a minute or two, Mironov disengaged and walked over to Marrese, who had just come out of the cubicle. The two of them began to speak, with Mironov gesturing toward the robot. Carmen noted that Marrese�s eyes never left Keiko the entire time, and he had a sinister look on his face. It wasn�t hard to tell he was displeased at her arrival.
When the two men finished talking, Mironov spoke in Russian to the guards standing on either side of Keiko. They immediately lifted their guns and pointed them at her. She nodded, and began to walk toward Carmen and Amanda. The robot was a prisoner.
Carmen noticed Amanda watch with wonder as Keiko approached. She remembered her own similar reaction the first time she had seen the robot. It was difficult to imagine that you were seeing a machine and not an actual person.
After Keiko arrived with the three guards, she took her place against the wall right next to Amanda. The American couldn�t help herself, turning her head and studying the robot from head to toe. When the guards stepped away, Keiko said, �Hello, Amanda.�
Amanda�s eyes widened. �How� how did you know my name?�
�I know almost everything about you, including, of course, your appearance.�
There was a slight whine of gears each time Keiko moved. �And how did you learn so much about me?�
�Your father couldn�t stop talking about you. And when people tell me things, I never forget. There is very little about you that I don�t know.�
�I�m just surprised that he could describe me so well that you�d��
�No, I do not recognize you because of any descriptions he gave. Shortly after I began operation, your father showed me a picture of you, which was followed by twenty-seven more. Some were prints and others electronic images. He told me that you were his greatest joy in life.�
Amanda�s eyes watered as she stared at Keiko.
Carmen used the moment of silence to break in. �Keiko, why are you here?�
�Because you needed me.�
�I appreciate that,� Carmen said. �But to be honest, it doesn�t look like you�re in any position to help us. What happened?�
�I was betrayed by Vincenzio Marrese. Somehow he managed to figure out that I opposed everything they are trying to do. I then decided there was no risk in coming here. What did I have to lose?�
�Where did they find you?�
�I came to them.� Keiko glanced toward the guards to make sure they weren�t looking. �I was just with your friends, and I am now here trying to provide them with information.�
Carmen was relieved to hear that the group was now inside. �And do you have a plan?� she asked.
�Yes, but for now it is better if I keep it to myself,� Keiko said.
Immediately the trembling grew worse, shaking the building as though it was going to lift out of its foundation. It was difficult to see in the dim light, but Carmen noticed a change in expressions around the room. Only Marrese seemed calm, his mouth curling into a sinister smile.
�Call me a cynic,� Carmen said over the noise. �But I�m not sure how you�re going to get us out of this while under armed guard.�
Keiko turned to face Carmen and said, �Trust me.� She then turned her head toward the cubicle where Koehler sat. �I just hope it will be in time.�



CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

�Skinner, could you repeat that?� Zane whispered into the microphone attached to his cuff. The operatives were still holed up in two rooms just outside of the lobby of the CERN control center.
�I just received a text from the bot,� came the whispered reply through Zane�s earbud. �She said she is going to make her move in the next couple of minutes and will text us again when she does. And get this � she also said that shortly after we receive the text we will hear a blast. That will be our signal to enter.�
Zane didn�t like what he was hearing. He didn�t like the fact that the humanoid was taking matters into her own hands, particularly when it seemed to be putting other people�s lives in danger. �Did she say what was going to be the cause the blast?�
�Negative.�
�I don�t like the sound of that,� Zane said. �There are innocent people in there� people we�re trying to extract. Text her back and tell her we have concerns about collateral damage.�
There was a long pause as Skinner typed out his text and then waited for Keiko�s reply. About a minute later Skinner�s voice crackled through the earpiece once again. �She said the blast will be contained with no chance of collateral damage. She�s going to take out the bulk of Mironov�s men with the blast, and that Carmen and the others will be to our right when we enter.�
�There are �others�?�
�I�m assuming VanGelder, but I don't really know. She said that her decision was final, and we need to prepare to enter.�
�I still don�t like it.� Zane let out a long sigh. �But we have no choice. Ready your weapons and be prepared to enter. There will be smoke and chaos, so be sure you�ve identified your target. Also, remember that Carmen and VanGelder should be on our right as we enter.�
�Roger that,� Skinner said.
Zane couldn�t quite figure out how Keiko was going to trigger a blast, but he assumed she must possess some sort of internal weaponry. In the end, if she said she could manufacture a blast, Zane had no doubt she could.
�Sir, Reid here.�
�Go ahead.�
�Do you feel that?�
Zane had been lost in his thoughts and hadn�t noticed that the floor was now shaking underneath his feet. It was so intense that it was like a convulsion that rose up out of the bowels of the earth. �I do now. I�m assuming this has something to do with the collider. It feels like she�s ready to blow.�
�Should we instruct the bot to abort?�
�Negative. The blast, combined with this tremor, may give us an advantage. The more chaos, the better. They�re going to be focused on those two things, and we�re going to be focused on taking them out.�
�Copy that.�
Three minutes later Skinner�s voice erupted in their earpieces. �I just received the text. The bot is about to launch.�
Zane reached out and grabbed the doorknob with his left, ready to move at the first sound.



CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

�Increase the energy to sixteen TeV,� Marrese hissed. He and Mironov were both standing behind Koehler, staring at the screen as the moment of truth approached.
The German grimly complied. After tapping out several commands and overriding the warning to check the system, he stopped and waited for the results. Various screens scrolled across the monitor automatically before a notice came up indicating that the electromagnets had been engaged once again. Precisely two minutes later, the earth and the building began to shake even more violently than before. Koehler�s face was ash white, and he looked nervously at Mironov.
Seemingly oblivious to the trembling, Marrese�s mouth turned into a sinister smile. This was the moment he had been waiting for; the new era of mankind was upon them. His body tingled as he realized that the visitors would be arriving at any moment. Based on a vision he�d received, he knew that a partition was forming over their heads. In the vision, he had also been given the number eighteen, a number he knew indicated the amount of energy needed in the system. Once there, he would instruct the German to trigger the collision of subatomic particles.
Reminded that the moment had almost arrived, Marrese turned to Mironov. �Have your men been instructed that they are not to shoot, regardless of what happens?�
�Yes,� replied the Russian. �Many times. They would kill themselves before they would disobey me.�
�Good� because we�re almost there.�
As if on cue, the computer binged, and a box popped up indicating that the changes were complete and the proton beams were being catapulted around the twenty-seven-kilometer tubes at a sizzling sixteen TeV of energy. Marrese smiled at Mironov and then placed his hands on Koehler�s shoulders. Lowering his head, he whispered into the German�s ears, �Take us to eighteen and then trigger the collision.�
Koehler hesitated, but then said, �Yes, sir.� He tapped out the commands, and once again overrode the request for the system to be tested prior to increasing the energy. Thirty seconds later, the final request appeared on the screen, asking Koehler to verify that he was aware of the potential safety hazard of increasing the system without further testing.
The German glanced back at Marrese, as if to give the priest one last chance to change his mind, but seeing only a smile, he hit the Enter key and braced for what was to come.



CHAPTER SIXTY

�Your father was a great man,� Keiko said.
Amanda looked into Keiko�s aqua-blue eyes, still finding it difficult to process the fact that she was talking to a machine. �Did you work closely together?�
�As close as any two could work at Renaissance. He built every piece of me, from the gears in my limbs, to my power source, to my personality. All of it.�
�How can one program a personality?�
Keiko paused for a moment, and Amanda heard a whining noise inside the humanoid�s head, almost like the hard drive of a computer. �For years your father had conducted research in artificial intelligence, or AI� more specifically the introduction of idiosyncratic human behavior in advanced humanoids such as myself. He programmed me with certain traits that he said represented desirable qualities in a human being, including loyalty, grace, and putting the needs of others before your own. I could tell you more about the specific programming initiatives, but we do not have the time, nor do I believe that would interest you.�
�Right,� said Amanda, her eyes now moist. �Maybe some other time.�
It was hard to tell in the dim light, but Amanda thought she saw the sides of Keiko�s mouth turn up ever so slightly.
�For now, I need to focus on the job at hand.�
The building began to shake harder. Keiko�s body adapted to the movement, allowing her to remain standing. Once she had stabilized, she looked into the cubicle once again. In a moment when the guards were looking elsewhere, Keiko reached out with both hands and pulled Carmen and Amanda closer, so close that their bodies were touching. She spoke in a low voice. �It is time to act. I need to let you know what I am about to do.� She glanced up again and noted that the guards were still distracted. �I have been equipped with a self-destruct mechanism,� she explained, pointing at her torso. �I will set my timer for thirty seconds, and then I am going to pull Jorg Koehler away from the controls. I will drag him over to the window where I will detonate soon thereafter. The explosion will be minimal, but��
�Wait, wait, wait.� Carmen said. �What do you mean by �minimal�?�
�You do not have to worry because the explosion will be limited to approximately ten meters. There is always the chance that things will not go as planned, so as soon as I move for Jorg, I need both of you to take cover over there.� She gestured toward a row of filing cabinets on their right that Carmen hadn�t noticed before.
�And what about my team?�
�Your friends are just outside. I have already used my communications system to send them a message that they should come in once they hear the explosion. The guards will try to save Jorg, and when the explosion takes place, most or all of them will die. And even if they do not, they will at least be turned away when the others come in.�
Carmen opened her mouth to protest but then stopped. After thinking about it for a moment, the Italian slowly nodded her head.
Keiko bowed slightly and then lifted her sweater, exposing a panel on the side of her torso. As she reached out to enter the code, two cuffed hands shot out and grabbed hers before she could make the entry.
�No!� Amanda said in a panicked voice. �I can�t let you do this.�
Keiko looked down at the American girl. The humanoid shifted her hand so that she could grab Amanda�s and then gave it a quick squeeze. �I have to. Your father meant everything to me. And now it is time to save the person he loved so much.�
�No,� Amanda said, her voice rising. �No.�
�You have the heart of your father,� Keiko said, and then exercising her power, she pulled free from Amanda�s hands and made the appropriate entries on her panel. There was a long beep, and then the number 30 appeared on the LED screen. A second later the number 29 appeared. The countdown had begun.
As Keiko pulled her sweater down and prepared to move, Amanda looked to her left and saw that one of the guards had noticed the humanoid. He likely didn�t know what she had done, but he realized something was amiss.
Lifting his rifle, he walked toward them. He had only made it two steps when the building itself began to shake, this time so hard that it seemed unlikely it would remain standing much longer. The guard stumbled but then regained his balance as Keiko began walking toward her destination. He shouted at her to stop, but there was so much noise in the room that no one else heard him.
As Keiko crossed the room, no one seemed to notice, including Koehler. Some were focused on the screen, and others were focused on maintaining their balance.
Amanda heard a gunshot and saw heads turn at the sound. Marrese was staring at Keiko, his expression a mixture of both loathing and alarm. He screamed something to the armed men around him, and shots came from all directions, each of them ricocheting off of Keiko�s five-millimeter titanium covering like hail bouncing off the hood of a car. Two of the guards dropped their rifles and jumped onto Keiko, trying to wrench her head from her body. The robot threw them off as though swatting away flies, flinging their bodies across the room.
Amanda looked at Koehler, who seemed aware of what the bot was trying to do. Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out a SIG Sauer P226 pistol and lifted it with both hands. Steadying the gun, he seemed to be aiming at her head. But just as he was about to squeeze the trigger, Keiko lowered her head and bull-rushed him. The move seemed to startle the German, who squeezed off two wild shots and then dove to his right. But it was too late. Keiko wrapped her powerful arms around his torso and lifted him from the ground as if he were made of Styrofoam. She locked him against her chest, turned, and marched toward the windows.



CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

Just away from the action, sitting in a seat at the back of the command cubicle, was a surprisingly calm Alexander Mironov. As soon as the Russian had seen Keiko marching toward Koehler, he had slipped away and pulled out his cell phone. He was tapping through a number of screens, searching for the one that would bring a quick end to this uprising. His movements were quick, but they were also surprisingly composed.
In a few seconds, he had pulled up the Renaissance security system and calmly swiped through the options using the touch screen. He eventually found what he was looking for: the command and control program for the humanoid that had his head of security in a bear hug. A few more taps of the screen, and she would be permanently disabled � even her self-destruct function, which Mironov assumed she had already activated. He was mad at himself for not doing this before.
Seconds later he came to the screen he had been looking for. He smiled as he realized he was only seconds away from eliminating the last thing that stood in their way.



CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

Carmen cursed herself for losing focus. Rather than following the instructions to hide from the coming blast, she had instead been thinking about grabbing one of the rifles that the guards had discarded when they jumped Keiko. Most of the Renaissance security team was facing the window, and it would have been easy for someone to simply mow them all down. But the weapons were lying too far away to grab in time, and she also doubted she could fire them with her hands still cuffed. In other words, she had wasted precious seconds.
But there was still time left, so she grabbed Amanda by the arm and pulled her toward the row of filing cabinets about twenty feet away.
When they had traversed about three-quarters of the distance, she realized that she probably only had a second or two left. Using her cuffed hands as best she could, she pushed Amanda toward the space behind the cabinets.
Then, after taking one more step, Carmen dove right as the blast was triggered.



CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

WOULD YOU LIKE TO DISABLE ALL FUNCTIONS?
As Mironov lifted his finger and prepared to tap the �Y� button, he decided to look up one last time. He wanted to see the robot�s body shut down with his own eyes, and see the victory that would be so sweet. The monster that Higgs had created had caused him much trouble, and he would delight in seeing her demise.
His eyes on Keiko, the Russian lifted his finger and brought it down toward the screen. But before he could make contact, an explosion ripped through the room.
Computer screens, keyboards, clipboards, and a host of other items flew toward him like shrapnel. A blunt object hit his midsection with a thud, knocking him underneath one of the counters.
He tried to rise, but the injury to his abdomen was too severe.
There were flashes of light, and then his eyelids closed.



CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Philippe had been deep in prayer when the sound of gunfire reached his ears. It wasn�t a sound he wanted to hear. Lifting his head, he looked toward the windows of the building across the street. He saw flashes of red inside, the discharge from the muzzles of guns, and then also the movements of figures inside the room.
A number of questions flashed through his mind: Were the Americans launching an attack? If so, would they be successful, or were there too many bad guys? And if there were indeed too many bad guys, should he do something to help? Philippe was not a man of violence, and he was unarmed anyway. But there were other ways to help besides the use of force, so he began to make his way over to the building.
Deciding to take one last look, Philippe aimed the monocular at the window where he had seen the flashes of gunfire. As everything came into focus, he saw two figures slam up against the window � a woman with shoulder-length hair, and a man. They were wrestling, and it looked as though the woman was holding the man so strongly that he couldn�t get away. As Philippe watched the man try to squirm free, a blinding flash came out of the two bodies. The light was bright, like that of a welder�s torch, and it was followed one second later by the roar of an explosive blast.
Philippe watched in horror as the glass blew outward and a plume of fiery smoke billowed up into the air. He knew that both of the people who had been struggling had left this world, and sadness gripped him. There had to be other people in the room who would need help, so he decided to leave at once.
But when he rose to his feet, the unthinkable happened � a second explosion took place, this one much more powerful than the first. As Philippe looked on, a giant red fireball rippled upwards into the night sky.
Although it was hard to see through all the intervening smoke from the first explosion, Philippe believed the second blast had taken place in one of the other buildings, perhaps the next one down. But what had caused it? He doubted the Americans had any explosives with that kind of firepower, so he made an assumption that it had something to do with the collider. He just hoped his friends weren�t anywhere near. The thought of what might have happened to them if they were made him physically sick.
As Philippe was about to turn toward the stairs, a voice in his spirit told him to stop and look again. As he did, his eyes were drawn to the distant smoke. The funnel cloud was still there, spinning above the point of the second explosion. In some strange way, the two things seemed connected.
Raising the monocular to his right eye, Philippe turned the focus wheel to adjust for the greater distance. After staring for a moment, he felt a chill creep over his body. There were several figures twisting in the funnel cloud itself, their grotesque shapes illuminated by the glow of the fire that raged below. They seemed caught up in a macabre dance as they descended down into the building below. They were large creatures, probably two to three times the height of a man, and possessed heads of an odd shape that seemed vaguely familiar.
�My Heavenly Father,� Philippe whispered, mesmerized by the scene. �Surely this can�t be true.� And yet he knew it was.
Realizing the others were now facing a danger they weren�t equipped to deal with, Philippe turned and ran toward the stairwell. Just as he arrived, he heard a strange wail that seemed to come out of the sky. He stopped, unable to move. Words couldn�t begin to describe the noise that met his ears.
At this point he knew only one thing, it was not of this world.
Philippe took the stairs, moving faster than he ever had in his life.



CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

When the blast came, it was surprisingly loud. Zane exited into the corridor at the same time as Reid and Skinner, and all three burst through the doors and into the lobby. As they entered, Zane realized they couldn�t have asked for a better setup. Four Renaissance guards were making their way into the control room, leaving their backs exposed. In addition, the room was filled with smoke, providing some level of cover to the Delphi operatives.
One of the guards heard the operatives enter and shouted a warning to the others, who turned around and began to fire. As their bullets chewed through the walls around the lobby, Zane dropped to one knee and brought his Glock up with two hands, aiming it at the one who had given the alarm. The red laser sight bobbed around in the thick smoke until it settled on his forehead. Zane squeezed the trigger twice, and the man fell backwards, his rifle firing harmlessly into the ceiling as the life drained from his body.
Skinner likewise took down the next man over, leaving Reid to engage the final two on the right. Reid fired once at the man on the right, and then swung the gun to the left and fired again at the next man over. The first man fell backwards, his rifle flying up into the air. He was dead before he hit the ground. The second man took evasive action by rolling along the floor, causing Reid�s shot to sail harmlessly by. The guard brought his weapon up in one smooth motion and began to fire. One of the bullets found Reid�s leg, and the operative fell to the ground, writhing.
Zane saw that the Renaissance guard was up on one knee, aiming his rifle at Reid�s head. A moment later there was a soft spitting sound and then a grunt. The guard teetered for a few seconds and then fell over, a pool of crimson spreading away from his head. Zane turned and saw Skinner standing there in the smoke, his gun still raised. Had he waited another second or two then Reid might now be dead.
When Zane arrived at Reid�s side, he found the bullet hole in a pant leg and ripped it open. Fortunately the round had simply grazed his calf muscle, so Reid waved off any further help.
Leaping over the bodies, Zane led Skinner and a hobbling Reid over to the entrance to the control room. As he opened the door, a second explosion sounded from somewhere behind them, this one so powerful that the whole building shook.
Unfortunately there wasn�t time to ponder the source of the second blast, so Zane entered the room. The smoke was even thicker inside, and combined with the darkness, it was almost impossible to see more than a few feet in any direction. As they stood there trying to get their bearings, two shots rang out, with one of the bullets buzzing overhead.
�Zane!� someone shouted to his right. �Over here.�
Turning, he saw Carmen standing behind the wall of a cubicle, holding a rifle. He signaled the others to follow him over to her position. When he got close, he was shocked to see Amanda on her knees behind the Italian. She was also holding a rifle.
�No time to explain,� Carmen said. �She twisted her ankle pretty bad but is going to be fine.�
The cough of gunfire continued, prompting Carmen to pop up over the wall of the cubicle and fire several shots toward the window. Zane realized that some of Mironov�s men must have survived the blast and were gathered there. After ducking back down, Carmen said, �Good thing you have long hair, or I might have shot you.�
Zane asked Reid and Skinner to set up in a defensive position in case the Renaissance goons tried to cross the room and use the smoke as cover to make an attack. He then turned to Carmen. �Where is VanGelder?�
�He was inside this cubicle along with Mironov and Marrese.� She patted the wall next to her. �This is where they were controlling the collider. I tried to go in and look but came under fire. I couldn�t risk getting hurt or killed and leaving Amanda to fend for herself.�
�How many shooters are there?� Zane asked, waving the smoke out of his face and coughing.
�I counted ten security personnel in this room before the explosion,� Carmen shouted over the sound of gunfire. �I think the explosion probably took out half of them, maybe more.�
�How did the bot create��
�A self-destruct program.� Carmen stood up and fired another shot toward the window. �She grabbed the one who was running the collider and dragged him over to the window.�
�Which means she��
�Yes. Gone. Destroyed. Unfortunately, I don�t know what happened to Mironov and Marrese. I haven�t seen them since the blast either.�
�What about that second blast? I�m thinking it must have something to do with the collider.�
�One of the collision points is underneath these buildings, so that would make sense.�
Zane lifted his hand to his face and spoke into the microphone on his cuff, calling up Brett. When Delphi�s Chief Technology Specialist responded, the operative brought him up to date on all that had transpired. Zane stood up and tried to look over into the cubicle. A shot rang out, so he dropped down again.
While on his knees, he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. Despite the haze, he saw two figures crossing through the smoke in a crouched position. It seemed as though they were trying to make it to the entrance undetected. Flapping behind one of the men was a cape. Marrese. But who was with him? VanGelder? Was Marrese taking the Dutch physicist off to some new location to continue the madness?
�Skinner,� Zane hissed in a low voice. �I need you guys to cover me. A couple of tangos left the room.�
�I�ll come with you.�
�Negative,� Zane said. �I need you to stay here with Connor and Carmen and clean up. Now can you cover me?�
�Absolutely.�
�I just need a few quick blasts� five or ten seconds' worth is all I�ll need.�
�Roger that. Let me know when to start.�
Zane signaled that they should start now.
Seconds later, as the shots rang out, he jumped up and ran toward the doors. Someone fired at him from the direction of the window. Stopping to return fire would be pointless in a smoke-filled environment, so Zane sprinted out of the room.
As he exited into the lobby, Zane pulled out the pistol that was tucked into the back of his pants and crossed over to the double doors they had come through earlier. Cracking one of them open, he peeked through to make sure there wasn�t an ambush on the other side. Seeing and hearing nothing, he opened it completely and stepped into the hallway beyond.
Mindful that the former priest could be hiding anywhere, he moved forward cautiously, glancing inside rooms and behind lockers as he made his way through the building.
When he reached the first intersection, he heard the sound of muffled voices in the distance. One voice was curt and commanding, and the other much softer. The second voice had an almost pleading tone. Marrese and VanGelder, Zane guessed.
Unfortunately it was difficult to discern the direction the sounds were coming from. Discerning no movement down either of the intersecting halls, Zane decided to continue straight ahead. It was an old rule of thumb that had served him well: if there was no compelling reason to change course, then don�t.
Shortly after the first intersection, Zane�s eyes began to water and sting, a sign that the smoke was beginning to thicken again. At first the presence of smoke so far from the control room confused him, but then he remembered the second blast.
Soon the smoke began to affect his throat as well, and he coughed for several seconds, the sound echoing down the hall. As soon as the noise died away, he noticed he couldn�t hear the voices anymore. Had they heard him, or had they simply traveled out of range?
Zane started walking again, staying alert for movement or sound. He needed to catch up with Marrese, but at the same time, he was also mindful he could walk right into a trap.
As he continued down the hall, Zane began to wonder what Marrese was trying to do. Was he simply trying to get out of the building? Since the priest had already passed the exit doors in the lobby, that didn�t seem likely. The more likely answer was that he was attempting to finish what they had started. And Zane sensed that it had something to do with whatever caused the second explosion, as that was the direction in which Marrese seemed to be moving.
�Zane, do you read?� Brett asked in the operative�s earpiece.
Zane, startled for a brief moment, quickly ducked into a nearby room and shut the door behind him. �You couldn�t have picked a worse time, but go ahead,� he whispered.
�I�ll make it quick. We�ve been monitoring local law enforcement channels, and unfortunately several families in Pr�vessin-Mo�ns have reported hearing explosions.�
�Not surprising.�
�The good news is they don�t know where the explosions were coming from.�
�Brett, listen to me. You need to tell me how I can help you.�
�The bottom line is, Dr. Ross is concerned that the local police may show up sooner rather than later and wanted me to try to raise you for a progress report. I heard your conversation with Skinner. Have you located VanGelder?�
�I�m in pursuit now, but that�s all I can tell you at this point.�
�Understood,� Brett said. �Just give us a progress report when you can. We�ll try to monitor law enforcement and let you know if they�re headed your way.�
�Roger that. I�m headed out,� Zane replied as he opened the door.
As soon as he stepped out, the operative heard three sounds in quick succession: a ding, a sliding noise, and then a few seconds later, a loud metal clang. The noises seemed relatively close, which meant he hadn�t lost as much time as he had feared.
He crept forward, hugging the side of the corridor in an attempt to reduce his profile. After crossing through the next intersection, he came to an abrupt halt. Just yards away was a crater that stretched from one side of the hall to the other. A thick cloud of smoke hung inside of it, a remnant of the explosion that had taken place minutes before. There was also a hole in the ceiling directly above, indicating the powerful blast had managed to rip all the way up through the roof of the building.
As his eyes continued to adjust, Zane noticed that the smoke in front of him was actually spinning like a small cyclone. The funnel came down through the roof and disappeared into the darkness of the crater. Zane wondered what might be cause of the strange scene in front of him, but he also knew there wasn�t time for scientific inquiry. He had to stay focused on the task of finding Marrese and whoever else was with him.
The priest must have taken a crossing corridor, so Zane quickly returned to the last intersection. He looked both ways. To the left, in the distance, was a dim light. When Zane stepped out into the hall, he saw the source of the light was a panel just above an elevator door.
It all made sense now. The sound of the chime had been the elevator car arriving, and the other two sounds were the opening and shutting of the door.
Marrese was headed underground.
As he drew closer, Zane realized he was looking at one of those industrial elevators common in manufacturing plants and research facilities. There would be a shaft, and inside that shaft would be a metal cage that was often used to carry equipment and supplies.
There was a window set in the door, so Zane turned on his filtered flashlight and directed the beam inside. The interior was exactly as he anticipated � an empty shaft, with cables that disappeared into the darkness below.
Zane lifted his wrist to his mouth and whispered, �Skinner, do you read?�
�This is Brett. For whatever reason the others have dropped off.�
Zane was concerned that the others weren�t responding, but didn�t have time to worry about it. �Brett, it looks as though Marrese and VanGelder are headed underground. I'm at the elevator and am about to descend, so communication may not be an option going forward.�
�Copy that. If Skinner and the others come back up I�ll get word to them.�
As the conversation ended, Zane directed the beam of his flashlight toward the control panel on the right side of the door. He pressed the sole button located there, and immediately there was a loud hum as the car began its ascent from the bottom.
When Zane extinguished his light, he was immediately hit with a strong sense that something or someone was moving down the hallway toward his position. He lifted the flashlight and turned it on. The red-filtered beam was weak, and the only thing he could see was the faint haze of smoke. If someone or something was about to attack, he�d have precious little time to react.
Realizing the flashlight only made him a target, Zane turned it off and remained still, listening to the hum of the elevator car as it continued its slow ascent. As he waited, something else hit him, the smell of rotting flesh. The scent was putrid, almost like death itself. Zane slid his finger over the trigger of his gun and squinted, trying to make out movement in the darkness.
When the car finally arrived, the smell of rotting flesh was almost overwhelming, wrapping around the operative as though it were trying to hold him.
With a bump and a ding, the elevator door opened. Light spilled out of the car and into the hallway. Zane used the opportunity to look around one last time but saw nothing. Not caring to wait around, he stepped inside the cage-like car and pressed the Down button. As the door began to close, Zane heard the unmistakable thump of steps that were closing in fast.
Zane got down on one knee and pointed his pistol at the shrinking opening. Just as the doors were about to close, the pace of the steps increased, and a shadow spilled into the car.
The door clanged shut, followed by a loud crash on the outside, as though a great weight had been launched against the exterior. The impact rippled into the cage itself, causing it to shake back and forth. Zane toppled over and his gun clanged across the floor.
As the elevator began to descend, Zane looked up and saw something pressed against the window. It was a face, and it was one he knew he�d never forget.



CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

At first he thought it was a dream, one with sound but no picture. The first thing he heard was a distant popping, almost like fireworks at a waterfront celebration. But as the sound grew louder, Markus VanGelder realized it wasn�t pyrotechnics, but gunfire. Nor was it a dream; it was very much real.
Sliding back to consciousness, he realized that almost every part of his body hurt. His head was throbbing and tender, and his eyes were stinging even though they were closed. What had happened? He had a vague memory of an explosion and gunfire but nothing else. He didn�t know what had caused it or where it had come from, only that there had been a loud noise and then darkness.
As the stinging in his eyes faded, VanGelder grunted and lifted his head. He found it hard to see, but he wasn�t sure if that was simply because of all the smoke or because he had lost his glasses. He only saw that he was situated directly underneath the counter inside a cubicle. As he pushed himself up onto his elbows, his memory began to come back. He remembered that they had been gathered in that same space when the German had started the collider. The explosion had taken place at some point after that, but VanGelder couldn�t remember exactly when.
The gunfire continued around him and was so deafening that it hurt his ears. One group appeared to be firing from just over the wall to his left, while another group appeared to be returning fire from near the windows.
As his strength returned, the Dutch physicist pulled his legs underneath the desktop. He didn�t appear to be in the line of fire, but he didn�t want to take any chances. He could hear shots ripping through the skin of a cubicle not far away. Other rounds glanced off equipment, ricocheting in every direction.
VanGelder tried to locate his glasses. It was hard to make anything out in the darkness and through the thick smoke, but as he turned to the right, he did see something else: a human leg. The suit pants looked familiar. Mironov?
As he pondered that question, he saw a flashing light on the other side of the cubicle. The light would appear for a moment, twisting and turning, and then disappear. He squinted and soon realized he was looking at a screen saver on the monitor that the German had used to access the system.
What about the collider? Nobody had stopped the collider. While the tremors had calmed considerably, the floor was still vibrating beneath him.
Letting out a groan, VanGelder got up on all fours, determined to get to the computer and shut down the system. Most of the CERN keyboards and mice were wireless, so he just needed to get over there and grab them.
But did he have the strength? And would he be shot the minute he got up? Good questions, but he knew he had no choice. The collider was still operating at energy levels it likely couldn�t withstand, and if not shut down, the whole facility might be blown to pieces.
Clenching his teeth, VanGelder stood up and stumbled over to the other side of the cubicle. He pushed the chair out of the way and then felt around for the keyboard, which he found quickly. He used his right hand to search for the mouse. He patted everywhere but was coming up empty. Where was it? On a whim, he stuck his hand around the base of the monitor and finally found the hard plastic lump. He stuffed it into his pocket.
The monitor suddenly glowed with light as it moved it out of screen-saver mode. VanGelder heard a loud voice speaking in Russian across the room. He�d been spotted. Two shots rang out, with one clipping his arm and the other clanging off a nearby hard drive.
VanGelder reeled in pain from the gunshot. He realized how unrealistic all of those scenes from the movies were, with the protagonist simply grunting a little after being shot while at the same time continuing to fight on.
But it was not the time to concentrate on his pain. If he stayed exposed much longer, the next bullet would take him down. Summoning all his remaining strength, he took two steps and dove toward the place he�d been hiding before. In mid-flight he heard another shot ring out, and two seconds later he thought a hot poker had been plunged through his side and into his abdomen. He landed short of the desk and rolled underneath, still clutching the keyboard and mouse.
The pain in his midsection was almost unbearable. Reaching down, he found the place where the bullet had entered his body. As he probed the red hole in his shirt, a stream of crimson flowed out. He knew immediately what that meant. He knew his life would now be measured in minutes, not years.
Realizing he didn�t have much time, VanGelder pulled himself up into a sitting position. His head spinning due to the loss of blood, he placed the keyboard in his lap and the mouse by his side.
It was time to shut things down.



CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

�Brett, do you read?� Zane stood in the center of the elevator as it plunged down into the bowels of the earth. Nothing. The only response in his earbuds was crackling static.
His mind kept returning to what he had seen only moments before: the emotionless unblinking eyes that had focused on him with malevolent intent.
But was the image even real? What if it was a hallucination? The lingering effects of the tranquilizer, coupled with smoke inhalation and stress, could�ve easily combined to produce something that didn�t even exist.
But what if it wasn�t a hallucination? What if it was real and there were more of them waiting below? The thought reminded him of those still above.
Zane realized he must try to reach them one more time, so he spoke into the radio mic on his cuff. �Skinner, do you read? Skinner?�
Once again, only static. It was official; communication was no longer an option. If something were roaming the halls above, then the others would have to deal with it.
Eventually the car began to slow as it neared its destination. He had no idea what to expect, but he realized that there was a very good chance that Marrese might still be near the elevator, and he needed to be prepared to act as soon as the doors opened.
The car groaned to a halt, and Zane could see there was an outer door similar to the one he had entered through on the ground floor. He looked out the window but there was only Stygian darkness beyond.
The door slid open at the same glacial pace as the one above. Fortunately for Zane, it opened with relatively little noise. Gripping his gun in both hands, he stepped out of the car and cleared in both directions. He was greeted by a loud humming sound that likely came from the collider, which was still running.
As the elevator door closed, Zane used the last splash of light to take in the surroundings. He was standing in an alcove on one side of a cavernous chamber. The monstrous space stretched as far as he could see, perhaps the equivalent of two football fields. There were three grated metal walkways above that wrapped around the perimeter.
There were tunnel openings at each end of the chamber. A large metallic pipe emerged from each one, meeting in the center at an odd-looking ribbed cylinder. Zane surmised that the cylinder was where the subatomic particles were violently brought together.
Unable to hear anything above the humming sound, Zane stepped out into the chamber and immediately caught sight of movement on the far end. He took a few steps in that direction and detected a gaping hole in the ceiling � the lower end of the crater he�d seen in the building aboveground. He could see the bottom of the funnel cloud spinning in the space.
Suddenly there was the loud clang of metal, followed by the sound of voices.
Marrese.
The noises came from the far side of the chamber, so the operative moved about ten yards in that direction and stopped. Directly in front of him stood row after row of wooden crates and pieces of equipment. To his right he could see that a tower of scaffolding had been built around the ribbed detector, a sign of the recent renovations that had taken place.
Zane cautiously entered the maze of wooden crates. He paused at each one, alert for a possible ambush. At one point his foot hit a metal tool and sent it clanging a few feet. Cursing under his breath, the operative crouched into a defensive position and remained still for two minutes. Hearing nothing, he stood up and began walking again.
Three minutes later, he heard muffled voices up ahead, barely discernible above the humming that seemed even louder in the middle of the chamber. He paused, listening, and eventually determined that the voices were coming from somewhere near the entrance to the tunnel, a short distance ahead and to the right.
As he moved in that direction, he realized the voices echoed, bouncing through the crates like sounds at the bottom of a canyon. That meant it was going to be difficult to pinpoint their precise location until he was directly on top of them.
A few minutes later, Zane saw something else that brought him to a halt: the beam of a flashlight bouncing around on a wall. Slipping his finger behind the trigger of the Glock, he walked down a long aisle in the direction of the light. About halfway there, he was able to make out a conversation. One person, who Zane assumed to be Marrese, spoke in a hiss.
When he closed to within twenty yards, the operative came to a stop. He didn�t want to risk getting too close and getting caught by the beam of the flashlight. As he paused, he realized a second man was speaking now. His voice was a mixture of meekness and firm resolve. He must have had his back to Zane, because the operative could only hear snippets of what he was saying. �There are always second chances with God. He� his grace� extend to��
Philippe? It didn�t seem possible and yet Zane would�ve known that voice anywhere. Did that mean VanGelder was still aboveground?
�Shut your mouth,� hissed Marrese. �You disgust me. The only reason you�re still alive is that I may need you to get me out of��
Zane waited to see if he could pick up any further pieces of the conversation, but there were only muffled whispers. Since the beam of the flashlight was no longer visible, he crept up to the final crate and crouched down behind it. He could see an arm up against the front corner. Someone, likely Philippe, was sitting on the floor.
As he waited, Zane smelled the rancid stench of rotting flesh. It was faint, as though the source was still some distance away, but there was no doubt it was the same smell he smelled in the corridor outside the elevator.
Philippe spoke, his voice now clear. �There is no need to tie me up,� he said in accented English. �I�ve told you that you have nothing to fear.�
There was a loud smacking sound. �Shut up,� Marrese said.
The crate shook a bit as they tied the pastor up.
After a long minute of silence, Marrese said in Italian, �They�re here.� Zane wasn�t fluent in Italian, but knew enough to follow the basics. �I can� I can feel their presence.� His voice was shaking with excitement.
�Where are they?� another man asked in Italian.
There was a pause, and then Marrese answered, �They�re coming through the tunnel. Hurry up.�
�Shall we go to meet them?�
�No, we aren�t going anywhere. You�re going to stand over there and watch him while I go in and bring them out.�
�Shouldn�t I go with you in case��
�Was I not clear?� Marrese snapped. �Stand over there and watch this piece of filth.�
The conversation continued, but the men were walking away and Zane couldn�t make anything out. The operative seized the opportunity, crawling along the concrete until he was mere inches from Philippe. He then raised his Glock and pressed it into his arm, whispering, �Nice and easy.� The pastor shuddered. �It�s Zane Watson. Don�t move.�
The man relaxed a bit and nodded. He turned his head and whispered, �I�ve been praying that someone might come. It�s so good to hear your voice, even if you do have this bad habit of pointing guns at me.�
�Where is the man with the gun?�
�He�s standing over at the mouth��
All of the sudden, the flashlight beam turned in their direction. Philippe flinched but remained still. A few seconds later, it turned in another direction.
�Did he hear us?� Zane asked.
�I don�t think so. He�s too far away. I think he was just making sure I�m still here.�
�Exactly how far away is he?�
�I�d say about twenty meters.�
�Are your wrists are bound?�
There was a long pause before Philippe finally answered in a whisper. �Sorry, he seemed to be looking my way. Yes, my arms are tied to the crate, and my ankles are tied together with rope.�
�How are you, physically?�
�I�m fine.�
Zane had wanted to pull the pastor behind the crate and then engage the man holding the flashlight, but the fact that Philippe was tied to it thwarted those plans. �Okay, listen to me. When I give you the word, I need you to lean forward just a bit. We�re going to start by cutting you off of the crate.�
�Okay,� Philippe whispered.
Zane pulled a knife out of his pocket. �Lean forward. Remember, just a bit.�
As Philippe leaned forward, Zane used the knife to saw through the cuffs.
�Oh no,� Philippe said, his body flinching.
�What?� Zane asked, thinking he�d accidentally cut Philippe�s wrist.
�Something is coming out of the tunnel.�
�What is it?�
Philippe mumbled something Zane couldn�t quite understand.
�What did you say?
�Rephaim,� Philippe�s voice was barely a whisper.
Zane had no idea what the pastor was talking about, so he turned his attention back to sawing through the plastic restraints. Seconds later the cuffs fell free.
Leaning forward, he whispered, �Okay get ready. I�m going to pull you behind the crate, which is likely going to draw the attention of our friend. When I pull you back I�m going to toss you the knife and then take care of him.�
�And what do I do?�
�You cut that rope and then run back to the elevator. I'll join you as soon as I can.�
�Here we go,� Zane said, grabbing Philippe by the arm and pulling him around the corner of the crate.
�Hey!� a voice shouted. The beam of the flashlight turned in their direction, and a shot rang out, splintering the wood just above the operative�s head.
Zane tossed the knife to Philippe, stepped out into the open, and raised his gun.



CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

The loss of blood was taking its toll on Markus VanGelder�s body. His head was spinning, and he barely had enough strength to strike the keyboard positioned in his lap. Lines of glistening sweat streamed down his forehead, which required him to reach up periodically and wipe with a wet sleeve. He knew his life was coming to an end, but he pressed on.
What normally would have taken the physicist about five minutes had taken perhaps fifteen or twenty. His mind was in the process of shutting down, and his cognitive skills were fading by the second.
Summoning all of his remaining mental capacity, the physicist managed to click through the final screens. When he entered the command to shut the system down, a box appeared, warning him that turning off the system completely, without a gradual slowing, could result in irreversible damage to the equipment and the endangerment of lives.
At the bottom of the box was a sentence blinking in red: WOULD YOU LIKE TO OVERRIDE?
Markus VanGelder wiped the sweat from his forehead one last time. He drew in a deep breath and raised his finger in the air.



CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

After stepping out from behind the crate, Zane took in the scene in an instant. Marrese�s disciple was standing about twenty or thirty yards away, trying to hold his flashlight with one hand and shoot the pistol with the other. It wasn�t a recipe for success, but any man with a loaded gun, even a crazed loon, was dangerous.
The disciple fired another shot. Zane used his index finger to activate the laser sight and instantly a red dot appeared on the floor near the shooter. He directed it upwards until it finally rested on the man�s chest. Target acquired, he squeezed the trigger. There was a loud spit and the man fell backwards, the flashlight flying out of his hand and spinning across the floor.
When it came to a stop, the cone of light illuminated the mouth of the tunnel. Marrese was there, kneeling on the floor and rocking back and forth in some sort of spiritual trance. It was now obvious he was making his final descent into full-blown madness.
Then, as Zane�s eyes moved upwards, he saw something that froze his blood. Hovering over the priest, just outside of the light, was the dark outline of what could only be described as a giant. Its twenty-foot frame was like that of a man, although the shape of its head was not even remotely human.
The operative watched as the creature leaned over, grabbed the priest, and lifted him into the air.
�It�s me,� Marrese screamed in a pleading voice. �I�m the one who called you. I�m the one you�re here for.� But the creature either couldn�t understand or didn�t care, and he violently flung the priest�s body against the wall, the impact making a sickening thud.
As Zane stared at the scene, transfixed, the giant�s head turned abruptly in his direction. It made a deep guttural noise and began to move in his direction.
The operative raised his gun and fired twice before turning and sprinting back down the dark aisle that ran through the crates. A few seconds later, he heard the thud of footsteps turn the corner in pursuit. Despite its size, the giant was chasing after him with frightening speed.
When Zane reached the end of the aisle, he began to weave back and forth through the crates that were scattered across the floor, figuring that the creature was too large to pass through some of the openings. As he did, he tried to move generally in the direction of the elevators.
A minute later, out of breath, he came to a halt. Something didn�t feel right and he needed get his bearings. As he looked around, he noticed that the cylindrical detector was on his left. Using that as a point of reference, he turned and looked toward the corner where the elevator should be. Only it wasn�t there. Instead there were only large stacks of boxes. Somehow he had gotten off track. Somehow he was now lost.
As he tried to figure out which direction to take, Zane heard the soft thud of footsteps nearby.



CHAPTER SEVENTY

As Vangelder prepared to shut down the collider, his thoughts drifted back to his daughter in Holland. He could see her in his mind�s eye, the beautiful blond hair tied up in a ponytail. The Dutchman smiled as he also remembered her thick, black-framed glasses. They touched a tender place in his heart because it was the myopia she�d inherited from him that made them necessary.
A tear ran out of his eye and mingled with the sweat that ran down his cheek. The little girl was the pride of his life, and she would be safe. There would be no hit men dispatched to kill her, and she�d grow up to be the fine woman he always knew she�d be. That thought gave him some semblance of peace as he prepared to deal with his own mortality.
After wiping the tear with a wet sleeve, he looked back down at the blinking button on the screen. Drawing a deep breath, he pressed the key.



CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

Zane could no longer hear the sound of footsteps he�d heard only moments before. Had it been a figment of his imagination or was the creature approaching silently now? On one or two occasions, he thought he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye, only to turn and realize nothing was there.
He checked his magazine and saw that it held only two more rounds. He discarded it and clicked a fresh one into place. His only hope was to wait for the creature to show itself and then perhaps bring it down with a head shot. Its sheer size likely meant that a hit anywhere else would only serve to send it into a fit of rage.
There was a forklift to his left, so he moved up against the side and crouched down. A minute later he heard a soft shuffling sound not far away. Turning, he saw movement between two crates directly in front of him. Soon the image sharpened and he could see a large mass moving in his direction. The predator had found its prey.
The stench of rotting flesh was now suffocating, and the giant seemed to be speaking in some sort of strange tongue that was a mixture of language and clicks. It was like nothing the operative had ever heard.
Strangely, as soon as the creature stepped out into the open, it stopped. At first Zane thought it might not see him, but then he could see that it was crouching and readying itself to spring.
Zane moved away from the forklift to get a better angle. His body completely exposed, he was either going to kill or be killed. He lifted his gun, and a red dot appeared on the creature�s immense chest. He moved it upwards until it rested in the center of the head.
Just as he prepared to squeeze the trigger, an explosion ripped through the chamber. A fireball rolled in his direction, but he was thrown through the air just before it reached him. He landed against a crate some twenty yards away, his head slamming against a wood beam. Pain seared into his skull and down his spine.
He lay there for a few minutes as the smoke and debris swirled around him. In the distance he could hear something crackling. After lifting his head slightly, he saw flames breaking out. Within minutes the whole place would be consumed by fire.
As he tried to gather his strength, Zane saw the outline of a body moving toward him. His vision was still blurred by the impact of the fall, but he didn�t need to see clearly in order to know what was approaching. Remembering his gun, he felt around with his right hand, but there was nothing there. It had been separated from him in the blast.
The shadow grew closer and Zane knew that, without a weapon, it would all be over soon. At least the giant creature�s size meant that death would be quick and merciful.
The silhouette of a head soon appeared and descended toward him. Zane braced for the impact, preparing to die with dignity. And then, as he lay there waiting, two hands reached out through the smoke.



CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

Amanda Higgs sat inside the enclosed section of a rooftop terrace on the outskirts of Florence. Her left leg was propped up on an ottoman, the lower portion encased in a walking boot, the result of her injury from a few weeks before.
The American archaeologist had traveled the world over, but the late afternoon view of Florence was perhaps the most stunning she had ever seen. Rising above the sea of rust-colored rooftops was the famed Duomo, with its eight white ribs and terracotta tiles. Beyond the city, the mountains and clouds fused together in varying shades of lavender and blue, a sight that would shame the greatest impressionist painters.
The terrace on which Amanda sat was part of a five-story luxury home owned by Valente Graziano. Valente was known as one of the city�s most respected dealers of fifteenth-century art, but more importantly, he was the favorite uncle of Carmen Petrosino.
It was Carmen who had first suggested that she, Zane, and Amanda unwind there while Amanda�s ankle healed. She told Amanda that it was the least they could do for the girl�s willingness to put her life on the line in order to find her father�s killer.
* * *
�Carmen.� Amanda turned to the Italian, who was sitting on her right. �Question.�
�Si?�
Amanda pointed out the window to the right. �I know that�s the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore over there.�
�The Duomo,� Zane said in his best Italian accent. He was seated on Amanda�s left, sipping a glass of Dolcetto red wine.
�Yes, the Duomo.� Amanda moved her finger to the left, pointing at a tower a few blocks away. �But what is that?�
Carmen followed her finger. �Ah, that�s the Palazzo Vecchio.�
�Ah, yes,� Amanda replied. �I remember it now from one of my college classes. Aren�t there some Roman ruins at that site?�
Carmen nodded. �There are. The fortress you see was built on top of an ancient Roman theater at the end of the thirteenth century. Today it serves two purposes: it�s a museum, and it�s also our town hall.�
�Amazing.�
�Because of its size and the beauty of its dome, the Duomo gets all the press. But for my money, the Palazzo Vecchio is the more fun place to visit.�
Zane patted Amanda�s boot lightly. �And when this baby comes off next week, we�re going to take you down there.�
Amanda beamed. �I would absolutely love that. And as much as I�m enjoying this view, I can�t wait to go exploring.�
Zane smiled. �You know, Carmen, I never grow tired of Florence. I still can�t figure out why anyone would leave all of this to do what we do.�
�If I chose to stay here, who would save you the next time you�re tied up in the back of a boat?�
�Listen, I may have been drugged, but I seem to remember it was Connor who manned up and dove in that freezing water to get me,� he replied with a sly grin. He took another sip of the Dolcetto. �And besides, didn�t you know that I was there by design? How else was I going to penetrate the organization unless I allowed myself to be taken?�
Carmen shook her head. �Bugiardo! Do I have to tell Antoneo to cut you off?� Her uncle�s faithful butler had been refilling their drinks on the terrace. �You seem to be under some sort of alcohol-induced delusion. I actually remember the details a little differently. Something about you passing out from fear, and then Mironov�s men taking you without even having to fire a shot.�
�So now the story is that I just passed out from fear, eh?�
The phone on the table next to Zane began to vibrate. He looked at the screen, frowned, and then excused himself.
�So tell me,� Amanda said after Zane walked down the hall. �Is this where you spend most of your time when you�re in Florence?�
�No, I�m usually at my parents� house. I do visit Uncle Valente quite a bit, though.�
�Not to get personal, but why are we here and not with your parents?�
Carmen paused, trying to hear what Zane was saying in the other room. When she realized she couldn�t hear him, she said, �First of all, Uncle Valente has a much better view.� She gestured toward the city. �Second, we�re here because it was the only way Dr. Ross would approve it.�
Amanda seemed confused. �Huh?�
�I�d better explain. Dr. Ross was not happy about us coming here with you to begin with. Typically, when we finish an operation, we go dark for a few months at one of our black sites in the States. It gets us off the radar, and we use the time to train and recharge our batteries. And initially that is exactly what we were going to do. But then Zane and I came up with a crazy idea. We decided that you needed a real vacation, not just some time at home sitting in front of the TV. You were truly a big help, and we felt you deserved something special.�
�Really? You thought I was that important?�
�You put your life on the line. I�m not sure I�ve ever seen someone act in such a selfless way. You wanted to help find your father�s killer, and you didn�t seem the least bit concerned about what kind of danger that might put you in.� Carmen stared at her for a moment. �You were great, and we wanted you to have the best vacation possible.�
�You two are the best. You feel like the family I never had.� Amanda looked up as a flock of birds flew in front of the window and toward the city, as though drawn to its beauty. �But you said Dr. Ross didn�t want you to?�
�It�s not that he didn�t care about your recovery,� Carmen explained. �And he certainly didn�t have a problem with us paying for your vacation. But let�s just say he�s not one who violates organizational procedure very easily. There is a reason we do what we do, and in this case, he felt like we should follow procedure and go dark, especially since the Russian underworld is like a hornet�s nest right now. They get that way after one of their own is killed.� The Russian had died from his injuries a day after the events at CERN.
�To them he is a hero, a man Russians can be proud of. And they protect their own.� Carmen took another drink of wine. �Let me put it this way. If an operation arises in Russia or one of its former satellites, I seriously doubt Zane and I will be involved in any way.�
�So, how did you ever talk him into it?�
�Ross? It wasn�t easy. We stressed the uniqueness of this situation. We reminded him that a private American citizen had risked her very life to help us. Zane and I are usually pretty adept at making our case. How do you say it in English? We know how to push his buttons?�
�And that was enough?� Amanda asked.
�No. His preference was to give you an all-expenses-paid vacation to some tropical resort without yours truly and without Zane. He said Zane and I were prime targets and therefore needed to stay away from friends and family. Which is when I suggested we stay here.�
�But Valente is your uncle. I hope I�m not putting you guys in any sort of danger.�
�You�re not. Valente is only a distant uncle, and I�ve always kept our relationship private. Because of his wealth, and because of his status in the community, I�d say three-quarters of the people who live in and around Florence know who he is.�
�There�s nothing wrong with that.�
�No, but it�s not how I want to be known. I love him because he�s one of the most loving men I know. To me, he�s not a millionaire art dealer� he�s just my uncle.�
Carmen stopped as Zane walked back into the room and sat down. �That was the Oracle. Apparently, we ruffled quite a few feathers in Bern and in Paris.�
�Uh oh.�
�Since we don�t technically exist, the Director has stepped in and taken the reins. All the Swiss and French know is that we were intelligence operatives.�
�But it still sounds like a diplomatic nightmare.�
�The good news is that the Director was able to smooth everything over with the Swiss. The French may take a little more work, although he thinks that in the end they�ll forgive us as well. He reminded them that the largest particle physics laboratory in the world might have become a giant crater had we not intervened.�
�Was that enough to placate them for now?�
�Their response was that we should�ve brought them in once we knew where Markus VanGelder was being taken.�
�We had our reasons for not telling them,� Carmen said, �but it�s understandable that they would be pissed.�
* * *
As Zane took another sip of the Dolcetto, he thought about all that had happened over the last few weeks. He would always be grateful for his new friend, Pastor Philippe Bachand. It was Philippe who had grabbed him after the explosion, which had been the result of the collider being powered down so quickly. It was also Philippe who had used every remaining ounce of strength to drag him back to the elevator, whisking him away to safety just as the underground chamber became choked with flames.
Zane finished the last of the Dolcetto and set the glass on the table. He still felt uneasy about some of the memories he had of the events at CERN. How much of what he remembered was true? He still didn�t know, even after spending time with a DC shrink the Oracle had recommended. The mind is a powerful thing, the man had said; it had the capacity to perceive the real, and it also had the capacity to fabricate that which was not real. He said exhaustion, the lingering effects of the drugs, and the smoke inhalation could very well have combined to create a cocktail of fantastical images.
And if some partition had been opened, letting in some unspeakable horror, the abrupt shutting down of the collider had apparently sucked everything back through the portal before it closed again. The French and Swiss authorities claimed to have searched every square inch of the buildings and all seventeen miles of tunnel. They never found Marrese, and they never found anything else.
The operative planned on visiting Pastor Philippe at some point in the future, but he still wasn�t sure if he�d ask him what he saw that night. The answer might raise more questions than it answered. The operative thought that he'd rather just let the images fade.
Antoneo suddenly appeared from the back of the room with an open bottle of Dolcetto, prepared to refill the operative�s empty glass. Zane wasn't sure whether he should continue drinking but finally nodded. It was vacation, so why not? He turned to Carmen and picked up where they had left off. �The Director reminded the Swiss and French that we didn't know VanGelder was there until we actually went in. And there wasn�t sufficient time to bring in a police force big enough to handle the job. By the time we got there, they had already commandeered the facility and starting up the collider.�
�True,� Carmen replied, �but you still can�t blame them for being a little hot.�
�No, you�re right,� Zane said. �To be honest, we were very fortunate that most of our operation took place on Swiss soil. They tend to be pretty even-tempered about these kinds of things.�
�So there are no repercussions?� Carmen asked.
�Only one. If we ever need to operate on Swiss soil again, we have to get permission from the FIS first.�
�I guess it could�ve been worse. Did the Oracle say whether we were going to abide by that?�
�He said, �We�ll see.��
Carmen laughed.
�The good news is that the FIS is great to work with. I�ve already been in touch with my contacts over there, trying to help in their search our friend, the priest.�
Amanda leaned forward in her chair. �Wait a minute, are you talking about Marrese? He wasn�t caught?�
�No, he wasn�t.� Zane studied his wineglass. He had a vague memory of seeing Marrese�s body being thrown against the tunnel wall, although like everything else, he couldn�t be sure it hadn�t been a hallucination. Who knew whether the former priest was alive or dead? The explosion had been so intense that even if a body were there, it had probably been incinerated.
�Weren�t his disciples arrested? Don�t they know where he is?�
�Yes, but they�ll never give him up. Their group was essentially a cult, and these disciples were brainwashed by the master of such things. They would rather die than betray him.�
�And what about the German?�
�He died instantly,� Carmen answered. �We would have preferred to have taken him alive so that he could face justice, but Keiko did the only thing she could to save all of us, including Dr. VanGelder.�
Amanda�s eyes began to water upon hearing the robot�s name. She stared at the floor for a moment before speaking, �And Keiko, did��
But she was unable to finish, choked up with emotion. She knew the answer to the question and didn�t need to ask. Carmen placed a hand on Amanda�s knee and squeezed it. Carmen then exchanged an odd glance with Zane, who turned to the back of the room and spoke using his limited Italian. �Antoneo, can you bring Amanda another orange juice please?�
The butler bowed slightly, gave him a knowing smile, and disappeared down the hall.
Carmen put her arm around Amanda and pulled her close. �I know it must be hard. Keiko was special. She was almost like one of us, only without all the complications. Your father would have been proud.�
Amanda sniffled, tears flowing down both cheeks. She had been tough for so long, but it was time to release all of the emotions that had built up over the last several weeks.
�And I�ll say this,� Carmen continued. �I don�t know if love is the right word, because I�m not sure any of us truly knows what that means, but she cared about you and your father deeply.�
Amanda began to sob, overwhelmed with grief.
But suddenly there was a sound at the back of the room that caused her to stop crying. It was a low whine, like the movement of mechanical parts. Strange, yet familiar.
As the noise approached, Amanda lifted her head but didn�t turn around. She seemed confused and yet strangely excited at the same time.
Soon the whining stopped, and a gloved hand appeared at her side, holding a glass of orange juice.
Turning around to see who was holding the glass, Amanda�s eyes widened, and she let out a shout of joy. Standing next to her chair was Keiko, her synthetic skin even more vibrant and fresh than before the explosion. The humanoid smiled and bowed slightly.
Despite her badly sprained ankle, Amanda leapt from her chair and wrapped her arms around the robot. Keiko responded by lifting her arms and wrapping them around Amanda as best she could.
Amanda pulled back and looked into the robot�s eyes. �I� you ��
�I was not supposed to be here?� Keiko's mouth turned up in a smile.
Amanda looked over at Carmen and Zane for help. �How did this happen?�
Zane set his glass down, walked over, and placed his hand on the robot�s shoulder. �Your father placed two explosive devices in Keiko�s body. One of those devices was in her legs and contained enough power to destroy anything around her. Our guess is that Alexander Mironov had requested that. Your father also placed a smaller one inside her titanium torso. The smaller one was meant to destroy her internal technology in case a competitor took her. That way, her body could be reused in the event that it was recovered.
�Anyway, apparently the one inside her torso failed to go off. It could have been an accident, although some speculate that it was by design.� He then looked at Keiko with a wry smile. �In any event, the Swiss and the French had no use for her once the investigation was complete, so they allowed us to take her back to Arlington. Brett worked around the clock with some of NASA�s best in order to restore her outer shell and literally bring her back to life.� He patted Keiko�s shoulder. �And here she is.�
�I have been very fortunate,� Keiko said. �Your father was a kind man and was the one who originally gave me life and a purpose. And now I have been brought back to life by another fine man.�
�You know, I never had a sister�� Amanda said.
�And the good thing about a mechanical sister,� Keiko replied, �is that she can be put back together again.�
�Your father�s work is paying dividends, even as we speak,� Zane said. �As of right now, Keiko is an official employee of Delphi. And we�re also going to share pieces of her technology with the DOD. The NASA engineers who examined her feel she is decades ahead of any robot we have in service.�
�Your father was an amazing man,� Carmen said. �You should be proud of the heritage that he left behind.�
�I am. I certainly am.� Amanda kept her arms around Keiko as she looked into the robot�s aqua-blue eyes. �Every time I look at your face, I see my dad.�
Keiko�s eyes blinked. �And what now? What can I do to help you enjoy your vacation?�
Amanda stuck her finger on her lip as if thinking about it. �For now, just having you here is enough. Just keep me company until I get this thing off.� She stuck her booted foot in the air. �Then I�d love for you to show me around the city.�
�Amanda, we�ve made some arrangements in that regard,� Zane said, breaking in. �We obviously can�t allow Keiko to spend too much time in public. There are too many people who would love nothing more than to take her, reprogram her, and then put her to bad use. But, we made some special arrangements.�
Carmen crossed her arms. �My uncle Valente has many connections here. He made a few phone calls, and well, one thing led to another, and he was able to arrange private tours of every major site in Florence.� She gestured toward Keiko. �Which means Keiko will be joining you.�
�Now, how great is that?� Amanda exclaimed.
�And I have another gift for you,� Keiko said. �Mr. Foster has programmed me with a year�s worth of information on this beautiful city. Carmen�s uncle seems to think I know more about Florence than any of the experts.�
Zane raised both of his eyebrows in an exaggerated manner as if he knew a secret. �Yes, it seems our Chief Technology Specialist has taken a sudden interest in archaeology lately,� he announced in a dramatic tone.
�Zane,� Carmen said, shaking her head.
Zane ignored her. �And it seems he now spends a lot of company time worrying over how a certain young lady is going to enjoy her trip. The operative in me says there may be something to that.�
Amanda blushed but didn't stop smiling. She looked at Zane and Carmen, who both gave her mischievous smiles. She then reached down, picked up her orange juice, and held it out in a toast. �First things first!�



EPILOGUE

Alex Morrow thumped his hand on the steering wheel, the music of Fall Out Boy blasting inside his Honda CRV. He knew he�d probably be hard of hearing fifteen or twenty years from now, but he didn�t really care. He was living the dream and wasn�t about to turn back to the boring life his parents had forced upon him in childhood. He was two years out of college and was determined to live life his way.
The software engineer glanced out of his window as he passed through the Mojave hills. There was a large depression on his left, a dry lakebed from years gone by. The scenery was beautiful out in the desert, yet another thing Alex liked about his job.
Realizing he was almost at the office, Alex reached over and lowered the volume of his iPod. A minute later, he rounded the final curve and entered the heart of the Goldstone Deep Space Communications Complex, a division of NASA�s Jet Propulsion Laboratory. At the end of the road and directly in front of him was a sight that inspired awe among the dozens of tourists that passed through each day: the Mars Antenna. The white seventy-meter dish was the flagship antenna of the Deep Space Network, or DSN, the international network of antennas that provide a variety of functions for space agencies around the globe.
But while tourists were generally awed by the look and monstrous size of the structure, Alex had always been more intrigued by what it could do, directing interplanetary spacecraft and listening for the secrets held by the universe. It was a dream job and one that he hoped he�d never have to leave.
There were a number of buildings clustered around the giant antenna, and Alex pulled into the parking lot of the largest one, a nondescript white structure that screamed old-school bland. After finding an empty space close to the entrance, he wasted no time in getting out of the car and running inside. He didn�t care if someone saw him moving that fast. It was too important. He had recently discovered that Kadyn Grimes, a beautiful grad student from UCLA, always entered the caf� at eight sharp to get her fix of caffeine, and he had less than a minute to spare.
Pushing his glasses further up his nose and coughing to clear his throat, Alex strode down the main hall and entered the caf�. He was just in time. Kadyn was at the end of the counter waiting for her usual, a caramel mocha with a double-shot of espresso.
�Oh, hey Alex!� Kadyn said.
Never good with women, Alex always found himself particularly nervous around Kadyn. He was a sucker for straight blond hair, of which she had copious amounts, and her gorgeous smile was the icing on the cake.
�Morning.� He tried to make his voice sound deeper. He couldn�t help but notice that Kadyn was dressed smartly as always, with cream dress pants and a navy cap-sleeve top. Alex gestured toward her drink as he walked to the counter. �I see you have your usual��
�Morrow, I need you to get back here as soon as possible. Something has come up.�
Alex turned around at the sound of the familiar voice. Standing at the entrance to the caf� was a man in his early sixties with salt-and-pepper hair, a silver goatee, and wire-rimmed glasses. He was Dr. Stetson Clark, Alex�s supervisor in the Division of Radio Astronomy, or DRA. The DRA was involved in the study of celestial objects using radio waves. Alex�s subgroup, whose mission was not advertised to the public, monitored the universe for sounds and communications. It was the stuff of science fiction, the kind of work that made Alex excited to get out of bed each morning.
�Yes, sir,� replied Alex as Clark disappeared back down the hall. It never failed. Every time he started talking to Kadyn, Clark managed to show up and interrupt the conversation. In fact, it had just happened the Friday before when Alex was talking to Kadyn in the parking lot. Clark had appeared, seemingly from nowhere, and immediately steered the subject back to work. It made Alex wonder if the old man had an interest in Kadyn.
Knowing that Clark didn�t like to wait, Alex walked over and asked the well-pierced barista for a regular coffee, cream only. Kadyn, her caramel mocha now in hand, walked over to where Alex was standing. �Whoa, sounds serious.�
Alex was startled out of his thoughts at the sound of her voice. She was so close that he could smell her perfume and see the varying shades of blue in her eyes. �Ummm, hard to say.� He laughed nervously. �It may be. Then again, Dr. Clark thinks everything is serious.�
Alex couldn�t think of anything else to say and turned red at the awkward silence.
�Hey,� Kadyn said, �it could turn out to be something juicy, so why don�t we talk about it over lunch today?�
�What?� he asked. �You would� I mean, yeah� that would work.�
�Great.� She smiled. There was another awkward pause. �See you back here around noon then?�
�Sure, that��
�Morrow!� Clark was standing at the door once again and didn�t appear pleased. �Sorry, but I need you now.�
Kadyn mouthed silently that she would see him later and departed.
Alex paid the barista for his coffee and joined Clark, who was waiting outside in the hallway.
�You know I wouldn�t normally pull you away from such a cute girl,� said Clark, stroking his goatee as they walked. �But I need to get a final report sent to Washington regarding the Geneva event.�
Alex thought it odd that Clark had referred to Kadyn as a �cute girl.� Normally he was all business. Maybe he really did have a thing for her.
�Washington?� Alex asked.
�Yes,� Clark replied. Then he continued in a lower voice, �Apparently, this whole thing has grabbed everyone�s attention. You wouldn�t believe who I�ve been talking to.�
�Like who?�
�Maybe later. I can�t say anything right now.�
�Do we even know what it relates to?�
�Not yet. Let�s look over everything this morning so I can render our final report.�
The two reached a row of elevators. The presence of elevators in a one-story building often surprised visitors, until they learned the bulk of the facility was housed underground, far away from the hot Mojave sun.
After exiting at the bottom, Clark gave Alex some final instructions and disappeared down the hall to the right. Alex continued straight ahead through the cavernous operations center, walking past row after row of signal processing and recording equipment. That was the heart of the Deep Space Network�s listening post, the place where all sounds were processed and recorded.
Alex arrived at his office, set the coffee cup on his desk, and pushed the power button on his computer. While he was waiting, he turned on his iPod, popped in his earbuds, and found the Kings of Leon tracks he had downloaded the night before.
Several minutes later, the computer finished its security protocols, allowing Alex to pull up the previous month�s reports. He entered the date he was looking for and scrolled until he found the specific report Clark had asked him to focus on. It was called the Atmospheric Report, and it contained information on all sounds and signals within the four levels of the earth�s atmosphere, from the troposphere to the thermosphere. Clark had specifically asked Alex to review the sounds that had been generated in and around Geneva, Switzerland, and Pr�vessin, France, and once he had done that, he was supposed to look for any other anomalies in the audio data. Stetson said he didn�t expect anything beyond what they had already learned from the preliminary reports but still needed to tell Washington that everything had been checked.
Satisfied that he had the right date and was reviewing the right information, Alex turned up the sound on his iPod, settled back in his chair, and began to scroll. Despite the importance of the job at hand, he soon found his thoughts turning back to Kadyn. He was still in shock that she had asked him to meet her for lunch. But then a disturbing question arose: did she want to meet because she was interested in him, or because she was curious about what would make Clark come all the way down to the caf�? Alex hoped it was the former, but he was smart enough to know that the latter was also possible. Everyone seemed curious about the work they did in DRA, so it wouldn�t be surprising at all if Kadyn simply wanted to gossip.
Which led to another question: should he be telling her anything anyway? Kadyn was a part of the co-operative education program and probably wasn�t technically a NASA employee yet. Not to mention that Washington was involved. On the other hand, Clark hadn�t told him not to say anything, either.
Alex was near the end of the second page when he suddenly stopped and stared at the screen. What on earth is that? Figuring it must be a mistake, he double-clicked on the item. As he examined it again, his eyes widened. He could scarcely believe what he was reading.
He knew he had to get the information to Stetson right away, so he slid his cursor over to the right and selected print. The laser printer on his desk made a few death shrieks before finally depositing a single sheet of paper into the tray.
Alex yanked the earbuds out of his ears and threw them on the desk. He reached for the printed sheet so quickly that he knocked over his coffee. The creamy brown liquid streamed across the desktop, but he paid it no mind. The cleanup would have to wait because the information he had in his hand couldn�t.
After pausing for a brief second to make sure he had printed the right thing, Alex left his office and jogged back through the operations center. He almost ran over two of his co-workers, apologizing profusely each time. Upon reaching the other end of the room, he turned left and began to race down the hallway.
Seconds later, he burst into the office of Dr. Stetson Clark. �Sir, I think you need to take a look at this,� he said, huffing and out of breath. Without waiting for an answer, Alex handed Clark the printout.
�What�s this?� Clark took it from him and looked at it after lifting his glasses a bit.
�It�s from the night of the Geneva event. Look at the characteristics of the wave.�
Clark shook his head. �Yes, we know, Alex. We haven�t been able to identify it yet. I�ve already told Washington��
�No, look at the location,� Alex said.
�This isn�t Geneva?�
�No, but it happened around the same time.�
�Where?�
Alex walked over and stood beside Clark, pointing at the top of the page.
�Wait a minute,� Clark said, his mouth turning into a concerned frown. �This is the Amazon River basin of Brazil. There must be a��
�No, there is no mistake,� interrupted Alex, still huffing. �I checked it twice.�
�And it�s coming from the lowest portion of troposphere�� Clark removed his glasses dramatically and looked up at Alex. �That�s ground level.�
�Exactly. It�s the same sound as we picked up in Geneva, and it came just minutes later.� He paused in order for that to sink in. �Sir, that sound we picked up in Geneva��
�Yes.� Clark looked back down at the paper.
�Sir, that sound we picked up in Geneva was answered.�
�What are you trying to say, Morrow?�
�I�m trying to say that the sound we picked up in Geneva was a signal. And whoever or whatever issued that signal in the troposphere over Geneva received a response from the troposphere of the Amazon River basin. First one and then the other. No different than one bird making a call that is answered by another.�
Clark continued to stare at the report as if he still couldn�t believe what he was hearing. Finally, he looked at Alex again. �That will be all for now, Morrow.� He gestured toward the door as a way of saying the meeting was over. �Good work.�
�Do you want me to��
�That will be all for now.�
�Yes, sir,� Alex said, a look of confusion written on his face. He found it hard to understand why Clark didn�t share his excitement about what had happened. There was no doubt that a signal had been sent and there was also no doubt that someone or something had responded to that signal from somewhere in the Amazon basin. If there ever was an event that the DRA would look into, that was it. But Alex also knew from the look on Clark�s face that it wasn�t the time to push him. For all intents and purposes, the discussion was over.
* * *
As soon as Alex left the room and shut the door, Clark reached over and picked up the phone. He then used a wrinkled finger to punch out a series of digits that he knew by heart. After two rings, a professional-sounding female voice said, �Central Intelligence. Secure line operator. How may I direct your call?�
Clark leaned back in his chair. �This is Dr. Stetson Clark with NASA, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. I�d like to speak to the Director, please.�
There was a pause on the other end, as if the woman wasn�t used to hearing such a request through that particular line. Finally, she asked, �The Director?�
�Yes, the Director.�
�May I have your security clearance code please?�
Clark gave her nine digits. He heard the woman's keyboard clicking. After a long pause, she finally spoke again in a surprised voice. �Your code has been accepted. Please hold while I connect your call.�
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