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Аннотация
Sometimes, knowing the future is not enough�. For more than a millennium, the Oracle of Delphi guided kings and conquerors with stunningly accurate visions of the future. But, with the rise of a new God, the Oracle faded from memory. Now, the power of the Oracle is about change the world once more.
While excavating a previously uncharted passage beneath the ancient city of Teotihuacan, archaeologist Jade Ihara makes a startling discovery: enormous stone spheres, arranged to resemble a model of the solar system, slowly orbiting a golden sun. Even more fantastic, when Jade attempts to move one of the spheres, she catches a glimpse of the future� a premonition that will save her life and launch her into a desperate race to unlock the mysterious secret of the oracular orbs. Jade is accompanied by her old friend, former Navy SEAL Pete �Professor� Chapman, and pursued by a relentless secret society intent on burying the secret of the Oracle forever.
Return to the world of the Dane Maddock Adventures in the first book of a thrilling new series, as Jade crosses the globe in pursuit of the secret of the Oracle.
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�The distinction between past, present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.�
� Albert Einstein


PROLOGUE

CHOICE
Manila, Spanish East Indies (the Philippines) � 1593
What am I doing here?
It was not the first time Gil Perez had asked himself the question, and the answer that always bubbled up in his mind was no more satisfying this time.
You have to be somewhere. Is this really so terrible?
In truth, his situation was not terrible by any stretch of the imagination. He had a place to live, a salary, he never wanted for food, and he even had a purpose, albeit not the one he had imagined when he had chosen the life of a soldier.
Therein lay the problem. As a boy, he craved adventure. The thought of becoming a laborer, scratching out a hard, miserable existence, had been utterly repulsive to him. He dreamed of escaping a life of drudgery, journeying across the seas to fight bravely in the King�s service, and finding fortune and romance. What better way to start down that path than by trading the plow for the sword? He had run away from home and joined the army, expecting to immediately be whisked away to some far off land. The conquest of New Spain had only just begun, and everywhere there were rumors of a rich but wild land, where savages worshipped demon gods and gold flowed in the rivers.
He had quickly learned that the life of a soldier was not measured in the number of battles fought, but in the long � the endlessly long � doldrums of day-to-day routine. He had indeed been taken far from home, an ocean voyage marked by long periods off excruciating boredom with a few brief interstices of absolute terror. That journey, in the retinue of Governor General Gomez Perez Dasmarinas had brought him here, to Manila, where he had been assigned to the Palace Guard.
Not that the life of a Palace Guardsman was always boring, especially not in the territories of New Spain. He had survived more than a few skirmishes in defense of the Governor General�s political agenda � the suppression of the Audiencia, an uprising in Zambales � but like the storms and pirate attacks during the sea voyage, these were merely fleeting moments of excitement in an otherwise dreary routine of service. Indeed, it seemed that being a Guardsman meant that he was passed over when opportunities for adventure arose. Why, only just a few days earlier, the Governor General had set out on a grand expedition to capture the Spice Islands�and yet here Gil was, guarding the governor�s empty house.
With a sigh, he shifted his arquebus to a more comfortable spot on his shoulder and leaned back against the wall. At times like this, he often allowed himself to speculate about what might have happened if he had made different choices along the way. It was a foolish indulgence; one could never truly know what might have been. Attempting to live in an imagined alternative life only blinded a person to opportunities that might arise in the life actually being lived. Nevertheless, he could not help but wonder what might have happened if he had acted on the impulse to stay behind in Mexico.
His friend, Alvaro Diego Menendez Castillo, had done just that. Eager for action and weary of the long journey that would only take him farther from home, Alvaro instead signed on with one of the treasure galleons due to sail the pirate infested waters of the Spanish Main, and had urged Gil to do the same.
Gil had chosen to stay the course. Unlike his friend, who was descended from a noble family, Gil was of common stock, and worse, a bastard. Though he would strike dead any man who dared speak a word against his mother, he knew the truth: his mother had been a harlot, and his father � if his own swarthy complexion was any indication � had probably been a Moorishman. He had left Spain to escape the limitations of his birth. Returning, even as a triumphant protector of the treasure fleet, would mean a return to that life. In the final calculation, he had elected to reject Alvaro�s seductive plan, and continued on to Manila.
But what if�?
Where would I be right now if I had gone with Alvaro?
In all likelihood, he would be dead. He had heard naught of Alvaro in the four years since their parting. Had the young man been lost in a pirate attack or fallen in battle with the English?
Perhaps I am a coward, Gil thought, and if that were true, then there was no better place for him than here, guarding an empty house.
A disturbance at the gate caused him to leave off his self-piteous musings and he straightened, craning his head to see what was happening. A small group of riders, covered in road dust, had arrived and whatever tidings they bore seemed dire indeed. Gil felt an impulse to leave his post and inquire about the news. But no, he would hear of it soon enough.
�Soon� proved to be an understatement. Within minutes, a runner arrived. �The Governor General has been killed,� the breathless messenger said. �Assassinated by Chinese mutineers aboard his own ship. Be on your guard.�
Assassinated! The news shocked Gil. The Governor General was a good man and a strong leader. Yet secretly, Gil felt a measure of relief that the deed had occurred far from Manila, and that he had not been included in the force that had gone out with Perez Dasmarinas.
I am a coward, he realized, embarrassed, and sank against the sturdy palace wall.
* * *
What am I doing here?
Gil Perez watched the guttering flame of his lamp, wondering how much longer he would have to finish writing his story.
He wasn�t sure why he felt such a compulsion to set the words to paper; it wasn�t as if anyone would ever read them. He was alone, trapped in the encroaching darkness. He would soon be dead and no one would ever hear his final confession.
And what was his sin?
Pride. Yes, that was it. His pride had led him to reject the wisdom of the course he had earlier set out upon four years earlier. He had made a foolish, impulsive choice, recklessly choosing to follow Alvaro on a quest for adventure and excitement, and it had led him, inevitably, to this benighted tomb.
Oh, there had been adventure and excitement aplenty, but that was of little consolation now. He would soon be dead; there was no escaping it.
He bent closer to the parchment, letting his eyes drift over his account of this final adventure. His knowledge of letters was one good thing that had come of his decision to accompany Alvaro, though that too seemed to count for little now. It was just one of the many things he would willingly trade for a chance to undo that fateful choice.
During the course of his travels, he had occasionally wondered what life might have awaited him had he refused Alvaro�s invitation. Now, he knew the answer. A dull life, true, but a life that would not end in suffocating darkness.
If I could turn back the days and choose again, I would choose that life, he promised himself.
That was the worst part of knowing.
�I have gazed upon the life that might have been,� he read aloud, his voice barely a whisper, �as one might gaze through a window. It is there, so close yet just out of reach. If only I could open the window and step through, I would.�
He sighed. Regret seemed a poor way to end this confession, but what else did he have, especially when confronted with the outcome of his choice.
If only I could open the window�.
His thoughts were muddled, perhaps the effects of the stale air, but�why couldn�t he open the window? Or smash through it with a stone?
He closed the book and slipped it beneath his waistcoat, then carefully lifted the lamp. It would expire soon, no doubt about that, but he needed its light only a few seconds more. Just long enough to traverse the darkness and reach�
The window!
There it was. As he got close, he began to see that other place � that other life. He set the lamp down, inadvertently dousing its flame, but now he could see by the light of another world.
He placed his hands against the slowly-turning orb, and sensations flooded through him. He was not just seeing that other world now, but experiencing it in its totality: sounds and smells, the weight of a gun on his shoulder and a morion helmet atop his head.
�I choose this life,� he whispered, closing his eyes. �Lord, in thy mercy, let this life be mine.�
I am a coward.
The thought came unbidden into his head, as if whispered by someone else.
He sagged against the wall, and suddenly felt fresh air rushing into his lungs. A breeze � warm tropical air � drifted across his face.
He opened his eyes.
It worked.
�Thank you, Lord��
A low groaning sound silenced his prayer of thanks. He looked around, trying to find the source of noise, which was growing in intensity, but the world he beheld was unchanged�no, there was a change. Darkness was swirling around him like smoke, enveloping him, sucking him back through the open window. He reached out, trying to find something to hold onto, but it was too late.
* * *
Gil Perez opened his eyes and shuddered, trying to shake off the chill memory of the�what was it? A waking dream? A vision?
He looked around, seeking solace in the solidity of the real world, but everything was wrong. Nothing was as he remembered it. The palace walls, the stone battlements beneath his feet�all real, but�wrong.
It was dark. The stars shone brightly overhead, yet his last recollection was of standing the mid-afternoon watch,
I am still dreaming, he thought. That must be it. In a moment, I will wake up and find myself back on the wall.
He felt a twinge of guilt for having fallen asleep at his post. Perhaps he had contracted some tropical disease. Yes, that would make sense. His strange vision was some kind of fever dream. He was delirious. The captain of the guard would surely understand.
�You there!�
The shout startled him. The voice was unfamiliar, the accent odd. Gil straightened as if preparing himself for an inspection, and turned to find three soldiers striding toward him. He did not recognize any of them. Even their attire was strange.
�Who are you?� barked the man in the lead. �What are you doing here?�
Gil studied the strange faces and the even stranger apparel, wondering what to make of the men. They were soldiers, there was no doubt of that, yet they clearly were not part of the Palace Guard, nor even part of the garrison stationed at Fort Santiago.
Could this perhaps have something to do with the death of the Governor General? Was some visiting government official trying to seize power?
If so, what did duty require him to do?
�I am Gil Perez of the Palace Guard.�
The lead soldier advanced until he stood nose to nose with Gil. �I am the Captain of the Guard, and I have never seen you before in my life.�
Gil was shocked by the man�s statement. This most certainly was not Captain Licenciado Pedro de Rojas. �Sir, I have been serving in the Palace Guard for over three years. Ever since I arrived in Manila.�
The captain took a step back and regarded Gil warily. �Manila? Are you drunk or mad? Or are you perhaps possessed by a devil? Manila is three thousand leagues from here.�
�Three thousand?� I am dreaming. In a moment, I will wake up. �Where am I?�
�This is Cuidad de Mexico,� said the captain. �And you are under arrest.�
CHANCE
Cessy, France � 2011
Paul Dorion paused at the foot of the stairwell, gazing up at the CMS � the Compact Muon Solenoid � with almost reverential awe. He felt like a pilgrim, visiting the Holy Land or Mecca, standing in a place where history had been made.
No, not just history. Miracles.
The very existence of the CMS was a sort of modern miracle. It had taken ten years and the combined efforts of nearly four thousand scientists, to design and build the twelve and a half thousand ton detector, disassemble it into fifteen manageable sections which could be lowered into a manmade cavern, and then reassemble it to tolerances less than the thickness of a human hair. For all its complexity, the CMS was really nothing more than an enormous camera, taking pictures of things that no human eye would ever � could ever � behold.
While it was true that the Large Hadron Collider had not yet accomplished the much publicized goal of identifying the elusive Higgs boson � the so-called �God particle� responsible for differentiating other high energy particles in the instant following the Big Bang � the simple fact of the LHC�s existence and operation was an achievement on the order of reaching the moon. In the twenty-seven kilometer long tunnel, protons � the basic elemental building block of everything that could be seen and touched � were accelerated almost to the speed of light and then smashed together in a collision that replicated, at scale, the creation of the universe. When the accelerated proton beams met, annihilating each other in an explosion of sub-atomic particles, the invisible event was recorded by one of two general purpose detectors situated at opposite points along the circumference of the LHC: ATLAS, just over the border in Switzerland near the headquarters of the European Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN) and � Paul�s pride and joy � the CMS.
As far as Paul Dorion was concerned, that was a lot more impressive than walking on water. And it all happened right here, right where he was standing.
A bemused voice snapped him out of his reverie. �Are you going to do any work today? Or should I just leave you to your gawking?�
Paul felt a twinge of irritation as he turned to look at his co-worker and fellow researcher Lauren Hayes. She was smiling, but that was not necessarily a good indicator of the intention behind her words. He could never tell when Lauren was joking. Maybe it was some inherent cultural incompatibility � he was French and she was from London � or maybe it was something even more fundamental. Regardless of the explanation, his track record for judging her moods was a record of failure that verged on being statistically impossible. When he took her seriously, she would tell him to lighten up; when he thought she was joking, she would throw up her hands in exasperation. Even when he second-guessed himself, he was always wrong. It was enough to make him wonder if her ambiguity was intentional.
�Sorry,� he said, offering no explanation.
Lauren was an attractive women by any measure, and among the predominately male community of scientists and technicians at CERN, was frequently the object of libidinous desire. Perhaps that, more than anything, contributed to Paul�s inability to read her. Despite the romantic reputation of his countrymen, he had a mixed track record with women, and his uncertainty sometimes came across as aloofness. With respect to Lauren and the fact that they had to work together every day, this was probably a safeguard; better to maintain a professional distance.
�I�ll start at the top� he told her, still avoiding her gaze.
She laughed. �That�s what a girl likes to hear.�
What does that mean? Paul shook his head and started up the stairs to the top of the detector while Lauren moved to the base of the enormous ring-shaped barrel and began her inspection.
The CMS was designed to make observations across a wide spectrum of activity, but Paul�s work � and Lauren�s as well � focused on the detection of muons, large but short-lived elementary particles that decayed to produce electrons and neutrinos. Like all subatomic particles, much of what was known about muons was theoretical, but knowledge of their existence dated back to the 1930s. Muons could pass through matter without interacting with it, which made them ideal for �seeing� through solid objects. The muons created by particle collisions in the LHC were measured using a three-fold system of detection situated in the outermost layer of the CMS, and now that the collider was offline for maintenance, Paul�s task was to check the detectors and replace the units as needed. It was a time-consuming chore, but necessary to the larger goal of producing useful results, and if working at CERN had taught Paul anything, it was the importance of patience. Physics experiments required years of intensive preparation and observation.
At the top of the stairs, he moved out onto a scaffold erected across the top of the barrel. The tedious but exacting job of removing the endcap disks to get at the cathode strip chambers helped him get his mind off the perplexing riddle of Lauren Hayes, and he was soon lost in his work.
�Paul!�
The shout startled him, kicking him out of autopilot mode. He looked over the edge of the scaffold to see Lauren, gazing up at him, hands on hips in what might have been either a stern or flirtatious pose. �Yes?�
�I said, do you want to break for coffee?�
�Coffee? So soon? We just got started.�
She rolled her eyes. �It�s nearly eleven.�
Eleven o�clock? He really had gotten lost in the work. �Sure. Be right down.�
He set down his tools and hopped to his feet, but suddenly felt lightheaded. Darkness descended on him like a storm cloud and he barely had time to kneel down before the world dissolved completely in a haze.
Head rush. I stood up too quickly.
He stayed down, waiting for his blood pressure to normalize, but with each passing second, his connection to reality seemed to slip further away. He had no sense of his body anymore, didn�t know if he was still kneeling or if he had collapsed in a senseless heap.
Then, just as quickly, he was drawn back to consciousness by someone shaking him gently, calling his name. �Paul? Paul are you all right?�
The voice was achingly familiar. It sounded just like�.
He opened his eyes and jerked as if touching a live wire.
Lauren? It was Lauren, but how could that be?
Her face creased with concern. �Paul, are you all right?� she repeated. �You fainted.�
It couldn�t be Lauren. Lauren was dead. She had died in a mountain climbing accident two weeks earlier. He had attended her funeral, for God�s sake. He had stood in front of the urn with her ashes. He had�.
The memories were so vivid that it took a moment to separate them from the reality of where he was.
I am in the CMS, he realized. Lauren and I came down here to check the detectors. But that was weeks ago, wasn�t it? Before the accident? Before the funeral?
He took a deep breath. No, none of that happened. I passed out, I had a weird dream. In a moment, everything will be back to normal.
�I�m fine,� he managed to say. �Just stood up too fast.�
Lauren continued to look down at him, one hand resting on his shoulder. Her touch felt strange, and not just because it was the first time she had ever touched him, ever showed something approaching actual concern.
He felt as if he was being touched by a ghost.
�I�m fine,� he repeated, shrugging away from her and rising to his feet.
�Careful,� she warned. �Don�t get up too fast or it will happen again.�
�No. I�m all right now.� He did his best to smile. �Let�s go have that coffee.�
�You�re sure?� She continued to regard him anxiously. �You need to be more careful. You could have fallen.�
�It�s not that far to the bottom.�
�It�s far enough. Did you know that falling is the second leading cause of accidental death?�
The word �death� sent a chill through him. �How do you know that?�
�I�ve done my homework. I�m a mountain climber.� She gave a coy shrug. �Well, almost. I haven�t actually climbed any mountains. Yet. But I�m going to climb Chamonix this weekend.�
Chamonix. Paul felt the darkness start to swirl again. He lurched for the stairs, gripped the rail.
Chamonix. That was where Lauren had died in his�memory? Dream? Premonition?
He held himself erect, struggling to catch his breath. �Lauren, don�t go to Chamonix.�
Her concern transformed into something approaching umbrage. �What?�
�Mountain climbing is dangerous. Don�t go.�
�Gods, not you too. You sound like my mum.� She pursed her lips together and shook her head. �In case you haven�t been paying attention, you�re the one who�s having trouble with high places.�
�I know. It�s just that��
She waved her hand, cutting him off. �I�m going for a coffee. You can do whatever you like.� She spun on her heel and stomped down the stairs, not looking back.
As he watched her depart, Paul wondered what had prompted his outburst. His certitude about the realness of what he remembered had not diminished, but belief alone was not enough to make it real. He was a rational being, believing only in what he could observe and measure and quantify. Whatever else it was, his perception of Lauren�s death was not real if only for the simple reason that she was still alive.
A premonition then?
Paul did not believe in premonitions. Fortune telling and psychic mumbo-jumbo was just trickery.
Still, why would I imagine Lauren dying in a climbing accident when I had no idea that she was even interested in mountaineering?
It was a coincidence. It had to be. There was no other rational explanation.
Nevertheless, as the week passed, his dread of what might happen increased. It was not merely the ominous expectation of what might happen to Lauren. For her sake, he certainly hoped that the foreseen calamity would not occur, but the reason for his anxiety went much deeper.
If something did happen to Lauren at Chamonix � if what he had imagined or envisioned or�pre-remembered really did come to pass, what would that mean for his understanding of the world?
Everything had a rational explanation. That was not merely an article of faith for him; he had seen it proven true, again and again. Were there things that science did not understand? Absolutely. But to catch a glimpse of the future? How was that possible? How could he explain it in a way that squared with his knowledge of the universe and space-time and causal relationships?
And why had it happened to him?
If something happened to Lauren, would he be able to explain it away as a coincidence?
And if nothing happened, what then?

PART ONE: WALLS


ONE

Teotihuacan, Mexico � Present Day
This is why I love being an archaeologist, thought Jade Ihara as she stared across Calzada de los Meurtos � the Avenue of the Dead � at the massive structure, known as the Pyramid of the Sun. Because she had spent so much of her professional career digging holes in the middle of nowhere, sifting dirt and, if she was lucky, finding a potsherd or two, she welcomed any chance to work a site like this, a place full of both history and mystery. It was a way of recharging her batteries. Lord knows, I could use that right now.
The invitation to join an ongoing investigation at the Pyramid of the Sun could not have come at a better time for her, both professionally and personally. It was a chance to get back to her roots, at least in terms of her career as an archaeologist specializing in Pre-Columbian American cultures.
Despite being one of the largest and most thoroughly studied sites on earth, very little was known about the origins of Teotihuacan and the people who first lived there. Even the names given to the city and its monumental pyramids were the product of later inhabitants. Teotihuacan was a Nahuatl word that meant �City of the Gods� and was the name given the place by the Aztecs who discovered and occupied it half a millennium after it had been abandoned by its builders. No one knew where the Teotihuacanos came from, why they built massive monuments � the Pyramid of the Sun was the third largest pyramid in the world � or why they disappeared. The chance to solve that enduring mystery, or at the very least, shed some light on it, was one of the main reasons Jade had jumped at the chance to join the dig.
She strode across the broad north-south thoroughfare where Aztec priests had once paraded sacrificial victims before throngs of bloodthirsty citizens, and ascended to the Plaza del Sol, the courtyard that abutted the western edge of the pyramid. Up close, Jade could see the individual stones that comprised the pyramid. Unlike the pyramids of Egypt, these structures had been built with small irregular chunks of rock, sealed together with limestone mortar. Jade knew that, in its heyday, the pyramid had been coated with a limestone veneer and painted with elaborate murals of feathered gods, priests and victorious warriors. The construction of the pyramids had been a massive undertaking, requiring centuries of focused cooperative effort, and had placed an extraordinary drain on the natural resources of the region. The deforestation of the surrounding landscape to fire limestone kilns was believed to be a major contributing factor to the decline of the city, but that was just one more theory that, while plausible, would never fully be proven.
�Dr. Ihara!�
Jade lowered her gaze from the pyramid to find a middle-aged man in khakis and a dress shirt, with a canvas duffel bag slung over one shoulder. She stepped forward and took his proffered hand. �You must be Dr. Acosta,� she said.
Jorge Acosta, a professor of Pre-Columbian art history, presently serving as curator in residence at the on-site museum, was the project coordinator, and the man who had hired her on after a team member had been called away by a family emergency. The excavation at the Pyramid of the Sun was only one of many archaeological investigations going on in the ancient city, and it was Acosta�s job to ensure that the cultural sanctity of the site was preserved, and all relevant laws obeyed.
�Welcome to Teo, Dr. Ihara.� His English was impeccable, without even a trace of an accent. �I imagine you�re eager to get right to work.�
�Please, call me Jade.� His smile slipped a notch and Jade realized that she had committed a minor faux pas.
Smooth move, Jade, she thought. Somebody loves his title. This is why I hate being an archaeologist.
At least when digging holes in the middle of nowhere, she didn�t have to deal with the fragile egos of academicians.
�I of course will continue to call you Dr. Acosta,� she hastily added, smiling and doing her level best to keep her tone free of sarcasm.
Acosta diplomatically changed the subject. �We were quite fortunate that you were available on such short notice.�
�Actually, I�m the one who got lucky. I just finished some work in Japan and was looking for�� She paused, not sure quite what she meant to say. Something different? Something to keep me busy? Something to take my mind off him? �A challenge.�
�Japan? That�s a rather strange place for an expert on early American cultures to be working.�
�You�re telling me,� Jade muttered. Her work in Japan, specifically at the Yonaguni monument near Okinawa, had been a roller coaster of excitement � for which she had a healthy appetite � and drama � something she had lost her taste for. Her research had been pivotal in battling a threat from the international quasi-religious conspiracy known as the Dominion, ultimately making the difference in thwarting a Dominion plot to throw the world into chaos. Unfortunately, it had also meant working with her ex, Dane Maddock, a former Navy SEAL and professional treasure hunter. Maddock had moved on with his life and that made working with him � working closely with him � almost unendurable for Jade. She had made herself vulnerable, put her undiminished love for him out in the open, and he had ultimately refused her.
The rejection burned like an open wound, and the only way to get past it was to get away from anything that reminded her of Dane Maddock. It was time for her to get on with her life.
She sensed that Acosta was still waiting for an explanation. �The circumstances were unique. I speak the language fluently and I do have a background in Asian studies. Besides, no matter where you go, the principles of archaeology are the same, right?�
Acosta made a humming sound that could have indicated anything from disinterested agreement to mild disapproval. �Well, follow me and I�ll introduce you to the team.�
He turned and led her along the perimeter of the pyramid, to a dark opening that appeared to lead right into the heart of the massive structure. Jade was somewhat surprised when, instead of heading into the passage, Acosta continued a few steps past the tunnel mouth and bent over a metal plate, flush with the sloping ground. The plate reminded Jade of the entrance to a basement, and she was not at all surprised when Acosta lifted the plate, revealing another opening that plunged straight down.
�I think I�d rather see what�s behind door number one.�
Acosta gave a polite chuckle. �That passage,� he said, indicating the first opening, �was dug by archaeologists. It doesn�t really go anywhere. This shaft that we�re using is the only passage we�ve discovered into the interior of the pyramid that was actually used by the Teotihuacanos.� He paused. �Or at least that was the case until a few days ago.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�You�ll see.� Acosta took a pair of hard hats and two flashlights from his duffel, and passed one of each to Jade. When they had both donned their helmets, Acosta stepped down into the opening and began descending a steep metal staircase into the darkness.
Jade followed closely, playing the beam of her light on the surrounding walls. After the initial descent, the slope of the passage eased, but the sense of confinement increased dramatically. The air was warm and stale.
�This was a lava tube,� Acosta explained, his voice sounding muffled in the close quarters. �The builders removed the softer volcanic rock in order to reach the chamber under the center of the pyramid.�
Jade noted that, while they were continuing to descend, the passage snaked back and forth, following a course laid by natural forces millions of years ago. �Why?�
�I�m afraid we don�t know that, any more than we know why they built the pyramid in the first place. The chamber probably represents the Underworld, but until we can learn more about the religious practices and cosmology of Teotihuacan, we�re just guessing. Ah, here we are.�
The passage abruptly widened and Jade saw that a small tent-like structure had been erected right in the middle of the path. The door was thrown back, and two people stood inside, hunched over a laptop computer.
Acosta tapped lightly on the side of the structure. �Drs. Sanchez and Dorion, may I introduce your new colleague, Dr. Ihara?�
Jade quickly took stock of the two men that turned to greet her. One was short and stocky with a dark complexion and an infectious smile, the other average height and slender, with a mop of wavy brown hair framing a pale, studious face. The first man � presumably Sanchez � stepped forward quickly and began pumping Jade�s hand. �Dr. Ihara, so good to finally meet you. We�ve heard wonderful things.�
Jade returned the smile, wondering exactly what �wonderful things� the man had heard, and who said them. Probably just being polite, she decided. �Thank you. It�s good to be here.�
She realized that the other man � Dorion � was staring at her like she was a supermodel. �I�ve seen you before.�
Jade noted the accent � French, she decided. Not Paris, though. Somewhere in the countryside � but it was the way he spoke, with an almost reverential awe, that made her feel very uncomfortable. Before she could respond, he added. �It was in a dream, I think.�
Sanchez bellowed out laughter. �Paul is such a charmer. Watch out for him, Dr. Ihara.�
Jade didn�t feel the least bit charmed. She glanced at Acosta, still aware of Dorion�s scrutiny, then addressed Sanchez. �Please, call me Jade. It will save time.�
�Jade it is. A lovely name. You know that jade was extremely precious to the early inhabitants of Mesoamerica. Oh, but look who I�m talking to. Of course you know that.� He clapped his hands together. �I�m Noe. This is Paul.�
�Dr. Dorion is our resident muon tomographer,� explained Acosta. �He�s the one who is making it possible for us to see through the walls of the pyramid.�
�Muon tomographer?� Jade asked. She actually knew a little about the process, but decided it wouldn�t hurt to hear it explained by an expert.
�Muons are high-speed elementary particles found in cosmic rays.� With the shift to Dorion�s area of expertise, his voice lost some of its creepy undertone. �We are constantly bombarded by them on the surface, but they are unable to penetrate down here � one hundred meters underground. At least, this is the case where the pyramid is solid. Where there are gaps � tunnels and chambers � the muons can pass through and reach the detector.�
�Like an X-ray machine?�
�Exactly. Only subatomic particles can penetrate much deeper than X-rays.�
�It�s working, too,� added Sanchez. �Paul, show her what we�ve found.�
Dorion stepped back inside the enclosure and bent over the computer, tapping out a few quick commands. The lines of text on the screen were replaced by a blue screen with blossoms of yellow and orange that reminded Jade of a Magic-Eye photo. Dorion continued to manipulate the image and Jade saw the largest blossom begin moving vertically down the screen.
�What am I looking at here?�
�Particle frequency is abnormally high in the quadrant we�ve been monitoring.�
Sanchez pointed into the chamber just past the enclosure. �There�s a passage just behind that wall.�
�We think there�s a passage,� amended Acosta.
�The data are consistent with there being a hollow space in the pyramid,� Dorion said.
�But that�s not the best part,� Sanchez went on, with child-like enthusiasm. �Paul, show her the model.�
Dorion tapped a few more keys and the blue screen vanished, replaced instead by a transparent three-dimensional representation of the pyramid. The chamber in which they now stood and the tunnel leading to it appeared as a pale red artery, ending in four-headed bulb directly below the apex, while a blue vein snaked a vertical course to a smaller cavity directly above them.
Sanchez pointed an eager finger at the picture. �The passage doesn�t extend to the exterior. It�s probably been sealed since the time of the pyramid�s construction.�
Jade grasped the reason for Sanchez�s enthusiasm. A sealed chamber might offer an unprecedented glimpse into the origins of Teotihuacan and its inhabitants. �Why a vertical shaft going nowhere?�
�A sacred well?� Acosta speculated. �If this is a tomb, it might well represent a passage to the Underworld. Or it may be some part of the original inhabitants� belief system that we have never seen before. That�s what we hope to learn when we explore the chamber.�
�When can we enter the chamber?�
�We have to proceed carefully,� Acosta went on. �We are dedicated to minimizing the impact to the site, but of course when word of this gets out, it will become difficult to protect whatever treasures � in the archaeological sense � may lie within. Our plan is to dig a small intersecting shaft, just large enough to insert a robotic vehicle. I�d like you to take care of excavation, Dr. Ihara, but remember, we only want to get a look at what�s in there. We won�t be taking anything out.�
The restriction did not bother Jade in the slightest. She felt the group�s excitement catch fire within her. Even Dorion�s strange manner seemed irrelevant. �Then let�s get started.�
This is why I love being an archaeologist.

TWO

Jade watched as the Jeep rolled across the nearly empty gravel parking lot where she had made her own arrival only a few days earlier. She checked her watch. The Laco 1925 Navy Classic sported a big white face with easy to read numbers, sort of like a miniaturized wall-clock. Given her jet-setting lifestyle, she didn�t own a lot of prized possessions, but this was definitely one of the few things that she always kept with her. It had been a Christmas gift from Maddock, a German watch from a German watch shop. Maybe Maddock was gone, but she still clung to her memories of that magical Christmas in Germany. They visited the Cologne Cathedral to get a peek at the bones of the Magi inside the Shrine of the Three Kings and ended up tangling with a branch of the Dominion called Heilig Herrschaft. She had invited Maddock�s partner and best friend, �Bones� Bonebrake and his sister, Angel, to join them and�.
And now Maddock and Angel were together.
I should get a new watch.
It was too late in the afternoon for more tourists, which meant the Jeep probably belonged to the man she was waiting for. When the vehicle finally stopped, she rose to her feet and stretched, shrugging off the muscle soreness of long hours of physical labor in cramped conditions.
The job of methodically digging out the exploratory shaft by hand, while physically taxing, had been the perfect distraction from her emotional turmoil, and as she got closer to the vertical tunnel, her growing anticipation made even the aches and blisters seem irrelevant. Now that the shaft was finished � a slot in the surrounding lava matrix that was just barely large enough for her to crawl through � she was eager to move on to the next phase of the investigation. With a final standing cat-stretch to work out the last of the kinks, Jade started out across the parking lot toward the newly arrived Jeep to meet the man who would make that possible.
The passenger side door opened and a fit, and not altogether unattractive thirty-something man got out. His dark hair was shorn close in a military buzz cut, which instantly made her think about Maddock, but she pushed away the impulsive comparison.
Lots of guys were ex-military. No reason to hold that against him.
�You must be the robot guy,� she called. Acosta had made the arrangements while her head had been, literally, in a hole. He had decided to bring in an American, both to help preserve site secrecy and to meet specific technical challenges, but Jade couldn�t recall if the administrator had mentioned his name.
The man flashed a disarming smile and stepped away from the Jeep, extending a hand. �And you must be Lara Croft, Tomb Raider.�
�Wow. Never heard that one before.� Strike one, thought Jade.
�Kidding,� the man hastily said. �I�m Brian Hodges, the robot guy. I�ve heard a lot about you, Dr. Ihara. I�m looking forward to working with you.�
Jade weighed his response, wondering how it was possible that everyone she met had heard so much about her. Strike two, she decided. And he�s not really that good looking. �Have you got the robot with you?�
�It�s in the back.� Hodges paused a beat, then nodded toward the Jeep. �I think you already know my partner in crime.�
Jade heard the driver�s door slam and was just turning to greet the vehicle�s other occupant when a familiar voice froze her in mid-step. �Hey, stranger.�
Jade stared in disbelief at the tall lanky form of Pete �Professor� Chapman. �Oh, hell no.�
Professor affected a mock pout. �Is that any way to greet an old friend?�
�No. No way. This isn�t happening.� Jade shook her head and spun on her heel, already mentally constructing the rant she would drop on Acosta�s head like a ton of bricks.
�Jade, wait!�
Something about Professor�s tone stopped her, but when she turned back around and faced him, the acid bubbled up again. �Why are you here?�
He shrugged. �Why not? We make a good team.�
She shook her head again. �We made a good team. Then you quit and joined�his team.�
Deep down, Jade knew her accusation was not entirely fair. Professor had started out on his team � Maddock�s team � long before Jade knew either man. Maddock and Professor had gone through SEAL training together and served in the same unit for several years. Even then, he had been �Professor� � always ready with some bit of obscure trivia, but in the years following his term of military service, he had gone on to earn several degrees and had actually taught for a while. Institutional learning had not been a good fit for the former Naval SpecWar shooter, and so he had jumped at the chance to work with the archaeologist ex-girlfriend of his old swim buddy. Jade had welcomed his professional expertise on the Yonaguni investigation, but if she was honest, she had to admit that the real reason she had hired Professor was the chance to get close to one of Maddock�s old friends, and maybe figure out a way to win back her former lover.
It hadn�t been one of her better ideas.
Ultimately, the association had indeed brought Maddock back into her life, but not in the way she had expected. Maddock had gone back to work for the government as part of a secret group, informally called the Myrmidons � a reference to the deadly warriors who had fought with Achilles in the Trojan War � dedicated to rooting out the Dominion�s influence. Following the events at Yonaguni, Jade and Professor had both been invited to join the Myrmidons on a permanent basis. Although Jade despised the Dominion, the idea of working with Maddock had been too much to deal with. Professor however, had accepted the offer, citing some nonsense about the greater good, and that had been the end of their partnership.
She couldn�t really fault him for making that decision. The Dominion was a real threat. Their most recent campaign had resulted in thousands of deaths. It was, quite literally, a war and Professor was, first and foremost, a warrior who had sworn an oath to defend his country. She knew it was petty to be mad at him for making that choice � for choosing to fight the good fight � but it felt more like he had chosen Maddock over her, and that was a bitter pill to swallow.
Professor cast a quick glance at Hodges before returning his attention to Jade. �Will you give me five minutes to explain? I�ll buy you a coffee.�
Jade sighed. Prof wasn�t such a bad guy, and he certainly didn�t deserve to be recipient of her Maddock-focused ire. �Fine. Five minutes.� She looked at Hodges who had been watching the tense exchange with rapt interest. �I�m curious to know how you ended up with the robot guy.�
Professor nodded. �Brian, give us a few?�
�Take as long as you need, Pete. I�ll be here with the gear.�
Professor turned back to Jade. �So where�s a good place to buy a girl a cup of joe?�
Jade just shook her head. �Screw that. I need a shot.�
* * *
Professor slammed his glass down and grinned in triumph as the smoky liquid blazed a trail from his gullet to his belly. Jade, who had taken only a small sip of her mezcal, merely regarded him thoughtfully as she rolled the half-filled shot glass between a thumb and forefinger.
�Beats the hell out of sake, doesn�t it?� she remarked. �But you�re supposed to sip it, not shoot it like an American.�
Professor glanced around the little hole in the wall Jade had brought him to. Make that �hole in the ground.� The restaurant had been built � if that was the right word � in a deep cave grotto on the edge of the archaeological site. In fact, the terrace where they were now sitting overlooking the gaping cave entrance was built on the flanks of one of the lesser pyramids. As one of the few restaurants actually operating in the archaeological preserve, never mind the unique experience of dining in a cave, it was a natural place for tourists to congregate, and the establishment was bustling with activity.
�Well, I am an American,� he said finally.
She shrugged and took another sip, appearing to savor the agave liquor. Professor savored the view. With her athletic but nonetheless very feminine physique, lustrous black hair tied in a long braid draped over her right shoulder, and exotic Hawaiian-Japanese features, Jade Ihara was a feast for the eyes.
Maddock, how did you let this one slip away?
He knew the answer of course. Looks weren�t everything, and he knew from personal experience that Jade was�what was the term? High maintenance?
That was putting it mildly. Jade could be downright bitchy at times, and he had more than once gotten exasperated at her incessant mooning over Dane Maddock. Still, she was smart, tough and beautiful, and it was only her history with Maddock that kept him at arm�s length.
When he had first started working with her in Japan, it had seemed inevitable that she and Maddock would get back together � Jade had a way of getting what she wanted � and Professor had known to leave well enough alone. A cardinal rule of the SEAL teams was that you didn�t screw around with your swim buddy�s girl; combat and love triangles were a bad combination. Unfortunately, by the time he�d figured out that Maddock definitely wasn�t going to be in the picture, he was already in the friend-zone. That had made his decision to accept Tam Broderick�s offer to join the Myrmidons a lot easier, but Jade, for all her flaws, had stayed in his thoughts.
She set her glass down and made a point of looking at her watch. �Okay, Prof. The clock is running. Five minutes to explain just what the hell you�re doing here.�
�Oh, Jade, I�ve missed you.� He wagged his head, but then became more serious. �You could be in danger here.�
�Danger? From who?�
�Who do you think?�
She shook her head. �Not this time. There aren�t any mystical relics here, no magical alien artifacts. This is just straightforward archaeology. There�s no reason why the Dominion would have any interest in what�s happening here, ergo I�m not in danger.�
�I can think of two reasons why you�re wrong.�
�Do tell.�
Professor decanted another portion of mezcal into his glass. �What do you think you�re going to find in that chamber under the pyramid?�
Above her almond eyes, Jade�s eyebrows drew together in a frown. �How did you even find out about that? It�s supposed to be a secret.�
�It�s very hard to keep secrets these days.� He took a sip, and then repeated the question. �What do you think you�ll find?�
She shrugged. �Probably a tomb. If the chamber served a ceremonial function, it wouldn�t have been sealed off in antiquity.�
�Whose tomb?�
�How should I know?�
�The ancient inhabitants of the city built one of the largest structures in the world over that tomb. I�d say the person buried there must be pretty important, don�t you think?�
�You�re wasting time. Get to the point.�
�The point, Jade, is that you seem to have forgotten about one of the most important aspects of Mesoamerican culture, something that Dominion is likely to be very interested in. Quetzalcoatl.�
Jade�s frown deepened. �Quetzalcoatl the Aztec god? What�s he got to do with anything? The Aztecs didn�t show up in Teo until almost a thousand years after the pyramid was built.�
�Worship of the feathered serpent deity in Mesoamerica goes back a lot further than the Aztecs. But as I�m sure you�ll remember, in some myths, Quetzalcoatl is often described as a bearded white man who brought great wisdom to the ancient people who once lived here.�
Jade rolled her eyes. �Please. I know what comes next. Quetzalcoatl was actually Jesus Christ, bringing the Gospel to the heathens of the Americas. No one believes those old stories anymore. It was just Spanish propaganda designed to convert the indigenous people.�
�Some people still believe.�
�Like who?�
�The Mormons.�
Jade�s mouth was open to reply, but then she closed it and sat back.
�Not officially,� Professor continued. �Not anymore at least, but for decades it was an article of faith in the LDS Church that the legends surrounding Quetzalcoatl were evidence that Christ once visited the Americas. And I don�t need to remind you that the Dominion has expressed a keen interest in some of those more antiquated bits of LDS folklore.�
Professor knew that Jade had first-hand experience with this subject; a few years earlier, her first encounter with the Dominion had seen the group infiltrate a Mormon sect in order to locate Biblical artifacts concealed in the Seven Golden Cities of Cibola.
�I�m not suggesting that the chamber is going to contain the remains of Quetzalcoatl or Jesus Christ,� he continued. �All I�m saying is, the Dominion might believe that, and if they do, then you can bet they�ll be watching to see what you discover.�
Jade processed this for a moment. �Okay. You said two reasons.�
Professor nodded his head in her direction. �You�re the other reason.�
�Me?�
�You�ve foiled their best laid plans a few times now, Jade. They aren�t likely to forget, and they certainly aren�t going to forgive.�
She laughed mirthlessly. �So that�s how you were able to act on this so quickly; been keeping an eye on me. Well, I appreciate the concern, but you can go back and tell Maddock that I�m a big girl. I don�t need protecting.�
Professor felt a twinge of irritation at her assumption that he was acting as Maddock�s lackey. �I�m not here to protect you,� he replied, speaking slowly to avoid letting any bitterness creep into his tone. �I�m here because if there�s even a chance the Dominion might show up, I want to be ready to crush them.�
She flashed a sardonic smile. �You sure know how to make a girl feel special.�
�Damn it, Jade, make up your mind,� Professor snapped. �Which is it? Do you want someone watching your back, or not? You can�t have it both ways.�
Jade�s lower jaw shifted slowly to the left, as if biting back a scathing retort. When she finally spoke, her voice was low, smoldering with pent up anger, but she didn�t address the subject directly. �What about your friend, Hodges? Is he really a robot expert, or is that just cover?�
�Brian knows what he�s doing,� replied Professor with equal intensity. �He got his training in Naval EOD. He also hates the Dominion more than you and I put together. His wife and baby daughter died at Norfolk.�
Jade blinked. The mere mention of the Dominion attack on Norfolk, in which thousands had died in a catastrophic tsunami wave, triggered by an ancient Atlantean device, seemed to have broken through her tough girl facade. Then she shook her head, dismissively. �Well, it�s probably not going to matter. What I�m really going to need is someone who can drive a robot into that chamber. Like I said, there�s nothing here that�s going to be of interest to the Dominion. It�s just straightforward archaeology.�
Professor raised his glass again. �Well, here�s to straightforward archaeology.�

THREE

Jade stared at the strange looking bundle of metal rods. �That�s a robot? It doesn�t look anything like WALL-E.�
Hodges grinned. �Some of them do, but in order to explore a vertical shaft, we need a unit that can climb walls. That�s why I brought Shelob here.�
�Shelob. Cute.� She took a step back, giving him room to assemble the robot, but Paul Dorion quickly occupied the space she had vacated.
�How does it work?�
Jade had not seen the particle physicist look so excited since the discovery of the hidden tunnel, though in truth, she had not seen much of him or Sanchez in the past few days. They had made themselves scarce while she had been laboring to dig the exploratory shaft, probably afraid that she would put them to work.
Hodges seemed only too happy to share. �Most wall climbing robots use suction cups or magnets, but those won�t work here. The stone isn�t magnetic and it�s too porous for a suction cup to adhere. I designed Shelob to work in chimney shafts and inside wet walls where the surface material would be unpredictable. Like her namesake��
�I�m sorry, her namesake?� inquired Sanchez.
�Shelob is the giant spider from Lord of the Rings,� supplied Professor.
Hodges nodded. �That�s right. She�s got eight fully articulated legs � two sets of four � which can extend in any direction. One set of legs will extend out to brace her in place between opposing surfaces while the other set reaches up or down, taking a step as it were. When those legs are braced, the other set disengages and takes the next step.
�Watch this.� Hodges slipped on a headset microphone. �Shelob, run diagnostic.�
The metal rods abruptly unfolded from the thorax, which looked sort of like a tool box with a GoPro attached to one end, and began whirring and rotating until they made contact with the stone floor. The movements were mechanical and jerky, but it nevertheless looked very much like a silvery spider, though instead of a silk thread, it trailed a length of black coaxial cable that connected to a spool which was in turn hooked up to Hodges� laptop. The display screen showed the view from Shelob�s camera. The robot went through a series of maneuvers, scuttling around chamber as if exploring.
�The legs can telescope out like the adjustable legs of a camera tripod,� Hodges said, �for a total reach of just over eight feet, which should be just about perfect for your tunnel.�
As if on cue, the robot�s legs began to lengthen, shooting out to their full length until it more closely resembled a daddy-longlegs than a spider, which in Jade�s opinion did nothing improve its appearance.
�Great,� muttered Jade. �Robot spiders. Nothing freaky about that.�
�You afraid of spiders?� Professor whispered in her ear.
She ignored him. Despite his persuasive arguments in the cantina, she was far from happy about the way he�d hijacked her dig. The only reason she hadn�t blown the whistle and told Acosta about it was that Hodges did happen to have a robot that would let her see the hidden chamber and she didn�t want to wait another week for Acosta to find someone else.
I�m not afraid of spiders, she thought grumpily. But robot spiders? That�s just wrong.
If she had still been keeping score, that probably would have been strike three for Hodges, but she wasn�t, not after learning about Norfolk.
She had never regretted walking away from Tam Broderick�s offer to join the Myrmidons. She was an archaeologist, not a secret agent, and besides, the last thing she needed was to be working alongside Maddock again. But that didn�t mean she was apathetic about the threat posed by the Dominion.
Still, they weren�t going to show up here. She was sure of that.
�Looks like it�s working just fine,� she told Hodges. �Send it in.�
Hodges spoke into the mic again. �Shelob, end diagnostic.� The robot�s legs retracted and it crab-walked over to stand in front of its master. Hodges picked up one of two joystick controls wired to his computer and spoke again. �Initiate manual guidance.�
The robot began moving again, only now it was responding directly to Hodges� will. It walked toward the small hole Jade had excavated and proceeded within.
�Shelob, light mode.�
A light flashed on inside the rocky niche, and Jade saw the interior of the access tunnel appear on the computer screen. The robot continued forward at a plodding but relentless pace, and in less than a minute, reached the junction with the vertical shaft, which appeared as a dark hole in the center of the image. Jade had peeked through during her excavation but there had not been much to see.
She had tried to convince Acosta to let her go in. She was an average climber, maybe not ready for Yosemite, but more than capable of making this ascent. Ever since that business in Germany, she had made a point of always bringing climbing gear along wherever she went. Acosta however steadfastly insisted that the initial survey be done with the robot. Jade suspected the reason for this had more to do with Acosta�s fascination with technology than a desire to preserve the site. Similar remote surveys conducted by a competing team the previous year had revealed previously undiscovered passages under the nearby Pyramid of the Feathered Serpent, along with a collection of mysterious metallic orbs, the significance of which were still being debated. Robots and futuristic technology was sexy. Old fashioned archaeology? Not so much.
Shelob advanced until the camera was looking directly through the hole, shining its light into the dark vertical shaft beyond.
�Here�s where my girl will show you what she�s made of,� Hodges said with a triumphant grin. He set down the joystick. �Shelob, autonomous mode.�
The camera view lurched forward and then swung around with dizzying abruptness. When the image finally stabilized, it showed what looked like an ordinary tunnel shaft, but Jade knew the camera was now facing directly up. The robot was making the ascent without any input from Hodges.
The next few minutes were interminably long as the robot shuffled up the six-foot wide vertical shaft. In the glow of its high-intensity light, the smooth, perfectly round walls gave the impression of traveling through an old pipe. After the first twenty feet or so, the texture of the walls changed from ordinary bedrock to a more uniform surface that was unnaturally smooth and blood red in color.
�Painted limestone mortar,� intoned Acosta. �Remarkably well preserved. We�ve moved above the foundation and into the interior of the pyramid. The exterior would have been painted similarly and adorned with murals.�
Jade noted the absence of decorative artwork and wondered again at the reason for this well shaft that seemed to lead nowhere and which had been sealed off by its builders. Acosta�s speculation about it representing a passage to the Underworld was plausible enough, but Jade was beginning to wonder if they weren�t perhaps moving in the wrong direction.
A few minutes later, the end of the tunnel came into view. The light shone past the mouth of the shaft, and reflected off the domed ceiling of a larger chamber. The robot paused there for a moment as if allowing the people watching the video feed to appreciate the view.
�She�s trying to figure out how to climb out of the shaft,� explained Hodges. �It�s a little tricky, but she knows what to do.�
�Can you reorient the camera?� Jade asked.
�Sure thing.� Hodges picked up the second joystick and as he toggled it, the view began to change. Jade could now see more of the curving ceiling, including uniquely stylized images rendered in bright yellow and green against the red background.
�That�s the Great Goddess!� Acosta exclaimed, pointing at the screen.
Jade recognized the image, a spider-like figure that was believed to represent a deity unique to the Teotihuacan culture, in Mexico at least. �That might explain the vertical tunnel� she said. �The Great Goddess is believed to be the spirit of the Underworld, as well as a symbol of creation, similar to the Spider Grandmother in Southwestern Native American lore.�
�More spiders,� Professor said in a stage whisper.
�But no Quetzalcoatl,� replied Jade, matching his tone. �So much for that bright idea.�
�I did not realize the ancient Americans worshipped a spider god,� Dorion said.
�Spiders show up in a lot of cultural traditions on the North American continent, sometimes as a trickster��
�You mean like the West African spider god Anansi,� interjected Professor.
�Yes, but more often the spider is seen as a creative or wise force. Her webs are the ideas that hold the universe together.�
Dorion pondered this for a moment, then asked, �Is there a connection to Arachne of Greek mythology?�
Jade was surprised at the physicist�s insight. �Not a direct connection, but you find a lot of these archetypes throughout history. Spiders have always been seen as magical creatures for their ability to spin intricate webs. It makes sense that ancient peoples began to see them as a symbol of creation.�
The conversation fell off as the robot succeeded in lifting itself out of the shaft, giving them an unrestricted view of the chamber. There were more murals, many with familiar themes, but nothing else � no artifacts and certainly no evidence of human remains.
�Well,� Acosta said after a long silence. �It�s not everything we could have hoped for, but it is certainly a remarkable find nonetheless.�
Jade wasn�t ready to admit defeat however. �Send the robot down the shaft,� she told Hodges, and then turning to Acosta, added. �What if this was a sacrificial well? We might find a lot more at the bottom than at the top.�
�Like a Mayan cenote? But why would they seal it off?�
Jade didn�t have an answer for that, but Acosta evidently did not require convincing. �Mr. Hodges, can you take us down?�
�No problem,� replied the robotics expert, and then amended, �unless you need to go more than a hundred meters. That�s the limit of Shelob�s cable.�
�It�s much more likely that we�ll hit groundwater and have to turn back. But since we�re here, we may as well have a look.�
Water, Jade knew, would not necessarily mean it was � metaphorically speaking � a dry hole. The Maya made extensive use of sacred cenotes � limestone sinkholes � for sacrificial purposes, and some of the greatest troves of Mayan artifacts had been discovered therein. There was a growing body of evidence to support the idea that the Teotihuacanos had performed ritual human sacrifice, though not of the heart-wrenching variety that would later be performed by the Aztecs, but not all offerings were blood sacrifices. The Maya would throw valuable artwork into cenotes � jewelry and golden sculptures � to appease their gods.
Jade mentally began assembling a shopping list of equipment she would need in order to dive. Professor could help her with that; the former SEAL had been her dive-master in Japan, and had a lot more expertise in the water than she. Maybe his intrusion would prove fortuitous after all.
The camera view swung around to show the top of the shaft, and after a few more minutes of maneuvering, the robot lowered itself into the tunnel and began descending. Jade found herself straining to catch some glimpse of what lay at the bottom of the long shaft, but it remained an impenetrable black dot at the center of the screen.
A spot of illumination appeared at the center of the darkness.
�Does anyone else see that?� Jade asked.
�Could be the light reflecting off water,� Professor suggested.
As the robot continued deeper, past the opening leading back to the chamber where the group was watching and down into parts of the shaft that had not been revealed by Dorion�s muon detectors, the spot of brightness grew more intense. Meanwhile, the tunnel walls became more irregular. It was still too perfectly vertical to be naturally occurring, but it seemed to Jade as if the craftsmen who had carved out the passage had gradually lost interest in maintaining perfect symmetry.
�Fifty meters,� Hodges reported. �This sucker is deep.�
The descent went on for several more minutes until, just as the cable was almost played out, the robot reached the far end of the passage. The source of the reflection however remained maddeningly indistinct; a bright spot directly below. Hodges tried moving the camera, but the bright spot continued to dominate the screen. The glare made it impossible to tell how much deeper the source of the reflection was.
�End of the line,� announced Hodges.
Jade turned to Acosta. �You�ve got to let me go in.�
The administrator gave her an astonished look, but she was ready for him. �I know what I�m doing,� she went on. �I have the equipment and will assume all the risk. I won�t touch anything or take a single step without consulting with you first. You have to let me do this Dr. Acosta. It�s the only way to know what�s down there.�
Acosta wasn�t ready to give up yet. �Isn�t there any way we can send the robot deeper?� he asked Hodges.
�I�d need more co-ax. But I�m not sure that would make a difference. It looks like a straight drop, and if that�s water down there, Shelob won�t be much use.�
Jade let Hodges� verdict sink in a moment, then instead of repeating her plea, she said simply, �I�ll go get my gear.�
This time, Acosta did not even try to stop her.

FOUR

This is why I love being an archaeologist. Jade squirmed through the hole and looked down into the dark void. The LED headlamp she wore showed nothing that Shelob�s light had not already revealed, but that was about to change.
She placed her hands � now covered in fingerless gloves with an extra layer of reinforcement in the palms � against the smooth tunnel walls and pulled herself the rest of the way through, trusting the belaying rope secured to her climbing harness to keep her from taking the fast way down. She wriggled around until her feet were braced against the wall and then squeezed the brake release handle on her rappelling descender. The close confines of the tunnel kept her from making dynamic bounds, but the descent into the unknown was no less exhilarating.
She could make out Shelob at the bottom of the shaft looking like some kind metal drain screen. Four of its legs were stretched out, quartering the passage and holding the robot fixed in place, while the other four had retracted in close against its body. There was more than enough room for Jade to slip between the outstretched appendages, but she wasn�t ready to do that just yet.
She continued letting out rope � what little was left of it � until the sole of one of her hiking boots touched the robot�s slim central body. She tested her foothold, then let out a little more rope until all her weight was resting atop the robot. Something moved at one end of the body, presumably the camera turning to look at her.
She unclipped a small Motorola walkie-talkie from her belt and keyed the transmit button. �Can you hear me up there?�
Under normal conditions, the radio would have been useless, the signal blocked by the surrounding rock, but her signal didn�t have to reach the men in the chamber above. The receiving unit was wired into Shelob�s electronic guts, and the message would make the rest of the journey via the coaxial hardline.
Hodges� voice sounded from the speaker. �Loud and clear.�
�Are you sure this thing can hold my weight for the next pitch?�
�Better than any of the climbing gear you could use to set your belay.�
That assurance didn�t fill her with enthusiasm, but she wasn�t about to turn back now. She peered down into the darkness below, noting the shiny spot almost directly underneath the robot. It was easier to judge the distance with her own eyes. �I think it�s only fifty feet or so to the bottom. Can�t tell if it�s submerged or not. I�m going to set the next rope.
She unlimbered a coil of Kernmantle climbing rope from her shoulder, laying it carefully atop the robot�s thorax, and then went to work rigging a second belay, using the robot as her anchor. When she had checked and double-checked her knots, she shifted the rope into one of the gaps and let it fall. There was a faint rustling sound as the line uncoiled, and then just a second later, a dull thud as most of it landed on something solid.
�No splash,� Jade said into the walkie-talkie. �Looks like we don�t have to worry about swimming. I�m heading down.�
There was a jumble of conversation � she heard Professor warning her to watch out for spiders � but Jade focused her attention on the task of unclipping from the first belay and switching to the one she had just rigged.
Because she was making a rope-only descent into the unknown, she proceeded more cautiously this time, slowly letting out the rope and keeping her eyes on what lay below. Once past the fixed body of the robot, she had a better view of her destination, but what she saw defied both expectations and explanations.
The source of the reflections appeared to be a large polished metal object � Jade assumed it was a mirror � positioned right below the shaft. She could see her rope trailing off one side. Her original estimate of fifty feet looked to be right on the money and after dropping half that distance, she was able to make out more detail about the cavern into which she was descending.
The shaft appeared to drop right into the middle of a stadium-sized hollow. The chamber extended in every direction further than her light could penetrate. Aside from the mirror � or whatever it was � the only evidence that the cave was not merely a natural formation was the uniformly smooth floor, which likewise seemed to go on forever. There was nothing on the floor, no altars or statues, nothing at all to hint at the purpose this sealed-off vault had once served.
She was close enough now to see her reflection in the polished surface below, a weird blob stretched out from the focal point as if she was looking at the back of a spoon. The mirrored surface was convex, curving downward in every direction. The ancients might conceivably have used it for diffusing sunlight and illuminating the rest of the cavern, Jade knew, but it would only have been useful when the sun was directly overhead, and once the pyramid was built, it would have served no purpose at all.
Jade continued sliding down until she was almost touching the reflector. Up close, she saw that she had been wrong about the object. It wasn�t just a convex mirror; it was a perfect sphere.
She recalled the discovery made at the Temple of the Feathered Serpent � a strange and unexplained collection of spherical orbs, ranging in size from about two to five inches, covered in iron pyrite to give them a gold-like sheen. This object was considerably larger, easily ten feet in diameter, and although Jade was no metallurgist, she was fairly certain that the metal surface was not �fool�s gold.� It was the real thing.
Jade hung there a moment longer, stunned by the discovery and perplexed by its significance. The sphere was like nothing she had ever seen before, certainly not in an archaeological dig. Unlike the hammered gold of most ancient American cultures, this enormous orb was perfectly smooth, as if polished by a machine. She decided she needed a closer look.
As her feet alighted on the sphere, it occurred to her � too late to do anything about it � that the ancients might have booby-trapped the orb. Nothing happened, but she decided to be more circumspect in her explorations. Pushing off from the top of the sphere, she swung her body out and squeezed the brake release, letting gravity do the rest. She touched down just a few steps away from the enormous golden ball.
It looked even more impressive at floor level, looming above her, almost double her own height, showing her stretched reflection. It reminded Jade a little of the Cloud Gate sculpture in Chicago�s Millennium Park. Satisfied that her arrival would not trigger some ancient anti-theft device, she unclipped from the belay and turned to take in the rest of the strange cavern.
�Hello! Echo!� It took so long for the sound to return to her that Jade was almost startled when it came. The chamber had to be enormous, at least a thousand feet across.
Before she could begin exploring, the rope trailing down from the shaft started to move, squirming like a snake. She jumped back, startled, and looked up to see someone abseiling down to join her. It was Professor.
Jade waited until both of his feet were on solid ground to let him have it. �What are you doing? Who said you could come down here?�
He flashed an indulgent smile. �Oh, I�m sorry. I didn�t realize I needed anyone�s permission. But if you must know, your boss, Dr. Acosta, gave me the green light. Just between you and me, I think he has trust issues.�
Before Jade could complain further, Professor turned to look at the sphere and gave a low whistle. �Holy�that�s gold!�
�I think so.�
�What�s it doing here?�
�I haven�t figured that out yet.� An idea occurred to her. �Hey, since you�re here, you can help me with something. Stay right there.�
Jade turned away and headed out across the cavern floor, ignoring his questions. With nothing to orient herself, there was a very real possibility, however small, that she might get lost in the vast emptiness of the cavern and spend hours wandering in circles trying to find her way back to the rope. If that happened, Professor could talk her in, using a variation of the childhood �hot and cold� game.
Fifty steps out from the sphere she caught the glint of another reflection in the darkness off to her right. She headed toward it and soon saw that it was another sphere, albeit much smaller than the enormous golden globe at the center; this sphere only reached slightly above knee height. That was not the only significant difference. This sphere appeared to be made of polished white stone. A second light reflecting off its surface alerted her to the fact that someone was approaching.
�What�s that?� asked Professor, making his way toward her.
Jade could still make out the golden orb glinting with the reflection of Shelob�s headlight, perhaps a hundred yards behind him. �I thought I told you to stay put. I might need you to help me find my way out of here.�
�You should have brought along a bag of breadcrumbs. Not to worry though. Paul can guide us back if needed.�
�Paul? He came down too?� Jade�s surprise at this development almost eclipsed her growing irritation. She couldn�t imagine why Dorion would be interested in venturing into the cavern, and he certainly had not struck her as the kind of person who would volunteer to rappel into a dark hole. �It�s turning into Grand Central Station down here. I suppose Acosta is coming down, too?�
�Just Noe, I think. The boss didn�t seem too eager to make the rappel. Brian�s going to stay topside as well, just in case we need a hand getting out.� Professor stepped around her for a better look at the second orb. �Two perfect spheres.� He turned to Jade. �Got a theory?�
�Well, the obvious interpretation would be that the gold sphere is the sun. Maybe this one is the moon.�
�I hear a �but.��
�But there�s no evidence that the ancient American cultures thought of heavenly bodies as spheres. When they weren�t personified, the sun and moon were most often represented as disks. Never spheres.�
�We are dealing with one of the oldest and least understood cultures in the Americas,� Professor pointed out. �Maybe the Teotihuacanos did use spheres for their cosmological map. That big one is right underneath the Pyramid of the Sun, after all.�
�The Aztecs gave it that name. We don�t know what the Teos called it, but I doubt very much the Aztecs knew about any of this.� Jade knew it was foolish, and sometimes even dangerous, to speculate with so little information, but it was hard not to draw such a conclusion.
�There�s another one over here!� came an eager shout from the other side of the central orb. Jade recognized Noe�s excited voice.
Jade flashed Professor an irritated frown and got a helpless shrug in return. �Let�s go take a look.�
They found Sanchez and Dorion standing in front of another sphere, this one about twice as big as the white globe, reaching almost to Jade�s waist, and fashioned out of shiny blue-green stone. Unlike the white sphere, which had been a uniform color, this one was shot through with veins of black and flecks of iridescent white.
�I think it�s supposed to be Venus,� Sanchez said, excitedly. �This is a map of the solar system.�
�Not exactly to scale,� remarked Professor. �Venus would actually be about the size of a grapefruit and about half a mile farther away from the sun.�
�Still, you must give them some credit. Early Mesoamerican cultures like the Maya believed in a heliocentric universe. They understood the movement of heavenly bodies better than anyone before the invention of the telescope.�
Jade had to concede that point to her colleague, but before she could comment, she noticed Dorion staring at the sphere. His expression reminded her of their initial meeting, only now his almost creepy intensity was focused on the globe. It�s like he�s seen it before.
She dismissed the idea. �Let�s keep looking. If this really is a model of the solar system, then we�re short a few planets.�
�The ancients were aware of six planets,� Professor said, offhandedly. �Counting Earth of course.� His eyebrows drew together as if suddenly making another connection. �Venus and Mercury aren�t aligned in this model.�
�Why is that important?�
�Well, in the standard model of the solar system that we all grew up with, the planets are usually shown in a line, but a true planetary alignment is actually pretty rare. The planets all move at different orbital speeds. Mercury is over there�let�s call that six o�clock. Venus here is somewhere around nine thirty.�
�So this could be more than just a model,� Jade said. �It could be a calendar, indicating a specific day.�
Professor nodded. �If we can plot the other planets, it should be fairly easy to calculate corresponding dates. This particular configuration has probably happened several times throughout the history of the solar system, but one of those times might be linked to a specific date that was important to the Teotihuacanos.�
Jade grinned. �Now I remember why I liked having you around. Gentlemen, let�s go find our planet.�
They spread out in a picket line and began walking, continuing in a clockwise direction. They found the next sphere, a blue green orb similar to the Venus stone and just a little bigger, in the three o�clock position. Jade had just reached it when Professor pointed to something about thirty feet farther along. �Jade, is that what I think it is?�
She followed the beam of his headlamp and spied what looked like a heap of rags. �Depends. Do you think it�s a body?�
He nodded sagely.
�Let�s have a look.� Finding the mummified remains of one of the ancient inhabitants of the city, while not completely unexpected, was nevertheless a major coup. �Odd that they would just leave him lying out in the middle of�well, space. Do you think maybe he was the last priest left down here?�
�Sorry to disappoint you,� Professor said, kneeling down beside the desiccated corpse, �but it looks like this fellow is a more recent addition.�
Jade couldn�t believe her eyes. Although it was impossible to draw any conclusions about the ethnicity of the man from the dark leathery skin drawn pulled tight across his skull, his clothing was most certainly not of a style worn by the original people of Teotihuacan or anyone else who would have been alive when the Pyramid of the Sun was being built.
Professor reached into the folds of the man�s doublet and withdrew a leather bound book. He opened it and confirmed what Jade already suspected. �It�s in Spanish. This guy�s handwriting is almost illegible, but there�s a date: October 23, 1593.� He looked up. �Sorry to break it to you, but it looks like we�re not the first to discover this cavern.�
Jade quickly overcame her dismay. This wasn�t the first time she�d �discovered� a looted site, and it certainly wouldn�t be the last. That was one of the endemic hazards of archaeology. �Well he didn�t come in the same way we did. There must be another entrance somewhere.�
�Jade!� Sanchez called out. He and Dorion were on hands and knees, shining their lights at the underside of the Earth stone. �You have to see this!�
�I guess it can wait,� she muttered. �Let�s go see what the kids are so excited about.�
Professor chuckled and tucked the book under one arm.
When she reached the blue sphere, she knelt down to see what had so arrested the attention of the two scientists. �Well, what have you got for me?�
Sanchez�s customary enthusiasm seemed amplified by an order of magnitude. �You won�t believe this, Jade. The sphere is moving!�
�Moving?� She looked at the sphere, but saw no evidence to support the claim.
�It�s barely perceptible, but watch.� He took a pen from his pocket and held its tip close to a dark spot on the sphere�s surface near what would have been its equator. Jade stared at it intently, and even though she couldn�t see any change in the position of the orb, after a minute or so, the point of the pen was no longer above the spot. �It�s rotating,� Sanchez said, excitedly. �And I�d be willing to bet that its rotational period is exactly twenty-four hours. Jade, this isn�t just a map of the solar system; it�s an orrery! A functioning model that simulates the rotation and orbits of the planets.�
�That can�t be right. Is there some kind of mechanism underneath this thing?� Jade dropped down to where Dorion was peering at the underside of the sphere.
�No mechanism,� Dorion replied. �In fact, I don�t think it�s actually making contact with the floor at all.�
She directed her light at the spot where the curve of the sphere met the floor. Dorion was right. The sphere appeared to be hovering a hair�s breadth above the floor.
Professor just shook his head. �So much for straightforward archaeology.�

FIVE

Brian Hodges listened intently as Jade�s voice issued from the speakers of his laptop. Beside him, Acosta was hanging on her every word.
�A Spaniard you say? Have you read the journal?�
�Not yet,� replied Jade�s voice over the radio relay. �We got a little distracted by something else. It seems the ancients built a working model of the solar system down here.�
�A working model?� echoed Acosta. �What does that mean?�
�Exactly what it sounds like. There�s an enormous golden sphere to represent the sun, and surrounding it are smaller spheres that represent the planets. We�ve found four of them so far; one for Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars. We haven�t looked past Mars yet, but I�m betting we�ll find Jupiter and Saturn as well. But here�s the really weird part. The spheres are actually rotating and orbiting the sun just like the actual planets.�
Hodges felt a dry lump rise form in his throat. This was exactly the kind of thing he�d been worried about.
�We didn�t notice the movement in Mercury and Venus,� said Pete Chapman�s voice, �because they rotate so slowly. In fact, Mercury�s day is longer than its orbital year. But we�ve confirmed that the spheres for both Earth and Mars are rotating at a rate that corresponds exactly to the rotation of the actual planets.�
�This is amazing,� Acosta exclaimed.
�From what I can tell,� Chapman continued, �the present arrangement of these four spheres corresponds exactly to the position of the planets in the sky. I�m not sure what makes this thing tick, but it�s pretty uncanny.�
Acosta nodded vigorously, evidently forgetting that the people on the other end of the line couldn�t see him. �I need to see it for myself.� He turned to Hodges. �Can you help me get down? I�ve never done that sort of thing before.�
Hodges managed an eager smile to hide his growing sense of alarm. �Sure thing. The more the merrier.�
* * *
Jade leaned close to watch as Professor slipped the long blade of his knife into the gap between the bottom of what she was now calling the �Earth stone� and the floor of the cavern.
�Are you sure that�s a good idea?�
�No,� he admitted. �So maybe you should take a step back.�
She frowned but did not retreat. He edged the blade in slowly, as if probing a landmine, then with just as much caution, drew it back out.
�Well,� he said, �there�s no magnetic field. And the sphere is definitely not making contact with the ground. I�m stumped.�
Dorion cleared his throat. �I may have an idea about what�s at work here.�
Jade faced him. �We�re all ears.�
Dorion took a breath as if gathering his courage. �Are you familiar with dark matter?�
Professor stood. �It�s a theoretical substance thought to account for more than eighty percent of the total mass of the universe.�
Dorion nodded. �Dark matter particles have no electrical charge and are therefore completely undetectable.�
�If they exist at all,� countered Professor. He turned to Jade. �The dark matter hypothesis was formulated to account for the fact that the universe doesn�t seem to behave the way it should, mathematically speaking. But there�s a growing belief that maybe the problem lies with the math or with our fundamental understanding of the laws of physics.�
�Back up,� Jade said, turning to Dorion. �How would dark matter explain this?�
�Everything we can see and touch, or measure with our instruments, relies upon the interaction of positive and negatively charged particles. All matter � light matter, if you will � is made up protons and electrons, which create atoms. Of course, many atoms also contain neutrons, which have mass but no electrical charge, but are nevertheless bonded by atomic force and surrounded by an electron shell. We are able to see matter because light energy bounces off the electron shell of these atoms. And we are able to touch and interact with matter because the electron shells of the atoms in a given object and the electron shell in the atoms in our bodies oppose each other, as negatively charged particles will do.�
�Negative charges repel each other the same way that the poles of a magnet will,� added Professor. �But were talking imperceptible distances, measured on a subatomic scale. The distance between opposing electron shells is less than the thickness of an atom. It�s certainly not enough to levitate an object.�
�That�s not what I�m suggesting,� countered Dorion. �Rather, I believe there may be a field of dark matter particles surrounding these spheres, acting as a cushion between the electrons. These particles are known as Weakly Interactive Massive Particles��
�Wimps?� said Jade with a chuckle.
Dorion smiled. �Physicists have a unique sense of humor. Yes, these WIMPs have mass and gravity but are not affected by electro-magnetic radiation or by nuclear force. Gravity may hold them together, but we would not be able to see or feel them.
�Think of them as the packing material of the universe. If you have a box filled with foam pellets and you place something heavy inside, some of the pellets will be displaced, but not all.�
�You said these WIMPs don�t have a charge. Wouldn�t they pass right through the atoms?�
Professor nodded, evidently impressed by Jade�s quick grasp of the concept and the flaw in Dorion�s hypothesis.
�They should,� admitted the physicist. �We know very little about the behavior of these particles. As I said, it�s only an idea.�
Jade turned back to the Earth stone. �Let�s say for argument�s sake that�s what�s going on here. Is it dangerous?�
�No more so than the cosmic rays that constantly bombard us from outer space.�
Dorion�s slight hesitation before answering was just enough to make Jade wonder what he wasn�t telling her, but Professor nodded. �If they exist,� he repeated.
Jade considered the hypothesis. �You say that we can�t interact with the WIMPs at all. How did the ancients manage to do it? How did they make all of this?�
Dorion shrugged. �They may not have understood what they were observing. It must have seemed like magic to them.�
Professor playfully elbowed Jade.
�It would not be the first time an ancient civilization made use of physical forces beyond their comprehension,� interjected Sanchez. �But let�s not overlook the fact that this is an astonishing model of the heavens. It reveals an unprecedented knowledge of the astronomy.�
�Speaking of which,� Jade said. �Have you noticed that something is missing?�
�We haven�t finished exploring the cavern yet. I�m sure we�ll find more planets as we move out.�
�I�m not talking about the planets. Where�s the moon?�
The other men stared at her, dumbfounded and slightly embarrassed at having missed something so obvious.
�The moon was almost as important to the ancients as the sun. It was their clock for measuring the seasons. Are we supposed to believe they just forgot to include it in this map?�
�Perhaps they weren�t able to make a functional Moon stone,� suggested Dorion.
Jade thought even he sounded doubtful, but given the astonishing properties of the model, it was a possibility that couldn�t be ignored.
�Maybe someone took it,� suggested Professor, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at the mummified remains of the Spaniard.
�Why take the moon and leave behind the golden sun?�
�I can think of tons of reasons, literally.�
�It�s a big ball,� said Jade. �They could have just rolled it to the door.�
�Maybe it wouldn�t fit.� Professor looked down at the Earth stone. �Maybe it�s not as easy to move these things as it looks. Maybe the WIMPs or whatever makes the solar system model work is also holding them in place.�
�Now there�s a hypothesis we can actually test.� Jade took a step forward and placed her palms against the exterior of the sphere. She thought she felt a slight tingling through the padding of her gloves, but chalked it up to her imagination.
�Jade, are you sure that�s a good idea?�
�No,� she replied grinning. �So maybe you should��
Darkness swept over her so quickly she didn�t even have time to cry out.
* * *
Professor rushed forward and caught Jade before she could fall. He braced himself for a hit of whatever had knocked her out, but nothing happened. He pulled her back several paces before easing her unresponsive form to the ground and checking for a pulse.
�She will be all right,� Dorion stated, confidently. �The effect will last only a few seconds at most.�
�Effect?� snarled Professor. �Are you saying you know what this is? You said it was harmless.�
�It is,� Dorion insisted. �She has not been�harmed.�
There�s that pause again, thought Professor. This guy knows more than he�s telling.
Jade�s pulse and breathing were strong, and there was no sign of injury. To all appearances, it was a simple fainting spell, but what had caused it?
Professor took the radio from his belt. �Brian do you copy?�
There was a long silence � too long, Professor thought, but maybe that�s just because I�m worried � then his partner�s voice came back. �Copy, Pete. I was just helping Dr. Acosta with the rappel. He should be heading your way in just a few.�
�Acosta�? Jade just collapsed. We need to evac her and shut this place down.�
�Shut it down? Pete, what�s going on down there?�
Professor bit back an irritated retort. In Hodges� place, he would have been curious, too. �Something happened when she touched one of these spheres. I don�t think she�s injured, but until we know more about what we�re dealing with, I don�t want anyone getting close to these things.�
�What are we dealing with?�
Professor heard the unasked question. While Hodges had not been involved with the Myrmidons during the Atlantis crisis, he had been fully briefed on the strange Atlantean technology the Dominion had used to destroy Key West and Norfolk and he knew that there were probably even stranger things in the world yet to be discovered.
�I�m not sure, but�.yeah, I think this is going to be one for the X-Files. Tell you all about it when I get topside.�
As he signed off, he spied Acosta ambling in their direction, completely unaware of what had just happened and bursting with excitement. Professor turned his attention back to Jade. He considered simply scooping her up in his arms and carrying her back to the center, but decided that would probably be unnecessarily dramatic. If, as Dorion suggested, she had merely fainted, then she would probably wake up shortly.
He grasped her shoulder and gave her a gentle shake. �Hey, sleepyhead. Wake up.�
Jade�s eyelids fluttered then opened completely. She stared back at him for a moment and then started as if she had received an electrical shock. She looked around with an almost feral expression.
�Hey, you�re okay. It�s okay.�
Her eyes continued to dart from face to face for a moment, then she gave a relieved sigh. �Oh, thank God. It was just a�� She shook her head. �What happened?�
Before Professor could answer her question, Dorion knelt and grasped her other shoulder. �Jade, tell me. What did you see?�
�What did I�?� Her expression darkened. �How did you know?�
�You saw something happening to us didn�t you? A premonition?�
She shook her head again. �It was just a dream.�
�Jade, you must tell me what you saw. It�s important.�
Her gaze flitted from face to face. �I think we all died.�
Professor stood abruptly. �That�s it. We�re out of here now. Everybody, head back to the Sun stone.�
For once, Jade did not argue with him or challenge his decision. Nor did any of the others; even Acosta seemed to understand that now was not the time for questions. Professor oriented on the distant golden sphere, faintly glowing with the reflection of Shelob�s light, and headed out at a brisk pace. Jade, evidently fully recovered, matched him step for step.
�We�re going to have to Jumar out of here,� she said, referring to the mechanical device used for ascending a fixed rope. The Jumar worked on a principle similar to the rappelling devices they had used to come down, with a spring-loaded brake that allowed it to slide up a rope but not back down, and attached loops to use as steps. Because the device could only be advanced a foot or two at a time, climbing out of the cavern was going to be a time consuming process, especially for the less experienced members of the team.
He shook his head. �No time for that. I�ll go first. Once I�m up, I can pull the rest of you up one by one. It will go a lot faster.� He gave her a sidelong glance. �Listen, I�m not saying I believe in psychic visions or anything like that, but in your dream, how exactly did we,you know�get dead?�
She looked away. �You�ll laugh.�
�Probably, but tell me anyway.�
She pointed ahead toward their destination, now just twenty yards away. �That thing.�
�The Sun sphere?�
She shook her head, but before she could elaborate, Professor caught movement in the corner of his eye. He turned toward it just in time to see a dark spindly shape, trailing a pair of loose serpentine threads, drop from the ceiling. There was a gonging sound as it impacted against the top of golden orb and slid off the far side, out of view.
Professor stopped dead in his tracks, stunned speechless. Shelob, the anchor for the rope that would get them out of the cavern, had just fallen out of the shaft. Now they were stuck here, at least until Hodges could rig something else up. He held the walkie-talkie up and keyed the transmit button.
�Brian, your robot just burned in.�
No reply.
Duh! The robot had also been relaying the radio signals through the coaxial cable which had evidently broken or come unplugged. Now they were stranded and incommunicado. It never rains�
Jade�s hand clamped tight against his forearm. Her other hand was again pointing at the golden sphere�No, at something scuttling out from behind it.
�That,� she said in a grave voice, �is what I saw.�

SIX

Jade had experienced d�j� vu before, but nothing like this. When she�d come to, she had been unprepared for the shock of seeing Professor and the others alive and uninjured, when she had, only moments before, watched them die� and died with them.
And now, it was all happening, just as it had in her�dream?
No way. No way was that a dream. I saw the future. I don�t know how, but I did.
Paul Dorion knew, too.
I�ve seen you before. It was in a dream, I think.
Now his bizarre manner during their first meeting made a little more sense. He hadn�t been attempting to flirt and failing miserably; he had been serious.
She was going to have a long talk with Paul Dorion, if, of course the robot spider shuffling toward them didn�t kill them all first.
�What the hell?� Professor took a step toward the robot. �I can�t believe it�s still working. That was a fifty foot drop.�
Jade grabbed his arm again and pulled him back. She again felt the surreal mental dislocation of d�j� vu, except this time instead of the sensation that she was reliving a moment, she was acutely aware of the differences between her premonition and what was happening. �No. Keep away from it.� She turned back to the other three men. �Get back. You don�t want to be anywhere near this thing.�
The robot kept advancing, its eight legs moving with a steady mechanical rhythm. It was less than ten yards away and moving directly toward them. There was nothing particularly menacing about its movements, but Jade remembered all too clearly what would come next. Except this wasn�t how it had happened.
This isn�t how it happened.
We were just starting to climb when it dropped down on us and then there was a flash�.
�It�s going to blow up!�
�That�s crazy,� countered Professor. �It�s a computer on legs, not a walking IED.�
�I think you should take her word for it,� said Dorion, unexpectedly. �She has lived this before.�
Wonderful, thought Jade. Leave it to the creepy guy to back me up.
Professor wisely yielded to her exhortation and the group retreated together, running all the way to the Earth stone. Shelob could not keep up, but a backward glance showed its single head-lamp, steadily getting brighter with its approach.
Acosta seemed to remember that he was supposed to be in charge. He turned on Professor. �What is happening to the robot? Why is it chasing us?�
�It�s in autonomous mode,� Professor said. �It came unplugged. Maybe its default program is to come find us. But it can�t hurt us and it certainly isn�t going to blow up.�
�Why did it fall? Is it malfunctioning?�
�I don�t know. Brian is the expert.�
Jade felt her grip on the strange premonition slip away, exactly like a dream on waking. The door to whatever it was she had experienced was closing, and yet her sense that the robot was dangerous remained. Maybe Prof was right. Maybe I do have a phobia.
The one image she could not shake was the flash, and the oblivion that followed.
She turned to Professor. �Give me the walkie.�
He passed it over. �You won�t get a signal out,� he warned.
�I�m not trying to.� She keyed the mic and held it down. �Is it my imagination, or did that thing just perk up its ears?�
�It�s your imagination.�
Jade flung the radio toward the approaching robot. �Get down.�
�Hey!� Professor stifled his protest. �What exactly was that supposed to��
There was bright flash and an imperceptible moment later, the blast hit them. A wall of energy � heat and force � slammed into them. If the men had not heeded her advice, they would have been knocked down, and likely shredded by pieces of shrapnel and chips of stone that surfed the leading edge of the shock wave.
The blast resonated through Jade�s body, pummeling her intestines. Her ears rang with the noise of the detonation, and she felt particles of debris stinging her exposed skin. For a moment, she wondered if she had delayed too long, given the warning too late. Was this her premonition coming true after all? Were they all dead?
A cough broke through the shrill constant pinging noise, and then she heard confused mumblings. Someone was alive�she was alive.
She raised her head and looked around. The cavern seemed darker, and not just because Shelob�s light had been extinguished. The flash had momentarily overloaded her retinas and now everything was shrouded in a pinkish haze.
She saw the others. They were all intact, covered in a fine layer of dust, bleeding from minor cuts just like her, but there was no evidence of serious injury. Professor recovered faster than the others � it probably wasn�t his first explosion � but, his expression was no less shocked than hers.
�Impossible,� he said, or at least that was the word his lips formed. Jade couldn�t tell if he had spoken it aloud. His eyes met hers. �Are you okay?�
He must have shouted because she heard that. She nodded and he immediately turned his attention to the others. She joined him, verifying that no one was seriously hurt, rousing them all. When they had finished, he turned back to her.
�That was a bomb.�
�No kidding.�
He shook his head. �No, I mean a real bomb. High explosives. Probably C4.�
�Does it matter?�
�You knew the robot would follow the walkie-talkie signal. Was that another premonition?�
�No. It was a hunch.�
�Well, either way, it saved us.� He gripped her arm as if trying to squeeze his revelation into her. �Jade, this was an attack.�
�You think Hodges is working for�them?�
Even though he must have already believed that, her statement seemed to catch him off guard. �It doesn�t make sense. The Dominion killed his family.�
She could see the gears turning in his head, running through scenarios that might explain how his partner had been turned. What if the story about his family was a lie, planted to ensure that he would be accepted into the Myrmidons? What if he was a sociopath, so driven to support his secret masters that he had willingly sacrificed his loved ones?
�We�re not going to figure it out down here,� she said. �We have to find another way out.� Without waiting for an answer, Jade turned to the other men. �We�ll go the edge of the cavern and skirt along it until we can find the other entrance.�
�What if there isn�t one?� asked Acosta, a nervous quaver in his voice.
�There has to be. That Spaniard found a way in.�
�And never got out. What if it�s sealed?�
�Then we dig. What we�re not going to do is give up. Got it?�
The men nodded, and she noted that while Acosta and Sanchez looked thoroughly beaten, the physicist seemed eager, almost triumphant.
Jade reminded herself to have to have a long talk with Paul Dorion.
* * *
After the initial shock of the explosion wore off, the enormity of the task before them settled upon the group with the weight of the earth that separated them from freedom. No one spoke. They all just trudged forward into the open endless darkness. Even the discovery of another huge sphere � this one made of a granular stone that might have been granite or gabbro, and almost as tall as Jade herself � failed to buoy anyone�s spirits.
�Jupiter or Saturn?� Sanchez asked with all the enthusiasm of a grocery clerk asking about a bagging preference.
�Hopefully Saturn,� Jade replied, trying to sound upbeat. �That would mean we�re close to the edge.�
They could no longer see the golden orb at the center. Without a light source, it had been swallowed up completely, though Jade suspected that even if it had been illuminated, it would have been a pinprick of light. The chamber was that vast.
�Do you think this cavern is natural, or did they dig it out?� She had hoped to engage Sanchez or Acosta with the question, but Professor answered first.
�Probably a little of both. They found a natural cave and made it bigger. Unless I�m mistaken, we�re not under the pyramid any more. That might explain how the entrance we�re looking for remained hidden for so long.�
�If it even exists,� mumbled Acosta.
�It exists,� Jade insisted. �They had to have a way to get those spheres in here.�
Professor seized on her assertion. �Jade, about the spheres. When you tried to move the Earth stone��
�Please. Let�s talk about something else.�
�That�s not what I meant. Were you able to move it at all?�
She shook her head. �I don�t think so. As soon as I tried��
Professor nodded. �It was more than just contact. We were all close to the spheres. I�m sure I must have touched them at some point. It was only when you tried to move it that something happened. And it didn�t move.� Jade realized he was looking at Dorion.
The physicist shrugged, but Jade again sensed that he was intentionally holding back. �If we are dealing with some kind of dark matter field, it would affect the density of the object, making it more massive than it would appear.�
�Which raises a lot of questions about where these spheres came from in the first place, and how the ancients were able to move them into position.�
�I don�t know about dark matter,� Sanchez said, finally warming up to the discussion. �But the spheres themselves are very reminiscent of those found in Costa Rica.�
Jade nodded, making the connection. Although spherical representations were mostly absent from Mesoamerican cultures, there was one significant exception. The river valleys of Costa Rica were littered with enormous stone spheres, more than three hundred of them, the largest of which measured over six feet in diameter. The spheres were unquestionably artifacts of a human civilization, but beyond the fact of their existence, little was known about them. Most scholars attributed them to the extinct Diquis culture which vanished with the arrival of Spanish colonists, but their purpose and the means by which a primitive culture had successfully crafted nearly perfect spheres using only stone tools remained a mystery. UFO enthusiasts often pointed to the spheres as evidence of alien visitation, while others speculated a connection to Atlantis. Given her own recent adventures, Jade could not completely discount either idea. Indeed, an Atlantean connection might explain why the Dominion � assuming that�s who Hodges was working for � had taken an interest in the investigation at Teo.
�That�s a long way to roll a stone,� Professor remarked. �Costa Rica is fifteen hundred miles away, and there�s a lot of rough country in between.�
�They would not need to transport the stones,� Sanchez countered. �Just the people with the skill to make them here.�
�Or it could be the other way around,� said Jade. �Maybe the people who made these spheres went south when Teotihuacan was abandoned. It�s worth looking into�when we get out of here.�
As if responding to the forcefulness of her statement, the floor of the cavern began sloping up in a gentle curve, which abruptly became a wall. The stone was smooth, clearly worked by hand, but completely unadorned.
�It would seem we�ve reached the end of the universe,� Professor remarked.
Jade gestured to the right. �Let�s start orbiting and see where it leads.�
No one objected and the trek resumed, this time following the cavern perimeter. The chamber was so large that it felt like they were walking in a straight line, and without any other points of reference, there was nothing to suggest that they were not.
�Really makes you appreciate the vastness of space,� Professor said.
Jade thought he was probably just trying to fill the silence, but she welcomed anything that distracted from the ceaseless thud of their footsteps on the stone floor.
�I am more awed by the work that went into carving out this chamber,� replied Sanchez. �It must have taken decades, even if there was an existing cavern. I would imagine some of the material removed was used in the construction of the pyramids.�
�They may have discovered this cavern while mining for obsidian,� suggested Acosta, warming to the topic.
Jade listened with mild interest to the discussion until, without any real warning, they found what she was looking for.
The mouth of the tunnel was, like everything else they had encountered in the cavern, round and worked smooth by its builders. The top of the perfect circle was at least twice as tall as Jade, easily large enough to accommodate even the Sun sphere. The discovery however was met with stunned disbelief.
�I guess now we know why the Spaniard didn�t leave,� Professor said, his voice barely above a whisper.
Just a few steps into the passage, the perfect symmetry was marred by a wall of loose dirt and rock that could only be the result of a catastrophic cave-in. A second entrance to the cavern did exist, just a Jade had known it would, but it would do them no good. The way out was completely blocked.

SEVEN

Hodges admired the precision with which the soldiers of the Mexican Army deployed across the Teotihuacan archaeological preserve, establishing a secure perimeter. Because it was after hours � nearly midnight in fact � there were no tourists to evacuate, only a small staff of guards and caretakers who had been quickly escorted away. None of the soldiers had ventured near the Pyramid of the Sun or made any effort to establish contact with him. He wondered if any of them had the faintest idea what was going on at the center of the ancient city, or more precisely, under it. They had arrived swiftly, seemingly within minutes of his decision to make the call and take pre-emptive action, just as the protocols demanded.
When he had joined the cause, just a few short weeks before, he had secretly wondered if those protocols were not overly alarmist in nature. An Alpha level event seemed about as likely as an alien invasion or a zombie apocalypse. Even when Chapman had warned him that Jade Ihara had a way of finding �weird stuff,� even when he had secretly wired an improvised explosive device into Shelob�s thorax, he had not believed things could escalate so quickly, or that he would be at the center of the storm.
He would never have believed that he would have to make a decision that would result in the deaths of five people.
He had joined the cause to save lives, not take them.
The sound of another helicopter approaching snapped him out of his dark mood. He watched from the shelter of the passage entrance as it passed over the outer cordon and settled to the ground nearby, so close that he had to blink away the grit stirred up by its rotor wash. He saw that it was a civilian bird, not one of the UH-60s used by the Mexican troops. He took a moment to compose himself, and then headed out to meet it.
Hodges didn�t recognize the face of the man who stepped down from helicopter, but he knew his name � Andres Gutierrez, oil billionaire and the second wealthiest man in Mexico � and he knew, in a general sense who the man was. All senior leadership of the cause might have been cast from the same mold; intelligent, driven, richer than God, and a control freak. Gutierrez�s very presence was evidence that he did not believe in delegating authority.
�Hodges?� the man shouted from beneath the still turning rotors.
�Yes, sir.� He broke into a jog, and reached the man a few seconds later.
Gutierrez was tall and lean, and to Hodges� surprise, looked about as Mexican as Brad Pitt. In fact, Hodges thought, he looked a lot like Brad Pitt � blond hair, blue eyes and the best rugged movie star good looks money could buy. He did not offer his hand, but looked past Hodges at the massive pyramid behind him. �Piramide del Sol is a symbol of my country,� he said, gesturing expansively. His English was as perfect as his appearance, with only his accent betraying which country he was referring to. �This had better not be a false alarm.�
�Yes, sir. I mean no, sir, it�s not.�
Gutierrez finally looked at him. �An Alpha event? You�re sure?�
Hodges briefly recounted what he knew of the discovery, realizing that all he really knew about the mysterious floating spheres was what Chapman and Jade Ihara had reported back to him. What if he had overreacted?
Gutierrez however just nodded. �You made the right decision.� He turned and waved to someone in the helicopter. A man wearing combat fatigues with three stars on his epaulets and carrying an olive drab duffel bag, got out and moved to join them.
�What�s that?� asked Hodges, eyeing the officer�s pack.
�I believe it is called a thermobaric device,� Gutierrez said. �It is a very powerful explosive device.�
Hodges knew exactly what a thermobaric device � sometimes also called a fuel-air bomb � was, and what it would do when it was detonated. The device functioned in two stages, the first blast scattered a cloud of fuel, usually some kind of reactive metal, into the air where it quickly mixed with oxygen to become extremely volatile. The fuel mixture permeated the target area; there was no defense against it, nowhere to take shelter. A second detonation would ignite it in a massive explosion that could collapse a hardened bunker, and set the very air on fire. Anyone surviving the blast would quickly suffocate, and if they survived that, the resulting vacuum created at the center of the blast could literally suck a person�s lung out through their mouth.
�If you use that down there, it could very well destroy the pyramid.�
Gutierrez gave him a cold stare. �I think now you understand just how serious we are about this. We must ensure that no trace of this discovery remains, and that there be no one left to tell the world about it.�
Hodges felt a surge of panic shoot through him. Had he overreacted?
Then he thought about Norfolk, and everything that he had lost, and knew that Gutierrez was right. He had made the right call.
* * *
Despite Jade�s insistence that even a blocked exit was better than nothing at all, and that the only way to win their freedom was to start digging, the mood quickly devolved.
In reality, it was mostly Acosta, trumpeting a litany of pessimism. Was it even possible to move so much earth? What if there was another cave-in right behind it and another? What it the entire passage back to the surface had collapsed? But his defeatism was spreading to the others. Sanchez was the first to succumb; Jade noticed that instead of actually moving dirt and rocks out of the way, the normally effusive scholar seemed to be pushing his burden around, like a child trying to conceal the fact that he wasn�t eating his vegetables by scattering them across a plate. Dorion, too started flagging after just twenty minutes of work.
The atmosphere of negativity just made Jade angry, which was almost as counterproductive. She kept her emotions at bay only by contemplating how she would gloat when she led them all to freedom. Only Professor seemed immune to the pervasive attitude of failure, working at the top of the earthen mound, using his knife to loosen the packed soil. Jade suspected his relentless industriousness was his own way of coping with Hodges� evident treachery, but there was nothing to be gained by pointing that out.
Professor made a triumphant sound. �Just broke through.�
Jade climbed up behind him and peered into the small cavity he had created. He continued hacking with the knife, pushing the loose dirt forward into the hole where it disappeared. She was just turning back to let the others know when she heard Acosta cry out.
�They�ve come to rescue us!�
The administrator was pointing into the darkness behind them, except it was no longer dark. A light was shining in the distance, reflecting Jade assumed, from the polished golden sphere in the center of the cavern. Acosta immediately started running toward it, waving his arms and shouting. Sanchez took a few tentative steps after him.
Jade slid down to the bottom of the rock pile. �Dr. Acosta, I�m not sure that�s such a good idea��
Professor was right beside her. �Come back here, you fool. They tried to kill us. No one is coming to rescue us.�
His words stopped Sanchez, but Acosta was beyond the reach of his voice, figuratively if not also literally.
Jade turned to him. �You think Hodges is coming to finish what he started?�
�I don�t think we can afford to take the chance that he isn�t.� He scrambled back up to the top of the cave in and peered into the hole he had made. �I think it�s big enough to get through. Come on.�
Jade turned to the two men still waiting below. �Paul, Noe. Let�s go.�
�But Dr. Acosta�?�
Jade felt a pang at abandoning the administrator to an uncertain fate, but she knew that nothing she could say would dissuade Acosta. She found herself wishing that the Earth stone � or whatever strange phenomenon had been at work � had shown her this outcome. What if the light was from a rescue party?
�Jade!�
Professor�s shout snapped her out her reverie. She knew that Professor, with his quaint ideas about chivalry, would not go through until she was safely on the other side, so she climbed up, plunged head and shoulders into the narrow gap and started crawling.
It was a tight fit, so tight that she wondered how the larger men would get through, but after scooting just a few feet, she felt the dirt move beneath her, and then she was sliding down a steep slope.
The air beyond was stale and smelled of dampness and decay. Her headlamp revealed only a little of what lay beyond, but it was enough for her to see that the tunnel, unlike the vast cavern, had not been sealed off from the outside world.
There was a scrabbling noise behind her and she turned to see Dorion struggling to get through the opening. She reached up, caught one flailing hand, and pulled.
Dorion shot forward like a cork from a champagne bottle and they tumbled down the slope together, landing in a tangle at the bottom. She was back up in an instant, ready to help the others through, but no one came. She could hear Professor shouting to Sanchez, urging him to move. She ascended to the opening once more and peered through, adding her own voice to the effort.
There was a bright flash at the center of the cavern.
Jade heard Professor shout a rare profanity and propel himself into the mouth of the dugout tunnel with such forcefulness that when he burst through, it triggered a small avalanche.
�Get down!�
Jade did, covering her head, but not before she caught a glimpse of another figure struggling to get through the opening. It was Sanchez. Professor threw a hand up to pull him through, but as their fingers touched, Sanchez�s eyes widened in alarm.
The world jumped, as if God had banged a fist down on the earth�s crust. Dirt flew up, fine dust particles creating a choking cloud, and suddenly the air felt as hot as the throat of a dragon. The shockwave of an explosion � not a mere firecracker like the IED in the robot, but a detonation that felt like the end of the world � vibrated through every fiber of Jade�s body. It was like being hit by a bus while in free fall.
She saw Sanchez writhing in agony, Professor struggling through the chaos to pull him free and then, he was gone, snatched away by some invisible force. Through the opening, she could see nothing but fire.
Jade felt the air sucked out her lungs. She couldn�t cry out, couldn�t even gasp. A gale force wind swept out of the unexplored darkness behind them, carrying with it a dust storm that scoured her exposed skin as it was sucked through the opening where Sanchez had been only a moment before.
Then, only silence.
* * *
Half a mile from the pyramid, Hodges felt only a faint thump rise up from the earth. He held his breath, half expecting the enormous man-made mountain to fly apart or crumble into a heap of stones, or perhaps simply sink into the earth in one piece, filling the void where the strange cavern had been.
When it became evident that none of those things would happen, Hodges felt strangely relieved. At least he would not add the destruction of the one-of-a-kind historical monument to his list of crimes.
The thermobaric weapon had been relatively small and if the cavern was indeed as large as Chapman had indicated, most of the bomb�s explosive force would have been diffused, compressing the air in the chamber without necessarily weakening the surrounding rock.
Gutierrez nodded in satisfaction. �It�s done.�
�How will we explain what happened here?�
�Tomorrow morning, the news will report a minor earthquake. No one will question this; I will see to it. The site will be closed to the public until the extent of the damage can be assessed. I doubt there�s anything left down there, but we will fill the cavern with concrete to ensure that every trace of this discovery is sealed away forever.� As if sensing Hodges next question, the billionaire continued, �When you report to your superiors, you can tell them that your colleagues were killed in the cave in. That should ensure your cover remains intact. You may wish to remain here for a few days.�
�Surely you don�t think they survived that?�
�No, but for appearances sake, you should make a token effort to search for them.�
�And then?�
�Then? Go back to your assignment. Our war has only just begun.� Gutierrez clapped him on the shoulder. �Don�t look so depressed. You may have just saved the world.�

EIGHT

Jade�s first breath burned in her lungs like acid. It seemed as if the oxygen in the air had been used up, replaced by some poisonous vapor, but her body demanded that she inhale. She coughed, feeling grit in her mouth and throat, and tried again with only marginally more success.
She sat up and straightened her headlamp, which miraculously had survived the blast. She saw Dorion and Professor � the latter was already on his feet and climbing up to look through the hole leading back to the cavern. Jade shuddered as the image of Noe Sanchez, sucked through that hole and into the heart of the firestorm, came unbidden into her mind.
�What the hell was that?�
�A bunker buster,� snarled Professor without looking back. �A fuel-air explosive. Military grade. When I get my hands on Hodges�� He faltered, unable to conceive an act of retribution sufficient to balance the scales. �Are you okay?�
�Hard to breathe.�
�It�ll pass.� He slid down to join her. �The bomb burned most of the oxygen in the cavern, but the resulting vacuum sucked fresh air, relatively speaking, up from this tunnel. That�s good news at least. It probably means there�s a way out.�
He sighed, looking defeated. �Jade, I�m sorry. I didn�t see this coming.�
She stared back at him, wondering if she had any right to be angry with him. �Forget it,� she said, hoping it didn�t sound as insincere as it felt. She coughed and tried again. �If it hadn�t been Hodges, it probably would have been someone else. You saved us.�
�Not all of us,� he muttered.
Jade turned away and knelt to rouse Dorion. The physicist was awake, but had a wide-eyed, shell-shocked expression, and Jade thought it best to use a light touch. �Paul, we have to keep moving, okay?�
Dorion looked past her as if unable to focus, but nodded.
Jade turned her light into the depths of the tunnel ahead. The walls were rough, cut from the surrounding igneous rock, much like the tunnel that had led from the surface into the first chamber beneath the pyramid, but broader, more open. There was evidence of further collapse along the length of the tunnel, but nothing of the same scale as what had blocked the opening. As they advanced, Jade tried to imagine the ancients rolling the enormous golden sphere through the passage to its final destination, and then wondered if there was anything left of it now.
She wanted to ask Dorion about the spheres and dark matter, and how he seemed to know about her prescient vision, but he seemed in no state of mind to answer such questions. She turned instead to Professor. �What I don�t get is this: if Hodges is working with the Dominion, why destroy the spheres? That�s not their style.�
Professor pondered this for a moment. �Someone else then? It wouldn�t be the first time.�
�Wonderful.�
�Well, at least now we don�t have to worry about the Dominion using those spheres to power some new apocalyptic weapon.�
�Look at you, finding the silver lining.� She meant it to be playful, but in her own ears, it sounded sarcastic, so she quickly added. �Except of course that there�s still one out there.�
He gave her a sidelong glance. �What do you mean?�
�The Moon stone.�
�We don�t even know that there was a Moon stone.�
�What happened to Mr. Sunny Optimism?�
He gave her quizzical glance. �Why on earth would you want there to be another one of those things out there?�
The question caught her off guard only because she thought Professor knew her better. �Because if it�s out there, I want to find it.�
�I repeat, why on earth, et cetera?�
She shook her head. �Because it�s there.� Even as she said it, she knew that was not the whole answer. �And because I need to know if what happened back there really happened. I need to know that I�m not going crazy.�
�You are not going crazy,� said Dorion, breaking his long silence. �It really happened. I know because it happened to me.�
* * *
As they kept moving forward through the serpentine tunnel, their way lit only by Jade�s headlamp since it seemed prudent to conserve the batteries in the others, Dorion related his story of a strange day at CERN. Both Jade and Professor listened without comment as the physicist told of the strange premonition of his co-worker�s death in a climbing accident.
�The memory of attending her funeral, of knowing that she was dead, was so intense that I could not dismiss it as a coincidental dream,� he said. �I do not believe in psychic abilities, much less a deterministic universe where the future is already written, but I was at a loss to explain it any other way.
�Then it occurred to me to consider the circumstances surrounding the event. It had happened inside the CMS � the Compact Muon Solenoid � which I helped design and which had only just been powered down after months of operation in which thousands of high speed particle collisions had been observed. Our experiments were, quite literally, recreating the Big Bang on a very small scale. The detectors were looking for very specific particles, but it stands to reason that other particles, similar to those that came into existence at the moment the universe began, might also have been produced.�
�Like dark matter?� suggested Professor.
�Exactamente,� replied Dorion, slipping into his native tongue.
�When we first met,� Jade said, �you said that you had seen me before. This happened years ago. So, you weren�t just limited to a peek at the near future. How does this work exactly?�
�You must understand that, for a physicist, there is no such thing as �the future.� Einstein said, �People like us, who believe in physics, know that the distinction between past, present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.� Time is often referred to as a fourth dimension because everything in the universe takes place not only in a physical location, but also a temporal one. We believe the earth is fixed in its orbit and every year comes back around to where it was the year before. However, during that year, the entire solar system has moved many thousands of kilometers as the spiral arm of the Milky Way orbits around the galactic core, and the entire galaxy itself moves an even greater distance as the universe continues to expand.
�If it were possible to travel backward in time, we would not only have to move to a different temporal location, but also travel to a different physical location, light years from where we are at present.�
�I don�t think that was the point Einstein was trying to make,� countered Professor.
Dorion nodded. �You are correct. I merely point that out as a way of showing how facile the belief in time travel really is. But a common theme of time travel stories is the notion that, if it were possible to travel in time, we might effect a change that would alter history. Even a minor change, such as stepping on an insect, might have catastrophic consequences.
�Since the advent of quantum mechanics, most physicists have come to believe in the existence of what has been termed the multiverse hypothesis in which all possible permutations of reality exist as parallel universes. In such a scenario, our time traveler would not return to a changed present, but rather enter an alternative universe.�
�I believe another variation of that hypothesis suggests that those parallel universes exist as probabilities, and cease to exist based on what we observe. Like Schrodinger�s Cat, where two equally possible universes exist until we open the box and find out whether the cat is alive or dead, at which point one of those universes vanishes.�
�Does it? Or are we limited by our ability to perceive only one universe?�
Jade felt a little lost by the discussion. �What�s this got to do with dark matter?�
�Ah, forgive me. I shall try to explain. As I said earlier, physicists believe that time, as we understand it, is an illusion. Einstein proved this. We all perceive the passage of time as a constant because we are all traveling through space-time at the same constant velocity, but if we could travel faster, we would perceive time passing more slowly. The equation of space-time, and of matter and energy, must balance.�
�You�re losing me again.�
�He�s talking about black holes,� intoned Professor. �At the event horizon of a black hole, the gravitational energy is so strong that time would appear to stand still.�
�Yes, and if it were possible to survive the journey through a black hole, we would find ourselves in a different universe, a different permutation of reality. However, black holes are an extreme example. Recent experiments have demonstrated that the farther you move away from the earth�s center of gravity, time passes slower. Believe it or not, your head is aging slower than your feet. You are moving faster in space-time � the difference is measured in nanoseconds � the closer you get to the center of the earth. Any object with sufficient mass may cause local relativistic space-time effects.
�Following the�ah, episode in the CMS, it occurred to me that perhaps I had inadvertently interacted with a deposit of dark matter created by our experiments with the Large Hadron Collider. The super dense WIMPs altered my perception of space-time just enough that, for a few moments, I experienced an alternate universe, and at an accelerated rate, so that I quite literally saw the future.�
Jade glanced at Professor. If anyone could understand what Dorion was saying and offer a rational rebuttal, it was he, but Professor was listening with rapt attention and not a trace of skepticism. She turned back to Dorion. �And did you?�
�Not exactly. Lauren went climbing in Chamonix and there was an accident, but she was not killed. Nevertheless, I could not dismiss what had happened. Had I seen one possible universe? Had my warning to her somehow changed the outcome?
�It occurred to me that this incident might not be an isolated event. Even discounting the fraudulent claims of charlatans, there is an overwhelming amount of anecdotal evidence to suggest that precognition does occur. Moreover, since dark matter may be all around us, accumulating into small pockets of increased density that we are unable to detect, might that not be a plausible explanation for these allegedly psychic premonitions.
�Of course, my hypothesis was not exactly embraced in the scientific community.� He paused as if this was a painful admission. �After I�left CERN, I was able to find independent funding to continue my research. I decided to begin with an examination of the historical record, looking more closely at accounts of seers and oracles, particularly those associated with a specific geographical location � the Oracle at Delphi, for example. That is how I came to be here. There are numerous accounts of oracles and accurate prophecy throughout Mesoamerican history. You are aware, I am sure, that the Aztecs were expecting the arrival of Quetzalcoatl at the exact moment in history when Cortez arrived.�
Jade and Professor exchanged a look.
�And of course, there is the Mayan prophecy of the end of time.�
�Umm, check your calendar,� Jade said. �That didn�t happen.�
Dorion gave a coy smile. �That the prophesied apocalypse did not occur may be due to the fact that we were alerted to it and took appropriate precautions. Or, it may have occurred in a parallel reality, right on schedule. Did you know that there was a solar storm in 2012 that just missed the earth by a week? Scientists at NASA believe it would have destroyed modern civilization if we had been in its path. Perhaps in another universe, that�s exactly what happened, just as the Maya foresaw.�
He shrugged again. �Who can say? I was not looking to make these old stories fit my hypothesis, but merely investigating all the possibilities. My expertise � and a generous contribution from my benefactor � made it possible for me to get work as a technician for the muon tomography project here in Teotihuacan.�
�What were you hoping to find?� asked Professor. �Since there�s no way to detect dark matter, how would you know if you were right?�
�With another vision,� said Jade, before Dorion could answer.
The physicist nodded. �And it would seem that is exactly what happened.�
�So I got too close to the WIMPs and caught a glimpse of a possible future, but because we were warned, we changed the outcome?�
�Just so.�
Professor drew in a breath and let it out slowly. �Well, it�s an interesting idea. Too bad all the spheres were undoubtedly destroyed in the blast. Except for the Moon stone,� he added hastily before Jade could say it. �If it exists.�
�If the spheres were somehow employed as collectors for the WIMPs,� Dorion said, �then it would also explain why Jade was unable to move the Earth stone. It would have been much more massive than it appeared. However, it might have been possible to remove one of the smaller spheres. Perhaps the ancient inhabitants of the city took it with them when they abandoned Teotihuacan, or perhaps the Aztecs relocated it when they arrived centuries later.�
�Or the conquistadors got it,� said Jade. �Maybe our friend back there got trapped by the cave in after his buddies took the Moon stone.�
Professor held up the leather bound book he had taken from the mummified corpse. �Might be something about that in here.�
�As much as I�d love to stop for story time, I think maybe that will have to wait until we�re out of here.�
�Seconded,� replied Professor, tucking the journal away again in a pocket. �Incidentally, at the risk of being labeled a pessimist again, has anyone else noticed that we seem to be going down?�
Jade whipped her head around, pointing her light back in the direction they had come. In the fifteen minutes or so that they�d been walking, there view had not changed much, but she certainly had not been aware of a change in elevation. Looking back, she could not tell if they were actually going down or not. �Are you sure?�
�Trust me, I�ve humped up and down enough hills to recognize the difference. It�s slight, but we�re lower now than when we started.�
After considering this news for a moment, Jade shook her head. �It doesn�t change anything. This is the only way to go. The builders must have followed the course of a naturally occurring passage when they cut this tunnel, but we can see the evidence that they were here all around us. It has to go somewhere.�
�You�re assuming that it leads back to the surface,� Professor replied. �What if they used that shaft in the pyramid to get in? What if this was their passage to the Underworld?�
�Well, we can�t very well go back, can we? Instead of always playing devil�s advocate, why don�t you limit yourself to constructive comments?�
Professor shrugged and, evidently unable to offer anything useful, lapsed back into silence. A few minutes later, he was proved right. Half right, at least.
The passage had continued its gradual decline for perhaps another half-mile, during which time Jade began to hear a sound like white noise.
�Running water?� suggested Professor. �We must be near an underground river.�
He said nothing more, perhaps worried that his statement might be misinterpreted as defeatism, but it soon became evident that the source of the sound was indeed water moving through the surrounding rock, and they were getting closer to it with each step.
The passage abruptly opened into a cavern that would have been considered large by any standard, except compared to the expansive chamber where they had found the model of the solar system. Unlike that vast but austere hall, this cavern bore clear evidence, not merely of use by the ancients, but inhabitation.
They found themselves in what appeared to be a temple complex devoted to the Great Goddess. The deity, in all her spidery glory, had been carved into the wall in such a way that the goddess� mouth was the tunnel entrance; they had, in a manner of speaking, been vomited out of her mouth. Water fountained from several other openings in the wall, which had been incorporated into the sculpture as well, each one situated at the end of one the goddess� eight limbs. The water collected into six-foot wide channels that framed a rectangular courtyard below the dais upon which they now stood. On either side of the courtyard, just beyond the waterways, were long stone steps that looked remarkably like the bleachers in a stadium. Looking down, Jade could see that the floor of the courtyard was not a flat surface, but sloped gently from each side, like an inverted pyramid, meeting at a narrow trough � about a foot wide and six feet long � in the center. Scattered around the courtyard, at intervals which appeared almost random, were a dozen carved stelae � stylized human-animal hybrids that gazed out with fierce expressions � and everywhere the floor was pock-marked with tiny holes about an inch in diameter.
�Could that be your missing Moon stone?� asked Professor, pointing to a waist-high cylindrical pedestal at the center of the dais, upon which sat a dull black orb, about twelve inches in diameter.
Jade laughed in understanding. �This isn�t a temple. It�s a ball court.�
�Ball court?� asked Dorion, disbelieving. �You mean like football?�
Professor nodded, immediately catching on to Jade�s revelation. �Close. The ball game was played all over Central America. Just like with soccer today, everyone was nuts about it, though there were variations from place to place. The big difference though, at least from what we�ve been able to draw from contemporary accounts and artwork of the period, is that you weren�t allowed to touch the ball with your hands or your feet.�
�What then?�
�You had to use your hips.� He gave a little shimmy that Jade thought would have made Elvis envious.
Jade laughed in spite of their predicament. �The ball game wasn�t just a sporting event. It was part of their worship and a way of determining who the gods favored. We know from wall paintings at Tepantitla that they played the ball game, or at least a version of it, in Teotihuacan, but no court has ever been discovered. I think now we know why.�
Dorion raised his hands inquisitively. �We do?�
�They played it here, in the presence of the Great Goddess.� Jade looked back at the tunnel opening from which they had emerged. �The Goddess of the Underworld.�
�It�s a ball court and a temple,� Professor realized aloud. �They would come down here, probably for special celebrations, and only after appeasing the goddess by winning the ball game would a person be permitted to enter the tunnel and make the journey to the room with the spheres. Or maybe the winners were sacrificed by the priests, who would then enter the tunnel.�
�They sacrificed the winners?� asked Dorion, incredulous. �Hardly an incentive to play your best game.�
�Being offered to the gods was the highest honor. At least that�s what the priests told everyone. It�s the same kind of logic that gets people to blow themselves up with suicide bombs; be a martyr, virgins waiting in the afterlife��
Jade quickly cut him off. �There�s some evidence of that happening in the late Maya Classical Period and perhaps in Aztec society as well, but probably only on rare occasions. The game had different meanings in different cultures, and sometimes different meanings for different groups within a culture. It was recreation for the average citizen, could be used as a proxy for war, and as we see here, may have had religious significance.�
Dorion pointed at the black orb. �And that is the ball?�
Jade nodded. �Solid rubber. It probably weighs about ten pounds, so you can imagine that players got pretty bruised. Some of the wall art shows players wearing elaborate costumes which may have also been protective equipment, and in the murals at Tepantitla, the players are shown hitting the ball with sticks.�
�It�s a sphere.�
Jade saw what he was driving at. �You think there�s a connection between the planet spheres and the ball game?�
Dorion spread his hands in a gesture of uncertainty. �You are the expert. What do you think?�
�Sometimes a ball is just a ball,� muttered Professor.
�A sphere is not just a ball. Its shape is determined by gravity. The planets are spherical because particles of matter � including dark matter � will coalesce into spherical shapes. That is why planets and stars are round. I think it�s remarkable that the ancients understood this.�
�Or maybe the ancients just realized that spheres happen to bounce a lot better that cubes.�
�Even that is not something to be discounted lightly. The reason the sphere bounces better is because of the way energy is distributed throughout.�
�Guys,� Jade said sharply. �It�s a great debate, but let�s have it somewhere else, okay?�
She hopped down from the dais and onto the floor of the courtyard. Dorion however reached out for the ball.
�I don�t think you should�� Before Professor could finish uttering the warning, and a heartbeat before Dorion�s hand could touch the ball, something clicked underfoot. The center of the pedestal upon which the ball rested abruptly fell away and the ball dropped down the center like water down a drain.
Jade heard Professor�s shout and whirled just in time to see the ball shoot from a hole in the side of the wall beneath the dais. She didn�t need the gift of prophecy to know that something very bad was about to happen.
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The ball arced out over the courtyard floor and hit, bouncing with a loud thwock. Jade thought that might trigger whatever nasty surprise the ball court had in store, but aside from the ball continuing on its journey, nothing happened.
In a rush of intuition, Jade saw the reason for this, and just as clearly saw that the danger was far from past. The point of the game was to keep the ball from reaching the goal, which given the sloping floor, had to be the trough at the center. If a player could do that, they would stay safe. If they failed�.
Jade knew from bitter experience that ancient architects had delighted themselves with devising wonderful methods of dealing with unwelcome visitors; there was no telling what sort of death trap they had created here. The ball court was like an enormous pinball game, and if she made the wrong move, it would be game over.
In a split-second, she weighed her choices. She was just a couple steps away from the dais. She could make it back up to that place of relative safety before the ball reached the center� but it would reach the center, and under the circumstances, that seemed like a very bad thing. The only other option was to try and play.
The ball was about ten feet away, already descending for a second bounce. She dove forward, throwing her clasped hands out, trying to get them in between the ball and the floor in a classic volleyball bump.
Her timing was perfect, but that was about the only thing she got right. The solid ball hit like a blow from a hammer, slamming her arms into the floor even as the rest of her body hit the rough surface and, carried forward by her momentum, slid toward the center of the courtyard. The friction tore at her, burning hot through the fabric of her clothes, scraping bare skin raw, though she barely felt any of it. The pain of contact with the ball had left her arms completely numb.
The glancing impact was enough to divert the ball�s course, if only slightly. Jade caught a glimpse of its next bounce. She had managed to knock it onto the section of floor that sloped down from the side of the courtyard. It bounced again, though just barely, and continued rolling along across the slope at a slight curve as gravity began drawing it once again toward the final destination.
Jade struggled to get up. Her arms were nearly useless, so she had to roll to a sitting position to get her feet under her. There was no way she would be able to intercept the ball a second time, but she knew she had to try.
Something moved in front of her; Professor, charging headlong toward the center of the court in a desperate effort to do what she could not. Before he could reach it, the ball hit one of the stelae and rebounded back up the slope, away from his direction of travel. He skidded to a stop even as Jade managed to get back to her feet.
A measure of sensation was returning to her hands, all of it bad. She felt like she�d been smacked with a baseball bat; nothing was broken, but the throb of pain was almost paralyzing. She realized now why the ball game was played without hands or even feet; the ball was so heavy, so dense, that trying to hit or kick the ball might easily break the small bones in the extremities.
�You okay?� Professor shouted as he spun around trying to track the ball�s new trajectory.
�Fine!� she lied. �Don�t let it reach the center.�
The ball deflected off another stela � the decorative columns suddenly seemed to be everywhere � and shot straight toward the center as if from a cannon. Professor made a grab for the ball but was half-a-second too slow. Jade threw herself flat across its path trying to catch it with her body.
The ball struck her hip � another stinging impact � and then bounced into the air. She rolled over just in time to see it begin its downward arc and watched helplessly as it struck just above the trough, bounced across to the other side, and then rolled down the slope and in.
The trough was not very deep � the top of the ball protruded out of it � but as soon as the ball struck the bottom, there was a distinctive thump from within. A rhythmic tremor, almost like an engine idling, began to vibrate up through the stone floor.
�Not good,� Jade muttered.
There was a rasping noise and a small puff of dust as something sprang out of the nearest stela.
No, she realized, not just that one.
Each of the stelae throughout the ball court suddenly sprouted arms � or more precisely, a pair of wooden war clubs, lined with razor sharp obsidian blades. None of them were close enough to pose a threat to Jade or Professor, even when, after more eruptions of dust and noise, they all began spinning in place, their arms whirling like lawn mower blades.
Jade caught a glimpse of sudden movement at the back end of the court. Spikes now protruded up through the holes in floor, row after row of three-foot long sharpened stakes, which had shot up in an instant, and then just as quickly disappeared back into the holes.
�Watch the floor!� Jade shouted, heeding her own advice, quickly sliding her feet away from the holes.
There was a loud snap as the entire left flank of the ball court � where both Jade and Professor were standing � bristled with sharpened stakes. Jade felt the air moving around her, felt one of the spikes strike the side of her shoe as it stabbed the air. Then the deadly spears drew back into their holes.
�Jade!�
�I�m okay,� she replied. �You?�
More spikes shot up from the right flank.
�Not a scratch.�
The spears on the left side shot up again, confounding Jade�s expectation of a pattern. Fortunately, neither she nor Professor had moved an inch and they were once again spared.
�The center looks safe,� she called, and as soon as the spikes disappeared back into the floor, she made the short dash to the trough. She wasn�t ready to risk stepping into the well where the ball now rested, so she straddled it. Professor reached the trough a millisecond before the spikes popped up again.
�They�re coming up totally at random� she panted.
Professor shook his head. �There�s a pattern. It�s a mechanical system; there has to be a pattern. It only seems random.�
�Mechanical?�
�Sure. They must have tapped the hydropower.� He jerked a thumb at the dais where water poured from the hands of the Great Goddess. Jade also saw Dorion there, frozen in place and looking utterly helpless.
�Paul! Stay there!� She turned her attention back to Professor. �You figure the pattern out yet?�
�I think so.� He did not sound very confident. �If we stay close to the corners, we can jump back and forth. The timing will be tricky.�
Too tricky, thought Jade. She and Professor might be able to make it, but she doubted that Dorion had the instincts or the coordination to beat the trap. But it isn�t a trap; it�s a test.
�We�re supposed to beat the game,� she said, thinking out loud. �That�s why they built it this way.�
Professor�s eyebrows drew together in a frown, but then he nodded slowly. �How do we win?�
Jade looked around the ball court, trying to put herself in the role of an ancient supplicant seeking entrance to the Underworld domain of the Great Goddess. The priests would have launched the ball out into the court, and the players would have done their best to keep the ball from reaching the center well and activating the trap, but even if that happened, the game would not be over. Maybe it was supposed to happen; maybe the game didn�t start until the stelae started whirling around with their deadly war-clubs and the spikes began popping up out of the floor. But where was the goal?
�We need to get the ball back up there,� she said, pointing to the pedestal.
�Paul! Think fast!� Professor bent down and scooped up the ball in both hands and hurled it toward the dais.
In ancient times, this would have been an unthinkable violation of the rules; fortunately there were no priests around to assess a penalty. Here, the only liability was Dorion�s athletic ability. The physicist opened his arms to make the catch but was promptly bowled over by the mass of the solid rubber sphere. The ball bounced away and rolled across the dais, splashing into one of the water channels where it was instantly seized by the current and swept along the outer perimeter of the ball court.
Jade bit back a curse and launched into motion. She hadn�t quite nailed down the pattern that governed the rise and fall of the spikes, but reasoned that if she kept clear of the holes in the floor, she would be safe.
�Look out!�
Professor�s shouted warning didn�t include information about what exactly she should be looking out for, but it was enough to make her raise her eyes just in time to see that her she was about to blunder into the reach of one of the stelae. There was no way to stop, so she did the next best thing. She ducked.
Twin bladed war clubs whooshed through the air above her head, and then suddenly a wall of spikes appeared in front of her, just beyond the radius guarded by the spinning column. She tried her best to duck and dodge simultaneously, but instead crashed into the extended stakes, which snapped apart like pretzels. The rest retracted into the floor, resetting for another upward thrust. Jade sprinted up the sloping flank of the court, keeping her eye on the ball as it rolled toward the far end, while trying to remember how long she had before the spikes would pop up again.
�Five seconds!� shouted Professor, as if tuning into her thoughts. �Four� three��
I can make it. When she heard him say: �one� she launched herself forward, up and over the low wall that bordered the court. She felt the snick of spikes stabbing up at her, glancing harmlessly off her hiking boots, and then she was hit by a shocking blast of cold.
The channel was shallow, only a few inches deep, and while the water was moving fast, there wasn�t enough of it to sweep her away. Instead, it splashed up around her in a froth that soaked her to the skin and chilled her to the bone.
Her muscles had clenched with the frigid baptism, but she forced herself into motion, splashing after the ball as it continued toward the end of the channel. The disruption of the water flow had actually slowed its progress, but it was still rolling toward the unknown. Still on all fours, Jade splashed after it, half-crawling, and launched herself out of a crouch just as the ball started to go over the edge. She slid the rest of the way forward, wrapping her arms around the black orb and hugging it to her chest, even as it rolled off the end of the channel.
Beyond the drop-off, there was a lot of nothing. Even though it wasn�t powerful enough to sweep her over, Jade was conspicuously aware of the water splashing over her and cascading out into a chasm that went deeper than the light of her headlamp could reach.
She wriggled backward, away from the precipice, and sat up, tightly clutching her prize. Professor was still stranded, but safe at the center of the ball court. Jade rolled over the edge of the channel and dropped down onto the first tier of the seating area and ran down the length of the court toward the dais. The water was deeper close to the statue of the goddess and she wasn�t willing to risk wading into it.
She spotted Dorion, now standing on the far side of the channel, staring at her expectantly. �Paul! I�m going to throw the ball to you. Put it on the pedestal. That should shut everything down. Okay?�
He nodded, still looking a little chagrined at his earlier fumble. Jade thought about offering words of encouragement, but decided that the only salve for his bruised ego was a successful catch. She bent over, the ball in both hands between her knees in a classic basketball granny-shot pose, and gently lobbed it over the six-foot wide waterway. Dorion caught it easily.
�Watch your step,� she cautioned as he turned away. �There must be some kind of trigger mechanism on the floor. We don�t want to have to do this all over again.�
He nodded without looking back and moved directly to the pedestal where he held the ball out and, with perhaps more caution than was warranted, gingerly set it in place. Jade was a little worried that she�d gotten it wrong, and that the ball would once again drop through the center of the pedestal and shoot back into play, but for once everything went exactly according to plan. With another ground-shaking thump, the automated defenses on the ball court shut down. The floor spikes retracted. The stelae stopped spinning and, with one or two exceptions, their war club arms folded back into niches in their carved exteriors.
Professor heaved a sigh of relief and stepped away from center court, hurrying back to the edge of the dais to join Dorion. �Well played. Does this mean we win a free trip back into the tunnel? Or should we just take our ball and go home?�
Jade rolled her eyes. �I vote home but let�s leave the ball. I don�t ever want to play this game again.�
Professor grinned. �But you�re so good at it.�
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San Jose, Costa Rica
Jade stared at the enormous stone sphere and felt the memories of the underground ordeal come flooding back.
After nearly three days, her recollection of the events of that night had mostly faded to something like the memory of a bad dream. What most occupied her thoughts and filled her with anxiety was not the terror she had experienced when the bomb had detonated, killing Acosta and Sanchez, or the ball court, or hours spent making their way back to freedom, but rather the lingering uncertainty that surrounded the attempt on their lives. Why had Hodges turned on them? Who was he working for, and perhaps more importantly, working with? Until they knew that, they had to let the world believe that they were dead.
They had emerged from the labyrinthine cave system about an hour before dawn. After surviving the ball court, the rest of the journey was almost anticlimactic. They found another passage leading away and soon Professor reported that they were ascending. As before, the tunnel was wide and easy to negotiate. More than once, the way forward was blocked by cave-ins, but the knowledge that they were getting closer to escape supplied them with the energy to dig their way out. As they broke through one collapsed section of tunnel, Jade felt cool air rush in, and knew they were nearly free. A few minutes later, they wriggled through the opening and found themselves on the lower flanks of a stone pyramid � the Pyramid of the Moon. Their long undulating journey through the Underworld had brought them back to the surface a mere stone�s throw from where it had begun.
The exit hole let out almost directly above the Plaza of the Moon, where the ancient inhabitants of the city had made sacrifices to the Great Goddess. The altar to the Great Goddess had, it seemed, been a literal passage to the Underworld. Whether the entrance had been sealed by the original inhabitants as a way of protecting the power within, or by future inhabitants, was a question that would have to wait for another day. Jade and the others had carefully concealed evidence of their escape route before sneaking away from the archaeological preserve.
The site was swarming with activity � military vehicles and patrols � but there was no way to determine whether it was a search-and-rescue effort or a sweep to ensure that no one had survived the explosion. Inasmuch as the bomb had almost certainly been military ordnance, they had to assume the latter, and furthermore, that Hodges had the support of the Mexican Army or someone with influence over the government.
She and Dorion had spent a frustrating day sequestered away while Professor somehow procured fake passports and funds for travel. �I know a guy who knows a guy. It�s a SEAL thing,� he had explained when she had asked, as if that answered everything. By afternoon of the following day, the trio that had escaped the Underworld realm of the Great Goddess were fifteen hundred miles away in Costa Rica.
Now however, as Jade stared at the enormous stone ball, she couldn�t help but think about the strange discovery that had lit the fuse on this entire nightmare. Yet, this enormous sphere, which adorned a rooftop courtyard at the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica � one of more than three hundred such spheres, ranging in size from about two feet in diameter to well over six, uncovered in an overgrown river delta near the Pacific Coast over the course of the last century � was the reason they had come to the Central American country.
A walk through the museum had supplemented Jade�s prior knowledge of the pre-Columbian history of Costa Rica. Because of its remote location and rugged terrain, the narrow isthmus had not supported the rise of advanced organized societies like its neighbors to the north, and so had remained outside Jade�s area of academic interest. For the most part, the physical remains of ancient cultures that had made the narrow strip of land between two oceans their home had been swallowed up by the jungle. One notable exception was a culture known as the Diquis, which had flourished from about the year 700 C.E. only to be wiped out completely, shortly after contact with European explorers in the sixteenth century. The Diquis were best known as the artisans who had created � probably, at least � the enormous stone spheres.
Little was actually known about the spheres, which had first been discovered in the 1930s by workers clearing the jungle to make room for banana plantations. They did not appear in the historical record, apparently forgotten by the last of the Diquis and overgrown by the rain forest long before the arrival of the Spanish colonists. The only way to estimate their age was by dating the soil horizons in which they had been found � a fairly reliable technique known as stratigraphy. It was believed that the earliest spheres had been carved about 600 C.E. but many of them had been disturbed or even destroyed by workmen and treasure hunters. What stratigraphy could not reveal was the reason why the primitive Diquis had made the enormous stone sculptures that were very nearly perfect spheres.
It was certainly possible that the orbs beneath the pyramids of Teotihuacan had no connection whatsoever to the Diquis spheres, but Jade wasn�t a believer in coincidence. This wasn�t as simple as disparate cultures discovering pyramidal architecture thousands of miles and hundreds of years apart; spheres were extremely rare in the ancient world. Unfortunately, trying to prove � or for that matter disprove � a connection was proving to be a tough nut to crack, especially since so little was known about what the locals called �Las Bolas.�
Jade reached out cautiously, placed her palm against the sphere, and closed her eyes.
�Well?� asked Professor.
She smiled without humor and drew back her hand. �As they say around here, nada.�
�So what�s the next move?�
�There are several active archaeological sites in the south where the spheres were discovered. Most of them are in the Oso region, close to the town of Palmar Sur. I say we head there and look for anything that might indicate a connection to Teotihuacan: trade goods, artwork�� She glanced over at Dorion. �Maybe catch some WIMP vibes.�
She expected the physicist to correct the mischaracterization, but he surprised her by letting it pass. �It may be that something about the shape of a sphere facilitates the collection of dark matter. We may very well experience more space-time distortions, particularly if a sphere has been undisturbed for a long period of time.�
From their tour of the museum, they had learned that nearly all of the spheres had been discovered in the valley of the Rio Grande de Terraba, just a few miles inland from the Pacific Ocean. Hundreds of them had already been removed and relocated so that they were now scattered all across the country, adorning parks and private gardens. Some had been destroyed, either because they were seen as an impediment to agricultural pursuits or because of an unfounded rumor that the spheres concealed golden treasure. Nevertheless, new sphere discoveries were happening all the time in the surrounding area and four archaeological sites in the Diquis Delta had been granted UNESCO World Heritage status. Jade hoped that, by viewing some of the spheres in situ, and relatively undisturbed, she might be able to formulate an answer to the riddle of the Teotihuacan spheres.
But secretly, she was also hoping for another glimpse of the future.
She did not pretend to understand Dorion�s explanation for the strange effect, but if it was true � if the phenomenon could be reproduced � it would open up a whole new understanding of ancient belief systems.
Maybe that was why Brian Hodges had tried to kill them.
They made their way back through the museum, a converted military fort located in the bustling downtown section of the capital city, and headed for their hotel just a few blocks away. As soon as they were on the steps outside, Professor begged off.
�Hey, you two go on ahead. I�ll catch up.�
Jade raised a suspicious eyebrow. �More SEAL stuff?�
Professor laughed easily. �I could tell you, but�you know.� He drew a finger across his throat and made a gagging sound. �Don�t worry. I�ll be back in time for happy hour.�
Without further explanation, he headed back up the steps and vanished behind a gaggle of tourists. Jade felt a twinge of irritation, mostly because he hadn�t deigned to consult with her before running off, but she shrugged it off. She had Dorion to keep her company, and now that she knew him a little better, and understood the reason for his awkwardness during their initial meeting, she almost found him charming, in a brainy nerd sort of way. Jade had decided to forego company in favor of a little indulgent luxury. She hadn�t even had a proper shower since their escape from the Teotihuacan Underworld.
Their hotel, the New Balmoral, was just a few blocks from the museum, walking distance along an avenue crowded with pedestrian traffic and street merchants hawking everything from handmade decorative ribbons to bootleg DVDs. San Jose was a pretty typical example of an old New World colonial capital. The architecture was like a mosaic of the city�s history, from the 1850s to the 1950s, strongly influenced by the Spanish presence, but in between old churches and historic buildings, were the ever-present signs of twenty-first century encroachment: advertisements for Pizza Hut, McDonalds and the like.
Once back in her room, Jade started running a bath, but while she waited for the tub to fill up with hot water, she decided to have a look at the leather bound journal they had taken from the mummified remains of the Spanish explorer. Professor had entrusted it to her back in Mexico, but she had postponed reading it in the vain hopes that she might be able to do so in a climate controlled restoration laboratory. Since that wasn�t an option, her air-conditioned hotel room would have to do.
The book seemed to have held up well despite the passage of centuries, probably because no one had touched it in all that time. She opened to the first page and started reading, translating as she went along.
23rd October, Anno Domini 1593
I am going to die here, and there will be no one to grant me absolution. I pray, let this serve as my final confession. May the Lord, in His mercy, grant me entry into the Kingdom of Heaven.
I have not lived a virtuous life, yet in the days that have passed since my last confession, I have endeavored to carry out the will of God on Earth. If I have sinned, then my sin is Pride. Have I done these things for God�s glory, or my own? I think that if I had His blessing, this Fate would not have befallen me.
Four years ago, with my companion Alvaro Diego Menendez Castillo, I went forth on a mission to defeat the Heretic Queen�s conjurer, whose eyes see all�

Jade flipped through the book until she found the last page, which included a signature: Gil Perez.
She thought the name sounded familiar, but since it was about as generic as John Smith, odds were good that she was merely confusing the author of this record with someone else. She flipped back to the front and found the words that had immediately aroused her interest.
The Heretic Queen�s conjurer whose eyes see all.
In 1593, or rather 1589 when the Spaniard had embarked on his mission, only one person would have been described as the Heretic Queen: Queen Elizabeth of England. England and Spain had been in a state of undeclared war for years, with English privateers raiding treasure galleons on the Spanish Main. The hostilities had reached a boiling point in 1588 when Spain sent an armada of ships to attack the British Isles, but in one of the greatest upsets in military history, English forces had devastated the Spanish Armada.
Historians had written volumes on the subject of the defeat of the Spanish Armada, analyzing the strategic situation and the military tactics employed, but one undisputed contributing factor had been the weather. A southwesterly wind had driven the Spanish ships into the stormy North Atlantic where nearly a third of them had been wrecked. King Phillip II had blamed the defeat of his forces on a �Protestant Wind.�
What very few legitimate historians mentioned was the role played by Dr. John Dee, alchemist, court astrologer and adviser to Queen Elizabeth in all matters relating to science and the occult, which in the sixteenth century, were effectively indistinguishable. According to some contemporary sources, Dee had predicted the coming of the decisive wind, and had used that foreknowledge to plan the English defenses.
Gil Perez had evidently bought into the hype, believing that Dee had not merely made a fortuitous meteorological prediction but actually employed uncanny power to give the English a strategic advantage. His mission to �defeat the Heretic Queen�s conjurer� had been the start of a journey that had ended three hundred feet below the Pyramid of the Sun, surrounded by orbs that imparted the ability to see the future, just as Dee had claimed to do. That cast everything Jade thought she knew about John Dee, not to mention science and the occult, in a new light.
With the book still in hand, she went to the tub, turned off the spigot, and let the water drain out. She could soak in a hot bath anytime; right now, she needed to know how Gil Perez had wound up in Mexico.
She had just settled back in to read more when the room phone started ringing. The noise startled her; who used regular telephones these days? It had to be the front desk, but why they would be calling, she couldn�t imagine. She picked up and answered tentatively in Spanish. ��Bueno?�
�Jade?� It was Professor. He spoke quickly, not waiting for her to acknowledge. �Listen. You need to grab Paul and get out of there, now. They�ve found us.�
* * *
Professor noticed the blonde woman right away � not a surprise really � but it took him a while to realize that she wasn�t merely another foreign tourist idling an afternoon away in the National Museum. From a distance, she looked drop dead gorgeous; super model thin but with the kind of noticeable assets that could only be the product of silicone and a surgeon�s knife. A closer look, which wasn�t easy because she seemed to be making a real effort to keep her distance, revealed that, despite her rather plain attire � a simple silk blouse and cotton slacks, both in hues of beige � she was every bit as glamorous as he had thought she would be, and that the rest of her beautiful appearance was as artificial as her bust line.
Jade probably would have noticed as much at a glance; women had a way of mentally dissecting other women, pinpointing all the flaws and perceived weaknesses in an instant, sizing them up as potential rivals, or at least that�s what Professor assumed. It took him a little longer to spot the plastic surgery scars and the unnaturally smooth forehead that hinted at botox treatments. These things didn�t necessarily diminish her beauty, but they did reveal a little about her character, which seemed important since he was now quite certain that she was following them. Twice, he caught her craning her head to look around other museum visitors, and then looking away quickly to avoid being noticed.
Definitely following us. Not very good at it, though.
That realization had hit him like a slap. The blonde was a distraction to keep him from noticing the other shadows they had picked up. He quickly picked out two more observers, both men, both trying a little too hard � and failing � to look inconspicuous in their dark suits. Professor thought they looked like Secret Service agents � the kind in movies though, not the real deal.
Either this is amateur hour, or those guys are also part of the distraction.
He had to assume the latter, but if there were others, they eluded his best efforts to detect. As their tour of the museum ended, he noted Blondie and the two suits heading out as well, making no effort to conceal the fact that they were all working together.
That was when he had decided to break away from Jade and Dorion for a little covert surveillance of his own. He had expected one of the suits to split off and follow him, but the trio kept their spotlight-intense gaze on his companions. He ducked into the museum gift shop, purchased an overpriced brown felt �Explorer� fedora for a quick disguise and a city map, and then headed back out in time to see the procession � the followed and the followers � heading down Avenida Central.
He fell into step behind Blondie and her two stooges, and using every trick he knew to make sure that he wasn�t secretly being followed, made his way back to the hotel. Blondie entered less than a minute behind Jade, and when Professor went in, he saw her at the reception desk, conversing with the clerk.
He thought the woman might be trying to pry some information out of the clerk, but after a few minutes, it became apparent that she was booking a room of her own.
For the first time since noticing the blonde, Professor felt a twinge of doubt. Had he read the situation wrong? Was the woman just a rich tourist with a pair of bodyguards, who happened to be spending the night at the same hotel? Was he just being paranoid?
Is it paranoia if they�re really out to get you?
Hodges betrayal had caught him completely flatfooted; he still had no idea why it had happened, or whether his former partner was working with the Dominion or someone else. Given the current situation, paranoia seemed like the appropriate response.
He moved to the lobby phone and started making calls. The third call he made was to Jade�s room.
��Bueno?�
�Jade? Listen. You need to grab Paul and get out of there, now. They�ve found us.�
�That�s impossible.�
Her reply was so immediate that he knew it was merely a defensive reaction. Denial remained the most basic response to a threat. �No time to debate it. Get Paul and take the stairs to the restaurant. I�ll meet you there. We won�t be coming back.�
He hung up before she could say anything more and made his way through the hotel to the luxurious patio restaurant. He had been hoping for a nice relaxing dinner here; now there was no telling where or when he would get his next meal.
He checked again to make sure that he had not been followed. There was no sign of Blondie or the others, but that only made him even more suspicious. A basic rule of life and especially combat, was that the threat you saw was rarely the one that killed you.
He positioned himself near the doors to the kitchen, but where he could maintain line of sight with the stairwell. When Jade and Dorion showed up, he would lead them through the kitchen, making sure to stay just a step or two ahead of Jade in order to keep her from asking too many questions. He wasn�t too worried about the staff accosting them. That was the great thing about the denial tendency; when confronted with something out of the ordinary, most people automatically tried to find the simplest possible explanation, or just pretended not to notice. If they walked through the kitchen like they knew what they were doing, the cooks and servers would probably leave them alone, at least for the thirty or so seconds they would need to reach the service entrance.
The door to the stairwell swung open and Jade stepped out into the foyer, followed by Dorion. As soon as she spied Professor, Jade�s expression twisted into something that was equal parts irritation and concern, and Professor knew a storm of questions was headed his way.
A chime sounded to signal the arrival of the elevator, and in the corner of his eye, Professor saw the blonde woman stride out of the car and into the foyer. He saw her eyes lock on Jade, saw her go rigid in recognition, saw her start to reach into a pocket.
Damn!
�Jade! Run!�
* * *
Jade moved without hesitation, almost without conscious thought. When someone, especially someone you trusted, told you to run, you didn�t ask questions. She had questions of course, and she hated not having answers, but she knew better than to stop and ask. She grabbed Dorion�s arm and dragged the man toward Professor.
Except now, Professor was moving toward her. �This way.�
Jade hauled Dorion around and followed, glancing around quickly to see if she could spot Hodges. If he was there, she didn�t see him.
Professor headed through the lobby and out the main entrance. Jade felt the eyes of everyone in the reception area on her, but quickened her pace knowing that it was too late to try for inconspicuous.
She burst out onto the sidewalk with Dorion in tow and saw Professor, waiting a few steps away. As soon as she met his gaze, he spun on his heel and headed up the side street, pushing through the crowd of pedestrians and blazing a trail for Jade and Dorion to follow.
Jade let go of Dorion�s arm. �Try to keep up,� she told him, and set off at a run.
Despite her faster pace, Professor remained several yards ahead of her. She had no difficulty picking him out of the crowd, mostly because of the ridiculous hat he had somehow acquired since they�d parted company in front of the museum. He reached the corner and charged out across the intersecting avenue without slowing. Jade followed, dodging cars and motorcycles, ignoring the shouts and honks of irate drivers, and once she was across the intersection, risked a look back. The crowd they had pushed through was already closing and she couldn�t tell if anyone was actually following them, but Professor wasn�t slowing.
They raced up the block, crossed another busy street, and found themselves in a city park, crowded with people enjoying the island of greenery floating in the midst of the city�s busy downtown district.
The park was a surreal experience, a jungle in the midst of a modern city, dotted with anachronistic ruins. A paved path led to an open structure, an enormous dome resting on a ring of Ionic columns, like a Roman temple, only without anything inside. They were quickly enfolded by greenery, but looming above them just a few blocks away was a towering hotel with the easily recognizable Holiday Inn logo. They passed a pewter-colored statue of a Spanish conquistador, which evoked a memory of the mummified Gil Perez in the chamber beneath the Pyramid of the Sun, and thirty seconds later went through another freestanding structure � a pergola resting on columns that looked like it might have been transported from ancient Rome.
Jade risked another glance back and once again saw no evidence of anyone behind them. Dorion however was out of breath and struggling to catch up.
�Slow down,� she shouted to Professor. He looked back, and then slowed to a brisk walk.
�Who did you see?� Jade asked when she was close enough to speak without yelling. �Was it Hodges?
He shook his head. �It wasn�t Brian, but someone picked up our trail at the museum.�
�How did they find us? We were so careful.�
He shook his head uncertainly. �You know how these people work. Agents everywhere. Maybe someone in Mexico recognized us when we were getting on the plane. There�s no telling who might be watching us, so we have to keep moving.�
�So we�re changing hotels?�
�No.� He kept walking briskly offering no further comment until they emerged from the park and onto the side of another busy street where he immediately raised a hand to flag down one of the city�s ubiquitous red taxis. �We have to get out of the city.�
�Nice of you to include me in your plans,� Jade said, irritably.
�There wasn�t time��
�There never is.� She took a step back, hands on hips, and struggled to keep her frustration in check. The abrupt dash from the hotel had reawakened all her unresolved anger over what had happened in Teotihuacan, and even though she knew that Professor wasn�t to blame for any of it, she couldn�t help but equate his presence with disaster. She knew that what she was really angry about was the loss of control. Hodges had taken it away in Mexico, and now Professor was doing it here.
�Let�s get one thing straight,� she said, trying but not succeeding to keep her tone diplomatic. �I�m not working for you or Tam Broderick. I�m working for me, and if you plan on sticking around, then you�re working for me too.�
Professor appeared visibly taken aback. �Jade, I�m trying to save us.�
�I don�t need you to play hero,� she countered. �I can take care of myself. If you want to help, then you need to start sharing what you know, and stop making all the decisions.�
A taxi pulled to a stop in front of them. The driver got out, circled around, and opened the rear door for them.
Professor stared back at Jade. �Oookay,� he said slowly. �We came to Costa Rica because you said you wanted to investigate the spheres, right? And then you said you wanted to visit the site where they were discovered? Am I still on track?�
She frowned, but nodded.
�Do you still want to go there? Because I�ve made arrangements to get us there, but if that�s not what you want to do anymore, I can cancel them.�
Jade could not tell if he was being accommodating or condescending. �What arrangements?�
�A rental car. If they�re watching the airports, which is probably how they tracked us here, then we can�t very well fly out. Palmar Sur is about a four-hour drive; if we leave now, we might make it before dark. And it will be a lot harder for anyone to pick up our trail if we�re driving.�
�That�s a pretty good plan,� Jade admitted, grudgingly. �We�ll go with that.�
�I�m glad you approve.� He gestured for her to get in the cab. Dorion slid in beside her, and after telling the driver their desired destination, Professor joined them.
The drive to the car rental agency took only a few minutes, barely enough time for Jade to calm down. The only thing worse than not having any control over the situation was the patronizing way Professor was treating her. Must be that military mindset. Take charge, be the hero. Just like Maddock�
That thought made her even angrier.
�Here we are,� Professor announced as they pulled into a Budget rent-a-car lot. �I asked for one of those.� He pointed at a silver Ford Everest, a big sport utility vehicle that looked perfect for negotiating paved roads and mountain trails alike. �But if you�d rather pick something else out, please be my guest.�
She shook her head.
Professor paid the cab driver and then went to meet the lot attendant. He returned with the keys and gestured to to vehicle he had pointed to earlier. �Would you like to drive?�
�Knock it off,� she growled.
�I�m serious,� he said, without the least hint of mockery. �If you drive, I can keep an eye out for anyone following us.�
�Fine.� She took the keys and, without further comment, slid behind the steering wheel and started the engine. Dorion stood by dumbly as if unable to process anything that had happened, until Professor suggested he take shotgun.
�Shotgun?�
�Up front with me,� Jade said over the soft rumble of the idling motor.
Dorion climbed into the passenger seat, still looking somewhat befuddled, and buckled his safety belt. Professor got in the back and started rooting around in a backpack that appeared to have been left on the seat.
�Where�d that come from?� Jade asked, curious.
�Just another one of those arrangements I made without consulting you first,� he answered. �I hope that�s okay with you.�
Jade craned her head around in time to see him release the slide on a matte black semi-automatic pistol.
�How did you manage to pull that off?�
�I know a guy who knows a guy. I figure since they already know we�re here, no sense in staying completely below the radar.� He stuffed the pistol into shoulder holster rig and passed it to her. �Here. This one�s for you.�
�Oh. I don�t know what to say.�
He grinned and winked. �You might go with �thank you.��

ELEVEN

Osa Canton, Costa Rica
�You�ve got to be kidding.�
Jade stared in disbelief at what waited for them at the end of the road they had been told would lead them to the archaeological site known as Finca 6 where several of the stone spheres had been discovered by workmen in the 1930s. After the long drive down the Pan American Highway, through a lush verdant landscape that reminded her of her childhood home on the island of Oahu, Jade had been expecting a remote site, accessible only by an arduous trek up an overgrown jungle trail, accompanied by the song of tropical birds and the chattering of insects underfoot.
�Is something wrong?� asked Dorion.
Jade pulled the Ford to a stop in the parking area and pointed to the very modern looking building nearby. �That. I thought this was an archaeological site. It looks more like a golf course. This is just a tourist trap.�
�Archaeologists need to eat too,� Professor reminded her. �And tourists bring the money in. Just like at Teo.�
�I can understand Teo. It�s huge; of course it brings the tourists. But this�� She waved a disparaging hand. �We�re not going to find anything new at place like this. It�s all staged for visitors.�
�We�re here. Might as well have a look?� He checked his shoulder holster and then made sure it was covered completely by the lightweight windbreaker he had purchased before leaving San Jose. Jade had one just like it, and for much the same reason. They had risked the stop to purchase supplies and equipment, the sort of things they might need if they had to spend a night in the jungle, though it was starting to look like that wasn�t going to be a concern. As Professor reached for the door, he settled his fedora atop his head.
�You�re not actually going to keep wearing that thing, are you?�
He grinned. �Why not? I think it suits me.�
�Don�t you think it�s a bit�clich�?�
�The word you were looking for is �iconic.��
�If you start packing a bullwhip, I won�t be seen with you in public,� she growled, even though she knew her irritation was misplaced. She was frustrated at what looked like another dead end, and was starting to wonder if the whole endeavor wasn�t a colossal waste of time. She was also probably feeling a bit cranky from spending hours on the road, and crashing at one of the rustic �eco� hotels that catered to adventure tourists looking for that �authentic� travel experience.
Still, something about all of this felt right, as if it was what she was meant to do. Archaeology was a lot like detective work, and like a detective, Jade had long appreciated the importance of trusting her instincts. Those instincts had brought her here; the least she could do was check the place out.
She got out and led the procession up to the building, which turned out to be an interpretive center for the site. They spent a few minutes browsing the collection of stone artifacts and graphic displays describing the discoveries made at the site. In addition to the spheres, archaeologists had uncovered cobblestone foundations and stone tools, which showed that the giant stone orbs were important to the primitive culture that had inhabited the region, but offered no clue as to why, or how they had been used. Behind the building, a network of walking trails crisscrossed the site where the stone spheres lay scattered like marbles left behind by a giant child. A few were still buried, with the just the tops protruding above the ground. Several were badly eroded and could hardly still be called spheres, while others had been carved with primitive glyphs; historians had yet to determine if the markings were from the time of the spheres� creation, or some later addition, like Stone Age graffiti.
They visited each in turn, looking for anything that might provide a revelation, but after nearly two hours, even Professor was ready to call it quits. They returned to the visitor�s center to get information about the other sites in the area.
The woman at the information countered shook her head. �I�m sorry,� she said in passable English. �But the other sites are not open for tourism.�
�We�re not tourists,� Jade explained, patiently. �We�re archaeologists.�
The woman looked pointedly at Professor in his �adventurer� hat, and then back at Jade. �I�m sure that you are,� she said in a dubious tone, �but you would need permission from the National Museum.�
�We were just there,� Professor said, quickly. �They sent us here.� It was almost the truth.
�If you have permission to visit the sites,� said the woman. �Then there�s nothing more I can do to help you.�
Jade shook her head, no longer feeling quite so patient. �Can you at least give us some information about the other sites?�
The woman sighed. �There is El Silencio, a few kilometers up the Terraba River on the south bank, at the foot of the Coastal Range. The largest sphere we have found is there; two and a half meters in diameter. There is also a cobblestone pavement there. Batambal is just north of here, right off the highway. Four spheres have been located there as well as mounds and other cobblestone structures. Then there is Grijalba, further to the west on the Balsar River. There are more pavements and structures there. There are other sites as well, more than forty-five in total, but those are the most significant. Oh, and of course there�s Isla del Ca�o.�
�Isla del Ca�o?� Jade didn�t recall that name from her earlier research, and the idea of finding the spheres on an island intrigued her. �Tell me about that.�
�Isla del Ca�o is in the ocean, about twenty-five kilometers from Bahia Drake. It is also a very popular tourist destination,� she added with more than a trace of haughtiness. She produced a colorful tourist brochure with a photo of a gray and green tropical island protruding up from an azure sea, and bold yellow letters that advertised boat tours.
Jade took the pamphlet and stared at the image on the cover as is in a trance. �There are spheres there?�
�Two small spheres. Other sites have been identified but not thoroughly explored.�
Jade turned to the others. �I�ve seen this place before.�
�Sure you have,� replied Professor. �It was in Jurassic Park, only they called it something else; Isla Sorna, I think.�
The woman at the counter clapped enthusiastically at this bit of trivia, but Jade put a hand on Professor�s shoulder. �No. You don�t understand. I remember this island. I remember being there.�
Dorion stepped forward and took the brochure from her. His eyes went wide in recognition and he nodded slowly. �Yes. This was where we found�� His forehead creased as if the memory had slipped away.
�We found�� Jade stopped and corrected herself. �We will find something there. Something important.�
�What?�
She searched her memories, memories of something she hadn�t even done yet. How was that possible? Until she�d seen the picture of Isla del Ca�o, she hadn�t even been aware of a memory associated with the island. Yet, evidently it had been something glimpsed in the blackout episode when she�d touched the Earth stone. Now, she could vividly remember the boat ride, the salt air, that first glimpse of the rocky nub sticking out of the sea. But nothing more. The rest of the memory was still shrouded, an outline of something barely glimpsed from a distance. �I don�t know. I guess we�ll find out when we get there.�
Because the Diquis Delta was a mangrove jungle through which snaked dozens of braided river channels, there were no roads connecting Palmar Sur to Agujitas, the resort town on Bahia Drake where they would be able to charter a boat to Isla del Ca�o. To get to Bahia Drake, they would first have to take a boat ride through those channels in the imposing mangrove forest. They left the Everest with a rental agent in the village of Sierpe � evidently, this was a common practice for tourists trying to reach the coast � and boarded the afternoon speedboat ferry for the twenty-five mile journey.
The scenic riverboat ride would have been enjoyable under any circumstances, but as Jade gazed out at the passing greenery � the spindly roots of mangrove trees reaching down like octopus tentacles into mud flats exposed by the outgoing tide, caimans lounging on sandbars, too many birds to count � she felt a different kind of excitement. The excitement of seeing something that was already intimately familiar, for the very first time.
�I don�t get it,� she finally told Dorion. �In that original vision�premonition�whatever you want to call it. I died. We all did. And when we changed that future, all of that just kind of faded away. I barely remember it now. So how did I also see this future, too?�
�The space-time distortion caused by the dark matter field might have exposed you to several different possible futures. You wouldn�t remember them, so to speak, until you encountered some trigger, which in this case was seeing that picture of Isla del Ca�o. I felt it too, and I felt the same thing when I saw you for the first time in Teotihuacan, even though it�s been several years since I encountered the dark matter field.�
�So this might happen again? I�ll keep having d�j� vu for the rest of my life?�
Dorion shrugged. �Is it such a bad thing? I would thing think that, in your profession, it would be particularly fortuitous.�
Professor cleared his throat. �You do realize that we�re caught in a Bootstrap Paradox.�
�A what?�
�The Bootstrap Paradox is a time travel problem where a person travels back in time and gives himself important information � like the plans for a time machine � which then makes it possible for him to travel back in time to give himself the plans, ad infinitum. Where did the knowledge of how to build the time machine really come from? It�s like lifting yourself off the ground by pulling on your bootstraps.�
�He speaks of a temporal causality loop,� Dorion explained. �It is a theoretical question that physicists and science fiction writers often concern themselves with.�
�I don�t think we can dismiss it as simply theoretical anymore. We�re going to Isla del Ca�o because Jade remembered going there in the future. Without that little nugget, we would still be fumbling around, clueless.�
Dorion shook his head. �The multiverse hypothesis allows that in one or more possible worlds, we discovered something without foreknowledge. We were already investigating locations where the spheres have been found, so it is not merely possible but probable. The space-time effects of the field do not show us our own future, but rather what is happening in parallel realities � just like watching a program on television. It only seems that we are watching our own future because so many of these alternative universes are almost completely indistinguishable from our own.�
Jade was not sure she understood but was grateful that Dorion had come to her rescue. She punched Professor playfully in the arm. �Yeah. So there.�
Professor grinned but then immediately countered the physicist�s argument with something even more esoteric, and soon the two men were lost in a discussion that was almost completely incomprehensible to Jade. �Young nerds in love,� she muttered, turning away to look at the passing scenery.
The idea that she had somehow been given special knowledge of the future was not what bothered Jade. Her first vision had been of something bad happening and they had only narrowly escaped that outcome. Now, she was being guided by an even more ambiguous premonition. But toward what? She thought she understood what Professor meant by Bootstrap Paradox, but what if this was something more like those Final Destination movies, or that old story Appointment in Samarra, where a man tries to escape his appointment with Death by running away to another city, only to find out that�s where Death was planning to meet him.
What if the universe is trying to correct the fact that we survived the explosion in Mexico?
This was why Jade hated not being in control, hated being swept along by visions and impulses that didn�t make any sense. The fact that there did not seem to be a better choice was even more frustrating.
At the mouth of the Sierpe River, they passed out into the choppy wind-swept waters of Bahia Drake � Drake�s Bay, where according to local lore, famed English privateer Sir Francis Drake had harbored his ships and possibly cached his treasures. Drake of course had been highly favored in the court of Queen Elizabeth, and that connection reminded Jade that she had not finished translating the last confession of Gil Perez. As Professor and Dorion continued to debate the finer points of causality loops, Jade opened the journal and indulged in a different sort of time travel.
Four years ago, with my companion Alvaro Diego Menendez Castillo, I went forth on a mission to defeat the Heretic Queen�s conjurer, whose eyes see all.
When it became known that the conjurer had used uncanny power to summon the Devil Wind in order to defeat our ships, His Majesty determined that ere another campaign be sent forth, the conjurer�s power must be broken. It would not suffice to kill him, for another would surely take his place. No, rather it would be necessary to cut him off from the source of his devilish power, and this we were sent forth to do.
It became known to us that the conjurer had left England and for some years had been traveling on the European continent in order to further expand his knowledge of the Dark Arts. We learned however that his collection of books and many tools with which he performed acts of divination had been left behind in his mansion on the shores of the River Thames.
When Alvaro and I arrived, we learned that the house had already been burglarized and many books and possessions taken, but among the items that remained was an orb of flawless crystal. Alvaro, whose education surpasses mine, likened it to the Eye of the Grey Sisters, though when I asked, he merely told me that it was an old story about witches.
It is difficult, even now, to write of what happened next. This was, I see now, the first of my sins. I touched this strange orb, this Eye, and I saw�.
I count this a sin of Pride and not of witchcraft, for I did not seek intercourse with the Devil. I must have believed myself immune to such seductions. I make no defense or excuse, but only ask for the Lord�s merciful judgment.
I know only that I felt drawn to one of the manuscripts in the conjurer�s library, a book that was written in a strange language that was plain to me when viewed through the crystal Eye!
I cannot relate now all that I read that day. I will say only that the manuscript told of a vision, which the conjurer attributed to an Angel (what blasphemy) named Orphaniel, of a far off land and a great court where orbs of crystal and stone circled each other in an endless dance like the planets in the sky. Anyone touching these orbs would have revealed to them everything under the sun � everything that is and everything that will be.

A gasp escaped Jade�s lips as she read Perez�s account. She looked up and saw that Professor and Dorion had ended their discussion and were now looking at her expectantly.
�Well?� asked Professor.
Jade just shook her head. �You are not going to believe this.�
* * *
Before Jade could embark on her summary of the account in the journal, their speedboat arrived at its destination and they spent the next half hour making arrangements for the rest of the journey. There, they learned that the only way to visit the island was by first obtaining a permit and traveling with one of the government approved tour agencies. A few casual inquiries however led them to a dive boat operator willing to shuttle them out to the island and put them on a remote beach, far from the watchful eyes of the park rangers. For the right price of course. Professor paid him in cash. He was glad that Jade had not asked where he�d gotten the money; he wasn�t sure how much longer he�d be able to deflect her enquiries with �It�s a SEAL thing,� though in fact, that wasn�t far from the truth.
Tam Broderick had established secret, discretionary bank accounts for use by Myrmidon agents operating internationally. If Hodges was monitoring the account, looking for activity, then he would know that they weren�t really dead, but the harsh reality of their situation was that they needed money to survive. Besides, even if Hodges figured out that they were alive, there was no way he could use the bank records to track their location, so it was a risk worth taking. It was probably a moot point since someone had evidently found them out anyway, but he didn�t want to have to explain all that to Jade, especially given how much of a control freak she was turning into.
Once they were underway, Jade eagerly began relating the last confession of Gil Perez. The name was maddeningly familiar to Professor; he was certain that he�d heard it before. Now I�m the one getting d�j� vu. Too bad I don�t have Internet access. I could clear this up with one Google search. The question of the account�s author was soon forgotten as Jade went on with the story.
�The conjurer is almost certainly Dr. John Dee,� she explained. �He was Queen Elizabeth�s occult advisor.�
Professor nodded. �He also claimed to have received visions from angels and was known to use a crystal ball � he called it the Shew Stone � for divination. That�s the �Eye� Perez was talking about.�
�I don�t get this reference to Grey Sisters. Maybe I translated it wrong. Hermanas could also mean �nuns,� like sisters of a Holy order.�
�The exact words were �Eye of the Grey Sisters.� I think that�s a reference to the Graeae � three blind witches from Greek mythology who shared a single crystal eye, which in some versions, gave them the power to see the fates of men.�
�So now we�ve got Greek mythology added to the mix.�
He shrugged. �If this Alvaro received a Classical education, he might have known about the Graeae, but I�m sure he only meant it as comparison. It doesn�t mean there�s a connection, In any case, the Shew Stone is real. It�s part of the collection at the British Museum. And that manuscript was probably written in Enochian script, a language Dee claimed was the language used by angels, and which only he and his initiates could interpret. Maybe the crystal ball polarized the light and revealed something written in invisible ink.�
Jade frowned as if he had overlooked the most obvious explanation, which in fact he had, and not by accident. �Somehow, Dee knew about Teotihuacan, about the stone spheres and what they could do. And this explains how Perez came to be in that cavern. He followed the clues Dee had left in that manuscript and ended up down there.�
�What clues?�
Jade wrinkled her nose in irritation, then looked back at the journal. �It says here that the angel told Dee that these stone orbs could be found in the Navel of the Moon.�
�Lunar belly button lint?�
�Orphaniel is the angelic ruler of the moon and stars,� Jade continued. �And more importantly, in the Nahuatl language, the word for �moon� is mētztli and �navel� is xīctli, which combine to form the word Mēxihco � Mexico literally means �navel of the moon.��
�I�m impressed,� he said, and actually meant it.
�You�re not the only one here who�s ready to play Final Jeopardy,� she retorted.
�Still, that doesn�t exactly narrow it down to Teotihuacan.�
Jade scanned the journal again. �Perez just seemed to know where to go. He and Alvaro traveled to the New World and somehow knew exactly where to look to find the entrance.� She snapped her fingers. �The entrance was in the Plaza of the Moon. And which stone was missing from the map of the solar system? The Moon stone! It all fits.�
Professor wasn�t quite as enthusiastic about the web she had spun to connect the disparate facts, but he couldn�t deny that it was a near-perfect fit.
�Listen to this,� Jade continued. ��In the bosom of the earth, we found the orbs just as described in the vision. Blinded by pride and ignorance, we believed that we had discovered a great prize and decided that we would bring one of the orbs with us, so that our King might at last have an advantage in the war with Heretic Queen. We chose to bring along the smallest of the orbs, that which circled another just as the moon circles round the earth.�
�That�s why there wasn�t a Moon stone,� she said, looking up. �They took it. Or rather, Alvaro took it. Perez was stranded.�
�How were they able to move the stone?� asked Dorion. �We weren�t able to budge the Earth stone out of the dark matter field.�
�It explains that here. �When first we laid hands upon the orb, a dark sleep came upon us. Alvaro awoke first and roused me with the story of a dream in which he presented the orb to the King. I had dreamed as well, but my dream was strange, as if I had dreamed the dream of another man. We feared to touch the orb again, but Alvaro proposed that we place it in a casket in order to convey it away without having to touch it. This we did, though the orb was heavier than lead shot and when we began to move it, the earth began to shake. The earthquake caused the tunnel to collapse. Alvaro escaped with the orb, but I was trapped.��
�The dark matter field would have added mass to the Moon stone,� Dorion conceded, �but I don�t know why it would have caused an earthquake.�
�Maybe it was a coincidence,� replied Jade. �The point is that Alvaro escaped with the Moon stone. It�s out there somewhere.�
�Where?� asked Professor. �Did Alvaro�s vision come true? Is the Moon stone in Spain? If so, don�t you think we would have heard about it?�
For a moment, the only sound was the low hum of the boat�s engines and the wind blowing across the water. Then Jade resumed reading. ��Pride is a deadly sin, and this is my punishment. Yet, I have gazed upon the life that might have been, as one might gaze through a window. It is there, so close yet just out of reach. If only I could open the window and step through, I would.�� She raised her eyes. �That�s it. Nothing more but his signature.�
Professor nodded slowly. �I guess just knowing the future isn�t always enough to save you from it.�
Dorion said nothing.
* * *
The mood of the group improved somewhat when the skipper of their boat pointed out a pod of bottlenose dolphins splashing along beside them, riding the boat�s bow wave like surfers shooting the curl at Pipeline. Jade briefly forgot about Gil Perez, trapped forever beneath the Pyramid of the Sun, and found herself laughing at the antics of the highly intelligent cetacean mammals.
�Costa Rica is the dolphin capital of the world,� the skipper announced proudly. �More dolphins here than anywhere else.�
Jade sensed that Professor was about to contradict the man and quickly laid a restraining hand on his forearm. Before she could say anything though, she caught her first glimpse of the island, and forgot completely about the dolphins.
It looked exactly as she�remembered? Was that the right word? It seemed as familiar to her as Diamond Head in Hawaii or the Pueblo ruins at Chaco Canyon where she had done field research for her graduate studies. The memories became even more distinct as they drew closer.
The skipper brought the boat in close to the beach then deftly came about, so that the bow pointed back out to sea for a quick exit. He reversed the outboard, nudging the craft closer to the island, then raised it out of the water so that it wouldn�t drag in the sand. A moment later, there was a crunch as the keel rode up onto the shore and the he jumped out to hold the boat steady.
Jade recalled that this was as close to dry land as the boat would go, and without further prompting, she hopped over the gunwale and splashed up out of the surf. Dorian was right behind her, and Professor, with less assuredness, brought up the rear. The boat�s skipper gave the craft a push and then leaped back aboard. He would return, or so he had promised, just before sunset to pick them up. Jade was barely aware of his departure.
�This way,� she said, pointing to a rock fall that formed a natural staircase leading up into the verdant wall of the forest.
The jungle was almost preternaturally quiet. From time to time, Jade could hear the croaking of tree frogs, but these sounds would vanish at the sound of a foot snapping a fallen twig or the rustle of their passage through the undergrowth. Despite her memories of this journey, there were few distinguishing landmarks to help her recall exactly where they had found�what exactly, she didn�t recall, but there was something here, something that had not yet been uncovered. When they abruptly emerged onto one of the designated trails, Jade felt not only a sense of profound relief, but also a return of her certitude.
The trail soon brought them to the two stone spheres that had been discovered on the island � small orbs of igneous rock, pitted and weathered by years of exposure to the weather. The smaller sphere had been completely exposed and sat on the surface, while the other was still partially buried. Nearby, other stones had been stacked and deliberately placed to form what looked almost like a primitive shrine. The brochure Jade had been given at Finca 6 indicated that the island was believed to have been a sacred burial ground for the pre-Columbian inhabitants of Diquis Delta. Yet her instincts � or was it something she was about to discover?�� told her that those ancient indigenous people had merely repurposed the stone spheres as grave markers, without any knowledge of their origin or original purpose.
Jade turned slowly, trying to recall where to go next, and then pointed once more into the tangle of foliage. Ten minutes of slow bushwhacking brought them to a tall evergreen tree that did not look much different than the hundreds like it they had already passed.
�This is the one,� Jade announced.
Professor looked around at the other trees. �The one what?�
She shrugged out of her backpack and dropped it on the ground. �This is where we need to dig.�
* * *
The waterlogged tropical soil was no match for the collapsible entrenching tools they had picked up in San Jose. Jade felt a little professional shame at the amateurish exploration � this kind of treasure hunting was more Maddock�s style � but circumstances had given her little choice. She consoled herself with the knowledge that she wasn�t just digging random holes like a relic hunter; she knew precisely where to look, even if she didn�t know precisely what she was going to find.
There was a scratching noise as the tip of her digging tool scraped against something hard, not one of the tree�s sturdy roots, but something made of stone. With even more eagerness, she began scooping dirt away from the spot and soon revealed a large stone surface, curving gently away in every direction.
�Another sphere,� Professor observed, not without a trace of admiration. �A big one by the look of it. At least four feet in diameter.�
�It must have been buried centuries ago. The tree grew right on top of it. No one was ever going to find this one.�
Professor put his hand over his mouth and coughed, though Jade distinctly heard the word: �Bootstrap.�
I can�t disagree. Without the premonition, there�s no way we would have ever known where to look.
In any case, this was exactly the way she remembered it.
She kept shoveling, exposing more of the sphere. Unlike any of the others they had encountered since arriving in Costa Rica, this one was in pristine condition. It was astonishingly smooth and when she brushed away the dirt with her gloved hands, it shone like a piece of polished granite.
She glanced up at the others and then took off her gloves. �Ok, I�m going to try touching it. I have no idea what�s going to happen.�
She reached out, laying a fingertip on the dark stone surface. It was warm, much warmer than she expected, though she couldn�t tell if it was a real effect, or just her nerves reacting with her imagination. She placed both palms against the sphere.
�I�m definitely feeling something,� she said. �Heat, and a tingling, like static electricity.�
�There have been similar reports about the spheres on the mainland,� Professor said. �They retain heat and may even have their own magnetic field. That might account for what you�re feeling.�
�But no visions?� asked Dorion, sounding almost disappointed.
She shook her head.
�What�s that?� Professor pointed to the still covered top of the sphere. Jade cleared away more of the dirt to reveal something carved in the surface.
�It�s a petroglyph.� They had seen carvings on the spheres at the museum and at Finca 6, mostly spirals and other curving lines that looked like they might have been constellation maps, all of them badly weathered, so as to make interpretation a guessing game. This one was in much better shape. �It looks like a fish,� Jade said.
�Or a dolphin,� Professor said. �In fact, it looks a lot like the dolphin petroglyphs at Easter Island. What�s that on the right side? Waves?�
Jade brushed away more dirt to reveal a zigzag line that looked like a W but in the process, uncovered more lines carved in the sphere. Soon, she had uncovered a row of symbols that curled around the top of the sphere:
[image: ]
* * *
Jade felt her earlier excitement vanish like a candle flame in a stiff breeze. �W C O M? �Welcome�? Is this some kind of joke?�
Professor stared at the letters without even a trace of amusement. �Jade, that�s Phoenician writing.�
She looked at the carving again in disbelief. �You�re kidding, right?�
�Why is that important?� asked Dorion.
�A lot of people believe that the Phoenicians discovered the Americas two thousand years before Columbus,� Jade explained. �There�s never been anything approaching definitive proof though.� She turned back to Professor. �What�s it say?�
�Jade, I know a few things, but I�m not Wikipedia.� He nevertheless screwed his face up in concentration. �The Phoenician alphabet � technically it was called Proto-Canaanite � was a precursor to the Greek, so there are a lot of similarities. That last letter for example is exactly what it looks like, an �M.� Mu in Greek.�
He studied it a moment longer. �Sigma� That hook shape might be lambda. Phi? Or maybe something else. The Greeks added some sounds and tossed out others. Could be a �Q;� the Greeks didn�t have one of those. And of course, mu. I think �slphm� or maybe �slqm� is probably closer to the mark. The problem is that Semitic languages were written without the vowels, so it�s like an abbreviation, the way we might write �bldg� for �building.� Oh, wait. Semitic languages were also written right to left, so we have to reverse it. �Mqls� or �mphls.� Hard to say what the vowel sounds were supposed to be. If we had a computer, we�d crack this in about two seconds.�
�M-ph-l-s,� Jade enunciated each letter as a separate syllable, and then it hit her. Professor�s eyes went wide as well; he had heard it too.
�What?� Dorion�s gaze flitted between them. �What does it say?�
�Omphalos,� Professor said, almost reverently. �It�s the Greek word for �navel.��
�And Gil Perez wrote about the �navel of the moon.� This can�t be a coincidence.�
�Wait,� Dorion said. �I know this word, �omphalos.� There is a stone artifact at Delphi called �Omphalos.� I visited there when I began my search. It isn�t a sphere, though.�
�The Greeks believed the Omphalos � the navel of the world � was at Delphi,� Professor explained. �What you saw was their representation of it. It�s supposed to resemble an infant wrapped in swaddling clothes. Rhea, the mother of Zeus, made it to fool her husband Cronus, who wanted to devour his own children. There are several more like it all over the region. No telling which, if any, is the original.�
�Could there have been a dark matter field there at Delphi?� asked Jade. �Maybe that was the true source of the Oracle�s visions?�
Dorion shook his head. �I was there. I felt nothing.�
�Or maybe it was once there and somebody took it,� Jade suggested.
Professor pointed at the sphere. �You think that�s the original Omphalos?�
�Or another representation of it. Think about it. The Phoenicians were sailing the eastern seas at least a millennium before the time of Christ. The Bible talks about the Phoenician King Hiram sending a fleet out from the Red Sea on a two year long voyage to the land of Ophir to bring back gold for Solomon�s temple. No one has ever been able to figure out where Ophir is, but it was located somewhere to the southeast off the Red Sea. What if Ophir was in the Americas? The Phoenicians could have sailed that far.�
�So this sphere, and all the others, were supposed to be copies of the original?�
�They may have been more than that,� suggested Dorion. �The spheres might have acted as dark matter collectors, especially if they were in close proximity to an existing field. The original Omphalos, if that�s what it was, may have seeded additional spheres with enough dark matter to begin accumulating additional particles on their own.�
�Of course, that�s just a hypothesis,� he added sheepishly.
�Okay,� Professor said. �Let�s say I buy that. How does that explain what we found under the pyramid?�
Jade considered this for a moment. �Okay, we know there�s no trace of a Phoenician presence in the Americas, aside from this.� She gestured at the sphere. �And a handful of artifacts of suspicious provenance. Whatever they tried to do here didn�t work out. Maybe the locals wiped them out, took the Omphalos, and headed north, where they folded it into their own religious worldview. The Omphalos became the Great Goddess.�
Professor wagged his head uncertainly, then grinned. �Well, it�s not a bad start, but there are a lot of holes in it. If you were one of my students, I�d tell you to prove it.�
�Your students hated you,� she retorted. �That�s why you�re not teaching anymore.�
But she knew he was right. She was still trying to think of a better answer when Professor suddenly turned his head sideways and peered off into the jungle. �Do you hear that?�
Jade listened. She could make out the croaking of frogs and scattered birdsong, fainter still the sound of surf pounding the rocks, but after a moment, she too heard the sound that had caught Professor�s attention, the whine of a distant engine and a faint rhythmic thumping sound.
Professor turned away slowly, as if merely curious to see what was causing the noise, but after taking just a few steps, he broke into a run. Jade started after him, then almost as an afterthought, shouted back to Dorion, �Come on!�
She caught up to Professor just a short distance away, on a rocky point that jutted up from the landscape like a broken tooth and gave an almost unrestricted view of the entire island. He motioned for her to take cover, and she pulled Dorion down behind a tree, but not before she caught a glimpse of two dark shapes out over the water, moving in from the east.
Helicopters.
It took less than two minutes for the two aircraft to reach the island. They were civilian birds, big enough to hold several passengers, the sort that might be used for island hopping with groups of tourists, but it was immediately clear that the men inside were not day-trippers.
With the two aircraft hovering just a few feet above the water, the side doors slid open, and bodies began pouring out, at least ten men from each helicopter. They wore military style fatigues and tactical gear, and carried a variety of weapons � mostly assault rifles outfitted with various scopes and other attachments. The total lack of uniformity suggested they were almost certainly hired guns, and the question of who had hired them was answered when, even at a distance, Jade recognized one of the men splashing up onto the beach, rifle at the ready.
�Hodges?� she asked.
�Hodges,� Professor confirmed. �I guess you didn�t see that coming.�
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Professor drew his pistol as if just having it in his hands gave him the confidence to meet this new overwhelming threat. It didn�t.
�Take Paul and head for the eastern side of the island. Find a place to dig in. I mean that literally. Cover up and stay hidden. Our only chance is to hold them off long enough for someone to come investigate.�
Jade drew her own gun. �No.�
�Damn it, Jade, this is no time for a pissing match. I have experience with this sort of thing.�
�You have experience with twenty-to-one odds?� She shook her head. �No way. We stick together.�
Professor growled under his breath. �Will you at least follow my lead?�
�Sure. You have experience with this sort of thing.�
He let that pass without comment. �Okay. Here�s what we�re going to do.�
* * *
Hodges flinched as the report of a Kalashnikov echoed across the beach. He had only just waded up onto the sand and already the first shots had been fired. He raced toward a cluster of the hired gunmen to see if they had, by some lucky chance, taken out Chapman or one of the others. They had not. The men were gathered around the bullet-riddled corpse of a park ranger.
A man holding an AKS-74, smoke curling from the muzzle, shrugged. �No witnesses, right?�
Hodges frowned, but nodded his assent. He wasn�t happy about having to utilize this ad hoc collection of mercenaries that Gutierrez had foisted on him. Some of them, he knew, were former Mexican Army and federales � at least he assumed they were �former� � while others were contract killers who ran errands for the narcotraficantes. It was a motley collection, but evidently the paycheck Gutierrez had promised was more persuasive than former loyalties. Although Hodges was nominally in command, they responded to his directions about as well as a pack of wild dogs.
The helicopters had moved away from the drop zone and were circling the island to provide aerial surveillance. Not that it would do much good; the forest canopy afforded good cover, and Chapman was, after all, a former SEAL. He was in his element.
If, of course, he was here at all.
Hodges had to give Gutierrez credit. While he had been cooling his heels at Teotihuacan, the Mexican multi-billionaire had cast a wide net, just in case the targets had somehow escaped the fuel-air bomb. Sure enough, an informant had reported seeing people matching the description of Chapman and Jade Ihara, boarding a flight to Costa Rica. Hodges had been dubious about the report; informants made their money by telling people like Gutierrez what they wanted to hear, regardless of whether it was factual. Nevertheless, it was a lead that couldn�t be ignored, and Hodges had headed south to see if, by some miracle, Chapman and the others had survived.
He had not yet attempted to contact Tam Broderick, and if Chapman really was alive, his cover was already blown. Worse, Broderick would know that the organization had been infiltrated. Still, it couldn�t be helped. This was war, and sacrifices had to be made.
More shots rang out of the jungle, not the crack of supersonic rounds from an assault weapon, but the throatier bark of a handgun report. The pistol shots were answered by semi-automatic fire, and Hodges hefted his own AR-15 and headed in the direction of the battle.
Well, that answers one question. Chapman had survived. If there was even a chance of salvaging his cover, it would depend on a swift resolution to the immediate situation.
He charged up a trail leading into the interior of the island and soon found the body of a fallen mercenary. There was more scattered shooting from up ahead but no more pistol shots. The mercenaries didn�t have a target. Hodges kept going.
He soon caught up to two more of his men. They were scanning the area, focusing their attention on a slope that rose above the trail.
�Did you see them?�
The nearest man shook his head and spat indignantly. �The bastard ambushed us. Killed Raul and ran. We never saw him, but I think he�s up there.�
�Then let�s��
A shot rang out from above and the mercenary spun half around in a halo of red. Hodges bolted for cover behind a nearby tree as did the surviving mercenary, but no more shots came. Hodges leaned out from behind cover, just far enough to sweep the hillside.
Chapman was probably already gone. Outnumbered as he was, hit and run tactics were the only way the man could hope to stay alive, and if he had enough bullets, it wasn�t beyond the realm of possibility that the former SEAL might actually win the fight, or at least stay alive long enough to put one of those lucky shots through Hodges skull.
Swift resolution, he thought. �Pete! Can we talk about this?�
Several seconds passed and Hodges was about to give up on the idea of a parlay when a voice, loud and closer than he expected, came out of the jungle. �A little late for that, don�t you think?�
Hodges drew back. He quickly found the other mercenary and, gestured for him to attempt a flanking maneuver. The man seemed to understand and slipped stealthily into the woods.
Hodges took a deep breath, then called out again. �I hope not. I�m sorry about the way things went down. I had to make a judgment call.�
Silence.
Hodges knew he had to keep Chapman engaged, keep him talking, in order to give the mercenaries a chance to fix his location.
�I�m going to show my cards, Pete. Maybe then you�ll understand. Maybe you�ll even consider joining me. We could use a guy with your skills.�
�We? You got a mouse in your pocket?�
Hodges jerked. The voice had come from a different place. Chapman was moving, flanking him and getting closer, and now he was alone. He picked up and fell back, racing parallel to the trail. Fifty yards later, he spotted four more mercenaries coming up the path.
Thank God! He got down behind a tree and called out again. �You deserve an explanation, Pete. No matter what you might think, we�re on the same side.�
�That doesn�t sound like an explanation.�
Still close. What�s he trying to do? The mercenaries, alerted by the exchange, fanned out to either side of the trail and started searching for a target.�
Chapman called out again. �How can you be working for them, after what they did to your family?�
�Pete, you don�t think I�m actually working for the Dominion?�
�Who else?�
Hodges weighed his options. If he could convince Chapman to hear him out, to join him, that would be a win-win situation. If not, he might be able to flush his foe out so that the mercenaries could finish him off, but doing so would mean putting himself in Chapman�s sights.
No victory without sacrifice.
�Pete, I�m going to step out in the open. Flag of truce. I just want to talk.�
Chapman didn�t answer.
Hodges waved one of the mercenaries over. �I�m going to step out in the open. If he shoots me, watch for the muzzle flash and let him have it.�
The mercenary tipped him a nod of grudging approval. �You got some cojones, amigo.�
Hodges wished he felt as brave as the gunman seemed to think he was. With his heart pounding furiously in his chest, he slung his rifle across his back and walked out onto the trail, hands raised.
�Flag of truce,� he repeated. �I know you�re an honorable man.�
There was a sound like a cough or maybe harsh laughter from somewhere in the trees, but Chapman said nothing. When Hodges spoke again, he did so at a softer volume, so that his voice would not be heard by the mercenaries at his back. �It started in Norfolk��
* * *
Jade put the last fig leaf in place and then took a step back to view her handiwork. The leaves were spread out to cover a rectangular area about four feet wide and eight feet long. Perfect. They won�t be able to miss it.
She glanced up the hill to where Dorion waited behind a screen of leaves and branches, waved, and then headed into the jungle to check on Professor. There had been a lot of shooting earlier, but after that she had heard talking and figured Professor had made good on his plan to stall Hodges and buy them enough time to finish laying in their defenses, such as they were.
As she crept through the trees, she could hear Hodges� voice, but he wasn�t speaking loud enough for her to make out more than the occasional word. There was a very good chance that Hodges was also stalling, trying to give his men a chance to sweep around their flanks, so instead of trying to get closer, she hunkered down behind a tree, gun drawn, and waited.
Suddenly, a hand clamped over her mouth, and another caught her hand, preventing her from discharging the pistol. She started involuntarily, trying to twist free, and then saw Professor�s face above her own. He let go of her hand and held a finger to his lips, then let go of her altogether and motioned for her to follow.
He led her through the jungle, closer to the sound of Hodges� voice, stopping only when his words became distinct.
��could not allow something like that to happen again,� he was saying. �It�s not just the Dominion. You get that right? It�s everyone. Muslim extremists� Christian fundamentalists with an apocalypse fetish. Hell, even those kooks waiting for the mother ship to come out of the comet. These people are out there and they�re just waiting for something to light their fuse.
�It doesn�t even have to be something like what you found in Teo, or what the Dominion found at Atlantis. These people operate in a fact-free environment, but when it does turn out to be something really special? Something supernatural? Then it�s a thousand times worse. That�s why the Norfolk Group was formed.�
Up to that point, Jade had not understood what Hodges was driving at, but with his mention of �the Norfolk Group� the pieces fell into place. Not content merely to work with the Myrmidons against the Dominion, he had chosen to align himself with a different kind of secret society � one dedicated to suppressing discoveries that might embolden religious radicals and opportunists like the Dominion to launch terrorist campaigns, or even make a bid for world domination.
Professor touched a finger to his lips again, and then cupped his hands around his mouth so that the sound of his voice would travel up into the tree tops. �So you�re the good guys, is that it?�
As soon as he was done speaking, he gestured for Jade to follow again, moving fifty feet further down slope, just in case Hodges� men were trying to pinpoint the sound of his voice.
�Look, I won�t lie to you. The Group was formed by wealthy men who know that another Norfolk or 9/11 will crush the world economy. They�ve worked hard to get where they are and they don�t need a bunch of crazies turning the world upside down. So yeah, maybe they�re doing it for the wrong reasons, but it�s the right thing to do, Pete.
�What you found down there under that pyramid? That�s exactly the kind of thing that could touch off the next firestorm. Thousands dead. Maybe millions. Maybe a lot more if the economy goes. It�s better just to bury these things.
�I know you must feel like I betrayed you. I wish there had been time to do things differently. Hell, I wish that there had been nothing at Teo but rocks and bones, but wishing won�t make it so.�
He stopped as if waiting for Professor to respond, and when that didn�t happen, he went on. �I don�t want to kill you, Pete. We�re on the same side; we both want a world safe from the Dominion and everybody else who wants to flush it down the crapper. What do you say? There�s always room for one more.�
�Just one more?� Professor called back. �Let me guess. Part of the deal is that I give up Jade and Paul.�
He flashed her a look that said, Not a chance. Jade was surprised by just how much that reassured her.
�Loose lips sink ships, Pete. I know you can keep a secret, but the others?�
Professor pointed up the hill and mouthed the word �Go!� Even though Hodges didn�t know it, the parlay was over; the war was back on.
With Professor behind her, Jade crept up the hill, making certain to keep lots of forest cover between herself and the mercenaries. She could still hear Hodges, droning on about sacrifices for the greater good and the need for absolute secrecy, but his voice became fainter with each step she took. By the time they reached the top of the slope, where Dorion waited, she could no longer even distinguish him from the ambient jungle noise.
�You believe all that?� she whispered to Professor.
�The Norfolk Group? A bunch of rich men trying to protect their wealth by destroying anything that might upset the apple cart? Sounds pretty plausible to me. The thing is, a lot of regular people probably feel the same way; people like Brian who lost loved ones in the attacks. They�d do anything to keep it from happening again.�
�That�s insane. The truth doesn�t go away just because you cover it up.�
Professor simply inclined his head in agreement. �You ready?�
�What are our chances of making it through this?�
He regarded her with a sardonic grin. �You want the truth?�
�I see what you mean.�
�Ok. Get ready.� He aimed the pistol down the slope in the general direction of the mercenaries and fired two shots into the trees. The noise seemed deafening after the brief lull in the fight. It would have taken a miracle for him to score a hit, but Jade knew that wasn�t his intention. �Wait for it.�
There were shouts and then Jade saw movement as the mercenaries started advancing in quick bursts, moving from one tree to the next. The terrain forced them to move almost single file, which was one of the reasons Professor had chosen the top of the hill for their first fighting position.
The first man in the line pulled up short when he spied the covering of leaves Jade had laid. ��Ten cuidado!� he shouted. ��Creo que es una trampa!� Be careful. I think there�s a trap. Then, heeding his own advice, he cautiously started up the slope.
�Now?� whispered Dorion.
�Not yet.�
A second man emerged, sweeping the barrel of his rifle toward the hilltop, but keeping one eye on the leafy camouflage, clearly wary of a concealed pitfall or some other snare.
�They fell for it,� she whispered back. �Two coming up.�
�Let�s try for a triple-play,� Professor answered back.
A third man stepped out from cover. It was Hodges, and like the others, he was dividing his attention between the hilltop and the narrow strip of ground where it was, presumably, safe to walk.
�Now,� Professor whispered.
Dorion pushed on the handle of the entrenching tool they had wedged under the stone sphere, levering it into motion. It smashed through the screen of fig leaves, and started rolling down the slope, gathering momentum as it went.
The first man spotted it and froze in place. His eyes darted to the side, perhaps weighing the threat of whatever lay beneath the leaf cover against the small boulder rolling toward him. His hesitancy cost him the opportunity to make the choice. The sphere may have looked like an over-sized beach ball, but it hit the man�s legs like a pile driver, knocking him back and continuing over him like he was nothing but a speed bump. The second man, his view blocked by his comrade, never saw it coming.
Hodges, forewarned by the cries of the two men and the crunch of the stone ball breaking their bones, reflexively threw himself to the side, right into the leaf cover. The sphere clipped his foot as it rolled past and then crashed into the trees where it continued to carom noisily down the hillside. Hodges lay motionless for a moment atop the leaf cover, as if hardly able to believe that he was alive.
There was no trap, at least not of the sort the attackers were expecting. There hadn�t been time to dig a pit or create spring-tension spear traps with tree branches. �It would take us a couple days to set up all that Rambo stuff,� Professor had said. �That�s time we don�t have. But they won�t know that.�
Instead, he and Dorion had undertaken the tricky and somewhat Sisyphusian task of rolling the stone sphere they had discovered out of its hole and up to the perch on the hilltop, while Jade had gathered leaves to create the illusion of a concealed pit trap. And it had worked beautifully. Mostly.
Well, two out of three ain�t bad, Jade thought.
Professor however, wasn�t ready to call it a failure. He rose up from cover and started firing down at Hodges, but right away, the mercenaries spread out below started firing back. The tree line erupted with muzzle flashes and veritable wave of lead rolled up the slope. Jade caught a glimpse of Hodges scrambling for cover and then was herself driven back as tree branches began splintering all around her.
�Go!� Professor shouted.
They had known, even as they labored to set up their hilltop defense, that it would be only a temporary position. They had hoped for nothing more than to slow their attackers down a little, break their spirit, and if they were lucky, thin the ranks a little. They had succeeded in the last at least, but the odds were still stacked high against them. Their plan then had been to accomplish what they could at the hilltop, and then make a desperate retreat for the east side of the island. They had not discussed what would happen then; Jade knew they would have to make a last stand, go out in a blaze of a glory, but saying it aloud would have been too much to bear.
They ran and slid down the back slope, plowing headlong into the jungle thicket. When possible, Jade tried to duck under or sidestep around branches and vines, but more often than not, they appeared so suddenly, there wasn�t time for evasive maneuvers. Their escape sounded like a stampede of elephants trampling through the forest.
Much sooner than Jade would have thought possible, the jungle ended at a precipice, and she found herself staring out at the blue-gray water of the Pacific Ocean. She lowered her gaze and saw the whitecaps of surf breaking against the face of the cliff, at least forty feet below. There was a boat out on the water, a big motor yacht, maybe two hundred yards out to sea; it might as well have been two hundred miles.
Dorion broke out of the trees behind her and would have charged right off the edge if Jade had not tackled him.
Professor called out to them. �This way!�
He was waving frantically, about twenty yards to the south. Jade got up and, half-dragged Dorion along behind her. She got about halfway to him when the sound of a helicopter filled her ears.
There wasn�t even time to hide. The aircraft appeared suddenly, moving out from behind the rocky promontory that had muted its approach, pouncing on them like lion leaping out of the tall grass.
The rhythmic beat of rotor blades was abruptly punctuated by the staccato roar of a machine gun. Jade threw herself flat as the hillside all around her exploded in a cloud of brown and green. She thought she could feel the heat of the rounds sizzling through the air, striking the ground mere inches from where she lay.
The gunner was firing in bursts, three to five seconds of fire, and maybe as many seconds of letting the gun cool while he assessed the results. She didn�t know if the others had been hit, didn�t dare raise her head to look, and yet she couldn�t stay where she was. She bit her lip, playing possum, and waited for the next burst. If it didn�t kill her, she would make a run for the tree line.
The helicopter continued to beat the air, hovering about fifty feet above and perhaps twice that far beyond the edge of the cliff directly, but the gun was silent. Jade counted the seconds � ten, twenty� an excruciating half minute, before she realized why. The helicopter wasn�t hunting them any longer; it was keeping them pinned down. She lifted her head up, and scanned the trees.
Professor must have realized it too, because even as Jade was drawing her pistol, she heard the report of his, and then the roar of answering fire � not just one, but a dozen guns � from out of the jungle.
Damn it! There�s no way out of this.
Jade could not recall ever feeling so helpless, so hopeless. It was not just that she would probably be dead in a minute or two; it was the sense of absolute futility, of seeing the danger coming, but having no way at all to avoid it.
Fine. But I won�t go alone.
She listened, cocking her head this way and that until she thought she knew where the nearest mercenary was, and then curled her finger around the trigger.
�Blaze of glory time.�

THIRTEEN

Isla del Ca�o, Costa Rica
Suddenly a deep boom, like close thunder, sounded behind her, from just out past the cliff.
What now?
And then half a second later, another, but this one was in the sky.
Jade felt heat against her back, and a wave of energy � like a punch to the gut � passed through her body.
That was an explosion.
She rolled over and saw a black smudge in the sky where the helicopter had been just a moment before.
What the hell?
The destruction of the helicopter stunned the mercenaries into paralysis. The withering fusillade ceased as abruptly as if someone had slammed a door on the attackers.
�Jade? Paul?�
Professor? Still alive. Thank God. �I�m here.�
Dorion�s weak voice shouted a moment later. �Yes?�
�Get to the cliff. We have to jump.�
Jump?
But he was right. The ceasefire wasn�t going to last. Maybe the leap would kill them. Maybe it was just postponing the inevitable.
I�ll take �maybe� over a bullet any day.
She stuffed the gun back into its holster and sprang to her feet.
The cliff was just a few steps away, but despite the dire urgency of the situation, she couldn�t bring herself to make a blind running leap. She stopped at the edge, just for a heartbeat, and looked down.
There weren�t any rocks, at least none that she could see, but there was no way of knowing what lay just below the turbulent surface. And it seemed a lot further away than she remembered from that first glimpse.
Then she saw the boat.
It was a lot closer than she remembered; close enough for her to see a man standing on the aft deck with something that looked like a very long rifle with a strange conical attachment at one end.
An RPG launcher. So that�s what happened to the helicopter. Jade felt an ember of hope flare bright within her.
The man shouldered the grenade launcher and began scanning the skies for another target. He wasn�t alone. Another figure stood on the deck, waving frantically, waving up to the trio on the cliff.
Only then did Jade realize that the others were still with her. Dorion stood half a step behind her, as if afraid to get any closer to the edge. Professor just stared at the boat, an incredulous look on his face.
What are they waiting for?
�What are you waiting for?� she snapped. And when neither man reacted, Jade did what she knew she had to do. �Do I always have to go first?� she muttered.
Then with a whoop, she jumped.
* * *
�Jade, wait!�
Professor�s shout came a millisecond too late. Jade had already leaped from the precipice and arced out over the crashing surf. She vanished into the turbulence, and then after an interminable moment, bobbed up and started swimming toward the boat.
�Damn it.� Jade hadn�t seen what he had, but maybe it didn�t matter. It wasn�t like they had much choice.
�Time to go!� He grabbed Dorion�s arm and unceremoniously hurled him out into space. Then he jumped too.
It wasn�t the height of the fall that worried him; he had made jumps into open water before, from greater elevations and packing a hundred pounds of gear. The water was littered with pieces of the destroyed helicopter but most of it was further out than he could jump anyway. The fuselage had sunk completely, which probably meant the water was deep enough. If there were rocks hidden below the surf�well, it wasn�t as if there was anything he could do about it.
No, he was worried about what would happen if he survived.
He kept his arms close to his body, knees slightly bent. The impact with the water definitely felt like hitting solid ground, but he knew better. Pain shot through his legs as the surf enveloped him, and then he felt another jolt as he slammed into the submerged sea floor, but he was still conscious and pretty sure that nothing was broken. He thrust out with his legs and rocketed to the surface.
He bobbed up a moment later and turned a slow circle until he spotted Dorion, splashing frantically a few yards away. He swam over to the struggling man and gripped him by the collar, dragging him up so he could take a breath.
Within minutes of their leap, a launch deployed from the yacht. It motored toward them, fishing Jade out first, and then came to collect Professor and Dorion. As he was helped up and over the transom, he heard Jade laughing.
�You still have that damned hat.�
He reached up and touched the sodden felt, verifying that it was true.
�It must be your lucky talisman,� said a voice from the front of the small boat.
Professor glanced at the speaker, who sat next to a thoroughly bedraggled Dorion. �I knew there was something I liked about it,� he said, and then turned to Jade. �We may have just jumped out the frying pan and into the fire.� He said in a low voice. �I didn�t get a chance to tell you earlier, but��
He gestured to the blonde woman sitting with Dorion. �These are the people that were following us in San Jose.�
Jade just smiled. �Yeah, I know all about that.�
�Dr. Chapman,� Dorion said, �May I introduce my benefactor, Ms. Ophelia Doerner.�
The blonde woman, who had complimented him on his hat, flashed a radiant smile and then extended a hand.
Jade just smirked. �Try to keep up, okay?�
* * *
Although they had left Isla del Ca�o behind, safety was not a foregone conclusion. There was still a second helicopter and more than a dozen mercenaries with enough firepower to turn the yacht into Swiss cheese if they so desired. Of course, the rescuers were not defenseless; they had shown as much with the RPG strike that had knocked one of the helicopters from the sky.
It was that threat, Jade surmised, that kept Hodges from chasing after them. As for Professor�s assertion that they had left one bad situation for another�well, the jury was still out on that. As the yacht powered back toward the mainland, Dorion brought them up to speed on his relationship with Ophelia Doerner.
Although Jade had never heard of her, Ophelia was one of the richest women in the world. She might actually have topped that list but because her wealth was shared with her twin brother, Laertes, her personal net worth was only part of a much larger family fortune.
�Ophelia and Laertes,� Professor mumbled. �Dad must have had a sick sense of humor.�
Not surprisingly, Professor knew quite a bit about the Doerner family and their wealth, and surreptitiously supplied this background information while they dried off and drank hot beverages in the main salon.
Despite the German surname, the Doerner twins were the scions of a Gilded Age Pennsylvania coal baron. Over the years, the family empire had grown larger and stronger through careful diversification and, perhaps more importantly, influence peddling. Even as America plied the uncertain seas of an oil-based economy, lobbyists in the employ of the Doerner patriarch had seen to it that coal remained an integral part of the nation�s energy infrastructure, and that tiresome labor and environmental issues were never much of a problem. Papa Doerner had also been a rabid anti-communist and an opponent of the United Nations, though it was impossible to say whether his motives were political or personal. For the last twenty years or so, following the death of Laertes� and Ophelia�s father, the family had made a concerted effort to reduce their public profile; even Professor, with his encyclopedic knowledge of the world, had never heard of Ophelia or her brother. Their political influence however, remained considerable.
Jade turned to Dorion. �So how did she get involved with your search for dark matter?�
�Quite simple, really,� said Ophelia as she swept into the salon and took a seat at the table with them. �Dr. Dorion made me into a believer.�
Jade did not fail to notice the subtle shift in the posture of her two male companions. Even Professor, who had verbalized some reservations about their hostess, sat up a little straighter.
Jade was grateful of course for the rescue, but she wasn�t so easily seduced by Ophelia�s charms. The woman was about as fake as an airbrushed Vogue magazine cover, and unfortunately, just as beautiful. The blonde hair appeared natural, or perhaps expertly bleached within the last couple of days, but everything else � the smooth forehead, the complete absence of laugh lines, the full lips, the gravity defying C-cups and svelte physique � was not. Jade guessed she was probably older than she appeared, maybe even in her fifties, but there wasn�t a shred of visual evidence to support that guess.
Ophelia�s appearance was not the only thing about her that was impeccably manufactured. Her bearing, her speech, everything about her, was refined, practiced. In a word, fake.
Oh, who cares? She saved us. Maybe that�s all that matters. �A believer?�
�Following the incident at CERN,� Dorion explained. �I wrote a paper addressing the potential for space-time effects near a dark matter event horizon. It was, ah, not very well received.�
�Not by the academic world, at any rate,� Ophelia said. �I, however, thought it was a fascinating article. I do not have the technical background to judge the science, but the premise is compelling and, well, I just had to know more. I approached Paul and he told me of his experiences. He�s been working for me ever since, traveling the world, investigating ancient oracles to see if the effect he witnessed at CERN might be present.�
�How did you find us?� asked Professor.
Ophelia appeared surprised by the question. �Paul contacted me from Mexico. He told me about what happened at Teotihuacan, and said that you were in danger. I came immediately.�
�Now we know how Hodges was able to track us,� Professor muttered.
Jade shot an accusing look at the physicist. �You think maybe you should have checked with us first?�
Dorion hung his head, but Ophelia quickly interceded. �Please, do not blame Paul. What�s done is done. I do not believe that your enemies learned of your whereabouts through me, but regardless, my arrival here could not have been more fortuitous.�
Jade glanced questioningly at Professor and got a shrug in return. �Well, as you say, what�s done is done. At least we don�t have to hide anymore.�
�You most certainly do not,� replied Ophelia. �If you are willing to continue your search, I can guarantee protection and whatever else you may require.�
�What�s in it for you?�
�I should think that�s obvious.� Ophelia leaned forward, her face showing something almost like hunger. �I want to know the future.�
�I�ve told you that it doesn�t work that way,� Dorion said quickly. �The space-time effects created in a dark matter field do not show the literal future. Instead we are able to look through a window to other universes that may or may not be similar to our own.�
�A window,� Jade murmured, thinking back to the closing words of Gil Perez�s confession.
Ophelia made a dismissive gesture. �That is merely a matter of semantics. We all make predictions about what will happen, yet our grasp of the future is limited by the scope of our prior knowledge. This window you speak of will allow us to see possible outcomes influenced by factors of which we are unaware.
�I am, as Dr. Chapman has pointed out, a very wealthy woman, but my ability to remain that way is dependent on the decisions I make � where to invest, when to sell � but it is guesswork. All it takes is a natural disaster, an unexpected political upheaval, another 9/11, and millions of dollars vanish in the blink of an eye.�
�Right,� snorted Jade. �So if you know that thousands of people are about to get killed, you can invest accordingly and cash in.�
Ophelia tilted her head indulgently. �I am not as callous as you think, Dr. Ihara. While it is true that there are unscrupulous people who might seek to �cash in� as you say, from such tragedies, I can assure you that I am not one of them. If I had foreknowledge of such an event, I would of course do everything in my power to prevent or mitigate the outcome. Long term stability � economic, political, social � is the surest path to success.�
�Where have I heard that before?� Professor said.
Jade knew he was referring to what Hodges had revealed about the goals of the Norfolk Group. Ophelia just looked at him, uncomprehending. �I think you would be distrustful if I told you my motives were purely altruistic, but I assure you, I�m not the devil you seem to think I am. It is quite natural for people to want to know the future. That is the very reason why there have been countless oracles and prophets throughout history. It is why people read their horoscope every day. I mean to continue with this search, and I hope that you will join me. My jet is waiting at the Drake�s Bay airport and can take us wherever we need to go. If you do not wish to accompany me, I will take you back to the United States. But I will keep looking.�
Jade looked at Professor again. �What do you think?�
Professor shook his head. �It�s your call. My mission is in shambles, and for the time being, I�m not sure who to trust. I can give Tam a call, but until she can thoroughly vet the Myrmidons and purge any agents of the Norfolk Group, I think it�s best for us to keep a low profile. Hole up in a safehouse somewhere and wait until this blows over.� He paused, as if hoping that Jade would show some enthusiasm for that idea, and when that did not happen, he continued. �But, I guess part of me really wants to know the truth about all this.�
Despite her reservations, Jade felt the same way, maybe even more so. She turned to Ophelia. �Okay, count us in.�
The blonde woman gave a satisfied smile. �Then I guess the only remaining question is the matter of where we should go next?�
�I want to know what happened to the Moon stone,� Jade said quickly. At Ophelia�s questioning look, Jade launched into an account of their experiences beneath the Pyramid of the Sun. When she touched on the subject of the dead Spaniard, Jade reached into her backpack for Perez�s journal, only to discover that it had been soaked through by the leap in to the ocean. She carefully tried to separate the pages, but the parchment fragmented at her touch.
�Well, there goes our last piece of physical evidence.�
�But you did read it?� Ophelia asked. �You remember what it said?�
�Unfortunately, what it said doesn�t help us find the Moon stone,� Professor countered. �Perez was left behind. I think we can assume that his partner, Alvaro, made it out since we didn�t find his body down there, but there�s no way of knowing what happened then.�
�What if we work backwards,� suggested Jade. �Follow the trail to its source?�
�You mean Delphi?� Dorion said. �There�s nothing there. That was the first place I looked.�
�Actually, I was talking about the John Dee manuscript. Perez used Dee�s crystal ball�what did you call it Prof? The Shew Stone? He was able to use it to read Dee�s manuscript. The Shew Stone might lead us to the Moon stone.�
Professor offered a dubious frown. �That sounded more like an optical effect to me.�
�Maybe, but how did Dee know about the orbs under the Pyramid? We need to get a look at that crystal ball. You said it�s in the British Museum, right?�
�And if that doesn�t work?� Professor looked at Dorion again. �When you visited Delphi, you didn�t really know what to look for. Maybe that�s why you didn�t find anything. I think it might be worth a second look. There may be something there that supports the hypothesis that the original Omphalos was a sphere, taken by the Phoenicians.�
Ophelia leaned forward. �If I may make a suggestion, why don�t we do both? Paul and Jade��
She reached across the table and laid a hand on Jade�s forearm in what seemed like a calculated move. �May I call you Jade?� She pressed on without waiting for an answer. �Paul and Jade, who have both experienced the space-time effect, can go to London an investigate Dee�s crystal ball. Dr. Chapman and I can go to Delphi and look at it from a fresh perspective.�
Oh, he�s Dr. Chapman, but we�re BFFs? Jade bit her lip to keep from saying it aloud. She looked to see what Professor�s reaction would be.
�I�m not sure splitting up is such a good idea,� he said, though Jade thought he sounded reluctant to disagree with Ophelia. �There are people trying to kill us, after all.�
�I don�t think we need to be too concerned about that,� Ophelia said. �As you may have noticed, my security team is up for any challenge.�
Professor turned to Jade. �It�s your call.�
�Don�t worry about me,� Jade replied quickly. �I can take of myself.� Why did I just say that?
�Are you sure this is what you want?�
No, she wanted the scream. What I want is for you to take charge, to tell me that you don�t want to let me go off on my own. But I�m too proud to admit it.
Instead, she just shrugged.
�Then it�s settled,� Ophelia announced, rising from the table. �I�ll call ahead to my pilot and tell him to get the jet ready.�

PART TWO: WINDOWS


FOURTEEN

London, England
Jade stared up at the decorative pediment above the entrance to the British Museum, and for the first time since arriving in London, felt her mood start to lighten. The triangular relief, which featured sculpted figures and sat atop a row of Ionic columns, looked as it might once have decorated a Greek temple. What Jade found most interesting about the piece was the central figure, which stood tallest of all; a woman who Jade thought might be the goddess Athena. In her outstretched left hand, she held a golden orb.
She pointed it out to Dorion. �I think we�re on the right track.�
The physicist gazed up at the sculpted figure. �She is the embodiment of science. The sculptures tell the story of the progress of civilization. You see primitive man hiding behind a rock there on the left. He receives enlightenment from the angel and then learns art, poetry, drama and music, until he becomes educated man, the master of his world.�
�I was talking about the sphere in her hand. It seems like a good omen.�
Dorion gave a pragmatic shrug.
His ambivalence did not dampen her rising spirits.
Ophelia�s private jet � a Gulfstream V � was in most respects more luxurious than the hotel room Jade had been forced to abandon in San Jose � the only thing missing was a hot bath � but no matter how it was dressed up, Jade always found air travel to be an exhausting experience. Her funk had only increased when they had arrived at Biggin Hill field, a small airport on the southeastern edge of the Greater London area. Just as she and Dorion were about to depart, Professor had asked, �Are you sure this is a good idea?�
She felt like screaming. Instead, she had managed a confident smile. �I�ll be fine. You and Ophelia enjoy your Greek holiday.�
He frowned. It was a reaction, but not the one she�d been hoping for. �It�s only going to take a couple hours to check out the museum. Maybe we should just wait for you.�
For such a smart guy, he can really be clueless sometimes. �It might take longer. You guys stick to the plan. Paul and I will catch up as soon as we�re done here.�
And that had been the end of that. Jade and Dorion, accompanied by a four-man security detail, climbed into a big gas-guzzling � and probably armor-plated � SUV and headed north toward London proper. She wasn�t even sure why the thought of Professor running off to Greece with Ophelia, who was about as real as a vintage Barbie doll, bothered her; it wasn�t like she and Prof were an item. She had contemplated telling their driver to skip the museum and take her to a hotel; maybe that long awaited soak and some room service would lift the dark cloud. Now, she was glad she had kept the idea to herself.
The museum was spectacular.
After passing under the auspicious personification of Science, with her golden orb, Jade found herself in what looked at first glance like an open plaza, surrounded by elegant Old World buildings. In fact, the entire space was indoors, enclosed by a glass roof, which spread out like an umbrella from a circular structure in the center. The round building was the Reading Room, all that remained of the old British Library, which had been badly damaged by bomb attacks during World War II. The other �buildings� were in fact just facades, and each one led into a different wing of the museum. The British Museum was the first ever public museum, and boasted what was arguably the finest collection of art and history in the world. With more than eight million pieces in all, Jade almost felt guilty for being so interested in just one.
Almost.
They made their way into the Enlightenment Gallery, a long room on the eastern side of the Great Court. The Enlightenment Gallery was in the original 18th century museum building, and was a tribute to spirit, which had led to the creation of the museum. Its shelves and display cases contained a large and diverse assemblage of items gathered from around the world by famous British explorers and champions of enlightenment like James Cook, Charles Darwin, and Howard Carter. The collection even included a clockwork brass orrery from the 1750s.
Another good omen.
The Shew Stone and other relics once used by Dr. Dee, were located in the Religion and Ritual section of the room. The red painted display case featured a large mirror of polished obsidian, a seal stamped on a sheet of what looked like gold, and three wax tablets, engraved with pentacles, seven-pointed stars and other occult symbols. The small globe of smoky quartz sitting on a plain black tripod, looked disappointingly ordinary by comparison.
Jade placed a palm against the glass cover and closed her eyes. Nothing. She turned to Dorion. �Let�s find a curator and see if they�ll be willing to extend us a little professional courtesy.�
It took an hour for them to finally meet the principal curator of the Enlightenment Gallery, a woman who introduced herself as Dr. Allenby.
Jade extended a hand. �I�m Dr. Ihara,� she said, resisting the impulse to adopt a friendlier, less formal posture. �I�m currently working with the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico at Teotihuacan.�
It wasn�t technically a lie; she had not resigned her position, nor to the best of her knowledge, had she been fired. Presumed dead is not the same as terminated, she told herself.
�This is my colleague Dr. Dorion.�
Dorion extended a hand to Allenby, and when she reached out, he took hers and made a gentlemanly bow as if to kiss it. �A pleasure to meet you, cherie.�
Jade recalled how awkward her own first meeting with Dorion had been, and had to suppress the urge to giggle. �We were hoping you could help us with some research.�
Allenby, still smiling in response to Dorion�s charms, spread her hands. �I make no promises, but I�ll help if I�m able.�
�We�d like to have a look at some of the relics in your Religion and Ritual collection, specifically an obsidian mirror and a crystal globe, both of which are believed to have originated in Mexico.�
�You�re talking about the Dee artifacts? I knew that the mirror was an Aztec piece, though I wasn�t aware that the origin of the crystal had been determined. Its provenance has always been a bit dodgy.�
�That�s actually what we�re hoping to establish,� Jade said. She was winging it, but it seemed to working. The obsidian mirror gave her a plausible connection to the Dee artifacts. �Not formally, you understand,� she added hastily. �Not yet at least. We just want to have a quick look.�
�It shouldn�t be a problem, thought I�d rather prefer it if you could wait until after hours. If word got out that I let you have a look at it, there�d be no end of trouble.�
�Trouble?�
Allenby rolled her eyes. �You wouldn�t believe how many people want to put their hands all over Dr. Dee�s magical crystal ball. It�s an obsession for them. And not just the kids. I�ve had businessmen, actors, MPs even, offer me thousands of pounds if I�d just let them have it for a night.�
Jade cast a surreptitious glance at Dorion. �Is that so?�
�And the really daft bit is that the diabolical Dr. Dee probably never even touched it.�
Coming on the heels of the previous statement, that revelation hit Jade like a physical blow. �He didn�t?�
Allenby quickly backpedaled. �I�m sorry, I really shouldn�t have said that. You must know how it is with acquisitions. These things pass through a lot of hands before they come to us. The Dee artifacts came from the collection of Horace Walpole, who lived more than a century after Dee. Lord Walpole was a collector, so he could have got that crystal anywhere. We actually found it in the gem collection. We put it with the Dee items because of his reputation for using crystal balls, and who knows? Maybe we got it right.�
Jade pondered this for a moment. It had never occurred to her that the crystal ball in the display might not be the same orb Gil Perez had used to read Dee�s manuscript. �Were there other crystal balls?�
�Quite a few of them, I should imagine. But I know of only one other. It�s in the collection at the Science Museum. It�s my understanding that the provenance of that piece is rather better established than this one.�
�We�re going to have to have a look at that one too.�
�I�ll ring the curator at Science,� Allenby volunteered. �Tell him to expect you.�
�Thank you. I appreciate that very much.� Jade turned to Dorion. �It looks like this is going to be more work that I expected. So much for good omens.�
* * *
Two hours later, Jade�s dire forecast took an even more discouraging turn.
With the museum closed for the day, Allenby let them have a look at the artifacts in the Enlightenment Gallery. Jade made a show of examining the authentic Aztec obsidian mirror, which Dee had actually used in his divination rituals, and then inspected the ball of smoky quartz. Whether or not the occult scholar had used it, Jade could not say, but she felt nothing � no sense of distorted space-time, not even the strange tingling of the sphere on Isla del Ca�o. She dutifully took a few pictures and notes, and did her best to hide her disappointment.
�Any chance of getting a look at the crystal in the Science Museum?�
�Ah, that.� Allenby sighed. �I�m afraid I have rather a bit of bad news. The Dee crystal ball has been removed from the permanent display. It�s now in the archives at Blythe House. Inventory number A127915.� She handed Jade a sheet of paper. �Here. I wrote it down for you. You can take this to Blythe house in the morning and request a viewing.
�I should warn you though,� Allenby went on. �About ten years ago, that item was stolen. The thief smashed the display case, grabbed it and ran. The police later apprehended the thief and recovered the item, but�� She sighed. �There�s some question about the authenticity of the item that was returned.
�Just between you and me, there are some who suspect that the theft was engineered to cover the fact that the original had been replaced by a fake years before. Remember what I told you about people wanting to get their hands on those artifacts? It�s possible that an unscrupulous curator switched it with a fake decades ago, and sold it off to a wealthy occult enthusiast. It wouldn�t be the first time something like that has happened.�
Jade felt her disappointment give way to ire. This was turning into a wild goose chase. There has to be a better way to go about this than bouncing from one museum to the next, asking for permission to fondle John Dee�s crystal balls.
She shook Allenby�s hand and put on her most winning smile. �Thanks so much for following up on that for us, and for letting us inspect these artifacts. I�m curious about one thing: If, as you suggest, the crystal ball from the Science Museum was replaced with a fake�who, in your professional opinion, would be the most likely suspect?�
Allenby seemed astonished at the question. �Why, I haven�t the slightest. I make it a habit to avoid the criminal element whenever possible.�
�Of course,� Jade said quickly. �I didn�t mean to suggest otherwise. It�s just�� She recalled something Allenby had said earlier. �Well, you know how it is with acquisitions. You know who the collectors are, and who has a reputation for�questionable dealing.�
�I honestly have no idea.� Allenby still seemed a little ruffled by Jade�s inquiry. �Occult enthusiasts are a different breed than most art collectors. They care nothing for the intrinsic or artistic value of a piece; only whether or not it has,� she waggled her fingers dramatically, �strong juju. They are also very secretive.�
�Just point me in the right direction.�
Allenby sighed. �Well, there is this one fellow��
* * *
According to his website, Gerald Roche was the world�s leading authority on the life and career of Dr. John Dee. He had not merely written the book on Dee, he had written several.
To his legions of devotees, Roche was a visionary and a crusader, piercing the manifold veil of deception that had been thrown over the eyes of the world by a diabolical conspiracy intent on enslaving the masses. His supporters claimed he had accurately predicted the international banking crisis, the near-collapse of the European Union, and even accurately foreshadowed, nearly a decade in advance, groundbreaking theories about quantum physics and the true nature of the universe. His suggestion, which had seemed at the time ludicrous, was that the universe was a holographic projection, like something from Star Trek, controlled by an omniscient computer that had been misidentified as �God.�
According to most reputable news agencies, he was both deluded and dangerous. Roche preached a strange blend of conspiracy theory and New Age mysticism, which included the evidently sincere belief that world leaders, bank executives, and captains of industry were all renegade computer programs he called �changelings� � so named for the demonic faerie creatures of folklore that were substituted for human children � engaged in an ongoing plot to control humanity.
�Never heard of him,� Jade said, when Dr. Allenby had supplied Roche�s name.
Allenby had mentioned Roche�s enduring fascination with Dee and hinted at the man�s somewhat volatile nature; Jade had learned the rest for herself.
�I can see why this guy tops the list of suspects,� she told Dorion as they researched Roche on the Internet that evening at their hotel. �He�s obsessed with Dee. And he definitely has the money to get whatever he wants.�
Roche did not occupy the same tier of wealth as Ophelia Doerner, but the former Minister of Parliament, turned professional conspiracy theorist, netted a hefty annual income from his publishing empire, syndicated radio show, and personal appearances. Among those who either worshipped or feared him, he was a household name, but as was the way of such things, outside of that niche, few knew of his existence. Those who had merely heard of him dismissed him as a kook.
Even among his supporters, there was some debate about whether his more extraordinary claims were meant to be taken literally. Some averred that the �changeling� plot was merely a metaphor for the fact that rapacious bankers and deceitful politicians had relinquished all trace of their humanity in their quest for wealth and power. Jade thought that explanation probably made a lot more sense; Roche was too successful to be completely �off his nut,� to quote Allenby.
That he was obsessed with Dee was evident, not merely from the numerous books he had written, but also from the fact that Roche was known to be a collector of Dee memorabilia and had for more than a decade lived in Mortlake, not far from the site of Dee�s summer house � the very place where Perez had used the crystal Eye to interpret the manuscript describing the chamber beneath Teotihuacan.
�How do we find out if he has Dee�s crystal?� asked Dorion.
�I thought I might just ask.�
�You�re just going to walk up to him and say �Please, may I look at you stolen property?��
�Something like that,� she smiled, and then stretched. �Well, I don�t know about you, but I am seriously jet lagged. I think I�ll turn it.�
Dorian rose from the table. �I don�t suppose you would care to join me for a nightcap?�
The invitation caught Jade completely off guard, and for a moment, all she could do was gape at him. He seemed to sense her discomfort and quickly backpedaled. �Or if you�re not feeling up to it, I understand. It has been a long journey.�
Jade was still trying to process what she was hearing. Dorion was a nice enough guy, smart and charming, and completely different from�him. She had even gotten past that awkward first impression; given their shared experience with the dark matter-fueled premonitions, they had a lot in common. Yet somehow, he just wasn�t the sort of man she could see herself with.
I haven�t exactly had much luck with the kind of guys I can see myself with.
She couldn�t help wonder what Professor was doing right now. Perhaps sharing a romantic dinner with Ophelia in some Greek caf�, swooning over her plastic beauty.
Maybe I�m overthinking this.
But dalliances and one night stands weren�t her style. For all her flaws, and she knew she had a few, she didn�t like playing games with other people�s emotions. Maybe Dorion wasn�t interested in something meaningful � he was French after all, though she couldn�t get a read on whether he was the love �em and leave �em type � but that wasn�t what she wanted.
So what do you want, Jade?
�I�m really beat tonight.� She tried for a disarming smile. �Maybe some other time?�
She wasn�t sure if she really meant it, or if she was just trying to let him down easy. Maybe both.
�Of course. Let me walk you to your room.�
She accepted the chivalrous gesture and when they reached her door, she even gave him a quick peck on the cheek. �Bright and early,� she said, before closing the door on him.
As tired as she was, sleep eluded her for a long time thereafter. Yet, it was not doubt about whether she had made the right decision in turning Dorion away that occupied her thoughts. Instead, it was the image of Professor and Ophelia together that kept her tossing and turning.

FIFTEEN

Mexico City, Mexico
Hodges felt Gutierrez�s scrutiny cut through him like a laser beam, and yet the handsome billionaire had not spoken a single word of recrimination. Instead, the man had listened patiently to Hodge�s report, asking pertinent questions in an incisive tone, without even once giving voice to his exasperation at the evident failure.
It had not been difficult to establish the identity of the mysterious savior who had appeared to whisk Chapman and the others away at the last second, but that knowledge only complicated matters. Ophelia Doerner wasn�t somebody he could go after with impunity. The only option he felt he had was to return in disgrace to Mexico, make his report to Gutierrez, and accept the consequences.
The billionaire continued to regard him across his desktop, then he abruptly leaned forward and picked up a mobile telephone. He composed a brief text message, then set the phone down again.
�You were right not to pursue this woman,� he said, finally breaking his long silence. �It would have complicated matters, though what she is trying to do is exactly what we are trying to prevent.�
�So what happens now?�
Gutierrez waved the question away, but then elaborated. �Damage control. I think it is safe to say that your cover is blown. You�ll be working directly for me now.�
It wasn�t a job offer; Hodges had just been drafted.
An electronic ringing sound, like a first-generation cordless phone, signaled an incoming Skype message, which Gutierrez answered with a keystroke. Hodges could not see the screen, but he recognized the voice from the other end of the call. �Andres? What�s so important that you pulled me off the back nine?�
�It�s your sister, Lee. She�s interfering with our prosecution of an Alpha event.�
Hodges� eyes went wide. The person on the other end of the call was Laertes Doerner, Ophelia�s brother. That Gutierrez and Doerner were on a first name basis did not surprise Hodges; that Doerner was evidently part of the Norfolk Group did, though on further reflection it made perfect sense. Despite the family reputation for advocating the kind of polarized political views that often fostered the sort of upheaval that the Norfolk Group was trying to prevent. At the end of the day, Doerner, like any other wealthy man, was mostly interested in self-preservation.
There was a disgusted snort at the other end of the line. �Fi�s a dreamer, Andres. Whatever she�s mixed up in can�t be of any consequence.�
�An Alpha event, Lee. You know as well as I do what that means. You helped draft the protocols.�
�Well, sure I��
�This call is a courtesy, Lee. I am going to be overseeing this affair personally. If you want Ophelia kept safe, then you need to be completely forthcoming. It�s the only chance she has.�
There was a long silence, in which the only sound from the speakers was a faint crackle like static white noise, and then Doerner gave a defeated sigh. �What do you need from me?�
�She left Costa Rica a few hours ago. I presume she�s on one of your planes. I need to know where she�s going.�
�I�ll get back to you.�
There was a click and the white noise vanished.
Hodges sat very still mentally processing the fact that he had just listened in on a conversation between two of the richest men on earth.
�He�s a pampered fool,� Gutierrez said, without prompting. �He may have inherited the greater share of the family wealth, but his sister got the brains. It will be a pity if we have to kill her.�
Hodges felt like he had to say something. �You�re taking over?�
�That�s right. That�s how I prefer to operate. The only way to ensure a task is done right is to do it yourself.� He cracked a smile. �Relax. I�m not angry about your failure in Costa Rica. Well, not very angry. You had to make a difficult decision. Not killing Ophelia Doerner was probably the right call.�
That had only been one consideration for Hodges. The fact that Ophelia�s men might have shot down the second helicopter before they could get close enough to sink the yacht had been a much more persuasive factor, but Hodges decided it was best not to bring that up.
�This way,� Gutierrez continued, �if a situation like this arises again, you won�t have to make a judgment call. I�ll be there to do it for you.�
�You�ll order her to be killed?�
Gutierrez expression was as hard and cold as ice. �It�s an Alpha event. We aren�t playing games here.�
Another electronic tone sounded and the billionaire glanced at his cell phone. �Ah. Laertes made good on his promise. Ophelia Doerner is on her way to Delphi, Greece. And so are we.�

SIXTEEN

Delphi, Greece
Because he was a seasoned world traveler � as a SEAL, he had some experience with grabbing sleep whenever a chance presented itself � Professor rarely suffered from jet lag. The Gulfstream had arrived in Athens after dusk, and they had continued on to Delphi by car, a journey of more than seventy miles, arriving at nine p.m., which was early by local standards, but too late to accomplish anything useful. So, he had retired to his hotel room and promptly fallen asleep.
He awoke with the sun, hit the tiny bathroom to take care of the obligatory �three S�s,� and dressed in the tastefully expensive attire provided by the hotel concierge. He was just getting ready to head down to the hotel lounge for breakfast when a knock came at the door.
He opened it to find Ophelia, likewise looking refreshed and, he had to admit, rather lovely. She wore a sea green raw silk halter-top sun-dress and less make-up than he would have expected.
�I have a surprise for you,� she said, producing a large gift box tied with a blue ribbon.
�And here I didn�t get you anything,� he said, with mock-guiltiness, accepting the box and giving the ribbon a tug.
�Maybe you�ll find just the right thing at the sanctuary,� she replied with a mischievous grin.
Inside the box, he found a hat � his hat � cleaned, blocked and restored to near-perfect condition. �Wow. Thank you.�
�It�s your lucky talisman,� she said. �Now our success is guaranteed.�
He chuckled. �Well, I don�t know about that. This was a long shot to begin with, and even if we find what we�re looking for, all it�s really going to tell us is that we were right.�
�Oh, don�t be such a pessimist.�
�Sounds like something Jade might say,� he muttered. He felt bad that Jade wasn�t here, but when Jade got an idea in her head, there was no reasoning with her.
If Ophelia heard his comment, she gave no indication. �Now, let�s see about some food. They do a traditional Greek breakfast here. I love the galatopita, but they also make an omelet with graviera and siglino that is spectacular.�
He took the culinary recommendations in stride, but as he headed out the door behind her, the significance of what she had said hit home. �You�ve been here before.�
�Several times.� She looked at him thoughtfully as they descended the stairs to the hotel restaurant. �I thought you knew. I�m very serious about this. I was coming to Delphi long before I ever met Paul. Of all the stories, all the myths and legends, this is the one that has always held the most promise.�
He waited until they were seated, with demitasse cups of sweet Greek coffee set before them, to ask what she meant by that.
�You must know something of the history of Delphi. There is something special about this place.� She took a sip of her coffee. �I�m sure you�ve heard the rational explanations for the prophecies given by the oracle.�
He nodded. �The oracle, a woman who was always called Pythia, supposedly inhaled vapors rising from a crevice under the Temple of Apollo and chewed bay leaves to enter a trance. It was up to the priests of the sanctuary to interpret her ramblings, which they did in a way so vague they could never be wrong, and which usually pleased the supplicant enough to offer a large gift to the temple. One of the most notorious was the prophecy given to Croesus. He was told that if he went to war with the Persians, he would destroy a great empire. He took that as advice to launch a war, which he lost, and when he confronted the oracle, he was told that the great empire he had destroyed was his own.�
She smiled patiently. �Yes, anyone who�s studied the oracle knows that one, but do you know the rest? How Croesus tested the oracle? Or the oracle�s prophecy that his kingdom would last until the Medes put a mule on the throne?�
Professor was not about to let Ophelia show him up. He searched his memory for more information about the Ionian king whose legendary wealth was remembered even into modern times. �Croesus was defeated by Cyrus, half-Mede, half-Persian. Mule could be interpreted to mean �half-blood.��
Ophelia nodded. �The oracle Pythia endured here for more nearly a thousand years, and more than five hundred prophetic pronouncements have been discovered. Some of them are, as you say, open to interpretation, but many of them are quite specific and startlingly accurate, particularly those that involve world events on a grand scale. It�s easy for us to play the skeptic, but do you believe the oracle�s prestige and reputation for infallibility, could have lasted that long if she were just spouting fortune cookie prophecies?�
Professor shrugged. �As a scientist, I have to follow the principle of parsimony. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary explanations. I can�t discount what I�ve seen in the last few days, but I�m not going to let down my guard and start believing everything.�
Ophelia reached out and clasped his hand. �Maybe today, you�ll see something that will change your mind.�
* * *
With his �lucky talisman� atop his head, Professor followed Ophelia along a trail that led out of the modern city of Delphi, across the evergreen-dotted slopes of Mount Parnassus, with a spectacular view of the azure waters of K�lpos It�as and the Gulf of Corinth. Every now and then, he would catch a glimpse of Ophelia�s security detail, but the men seemed to have learned a thing or two since Costa Rica, and for the most part, remained inconspicuous.
The half-mile walk ended with a steep descent that led past the ruins of a theatre and the site of the Sanctuary of Apollo, where the Oracle at Delphi had delivered her prophecies. They passed by the Castalian Spring, where both the devotees and visitors to Delphi would ritually bathe themselves before approaching the oracle, and eventually arrived at the Athenian treasury, built to commemorate the Battle of Marathon. In ancient times, there had been several such storehouses on the site, but most had fallen into ruin. The Athenian treasury, a blocky structure of cut stone that looked a lot like a cross between a bank vault and a Greek temple, was as much a masterpiece of modern restoration techniques as it was ancient architecture.
Ophelia led Professor down the stone walk below the treasury and showed him a stone slab upon which rested a conical rock, about four feet tall, that looked a little like the top half of an egg or the nose cone of a jet.
�The Omphalos,� she said, with a magisterial flourish. �One of them anyway. There�s a better one in the museum.�
�That must be the one I�m thinking of,� Professor replied. �It looks sort of like a giant potato wrapped in a fishnet, right?�
�That�s not what I see when I look at it,� Ophelia replied, raising a playful eyebrow. Then her expression became more serious. �You know the significance of the Omphalos, right?�
He nodded. �The Greeks believed it marked the center of the earth � literally the navel of the Earth goddess Gaia. Of course, the exact location was subject to change. According to the myth, Zeus sent out two eagles from different places, and told them to meet at the center of the world. That turned out to be Delphi, so they marked the spot with an Omphalos stone.�
�That�s one story,� Ophelia replied. �Another is that Apollo slew the dragon Python, who was guarding the navel of Gaia. The vapors that rose from beneath the Temple of Apollo were believed to be the gases of Python�s body decomposing.
�There may actually be some truth to that story,� she went on as they headed back toward the museum. �The site was inhabited in the Bronze Age, by the Mycenaean Greeks, and it is believed that there was a temple to Gaia here, and a Sybil who prophesied the future, as early as the fourteenth century B.C.E. The Mycenaean civilization collapsed of course, and the site was abandoned for many centuries, until the rise of Classical Greek culture. So perhaps Apollo �slew� Python in the sense that the worshippers of Apollo arrived and took over the site for their own religious practices.�
After touring the two thousand year old remains of an ancient civilization, the Archaeological Museum at Delphi was something of a surprise architecturally speaking. Instead of trying to mimic the Classical design, the building was modern looking, with plain geometric lines, and lots of windows to provide natural light. The reason for this became apparent as Professor stepped inside; the museum architects did not want their contribution to Delphi to overshadow the historical riches housed within.
They found the more famous Omphalos stone displayed near the entrance of the museum, an orange-colored, bullet-shaped stone, several feet high. The exterior was carved to resemble an elaborate rope net. The stone was hollow through the center, and had acted as a sort of nozzle, focusing and concentrating the mystical vapors that the oracle would have breathed in the innermost chambers of the Apollo sanctuary. This was the Omphalos that was reproduced on coins and artwork dating back to the Classical Greek era, but it was widely believed that this stone was a copy from early Roman times.
The Romans, Professor learned, had also venerated the site and consulted with the oracle, at least until the fourth century C.E. when Emperor Theodosius I had ordered the temple destroyed and forever silenced the prophetic voice of Pythia.
The museum contained numerous treasures brought from distant lands; spoils of war brought to honor the oracle who had guided kings and heroes on adventures abroad. One of the most spectacular pieces was the Sphinx of Naxos, a seven-foot tall marble structure with outstretched wings, dating back to the year 570 B.C.E. Once, it had stood atop a column and gazed out over the waters of the Gulf below. There were far fewer artifacts from the Mycenaean period, but a helpful English-speaking tour guide filled in some of the gaps in his knowledge.
�There was almost certainly a shrine here during the late Minoan and Mycenaean periods, but very few physical artifacts remain. On the way up to the Sanctuary of Apollo, you will see the Sybil Rock. That is where the ancient oracle, the one before Pythia, delivered her prophecies.�
Professor thanked the guide, but before the man could leave, Ophelia asked him, �What happened to the original Sybil?�
The man shrugged. �We know very little about the Bronze Age history of the site. There are many possible explanations for what happened to the Mycenaeans � war, internal conflicts, earthquakes � the answer is probably a combination of these factors. For many years, it was believed that the Mycenaeans were destroyed by invading Dorians, but it seems more likely that the invasion was more a cultural change than a military campaign.�
�Was there a Sybil or an oracle here during that time?�
The tour guide spread his hands apologetically. �That period is called the Greek Dark Ages for a reason. We just don�t know. The history of Delphi, to the best of our knowledge, begins when Apollo, in the form of a dolphin, brought priests here to establish his sanctuary.�
�I�m sorry, did you just say a �dolphin�?�
The guide nodded. �That�s how Delphi got its name. Apollo Delphinos � Apollo the Dolphin.�
As the man left to rejoin his tour group, Professor took Ophelia aside. �The sphere we found in Costa Rica also had a dolphin glyph. Dolphins were sacred to the Phoenicians, which we would expect from a sea faring people.
�During the same period when the Mycenaean civilization was collapsing,� he continued, �the rest of the Mediterranean region was under attack by a group of raiders called the Sea People. Some contemporary accounts mention the Sea People in connection with the destruction of Knossos and other Mycenaean cities.�
�Were the Sea People the Phoenicians?�
�You won�t find a serious historian who believes that, but it�s interesting that the Phoenician cities were left untouched by the Sea People. It�s been suggested that they were more of a loose confederation of pirates, so why not Phoenicians? Or maybe the Sea People plundered the Omphalos sphere, and sold it to a Phoenician trader who was headed east. Maybe the old myth got it backward. Maybe the �dolphin� wasn�t Apollo bringing the priests here; maybe it was the Phoenicians taking the Ompahalos � the original Omphalos away. They sailed east, across the Pacific, and when they spotted the dolphins, they decided that was the place to establish a new temple, a new oracle.�
�Perhaps the theft of the Omphalos is what caused the fall of the Mycenaens,� suggested Ophelia, warming to the subject. �The Sibyl�s guidance is what protected them, and when the source of her visions was taken, they were unable to prepare for the disasters that followed.�
�There�s a problem though. If the original Omphalos was a dark matter sphere � and how it got here in the first place, I have no idea � but if it was, and the Phoenicians took it, then how was it that the Delphic oracle was able to continue making accurate predictions, a thousand years later?�
�Perhaps there is some residual effect, like the way a magnet can temporarily magnetize a piece of metal. Or maybe that sphere was part of a larger source of dark matter. You�ll recall that Paul said it might be possible for an object with a strong dark matter field to seed another. Or the sphere you found was just such a created Omphalos. Possibly, the original is still here.�
�Paul also said this was the first place he looked. If there is a dark matter field here, he would be the person most likely to find it.�
Ophelia spread her hands. �Have you ever lost something important � your keys or maybe your wallet � and you looked everywhere for it, and then you went back and looked again and found it in a place you had already checked two or three times? Maybe our search is like that?�
Professor chuckled. �Yeah, I guess you always find something in the last place you look. So if there is some lingering dark matter here, how do we find it?�
�Simple,� Ophelia said. �We look again.�
They made their way back outside, up the trail to the site where the Temple of Apollo had once stood, the place where the oracle had delivered her pronouncements. The tour guide that had answered their questions in the museum was now delivering his canned speech about the procedures that had been followed when Delphi had been, figuratively at least, the center of the ancient world.
�You might have seen pictures of the oracle, a beautiful young woman, levitating in a cloud of mystical vapors,� he was saying, �but that�s not quite the truth. It�s true that in the early days, a young virgin was chosen � being beautiful was not a requirement � consecrated and given the title Pythia. Or I should say, virgins since there were at times, as many as three Pythias, sharing the duties, which involved breathing poisonous volcanic gasses. Communing with the gods was not good for one�s health and the life expectancy of a woman chosen to be Pythia was not long. You children, listen to your parents when they tell you not to smoke cigarettes.�
There was a ripple of laughter, right on cue.
�The idea that Pythia was a young virgin is also somewhat inaccurate. Sometimes, the women chosen were older, married women. Later on, they were chosen from among the very poor and uneducated. In any case, those seeking the advice of Pythia never actually saw her. She sat behind a wall, breathing the vapors and chewing bay leaves. The questions were written down and given to the priests, who gave them to Pythia and received her answer, which they in turn wrote down in the form of a poem.
�And it wasn�t as simple as writing your question and handing it over. There was an elaborate procedure that had to be followed. A supplicant had to travel to Delphi in person. If you think the drive here from Athens took you a while, just imagine what it was like two thousand years ago. The supplicant would have to provide a gift to the oracle and present their question to be reviewed by the priests. Just as with today�s psychics and mediums, there were some questions the oracle didn�t want to be asked; questions that might have made people question her abilities.�
More chuckles. It was evident that the tour guide wasn�t a believer.
�Pythia also had to go through quite a bit of preparation to get ready for communing with the gods. She would have to undergo a period of fasting, followed by a ritual cleansing at the baths, which I showed you on the way up here, and then make the final ascent to the Temple here. Because the oracle would only speak nine times a year, on the seventh day of each month from spring to fall, a supplicant might have to wait for weeks to have his question answered.�
�Why the seventh day?� asked Professor, raising his hand like student in a classroom.
�Seven was a sacred number for Apollo,� the guide replied, offhandedly as if he had heard the question many times before, and then went right back into his spiel. Professor however had stopped listening.
He leaned close to Ophelia. �I need to talk to Paul. Can you arrange that?�
She nodded. �Why?�
�I think I know why he didn�t find anything here. He wasn�t looking in the wrong place, but he might have been looking at the wrong time.�
�I don�t understand.�
�I�m not sure I do either. But I think he might.�

SEVENTEEN

Mortlake, England
A small park, nestled between blocks of flats, occupied the land where Dr. Dee�s summer house had once stood. Jade, who had traded in her normal working attire for a pair of light cotton slacks and a loose fitting silk blouse, waited there gazing out at the peaceful water of the Thames. She watched scullers darting across the river channel like water skippers, thinking about the people that might once have contemplated the same view: Dee, himself, Queen Elizabeth, who visited her favorite astrologer on several occasions, and of course, the man whom she was most interested in, Gil Perez. She was alone, though Dorion and the security detail were in a car parked nearby on Mortlake High Street.
�Miss Ihara?�
She turned to greet the speaker, a fit looking man in his late twenties or early thirties. It was not Roche, she was certain of that; a personal assistant or more likely a bodyguard. She affected her most supercilious demeanor. �Doctor, actually.�
The man blinked as if the distinction meant nothing. �Mr. Roche will see you. Follow me please.�
�I thought I was going to meet him here?�
�No ma�am.�
Evidently, that was all she was going to get from the flunky. No doubt the assignation at the park was merely to give Roche or one of his lackeys a chance to check her out, maybe look for surveillance or perform an electronic sweep to see if she was wearing a hidden microphone.
Paranoid much? �Where are we going?�
�Mr. Roche�s flat is nearby.�
�That wasn�t what we arranged.� She tried to sound irritated to hide just how pleased she was. If Roche did have the crystal, she had a much better chance of getting him to show her in the privacy of his home. She wasn�t too worried about being on his home turf, though considering how whacky some of his ideas were, maybe that was a na�ve belief.
The man led her toward the water, and then along the river walk. From here, it was impossible to tell exactly where she was in relation to the street; the buildings eclipsed even her view of the tower at St. Mary�s parish church. About a hundred yards from the park, they turned onto a flight of steps that led up to a patio overlooking the river. There, seated at an outdoor table calmly sipping from a cup of tea, was the notorious Gerald Roche.
He rose and inclined his head in a gentlemanly bow. �Miss Ihara? Or rather I should say, Dr. Ihara. You are much more beautiful that your reputation led me to expect.�
It sounded rehearsed to Jade, but she managed a charmed smile. �I might say the same about you. I mean, you don�t appear to be an ogre after all.�
It was true enough, though she could have judged that from viewing the headshots on his website. Roche was in his late fifties, pleasantly rotund with a beatific smile on his ruddy face, hands in the pockets of his silk smoking jacket. He looked positively jolly, like an off-duty Buddha or department store Santa Claus on holiday. Looks, Jade knew, could be deceiving.
He laughed, then continued. He had a deep, radio friendly baritone voice, colored with a broad Yorkshire accent. �You�re American? When I heard the name, I naturally assumed you were from Japan, but I don�t hear even a trace of an accent.�
�No. I was raised in Hawaii by my mother. If you listen to me long enough, you might hear a little pidgin creeping in.�
�Jolly good. Can I interest you in a spot of tea?�
Jade wasn�t a tea drinker, but decided it would further her cause by accepting. She nodded and Roche passed the nod to the man who had escorted her from the park. He promptly went into the flat and returned a moment later with a tea service. Jade took a cup with milk and sugar.
�Now,� Roche said, clapping his hands together. �At the risk of being rude, I�m eager to hear about this journal you recovered.�
Jade�s plan was simple, and had the benefit of resting on a mostly factual foundation. She was no con artist, not even a very good liar. Instead, she would lead with the truth. Offer the journal for sale as a collectible, and then when a deal was more or less concluded, try to wrangle a peek at the Shew Stone. She would only need just a few seconds with the crystal ball to pull this off.
She launched into her only slightly modified version of what had actually happened. �I was excavating a ruin in Mexico and found the remains of a Spanish tomb robber. In his possession was a journal, which described how he had learned of the tomb from a manuscript stolen from Dr. Dee. I asked around and was told that you were the leading authority on the good doctor.�
�And you were hoping that I might be able to�what, exactly?� While his manner remained cordial, Jade sensed an underlying wariness. �Authenticate the document? Or perhaps direct you to the Dee manuscript that talks about this tomb?�
�Well, I am curious about the latter, but to be perfectly frank, the journal doesn�t much interest me. My field is pre-Columbian archaeology. The Spaniard is most definitely not pre-Columbian, so the journal isn�t really of much value to me.�
�Ah, but you thought it might be of value to me, as a Dee enthusiast?�
Jade inclined her head. This was the critical part of the plan. Would Roche accept that she was an unscrupulous trader in illicit artifacts like himself? Or would his paranoia slam the door shut?
�May I see it?� he asked.
�I don�t have it with me. It�s old parchment and hasn�t been properly restored. It shouldn�t be handled excessively. Of course, I don�t expect you to make a commitment without seeing it first. I merely wanted determine if you were someone I could do business with.�
Roche nodded slowly and sat back in his chair. �Of course, of course. You do understand that I am not merely a general collector, and this business of a Dee manuscript that talks about a lost tomb sounds rather fanciful. Almost like the sort of thing a forger might try to peddle.�
�I can assure you, the journal is real.� It�s a lump of soggy parchment, but it�s real.
�Oh, I�m not suggesting that you are a forger. However, your grave robber might very well have been taken in by a clever fake. There are quite a few occult manuscripts attributed to Dr. Dee in circulation. Perhaps this Spaniard was taken in by one.�
Jade frowned. This was not exactly going according to plan. �Well, I suppose that is something we would have to investigate before proceeding.�
�Just so. Can you tell me more about this alleged manuscript?�
Might as well go all in. �According to the journal, the Spaniard broke into Lee�s Mortlake house, while the doctor was traveling in Europe, and found a manuscript that was penned in a strange language, which I took to be angelic script. He claimed that he was able to read it with the help of a crystal ball.�
�And what did this manuscript say?�
�It described a vision that Dee had received from an angel named Orphaniel, It told of a ruin in a place called the Navel of the Moon, which is the literal meaning of the word Mexico.� Jade added a few more details, while omitting mention of what they had actually found beneath the Pyramid of the Sun.�
�Ah. Yes, that sounds very familiar.�
Jade wondered what he meant by that, but before she could phrase the question, Roche stood. �Would you like to see my collection?�
Jade was momentarily taken aback. �Very much.�
He led her into the flat, which was tastefully modern if a bit austere. Jade thought it looked like a model home, not a place where someone actually lived. Roche led her to an interior staircase which descended two flights, into a windowless room that she could only assume was below ground level. There, she found herself in what might have been a small gallery from the museum she had visited the day before.
There were dozens of display cases containing unusual objects � not merely the sort of thing Jade would expect from a man with Dee�s reputation as a conjurer, but also astrolabes, sextants, and mechanical devices that might have come from the pages of Leonardo da Vinci�s sketchbook. There were dozens of bookshelves with leather bound tomes in outward-facing display stands. Nowhere, however, did Jade see the legendary Shew Stone.
Roche stopped at one case which contained something that looked like a toy bird made of wood. �This is a working replica of the dove of Archytas, built by Dee in 1578. It was designed by a Greek inventor who lived in the fourth century before Christ. It runs on steam power, and can actually flap its wings.� He gestured to another case where sat a bronze bust of a man�s head. �That is a Brazen Head, a sort of automaton that speaks. It only says �yes� or �no�, but for the sixteenth century, that�s rather remarkable, don�t you think.�
Jade nodded, not insincerely. �Dee made that?�
�Yes. All of the objects you see here were constructed by Dee, based on his own designs, or those he found while traveling abroad. He was a true Renaissance man, a polymath. During his lifetime, his enemies tried to caricaturize him as an evil magician studying witchcraft and communing with the devil. He was, in fact, a devout Christian. In the years since his death, people who imagine themselves students of the occult have only made it worse by embellishing those ludicrous charges, turning him into some kind of necromancer. Here, this one is my favorites.�
He opened a case that contained what looked like a brass dragonfly. After winding a small key, he held it out at arm�s length and released it. It leapt from his hand, wings buzzing furiously, and flew right toward Jade, who started � visions of Shelob flashing through her mind � and jumped out of the way. The clockwork insect continued flying but gradually turned in a wide circle that brought it right back to Roche�s waiting hand where it settled, its energy completely spent. Roche returned the item to its case and his hands to his pockets.
�Marvelous, don�t you think? Dee saw items like these at courts and universities in Geneva, Prague, St. Denis, and reverse engineered them in his own mind. Quite an accomplishment for a charlatan, wouldn�t you say?�
Jade wasn�t sure where any of this was going. �I never said I thought he was a charlatan. Honestly, I don�t know that much about him.�
�Obviously.� Roche smiled, but the humor was gone from his eyes. �Did you know, for example, that he never received visions? Never saw the future in a crystal ball? It�s true. He did make accurate astrological predictions, but he never could get the trick of scrying. The angelic visions were received by spirit mediums, working at his direction, and he would then record and interpret what they saw. That�s how I know this journal you are trying to foist on me is worthless.�
Alarm bells were sounding in Jade�s head. Maybe this wasn�t such a good idea. �I�m sorry you think that,� she said slowly. �I�m only telling you what was in the journal.�
�Some of the visions were utter rubbish,� Roche continued, as if he hadn�t heard. �Dee was too trusting. Edward Kelley, a changeling, took advantage of Dee, stealing a fortune from him, stealing his wife, discrediting the man, even as he used Dee�s fame to enhance his own reputation as an alchemist.
�But some of the visions were real. I know because I also have received them, using the very tools that Dee made available to his mediums. Tools such as this.�
He removed his left hand from his pocket and held it out to reveal a clear crystal ball, less than two inches in diameter. �This is what you came for isn�t it?�
Jade swallowed nervously. When she had called to set up the meeting, she had not mentioned the Shew Stone.
�I know that you came here to steal it,� Roche continued, his voice taking on a hard edge.
�Steal it?� Jade�s voice sounded strident in her own ears. �Why would you say that?�
�Because it�s true.� He raised his other hand and Jade saw that it held a compact semi-automatic pistol, pointed right at her. �Do you think you�re the first agent the changelings have sent to blind me?�
Jade raised her hands and took an involuntary step back. �You�ve got it all wrong,� she said hastily. �Yes, I did come here hoping to get a look at that. I was told that you might have it. But I don�t want to steal it.�
�You�re lying,� Roche hissed. �I saw you take it.�
Despite the roaring of blood in her ears, the primal urge to flee or if necessary fight, something about the statement pulled Jade back from her panic.
He saw? Is it possible?
�You think I want to steal it?� she said defiantly. �Like you stole it from the Science Museum?�
Something changed in Roche�s expression confirming the truth of her accusation, but also revealing the deeper implications of that fact. Roche could not simply turn her over to the police because doing so would bring his own crimes to light. Jade felt a premonition of her own; not the d�j� vu of a dark matter-fueled glimpse into alternate dimensions, but a grim certainty that this paranoid lunatic had no intention of letting her merely slink away empty handed. Roche was going to kill her.
* * *
Dorion gazed out the window of the SUV, desperately hoping to see Jade strolling toward them, but there was no sign of her. This was taking too long. He never should have let her go to this meeting alone.
�Maybe we should go look for her,� he prompted one of the security men.
The man gave him a blank look, but before he could answer, his face screwed up in consternation. He reached into a pocket and took out a cell phone. �Hello?� A pause. �I�ll put him on.�
He passed the phone to Dorion. �Yes?�
The voice on the other end belonged to Chapman � Professor, he thought, that�s what Jade calls him. �Paul? How goes the search at your end?�
Dorion wasn�t sure what to say. �Ah, Jade is meeting with someone right now.�
�That�s okay. I was actually hoping to talk to you. It�s about Delphi. Were you aware that the oracle only entered the sanctuary on the seventh day of each month?�
Dorion was having trouble concentrating on the question. �I don�t recall. Why would it matter?�
�The Greeks used a lunar calendar. The first day of each month always corresponded to the appearance of the first crescent moon. The seventh day would always fall on the first quarter moon.�
�So?�
�You said that dark matter is influenced by gravity. The phases of the moon affect the earth�s gravity. New and full moons exert the greatest influence because the earth, moon and sun are all aligned. The tidal effect is most pronounced at those times. When the moon is in its quarter phases, the tidal forces are weakest.�
Dorion finally saw what Professor was driving at. �And the Delphic oracle was active only when the gravitational field was at its weakest.�
�Maybe that�s why you never felt anything at Delphi. Maybe you were there at the wrong time. What I can�t figure though is why the effect would be stronger when the tidal forces are weakest. Wouldn�t it be the other way around?�
�Not necessarily. The effect works because close proximity to the dark matter field causes a relativistic change. You are literally traveling at a different speed, relative to the rest of the universe, when you are near a dark matter field. During the full moon, the gravitation effect is so strong, it probably cancels out the dark matter field.�
�That makes sense.�
�Are you saying there might still be a dark matter field there at Delphi?�
�Well, I don�t know if it�s still there after sixteen hundred years, but it might explain how the oracle was able to continue making accurate prophecies hundreds of years after the Omphalos was stolen.�
�I will tell Jade. We will come there as soon as we can.�
Dorion rang off and handed the phone back to the security man. �Where is she?� he said, more to himself than to the other man. �We need to get to Delphi as soon as possible. This search for Dr. Dee�s crystal ball is clearly a dead end.�
* * *
Jade calculated the distance between herself and Roche. She kicked herself for having retreated at the first sight of the pistol. �Mr. Roche, I don�t want to steal anything from you. I�ve told you the complete and honest truth.�
�My visions have never led me astray,� Roche said. He twisted the gun slightly in his hand, swiping off the safety catch with his thumb.
�You actually saw me steal that crystal ball in a vision?� she asked, trying to sound incredulous, even as she shifted her weight, priming herself for action. �Did it look something like this?�
She stepped toward, spinning on her outstretched foot so that, at the critical moment, she was turned sideways and no longer in his sights. The pistol banged loudly and she felt the hot eruption of gases from the barrel, but the round sizzled harmlessly past her, shattering the glass on one of the display cases. It had been a reflexive shot and Roche hastily tried to aim the weapon again, but she was already inside his reach. She threw her left arm out in a rising block that knocked the gun hand away, and then followed through with a solid punch to his lower jaw. Dazed, Roche flew back, rebounding off another display case, dropping the pistol and inadvertently flinging the crystal ball away.
Jade kept advancing and snatched the orb out of the air. It was heavier than she expected. As her fingers closed over the smooth quartz globe, she wondered if she would be hit by a vision. Instead of a warning from another dimension however, she heard a shout from the top of the stairs; the bodyguard, asking if there was a problem. Roche�s wild shot might not have hit her, but it had still done some damage.
She bolted for the stairs, the only way out of the basement gallery. As expected, Roche�s bodyguard was on his way down. Jade didn�t slow or try to evade him, but instead drove forward, cutting the man�s legs out from under him and plowing through as he tumbled down the stairs behind her.
Because the house was unfamiliar territory, Jade bypassed the first floor and kept ascending, back to the patio where she had entered. Before she reached the top of the second flight, she heard footsteps on the stairs below. The bodyguard had recovered and was giving chase.
She darted through the house and reached the door to the balcony just as her pursuer reached the top of the stairs. Damn, he�s fast, she thought, glancing back and jamming the crystal ball into an empty pocket.
She didn�t bother with the stairs down to the river walk, but instead vaulted over the patio rail and into the open air. As soon as her feet touched the lawn, she rolled forward into a somersault, trying to redirect some of the energy from the impact. It must have been the right thing to do, because instead of breaking her legs, she somehow wound up in what could almost pass for a sprinter�s crouch.
The bodyguard appeared at the railing above, but instead of attempting to imitate her, he simply aimed his gun.
Jade erupted from her crouch, running headlong toward the river�s edge, knowing even as she did that every step was taking her further from Dorion and Ophelia�s security team. Unfortunately, getting back to Mortlake High Street meant running the gauntlet with Roche�s man.
But if I can reach the river�.
She crossed the sandy bank and splashed out into the water until it came up to her knees, and then launched into a headfirst dive. Her hands split the chilly water like the tip of a harpoon, and she plunged into the murky depths, dolphin kicking to propel herself as far from the shore � and the man with the gun � as she could go on a single breath. When she finally broke the surface, she was more than a hundred feet out into the river.
�Are you okay?�
She turned toward the voice and found a young man, sitting astride a sleek torpedo-hulled scull, drifting in her direction. She paddled toward him. �Just out for a swim.� She tried to sound casual, but the cold water made her teeth chatter.
�That�s probably not a very good idea.�
�No kidding. I don�t suppose you could give me a ride back to shore. Preferably, that way.� She pointed to the north bank, which was at least two hundred feet away.
The man opened his mouth to reply, but at that instant, the sound of a gunshot rolled across the water. He jerked in surprise and tumbled out of the boat.
Jade whipped her head around and saw a figure on the patio she had just fled. It was Roche, and although she couldn�t see him very clearly, she could tell that his arms were extended and holding a small black object. There was a flash of fire from the object and a moment later, another report.
If that�s Roche, where�s the bodyguard?
There was no time to find the answer to that question.
The scull�s owner was swimming away frantically. Jade thought he had merely panicked; at this distance, Roche�s accuracy with the pistol was non-existent, and the only way he could have hit anything was if blind luck was on his side. Still, luck was a funny thing, and Jade thought the rower probably had the right idea.
Still, no sense in letting a perfectly good boat go to waste.
She gripped the end of the scull and tried to heave herself up onto the rapier-thin hull, which proved to be about as easy as climbing onto a greased log. The boat threatened to roll over, forcing her to go slow and move in very slight increments. She had never been on a craft like this, but she had practically grown up on the water, surfing and paddle-boarding and this didn�t seem much different. Straddling the narrow hull, distributing her weight to maintain balance, she inched toward the center seat, and then carefully twisted around until she was set.
So far so good.
The process of getting situated had taken at least thirty seconds, during which time she had not heard another shot. Maybe Roche had come to his senses; not only were his chances of hitting her virtually nil, but in England, where gun laws were considerably more strict than in the United States, shooting up a posh neighborhood was bound to attract attention that Roche probably didn�t want. There also the very real possibility that, if he killed or even injured her, the Shew Stone would be lost in the Thames. She did not allow herself to believe however, that Roche was going to just let her go.
She curled her hands around the oar grips and pushed down, raising the long paddles out of the water. Despite the balance of the rig, the oars felt heavy and unwieldy. She pushed them forward keeping the blades flat and parallel to the water, then twisted them, letting the blades dig into the river. Planting her feet, she pulled on the oars with all her might. The seat rolled back beneath her, allowing her to straighten her bent legs and amplifying the energy of her body as she hauled in the oars.
The scull shot backwards like a rocket.
Unprepared for the success of her first attempt, Jade�s follow-through was sloppy. As she tried to get the oars back to forward position, she dragged one tip through the water, which caused the scull to turn sharply and suddenly, nearly capsizing. She froze, waiting for the craft to settle, and that was when she heard the mosquito-buzz sound of a small outboard.
Roche and his bodyguard had found a boat. It was just a little dory, maybe fifteen feet with a little outboard, but it was more than a match for the scull.
Jade breathed a curse and focused on the task at hand. She had only a few seconds before they caught her, but if she could make the scull do what she wanted, there was a chance she could get to the far shore, and from there escape on foot.
�Slow is smooth, and smooth is fast,� she muttered to herself, like a mantra. It was something Maddock had often said � damn, she didn�t want to think about him right now � but it was sage advice. She exaggerated every movement, making sure that the blades were exactly where she wanted them before trying to move the oars.
Push forward. Dip. Pull back.
After just a couple cycles, she got the hang of it. The only problem was that she was arrowing through the water at an oblique angle; she needed to turn, aim for the shore, or Roche would catch her.
On her next cycle, she held back a little on her right side, and the scull gradually swung in that direction.
Close enough.
She dug in again and again, repeating the mantra like a military cadence. �Slow is�� Lift the oars. �Smooth, and�� Roll forward and recover. �Smooth is�� Drop the oars and pull. �Fast!�
Not fast enough. The dory shot toward her, then veered away, cutting a wide circle around her. She thought she might still be able to reach the shore, but then the boat�s wake hit her and nearly rolled her over. When she finally got the scull on an even keel, the dory was between her and the shore. She felt the scull shudder as someone � Roche�s bodyguard, leaning over the side of the idling motorboat � grabbed hold of it. Roche stood next to him, wearing an exultant grin. He held the pistol in his right hand; his left was extended, palm up.
�Give it back, and I�ll let you walk away.�
�Yeah, right.�
�Maybe I�m not being clear,� Roche continued. �This is a one-time offer. Give me the crystal ball or I will kill you.�
He�s bluffing. But what if he isn�t?
She let go of the oars, raised her hands as if in a show of surrender, and then brought them to rest on her thighs. She could feel the outline of the contents of her pockets through the fabric of her slacks. Slowly, more to avoid further upsetting the boat, she wormed her hand into her left pocket, curling her fingers around something smooth and round. She drew it out and held it out over the water.
�You shoot me and I might drop it,� she retorted.
The gun twitched in Roche�s hand but he did not lower it. �I don�t want that to happen, but if you leave me no choice, I will take that chance. The crystal will be recovered, but you will be dead. Is that what you want?�
Jade looked down into the murky water. �You think you can find it down there? Be my guest.�
She opened her hand and let the orb fall. It hit the water with a loud plop, and vanished.
Roche�s reaction was almost primal. He leaped from the boat, reaching out as if he might somehow be able to catch the transparent globe before the water claimed it. The dory began bobbing violently from the abrupt shift in its mass, and the effect was magnified when Roche hit the water, throwing up a spume of water.
The bodyguard threw up his hands in a reflexive grab for a handhold, releasing the scull, but not before Jade got a hand on the dory. She rolled over the side, dropping into the motor boat, and before the bodyguard could recover his wits, she brought her joined fists down in hammer blow that caught him in the back of the head. The strike didn�t knock him out, but it was enough to daze him. He barely resisted at all as Jade got her arms under his torso and heaved him up and over the side.
Jade scrambled back to the outboard and twisted the throttle to �full.� The boat lurched forward, throwing out a rooster-tail of white water. She glanced back and saw the bodyguard thrashing in the wake but there was no sign of Roche, who had evidently made a deep dive to retrieve the sunken orb.
She turned the boat toward the south shore and ran it up onto a sandbank not far from where she had gone in. She was a little worried that someone might have called the police, so despite her eagerness to be away, she ran back up toward Roche�s flat and skirted along the apartment buildings until she found a narrow alley leading back to the main street. Then with as much nonchalance as possible given her sodden appearance, she stepped onto the sidewalk and began strolling toward the waiting car.
�Jade?� Dorion leaped out of the car. �Where did you go?� He didn�t wait for an answer. �Your friend Professor called. They�ve made an amazing discovery in Delphi. We have to hurry if we�re going to catch our flight.� He stopped, looked at her. �Why are you all wet?�
�It�s a long story. I�ll tell you after I dry off.�
�Were you able to make the switch? Did everything go as you planned?�
Jade dropped a hand to her pocket and brought out her prize. She thought about Roche groping in the mud at the bottom of the river, rooting around like a catfish. How would he react when he finally found what he was looking for, only to discover that the orb she had dropped into the Thames was not Dr. Dee�s Shew Stone, but a cheap reconstituted quartz crystal ball she�d picked up at an occult bookstore a few blocks from the British Museum?
The thought brought a smile to her face. �Almost exactly as planned.�

EIGHTEEN

Delphi, Greece
Professor gazed up into the darkening eastern sky, and found the moon, a misshapen white disk that looked more like an over-inflated football than a sphere. The technical name for the current phase was �waxing gibbous� but in a few more days it would be completely full. If Dorion was right about tidal forces cancelling out the dark matter field, then they might have already missed their opportunity.
After his conversation with the physicist, it had occurred to Professor that there might be another explanation for the oracle choosing to speak only on the seventh day of the lunar month; the timing of moonrise and lunar zenith. The first quarter moon would be in the sky during midday, when the oracle was active. As the month progressed, moonrise would come later and later, until in the latter half of the month, the moon would only be overhead in the middle of the night. Perhaps it wasn�t the alignment of sun and moon that mattered, but simply having the moon overhead. That too was something they could test, which was why he and Ophelia had been cooling their heels at the hotel until after dusk.
He turned to Ophelia. �Ready to play oracle?�
She returned a playful smile. �You know, according to tradition, we should ritually bathe first.�
�We also should have spent the last few days fasting,� he replied, evenly. �Let�s hope it doesn�t make a difference.�
She laughed and seemed content with his answer. Professor waited until she had turned away to roll his eyes in frustration. At first, he had thought perhaps he was misreading her, but after a while, it had been impossible to miss the signals; the sly glances, the comments thick with innuendo, and perhaps most significant of all, the fact that she was trying her damnedest to impress him with how intelligent she was. He had been flattered, and then he had grown suspicious. He wasn�t arrogant enough to believe that every woman swooned in his presence, and since Ophelia was both beautiful and wealthy, it seemed unlikely that she was desperate for suitors, especially someone so far outside what he assumed was her normal social circle. So why was she trying so hard to get his attention?
He decided that, despite her seemingly confident manner, Ophelia was either a narcissist, in which case what she really wanted was for every person in her life to worship her; or deeply insecure, which essentially meant the same thing. Either way, nothing good could come of indulging her. He had decided it was better to feign being oblivious to her advances; this was a partnership of convenience, nothing more, and it would be over soon enough.
�Okay, but if this doesn�t work, it�s your fault.�
�Fair enough.� He donned his hat and headed for the door. He wasn�t, in truth, prepared to accept any kind of blame in that regard. As far as he was concerned, the visit to Delphi had already borne fruit. If he or Ophelia actually experienced some kind of precognitive vision at the ruins of the sanctuary of Apollo, well that would just be icing on the cake.
Flanked by Ophelia�s security detail, they headed out through the bustling streets, toward the archaeological site. The site was technically closed for the day, but years of generous donations from the Doerner Charitable Trust had earned her �special access.�
They made their way along the trail by moonlight, and came to the ancient temple. Professor had seen pictures and models of what the temple might have looked like during the heyday of Delphi; now, all that remained was a foundation of cut stone blocks and five upright columns, only one of which was still mostly intact. As they approached, Ophelia stepped ahead of him, practically racing to the edge of the temple site.
�Watch your step,� he warned. His advice was probably unnecessary. Ophelia had been here so many times, she probably could have negotiated the irregular maze of footings and excavated trenches blindfolded.
She looked spectral in the silvery moonlight, more a wraith than a prophetess. The vision � no, don�t call it that � left him ill at ease, but he kept his anxiety to himself.
Despite his scientific skepticism, he had grudgingly come to believe that both Jade and Paul Dorian had glimpsed some kind of alternate reality, and that Dorian�s dark matter hypothesis was accurate. It furthermore seemed very probable that a solid sphere could act as a dark matter collector, and that one sphere could seed another, drawing in WIMPs like iron filings to magnet; maybe Costa Rica had been some kind of ancient Omphalos farm.
Ophelia roamed back and forth across the ruin, moving more slowly but not, Professor suspected, because she was unsure of her footing. She walked with her arms slightly apart, palms facing down, as if she might somehow feel the energy of the ancient oracle rising up from the below. Professor just watched, hanging back to observe the outcome of the experiment.
After ten minutes, in which Ophelia never stopped moving for more than few seconds, he finally called out to her. �Anything?�
She stopped. �No. Maybe we�re doing something wrong.�
�There are too many variables. Maybe we�re not close enough to the dark matter field. The oracle always received visions in the lower level of the sanctuary. Maybe there�s too much earth in between.� He took a breath, and then told her what he was really thinking. �Or maybe the field has dissipated over the centuries. I spent the afternoon looking for anecdotal evidence of any kind of paranormal activity at Delphi, and came up empty. There are dozens of so-called �power spots� all over the world � Stonehenge; the Pyramids; Sedona, Arizona; even Teotihuacan � where people report all kinds of weird stuff. I couldn�t find so much as a whisper of strange activity at Delphi. Maybe there was a residual dark matter field after the Phoenician raiders stole the original Omphalos�maybe that�s how the oracle was able to prophesy�but it�s gone now.�
Ophelia seemed to deflate. She picked her way across the ruin to join him. �Let�s go,� she said, dejectedly.
Professor thought about reaching out to her, giving her a hug or holding her hand as they made their way back up the trail, but resisted the impulse. Now was definitely not the time to send her mixed signals.
As they started toward the theatre, he spied lights moving down the trail toward them. Immediately wary, he extended a hand to block Ophelia. �I don�t like the look of this.�
�It might be the night watchman.�
Professor watched the lights bobbing as they moved along. �I don�t think so. There�s more than one. Let�s find another way out of here.�
Before he could turn however, one of the security men called out. �It�s okay. They�re friendlies.�
�Friendlies? What does that mean?� He leaned close to Ophelia. �I don�t care what he says. Be ready to move.�
* * *
There were four vehicles in the convoy, each one carrying four men; sixteen men in all. Hodges wondered if it would be enough. All of them, with the exception of Gutierrez, had been with Hodges on Isla del Ca�o, and all were hungry for payback, but there had been even more of them when they had gone after Chapman and his friends on that island. Gutierrez was confident of success and his own ability to lead the men in combat � evidently, he had attended some kind of elite commando school run by former Delta Force guys. In his mind, he was the next best thing to Rambo � but Hodges wasn�t sure exactly how Gutierrez�s plan of action was much different than the one they had used on Isla del Ca�o, other than the fact that they wouldn�t have any air support. There were other parts of the plan that concerned him as well.
�Isla del Ca�o was remote,� he had told Gutierrez, �and Costa Rica doesn�t have a military, so we knew we wouldn�t have to worry about local intervention. That�s not going to be the case at Delphi.�
�It�s been taken care of,� was all Gutierrez would say on the subject. �Don�t worry. It�s not your responsibility anymore.�
Hodges� dislike for Gutierrez was growing; the billionaire was going to get them arrested. Or killed.
The convoy stopped on the roadside near the museum and the men began piling out. Gutierrez gathered them together for a final check of equipment and a review of the objectives. When directed to, Hodges lowered his night vision device over his eye and turned it on. The world was immediately rendered in pale green, with bright blobs from streetlights and the lights of the nearby city at the edge of his vision. He could clearly see the rest of the assault team; with their NV goggles in place, each man looked like some kind of cyborg from a science fiction movie. The effect was even more pronounced when pencil-thin laser beams began crisscrossing the darkness as each man checked the aiming devices attached to their suppressed nine-millimeter machine pistols. Hodges touched the trigger of his own weapon and saw a beam lance out from the end of the barrel.
�Weapons hot. All units move out.� Gutierrez�s voice sounded from Hodges� earbuds. This guy watches too many movies, Hodges thought.
The shooters spread out and began creeping up the hill, fanning out around the museum building. The latest report they gotten from their contact at the hotel was that Chapman and Ophelia Doerner had headed out for an after-hours visit to the archaeological site. That would make what they were about to do a little easier, even if Ophelia was surrounded by her bodyguards. There was no word on the whereabouts of Jade or Dorion, but as Gutierrez had said, one thing at a time.
He followed Gutierrez up the path behind the museum. They were both walking slowly, careful not to betray their presence with the crunch of a boot on gravel or the rustle of grass. The laser beams and infrared light marked the location of the rest of the team.
Despite Gutierrez�s ersatz expertise, Hodges felt his pessimism begin to lift. In Costa Rica, they had sacrificed the element of surprise, giving Chapman time to mount a defense. This time, they would strike quickly with no warning, and their superior technology would give them the edge over the unsuspecting targets.
As if to echo his rising confidence, a voice sounded in his ear. �I see them. They�re at some kind of old temple ruin with five pillars.�
Hodges searched the hillside to find the indicated spot. From behind a cluster of evergreen trees, a laser beam was pointing into the sky, waving back and forth as a beacon to mark the location.
�I see you,� Gutierrez said over the radio. �Converge on that location. Quietly,� he emphasized. �And wait for my signal.�
�What about Ophelia?� asked Hodges.
Gutierrez turned to him. �She�s a dangerous fanatic,� he snorted. �Her brother will thank me for getting rid of her.�
* * *
The lights continued getting closer, resolving into four distinct sources; handheld flashlights illuminating the path down which the approaching party moved. One of the beams came up and briefly flitted across the waiting forms of Professor and Ophelia.
�There you are,� called out a familiar voice.
�Jade?�
The group closed the distance quickly and in the ambient light, Professor quickly picked out Jade and Dorion, as well as the team of bodyguards that had left with them in England.
�Did you start without us?� Jade asked.
�Started and finished,� he replied. �Nothing happened.�
Dorion looked even more disappointed than Ophelia. �Well, I suppose it was too much to hope for.�
�I think whatever power was here, whatever lingered after the Phoenicians took the Omphalos across the ocean, has long since dissipated.�
�It�s a dead end,� sighed Ophelia.
Jade looked at her, then at Professor. �Hey, cheer up kids. The day wasn�t a complete wash out.� She held up a small transparent orb, about the size of a racquetball, for inspection.
�You got it?� Professor was astounded. �John Dee�s Shew Stone?�
Jade shrugged a little. �Well, that�s what its former owner seemed to think.�
�Former�Jade, did you steal this?�
Jade put on an expression of mock umbrage. �Steal? I retrieved it.� She quickly recounted the outcome of the stopover in London. �And once we�re done with it, I�ll make sure it gets returned to the Science Museum.�
�And did it, you know, show you anything?�
Jade�s jaw slid sideways in irritation. �No. Not really. I didn�t get a chance to look at any of the Dee manuscripts in Roche�s collection. There are probably some others at museums and libraries in London, but it�s probably not a good idea to go back there, at least for a little while.�
�We�ve made real progress here,� Ophelia said, regaining some of her earlier passion. �We can�t stop looking now.�
�Maybe we should just take a step back,� Professor suggested. �Who knows what we�ll see after a good night�s sleep?�
Ophelia ignored him. �What if we tried using the Shew Stone here?� She stuck out a hand. �Let me try?�
Jade shrugged and proffered the orb. Ophelia clutched at it greedily and then started back along the path to the sanctuary. Dorion quickly followed after her.
�Think it�ll work?� Jade asked.
�Not really.�
�So what do we do next? I mean after you and,� she nodded suggestively in the direction the others had gone, �sleep on it?�
�Really, Jade?�
She laughed and took his arm. �Come on. Let�s go watch the show.�
They found Dorion and Ophelia huddled together on the ruins of Apollo�s temple, caressing the Shew Stone.
�Reminds me of the Graeae,� Jade remarked. �Those Greek witches, squabbling over who would get to use their Eye next.�
�We seem to be short one witch. Maybe you should join them.�
Jade made a face at him. After a few minutes, she leaned close and spoke in a sotto voice. �How long are we going to let them go at this?�
�They�ve got to get tired eventually.�
Suddenly one of the bodyguards on the far side of the ruin crumpled to the ground. Professor was instantly alert, poised for action, but before he could make a move, another man was down. He leaped forward into the ruins and grabbed Dorion and Ophelia, dragging them back to where Jade stood, still uncomprehending.
�Up the hill!� He shouted. �Run!�
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Jade knew better than to ask questions. She ran.
The air was suddenly alive with faint zipping noises and the sound of men shouting and dying. A single pistol report sounded; one of Ophelia�s men returning fire, but it was the only shot she heard. The attackers � it had to be Hodges � were using suppressed weapons.
Professor was pounding up the trail beside her, urging Dorion and Ophelia to run faster. �Turn off your lights,� he said. �They�ll use them to track us.�
Jade complied and for the next few seconds, the world was plunged into total darkness. She tried to orient herself on the noise of footfalls and labored breathing. For a little while, that was all she could hear. There was a subtle change in the feeling of the ground underfoot but before she could make sense of this, her shins struck something hard and unyielding.
�Climb the steps,� Professor urged. His voice was urgent but he sounded strangely calm. He wasn�t even out of breath.
We�re in the theatre, Jade realized. She groped forward until she found the obstruction she had barked her shins on, and then hoisted herself onto it. She slid forward until she found the next seating tier and repeated the process. As her night vision gradually improved, she could see the others, just silhouettes in the moonlight. She was out in front; Dorion and Ophelia were lagging, and Professor was urging them on.
�What if we�re running into an ambush?� Jade managed to ask between labored breaths.
�Then we�re dead,� he replied, matter-of-factly. �I think they�re all behind us. If they wanted to ambush us, they would have waited and caught us on the trail.�
Something cracked on the stone nearby and Jade felt chips of stone brush against her face.
�We�re exposed here,� she called out. �Run to the left. We can get back to the trail.�
Professor did not argue. Jade took that as tacit agreement and heeded her own advice, sprinting along the terrace toward the western edge of the scallop-shaped theatre, even as more bullets started striking all around her.
She was starting to recall the layout of the site, where the ruins were situated in relation to the trail she and Dorion had followed from the modern city of Delphi. She knew that the curved shape of the theatre would turn her south, away from her goal and ultimately bring her right to the unseen hunters stalking them. She started counting her steps, and when she reached a hundred, she turned and started climbing again, ascending several more tiers until the sound of bullets striking stone warned her that it was time to change direction again.
She barely stopped herself before running headlong into a wall at the edge of the ruin. She risked a glance back and saw that the others were still alive and moving, and not far behind. She could also see, far below, several dark shapes, like ants, moving along the dais and the lower tiers. One of them stopped and pointed up in her general direction. A moment later she heard the resonant crack of a bullet striking the rock nearby.
Jade scrambled up several more steps until she spied a break in the theatre perimeter. �This way!�
She crawled through the gap then turned to help pull Ophelia and Dorion through. As Professor clambered up, she risked another look back down at the small army pursuing them.
�Keep going,� Professor shouted. �Climb the hill.�
Jade almost balked. The lights of Delphi were visible above the treetops to the west, and that seemed like a better option than running up Mount Parnassus and hoping that the bad guys would give up and go home.
He knows what he�s doing, she told herself. Trust him and don�t be such a control freak.
Easier said than done, especially when every fiber of her body told her to run toward the light.
The one good thing � maybe the only good thing � about running uphill was that it was almost impossible to wander off course. Her quadriceps burned, and while she wasn�t out of breath, she was definitely breathing faster than normal. Dorion and Ophelia were having even more difficulty than she was, barely moving faster than a walking pace. Without the persistent threat behind them, they probably would have already dropped in their tracks.
Jade dropped back to where Professor was trying to cajole them to move faster. �We can�t keep this up,� she managed to say. �We�re not SEALs.�
She thought she heard him mutter a curse under his breath, then in the same even tone of someone who had barely exerted himself, he said, �Those guys trying to kill us know that. They also know that the only chance we�ve got is running back into town. They�ll be waiting for us.�
�If they don�t kill us, the mountain will.� She looked back into the darkness behind them. There was no sign of pursuit, but she knew it would only be a matter of seconds before their foes began emerging from the theatre. �What�s that old saying about the best defense?�
�Jade, I think these guys are using military hardware, maybe night scopes. We�re unarmed. We don�t even have a rock to roll down on them.�
�We have to do something.� She knew how useless that sounded, so she added. �This is Greece, right? Where the underdogs always win. Like in �300�.�
�The Spartans got completely wiped out at Thermopylae.� He glanced at the slope ahead, scanning back and forth. �But maybe you�re right. The Spartans were able to hold off the Persian army as long as they did because they chose their battlefield.� He pointed off to the left. �That way,� he said, loud enough for Dorion and Ophelia to hear, and with an intensity that would have shocked a drill instructor he added, �Move your ass!�
* * *
An invisible light show was playing on the slopes Mount Parnassus. Hodges marveled at the dancing laser beams that crisscrossed the mountain side and shot up into the heavens, beams which only he and the others wearing night vision goggles could see. Yet, despite the almost magical spectacle, Hodges felt uneasy. Although the initial phase of the attack had gone off almost perfectly � the bodyguards eliminated in a bloody pre-emptive strike � the primary targets had slipped away. It had been easy enough to track them, but the team had gotten too spread out. Despite Gutierrez�s best efforts to deploy the mercenaries strategically, like pieces on a game board, they had all struck out on their own, driven by bloodlust or machismo or just plain stubbornness. The billionaire, for all his imagined leadership skills, had learned that most basic lesson of warfare: no battle plan survives first contact.
Not that things were going too badly. They had not suffered a single casualty and from what Hodges could tell, Chapman and the others were running scared, heading up the mountain and away from any possible refuge. If Gutierrez did manage to corral his human hunting dogs, organize them into a picket line and march them up the slope, they would eventually run their prey down.
There was a faint hiss as someone broke squelch over the radio net. �I�ve got them. Signaling now.�
Hodges scanned the sky until he saw a laser waving back and forth off to his left. He consulted his mental map of the site. �That�s near the stadium,� he told Gutierrez.
�So?� grunted the billionaire.
Hodges wondered if the man, in his eagerness to play commando, had bothered to do any map reconnaissance. The stadium, where athlete-warriors from all over Greece had competed in the Pythian Games, was a five hundred foot long open limestone trough, surrounded by a terraced seating area and beyond that, a ring of evergreens. �There are a lot of places for them to hide there. If we charge in, they might be able to slip out the other end. But if we can surround them, cut off their escape, we�ll have them.
Gutierrez keyed his mic. �All units, converge on that location.�
* * *
Jade counted to twenty and then darted out from behind the stone structure and ran to the next one in line. As soon as she was behind cover, she pressed herself flat against the rough surface and held her breath. She listened, but heard nothing except the insistent throb of her own heartbeat. She counted, and when she got to twenty, she moved again.
Listen. Count.
There was a loud snap from somewhere behind her, not a bullet striking stone, but something more like a twig snapping or a piece of glass crunching underfoot.
Here they come.
There were more sounds from just around the corner, a clicking noise, a scuffle, grunts and a strange animal cry. Then silence. She tried to assemble the pieces of the auditory puzzle, but her apprehension � her raw primal fear � told her something very bad was coming.
She tensed, gripping the flashlight, preparing to shine it at the first hint of movement. If Professor was correct and the men hunting them were wearing night vision goggles, then the brilliant LED light would blind anyone coming around the corner, giving her a chance to strike back. If he was wrong, or if her timing was off even by a second, she would give her position away, and they would be all over her.
�Jade,� hissed Professor. �Coming your way.�
She let her breath out in a low sigh. The plan had worked; she had been the bait, and Professor � the trap � had caught something.
A few seconds later, a silhouette appeared from around the corner. In the moonlight, she could see something half covering a silvery-white face and almost panicked.
�It�s me,� Professor whispered, as if tuning into her sudden alarm. He passed something to her; a small plastic object that looked like a camera, with straps hanging from it. She knew it had to be some kind of night vision device. �Quick. Put it on.�
Jade slipped it over her head, fitting a small rubber cup. �I don�t see anything.�
�These things have a tilt-switch that shuts them off automatically. There�s a little button on top. Turn it off and then back on again. Hurry.�
She did as instructed and winced as a flash of green light hit her fully dilated pupil. The effect was startling. She now saw Professor as clearly as if they were both standing in broad daylight. He had a similar device covering one of his eyes, but that was not his only new acquisition; hanging from a sling over one shoulder was a gun � the kind she always associated with SWAT teams � and there was another one in his hands.
She looked past him and saw clearly for the first time, the stadium where they had decided to make their final stand. Beyond the mountainside was alive with strange dancing lights. They were beautiful and a little frightening.
�What are those lights?�
�PAQ4 aiming lasers. They�re invisible to the naked eye, but with NV, all you have to do is point and shoot.�
�How did they miss us then?�
�Lasers always point in a straight line. Bullets aren�t quite as predictable, especially with short-barreled weapons. They probably also didn�t take the time to zero them; just grabbed their new toys out of the box and went hunting.�
He handed one of the machine pistols to her. �Get the others. We�re going.�
�Going? I thought we were going to fight here.�
�We don�t have to. Those lasers show us where they are. All we have to do is avoid them.� He held up his hand and showed her a ring of keys. �If we can make it to the bottom of the hill, we�re home free.�
Home free sounded overly optimistic, but Jade didn�t argue. Gripping the unfamiliar weapon, she ran along the terrace to the seating area that overlooked the stadium floor. She had told Ophelia and Dorian to hide in the trees above the stadium. What had seemed like a good plan in total darkness was now revealed to be sadly deficient; she spotted them almost effortlessly, crouching down behind tree trunks that weren�t broad enough to conceal them.
Professor was right behind her. �Keep your finger off the trigger unless you�re ready to shoot,� he whispered. �The laser will give your position away. Hurry. They�re almost here.�
She grabbed hold of Dorion and lifted him erect. �Stay close. We�re going to make a run for it.�
�I can�t run anymore,� Ophelia protested, still half-panting from the ordeal of climbing the hill.
�Then I�ll drag you,� Jade threatened.
�It�s all downhill from here,� Professor added, as if deciding to play good cop to Jade�s bad. �Just a little further.�
Despite his assurance, they were soon climbing again. The assault force was converging on the stadium and the only avenue of escape was, once again, up. Fortunately, as the killers funneled into the stadium, the route back down the hill was left wide open. Jade took the lead, easily picking out a trail that cut east across the slope, while Professor brought up the rear, keeping a constant watch on their foe.
�Pick up the pace,� he advised when they had been running for just a few minutes. �I think they found the guys I took out. They just shut off their lasers. So much for our early warning system.�
Jade did not tell him that they were already moving as fast as she dared go. The night vision monocular was playing havoc with her depth perception, making her think the ground was closer than it really was, but Dorion and Ophelia were quite literally stumbling in the dark. Fortunately, the path was mostly flat and free of obstructions.
As they skirted along the top of the theatre, Jade could see all the way down to the museum building, and to the ribbon of asphalt that cut across the slope, right above the Gulf of Corinth. She could also see four cars, probably from a rental agency, lined up on the roadside.
Almost there.
Something flashed beside her, as bright as a lightning strike, followed immediately by the sound of tree branches breaking. She looked back and saw one of the aiming lasers stabbing down at them. The shooter was at least five hundred feet away, the distance probably the only thing that had saved them, but Jade�s sense of imminent victory had taken a direct hit. The killers had found them again.
Survival meant a sprint to the finish.
�Use your flashlights,� Jade shouted, tearing off her night vision monocular.
�Jade, they�ll see us!� warned Professor.
�They already know we�re here.� She turned on her light and shone it down the path. The cone of illumination was paltry compared to the world revealed in the monochrome display of the NV device, but this was a light that Dorion and Ophelia could follow as well. She started running, charging down the hill like the hounds of Hell were nipping at her heels.
She could no longer see the road, but after about a minute of running, the museum building appeared out of the gloom.
�Jade!�
She glanced back. Dorion and Ophelia were still with her, but Professor had stopped. He made an underhanded throw and something sailed through the air toward her. She caught it reflexively and felt the familiar shape of keys in her hand.
�Get the car started. I�ll try to buy you a few seconds.�
Jade swallowed as the implication of his words hit home, but she nodded and resumed running.
They skirted around the perimeter of the museum and scrambled down a dirt embankment at the roadside. Jade let her machine pistol hang from its sling, and fumbled with the keys, pushing random buttons on the alarm remote. The headlights of the second vehicle in the line flashed, and then to Jade�s amazement, it started up.
Nice, she thought, and then shouted, �Get in!�
The others were already angling for the passenger side. She almost grinned when she heard Dorion call out, �Shotgun.�
It was a newer Mercedes GLK 350 compact sport utility vehicle. She slid behind the wheel and quickly oriented herself to the essential controls. The previous driver was evidently a lot taller than she was, but there was no time to fiddle with the adjustment buttons. She scooted forward until her right foot could reach the pedal, and then shifted into gear.
She cranked the wheel hard to the right and jammed the accelerator to the floor. The Mercedes leaped forward, but then it shuddered to a stop as the front corner met the rear bumper of the vehicle parked ahead of it. A strident wailing noise rose up as the lead vehicle�s anti-theft alarm went off. Jade muttered a curse, but refused to back off, keeping steady pressure on the pedal until, with a tortured groan, the SUV burst free of the snag and shot out across the asphalt.
There was movement directly ahead, and in the split-second it took for Jade to decide whether to slam on the brakes or keep going, she heard Dorion say, �Look out!�
Brakes it is.
The there was a screech of friction and the vehicle came to a complete stop, just a few feet from the man who had emerged from the roadside. It was Professor.
He clambered into the backseat and shouted, �Go!�
She went.
�Wasn�t sure you were coming,� she remarked as the SUV picked up speed.
He made a noise that might have been a strained chuckle. �What, you didn�t actually think I was going to make some kind of noble sacrifice did you?�
Actually, I did, Jade thought, but didn�t say it aloud.
�I was trying to rig up the laser as a decoy,� he explained. �Then you had to go and set off the alarm.�
�Oops.� Her sense of relief slipped away, replaced by embarrassment.
�Where are you going? Delphi is back the other way?�
�If I had gone that way, you�d still be walking,� she growled, embarrassment quickly turning to irritation. The truth of the matter was that she had not given much thought to what would happen after reaching the relative safety of the vehicle. The cars had been parked facing east and it had not occurred to her to turn around and head for town.
�Too late now. Here they come.�
Jade checked the side mirror and saw headlights flaring to life behind them. �We�ll just outrun them. This road has to go somewhere.�
She turned her attention forward again and for the first time since getting into the vehicle, realized that it was equipped with real time GPS. The screen showed their location on the highway; it also showed that they were approaching an almost ninety-degree bend in the road. Jade hit the brakes slowing to a crawl to get through the turn, and then accelerated forward once more.
The GPS showed that the highway was mostly straight for the next few miles � make that kilometers, Jade thought, mentally dividing the numbers in half. There were a couple of wicked looking switchbacks but beyond lay a small city called Arachova; a total distance of ten kilometers � about six miles � and according to the GPS, it would take about eight minutes at safe legal speed.
I wonder if we can do it in five. The trailing headlights reappeared in the rearview as the pursuing cars made the turn, and she realized that she would have to push the car � and herself � to the limit to keep them alive that long.
Jade didn�t need to look at the speedometer to know that they were going a lot faster than the safe, legal speed. She could tell by the vibrations rising up from the road and her own insistent inner voice cautioning her to slow down.
�Everybody down,� Professor shouted suddenly. A moment later, a series of loud cracks sounded against the exterior of the vehicle and the rear window became a glazed translucent mosaic of tiny glass particles.
Jade had to fight against every instinct of self-preservation to keep steady pressure on the accelerator. She wasn�t sure how Professor had known the shots were coming; maybe he had seen the lasers with his NV device, or maybe he�d had a premonition of his own.
�Jade. Give me your gun!�
She had forgotten about the machine pistol, unused and still hanging from its nylon sling. She uncurled one hand from the steering wheel just long enough to pull the strap over her head and deposit the weapon in Dorion�s lap; if felt like the most terrifying two seconds of her life.
Dorion handed the weapon back to Professor, and a few seconds later, Jade heard a mechanical clicking noise, the sound of the pistol�s internal mechanism ratcheting bullets into the firing chamber and ejecting spent casings. The smell of burnt gunpowder filler the air but the report was barely audible. In the mirror, she saw a set of headlights abruptly veer left and go out.
�Got one!� Professor crowed, but his triumph was short-lived. �Oh, you can�t be serious.�
�What?�
�More helicopters.�
Suddenly, Jade�s entire world was suffused with light. The illumination was as bright as sunlight and filled the interior of the car. She flinched away, reflexes overriding every other imperative.
The SUV started to shudder violently as one wheel left the paved surface. Jade let off the gas pedal and tried to guide the vehicle back but it was already too late. She felt an invisible hand lift her out of her seat as the Mercedes careened down the hillside.
The blinding light vanished, plunging the interior once more into darkness, but Jade was barely away of this change. It was all she could do to hold onto the steering wheel as the vehicle crashed through small trees and lurched over boulders. Then something struck her full in the face and everything went completely black.
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Professor did not lose consciousness, but for several seconds � it might have been even longer � he had no sense of where he was. Everything was dark and his nostrils were filled with a strange m�lange of smells, some he recognized � gunpowder, pine trees, gasoline, dust � and others he did not. It was the latter, a hot, metallic odor, like electrical wiring about to catch fire, that prompted him to start moving.
Something was pressing against his face; it took him a moment to realize that it was the side-impact airbag. He recalled being walloped in the head with it, like a mean-spirited blow in a pillow fight. He also felt something soft in his arms.
Ophelia. He had hugged her close just as the SUV had gone off the road. He felt a measure of relief when she began to stir.
He raised his head and saw that the interior of the Mercedes was filled with dust or smoke � or more probably some combination of the two � and illuminated once more by the helicopter searchlight that had transfixed them earlier, ultimately causing Jade to run off the road. He could hear it beating the air overhead.
�Jade? Paul?�
There were murmurs from the front seat. Everyone seemed to be alive.
�We have to get moving,� he urged. His hand found the lever, but he had to slam his shoulder against the door to get it open. It finally yielded to his efforts and it was only when he spilled out onto the ground that he realized why he had been so disoriented; the SUV had smashed into a tree and stopped facing down the steep slope at an angle.
The front door popped open and Jade tumbled out. She glanced up at the two helicopters hovering overhead, shining spotlights down on them and kicking up a small dust storm, then turned to Ophelia who was struggling to emerge from the SUV. �I don�t suppose you brought one of those RPG launchers along.�
Ophelia shook her head as if the question had been serious.
An electronically amplified voice sounded from the sky. The words were incomprehensible, but after a moment the voice spoke again, this time in English. �This is the police. Stay where you are.�
One helicopter � the word �POLICE� was plainly visible in big white letters on its blue exterior � circled slowly, as if looking for a good landing spot. The other one hovered in place, its searchlight beam still illuminating the wrecked Mercedes.
Jade looked at him. �What do you think?�
He was about to remind her that the Mexican Army had evidently been working with Hodges and the Norfolk Group at Teotihuacan, but before she could say it, the sound of a bullet striking the SUV�s fender made the point far more eloquently. Barely visible in the darkness beyond the cone of illumination, the killers were moving down the hill toward them.
Professor pulled Ophelia down the slope, seeking cover behind the tree trunk that had stopped the Mercedes. Jade reached back into the vehicle�s interior, hauled Dorion out and dragged him along after her.
Professor spotted Hodges� face amid the crowd of attackers. There had never really been any doubt in his mind that the attack was the work of the Norfolk Group, but here was the proof. �Time to go,� he said, even though he knew they had nowhere left to run.
�Wait!�
Professor was almost as stunned by the calm, confident way Ophelia said it, as he was by her actual words.
�We can�t stay here.�
She shook her head insistently. �It will be all right.�
As if on cue, the loud crack of a high-powered rifle echoed off the hillside. Professor knew that sound well; it was a burst from a Kalashnikov rifle, and it had come from the hovering helicopter. He couldn�t tell where the rounds struck, but the advance of the shooters on the hillside stalled.
Professor felt Jade�s eyes on him, and the implicit question: What do we do?
He didn�t have an answer for her. His instincts told him to run, but Hodges and the killers were so close, there didn�t seem to be any point.
The circling helicopter spiraled closer to the slope, close enough that Professor could see that the men inside were wearing dark tactical gear, similar to what he had worn as a SEAL. The pilot brought the aircraft down until the rotor-disk was almost kissing the slope, at which point the uniformed men began pouring forth, rushing toward the wrecked SUV with weapons at the ready.
Time to see if I made the right choice. Professor raised his hands in a gesture of surrender.
The helicopter lifted off again as soon as the last man was out, and rose high enough to allow the swirling dust cloud to subside. Five men � Professor figured they had to be EKAM operators, the special anti-terrorism unit of the Hellenic Police � surrounded the Mercedes, but their weapons were aimed up the hill at the Norfolk Group gunmen. The air bristled with tension and harsh shouts, but one by one, the killers, despite having superior numbers, began lowering their guns. Hodges was one of the last to surrender his. The man beside him, however, remained defiant. �This doesn�t concern you,� he yelled. Despite his fair complexion and dishwater blond hair, there was a hint of a Mexican accent to his speech. �You aren�t supposed to be here.�
One of the policemen took a step forward, thrusting his weapon forward meaningfully. �Drop your weapon or I will kill you.�
The man took a step forward. �Do you know who I am?� His tone implied that it was a rhetorical question and that the policeman most certainly did know.
�He knows, Andres.� Shouted back a different voice � clear, unaccented American English. �And if you don�t put your gun down he will shoot.�
The gunman � Andres � gaped in disbelief. �You! You betrayed us.� He took another defiant step.
A shot rang out, and then several more, the reports blurring together in a tumultuous peal of thunder. Andres upper body seemed to dissolve in a red cloud as scores of 7.62-millimeter rounds ripped through him.
He remained upright for a moment, but the light had gone out of his eyes. As the last echoes of gunfire died away, Andres dropped to his knees and then pitched forward, sliding down the slope, leaving a long crimson stain in the dirt.
Hodges showed not the slightest inclination to follow the other man�s example. He raised his hands in the air and dropped to his knees. The other men with him quickly followed suit.
As the police operators moved cautiously forward to begin securing their prisoners, Ophelia abruptly rose to her feet and stepped out into the open.
Professor hissed a warning, but was too late to stop her. She advanced and began speaking to the man who had moments before answered Andres. �I don�t think I�ve ever been quite so happy to see you.�
�Well somebody has to keep you out of trouble.� The man�s voice seemed to fluctuate between irritation and amusement.
Ophelia turned and waved invitingly. �It�s all right. You can come out. We�re safe now.�
Professor felt Jade�s eyes on him. He could only offer an uncertain shrug, then he too stood up. His first good look at the man Ophelia was speaking to revealed two things immediately. First, the man was not an EKAM operator and did not appear to belong to any law enforcement agency; although he wore a helmet and body armor, he carried no gun and displayed no official credentials. The second thing Professor noted was his appearance. The man was tall and slender, with pale blonde hair and a handsome yet familiar face that looked almost too perfect,
Professor was not the least bit surprised when Ophelia said, �I�d like you all to meet my brother.�

TWENTY-ONE

Delphi, Greece
�You are not under arrest,� the policeman told Jade as he escorted her into a small windowless cell and then started to close the door.
�Wait,� she protested �Are you just going to leave me here?�
�Someone will be with you shortly,� he said, and then the door clicked shut.
The guy�s English was pretty broken; maybe she had misunderstood. Maybe he had actually said that she was under arrest.
�Don�t I get a phone call,� she shouted. Maybe the phone call rule was only true in the States. Or maybe it was just something that only happened in movies.
Jade sagged resignedly onto the cot that occupied the far wall of the cell. No matter how you sliced it, arrested was better than dead. And she was fairly certain that, once the facts came out, they would all be released. Surely, even in Greece, self-defense was a valid legal defense. Yes, she had stolen � and wrecked � a car, but aside from that, what crime had she actually committed?
Oh, there was the small matter of the Shew Stone, which was probably, technically speaking, the property of the London Science Museum, but it wasn�t like she had stolen it from the museum herself.
It rankled that she had only been in Greece a few hours, barely in Delphi for ten minutes, and someone had already tried to kill her. The worst part though was that it felt like it had all been for nothing. The Delphi oracle remained quiescent and the Shew Stone had failed to unlock the mysteries of the universe� or the multiverse.
Whatever.
She sat and brooded for what seemed like a long time, but probably was only about half an hour, until the door finally swung open. She jumped up, ready to demand her phone call.
Ophelia stood at the threshold. She looked completely refreshed � new clothes, immaculate make-up, not a scrape or bruise from the wreck anywhere to be seen. She clearly had not been sequestered in a jail cell. �Jade. I�m so sorry they�ve kept you cooped up in here. You how know bureaucracy works, but the good news is, we�re all free to go.�
It was good news, but Jade was immediately suspicious. �Just like that?�
Ophelia laughed. �Well, I�m probably oversimplifying it, but yes. My brother and I have�ah, influence with the Greek government.�
�Speaking of your brother��
�Oh, come along, Jade. You don�t want to spend all night in here, do you?�
Jade had to admit that she did not, but she was still bothered by the almost too-fortuitous appearance of Laertes Doerner. She kept replaying the exchange between Andres, the man who was evidently leading the Norfolk Group band of killers, and Doerner.
You! You betrayed us!
She followed Ophelia through the police station to a waiting car. Ophelia slid behind the wheel and that struck Jade as odd.
Where are the bodyguards? Then she remembered.
A few minutes later, they arrived at the hotel. Ophelia led Jade straight to an upstairs room where she found Dorion and Professor already waiting.
She threw a withering glance at Ophelia. �Chapman, Dorion, Ihara. I guess you played the �get out of jail free� cards in alphabetical order.�
�Actually,� Professor replied, using his best paternal tone, �Laertes just dropped Paul and me off.�
�Ah, yes. Where is the mysterious Mr. Doerner? I�d love to know more about how he just happened to show up in the nick of time to save the day.� She turned on Ophelia. �That seems to be a family gift. Maybe you�ve already got the ability to see into the future.�
�Jade has a point,� Professor said before Ophelia could respond. �There was a perfectly good reason for you to be in the right place at the right time to save our butts in Costa Rica, but Laertes showing up when he did, with the local gendarmes in tow, is just a bit too convenient.�
�They don�t call them gendarmes anymore,� came a smooth voice from the doorway. Jade whirled and saw Ophelia�s brother, leaning against the lintel with a self-satisfied smirk plastered to his face. He too had taken the time to clean up after his helicopter ride. �I would think you, of all people Dr. Chapman, would know that.�
�I was speaking in a general sense.�
�Ah.� Doerner took a step forward and closed the door firmly behind him. �Please, sit down Dr. Ihara. Make yourself comfortable. I�ve got a lot of fires to put out right now, so I�ll have to be brief, but I think you are all owed an explanation. And an apology.�
Jade could not help but notice Doerner�s smooth but folksy manner. He was a born politician, charismatic and oozing with what most people would call charm. Jade sat as directed and braced herself for what she expected to be a veritable downpour of dissembling and double-talk.
�To begin with,� he said, �as you may have surmised, I am a charter member of an organization informally known as the Norfolk Group. I guess you�ve heard a little about us, so I won�t deny that our goal is to prevent religious extremist groups from upsetting the delicate balance of our global economy. Myself and several other very influential men met several weeks ago to talk about exactly how we were going to do that, and we established a series of protocols; concrete steps that we would take to ensure that something like what happened at Norfolk would never be repeated.�
Professor spoke up quickly. �You also recruited a network of spies to infiltrate legitimate organizations � law enforcement, the military. That�s not exactly legal, you realize.�
�Dr. Chapman, the law exists to protect people. The Norfolk Group came together because your so-called legitimate organizations failed to enforce the law and protect our investments.� Doerner stopped abruptly and took a breath as if trying to get back on track. �The point is that even our very well thought out protocols did not anticipate a situation like this arising. Clearly, your work did not represent the kind of threat our group came together to fight. Andres Gutierrez lost sight of that. He was a loose cannon and he nearly caused an international incident.�
�You�re saying it�s over?� Jade said.
�Gutierrez is dead. His accomplices will be dealt with�discreetly. By tomorrow, you should all be free to return home to the States.� He glanced at Dorion. �Or wherever home is.�
The physicist nodded wearily, but then Ophelia spoke up, in her familiar confident tone. �Now we will be able to resume our investigation without having to worry about looking over our shoulder.�
Doerner�s forehead creased in a frown of irritation. �You intend to continue with this fool�s errand?�
�Of course,� Ophelia said as if the question annoyed her. �Especially now. Paul�s discovery at Teotihuacan proves that there�s something to all of this.�
Paul�s discovery? Jade almost said something in reply to that, but Doerner�s intent stare told her that there was a much more immediate problem. �Actually,� she quickly interjected, �we�ve got a lot to talk about, and I don�t think anything has been decided.�
Ophelia looked ready to protest, but Jade shot her a look that said, �Shut up!�
Professor seemed to be on Jade�s wavelength. �That�s right. This was supposed to be a scientific endeavor, and so far we haven�t exactly gone about this very scientifically.�
Doerner glanced at each person in turn, and then broke into a big fake smile. �Well, I�m glad we�re all in agreement. Now, as I said, I�ve got some fires to put out, and a few ruffled feathers that need smoothing. Fi, meet me for breakfast at, say nine-thirty?�
Jade realized she had no idea what time it was. Her body had just started getting adjusted to Greenwich Mean Time; Greece was two hours ahead of that. She shot a look at her watch and was dismayed to discover that the crystal had been cracked nearly in two. Must have happened during the wreck. Damn, I loved this watch. Maddock gave me�
She had a mental image of Christmas in Germany, but instead of kissing her while snow fell all around them, Maddock was kissing Angel Bonebrake.
Come to think of it, no great loss.
She slipped it off and shoved it into a pocket.
Doerner didn�t wait for an answer, but turned on his heel and strode confidently from the room. When he was gone, Ophelia rounded on them, focusing most of her ire on Jade. �What the hell was that about? Don�t ever contradict me, especially not in front of my brother.�
Professor stood, raising his hands in a placating gesture. �Ophelia, please take a breath. Jade was right to say something. Your brother just admitted to being part of the organization that tried to kill us, and you as much as said that you�re going to keep stirring that hornets� nest.�
�What are you talking about?�
�You heard what your brother said,� Jade said. �The Norfolk Group wants to keep the status quo nice and�quo.� She wrinkled her forehead. �That sounded better in my head.�
�Exactly,� Professor said, nodding. �We only have Laertes� word for it that Gutierrez was a loose cannon. How do we know that your brother isn�t the one who�s gone off the reservation? These guys have enough money and influence to do whatever they want, and right now what they want is to make sure that discoveries like ours vanish into the abyss.�
�So we just give up?� Ophelia shook her head, determined. �I can�t do that. Not now.�
�We aren�t giving up,� Jade said. �But you can�t rub your brother�s nose in it.�
�Maybe giving up is exactly what we need to do,� said Professor. �We�ve hit a dead end. I�m not sure what we�re even trying to find at this point.�
�The Moon stone, of course,� Jade said quickly.
�Why?�
She didn�t have an answer for that. Why do anything? Because it�s there. Because it�s an unsolved mystery. Because doing this is a hell of a lot more fun than lecturing and advising graduate students on their theses. None of those were very good reasons.
Ophelia supplied an answer of her own. �My motives are the same today as they were when I met you all. I want to see into the future. Don�t correct me, Paul. I understand your theories and what they mean, but the distinction is meaningless. If Delphi doesn�t have what I want, then we�ll look elsewhere. If the Moon stone is what I think it is, then just tell me where we need to go.�
Professor sighed, as if recognizing that his appeal to rational thinking had backfired. �Well, that�s the problem isn�t it? We don�t know where to look.�
Jade considered this. �There still might be something in the Dee manuscripts. Some clue that only the Shew Stone can reveal. We still have it, right?� She shot a hopeful look at Dorion who in turn looked at Ophelia. The latter, almost reluctantly, took the crystal globe from her clutch purse and placed it on the tabletop.
�If Dee really did have a vision of the Moon stone,� Jade said, �maybe he also saw where it would eventually end up. The only problem is finding the right manuscript.�
�I suppose we could do some research online,� Professor said. �That might help us narrow it down. Then, of course, there�s the obvious. We try to find out what happened to Alvaro. Didn�t Perez�s journal mention that he saw himself presenting the Moon stone to King Philip? For all we know, the thing is gathering dust in a Spanish museum.�
Ophelia clapped her hands together. �We can start looking right now!�
She rose from her chair, went to the nightstand and returned with an iPad. She held it out to Professor. �Will this work?�
Jade felt his eyes on her, as if silently asking: Are you sure you want me to do this?
She wasn�t sure at all, but what choice did she have? She was drawn to unsolved mysteries like a moth to a flame, unable to turn away despite the threat of getting burned.
Professor took the tablet from Ophelia and set it on the table facing up. �Okay, what should we start with?�
The next hour was excruciating. Jade, Dorion and Ophelia crowded together behind Professor, looking over his shoulder as he navigated a seemingly endless maze of Google results. �John Dee Manuscripts� directed them to Dee�s diary and several other works that had been laboriously transcribed into plain text and also recommended several books for purchase by a certain Gerald Roche.
�Scans of John Dee Manuscripts� was even less helpful.
�It may not matter,� Professor told them. �If the manuscript Perez saw was written using some kind of special ink that�s visible only when viewed through a polarized crystal, it wouldn�t show up in a scan.�
�So we would have to actually have the original parchment in hand,� said Jade. �Well, I know that Roche had a bunch. Those won�t do us much good.�
�You could break in and steal them.�
�Don�t tempt me. Where else can we find Dee originals?�
Professor typed in �Where can I find original John Dee manuscripts?�
�The Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology at Oxford,� Jade said, reading the first result that didn�t mention Roche. �Wouldn�t mind going there.�
�I�m not sure we�re going to find much more of use online. And if this is all we�ve got, then I don�t think we should get our hopes up.�
�Try searching for Alvaro.�
Professor dutifully typed in: �Alvaro Diego Menendez Castillo.�
�I�m glad you remembered that,� Jade said. �I didn�t.�
�That�s why you keep me around.� He scanned the results. �Nothing.�
He tried different variations, but there was not a single result that linked back to the sixteenth century.
�That�s not so unusual,� Professor said. �It could just mean that no one has digitized the historical account in which he appears.�
He tried other searches relating to Spanish history, ships that sailed from Mexico in 1593, ships that might have sunk along the way. Finally, he tried Gil Perez.
�Uh, Jade��
She looked at the list. �No way.�
Jade had gotten used to results that had nothing at all to do with what had been entered into the search engine. Common names yielded personal websites and Facebook pages, and no shortage of advertisements for White Pages and other paid people-finding services. She was completely unprepared for what the search for Gil Perez returned.
��The mysterious teleporting man�?�
Professor clicked on the page and Jade began reading silently.
On October 24, 1593, a Spanish soldier named Gil Perez was standing guard at the Palacio Del Gobernador in the Philippines. Governor Gomez Perez Dasmarinas had just been assassinated by Chinese mutineers and the garrison was on high alert while they awaited the appointment of a new governor. A weary Gil Perez decided to lean against a wall and rest for a moment. When he opened his eyes, he was in a completely unfamiliar place. Unsure of what to do, he continued to do his guard duties until he was approached by soldiers who began asking who he was. When he attempted to explain that he was guarding the governor�s palace, he learned that he was no longer in the Philippines, but in Mexico City�s Plaza Mayor. He had been teleported over 9,000 nautical miles away in the blink of an eye.
Because he was in a strange uniform, and because news of the governor�s assassination would not reach Mexico for several months, Perez was assumed to be a deserter and imprisoned. When a ship from Manila arrived, they not only brought word of the assassination but also said that they knew Gil Perez, and said that he had been missing since the night of October 23.

The story showed up, more or less word for word, on more than a dozen different web sites. One page indicated that the story had first appeared in print about a century afterward. Another site offered a skeptical examination of the details and explained why the story was nothing more than an urban myth.
�This can�t be the same guy,� Professor said. �Even if the story is true�and I�m not saying it is�there wasn�t anything in that journal about being a palace guard in the Philippines.�
�But the date,� Jade persisted. �It�s exactly the same.� She reread the account again. �In the journal, Perez said something about seeing the life he might have lived as if looking through a window. And he talked about opening the window and stepping through. What if he succeeded?�
�We found his body. I�d call that a �fail.��
Jade turned to Dorion. �Paul, is there a possibility that a dark matter field could transport people between alternate dimensions?�
Dorion seemed excited by the prospect. �When it comes to quantum mechanics, almost anything is possible. It may be that Perez � our Perez, the man we found under the pyramid � tried to bridge the universes, to open a door instead of just looking through the window. In so doing, he might have created instability in space-time, causing several universes to overlap.�
�Maybe that�s what he meant by the life he might have lived; he saw the outcome of a different choice in life � the choice to be a lowly palace guard � and tried to switch places with his double. There was a hiccup and one Perez wound up dead in Teo, and the other got teleported to Mexico City.�
�A hiccup?� said Professor. �Is that the scientific term for it? Can I point out a big flaw in this idea? The Perez in the story had no clue about any of this, and the sailors who arrived from Manila confirmed that Perez had gone missing. That means that the guy we found in the cavern might be the one from another universe.�
�So?�
�So, maybe the whole business with Alvaro taking the Moon stone happened in another reality.�
Jade shook her head. �If that was true, we would have found the Moon stone in the cavern. Maybe things got mashed up, but the Moon stone was taken, and that means it�s got to be in our universe�somewhere.�
�Then, as bizarre as this story is, it doesn�t really tell us anything.�
Jade clung to the story of Gil Perez like a lifeline. �No, this has to be important somehow. We�re talking about someone teleporting! What if,� she glanced at the iPad screen again. �What if we look for other stories like this? Unexplained disappearances. Maybe we can find the Moon stone�s footprint.�
Professor�s expression was dubious. �Well, if you want mysterious disappearances, you don�t have to look very far. The route for Spanish galleons heading back to Europe went right through the Bermuda Triangle.�
Jade�s eyes went wide and Professor hastily added, �But the Bermuda Triangle is just a myth, created by a writer in the 1960s. Most of the so-called disappearances have been completely blown out of proportion and have a perfectly rational explanation.�
�Most? What about the ones that don�t? This makes perfect sense. Alvaro�s ship must have gone down. The Moon stone is sitting there at the bottom of the ocean. It�s probably the cause of those disappearances.�
Dorion weighed in. �If we accept the premise that the dark matter field can cause people to shift between different universes, then this is not implausible.�
Professor made a low grumbling noise.
Ophelia, who had been following the discussion without comment, now spoke up. �If this Moon stone is there, at the bottom of the ocean, how would we find it?�
�I�ve read all the scientific explanations for why the stories about the Bermuda Triangle are probably exaggerated,� Jade said. �But there are cases that still defy a logical explanation. Those planes that left Florida and vanished without a trace��
�Flight 19,� supplied Professor grudgingly. �Five Avenger torpedo bombers went on a training flight in 1945. The flight leader radioed that he was off course and lost, and all attempts to talk them in or figure out where they were failed. The Navy searched for days in the area where they thought the planes had gone down, but found no trace. One of the search planes disappeared as well. The story of Flight 19 was what started people talking about the Bermuda Triangle. After that, every time a ship or plane went missing in the area, it added to the myth.
�But sometimes planes and ships just disappear, even today. Flight 370, that Malaysia Airlines Boeing 777 went off course and vanished in the Indian Ocean. Everyone wants to believe that there�s some mysterious force at work because we think our technology is foolproof, but it�s not. More than two-thirds of the planet is covered in deep ocean. It�s a great big haystack to lose a needle in. It�s just that simple. Unless you think there are other dark matter fields out there.�
Jade raised an eyebrow. �Maybe there are.�
�You�re worse than Bones,� Professor sighed.
Jade rolled her eyes at the thought of the six-foot-five Cherokee Indian, Uriah �Bones� Bonebrake, Dane Maddock�s partner-in-crime, and like Professor, a former member of the same SEAL team. She and Bones had gotten off on a bad foot, and Maddock�s new relationship with Angel didn�t help, but Jade and Bones had actually gotten along pretty well when they�d last worked together. Jade recalled Bones� fascination with unexplained phenomena. �We could probably use him on this. Anyway, my point is that we can take those stories � the ones that are still completely unsolved � and triangulate to find the center of the effect. At the very least, it can narrow our search area.�
�The average depth of the Atlantic is nearly two miles down.�
�If you can put us in the ballpark,� Ophelia said, �I can provide a search vessel with submersibles.�
�There may be another way to narrow the search,� said Dorion. �In order to have that kind of effect at a distance, the field would have to be massive, much larger than what we observed in Teotihuacan.�
�Could the Moon stone still be collecting WIMPs?� Jade asked.
�Possibly. But that�s not what I�m getting at. There�s never been a way to detect dark matter, but if the Moon stone is exerting a significant effect on space-time � significant enough to make planes vanish from the sky � there will be measurable relativistic effects.�
�Meaning?�
�Meaning that time will distorted�we�re talking differences of perhaps only a few nanoseconds, but it�s a fairly simple thing to measure those differences with an atomic clock. We have one clock with us, synchronized to the FOCS-1 clock in Switzerland. As we move closer to a disruption of space-time, the clocks will desynchronize. Put simply, we can build a dark matter detector.�
�Speaking of clocks,� Ophelia said, �it�s late. We should all get some rest. I�ve got a breakfast date with my brother in a few hours. I�m not looking forward to that.�
Jade felt a twinge of apprehension. Despite his intervention on their behalf, Laertes Doerner remained a member of the very group that had repeatedly tried to kill them. �Maybe we should keep this just between us?�
�I won�t be able to hide an ocean-going expedition. But you let me worry about Laertes.�
Professor sighed in defeat. �I suppose none of you will be happy until we�ve had a look. But you do realize that, if there�s any truth to this crazy idea, the Bermuda Triangle will be a very dangerous place, and we�ll be sailing right into the heart of it.�
Jade grinned. �Never stopped us before.�
* * *
Brian Hodges closed his eyes and tried to imagine that he was somewhere else. With his hands and ankles zip-tied to a chair, there wasn�t much else he could do to deal with his imprisonment. He had no idea how much time had passed; hours, certainly. He knew that he had dozed off once or twice, but the uncomfortable chair to which he was bound made real sleep impossible. His captors had not fed him or even allowed him to go to the bathroom. His stomach had been grumbling for a while now and he had a splitting headache, though strangely, he didn�t feel the need to urinate. That meant he was probably dehydrated.
�Can I get a drink of water?� he croaked. �You can�t treat me like this. I have rights.�
There was no answer. He had seen no sign of anyone since being tied up and left here in this cell. Had they forgotten about him?
There was a click at the door and it swung open to reveal an irritated-looking man with pale blond hair. He recognized the visitor immediately; Laertes Doerner, the man who had betrayed them to the Greek police.
Hodges felt a surge of defiance from the depths of his misery. �What a surprise. You know they�re going to come after you.�
Doerner cocked his head sideways. �The Group? Oh, I doubt that very much. You and Andres really screwed things up. The Group will be pleased that I managed to clean this mess up with only minimal blowback.�
�Why did you turn us in?�
Doerner chuckled. �Isn�t it obvious? Andres went after my sister. I couldn�t very well just stand by and let that happen.�
�No victory without sacrifice,� Hodges muttered. �I lost my family. A lot of people lost sisters and daughters. What makes you so special?�
�You mean apart from a net worth that runs to eleven figures?�
�You�re a hypocrite. When the Group learns about this��
Doerner waved his hand as if brushing away a bothersome fly. �Don�t presume to know what the Group thinks. You�re not in our class. In any case, the Group won�t be learning of it. Not from you, at least. You see, somebody has to pay for your little incursion on Greek soil. Those gunslingers Andres hired are already on their way to the deepest darkest prison in Greece. You�ve got reservations there as well, unless��
Here it comes, thought Hodges. Carrot or stick? He�s going to make me beg for it. �Unless?�
�I know that your motives are ideological. Or maybe a better word would be personal. I suspect you would gladly endure imprisonment or any other fate because you think your cause is just. Whether you believe it or not, I feel the same.� He stared past Hodges, a wistful expression alighting on his arrogant face. �Though I will admit to having a weakness where my sister is concerned.�
He brought his eyes back to Hodges. �Ophelia is a crazy dreamer, chasing after fairy tales. Unfortunately, she�s just told me that she�s not going to give up the search, and there�s a very real possibility that she�ll find what she�s looking for. That presents a problem for us all. I love her, but she�s out of control, and yes, if it comes down to it, I�m willing to do what has be done. I�d prefer it not come to that, but there it is.�
�Unless?� Hodges repeated, the word grating from his throat.
�Do what you were sent to do. Make this problem go away. It�s as simple as that.�
�As simple as that?�
Doerner took something from his pants pocket. He held up his fist and with a snick, a two-inch long blade appeared.
Switchblade, thought Hodges. This guy is a real piece of work.
Doerner leaned over him and sawed apart the zip ties. �We both know Andres was to blame for what happened here. I�ll see to it that the local authorities forget your name. It goes without saying that the Group will take care of you.� He took a step back. �Do we have a deal?�
�What about your sister?�
�I would prefer that she come to no harm, but as you say, no victory without sacrifice.� Doerner�s eyes glinted like the steel of his blade. �But if it should come to that, do yourself a favor and kill yourself, because I won�t be that merciful.�

PART THREE: DOORS


TWENTY-TWO

Nassau, Bahamas
Jade felt a sudden misgiving as she stepped out onto the pier at the Nassau Harbor Marina. Directly ahead, moored at the first slip, was the bright yellow outline of the R/V Quest Explorer, a two hundred-fifty foot search and recovery ship owned and operated by Quest Maritime Incorporated. QMI billed itself as a private marine archaeological venture, but they were essentially treasure hunters on a grand scale, and not above renting their services out to paying customers; especially customers with the kind of money that Ophelia brought to the table. Yet, it was not the nearness of the search vessel that had shaken Jade�s confidence, but rather the enormous, city-sized cruise ships that were docked just beyond the Quest Explorer. There were three of them; eight hundred foot long behemoths, each capable of carrying nearly three thousand passengers and crew. These ships came and went daily, bearing tens of thousands of tourists, some arriving by sea, others flying into nearby Lynden Pindling International Airport, where Jade herself had landed only forty-five minutes earlier. Hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions of visitors, roaming what were, if sensational reports were to be believed, the most dangerous waters on earth.
Somehow, the Bermuda Triangle didn�t seem quite so mysterious when you were in it. What had seemed like an earthshaking revelation just two days earlier, now felt more like a histrionic juvenile fantasy.
Did I get this wrong?
She cast a sidelong glance at Professor, whom she knew had spent the last two days undertaking a comprehensive review of incidents attributed to the Bermuda Triangle in an effort to focus their search. He had promised to present his findings as soon as they were aboard. His faintly smug expression told Jade there was an I told you so in her future.
A slender man with prematurely silver hair, wearing a bright red polo shirt with QMI emblazoned on the left breast, awaited them at the gangplank. He stepped forward and introduced himself, conspicuously directing his comments to Ophelia as if the rest of them were just hangers-on. �Welcome to Nassau. I�m Cliff Barry, VP in charge of special projects, and the Chief Mate aboard the Explorer.� He grinned. �Don�t worry about trying to remember all that. We all wear a lot of hats. If you need anything, just ask the first person you see wearing a shirt like mine, and if they can�t help you, they�ll find someone who can. Your equipment arrived earlier this morning, so we�re ready to cast off. The sooner we get on board, the sooner we�ll find what you�re looking for.�
Barry seemed more interested in getting everyone aboard than in learning names, so Ophelia merely thanked him and motioned for him to lead the way. Two crewmen met them at the top of the ramp and took their luggage, while Barry ushered them into the superstructure to a lavishly appointed salon that looked like a cross between the lounge of a five-star hotel and a nautical museum.
�Nice place,� Jade remarked.
�We had to dress it up a bit for the cameras,� Barry said with an airy wave. �I�m afraid the rest of the ship is a bit less luxurious.�
�Cameras?�
Barry�s friendly manner seemed to grow a few degrees cooler. �For the television series.� He gave an indifferent shrug. �If you want to get settled here, I�ll let Mr. Nichols know that you�re aboard so we can get underway.�
After he left, Jade turned to Professor. �Television series?�
He laughed. �Ask a red shirt.�
�QMI also produces a cable television series about marine archaeology,� Ophelia supplied. �Don�t worry. I don�t think it�s still on the air, and in any event, I�ve been assured that there are no cameras aboard. We don�t need to be worried about showing up on the History channel.�
�I�m a little more worried about the Norfolk Group putting in a surprise appearance,� Jade said. �This is all a little high-profile.�
�My brother has assured me that we need not worry about them anymore,� Ophelia said.
Jade did not feel assured, but before she could express her concerns, a faint vibration began to rise up from the deck. She felt a gentle rocking motion as the Quest Explorer began moving. Through one of the small porthole windows, which Jade suspected were more decorative than functional, the harbor and surrounding landscape moved by more quickly as the ship picked up speed.
A few minutes later, Barry returned, accompanied by two men. Both were older and had craggy weathered faces that bespoke a lifetime spent working in the elements. One man was tall and broad, with a mane of white hair, and wore a blue denim shirt that looked like working attire, but sported a conspicuous designer label. The other man was balding, and the gin blossoms flecking his nose made his already ruddy complexion look ever redder. He had the start of a paunch, which strained the lower buttons of his white uniform blouse with black epaulets.
�Ladies and gentleman,� Barry began, �This is Mr. Kit Nichols, president and founder of QMI�� The man in the denim shirt waved.
�And Spencer Lee, Master of the Ship.�
Lee�s demeanor was aloof, but Nichol�s effusive manner more than made up for it.
�Ms. Doerner. I�ve heard a great deal about you, but nobody told me how lovely you are. A pity we�re not filming. You�re about the prettiest sight I�ve ever seen on this old tub. And who else do we have with us?�
Ophelia began the introductions. �This is Dr. Chapman��
The two men shook hands. �Call me Professor. Everyone does.�
�Love the hat. Professor of what, exactly?�
�Oh, this and that.�
Nichols laughed heartily.
�This is Dr. Dorion,� Ophelia continued. �He�ll be handling most of the technical aspects of the search.�
Nichols shook Dorion�s hand. �Just give Cliff your laundry list. And who is this?� He stopped in front of Jade and stared at her with a mischievous grin. �Saved the best for last.�
Ophelia started to answer, but Jade spoke first matching the older man�s smile. �I�m Jade,� she said simply, eschewing the use of titles. She kind of liked Nichols, but decided to reserve judgment on the others.
Nichols executed a half-bow, then gestured to the ship�s master. �Captain Lee here probably remembers when it was considered bad luck to have a woman on board a ship. Thankfully, we live in more enlightened times, but all the same, I hope that the presence of two lovely ladies doesn�t prove distracting to the crew.�
�I�m not the crusty old barnacle that Kit seems to think I am,� Lee said without much enthusiasm. �But if it�s all the same, I�d like to get down to business. I need to know exactly where we�re going.�
Ophelia gestured to Professor. �You have the floor, Dr. Chapman.�
Professor approached Lee and handed him a slip of paper. �Captain, set course for these coordinates. I�ll explain the reasons as soon as I get my computer set up.�
Lee departed, evidently more concerned with where they were going than why.
A few minutes later, they were all staring at a map of the North Atlantic region off the east coast of the United States. There was a conspicuous red triangle connecting Miami, Puerto Rico and Bermuda.
Jade sensed a lecture coming on.
�This is the so-called Bermuda Triangle,� he said. �Or at least one version of it. These borders are arbitrary. From what I can tell, the term Bermuda Triangle first appeared in an article written by Vincent Gaddis in a 1964 pulp magazine; maybe the idea of a definite shape was sexier or something. In any case, the name stuck and people have been selling the myth ever since. The reality is a little more prosaic.�
Here comes the �I told you so,� Jade thought.
�According to the most sensational reports, over a thousand ships have been lost in this region � which incidentally is an area of about a million and a half square miles, or more than twice the size of Alaska � in just over five hundred years of record keeping. Now, a thousand sounds like a big number, but if you average it out, that�s just two a year. When you consider that this is one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world and that Hurricane Alley runs right through it, two ships a year makes it a pretty safe area, statistically speaking.
�What�s more, a lot of the reports have been exaggerated, duplicated or simply fabricated from whole cloth. Many of them are simply stories that have been repeated so many times that there�s no way to go back and source them. If you cull the record down to disappearances of ships and planes that remain officially unexplained, you�re looking at maybe two dozen, but even most of those have a simple, mundane explanation.�
He touched a key on his computer and the map was replaced by a black and white photograph of a ship.
�The disappearance of the USS Cyclops in 1918 is a prime example of what I mean. The Cyclops shows up in almost every account of the Bermuda Triangle as proof of unexplained phenomena, and yet the facts of the case are that the Cyclops was overloaded, had lost one of its engines, may have been structurally unsound, and probably got hit by a storm. Any one of those factors could have doomed her. But that explanation is too boring for Triangle nuts.�
�That�s not all that�s boring,� Jade muttered.
�I heard that young lady.�
�Can�t you just give us a handout, or assigned reading?�
�It gets better, I promise.� Professor clicked another key and the image changed to a picture of several World War II era planes flying in formation. Jade sat up a little straighter. Maybe this wasn�t going to be an I told you so after all.
�Flight 19 is what really started people talking about mysterious phenomena. On December 5, 1945, a squadron of torpedo planes took off from Fort Lauderdale on a training exercise. I�ll spare you the tedious details, but the bottom line is that the pilots got lost in a place where they shouldn�t have gotten lost. It�s like those stories where people wander around in a blizzard and die within twenty feet of their front door. There was bad weather, but the squadron was in radio contact with the mainland for most of the flight. All they had to do was turn west and they would have found Florida, but they didn�t. The Navy was able to pinpoint their last known location to within fifty miles, but a massive search effort turned up nothing. The planes just vanished.
�Now, there are a lot of reasons why we shouldn�t make too much of this story. This was 1945 after all. Those pilots didn�t have GPS. The planes didn�t even have radar. Someone could have made a mistake calculating their position, which would mean that the searchers were looking in the wrong place. But if we accept the premise that there might be an unusual phenomenon at work in this region, then Flight 19 is the best place to start looking.�
�One of the big problems with conspiracy theories is that their proponents try too hard. In the case of the Bermuda Triangle, speculative writers gathered a lot of extraneous evidence to support the idea that there was this big zone of mystery, but because so much of their evidence can be refuted, it has the opposite effect. Instead of lending weight to their argument, the ninety percent of incidents with a mundane explanation obscure the remaining ten percent that we should be looking at. The first thing we need to do is get the idea of the Triangle out of our heads and focus instead on the area where Flight 19 first began encountering trouble. Somewhere between Florida and the Bahamas.�
He clicked the computer again and the screen changed to a picture of a lighthouse. �Which brings us to an incident that isn�t as well-known as these others, but is still pretty darned spooky.
�This is the lighthouse at Great Isaac Cay, northeast of Bimini and about sixty-five miles due east of Fort Lauderdale. The lighthouse is automated now and most of the buildings have crumbled into ruins, but in 1969, there were two lighthouse keepers stationed there. According to local lore, after Hurricane Anna swept through the islands in early August of that year, the lighthouse went dark. When officials went to the island to investigate, they discovered that the two lighthouse keepers had vanished without a trace.�
Nichols chuckled. �Swept away by the hurricane, no doubt.�
Professor gave patient smile. �That would be a very plausible explanation, but why didn�t the men just hunker down and ride out the storm. I checked the weather data and it turns out that there was no Hurricane Anna. Anna was a tropical storm that peaked on July 29 with maximum sustained winds of seventy miles per hour, and the closest it got to Great Isaac was three days later when the eye passed almost four hundred miles to the east.�
�Four hundred?�
�There may be a mundane explanation for what happened to those men, but then again, maybe not. In any case, it�s one of the incidents that can�t be easily dismissed, just like Flight 19, which incidentally would have passed very close to Great Isaac on the first leg of their mission, before they knew they were in trouble. That gives us two points of�well, if you�ll pardon the pun, triangulation. We�ll start our search there, at Great Isaac Cay.
�Which brings me at last to this,� He hit another button and the picture changed to a screen capture from a webpage. One of the entries was highlighted. �La Nuestra Sen�ra De La Misericordia was a treasure galleon that sank in 1594. The official record has it going down in the Atlantic off the coast of Portugal, but it�s never been found, and I think I may know why.
�These treasure ships didn�t sail alone; they were usually part of a large fleet, with the slow moving galleons protected by smaller, faster escort ships. It�s rare, though not unheard of, for an entire treasure fleet to be sunk��
�The Plate Fleet of 1715,� intoned Nichols. �Twelve ships were lost in a hurricane. I looked for it myself a time or two.�
�Exactly. Although in that case as in most others, there were surviving ships that carried the news back to Spain. That�s how we know where to look. But the records going back to 1594 are spotty at best. The details could have gotten confused, but a more likely explanation is that the Spanish reported the location incorrectly in the hopes that they might one day be able to return and salvage it themselves. I think that�s what happened to the Misericordia. She actually went down near Bimini, and I think she took Alvaro and the Moon stone with her. Along with a fortune in Spanish gold.�
�Now you�re speaking my language,� said Nichols.
�You�re welcome to keep whatever gold we find,� Ophelia assured him. �Or rather, I should say, you�re welcome to fight it out with the Spanish government.�
Nichols shrugged. �Goes with the territory. Honestly, I�m too old to care about being rich. I�d rather be famous at this point.�
Well that explains the television show.
�We probably won�t find a wreck per se,� said Professor. �Four hundred years of exposure to salt water will have destroyed the wood and ferrous metals, and whatever�s left is probably buried under a couple tons of sediment. But if there really is some kind of space-time distortion going on, Paul�s clocks should detect it. From there, it�s just a matter of following our noses. The good news is that the wreck site will almost certainly lie on the continental shelf, max depth three hundred feet. Still a bit deep for recreational diving, but a hell of a lot better than twelve hundred.�
�You folks seem to know what you�re doing,� Nichols said, �Bimini is about ten hours out, figure another couple to Great Isaacs. We can start running the search as soon as cook puts out the first pot of coffee.�
He gave Ophelia a long scrutinizing stare. �You know, I�ve been sailing these waters most of my life. I�ve seen some strange things, but nothing to make me believe that there�s anything to these stories about the Bermuda Triangle. It doesn�t bother me that you�re going looking for � how�d Professor there put it?�� spooky stuff. Honestly, I wish the cameras were rolling. Spooky stuff gets great ratings. I just want to know that this thing you�re looking for won�t get us all killed or give us cancer or something like that.�
Ophelia smiled. �I won�t make promises I can�t keep, Mr. Nichols. If you wanted safe, you should have chosen a different career.�
* * *
Barry gave them a brief tour of the ship�s working areas. Jade didn�t need to hear his explanation of what the �mailbox blowers� did. The big aluminum elbow pipes at the stern could be lowered into place over the ship�s screws, directing the engine thrust straight down to the sea floor, creating an artificial current to sweep tons of sediment away and hopefully uncover buried riches. The blowers were a standard tool of professional treasure hunters, though Jade had never seen boxes as big as the pair on the Quest Explorer.
Much of the deck served as a platform for the boom crane which could be used to deploy the submersible Quest Explorer-Deep, nicknamed �QED,� or retrieve heavy artifacts from the sea floor, like cannon or if they were really lucky, great big chests full of gold ingots.
The QED was parked on the foredeck, covered with heavy tarpaulins and strapped down. It looked smaller than Jade expected and she was a bit dubious about Barry�s claim that it could comfortably seat three people, �and all their cameras and sound equipment.�
The atomic clock Dorion had requested had been air freighted to Nassau ahead of their arrival, loaded aboard and stowed near the submersible. The long plastic shipping container looked ominously like a casket, �You�re welcome to inspect it now,� Barry told him, �but it�s going to be dark soon. Might be easier to wait until morning when you�ll have daylight.�
Dorion accepted this without protest and they continued the tour with a cursory glance at the engine room, finishing at their staterooms, which were nicer than some hotels Jade had slept in, but not on par with the salon. Jade�s luggage � which consisted only of a single carry-on size suitcase containing clothes and sundry items she had had picked up before leaving Greece � was waiting on the bed. There was nothing particularly essential in the case. She patted the pocket where she was keeping the Shew Stone � after Delphi, she had not let it out of her sight � then leaving everything where it was, headed back to the salon for dinner.
She found Professor standing on the deck, staring out across the water. �Hey sailor,� she called out, and then immediately wondered why she had.
He turned to her with an easy smile. �Careful. People will talk.�
She had to fight the urge to hit back with a barbed comment, maybe something about how people might talk about the time he had spent in Delphi with Ophelia. �Actually, I wanted to thank you for not shooting me down earlier.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, you know, you�re always Mr. Voice of Reason. You�re the last person I would expect to become a believer.�
He laughed. ��Mr. Voice of Reason�? Jade, we�re scientists. It�s not about what we believe; it�s about going where the evidence leads. We already know there�s some weird science at work in the world. �There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophy� as the Bard would say. So, when I went down the list of so-called Bermuda Triangle phenomena, I had to consider space-time distortions as a possible factor.�
�Yeah, well, thanks all the same.�
�Sure thing. Just remember, we�re scientists. Belief is for people who don�t have enough facts to back up their position. We go where the�� He trailed off, his eyes leaving her face and roving to the horizon.
�What?�
�Great Isaac Key is west-northwest of Nassau. The sun should be just off the port bow.�
Jade looked toward the orange orb of the setting sun. It was almost perfectly centered on the western horizon, parallel to the course of the ship. �We�re heading due north.�
Professor turned away without confirming the statement and headed for the stairs that led to the ship�s bridge, with Jade right behind him.
The control room, with its horseshoe-shaped bank of computer screens and other electronic equipment, looked more like something from a science-fiction movie, but there was only one bored crewman present. He sat in one of the fixed swivel chairs in front of the workstation, but was turned away, using the console as an armrest while he read a paperback novel. The crewman raised his eyes, but otherwise made no move to acknowledge their presence.
�What�s our course?� Professor asked.
With a sigh, the man put down his book � Jade recognized the cover art. It was the latest book in the Easter Egg series by Sue Denim � and swung around to glance at the screen of the nearest computer. �We�re here,� he said, pointing to a red dot. �And this dotted yellow line is our track.�
The indicated line showed the ship moving in the northwesterly direction, the direction they should be going.
�What�s our compass heading?�
�Compass?�
�You do know what a compass is.� Jade could hear the irritation in Professor�s voice.
�Sure, dude.� He peered at the screen again. �Three-oh-two degrees.�
�What does your compass say?� growled Professor through clenched teeth.
�The GPS is more precise than��
Professor pointed out the side window at the setting sun. �The sun sets in the west. Did they teach you that in your GPS class? The sun says that were traveling north. Unless the sky is lying, there�s something wrong with your GPS, so tell me what your compass says.�
The chastened crewman quickly rose and moved to the center of the console. He shifted a stack of magazines to reveal an ancient looking binnacle. Even from across the room, Jade could see that the compass globe beneath the glass was spinning wildly.
The crewman stared at it in disbelief, and in a very small voice, said, �I think I�d better get the skipper.�

TWENTY-THREE

The Bahamas
Lee arrived on the bridge reeking of mouthwash and after-shave, which Jade assumed was olfactory camouflage to mask a different kind of stink.
�Wonderful,� she muttered. �On top of everything else, we�ve got a drunk for a captain.�
The ship�s master went immediately to the GPS console and stared at it for several seconds. �This shows that we�re on course,� he insisted.
�Yes, sir,� explained the crewman. �But dead reckoning shows us heading north. The compass isn�t working and neither is the satphone.�
�Uh,� Lee glanced at Professor and Jade and seemed to realize he was in the spotlight. He straightened a little and when she spoke again, there was a little more certitude in his voice. �All stop. Until we can figure out where we are, there�s no sense in continuing in the wrong direction. It�s time for some good old fashioned seamanship.�
The crewman pushed a button on the console and Jade felt a subtle change in the vibrations rising from the deck.
Lee turned to face them. �I�ll have to ask you to leave so we can get some work done here. I believe dinner is being served in the salon, so why don�t you go grab a bite to eat. I assure you, we�ll be back on course within the hour.�
Jade started to bristle at the dismissal, but Professor took her arm and guided her from the room. When they were outside, she turned on him. �Are you going to trust that lush to get us back on course?�
�Not completely, but navigating open water isn�t�well, quantum physics. As long as he knows better than to trust the GPS, we should get where we�re going.�
�Speaking of the GPS, how can it be wrong? And the compass? Why was it spinning like that?�
�Did you forget where we are?�
She gave a short humorless laugh. �Is that your scientific opinion?�
�I don�t know. We could already be experiencing space-time distortions.� He paused. �Or there could be a more mundane explanation.�
�Like what?�
�Sabotage.�
The suggestion stunned Jade into silence until they reached the salon where Dorion and Ophelia were seated at a table. Dorion rose when they entered, but it was Ophelia that spoke first. �We�ve stopped.�
�I know,� Professor replied. �There�s a problem with the GPS navigation. They�re working on it now.� He turned to Dorion. �Paul, is there any reason why a dark matter field might disrupt satellite communications?�
The physicist�s forehead wrinkled in thought. �Digital communications require precise time synchronization. I suppose if the clocks were out of sync, it could cause problems.�
�What about a magnetic compass?� asked Jade.
�It shouldn�t be affected. Dark matter has no electrical charge. If WIMPs could disrupt a magnetic field, we would be able to detect them.�
�Are you saying the compass has failed too?� asked Ophelia.
�Spinning like a top,� Jade said. She turned to Professor. �Is that why you suspect sabotage?�
Ophelia gasped. �Sabotage?�
�It�s a possibility we have to consider. In fact, it�s a simpler explanation than dark matter. The GPS software could have been corrupted by a computer virus. It�s even easier to beat a magnetic compass.� Professor paused a moment before continuing. �I�m not saying that�s what happened, but we need to be on our guard. The Norfolk Group could have someone aboard this ship.�
�There�s a way to know for sure,� Dorion said. �Or at least to determine if we are being influenced by a dark matter field.�
�You mean the clock? Doesn�t it need to be synchronized? If this effect is messing with satellite communications that may be a problem.�
Dorion pondered this. �My system would function independently of the ship�s communication network. If I am also unable to connect, that would tend to rule out sabotage.�
Jade wasn�t sure which possibility was a greater source of anxiety. They were at least seventy miles from Great Isaac Cay, Professor�s ground zero for the space-time distortions. If they were feeling the effects this far out, what would happen as they got closer? A saboteur at least was something they could deal with.
As they headed out of the salon, Barry appeared. �I have some good news. Mr. Lee has plotted our position. We are a few degrees off course, but we should still arrive at our destination before dawn.�
�What about the GPS?� asked Ophelia.
�Mr. Nichols is working on it. He doubles as our Chief Engineer and Electronics Officer. I told you, we all wear a lot of hats.� He glanced past them at the untouched dinner plates on the table. �Where�s everyone off to?�
�We are going to use our equipment to see if we can detect anything unusual.�
�I thought you might want to try that. Watch your step. Ah, Ms. Doerner, if your friends can spare you, there�s something I wanted to go over with you.�
A perturbed frown flickered over Ophelia�s face, and Barry hastily added, �It will only take a minute.�
�Go ahead,� Dorion said. �It will take us a few minutes to unpack the gear.�
As Ophelia followed Nichols back into the salon, Jade and the others headed forward to where Paul�s equipment was stored. Jade noted that, in addition to the plastic seals on the latches, the plastic casket was also adorned with a sticker sporting a yellow and black trefoil.
�Uh, is this thing radioactive?�
�Why do you think it�s called an atomic clock?� Professor said in an ominous voice.
Dorion laughed. �Do not worry. There is a very small amount of cesium � which is why it must have a warning � but it is stable and shielded. You were exposed to considerably more radiation during the flight from Greece than this clock produces.�
�Is it possible the Great and Powerful Professor didn�t know that?� Jade elbowed him in the ribs.
�Of course I knew it. The atomic clock works by using a laser to antagonize cesium atoms so that they give of energy at a very specific frequency � nine point one nine two��
�Enough,� Jade said. �Show off.�
As Dorion broke the seals, Professor got in a final comment. �There�s no radioactivity because the cesium doesn�t decay to release neutron radiation. The excited atoms act just like the spring in an old clock, or the quartz crystal in your�say, didn�t you have a watch?�
Jade shook her head and turned away, trying to avoid that particular discussion. As she did, something � a faint movement, a premonition � made her look past the container. The submersible was moving. �Look out.�
She leaped toward the two men, tackling them to the deck as the still-covered submersible swung toward them like a giant fist.
There was a crunch and a scraping sound as the QED collided with the shipping container, which in turn slammed into Jade. She tried to scrambled out of the way, saw Dorion and Professor attempting to do the same, but the relentless combination of submersible and casket bulldozed all three of them toward the deck rail.
In an instant that probably could only have been measured by Dorion�s clock, Jade saw that she was about to be crushed against the heavy tubular steel of the rail.
�This way,� shouted Professor. From the corner of her eye, Jade saw him insinuate himself in the gap between the horizontal rails. She thought he was jumping overboard, but as soon as he was clear of the rail, he gripped the edge of the deck and reached up to drag the dazed Dorion through as well.
Jade didn�t think she could hang on, but falling overboard and hitting the water some forty feet below had to be better than getting crushed. As she started to move forward however, she felt the container strike her again, driving her into the rail, pinning her�squeezing her.
Frantic, she desperately tried to squirm free, felt the hard rough plastic bowing just a little, but not nearly enough, and then, all of a sudden, she was free, squirted out like a bean from a husk, to land atop the container.
The reprieve was short-lived.
There was an ominous grinding sound as the container was relentlessly smashed between the rail and the QED. Jade launched herself down the length of the container, leaping clear just as the molded plastic collapsed like a Styrofoam cup under someone�s shoe. The submersible lurched and closed the gap in an instant, gonging against the rail, and then, with a tortured groan, the rail began to bend under the unyielding assault.
Jade lay on the deck, just a few inches from the QED, which continued to press against the rail like a tarp-covered battle tank. There was a sharp splitting noise, like the report of a pistol, and the rail along a considerable portion of the deck it was attached to, broke loose and fell away, allowing the little submarine which hung from a cable at the end of the boom crane, to swing out over the water like a pendulum.
She rolled to the edge of the deck and peered over, searching the water below for some sign that Professor and Dorion were still alive. She found them a moment later, not in the water, but still clinging desperately to the side of the ship. Professor hung by one hand, his other grasped Dorion�s arm. His face showed the intense exertion of suspending their combined weight. He couldn�t possibly hold on much longer. It was a wonder his grip hadn�t already failed.
With the QED swinging back and forth like something from an Edgar Allen Poe story, she did not dare try to assist them directly, and she wasn�t sure that she would be able to pull the two men back from the precipice. In the instant she contemplated their fate, it occurred to her that this could not be an accident. Someone had to be operating the crane, intentionally using both the crane and the deep sea vessel together like a wrecking ball, for one reason only: to kill the three of them.
Wonder who that could be?
Then another thought hit her. The crane!
She spun around and sprinted for the crane�s control station amidships. She was mentally preparing herself for battle with the would-be killer, but there was no one there; the saboteur, whomever he was, had already gone.
The unfamiliar lever controls were labeled and she quickly picked out one that seemed to regulate vertical lift. She pushed up and felt the entire ship shudder as the boom arm rose, lifting the still swinging submersible several feet above the deck.
She acutely felt the clock ticking down for Professor and Dorion. What if she was already too late?
She worked another lever and saw the crane arm swivel out over the water, and as the submersible started to swing again, she hit the winch control, unspooling the cable to lower the small underwater craft several yards.
The ship shuddered again and Jade heard a sickening crunch as the submersible dangling at the end of the cable swung back and slammed into the hull. Jade had a fleeting mental image � she hoped it wasn�t a literal vision � of Professor and Dorion smeared against the side of the ship. She raced back to the place where the disaster had begun, and sagged in relief when she found both men perched atop the mini-sub, clinging desperately to the cable.
It took less than a minute for a swarm of red-shirted crewmen to rush up from below decks, get the two men safely aboard, and begin assessing the damage. Ophelia and Barry hurried out as well, and a few seconds later, Lee and Nichols joined the throng.
Dorion appeared to be in shock and Ophelia moved to comfort him. Professor however was fully in control of his faculties and completely livid. He stalked toward Lee.
�There�s a killer on this ship,� he said in a low dangerous voice.
�Now just a second,� Nichols began, but Professor cut him off.
�We need to account for every person on board and then search the ship. If we don�t find anyone, then the killer is someone in your crew.�
Lee nodded, but kept glancing uncertainly at Nichols as if seeking his approval.
�Captain,� Professor said sharply. �You�re going to need to select a security detail for the search. Do you have weapons aboard?�
�Ah, weapons? Yes. We have a small arms locker.�
Nichols spoke up. �Dr. Chapman, I assure you, my crew is above suspicion.�
�Then our search will turn up the real saboteur. Make this happen, Mr. Nichols.�
The VMI founder reluctantly nodded his assent and Lee moved off to organize the security detail. Professor wasn�t finished however. �What�s the situation with the GPS?�
Nichols� face screwed up in consternation. �I rebooted the system and it seems to be working again. Not sure what�s up with the compass; it�s about as old as some of the wrecks we dive on and honestly, we haven�t used it in years. But it hardly matters.�
�Why?� asked Jade.
�We have to head back to Nassau.�
Ophelia stiffened and strode over quickly to face Nichols. �Absolutely not.�
Jade heard unexpected steel in the blonde woman�s voice. �I�ve already paid you well, Mr. Nichols, and I�m willing to pay you a good deal more, but you will take us to our destination.�
�Ms. Doerner, when I agreed to this, I didn�t know that my ship was going to be in the crosshairs. Even if we ignore this incident, and I don�t think that�s a very good idea, the fact of the matter is that we�re not going to be able to use the QED until it is repaired and thoroughly tested and inspected. You can�t pay me enough to send her down to crush depth until that happens. And, if I�m not mistaken, the equipment you were going to use to focus your search just got pulverized. So what exactly do you hope to accomplish by continuing forward like nothing has happened?�
Nichols� assessment of the situation hit Jade like a blow. Even though he had failed to kill them, the saboteur had done incalculable damage. Ophelia however was undeterred. �I can have another atomic clock flown out to us in forty-eight hours. As to the submersible, if the target location is at dive depth, we may not need it.�
Nichols� frowned. �And if it�s not?�
�We�ll cross that bridge when we come to it.� She scrutinized him for a few seconds. �I�m surprised at your reluctance. Given your reputation, I didn�t think you would want to give up so quickly.�
Nichols reddened, but evidently remembered who was talking to him and swallowed his pride. �I have to answer to my stockholders, Ms. Doerner. And despite whatever reputation you think I have, safety is my primary concern.�
�Your stockholders will be grateful for the money that I�m paying you. They�ll be even happier when you discover a fortune in Spanish gold.�
Jade turned to Professor. �What do you think?�
He shook his head. �I�m not sure. If we can dive, then she�s right. But I don�t like the idea of pushing forward with a killer on board.�
�Going back now might give the Norfolk Group a chance to get even more men aboard.�
Lee returned before a consensus could be reached. �We�re still searching deck by deck, but it may not do us much good. One of the RIBs is missing.�
�Rib?� Ophelia asked.
�Rigid inflatable boat,� Professor explained quickly. �A Zodiac. Basically a big raft with an outboard.� He faced the captain. �You think our saboteur set out in open water?�
�It looks that way.�
�Could there be another ship shadowing us?� Jade asked.
�Possibly. But we�re not that far from Nassau. He could simply be heading back.�
�Then we should keep going. Make for Great Isaac.�
�Without a functioning atomic clock, we�re not going to be able to accomplish much.�
Jade turned back to Ophelia. �Are you serious about having another clock flown out to us?�
�I am,� Ophelia said. �But there�s something else I�d like to try first.� She glanced at Nichols and Lee, and then in a conspiratorial tone meant only for Jade and Professor�s ears, added, �I need to speak to you privately.�

TWENTY-FOUR

The search of the vessel yielded another vital clue to the identity of the saboteur. In addition to the motor launch, the ship had also lost a crewman � a last minute replacement added shortly before Jade and the others had arrived in Nassau. Nichols came to them in the salon with the news, and assured them that the rest of the crew was above reproach, but that did little to ease their concerns.
�Who hired him?� Jade asked.
�Cliff handles personnel matters,� Nichols replied and then seemed to grasp the subtext of the question. �You can�t think he�s involved in this, too?�
�He did call Ophelia away just before the attack. Almost like he wanted to protect her.�
Nichols swallowed nervously. �I trust Cliff implicitly.�
His tone was not quite convincing, but before he could further protest his subordinate�s innocence, Ophelia dismissed him tersely. �Thank you. We�ll talk about this more in the morning.�
When he was gone, she immediately changed the subject. �I will arrange to have another atomic clock brought to us by helicopter. It should take no more than forty-eight hours. Until then however, I believe there may be something else that can help us find what we�re looking for.�
�The Shew Stone,� Jade murmured.
Ophelia nodded. �We know it has a connection to what we seek. It didn�t show us anything at Delphi, but this close to our goal, close enough that the ship is already experiencing distortions of space-time, I believe we should take another look at it.�
�We don�t know that a dark matter field caused the problem with the GPS,� countered Professor. �In fact, given what just happened, I�d say that the explanation for that is almost certainly much more commonplace.�
Jade�s first impulse was to agree with Professor, but Nichols hadn�t said anything about the cause of the problem with the GPS; only that it had evidently cleared up with a reboot. That seemed inconclusive at best. �We�ve nothing to lose by trying it,� she said, taking the crystal ball out and placing it on the table. �Should we light some candles or something?�
Ophelia reached out for it quickly, greedily, and grasped it between thumb and forefinger. She held it up and peered into its depths as if hoping to see the answer to every question she had ever asked.
�If it�s that easy,� Jade whispered to Professor, �then I guess we don�t need to find the Moon stone after all.�
After a moment, Ophelia set the globe down, her smooth face creased by uncharacteristic uncertainty.
�Did you see anything?� Jade asked.
�I�m not certain. For a moment, I thought I was somewhere else. At our corporate headquarters building in New York. I was in my office, but it�it wasn�t my office. Not the one I have right now. It was my brother�s office, one floor above mine, but somehow I knew that it had become my office.� She shook her head as if trying to clear away mental cobwebs. �What do you think it means?�
�Sibling rivalry rearing its ugly head?� Jade remarked. �I thought you and your brother were two peas in a pod.�
�I love my brother deeply,� Ophelia said, a faint smile touching her lips. �But he thinks he�s better and smarter than me, and as it happens, he�s wrong. I am much better suited to leading our family empire than he, but for many reasons, not the least of which is my gender, he will not admit it.�
�It may be a possible future,� breathed Dorion. �Where you have taken control of your company.�
Ophelia nodded. �I thought the same. This is a sign. If we can find the Moon stone, I will be able to use it to see the future more clearly, and that knowledge will enable me to chart a course that leads to ultimate success. Now I know that we cannot turn back.�
Jade thought it sounded more like Ophelia was misconstruing a wishful daydream as a vision supplied by the Shew Stone, but she said nothing. Regardless of where the images had come from, Ophelia�s �vision� offered no insight into the location of the Moon stone.
�May I?� Dorion asked, and then promptly picked up the crystal orb. Unlike Ophelia, he did not peer into, but instead held it tightly in his fist and closed his eyes.
The seconds stretched into a minute, then two, and the silence was almost unendurable. Jade could feel the vibrations of the ship�s engines, once more turning and propelling the vessel through the Atlantic, hopefully on the right heading.
Dorion had been statue-still the whole time, but after another minute or so, he seemed to relax, as if he had dozed off. Jade glanced at the others, silently telegraphing the message: �Should we wake him up?�
Before she could act on the impulse to do so, Dorion�s eyelids fluttered open. His gaze drifted for a moment and then he started, looking about wildly. �I�m on the Explorer?� He took a deep breath then looked down at the Shew Stone in his hand. �I did not lose consciousness, did I? The effect is similar to what I felt at CERN, but not as��
�What did you see?� asked Ophelia, with the same eager breathlessness.
�I remember things that I know haven�t happened yet.�
�Did you see the location of the Moon stone?�
Dorion frowned and appeared to be searching his anachronistic memories. �I think I did. I remember you.� He pointed to Jade. �You were very excited. You were about to change into a diving suit right on the open deck. That must mean we find it. Perhaps if we get closer to the location, I will recognize it.�
�Then we are on the right course,� Ophelia said with sublime confidence. �Literally as well as�you know what I mean. We will find it.�
Jade�s first impulse was to caution against raising hopes too high, but she could not forget how they had found the stone sphere on Isla del Ca�o.
Dorion set the Shew Stone on the table. Professor turned to Jade. �I guess it�s your turn now.�
�Maybe you should give it a try?�
He shook his head. �No thanks, I don�t want to spoil the twist at the end. Besides, I think I�ve already caught a peek of the future, and there�s a great big Bootstrap Paradox coming down the pike. You go ahead.�
Now that the opportunity to glimpse the future had come, Jade felt apprehensive. There was a reason that, despite having the Shew Stone in her possession, she had not made a serious effort to test whether it possessed even a very small dark matter field. It seemed quite reasonable that it did. The ferocity with which Roche had pursued Jade, to say nothing of his prescient certainty that she would steal the orb, seemed to suggest that his uncannily accurate predictions were not simply well reasoned guesses. She wasn�t ambivalent about the crystal ball because of a fear that it might not work; quite the opposite in fact.
She reached out and took the orb in her hand. But I need to know.
* * *
Jade checked her watch again. Like her, the diver�s chronograph had picked up a few scars over the last few years. The stainless steel casing was scratched and the blue paint on the fixed bezel was chipped in a few places, but the sapphire crystal covering the blue watch face with the bright red sweep hands was clear and unmarred. It reminded her of another crystal she had looked into once, long, long ago.
He was late.
Professor was late. Strange how she still thought of him as Professor after all these years. After everything they had been through, everything they had made together, everything they had lost, he was still Professor.
And he was late. That wasn�t like him. She hoped he had merely been delayed by a detour to get around the riots, and not caught up in them.
Even from ten blocks away, the acrid smell of the smoke burned in her nostrils. Maybe the wind was blowing the fumes through the concrete canyons, or maybe the wildfire of violence had escaped containment and was now racing south, toward this bastion of wealth and power. Not that there was any danger here. The rioters would never reach this place, not with all the troops deployed throughout the city, and she hoped they had the good sense not to try.
�Jade!�
She turned in the direction of the hissed whisper and saw him, standing at the corner of the building. He wasn�t exactly inconspicuous. Even without the hoodie covering his head, shadowing his features � she had actually gotten used to that silly fedora, and now she found herself acutely aware of its absence � he would have looked out of place here. Still, there was something about his presence, the way he moved, that made him seem almost invisible.
She smiled. It was good to see him again, in spite of the circumstances. �You made it.�
He nodded. �I think you�re right about this. About everything that�s happened.�
�How do we stop it?�
�You already know the answer to that,� he said. �The real question is, can we?�
Jade felt a knot of fear settle in her gut. He was right. �Have you got a plan?�
�You mean a better plan than go in with guns blazing?� He shook his head.
She knew him well enough to know what he was thinking. This was bigger than just the two of them, but there wasn�t anyone else left now. All their friends were gone.
How did things get this bad?
She knew the answer to that, too.
My fault.
�She probably already knows we�re coming,� Professor said.
Jade nodded soberly. �But there�s something she doesn�t know.�
�What�s that?�
* * *
�How it ends.�
�Jade?�
Jade blinked and looked around. Where am I? She spotted Professor, but he looked different, younger, without the scar.
I remember this. Yet, it was an old memory, like something from a dream. Her eyes slid sideways and she saw�.
The universe abruptly synchronized and she realized what had happened. This was the reality and all of those things that she now remembered so vividly were nothing but distant possible futures.
�Jade?� Professor repeated. �You okay?�
She nodded slowly, unable to tear her stare away from�.
Ophelia leaned forward, her eyes alight with hope and anticipation. �What did you see?�
Jade shook her head. �Nothing.�
* * *
After two fruitless hours, Jade gave up on the hoped-for oblivion of sleep. She pulled on a t-shirt and a pair of cargo shorts and headed up to the deck to get some fresh air. The tropical night was warm and humid, but not uncomfortably so. The stars were startlingly visible despite the bright lights that illuminated the deck and shone out over the water, and a nearly full moon hung almost directly overhead.
The moon made her think about their goal, but also called to mind Professor�s theory about the added influence of tidal forces on the dark matter fields. Dorion had explained it to her on the flight from London. The Delphic oracle had only spoken on one day each month, when a half moon would have been visible in the sky during daylight hours. He had suggested that perhaps at other times, the alignment of earth, moon and sun might combine to negate the dark matter field, but there was another possibility, a simpler one to Jade�s way of thinking. The moon�s gravity complemented the dark matter field, and that effect was strongest when the moon was overhead. Perhaps that was why so many ancient cultures had worshipped the moon; perhaps they had known that, in addition to helping them mark the turning of the seasons, the moon might also reveal possible futures.
Maybe the knowledge of those possible futures, even at a subconscious level, lay at the heart of all the anecdotal reports about strange behavior during the full moon. There was a reason, after all, that insane people were called lunatics.
�Couldn�t sleep?�
She started reflexively, but it was Professor�s voice and she knew there was no cause for alarm. She turned and found him sitting in a deck chair, likewise gazing into the sky. �Guess I�m not used to being rocked in my bed all night long,� she lied. �What about you?�
�Stargazing. To be honest, I�m not exactly sold on the accuracy of this ship�s GPS navigation system.�
�You think it will happen again?�
He shrugged. �It�s like when you know something�s wrong with your car, but when you take it to the mechanic, everything runs fine. No one�s given a good explanation for why it started acting up, so the problem hasn�t been fixed.�
She was about to ask him for his opinion on what that cause might be, but realized she already knew the answer. �You think there�s another saboteur on board?�
�The thought has crossed my mind. Despite what Ophelia�s brother told her, the Norfolk Group hasn�t given up, and I don�t think they�ll stop now. It�s just a matter of time before they try again. They�ll probably wait until we get where going to make their next move, but�� Another shrug. �Better safe than sorry.� He stared at her appraisingly. �You saw something, didn�t you? Something you don�t want to tell the others?�
�It�s nothing.�
�Just like when you saw Hodges� robot blowing up and killing us all was nothing?�
She put her hands on her hips in what she hoped looked like a sufficiently irritated pose. �As you�ll recall, that didn�t happen. These visions�premonitions�whatever you want to call them, are just possibilities, and when you get right down to it, we can imagine those for ourselves without magic or dark matter or whatever.�
�Fair enough. So what did you see?�
She pulled another chair up next to him and settled into it. �If you had the power to see possible futures, how would you use it?�
�Winning lotto numbers. Sports betting.� He said it with a grin. �But that word �possible� kind of throws a monkey wrench in the works. So, I guess I�d look for things that aren�t subject to random variations.�
�Like what?�
�Well, natural disasters like earthquakes or volcanic eruptions. We can�t predict them, but the forces that govern those things are mechanistic. I told you about the Schroedinger�s Cat experiment right? That�s an example of alternate universes governed by randomness. But a lot of things are not random at all. The earth�s rotation, the phases of the moon, the tides; these things all happen the same way regardless of random variations. Or, if you believe in the multiverse hypothesis, those things happen the same way in all�well, most possible universes. That�s true of other things that we aren�t able to predict with certainty.
�We know, for example, that someday the Yellowstone super-volcano is going to blow. We don�t know what the tipping point is and there�s not a whole lot we can do to change those geological forces, but I have a feeling that when it finally does erupt, it will happen across all the possible universes. Or at least the ones that we are likely to inhabit. So, if you were able to see one possible future and pick up a newspaper that talks about an eruption at a specific date and time, then you could pretty confidently take action based on the knowledge that the event is going to occur. Evacuate the area, ground all flights, prepare for the ash cloud. Provided of course that you could get the authorities to believe you.�
Jade nodded slowly. �And if you weren�t a particularly scrupulous individual, what then?�
�I�d buy stock in bottled water and dust masks, I guess.� He paused for just a moment, then continued. �You think there�s a chance that someone who isn�t particularly scrupulous might be planning to do something like that?�
�And we�re working to help her get it.�
�Ophelia doesn�t strike me as being quite that calculating.�
�People change. And you know what they say about power and corruption.�
He frowned. �Now you�re getting into territory that isn�t quite so deterministic. In any case, you can�t judge a person on the basis of what they might do.�
�If you had known from the beginning that Hodges was already working for the Norfolk Group, what would you have done differently?�
�Point taken. So you think that if we allow Ophelia to find the Moon stone and open a permanent window on the future, she�s going to go all power hungry and destroy the world?�
�I don�t think it,� she said, almost at a whisper. �I saw it.�
And that�s not all I saw.
Professor was silent for a long time after that. Finally he said, �Forewarned is forearmed, right? Now that we know what might happen, we can take steps to make sure it never does.�
�And what if the steps we take are exactly what lead us to ruin?�
�You see why I�m happier not knowing. You�ll drive yourself crazy trying to second-guess every decision. What you really need is a good night�s sleep though.�
�Probably. But I think I�ll just sit here with you a while longer.�
Professor smiled. �I can live with that.�
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Great Isaac Cay, The Bahamas
The Quest Explorer arrived at its destination, without any further unexpected detours, in the early hours before sunrise. Jade had eventually turned in and slept successfully, her weariness overcoming her anxiety, but when she awoke, the apprehension returned in full force. As they sat over breakfast in the salon, she found herself staring at Ophelia the way a person might look at a career criminal or a known sexual predator, just waiting for them to give in to the dark desires hiding under the surface. And yet, Ophelia had not done anything wrong and might not ever do anything. Perhaps it would require only a single word, spoken at the right time, to ensure Jade�s memories of that dire future would never come to pass.
Jade knew that the answer to the riddle of what that tipping point might be was probably there in her memory as well, but when she tried to think back�or was it forward?�she could only remember terror and loss on a scale that almost made her start crying.
It didn�t happen. It won�t happen. I won�t let it.
After the meal, they all went out on the deck for their first look at the smudge of sand that was Great Isaac Cay. To call it an island was overly generous. The cay was little more than a brow of limestone which, by virtue of its location, had been trapping sand for uncounted millennia. Rising up from it like a rude gesture was the Great Isaac Lighthouse, a one hundred-fifty-two foot tall rusty white spire that flashed its automated navigational warning light every fifteen seconds to alert mariners to the treacherous shallows of the Bahama Banks.
From their anchorage just north of the cay, Jade found it hard to believe the light was still operational. The dilapidated tower and crumbling remains of keeper�s house and other support structures looked more desolate than some of the ruins she had excavated.
�It�s supposedly haunted,� Professor said, with a mischievous gleam in his eye and looking none the worse for wear after his all-night vigil. �According to the lore, in the nineteenth century, a ship foundered nearby with all hands lost except an infant child who washed ashore alive. The ghost of his mother still haunts the island, especially during the full moon, looking for her son. They call her �the Grey Lady.��
�You�re kidding, right?� Jade had heard so many ghost stories in her years of field research that they were hardly more than background noise, but in this instance, she found herself hoping that Professor was just making it up.
He shook his head. �The Grey Lady bit is probably just a coincidence, but the part about the full moon got my attention. Especially since it�s a full moon tonight.�
�It�s not on the island,� Dorion said, peering at the lighthouse. �This is familiar, but we�re in the wrong place.�
Though she kept silent, Jade had felt it too. The sight of the lighthouse had awakened more memories of future events revealed to her by the Shew Stone, but she felt none of the excitement that had accompanied a similar awakening in Costa Rica. Rather, this felt like the first ominous step down a path that could only lead to tragedy
Nichols, who had joined them on deck, raised an eyebrow, but did not voice the question that was clearly foremost in his mind. �We can take you out in a launch. Circle the cay until you, uh, find what it is your looking for. If it�s in the shallows, we won�t be able to bring the Explorer in, but there�s more than one way to skin a cat.�
He led them to the side of the boat where a rigid hulled inflatable boat hung in a davit. Further along the deck was an empty sling, which presumably had once held the boat stolen by the missing crewman who had tried to kill them with the submersible. The remaining launch was lowered into the water, and the four passengers joined Nichols and another crewman for the excursion. With Dorion providing navigational cues, they motored to a spot northwest of the cay.
Jade looked back to the lighthouse, recalling that this was the view as seen from the place where they had found� or rather would find� the Moon stone. Dorion confirmed this a moment later. �Here. It�s directly below us.�
Nichols looked over the edge. The blue water was stunningly clear and Jade could see the sandy bottom and the reef protruding through. There was nothing that hinted at an old submerged wreck. �You say the Misericordia is down there?�
Professor looked as well. �What do you figure? About six fathoms?�
Nichols nodded. �The Explorer draws just shy of twenty-eight feet. That�s a little shallow for my liking, but if we watch the tides and maybe shed a little ballast, we should be able to work in here. It�s a nice depth for diving. We won�t have to worry about decompression stops. But this is a tricky business. You start blasting holes in the reef, and two things are likely to happen pretty darn quick. First, the government�s gonna ask what the hell we�re doing, and where�s our permit? Second, every pirate from here to New Orleans is going to come running to see what we�ve found.�
�Pirates?� asked Ophelia, a little nervously.
�My rivals. Other treasure hunters. Claim jumpers.�
Jade knew that what Nichols was talking about simply went with the territory.
�It would be in our best interests to avoid drawing a lot of attention to our presence here,� Ophelia said.
�I disagree,� said Professor. �Given what happened last night, the wrong people already know that we�re here and they�ve always known what we�re after. Keeping things on the level isn�t going to make our situation any worse, and it will probably make it better since we�ll have the authorities on our side.�
Jade thought it was a good argument, but Ophelia disagreed. �Going through official channels takes time, Dr. Chapman, and that�s something that�s in short supply.�
�Can�t you grease the wheels?� Jade asked, with a little more snark than she intended.
�That works most of the time, but not always,� Nichols said. �All it takes is for one historian or government official who cares more about doing his job than earning his paycheck, and those wheels get very sticky. Our problem here is that we don�t have a good basis for a claim. No offense, Dr. Chapman, but what you�re doing is about the same as water-witching, and it doesn�t hold up in court. We�d need historical evidence supporting the idea that the Misericordia went down here � and if I�m not mistaken, Dr. Chapman told us that the evidence puts her a few thousand miles to the east. We would also need some physical evidence, including something that positively identifies the Misericordia. When I look down there, I don�t see any evidence of a shipwreck.�
�It�s buried under the sand,� Dorion said. �Right down there.�
�Do you know anything about marine archaeology Dr. Dorion? Do you know what happens to a ship that sinks, especially in a place like this? Salt water can do a number on a wooden ship right quick. While that�s happening, currents and storms are pounding against the wreck, ripping it apart and scattering it across the ocean floor. If any pieces big enough survive the storm season, they might become an artificial reef. Coral and other organisms start to grow on it the ribs of the ship or the cannon, and pretty soon, what�s left of the ship has become a new reef. Experts like me know how to look at a bottom profile and see the outline of an old wreck in the shape of the reef. I�m not seeing that here.�
Dorion spread his hands helplessly. �It is there.�
�Be that as it may, we can�t file a claim until we can prove it.�
�And we can�t prove it until we start excavating,� Jade said. �We�re chasing our tail.�
�I need what�s down there,� Ophelia said. Her tone was more authoritarian than desperate, and Jade was reminded that Ophelia was used to getting what she wanted. This time would be no exception.
Nichols� scratched his chin. �Well, I�ve got a pretty good in with the guy who makes these decisions. They would much rather deal with someone like me than with some of my competitors. I�ll make the calls, but I�m going to need a lot of latitude for these negotiations.�
�You have carte blanche,� Ophelia assured him. �Whatever it takes.�
Nichols seemed genuinely surprised by this. �I don�t get it, Ms. Doerner. You�ve already got more money than God, and treasure hunting, for all its romantic appeal, is a lousy investment. Why are you doing this?�
Ophelia ignored him.
* * *
By the time the Quest Explorer was over the coordinates Dorion had indicated, Nichols had used his blank check to secure permission to excavate an exploratory hole. Jade and the others could do little more than stand by and watch as the mailbox blowers were lowered into place over the ship�s propellers. The crew had stripped down to swim trunks. Even Nichols had traded in his designer work shirt for a pair of baggy board shorts. His deep bronze all-over tan confirmed Jade�s suspicion that he remained very involved in the day to day operations of his company. Jade hoped that the ship�s master would stay in uniform, or at the very least, stay on the bridge; even the thought of Lee half-naked was enough to make her throw up a little in her mouth.
With the blowers locked in place, the engines revved up, and for the next fifteen minutes or so, the ship sat unmoving, held in place by anchors with all the slack hauled in, as a blizzard of sand swirled up from below and turned the blue water a milky white. While they waited for the sediment cloud to clear, Jade and Professor began getting ready for the dive.
�I�ll stay topside,� Professor told Jade. �Just in case there�s a problem.�
�Are you sure?� She had never known Professor or any other SEAL to pass up a chance to get wet, but he nodded.
�Probably no reason to worry, but after what happened last night, I�m not going to take any chances.� He stared at her for a second and then said, �Where�s your watch?�
She shrugged. �Broke.�
He stripped off his own wrist chronograph and handed it to her. Jade felt her breath catch when she saw the watch � a stainless steel Omega Seamaster with a bright blue face � but as soon she felt it in her hand, the weird feeling passed. It looked a lot like the watch she�d been wearing in the vision the Shew Stone had showed her, but it wasn�t the same; Professor�s watch was bigger and heavier.
�I�ll want that back. I hope you can take better care of it than you did your own.�
�Yes, dad.� She slipped it over her wrist and closed the double-clasp. The watch was two-fingers loose.
�Just wear it outside the sleeve of your wetsuit,� he directed. �And don�t forget to look at it once in a while.�
�The dive isn�t going to take that long,� she said, and then wished she hadn�t.
�Oh. Sure, I guess you would already know that.�
She managed a wan smile. �The good news is, you probably don�t need to worry about anything going wrong. Not here at least.�
�Maybe nothing goes wrong because I�m worried.�
�Touch�, Professor. Well played.�
She stripped down to her bikini without the least trace of self-consciousness. Having spent more than half her life � nearly all her childhood � in a swimsuit, it was second nature now. Still, as she started to pull on a wetsuit borrowed from the Quest Explorer�s gear locker, Jade had to admit, she did look pretty good in the little red two-piece.
As she was donning the rest of her gear, Ophelia joined them. Like everyone else, she was in a swimsuit, which in this case was a tasteful, if ridiculously expensive Missoni Mare psychedelic pattern bikini which fully accentuated her enhanced physique, a fact that did not go unnoticed by the male crewmen she walked past. Jade was a little surprised by her own reaction; she felt threatened in a way that had nothing at all to do with sexuality.
�I�d like to dive,� she said.
Professor met Ophelia�s gaze and his eyes did not stray. �Are you certified?�
The slight tilt of her head was answer enough.
�In order to SCUBA dive, even if it�s just recreationally, you need to have a certification. And to get the certification, you have to take a class and pass a test. So, if you haven�t done that, the answer is, �sorry, no.��
�I�m a fast learner. You can teach me.�
�Yes, I can. I�m a certified instructor. Maybe later, if there�s time, I can get on the Internet and print the manual for the bookwork portion of the class. But right this minute, the answer is, �sorry, no.��
There was nothing Ophelia could say that would change Professor�s mind, but Jade had to wonder if there was anything Professor could say that would make Ophelia realize that. Evidently, �sorry, no� was enough. Ophelia turned away, with almost preternatural calm, and strode back the way she�d come.
Jade watched her leave. �She�s going to get Nichols, or someone else, to let her make the dive.�
�Probably. And she�ll probably do just fine.�
�Then why didn�t you just give in?�
Professor shrugged. �Dunno. You ready?�
Jade put on her mask and, with Professor trailing, made her way down a gangplank to the dive platform at the waterline. Dorion and several members of the crew gathered above, eager to see what treasures would be found. On the platform, another crewman, likewise suited up to dive, showed Jade the weighted line that would take them to the edge of the excavation. From there, she would be on her own, free to investigate the hole that Explorer had blasted in the reef. Without further delay, Jade held her mask in place and stepped off the platform into the lukewarm soup of the Atlantic.
* * *
Ophelia�s expression betrayed none of the rage that was burning just beneath her smooth exterior. How dare they deny me this opportunity! They wouldn�t even be here if not for me.
Nichols would not refuse her. She had already found the correct pressure point to use against him. The only question was whether he could give her what she wanted quickly enough. Perhaps she could also get him to recall the divers, bring Jade back up before she found the prize. Ophelia wanted to be the first to find it, the first to touch it and peer through the window into the infinite possibilities of the future.
There was no sign of Nichols on deck. She found that odd, but a helpful crewman who seemed to be having difficulty raising his eyes to meet hers � a fact that she found deliciously satisfying � told her where to find Cliff Barry. Barry seemed all too eager to accommodate her, and led her to a private companionway that had not been on their tour. There was just one door at the end of the corridor, and beyond it, Barry told her, lay Nichols� executive stateroom.
Barry knocked and Ophelia tapped her foot, counting out the seconds. There were two things she hated: being told no and waiting. Having been subjected to the former by Chapman made this all the more unendurable. Finally, the door opened, but the face that greeted her did not belong to the owner of QMI.
Ophelia stared at the familiar visage for a moment. �I know you.�
Recognition quickly gave way to alarm, but before she could protest, Barry addressed the man. �We�re alone.�
�Inside, quickly.� The man stepped back and Barry put an impertinent hand on Ophelia�s back and pushed her forward into the stateroom.
Ophelia tried to mask her rising fear with outrage. �Don�t touch me,� she snarled, and then rounded on the unidentified man. �You were at Delphi. One of the men that tried to kill us. How dare you��
�Shut up.� The order was delivered in a cold, emotionless voice that was somehow more commanding than if it had been a shout. Ophelia closed her mouth and said nothing more. �Thank you,� he continued. �My name is Brian Hodges, and yes, I was there at Delphi. And before you say anything more, you should know that I�m here because your brother sent me to keep you out of trouble. You have no idea what you�re playing with here, Ms. Doerner.�
�You�re trying to stop us. You tried to kill the others last night.�
�Yes. Unfortunately, that didn�t work out as well as I�d hoped and now things are considerably more complicated.�
�Why are you doing this?�
Hodges� eyes narrowed. �I�m sure your brother told you about the Norfolk Group, and what we�re trying to do. That thing you�re looking for could set the world on fire. We � the Group, men like your brother � are not going to allow that to happen. In a situation like this, our protocols call for total sanitization. But apparently, those hard and fast rules aren�t so hard and fast when family is involved.� He made no effort to hide his contempt. �Big brother doesn�t want little sister to get hurt, so that puts me in a bit of a pinch.�
Ophelia�s heart was racing. Despite all they had been through, even the harrowing events in Greece, only now did she recognize so acutely her dangerous position. There was no one here to protect her and the only weapons she had with which to take control of the situation � her money, and her sexuality � were not going to make a bit of difference here. She drew in a shaky breath and said, �I won�t give up. If that means you have to kill me��
�I�m not going to kill you, Ms. Doerner. Not if I can help it. And since it�s obvious that I can�t get you to listen to reason, that leaves me just one option.�
�What�s that?�
His lips curled into a humorless smile. �I�m going to help you get what you want.�
* * *
Jade followed the line down quickly, holding her mask against her face and blowing through her nose to equalize the pressure in her inner ear. She could feel the powerful tug of the Gulf Stream�s current. Five hundred years ago, European mariners had relied on this warm-water conveyor belt to speed them across the Atlantic with their cargo of wealth from the New World, but the current was capricious. The strong surface current also energized tropical cyclones; it had probably been just such a storm that had thrown the Misericordia onto the shoals near Great Isaac Cay, and then buried it under tons of sand.
The weighted line ended at a berm created by the powerful thrust from the Explorer�s engines at the edge of a much deeper crater. Most of the sediment stirred up by the operation of the mailbox blowers had settled, but Jade could see the flow of the current in the few remaining suspended motes. It wouldn�t be long before the ocean filled in this divot and erased all trace of their excavation.
Jade stared down into the crater for a moment, marveling at what had been uncovered. She had not expected to see a Spanish galleon, sitting pretty and just waiting for her to stroll its perfectly preserved decks, yet what she now saw was almost as impressive. The ship had been mauled relentlessly by the currents and eroded by the corrosive power of salt water, but she could clearly make out the heavy wooden beams of its skeleton. Other dark shapes were starkly visible against the white sand. Metal artifacts perhaps, encrusted and oxidized, lay scattered about the bottom of the crater.
The crew diver joined her there a moment later, and after flashing her a thumbs-up, kicked forward and dropped down into the hole. Jade went in after him. To maximize their search time, they split up and began swimming in opposite directions, scouring the bottom for treasures. Although Jade was only really interested in one item, anything that might establish the identity of the wreck would help them legally justify their initial exploration, which could prove essential if the recovery of the Moon stone turned out to be more difficult than expected. Jade�s prescient glimpse into the not-too distant future assured her it would not, but inasmuch as she hoped that vision would turn out to be wrong, it was better to do this by the numbers.
Beneath the sand lay an encrusted mass of limestone, the ancient remains of the reef upon which the sediment had accumulated.
The surface was crenelated with fissures and gaps � what treasure hunters called �solution holes� where coins, chains and other items could often be found. Jade painstakingly inspected several of these as she made her way around the circumference of the hole. She was careful to check her watch, just as Professor had told her, and was surprised by how little time had passed. Usually, when she was sifting through a ruin, looking for potsherds or other bits of ancient detritus, she fell into a sort of fugue state where hours could slip by without her knowledge. She was surprised to see that she had only been in the water for about twenty minutes and was nearly halfway around the edge of the circle. The other diver was just a few yards away, and Jade decided that when they met, they would head back to the surface for a break.
She returned her attention to the task at hand, exploring another solution hole. Something glinted from the crack in the limestone and when she took hold of it, she could feel a heaviness that could only mean she had found gold. It was a chain of thick links, similar to those found at other wrecks of the period. She tugged on it gently but the underlying rock refused to yield it up. She pulled harder and suddenly a section of stone broke free, releasing a cloud of sediment.
Jade slipped the heavy chain into her sample bag and waited for the silt to settle out. As it did, she spied something smooth and black with a gently convex surface that disappeared into the surrounding encrustation. It was too large to be a cannonball and a closer inspection showed none of the pitting and corrosion that marred metal objects.
She stared at it for a full minute before realizing what it was.

TWENTY-SIX

The atmosphere aboard the Quest Explorer was electric with the news of Jade�s discovery. Ophelia seemed to have completely forgotten about Professor�s slight and now hovered anxiously at the edge of the planning session for retrieving the Moon stone.
�It�s not dangerous,� Jade insisted, �but touching it would be a very bad idea, especially for a diver on the bottom.�
She did not elaborate and no one asked her to explain, but she wondered if perhaps the object was more dangerous than she was willing to admit. A blackout like the one she had experienced in Teotihuacan might prove fatal in the unforgiving underwater environment. Worse still, the Moon stone�s effect was not limited to direct contact. When Jade had come back aboard, she discovered that Professor�s watch was running a full six minutes slow.
Dorion had been astounded. �That�s the time dilation effect,� he explained. �You were much closer to the event horizon than we were on the surface.�
�You said the difference would be measured in nanoseconds,� Professor pointed out.
�I thought it would. The field must be more massive than I imagined.�
�That will make the Moon stone considerably heavier. Perez mentioned that the orb was heavier, but if it has enough gravity to cause a time differential that significant, then it may be too heavy to lift.�
�Surely it can�t be that heavy,� Ophelia countered. �The Spaniard, Alvaro, was able to drag the thing through those tunnels under the pyramid by himself.�
�It may have continued to accrete more dark matter,� said Dorion. �The sphere shape and the existing field would continue to draw in particles as the Earth passes through space, just like a black hole grows more massive as it pulls in material.�
�We have to try,� Ophelia insisted. �This ship can lift cannons. Surely it can lift a big stone ball.�
�Just how big are we talking?� asked Nichols.
Jade recalled the small portion of it that had been exposed, a section about eight inches across. �Judging by the curvature, I�d say the size of a big beach ball. Maybe twenty-four inches max.�
Professor did some quick math in his head. �A little over seven thousand cubic inches.�
�A cubic inch of twenty-four karat gold weighs seven-tenths of a pound,� Nichols supplied. �If it�s as heavy as gold, then figure about two and a half tons. I seriously doubt this rock of yours is that heavy, but even if it is, our boom crane can lift twice that much.�
�It may be much heavier,� Dorion said in a quiet voice, �to create that kind of relativistic effect�� He lapsed into silence as if unable to put his fears into words.
�Maybe your watch is just running slow,� Nichols countered. �Anyway, we won�t know until we�ve tried.�
�How will we secure it?� asked Jade.
�Cradle sling. Probably two or three overlapping. We�ll clear away the surrounding matrix and then wrap it from the sides. Floatation tubes will add some buoyancy and make the crane�s job a little easier until we can get it to the surface. Should be a walk in the park.�
Jade wasn�t quite so sanguine, but Nichols knew his business. �Let me set the slings.�
�Have you ever done that before?� asked Nichols, skeptically.
�No, but I�ve got the most experience of anyone here with an object like this. I know to treat it like a live wire.�
Nichols frowned and then glanced at Ophelia as if asking her permission. Ophelia just nodded. Jade found that strange, but decided to chalk it up to Nichols simply being paranoid about the possible liability if anything happened to Jade during the procedure.
�I�ll have one of my techs shadow you. We won�t try to lift until he checks your work.�
�Fine by me.�
Nichols nodded. �All right then. Let�s go get your Moon stone.�
* * *
Two hours later, and with Professor�s chronograph synchronized to GPS time, Jade was back in the water. She wasted no time with further exploration, but went directly toward the bright orange flag that marked the Moon stone�s location. Using a small rock hammer, she went to work on the buildup of minerals that had accumulated around the sphere, vacuuming the residue away with a suction pump. The encrustation was softer than she had expected, as if the sphere had only been sitting there for a few years instead of more than four hundred. Perhaps, she thought with just hint of concern, the effect of time dilation close to the sphere was so strong that it had actually only been years and not centuries.
Further digging soon revealed a dark orb, smooth and black as graphite, about two feet across, just as she had estimated. The color, or rather the lack thereof, was remarkable, and Jade wondered if it was also an effect of the dark matter field, absorbing light like a black hole. She would have expected the ancient craftsmen who made the Moon stone to use a silver metallic rock, but perhaps they had known what scientists would only discover thousands of years later � the moon only appeared to be a bright white light in the sky because of reflected sunlight. In reality, Earth�s satellite was as dark as the black volcanic sands that coated the beaches of her native Hawaii.
Under the watchful eye of the salvage tech, Jade carefully wrapped four web-like cargo slings around the exterior of orb, securing them in place with titanium carabiners. She wasn�t worried about whether the reinforced nylon straps and the metal links would be able to bear the strain of lifting something that might weigh as much as a mid-sized car, but something � a prescient memory perhaps, or maybe just a bad feeling � told her that recovering the Moon stone would not go as smoothly as Nichols believed.
She clipped the last D-ring in place and then turned around just in time to see the salvage tech kicking toward the top of the crater. Her brow furrowed behind her mask, but after a few seconds she saw him descending once more, this time trailing a thick cable that was attached to an enormous metal hook. He wrestled the unwieldy length of braided wire into place above the sphere and then handed the hook to Jade. The cable was surprisingly stiff and she had to plant her flippered feet on the floor of the excavation in order to get the leverage required to bring the hook close enough to grab the carabiners.
The exertion left her arms feeling rubbery. She knew that she had probably been breathing a little harder too, using up her precious supply of air. According to her watch, she still had at least twenty minutes of bottom time, and if she ran out unexpectedly, she could always ditch her gear and make an emergency free ascent, but it probably wouldn�t come to that. They were nearly finished.
With one hand on the cable, she turned to get more instructions from the tech diver but he was no longer in the crater with her. She looked up and spotted him, a dark speck moving beneath the enormous oval of the Explorer�s hull.
Where�s he going?
* * *
�Where is she?� Professor said. He sounded irritated, but Dorion thought perhaps he was trying to hide his concern. �She�s five minutes overdue.�
Dorion leaned out over the rail and peered down into the depths, trying to catch a glimpse of what was going on down in the excavation. There was little to see, but Dorion had learned how to spot the rising bubble of the divers� exhalations. �They do not appear to be out of air.�
Professor shook his head. �She�s got a reserve, but the whole point of a reserve is that you don�t use it. You keep it, well, in reserve. For emergencies.�
�If there are relativistic effects from the Moon stone, as I believe there must be, then time is passing more slowly for Jade. To her, it may seem like only a few minutes have elapsed.�
Professor made a growling noise, as if acknowledging the possibility but drawing no comfort from it. Dorion knew that no further explanation was required. He was used to people looking at him blankly when he tried to explain even the simplest aspects of Einstein�s Theory of Special Relativity, but he knew that Professor was already well versed in the subject. He still didn�t know exactly what subject Chapman was a professor of, but he was one of the few people Dorion had ever met, outside of CERN, whom he considered to be an intellectual peer.
�Someone�s coming up,� shouted a crewman, and both Dorion and Professor hastened to the edge to watch the diver rise into view. Dorion felt a twinge of disappointment when he saw that it was the salvage technician that had gone down to supervise Jade. Barry joined them on the dive platform and helped the man climb aboard and shed his gear.
�Where�s Jade?� Professor asked.
�Just finishing up,� the diver said. He turned to Barry. �Now is as good a time as any.�
Something about the man�s tone, or perhaps it was the look in his eyes, resonated with something in Dorion�s memory. He wasn�t sure exactly what it was, but he knew that he had glimpsed this moment before. No doubt it was part of the same vision that had led them to this spot. He had not told the others everything he had seen while holding the Shew Stone. So much of it had seemed irrelevant or just completely unimaginable, and just as with his earlier premonitions at CERN, sometimes it took a trigger to bring one of those memories to the forefront of his consciousness. That was what he was experiencing now, but only as a vague feeling of foreboding.
Something bad was about to happen.
He was still thinking that when he saw Barry nod to the diver. In a smooth, almost nonchalant motion, the Chief Mate hefted one of the diver�s oxygen bottles and swung it like a baseball bat. There was a loud clank as the aluminum cylinder slammed into the back of Professor�s head.
Professor crumpled, dazed but still clinging to consciousness. Dorion felt similarly stunned by the brutal attack. He drew back, a purely reflexive movement, and looked about for some avenue of escape. No one moved to block him. Instead, Barry deftly picked up a heavy weight belt and wrapped it around Professor�s waist. The latter seemed to grasp what was happening, but his efforts to resist were slow and ineffective. Barry got the belt buckled and then gave Professor a hard shove that toppled him over the edge of the platform where he vanished with a small splash.
Dorion ran. He sprinted up the gangplank to the main deck where Ophelia, Nichols and several other crewmen were looking on.
�Ophelia,� he shouted. �They just��
His cry fell silent as he caught sight of the familiar, but almost forgotten, face of Brian Hodges, standing with the others.
Ophelia stepped close and placed a hand on Dorion�s arm. �It�s all right, Paul. You�re in no danger.�
Dorion gaped. His mouth worked but he couldn�t find any words.
�It�s going to be okay,� Ophelia continued. �This is the way it has to be. You�ll see.�
She turned her head toward Hodges and gave a nod.
Hodges returned the nod and then directed his attention to Nichols. �Do it.�
Dorion felt paralyzed. Do it? Do what? This wasn�t what was supposed to happen.
Or was it?
The memories of an uncertain future broke free from the place where he had, in utter disbelief, locked them away, and flooded through him.
It was.
The Quest Explorer�s engines roared to life, and the ocean beneath the ship began to boil.
* * *
Jade heard a splash, not an unusual sound on a dive site, and looked up at the outline of the hull. Something was coming down. No, not something. Someone. The outline of the rapidly falling figure was distinctly man-shaped, but something looked wrong about it. The man wasn�t kicking with his fins or trying to reach the guide line. He was simply sinking, and fast. Someone had fallen overboard.
Without a second thought, Jade let go of the cable and started swimming for the distant shape, even as she saw the current grab hold and start to pull him away. The Gulf Stream hit him like a stiff wind, dragging him away but without enough force to slow his downward plunge. She could see that the man was moving, struggling, but none of his efforts seemed to reverse his awful trajectory.
Kicking furiously now, her fins propelling her through the water like a rocket, she could make out more detail. The man wasn�t wearing a wetsuit, definitely not a diver�.
Oh my God. It�s Professor.
At that instant, an ominous rumble filled her ears. She glanced up just in time to see a plume of white froth erupt at the stern of the Quest Explorer.
Disbelief and rage vied for primacy in Jade�s mind. What were they doing up there? With a diver in the water and a man overboard, they had fired up the mailbox blowers. Were they insane?
Then, as the blast hit her like the spray from a fire hose, engulfing her in a storm of white violence, she knew that the answer was much worse.

TWENTY-SEVEN

�What are you doing?� shrieked Dorion. �They�ll be killed.�
For just a moment, his shock at seeing Hodges, the man who had tried to murder them more times than he could remember, was overcome by the immediacy of the peril Jade and Professor were now in.
Ophelia hushed him again. �It was a tragic accident,� she said, as if reading from a newspaper obituary. �Jade made an unscheduled dive, not realizing that we were about to start another excavation. Dr. Chapman dove in to save her and was caught in the blast.�
For a moment, his mind refused to accept Ophelia�s complicity in what was unfolding. �You�re working with�him?�
She gave him a sad look. �It has to be this way, Paul. It�s the only way they�ll let us continue our research.�
Dorion still could not fully process this.
Hodges stepped close, his face a mask of cold menace. �Dr. Dorion, whether or not you continue to live is entirely inconsequential to me. If this is going to be a problem, you can join your friends down there.�
�Paul, don�t think about it,� Ophelia urged. �I need your help. Don�t you see this is for the best? It was a tragic accident. That�s all.�
Dorion gaped at her. Had she actually convinced herself of the lie?
Nichols rejoined them and spoke directly to Hodges as if they were old friends. �That�s probably long enough.�
�Any sign of them?�
�No. If they do pop back to the surface, that is to say if they weren�t blasted into chum or buried in sediment, both of which are pretty darn likely, it won�t be until we shut the blowers off.�
Hodges looked skeptical. �Could they still be alive down there? Ihara has a SCUBA tank.�
�I suppose anything is possible. She was probably already well into her reserve. If she had more than ten minutes left, I�d be very surprised.�
�Then keep the blowers running for ten more minutes.�
Nichols shrugged. �You�re the boss.�
You�re the boss, Dorion thought. Professor had speculated that the saboteur who had tried to kill them with the submersible might actually be a member of the crew. Now the truth was revealed; not one member of the crew, but all of them.
Hodges had no doubt come aboard in Nassau. How did he escape the authorities in Delphi? The answer to that was obvious as well. Ophelia�s brother, a member of the deadly Norfolk Group, had seen to that, springing the assassin from jail and putting him back on the hunt, but this time with a difference; this time, his orders were to keep Ophelia alive.
And Ophelia insisted on keeping me alive.
Like a complex equation suddenly resolving before his eyes, Dorion saw that he really had no choice in the matter. Jade and Professor were already dead. His continued defiance would not bring them back, and would accomplish nothing more than to cut short his own life. Ophelia was right. There was work to do, amazing work. He had glimpsed the possibilities of the future as if through a window. Now it was time to open the door and step through into an amazing new world.
�A tragic accident,� he mumbled, and then turned to Ophelia and nodded.
* * *
Jade�s world vanished in a tumult of white noise. The force of the blowers knocked her mask askew, flooding salt water into her eyes with a fury that felt like sand paper. She bit down on the SCUBA regulator mouthpiece, knowing that if she lost it, she was dead.
The struggle to simply stay alive consumed her thoughts, but some analytical part of her brain, far removed from the now-dominant reptilian survival instinct, demanded an explanation. Why had Explorer turned on the Jacuzzi jets? Why had Professor fallen overboard?
Professor!
The blowers slammed her into the seafloor. The impact drove the breath from her lungs, and despite her best efforts, she felt the regulator explode from between her teeth. She flailed frantically in the total whiteout until she managed to snag the air hose and felt along its length until she found the mouthpiece. She struggled against the weight of the water pressing down from above. Farther away from the source, it was a little less like being under a rocket taking off, more like being under a waterfall, or being caught in the spin cycle at Pipeline. She couldn�t swim, but she could crawl, and just that tiny scrap of control brought her back a step from pure panic mode.
Professor!
He was still out there, drowning, maybe already dead.
She refused to accept that. And yet, unless she did something immediately, it would be true.
She crawled forward blindly, trying to fix his last position in her mind�s eye. She had been swimming toward him when the blowers had started up, maybe twenty yards away. If the blowers had driven him to the bottom as well, then she would find him somewhere along the straight line she was now moving.
But what if she couldn�t keep a straight line? What if, in the blast from the Explorer�s props, she had gotten turned around, or Professor had been blown in another direction? What was to stop her from wandering around in circles, like the pilots of Flight 19, mere inches from Professor as he drowned?
If he was still alive, he had only seconds remaining. She knew that SEALs prided themselves on being able to hold their breath longer than anyone, but something told her Professor might not have gotten a chance to draw a good breath before going in.
Don�t think about that. Just find him.
She tried to straighten her mask, but in the relentless cascade, it was impossible to clear it of water. She gave up, visibility was nil anyway, and started crawling forward, sweeping out with her hands every few feet in hopes of snagging his inert form.
Too bad the Shew Stone didn�t show me this, she thought mordantly. And yet, in a strange way, it had. It had shown her a future where she and Professor were preparing to make their last stand against a power-mad Ophelia Doerner. Ophelia had evidently taken that step, gone over to the dark side, which meant that the future she had seen had to be real.
And that meant Professor was alive and she was going to save him.
She kept moving, kept searching, refused to acknowledge the passing seconds, every one of which took Professor closer to oblivion.
Her groping hands found something, a rock like so many others she had found�no, wait. Her fingers were raw from searching and dragging herself across the reef. She couldn�t tell what she was touching now, but there was something different about it. She found it again, grasped it, pulled herself close.
It had moved. Definitely not a rock.
She was close enough now to make out a blur of color, the bronze hue of tanned skin.
It was Professor.
Frantic but now also hopeful, she drew herself closer, climbing his torso like a horizontal ladder over a crevasse, and found his face. Unable to tell if he was conscious � she would not allow herself to think past that � she took the regulator from her mouth and pushed it between his lips.
Nothing.
She let go of the mouthpiece and instead pressed her own mouth against his, exhaling her breath into him.
He jerked, started coughing and thrashing, but she held fast, one arm wrapped around his neck, unable to do anything but ride out the spasms as his body fought to purge the water from his lungs. Then, miraculously, she felt a tapping against her back.
She thrust the regulator at his face and this time he took it of his own accord. She felt more spasms, but after a few seconds, he was pressing the mouthpiece into her hands again. She took it, drew a shallow breath then forced herself to take another, this time deeper, filling her lungs.
Your turn, she thought, handing it back to him.
With each hand-off, the coughing spasms eased until he seemed to be breathing normally. Jade had let go of his neck, but now had one arm wrapped around him, hugging him close as if he were the only stable thing in her universe.
Abruptly, the pressure holding them down eased and Jade felt her natural buoyancy return. The ominous rumble of Quest Explorer�s engines abated as well, replaced by the eerie calm of the still ocean. She looked up, half expecting to see total normalcy restored to the submerged depths, but everything remained shrouded in a dark fog of sediment.
She felt Professor tapping her again. She could just make out his face, only an inch or two from his. He brought his hand close and pointed up. What was he trying to tell her? Swim back to the surface?
No. Someone had just tried to kill them again. Not just a lone saboteur, but someone who could command the Explorer�s crew to throw Professor over and fire up the blowers. Whoever was behind it probably thought they had succeeded, that both Jade and Professor were dead. Better to let them go on thinking it.
So what was he trying to say?
He opened his mouth and allowed a single globule of air to escape. As it rose into the cloud, he pointed at it.
Bubbles.
With the blowers off, their air bubbles would rise to the surface where a keen-eyed lookout might divine their significance.
Hoping that she understood what he wanted, she shrugged out of the tank harness and closed the valve on the manifold, shutting off the flow of air. Professor nodded, then pointed up again.
Duh. Of course we have to go up. But what about people up there waiting to kill us?
He must have heard what she was thinking, or read the question on her face, because he shrugged.
One thing at a time.

TWENTY-EIGHT

While half the crew scanned the murky water for any trace of Professor and Jade, the rest set about preparing for the recovery of the Moon stone. Dorion watched, not knowing whether to hope that the two lost souls would reappear. Hodges had insisted on running the engines for the full ten minutes of air that might be left in Jade�s tank, and once that was gone, they would certainly drown. But if, as Dorion suspected, time passed more slowly in close proximity to the Moon stone, then what seemed like ten minutes on the surface might only be one or two minutes on the bottom. But even if Jade and Professor did not drown, Hodges was waiting with an assault rifle from the ship�s small arms locker, ready to pick off anyone who surfaced.
�It will take about twenty minutes for this cloud to dissipate,� Nichols said. �But the package is already secured to the cable. Once it clears, we can send a diver down and hook up a floatation bag. Then we can bring it up.�
Hodges did not look particularly pleased with this assessment. Dorion recalled that the man�s mission in life was to destroy objects like the Moon stone, not bring them into the daylight. He was faintly surprised to hear Hodges say, �I don�t want to wait that long. Get your diver in the water now. He can follow the cable, so visibility isn�t a problem. I want to be underway within the hour.�
Nichols looked ready to argue, but evidently thought better of it. He turned away to give the orders.
�This is really happening, Paul,� Ophelia said, breathless with anticipation. �All our years of searching have finally brought us here. The power to see the future will be in my hands. I will be the new oracle, and I will use my sight to reshape the world.�
Dorion gave a glum nod. He understood her eagerness, indeed he had felt the same way for many years, hoping, though perhaps never really believing that they would actually find what they sought. Now that it was almost in hand, and at an unimaginable price, he found himself unable to share her excitement.
But this is the future I saw.
He recalled the old story of Croesus, who had been told by the oracle of Delphi that if he went to war, he would destroy a great empire. When he was defeated in battle, he returned and demanded to know why the oracle had misled him. �A great empire was destroyed,� the oracle had replied. �Your own.� The story was part of the recorded history of Delphi, but it read like a parable. Knowledge of the future was a double-bladed sword, fire in the hands of a child. Worse, it was a mirror, revealing more about the desires of the person who looked for it, than certain knowledge of what was to come. Desire was the force that shaped the future, not dark matter. Ophelia would have the future she craved, regardless of whether she possessed the Moon stone.
And what of me? What will my future be?
That was something the Shew Stone had not shown him.
It seemed only a minute or two had passed when the divers returned, their task accomplished. Even Nichols voiced amazement at how quickly they had finished, but Hodges curtailed the discussion with a terse growl. �Get on with it.�
Nichols gave the order to start the compressors.
�How long will this take?� asked Hodges.
�That depends on how heavy the package is. We probably won�t need to fully inflate the tube to see some results. Might just be a minute or two.�
Curious in spite of himself, Dorion moved back to the rail and peered down into the murky water, straining for some glimpse of the object that, even without fully realizing it, he had been searching for ever since that fateful day at CERN. The Moon stone. The original Omphalos.
He had never stopped to think about its origin. He felt quite certain that the spherical shape facilitated the accumulation of dark matter particles, pulling them in the way a black hole draws in material to increase its mass, but where had the process begun? Was it a natural occurrence, perhaps a small concentration that had been present when the earth�s crust had formed? That was unlikely; at its formation, the earth would have been molten and anything as massive as the sphere would have promptly sunk to the earth�s core. Something from a meteorite perhaps; that made more sense. The ancients of Mycenae had recognized something special about the stone globe and venerated it without really understanding what made it powerful. Perhaps they had not been the first; perhaps it had been found somewhere else, moving around the ancient world from one conquering kingdom to the next.
I wonder if Jade had a theory about that.
�What�s happening?� Ophelia�s gasp brought him back to the moment.
He expected to see the water boiling with air bubbles bleeding off the flotation bags or perhaps even glimpse enormous bladders rising into view through the silty water, but what he saw instead defied easy explanation. The water at the rear of the ship had risen up into a hump, like a wave or a swell, building but not breaking. The area of disturbance was only about fifty feet across, but already high enough that it had formed a sloping hill of water. Held in place by its anchors, the Explorer could not slide down the face of the disturbance, so instead the entire ship canted forward, nose pointing downslope. Dorion had to clutch at the rail to keep from tumbling across the deck.
Hodges rounded on Nichols. �What�s happening?�
�I have no idea. I�ve never seen anything like this.� He stabbed a finger at Dorion. �Ask him. He�s the expert.�
Dorion shook his head, but even as he did, he realized that perhaps he did know. �When Alvaro and Perez removed the stone from Teotihuacan, it triggered an earthquake that collapsed the tunnel and trapped Perez.�
�So?�
�That earthquake may have been caused by a gravitational anomaly. The dark matter field created by the sphere is just strong enough that any attempt to move it upsets the local gravity.�
Nichols was dubious. �You�re saying that little ball of rock can create earthquakes?�
�Or in this case, a tidal event. It is pulling the water toward it, causing a localized high tide.�
�We caused it, just by trying to move the stone?� said Ophelia. �How is that possible?�
�The orb has been sitting undisturbed for centuries, at equilibrium with its environment. If you have scales that are perfectly balanced, even a tiny grain of sand can upset the balance.�
�Is it going to get worse?� Hodges asked.
Dorion spread his hands. �I cannot say. I have never seen anything like this.�
As if he had been eavesdropping, Lee staggered down the stairs from the bridge cursing loudly and, if Dorion was not mistaken, a little drunkenly as well. �What are you doing to my ship?�
�It�s fine, Spencer,� Nichols said, though he sounded unconvinced of that himself. �Just an unexpected swell.�
�The hell you say.�
Hodges echoed the captain�s reservations. �If this keeps up, cut the damn thing loose. We�ll destroy it with explosives and that will be the end of that.�
�No!� Ophelia almost screamed the denial. Dorion could not recall her ever sounding quite so desperate. �You must not. I forbid it.�
Hodges appeared unimpressed by her outburst, and several of the crewman seemed poised to do as he had instructed, but before anyone could move, something erupted from the center of watery hill. Dorion spotted something that looked like an enormous black inner tube on the crest of the tidal bulge, and then, as if breaking through had somehow pierced an invisible membrane holding its shape, the water simply fell back into the ocean.
The Explorer�s decks heaved back and forth as the ship strained against its anchors. Hodges cast a baleful glare in Ophelia�s direction, but after a few more seconds, the turbulence seemed to abate and everyone aboard the research vessel could clearly see the flotation airbag bobbing on the surface less than a hundred feet off the stern.
�Reel it in,� shouted Nichols. �We�ve got it now.�
There was a mechanical whirring as the slack was taken out of the lift cable, then without warning the deck lurched beneath Dorion�s feet. The cable hummed and the entire structure of the boom crane began to groan in protest.
�It�s okay,� Nichols said. �This is normal.�
Dorion detected a note of uncertainty in the man�s tone, as if his assurance was as much for himself as the rest of them. The noise grew louder, supplemented by the whine of the cable winch straining against the load, but at the end of the line, the giant pillow-shape of the flotation bag was rising perceptibly. After a few seconds, it cleared the wave tops and through the curtain of runoff, Dorion could see, nestled in the embrace of the cargo slings, a spherical object. The titanic tug-of-war continued, the crane creaking as if on the verge of collapse, the Moon stone rising inch by grudging inch higher above the ocean�s surface.
�It�s a bit heavier than I thought it would be,� Nichols muttered, sounding even less confident than before.
Dorion�s concerns however were easing by degrees. Every inch won would greatly reduce the overall load on the cable, decreasing the likelihood that it would snap. The possibility of some other catastrophic failure remained, but if the crane�s engineers had done their job correctly, the cable would be intentionally designed to fail before the framework supporting it gave way.
The struggle reached a tipping point, figuratively speaking, when the load was brought above the level of the Quest Explorer�s main deck. Nichols gave the order to swing the boom over the deck and the anxious spectators cleared out of the way as the Moon stone was brought aboard the ship.
The crane operator reversed the direction of the winch but despite the fact that the cable was being paid out in miniscule increments, when the burden finally touched the deck, there was a resounding thump, like the impact of a car crash.
Dorion realized he had been holding his breath, and let it out in a long sigh. It was done. All the years of searching, all the sacrifice, had been leading him to this moment. For better or worse, they had found the prize. He glanced over at Ophelia and saw the same emotion writ large in her reverent gaze. Then, a flash of sunlight hit his face, momentarily blinding him. He raised a hand to shade his eyes, and saw that the sun was low in the western sky, its daily journey through the heavens nearly complete.
That�s odd. Where did the day go?
* * *
Jade�s last breath burned in her lungs as, clinging to Professor�s arm, they cautiously ascended through the gloomy waters toward what she hoped was the underside of the Quest Explorer�s hull. If they surfaced out in the open, they would be instantly visible to whoever had just tried to kill them, and she was pretty sure that was everyone on the ship�s crew.
She followed Professor�s lead, trusting his combat-tested instincts to guide them to where they needed to be. Although she was an experienced diver, and had dealt with more than her share of sticky situations, this was definitely his area of expertise, which became evident when Jade glimpsed the dark outline of the hull looming overhead.
She broke the surface as cautiously as her urgency would allow and greedily sucked in breaths until the throbbing in her chest finally relented. Beside her, Professor did the same, while gingerly probing the back of his head.
�What happened to you?� she whispered.
�Someone sucker punched me. Barry, I think. Should have known better than to turn my back on him.�
�I don�t think he�s working alone.�
Professor nodded. �Well, I�m still seeing the world a little cross-eyed, but I think I�ll live.�
�Good. What do we do now?�
�Well, assuming that everyone on this tub is gunning for us��
�You think Paul and Ophelia are in on this, too?�
He inclined his head. �Okay, maybe not them, but assuming that almost everyone on this tub is gunning for us, we have to stay out of sight. The good news is that they must think we�re already dead.�
As if to underscore this supposition, they heard the noise of machinery moving on deck. The crew was moving ahead with the recovery of the Moon stone.
�I�d like to wait until night fall, but that�s a long time to spend dangling our legs like shark bait.�
Jade looked down into the water nervously; that thought had not even occurred to her.
�So,� Professor continued, �What we�re going to have to do is shimmy up the anchor chain, and when no one is looking, sneak aboard. There are lots of places to hide on a ship this big, and unless I�m mistaken, they�re going to be otherwise occupied for the next hour or two.�
�Do you think Paul and Ophelia are all right?�
He shook his head, wincing as movement aggravated his injury. �Hard to say. I think maybe whoever�s running the show has explicit instructions to keep her safe. Remember how Barry pulled her aside last night, just before they tried to smash us with the submersible?�
Jade nodded. �If they�re both safe, then maybe all we need to do is lay low until the ship returns to port. After that�?�
Professor heaved a weary sigh. �After that, I just don�t know. Let�s get on board and worry about the rest as it comes.�
As Professor had predicted, the full attention of the crew was fixed on the task of bringing the Moon stone to the surface. He barely made a sound as he climbed up the anchor line and pulled himself through the hawsehole on the starboard bow. Jade was not quite as stealthy, but she could have been banging a drum and still gone unnoticed. The air aboard the ship was filled with a discordant symphony of electric motors straining and metal groaning under tremendous stress.
�That doesn�t sound good,� Jade whispered as she cleared the hawsehole. Professor touched a finger to his lips and then motioned for her to seek concealment behind a stack of shipping pallets. The noise continued for several minutes, during which time Jade wondered if the ship was going to shake itself apart.
�What time is it?� Professor asked.
�Time for you to get a watch,� she retorted, in a misbegotten attempt to lighten the mood. She slipped the chronograph off her wrist and handed it to him, but did not fail to notice that both clock hands were close to the twelve o�clock position. �Is that right?�
Professor glanced at the watch, as if that was all it took to confirm what he already knew. �According to this watch, and my body clock too, for that matter, it�s just after noon. But the sun is going down.�
�We weren�t on the bottom that long.�
�Nope. This is the time dilation effect Paul was talking about. Time is moving slower, relatively speaking, the closer we get to the Moon stone. Now that it�s on the ship with us, we�re all caught in the effect.�
Jade squinted at the horizon. She could actually see the sun moving through the sky like a time lapse sequence or a video playback on fast forward. �Is that something we should be worried about?�
A deep gonging noise reverberated through the entire vessel as the Moon stone was lowered to the deck. Jade waited for the vibrations to subside, but instead of dying down, the faint tremors seemed to increase in frequency until the deck plates felt almost electric under her feet.
�I think,� Professor said gravely, �it might be.�
* * *
Brian Hodges stared at the black stone sphere, still partially concealed by mesh slings and the deflating airbag, and felt an overwhelming sense of destiny. This artifact was an insult to everything he believed, mocking the tragic loss he had suffered with its very presence, and yet now he understood that he had made the correct decision in allowing Ophelia to proceed with her plans to recover it from the ocean floor. Now that it was aboard, he could deal with the threat it represented permanently.
When he had joined the Norfolk Group, he had imagined that he would be striking a pre-emptive blow against fundamentalists and extremists who would use ancient relics to draw true believers to their jihads and holy crusades, the way Roman soldiers rallied around their battle standards. He never would have believed that some of those artifacts might actually possess supernatural attributes. Yet, here before him, was something infinitely more dangerous than a mere symbol, and he was the only person on earth who could do something about it. He slung the AR-15 rifle he�d taken from the ship�s locker across his back and headed for the stairs that led up to the bridge.
Ophelia must have divined his intent. �Where are you going?�
He ignored her, taking the steps two at a time, and burst into the control room where Lee and two other crewmen were huddled over a console. The master of the ship, his alcoholic flush deepened to a dark magenta by anxiety, looked up as if he had been expecting the intrusion.
�Set a course for deep water,� Hodges said. �It doesn�t matter where. Just get us somewhere where we can deep six that thing.�
�No!� The protest came from behind him. Ophelia had followed him to the bridge.
�Believe me,� Lee said. �I�d like nothing better. But the GPS is completely screwed. Worse than last night. I have no idea where we are and no way to tell where we�re going.�
Contrary to what Chapman and the others had no doubt believed, the previous night�s technical difficulties had not been an act of sabotage. Hodges had been informed of the malfunction, and now he realized that, even at a distance, the ship�s hardware had been affected by the artifact that now sat on the deck below. This time, a simple reboot would not suffice to fix the problem.
�Just point us in the right direction,� he snarled. �It�s a big ocean and I�m not asking you to be picky.�
Lee chewed his lip. �Deepest spot that�s close to us is Little Abaco Canyon. More than two miles deep in some places. It�s about a hundred nautical miles from here. We could be there in about twelve hours.�
His forehead drew into a furrow as he glanced at the wall clock. It read 12:15 p.m. and yet beyond the large windows, the setting sun was clearly visible. Time and the ability to measure it had ceased to have any meaning.
�Can you steer us there by dead reckoning?�
�No,� Ophelia shouted. �You can�t do this.�
Hodges rounded and struck her a vicious backhand blow. The impact stung his hand, but the sensation was deliciously satisfying, as was the sight of Ophelia crumpling senseless to the deck. Then, as if what he had done was of no more consequence than swatting a fly, he turned back to Lee. �Can you?�
The captain nodded. �I can wing it. It�s east-by-southeast. If we veer off course, we�ll see Abacos and be able to correct.�
Lee�s drunken slur did not fill Hodges with confidence, but what alternative was there? �Do it. We may not have much time.�
Lee straightened and addressed one of the crewmen. �You heard the man. Take the helm. Bring us about. Engines at one-quarter until I give the word.�
Hodges felt the ship begin to move. Through the window, the blood orange orb of the sun, which was just beginning to kiss the flat line of the horizon, seemed to slide sideways and then disappeared altogether. Lee stepped over Ophelia and stuck his head through the door in order to continue tracking the sun�s position. �On my mark, straighten the rudder and all ahead full.�
�Aye, sir. On your mark.�
Hodges craned his head around and caught a glimpse of the sun, flattening out against the horizon as day slipped into night.
�Now!� Lee cried.
Hodges felt the ship lurch as the engines revved up and the Quest Explorer surged forward like a racehorse out of the gate.
Lee stepped back inside and peered through the window into the deepening twilight. A few seconds later, a slim fingernail of silvery light appeared in the gloom. �There,� the captain said. �Head for the moon.�
The moon.
Ophelia and Dorion had called the black orb �the Moon stone� and hadn�t the physicist talked about tidal forces and gravitational anomalies?
Without saying another word, he stepped over Ophelia and headed for the deck. He wasn�t sure what it was about the rising moon that was nagging at his consciousness, but he had a feeling Dorion would know.
* * *
Jade felt the subtle shift at her center of gravity as the ship began moving, turning. Before she could frame the obvious question, Professor stiffened in alarm.
�What the hell are they doing?�
Jade shared his concern, but did not understand the reason for it. �What�s wrong?�
�Think about it. That thing they just brought on board is probably the source of all the weirdness that�s been attributed to the Bermuda Triangle for the last four hundred years. And that was when it was just sitting there, buried under tons of sand and doing nothing. Moving it has clearly upset the natural equilibrium and exacerbated the effect. It�s obviously screwing with space-time, and something tells me that what we�ve seen so far is just the tip of iceberg.�
�Okay. So?�
�Bermuda Triangle?� His voice was uncharacteristically harsh. �Ships and planes vanishing without a trace. You really think we should be trying to go anyplace with that thing on board?�
�Oh. I see your point. So what do we do about it?�
He frowned, but it was a look of concentration. �The Phoenicians found a way to move that thing across the Pacific three thousand years ago. Maybe the field is more massive now, but it must equalize after a while. Maybe there�s some kind of trigger that�� His eyes widened and he turned to peer into the darkest part of the sky. �Oh, no.�
Jade followed his gaze and spied the full moon, bloated and yellow just above the black line of the horizon. Before she could say anything, the glowing disk seemed to grow even larger, until it filled her vision. She thought she heard Professor�s voice reaching out to her, but his words, if indeed there were any, were swallowed up in the sudden rushing sound that filled her ears.
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Jade looked up and saw Dane Maddock standing over her, a bottle of Dos Equis in each hand. One for him, one for her. She reached out and took the proffered bottle, feeling the cool glass against her palm and beads of moisture � condensation drawn out of the humid tropical air � trickling across the back of her hand, He smiled at her and Jade felt a surge of emotions well up in her heart.
This was perfect.
She took in her familiar surroundings as if seeing them for the first time. She was on the foredeck of Maddock�s boat, Sea Foam, as it rocked gently in its slip at the Key West marina, watching the sun go down out in Gulf. The sky a dazzling swirl of orange and purple against water that was almost black.
This was the life she was meant to have.
He sat down beside her and reached out with his own bottle, tapping it against the neck of hers. �To the good life.�
She laughed, but something about his toast left her ill-at-ease. �What made you say that?�
He smiled and gestured toward the sunset. �Look around. We�re living the dream here. You. Me. A tropical paradise. And Bones is three thousand miles away, helping Crazy Charlie with his latest get-rich-quick scheme. Does it get better than that?�
The good life.
�I have gazed upon the life that might have been as one might gaze through a window,� she murmured. �If only I could open the window and step through, I would.�
Maddock�s smile slipped by a degree. �What is that, a poem?�
The words � words she had read in another life, another reality � tugged at her, a force like gravity, drawing her out of this most perfect of worlds.
No. This is the life I want.
She clutched at memories like a lifeline. The day they had met, when he had saved her life after she�d gotten trapped while cave diving. The year they had been together; the fights, but also the good times, and then the break. But he had come back. He had come to her in Japan and they had fought the Dominion together, and when it was over, he had taken her back into his life and�.
That�s not what happened.
But in another universe� in this universe� it was.
She reached out and took his hand, as if physical contact might anchor her to this reality, but it wasn�t enough. She knew that she was an intruder here, a usurper. This was only the life that might have been, not her real life.
But what if it could be?
The inner voice was so seductive, the touch of Maddock�s hand was so real. What would she have to do to stay in this moment?
No. This is wrong. This is a lie.
She let go of his hand, thrusting him away. The abrupt motion caused the beer bottle to go skittering across the deck, vomiting a trail of foam.
�Jade, what�s wrong?�
She could already feel herself being pulled, like a rubber band snapping back after stretching almost to its breaking point. Every fiber of her being told her to hang on to this world. She had passed through the window�no, the open door�and all she had to do was shut it behind her forever.
Can I do that?
Should I?
It was already too late. Maddock�s face vanished into the haze and the setting sun became darkness and then�.
* * *
The touch of sunlight on her eyelids roused Jade.
Sunlight?
She sat up with a start. The sun had risen and now hung low in the eastern sky. That can�t be right. The sun just went down.
The accelerated dawn was not the strangest sight to greet her eyes. Something had happened to the ship, though she couldn�t quite put her finger on exactly what. Everything appeared�crooked. Bulkheads were tilting at crazy angles. The deck was warped beneath her, buckling as if under extreme pressure. It reminded her of Salvador Dali paintings where solid objects melted and flowed like Silly Putty. When she got to her feet, she could see the wave-tops flashing by dizzyingly fast, but the water level was alarmingly close to the deck; the Quest Explorer was sinking.
�Jade!�
Even though it only seemed as if a few seconds had passed since she�d last heard him speak, she turned to Professor as if he were an old friend she hadn�t seen in ages and threw her arms around him. He returned the embrace with equal enthusiasm.
�Thank God,� he whispered. �I was afraid you�I didn�t have time to warn you.�
She let go and held him at arm�s length. �Warn me?�
�You saw something again didn�t you?�
The thought of what she had seen sent a pang through Jade. No, it was worse than that. It ripped off the scab and rubbed jalapeno juice into her wounded heart. Professor, perhaps noticing her reaction, did not ask. �Me too. And I think I know what�s going on here. The disappearances of the men at the lighthouse, the ships found completely abandoned. Even what happened with Gil Perez.� He glanced at the sky. The sun was climbing fast, though that didn�t seem to mean anything anymore. �We don�t have much time. I�ll explain on the way.�
�The way to where?�
�The bridge,� he said, already moving away.
Jade started after him. �In case you�ve forgotten, the people on this ship are trying to kill us.�
�Not anymore.� He gestured to the main deck where the she had last seen the crewmen gathered around the Moon stone. The black orb was still there, but the area appeared completely deserted. As she started to turn away, she spied movement behind the sphere. Before Jade could shout a warning to Professor, what she had glimpsed resolved into a person. It was Dorion.
�Paul!� Jade cried out. �You�re still here.�
He jogged over to join them. �Where did everyone go?�
Professor paused at the base of the stairs. �Do you remember how Perez said that he had seen the life that he might have had if he had made different choices? I think that when you are this close to the dark matter field, that�s exactly what happens. You don�t just see possible futures; you see alternate realities in the multi-verse. Worlds where the decisions we make spin off to form alternate timelines.�
Jade nodded dumbly. That sounded about right.
�Maybe you see the life you think you should have had,� Professor continued, and Jade thought she heard a hint of anguish in his voice.
What did you see? Maybe there was a reason he had not asked her that question.
�A window into other worlds,� Dorion said, �but not a door. The same rules that govern our universe, also govern the multiverse. Everything must balance. If a person tried to pass between realities, it upsets the balance and the results are, well, unpredictable at best. Possibly even catastrophic.�
��Look but don�t touch.�� Professor summarized. �That�s what happened to Perez. He thought the other reality he was seeing was a way to escape being trapped underground, but when he tried to pass through, the fabric of reality got mixed up. All the different possibilities got jumbled and when the pieces finally settled, there were two Gil Perez�s in our world: one in the cavern under the pyramid, and another in Mexico, accused of deserting his post in Manila.�
Jade thought about how she close she had come to making a similar decision. �So if we tried to stay in one of those other realities, the same thing might happen to us? We could get teleported somewhere else?�
�The earth keeps moving through space,� Dorion said. �So when you get pulled back, you don�t end up where you started. It is like stepping off of a moving train and then trying to get back on. You�ll end up in a different car, if you don�t get left behind altogether.�
Jade swallowed. She had wanted to stay in that other world so badly she could taste it, yet if she had tried where would she have landed? In the middle of the ocean? Outer space?
�I think that�s what happened to the crew,� Professor said. �I guess we were smart enough not to fall for it. Or just plain lucky.�
Jade felt that luck had played more of a part in her case. It had happened so quickly. She wondered what alternative realities had enticed the crew. Had Nichols glimpsed a world where he was a famous treasure hunter, a world-renowned celebrity, whose exploits made the front page of every newspaper? Had Lee seen himself, clean and sober, and in command of a five-star cruise ship? What about Ophelia? For that matter, what �might-have-been� had Dorion glimpsed and ultimately rejected?
�I think it peaks when the moon rises,� Professor continued. �The additional pull of gravity supplies an extra kick to the dark matter field. We�re safe for the moment, but with this time dilation effect, we won�t have long.� He started up the stairs. �We have to abandon ship; leave in the RIB.�
�Then why are you going up there?� When he didn�t answer, her curiosity got the better of her and she headed up the stairs after him, with Dorion right behind her. She passed through the doors a moment later and was surprised to find him kneeling over a groggy Ophelia.
�I guess we�re not the only survivors after all,� Jade said under her breath. Evidently, whatever alternative reality Ophelia had glimpsed had not been as enticing as the prospect of using the Moon stone to dominate her family enterprise, and perhaps the rest of the world, too.
�What�� Ophelia looked up at him, then at Jade. Although her disorientation might have been attributable to the effects of the Moon stone, there was a spot of blood at the corner of her mouth and a distinctly hand-shape bruise on her cheek. When her eyes fell on Dorion, her expression became apprehensive.
She doesn�t look very happy to see him. I wonder why?
Ophelia�s gaze came back to Professor. �What happened?�
�Long story,� Professor told her. �Jade, get her up.�
Jade helped Ophelia stand while Professor went to the helm. Through the big window that looked forward, Jade could see land directly ahead and approaching fast. Only then did it occur to her that the ship�s engines were still chugging away. Professor adjusted the controls and the view changed, the islands slipping away to their left.
�That should do it,� he said. �Unless I�m mistaken, that�s Abaco to port. Once we�re past it, there�s nothing more but open ocean all the way to Africa. Not that this tub is going to hold together long enough to make it that far.�
�It is Abaco,� Ophelia said blearily. �Hodges wanted the captain to make for Abaco Canyon. He was going to dump the Moon stone there.�
�Hodges? He�s here?� Professor looked at her for a moment, but then shook his head. �Well, he had the right idea. The canyon would be the perfect place to get rid of it. I think that, in addition to everything else, the dark matter field is creating a gravitational anomaly that�s causing the ship to implode. It�s going to sink, probably very soon. We have to try to get it away from populated areas before it does.�
Ophelia came wide-awake. �No. You can�t. We have to save it.�
Jade placed a hand on her shoulder. �Ophelia, the Moon stone is dangerous. It�s already taken the crew.�
Ophelia looked around, evidently noticing for the first time that there were only the four of them on the bridge. She frowned but then pointed to the not-too-distant outline of Greater Abaco Island. �There�s land right there. We can put into port. Quarantine the ship until we�re able to figure out how to move it safely.� She turned to Dorion. �Paul, you said it would settle down if we stop moving it. Tell them.�
He started to answer, but Jade cut the debate short. �We�re getting off this ship. End of discussion.�
Professor stepped away from the helm and went to the chart table, on which a map of the Bahamas was displayed underneath a sheet of Plexiglas. He tapped it. �We were here, at Great Isaac last night at sundown. Now we�re here. That�s about a twelve-hour journey under normal conditions. With the ship taking on water, it�s probably taken a lot longer�relatively speaking that is. From an outside perspective, we�re moving at a normal speed, but because of the time dilation effect, a twelve or fifteen hours only feels like a few minutes. To us, it�s like hyperspace travel.�
Outside the window, the southern tip of Greater Abaco Island slid out of view. Professor returned to the helm and adjusted course again.
�So what does that mean?�
He searched the controls for a moment, found what he was looking for, and pressed a button. The engines instantly fell silent but the ship continued to move forward at what seemed like breakneck speed. In the sudden quiet, the noise of the ship�s slow structural collapse was audible. �It means, we�re right where we need to be, and not a moment too soon. Now, let�s get the hell off this ship.�
�No!� Ophelia jerked and began clutching around her for a handhold, like a defiant child refusing to leave a playground. �I won�t go.�
Jade was about to respond with an appeal to reason, but the memory of what she had seen in the Shew Stone vision silenced her. There were worse things than letting Ophelia go down with the ship.
The Moon stone would be lost, probably irretrievably so, at the bottom of a submarine canyon. Without it, the dire future Jade had envisioned could not possibly happen. Or could it?
It wasn�t hard to imagine someone with Ophelia�s resources moving heaven and earth to recover it from the depths. And wasn�t it possible that there were other pockets of dark matter scattered about the planet? If they were out there, Ophelia would keep Dorion looking until they were found, and then everything Jade had seen � things that even now were too horrible to contemplate � would still come to pass.
There was only one way to definitely ensure that none of that would happen. All I have to do is let her have her way.
Professor stepped to Jade�s side. �Ophelia, if you stay here you will die.�
�If I die, it will be your fault,� she retorted. �If you just take the ship to land� No, you know what? Go ahead. Leave. I�ll figure it out myself.�
�Well, we can�t have that.� Jade clenched a fist at her hip, and then threw an uppercut that connected solidly with Ophelia�s chin. There was a click as the blonde woman�s perfect teeth knocked together and then she slumped unconscious to the deck.
Professor sighed. �I suppose now I have to carry her.�
�Look at it this way. You�ll get to be the hero who carried her ass off the ship. I�ll just be the bitch who slugged her.�
He stared down at Ophelia as trying to figure out what to do next. �She might sue, you know?�
�Can I call you as a character witness?�
Professor grinned and then knelt down and swept Ophelia�s limp form up and threw her over his shoulder. With Jade leading the way, they exited the bridge and headed out into daylight. The sun was already overhead.
�How long do you think we�ve got?� she asked. �Relatively speaking, that is.�
�No friggin� clue. But it seems only a few minutes have passed since we woke up. So figure a few minutes more. And I�m not sure how far away we�ll need to be to escape the effect. So get a move on.�
Jade did, but in some deep recess of her mind, she found herself craving one more glimpse at that otherworld where she and Maddock were together. Now that she knew the risk, what harm could it do?
Plenty. A more pragmatic part of her quickly supplied the answer. If the ship sank while she was off in dreamland, her exercise in self-torture would prove very costly. That wasn�t the only good reason to avoid another window shopping trip. You and Maddock are done. Get over it. Get on with your life.
The ship was alive with the noise of its own destruction. Rivets popped free of overstressed hull plates and flew like bullets across the deck. Bulkheads and support stanchions shrieked as they bent double. The center of the ship, where the Moon stone had been deposited, was already inundated with water, the deck sloping down in either direction to disappear beneath the murky surface. The ship was being folded in half by the mass of the Moon stone.
Jade stepped off the stairs and headed for the davit holding the ship�s one remaining launch. She found the controls that would lower the boat into the water but stopped as she realized that someone would have to stay behind to operate them. �All aboard,� she told the others. �I�ll lower you down and then jump for it.�
Professor looked as though he was about to overrule her, but she cut him off. �Let�s go. We�re burning daylight.�
Without further comment, he heaved Ophelia into the small boat. Dorion stared at her inert form a moment and shook his head. �You know, I didn�t get a chance to tell you that I�m very happy you both are alive.�
�Great,� Jade said with what seemed like appropriate abruptness. �We�re happy, too. We�ll talk about it later.�
Dorion either didn�t get the hint or felt that whatever he had to say was more important than the immediate danger. �I need to tell you something before she wakes up.�
Jade caught herself before dismissing him again. Had Dorion glimpsed the same future as she? A world torn apart by Ophelia�s madness? Was that what he felt he needed to tell her?
Dorion started to speak again, but before he could utter a single word, he suddenly pitched back against the side of the motor launch, his chest erupting in a spray of red. At the same instant, the harsh reports of an automatic rifle firing multiple shots assaulted Jade�s ears. She instinctively threw herself to the side, knowing only that she had to find cover, but momentarily uncertain where the attack was coming from.
There were more reports and she saw Professor moving in the opposite direction, rounds tearing into the inflatable boat and sparking of the metal deck plates all around him. There was a crimson puff as something struck him, and he crumpled to the deck.
�No!�
Transfixed by the horror of the attack, Professor wounded, Dorion almost certainly dead, Jade�s rising panic held her rooted in place. From the corner of her eye, she saw a man walking purposefully toward her, a smoking rifle at the high ready.
It was Hodges.
Jade glanced frantically around but Hodges had every avenue of escape on the ship covered.
On the ship�.
The urgency of the situation compelled Jade to throw caution to the wind. Before Hodges could pull the trigger, she sprang into motion, vaulted the rail and hurled herself into the ocean.

THIRTY

Hodges ran to the rail and stabbed the business end of the AR-15 over the side, but there was no sign of Jade.
�Failed again, Brian?�
He whirled, training the muzzle in the direction of the voice, the voice of his former partner. Chapman had pulled himself into a sitting position and but for the fact that his hands were pressed against the meaty part of his left thigh, trying to stanch the flow of blood from a bullet wound, he might have been merely lounging on the deck, soaking in the sun.
�How many times is that now? Three? I think it�s probably a good thing you left the Myrmidons when you did. As inept as you are, I don�t think I�d want to go out in the field with you.�
�It�s only a failure if you don�t fix it,� Hodge sneered. He lined up the iron sights on Chapman�s head and started to apply pressure to the trigger. �And I know exactly where to start.�
Chapman shrugged. �So you kill me. Big deal. This ship is about to sink anyway. Meanwhile, Jade is getting away, and you just shot up your best way of going after her.�
Without lowering the rifle, Hodge�s glanced at the RIB. A smear of blood marked the spot where Dorion had fallen but at the center of the stain was a ragged hole. The three-round burst that had felled the physicist had gone right through his body and torn up the launch as well. Although the vulcanized rubber more or less held its shape, the boat was no longer seaworthy.
�Is she still alive?� Chapman asked.
The question caught Hodges off-guard. The other man already knew Jade had escaped. So who was he�Ophelia? He leaned closer to the boat and saw her lying in a heap in the bilges of the inflatable launch. She had been splattered with Dorian�s blood, but his cursory glance revealed no sign of active bleeding.
�Doesn�t matter. Like I said, we�ll all be at the bottom of the ocean pretty soon.�
Hodges frowned. Chapman was right about the condition of the ship. The noise of its break-up was like the sound of a car wreck played back on an infinite loop. With the deck already awash, it was a wonder the ship was still afloat.
He would have to find another way off the ship. There had to be inflatable lifeboats. He�d get Ophelia to one of those and then wait for rescue. If Jade survived the swim to the mainland, she would simply be the one remaining loose end to tie up. Despite Chapman�s taunt, he hadn�t failed at all.
He raised the rifle again and took aim.
Chapman spat out a laugh. �Really?�
�I�m doing you a favor buddy. Unless you�d rather drown?�
Hodges expected the other man to laugh or spout some defiant crap about not being afraid to die, but instead, Chapman cocked his head sideways and looked thoughtful. �Tell me one thing first. What did you see?�
Hodges felt his mouth go dry. �What?�
�When the moon rose, we all blacked out. I�m guessing you did too. Just like that. Like someone came up behind you and conked you with a concrete block. Only it wasn�t exactly a blackout. More of a peek at the world as we wish it could be.�
Hodges could hear his heart pounding in his chest. �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�I think I can guess,� Chapman went on. �You saw your family. Your wife. Your daughter. You saw yourself with them, the way it would have been if the attack on Norfolk had never happened. I�ll bet you couldn�t believe how much your daughter had grown.�
�Shut up.�
Chapman smiled and there was nothing mocking or menacing about it. It was a compassionate, avuncular smile. �What I don�t understand, Brian, is how you could have come back here after seeing that?�
�Because it�s a lie,� Hodges hissed through clenched teeth. �They�re gone and that�s that. That other�whatever�it�s just a lie. It�s not my life. All that I have left is honoring their memory by stopping it from ever happening again.�
Chapman nodded slowly. �You honor their memory with cold blooded murder?�
Hodges felt raw anger surge through his extremities. How dare you? �No. This is personal.�
He pulled the trigger.
* * *
When she had decided to jump overboard, Jade had half-expected a long drop followed by a jolting impact with the surface. But, instead of something only slightly less brutal than her leap from the cliffs of Isla del Ca�o, what she got was more like a cannonball into a swimming pool. The Quest Explorer had taken on so much water that the ocean was already pouring over the deck. She barely had time to arch her body and put her hands out ahead in some semblance of a dive.
Her first thought was to dive deep. She knew that the supersonic rounds from Hodges� assault rifle wouldn�t be able to reach her even just a foot or so under the surface. Still, she would have to surface eventually and the only way to make sure that Hodges wasn�t waiting to pick her off again was by swimming so far under the surface that he wouldn�t see her at all.
She swam down, kicking furiously to overcome her natural buoyancy in salt water. When the pressure in her inner ear made it feel like her head was going to burst, she leveled out and turned back toward the ship. If she could swim under it and surface on the other side, she might be able to sneak up behind Hodges and get the drop on him. Then she would be able to save the others.
If they�re still alive.
She knew that Dorion was dead. His wounds had probably been instantly fatal. This realization stung a bit, but only because she felt that she had failed somehow. The grief would come later.
She wanted to believe that Professor and Ophelia were still alive. After all, she had seen a future where they were both still breathing. But, if the Moon stone disappeared into the unreachable depths of Little Abaco Canyon, then everything about that future would change.
They�re still alive, she told herself. And I�m going to save them.
As deep as she thought she had gone, it wasn�t enough. The mostly-submerged hull was an impenetrable yellow wall, blocking her path, reaching down further than she could see and sinking deeper before her very eyes.
Oh, God. I�m too late.
She abandoned the attempt to swim under and instead angled up in the direction of the bow where she and Professor had climbed up the anchor chain�yesterday? A few minutes ago? With the anchors reeled, there would be no cable to climb up now, but if the ship was as low in the water as it appeared, she wouldn�t have to climb.
When she surfaced, she found that the bow of the ship was actually higher than it had been when they had boarded earlier, and now rose up at a thirty-degree angle from amidships where the Moon stone was pressing down with all the mass of a miniature black hole. She sidled along the sloping deck until it met the water then pulled herself aboard.
She couldn�t believe how much the ship�s condition had deteriorated in just the minute she had spent underwater.
A minute to her at least; maybe as she had moved further away from the Moon stone, the time dilation effects had decreased. She had too much else to worry about right now to even attempt trying to figure whether that meant the ship�s break-up was happening faster or slower, relatively speaking.
She instinctively ducked low as soon as she was aboard. Hodges was only about a hundred feet away, close enough that she could easily make him out, and if he happened to look her way, her rescue attempt would be stillborn. The good news however was that she could also see Professor, alive and evidently conversing with his executioner.
He�s stalling. He knows I�m alive and on my way.
There was no way to know if that was true, but believing it gave Jade the courage to get moving again. She crept forward, ascending the sloped bow, past the submersible which, despite the fact that it was once more covered and secured with heavy straps, looked as though it might slide down the deck like a hockey puck. When she was no longer in Hodges� line of sight, she circled to the opposite side of the ship to begin descending.
As she got close enough to eavesdrop on the conversation, it occurred to her that she hadn�t given any thought to how she would actually save Professor.
��unless you�d rather drown?� Hodges was saying.
�Tell me one thing first. What did you see?�
�What?�
She had her dive knife. If she could get close enough, she could either drive the five-inch long tanto-style titanium blade through Hodges� heart, or use the razor sharp edge to slit his throat.
If.
Knife work was tricky business and she was not exactly a trained knife fighter. Hodges probably knew more about that kind of combat than she did; if she didn�t get it right on the first try, he would probably take the blade and use it to kill her. Or just shoot her.
As she stared across the deck at them, contemplating her options, she realized that Professor was staring right at her.
�When the moon rose, we all blacked out,� he was saying, �I�m guessing you did too. Just like that. Like someone came up behind you and conked you with a concrete block. Only it wasn�t exactly a blackout. More of a peek at the world as we wish it could be.�
Jade broke into a grin. Thank you, Professor.
She looked around. Not a single concrete block in sight, but there were plenty of other things that might work as a makeshift bludgeon. She spotted a fire extinguisher mounted to a bulkhead. That�ll do.
Hodges answer was nervous, evasive. Professor had found the chink in his armor.
Professor kept talking, digging at the subject like a dog gnawing at a bone. His tone was confrontational and Jade knew what he was trying to keep Hodges angry, off-balance, so that she could approach undetected. She lifted and placed her steps with exaggerated caution to avoid splashing in the water that now covered the deck in a thin layer.
I�m a ninja, Jade told herself. I�m invisible. Just keep him occupied, Prof.
�What I don�t understand, Brian, is how you could have come back here after seeing that?�
Hodges was too consumed by anger to notice her approach. �Because it�s a lie. They�re gone and that�s that. That other�whatever�it�s just a lie. It�s not my life. All that I have left is honoring their memory by stopping it from ever happening again.�
She raised the fire extinguisher, ready to hammer it into the back of his head, but Hodges still had his rifle trained on Professor, his finger on the trigger. If she hit him, he might pull the trigger with a reflex action.
She gestured to Professor, trying to silently communicate the message: Get him to lower the gun.
�You honor their memory with cold blooded murder?�
Jade couldn�t believe her ears. Instead of talking Hodges down, Professor had just poked him in the eye.
�No.� Hodges� voice was as cold as ice. �This is personal.�
There was not a doubt in Jade�s mind that Hodges was going to pull the trigger. She swung the fire extinguisher with all her might, but in the instant before she made contact, she heard the strident crack of Hodges� rifle.
There was a loud clank as the metal container hit home and Hodges staggered forward, dropping the rifle. Jade�s attention was on Professor. She had seen him try to move at the last second, throw himself to the side, out of the line of fire, no doubt trying to time his dodge with Jade�s attack. They had both been a nanosecond too slow. Professor now lay sprawled on the deck, blood streaming from his head and flowing into the two-inch deep accumulation of water in which he lay. More blood oozed from the wound in his thigh.
Jade let the fire extinguisher fall from her hands and rushed forward to his side, unaware of her own desperate murmured �No! No! No!� She knelt, touching his face, unsure of what she was even trying to do.
The amount of blood was appalling, and yet when she searched for a wound, she was surprised to see that the source of the hemorrhage was a ragged gash that furrowed his left cheek and continued in a bloody groove that ran up the side of his head, just over his ear. The bullet had only grazed him.
Professor was still alive.
Stunned unconscious by the high-energy impact, possibly concussed, certainly in danger of bleeding out, but alive.
A groaning sound from behind her reminded Jade that Professor was not the only person in danger. She whirled around and saw Hodges, woozy but still on his feet, reaching for the fallen rifle, which now lay in two-inches of water.
Jade leaped for the gun in a headfirst dive. Her outstretched hand caught the still warm barrel of the weapon just as Hodges curled his fingers around the pistol grip. Jade pulled, twisting her body, so that the muzzle pointed harmlessly past her. Hodges pulled too, his finger grazing the trigger, and the gun barked.
The rifle barrel jumped like a live wire in Jade�s grasp, searing the skin of her palm. Although the bullet sizzled harmlessly past her, a spray of hot gasses hit her in the face, surrounding her with the sulfur stink of gunpowder. She let go, a reflex action, and saw Hodges pull the weapon to his shoulder in preparation to fire again.
Ignoring the pain in her hands and the deadly threat of the gun, Jade leaped at him, thrusting finger-claws at his face. Hodges, still unsteady on his feet from her initial attack, tried to draw back but was too slow. Jade felt her fingers sink into something wet, and all of a sudden, Hodges was screaming like a wounded animal.
He flung the gun away, and reached up with both hands to protect his already ruined eyes. Blinded and vulnerable, overcome by primal panic, he stumbled back, tripped, fell on his back with a splash. Jade, in the grip of a similar animal instinct, pounced after him, beating her fists at him, raining wild blows down on his face. She had taken a self-defense course during her college years, and Maddock had tried to teach her a few martial arts moves, but what she did now was nothing like that. This was pure fury. Revenge for Paul Dorion�s murder, and Acosta and Sanchez, too. Payback for shooting Professor and for trying to kill her over and over again.
�Jade!�
She could hear someone shouting her name, but it was the sound of tearing metal, the tilting of the deck and the rush of water all around that finally broke through the fog of war. Hodges lay beneath her, still making a weak effort to fend off her attack and keep his head above water.
�Jade!� It was Professor. �We have to go! Now!�
She stared at him. It seemed impossible that he was standing, that he was even conscious. His face was ghostly pale, except where blood streamed from the ragged gash on his cheek. The flesh around the wound was swollen, distorting his features and giving him a dazed, zombie-like expression. He wobbled unsteadily, trying to keep the weight off his injured leg.
�We have to swim for it,� he said, but she knew there was no way he would be swimming anywhere. What he meant was: You have to swim for it.
She looked over at the partially deflated launch, wondering if it was buoyant enough to act as a life preserver, then she had an idea. �The submersible!�
He blinked at her, and then his face revealed comprehension. �Okay. It�s worth a shot.�
She rushed to his side and draped his arm over her shoulder, then began hobbling up the canted deck toward the tarpaulin-covered QED. Despite having been used as an impromptu wrecking ball in the failed attempt to kill them, there was little visible evidence of damage. The miniature submarine was designed to withstand more than three thousand pounds per square inch of pressure, so she doubted very much that getting banged against the side of the ship, an impact about equivalent to getting in a fender bender in a supermarket parking lot, could have compromised its structural integrity. Besides, they weren�t going to be using it to dive.
She used her knife to cut away the bungee cords that held the tarps in place, revealing the yellow tank-like submarine. A series of welded rungs led up to the top and a cylindrical protuberance that ended in an entry hatch with a big flywheel. Jade gave Professor a boost then clambered up to help him get the hatch open.
From this slightly elevated perspective, they witnessed the beginning of the end for the Quest Explorer. Inundated by tons of seawater, its support beams bent and hull plates overstressed, the ship could remain afloat no longer.
Jade wrestled the hatch open. �In you go,� she said. �None of this �ladies first� crap this time.�
Professor did not argue, but allowed her to help him maneuver into the opening. He stopped just before his head and shoulders could disappear from view and said one word. �Ophelia.�
�Crap,�
Let her die, Jade thought, but what she said was, �I�ll be right back.�
* * *
Hodges hovered on the edge of consciousness. The first hit � Jade�s sneak attack � had nearly done him in. Everything after that had been like the death of a thousand cuts, no one blow severe enough to do any real harm, but cumulatively and when added to that initial skull-fracturing impact, enough to put him down.
He wanted nothing more to simply give in, surrender himself to oblivion, but the release of unconsciousness was like a fog all around him, evaporating when he tried to embrace it.
His mouth filled with warm seawater. He involuntarily inhaled, and the subsequent choking fit brought him fully alert. He sat up and saw through one blurry eye � the other was swollen shut from Jade�s attack � that the water was rising fast all around him. In another second, he was fully immersed, half-floating as the ship sank away beneath him.
His first thought, I�m not going to die, was almost immediately supplanted by, I�m not going to live.
He could swim for it. There was land on the horizon, how far away? Twenty or thirty miles? He was a good swimmer; he might be able to make it.
You saw your family.
Chapman�s words haunted him. How had he known that?
You saw yourself with them, the way it would have been.
He had just assumed the weird episode was some kind of hallucination. He had dreamed the same thing so often, then awakened expecting to roll over and find his wife curled up next to him in bed. Brian dreamed it so many times that for several weeks after the attack, he had refused to sleep. Only after joining the Norfolk Group, focusing his grief into something meaningful, had the dreams finally stopped. He hadn�t really understood that this was different until Chapman had said it.
His glimpse of another world, of sitting down to dinner with his wife and his daughter, had not been a dream, not a replay of the life he had lost. It was the life that he could have had�that he should have had. The black orb � the Moon stone � had shown it to him.
What I don�t understand is how you could have come back?
Come back? Did that mean he had a choice in the matter?
He understood now what had become of the crew. Each one of them had seen something, another life, a better life, and had made the decision to stay.
His angry response to Chapman�s taunt had been a lie to cover a new upwelling of grief. I could have stayed with them?
Maybe it was still possible.
He oriented himself toward the center of the ship and started swimming, diving deeper to reach the place where he had last seen the Moon stone. He knew the ship was sinking fast, that he was now caught in the boundary layer, pulled along like a leaf caught in a slipstream, but he didn�t care. The Moon stone would save him; it would transport him away from this terrible world to a much better place.
It wasn�t there. Through the murk, he could see that the deck had collapsed under the prodigious weight of the sphere. He felt a moment of panic. Had it continued right through the hull?
No, there it was, hanging from a tangle of slings and cables just a few feet below. Ignoring the pressure building in his ear, he gripped one of the straps and pulled himself to it.
How do I make it work? Before, it had simply come over him like a fainting spell, no rhyme or reason. Maybe if he could touch it�.
He tore at the slings, trying to find the stone orb nestled within. His fingers grazed something hard and smooth to the touch. He pressed harder against it.
�Take me there,� he screamed. His words, his last breath rushed out in a cloud of bubbles. �Take me back, damn you.�
Darkness swelled around him, and he sensed that he was almost there.
* * *
Jade dropped from the top of the submersible and into thigh deep water that was rising fast. Part of her couldn�t believe she was doing this, risking her life to save the woman who would�.
I can�t judge her for what she might do, Jade told herself. Yet if she saved Ophelia now, and every dire part of that future came to pass, it would be her fault.
What good was knowing the future if you couldn�t do a damn thing to stop it?
But she couldn�t just let Ophelia die. That wasn�t in her nature.
She spied the RIB, swamped by inrushing water, but still afloat at least for a few more seconds. The davits were already under water and in a moment, they would pull the inflatable boat down, too. Ophelia was a motionless heap sloshing in the bilge space. There wasn�t time to rouse her and Jade didn�t think she could swim back to the QED dragging the woman along, so instead she drew her knife and cut the boat free of the davit with two quick slashes. With one hand gripping the RIB, she started swimming back toward the submersible.
The water was lapping at the open hatch cover by the time she reached it, which made dragging Ophelia from the RIB and dropping her in a lot easier. Unfortunately, water was already beginning to pour down into the craft.
She could see Professor below, waving to her urgently. �Come on!�
�I have to cut us loose,� she shouted back.
He started to say something but then just nodded. He knew.
She wrestled with the hatch cover until it fell into place, shutting off the cascade of seawater into the submersible�s interior. The water rose to cover the flywheel even as she was spinning it to seal Professor and Ophelia safely inside.
And herself out.
She rolled off the submersible and swam down to where a couple of heavy-duty ratchets secured it to the deck. She sawed through one. The submersible shifted, like a dog straining against its leash, but like that dog, remained fixed in place. She kicked to the other strap, started cutting.
The pressure in her ears was tremendous. She worked her jaw trying to equalize it so she could keep working, and tried not think about how fast the ship was sinking or how long that last breath she had taken would last.
Or whether she would be able to swim to the surface.
The strap parted with an audible snap and the QED shot up like a bottle-rocket. The sudden displacement of water created a cavitation wave that tumbled Jade over, disorienting her for several seconds, and when she finally stopped spinning, the submersible was gone and the surface seemed so very, very far away.

EPILOGUE

CHANGE
Key West, Florida USA
Professor gazed up at the banner stretched across the front of the awning, directly beneath the bright orange neon letters that spelled out the name of the iconic Duval Street establishment: SLOPPY JOE�S BAR. The banner, which looked brand new, proudly declared �Grand Re-Opening!�
He knew all about Sloppy Joe�s, the famous bar where Ernest Hemingway and Habana Joe had hung out in the 1930s, though few tourists were aware that the establishment had moved from that original location, long after Papa shuffled off the mortal coil. This was Professor�s first visit to the notorious Key West bar. Although he had spent several weeks in Key West prior to leaving for Mexico, Sloppy Joe�s, like most of the rest of the tourist friendly island, had been closed for repairs. In the short time he�d been away, Key West had claimed back some of what the Dominion had taken when it had unleashed a tsunami against the island. Sloppy Joe�s was open for business, and the grand re-opening party was in full swing.
As he shuffled inside, still leaning on his cane a little, though he didn�t actually need it anymore, he couldn�t help but notice people quickly looking away as if his gaze might turn them to stone.
Whatever.
He headed for the bar where Tam Broderick was waiting with a pi�a colada in one hand, and an ice-cold Bud Light long neck in the other. Tam caught his eye in the reflection of the mirror behind the bar and slid the beer his way.
�You remembered.� He had to shout to be heard over the music. On the main stage, someone was singing a Jimmy Buffett song, and Professor was pretty sure that it was actually Jimmy Buffett.
�Remembered that you�re a cheap date? Honey, how could I forget that?�
He eased onto the stool next to her, smiling to hide the twinge of pain that shot through his leg. Tam wasn�t fooled. �It�s good to have you back,� she said, her tone more sober. �I�m sorry about�everything.�
Her vagueness was understandable. He had not told her very much, and for good reason. When Tam had begun recruiting agents to fill the ranks of the Myrmidons, she had relied on a simple litmus test of hatred for the Dominion, a test that Brian Hodges had passed with flying colors. Now they knew that there was another player in the game, and despite their shared enemy, the Norfolk Group was not looking to align itself with the Myrmidons. Hodges had just been one man in the right place at the right time to take action; there was no telling how many other Norfolk Group agents might have been seeded into the Myrmidons.
That was why he had chosen this very public, very noisy spot to make his report, and to tell Tam why he wouldn�t be coming back.
�I don�t want to lose you,� she said when he finished, a concerned expression clouding her brow. �If we�re going to root these bastards out�� She stopped, frowned, and Professor knew she was mentally writing an IOU to her personal swear jar. �I�m going to need agents that I actually can trust beyond any doubt.�
�I know,� he replied. �But that�s exactly why I can�t be a part of the investigation. They�ll know that I�m gunning for them, and that will make them go turtle whenever I�m around. You�ve got a much better chance of smoking them out with me out of the picture.�
She mulled that over for a few minutes. �And what about you?�
He told her.
She mulled this over even longer. �Any way I can talk you out of this?�
�No. But if you think about it, this is a win-win. I�ll still be doing the same thing as before, and I think you�ll agree, it�s a job that somebody needs to do.�
Tam inclined her head. �I can�t disagree with that. What�s in it for you? Aside from a nice government paycheck?�
�I�m surprised you have to ask.� He drained the contents of his bottle in a gulp and set it down on the bar. �If you need some time to think about it��
�I don�t. Like you said, it�s a win-win.�
�I�m glad you feel that way. Listen, there�s one other thing.�
Tam raised her empty glass to the bartender to signal for a refill, then returned her attention to Professor. �Can�t wait to hear it.�
�You need to back-channel a request, or a warning or whatever you want to call it, to restrict travel in the area south of Greater Abaco Island. I hope that thing is so deep that it won�t be a problem to anyone, but just to be on the safe side, you should make sure that planes and ships give it a wide berth.�
�Without being able to tell them why, that might be a tall order.�
�Do what you can. Maybe enlist the help of Laertes Doerner. He�s got the influence, and something tells me he won�t ask too many questions.� He stood. �Now, as much as I�d love to stay and chat, I have a plane to catch.�
Tam nodded in understanding. �Good luck.�
Haleiwa, Hawaii USA
�In five hundred feet, turn right.�
Despite the stilted cadence, the voice of the GPS navigator in Professor�s rental car was a welcome sound, or to be more precise, was delivering a welcome message. His long journey was nearly at an end.
He glanced over at the passenger seat, occupied only by a paper shopping bag that, only now did he realize, was far too ordinary for what it contained. Ah well, can�t be helped.
Eighteen hours spent either in the air or waiting for a connecting flight, another hour driving up the Veteran�s Memorial Highway � spectacular scenery, no time to stop and look � and then onto the Kamehameha Highway to the North Shore town of Haleiwa. He couldn�t recall ever feeling so acutely the need to just stop moving.
�Turn right, now. Your destination is one hundred and fifty feet ahead on the right.�
He pulled the car onto the grass at the side of the street � there were no curbs or sidewalks � and got out to finish the journey on foot. Too many hours in a sitting position had left his leg throbbing, so he grabbed the cane � nothing fancy, just polished wood with a derby handle � and the shopping bag, and started walking.
The house was modest in both size and appearance. It sat one block too far to the east for an ocean view, and was in need of a little maintenance but was not as run down as some of the homes he had passed during the drive. Although he was pretty sure this was the right house, his search for a number or a name plaque proved futile, leaving him no choice but to approach the front porch and hope for the best.
He tapped his cane handle against the door. A few seconds later a curtain drew back to reveal an attractive Polynesian woman. But for a streak of gray in her long black hair and some deeply creased laugh lines, Professor would have guessed her to be in her mid-thirties. Aside from that minor discrepancy, her features were too familiar for her to be anyone but the owner of the house he was looking for. Her eyes met his for a moment, her face inscrutable, then she opened the door.
Professor swallowed down the nervous lump that had risen in his throat. �Hello,� he said, haltingly. �Are you Mrs. Ihara?�
The woman regarded him a moment longer, sizing him up. Her eyes lingered on the sutures that bristled from the gash that ran from his cheek up the side of his head, but she did not react with guilty horror as some of the people he had encountered. She dropped her gaze to the shopping bag, and then met his eyes again and nodded.
She looked over her shoulder, and in a voice that set Professor�s teeth on edge, shouted, �Jade, your man is here!�
* * *
Jade felt a flush of embarrassment. She was glad there was no one around to see it. �Mama, he�s not my �man,�� she shouted back, as she ran through the house.
Of course he isn�t, she told herself. We�re just good friends. That�s all.
She stopped, darted back and grabbed the gift box with the big blue bow off the table, and then continued to the door where her mother was ushering Professor inside.
He looked good. He looked a lot better than the last time she had seen him. He probably felt the same way about her.
Jade�s memory of what happened immediately after the Quest Explorer sank was murky, but Professor had filled in the gaps. She had nearly drowned � actually, there was no nearly about it � but Professor had followed her down in the QED and retrieved her with the submersible�s manipulator arm. He had then shot back to the surface, and somehow gotten her out of the water. A few minutes of chest compressions and rescue breathing had brought Jade back and nearly killed Professor. She had regained consciousness just as Professor, bleeding badly and overcome by shock, had collapsed.
The rest of the adventure was not quite so dramatic. A pair of U.S. Coast Guard cutters on their way to intercept the beleaguered vessel had arrived on the scene to provide much needed emergency medical care and transport back to shore. Ophelia had regained consciousness as well, and as soon as they were back on dry ground, she had made use of her connections to disappear completely.
The Quest Explorer had gone down in the unreachable depths of Little Abaco Canyon, and Jade was glad of it. The official report would no doubt eventually read that the crew had gone down with the ship; Jade and Professor decided it was probably best. When he was fit to travel, they flew to Miami. Professor asked her to accompany him to Key West to be debriefed by Tam Broderick, but Jade had demurred. Maddock was also in Key West, and that glimpse of him � of them together � had cut a little too deep. She didn�t think she would ever want to set foot in Key West again. Instead, she had gone home.
Jade wasn�t as close to her mother as either of them would have liked. They were a little too much alike to get along, but once in a while, that old maxim was true: There�s no place like home. It had been a good visit, but Jade could already sense the friction starting to build. Professor had shown up, once again, in the nick of time.
She ran to him, but stopped short, aware that her mother was watching and judging. After an awkward silence, she said, �You made it.�
�Yep.�
�What did Tam say?�
�She agreed with me that you need looking after.�
She cocked an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips. �So you�re going to babysit me, is that it?�
He shrugged, refusing to take the bait.
He�s nothing like Maddock, Jade thought. That�s for sure.
Having him around wasn�t a problem, and secretly, she was glad that he would be watching her back. The arguments he had made back in Teotihuacan were still valid; the Dominion had a grudge against her, to say nothing of the Norfolk Group. She couldn�t spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder. Moreover, Professor would be a lot more than just a bodyguard.
�I got you something,� she said, trying to lighten the mood, and pushed the box in his direction. She was pleased to see that he seemed genuinely surprised and a little moved by the gesture. He slid the ribbon off the box and looked inside.
�Oh.� He took out the hat � a brown wool Outback style fedora, similar to the one he�d lost when the Explorer had gone down � and settled it on his head.
�I think I�m getting used to seeing you like that,� Jade said with a grin.
He laughed. �I was only wearing it to bug you.�
�Liar.�
�Guilty.� He held out a plain paper shopping bag. �I got you something, too.�
The offer discomfited her. It was one thing for her to give him a gift, but for him to reciprocate? What would her mother think? She glanced over and saw her mother�s pinched expression � a look that said, �Don�t be rude, girl.�
She took it. Amid a nest of white tissue paper was a hinged felt box. Jade opened the box, and gasped.
�You said you broke yours,� Professor explained, trying to sound nonchalant, as if the two thousand dollar Omega Women�s Seamaster wrist chronograph was merely a utilitarian gift, like a toaster or a travel coffee mug. Yet, it was not awe at the extravagance of the gift that had left Jade feeling so rattled.
�You need a watch,� Professor continued, misreading her pause. �Especially if you plan on doing any diving.�
She looked up at him, and then made a show of slipping it onto her wrist. �Thank you. It�s beautiful.�
He shrugged. No big deal.
This time, she didn�t hold back. She hugged him. Tight. Afraid that if she let go, he might see the fear in her eyes.
The chronograph was heavy on her wrist, and in her mind�s eye she could picture every detail. The stainless steel band and case, the flawless scratch resistant sapphire crystal, the bright blue face and luminous red sweep hands.
It was exactly the way she remembered it.
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