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Аннотация
In 1971, President Nixon sealed off the U.S. Bullion Depository at Fort Knox. In the process, he locked away unimaginable wealth… along with an astonishing secret.
In New York City, famed treasure hunter Cy Reed fights his way through a massive riot. With everything on the line, he races to complete an ultra-strange urban excavation. But when that excavation turns up startling information about his disgraced grandfather, he’s plunged headfirst into a tangled web of conspiracy and government secrets.
As the truth about his troubled family starts to emerge, Reed forges a path into the heart of the Fort Knox depository. With the world teetering on the brink of financial oblivion, he battles to uncover a breathtaking secret that could save the global economy… or shatter it into millions of pieces!
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Chapter 1

She sensed them before she saw them. But Beverly Ginger didn’t shift her gaze, didn’t break stride. At this point, it was better not to tip her hand, better to let them think she was oblivious to their presence. She’d let them sneak up on her, get real close.
Then she’d strike.
On she walked down Madison Avenue, breathing softly, high heels clicking gently against the sidewalk. She knew the time, knew she was running late to the annual Explorers Society Awards Night. Of course, that was deliberate. For her, making an entrance always trumped timeliness.
Her dress, a formal black number that still managed to scream bad girl, stretched to her calves. Slit down the middle, it hugged her curves in all the right places. Her wavy, chestnut hair draped down both sides of her face and past the elaborate choker that encircled her neck. She carried a small clutch bag — filled with mints, a mini perfume bottle, her smartphone, lipstick and gloss, a thin wallet, but no gun — in one hand.
She sighed, annoyed at herself. She wished she hadn’t chosen that particular dress for the evening. If things continued as expected, she was going to get blood — not hers — all over it.
She glided farther down the sidewalk, heading north, bathed in the harsh glow of overhanging streetlights. After a short distance, she spotted Toad Road, a popular Upper East Side sports bar. It was dark, quiet.
That’s strange, she thought.
It was Friday evening, five minutes shy of eight o’clock. In other words, Toad Road’s sweet spot. But the usual clientele, a mix of hormone-charged twenty- and thirty-something investment bankers, lawyers, and marketing gurus, was nowhere to be seen.
As she passed by Toad Road, she saw the reason there was no crowd. The bar was closed and blocked by one of those expensive rolling aluminum grilles. There was no sign on the grille, no notice, nothing.
Walking farther, she saw another restaurant, a chic Thai lounge. It was also closed. Same type of security grille, same lack of explanation. Broadening her gaze, she studied her surroundings.
Metal gates and grilles of varying designs enclosed every visible storefront. Besides herself, the sidewalks buttressing Madison Avenue were vacant. And the street was vacant as well. No people. No taxis or cars, parked or otherwise.
Glancing up, she took in the tall buildings lining either side of the street. Windows were dark. Blinds were drawn. Shades were closed. It was as if the entire neighborhood had up and vanished.
She sensed something in the air. Something much bigger than the three oversized men who continued to stalk her at a distance and from the shadows. It was a sort of dark energy, vibrating from within the buildings and down the side streets. It felt like unseen forces were enclosing her, cutting her off from the rest of the world.
A sudden gust of warm air struck her side. A door banged against a stopper. Twisting her neck, she saw a couple of men and women gathered inside the darkened lobby of an apartment building. They wore black hoodies and jeans. Bandanas, carefully knotted, covered their faces.
The group stood still for a second. Then a short, husky woman filtered through the entranceway. Others followed her outside, followed by still others.
Beverly exhaled. Her muscles tensed up in anticipation of a fight. But if the people noticed her, they didn’t show it. Instead, they fanned out, some moving down the sidewalk and others into the street.
Glass shattered in the distance. The light changed, dimming a bit. She spun around on her heels and saw more people pouring out of more doorways. They wore dark clothing and gloves, along with bandanas, ski masks, and even gas masks. Some were empty-handed. But most of them carried crowbars, hammers, and tire irons.
A man, tall and skeleton-skinny, brushed past her. He raced into the street and reared back with what looked like a ball of fire in his hand. A moment later, he launched the object into the air. It flickered wildly in the darkness before smashing through a third floor window. Flames erupted and smoke poured out into the night.
Throaty cheers rang out. Screams and shouted curses quickly followed, along with the sounds of metal crashing against metal.
Her stalkers forgotten, Beverly turned in a slow circle, transfixed by the depravity, the destruction. It was a full-blown riot. In Manhattan’s wealthiest neighborhood
And she was smack dab in the middle of it.

Chapter 2

One by one, the streetlights caved to the growing violence. A pall of darkness spread across Madison Avenue. Crowds of rioters joined together, attacking mailboxes, lampposts, and decorative bushes and trees. Looters went after the metal gates and grilles, eager to cause mayhem and make off with ill-gotten gains. Fistfights broke out and quickly transformed into all-out melees, complete with swinging pipes and stabbing knives.
Why didn’t anyone tell me about this? Beverly looked down at her sleek, formal attire with distinct distaste. I would’ve worn my leggings.
Prior to linking up with Salvage Force, an archaeological salvage company, Beverly had spent several years immersed in violence. She’d done tours with the U.S. Army as well as with ShadowFire, the globe’s largest and best-known PMC. As a result, she was more than prepared for nearly every conceivable situation. But a riot? Well, that was a different matter altogether.
The very nature of riots was what made them so difficult to endure. Yes, there was a certain logic to how they worked. But there was also a whole lot of chaos and unpredictable herd-like behavior, too. Plus, about a million ways, accidental or otherwise, to sustain injuries.
A hoodie-clad man, wielding a long wrench, stopped in the middle of the street. He turned and stared at her, his lustful eyes locking in on her breasts. But before he could make a move, a second man smacked into him. The first man twisted and nearly lost his balance. Recovering quickly, he raced after the second man, his lust replaced by fury.
Beverly frowned. She wasn’t afraid of a fight. But she had to stay on her toes. She was a beautiful woman, outfitted in a dress and heels. That made her a big target for predators, especially the powerless sort who tended to frequent riots.
A heavy fist plowed into her unprotected stomach. She dropped her clutch and crumpled over at the waist, heaving for air. But the tight fabric restricted her lungs and kept them from refilling.
A second fist rose out of the darkness, striking her jaw. Her head flew down and back and her teeth rattled so hard she thought they’d come loose.
She stumbled backward, barely maintaining balance in her heels. Blood filled her mouth and she spat it out, getting the copper-scented liquid all over her dress and the fallen clutch bag.
The air shifted ever so slightly. But this time, her senses were on high-alert. She dove to the sidewalk, narrowly dodging another fist. Then she rolled across the rough surface and climbed back to her feet. Still gulping oxygen, she twisted around to face her attacker.
Or rather, attackers.
There were three of them, all burly men. Two of them were equipped with blunt metal pipes. The leader, the one who’d struck her, sported a pair of huge fists.
She knew their faces, but not well. She’d never seen them before tonight and she’d only caught a few glimpses of them prior to the riot. Which begged a whole lot of questions. Who were they? Why had they stalked her? And why were they now attacking her?
“I’m feeling nice.” She spat out more blood. “If you leave now, I just might let the three of you live.”
The leader, a tall white guy with gaunt cheeks and a tattooed neck, studied her visage. “Who said there were only three of us?”
Her spine prickled. Immediately, she dropped low, shifted to one side, and stuck out her right foot.
A fourth attacker, caught in mid-lunge, tried to adjust his footing. But he was too late and tripped over her outstretched leg. Arms reeling, he stumbled across the sidewalk on a collision course with the other men.
A satisfied smirk curled across Beverly’s lips. A crash of bodies was inevitable. The four men would fall to the sidewalk, a mess of tangled limbs, and she could be on her way. Actually, wait. She touched her aching jaw. No. Not yet. She needed to dish out a little revenge first.
She stood up, kicked off her heels. Then she eyed the stumbling man, waiting for the crash. But it didn’t happen that way. Instead, the tattooed guy shoved the stumbler to the ground. Then he strode forward, hands tight to his face like a boxer.
She backed away, feigning nervousness. Most likely, her attackers knew her background, knew her capabilities. But they probably had their doubts, given her small stature and skimpy attire. And that was fine with her. Let them think she was some helpless woman who preferred cocktails to combat. Because nothing could be further from the truth.
Thanks to her time in the U.S. Army, she was well-trained in MAC, or Modern Army Combatives. Her striking skills, influenced heavily by Muay Thai, were second to none. Her ground fighting abilities, developed out of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu and Sambo, were beyond impressive. And thanks to extensive work in wrestling and judo, she could throw and take down larger opponents with the greatest of ease.
The tattooed guy came forward, unleashing punches powerful enough to shatter windows. Beverly continued to backpedal, twisting and shifting, dodging every blow without so much as a single counter-punch. And all the while, she maintained a stunned, horrified look. Like she didn’t know what to do. Like her dodging was just luck, liable to run out at any second.
The guy’s lips curled in frustration. He punched faster, harder. His strikes grew increasingly erratic. Beverly, for her part, continued to bob and weave. Continued to look like she was confused and helpless. Like she couldn’t snap his arm just as easily as she might snap her fingers.
She gave up more ground, moving into the street. Adrenaline raced through her and she felt her anger fade away. Gleeful mirth replaced it. She was enjoying herself, enjoying the fight. It had been way too long since she’d cracked some skulls.
She dodged a few more punches. Waited for a clean opening. Then she thrust her palm out, hard and fast.
It slammed into the tattooed guy’s nose. Bones snapped and cartilage crunched. Tiny waterfalls of oozing blood poured out of his nostrils. His eyes teared up and he screamed falsetto-style.
The two followers, still carrying their metal pipes, froze in place. Their eyes shifted to their weeping leader and Beverly saw hesitation in their faces.
“So,” she said sweetly. “Who’s next?”
They looked at her. No, wait. They weren’t looking at her. They were looking past her. And that could only mean—
A loud burst of air roared out into the night. A projectile slammed into her left shoulder blade. Her pain sensors erupted. She stumbled a few steps, fell to one knee.
In a normal situation, Beverly would’ve sensed the danger, would’ve been ready for it. But the riot, with its constant flow of noise, odors, and movement, had overloaded her senses.
A second projectile crashed into the right side of her waist and dropped to the ground. She toppled over and saw a small fabric-covered object lying on the pavement.
They got me with bean bag rounds? she thought with disgust. Wow, this is embarrassing.
She twisted her head to the other side and saw the shooter. He wore a plain hoodie and carried a modified shotgun in his arms.
The shooter stared daggers at her. Then he slung the shotgun over his shoulder and produced a long knife. Meanwhile, the two followers came up behind her, wielding their pipes and blocking off escape routes. Which meant they didn’t know everything about her background. For Beverly had extensive knowledge of Eskrima melee weapons fighting as well.
She rose to her feet. Her dress had ripped along the slit, revealing much of her tight, curvy body. Her hair had frizzed up and grown sweaty with exertion.
Raising a hand to her mouth, she wiped away a bit of blood. Then she turned in a slow circle, casting looks at her opponents. “What are you waiting for?” She smiled brightly. “Come and get me.”

Chapter 3

What a bunch of phonies.
My calloused fingers curled around the edges of the billowing burgundy curtains. Squinting through a tiny slit, I stared out at the Lindbergh Auditorium’s vast sea of soft velvet seats. It was full of familiar faces — many of them belonging to people who had publicly attacked me over the last few years. But I didn’t see the one that mattered most.
Late again. Typical Beverly.
As I watched the crowd, I was reminded of my youth. Of all those times I’d been on stage or on a field. Surrounded by other kids as their parents cheered us on. I recalled scanning the seats, the bleachers. Looking for faces that would never — could never — appear.
“Where the hell have you been? I told you to meet me in the Great Hall.”
Hiding a grin, I released the curtains and swung around. In the darkness, I spotted a familiar figure. “Are you sure about that? Because I could’ve sworn—”
“Cut the crap, Cy.” Keith Donovan, the newly appointed Senior Advisor to President Wade Walters, strode across the stage. He was tall and snively. Like a snooty rodent walking on hind legs with too-perfect posture. “Next time I tell you to do something, you’d damn well better do it.”
Ahh, here was the Donovan I’d come to know so well… stiff as steel and with all the charm of a cactus patch. “Or what?” I pursed my lips in mock horror. “You’ll revoke my fake award?”
“It’s not—” He paused, gritted his teeth. When he spoke again, it was in a harsh whisper. “It’s not fake. It’s real. There’s a medal and everything.”
“Yes, the Presidential Medal of National Heroism & Cultural Heritage.” I shook my head. “It just rolls right off the tongue.”
His face reddened. “It’s not like I had a lot of time, you know.”
The award, whether Donovan admitted it or not, was a farce. A ruse cooked up by a team of crisis managers in order to divert the world’s attention away from the recent Columbus Project scandal and on to the people who had narrowly averted the ensuing disaster and discovered a monumental treasure in the process. Namely, my team and I.
I would’ve preferred to share the credit with Dutch Graham and Beverly Ginger. Plus, a few other people, too. But none of them wanted anything to do with this. Frankly, I didn’t blame them.
I didn’t want anything to do with it either.
“I’ve got an idea,” I said. “I’ll go drinking and you can accept the award in my stead. How does that sound?”
“It sounds like you’re trying to piss me off.” His nostrils flared. “Listen up and listen good. You’re going to accept the award and watch the president’s televised speech. Then you’re going to read the notecards our speechwriters prepared for you. Afterward, you and I will pose for pictures and you’re going to smile like I’m the best goddamned friend you’ve ever had. And you know why?”
“Because you’re such a fun guy?”
“Because of the cameras. You’re a national hero now, Cy. Millions of people know what you did. They’ll be tuning in to see you tonight. If you screw around, you’ll only be hurting yourself.”
Without another word, he turned around. Back straight and soles clicking like the world’s worst soldier, he marched off stage and vanished behind one of the side curtains.
“How can you talk to that prick?” The words were spoken as if yelled through a mouthful of gravel.
I glanced to the opposite side of the stage and saw the shadowy silhouette of Dutch Graham step out from behind the burgundy curtains. “I talk to you, don’t I?”
“Touché.” He chuckled. “You know, I can remember a time when me spouting off like that would’ve embarrassed the hell out of you.”
“Oh, don’t worry. You’ve found all new ways to embarrass me.”
He put his hands on his hips. Leaned back and belched to the high heavens. Then he started toward me, weaving his way across the polished wood floorboards. Despite his erratic pattern, his steps were remarkably normal, so normal you’d never know he was moving with the assistance of a mechanical left leg.
Graham was a living legend at the Explorers Society, albeit the sort of legend the Society’s leadership would’ve preferred to forget. Kind of like an accomplished kooky uncle you like to brag about to your friends, but who you pray they never meet.
And why did the leadership feel that way? Well, he was the last of a dying breed of explorers. Scientific protocols? Rigorous methodology? Meticulous analysis of the smallest details? Who needed that? Certainly not Graham, who’d spent his youth exploring the darkest corners of the world, driven primarily by a thirst for adventure. And indeed, he’d had his fair share of excitement over the years. His mechanical left leg was proof of that.
So was the patch over his right eye.
He halted a few feet short of me. He wore a colorful Hawaiian shirt, tattered jeans, and heavily-scuffed dark brown boots. To say he was underdressed was putting it mildly.
“Nice threads,” I remarked. “You do know this is a black tie affair, right?”
“Come on. How long have you known me?”
He didn’t have to elaborate. Graham didn’t like putting on airs. The British Queen could’ve come a knockin’ and he still would’ve answered the door in his underwear.
Not that I was Mr. Stylish. Normally, my idea of formal attire was a clean shirt and wool sport coat matched with my best pair of cargo pants. The ones without holes or scuff marks. But for this particular evening, I’d gone all-out. My ensemble consisted of a stylish double-breasted tuxedo with matching patent leather shoes. Rented from one of Fifth Avenue’s premiere men’s clothing shops, it somehow managed to fit me perfectly yet feel utterly uncomfortable at the same time. But hell, at least it kept Donovan off my back.
Graham took a step closer and my nose wrinkled. He reeked of alcohol. Coupled with the other clues — the slight weave of his footsteps, his wily grin — and I knew he was tipsy. Fortunately, that was the extent of it. Graham was capable of reaching levels of drunkenness few mortals could ever hope to achieve. Those of us in the know had a special name for it.
Dutch-Drunk.
Dutch Graham was a remorseless boozer. And a womanizer. And a gambler. And a bunch of other — ers too. His more uptight colleagues, disgusted by his lifestyle, had long ago taken to calling him El Diablo. However, the nickname, which had been intended as an insult, backfired on them. Namely, because Graham was tickled pink about it.
When he wasn’t sinning, he split his time between CryoCare, a small business in the rapidly growing field of cryonics, and Salvage Force, my archaeological salvage company. On top of that, he was a relentless tinkerer, capable of fixing and repurposing broken-down machines as well as creating all-new technologies out of spare parts.
“That’s some interesting cologne you’ve got there.” I took a whiff. “Let me guess. Hamron’s Horror?”
“What else?”
Ahh, Hamron’s Horror, the real breakfast of champions. The very thought of that copper-colored, smoky scotch sent my taste buds into a frenzy.
Graham stared at me with that one eye of his, peering into my soul as only he could. Then he shrugged. “I’m going to get another drink before this nonsense begins. Maybe two. No, make that three. Or four. Want anything?”
I did. But Donovan’s words about being a role model rung in my ears. “Maybe later.”
As he weaved away, I twisted back to the front curtains, alone with my swirling thoughts. In terms of respectability, I’d come full circle. I’d started my career as a historical archaeologist, specializing in urban environments. But a tragic accident at my first dig had sent my life veering off-course. I’d abandoned my career and taken on the life of a treasure hunter, crisscrossing the globe in search of ancient artifacts. In the process, I got kicked out of the Explorers Society and became a pariah among my former colleagues.
But even then, the seeds of my redemption were beginning to sprout. The rigors of treasure hunting turned me into a salvage expert. And over time, I began to offer up my expertise to archaeological digs. Not ordinary digs, mind you, but extreme ones. Digs that were threatened by immediate dangers, such as war or natural disasters. With Beverly and Dutch at my side, I threw myself into those digs, fighting to save every last artifact and its surrounding context.
Now, I was back at the Explorers Society, new membership in hand. The whole world knew my name thanks to the Columbus Project scandal. It was everything a guy could want.
But all I wanted was a drink.
The dull buzz of the restless audience wafted into my ears and I took another look through the curtains. The auditorium was packed, as it always was for the annual Explorers Society Awards Night. But one reserved seat, right in the front row, remained empty.
Beads of sweat bubbled up on my forehead. My armpits felt damp beneath my tuxedo. The auditorium’s air conditioning was on Antarctica-mode, but it was more than outmatched by the broiling summer heat.
As I stared out at the audience, still searching for Beverly, I thought back to my childhood. About the many days and nights I’d spent at the Explorers Society, delving into its hidden corners and dreaming of exotic adventures.
My mom, an esteemed member, had encouraged my interest. Fake award or not, she would’ve been proud of me today. As for Dad, well, I wasn’t sure how he would’ve felt about it.
My gaze shifted to a large clock mounted on the back wall. The hands ticked by at high speed. They’d already passed 8:00 p.m. and were well on there way to 8:15.
My left coat pocket vibrated. Reaching inside, I extracted my satphone. Saw Beverly’s name flashing on the screen.
I clicked it and a text message appeared. Let’s play a game, I read softly.
A wicked smile spread across my lips as my fingers danced across the virtual keyboard. Does it involve a deck of cards and us taking our clothes off?
A small image appeared. I clicked it and a grainy video of Beverly Ginger opened up on the screen. Her eyes, bloodshot and dry, were pried open. Her jaw was gagged with thick rope. A large welt, black and purplish, marred her temple.
The camera zoomed out and I saw her body, stripped down to her undergarments. She sat slumped in a metal folding chair, her arms and legs encased in chains. It was difficult to see details in the grainy video. But I caught glimpses of enormous bruises on her legs and deep cuts on her torso.
My fingers curled tighter and tighter around the satphone. The video faded away and a new message took its place. The game is called Do or Die, I read. Do as I say…
… or she dies.

Chapter 4

“Get over here,” Keith Donovan hissed from behind the side curtains. “We’re about to begin.”
Ignoring him, I reread the message. Then I played the video again, tracing her face with the tip of my finger. God, if anything happened to her…
A memory from the previous night played in my mind. I remembered touching her tanned face. Staring into her violet eyes. The ripples running through her wavy chestnut hair. The sweat glistening on her curvy body. The feel of her legs wrapped around my waist. The animal magnetism evident in her every movement.
I saw none of that in the video. She just looked, well, different. And not just on the surface. No, it was in her pupils. There was something there. Something unsettling.
Fear.
And not just ordinary fear. This was holy-crap-I can’t-think-straight type of fear. Which threw me for a loop. I couldn’t recall the last time — if ever — I’d seen fear in her eyes.
Who had taken her? Why? And how? She wasn’t some easy mark. She was a battle-hardened warrior who’d fought to the death in some of the toughest terrain on Earth.
Head down, I walked to the side curtains. Tapping the screen, I wrote out a new message: Do anything to her and YOU will die.
But I didn’t send it. Instead, I deleted the message and started to write a new one, designed to glean as much information as possible about the situation.
A new message appeared on my screen. Do anything to her and I’ll die, huh? I like that. Nice and snappy. But don’t flatter yourself. You’ll never find me.
I clenched my jaw. Well, how about that? My little texting buddy had read my unsent message.
Which meant my satphone had been hacked.
Another message appeared: Nice tux, by the way. But you’ve got a loose thread on your back, just below your left shoulder.
I reached behind me and felt around. Indeed, there was a thread just as the message had indicated. I pulled it off and let it drop to the floor.
Another message: Much better.
The implication was clear. Beverly’s kidnapper had eyes on me. Maybe ears, too.
I scanned the ceiling and nearest wall for cameras. I didn’t see any, but I noticed plenty of people around me, immersed in their smartphones. Was the kidnapper among them? Or had he or she hijacked their phones in order to commandeer their cameras?
I get it… you’re in control, I wrote. So, who are you?
Another message popped up almost as soon as I hit the Enter key. Just a girl with a good computer.
Or a guy impersonating a girl.
Would you believe me if I wrote OMG and LOLZ and told you how much I ADORE shoes?
I frowned. Got a name, computer girl?
Malware.
Cute, I replied.
Yes, I am. Now, I need something from you.
Sorry. I’m a one-woman kind of guy.
That’s because you haven’t met me yet. But until then, I need you to conduct an excavation. Proceed directly to 1199 Madison Avenue, at the corner of 75th.
An excavation? Like an archaeological excavation?
Yes, she replied. And don’t worry about tools. You’ll find plenty where you’re going. Oh, and Cy?
Yeah?
You have one hour to get there. Or she dies.

Chapter 5

Muffled shouts, tense and raw, rang in my ears. Outside the front curtains, shoes and high heels shuffled against ornate carpet. A dull cacophony of murmurs and whispers arose from the auditorium.
I checked the time on my satphone. 8:20 p.m. on the dot. That meant I had until 9:20 p.m. to reach 1199 Madison Avenue. Which was, come to think of it, rather odd. Even at a leisurely pace, it would only take five to ten minutes to cover the distance. So, why had Malware given me so much time?
I ran to the front curtains. Shifting the fabric, I made my way out onto the stage. Then I stopped. Did a double-take.
Attendees and members of the media, clad in their finest attire, were streaming out of the rows, joining gathering throngs near the three double-door exits. It was a major bottleneck situation, made worse by frantic pushing and shoving.
“What’s this all about?” Graham appeared at my side, clutching a tumbler full of copper-colored liquid in his hand. “Wait, let me guess. Is someone giving away grants for useless research in the Great Hall?”
“Come on.” I jumped off the stage and landed softly on the thick carpet. “I need to get outside.”
He downed his scotch. Then he tossed the tumbler. As it crashed to the floorboards, shattering into a million tiny pieces, he slid off the stage and joined me in the main aisle. Then he veered ahead, bellowing bloody oaths and pushing people out of his way.
I loved that about Graham. He didn’t waste time asking questions or demanding explanations. When push came to shove, he just shoved back twice as hard.
I followed at his heels, wading through the crowd, pushing my way toward the front. Along the way, I noticed some of the people who’d badmouthed me over the years. I made sure to push them extra hard.
A couple of security guards stood at the double doors, holding back the crowd. One of them, a thick-bodied man named Cody Webster, lifted his voice. “Everything is fine, folks. Please exit the aisle and return to your seats. Tonight’s program will begin momentarily.”
But this crowd, this gathering of hotshot explorers and media-types, had become unnerved. Like herds of cattle, they stampeded their way past the guards and through the doors. Instantly, the built-up bottleneck pressure released and I found myself shot out of the auditorium and into the Great Hall.
Ahh, the Great Hall. The beating heart of the Explorers Society. Even now, even after all this time, I still found myself gawking at its tall ornamental columns, its soaring arches, and its mixture of dark wood paneling and crisp, colorful carpets.
“Damn, that was fun.” Graham, red-faced and sporting a wicked grin, clapped my back. “Let’s go again.”
“This ride’s not over yet.” Walking quickly, I made a beeline to a pair of heavy oak doors, passing by mounted stuffed heads of long-extinct animals along with dozens of wood and glass display cases.
The closer I drew to the doors, the more noises I heard. Harsh noises and not too distant. Stuff like breaking glass, crunching metal, screams and chants, and were those… crackling flames?
Donovan appeared at the edge of my vision. With large steps, he hiked to the oak doors.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked.
“Get out of my way, Keith.”
“Please return to your seats, ladies and gentlemen.” Cody Webster’s booming voice filled the room. The crowd, now gathered in small clumps within the Great Hall, turned to look at him.
“What’s going on?” Betsy Reese, the world famous mountaineer, brushed hair from her eyes. “It sounds like a warzone out there.”
“I’ll tell you what I know. But only after you return to your seats.”
The crowd lingered for a moment. Whispers and murmurs started up again.
Reese gave Webster a hard look. Then she walked back into the auditorium. Her action had a ripple effect and before long, the rest of the crowd had regained sheep-status, following her back to their seats.
“That includes the two of you.” Donovan looked at Graham and I. “Get back in there.”
“I’m leaving,” I said.
“And I’m going with him,” Graham added.
“Remember what I said before, Cy? About you being a national hero? Well, act like it.”
With one quick yank, I sent him sprawling to the floor. Then I released the bolt mechanism, twisted the left knob, and pulled the door open.
My eyebrows rocketed to the top of my skull. What I’d seen in the auditorium wasn’t chaos. No, this was chaos.
Everywhere I looked, I saw people. Some hustled down the sidewalks, their arms full of television sets, computer tablets, racks of clothing, and whatever else they could carry. Others wielded pipes, wrenches, and heavy flashlights, which they used to reign havoc on windows, metal grilles and gates, the occasional parked car, anything really. Still others lofted Molotov cocktails, chucking them toward buildings, trees, and even crowds of people. It was a full-blown riot, big enough to explode the senses.
A puzzle piece clicked into place. Malware had known about the riot. That’s why she’d given me sixty minutes to reach my destination. And as I looked at the growing chaos and listened to frenzied chants about food and money and power, that hour suddenly felt very short.
“Wait here,” I told Graham. “I’ll be back.”
He crossed his arms. “You really think I’m letting you go out there alone?”
My satphone vibrated. I pulled it out of my pocket and stared at the screen. Just you, it read.
“I’m coming.” Graham burped. “And that’s final.”
Yeah, he was tipsy and his belligerence would probably get us into trouble. But he was still the best wingman I knew. Plus, I didn’t have time to argue with him.
My fingers flew across the virtual keyboard, typing my reply. We’re a package deal.
Malware’s response came almost instantaneously. The more, the merrier, I suppose. Malware approved.
As I pocketed the satphone, a few rioters turned my way. Their visages darkened in the pale moonlight and they began climbing the Explorers Society’s exterior staircase.
“Don’t you dare leave,” Donovan called out. “Or I swear to God I’ll give your award to someone else.”
“It’s a fake award.” I walked outside. “It deserves a fake winner.”

Chapter 6

“Oh really?” Terry Horst, the esteemed Secretary of the Treasury, crossed her stubby legs. “And exactly what are you going to do, Harold? Beat me like you beat Sharon?”
Harold Sanchez, the Chairman of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, glowered at her. His jaw tightened. Deep lines formed upon his dark, doughy visage.
“That’s completely unnecessary,” Lori Scott said before he could respond. “And frankly, beneath even you, Terry.” Scott, the Chairwoman of the Securities and Exchange Commission, was tall and curveless. Her hair, dyed frosty blonde, was trimmed close to her scalp. She wore a tight navy blue blouse over white pants, along with an elaborate shell necklace consisting of multiple metallic chains hanging at different lengths.
Terry Horst brushed a wisp of hair away from her eyes. She wore a black pencil skirt and a form-fitting colorful top with plunging neckline. Her love of tight clothes, coupled with her plus-sized body, brought her plenty of disgusted stares from skinny folks. They expected — no, wanted — her to hate her body, to hide it under baggy, dumpy clothing. She had no interest in that. She clearly loved her figure, loved to show it off. And if she could offend a few skinnies in the process, all the better. “I’m just saying what we’re all thinking,” she replied sweetly.
“Sharon was — is — a psychopath.” Sanchez exhaled a long breath. Despite his happy-go-lucky nature, or perhaps because of it, he was often found in the company of troubled women. Usually alcoholics with acid tongues and serious daddy issues. “She's just trying to get back at me for breaking up with her.”
“Women don’t lie about that sort of thing,” Horst said in a singsong voice.
“She’s not a woman. She’s a damn harpy. Just like you.”
You can choose your friends, Ben Marvin thought as he watched the three high-powered individuals bicker like children from the hallway just outside his home office. But you can’t choose your collaborators.
For him, at least, that was definitely the case. He didn’t particularly care for Horst, Sanchez, or Scott. However, their respective positions, as per Executive Order 12631, gave them permanent membership alongside him in the Working Group on Capital Markets. Or, as the press liked to call it, the Plunge Protection Team. And since his plans required the Working Group’s unique powers, he was stuck with the three of them, whether he liked it or not.
Ben was the appointed Chair of the Board of Governors at the Federal Reserve. He was a short, bespectacled man. At first glance, most observers pegged him as the stereotypical accountant, churning through endless reams of numbers in a brightly-lit, windowless room. And there was some truth to that. For he’d earned the right to use the CPA title many years earlier. But he was more than just an accountant. Indeed, Ben was widely considered the brightest financial mind the United States had to offer.
He lingered at the doorframe, listening to them argue, annoyed beyond belief. This was supposed to be a moment of triumph. Petty disagreements had no place here.
Decades, Father, Ben thought as he turned his attention to the framed photograph behind his desk. It took decades, but your dream is coming true. I just wish you were here to see it.
The blown-up black-and-white photograph depicted a slim, tall man with slicked back hair. The man — Roy Marvin — sat in a cushioned wood seat, surrounded by distinguished-looking men the world had long forgotten.
Nine months earlier, Roy had succumbed to heart failure. He hadn’t gone easily, battling the Grim Reaper every step to the grave. It was the final epic defeat in a lifetime full of them.
Reluctantly, Ben glanced back at his three collaborators. He’d heard enough of the argument to understand the situation. Quite simply, Horst had lost her nerve. He didn’t fully blame her, what with the violent riots currently plaguing the country. Still, he couldn’t exactly cut her loose at this point. Not when the end game was so close.
Ben cleared his throat.
The bickerers broke off in mid-argument. Swiveling in their chairs, they turned to face him.
“We’ve got a problem.” Sanchez sneered. “Terry’s wimping out on us.”
Secretary Horst eyed Sanchez with disdain. “Open your eyes, Harold. People are hurting and it’s our fault.”
“Typical Terry. First sign of trouble and—”
“Everyone, please calm down,” Ben said. “Let’s talk about this. By the way, any problems getting here?”
Scott shook her head. “We followed protocols to the letter. No one knows we’re here.”
“Thank you, Lori.” Briefcase in hand, Ben walked to his desk. For a second time, his eyes locked on the framed photograph. He’d discovered it shortly after his father’s death, locked away in a bedroom safe. It was just one of thousands of items Roy had saved from his long and troubled career in the field of economics.
The photograph had been taken in 1949, on the eve of what should’ve been Roy’s greatest triumph. And indeed, that was what Ben liked about the photo. It showed a light in his father’s eyes, a laugh upon the man’s lips. This was a Roy he’d never known, one full of youth, hope, and moral clarity. But even this photo hinted at the inner agony that would eventually darken Roy’s soul.
Ben set his briefcase next to the oak desk. Sliding out his leather chair, he sat down. Then he clasped his hands together and gazed at his collaborators as a professor might gaze upon a couple of first-years.
“Let me get something straight.” Scott shifted toward Horst, causing her necklace to jangle lightly against her chest. “Is this you being a drama queen? Or are you seriously thinking of bailing on us?”
“I’m not thinking about it,” Horst replied. “I’m doing it.”
“Are you out of your damn mind?” Sanchez asked.
“Please keep your language civil,” Ben said.
“Have you read the news lately?” Horst asked Sanchez. “First, that whole Columbus Project debacle. Now, this. America’s going up in flames, all because we decided to light a match high up in our ivory tower.”
“Ivory tower?” Sanchez scrunched up his face. “What ivory tower? What the hell are you talking about?”
Scott shook her head. “We had nothing to do with the Columbus Project. That was completely out of our hands. We didn’t even know it was happening when we started this little thing of ours.”
“But we know about it now,” Horst replied. “And we still have time to pull back, to stop this before America is brought to her knees.”
Ben cleared his throat. Silence fell over the room. “I understand your concerns, Terry,” he said. “We all do. It’s one thing to talk about riots in the abstract. It’s a whole other thing to see them in real-life.”
“Riots that we caused,” Terry added. “None of this would’ve happened without our doing.”
“You know as well as I do that these riots were written in stone long ago. Our crime, if you can call it that, was merely to fast-forward the process.”
“Well put.” Scott nodded sagely. “Like all great nations, America will eventually fall before the power of economics. It’s inevitable.”
Terry exhaled an exacerbated sigh. “Yes, all great nations fall. And yes, America will follow suit one day. But why does it have to be now? Why can’t we just wait for it to go off the cliff on its own accord?”
“Because we all know what will happen in the event of an unguided collapse,” Ben replied. “Food shortages. Mass homelessness. Wealth confiscation. Martial law. And war, civil or otherwise. But if we continue on our present path, we can avoid those things. We can steer America to a soft landing. We can preserve this great land of ours, just in a different form. Lives, millions of them, will be spared.”
It was a strong argument, one Ben had pressed upon the others for months now. And he knew Horst understood it well. But he could still see uncertainty in her eyes. “I know it’s difficult to see it right now,” he said softly. “But a better world lies ahead of us. A world without strife, without conflict. A peaceful world, safe for prosperity.”
Secretary Horst looked away.
What are you thinking? Ben wondered as he gazed upon her plump features. Do you recognize this moment? Do you see it for what it is?
Ben firmly believed that one’s life path hinged on just a handful of critical decisions. Those decisions, more often than not, felt relatively unimportant at the time. It was only later, with the benefit of life experience, that a decision’s true importance was revealed.
At least two such decisions had defined his father’s early life. First, the man’s decision to join the America First Committee, the foremost anti-war group of its time, in 1940. Numbering some 800,000 paying members, the AFC was dedicated to keeping the United States out of World War II. Second, Roy’s decision to remain steadfastly anti-war after the December 7, 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor.
As for Ben, four decisions stood out above the rest. First, picking up An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations from his father’s bookshelf at the precocious age of thirteen. Second, blowing off Sally Keller the night she’d given him that work-less-or-lose-me ultimatum. Third, opening that strange Capitalist Curtain file in his recently-deceased father’s safe nine months earlier. And fourth, joining forces with the three people sitting before him.
He didn’t know much about Secretary Horst’s personal life. But the decision before her, he knew, was one of those life-altering moments. Would she ignore her doubts? Or would she give in to her fears and thwart all their carefully-laid plans?
Horst sat quietly for another few seconds. Then she pushed her chair back, rose to her feet. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“You’re sorry?” Sanchez stared at her, disbelief etched in his angry features. “You little—”
“Harold.” Ben shot him a stern look. “Please.”
Sanchez crossed his arms.
Horst’s face twisted into… was that sadness? Then she walked to the door. She stopped at the threshold for a moment, her back to Ben and the others. “I just can’t do this,” she said quietly. “When Monday rolls around, I’m going to begin unwinding my portion of the transactions. I suggest all of you do the same.”
You can fix this, Ben thought. You just need to say the right words in the right tone. Oh, if only it were that easy. But unlike, say, President Walters, he didn’t possess the gift of gab. Indeed, Ben was pathetically normal when it came to thinking on his feet.
“What, uh, about tomorrow’s meeting?” was all he could manage.
“I still plan on going,” she replied. “I hope you’ll do the same.”
“What are we going to tell him?”
“The truth.”
Gasps rang out in the office.
“We need to tell him everything and explain how we can unwind things before it’s too late. President Walters is a good man. He’ll understand.”
“Understand?” Sanchez shouted. “Understand what? That we’ve brought this country to the brink of collapse?”
“He’s right,” Scott added. “Use your head. If you tell him the truth, we’ll spend the rest of our lives in prison.”
“Maybe that’s what we deserve.” With that, she walked out of the office and marched down the adjoining hallway, her flats shuffling lightly on the wood floor.
“She’s full of shit.” Sanchez ignored Ben’s arched eyebrow. “No way she goes to Wade. She’d end up in jail right next to us.”
“Not if she cuts herself a deal,” Scott said.
“You really think she’d sell us out?”
“To stay out of prison? Absolutely.”
Ben inhaled, exhaled. “You know Terry better than both of us put together. Can we change her mind about this?”
Scott thought for a moment. Then she shook her head.
“So, all our planning, our preparation… and this is how it ends?” Sanchez sighed. “It doesn’t seem right.”
Ben spun his chair in a half-circle and stared up at his father. Roy had been a moral beacon and one of the most brilliant economists the world had ever known. But a series of defeats and missteps had marred his career and eventually, his life.
Is that my path? Ben wondered. Is this where it all goes downhill?
He racked his brain for a solution, considering the problem from all sides. He needed Horst. But she was out and worse, was planning to undo all of their hard work.
“Go home,” he said after a moment. “And enjoy your weekend.”
Scott furrowed her brow. “We have to talk about this, Ben. Terry’s going to—”
“Don’t worry.” Ben took a deep breath. He knew what had to be done. He didn’t like it, but unfortunately, Horst had left him no choice. “I’ll take care of her.”

Chapter 7

“Eat the rich. Eat the rich. Eat the rich…”
The chant, distant yet close, poured into my eardrums along with a mishmash of other sounds. The odors of sweat, cinders, garbage, and electricity flooded my nostrils. The air was hot and full of vibrant lunacy.
“There’s something about a riot,” Graham said, “that makes me want to start breaking stuff.”
I knew the feeling. I suppose we all have that temptation inside of us, somewhere deep down. That barely-controlled desire to light civilization aflame and dance on its ruins with ridiculous glee.
I glanced down the enormous staircase connecting the Explorers Society to E. 80th Street. A couple of rioters climbed the steps at a methodic pace. Their bodies, dressed in black clothing and shrouded in shadows, blended into the darkness. They looked like ghostly apparitions, fading in and out of the material world.
While on remote digs, I always carried my machete at my side. However, this was New York City. One didn’t just walk down the streets sporting a long blade. Not without causing an army of trust-fund babies to faint behind their bodyguards anyway.
I was weaponless, but far from helpless. As the rioters drew close, my fingers curled together, forming fists. But the rioters — clean-cut white men of roughly college-age — weren’t interested in me or Graham. Instead, they strode right past us.
Two rioters went for the doors, pounding them and screaming drunken threats. “Open up,” one rioter screamed. “So we can kill you.”
“Open up so we can kill you?” Graham rubbed his one good eye. “He can’t really expect that to work.”
“What if Keith is near the door?”
“Okay, maybe it could work.”
Meanwhile, other rioters attempted to scale the white marble exterior, evidently targeting the colossal faces of famous explorers that stood watch over the street. But they kept slipping on the slick surface, only to come crashing back to the ground. They looked like people wiping out on vertical treadmills.
“Eat the rich,” the distant chant continued. “Eat the rich. Eat the rich…”
I stole a look at my satphone. 8:26 p.m. Fifty-four minutes to go.
Graham steered a weaving path to the street and I followed suit. A few empty cars were parked haphazardly on the asphalt. Rioters attacked them with relish, scraping away at the paintjobs and ripping out sound systems and GPS devices.
“That’s odd,” I said.
“Odd? All of this…” Graham belched, drawing admiring looks from nearby rioters. “What was I… oh yeah, you call this odd? Because I call it…” He trailed off.
“Yeah, that’s a great description,” I remarked. “Anyway I’m not talking about the riot. I’m talking about this street. It’s normally jam-packed with cars. But now, it’s mostly empty. It’s like the drivers knew this was coming.”
“Lucky them. So, why are we here and not getting hammered backstage?”
“Someone kidnapped Beverly.”
The bleariness melted away. “Who?”
“She calls herself Malware. If I don’t help her get what she wants, she says she’ll kill Beverly.”
“What does she want?”
“An excavation. I’m supposed to go to 1199 Madison Avenue, at the corner of 75th. I’ve got a little less than an hour to get there.”
“I doubt we’ll get much help from the police,” he remarked as a group of rioters ran past us. They were naked from the waist down and screaming drunken nonsense at inanimate objects.
“Do we ever?”
“Fair point.”
“One more thing. Malware’s some kind of computer genius. She hacked my satphone, probably yours too. In fact, I bet she’s listening to us at this very moment.”
“Yeah? I’ve got something for her.” He reared back and belched even louder. When he was done, he wiped his lips and pulled out his phone. “I guess I should ditch this, huh?”
I shook my head. “Hold on to it. We need to be able to communicate with her and each other.”
Turning west, I strode down E. 80th Street. Just ahead, I saw Madison Avenue and ever-growing mayhem. People smashing windows and attacking gated storefronts. People tearing up the asphalt and ripping down street signs. People scaling metal poles, their hungry eyes fixed upon blinking traffic lights.
The rioters came in all shapes, sizes, and colors. There were more men than women, but the differential wasn’t much. I only noticed two consistent features. First, the rioters looked well-kept. And second, they were, by and large, rather young. Late teens and early twenties.
In other words, they were exactly like all those other rioters that had plagued American cities these last three months. The media, always eager to put a name on things, had dubbed them the Berserkers. At least they didn’t refer to the riots as Berserker-mageddon or Berserker-pocalpyse.
The Berserkers seemed, as their moniker implied, insane. But there was a motive behind the madness. Manhattan’s youth — hell, youth all over the country — had been sold a pack of lies. You’re special, they’d been told. You can do anything! And so an entire generation had grown up with the greatest of expectations, each Berserker believing he or she — and only he or she — was cut out for a monumental life.
The Berserkers didn’t want steady, boring jobs. They wanted fulfilling work that would make them the envy of their peers. And they didn’t want to spend decades climbing the corporate ladder. They wanted immediate prosperity and respect.
But the world didn’t work that way. For the vast majority of Berserkers, reality failed to live up to expectations. Even worse, they faced constant reminders of this on social media. Presented with a never-ending stream of self-indulgent posts, they couldn’t help but feel quietly inadequate. Like everyone was winning at life but them.
As I eased myself into the thick of the riot, a tall man bumped into me. He wore a ski mask and smelled faintly of expensive vodka. His attire, ripped and ragged clothing, didn’t mesh at all with his bronzed skin and manicured nails.
He cast me a nasty look. “You wore a tux to a riot? That’s an epic fail, rich boy.”
“Yeah, just like your dad’s condom,” I retorted as I hiked past him and around an abandoned taxicab. A small group of dudes, outfitted in matching jackets, were dousing it with urine. The distant chant—“Eat the rich. Eat the rich. Eat the rich…”—gained volume.
Of course, sky-high expectations weren’t the only problem. College costs had skyrocketed over the years and even those with well-paying jobs were bogged down in debt. At the same time, Berserkers were starting to question things like Social Security and Medicare. They were putting far more into those programs than they would ever get back. This was exacerbated by the fact that the elderly were in good financial shape. Bottom line, poor Berserkers were being forced to subsidize rich older folks. So, yeah.
The Berserkers had reasons to riot.
“Hey rich boy.” The voice was soft. Deadly. And right in my ear.
I turned around. Saw the masked man, backed by a small group of followers. They wore masks as well and stank of the same expensive vodka. Graham, still tipsy, hung back, lurking behind them like some kind of alcoholic angel of vengeance.
“Oh, I’m gonna enjoy this.” The masked man smacked his fist into his palm. “Ready to feel the pain, rich boy?”
I didn’t have time for this. “Why? Are you going to make me look at your face?”
Cackles and hoots of laughter rang out. The masked man whirled around, stared his followers down.
“Forget him, Saul.” One of the followers clutched his side and managed to stop laughing. “We’ve got a job to do.”
Saul sneered. Ignoring the advice, he stalked toward me, waving his hands, beckoning me to throw a punch.
And so I did.
My left fist crashed into his jaw. His head bounced up and down like a bobblehead doll and he twisted toward the taxicab. He struck the side and fell in a heap. The pissing dudes turned to look and in the process, sprayed him with streams of urine.
Roaring, Saul leapt to his feet. He threw himself at the nearest dude. A fist to the stomach and another one to the face sent the dude into dreamland.
Saul’s friends turned toward me. But a quick push from Graham sent them stumbling into each other and they went down like so many bowling pins.
We were on the clock and anyway, there wasn’t much to gain by sticking around. So, Graham and I started forward again, sliding into open spaces and nudging people to the sides. It wasn’t hard to forge a path through the crowd.
As it turned out, we weren’t the only ones using it.
“Aww, that’s sweet,” Graham said after we’d traversed a short distance. “It looks like you’ve got yourself a fan club.”
“Great.” I glanced over my shoulder. Saul and his gang trailed us by about twenty feet, slinking through the crowd, moving at an almost leisurely pace. “But why do they have to be so creepy?”
We crossed E. 79th Street. The crowd thickened and grew increasingly boisterous as Graham and I approached E. 78th Street. A familiar chant rang out in unison from all sides.
“Eat the rich. Eat the rich. Eat the rich…”
But the chant was dying and soon gave way to a series of others.
“Banks got bailed out, we got sold out! Banks got bailed out, we got sold out!”
“Whose country? Our country! Whose country? Our country!”
“We won’t move ‘til things improve! We won’t move ‘til things improve!”
Those chants soon faded away. A new chant, rising from the ashes, erupted as Berserkers joined their voices together, shouting until they turned blue in the face.
“You can’t run, the revolution has begun! You can’t run, the revolution has begun!”
The chant turned deafening and the street felt like it was quaking under my shoes. I looked over my shoulder. Saul and his gang of masked men were still twenty feet away, slithering like snakes through the ever-thickening crowd.
I tried to push my way forward. But the crowd was like a solid block of pulsing, unemployed life.
Berserkers began to notice my tux. A few of them laughed, flashed me the thumbs-up. Like I was making some kind of political statement. Others stared knives at me. Like I was some insanely-stupid rich guy, so eager to flaunt my wealth I’d even dress up for a riot.
I pulled off my bowtie, stuffed it in my pocket. I was tempted to ditch the jacket since it was so hot out. But I unbuttoned my dress shirt instead and checked my satphone. It was 8:35 p.m., which meant I’d already spent fifteen of my sixty minutes.
Rising to my toes, I peered over rows of hooded and capped heads. I saw a wall of blue. NYPD officers were stretched across Madison Avenue, blocking access to E. 78th Street. They wore riot gear and carried batons.
I’d dealt with my fair share of police officers over the years. I’d been hounded, chased, and even arrested on trumped-up charges all over the globe. So, as a rule I didn’t trust cops. And I didn’t want to be anywhere near them in a situation like this one. They weren’t there to help people like me, innocents caught up in a crazy situation. No, they were there to end the riot.
By any means necessary.
Again, I rose up on my toes. Behind the officers, I saw a line of mid-sized armored cars. Circular satellite-like devices, three feet in diameter, were mounted on the roof of each car.
“You can’t run, the revolution has begun! You can’t run, the revolution has begun!”
Off to the side, I saw Saul and his buddies. They were shoving their way through the Berserkers, but on the opposite side of the street.
Saul must’ve felt my gaze because he stopped. Swiveled in my direction. Forming a gun with his fingers, he pantomimed shooting me.
I caught his imaginary bullet in my hand and, with a big grin, crumbled it into imaginary dust.
His face flushed and he ground his teeth together in fury. But as he started toward me, one of his followers whispered in his ear. Saul exhaled. Turning away, he continued his trek toward the police.
One of the rioters broke ranks. Using a baton, an officer struck the man’s head. The man was unconscious before he hit the pavement. But the fuse had been lit and the Berserkers, fueled on stupidity or alcohol or maybe both, surged forward. Scuffles broke out all around me.
A loud whistle shrieked. The air morphed and I felt a wave of anxiety. My stomach quaked.
The chant died off. Groans and screams, strangely dull, filled the air. My ears started to ring. As I covered them, I saw others holding their ears as well. Some of the Berserkers vomited. Others crumpled to the ground and went still.
Fighting off the pain, I lifted my gaze. The police seemed immune to whatever had struck the crowd. Instead, they swung their batons, smashing heads with quiet menace.
The ringing noise intensified, pounding away at the inside of my skull. My knees weakened. Graham fell to the street. As my balance faded, I caught a glimpse of the armored cars, of those circular satellites. They hummed and vibrated and a realization came over me.
They weren’t satellites… they were sonic cannons.

Chapter 8

My consciousness ebbed. I sank to my knees. My torso toppled over and my hands hit pavement. I tried to get up, to move backward. But a dizzy spell stopped me cold.
My brain went to work, recalling everything it knew about sonic cannons. Unfortunately, that wasn’t much. They worked by emitting high-power sound waves. At low levels, those waves caused nausea and irritation. At higher ones, they brought about extreme pain and loss of balance. They could even destroy a person’s eardrums.
My saliva dried up, leaving me parched. Tiny vibrations shook my eyes, causing my vision to blur. I tried to lift my hands, to block my ears. But my muscles refused to respond.
Abruptly, the infernal ringing noise morphed. It was still in my skull, just less intense. Strength flooded back into my body. Shifting my heavy head, I looked up. Through somewhat-hazy vision, I saw Berserkers — including Saul and his gang — engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the NYPD. The NYPD was better — trained, but they were fighting a much larger force. Meanwhile, other Berserkers scaled the various armored cars. Using a variety of tools, they systematically disabled the sonic cannons.
“Wow.” Graham stirred, sat up. “What was that?”
“Sonic cannons.” I rubbed my stinging ears. “A whole bunch of them.”
“Well, that’s one way to kill a street party.”
“Could’ve been worse. At least they didn’t hit us with techno music.”
Rising to my feet, I watched a group of Berserkers working together, coordinating efforts, fighting to overcome the technologically superior police force. How had they managed to stay on their feet? How had they withstood the sound waves? Were their senses dulled by giggle juice and goofballs?
More sonic cannons fell under the onslaught. The ringing noise faded away. Gradually, the other Berserkers recovered. I half-expected them to flee the area. Instead, they stumbled forward, crashing into the blue wall. The officers, now devoid of their sonic artillery, fell back. Within moments, the rioters swarmed them, throwing them to the streets.
Cracking noises and screams rang out as frenzied Berserkers attacked the fallen cops with their own batons. More officers appeared out of nowhere. Armed with electroshock weapons, they went after the Berserkers. Rioters began to topple over, writhing uncontrollably.
I wiped my sleeve across my forehead, relieving it of sweat. Then I marched into the urban battlefield. Fights raged all around us. I heard screams and metal smacking against exposed flesh. Blood sprayed on the pavement, on the vehicles, and all over my jacket.
I looked around for Saul. I didn’t see him, but I did see one of his followers. The guy lay on the ground, partially unmasked. His eyes were closed and he was curled up in the fetal position. I found myself wondering all over again how he and the others had managed to fight through the sound waves.
I ran to his side. Ignoring the stench of vodka, I peeled off his ski mask and studied his ears. Tiny bell-shaped plugs were buried within them. Gently, I pulled them out. They were made from a spongy material and looked expensive.
The earplugs explained how Saul and the others had fought through the sound waves. But how did they get them? Did they just happen to own matching pairs of high-tech earplugs? Or had they somehow known the riot was coming and purchased them in advance?
Graham darted to another fallen Berserker. Digging under the guy’s ski mask, he unearthed a similar set of earplugs. He studied them, then stuffed them into a pocket. I did the same.
“Ready?” Graham said.
“Hang on.” I reached into the guy’s pockets and extracted a smartphone.
“What are you doing?” he whispered.
I pressed my finger against the screen. “Hmm, password protected. Hey, get that guy’s phone for me.”
“What for?”
“Call it a hunch.”
Quickly, he dug into the other guy’s pockets and came up with a smartphone. He tossed it to me and I touched the screen.
Graham arched an eyebrow. “You’d better not be looking for dirty pics.”
“If I was, I’d be on your phone.” Opening the texting program, I saw a message, forwarded along to about a dozen people. They can’t run, the revolution has begun, I read quietly. Tonight. Madison in the 70s. Eight. Don’t be late.
All the clues were there. So, the message’s two final words shouldn’t have surprised me. But they still did.
Malware approved.

Chapter 9

“Malware planned this little party?” Twisting his neck, Graham watched as a Berserker relieved himself in the middle of the street. “Boy, I sure hope she’s got a clean-up crew ready to go.”
“Yeah, it’s called the Sanitation Department.” I scrolled through a series of texts. “There are other messages from her, all forwarded along by different people. It’s like one of those old fashioned phone trees, only with texts. And about a million more curse words.”
“Anything interesting?”
“Plenty. Looks like she started to spread the news of a riot last week. But the date, time, and location remained a secret until she sent this last message.”
“When was that?”
“It’s hard to say. It looks like it was forwarded along by someone else who probably got it from a third person and so on.” I checked the time stamp. “But this phone received it earlier tonight, at 7:26 p.m. That’s why all the stores are closed and most of the cars are gone. People knew this was coming.”
“A pre-planned riot.” He shook his head. “How disappointing. Where’s the spontaneity? Where’s the raw passion?”
I watched a masked guy chase some annoyed broads down the sidewalk, jeans around his ankles and waving the world’s tiniest sword for all to see. “Oh, the passion is raw alright. Raw and chock-full of disease.”
So, Malware, at the very least, had helped plan the riot. Was she behind the ones in other cities as well? If so, why? And what did it have to do with Beverly, with 1199 Madison Avenue?
Graham and I passed through the line of armored cars. We crossed E. 78th Street and snuck past more armored vehicles, equipped with now-disabled sonic cannons. Dozens of Berserkers were in the process of overwhelming a rapidly diminishing group of police officers.
Sticking to the sidewalk, we eased past the battle. A great mass of Berserkers lay before us. They fought the police and themselves. They tore down mailboxes, ravaged newspaper stands, and destroyed stores. Extending my gaze, I saw more Berserkers, far into the distance.
“It’s like a parade,” Graham said. “With degenerates instead of clowns.”
“Which is actually kind of an improvement when you think about it.”
The crowd thickened, growing denser by the second. A familiar chant rang out into the night.
“You can’t run, the revolution has begun! You can’t run, the revolution has begun!”
Graham and I, working together, pushed our way through the Berserkers. We passed E. 77th Street. As we approached E. 76th Street, I checked my satphone. 8:46 p.m. One and a half blocks to go and thirty-four minutes to cover the distance. Plenty of time. That is, assuming nothing else went wrong.
We crossed E. 76th Street, ready to keep moving forward. But the crowd hardened in front of us. People began to shove, to shout.
“No luck here.” Graham tried to squeeze through two Berserkers without success. “Looks like we’re stuck again.”
It was warm out and my tuxedo-laden armpits were drenched with sweat. Then, without warning, the temperature turned boiling hot. Sweat oozed down my face, sizzling against my skin like bacon in a pan.
The temperature rose another few notches and I nearly swooned. Berserkers shed their shirts, doused themselves with beer, anything to cool down.
“Why’s it so hot?” someone screamed.
“They’re using a directed-energy weapon,” another voice yelled back.
“A what?”
“A heat ray!”

Chapter 10

The heat intensified until I could barely breathe. A small part of me longed for sweet unconsciousness. But it didn’t come and instead, my nerves went into a frenzy and my senses grew razor sharp. I could feel every bit of the blazing heat as it engulfed me and wafted down my lungs. The sonic cannons had been torturous.
But this heat… this was the inner circle of hell.
Panic swept through the crowd. Berserkers started to run in all directions. People fell over. The lucky ones managed to get back to their feet with mere scrapes and bruises. The unlucky ones got trampled into dazed, bloody pulp.
People smacked into Graham. Elbows struck my sides, my back, my stomach. Heavy boots and shoes slammed into my feet, crunching my toes. We turned this way and that, prisoners to the animalistic whims of the crowd.
Graham pushed away one of the fleeing rioters, gaining us a bit of space. Then we ran toward the sidewalk. But by that time, it was oven-hot and we were gasping for air.
A stumbling Berserker bumped into us. Graham fell, landing hard on the pavement. I lumbered toward him and draped myself over his body, protecting it as best as I could. Fortunately, the rioters had run out of steam at that point. No longer capable of flight, they’d resorted to crawling around on their hands and knees. Unfortunately, I was no better off. The air was scalding hot. I couldn’t breathe and my eyeballs felt dry as bones. Dully, I felt my memories slip away, deep into the recesses of my mind. I forgot where I was, why I was there, and what I’d been doing.
A glint of light stung my pupils. The glint faded and then reappeared. Squinting, I noticed a small bag lying in the street, pressed tightly against the curb. I’d seen it before, but where?
I crawled off of Graham and grabbed the bag. It was a woman’s clutch purse, black and adorned with a handful of colorful jewels. My tired brain sought about, trying to place it.
Wait, is this… yes! It’s Beverly’s!
I’d seen the clutch a few times before, specifically on those rare nights when she got all dolled up. Popping it open, I checked its contents. I saw her mints and that little perfume bottle she liked to carry around. Plus, lipstick, gloss, and a thin wallet. I opened the wallet and saw her driver’s license photo.
Seeing her like that, beautiful and utterly annoyed, brought a smile to my face. I closed the wallet, returned it to the clutch. As I snapped the bag shut, I noticed drops of splattered blood adorning its otherwise-pristine surface.
My memories returned. My smile faded and my gaze grew hard as steel. I recalled where I was, what I’d been doing. And most importantly…
Who I’d been doing it for.

Chapter 11

Energy welled up inside me and I felt like I could carry an entire army on my back. Rising to my feet, I grabbed Graham’s belt. I was like a mighty king of old, ready to pick him up, toss him over my shoulder with ease. Digging deep, I heaved with all my strength and…
Nothing.
He barely budged. A king of old? Who was I kidding? After all we’d been through, I was more like a broken-down knight. No, make that a lowly squire.
Exhaling, I bent at the knees and grabbed his armpits. Then I rose up, wobbling like I was Dutch-Drunk. I’d gotten my second wind, but the air was still blistering and my breaths came in short, wheezy gasps.
Directed-energy weapons worked a little like microwaves. They stirred up water and fat molecules and then scorched them. Under certain conditions, they could incapacitate people in mere seconds. The fact that I was still going indicated I was some distance from the origin point or perhaps, that the operator had set the heat ray to a low level.
I glanced at Graham. His skin was ruddy and his lips were dry. But at least he was breathing.
Scanning the area, I saw a long stairway to the east. It led up to an old, rundown building. Dragging Graham, I walked backward, weaving through groups of Berserkers along the way. As soon as I passed behind the stairs, my skin cooled and I was able to refill my lungs.
I set Graham on the sidewalk and chanced a look over the steps. Numerous armored cars blocked access to E. 75th Street. Large eight-sided objects — the heat rays — were mounted on top of each car. NYPD officers surrounded the cars, defending them from a relentless onslaught.
Graham stirred, shook his head. “I feel like burnt toast,” he muttered. “What happened?”
“The NYPD gave us a tan, free of charge.”
“How generous of them.” Wincing, he stood up. “Thanks. But this doesn’t make us even, you know.”
“How could it?” I cracked a grin. “I’m still way ahead of you.”
A casual observer might’ve arched an eyebrow at our banter, viewing it as inappropriate. Maybe even disrespectful to Beverly’s predicament. But I found it kept us loose and allowed us to maintain cool heads even when things were at their worst.
Graham stared over the steps, taking in the armored cars, the NYPD, and the Berserkers. “How are they fighting in that heat?”
Above the general din, I heard distant flames and blaring sirens. “They must be wearing shielding,” I replied.
“The Berserkers are like Boy Scouts. Evil, drunk Boy Scouts.”
Unshielded Berserkers began to rise in the streets as the heat rays broke down. Some of them ran into battle. The others looked around for places to hide, to recover.
Rioters, sporting burnt skin and sweaty hands, gathered around us. Fights broke out and Graham and I retreated into the street. A powerful surge of heat, not overwhelming but still enough to sap strength, crashed into us. Casting about, I looked for another place to hole up while the Berserkers took down the remaining heat rays.
A swarthy fellow with sunglasses ran up to one of the armored cars and dumped liquid all over it. Another man, a near-albino with a baseball cap, lit a Molotov cocktail and tossed it at the liquid.
This should be interesting.
Flames crackled. A resounding boom rang out. The ground quaked and the car exploded upward, rising a few inches off of the pavement. Shards of glass and bits of metal hurtled through the air, striking walls and cutting deep into Berserker flesh.
The armored car slammed back to the street. Giant flames stabbed out of the shattered windows, licking ferociously at the air. More police officers, armed with batons and riot shields, poured into the area.
“No way we’re getting through there anytime soon.” Graham wiped beads of sweat from his brow. “We should backtrack to 76th and circle around.”
“And chance running into more of the NYPD’s torture devices? No thanks.” I glanced up the staircase and saw two doors, constructed out of safety glass. The left door was cracked, spider web-style. The right door was undamaged.
I sprinted up the steps, ignoring the ever-present heat. I tried both doors, but they were locked tight. Taking a deep breath, I rammed my shoulder into the left one. The spider web grew larger. I rammed the door again. Again, the spider web spread across the glass surface.
Third time’s the charm.
I took a few steps back and then lurched forward. My body slammed into the door and a section of safety glass broke loose from its right side. It swung inward, still in one piece, revealing a darkened lobby.
I crawled through the gap and pulled the safety glass back a few more inches for Graham. Then I did my best to fit the section back into the doorframe.
“We’ve got a body,” Graham said. “Pretty fresh from the looks of it.”
I finished replacing the glass and glanced backward. A middle-aged man, skinny and shaved bald, lay on a soiled, plastic tarp. His guard uniform, along with his chest, was covered with blood.
“What are the chances his killer is still in the building?” I asked.
“With our luck? I’d say it’s a foregone conclusion.”
I pulled out my satphone. It was 8:54 p.m. “Twenty-six minutes left,” I replied.
“So, what’s the plan?” he asked. “Wait here until the fighting dies down?”
“We could do that.” I rooted through the guard’s pockets and found a ring of shiny keys. “Or we could take door number two.”
He eyed me like I’d lost my mind. “What’s door number two?”
I pocketed the keyring. “The one that leads to the roof.”

Chapter 12

“Someone must’ve pounded on the door,” Graham said, his gaze locked upon the body. “This guy opened it, trying to be helpful. Got shot for his troubles. Real nice. What kind of rat bastard does something like this?”
“The kind that wears heels.” Using my satphone’s flashlight function, I studied a set of footprints on the blood-soaked floor. “Actually, make that ankle boots.”
Shifting my gaze, I looked around the room. Although clearly a work-in-progress, the unfinished lobby felt old and reeked of mildew. Much of the floor was roughly-hewn and covered with plastic tarps. Large white buckets, filled with tools, lined the far wall.
To my left, I saw an open stairwell along with an elevator. Or rather, the elevator shaft sans car. To my right, I noticed a rickety card table and metal chair, both splattered with cream-colored paint. A computer tablet sat in its casing, laptop-style, on top of the table.
I hiked across the floor, my tuxedo shoes scraping against the plastic tarp. Picking up the tablet, I swept my finger across the screen. It instantly came to life and I saw the ATG News website. There were various headlines about the riot along with plenty others that revealed much about the Berserker mentality.
Is Depression On Its Way? No. It’s Already Here.
Youth Unemployment Climbs to 44 %.
White House Defends President Walters’ Vacation Amidst Growing Crisis.
Divided We Fall: How the Haves Robbed the Have-Nots.

I’d seen a couple of recessions in my time. But this one seemed worse than all the others put together. The pundits, by and large, laid the blame on the shoulders of President Wade Walters. They wanted an FDR-style New Deal of domestic programs to invigorate the economy. A vocal minority called for the exact opposite solution. They wanted Walters to do less, much less. Fewer regulations, less taxes.
Graham hiked into the stairwell. Craning his neck, he studied the second floor landing. “Looks clear.”
As I returned the tablet to the desk, I noticed a thick layer of dust. It covered the tarps, the walls, the buckets, everything. Everything but the desk and the area around the doors. Ahh, that explained why the lobby looked and smelled old. The renovation was on hold, probably due to the poor economy. Most likely, it had sat this way for weeks. Maybe even months.
Long-forgotten childhood memories popped into my brain. Memories of when I still had a family. Memories of visiting Dad, memories of watching construction at his various properties. Back then, he was one of New York’s premiere developers. That was before he’d lost his mind. Before he’d waged an epic war on Manhattan’s skyline.
Before his untimely death.
I hiked into the stairwell. Two sets of bloody footprints, both going up, were etched into the dusty steps. One set had come from the ankle boots. The other set was a good deal larger and had been made by a pair of thick shoes or boots.
“No return footprints,” Graham remarked. “They must still be up there.”
I thought about the dead guard. “Think we’ve got time to bash a few skulls?”
“There’s always time for that.”
Stepping quietly, we climbed the staircase. Up and up we went, passing multiple landings in the process. I kept waiting for the other footprints to break off, to drift out onto one of the many unfinished floors. But no. They just kept going and going.
After sixteen floors, the stairwell came to an abrupt halt. A metal access door, closed, lay before me. The footprints appeared to continue through it.
Beams of artificial light blinded me as I opened the door. A full moon shone brightly in the sky, a solitary orb of natural light. A hot breeze struck my skin. Although stifling, it was nothing compared to the heat rays.
Dousing my satphone beam, I walked onto the gravel-covered roof. Sounds flooded my ears. Sirens blared repeatedly, endlessly. Flames roared. Distant jets of water slammed into metal and brick. Glass shattered, plastic squeaked, and metal clanged. And through it all, I heard screaming. Soft screams, punctuated by sobs. Loud, high-pitched screams. Long screams, short screams, all sorts of screams.
“See anything?” Graham whispered from inside the stairwell.
My eyes traced the rooftop. “Gravel and wire. Lots of wire. No people though.” A soft metallic ding filled my eardrums. “Hang on.”
A small concrete structure enclosed the stairwell. Sidling up to it, I heard dull muttering along with crunching gravel and metallic dings.
“I told you,” a woman crowed. “You wouldn’t listen. But I told you.”
A man grunted. “Yeah, yeah.”
“Don’t yeah me.” Her voice turned furious. “This is your fault. You lost your job. You wasted our savings. If it weren’t for me, you’d be dead in a gutter by now.”
“I know.” A brief pause. “Sorry.”
“That’s better.” The woman’s tone took an authoritative turn. “Now, get back to work.”
A new sound, like snipping scissors, filled my ears. I peeked around the side of the concrete structure. About twenty feet away, a man knelt next to an open vent. He wore a New York Mets hoodie and was equipped with a pair of long wire cutters. A short woman stood nearby, arms crossed, foot tapping impatiently. She wore a matching hoodie with the hood lowered to her shoulders and a pair of ankle boots. Her hair was pulled into a tight ponytail and she watched the man work with pursed lips. Sheer disdain emanated from every pore of her body.
“Well?” Graham hissed. “What do you see?”
“Looks like we’ve got a couple of copper thieves on our hands,” I replied.
“Oh, goodie. The lowest of the low.”
“It’s lower than you think.” I studied the man, studied his shaking hands and trembling shoulders. “I’m pretty sure one of them is a meth addict.”
Due to supply shortages, copper prices had jumped to eight bucks a pound. Many abandoned buildings were stocked with the stuff, making them prime targets for the truly desperate. When all was said and done, the couple could probably make off with a couple of thousand dollars. Not a bad haul actually, although the meth addict would almost certainly piss it away in short order.
I focused my gaze on the woman’s tight pants. A small pistol was tucked into her waistband. Immediately, my mind flashed back to the dead security guard in the lobby.
Graham slid through the open door and joined me on the roof. Peering around the other edge of the concrete structure, he studied the thieves. “Please tell me we’re taking these jerks out.”
The man and woman stood on the north side of the roof, blocking the route to 1199 Madison Avenue. A confrontation was unavoidable.
Not that I minded.
“Can you handle the woman?” I asked.
“I just need a weapon.” Stooping down, he hefted a handful of gravel. “This ought to do the trick.”
Silently, we edged around either side of the concrete structure. But in one of those strange twists of fate, the man chose that exact moment to stretch his neck. His head swiveled toward us and his eyes opened wide.
Roaring with anger, I sprinted toward him. The man jumped to his feet and reared back, only to trip on some copper wiring. He toppled over, striking his head against the gravel.
The woman spun toward me. Maintaining near-perfect poise, she went for her gun.
And that’s when Graham unleashed the gravel.
It whipped through the air, banging into the woman’s chest and shoulders. She staggered backward and crashed onto her rear. The pistol squirted out of her hands and slid across the roof.
She reached out, but Graham beat her to it. With a smooth motion, he picked up the gun and smacked it against her forehead. Her eyes rolled backward and she slumped to the gravel.
The man’s face darkened. With a soft grunt, he started to get up. But I was already on him and a vicious blow to the face sent him flopping back to the ground.
“Ahh.” I wrung my sore, aching hand. “Why do the worst people always have the hardest heads?”
“So they can take more punishment.” Graham knelt over the woman for a second, making sure she was unconscious. “What should we do with them?”
Still wringing my hand, I glanced at a roll of copper wire. Any other time I would’ve tied them up and left them for the authorities to find. But Beverly’s life was on the line and every second counted.
“Nothing.” I ran to the raised edge of the roof. It closely abutted the next building. I shot Graham a knowing look as I backed up a few feet.
He looked confused for a second. Then he groaned. “Don’t tell me…”
I never heard the end of that sentence. Instead, I ran forward, my tuxedo shoes scraping against gravel. Upon reaching the raised edge, I leapt into the air.
My body hurtled through space, arms spinning like windmills. I wondered what people below would think if they saw me, this tuxedo-laden man, leaping buildings. And just like that, my mind flashed back to several decades earlier. To that moment. To the ice cream dripping down my arm. To my stopped heart. To the sight of that other man attempting to defy gravity.
My shoes struck gravel and I jolted. Tucking my head, I rolled across the hard surface. Then I jumped up and waved at Graham. He jumped the gap as well and rolled awkwardly to his feet.
“Not bad,” I remarked.
He grinned. “Just call me the bionic man.”
He wasn’t kidding. Graham had destroyed his previous prosthetic leg during the Columbus Project incident. Afterward, he’d hunkered down and built himself a new one, aided by a couple of brilliant bionics experts. The result, a powerful, thought-controlled device, had reinvigorated his declining physical condition.
We made our way across two more rooftops and eventually reached the last building on the block.
“We made it,” Graham said. “Madison and 75th.”
I nodded. “Now, we just have to figure out which building is 1199. Hopefully, we’re standing on it.”
My shoes crunched against white gravel as I hiked to the edge of the roof. Far below, I saw burning cars, broken glass, and spilt garbage. Lots of spilt garbage. North of E. 75th, NYPD officers continued to hold off the rioters with the aid of those heat rays. The officers to the south were gathered in clumps up and down the street. They wore riot helmets and carried thick shields.
I watched as solo Berserkers threw objects at those officers, trying to draw them out, to separate them from their peers. Other Berserkers, working in tandem, adopted a more systematic approach. They attacked the various officer groups one at a time. Emboldened, solo Berserkers would join in and before long, the officers were lying on the pavement, stripped of their gear. A few rioters would stay behind, viciously beating the fallen officers. The others moved on to the next group.
“It’s like whack-a-mole,” Graham said. “Only with, you know, cops.”
Shifting my gaze, I studied the buildings surrounding the intersection. “See the numbers?” I pointed at an ornate building, twenty stories tall, on the diagonal corner. A colorful awning over the entranceway read, The Falcon. “That’s 1199 Madison Avenue.”
A small group of rioters ran up to the building. They attacked the ungated door and unbarred windows with crowbars and tire irons. Failing to gain access, they moved on to the next target.
“Looks like a popular spot,” Graham remarked.
My satphone buzzed. Pulling it out of my pocket, I saw a message from Malware.
You have 12 minutes, I read. Or she dies.
Graham glanced over my shoulder, read the message. “Guess we’d better get to the street.” Turning around, he stared at a nearby access door encased in concrete. “Think it’s locked?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Reaching out, I grabbed hold of an old-fashioned fire escape. “We’re not going that way.”

Chapter 13

My patent leather shoes, well-scuffed now, pounded against metal as I landed on a rickety platform. Gripping a railing, I twisted in a half-circle and raced toward the next set of steps.
As I descended the fire escape, Graham on my heels, I lost sight of the bigger picture. I still saw the Berserkers, still smelled the acrid smoke, still heard the screams. But everything felt smaller, more localized.
I ran to the lowest platform and peeked over the edge. Directly beneath me, I saw Berserkers. They were grouped around Captain Nemo, a nautical-themed restaurant that offered heaping plates of food, none of it good. An exterior metal grille, secured with a large padlock, blocked its entranceway. A couple of Berserkers attacked the padlock with hammers and wrenches. Others waited impatiently, stomping their feet and grinding their teeth.
Graham stepped onto the platform, causing it to wobble just a bit. I darted to the opposite end and unlatched the access ladder. With a loud shriek, it slid to the ground, nearly grazing one of the Berserkers — a cute blonde with enough eye glitter to light up Times Square — in the back. She darted out of the way and then looked up.
I gave her my most winning smile.
She screamed and flipped me the bird. Heads spun in my direction.
“Was it something I said?” I asked.
“Maybe you just aren’t her type,” Graham replied.
“Thank God for that.”
Just then, the padlock snapped. Berserkers grabbed the grille and pushed it upward. A small commotion broke out as rioters surged into the restaurant. One of them jostled the girl and she fell to the ground. Others tripped over her. Nobody cared though and in less than a second, Berserkers were clambering over each other in a mad race to loot Captain Nemo for all it was worth.
Graham frowned as he watched the stampede unfold. “You’d think they were ransacking a bank. What do they think they’re going to find in there anyway?”
“Food poisoning?” I guessed.
Grabbing the ladder, I descended into the madness. The first few steps were uneventful. Then the rungs started to tremble. Looking down, I saw two guys shaking the ladder. The blonde, newly escaped from the pile, stood nearby. Her face was bruised, her glitter was smeared, and her clothes were ripped. She was pointing at me, shouting obscenities, telling the guys to rip me apart. And they were actually listening to her.
Some people will do anything to get laid.
The guys shook harder. Rust screeched and metal groaned. Sharp snapping noises rang out. Glancing up, I saw the ladder break loose from its anchor. Then it shifted.
And I started to fall.
Graham reached down, gripped my hand. I slammed to a halt. For a moment, I dangled above the blonde and her minions. Then one of them grabbed a bottle from the sidewalk. He threw it and the bottle crashed into my knee. It exploded upon impact, sending ripe beer all over my tuxedo pants.
I sure hope tuxedo shops don’t have black lists.
Knee throbbing, I reached up. Grabbed Graham’s other hand. With a loud grunt, he lifted me a few inches and I was able to prop my elbow onto the grated platform. Then I pulled myself up the rest of the way.
More bottles soared toward us. They shattered against the platform and the protective railing, showering us with beer and bits of glass.
Graham ducked down. “Why are they helping her?”
“Because she’s got better legs than me.”
We were fifteen feet off the ground. Even if we survived the jump unscathed, which was no sure thing, the blonde’s minions still presented a problem.
Shifting my gaze, I stared at the still unbreached-doorway to 1199 Madison Avenue. It stood there, mocking me. So close, yet so unreachable.
A small crowd of masked Berserkers appeared in the middle of the intersection. They stopped and looked around, checking their surroundings.
“Don’t look now,” I said. “But Saul and his buddies are back.”
“You know, I was just starting to miss them.”
The tallest one — Saul — turned in a slow circle. Then he stopped, cocked his head. And peered in my direction.
Yells and shouts rang out. Bottles ceased flying toward us. Glancing down, I saw a curved line of police officers. They strode west on E. 75th Street, clearing the way for yet another armored vehicle.
The vehicle — a truck — was huge, easily twice the length of the armored cars I’d seen earlier. It was painted a blazing white and rode on six oversized tires. Bright blue letters on its side read, NYPD.
The blonde’s minions, armed with half-broken bottles and enough liquid courage to feed a gang of pirates, went after the officers. A couple of batons, swung with jaw-cracking force, send them scurrying back to the sidewalk.
“Keep moving,” one of the officers shouted. “And stick together.”
Saul and his gang backed up. Other Berserkers began to gather in the middle of Madison Avenue. The officers, adorned in full riot gear, marched past my position and stopped in front of them. The two sides stared at each other, unblinking.
The armored truck halted almost directly beneath me, oblivious to the chaos around it. A strange contraption, similar to a mounted gun, was attached to its roof. Officers surrounded the truck, their eyes glued on nearby Berserkers.
“The truck’s our best bet,” I said. “We hit the roof and then make a beeline for that building.”
“How do we get past the cops?”
“By putting our faith in the Berserkers.” I swung my legs over the railing and leapt into the sky. Hot wind pushed against my face. Smoke and debris filled my mouth, my lungs.
My tuxedo shoes hit the roof and skidded along the slick surface. My legs slid out from under me and I fell, smacking my back against metal and driving the smoke out of my lungs. I lay there for a second, face screwed up in pain.
“Ooaa.” I grunted in agony as Graham belly-flopped onto my chest and stomach. He bounced off of me and his back hit the roof with a soft thud. For a moment, we lay there, unable to move, unable to talk. Unable to do anything but stare at the flashing lights and moonlit sky.
“You…” I inhaled a few breaths. “You could’ve waited for me to get out of the way, you know.”
“Yeah.” Graham winced. “But then who would’ve broken my fall?”
Grunting, I rose to my knees, then to my feet. Twisting my neck, I looked past the mounted gun-like contraption and saw Saul’s gang. They stood off to the side, almost directly between us and the awning-covered entrance to 1199 Madison Avenue.
“It’s almost reunion-time,” I said. “Ahh, the good old days. Say, remember that time I punched Saul right in the kisser?”
“That was great. And how about that time he took a urine shower?”
“Another Saul classic.”
Graham watched as yet another gang of Berserkers tried and failed to break into 1199 Madison Avenue. “Quick question. How are we supposed to get in there anyway?”
“Let’s ask.” I rested my aching back against the contraption. Pulling out my satphone, I opened the texting program. We reached 1199 Madison Avenue, I typed on the virtual keyboard.
Malware’s reply was near-instantaneous. Not yet, you didn’t.
Clearly, Malware had eyes on the building. The door is locked, I wrote.
It’ll be open when — if — you get there. And Cy?
Yeah?
Six minutes. Then she dies.
Abruptly, a group of Berserkers rushed the officers and all hell broke loose in the middle of the intersection. The other officers abandoned the armored truck and ran headfirst into the battle.
I wrenched away from the contraption and… wait, was my back wet? Yes. Yes, it was. But was it just sweat? Or was I bleeding?
I felt the back of my jacket. It was wet, but not sticky. Glancing at my fingertips, I saw some moisture. It didn’t smell salty. In fact, it smelled a little like stale sewage.
I turned around. The contraption was soaked and not from condensation. In fact, it seemed to be leaking in multiple places.
“It’s a water cannon,” I said.
“Well, how about that?” Graham replied. “I haven’t seen one of these since the Civil Rights riots.”
“Apparently, they’re making a comeback.” I studied the cannon. It looked simple enough. Just aim the nozzle, turn on the water, and let her rip. “I’ll clear a path. Don’t stop running until you get inside.”
He shot me a salute. Then he slipped off the roof and disappeared from sight.
I took up position behind the water cannon and aimed the nozzle at Saul and his gang. Then I flicked a switch.
The cannon bucked in my hands as a thick stream of water shot out of the nozzle. It slammed into Saul and his gang. They sailed backward and to the sides. Some smacked into the building. Others, their legs taken out by the torrent of water, crashed to the sidewalk.
Just ahead, I saw Graham weave his way across the street. At the same time, I noticed Saul’s gang getting up, going after him.
Shifting the nozzle, I aimed a steady stream at the masked men, mowing them down.
As Graham neared the door, I saw Saul rise out of the foamy water. He took a second to get his bearings before lunging at Graham.
I shifted the nozzle. A burst of water slammed into his chest and he tumbled backward, head over heels. Then I glanced back toward Graham and…
What the…?
He was gone. He wasn’t outside the door or anywhere near it. I widened my gaze, wondering if I’d accidentally turned him into collateral damage. But no. He was nowhere to be seen.
Hmm… must be inside.
I checked my satphone. 9:17 p.m. Three minutes left.
I released the cannon. Water continued to shoot through the nozzle at great speed. But without me to steer it, it was all over the place, the mechanical equivalent of a bucking bronco. Water shot everywhere… at Berserkers, cops, smoldering cars, decorative trees, the awning, and nearby storefronts. At the same time, Saul and his gang were starting to recover, to regain their feet.
My breaths came short and fast. This wasn’t over.
Not yet.
Not by a long shot.

Chapter 14

Shifting the cannon, I unleashed another liquid strike on Saul’s gang. But they were ready this time and three of them, including Saul, escaped the attack.
Sweeping the cannon to the south, I cut down two of the masked men. However, Saul eluded me by hiding behind the mangled remains of a car. I shifted the nozzle, directing the spray through the broken windows. But he ducked down in the nick of time.
Scrapes sounded out behind me. Turning my head, I saw a couple of officers climbing onto the back of the truck. Twisting around again, I noticed the two masked men picking themselves off the sidewalk.
I shot another stream of water at them. It hit hard and they spun off in opposite directions. I aimed another burst at Saul for good measure. Then I turned off the cannon.
A pair of hands grabbed my tux from behind. Shaking loose, I leapt off the vehicle. The street came up fast and I barely had time to duck and roll. My jacket scraped across the asphalt and then I was on my feet, sprinting for the door.
Most of the masked men remained on the ground, conscious but sluggish. However, Saul was a different story. Sliding out from behind the ruined car, he ran to meet me.
Fists flying, we crashed into each other. His right fist struck my gut. My left one caught his jaw. He slipped on the foamy water, fell to his knees. I gave him another punch for good measure. Then I lunged for the door.
My fingers closed around a heavy knob. But it wouldn’t twist. I pounded my fist against the door. It felt like steel.
Come on, Malware… open up!
Glancing over my shoulder, I saw an officer take charge of the water cannon. Other officers hustled toward me, batons and riot shields clenched tight in their gloved hands.
To the side, I noticed the masked men shake their heads free of cobwebs. Meanwhile, Saul rose to his feet and spun toward me.
Metal clicked. The knob twisted in my hand. Swiftly, I wrenched the door open, exposing a black void. I hustled into it and shut the door. Metal clicked again and all sounds — the screams, the sirens, everything — vanished.
I grabbed my satphone, and flicked the screen just in time to see the time change to 9:20 p.m. I exhaled a soft breath. Then the phone dinged and a message appeared on the screen.
A deal’s a deal. She lives… for now.

Chapter 15

Terry Horst exhaled a long breath as she tightened her grip on the steering wheel. To the casual observer, she seemed fine. Maybe a little annoyed, but fine. However, the remote proprietary full-body recognition system painted a slightly different picture. Bags, a shade darker than usual, hung under her eyes. Her eyeshadow was a bit mussed compared to images from earlier in the day. And her normally impeccable nails appeared freshly-bitten. Taken as a whole, the details indicated Terry was exhausted and dealing with an emotionally-charged matter.
She wiped her eyes with the heel of her right hand. Then she regripped the steering wheel and exhaled another long breath. What was she thinking? It was impossible to be sure, but again the little details hinted at some possible answers.
First, the radio. It was off. This was a stark contrast to her historic usage rates. When behind the wheel of her JetFlow sports car, Terry listened to NPR roughly 93 percent of the time. That number jumped to 99 percent when the car’s pressure sensors, utilized to determine whether or not passengers were wearing seat belts, indicated she was driving solo.
Second, her route. It lacked direction and showed significant weave patterns. Terry didn’t fit the profile of a normal sports car owner. Automotive data stored in her vehicle’s so-called black box revealed a propensity for highways and straight-line trips. 86 percent of the time she took the most efficient route to her destination. Less than 0.5 percent of her trips were for pure pleasure, defined as starting and ending in the same location with no in-between stops.
And third, her braking. It was unusually hard. Terry was a fairly cautious driver, applying extra force just 2 percent of the time. But on this particular trip, she was braking hard at about ten times her normal rate.
Now came the irritating part. Putting it all together, building a profile based entirely on hard data. What an inconvenience to have to rely on human intuition.
As per usual, the radio had started up with the engine. NPR had played for a full seventy-four seconds before Terry switched it off. Revealingly, script analysis showed a bulletin about the Manhattan riots had gone out at the seventy-two second mark. The other two clues — the meandering route and the hard braking — started immediately after the radio had been switched off. This indicated she’d responded to news about the riot by turning off the radio and engaging in a little therapeutic, distracted driving.
People liked to say eyes were the windows into the soul. That was all sorts of nonsense, spouted by silly dreamers and reinforced by an exploitive film industry. Data though, well, that was the real deal. It didn’t have the whimsical charm or screen presence of a knowing Hollywood gaze. But if you wanted to peer into someone’s very essence, there was nothing quite like it.
Terry cleared her throat. “Cadence?” she said.
“Yes, Terry?” Cadence’s voice, rich and musical, floated out of the speakers. Cadence was a next-generation intelligent personal assistant, programmed to perform tasks based on a person’s location and input.
“Connect to Mentanio.”
“Very good. Your standing order?”
“Yes. No, wait. Make that my standing order plus a side of breadsticks with garlic sauce. Do they still have my credit card on file?”
“Let me check.” A brief pause followed. “Yes, Terry. They have your credit card and address. Would you like to know the total bill before we place your order?”
“No. But please add a five-dollar tip for the driver.”
“Very good. Estimated delivery time is forty-five minutes.” Another pause followed before Cadence’s rich voice again filled the car’s speakers. “Your order is placed. The receipt will be emailed to you as per usual. May I help you with anything else, Terry?”
“No. Thank you, Cadence.”
“You’re very welcome, Terry.”
It was amusing, listening to Terry talk to Cadence as one might talk to a servant. In many ways, it was fitting. Just like a servant, Cadence knew far more about her master than the master would ever realize.
A couple of keyboard clicks was all it took to gain access to Terry’s Cadence profile. Mentanio, it turned out, was a small chain of upscale artisan wood-fired pizza joints. Their delivery business was small compared to a traditional pizza place, but still sizable.
Hmm, this… this could be interesting. It wasn’t exactly poetic justice. Still, there was a certain symmetry to it all.
Fourteen minutes later, the driver of a Mentanio-branded sedan experienced sudden, inexplicable brake failure. The steering wheel twisted to the left, resisting all his efforts to control it. The vehicle shot over a small median and, at a speed of fifty-five miles per hour, slammed headfirst into the driver side of an oncoming JetFlow sports car. The JetFlow’s multiple airbags failed to deploy upon impact.
Traffic halted and people rushed out of their cars. Smartphones, held aloft by rubberneckers, captured the bloodied and bruised driver of the JetFlow still in her seat. Proprietary software collected all accessible video evidence in the area and pored over it, determining the driver was dead.
Malware leaned back in her plush, fabric swivel chair. A soft smile lit up her rosy cheeks. Her hair — long and black with red streaks — hung in layers, framing her smoky eyes and pouty mouth.
She was nothing like the stereotypical computer geek so prevalent in modern media. At least not on the outside. She didn’t, for instance, dress only in black and decorate her body with strange jewelry and odd tattoos. She didn’t sit in some dank, dark basement, surrounded by walls of computer screens and piles of high-tech equipment. And she certainly didn’t live a friendless, solitary life, utterly limited by poor social skills.
No, Malware lived a rather normal life. Almost boringly normal, by design. She had a real name — Willow — and real friends. She dressed in girly-girl clothes, stuff like skirts, blouses, dresses, heels, and the like. She was pretty, vivacious, and flirty.
But it was all an act. A mask, if you will. Malware, so normal on the outside, was quite different from the mouth-breathers with which she surrounded herself. Unlike them, she saw humanity for what it was. Namely, a collection of replaceable widgets on a controllable landscape.
She stared at her laptop, small and compact and filled with guts of her own personal design. The screen showed Terry’s corpse, mapped together from over a dozen camera feeds. Mouth breathers stood around it, snapping pictures.
She leaned forward, clearing the screen. Then she switched to her self-developed texting program and typed out an untraceable message, programmed to self-delete after a single reading.
Side project is completed, she wrote. Back to main project. No changes, I assume?
The message was for Ben Marvin, Chairman of the Federal Reserve. A man she knew quite well.
A few moments later, a reply popped up on her screen. Correct, it read. Everybody dies. Love you.
Love you too, Pop.

Chapter 16

“That you, Cy?” Graham’s gravelly voice sounded dull and hollow in the darkness. “If not, then you’re, uh, hearing things.”
“Yeah, it’s me.” I stared at my satphone, waiting for new orders from Malware. But the screen remained stale and eventually, faded to black. “Are you okay?”
“Nothing a couple of shots can’t fix.”
“Drinks are on me when this is over.”
“I feel better already.”
I switched on the flashlight function. A bright light shot out of the satphone, bathing the surrounding area in a harsh glow.
We stood inside a large lobby, partially gutted and shrouded with enough dust to fill a lake. The floor had been stripped to concrete and even some of that had been removed, revealing much older layers of concrete. Wheelbarrows, stuffed to the brim with dust, concrete chunks, rotten wood, and other debris, stood nearby. Raised platforms, mounted on metal brackets, stretched to the untiled ceiling. The walls were unpainted and featured plenty of spackle.
Turning in a circle, I saw several large signs, mounted on fancy easels. They screamed, Welcome to The Falcon! in elaborate calligraphy. I hiked to the closest sign and looked it up and down. “Please pardon our mess,” I read aloud. “And dream of what will be.”
“Ugh.” Graham made a face. “What kind of cheeseball wrote that crap?”
“A green one. I think this is one of those high-end, eco-friendly apartment buildings, designed to provide enough self-satisfaction to last a lifetime.”
“I wish I was rich. It must be nice to feel morally superior all the time.”
I skimmed over the rest of the sign. It spoke of plans for natural light, renewable construction materials, green power sources, and a private ecological courtyard stocked with plants indigenous to the area. Apparently, those plans were now on hold, probably due to the recession.
“What’s wrong with this concrete?” Kneeling down, Graham studied a shallow hole. “It looks uneven.”
“It’s layered,” I replied. “Rather than strip out old concrete, developers sometimes just add a fresh layer and use a bonding agent to keep it in place. It’s not the greatest way to do things, but it can save costs.”
“So, this is basically a concrete sandwich?”
“Yes. And it’s just as tasty as its knuckle-counterpart.” I pointed my flashlight into the hole, illuminating four layers of concrete. The lowest layer, crumbling and cracking in various places, looked like it had sat there for decades. “See the wood grain pattern on that bottom layer?”
He nodded.
“That’s board formed concrete. In other words, wood was used as the forming material.”
“Is that important?”
“Nobody uses wood these days unless they want the texture. I’d be willing to bet this concrete was laid before panel formed concrete came to prominence. In other words, between the early 1900s and the 1950s. Which means it probably lacks steel reinforcing.”
“It looks like all those urban archaeology classes are finally paying off.”
“Yup,” I replied. But the truth was more complex than that. I’d first learned about concrete while tagging along with Dad to one of his many work sites. Since I wasn’t allowed to wander off on my own, I’d sit around, bored as could be, listening to him prattle on about concrete, cement, and God knows what else. Amazingly, I never forgot any of it.
“The point is this,” I said. “This board formed concrete got covered up over the years. And without steel reinforcing, it eroded at a relatively quick rate. So, while the floor looked fine on the surface, it was secretly rotting away from within.”
Graham picked up some rubble lying in the shallow hole and rubbed it in his fingers. “How much would it cost to fix something like this?”
My gaze flitted around the unfinished lobby. “Apparently, too much.”
My mind drifted and I found myself thinking about Beverly, about that grainy video. About her gagged mouth, her bruised legs, her cut-up torso. And most of all, about that look in her eyes. That crazed, fearful look. Like she was about to enter a seething well of madness from which she might never return.
The satphone vibrated in my hands. Switching off the flashlight function, I checked the screen.
You’re welcome, it read.
For what? I wrote back. Gracing us with your virtual presence?
For opening the door, Malware replied. I didn’t have to, you know.
A soft click rang out. A dull whining noise, one I hadn’t noticed before, faded away into the darkness.
I glanced at the door and noticed a metal box mounted on the wall. I walked over and opened it up. Inside, I saw a computer screen along with a pull-out keypad. The screen was dark, lifeless.
“Whatcha got there?” Graham asked.
“It looks like some kind of electronic locking mechanism,” I replied. “Malware must’ve hacked it.”
“That’s how we got in here?” He rubbed his jaw. “We’re like two puppets being led around a stage.”
“Let’s just hope she doesn’t cut our strings before the show ends.”
Most of my digs and salvage jobs had taken place in extremely remote locations. In places where computer networks, cell phone towers, and the like were either nonexistent or barely functional. So, while I’d faced all sorts of criminals over the last few years — crooked policemen, dirty politicians, smugglers, grave robbers, black market dealers, and so on — a hacker was new territory for me.
Texting is so impersonal, I wrote back. If you send me your address, I’ll thank you in person.
Tempting, but I’d hate to make your little girlfriend here jealous. Are you ready for another round of Do or Die?
You need a new game.
But this one is soooo much fun.
A small image appeared. I clicked it and another grainy video filled the screen. It began to play and I saw a long shot of Beverly. She sat in the same folding chair, bound in the same chains, and with those same horrid speculums attached to her eyes.
The camera panned in close and I was forced to look away. My gaze flitted to her surroundings, searching for clues. But all I saw was white walls and beige carpet.
The video ended and deleted itself. A new message popped up on the screen. I need you to excavate the box and send me the contents, I read. Or she’ll… well, you know the rest.
What box? I wrote back. How do I find it?
If I told you, it wouldn’t be much of a game, would it? Oh, and Cy?
I arched an eyebrow, wondering what kind of ridiculous time frame Malware was about to give me. The unexcavated box, whatever it was, most likely lay beneath the concrete. To find it, I’d need a high-powered multiple-input, multiple output phased array radar system. And to dig it out, I’d need a concrete saw or something similar. With the right tools, I could probably do the job in twenty-four hours.
My gaze swept across the unfinished lobby. I saw hammers, saws, drills, and other handheld tools. But nothing even close to a MIMO system or a concrete saw. How am I supposed to get through that concrete? I wondered. With my teeth?
My satphone vibrated and I glanced at the new message. Then I blinked. Did a double take and read it again.
You have one hour, I read. Or she dies.

Chapter 17

“One hour?” Disbelief filled Graham’s voice. “That’s impossible.”
Not only was it impossible. It was an utterly ridiculous, not-even-in-the-right-ballpark amount of time.
I mulled the situation over in my head. Earlier, Malware had seemingly given us far too much time. But we’d needed every second of it to get through the riot. Now, she’d given us far too little time. Either she was crazy or…
“There has to be a trick to this.” I checked my satphone. The time was 9:30 p.m. “What do you know about this building?”
“It’s infested with cockroaches,” Graham replied as an army of little bugs scurried up and over his brown boots.
“Do you know what was here before The Falcon?”
He shook his head. “I can barely keep track of what’s happening on my own street, let alone one I barely visit.”
Closing the texting program, I opened my Internet browser. I typed 1199 Madison Avenue, Manhattan into a search window. In less than a second, the browser showed a list of links and descriptions, bragging about how that was just the tip of the approximately 413,000 results iceberg.
I scanned the links and descriptions. They were focused entirely on The Falcon. Specifically, its plan to reinvent city living, its much-hyped start date, and of course, the construction delays that had eventually consumed it.
I went back to the search window and added the word history into the mix. This cut my results way down and links to a couple of blogs — Lost Manhattan, The Borough Bros, New Amsterdam to New York — topped the list. I clicked one at random, opening an article entitled, From Finance to Falcon: The Brilliant Reinvention of 1199 Madison Avenue.
“Okay, it looks like multiple buildings have existed on this site over the years,” I said as I scanned the article. “The current one was erected in 1923.”
“The Roaring Twenties.” Graham looked thoughtful. “That fits with what you said about the board formed concrete layer.”
“The original occupant was a branch of Five Borough Bank. The name’s misleading since its branches were all in Manhattan. Regardless, it was pretty sizable for its day, with sixteen separate locations.”
“What happened to it?”
“It survived the Great Depression and World War II before going insolvent in 1952.” I read more. “Afterward, this building sat vacant for almost a decade until a couple of hotshot developers bought it. They built offices, upgraded the wiring, and made other improvements. Eventually, they convinced an advertising agency to take over the lease.”
For the next two minutes, I outlined the rest of 1199 Madison Avenue’s rather unremarkable history. When I was finished, Graham scrunched up his brow. “It’s got to be the bank,” he said. “That’s the only thing that makes sense. When it went defunct, its owners must’ve left something — cash, maybe — behind.”
“Like in a floor safe?”
He nodded. “One built into the original concrete layer. If it was disguised somehow, it could’ve been overlooked when the bank got cleared out.”
I liked the idea, but ultimately discarded it. There simply wasn’t enough time to dig up an old floor safe. Whatever Malware wanted, it had to be easier to find.
Still, I was fairly certain it had something to do with the defunct bank branch. And so I thought about banks. I thought about the purpose of banks and how they worked. And I thought about money and how banks secured it.
“I’ve got another idea,” I said. “Follow me.”
I turned to the southeast. A concrete stairwell lay before me, its dust-covered steps rising to the heavens while simultaneously descending into the dark underworld.
I grabbed hold of a rickety railing. Instantly, I flashed back to my childhood. Specifically, one of those rare times I’d managed to sneak away from Dad while visiting one of his buildings. I recalled sprinting through an abandoned eighteen-floor structure, the sounds of a distant argument ringing in my ears. Running so fast I could feel the breeze whipping against my face and ruffling my hair. Flying down flights of steps, the odors of concrete and dust hanging heavy in my nostrils. Arriving in a giant basement, dark and foreboding and full of mysterious rubble.
My freedom had lasted mere minutes. And as Dad entered the basement, I recalled my chest tightening up. Not from fear, but from sadness. Sadness from knowing I’d never see that basement again. Sadness from knowing no one would ever see it again. For the building, that marvelous place of mystery and dark dreams, had been sentenced to death by none other than my own dad.
As the flashback melted back into the recesses of my mind, I descended the steps, using my flashlight function to light the way.
A basement, dark and musty, lay at the bottom of the stairwell. It featured a rather tall ceiling and was about a quarter of the lobby’s size. I aimed my beam around the space, taking note of the drywall construction, the wadded-up plastic sheets, the empty white buckets, and the piles of cement blocks.
“Whoa.” Graham wrinkled his nose as he walked off the last step. “It stinks down here.”
I sniffed at the air. It smelled like mold and mildew run amok. Which got me thinking.
Shifting my gaze from the floor to the ceiling, I hiked around the room. Then I walked to the west and studied the wall. It was unpainted and made from drywall paneling.
“Notice anything odd about this place?” I asked.
“Besides the smell?”
“It’s a whole lot smaller than the lobby.”
His one good eye widened in realization. “You think something’s behind that wall?”
“Malware said we were supposed to find a box. Bank vaults hold lots of boxes.” A smile creased my lips. “Safe deposit boxes.”

Chapter 18

“A safe deposit box?” Graham’s expression morphed from curiosity to sheer dubiousness. “I don’t know, Cy. That seems like a long shot to me.”
“The Five Borough Bank must’ve constructed a vault on these premises, right?”
He nodded.
“So, what do you do with an old bank vault anyway? It would’ve been expensive to move. And what if another bank wanted to take over the lease?”
“Okay, I see your point. The building’s owners might’ve decided to hold on to it for a little while.”
“Time passes,” I said. “Eventually, they sell the property to someone else. The new owners build offices, redo the floors. But they leave the vault alone for the same reasons as the previous owners. At some point, other firms take over the lease. Maybe the vault gets used for storage at first, maybe not. Either way, it’s still here and still requires cleaning and maintenance. In short, it becomes a nuisance. So, the owners board it up.”
“I’ll buy that,” he said. “But why would Malware care about some old safe deposit box? Especially since it would’ve been emptied out years ago.”
“Not if it wasn’t claimed.”
“How often does that happen?”
“More than you think,” I replied. “For instance, a lot of safe deposit boxes went unclaimed during the bank failures of the Great Depression. Eventually, they were transferred to Washington, D.C. In fact, I think the U.S. Treasury still has some of them.”
“Well, that blows your theory all to hell. Any unclaimed boxes from this bank were probably sent to D.C.”
“Maybe. But what if the building’s owners decided to hold on to them for a bit? Just in case the rightful owners came looking? Enough time passes and—”
“And they end up a permanent part of the landscape.” He thought for a moment, then shook his head. “It’s a solid theory. But even if the boxes are here, what are the chances they still hold anything of value?”
“Not good. Valuables would’ve been looted a long time ago.” I thought for a moment. “So, maybe Malware isn’t interested in gold bars or jewelry. Maybe she wants something else.”
“Like what?”
“Not sure. But I know how we can find out.” I studied the west wall. “Find the utilities. Make sure everything’s off. Power, water, gas, everything.”
“On it.” Graham pulled out his satphone. Turning on the flashlight function, he hiked across the basement.
I’d pulled down my fair share of drywall in the past. Normally, preparation was essential in order to ensure a clean, efficient job. But I’d already spent five of my sixty minutes and anyway, I didn’t care about cleanliness or efficiency.
I looked around for a stud finder. Not seeing one, I walked parallel to the wall, knocking carefully on its surface. After about ten feet, I happened upon a large, hollow-sounding spot.
“Utilities were already off,” Graham called out.
“Good,” I replied. “Find something sharp and get back here.”
While he sorted through tools, I grabbed a long pipe off the floor. Long ago, drywall had replaced lath and plaster as the most popular form of interior walling. Although solid to the touch, it was really nothing more than gypsum plaster sandwiched between thick sheets of paper.
In other words, easy prey.
I felt around the wall, locating lots of little screws. Steering away from them, I slammed the pipe into the drywall. It punched through the material with ease, leaving a hole in its wake.
Graham joined me, hammer in hand, and together we attacked the drywall. Then I dropped the pipe and reached my fingers into one of the many jagged holes. A couple of tugs and the drywall began to break off into my hands.
After clearing away a four-foot square hole, I aimed my beam into the space. “You know what’s more annoying than a layer of drywall?”
“What?” Graham asked.
“Two layers.”
He groaned.
Peering into the space, I studied the second layer. It sat about three feet beyond the first one. It was heavily stained and stank of mold, thanks to a significant amount of untreated water damage.
“That looks like black mold,” Graham said.
“The one and only,” I replied.
“I’d rather walk back into that riot with a Kick Me sign on my back than go through there.”
“Look on the bright side,” I said. “At least you’re not part of The Falcon’s investor flock.”
For the next three minutes, we attacked the outer layer of drywall, eventually clearing away two whole panels. Then we gathered our tools and hiked to the second wall. I studied the moldy material for a moment. Then I prodded it with my pipe. The drywall cracked and crumbled in numerous places.
We checked for studs and screws. Then we attacked the second wall. It fell easier than the first one and in a matter of minutes, we found ourselves facing a dark void.
“If there’s more drywall back there, I’ll…” Graham grumbled something unintelligible as he aimed his beam into the void. “Want the good news or the bad news?”
“Good news,” I replied.
“There’s no more drywall.”
“Nice. Then let’s—”
“Instead, there’s an old masonry wall.”
A masonry wall? That was about a billion times more challenging than drywall. “You realize this isn’t good news and bad news, right? It’s just bad news.”
“Sure.” He shrugged. “I just always liked that whole good news, bad news shtick.”
I checked my satphone. 9:42 p.m. Twelve minutes down, forty-eight to go.
Stepping past Graham, I moved to the masonry wall. The individual bricks looked old and many showed signs of significant crumbling. Mortar joints were cracked in multiple places and some of the bricks had shifted a bit.
“How do you want to do this?” Graham asked. “From the top down?”
I touched the bricks. They felt gritty and a bit moist. I scratched one and its edges crumbled beneath my fingernails.
Taking a step backward, I aimed my beam at the top of the wall. The bricks and mortar didn’t quite reach the ceiling, which meant it wasn’t a load-bearing wall.
“I’ve got another idea,” I said. “Get back.”
Arching an eyebrow, Graham backed up a few feet.
I shoved my satphone into my pocket. Took a deep breath. Steeled myself.
And charged the wall.
My left shoulder slammed into ancient brick with jarring force. It stopped me cold, but I felt a little give.
Beverly.
My adrenaline raced. Sweat poured down my neck, soaking my left shoulder. Mashing my teeth together, I kept pushing, pushing, pushing. Pushing with all my strength. Pushing with strength I didn’t even know I possessed.
The wall creaked. Bricks began to vibrate, to quake. Mortar dissolved into dust and debris. It shot up my nostrils and I tasted it on my tongue.
Abruptly, the wall exploded into dust and smithereens. I pitched forward and rolled. Bricks slammed into bricks. Dust wafted into the air and shot down my lungs. Coughing and choking, I struggled to my feet.
The falling debris slowed, then stopped altogether. I coughed a few more times, hacking up about a pound of ancient brick dust while accidentally swallowing another pound at the same time. It tasted terrible, an unholy mixture of mold and stale grit.
As my coughs subsided, I glanced back. The brick structure now had a gaping hole in it, three-feet wide and stretching all the way to the ceiling. The rest of the wall, as far as I could tell, was still intact.
“The good news?” Waving dust away, Graham clambered over the pile of bricks. “Or the bad news?”
“The bad,” I said.
“You look like a building just fell on you.”
“And the good?”
“You were right.” He smiled and his good eye looked past me. “There’s definitely a vault here.”

Chapter 19

I spun around and my eyes grew wide as tumblers. A giant door stood before me, bathed in the beam of Graham’s satphone flashlight. It was rectangular in shape and rounded on the edges. Beneath the grime and dust, I saw hints of silvery metal, all well-tarnished.
“What’s the time?” I asked.
“9:49 p.m. Looks like we beat the clock.”
I took out my satphone. Switching on the flashlight function, I approached the door. It was partially ajar and connected to a metal wall with enormous hinges. Elegant marble surrounded the metal wall and door. Clearly, the basement had once been an area of great pride, built to showcase the bank’s wealth along with its impressive and secure vault. And despite everything — the grime, the tarnished metal, the mold, the general abandonment — the area still retained a regal air about it.
This was old-school New York. A New York of jazz pianos, straw boater hats, and Art Deco skyscrapers. Not much of that New York remained, having been swallowed up and spat out by the avant-garde movement. To stand before a small piece of it felt oddly enriching.
I stopped just outside the vault. The door was about three to four feet thick and made of solid metal. Probably steel with some kind of embedded copper alloy.
The history of bank security was a sort of tit for tat between brilliant inventors and relentless criminals. By the 1920s, giant vaults with thick steel doors and steel-reinforced concrete walls had largely replaced the traditional bank safe. Steel was a strong material and well-equipped to deter angry mobs as well as withstand explosives. But it was particularly susceptible to cutting torches. That led to the addition of copper alloys. Copper’s high thermal conductivity helped to dissipate heat and ended a short, but significant run of cutting torch thefts.
I slid past the door and entered the vault. It was gigantic. There were multiple internal walls, all filled with neat rows and columns of safe deposit boxes along with rectangular holes where boxes had once rested. More rectangular holes filled the reachable portion of the vault walls. Steel plating covered the higher portion along with the ceiling.
As for the safe deposit boxes, they were everywhere. The vast majority were heaped upon the floor, their metallic surfaces marred by scratches and dents. The rest were positioned in the various walls, partially pulled out of their individual holes. Keys stuck out of some of the boxes. Other keys lay scattered about the floor.
“Wow.” Graham whistled through his teeth as he slid through the doorway and entered the vault. “There must be hundreds of boxes here.”
“Try thousands.” I rotated my head, my gaze passing over the vault’s interior. “We might as well be picking a needle out of a haystack.”

Chapter 20

Ben Marvin knew the call was coming. It was just a matter of time. And so he sat in his favorite easy chair, clothed in a luxurious robe and sipping some brandy. The finer things weren’t all life had to offer.
But they sure were nice.
He lifted his gaze to the painting above his fireplace. It was an old family portrait, painted with oil on canvas. It depicted him as a young boy, cradled in his sitting mother’s arms. His father, Roy Marvin, stood to the side and about a foot behind them. The portrait was vibrant and full of beautiful color. And yet, it was also undeniably cold. His mother’s smile seemed forced and his father stood a little too far away. Like he didn’t really belong in the picture.
It had held a place of honor in the family home until his mother’s stroke and subsequent death. Afterward, Roy had packed it away in a trunk. It gathered dust for years until Ben found it after his father’s death.
This was the Roy he remembered. The cold, bitter man with mussed hair, hooded eyes and shallow cheeks. The man who largely ignored his family, preferring instead to lock himself away in his study during almost every non-sleeping hour.
Although Roy wasn’t much of a father, Ben had never felt hatred or even indifference for the man. Rather, blazing curiosity consumed him. What had happened to Roy? Why did the man seem so beaten down by life?
Occasionally, Roy would come out of seclusion. He’d throw angry tirades about nuclear weapons, the Cold War, the military-industrial complex, socialism, and more. In a weird sort of way, Ben looked forward to those rants and what they revealed about his father.
After Roy’s death, Ben had scoured the man’s papers and belongings. And gradually, a very strange story had unfolded before his eyes. A story about the post-war American government and a mysterious project known as Capitalist Curtain. A story about triumph destroyed in an instant and all the indignities and problems Roy had been forced to endure in the aftermath.
Indignities and problems. Those were constant staples of his father’s brilliant, but marred career. Still, his father might’ve survived them in a better state of mind if he hadn’t already been destroyed by the ultra-strange events of December 14, 1949. Or, as Roy had referred to it in his notes, the Shrieker Tower Incident.
So far, Ben had managed to avoid the sort of career-killing, life-sucking moment that had ruined his father. In fact, Secretary Horst’s change-of-mind was the first real crisis he’d faced since joining forces with the other members of the Working Group on Capital Markets. Thankfully, he’d survived the crisis intact, thanks in no small part to her.
Ahh, the charmingly-named Willow Marvin. His beloved daughter, closest confidante, and the brilliant hacker known worldwide as Malware. It was hard to believe he’d only known of her existence for the last three years.
A long time ago, he’d met the love of his life, the sculptor Sally Keller. Sally was headstrong and spirited and most importantly, the complete opposite of the proper, well-mannered ladies he normally dated. She preferred art to science, the outdoors to television, and bare feet to shoes. Her heart was big and she regularly adopted elderly dogs in order to give them as much love as possible before they passed on to doggie heaven. And of course, she was an emotional basket case, capable of laughing like a lunatic one moment and crying like a mourner the next.
Back in those days, Ben had been more than a little intrigued by this crazed, lively woman. But he was also taken aback and often embarrassed by her antics. Even worse, he was changing in ways that disturbed him. For example, he began to lose focus at work. He started to read fiction instead of research papers. He laughed more and cried more too. And so he did what any young, clueless guy would do… he began to to distance himself from his one great love.
Sally fought for him. Oh, she fought like crazy. But while she was his one and only, it simply wasn’t the right time. He just wasn’t ready to fully accept the whirlwind known as Sally Keller into his life. Thus, he’d continued to distance himself until she felt compelled to give him an ultimatum and he felt compelled to ignore it.
And so, she left him. She moved out of New York City, out of New York State, even out of the United States altogether. She moved across the ocean to London and he never heard from her again.
His friends and colleagues had patted him on the back at the time. It’s for the best, they’d told him. Career-wise, they were right. But personally? Well, that was the day he stopped laughing, stopped crying. Stopped feeling.
Three years ago, Willow had showed up on his doorstep, claiming to be his and Sally’s offspring. One look in her bright eyes and he knew she was telling the truth. Of course, he’d still ordered genetic tests because that was the prudent thing to do. But afterward, she’d told him everything. Their life in London. Sally’s battles with manic depression and inability to achieve creative happiness. Willow’s love of art and science. Sally’s torrid affairs with a string of deadbeats and abusers. Willow’s interest in computers, her career as a coder, and her foray into hacking. And worst of all, Sally’s premature death due to complications brought about by breast cancer.
Oh, that had been a crushing day. For the first time in years, Ben had broken down in tears. Willow had comforted him and thus, they began the awkward transition from strangers to family members.
They’d spent lots of time together over the last three years. Ben had told her all about his side of the family. But most of all, he’d talking about his own father, the troubled Roy Marvin. After Roy’s death, he’d found the Capitalist Curtain files and learned how his hard, embittered father had sacrificed everything in an epic quest to achieve world peace. He’d shared his discovery with Willow and his newfound desire to achieve his father’s dream, just in a different way. Willow, in turn, had wanted to help him with this quest. And so, they’d begun to plan, to plot, to strategize. Together, they were going to remake this country, this world, this everything into something glorious.
A soft buzzing noise caught Ben’s attention. Glancing to his right, he saw his smartphone on a side table, vibrating with the expected call.
He took another sip of brandy, savoring the taste on his tongue. Then he picked up the phone, checked the Caller ID, and accepted the call. “Hello, sir. I was just about to call you.”
“So, you heard the news?” The president’s rich voice erupted out of the tiny speaker. He sounded hurried, yet in control.
“News?” Ben feigned confusion. “You mean about that riot in New York?”
Earlier in the evening, a massive riot had erupted in Manhattan’s ultra-wealthy Upper East Side neighborhood. While the location would undoubtedly bring it extra attention, it was just another in a growing list of civil disturbances that had rocked the nation to its very core. Of course, this particular riot was different than those other ones. Namely, because Willow — acting as Malware — had instigated it.
“No. I mean about Terry Horst.”
“I’m sorry, sir. I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”
“She’s dead, Ben. Terry’s dead.”
Ben remained quiet for several seconds.
“A pizza delivery guy lost control, crashed right into her car. I don’t know all the details, but paramedics announced her dead on arrival.”
Ben inhaled a sharp breath. A car crash? Caused by a separate driver? Willow had really outdone herself this time. “Jesus Christ.”
“This is a disaster, Ben. An unmitigated disaster. Between this and that mess in Manhattan, the stock market is going to get crushed all over again on Monday.”
Ahh, the political stripes of President Wade Walters were showing through. No thought for the family or friends of the newly deceased. Instead, his only thoughts were for the country as a whole. Or perhaps, for his legacy. Either way, Ben found it refreshing.
As for himself, he’d gone over all the scenarios and so he had a pretty good idea of how things would play out. And the president was right. The news would hit Wall Street hard. The media might even think Terry had been deliberately targeted for her role in the economic crisis. If so, all the better. The more pressure the president felt, the easier it would be to manipulate the man.
“So, what did you want?” the president asked.
“Excuse me?”
“You said you were just about to call me.”
“Oh, yes.” Ben paused for effect. “We need to meet.”
“Aren’t we meeting tomorrow?”
“Well, yes. Terry and I had a nine o’clock appointment with you. But, well, this can’t wait, Mr. President.”
A short pause followed. When the president’s voice reappeared, it sounded confused and maybe a little guarded. “You mean… right now?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What’s this about anyway?”
“I’d rather discuss it in person, Mr. President.”
A short pause. “When can you get here?”
While they discussed the details, Ben’s heart raced. This was it. Everything was in place. All he needed was to convince the president to follow his lead.
His eyes drifted back to the family portrait. His gaze settled in on a pair of cold, steely eyes. This is for you, Father, he thought. This is for you.

Chapter 21

We found the safe deposit boxes, I typed into my satphone.
It took a few seconds for Malware’s response to appear. I guess you really are as good as they say.
I’m better. Now, let her go.
But I don’t want boxes, she replied. Just one will do.
Which one?
If I told you, that would ruin all the fun.
This is fun?
It is for me. So, find my box. Oh, and Cy?
I didn’t bother responding. Seconds later, another message flashed across my screen. You have 37 minutes. And then she dies.
I exhaled. “Looks like we’re on our own.”
Graham picked up one of the boxes. Its burgundy-painted surface was dented and scratched. Its edges featured hand-painted pin-striping, done in a soft gold. More gold paint had been used to inscribe a number—165— just below a rung and next to a keyhole.
Graham flipped the lid open and checked the interior. “Empty.” He tossed the box over his shoulder and it clattered to the floor. “I bet they’re all empty.”
“Don’t be such a pessimist.”
“Okay, then I bet they’re all full.”
“That’d be even worse.” Swiveling my head, I studied the many boxes. They were numbered and, as expected, completely nondescript. Some were lidless. Others were partially ajar. Still others were closed. Regardless, Graham was right. Most likely, they’d all been unlocked and emptied years earlier.
“What are we looking for?” Graham asked.
Slowly, I walked through the vault, stepping over and around piles of boxes. Questions bombarded my brain. Questions about Malware. Questions about her motivations. But mostly, questions about her certainty. “Something boring,” I replied.
“Come again?”
“Malware went to a lot of trouble to get us here. And for what? Some valuables that would’ve been looted years ago?” I shook my head. “The box had to survive decades of vault robbers. Which means it’s boring. Worthless. Maybe not even a safe deposit box at all, come to think of it.”
My gaze shifted away from the boxes. I studied the walls, the floor, the ceiling.
Graham walked across the vault. Near the back wall, something caught his eye. “Check this out.”
I hiked toward him and maneuvered around a sprawling pile of metal boxes. “Good find. It’s got to be in here.”
“How do you know?”
“Because it doesn’t get more boring than this.” For a moment, I took in the stacked piles of small cardboard boxes. They’d been ripped open and their contents — papers — had been rifled through. Other papers, crumped and torn, were strewn about the floor.
At some point, the people who owned the building had decided to empty the unclaimed safe deposit boxes. The valuables were either stolen or sold off to the highest bidder. That left the papers, which were transferred into cardboard boxes, evidently in case someone came looking for them. Eventually, those boxes were forgotten.
“So, Malware wants papers,” Graham said. “But which ones?”
“Let’s ask her.” I pulled out my satphone, typed in a quick message: Lots of cardboard boxes here, filled with papers. One of them yours?
YES, was Malware’s reply.
Which one?
You can figure it out.
It’ll go faster with your help.
True, but where’s the fun in that?
You’re all heart, Malware.
“Okay, she’s not helping us.” I thought for a moment. “It must be a will. Or maybe a land deed. Something like that.”
Graham kicked a small pile of crushed papers. They fluttered around a bit before settling back to the ground. “This could take hours.”
“I know.” My gaze hardened as Beverly’s face flashed before my eyes. “But we’ve only got minutes.”

Chapter 22

“Another letter.” Graham stared at the withered parchment like it had just kicked his dog. “This isn’t working.”
Balancing a tall stack of papers in my lap, I grabbed my satphone and checked the time. It was 10:23 p.m. My eyes closed and I exhaled a long breath of musty air.
Just seven minutes left. Seven minutes until the unthinkable. I had no idea where Beverly was and no way to rescue her. My only hope was to find whatever Malware wanted. And that meant I had to keep looking, keep searching. But Graham was right.
This wasn’t working.
While he sorted through the boxes, I’d attacked the scattered papers. At first, I’d gone through them meticulously, reading every last legible word. But as the minutes ticked by, I’d switched strategies, pulling aside anything that looked important — wills, deeds, contracts — and junking the rest. But that still wasn’t fast enough. With just seven minutes left on the clock, I’d gone through less than half of the scattered papers. Even worse, I still didn’t have the slightest clue what we were supposed to find. I could’ve already seen it for all I knew.
I glanced at the stack of papers in my lap. For the most part, they consisted of letters, mortgages, insurance polices, bills of sale, and discharge papers from World War II. We did come across the occasional stock or bond certificate. But I’d never heard of the various companies and I suspected the vast majority, if not all of them, had gone out of business.
I set the papers on the ground and focused my attention on a stack of cardboard boxes. The top one was marked with thin ink from an old-fashioned fountain pen. The first line of text read, #554, which I assumed was a reference to its original safe deposit box number. The second line read, Augustus Davis. Most likely, he was the name of record for that particular box.
The name and number meant nothing to me so I examined another box. And then another box. And yet another box. They were all the same. Same contents. Same cardboard. Same ink.
I moved to another stack and began checking those boxes as well. Again, they were the same. Same contents, same, cardboard, same ink. Same…
What the…?
I did a double-take. Then I looked again at a particular box, at its two lines of text.
#1743. Justin Reed.

No. No, that was impossible. Utterly, completely impossible. And yet…
I knew the name Justin Reed. Not personally, of course, but I knew it all the same.
Justin Reed? I thought. As in, my grandfather, Justin Reed?

Chapter 23

What are you up to, Malware? I wondered. And what does it have to do with my grandfather?
“Hey Dutch,” I called out.
“Yeah?”
“Did you know Dad’s dad?”
“What does that—?”
“Did you know him?”
A short pause followed. “I never met him, but I know of him. His name was Justin.”
I closed my eyes. Justin. Justin Reed.
“He disappeared in the late 1940s,” Graham continued. “1949, I believe.”
1949. Just a few years before Five Borough Bank had gone out of business. Why was my grandfather’s name written on that old cardboard box? Had he been a client of the bank? “Disappeared?” I frowned. “Don’t you mean he ran away? Abandoned his family?”
“Your dad never bought that story.”
I had lots of questions, but no time to answer them. All I knew was that this wasn’t a coincidence. Malware hadn’t brought me here solely for my skill set. Somehow, she knew about my grandfather.
I pulled out my satphone. The time was 10:27 p.m. Quickly, I typed in a message: Box #1743. Belonged to Justin Reed.
YES, Malware replied.
What’s this all about?
Wouldn’t you like to know?
Yes, actually.
Let’s just say I have a keen interest in your grandpa.
Why? I wrote.
Maybe I’m obsessed with you.
Who could blame you? So, let Beverly go and we’ll run off into the sunset.
I’m going to hold you to that. But first, you’d better hurry. The clock is still ticking.
No, it’s not. The game’s over.
Not yet. Your instructions were to excavate the box AND send me the contents.
I glanced at the tattered box. It was stuffed full of papers. Which ones did she want, exactly? Were they even still in the box or had they been tossed aside years ago?
Since you’re short on time, I’m going to cut you a break, Malware added. Point your camera at each page of the Capitalist Curtain papers. Once I’ve got the images, our little game will end.
What about Beverly?
If you do as I ask, she’ll be released.
I rooted around in the box. Stuffed up against the side, I located a packet of stapled papers. They were small in size and looked like they’d been torn out of a journal. The words, Project Capitalist Curtain, were handwritten across the top sheet.
I wrenched the packet out of the box and shook off some thick dust clumps. The papers had taken on a yellowish sheen and felt brittle to the touch. Several were stained with what looked like coffee.
I placed the packet on the ground. Glancing at my satphone, I saw the camera function was on. I started to move the satphone into position over the packet. But then I hesitated.
Once Malware had her pictures, what was to stop her from going back on her word? Maybe it was better to just take the packet and leave the building. Demand a face-to-face meeting with her. But what if she decided to kill Beverly because I missed her deadline?
An internal tug-of-war played out in my head. Finally, I brought the satphone above the packet. One by one, I rifled through the papers, switching every time the camera flashed. There were twelve in total, all marked with scribbled lines of penmanship and several hand-drawn diagrams. I saw mentions of Canada, Australia, and Greenland, among other countries. I saw references to the U.S. Army and something called Shrieker Tower. And I noticed a few familiar names. Justin Reed, for one. Harry S. Truman, the thirty-third President of the United States, for another.
Graham cleared his throat. “What is that stuff?”
“Project Capitalist Curtain,” I replied. “Ever heard of it?”
He shook his head.
After the twelfth camera flash, I looked at my satphone. A message appeared on the screen.
Game over.
It’s about time, I replied. Now, where’s Beverly?
Sorry.
A creepy feeling crept down my spine. You got what you wanted.
Yes. But not on time.
I checked my satphone and saw the time was 10:31 p.m. No. No, this couldn’t be happening. Adrenaline raced through my body like it always did in crisis situations. This time, however, was different.
This time, there was no one to fight.
She’s innocent, I replied.
A new message, containing a small image, appeared on the screen. Frowning, I clicked it.
More grainy video of Beverly appeared. She thrashed about in her chair, biting her gag. Her eyes were still yoked open and I saw growing horror in her pupils.
The barrel of a gun appeared at the edge of the screen. It moved to her temple. A burst of light flashed. Smoke filled the grainy image.
Graham’s hand touched my shoulder, but I barely noticed it. Instead, I peered at the screen, waiting for the smoke to fade. And when it did, I saw her. I saw her body, still and slumped in the chair. I saw her twitching fingers, her drooling mouth. But most of all I saw the gaping hole in her skull.
My heart shattered into a million pieces from which I knew it would never recover. I tried to deny it, to hope for a miracle. But it was useless.
Beverly Ginger was dead.

Chapter 24

“Good evening, Ben.” Rising to his feet, President Wade Walters extended his hand across the Resolute Desk. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.”
“Me neither, Mr. President.” Ben took the president’s hand in his own. He shook it warmly, if a bit limply.
“I’d like you to meet someone.” The president waved at a tall, lanky man with oversized limbs and a shaved head. “This is Special Agent Ed Hooper. Ed, this is one of my closest friends, Ben Marvin.”
Hooper rose from his seat and offered his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ben.”
“Special Agent, huh?” Ben gave the outstretched hand a light shake. “Did I do something wrong?”
Hooper smiled, sending ripples through his lined, pockmarked face. “I don’t know. Did you?”
Ben blinked. “I, uh… well, uh…”
“Don’t mind him.” President Walters loosened his tie and ran a hand through his neatly-styled silver hair. “Ed works for the Secret Service, specifically with counterfeiting and fraud. Suspicion is second nature to him.”
“I see.” Ben gripped and regripped the handle of his briefcase. “Well, are you ready to begin, sir?”
The president glanced at Hooper. “Thanks for the update. I’ll call—”
Hooper met his gaze. “Actually, sir, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to stick around for this.”
President Walters’ grave countenance twisted with surprise. Then he shrugged. “Why not?”
Hooper sat back down and crossed his legs. His off-the-rack gray suit, obviously cheap, reflected his no-nonsense attitude.
Ben grabbed hold of a chair and dragged it a few inches away from Hooper. Then he sat down, placed the briefcase on his lap, and stretched his arms over it. He’d chosen a dark blue suit, 100 percent silk, for the meeting.
The president leaned forward, his fingers drumming a rhythmic beat upon the desk. “So, what was so important it couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”
Ben cast a sideways glance at Hooper. “No offense intended but are you sure you wouldn’t rather have this conversation alone, sir?”
“Don’t worry.” The president smiled. “Ed knows how to keep a secret.”
He was speaking from experience. For well over a year, Hooper had served the president as an off-the-books investigator.
“Of course, sir.” Ben’s face morphed, taking on a serious tone. “I wanted to talk to you about economic matters. Specifically, what’s driving the slowdown and all this civil unrest.”
“And it can’t wait until morning?”
“No, Mr. President, it can’t.”
President Walters eased himself into his leather chair. “I saw footage from the Manhattan riot earlier this evening. Those Berserkers were like all the others, chanting about jobs, food, college prices.”
“Obviously, the economy is slow and unemployment is high, which means we’re in the midst of stagnation. That alone is enough to drive people into the streets.”
“Alone?” Hooper arched an eyebrow. “There’s more?”
“I’m afraid so.” Ben took a deep breath. “I believe we’re on the verge of a rare economic phenomena known as hyperinflation.”
Hyperinflation. The very mention of this unstoppable force of economic nature sent chills shooting down Hooper’s spine. He was familiar with the concept, familiar with what it could do to a nation and its people. Simply put, hyperinflation was characterized by rapidly increasing prices. One day, a loaf of bread set you back three bucks.
The next day, it cost thirty dollars.
“Hyperinflation?” The president’s brow furrowed. “You mean that thing Zimbabwe faced back in the 2000s?”
“The very same, sir,” Ben replied. “Zimbabwe is an extreme example. But at its peak, prices were growing some 89.7 sextillion percent, on a year-over-year basis.”
President Walters stared at him.
“In mathematical terms, a sextillion equals ten to the twenty-first power,” Ben added helpfully.
President Walters recoiled in horror. “Jesus Christ.”
“Don’t you think you’re blowing this a little out of proportion?” Hooper asked. “The last PCE report said prices were up just a little over 6 percent. That’s high, but I wouldn’t call it hyperinflation.”
“Unfortunately, the PCE index is flawed,” Ben replied. “It only measures what’s in a shopper’s basket. It doesn’t account for changing consumption habits.”
“Like when people buy hamburger meat because steak is too expensive?”
“Exactly.”
The president frowned. “Why haven’t I heard about this before now?”
“The information is new,” Ben said. “The Board of Governors recently commissioned a top-secret pricing study. It’s still in-progress, but early data suggests consumer prices are up some 28 percent since last year. And from all appearances, that growth is now accelerating.”
“28 percent?” The president’s horrified look turned skeptical. “That can’t be right. If it were, the media would be all over it.”
“Remember, we’re still in the early days of this.” Ben took off his spectacles and cleaned them with meticulous attention to detail. “Plus, companies use lots of tricks to hide price hikes. For example, shrinking product packages. One week, you’re buying a sixteen-ounce can of beans. The next week, it’s fifteen and a half ounces.”
“I guess there’s a bright side to this.” The president, still drumming his fingers against the desk, offered a feeble smile. “If it keeps up, we just might solve the obesity crisis.”
Ben didn’t smile, didn’t even grin at the president’s joke. “Perhaps you don’t see the gravity of the situation, sir. If this keeps up, people won’t be able to meet their basic needs. Companies will start to exit the U.S. marketplace. Economic collapse will follow.”
The president’s fingers froze in mid-drum.
As Hooper listened to Ben, he found himself more than a little shocked by the information discrepancy. Ben was like an economic god, spouting knowledge from his perch high up in the sky. The president and Hooper, on the other hand, were just regular folks. They had little, if any, understanding of the overall economy. Now that disaster had struck, all they could do was pray to Ben for deliverance.
But Hooper refused to be a mere subject to an all-powerful god. Thinking quickly, he considered everything he knew about the economy, about the Federal Reserve, and about inflation.
At its core, hyperinflation wasn’t about rising prices. It was about the declining value of money. And that happened when the money supply grew much faster than the economy as a whole. But money didn’t just appear randomly. The U.S. supply was strictly controlled by a single entity.
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Hooper said. “But isn’t hyperinflation caused by too much money? And isn’t the Federal Reserve—your Federal Reserve — in charge of that?”
“No, you’re right.” Ben shifted his arms, unruffled by Hooper’s veiled accusation. “On both counts.”
President Walters frowned. “If that’s true, why don’t you just reverse it?”
“Unfortunately, it’s not that simple, sir. As I mentioned, the U.S. economy is in a state of stagnation. And when you combine stagnation with hyperinflation, you get—”
“Stagflation.” Hooper’s eyes bulged. “Good lord.”
“What’s stagflation?” the president asked.
“Hell,” Hooper said. “Economic hell.”
“Unfortunately, Mr. Hooper is right,” Ben told the president. “Stagflation is a two-headed dragon that can only be fought one head at a time. And such a fight is extremely costly. If we try to rev up the economy, we’ll send prices through the roof. But if we try to reduce prices, we’ll drive America into a depression.”
A still silence spread across the room.
“The U.S. faced stagflation during the late 1970s and early 1980s,” Ben continued. “One of my predecessors, Paul Volcker, managed to beat back the inflation side by essentially cutting money supply growth. It worked, but it also drove the U.S. economy into a deep recession and caused high unemployment to linger for years.”
“God, I hate this job.” President Walters leaned back in his chair and kneaded his forehead. “So, what do you propose? Juice the economy? Or attack hyperinflation?”
Ben looked distinctly uncomfortable. “A depression is bad, but hyperinflation is much worse. Unfortunately, conventional tools won’t stop it this time.”
“Don’t mess with me, Ben,” the president warned. “I’m not in the mood.”
“Volcker’s strategy worked because the federal deficit was at a much more manageable level, sir. Unfortunately, times have changed. The deficit is so high, tax dollars can’t even begin to cover the interest payments. That’s why we created all this new money in the first place. To keep the U.S. government from defaulting on its debts.”
“Damn it.” The president exhaled. “You should’ve warned me this was coming.”
“My apologies, Mr. President, but I did warn you. Over and over again, in fact. I’ve spent my entire time in office telling you, Congress, and anyone else who would listen that the U.S. economy couldn’t continue on its debt-fueled path.”
The president winced. “It’s just, well, I’ve heard that sort of talk for years. You know, cut the debt or everything will go into the toilet.”
Hooper focused his attention on Ben. “There must be a way out of this.”
Actually, there is one option available to us.” Ben stared at the president. “But our window to implement it is exceedingly short, which is why I wanted to meet with you tonight instead of tomorrow.”
“How short?” the president asked.
“Between this most recent riot and Secretary Horst’s untimely death, I believe there’s a considerable chance we’ll see another major stock market collapse on Monday. Such an event will undoubtedly drive the economy past the point of no-return.”
“So, before Monday.” The president exhaled. “What do you propose?”
“Immediate tax increases or cuts. And not cuts in spending growth. Actual, deep cuts. And not just to ordinary government programs. To make this work, we need to go after the big stuff. The stuff we keep off the books. Primarily, Medicare and Social Security.”
“So, we raise taxes to the roof or we cut benefits people depend upon to live.” President Walters shook his head. “Americans will never accept either of those. They’ll string me up from a flagpole first.”
Ben arched an eyebrow.
The president sighed. “Okay, I’ll meet with my cabinet and we’ll come up with a plan to present to Congress.”
“Perhaps you didn’t fully understand me, Mr. President. You don’t have time to work through the normal channels. Either you fix the debt problem or face stagflation.”
President Walters adopted his most grave visage. “Are you absolutely sure about this, Ben?”
Ben nodded.
“Fine.” The president rubbed his temples. “I’ll put my best people on it. We’ll draw up a series of executive orders to create new taxes and implement staged spending cuts to all major programs, say, over a ten-year period. That should—”
“I’m afraid that’s not enough, sir.”
The president blinked. “Why not?”
“We need to cut the debt now, not ten years into the future.”
The president’s jaw dropped. “So, you want me to slash the deficit in a single day?”
“Yes, but that’s not all, sir. You need to make the reduction permanent.”
“How am I supposed to do that? I can’t stop Congress from spending money. And I sure as hell can’t stop my predecessors from ramping up the debt again.”
“Actually, you can. Obviously, the issue is one of credibility. Simply put, the promise of a politician means nothing in today’s world. So, it’s not enough to tell people you’re going to cut the deficit in half. You need to put teeth to it. There’s a way we can do that.” Ben hesitated. “Admittedly, it’s unconventional. Way outside the box. No one will even see it coming.”
“That’s what I like about you,” the president said. “You’re always thinking ahead.”
Ben managed a small grin. “Actually, sir, the roots for this plan aren’t ahead of us… they lie in the past.”

Chapter 25

It’s my birthday and I’m eleven years old today.
I’m walking down the sidewalk, weaving past obstacles and munching on an ice cream cone. Chocolate with sliced-up peanut butter cups, my absolute favorite. The perfect way to celebrate such a momentous day.
The sun beats down on my face, causing little beads of sweat to trickle down my cheeks. I feel the sun’s heat, its energy. But I barely notice it. No, finishing this ice cream cone without losing a single drip is all that matters to me.
Birds chirp overhead, singing melodic tunes for all to hear. Taxis whip past me at a high rate of speed. A never-ending cascade of odors — trash, flowers, bagels, body odor, coffee, and more trash — assaults my nostrils. I’m nearly oblivious to it all. It’s nothing new, just everyday life in Manhattan.
Some people shoot odd looks in my direction. As if I shouldn’t be out by myself. Dad says to pay such people no mind. He calls them busybodies and says he walked everywhere when he was my age. I’m fine with that. I like walking, being out in the hustle and bustle. Television can’t compare to the vibrancy of city life.
A soft buzz, electric and frantic, fills the air. I lift my head in mid-lick. At first, I see nothing special, just people talking, walking, and gesturing. Just people being people. But this is different. Something is about to happen.
Glass shatters.
Time slows down for me. I hear the screams, shouts, slammed brakes, and skidding tires. I see people lifting their faces in unison, their eyes flicking from side to side. I feel the frenzied electricity in the air, like wild bolts of lightning shooting overhead.
My chin lifts skyward. The sun is blazing now, hot enough to melt my face. A drip of chocolate ice cream slides off the cone and wets my hand.
What’s going on? What is everyone looking at? Wait… wait a second. Is that…? No, no. Please, God, no.
I see it now. I see the building, currently under construction, just two blocks away. It’s one of Dad’s buildings. In fact, it’s where I’m supposed to meet him. I see something else, too. Something falling from a great height.
The object strikes the sidewalk with a sickening splat. And then I’m running into the street, dodging cars and ignoring honks and angry shouts.
Others are moving forward, all in the same direction. And soon, I find myself surrounded by throngs of pressing people. They’re everywhere and the buzz of the crowd is that something really bad has just happened.
I slink, push, and crawl my way forward. The crowd is hushed now and all I can hear is soft breathing and quiet murmurs.
And then I see him. I see his cold, lifeless body. He lies on the sidewalk, face smashed and leg cocked at a gag-inducing angle.
A few people surround him. They’re going through the motions of checking his pulse and begging someone to call 911. But even I know it’s too late. Nothing can be done. Not now. Not ever.
I stumble forward, fall to my knees. Behind me, people are whispering that the man jumped to his death.
One of the helpers touches my shoulder as if to pull me away from this tragic vision of life’s fragility. But instead, I clutch the man’s crumpled body and begin to sob. My voice croaks and I utter three words that send a collective shiver though the crowd.
“Why, Dad? Why?”

Chapter 26

My soul was crushed. Just… crushed. I didn’t think it could get worse than seeing Dad commit suicide on my eleventh birthday. But this, well, this was too horrible to contemplate.
The video ended and I stared at the blank screen for a moment, consumed by darkness.
“I…” Graham’s voice was quiet, reverent. “I can’t…”
As his voice trailed off into silence, my mind turned inward. My heart started to ache. She’d been everything to me. How could I possibly go on without her?
The screen blinked. And when it came back to life, it was empty. All of Malware’s texts were gone. Same with the videos. Erased, presumably, from existence.
A loud click sounded out. More clicks followed. An electric hum started up, like a swarm of mechanical bees. Then bright light appeared, bursting through the broken walls and illuminating the dark vault.
“The power.” Graham turned his head, following the light back to its source. “She must’ve turned it on.”
I replayed the video of Beverly’s demise in my brain. Her terrified gaze… the pistol… the flash of light… I knew all of it would haunt me for the rest of my life.
I thought back to my childhood, to Dad’s suicide. I recalled laying on his body, draped over him like a blanket. Eventually, a few construction workers coaxed me into the building. I sat there for what seemed like hours, unmoving and covered with sticky, dried ice cream.
Eventually, Mom arrived. She quietly took my hand, led me away. I didn’t remember much else about that day. I didn’t remember where we’d gone and whether or not we’d eaten lunch or dinner. The only thing I recalled was lying in bed at night, listening to Mom sobbing into her pillow.
I never asked her how she got over Dad’s death. Frankly, I’m not sure she ever did. Part of me had always wondered if that was the reason she disappeared years later. If she’d just reached the end of her rope and couldn’t go on any longer.
Graham exhaled. “We should go.”
I stooped down and gathered up the Capitalist Curtain papers. Rolling them into a tube, I stuffed them into my jacket pocket.
People don’t need reasons to live. But they sure as hell don’t hurt. And as I followed Graham out of the vault, I felt something take hold of me. A purpose, if you will. A reason for going on.
You’re dead, Malware.

Chapter 27

Why’d she turn on the power?
Mulling the question over, I hiked through the crumbled masonry wall and the broken drywall partitions. Malware had my grandfather’s papers. She’d killed Beverly and deleted the evidence from my satphone. In her own words, the game was over. There was no reason to keep playing around with us.
We entered the main portion of the basement and headed for the stairwell. I took the lead, racing up the steps two at a time. At the top, I saw more lights, heard more humming sounds.
I paused on the landing. The lobby’s overhead fixtures were now brightly lit. But otherwise, nothing had changed. The floor was still made of concrete, still torn up in places. The walls were still unpainted and covered with spackle. I still saw wheelbarrows, raised platforms, that Welcome to The Falcon! sign, and lots of dust.
A new sound, a soft clicking sound, filled the quiet lobby. Then light blazed and a blinding array of colors plunged into my eyeballs. Sirens blared. I heard screams, shouts, smashing metal… all the sounds of urban warfare. And above it all, a distant chant…
“You can’t run, the revolution has begun! You can’t run, the revolution has begun!”
I glanced at the front door.
It was open.
Berserkers ran up and down the streets. Most wore hoodies and jeans, which I supposed was as close to an official outfit as a riot could get. But I did see a topless girl as well, flashing her bouncing tatas for all to see.
“This must’ve been Malware’s plan all along,” Graham said. “Get the papers and then turn on the electricity. Open the doors and let the rioters do their thing. They’ll destroy the basement, the vault, everything.”
I patted the rolled-up papers in my jacket pocket. “Not everything.”
“I would’ve let well enough alone.” The voice, gruff and determined, filled the lobby. “But an offer like this? It’s too good to pass up.”
I shifted my gaze. Looked at the speaker.
It was Saul.
He stood off to one side of the lobby, backed by his masked cronies. They reeked of vodka and sweat.
Offer? What offer? What is he talking about?
Saul’s eyes, dark and focused, blazed holes through mine. Then he glanced at his gang. “Hurt them, cut them, beat them within an inch of their lives. But don’t kill them.” His voice turned cold, menacing. “That’s my job.”

Chapter 28

Graham wheeled around. Moving quicker than I’d ever seen him move, he ran back to the stairwell and hightailed it up the steps.
I sprinted after him, my tuxedo shoes clomping against the grit-covered stairs. Behind me, I heard angry voices and shuffling sounds. Then rubber soles scraped against the steps and the chase was on.
Up and up we ran, passing the second floor, third floor, fourth floor, and so on. By the time we reached the eighth floor, Graham was beginning to wheeze. His pace slowed and by the ninth floor, he was gasping for air.
“Take the next door,” I whispered.
He grunted and scaled another two flights of stairs. Behind me, I heard footfalls drawing closer and closer.
Graham reached the tenth floor and darted through an open doorway. I followed suit and we entered a small, unlit entrance hall. Two-by-fours, metal brackets, paint cans, plastic tarps, and other construction materials were gathered together in a nearby heap. Darkness… weapons… all in all, not a bad place to make our stand.
I glanced at Graham. He stared at the ceiling with his one good eye, gulping at oxygen like it was in short supply. “How much have you got left in the tank?”
“More…” He gulped at the air. “… than enough.”
I didn’t doubt his heart. But his body, well, that was a different matter. He’d pushed it hard during the riot. Now, his face was bright red and his muscles shivered uncontrollably. A straight-out brawl with Saul’s gang was out of the question. We needed a different plan.
Separate entranceways, sans doors, lay on either side of the hall. Taking the lead, I hurried to the left and entered a long hallway filled with partially completed rooms, sitting areas, and other nooks and crannies.
Turning left again, I jogged to the end of the hallway and saw another corridor to my left. Most likely, following that corridor would eventually lead us to the opposite side of the entrance hall.
“They’ll need to split up to cover this floor,” I said. “Let’s set up an ambush, quietly bash a few heads. Then we’ll make a run for the stairwell.”
Graham inhaled again. “You had me at ‘bash a few heads.’”
The guts of a large apartment lay off to the side. There wasn’t much to look at, just unpainted walls, dark corridors, dusty windows, and tarp-covered floors.
I entered the open doorway and stole down one of the corridors. In one of the rooms, I found some pieces of wood. They were roughly cut and lying in a heap against a wall. I picked up two pieces, handing one to Graham and keeping the other for myself. Then we took up position just inside the room, on opposite sides of the doorframe.
I stood there silently for a minute or so, thinking about Beverly. Remembering her looks, her scent, the way she tasted, the sound of her voice.
A series of faint footsteps brought my memories to a halt. The footsteps paused, drifted away for a bit. Then they returned and moved a little closer to us. Then they drifted away yet again. This cycle repeated itself a few more times.
“Sounds like…” Graham paused. “… just one person.”
“Dibs.” Secretly, I hoped it was Saul. I would’ve preferred Malware, but that wasn’t an option.
Shoes scraped against plastic tarp as someone entered the apartment. He proceeded to walk through the place, checking each room and moving on.
The footsteps grew closer and closer, louder and louder. And then he was right outside the door. A hard smile crossed my lips. My fingers tightened around the wood.
A head popped through the doorway. It belonged to… yes, it was Saul. His eyes glittered when he saw me. His grip tightened on a knife and he started to back up. But I was already swinging. The wood smacked into his face and his eyes rolled to the back of his head. As he sagged to the ground, I grabbed hold of him, hoping to keep him from hitting the floor too loudly. Then I saw him.
The second man.
Grinning wickedly, he sliced his knife in my direction.
Graham swept into the corridor like a knight riding a steed. Extending his arms, he slammed the wood into the man’s gut. The man tried to shout as he crumpled over, but only managed a small gasp. Shifting gears, Graham jabbed the piece of wood into the man’s skull and the guy fell still.
Quietly, I set Saul on the floor. “I thought you said there was just one of them.”
Graham grinned. “Close enough.”
I retrieved the two fallen knives and handed one to Graham. On a whim, I rifled through Saul’s pockets and found a smartphone. A few flicks of the fingers took me to the texting program.
Graham glanced down the corridor, toward the main hallways. “Anything interesting?” he asked.
“I think I know what Saul meant by an offer he couldn’t pass up. Malware put a bounty on us.” I held up the screen so he could see it. “One million dollars apiece.”

Chapter 29

“One million dollars?” Graham arched his mouth in snooty fashion. “Please. I’m worth way more than that.”
“What about me?”
“I’m easily equal to ten of you.”
“Only if we’re going by body odor.”
It felt good to banter a bit, especially after all that had happened. But the effect was only temporary and after a few seconds, I found myself feeling hollow all over again.
I studied Saul’s phone. It showed two pictures, side by side, along with an accompanying caption. The pictures were of Graham and I, neck-up, and taken that very evening. The caption read, Wanted: Cy Reed & Dutch Graham. Crime: Betraying the revolution. Location: 1199 Madison Avenue. Reward: One million dollars apiece, untraceable and delivered to the bank account of your choice for proof of death. The final line was one I’d seen before, Malware Approved.
The photos were a bit grainy and I realized Malware had used our own phones to take them. The background, a cold, moonlit sky, indicated she’d done so before we’d even entered 1199 Madison Avenue. She must’ve planned to put a price on our heads from the very beginning.
“Damn paparazzi.” Graham pulled out his smartphone and made to ditch it. “At least she could’ve gotten my good side.”
“What good side?” The seeds of a plan began to form in my brain. “And don’t get rid of that yet.”
“But she can use them to track us.”
“That’s the idea.”
He frowned, clearly confused. But he stuffed the device into his pocket anyway.
I grabbed Saul’s knife, edged out of the bedroom, and made my way into the adjoining corridor. Pausing, I perked my ears. I heard soft footfalls and barely perceptible shuffling movements. The rest of Saul’s gang sounded like they were a good distance away from us.
We slipped into the exterior hallway. The footfalls and shuffling were louder now, but still distant.
Escaping the floor wouldn’t be too difficult. But leaving the building would be much more challenging, especially since Saul had probably posted some people at the downstairs exit in case we doubled back. At the same time, I didn’t like the idea of hiding out in the building when Saul’s gang had two million reasons to find us.
I hustled down the hallway, retracing my footsteps. Halting just short of the entrance hall, I snuck a peek. It was empty.
For a moment, I pictured the exterior of 1199 Madison Avenue. I recalled its textured sides, the front doorway, the surrounding area.
And the street.
I hurried to the heaping pile of construction materials. Using Saul’s knife, I cut some large pieces of plastic tarp. Then I rummaged through the other items and found some duct tape along with several boxes of metal screws.
I stuffed the items into my pockets and entered the stairwell. Then I began to climb the steps, taking care to make as little noise as possible.
Graham picked up speed until he was walking next to me. “Where are we going?”
“The roof.”
“But there’s no fire escape. And the nearest building is at least twenty feet away.” He arched an eyebrow. “What are we going to do? Jump?”
A solitary image of Dad falling to his death streaked through my mind, a brief interruption to my now-constant thoughts of Beverly. “Something like that.”
We hurried up the steps and I opened a metal access door leading to the roof. Sounds of the riot poured into my eardrums. The odors — fire and soot, electricity, garbage, sweat, blood, and booze — wafted into my nostrils.
Graham and I walked onto the roof and I closed the door behind us. I looked for a lock, but didn’t see one.
I ran to the edge of the roof. The riot had thinned out a little and the authorities had retaken much of the street. As such, lines of armored cars rolled down both sides of the pavement with relative ease.
Kneeling down, I removed the pieces of plastic tarp, the duct tape, and the boxes of screws from my pockets. Then I began wrapping one of the small boxes in plastic.
“We’re definitely trapped.” Graham appeared at my side. “I hope you’ve got a plan rolling around that head of yours.”
“Malware’s been pulling tricks on us for hours.” My lips curled into a cold grin. “It’s time we repaid the favor.”

Chapter 30

I stared down, far down. Twenty stories away, the parade of armored cars continued to drive down either side of Madison Avenue. The line of cars closest to us hugged the sidewalk.
Lifting the wrapped box of screws, I took careful aim. “Bombs away,” I whispered as I released it.
My aim was true. The package fell through the air, twisting slightly in the process. It struck a car and bounced onto the street. A moment later, a giant tire rode over the package and I heard a very soft crunching sound.
“Oh, I see.” Graham’s one good eye brightened in realization. “You’re going to use her technology against her.”
“That’s the idea.” I wrapped another box of screws with several layers of plastic and used strips of duct tape to secure it. Then I added a few additional strips of tape facing outward. “That should do it.”
Leaning over the edge of the roof, I tossed the package. It struck a second car’s roof. The sticky tape reduced its bounce, but not quite enough. Moments later, the package struck the street and disappeared from sight.
My plan was simple. Malware could track us via the GPS devices installed in our satphones. If we wanted to throw her off our trail, we needed to get rid of them. But not just by tossing them from the rooftop. We needed to get them as far away as possible and in one piece, ideally in a way that made it look like we’d escaped the building. Malware would then alert Saul to that new location and we could escape.
Graham walked to the access door and planted his ear against the metal. Meanwhile, I picked up another box of screws and began to wrap it in duct tape.
“Cy,” Graham hissed quietly. “We’ve got company.”
So much for tests.
I stuffed the package into my pocket and turned to the two phones. They were already wrapped separately in plastic and secured with duct tape. Swiftly, I added a few extra layers of duct tape to make them heavier. Then I peeled off more duct tape, stuck it together so that the sticky side faced outward, and added that tape to the phones as well.
Graham retreated to the opposite side of the concrete structure enclosing the stairwell. I could hear footsteps now, along with angry whispers. Saul’s gang was getting close.
Here goes nothing.
Watching the cars carefully, I tossed both phones off the roof. Then I picked up the knife and scurried across the rooftop, joining Graham on the far side of the concrete structure.
As I slipped into the shadows, I wondered about the phones. Had they stuck to one of the armored cars? Were they now setting forth across the city? Or were they lying on the pavement, smashed beyond recognition under the weight of those heavy tires?
Metal smashed against metal and I felt the concrete structure vibrate gently against my back. Gravel crunched as several sets of shoes walked onto the roof. I steeled myself, ready for battle.
“What the…?” The voice, angry and frustrated, belonged to Saul. “No!”
“What’s wrong?” someone asked.
“It’s Malware. She says those two pricks got outside. They’re heading down Madison Avenue.”
“No way. Gerald and the others would’ve seen them.”
“There must be another exit.” Saul exhaled. “That’s our two million, guys. Nobody’s taking it from us. Nobody. Come on.”
Gravel crunched again. Then the door slammed shut. Seconds later, I heard faint footsteps as the rioters descended the stairwell.
Then silence.
Exhaling a deep breath, Graham slid to the ground. I did the same and we sat on the gravel-covered roof for a couple of minutes, surrounded by flashing lights and blaring sirens.
“We can’t go home,” Graham said.
“I know.”
“And we can’t go to a hotel either, not without leaving an electronic footprint for Malware to track.” He looked thoughtful. “There is one place we could go…”
A frown creased my visage as I realized what he was talking about. “You can’t be serious.”
“You don’t have the keys?”
“No, I have the keys. It’s just…”
“It’s just what?” He gave me a piercing look. “You never go there. Hell, it’s not even in your name. There’s no way anyone could connect you to it.”
He was right. Maybe I didn’t like it, but that didn’t really matter. At that moment, the multi-story brownstone was our best chance of surviving Malware’s wrath. “Fine,” I stood up. “Let’s go.”

Chapter 31

The five-story brownstone towered before me, a painful reminder of all the losses experienced by those who’d lived within its walls. Indeed, the building, more than anything else, embodied my family’s cursed name.
Justin Reed had purchased the building shortly after the end of World War II. It was meant to serve as a home for him, his wife, and my dad. A short while later, he took a trip to the Appalachian Mountains with some old Army buddies. He never returned.
Years later, Dad inherited the building. He married my mom and they gave birth to me. I spent my childhood in that brownstone, exploring all the curiosities it had to offer. But my pristine life was shattered by Dad’s suicide. Mom stuck around for a few more years before she took a page out of Justin’s playbook and disappeared as well.
After that, I was alone. I’d moved out and taken up quarters with Dutch Graham. He was a family friend and the closest thing I had left to actual relatives. Still, he wasn’t family, a fact I was never able to forget.
Life went on, but I never again set foot in that old brownstone. In fact, the property was still in my mom’s name. Not entirely legal, but I’d never been one to care too much about that sort of thing.
I lingered outside for a moment, sweating profusely in my soiled and ripped tuxedo jacket and pants. Judging by the light, I guessed it was just after midnight, maybe 1:00 a.m. or so. The riot had largely ended, although I could still hear distant sirens and the faint sounds of rushing water and crackling flames.
Images of Beverly, living and dead, floated through my mind as I hiked up the staircase. The building’s Triassic-Jurassic sandstone exterior looked immaculate. The windows were free of smudges. The flower boxes featured a variety of colorful daisies.
“Looks well-kept,” Graham whispered. “Way better than I remember it.”
“It’s my cleaning service. Costs a crapload, but it keeps the neighborhood association off my back.”
I stopped outside the front door. Looking over both shoulders, I checked my surroundings. Then I pulled out my key. I had carried it with me for years, all over the world. Force of habit, I guess.
I stuck the key into the lock and wiggled it, feeling the familiar stickiness. The key turned and the lock clicked.
“Why do you still have this place?” Graham asked. “You could’ve sold it. Used the money to fund your excavations.”
I struck my best uptight-snob-in-a-tuxedo pose. “Do I look like I need the money?”
“Actually, yes.” He appraised my tattered and torn outfit. “I hope you’ve got insurance for that.”
“Me too.”
Truthfully, there was a good reason I hadn’t established ownership in the building or attempted to sell it. I wanted nothing to do with the place. It wasn’t mine.
It was Dad’s.
I turned the knob and opened the door. Darkness and hazy shadows greeted us. I hardly ever read the reports sent by my cleaning company, but I was pretty sure I remembered something about the lights running on timers.
With a deep breath, I stepped into the foyer. Instantly, a cold wind washed over me, sucking the air right out of my lungs. Had the place always been this drafty? I couldn’t remember.
Graham followed me inside and I shut and bolted the door. I walked to the wall and flipped a light switch. Soft light blazed overhead from a brass chandelier.
A few feet away, I saw a small device. It featured an LCD display control screen and a keypad. Digits on the screen were counting down from sixty.
Ah, an alarm system. The cleaning service had installed it after an attempted break-in. In fact, there were alarms at every entrance, all with different codes. I recalled some of the codes, but not all of them. Fortunately, my cleaning service had insisted on adding a very personal shortcut.
I pressed my left thumb against a boxed-off portion of the screen. The area around my thumb turned yellow. Then green.
“Okay, I think we’re good.” I yawned with such force I was compelled to stretch my arms out to either side.
“I’m famished,” Graham said. “Say, you don’t suppose your cleaning crew keeps any food around here, do you?”
I looked around, reacquainting myself with the place. A long hallway lay before me, leading to the dining room, family room, and kitchen. To my right, a gleaming circular staircase stretched up five floors, providing access to bedrooms, offices, and about a dozen closets.
“Don’t know.” I nodded at the hallway. “But the kitchen’s that way.”
Gleefully rubbing his hands together, Graham strode down the hallway and out of sight.
I walked across the foyer to a cherry wood dresser. A couple of black-and-white photographs, encased in silver frames, sat upon its surface. I picked one up. It depicted my dad as a baby, being held by Justin. His eyes were closed and he looked peaceful enough. Justin, on the other hand, sported a toothy grin. Like he’d just won the lottery. Ah, simpler times. Before everything went wrong.
I ran a finger across the glass. No dust. The dresser was dust-free as well. Looking around, I realized there wasn’t a single speck of dust in the entire foyer.
Wow, those cleaning people are good.
It was a far change from how I remembered it. In my youth, the foyer looked much the same as it did now. Yet, signs of life abounded, from the wet shoes lying on the doormat to the smell of Mom’s delicious baked bread to the ever-changing piles of real estate documents Dad kept at the foot of the stairs. Without those little touches, the place felt more like a hospital than a home, complete with the faint scent of disinfectant.
I adjusted my footing and heard a slight squishing sound. Glancing down, I saw bits of mud poking out from under my tuxedo shoes. Shifting my gaze, I saw a line of soiled footprints on the rich red wall-to-wall carpeting. Once upon a time, Mom would’ve killed me for such a crime. The thought made me smile.
I walked back to the door. Kicked off my shoes and placed them neatly on the doormat. As my sore toes sank into the cold, thick carpet, I eyed my handiwork.
As a kid, I recalled flying in the front door every day, bouncing around like a stork on one leg and then the other while I removed my shoes. I recalled tossing them onto the mat and then racing off to somewhere else. Later, I’d come back and find my shoes in a general heap. They were always a mess, but somehow they looked like they belonged.
My tuxedo shoes, in contrast, looked like props from a movie set. They didn’t seem to belong on that mat or anywhere else in the apartment.
I nudged one of the shoes, tipping it over. That was a little better. Then I shrugged off the tuxedo jacket and tossed it over the banister, just like I’d done as a kid.
My joints groaned as I scaled the spiral staircase. Upon reaching the fourth floor, I walked down a short hallway.
I saw a series of doors, all wide open. I veered into the first one on my right, just as I had so many times before. Odd smells — mud, sweat, and blood — hit my nostrils and I ground to a halt. In the darkness, I saw my old dressers, posters, trinkets, toys, my queen-sized bed, and…
What the…?
I eyed the bed for a moment. Then I reached to the wall and hit the light switch. A lamp came to life and I saw a woman lying on the bed.
She lay on her side, with her back to me, and tucked under a single sheet. Even so, I knew it was her. I could tell by her chestnut-colored hair. The curve of her torso. The length of her legs.
I swallowed as I gazed upon her corpse. I couldn’t see the bullet hole, but she was clearly a mess. Her hair looked bedraggled and was damp with sweat. I noticed bloodstains and dirt through the thin sheet.
Was this where she’d been all along? Or had Malware dumped her here as some kind of sick joke?
Wait…
I froze. Squinted at the bed.
Was that…?
Beverly’s lithe figure sagged toward me. Her eyes rolled open. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth.
My breath caught in my throat.
“Hey lover,” she said in a sleepy voice. “How’d you find me?”

Chapter 32

“I have them,” Willow said. “Not the originals, of course. But the photographs are excellent.”
“Hang on a second.” A thrill shot down Ben’s spine as he peeked into the Roosevelt Room. A false skylight and numerous lamps provided an abundance of soft light. The sixteen-person conference table was empty.
Ben strode into the room and closed the heavy wood door. The room was named after the two President Roosevelts and decorated accordingly. A landscape portrait of Teddy, depicting him atop a horse during his Rough Rider days, hung above the fireplace mantel. A painting of the other Roosevelt, Franklin Delano, hung on the south wall.
Normally, the Roosevelt Room was used for staff meetings or as a prep space for large delegations. But due to the late hour, it now sat empty, making it the perfect place for a quick, clandestine conversation.
He began to pace across the room, his heart pounding like a drum. This was it. This was the moment. The mystery that had destroyed his father’s life was finally going to be laid to rest. “What do they say?”
“I’m working on it,” she replied.
He inhaled a sharp breath. In 1949, ten specially-engineered dump trucks had vanished in a remote section of the Appalachian Mountains during the dead of winter. And not vanished as in they’d gotten lost on some obscure winding road. One moment, the trucks — commandeered by Justin Reed and his cohorts — were parked quietly in a snow-filled clearing. The next moment, they were gone, vanished into thin air.
In a split-second, the Capitalist Curtain — along with Roy Marvin’s career — was forever derailed. Few events could truly be considered to have changed the course of world history. But that ultra-strange moment in the Appalachians was definitely one of them, despite the fact that few people would ever know about it.
“What’s there to work on?” he asked.
“The original documents weren’t exactly in pristine condition. The ink was faded and the pages were torn and ripped. Plus, Justin’ handwriting is a bear to unscramble, even for my systems. And it looks like he used shorthand in multiple locations. Long story short, it’s going to take a few more hours. But before this weekend is out, I should be able to tell you exactly how he pulled it off.”
Ben pictured his father in his mind. Roy had never told his son about that dark day. But after the man’s death, Ben had found piles upon piles of notes about the missing trucks. He’d pored through the information, amazed and inspired by his father’s audacious, but ill-fated plan to remake the world.
But that didn’t mean the past could be laid to rest. No, that strange moment in 1949 still mattered. Now, more than ever. If the trucks ever came to light, they would threaten all of Ben’s carefully laid plans. That was where his daughter came in. She was working to track them down, to make sure they stayed missing.
So far, she’d done an excellent job of it. She’d used her systems to figure out what Cy’s dad, Drew Reed, had been trying to do shortly before his premature death. She’d tracked down Justin’s safe deposit box using long-forgotten records. She’d staged a riot to occupy the police while manipulating Cy into retrieving the box for her.
“How are things on your end?” Willow asked.
“Fine, thanks to you.”
“Speaking of which, why’d you turn on Terry?”
“She turned on us,” Ben explained. “And threatened to undo the transactions.”
Inspired by his father’s desire to bring about world peace, Ben had come up with his own plan to do the same months earlier. It was incredibly simple, especially given the gigantic amount of debt accumulated by the U.S. government over the years.
At its heart was the Working Group on Capital Markets, a.k.a. the so-called Plunge Protection Team. The PPT, created by President Reagan in 1988, consisted of the Secretary of the Treasury, the Chairperson of the Securities and Exchange Commission, the Chairperson of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, and the Chairperson of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve. Or, in people terms, Terry Horst, Lori Scott, Harold Sanchez, and himself. Over the years, the PPT had gradually soaked up power during times of crisis. Now, it regularly — and illegally — bought massive quantities of individual stocks, index funds, and stock index futures in order to stabilize the marketplace.
Nine months ago, Ben had convinced Horst, Scott, and Sanchez that America’s economy was destined to collapse from excess debt and that it was up to them to soften the blow. It wasn’t a hard sell. All four of them had spent their careers as modern-day Cassandras, warning anyone who would listen that the U.S. economy was in desperate straits.
And so, they decided to bring about a controlled collapse of the American economy. It was inevitable anyway. Really, all they were doing was speeding up the timetable.
America’s undoing would ruin the global economy. In the aftermath, the PPT would work with its overseas counterparts to build a currency system overseen by global governance. Then the long, painful process of recovery could begin. But for Ben, there was a secondary motive beyond helping America through an unavoidable collapse. When the entire world was under one flag, there would be no more nationalism, no more strife. No more war. At long last, all of humanity would be on the same side, ready to face the challenges of tomorrow. Finally, Roy’s dream of world peace would become a reality.
“Before I forget, there’s one more thing you need to know,” Willow said.
“Go on.”
“Cy is still alive.”
Ben sucked in a deep breath. “I see.”
After Justin’s disappearing act, Roy had deliberately befriended the man’s son, Drew Reed. At the time, it had seemed perfectly normal. But now, Ben recognized it as a strategic move, designed to keep tabs on the Reed family in the event that Justin ever reappeared.
As a result, the Marvins and the Reeds had been good friends for many years. Although he’d never known Justin, Ben had been close to Drew all the way up to the man’s untimely death. More recently, their respective kids — Willow and Cy — had gotten to know each other. He couldn’t be sure, but he had a feeling Willow had a bit of a crush on the modern day swashbuckler.
“Don’t worry,” Willow said. “I know where to find him. He’s holed up in his family’s old brownstone. He probably figured I wouldn’t find it since it’s not in his name. I should have the problem resolved within the hour.”
“Actually, wait.” Ben paused in mid-pace. His head rolled skyward as his brain went to work.
He’d always liked Cy. But the missing trucks took precedence over the friendship. That was why he’d instructed Willow to use the man. To enlist him in a quest to find the lost Capitalist Curtain papers. Unfortunately, that plan had a downside, namely the fact that Cy might use those papers to find the trucks for himself. And so, he’d reluctantly ordered the death of his old friend.
But things had changed. And Cy could still be useful to him. Very useful, in fact.
“Does Cy know about Capitalist Curtain?” he asked.
“He helped me photograph the papers. So, yes. He probably knows about it.”
“How much?”
“It’s difficult to say. I don’t know if he took the originals with him when he fled the vault.”
Ben weighed the costs and benefits in his head. Cy’s presence would add a certain gravity to the next step in his plans. But what if he did have the originals? What if he discovered the truth about Justin’s role in the Capitalist Curtain affair and worse, decided to look into the matter?
“Focus on deciphering those papers,” Ben said after a moment. “I’ll take care of Cy.”

Chapter 33

“You’re alive?” I blinked. “You’re alive!”
I leapt onto the mattress, onto her. My body, sore and exhausted, suddenly came alive. We rolled once, then twice, all the way to the opposite side of the bed. And then I was kissing her, holding her, rubbing her, touching her. I couldn’t get enough of her.
After a few seconds, Beverly broke off the embrace. She pulled her head back and stared at me, confusion clouding her violet eyes. “Alive? Why wouldn’t I be alive?”
“Cy? Are you—?” Graham raced into the room, wielding a lamp like it was a club. He froze. A look of pure disbelief came over his face. “Holy hell.”
“Dutch?” Beverly looked at him, then back at me. “What’s wrong with you two?”
“We thought you were dead.” Sitting up, I quickly ran through the events of the evening, starting with Malware’s first text and finishing with the moment we saw — or thought we saw — Beverly die.
She listened quietly and didn’t ask questions. Afterward, she tossed her hair back, fixing it into a ponytail. “So, you really thought I let myself get kidnapped? You should know me better than that.”
“But the videos,” Graham said. “And your purse…”
“I don’t know about the videos, but I did lose my clutch.” She frowned. “Wait. How’d you know about that?”
Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the small, bloodstained purse. “Because we found it.”
Squealing with delight, she grabbed the purse and began rifling through it, checking the contents.
As I watched her, I recalled Malware’s first video. I remembered Beverly’s humiliating restraints and the insane fear in her eyes. That should’ve been my first clue that I wasn’t looking at the real thing. Nothing scared Beverly.
Nothing.
For a long moment, I studied her. Her hair was mussed, frizzy. Her dress, a hot black formal number, was covered with dried sweat and blood. She didn’t look hurt, but she’d clearly been in a fight. “So, that was our evening,” I said with a crooked grin. “How was yours?”
“A couple of guys followed me while I was walking to the Explorers Society. When the riot started, they went into attack mode. They had weapons, even one of those bean bag guns. Not that it did them much good.” Frowning, she sorted through her purse for a second time. “My phone’s gone.”
“Those guys must’ve taken it,” I said. “That’s how Malware first contacted me.”
“How’d you end up here?” Graham asked.
“I love a good riot as much as the next girl, but not in this thing.” She waved dismissively at her dress. “The guys who attacked me knew my name and other stuff, too. So, I didn’t want to go home or anywhere else I could be tracked. Cy told me about this place a long time ago and I figured it was time for a visit.”
“How’d you get past my security?” I asked.
She arched an eyebrow as if to say, Really? Have you even seen the stuff I’m capable of doing?.
“Actually, forget I asked.” I rubbed my jaw. “So, Malware tried to kidnap you first. When that failed, she staged it.”
“But how?” Graham asked. “I saw that last video. Sure didn’t look fake to me.”
“But it was grainy,” I replied. “And unfocused. Malware must’ve captured video of Beverly during the fight and layered it over another movie.”
He looked confused. “You’re saying she killed some other poor girl and then switched out her face for Beverly’s?”
“Actually, I bet the whole thing was staged, including the gunshot. Most likely, she stole a fake hostage movie from one of those video sharing sites. She doctored the clip to make the hostage look like Beverly and then added a grainy texture to it. And that explains why she deleted the videos from my satphone… she didn’t want us looking at them too closely.”
Graham and I returned to the story, telling Beverly how we’d escaped from Saul and his friends. By the time we finished, his eyes were slits.
“Well, I’m hitting the sack.” He stretched his muscles. A yawn escaped his lips. “You two had better not keep me up.”
As he marched out of the room, Beverly set her clutch on the bed. Looking down, she studied the soiled, bloodied bedsheets. “Sorry about the mess. I was just so tired.” She made a face. “God, I feel gross.”
“I think we can fix that.” I grinned wickedly. “How does a shower sound?”

Chapter 34

Our naked flesh pressed together, bathed in cascading streams of hot water. My hands traced down her back and grabbed hold of her rear. Her arms wrapped around my neck. Our lips mashed together, firm and hard, as if we were at war with each other.
Steam was everywhere, coating the glass doors, the shower itself, and us. I could see her and nothing else, just the way I liked it.
The water swept away the blood, the dirt, the sweat. And soon it was just us, washing each other, touching each other. I shampooed her hair and washed it slowly, enjoying its silkiness. She soaped me up, lightly teasing the tips of her fingers against my chest and my legs. And then we embraced in the middle of the oversized shower, locking together in more ways than one as the giant perforated nozzle heated up our intertwined bodies. Our climax, a simultaneous event, caused our muscles to tense and our toes to curl. Animal screams erupted from our throats only to be swallowed down by hungry kisses.
Several minutes later, I sat on the shower floor, back against the cool wall and legs stretched over the drain. Beverly lay on her side, her face pressed against my chest, her toes wiggling against my feet.
Lifting her head, she peered into my eyes. God, those eyes. I could stare into them all day. “How come you never took me here?” she asked.
“Because I don’t come here.” I shrugged. “This is my first visit since Mom left.”
She lowered her face back to my chest. She was so close I could feel her heart beating. “It must’ve been hard living here after your dad died. What was his name again?”
“Drew. Drew Reed. I think it was short for Andrew, but I’m not sure.” I sighed.
“What’s wrong?”
“I’m just thinking about Dad.”
“Oh?”
“Before he died, he started buying up old buildings in Manhattan. And then he just tore them all down in one fell swoop. There was no reason for it. It was like he decided to wage his own little war on the past. Of course, the local preservation societies went nuts. They brought in lawyers, the whole nine yards. But Dad’s lawyers were better.”
“Maybe he was planning on building something big, like a museum.”
“If the buildings were close together, I might agree with you. But they were spread all over Manhattan.” I exhaled. “The kids at school used to make fun of him. They’d say he was crazy, tearing down all those buildings. Of course, I defended him. But I got curious a few months ago and you know what I discovered? He didn’t have plans for those lots. He was just ripping down buildings for the hell of it.”
“Well, if we never got rid of the old, we’d never have anything new.”
“True. But most of those buildings stretched back to the 1800s. A few were even around during the 1700s. That’s an incredible amount of history and he destroyed it like it was nothing.”
We lay in silence for a few minutes. Then Beverly cleared her throat. “You mentioned your grandfather before. Something about how he’d deserted his family when your dad was a baby.”
“I know what you’re getting at. Maybe he went crazy, just like Dad did. Hell, maybe I’m the next Reed to take a trip on the insane train.”
“Actually, I was just thinking about how you see your dad as a villain and it makes me wonder if he saw his dad as a villain, too.”
“What’s your point?”
“Justin had secrets in his safe deposit box. Secrets that might even explain why he disappeared in the first place.”
I recalled the Capitalist Curtain papers I’d taken from the vault. At the moment, they were rolled up in my tuxedo jacket.
“And your dad never knew about them,” Beverly continued. “So, he never knew the full story behind his father. Isn’t it possible you’re no different? Isn’t it possible you don’t know the full story behind your dad either?”

Chapter 35

Why can’t I sleep?
I kicked the covers off and eased my left arm out from under Beverly’s warm, supple figure. Rubbing my eyes, I glanced at the window. A few rays of early morning sunlight pushed through the dark curtains.
I sat up, feeling my joints ache in protest. My body felt like it had gone through an industrial car wash.
We were in one of the apartment’s many extra bedrooms. It was just down the hall from my old room and stocked with memories. An antique box of carpenter pencils. A solid chest of drawers predating today’s ready-to-assemble furniture by several decades. Framed black-and-white pictures of Manhattan, depicting elevated railways along with massive webs of cables hanging high above city streets.
I cringed as my bare feet pushed down on the hard wood floor. Grabbing the rolled-up Capitalist Curtain papers from my tuxedo jacket, I shuffled out of the room, wishing I had some coffee handy.
I walked to the staircase, scaled the steps to the fifth floor, and veered down a dark corridor. At the end, I opened a door and stepped into Dad’s old office.
I flipped the light switch and crossed the crisp carpet, ignoring the slight scent of disinfectant. As a little boy, I’d spent many hours in the office, playing quietly on the floor, waiting for Dad to finish work. I could still recall every inch of the space by heart, all the way down to the slightest stain.
As I neared his desk, I noticed more memories. That old tin can, full of pens and sharpened pencils. The banker’s lamp, complete with bright green lampshade. The misshapen clay sculpture of a dragon, a product of my third grade self.
I walked to Dad’s old chair. Leather crinkled loudly as I sat down. Swinging my feet onto the desk, I began to study the Capitalist Curtain papers. They were water-logged and torn in multiple places. Plus, the handwriting was just about the worst chicken scratch I’d ever seen.
I came across a small section about the specifications for a heavily-modified dump truck. Turning pages, I saw more things. A map of a mountain abutting a sizable clearing. A notation referring to the 23rd Headquarters Special Troops. A list of names and occupations, none of which rung a bell.
My head started to hurt from reading the terrible penmanship. So, I gave my eyes a good rub. When I reopened them, I noticed something odd. Bits of brass were embedded in the ceiling. I’d never noticed them before. But why? The more I thought about it, the more I realized I’d spent most of my time playing on the carpet. So, while I knew every inch of floor space, that knowledge didn’t extend to the ceiling.
I hopped onto the desk and took a closer look. The brass bits were hinges built into one side of a nearly invisible panel.
I worked my fingernails into a tiny crack and pulled at the panel’s edge. With loud squeaks, it lowered into my hands, freeing a retractable ladder. The ladder proceeded to unfold until its feet dented the carpet. And come to think of it, I remembered playing around two little dents in that exact same area back when I was a kid. I’d never thought twice about them. But now, they made a whole lot of sense.
A hidden attic? My pulse raced.
I gripped the ladder and shook it. It was rickety, but usable. So, I swung to the side. Planted my feet on a step.
And began to climb.

Chapter 36

I had no idea what to expect from the secret attic. It could’ve held suitcases full of diamonds for all I knew, although I figured old decorations was a more likely bet.
And so I climbed the ladder with all the anticipation of a kid on Christmas morning only to have it slowly drain out of me as if I’d just opened up a bunch of presents consisting of underwear and socks.
The attic was small and devoid of its own light source. Fortunately, the lamps in Dad’s office provided plenty of illumination and so I was able to make out three metal filing cabinets, a couple of crushed boxes, and about a foot of dust. In other words, boring stuff. Completely, disappointingly boring.
I walked to the nearest filing cabinet and opened the top drawer. It contained dusty file folders, about two feet of them. I studied the tabs. They were marked with dates and addresses. The addresses matched up with some of Dad’s old buildings.
Ahh, that made sense. This was Dad’s storage area.
I leafed through some of the folders. They were organized by date and full of charts, maps, plans, and official-looking documents. None of them wowed me, so I shut the drawer and walked to the third filing cabinet. The bottom two drawers were empty, but I found some files in the top one. Skimming through the tabs, I saw a few files dedicated to those ancient buildings Dad had destroyed in the months before his death.
I got a second wind of anticipation. Reaching into the drawer, I plucked out one of the files and quickly glanced over the contents.
Well, how do you like that?
I skimmed the rest of the file. My heart began to pump a little faster as I set it back in the drawer.
I picked up more files and read through them. All my life, I’d thought Dad had been tearing down old buildings for no reason prior to his death. But there was a connection between those buildings. A connection I wouldn’t have recognized before that evening.
Every single building he’d torn down had once served as a branch of the now-defunct Five Borough Bank.
Little notes scribbled in the margin, written in Dad’s stylish cursive, referred to the bank’s history, the specifications of its vaults, and the potential whereabouts of safe deposit box #1743. And from my time at 1199 Madison Avenue, I knew who’d rented out that particular box.
None other than Dad’s dad… Justin Reed.

Chapter 37

“Dad wasn’t just tearing down buildings,” I said. “He was looking for Justin.”
Graham blinked, stared at me from the doorframe. He was dressed in some of Dad’s old clothes. A tray of small coffees was carefully balanced in his right hand and he clutched a small brown bag in his left one. The bag smelled of fresh bagels, eggs, and sausage. “What?”
“Get in here.” I ushered him inside, then closed the door behind him.
We proceeded to the kitchen where he tossed the bag onto the table. Immediately, Beverly dove in, picking out three bagel sandwiches wrapped in wax paper. She took one for herself and slid the others toward us.
Beverly had tossed her dress. In its place, she wore some of Mom’s old things, freshly dug out of sealed plastic bags.
I caught her eye. Gave her a sly wink. She pursed her lips and gave me an exaggerated wink in return.
Laughing, I unwrapped my sandwich. The bagel was nice and warm, just the way I liked it. I took a big bite, savoring the buttery eggs, the breakfast sausage, and the dripping cheese.
“You paid in cash, right?” Beverly asked.
He nodded. “No paper trail for Malware.” Then he gave me a curious look. “So, what’s this all about?”
“I found Dad’s old files,” I replied. “You know those historic structures he tore down? Every last one of them used to house Five Borough Bank branches. Somehow Dad knew about the safe deposit box. He was looking for it.”
Graham’s eyes glimmered.
“Hold on.” My gaze tightened. “You knew?”
“Not exactly,” he replied. “But I always knew he had a good reason for tearing down those buildings.”
“So, let’s put this together.” I took a sip of coffee. It was piping hot and soothed my sore throat. Then I spread out the Capitalist Curtain papers on the table. “Mom told me Justin disappeared while traveling to the Appalachians, supposedly on a trip with old Army buddies. According to these documents, that’s only partially true. He was actually hired for something called Project Capitalist Curtain. His role in it was scheduled for December 1949. Prior to leaving, he stored notes about it in a safe deposit box at Five Borough Bank. Then he vanished.”
Beverly nodded. “Four decades later, Drew — your dad — catches wind of the box. He figures it got left behind in an abandoned vault. So, he goes looking for it, tearing down over a dozen historic structures in the process. But he never finds it.”
“He gives up,” I said grimly. “And commits suicide a short while later.”
My feelings toward Dad, negative for so many years, were now a bit more mixed. Yes, he’d killed himself, effectively abandoning Mom and me. Nothing would ever change that. But knowing he wasn’t crazy… that he’d been looking for his own father… well, that somehow made things a little better.
“Eventually, Malware enters the picture,” Graham said. “Somehow she discovers the box. She wants it for some reason. She uses her computer skills to connect the dots and learns there’s one branch of that old bank your dad never got a chance to check. So, she sends us to find it and then tries to kill us in the aftermath.”
“But why?” Beverly asked, between bites of her sandwich. “What was Capitalist Curtain all about anyway?”
“I think I can answer that.” I waved at the papers. “You see—”
Someone rapped on the door.
Graham stiffened up. Beverly rose from her seat.
I raised a finger to my lips and they nodded. Then I slipped out of the kitchen and darted quietly to the front door. I looked through the peephole, half-expecting to see Saul and his buddies armed to the teeth. But no.
It was worse than that.
I unbolted the door and cracked it open. “Sorry,” I said. “But we didn’t rent a limo.”
“I’m not a limo driver, you dolt.” Keith Donovan, still clad in his tuxedo from the previous night, glared at me. “Oh, I get it. That was a joke, right? Very funny.”
Although he wore the same attire, he’d changed a bit since I’d last seen him. His tuxedo jacket was now stained in various places and hung limply from his shoulders. He smelled of body odor and sweat. Large bags hung under his eyes. “You look terrible,” I said. “Even for you.”
“What do you expect? I spent the night in that infernal Explorers Society, sleeping on a couple of metal chairs.”
“Sounds like a blast. Say, how’d the ceremony go? Did you find someone to accept my fake award?”
“I handled it.” He exhaled through gritted teeth. “You and I need to talk.”
“Aren’t we doing that?”
“Not here… inside.”
He tried to push past me, but I blocked the doorframe. “How’d you find me?” I asked.
He sneered. “I have my ways.”
If a dunce like Donovan could locate me, then it should’ve been a piece of cake for Malware. And yet, we’d gotten through the night without further incident. Had she just written us off? Or was she still readying her strike?
“Let’s get something straight.” Donovan’s sneer spread across his face until it engulfed his entire snively self. “I’m the Senior Advisor to President Walters. And that means I matter. And you? You’re nothing. We turned you into a hero and we can turn you back faster than you could ever imagine. So, when I say we need to talk, I mean it.”
“Very interesting.” I rubbed my jaw. “Now, let me give you something to think about. I don’t need you. I don’t need your support, your money, your fake awards, anything. But from the sound of it, you need me. So, I suggest you go off and lick your wounds. And when you come back here to apologize, make sure to have your tail tucked between your legs.”
He snarled.
I smiled.
Then I shut the door in his face.

Chapter 38

“Who was that?” Graham asked.
“Keith,” I replied.
His face curled in disgust. “That guy is the original Captain Numbnuts. I hope you told him to get lost.”
“Yeah, but I’m guessing he’ll be back, probably sooner than later. So, let’s focus.” I nodded at the Capitalist Curtain papers. “Did you know the United States once tried to buy Greenland?”
“That useless iceberg?” Beverly arched an eyebrow. “Why?”
“After World War II, the U.S. wanted to keep a closer eye on the Soviet Union. Specifically, on missile launches and naval movements in the Atlantic. So, Greenland looked like prime real estate for a couple of military bases. There was just one problem. Denmark already owned it.”
“So, the U.S. made them an offer?”
I nodded. “In 1946, President Truman’s administration offered to buy Greenland for $100 million. Denmark either turned down the offer or just ignored it. Regardless, it stayed in Danish hands. Five years later, it became a moot point when the U.S. and Denmark signed a defense agreement giving the U.S. control of Thule Air Base.”
“Interesting story,” Graham said. “But what’s it got to do with this Capitalist Curtain thing?”
“By 1949, the Soviet Union was laying down its Iron Curtain across Europe, separating itself and its satellite states from the west. An advisor to the Truman administration — it’s not clear who, exactly — came up with a crazy proposal. What if the U.S. countered the Iron Curtain with one of its own?”
“A Capitalist Curtain,” Beverly said slowly.
I nodded. “I suppose it made sense at the time. After World War II, a lot of countries were colony-rich, but cash-poor. The U.S. was in the opposite position. So, the Truman administration concocted a plan to drop a Capitalist Curtain around America’s borders. They secretly negotiated deals to purchase a number of colonies from their overseers. Justin scribbled down a list in his notes. There’s too much water damage to read them all. But I did see Greenland, Canada, Australia, and a bunch of Caribbean islands.”
Graham whistled. “That would’ve been a hefty price tag. So, what happened?”
“The notes aren’t clear about that, although I’m guessing the asking prices were just too expensive. Regardless, the Capitalist Curtain never became a reality.”
Beverly looked thoughtful. “What role did your grandfather play in it?”
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Most of his notes focus on some dump trucks as well as a clearing near the Appalachian—”
There was another knock at the door.
Graham rolled his eyes. “Guess who’s back?”
I hiked to the door and checked the peephole. This time, I saw a tall, lanky man in a cheap suit. His limbs were too large for his body and pockmarks covered his face. His head was shaved completely bald.
I opened the door. “Ed?”
Special Agent Ed Hooper grinned. “It’s good to see you again, Cy.”
I shook his hand. “You too.” And I wasn’t just saying that. Months earlier, he’d helped us put an end to the Columbus Project affair. Afterward, he’d gone to bat for us with the president, getting us permission and equipment to conduct a salvage operation.
As I stepped away, Beverly slid past me and gave him a hug. Even Graham, who was notoriously cranky around government types, offered a hearty handshake to the secret service agent.
“Somehow, I doubt you’re just in the neighborhood.” I gave Hooper a curious look. “What’s this all about?”
“First, someone owns you an apology.” Hooper stepped to the side and pushed Donovan in our direction. “Isn’t that right, Keith?”
Donovan stared at the ground. “Sorry,” he mumbled.
I looked at him, then at Hooper.
“Long story short, President Walters is taking a little ride on Air Force One and wants the three of you to join him.”
“How about you?” Beverly asked.
“I’ve got business to attend to here, but I’ll be there in spirit.” He pulled a large duffel bag off his shoulders and handed it to me. “By the way, consider this a peace offering from the president.”
I took the bag from his outstretched hand and unzipped it. Inside, I saw several sets of clothes, some toiletries, and a shiny, gleaming object that made my insides glow.
Hooper must’ve seen something in my eyes. “The president’s image consultants say that machete is a key part of your look. Don’t ask me why that matters.” He shrugged. “Look, I hate to rush this, but we’re on a tight schedule. What do you say? Will you go?”
I owed Hooper. Maybe the president, too. At the same time, I had a lot on my plate. Justin Reed and my dad. The Capitalist Curtain. And of course, Malware. “No,” I replied. “Not this time.”
Hooper cocked his head. “Are you still hunting lost treasures?”
I frowned. “Why do you ask?”
“Because if you go, you’ll get to visit the greatest treasure in the history of this country.”
I blinked. It was an intriguing offer.
But not intriguing enough.
“Thanks,” I said. “But no thanks.”
His eyebrows lifted in surprise. “But I thought—”
“We’re not tourists,” I said, interrupting him. “We like our treasures lost and waiting to be found.”
“This treasure’s not lost, but I assure you it’s no tourist attraction either. Tell me, have you ever seen 4,583 metric tons of gold?”
My brow furrowed.
“That accounts for about 2.5 percent of the world’s supply of refined gold. It’s all in one place and only a handful of people have ever laid eyes upon it. Do you know what I’m talking about?”
I did and I could scarcely believe it. But it was impossible. Regular joes like me weren’t allowed at the place he was describing. I wasn’t even sure if President Walters himself had access to it.
“I’m talking about the United States Bullion Depository.” He grinned. “More popularly known as Fort Knox.”

Chapter 39

“Hello, Wade.” Sporting my most devilish smile, I strode through the open door and entered the president’s well-appointed office.
Tiny fixtures were built into the ceiling, casting beams of light down the walls. A large desk, bent in the middle to look like an arrowhead, dominated the floor space. A leather chair, an end table, and a curving leather couch sat across from the desk. The presidential seal hung off to the side and a flat-screen monitor was fixed to the wall. If it weren’t for the slight vibrations and the telltale windows, I very well might have forgotten the fact that we were aboard Air Force One.
The president stood up. At six feet, two inches, he towered over most people. His hair was neatly styled. His resting face looked serious, bordering on grave. “Hello, Mr. Reed,” he said in a cold voice. “This is a real pleasure for me. It’s not often I get to meet a hero of your stature.”
I detected more than a hint of insincerity in his voice. I wasn’t all that surprised. His reputation had taken a hit after the Columbus Project affair went public. Meanwhile, mine had climbed to epic heights.
I shook his hand. “I’m not a hero.”
“You’re being modest. This country — heck, the entire world — owes you a debt of gratitude.”
“If you say so.” I waved to the side. “This is Beverly Ginger and Dutch Graham.”
“I know about you two as well.” He shook their hands in turn. “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you.”
Beverly smiled as she shook his hand. But Graham glared at the president like the man had insulted him. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”
The president’s eyes widened. “I, uh—”
“Cy!”
I spun around, surprised yet pleased. “I can’t believe it.” I wrapped my arms around my old family friend. “What are you doing here, Ben?”
The president shifted his gaze from me to Ben. “You two know each other?”
“You could say that.” Ben offered me a smile. “Did you make it through the riot okay?”
I’d known the Marvin family most of my life. Roy and my dad had been close friends all the way up to Dad’s suicide. Afterward, Roy made it a point to check in on me and Mom from time to time. We’d kept in touch and I’d spoken to him briefly just a week before his death. “Actually, Dutch and I got caught up in the middle of it.” I grinned. “But in our defense, we needed new televisions.”
He chuckled. “You haven’t changed a bit.”
“How’s Willow? I haven’t seen her in months.”
“She’s good. Busy, but good.”
“Still doing the coding thing?”
“I think so. Honestly, I’m too old to understand it.”
I smiled.
Donovan, clutching a legal notepad, strode into the office. He cast me a withering look before taking the leather chair next to the president’s desk.
“Let’s chat for a few minutes.” President Walters stepped behind the desk and took a seat in a comfortable leather recliner. Ben, Beverly, Graham, and I settled into the leather couch.
The president folded his hands on the desk and stared at us. “Before we start, I want to thank you for joining us. Your presence will go a long way toward selling the American people on my economic plan.”
“Plan?” I frowned. “What plan?”
The president glanced at Donovan. “Didn’t you brief them?”
Donovan’s face turned beet red. “Not exactly, sir.”
The president sighed. “Well, I guess we’ll get to that part. But first, I’ve asked Keith and Ben to talk a little about the Fort Knox depository as well as the recent history of the American monetary system.”
I had no idea what was going on, but I was starting to realize it was much bigger than merely touring America’s so-called treasure chest.
Donovan turned toward us. “As you know, we’re flying to Fort Knox, a U.S. Army base located in Kentucky. And as you also know, we’ll be visiting the United States Bullion Depository while on the premises. Technically, the depository is operated by the Treasury Department. But the gold itself belongs to the Federal Reserve. It’s kept at Fort Knox, on deposit, as collateral against the national debt.”
“How much gold are we talking about?” Beverly asked.
“I, uh… hang on.” Donovan began flipping through his notepad.
“One hundred and forty-seven million fine troy ounces,” Ben told Beverly. “That represents the entirety of the Fed’s deep storage gold reserves.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Aren’t you forgetting the Denver depository?” I asked. “And the one at West Point?”
“It’s not well-known, but we’ve been forced to liquidate those reserves over the last few months.” He hesitated. “The reason will be apparent soon. But suffice it to say, certain central banks will no longer accept the U.S. dollar as payment for international transactions.”
This seemed like a troubling development, but I decided to leave it alone for the moment.
“Let’s say an ounce of gold goes for a thousand dollars.” Beverly looked at the roof, silently calculating numbers. “That’s $147 billion. Not bad, but nothing compared to the national debt.”
Donovan closed the notepad. “It’s just collateral. We’re not actually selling Fort Knox’s reserves.”
“We’re getting ahead of ourselves here.” Ben paused. “Do any of you know how Fort Knox got its gold in the first place?”
We shook our heads.
“Once upon a time, the U.S. currency was backed by gold,” Ben said. “A person could take a sack of gold powder into a bank and exchange it at $20.67 per ounce. That changed in 1933 when President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 6102. It required Americans to give up their personal gold and bullion at that same price.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Required?”
He nodded. “Numerous Americans were prosecuted because of 6102. Their gold was seized and some of them actually went to jail.”
“Owning gold.” Graham chuckled humorlessly. “The ultimate crime.”
“I’m sure FDR had his reasons,” Donovan said defensively.
“He did. Mainly, he wanted to spend more money than the laws of the time allowed.” Ben paused. “Same as now, the Federal Reserve operated a fractional-reserve banking system. So, banks only needed to keep a fraction of gold deposits on hand. The rest could be used to make loans or investments. But such a system wasn’t risk-free.”
“You’re talking about bank runs,” I said.
“Exactly. If the public suddenly panicked, they might’ve tried to withdraw gold en masse. And since banks didn’t have enough gold to fulfill the demand, they would’ve defaulted.” He crossed his legs. “But if the public could no longer legally own gold, they couldn’t redeem it. And so, 6102 eliminated the risk of a gold-oriented bank run. This allowed the Federal Reserve to create as much money as it wanted. You could argue that’s a good thing since it helped finance the massive government deficits during World War II. On the other hand, the ability to create lots of new money causes the nasty phenomenon known as inflation.”
We were silent for a moment.
“So, the U.S. government seized all of America’s gold. And of course, it needed a place to store it.” Beverly looked thoughtful. “I guess that explains why Fort Knox was built.”
Donovan nodded. “That’s correct.”
I glanced at Ben. “So, that was the end of the gold standard?”
“Not completely. Gold couldn’t be redeemed, but it was still tied to the dollar. This became apparent shortly after 6102. You see, the Treasury still used gold for international transactions. So, when President Roosevelt upped its official price to $35, there was some domestic fallout.”
“Why?” The president looked confused. “He got the gold at $20.67 and sold it at $35. That’s a 70 percent profit.”
“For the government, maybe. But think about it from the average American’s perspective. He got $20.67 for one ounce of gold. But if he wanted to buy that same ounce back, he’d have to pay $35.”
“Oh, I see.” President Walters nodded. “In other words, FDR devalued the dollar.”
“Actually, he destroyed its value. In one fell swoop, he cut the purchasing power by 40 percent.” Air Force One trembled ever so slightly. Ben waited for the turbulence to stop before continuing. “That leads us to Bretton Woods. In 1944, forty-four nations met in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire to establish a new global monetary system. Each nation agreed to peg its currency to the U.S. dollar. In turn, the U.S. agreed to continue linking the dollar to gold at $35 per ounce. Bretton Woods made the U.S. dollar the de-facto global currency. That system survived, for better or worse, until President Johnson took office. Between the Vietnam War and the Great Society, he pushed government spending to all new highs.”
“I remember that,” Graham said. “He called it his ‘guns and butter’ strategy.”
“That’s right. Eventually, President Nixon took office, but the spending didn’t end. And as the Federal Reserve printed more and more money to pay for its expenditures, the value of the dollar began to decline. The Bretton Woods signatories grew nervous. Their dollars were becoming worthless and they’d lost faith in the U.S. government’s ability to turn things around. So, they started trading in their dollars for gold at $35 per ounce.”
“And that gold came out of Fort Knox?” Beverly asked.
Ben nodded. “Prices started to rise and Americans got angry. Nixon tried to blame things on international speculators and bankers. When that didn’t work, he closed the gold window.”
I perked up. “The what?”
“The gold window. In other words, he stopped selling gold at $35 per ounce. Then he cut the link between the dollar and gold. Fort Knox was sealed off and America’s currency was set free to float with the tides.”
“Must’ve been quite a shock.”
“Oh, it was. Even Nixon’s own state department didn’t know about it until the official announcement.” Ben shrugged. “Americans, for the most part, loved it. They thought Nixon was rescuing them from price gougers and international bankers. Few people at the time realized Nixon’s spending, as well as the spending of his predecessors, had caused prices to rise in the first place.”
“And that leads us to today,” Donovan said. “Currently, America operates with a fiat currency. In other words, the U.S. dollar isn’t backed by gold or anything tangible. Instead, it’s backed by the full faith and credit of the United States government. The advantage of a fiat currency is that a country can always print new money and thus, never go bankrupt. The bad thing is that there’s nothing to restrain spending. And if you spend too much—”
“You get inflation,” I said, finishing his thought for him.
“Think worse,” Ben said. “Much worse.”
Graham’s jaw dropped. “Hyperinflation?”
“Even worse.” Ben sported a grave countenance. “The economy is currently stagnant. Combined with rapidly rising prices and we’re now on the verge of stagflation.”
I knew about stagflation, knew the horrors it could bring upon an economy. “Money supply is your department.” I looked at Ben. “So, hold the printing presses until inflation dries up. We’ll suffer through stagnation for a few years, but it’s better than hyperinflation.”
“I wish it was that simple,” Ben replied. “But if the Fed stops printing money, the U.S. government won’t be able to make its interest payments.”
“Gotcha.” I understood the problem, but a viable solution was way outside my skill set. “So, what’s this got to do with Fort Knox?”
“It’s very simple. I’m pulling a reverse Nixon. I’m going to put America back on the gold standard.” A smile broke out on President Walters’ face. “And I’m going to use Fort Knox to do it.”

Chapter 40

“A gold standard?” Graham laughed out loud. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Show some respect,” Donovan hissed under his breath.
Graham laughed even harder.
The president stared at him like he’d lost his mind. “What’s so funny?”
Graham fought to control his laughter. “Do you know why nobody uses a gold standard anymore?”
“No.”
“Because…” Somehow, he forced his laughter down to mere chuckles. “Because it means politicians can’t just spend money whenever they feel like it.”
“Very true.” Ben leaned back in his seat. “The only way this works is if the Federal Reserve stops helping the U.S. government pay its debts.”
“Yes,” the president said. “For the remainder of my administration, the government will only spend what it collects in taxes or what it borrows from private lenders.”
Graham’s chuckles died off. A look of skepticism crossed his visage. “And what does Congress have to say about this?”
“Congress won’t have a choice. At least not at first. We’re going to do everything with executive orders.”
“They’ll defy you,” Beverly said. “Probably impeach you, too.”
“Probably.” The president shrugged. “Unfortunately, we don’t have a choice. A return to the gold standard is the only way to keep America’s economy afloat.”
“How will this gold standard of yours work?” I asked Ben.
“Due to the unfortunate passing of Terry Horst, I’ve been assigned temporary control of the Treasury Department.” Donovan adopted a superior look. “So, this is actually my gold standard, not his.”
I rolled my eyes. “Good for you.”
“Uh, yes,” he said in a flustered tone. “Well, we’ve developed a multi-step program. We’ll announce the details on Monday morning.”
“And?” Beverly stared at him expectantly. “You’re not going to make us wait, are you?”
“After the official announcement is made, the president will declare an extended banking holiday along with an end to all restrictions on gold trading. We’ll freeze the amount of cash in circulation and determine a new dollar-to-gold ratio.”
“The ratio will be small,” Ben added. “But each unit of currency will be backed by some gold.”
“Where was I?” Donovan flipped through his notepad again. “Oh, yes. Obviously, rules will be set in place to make sure the Fed can no longer lend money to the U.S. government. Outstanding debts will be paid down as quickly as possible. And programs like Social Security and Medicare — along with the taxes that are supposed to support them — will be phased out over a period of years.”
“Is that all?” I quipped.
Donovan frowned.
“I think what Cy is trying to say is that you’ve gone off-the-wall bonkers.” Graham shook his head. “Look, I’m no fan of bureaucracy. But the voters will crucify all of you.”
“And even if you make it work, your successors will never keep it up,” I added. “They’ll just go right back to the old ways.”
“That’s possible,” Ben admitted. “But we’re gambling that the economy will have improved by that point. So much, in fact, that no one will want to change anything.”
For the next few minutes, he, the president, and Donovan assailed us with facts and figures. They shared economic projections and explained how a gold standard would affect the average person. When I could take no more, I held a hand up. “You’ve obviously put a lot of thought into this,” I said. “But why do you need us?”
“The last official audit of Fort Knox was held in 1953,” Ben said. “But it wasn’t even close to comprehensive.”
The president placed his elbows on the desk. Steepling his fingers, he studied my face. “As we already mentioned, the official announcement will take place Monday morning. I plan to do it at Fort Knox, in front of all that gold. As part of my speech, I’d like to introduce you as Chief Auditor.”
“We’re treasure hunters,” I said. “Not auditors.”
“It’s a symbolic position. Whether you believe it or not, you’re a hero in the eyes of the public. They trust you, believe in you. Your presence will add gravity to the affair.”
“In other words, you want to use me.”
While the president squirmed in his seat, Donovan gave me a hard look. “If you refuse, you’ll never get the files.”
Ben cocked his head. “What files?”
“Keith promised me anything if I’d get on this plane. So, I asked for some old Army files.”
“They aren’t normal files,” Donovan said. “They’re classified.”
“It’s just stuff about my grandfather and some of his friends. They disappeared back in 1949 and I’m trying to find out what happened to them.” Frowning, I glanced at the president. “Why are files from World War II still classified anyway?”
“I don’t know.” President Walters avoided my gaze. “But Keith is right. If you want them, you’ll have to play ball with us.”
I didn’t appreciate the position they’d put me in. Nor did I like the idea of being used as a political pawn. Still, I wanted those files. “I’ll think about it.”

Chapter 41

Ben cracked the door to the large space serving as both a galley and a conference room. Seeing no one, he slipped inside and shut the door behind him.
An overhead light popped on. The room was slightly larger than the president’s office. It featured a long wood table surrounded by bulky leather chairs. The chairs, like all the other seats in Air Force One, were anchored to the floor. A curving sofa faced the table and ran the length of the room. That was where the less-important people sat. The people who didn’t deserve chairs.
As Ben walked to the opposite side of the room, he found himself worrying about Cy’s demand for U.S. Army files. Ever since he’d brought up the man’s name to the president back in Washington, he’d known he was taking a calculated risk. On one hand, he needed Cy’s presence and star power to pull off his plans. On the other hand, there was always the possibility Cy would start to connect the dots.
Ben dialed a number on his satphone. It rang a few times before a tough, ancient voice filled his ear.
“Hey Benny. How’s it hanging?”
Ben smiled. His father used to call him Benny. The nickname had never really taken off except amongst Roy’s close friends. And Roy Marvin and Milt Stevens had been very close friends, brought together by that fateful night back in 1949. “It’s hanging…” Ben frowned. He never knew how to answer that question. Was it hanging low? High? Were those good things? “I’m fine,” he said at last. “Listen, I have news for you.”
“What is it? Finally found an old lady to polish your knob?”
“Not exactly.” Wow, this man was uncouth. “You’re going to have visitors in the next few hours.”
Milt chuckled. “Good one.”
“I’m currently aboard Air Force One with President Walters, his acting Secretary of the Treasury, and a couple of other passengers. We’re en route to Kentucky.”
A brief pause followed. “You’re not joking, are you?”
“I’m afraid not.”
“We don’t allow visitors. You know that as well as anyone.”
“You’re going to have to make an exception. President Walters has decided to institute a new monetary system centered around gold. He wants to make the announcement at your facility.”
“Drat it all to hell,” Milt said through clenched teeth. “Forget it. No one gets in here.”
“I know your secret.”
A long pause followed. “What?”
“I know what you’re hiding in Fort Knox. Father’s papers were very explicit on that matter.”
Milt exhaled. “Then you know damn well why I can’t let you inside.”
He didn’t have to elaborate. Ben knew the score. He knew what secret Milt was hiding deep inside the depository. And he knew that secret, when revealed, would destroy Milt’s reputation. It would destroy a lot of things.
He was counting on that.
“I can protect you,” Ben said. “But you have to do as I say…”

Chapter 42

“Sorry for the interruption, folks.” The driver’s voice crackled slightly from a pair of speakers. “But I thought you’d like to know we’re nearing our destination.”
Graham pressed an intercom button mounted on the wall next to him. “Thanks, Corporal.”
My body jostled as the SUV rode over a small bump. Our vehicle was one of about a dozen currently driving from Godman Army Airfield to the United States Bullion Depository.
Normally, the president traveled in a stylish, custom-built limousine, widely known as Calico. Other limos, along with military escort vehicles and at least one ambulance, accompanied Calico on all trips, foreign or domestic. But Calico was well-known to the general public and since our trip to Fort Knox was still a secret, the president had chosen to travel in more discreet fashion.
The resulting fleet, specially prepared for the trip, appeared nondescript from the outside. However, the cars were heavily armored and featured bulletproof glass as well as top-notch communication systems. The president’s car, which carried him along with Ben and Donovan, also contained a gas-proof chamber and a myriad of other defenses. Clearly, Fort Knox’s overseers were taking no chances.
Glancing over her shoulder, Beverly stared through the tinted back window. “Which car has the president?”
Graham yawned. “Who cares?”
We hadn’t merited inclusion in the president’s car. Instead, we’d been herded into an SUV driven by Corporal Christopher Wendell, an older man with a round head and a pug-like face.
“Just curious.” Beverly turned around again. “So, what do you guys make of this gold standard thing?”
“Interesting in theory,” I replied. “But it’ll never work.”
“Why not?”
“Like Dutch said, a gold standard doesn’t allow for money printing. Politicians will only be able to spend what they tax or borrow. How long do you think that’ll last?” I chuckled. “I predict failure within two weeks.”
“I call one week,” Graham said.
“If it’s going to fail, then why is President Walters doing it?” she asked.
I shrugged. “Stagflation is an economy killer. This must be his last resort.”
“So, what happens if the gold standard fails?”
“Hyperinflation. Economic depression. Riots and civil unrest. The end of America’s superpower status. Basically, everything goes from pretty good to pretty damn awful.”
She smiled lightly. “That’s all?”
The vehicle twisted to the right. Jolting, it rolled onto a driveway. I turned to the front. A bulletproof partition separated us from Wendell. The front window, also bulletproof, rested just beyond it. The two thick panes obscured my vision as did a tall wire fence.
But I could still see the long driveway before us. Past the exterior fence, I saw about twenty cars parked in a small lot. A long nondescript building sat just beyond the parking lot. A thinner one, connected to the lot by a walkway, stood in front of it.
Three more fences, all unmanned, rested beyond the parking lot. Looking through the maze of metal bars, I saw it.
Fort Knox.
The two-story depository looked like every other government building I’d ever seen. Besides the security, only three things caught my attention. The American flag hanging limply from a pole at the front of the building. A marble-lined entrance, standing in the exact center of the structure. And a gold seal, representing the Department of the Treasury, positioned just above the door.
It was an underwhelming sight, but it still sent jolts of electricity shooting through my veins. It didn’t contain the largest cache of gold in the world. That honor belonged to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, which held roughly 7,000 metric tons of gold.
However, that gold was owned by many parties. On top of that, the New York Federal Reserve Bank offered free tours of its vault. Fort Knox, on the other hand, was completely off-limits. Unauthorized visits were strictly forbidden and a variety of deadly obstacles and traps were rumored to exist on the grounds. Such things included minefields, electric barbed wire fences, automated weapons systems, and armed guards affiliated with the United States Mint Police. All of this was watched over by U.S. Army units stationed at Fort Knox, which included thousands of soldiers, tanks, helicopters, and other vehicles.
Even if would-be thieves managed to penetrate the outer layers of security, they’d face more guards, multi-ton blast doors, and other traps.
In short, Fort Knox was impenetrable.
Only a single outside group, consisting of media personnel and members of the U.S. Congress, had been allowed into the depository in all its years of operation. Besides that 1974 visit, no outsider had seen the vault since it received its first gold shipments way back in 1937.
I searched the grounds, but didn’t see a soul or a single trap. The grass was cut short and glistened with dew. Other than four or five scattered trees, the lawn was free of vegetation. All in all, the area looked deserted, but well-kept. Almost peaceful, in a way.
Corporal Wendell brought our vehicle to a halt. Two other vehicles rolled onto the driveway, flanking us on both sides. Other vehicles pulled up behind us and stopped a few inches short of our position.
I trained my eye on the outer gate.
But nothing happened.
Graham pressed the intercom button. “What’s the hold-up?”
“I’m not sure,” the corporal replied. “But I imagine a team is prepping to meet us.”
“Maybe they don’t know we’re here.”
“Oh, they know. We set off motion sensors when we pulled off the main road. Plus, those video cameras on the fence are keeping a close eye on us.”
I craned my neck to the side. Indeed, numerous high-tech video cameras were mounted on the exterior fence.
Growling, Graham sat back. A few more minutes passed before he growled again. “What’s taking them so long?”
Reaching out, Beverly pressed the intercom button. “Maybe they’re staying back because they can’t identify us through the tinted windows. Someone should get out, approach the fence.”
“I’m sure it’s just a procedural thing,” Corporal Wendell replied. “If you’re bored, please feel free to use the televisions mounted into the seats.”
We were sitting before the world’s most famous vault and he wanted us to watch television?
No, thanks.
I sensed a commotion. Looking around, I saw doors swing open. At least a dozen soldiers exited the SUVs. To a man, they carried powerful SG 550 assault rifles.
I grabbed the latch and opened my door. Then I slid out of the vehicle.
“Wait,” Wendell’s voice sounded out over the speakers. “I’m sure this is just—”
“Don’t worry, Corporal.” Beverly followed me outside. “We’ll take it from here.”
As the soldiers took up position around our motorcade, I turned my head, studying the thick paved road, the fences, and the sentry boxes. The security seemed tight to my untrained eye. But where were the Mint Police officers?
I heard laughter behind me. Twisting around, I saw a black man in a camouflage uniform walking side by side with President Walters.
“Cy,” the president called out. “Come over here.”
Flanked by Beverly and Graham, I hiked to the two men.
“I’d like you to meet Colonel Kent Jordan. President Walters waved at the other man. “He’s the Garrison Commander of the Fort Knox Command Group.”
“Call me K.J.” He shook our hands. His hair was cropped and he wore a sullen expression on his face. “And welcome to Fort Knox. I just want to say I really admire the work all of you did during the Columbus Project affair.”
“Don’t flatter us.” I nodded at Graham. “His head’s big enough already.”
“And with good reason.” Graham shook K.J.’s hand. “So, where is everyone?”
K.J. arched an eyebrow.
“I mean the Mint Police. Looks like they flew the coup.”
“Good question.” K.J.’s eyes drifted to the depository. “Dalton, get Milt Stevens on the line.”
“Yes, sir.” A young soldier turned on his heels and hustled to one of the SUVs.
“Interesting set-up,” Beverly remarked, her eyes locked on the depository. “What can you tell us about the defenses?”
“Why?” K.J. gave her a sideways look. “Planning to rob the place?”
“First chance I get.”
He grinned. “You know, I had a chance to look up your service record, Ms. Ginger. Impressive, but extremely classified. It seems like you had quite a career with us.”
I cast a glance at Beverly. She didn’t like to talk about her time in the military and so I didn’t ask a lot of questions. But the colonel’s statement piqued my curiosity.
“I’d tell you all about it,” she said. “But then—”
“Then what?” His grin widened. “You’d have to kill me?”
“Not me.” She grinned right back at him. “But you’d still end up dead.”
K.J. blinked. “Well, uh, as to your question on the defenses, the U.S. Bullion Depository is considered one of the most secure sites in the entire world. Four fences enclose it. The wide-open lawn, coupled with extensive surveillance systems, allows for constant monitoring. That monitoring is performed by a crack contingent of U.S. Mint Police, who also patrol the grounds and man the various turrets.”
“Is that all?” Graham asked.
“Not in the least bit. Along with the exterior defenses, the depository is a veritable safe. The front door is supposedly blast-proof. The granite walls are four-feet thick and lined with cement, steel, and fireproof materials. And the windows are fireproof as well as bulletproof.”
“What about underground?” I asked. “Couldn’t someone just tunnel under all the defenses?”
“The lawn is lined with ultra-sensitive microphones and watched over by satellites. Any tremors or ground disturbances will set off alarms. Plus, the building’s foundations consist of several layers of cement along with a section of solid granite.” K.J. shrugged. “But even if a gang of thieves made their way inside the building, they’d still have their work cut out for them. The individual compartments within the vault are made of concrete and steel materials, laced with hoop bands. Multiple combinations from multiple people are required to open each compartment. Those combinations change daily.”
“Sounds like a tough nut to crack.”
“Sir.” Dalton jogged toward us, a small phone clutched in his hand. “There’s a problem.”
“Give me that.” K.J. snatched the phone away and held it to his ear. “Who is this?”
A few moments passed. Then K.J. clenched his jaw. “I was told you were alerted to the president’s visit.” A brief pause. “Yes. Of course, we confirmed his identity via biometrics. And not just iris scans or fingerprints, either. We did body odor, gait, electrocardiogram, the works.”
K.J. started to grind his teeth as more seconds ticked by. “Enough, Milt. Open the gate and admit us or—” K.J.’s eyes tightened. Then he lowered the phone. “The little prick hung up on me.”
“What’s wrong?” President Walters asked.
“He’s refusing access.”
“Does he know who I am?”
“Oh, he knows.” K.J. exhaled. “He just doesn’t care.”

Chapter 43

Milt Stevens seethed with rage as he set the phone down and walked to the doorway of his office. He slammed the door shut and started to pace back and forth across the floor. He’d just done the unthinkable, sealing off the world’s most impregnable vault from its most powerful person. Something had to give.
But it wouldn’t be him.
With a loud sigh, he plopped his ancient, ninety-year old body into his mesh-back chair. This was Ben’s fault. What was he up to anyway?
His bony right hand shook as he pulled open his desk’s bottom right-hand drawer. He grabbed a couple of reams of white printer paper and placed them on his desk. Underneath, he saw what he wanted. A bottle of Steady Shot rum, three-quarters full.
His fingers wrapped around the bottle. As he pulled out the cork, the sweet scent of maple syrup wafted into his nostrils. It comforted him, if just for a moment.
Milt grabbed his mug. It still contained the dregs of his morning brew. Jerking it to the side, he sprayed tiny droplets all over the wall.
As he lifted the bottle toward the mug, his gaze happened to pass over his desk. It was almost entirely business-oriented. The closest thing he had to a personal item was a framed photo of the depository’s Mint Police contingent. They wore neatly pressed uniforms and were lined up in three rows outside the main vault.
Milt poured the liquor, filling up his mug. How had it come to this? He was a good man. He didn’t cheat on his taxes or shirk his duties. He avoided torrid affairs, obeyed the traffic laws, and generally stayed out of trouble. But none of that mattered, not anymore. Unless he stopped President Walters from entering the depository, his darkest secret would be revealed. He would become a household name in the worst way possible.
Raising the mug to his lips, Milt took a long swig. His phone rang. He took another swig before setting the mug on his desk and reaching for his corded telephone. “Speak.”
“Milt?” Ben’s voice was soft, cautious. “What are you doing?”
“My job.”
“Let us in.”
“I can’t do that.”
“We talked about this. I’ll protect you.”
“Like your father protected me?” Milt laughed so hard he wheezed. “No, thanks. That bastard manipulated me into staying here all these years. Not for my sake, but for his.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“You know, I was thrilled when he died. Do you hear that? Absolutely thrilled. Because I thought I’d finally be able to forget that whole mess. But then you pop up out of nowhere and suddenly my life sucks all over again.”
“Let us in, Milt. Please.”
“Go to hell.” Milt slammed the phone back into its cradle. It started to ring again, but he ignored it. Lifting the mug to his lips, he drained the rest of his liquor. It tasted strangely bitter as it slipped down his parched, ancient throat.
As he placed the mug back on his desk, he reflected on his life. It hadn’t been a normal one. He’d never found love or started a family. He hadn’t sought earthly riches or prestige. Instead, he’d sat inside the fortress known as the United States Bullion Depository, protecting secrets. Secrets about that fateful night in 1949 and his pathetic role in the affair. Secrets about the Capitalist Curtain. Secrets about Fort Knox itself.
He’d dedicated his entire life to covering up that one moment in the Appalachian Mountains. And now, Ben expected him to just let the truth come out? Not a chance.
The ringing died off. He picked up the phone and stared at the receiver. Then he began pressing numbers for an internal call.
The line picked up. “What’s up, Milt?” The voice belonged to Brad Cruzer, the pasty-faced Captain of the Guard.
“We’ve got a situation, Brad.”
“I’ll say. Is that really the president out there?”
As Officer in Charge, Milt had access to special biometrics tools that allowed him to analyze and identify people at a distance. Fortunately, those tools were off-limits to all other depository personnel. “No,” he lied. “It’s not.”
“Are you sure? There’s a guy that looks like K.J. And that treasure hunter dude. You know, the famous one.”
“Imposters,” Milt said. “Well-disguised, but imposters nonetheless.”
“I see.” The line was quiet for a moment. “What are your orders, sir?”
“Prepare our defenses,” Milt said in a raspy voice. “No one gets in. Do you hear me? No one.”

Chapter 44

The early morning sun blazed down from high above, warming my head and shoulders. There was something in the air, a certain thickness that made it difficult to breathe. Looking around, I saw tension and stress lines. Even Ben, normally so serene, had furrowed his brow. “Who is this Milt character?” I asked.
“His name is Milt Stevens,” K.J. replied. “He’s a crusty old-timer with the U.S. Mint Police. He’s served as Officer in Charge of this place since forever. He’s pretty much an institution at this point.”
“Let me talk to him,” Donovan said. “I’m the acting Secretary of the Treasury. That means he works for me.”
“I told him you were here. He doesn’t care.”
The president thought for a moment. “I’ll submit to more testing if that’s what it takes.”
“It won’t help.” K.J. frowned. “I could tell from his tone that he knew it was you. No surprise, really. I’m sure he’s got an entire advanced biometrics identification system at his fingertips.”
“And he’s still not letting us in?”
“I’m afraid not, sir.”
“Then let me speak to one of his subordinates.”
“Unfortunately, that’s impossible. For security purposes, smartphones are strictly forbidden within the depository. And Milt is the only staff member with an outside line.”
The president twisted toward Ben. “I thought you told this guy to expect us.”
“I did, sir,” Ben replied.
“Then remind him.”
“I just tried.” Ben frowned. “He’s refusing access.”
“Why?” Beverly asked.
“I think I know,” K.J. replied. “Fort Knox gets exactly zero visitors on an annual basis. He’s probably just being extra cautious.”
“What does he expect me to do?” the president asked. “Go back to Washington?”
“Maybe we can wait him out,” Graham suggested.
“Not likely,” K.J. replied. “The depository is stocked with eighteen months of potable water and rations.”
A couple of seconds passed. Then the president took a deep breath. “Colonel, I’m sure you’re familiar with Article II, Section 2 of the United States Constitution?”
“I assume you’re referring to the first part of it, sir. The part that designates you as Commander in Chief of the Army.”
“That’s correct. I hate to do this, but I don’t see any other way.” President Walters took a deep breath. “Seize it. Seize the depository.”

Chapter 45

“Have you lost your mind?” Graham asked.
“It’s not even legal,” Beverly added. “The Posse Comitatus Act prohibits U.S. military personnel from operating on domestic soil.”
“This is a military base,” the president replied. “It’s different.”
“No. It’s not.”
“Yes. It is. Anyway Posse Comitatus is meant to keep military personnel from enforcing state laws. And our work here has nothing to do with state laws.” The president’s gaze tightened. “Regardless, I’m operating under the authority of the Insurrection Act.”
“Insurrection?” Graham shook his head. “Some guy won’t open his doors and you call it insurrection?”
“The Insurrection Act allows me to deploy troops to suppress any insurrection, domestic violence, unlawful combination, or conspiracy if such act opposes or obstructs the execution of United States laws.”
“What law is ol’ Milt breaking? That one about everyone having to bow down before you?”
President Walters gritted his teeth. “Officer Stevens is refusing an order from a superior authority. In other words, me. He’s committing insubordination.”
“Ah, yes. The ultimate crime.”
“Maybe not to you, but my order stands.” The president glanced at K.J., who was watching us closely. “How secure is the surrounding area?”
“We set up road blocks and air patrols prior to your arrival, sir,” K.J. replied. “We also set up a TFR prohibiting flights over the entirety of Fort Knox.”
“Push back the road blocks and expand the TFR as far as possible before you begin the assault. I don’t want a single picture of this getting out to the public.”
K.J. clicked his heels together and got to work. After another hour or so, he returned to us, declaring the area was as secure as he could possibly make it.
“Return to your cars,” he said. “I’ve made arrangements for you to stay at a secure site near Godman.”
The president crossed his arms. “We’re not leaving.”
“I really must insist, sir. For your—”
“We’re not leaving.”
“Yes, sir.” K.J, exhaled. “But I can’t have you out in the open while I’m conducting a military operation.”
“I understand. We’ll stay in the cars for now. But we’re still coming with you.”
K.J. reluctantly agreed.
We returned to our vehicle. As Corporal Wendell started the engine, four soldiers, adorned in camouflage and heavy boots, approached the outer fence. Using tin snips, they cut a large hole in the wire.
A couple of armored cars edged in front of us. Taking the lead, they drove up the thick paved road. We followed after them, flanked on both sides by SUVs.
We passed the parking lot. Then the corporal hit the brakes and we coasted to a stop. Up ahead, I saw a ten-foot tall electric fence, bolstered by concrete supports. Two more fences, both unmanned, stood beyond it.
The fence cutting team hustled forward and began cutting wires. A second team, armed with rifles, took up position behind the fence cutters.
“That’s odd,” Beverly said. “I figured that fence was electrified.”
“It is electrified,” Graham replied. “They’re using heavily insulated tin snips to do the cutting. Plus, their boots keep them grounded.”
A couple of soft bursts sounded out. One of the fence cutters flew backward and crashed to the ground. Then another cutter twisted violently. He too fell to the pavement.
“Someone’s shooting.” Beverly’s jaw hardened as she leaned closer to the partition. “It must be the Mint Police.”
Graham hit the intercom button. “It might be a good time to skedaddle.”
The corporal’s reply came quickly. “No can do.”
“But the president—”
“I just received word that President Walters wishes the fleet to stay put until further notice. But don’t worry about a thing. This vehicle is practically bulletproof.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Practically?”
Graham released the intercom. “The president’s lost it.”
“He’s obsessed,” Beverly replied.
“Same thing.”
“I think I see the shooters.” Squinting, she studied the building. “In the sentinel stations.”
Four concrete sentinel stations surrounded the building, one in each corner. Additional stations were located on the upper levels. Their interiors were dark, but tiny sparks and puffs of smoke shed light on their occupants.
Soldiers sprang out of the armored cars. More gunfire rang out from both sides. A brutal skirmish followed that quickly cut down the rest of the fence cutters as well as their protection detail. The soldiers gamely returned fire from behind their vehicles. But despite their greater numbers, their rounds did little damage to the sentinel stations.
I glanced at the fence. One of the fence cutters squirmed along the ground, blood pouring out of his body at a sickening pace. He was alive, but wouldn’t last long in that condition.
How do I get myself into these situations?
I wrenched my door open and ran outside. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw soldiers retreat to two of the vehicles. Engines fired up. Groaning loudly, turrets twisted toward the sentinel stations. Booming blasts rang out.
I reached the squirming fence cutter in a matter of seconds. He wore body armor, but a bullet had nicked him in the neck. I grabbed him under the armpits. Blood slipped between my fingers, soaking my palms. “How are you feeling?” I asked, trying to keep him from passing out on me.
He gurgled in response, spitting blood all over the ground.
“On second thought, forget I asked.”
Moving quickly, I backpedaled toward our vehicle, dragging the injured cutter along the pavement.
More blasts filled the air. A sentinel station positioned on the roof dissolved into concrete chunks. Taking aim, soldiers cut down a group of officers trapped in the rubble. Another station, the one to my immediate left, exploded a second later. The smoke quickly cleared and I saw numerous bodies, blackened with soot.
I dragged the cutter behind our vehicle. Beverly slid through the open door. Clamping her hands over his wound, she tried to staunch the bleeding.
Graham stuck his head out of the SUV. “So, what do you think of the depository?” he asked with a gleam in his eye.
“It’s okay,” I replied. “Three stars. Maybe four.”
“Not five?” He arched an eyebrow. “What’s the matter? Too much blood for you?”
“Not enough gold.”
Beverly, still applying pressure, shook her head. “What’s the matter with you two?” But there was a slight grin upon her lips even as she spoke the words.
A pair of medics, ducking low, ran toward us. They laid a stretcher on the ground and applied compact pressure to the cutter’s wounds. After the bleeding had slowed, they rolled him onto the stretcher and hurried away.
I wiped my hands on my pants and took a deep breath. Bursts of gunfire echoed in my ears. The air smelled of cordite and I tasted smoke on my tongue.
“The sides look evenly matched,” Graham observed.
“Not for long,” I replied.
“What makes you say that?”
“The Army’s got bigger guns.”
The gunfire continued for another few minutes. Then it died off and I began to hear screams and wails of agony.
I looked over the SUV’s roof. The sentinel stations had been reduced to dust. Corpses of Mint Police officers were strewn across the depository’s roof and the outer grounds.
Shifting my gaze, I saw dents and scratches in the armored cars and SUVs. Soldiers lay bleeding on the ground. Some were moving and moaning. Others were still, quiet.
K.J., armed with a rifle, strode around the back of our car. He spotted us and made a beeline to our position. “Why aren’t you in your vehicle?”
“I don’t get it,” Beverly said, changing the subject. “Why’d they fire on us?”
“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” President Walters thrust open his door and marched over to join our group. “Officer Stevens is a lunatic.”
K.J. looked annoyed. “Please return to your vehicle, Mr. President. And just so you know, I’m switching tactics. We’re going to fall back, wait them out.”
“Negative,” the president said. “Proceed as planned.”
“With all due respect, sir, I’ve got at least four dead and six men with serious wounds.”
“We’re under a time crunch, Colonel. I need this wrapped up before the media catches wind of it. Can you do that for me?”
K.J. exhaled. “That depends, sir.”
“On what?”
His gaze shot toward the depository. “On what other nasty surprises Milt has waiting for us.”

Chapter 46

Grim-faced soldiers, their eyes flitting between the depository and the fence, cut the final rungs. A large section of fencing fell away, colliding with the pavement and kicking dust and dirt into the air.
More soldiers, dressed in body armor, helmets, and camouflage uniforms, slipped through the opening. They spread out across the driveway with clockwork precision.
As the armored vehicles approached the gap, I studied the next fence. It was arranged to form an octagon around the depository. Weathered signs warned of high voltage electricity. Gates with electronic locks, probably for guard shift changes, were built into the fence at various points. The area encompassed by the fence consisted mostly of grass. Parts of it were colored brilliant green and fluttered gently in the breeze. Other parts looked different. Stiffer, darker, and wind-resistant.
“Does that lawn look strange to you?” I asked from inside our SUV.
“Well, yeah.” Graham shrugged. “But it’s nothing a good watering couldn’t fix.”
“No, Cy’s right,” Beverly said. “It looks like two different types of grass. Ordinarily, I’d say it was just poor lawn work. But the lines are exacting. And that dark grass is so straight, so perfect. Almost as if…”
“As if it were fake.” I reached for the door. But static bursts of gunfire stopped me cold. Looking outside, I saw sections of dark grass lift up and out of the way. Strange pedestals rose out of underground silos. They moved up and down, twisting from side to side in haphazard fashion. Large machine gun installations, mounted on the pedestals, spat bullets in our direction.
Soldiers dove to the grass. The ground rippled. Gigantic blasts filled the air.
“Automatic guns and land mines.” Beverly’s fingers curled into fists. “K.J. wasn’t kidding about nasty surprises.”
Graham growled. “I’m liking this Milt character less and less by the second.”
I watched as another land mine exploded, blowing a hapless soldier to bits. The automatic gunfire grew fiercer, louder. I shifted my gaze around the area, searching for something I didn’t see. “Hey Dutch,” I said. “Imagine for a second that you work here.”
“The pay had better be good,” he replied. “Because the fringe benefits don’t look so hot.”
“What would you do if you got caught out here by accident?”
“I don’t know… pray?”
“I see what you’re saying,” Beverly said. “There has to be a manual way of shutting down the guns.”
I nodded and looked at Graham. “Think you can figure out their systems?”
“Sure. If I can find them.”
“That looks promising.” Beverly pointed to a small booth positioned on the right side of the gate.
I punched the intercom button. “Corporal Wendell?”
His voice came out over the speakers. “Go ahead.”
“Listen, drive through that gap in the fence. We need to get to that booth on the right.”
“I’m not authorized—”
“People are dying,” Graham said. “Now, are you going to help us save them or not?”
A loud exhalation sounded out over the speakers. Then the SUV jerked forward and to the right. Loud scratching sounds filled my ears as Corporal Wendell directed us through the sheared fence. Then he gave the wheel a violent turn. The vehicle slid in a half-circle and came to a stop near the booth.
More patches of fake grass lifted up and outward, revealing dark concrete silos. Automatic gun systems rose upward, spitting bullets at us.
We ducked down as Graham reached for the door handle. “I just want to go on record stating I hate this idea,” he said.
I grinned. “Then you shouldn’t have taken that fake job.”
“That fake pay had better be good.” He pushed the door open and hurried into the booth. The automatic guns adjusted their aim, peppering it with gunfire. Chunks of concrete began to break away from the structure. Smoke and dust shot into the air.
After a few minutes, the gunfire ceased. Peering through the thick smoke, I saw the machine gun installations slow to a halt. Silence took over the area. And then a new set of noises appeared. Engines puttered softly. Doors cracked open. Soldiers called for medics.
I glanced toward the president’s vehicle. I couldn’t see him, but I wondered what he was thinking. Did he feel guilty for all the bloodshed? For overruling K.J.’s desire to take a step back? Was this gold standard plan of his really worth the lives that had already been lost?
Was it worth any lives?

Chapter 47

With deep hesitation, soldiers ducked under the third fence and headed forward. Their machine-like precision was gone and for the most part, they marched with short, jerky movements.
The soldiers approached a black wrought-iron fence, the last physical barrier between us and the depository. Like the previous fence, it was arranged in an octagon-shape. It also appeared quite old. Maybe even old enough to be part of the original construction.
On either side of me, soldiers hiked across the lawn. Some used detectors to search for land mines. Others worked on dismantling the automated gun systems.
A couple of soldiers knelt in front of the last gate. Using tin snips, they cut a large hole in it. Then they quickly retreated to an armored vehicle.
Several minutes passed as K.J. barked orders at his troops. Then one of the cars drove through the opening. Soldiers exited and fanned out. After an extensive search of the immediate area, they gathered around the massive front doors.
The other cars and SUVs held back for a few more minutes. All around us, the area was still. There were no Mint Police, no automated guns, no exploding land mines.
The rest of the armored cars drove through the newly-cut fence. Immediately, more soldiers climbed out of their vehicles and began conducting another search of the grounds.
Finally, K.J. waved us through. Corporal Wendell drove into the gap and onto a circular road. He parked off to the side of the building. I cracked my door open and stepped outside. My gaze traced the tall marble-lined doors, the gold seal, and the United States Depository inscription.
President Walters was a little slower to emerge. When he finally slid out of his vehicle, he dusted off his sport coat and approached K.J. “Why didn’t you know about those guns? Or the land mines?”
K.J. hid it well, but I could see hints of fury under his steely surface. “They weren’t public knowledge, Mr. President.”
“But surely you’d heard rumors.”
“Yes, sir. But I’ve also heard rumors about satellite defense systems and surface-to-air missiles.” K.J. breathed softly. “Unfortunately, the nature of this mission didn’t give us much time to prepare. We did the best we could, given our limited intelligence of this facility.”
“I see.” President Walters turned toward the front entrance. “What’s going on now?”
“Nothing yet, sir. The doors are sealed tight.”
I studied the area just outside the front doors. Numerous monitors and connected keyboards were mounted on the nearby walls. Soldiers stood around them, studying them from all angles.
“Are those keypads?” Beverly asked.
K.J. nodded. “From what we can tell, it appears nobody is allowed to enter the depository alone. Three codes are required to open the door. My guess is they’re changed regularly and have to be entered at the exact same time.”
“Can you crack the codes?” the president asked.
“Given enough time, yes. But it’ll take hours. Maybe even days.”
“Codes?” Graham rolled his eyes. “Boring.”
“Agreed.” K.J. allowed a small grin. “Look behind you.”
Spinning around, I saw a giant tank turn onto the driveway. It slammed into the outermost fence, busting through it with ease.
Beverly arched an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say the building was blast-proof?”
“Maybe back in the 1930s.” K.J. focused on the tank. “But that beast is an M1A2 Abrams with a 120-millimeter smoothbore. It’s one of the most technologically advanced weapons in the world.”
I watched the tank crash through the second fence. Its main body was colored desert tan. Some of its parts, however, had been painted green. The result was a strange patchwork look.
The tank smashed into the third fence. The pre-cut wires squealed and wobbled as the metal monster pushed through the relatively small hole. Cables snapped and curled backward. Without pause, the tank pushed through the hole, leaving the now-sagging fence behind it.
Graham whistled in appreciation.
K.J.’s grin widened.
The tank, an unstoppable mass of metal and treads, rolled toward the fourth and final fence. The wrought iron crunched as the tank lurched over it.
The soldiers hustled to move the cars and SUVs out of the way. The tank rolled to a stop, just shy of the exterior steps. Meanwhile, K.J. escorted us behind the newly-parked SUVs. “Kneel down,” he ordered. “And plug your ears.”
I heard the faint sound of clanking metal right before I complied. A moment later, the ground reverberated. A loud bang swept through my hands and filled my eardrums. Smoke curled backward, passing overhead.
Three more bangs followed the first one. Then silence.
Still covering my ears, I peered over the top of our SUV. Black and gray smoke filled the area, covering the entire front entranceway. Squinting, I saw hints of what looked like a black void.
“Well, that was easy,” Graham muttered.
“Gamma Squad.” K.J. strode out from behind the SUV. “Secure the entranceway.”
Soldiers joined together in front of the depository. Weapons at the ready, they strode into the smoke.
A few seconds later, a feminine voice rang out. “Sir?”
“What is it, Murdo?” K.J. shouted.
“We’ve got a problem.”
“What…?” His voice faded away.
The smoke was starting to clear and I could finally see the building. That void I’d seen… it wasn’t the interior. It was soot-covered metal and slightly charred black marble. Despite all its power, the tank had failed to destroy the doors.
In fact, it had barely damaged them.

Chapter 48

Milt Stevens downed another shot of liquor and tried to tell himself it would be okay. That things would work out.
But he couldn’t ignore the facts. He’d disobeyed a direct order from the President of the United States. He’d initiated an attack on the U.S. Army. People had died. There was no coming back from that and sooner or later, he’d pay for his crimes.
Still, those crimes paled in comparison to his darkest secret, the one that had plagued him ever since that cold December day in 1949. And unfortunately, this wasn’t a secret that could be destroyed. It was buried deep in the heart of Fort Knox, unmovable, just waiting to be discovered.
Milt downed another shot. Fort Knox was solid. Even that giant tank he’d seen on his monitors had failed to make so much as a dent in the exterior doors. Still, it was only a matter of time before the Army figured out a way to access the depository.
“It ain’t over, Milt,” he muttered to himself. “It ain’t done until you say it’s done.”
How had he gotten himself into this situation? He could barely recall the sequence of events that had led him to this predicament. Still, like so many things in life, it all came down to a single moment. A decision he’d made in conjunction with Roy Marvin.
He poured another drink and this time, sipped it slowly. Then he opened one of his desk drawers, sorted through some papers, and removed a black-and-white photo.
He stared at it for a long moment, lost in time, lost in that one moment that had ruined his life. The photo featured a group of battle-hardened men posing in front of a dump truck. Cigarettes dangled from their lips. Their rough hands casually clutched pistols and machine guns. They looked cool, aloof.
He’d faced two problems in the run-up to December 14, 1949. First, the need for secrecy. Project Capitalist Curtain was a clandestine operation of the highest caliber and required outside assistance. Second, the need for engineering expertise. The cargo was simply too heavy for ordinary dump trucks.
Milt focused on one particular face in the picture. The man sported a toothy grin, like he’d just cleaned up at a high-stakes poker game. Milt had met him late in the war. He and his crew were engineers and had been sent to Fort Knox for some kind of top-secret acoustic work. They’d quickly struck up a close friendship. So, when Milt needed someone to help solve his two problems in 1949, the man and his crew had seemed like the perfect candidates.
Milt exhaled. Hiring the man was his decision. And that choice — that moment — had ruined his life.
Briefly, he recalled that fateful day. At first, everything had seemed fine. The ten reinforced trucks were parked on the snow-covered grass in front of Shrieker Tower, with Milt watching from a distance. Just as the U.S. Army arrived, an explosion rang out. Thick smoke shot upward and outward. He’d strained his eyes, searching the area with binoculars.
But the trucks, along with the man and his crew, were gone.
Flabbergasted, he’d turned toward the arriving U.S. Army vehicles. Slowly, Roy had climbed out of a small truck. They’d stared dully at each other for a moment. Then they’d raced to the scene. For days, they and a crack team of soldiers had searched miles of terrain. But they never found so much as a single tire track.
The incident had haunted Milt for years. The trucks were parked in the middle of a clearing, surrounded by dense forest and a near-vertical mesa. Milt’s vehicle blocked the only exit. Simply put, there was nowhere for them to go. So, how’d they leave the clearing?
A loud knock caught Milt’s attention. Grumbling, he placed the photo on his desk. He didn’t feel like talking to anyone, but he didn’t see how he had much of a choice. He’d already ignored over a dozen calls from Brad Cruzer and he couldn’t afford to have the man start questioning his decisions.
He popped a couple of breath mints and hiked to the door, feeling every bit his ninety years. He unlocked the bolt and Cruzer pushed past him, entering the office. The man’s face was panicked and he spoke in a higher note than usual. “We need to end this.”
Milt closed the door. “Calm down.”
“Calm down?” Cruzer’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of a full-blown war.”
“One that we’ll win. Those imposters—”
“They aren’t imposters.”
Milt blinked. “What makes you say that?”
“Umm, let’s see. The guy who’s a dead ringer for President Walters? The Abrams parked on our doorstep? The fact that Fort Knox hasn’t mobilized any forces to help us?”
Milt strode back to his desk and held up the bottle of Steady Shot rum. “Care for a drink?”
Cruzer glared at him.
“Suit yourself.” Milt poured himself another shot. In the process, he studied Cruzer. The man’s right hand hovered mere inches above his sidearm. “You know, I’ve always wondered how this place would hold up under an actual assault. The exterior doors looked impressive, but those automated gun systems were way too easy to dismantle.”
“Listen—”
“You’d cry if I told you how much this facility has spent on defenses over the years. Guess we got gypped, huh?”
“Stop trying to change the subject.” Cruzer exhaled. “Look, I don’t know what this is about. But it’s over.”
Milt’s eyes narrowed.
“The exterior doors may have survived the tank. But my technicians inform me the soldiers — and they are soldiers — have accessed our wiring.”
“The locks will hold up.”
“Not when my men disable them.”
Milt glowered at him. “That’s insubordination.”
“Something tells me I’m not the only one guilty of that.” Cruzer’s hand closed around his gun. “I’m placing you under arrest, sir. Please put—”
Milt yanked his gun out of his gun belt. He squeezed the trigger as he lifted it into the air. Several loud blasts rang out.
Cruzer toppled over, bleeding profusely from his shoulder. Milt smiled. He was old, but he could still shoot a needle out of a haystack.
He shifted his gun to finish off Cruzer. In the process, he discovered his muscles were sluggish and barely responsive. His eyes glazed over. Glancing down, he saw a bullet hole in his stomach.
“Aw, crap,” he muttered. Dropping the gun, he sagged into his chair. His eyes caught a glimpse of the photo on his desk. What had happened to the man and his crew? And more importantly, what had happened to the trucks?
Clutching his stomach, he poured himself another shot of rum. Hand shaking, he lifted the mug to his lips. The alcohol, once a comfort to him, tasted like ash as it slid down his throat.
His door flew open. Officers raced into the space. He heard several faint voices, including one he despised with all his heart.
“Officer Stevens has gone rogue,” Cruzer said through clenched teeth. “I’m assuming temporary command. Now, get those doors open and pray to the gods they don’t kill us where we stand.”
Milt’s body slid out of his chair and he sagged to the floor. His gun was close by and he managed to pick it up. He was tempted to turn it on Cruzer. But it was too late for that.
So, he pointed the barrel into his mouth. Closed his eyes.
And squeezed the trigger.

Chapter 49

I cupped my hands around my mouth. “You might want to back up a few steps.”
K.J. shot me an irritated look. “Why’s that?”
“So that door doesn’t hit you.”
He turned just in time to see one of the exterior doors swinging toward him. Quickly, he vacated the area.
Soldiers grabbed hold of the president and pushed him behind one of the SUVs. Meanwhile, other soldiers found cover and took steady aim at the building.
The massive doors opened all the way in complete silence. A second set of doors also opened wide and I caught a glimpse of an unadorned, yet lavish lobby. Tall walls bordered the room. Dazzling rays of light reflected off their golden facades. Against the back wall, I saw a long mahogany bench, buttressed by matching chairs and two short flagpoles.
Mint Police officers lay spread-eagled and facedown on the floor. At first, they were deathly still. But after a moment, limbs started to twitch. A pile of neatly stacked guns rested nearby. It was in plain view, halfway between the officers and the second set of doors.
Soldiers streamed into the building. First, they shackled the officers. Then they gathered up the weapons and transported them outside. After the area was secure, the president entered the depository.
“Sir.” K.J. stepped forward. “This is Captain of the Guard Brad Cruzer. He’s assumed temporary command of this facility.”
Two soldiers stepped forward, clutching the arms of a tall man with pale skin. His hands were cuffed behind his back. His uniform was slightly bloodied and I noticed bandaging around his shoulder area.
President Walters eyed Cruzer. “Temporary, huh?”
“Yes, sir.” Cruzer took a deep breath. “Please accept my most sincere apologies. We didn’t—”
“Where’s Milt Stevens?”
“He’s dead, sir. I confronted him and he pulled his gun. We exchanged fire. When others came to my aid, he committed suicide.”
“Officer Cruzer claims Officer Stevens ordered the attack on us,” K.J. said.
The president’s gaze remained locked on Cruzer. “And you listened to him?”
“We’re trained to follow orders, sir. And to be frank, we’ve never had reason to question Officer Stevens. He’s been in charge of this facility since the 1940s.”
“I’d like to see his body.” The president glanced at K.J. “What are you going to do with the prisoners?”
“We’re going to transport them to a secure facility for processing and questioning.” K.J.’s jaw hardened into rock. “After that—”
“You don’t want to do that,” Cruzer said.
“I know.” K.J. shot him an icy glare. “I’d like to do much worse.”
“You need me to enter the vault. You need all of us. Practically every lock in this place requires the simultaneous input of multiple passcodes. And those passcodes are distributed randomly amongst the officers via a proprietary computer program.”
The president studied the man’s eyes. Then he nodded at K.J.
K.J.’s face reddened. “My apologies, sir. But these men murdered U.S. soldiers in cold blood. They need to pay for their crimes.”
“Justice will be served, Colonel. But for now, please release Officer Cruzer.”
Pursing his lips, K.J. nodded at one of his men. The soldier stepped forward and removed Cruzer’s shackles.
Cruzer massaged his wrists and directed the release of two other officers. Then he walked to a couple of stainless steel doors. The officers joined him and together, they input codes on separate keypads. The leftmost door swung open, revealing a wide corridor.
K.J. and a couple of soldiers stepped into the corridor, pushing Cruzer ahead of them. The president, Donovan, and Ben were next, followed by Graham, Beverly, and I. More soldiers took up the rear.
We marched across a marble floor. The walls consisted of scagliola, an imitation marble. Bronze and marble busts of past U.S. Secretaries of the Treasury lined either side of the hallway.
“Don’t you just love government buildings?” I said. “They’re so warm and fuzzy.”
“Oh, yeah.” Graham took a whiff of the air. “And that scent… one part mustiness and two parts marble, topped off with a heap of rat droppings.”
“Shut your mouths,” Donovan hissed.
“In case you’re wondering, this facility is completely self-sustainable,” Cruzer called out in his best tour guide voice. “We’ve got our own emergency power plant and water system, separate from that of the military base. And, uh, well…” His voice trailed off into uncomfortable silence.
He led us up a short staircase and down another hallway. “This is it.” He stopped outside an open door. “Officer Stevens’ office.”
The air still smelled of mustiness, freshly-scrubbed marble, and rat droppings. But I also detected a strong undercurrent of cordite, blood, and seared flesh.
I followed the others into the office. A withered gray-haired man lay in a crumpled mass behind a desk.
“You checked for vitals?” I asked.
Cruzer nodded.
“Too bad.” K.J. growled. “I would’ve handled his interrogation personally.”
“What happened here?” Beverly asked. “Why’d he order the attack?”
“I’m not sure,” Cruzer admitted. “For security reasons, the Officer in Charge maintains sole access to the depository’s biometrics systems. Officer Stevens claimed those systems had identified all of you as imposters. So, we defended the depository as per normal protocols. But when the U.S. Army didn’t send troops our way, a few of us began to wonder if he’d gotten it wrong. I confronted him and that’s when things turned ugly.”
One of the soldiers snorted.
“I’ve worked here for seven years. And do you know how many security incidents I’ve experienced?” Cruzer’s voice cracked around the edges. “Zero. Never in my wildest dreams did I see any of this coming.”
“Go back to the beginning,” President Walters said in a soothing tone. “I want to hear every detail.”
While Cruzer relayed his story, I made my way to the desk. It was clean and well-dusted. Stepping around the corpse, I saw a black-and-white photograph, dotted with drips of dried blood.
I picked it up. It depicted a group of soldiers striking poses in front of a dump truck against the backdrop of a veritable blizzard. The soldiers, equipped with weapons and sporting drooping cigarettes, looked like a cocky, devil-may-care bunch. A handwritten note at the bottom read: December 14, 1949: Shrieker Tower.
My eyes narrowed to slits.
What the…?
President Walters cleared his throat. “That’s fine, Officer Cruzer. Now, take us to the vault.”
“Yes, sir.” Cruzer walked to Stevens’ corpse. Taking a deep breath, he gently touched a silver necklace dangling from the man’s neck. After a moment of hesitation, he unlatched the necklace and removed a gold key from it.
As the others began to file out of the room, Beverly sidled up to me. “What’s that?” she asked.
I pointed at a man in the foreground. He stood on one foot, his other foot balanced lightly on a bumper. He had a toothy grin, like he’d just won the lottery. “Recognize him?”
She took a closer look. “No. But he looks like you.”
“There’s a good reason for that.” I exhaled. “He’s my grandfather.”

Chapter 50

“Sorry about this.” Cruzer waved his hand at two officers following in our wake. They carried Milt’s corpse between them. “But I need him. You’ll understand why soon enough.”
As Cruzer led us down another marble-lined hallway, my brain whirled. Malware. The riot. Five Borough Bank and the lost safe deposit box. The Capitalist Curtain. Officer in Charge Milt Stevens. The photo, taken in 1949. And of course, the U.S. Bullion Depository at Fort Knox. They were all tied into a giant knot with Justin Reed at the center.
“I never met Justin,” Ben whispered. “But yes. That man looks like you. He looks like your dad, too.”
“It’s Justin, alright,” I replied. “I was just looking at his photo last night.”
He passed the picture back to me. “And you found this on Milt’s desk?”
“Yup.”
All along, I’d considered Fort Knox a side trip, a brief detour on my way to discovering the truth about my family. But now, I realized it was all part of the same journey. Which was either a big coincidence or an even bigger problem.
I gave him a sharp look. “Can I trust you?”
“Of course.”
Quickly, I told him about Malware and our search for the safe deposit box. When I finished, his eyes were cinched tight and I could tell he was deep in thought. “What happened to the papers?” he asked. “Do you still have them?”
“No.”
That, of course, was a lie. The Capitalist Curtain papers were safely squirreled away in a duffel bag on Air Force One. But I wasn’t ready to tell anyone else about them just yet.
“I need a favor,” I continued. “Malware manipulated me into retrieving Justin’s safe deposit box for her. Now, she’s put me inside Fort Knox. It can’t be a coincidence.”
He furrowed his brow.
“You’ve got to find out who recommended me to the president,” I said. “He or she must be working with Malware.”
His eyes were warm and soft and maybe a little bit vulnerable. “It was me,” he said softly.
“What?”
“I recommended you for this trip.”
“But… why?”
“Because you’re a family friend and a treasure hunter. And because you’ve got sky-high approval ratings. The public might actually accept the idea of a gold standard if they think you’re involved with it.” He shrugged. “But mostly, because I saw you on television the other night. Well, not you, exactly. Keith Donovan, accepting some award on your behalf.”
As we drifted off into uncomfortable silence, my brain went to work. So, my presence at Fort Knox was just a coincidence? It was hard to believe, but also difficult to deny.
Then again, Malware had a penchant for doing the impossible. After all, she’d somehow found out about the safe deposit box and even knew of its contents. So, maybe she’d manipulated Ben like she’d manipulated me. Maybe she’d screwed with his cable box in order to make sure he saw the ceremony at the right time. Regardless of her methods, I felt certain she had a hand in things.
But why? What was all this about anyway? What had Justin done back in 1949? What did it have to do with the Capitalist Curtain and the depository? And why was it coming up now after all these years?
At the end of the hallway, Cruzer opened a door and led us into a large room. I saw a humongous scale with two cups hanging from either end. Although it looked old, it gleamed brightly in the light.
“That scale was once used to weigh gold that entered and exited the depository. It hasn’t been utilized since President Nixon ended the gold standard in 1971.” Cruzer waved his hand to the side. “As you’ve probably already guessed, that’s the vault door.”
I gave Graham a knowing look. “I’ve got this sudden feeling of déjà vu.”
“Me too.” He studied the door. “Let’s hope this vault is easier than the last one.”
“I’d settle for cleaner.”
“Uh, yes.” Cruzer gave us a confused glance before turning to face the president. “The door is almost two feet thick, sir, and weighs in at twenty-two tons. It contains seven layers of steel, mixed in with other materials.”
Three police officers strode to the vault door. They took up position in front of separate keypads. Simultaneously, they punched in codes.
Locks clicked. Slowly and quietly, the vault door swung outward. A soft breeze wafted into the room.
“Follow me.” Cruzer walked through the entranceway and halted in front of a steel-barred door. Reaching into his pocket, he produced the key he’d taken from Milt’s corpse.
“Well?” The president tapped his foot impatiently. “What’s the hold-up?”
“This is Officer Stevens’ key, sir,” Cruzer replied. “I’ve seen him use it, but I’ve never actually used it myself.”
The president arched an eyebrow.
“Forget it. Sorry, sir.” With trembling fingers, Cruzer inserted the key into the lock and gave it a twist. The right side wall started to quiver. Then a panel opened wide and a sophisticated biometrics mechanism slid forward. It consisted of a small stand as well as a pair of lenses.
“Excuse us.”
We parted ways and the two officers walked between us, carrying Milt’s body in their arms. Graham wrinkled his nose in disgust. The president chatted quietly with Donovan and Ben. K.J. and Beverly, meanwhile, watched the whole affair with mild interest.
Cruzer placed Milt’s hand on the stand and positioned his dead eyes, fortunately untouched by the gunfire, toward the lenses. The mechanism emitted a soft, whirring noise.
“This may not work,” Cruzer said. “After all—”
The whirring ceased. The door clicked.
Cruzer tentatively tried the knob. It turned easily in his hand. He relaxed and with a push, swung the door open. “Welcome to America’s treasure chest.”
A cold, gray corridor stood before us. It ran straight for a good distance, before curving out of sight. Doors lined either side of the corridor. Numbers were painted above each door.
A simple metal sign was mounted on the right side wall. It was eye-level and read, Vault A.
“Vault A?” I asked.
“This is a two-story facility,” Cruzer explained. “Vault A occupies this floor. Vault B is directly beneath us. It contains more rooms as well as a pistol range.”
I thought I heard soft static. Straining my ears, I listened for a few seconds. But the sound, if it had even existed in the first place, had vanished.
“I’ve got the second code for Compartment 3A,” Cruzer announced. “Which of you have the other two codes?”
A studious looking man, dressed in a slightly wrinkled uniform, stepped forward. “I’ve got the first one, sir.”
A woman with big hips and a permanent scowl also stepped forward. “I’ve got the third code, but only for the next seven minutes.”
“Then let’s get to work.” Cruzer glanced at President Walters. “It’s going to be tight in there, sir.”
“I see.” President Walters looked over his shoulder.
“I’m coming.” Donovan stepped forward.
“Fine,” the president replied. “Cy, Dutch, and Beverly will come with us as well.”
K.J. stepped forward. “Sir?”
“Wait here with Ben and your men, Colonel. We won’t be long.”
“Yes, sir.”
Cruzer strode into the corridor followed by the rest of us. The two officers with codes grabbed hold of Milt’s corpse and dragged it through the entranceway. Carefully, they deposited it next to another biometrics mechanism.
The vault door closed over. Telltale clicks rang out.
“I hope nobody here is necrophobic,” Graham said. “Or claustrophobic for that matter.”
“Oh, we’re not trapped,” Cruzer replied. “Leaving here will be a cinch.”
“How interesting.” Beverly glanced at the corpse. “Officer Stevens made himself indispensable.”
Cruzer nodded. “He inserted his biometrics into the security protocols in order to defend against coordination. He was worried about six officers joining together in secret and waiting until they had the necessary passcodes for the vault door and one of the compartments.”
“That’s pretty paranoid.”
“True. Then again, when you’re sitting on some 4,500 tons of gold, I suppose it pays to be paranoid.”
“Do you ever do internal audits?” I asked.
He shook his head. “For security purposes, Officer Stevens’ limited the contact we made with the gold.”
Donovan nodded sagely. “Smart.”
Beverly cocked her head. “Does anyone hear that?”
We paused. I heard the static noise again, only louder.
“It sounds like someone left a TV on,” the president said.
“It’s probably a faulty wire.” Cruzer sighed. “Unfortunately, that happens more and more these days.”
The static gained volume. Then tiny streams of water appeared. They flowed around the curve in the corridor and quickly saturated our shoes.
“The good news is that it’s not faulty wiring.” Graham stared at the gurgling water. “The bad news is that you’ve sprung a leak.”
“Where’s it coming from?” Beverly asked.
“Probably our water tank.” Cruzer frowned. “I should call maintenance.”
“Later,” the president said. “Let’s see the gold first.”
Cruzer’s neatly polished shoes splashed in the filmy water as he led us farther down the corridor. “Here we are,” he said, stopping in front of a room marked, 3A. “When the door opens, an overhead light switches on. The effect, especially for first-timers, can be blinding. So, you may want to shield your eyes.”
Water began to flow at a faster rate, pushing at my boots with disturbing force.
“Does anyone else think this is starting to look like more than just a busted pipe?” I asked.
Graham nodded. “We should go.”
Cruzer licked his lips. “Fine by me. We can—”
“Maintenance can wait.” President Walters’ eyes narrowed. “Open the compartment.”
“Sorry, sir.” Beverly grabbed the president’s arm and dragged him down the corridor. “But they’re right.”
Cruzer and the two officers pushed past us and raced to the biometrics mechanism. Lifting Milt’s corpse, they positioned his hand on the handprint scanner and pointed his eyes toward the lenses. A soft whizzing noise sounded out. Then a button above the vault door glowed bright red.
“Officer Schultz,” Cruzer said. “His hand is off-center.”
The female officer scowled as she repositioned Milt’s hardening fingers. Again, the button glowed a bright red.
The male officer needed no prodding. Grabbing Milt’s eyelids, he struggled to open them a little wider. But again, the button flashed red and the door stayed shut.
The water flowed faster. Before long, it covered the entire floor and began to rise.
“What’s the problem?” Beverly asked.
Cruzer exhaled. “The water must’ve shorted out our systems.”
“Don’t be too sure about that.” Kneeling down, I studied the flowing water. “What can you tell me about the original construction?”
“What do you mean?”
“Have you seen the plans? Was this place modeled after some other depository?”
“No, to your first question. As for the second one, yes, it was modeled after the Bank of France.”
I frowned. “Then this isn’t a leak.”
“Of course it’s a leak,” Donovan snapped. “What else would it be?”
“A flood trap.” I exhaled. “If we don’t get out of here soon, we’re not getting out at all.”

Chapter 51

“A flood trap?” Cruzer shook his head. “Impossible. I would’ve known about it.”
“Yeah?” Graham arched a skeptical eyebrow. “Let me ask you something. Did Milt like to keep secrets?”
The color drained out of Cruzer’s face.
“How did we set it off?” the president asked. “Maybe we can reverse it somehow.”
“Most likely, it started the moment we tried to use the biometrics system,” I replied. “The scanner must not have recognized Milt’s corpse. Instead, it flagged him as an intruder, opened the door, and triggered the trap.”
“Oh, please.” Donovan glared at me. “What do you know anyway?”
“He knows plenty,” Graham retorted. “If we need someone to give out a phony award, we’ll call you. Otherwise, shut up and let the experts do their thing.”
President Walters sloshed toward the vault door. Lifting a fist, he pounded on the metal. “Help!”
“Don’t waste your energy,” Cruzer said. “That door is soundproof.”
“Do we have access to a phone?” Beverly asked.
He shook his head.
“This is your fault.” President Walters grabbed Cruzer’s shirt and shook him hard. “We’re going to die because of you.”
Cruzer didn’t fight back, not even when the president started punching him.
Grabbing the president, I slammed him against a wall.
“Get your hands off him,” Donovan shouted.
I stared into the president’s eyes. “Calm down.”
The president clenched and unclenched his jaw. Then he nodded. “I’m okay.”
As I released him, Beverly slid in front of Cruzer. “Think hard. Is there another way out of here?”
Cruzer shook his head.
“What did Milt do if something went haywire?”
“I don’t know. He never told me.”
“Well, you’re useless.” Graham glanced at me. “Got any ideas?”
I sensed water inching its way up my boots. Where was it coming from? Could we block it? “Maybe,” I replied.
I hustled down the corridor. It was shaped like a horseshoe, curving around before straightening out again.
At the toe portion, water bubbled from multiple gaps in the wall. The gaps were long, thin, and stacked on top of each other. Taken as a whole, it looked like a waterfall display at one of those fancy Manhattan eateries.
I inserted my fingers into a gap and tried to plug the water. But it merely squirted out the sides. So, I pulled off my shirt and pressed it against the wall with my forearm. The water slowed, but pressure began to build-up. A few seconds later, it forced my forearm away and water splashed into the corridor.
I donned my cold, wet shirt. Then I hustled to the far end of the corridor. It was an exact duplicate of the other side, sans vault door and biometrics mechanism. In their place was a solid metal door with no keyhole. It was labeled Stairwell to Vault B. I tried it.
It was locked.
Turning around, I retraced my steps, testing door latches along the way. They were firmly locked in place. Outside 3A, I paused for a moment. The compartment door looked solid and fit perfectly with the frame.
“Cruzer,” I shouted.
He spun in my direction.
“Open this door.”
“Why?”
“Just do it,” Beverly said.
“My code will work for—” Officer Schultz gave her watch a quick look. “—two more minutes.”
“Mine is good for another eight,” the male officer added.
Cruzer and his two subordinates hurried to 3A. “Start entering your codes on my count,” Officer Cruzer called out. “Ready. Set. Go.”
The water level lifted higher as the officers punched their codes into the keypads. It rose above my boots and the first drops of icy liquid struck my socks.
Cruzer licked his lips. “Okay, that should do it. Now—”
Red lights flashed above all three keypads.
“It’s no good.” Cruzer shook his head. “The trap must’ve shut down access to the compartments.”
“Do it again,” I said.
“What’s the point?”
“The codes have to be input simultaneously, right? Maybe your timing was off.”
Cruzer whirled back to his keypad. “On my mark. Ready. Set. Go.”
As the officers punched their codes in for a second time, Donovan walked around the horseshoe corner. He studied the leaking walls for a moment. “It won’t work, you know.”
I glanced at him. “What?”
“Gold bars won’t seal that leak. There’s too many cracks and too much pressure.”
“Good thing I’m not trying to seal the leak then, huh?”
His forehead knotted.
The water came faster and faster. Within seconds, it rose to my knees. Then to my thighs.
“Okay.” Cruzer exhaled. “Everyone cross your fingers.”
Green lights flashed. A lock clicked.
The male officer stared at the door in disbelief. “It worked,” he muttered. “It actually worked.”
I grabbed the latch and yanked the door. Squealing loudly, it opened a few inches. An overhead light burst forth, dazzling my eyes. The rushing water shifted course and began surging into the compartment.
“Everybody inside,” I said. “Now.”
Donovan slid through the crack and disappeared into the compartment. The president was next, followed by Graham and Beverly.
As Officer Schultz and the male officer followed suit, Cruzer slid to my side. “The door looks airtight. But how are we going to defeat the flood trap?”
“We’re not,” I said. “We’re going to wait it out.”
He slipped through the narrow opening. Then I slid through the gap and pulled the door shut.
I watched the water level inside the compartment for several minutes. “It’s stable,” I said. “I think we’re safe.”
I twisted around. The brightness momentarily blinded me. As my eyes adjusted, I saw we were gathered inside a ten-foot square room, next to huge stacks of gold bars. They covered the length of the room and rose almost all the way to the ceiling. I’d seen lots of gold bullion in my life. But nothing like this. Even more incredibly, the compartment was just one of many in Vault A. And Vault A was just one of two vaults.
Cruzer grinned knowingly. “Impressive, huh?”
All I could do was nod.
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“Are you sure?” President Walters’ voice was quiet, tense. “You have to be sure.”
“The water is no longer gushing.” Beverly placed her ear against the compartment door. “Of course, the corridor could still be flooded.”
Several minutes passed before sweat started to bead up on my forearms. It trickled past my elbows and collected around my fingertips.
Donovan wiped slick sweat from his forehead. “Why’s it so stuffy in here?”
I took a deep breath, inhaling a mouthful of warm air. “Because we’re running out of oxygen.”
He sighed, wearily. “Can’t you fix it?”
“Sure. But I need your help.”
“What can I do?”
“Stop breathing.”
A few chuckles rang out. But Donovan wasn’t amused. Curling his lip, he stuck his face in front of mine. His breath smelled faintly of fish and cheese. “Do you know how easily I could ruin your life?”
“Hopefully, not as easily as you’re ruining my nostrils.”
The chuckles turned into laughter. Donovan backed off, but continued to stare me down.
Graham hefted a gleaming, brick-sized bar in his hands. “I forgot how heavy gold is.”
“What do you think you’re doing?” Donovan’s nostrils flared. “Give me that.”
“Whatever you say.” Graham dumped the bar in Donovan’s outstretched hands. Donovan misjudged the weight and shrieked as the heavy bar nearly dragged him to the ground.
Wasting no time, Graham hefted another bar. “Are they all like these ones?”
Cruzer wiped sweat from his cheeks. “Not exactly. They weigh twenty-seven and a half pounds apiece. But since purity levels differ, bar sizes differ as well.”
The president took a shallow breath and sagged to the ground. “Why do purity levels differ?”
“It has to do with the gold’s original form. All the bars in this compartment come from melted U.S. coins. So, they’re 90 percent gold and 10 percent copper.”
“They used copper in their gold coins?”
“Yes,” Cruzer replied. “I don’t know why though.”
“It’s because gold is a soft metal,” I said.
Donovan gave me a sharp look. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Softness isn’t the most desirable trait when it comes to currency. So, a lot of old U.S. coins were built from copper-infused alloys to provide them with a tougher composition.”
“I think…” Beverly pressed her ear against the door. “Yes, I’m sure of it. The water is draining.”
A collective sigh of relief rang out. We waited in silence for another ten minutes, listening to the receding water and doing our best to ignore the increasingly foul air. Eventually, the sounds of water faded away.
We waited a few more minutes in the stifling compartment. Finally, I tried the knob. The door opened wide and oxygen flooded into my lungs. I’d never tasted anything so sweet.
Graham rushed past me, gasping for air. Beverly helped the president into the corridor and sat him down against a wall. Then she attended to Graham.
I sensed movement behind me. Spinning around, I saw a glassy-eyed Donovan stumbling in my direction. He swung a couple of wild punches, which I easily evaded.
As he veered past me, I grabbed hold of his arm and tried to steady him.
“Let go of me,” he shouted.
And so I did. Immediately, he lost his balance and his face pancaked against the hard ground.
Avoiding thin trickles of blood, I stepped over him and entered the corridor. Abruptly, the vault door burst open. Soldiers appeared. They swarmed around me and the others, hooking us up to breathing apparatuses and oxygen tanks.
While I waited for my breathing to normalize, I found myself thinking about that photo of Justin. He’d vanished in late 1949, supposedly while on a trip to the Appalachian Mountains. And now, I had photographic proof that he’d visited some place named Shrieker Tower on December 14, 1949. What had happened to him?
I wasn’t sure. Not yet anyway. But I knew one thing. The answer to that question — to all my questions — was somewhere inside the depository.
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“Rise and shine, maggots!” Graham shouted at the top of his lungs.
His words ping-ponged in my eardrums. Harsh light appeared, stabbing straight through my closed eyelids and deep into my brain. Then metal began to smash slowly against metal in rhythmic fashion.
Beverly wrapped a thin, dense pillow around her head. “Go away.”
Eyes still closed, I grabbed hold of my pillow and threw it across the room. It smacked against flesh. Graham groaned.
“Serves you right,” I muttered. “Now, get lost.”
“No can do, maggot.” Graham maneuvered the light switch, turning it on and off, on and off. Metal smashed against metal a few more times. “Either you guys get up or I’m coming in there.”
Beverly grumbled.
“You know, that bed looks pretty good.” He started toward us.
“Wait, wait.” Pushing my back off the mattress, I sat up. My limbs felt sore and my joints were in need of a lube job.
Stifling a yawn, I cracked my eyes open. We were situated in a small office. Three inflatable queen-sized mattresses, made up with shiny sheets and wool blankets, lay on the floor. One of the mattresses was barely touched and I realized Beverly had abandoned it during the night in favor of mine.
It had been a long night. After leaving the depository, Beverly, Graham, President Walters, Ben, Donovan, and myself had been escorted to another part of the building. We’d gotten showers and a quick meal. Then we, along with everyone else, had been assigned to makeshift sleeping quarters for the night.
I rubbed my eyes. Graham stood in front of the door, grinning like an idiot. He held a garbage can lid in one hand and a giant metal spoon in the other. His grin widened as he banged the spoon against the lid. “At least one of you is listening,” he shouted. “Now, it’s your turn, maggot.”
Beverly, still grumbling, wiped sleep from her eyes. “If you call me maggot one more time, I’ll shove that spoon right down your throat. Got it?”
“Loud and clear, rodent.”
She gave him the look of death.
I rubbed my eyes and checked the time. It was 4:37 a.m. “Can’t this wait?”
Graham shook his head.
“Why not?” Beverly demanded.
“Because President Walters will be here any minute and we still have a decision to make.”
I was tempted to kick him out of the office. To barricade the door, plug my ears, and drift back into dream world. But instead, I kicked my legs off the mattress and rose to my feet.
During the night, someone had entered our room and dropped off the duffel bags Hooper had packed for us. Rooting through mine, I saw clean clothes, toiletries, and my trusty machete.
I rooted around a little more, making sure no one had taken the Capitalist Curtain papers. Then I shrugged out of clothes I’d borrowed from the depository, donned my own clothing, and attached the machete sheath to my belt.
While Beverly dressed, I looked at Graham. “Any news?”
“K.J.’s people worked through the night, cleaning up the mess and disabling various systems. Good thing, too. From what I hear, there were over a dozen traps in Vault A alone.”
“What’s Cruzer doing for security?”
“Nothing. He’s still in charge, but in name only. K.J. is running the show and he’s taking a low-tech approach to things. He’s got a team of crack soldiers guarding the vault door in rotating shifts. Other troops are handling exterior security.”
Beverly slid a tight-fitting gray tank top down her curvy torso. Then she hiked a pair of black yoga pants over her curvy backside. Yoga pants were all the rage these days and with good reason. They were comfy, slimming, and could make even the biggest slouch look like a dedicated athlete.
But no one — I repeat, no one — wore them quite like Beverly Ginger.
She was, simply put, made for yoga pants and they, in turn, were made for her. They fit her curves perfectly, transforming her succulent body into something that was too good for this world. She was Beverly Ginger, athletic goddess, and it took all of my self-control not to grab hold of her right there on the spot.
She took a few seconds to smooth down her tank top. “Okay, I’m ready,” she said. “What’s this decision we have to make?”
“The president scheduled a press conference for 9:00 a.m.,” Graham replied. “He’s going to announce the new gold standard to the world and he’s hoping Cy here will be his honorary stooge.”
Ahh, yes. With everything that had happened, I’d nearly forgotten about the whole Chief Auditor thing.
Beverly looked at me. “You’re not doing it.”
I was inclined to agree. I had no desire to be a presidential puppet. But did I really have much choice in the matter? The president had made his position abundantly clear aboard Air Force One. I had to play ball if I wanted to get my hands on Justin’s military file as well as the files for the friends that had disappeared with him.
But did I really need them? Did I even need to know the truth about Justin Reed? It wouldn’t put food on my table or clothes on my back. And the person who stood to gain the most from the information — Dad — was no longer alive. Why not just let all of this go? Why not move on with my life?
I lowered my head as I burrowed deeper into my most private thoughts. Justin’s disappearance had undoubtedly shaped and molded Dad’s character and personality. Dad’s death, in turn, had a similar impact on me. His decision to commit suicide was a keystone moment in my life, one that had transformed me on every level. Even my initial foray into urban archaeology, at least on some level, had been a rebellion against his real estate business.
I thought about Dad destroying Manhattan’s skyline in order to find out what had happened to Justin. I thought about how he must’ve driven himself crazy in the process, crazy enough to commit the ultimate act of cowardice. There was no helping him now. But maybe, just maybe, knowing the truth about Justin would help me. Maybe it would help me, at long last, come to peace with Dad.
“I have to.” My mind turned to the photo of Justin I’d found on Milt’s desk. “There are answers here. And if we leave now, we’ll never get them.”
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“Cy!”
Dozens of heads spun in my direction as I strode into the room adjoining the vault. Flashes blazed as photographers captured the rather innocuous moment. Voices filled the air as reporters grabbed their microphones and began speaking in rapid-fire tones to large cameras.
“Yet another major surprise this morning as famed treasure hunter Cy Reed has just arrived on the scene,” a perky blonde reporter said breathlessly to her camera. “His presence adds numerous questions to a situation already brimming with them.”
She caught my eye. Dialing up the wattage, she offered me a brilliant smile. “Mr. Reed? May I have a few—”
“Thank you for your interest, Ms. Tate.” Donovan cut between me and her. “Unfortunately, Mr. Reed is required elsewhere at the moment. But he’ll be available for questions after the press conference.”
Grabbing my arm, Donovan dragged me toward the vault door. Meanwhile, reporters assailed me on all sides, shouting out a barrage of questions.
“Why are you here?”
“Mr. Reed, are you working for the administration?”
“Why did you miss the Explorers Society Awards Night? Is there any truth to the rumor that you were caught up in the riot at the time?”
Less than thirty-six hours had passed since I’d fought my way through a sea of Berserkers and police barricades. But at that moment, it seemed more like thirty-six days.
“Just ignore them,” Donovan said through gritted teeth. “Smile, wave, and ignore them.”
“Mr. Reed, could you please comment on the recent footage from the Manhattan riot?” a reporter called out. “Specifically, the multiple videos that purport to show you illegally taking charge of an NYPD water cannon and directing it at an array of Berserkers?”
“That was me, alright.” I grinned at the reporter. “Most fun I’ve had in weeks.”
A moment of stunned silence fell over the crowd. Then laughter rang out on all sides. Reporters and camera operators whooped and whistled their support.
“I told you to ignore them.” Tightening his grip, Donovan dragged me to the vault door. A couple of guards checked our credentials before stepping aside.
Donovan dragged us to compartment 3A. The door was open. President Walters and Ben stood inside the small space, chatting quietly.
They broke off their conversation as we entered the compartment. Lines crisscrossed their faces and dark bags hung from under their eyes. Even so, they managed to look fresh and excited.
“How’d you sleep?” President Walters asked.
“Like babies,” Graham replied. “It must’ve been the inflatable mattresses. Or maybe the itchy clothes. Or maybe even that government building smell. Glorious. Simply glorious.”
The president gave him a confused look. “Uh, I see.”
“Large crowd,” Beverly said, gesturing toward the adjoining room.
“Yes.” President Walters recovered quickly. “The reporters got here earlier than expected, so we’re trying to arrange a tour of the facilities for them.”
“When does the press conference begin?”
“9:00 a.m., sharp. It won’t last long. I’m going to lay down the economic reality in simple terms and then announce a series of executive orders reinstating the gold standard.” He looked at me. “Did you make up your mind about the auditor position?”
“I’m no auditor. But I suppose I could do some outside consulting if you get me the files I need.”
“Excellent.” The president grinned from ear to ear. “My speech writers have prepared some brief remarks for you to read. Nothing fancy, just—”
“I don’t give other people’s speeches.”
“I, uh…” He blinked. “It’s just that you don’t have much time to write one.”
“I’m not going to write it. I’m going to wing it.”
He chuckled nervously.
“You know, I’m sick and tired of your crap.” Donovan pushed his way past Beverly and Graham. “President Walters runs this show. If he tells you to dive headfirst off this building, you’d better do it.”
My mind flashed back to my childhood. To Dad’s suicidal leap. “Or what?” I asked. “I’ll be forced to sit next to you on the plane ride home?”
“You little—”
“It’s okay, Keith,” the president said. “He can say whatever he likes.”
Donovan’s eyes tightened. “Yes, sir.”
“Would you mind answering questions as well?” President Walters asked. “I think people will be interested in your thoughts on the new gold standard.”
“As long as I can speak my mind.”
He frowned, then nodded.
We talked logistics for several minutes. Then Donovan and the president left to get changed.
I walked across the compartment and stared at the wall of gold. Thanks to the overhead fixture, the individual bars glowed brightly.
I studied them for a long time, recalling how they’d been made from pre-1933 gold and copper coins. I didn’t know Justin’s birthdate. However, he’d been a grown man by the time he’d disappeared in 1949. So, it stood to reason he’d been born prior to 1933. In other words, he might’ve owned some of the coins in the compartment.
Ben, hands on hips, turned to face the wall of gold. “Crazy,” he remarked after a moment.
“What’s crazy?” I asked.
“All this gold sitting here, untouched and unaudited, for so many decades.” Shaking his head, he strode out of the compartment.
I hefted a bar into the air, feeling its softness and its heavy weight. Then I brought it close to my face and studied its surface.
Better safe than sorry.
“Hey Beverly,” I said. “Can you get me a small drill?”
“I’m sure I can scrounge one up.” She gave me a curious look. “Why?”
“It’s probably nothing.” I paused. “But it could be everything.”
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Halfway down the curving corridor, Ben saw an open compartment. He looked over both shoulders, confirming the area was clear. Then he veered inside it and shut the door behind him.
He stood in the darkness for a few moments, breathing softly and listening for footsteps. Hearing none, he flicked the wall switch. Light blazed forth from the overhead fixture, striking the bars and causing them to glitter in an overly-garish manner.
Ben pulled out his satphone and dialed up a familiar number.
“Hi, Pop,” Malware said, brightly. “How’s Fort Knox?”
“Busy. I trust you heard about the press conference?”
“Yes. It’s all over the news.”
“Has anyone figured out what’s going on yet?”
“Not even close. The media’s treating it as a publicity stunt. They keep referring to the WIN campaign, whatever that means.”
Ben knew exactly what it meant. WIN stood for Whip Inflation Now. Dating back to 1974, it consisted of a national voluntary price freeze, political summits, and other feel-good activities. Or more simply, it was President Ford’s attempt to stop inflation via the power of positive thinking.
Which, of course, meant it was a giant — albeit hilarious — failure.
At the time, supporters were encouraged to wear WIN lapel buttons. Although the buttons might not have whipped inflation, they did serve another purpose, namely as an impromptu personality test.
Anyone wearing a WIN button was a bona fide chump.
“WIN was from before your time. It was supposed to end inflation without actually stopping the inflation process.” Ben thought for a moment. “Apparently, the media expects the president to try to fix the economy with words rather than actions. You know, make a speech about how America is still good as gold or some other nonsense.”
Malware laughed. “They’re in for a shock.”
“A double shock, actually. I think it’s time for you to leak the truth to Bert Weaver. And make sure he puts Cy on stage for the big reveal.” Ben chuckled. “The question-and-answer session should be interesting.”
A few moments passed. “Done. Bert should have the text message any second now.”
“Excellent.” Ben paused. “Any luck with Capitalist Curtain?”
“My systems deciphered Justin’s handwriting. So, the bulk of the text is readable. Also, I think I’ve figured out his diagrams, so I’ve got a good idea how he made the dump trucks disappear.”
“I’m sensing a but in there somewhere.”
“I still don’t know how he made them reappear.” She exhaled. “Unfortunately, his notes only show the smoke and mirrors part. They say nothing about how he actually got the trucks out of the clearing.”
“But he did get them out, right?”
“I don’t see how. According to this, he used reinforced dump trucks. No way his crew could’ve driven them through the surrounding forest. Plus, Shrieker Tower is almost vertical. Driving up it would’ve been impossible. There was just one exit, a thin strip of grassland, and Milt was parked directly in front of it.”
Ben frowned. “Then where they’d go?”
“I think we have to consider the possibility they tricked everyone and never left the clearing. I don’t know how, but it’s the only thing that makes sense. And that’s not all.” Willow inhaled a sharp breath. “I’ve searched under every digital rock. After December 14, 1949, Justin and his crew ceased to exist. There are no photographs of them on the web, no copies of their handwriting in public or private databases, no unexplained gold transactions in the U.S. or otherwise.”
“I can’t imagine there are a lot of records from those days. Anyway maybe they were just extra careful.”
“Maybe. But what if something happened to them? What if they somehow hid the trucks underground and died in the process?”
Ben took a deep breath. She had a point, of course. Maybe Justin and his cohorts had pulled a fast one. Maybe they’d hidden the gold — and themselves — on that fateful day. And maybe, for some unknown reason, they’d never resurfaced. “What do you suggest?”
“I think we should send a team to scout the area. If the trucks are still there, we can evacuate them before anyone’s the wiser.”
“Can you get a team together in the next hour?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Then get them to Shrieker Tower, but keep them on a tight leash.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know if Cy has copies of the papers, but he’s definitely sniffing around. Once the truth about Fort Knox emerges, he just might connect the dots to Shrieker Tower.”
“Then I’ll have the perfect team ready to meet him.”
“It won’t be just him. Most likely, the U.S. Army would take control of the area. If that happens, your team will need a way to access the clearing.” Ben leaned his back against the compartment door. “How’s the Berserker movement in these parts?”
“Pretty strong.” Malware paused. “Why? You want me to stage another riot?”
“Only if Cy goes to Shrieker Tower.”
“That area is extremely remote. How am I supposed to get people there?”
“By dangling juicy bait. If Cy goes to Shrieker, it won’t be just him and the U.S. Army. Not when President Walters has so much at stake.”

Chapter 56

“How’s this?” Beverly extended a small mechanical drill in my direction.
I took it and examined the tip. “It’ll do.”
As she closed the compartment door, I approached the wall of gold. Sitting down, I picked out one of the lower bars and tried to shift it. Weighed down by other bars, it didn’t move at all.
Taking a deep breath, I turned on the drill. Then I touched the whirring edge to the bar. It started to churn through the soft gold.
Graham and Beverly knelt behind me. Quietly, they watched me work.
The drill jerked in my hand. The soft whirring noise grew louder, harsher. Holding the tool steady, I drilled for a few more seconds before turning it off.
The bar now featured a small hole. Looking into it, I saw gray metal.
“Gray?” Graham leaned forward. “Why’s the gold colored gray?”
I took a deep breath. “Because it’s not gold.”

Chapter 57

“That’s impossible.” Graham recoiled in surprise. “Look at the exterior. It’s definitely gold.”
Beverly’s eyes widened. “No, it’s just gold-plated.”
Gently, I prodded the gray metal. It was brittle and extremely hard. The gold plating, meanwhile, was soft and malleable.
Standing up, I grabbed one of the bars on top of the wall. It didn’t just look like gold. It felt like gold. The color was perfect. Its texture was spot on.
Gently, I banged the bar against the floor. A dull ringing noise filled the air. It even sounded like gold.
But most curiously, its weight was at least a rough match of what I would’ve expected it to weigh. Gold was a dense material, weighing in at 19.281 grams per cubic centimeter. In contrast, lead was a mere 11.343 grams per cubic centimeter. Only a few materials could match gold’s density and most of them were extremely expensive.
“Tungsten,” I said after a moment. “It’s a tungsten slug, covered with gold plating.”
“You’re sure?” Graham asked.
“Almost positive. Tungsten’s density is 19.254 grams per cubic centimeter, which is almost identical to that of gold. Plus, it’s plentiful and cheap. If you wanted to replace a gold bar, a gold-plated tungsten slug would do the trick.”
“The density difference would still give it away,” Graham said.
“Not necessarily. Measuring density for heavy objects can be tricky and defects in the material can render the measurements useless.” Beverly looked thoughtful. “Plus, gold-plated tungsten would pass chemical tests and as long as the plating was thick enough, say one-sixteenth of an inch, it would pass an x-ray test as well.”
“Okay, so it’s not just a fake. It’s a damn good fake.” Graham glanced at the wall of bars. A look of dark amusement crossed his visage. “And something tells me it isn’t the only one.”
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“I drilled fifty-nine bars in four separate compartments,” Beverly whispered. “Three compartments in Vault A, one in Vault B. They were all the same, tungsten slugs plated with either pure gold or a copper-gold mixture.”
“Let’s see.” I tapped my jaw. “That makes 164 bars from fourteen separate compartments. Eight compartments in Vault A, six in Vault B. And every last bar was a fake.”
We stood in a small circle in 3A, backed by a wall of phony gold on one side and the metal door on the other one.
“Fort Knox might as well be empty.” Graham frowned. “That must be why Milt fought so hard to keep us outside.”
Beverly gave him a curious look. “You think he knew about this?”
“Cruzer said he’d been here since the 1940s. How could he not know?”
“Good point. I wonder what happened to the real stuff.”
Puzzle pieces formed together inside my head. “Project Capitalist Curtain.”
They both looked at me. “What?” Graham asked.
“The idea behind Project Capitalist Curtain was to buy a bunch of colonies from their war-stricken owners. But the purchase never happened.” I glanced at the gold. Everything was coming into focus now. “What if the funds for that purchase were supposed to come from this depository?”
“That would make sense,” Beverly said. “Gold reserves peaked around that time, right?”
“Right.” I could feel the connections flowing faster and faster. Some things remained cloudy, but I was beginning to see how Milt, Justin, and everything else fit into the picture. “What time is it?”
Beverly shrugged. “I’m not sure, but when I came in here, it looked like the press conference was about to begin.”
My gaze tightened. “Are you sure?”
She nodded. “Why?”
“Because the president is about to announce a gold standard based on fake gold.” I ran to the door, thrust it open, and darted into the corridor. I sprinted all the way to the end before a couple of soldiers stepped in front of me.
“This room is off-limits,” one of them said. “Until the press conference is over.”
“I need to talk to the president,” I said.
“It’ll have to wait.”
I felt a presence behind me. Spinning around, I saw Ben. “What are you doing here?”
“Touring the compartments,” he replied.
Standing on my tiptoes, I saw Donovan a short ways away. “Keith,” I hissed. “Over here.”
He shot me a disapproving look. “Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you for the last hour.”
“Never mind that. Tell the president I need to speak to him.”
Nearby reporters, hearing my frantic whispers, gave me curious looks.
“Forget it,” Donovan replied. “I’m sick of your games.”
“This isn’t a game…” I trailed off as he turned away and hiked to the president’s side. He shook the president’s hand and gave me a sly look.
The president broke off the handshake and stepped to the podium. Striking a strong pose, he opened his mouth…
… and began to speak.
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“For centuries, the United States of America has led the world in terms of innovation and the adoption of bold, new ideas.” President Walters paused to fix a steely eye on the now-quiet media. “But unfortunately, new ideas don’t always work out. And when that happens, it’s imperative that we remain flexible, that we reevaluate our position.”
Situated just inside the vault door, I had an excellent view of things. The president looked tall and powerful atop his elevated platform. His attire, dark blue pants along with a matching sport coat over an unbuttoned white dress shirt, gave off a distinct vibe. Like he wasn’t just the president but rather, a regular guy you might catch a drink with after work.
The media, meanwhile, had undergone a rapid transformation. When the president first walked into the room, many of them had shared knowing looks as if to say, Forget the speech… show us the gold, already. For them, the real star of the press conference was the U.S. Bullion Depository. Only a handful of people had ever entered its doors, making this particular visit an exciting experience for the normally-jaded press corps.
The president’s speech, in contrast, seemed like an afterthought. A desperate publicity stunt designed to drive increased consumer confidence. But that idea ended the second the president opened his mouth.
President Walters had waited for this moment and he took full advantage of it. He spoke with distinct purpose and his voice thundered with authority. It was apparent to everyone in attendance that something important — something historic — was about to happen.
“In 1971, the U.S. government forged new ground when it adopted a series of economic policies that ultimately turned the U.S. dollar into a pure fiat currency,” the president continued. “The result, I’m sad to say, has been decades of economic turmoil, broken budgets, and runaway inflation. That ends now. Tomorrow, several executive orders will go into effect that will put this great land of ours back on track. Tomorrow, we begin America’s transition back to greatness. Tomorrow, we install the system that turned this country into the most powerful nation on Earth.” The president paused. His jaw firmed up and he spoke in perfect enunciation. “Tomorrow, we return to the gold standard.”
The room exploded into shouts and questions. At the same time, a strong undercurrent of whispers ran through the room as reporters discussed the announcement and what it would mean for the average person as well as for the government as a whole.
And through it all, President Walters stared out over the crowd, basking in the frenzied excitement. His face was impassive, but there was a determined set to his jaw.
Ben cleared his throat. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
I glanced at him. “What’s beautiful?”
“The spoken word.” He gestured at the president. “And it’s a joy to hear it coming from the mouth of a true master. Wade Walters is undoubtedly the finest speaker of this age.”
I forced a chuckle. “All he needs is someone to tell him what to say.”
A small smile creased Ben’s lips.
“The timing of this announcement is no accident.” The president’s voice rose above the crowd and instantly, silence fell over the room. “I’ve always tried to be a straight shooter and today is no different. The truth is this… the American economy is in desperate peril. Reinstating the gold standard is our best — and only — chance to avoid disaster.”
For the next few minutes, President Walters described the coming stagflation and the destruction it would wreck upon the American economy. He discussed the impossibility of battling it with normal strategies, given America’s enormous debt load. He explained how he would implement major spending cuts and new taxes on Monday morning. And finally, he told everyone how his gold standard would save America from future deficits. By the time, he was done his message was loud and clear. Stagflation was imminent and nothing short of a gold standard would stop it.
The press watched and recorded his speech in silence, their eyes widened with absolute shock. When it was time for questions, reporters exploded out of their seats. Screaming and waving their hands, they looked like a classroom full of teacher’s pets.
The president took a couple of questions, handling them with ease. Then he pointed at a tall, droopy man in the second row. The man stepped forward. “Mr. President, when was Fort Knox’s last official audit?”
“Hello, Bert. To answer your question, the last official audit occurred in 1953. It was done by staff members and only a small percentage of gold was actually tested.”
“So, how can we be sure the gold is real, Mr. President?”
My brow cinched tight.
President Walters plastered a smile across his face. “I can assure you it’s 100 percent real. Now, next—”
“Would you be willing to show us a couple of bars, Mr. President? And submit them to testing as well?”
There was no way this was an innocent line of questioning. Somehow the reporter knew about the fake bars. But how?
Malware.
More puzzle pieces slid into place. In order to fund Project Capitalist Curtain, a large amount of gold had been removed from the depository. Justin and his crew had been involved with its transportation. They’d vanished during the process. Did the gold disappear with them? Yes, that had to be it. It explained the fake bars as well as why Project Capitalist Curtain never came to fruition.
But what was Malware’s motive in all this? If she was after the gold, why tip off the reporter?
The president frowned. “You mean right now?”
“Yes, sir. I noticed the famous treasure hunter Cy Reed is on the premises. Perhaps he could lend us his expertise for a couple of minutes.”
“That’s a fine idea.” President Walters twisted his neck until he saw me. “Mr. Reed, could you join me, please?”
Heads swiveled in my direction. My cheeks grow hot.
How do you get yourself into these situations?
“Get up there, you dolt,” Donovan whispered.
I couldn’t see a way out of the situation. The soldiers stepped aside and with great trepidation, I strode to the podium. As I shook President Walters’ outstretched hand, I spoke quietly through clenched teeth. “We need to talk.”
“We will. Later.” President Walters nodded at Donovan. Donovan nodded back. Then he slipped past the guards and entered one of the compartments. When he reemerged, he carried a gleaming bar in his hands.
A couple of soldiers appeared with a sturdy table. They placed it onto the elevated platform and Donovan put the bar on the table.
“Now, Mr. Reed.” The president gave me a wide smile. “What’s your expert opinion? Is it real? Or fake?”
I stared at him, hoping he’d see something in my eyes. But alas, he was too busy hamming it up for the cameras.
I walked to the table and gave the bar a good look. From the outside, it looked like gold. But I had a sneaking suspicion its interior was a different matter altogether. “Perhaps this should wait,” I said. “In order to do a thorough job, I’d have to submit it to tests. Density, x-rays, drilling…”
“Nonsense. This is the perfect time. Why don’t you start with a quick drilling?” The president winked at the reporters. “We’ve got to make sure it’s not hollow, right?”
As the reporters tittered, more soldiers came forward, equipped with tools, clamps, and drills. Before long, the table was bolted to the platform and the bar was clamped into place.
President Walters took one of the drills and with a flourish, tried to hand it to me.
I shook my head.
“Here,” he said, extending the drill for a second time.
“I can’t,” I said through gritted teeth.
“You’re right,” he said thoughtfully. “I should do it.”
Approaching the table, he placed the drill against the bar’s exterior. It whirred for a couple of seconds and he pulled it away, leaving behind a tiny indentation. I was relieved to see only gold at the bottom of it. Maybe this bar wasn’t like the other ones.
“Not bad.” The president flashed a grin at the audience. “But we can go deeper than that.”
He resumed drilling. A few seconds later, the mechanical device jolted in his hands. The whirring changed to light crunching and with a deep frown he stepped back a few feet. “What the hell?”
The reporters and camera operators, slightly confused, leaned forward. For a couple of seconds, there was blissful silence. And then Bert, the reporter who’d started this whole mess, roared with laughter.
“That’s not gold,” he shouted. “It’s a fake.”
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Instantly, reporters jumped in front of their respective cameras. A variety of voices, all alarmed, rang out.
“A shocking discovery as President Wade Walters discovers the presence of a fake gold bar within Fort Knox’s hallowed walls,” a bubbly brunette called out.
“President Walter’s plan to reinstate the gold standard just received a major setback,” shouted a male reporter in the gravest tone imaginable.
“With America’s gold supply in question and stagflation looming on the horizon,” a second male reporter said, “the future of this country’s economy is now very much up in the air.”
With initial statements out of the way, reporters shouted questions at the president. Others grabbed their camera operators and raced toward the vault door. Soldiers closed ranks, blocking their path. The reporters responded by rising to their tiptoes and shouting questions at anyone who would listen.
Including me.
“Mr. Reed, would you please comment on what we just saw?”
“How much of the gold do you believe to be fake, Mr. Reed? All of it? Or just a significant portion?”
“Mr. Reed, how will this impact the president’s plan to reinstate the gold standard?”
Looking above the chattering heads, I saw President Walters being escorted out of the room by K.J. and several soldiers.
Someone yanked my arm. Whirling around, I saw Keith Donovan. His face was white and his eyes were as wide as coasters. “What have you done?” he whispered.
Seconds later, a surge of reporters pushed into us, separating us from each other. Donovan tried to flee, only to be surrounded by still more reporters.
Chaos was breaking out and the people in charge clearly had no idea how to stop it. So, I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Everyone, I need your attention.”
A few reporters heard me over the ruckus and shut their mouths. Others caught the drift and before long, the room was largely silent.
“There will be time for questions,” I continued. “But for now, I need you to vacate this room. Please head to the main lobby until further notice.”
The reporters and camera operators looked at me, then at each other. There were a few grumbles, but they gathered up their belongings and went outside anyway. Cruzer sent some of his officers to sit with them and then closed the doors and locked them tight.
A short while later, President Walters and his entourage returned to the room. The president made a beeline toward me. “Did you know about that bar?” he shouted. “Is that why you wouldn’t help me?”
I stood my ground. “I tried to stop you.”
He winced. “I guess you did. But how’d you know?”
“We did some drilling of our own before the press conference.” I shrugged. “I told Keith to stall you, but he wouldn’t listen.”
Donovan clenched his fists. “Don’t blame your failure on me.”
“I’m not. I’m blaming your failure on you.”
President Walters walked to the platform. Bending down, he studied the gold bar. “What am I looking at here?”
“It’s a tungsten slug,” Beverly replied. “Plated over with gold.”
“It looked so real.”
“It would’ve fooled most experts.” I glanced at Cruzer. “When was the last time someone put these bars under a microscope?”
He looked uncomfortable.
“Surely, you did unofficial audits,” Donovan said. “A typical government facility would, at the very least, subject each bar to a thorough annual inspection.”
“Yeah, right.” Graham grinned. “A typical government facility would blow its budget before it even started inspections.”
Donovan gave him a nasty look.
“We conducted bar counts, but not unofficial audits,” Cruzer said. “As I mentioned before, Officer Stevens preferred to keep contact with the gold to a bare minimum.”
Beverly gave me a knowing look. “Why am I not surprised?”
I nodded. It fit perfectly with the scenario in my head. Officer Stevens had brought in Justin and others to transport the gold out of Fort Knox in order to complete the Capitalist Curtain purchases. He and the other bureaucrats probably thought they’d be lauded as heroes once news went public.
But Justin and the others had vanished with the gold. And just like that, the bureaucrats were forced into cover-up mode. Officials quietly cancelled the transactions. Meanwhile, Officer Stevens was tasked with the unenviable responsibility of making it look like the gold had never left the depository. So, he created fake bars to replace the real ones and then spent the rest of his career — and life — making sure no one ever got too close to them.
“Sir.” Donovan stepped forward. “We need to put a lid on this situation. I’d like to suggest we confiscate all cameras and other recording devices. Footage from the press conference should be summarily erased. Also, we should consider detaining the media members until further notice.”
“Why not just trump up some charges and throw them in jail while you’re at it?” Graham asked.
Graham had laid the sarcasm on pretty thick, but Donovan still managed to miss it. “I’d like to,” he replied earnestly, “but it might not go over well with the public.”
Graham could only shake his head.
“The press conference was live.” The president sighed. “The whole world saw that fake gold bar. There’s no use pretending otherwise.”
“Maybe we can say it was a mistake,” Donovan suggested. “Or a joke gone wrong.”
“How? By drilling more fake bars?” He glanced at us. “Are any of the bars real?”
“Let’s put it this way,” Beverly replied. “We haven’t found one yet.”
“So, what are we supposed to do?” Donovan asked. “Wait around while the press crucifies us?”
“No, we need to make a statement. Go to the lobby and inform everyone I’ll be addressing the issue shortly.”
“Are you sure you want to do that, Mr. President? I’d be more than happy to address the media on your behalf.”
“No, it should be me.”
As Donovan hurried away, the president squeezed his hands into fists. “Unbelievable. How am I supposed to implement a gold standard without any gold?”
My first thought was to raid the West Point and Denver depositories. But then I recalled him saying how they’d already been emptied due to some international banks no longer accepting the U.S. dollar.
“What a disaster.” The president inhaled a sharp breath. “What am I supposed to do now? Go on TV and tell the world I was just kidding? That Fort Knox might be empty but don’t worry, it’s all going to work out anyway? They’ll never believe me. Come Monday morning, it’s over. People will make a run on their banks. Prices will skyrocket and the economy will dip into depression. America, as we know her, will die.”
“So, declare an emergency holiday,” Graham said. “Like President Roosevelt did during the Great Depression.”
He shook his head. “That will just delay the inevitable.”
Donovan returned and an argument broke out. Potential solutions were kicked around and discarded. And through it all, one thing remained clear to me. President Walters had a big problem on his hands.
And he couldn’t solve it alone.
“Where are my files?” I asked.
Donovan stared at me. “What files?”
“The ones you promised me.”
“Are you serious? You know, I should—”
“Just give him the files,” the president said quietly.
Donovan’s lip curled. But he nodded anyway. “Yes, sir.”
He left the room. When he returned, he carried a small stack of folders. He dumped them in my hands and then joined the others.
The files were all marked classified. I thumbed open the top one and saw a picture of Justin Reed staring back at me. Quickly, I leafed through the rest of it, catching glimpses of the phrases set designer and 23rd Headquarters Special Troops in the process.
In addition to Justin’s file, I’d also requested files for three other people. They — Ross Howser, Chris Hatcher, and Dan Rellman — had been with my grandfather when he’d supposedly vanished in the Appalachian Mountains. There were other people as well, but those three were the only ones I could remember.
Tucking the files under my arm, I strode to the locked door.
Donovan growled. “Where do you think you’re going?”
I ignored him. Moments later, Cruzer met me at the door. He gave me a puzzled look but opened it anyway. Stepping forward, I entered the connecting hallway.
“What a coward.” Donovan snorted. “First sign of trouble and he’s out the door.”
Graham laughed.
“You should be laughing at him, not me. The guy’s a total dud.”
“Shows what you know. I’ll bet he’s already got a plan to fix this.”
“Yeah? Well—” The door closed behind me and the voices fell silent.
Walking quickly, I made my way back to the main lobby. The entire way, I thought about Justin Reed and Milt Stevens. About Malware, the Capitalist Curtain, and Fort Knox’s missing gold.
Graham was right. I had a plan to fix things.
And the first step was finding out what had happened to Fort Knox’s gold.

Chapter 61

A short while later, I strode into Milt’s office with the Capitalist Curtain papers, the picture of Justin, and the classified file folders clutched firmly in my hands.
I closed the door, blocking out the sounds of the reporters and camera operators gathered in the lobby. Then I walked to the desk. I searched the other drawers, eventually finding a small leather-bound journal.
I sat in one of the guest chairs, propped my legs up on the desk, and began to study the items.
An hour passed without interruption. Then I heard faint footsteps and voices. The door creaked open. Twisting my neck, I watched Beverly and Graham stride into the room.
“Don’t blame me,” Beverly said. “It’s not my fault this place is gold-free.”
“Just do some more drilling,” Donovan pleaded as he followed her into the office. “Maybe the gold is—”
“The gold is gone, Keith.” Graham spun around. “Get it through your thick skull already.”
Ben, President Walters, and K.J. walked into the room. While the others took up position around the office, the president strode toward me.
“What a day.” The air seemed to vacate his body as he sagged into one of the other guest chairs. “How could this happen?”
I looked into his eyes. “I think I can answer that.”
He arched an eyebrow. The others gathered around to listen.
For the next ten minutes, I laid it all out on the table. I told them about Malware, Justin’s safe deposit box, Project Capitalist Curtain, and my theory about Fort Knox’s missing gold.
“You think your grandfather took the gold?” the president asked when I was finished.
“At the very least, he knew about it.” I held up the Capitalist Curtain papers for all to see. “These were the notes Malware wanted so badly. The handwriting’s hard to read, but from what I can tell they seem to describe the project in some detail as well as how payment was to be delivered.”
The president frowned. “But how’d he get involved in the first place? Did he work here?”
“No. Let me back up a second.” I held up the leather-bound book. “This is Milt’s diary. Apparently, he faced two problems in 1949. First, he’d agreed to provide gold for Project Capitalist Curtain, but he needed to keep the transfer a secret from his peers. And second, moving a lot of gold is no easy task. Justin and his friends appear to have been engineers of some kind. I’m not sure how they knew Milt, but he hired them to fabricate ten reinforced dump trucks capable of carrying the gold. They were also responsible for driving the vehicles to a drop-off point. According to Milt, the trucks left this facility in complete secrecy on December 14, 1949. They drove to an isolated place called Shrieker Tower in the Appalachians, where they planned to rendezvous with the U.S. Army. At that point, the Army would take charge of the gold.”
“What went wrong?” Beverly asked.
“The transfer area consisted of a large clearing next to a steep rock face. Thick forest surrounded the clearing. The only way to access it was via a thin grassy road.” I paused. “The trucks reached the clearing early and parked in front of the rock face. Milt, driving alone, took up position at the head of the grass road to wait for the Army. Then a cloud of smoke shot into the clearing. Milt turned around. And do you know what he saw?”
“What?”
“Nothing, not even a single tire track.” I stared at the old diary for a moment. “The fleet, the gold, my grandfather, and his crew had vanished.”

Chapter 62

“Impossible.” President Walters shook his head. “Ten trucks don’t just vanish. They had to go somewhere.”
“Milt claims the Army searched the area for days. But they never found so much as a trace of Justin or his crew.”
President Walters took hold of the photograph. His face scrunched up as he tried to process the new information. “So, this is one of the trucks?”
I nodded. “Plus, my grandfather and his crew.”
Ben frowned. “I’m amazed this story never leaked to the public.”
“Milt talks a little about that in later entries,” I said. “It seems that President Truman ordered a cover-up. Foreign leaders, along with U.S. Army officials, were sworn to secrecy. Same with Milt who was, of course, given the task of replacing the lost gold.”
“So, he was by himself when the gold went missing.” Beverly shook her head. “That must’ve been fun to explain.”
“Actually, the U.S. Army arrived first. They saw the trucks in the clearing right before the smoke appeared.”
“Still, I can’t believe he kept his job. You’d think losing ten truckloads of gold bars would get a guy fired.”
“Not in a government job,” Graham quipped.
“I think I can explain that,” Ben said. “Remember, the dollar was still attached to gold in 1949. If word got out about about any of this, it would’ve brought down the entire Bretton Woods system.”
“Do we know how much gold was in those trucks?” the president asked.
“Milt isn’t clear on that matter,” I replied. “But I did see the number 4,500 written a few times in the margins.”
“And how much gold does this place supposedly hold again?”
“Officially, 4,583 metric tons of gold.”
“That can’t be a coincidence.”
“It’s probably not,” I replied. “I’m guessing roughly 4,500 metric tons of gold were lost when the trucks disappeared. Some gold was left behind and later, used to plate the tungsten slugs. Together, it adds up to 4,583 metric tons.”
“4,500 metric tons in ten trucks.” President Walters stared at the photo. “So, each truck had to carry about 450 tons of gold. That’s a lot of cargo.”
“The biggest haul trucks today manage 400 to 500 tons.” I shrugged. “Justin’s dump trucks must’ve been a few decades ahead of their time.”
The president nodded. “Regardless, it seems that every gold bar in here is most likely a fake.”
A look of realization came over Ben’s face. “That explains why Nixon closed the gold window so abruptly.”
I nodded. “Milt’s entries indicate he became increasingly anxious as Fort Knox’s real gold was drained away. In 1971, he mentions a series of phone conversations with President Nixon. I imagine he told Nixon that Fort Knox would be handing out fake bars before long. So, Nixon sealed off the depository and took the U.S. off the gold standard.”
“Ever since then, the Fort Knox depository has been protecting nothing but tungsten.” Graham chuckled. “Ain’t that rich?”
“No wonder Milt went to war to keep us out of here. Imagine being known as the guy who lost 4,500 metric tons of gold.” Leaning his head back, President Walters stared at the ceiling. “Well, that’s that. The gold’s long gone by now.”
“Maybe not,” I replied.
He gave me a look of pure disbelief. “I know he’s your relative, but don’t kid yourself. All the facts are there. He abandoned his family, took the gold, and disappeared, probably to some island paradise.”
“We have to try,” Beverly said. “You said it yourself… without Fort Knox’s gold, our economy is finished.”
“But how?” He sighed. “If no one found it back then, how are we supposed to do it now?”
“By doing what every detective does when investigating a cold case,” I replied. “We return to the scene of the crime.”

Chapter 63

“Shrieker Tower is dead ahead,” Chief Warrant Officer Sheila Price announced from her seat inside the cockpit. “We’ll be on the ground in five.”
Our transport vehicle, a UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter, shifted a few feet to to the right. Glancing out the front window, I saw a thin grassy road cutting through thick forest. After a short distance, the road widened into a large circular clearing. A mesa, known locally as Shrieker Tower, stood on the opposite side of the clearing, framed by picturesque mountains. Its summit was well over one thousand feet above ground level. Thousands of parallel furrows ran the length of its walls, dividing them into hexagonal-shaped columns. Thick vines, covered with big green leaves, poured down the steep cliffs like waterfalls.
The clearing had been cordoned off and a ring of trucks and armed soldiers rested on its outskirts. An ever-changing maze of vehicles, soldiers, portable lights, cranes, modular buildings, and dump trucks rested in a separate clearing, connected to the first one by the same grass road.
“That’s quite a set-up,” I said into my headset.
“We don’t mess around,” Price replied. She was a tall woman with beautiful brown skin and black hair pulled back into a bun. Clearly soft-spoken, she’d said maybe fifty words total to us ever since we’d met her at Fort Knox’s Godman Army Airfield. “Say, if it’s not too much trouble, could I get a picture with you after we set down?”
I frowned. “Me?”
“My kid’s a huge fan of yours.”
“Well, we’re a little short on—”
“Yes, he’ll do it.” Beverly shot me a dirty look. “Come find us after this is over.”
She beamed like the sun. “Will do.”
Graham studied the clearing in front of Shrieker Tower. Over a dozen soldiers occupied the area, pushing wheeled devices across the grass. “I should’ve brought Emma,” he said mournfully.
Like all of Graham’s inventions, Emma was named after one of his old flames. He must’ve been fond of her, because she was one stylish piece of machinery. She was box-shaped, only with sleek, sexy lines. Her metallic exterior, colored silver, gleamed brightly even in the dimmest of light. All told, she looked like she belonged on some big-budget TV show about archaeology rather than at an actual dig site.
“Those machines can cover more ground,” I pointed out.
“Yeah, but they can’t get close to Emma’s depth.”
I didn’t doubt it. Emma was more than just a good looking machine. She was a high-powered ground penetrating radar device and far superior to anything else on the market. Graham could’ve made a fortune by mass-producing her and selling duplicates to universities and militaries around the world. But that wasn’t his style. He didn’t care for mass production. He was a true artist, only with a screwdriver instead of a paintbrush.
My eyes locked on to the mesa. “One moment, the trucks were parked in that clearing. The next, they were gone.”
“And the trucks were huge,” Beverly added. “So, there’s no way they drove through a gap in the trees.”
“That’s not all. According to Milt’s notes, there were no engine sounds. Just a loud whoosh of air. And there were no tire tracks either, even though the ground was covered with snow that day.”
“So, they didn’t drive anywhere.” She frowned. “So, how’d they get out of the clearing?”
“There’s always the mesa,” Graham said.
Beverly arched an eyebrow. “You think they drove through solid rock?”
“No. But they could’ve gone over it.”
The mesa’s walls sloped slightly inward, but they might as well have been perpendicular to the ground. There was no way a bunch of trucks could’ve driven up its steep sides.
“Milt mentioned a blizzard that night. Plus, he was positioned a good distance away from the trucks, waiting for the Army to arrive. And finally, the trucks arrived at least an hour early. So, it was difficult to see, Milt was far away, and Justin’s crew had plenty of time to themselves.” He shrugged. “So, maybe Justin installed hidden rotors on each truck. Then they tossed some smoke bombs and took off.”
Beverly laughed. “With 4,500 tons of gold between them?”
“Do you have a better idea?” He paused. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Anyway flight would explain the lack of tire tracks.”
Beverly gave me a look. “You’re not taking this seriously, are you?”
I couldn’t picture a bunch of super-heavy trucks taking to the air. Then again, I couldn’t imagine them disappearing either. Most likely, the U.S. Army had looked under every logical rock back in 1949. So, maybe it was time to start looking under some illogical ones.
“Officer Price,” I said. “Can you take us to the summit?”
“You’re joking, right?” Twisting her head around, she studied my visage. “Good God, you’re serious.”
I smiled.
“You’re as crazy as they say. Well, two can play at that game.” Price called out over her radio and after a brief argument, received permission to fly us to the summit.
The evening sky, backlit by the setting sun, burned like a blazing inferno. Light gave ground as darkness stretched toward us.
Minutes later, Price descended upon the mesa, setting us down on a small patch of flat rock. As she cut the engine, she gave us a look. “Don’t fall. I mean it. My kid would never forgive me if I got you killed.”
I shot her a mock salute and unbuckled my seatbelt. After opening the sliding door, I stepped outside. A quiet breeze drifted past me, rustling pebbles at my feet. A chorus of distant crickets chirped in perfect harmony. Inhaling deeply, I smelled leaves and fresh mountain air.
The wind picked up. I squinted as tiny particles of dirt whipped into my face. Above the sound of rushing air, I heard a high-pitched shrieking noise. It seemed to come from the mesa itself and didn’t fade away until the wind started to die down.
Beverly hopped out of the helicopter. “Well, I guess we know how Shrieker Tower got its name.”
Twisting around, I faced the summit. A small forest lay before us atop a bed of hard-packed dirt. Left to its own devices, nature had flourished over the years to the extent allowed by geography.
The trees, covered by flaky gray bark, were separated by no more than a foot or two apiece. It was Mother Nature’s version of Manhattan, with things packed so tight one could scarcely breathe. The individual trees weren’t especially tall and I estimated the canopy at twenty to thirty feet. Still, their very existence indicated the presence of water along with fertile soil.
I took a few steps toward the forest. The ground dipped and I realized the summit was bowl-shaped. Ahh, that explained the water. Most likely, the trees survived on rain that collected in the area.
“I’m getting too old for this,” Graham groused as he slid out of the helicopter.
“Age is just a number,” I replied.
“I’ll trade my number for yours.”
“Pass.”
I walked to the edge of the forest. Leaves bristled above me. But instead of reaching toward the dying sunshine, they seemed to stretch backward, grasping at the growing tentacles of darkness. Other leaves were piled up between trees, partially covering thick, gnarled roots.
Soft rustling noises filled my ears. Turning my head, I saw a medium-sized critter racing along the ground. Seconds later, it darted into a hole.
“A chipmunk?” Graham scratched his chin. “How the hell did it get up here?”
“Well, it didn’t fall from the sky,” I said. “It must’ve climbed the mesa.”
“Those walls are way too steep to climb. And by the way, aren’t there stories of fish and other animals falling from the sky?”
“Okay, new theory.” I thought for a second. “Either it climbed the mesa or it fell from the sky.”
“You can’t have it both ways.”
I grinned. “I just did.”
Beverly rolled her eyes. “Age is definitely just a number. Because both of you are children.”
Chuckling, I pulled my machete from its sheath. “This is a long shot, but let’s do it right. Look for trash, old fire pits, evidence of a campsite, any sign of life really.”
We spread out and eased our way into the forest. The close-knit trees gave the summit a cramped feeling. But from my time in the helicopter, I knew it was deceptively large.
Using my machete, I hacked a path through the dense foliage. Occasionally, I heard rustling and skittering noises, along with that horrid shrieking.
The forest thinned a bit and I caught a glimpse of twin lines of weathered balls of dirt. Kneeling down, I shifted some leaves and saw more balls. They were overgrown with weeds and grass.
Picking up a stick, I scratched one of the balls. Discolored stone appeared before my eyes. Looking at the other balls, I realized they were also stones. Individually, they were nothing special. But together, they took on great importance.
“Well, how about that?” I muttered softly. “It’s a trail.”
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Heart racing, I grasped one of the stones. Its edges gleamed in the waning daylight that managed to fight its way through the canopy. The color was right and for a moment, I wondered if I’d stumbled upon a hunk of Fort Knox’s lost gold. But the weight was off and the stone emitted a peculiar garlic odor.
I returned it to the ground. Then I walked between the twin lines of stones, using my machete to cut through overgrown bushes along the way.
Darkness continued to fall as I pushed deeper into the forest. After a short walk, I pulled to a halt. Graham stood off to my left, Beverly to my right. Their eyes were fixed on the same thing that had caught my attention.
A stone platform stood fifty feet away, covered with leafy green plants and moss. It was about twenty feet long and stood just a foot or so beneath the canopy. On one side of the platform, I saw steps carved out of the rock.
“An ancient ruin,” Beverly said softly. “Centuries old from the looks of it.”
I eyed the platform. It looked like an altar, possibly one used for ceremonial sacrifices. If so, that could explain a few other things about the summit as well. The trees and plants might be descendants of an ancient garden. And the chipmunk we’d seen could be a descendent of a creature that had been brought to the summit many years earlier.
“I wonder who built it,” Beverly said. “And how they got up here in the first place.”
“Maybe they scaled the walls,” Graham suggested. “As part of a race. Plenty of ancient cultures pitted their warriors against each other in order to determine tribal leadership.”
I nodded. “Like the Birdman cult on Easter Island.”
“Exactly.”
Silently, we approached the platform. A closer look revealed it was made from the same garlic-scented material that had been used to construct the pathway.
Swiftly, I scaled the carved steps to the top of the vine-covered platform. The view of the surrounding mountains and forests and waterways, although partially obscured by foliage and darkness, was fantastic.
Glancing down, I noticed strange markings on the platform. Clearing away some vines with my machete, I caught a glimpse of rudimentary pictures. They were carved deep into the stone, yet still had a hurried look about them.
Graham and Beverly joined me on the platform. Graham took a small flashlight out of his pocket and aimed its beam at the images.
The first one showed tiny figures surrounding a giant object, which I took to be the mesa. Other figures seemed to be walking toward it from great distances. Meanwhile, a lone figure stood atop the mesa, looking down on everyone.
The second image caused my brow to knot up. The same figures still surrounded the mesa. But they clutched their throats and appeared to be in great pain.
“What’s that third one?” Graham bent down to get a closer look.
“It’s a bunch of dead bodies, piled up around the mesa.” Beverly glanced back at the first image. “This must’ve been a pilgrimage spot for ancient Native Americans.”
“Yeah,” I replied. “Until it killed them.”
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Dirt kicked up as the helicopter settled into the secondary clearing. Looking around, I saw construction workers, half-finished modular buildings, armored cars, dump trucks, and helicopters.
“I need to check in with my C.O.” Price shot me a look. “After that, you owe me a picture.”
“Well, we’re going to be busy for awhile and—”
Beverly clamped her hand over my mouth. “He can’t wait,” she replied with a smile.
Practically glowing, Price turned back to the controls.
I slid the door open and climbed out of the helicopter. Before my feet hit the ground, a voice rang out from behind me.
“They’re waiting for you in Owl-One.”
I helped Graham and Beverly out of the cabin. Then I whirled around and laid eyes on Corporal Wendell. “Nice to see you, too.”
Grinning widely, he led us on a winding path through modular buildings in various stages of construction, vehicles, soldiers, and all sorts of equipment.
“What’s with those trucks?” Graham asked as we strode past a pair of dump trucks.
“Those are modified dump trucks,” Corporal Wendell replied. “It’s my understanding they’ll be used to transport dirt and rubble from the area in the event we need to dig. But more importantly, they’ll be used to carry any gold we find back to Fort Knox.”
We kept walking until at last, we reached a long, skinny two-story modular building, well-guarded by soldiers.
We passed through several security checks and were stripped of our gear and weapons in the process. Then we marched up a short staircase. After another security check, two soldiers waved us through a metal door.
We entered a central hallway, guarded by yet more soldiers. Men and women, some in military gear and others in business casual clothing, filled the hall. Overhead fixtures cast harsh light on them as they crisscrossed the thin area, constantly flowing from door to door.
Corporal Wendell led us up a flight of stairs to the second floor. Then we walked down a hallway, far less crowded than its first floor counterpart. After another security check, we entered a small conference room.
President Walters, seated on the far end of a long table, glanced up. A frown creased his distinguished visage. “We’ve been waiting for you,” he said.
“We took a little detour. Of course, that was the easy part.” I slid a chair to the opposite end of the table and sat down. Beverly took the chair to my right. “The hard part was getting through your security.”
K.J., seated to the president’s left, narrowed his eyes. “I assure you it’s absolutely necessary.”
“Like this mini-city of yours?” Graham took the seat to my left. “Haven’t you guys ever heard of the word, discretion?”
“Unfortunately, we’re past the point of discretion. We need to find that gold and fast.” The president sat back and steepled his fingers in front of his face. “But first, we’ve got some news.”
Beverly cocked her head. “Good news?”
“We’re not sure yet.” K.J. looked at each of us in turn. “You know how ground-penetrating radar works, right?”
Graham chuckled.
“You could say that,” I replied.
Donovan, situated to the president’s right, coughed. “Actually, I don’t.”
K.J. glanced at him.
“Me neither if I’m completely honest.” Ben, sitting in the seat next to Donovan, crossed his arms. “We’re bureaucrats, not treasure hunters.”
K.J. nodded. “Yes, of course. Well, GPR machines work by shooting electromagnetic pulses at the ground. The pulses hit objects and bounce back to a receiver. The amount of time it takes for this to happen determines the depth of the objects. Our machines then take that information and use it to form a tomographic image of the subsurface.”
Ben frowned.
“In other words, a three-dimensional image.” K.J. produced a large computer tablet and positioned it so everyone could see. He touched the screen and a series of three-dimensional blocks popped up. He flicked through them until he found the one he wanted. Then he tapped on it, enlarging the image. Slowly, the block rotated in a circle. “This block represents a ten-foot square slice of land. My experts tell me its located southwest of the mesa.”
“Looks like you’ve got something,” Graham remarked. “About eight feet underground.”
“Mr. Graham is referring to this.” K.J. pointed at a black area. It stretched across the block’s entire north side. “It’s a metal box of some sort.”
“What type of metal?” Beverly asked.
“Unfortunately, our equipment isn’t sophisticated enough to perform that type of analysis.”
“Emma could do it,” Graham interjected.
“Uh, okay.” K.J. shot him a confused look. Then he swiped his fingers across the screen, twisting the horizontal block to its southeastern side. “Do you see those?”
“They look like pipes, extending out from the box.” I paused. The design reminded me of something, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. “Where do they go?”
“Everywhere. My people have mapped twenty-six of them so far. They snake across the clearing to different places. Then they shoot upward, stopping about eighteen inches beneath the surface.” He used his fingers to shift the screen again, giving us an angled downward view of the box. “This pipe seems to be the shortest. It rises almost straight up.”
A memory clicked into place. “I’ve seen this before.” I produced Justin’s Capitalist Curtain papers and leafed through them. Before long, I saw a familiar diagram labeled Smokescreen. It consisted of a large box-shaped machine along with an elaborate pipe system and over a dozen little notations. “Here it is. The box looks like some kind of fancy smoke machine. The pipes must’ve been used to distribute smoke throughout the clearing.”
“That would explain why Milt saw smoke right before the trucks disappeared.” K.J. scrunched up his brow. “A system like that would’ve taken days to install.”
“Justin must’ve known the location in advance. Hell, he probably picked it out.”
“That’s quite possible,” he acknowledged. “Okay, we know where the smoke came from. But that doesn’t explain how the trucks disappeared.”
“Did your people find anything else?” Beverly asked.
“Well, yes. But it most likely predates the 1949 incident.”
“Let’s see it anyway.”
His fingers manipulated the screen. The blocks shrank in size and shifted backward, joining similar blocks. Then he stretched the blocks downward, turning them from squares into rectangles. “Okay, this is a deeper view of the clearing.” He pointed toward the bottom of the screen. “See that?”
“That white stuff?” Beverly squinted. “What is it?”
“My experts believe its a layer of bones, buried about twenty-three feet beneath the surface.”
I blinked. “Are you sure?”
“Nearly positive. As I mentioned, our ability to distinguish materials is limited. But analyzing shapes of objects within layers is a much easier matter.”
“That’s a lot of bones.”
“Indeed. They estimate we’re looking at dozens — possibly hundreds — of skeletons.”
I sat up straight. “We found an ancient altar on top of the summit. Someone carved pictographs on it. They depict people dying around the mesa.”
“Interesting.” K.J. looked thoughtful, but only for a moment. “But ultimately, unimportant for our purposes.”
“Perhaps. But a lot of people died here once upon a time.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
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“Here’s your workspace.” Corporal Wendell opened a door and ushered us into a separate conference room. “I’m at your disposal until further notice.”
The room was nearly identical to the previous one, right down to the pitcher of ice water and clean glasses occupying the middle of the table. The only difference was a single laptop lying on a chair.
“Also, you’ve been cleared to visit the main clearing as well as the mesa,” Corporal Wendell continued. “Would you like me to take you there?”
I picked up the laptop and sat down. “Not yet.”
“Very good, sir.” And with that, the corporal exited the room.
I fired up the laptop and passed it to Graham. “See what you can find out about the history of tribes in Kentucky, particularly as it relates to the mesa.”
“What’s the point?” he asked. “Those pictographs were drawn long before your grandfather came here.”
“I know. But there still could be a connection.”
“How can I help?” Beverly asked.
I pulled the classified files out of my satchel and handed her two of them. “I need another pair of eyeballs on these.”
While Graham dove into the Internet, Beverly and I huddled over the files. My fingers turned pages as I reread reports and stared at black-and-white photos of Justin Reed and Dan Rellman.
We worked in silence for the next twenty minutes. Then Graham cleared his throat. “I may have something.”
I glanced up. “Oh?”
“Around 1400 or so, a prehistoric group known as Caborn-Welborn grew out of the old Angel chiefdom. They lived mostly along the Wabash and Ohio rivers.”
“So what?” Beverly said. “There must be hundreds of groups who’ve lived in this state at one point or another.”
“Yeah, but do any of them have pottery like this?” He twisted around the laptop and showed us the screen.
Looking close, I saw an image of an ancient bowl. It was buff-colored, unpolished, and featured a faded pictograph.
Beverly studied the pictograph. “It’s just like the one on the summit.”
Indeed, it was. The pictograph showed a bunch of dead bodies, lying in piles around the mesa.
“That’s just one side.” Graham clicked the touchpad a few times, revealing two additional pictographs painted on the same bowl. Both images matched up with the other ones we’d seen on top of the summit.
“Nice find,” I remarked. “What happened to the tribe?”
“That’s the other interesting part. Apparently, they disappeared during the 1700s.”
I recalled the radar image of bones around the mesa. “Or died off.”
Graham turned the laptop around and began to scroll through a webpage. “In the early 1800s, scholars collected oral histories in this area. One of the stories, popular at that time, described how a great tribe from the Ohio River area used to send its warriors on a sacred quest to pick fruit from a sky garden. The first to do so was awarded leadership of the tribe, which was relayed to the others via a cloud of specifically colored smoke. At that point, the men would converge upon the sky garden and bask in the glory of their new leader. This practice continued unchecked for many years.” He paused. “That is until a race ended in controversy. Multiple smoke signals were released from the sky garden at the same time. This angered the gods. They sent a cloud of colorless smoke across the land, wiping the tribe from existence.”
“The sky garden must be that small forest atop the mesa. And obviously, the tribe didn’t disappear… its members died.” Beverly frowned. “But how? Where’d the smoke in that story come from?”
“Maybe nowhere.” Graham shrugged. “For all we know, it’s a metaphor.”
We sat in silence for a couple of seconds, consumed with thoughts of the ancient Caborn-Welborn culture.
“Well, that’s all I’ve got so far,” Graham said. “How are you guys doing?”
“These are fairly standard bios.” Beverly held up the files for Ross Howser and Chris Hatcher. “But there’s definitely a connection between them. Both of these men served in the U.S. Army during World War II. The 23rd Headquarters Special Troops, to be specific.”
Graham pecked a few keys into his laptop.
“Same with Justin and Dan.” I thought for a second. “Say, what kind of work did those guys do before the war?”
She consulted the files. “Ross taught sculpture at Stribel University. And Chris worked as an acoustic engineer at Thompson Labs.”
“That’s interesting. Justin designed sets for production companies and Dan drew comic strips for the Chicago Post.” I rubbed my jaw. “These guys weren’t factory workers. They were creative people. Artists and engineers.”
“Okay, I just did a search on the 23rd Headquarters Special Troops,” Graham said. “It was a tactical deception unit, formally known as the Ghost Army. It was tasked with building decoy U.S. Army units. The goal was to trick the Axis Powers into diverting their forces away from real units.”
“What kind of decoys?” I asked.
“Inflatable tanks, trucks, and airplanes,” he said, reading from the laptop. “They also built mock-ups of airfields, military camps, and artillery batteries, among other things. Then they covered everything with just enough camouflage to avoid enemy suspicion. Air reconnaissance units would spot the decoys and report them to their supervisors. In many cases, Axis forces would be diverted, waiting for attacks that never came.”
“Really?”
“It wasn’t just visual deception,” he replied. “It looks like they used other tactics as well. For example, spoof radio. The 23rd would create phony traffic nets, leading the enemy to think a real unit was in the area.”
By now, Beverly had walked behind him and was peering over his shoulder at the laptop. “Here’s something interesting,” she said. “They also employed sonic deception. The 3132 Signal Service Company Special recorded audio of infantry and armored units in action. Then they mixed up the audio, recorded it on wire recorders, and played it with amplifiers and speakers. Apparently, the sounds could be heard from fifteen miles away.”
“So, these guys weren’t just artists and engineers,” I said. “They were trained tricksters.”
Beverly whistled low and loud. “Guess where the 3132 Signal Service Company Special got its audio from?”
I knew the answer before she even finished the question. “Fort Knox?”
“Yup. They teamed up with Bell Labs engineers to do it. That must be how Justin met Milt.”
“How come no one figured this out before now?”
Beverly continued reading for a few seconds. “The 23rd wasn’t declassified until 1996. Even now, much of it remains shrouded in secrecy, which explains why these files are so thin. So, it’s possible the initial investigation ran into a wall of red tape.”
“And even if they had figured out the connection to the 23rd, what could they have done about it?” Graham added. “How do you track down a team that specializes in—?”
His laptop buzzed and I lost my train of thought. Frowning, he leaned in close. “Uh, Cy?”
“Yeah?”
“It’s for you.”
I stood up and walked to his chair. Glancing over his shoulder, I saw a message flashing on the laptop screen.
Hello, Cy, it read. Admit it. You missed me. You NEED me.
Beverly gave me a questioning look.
“Malware,” I explained.
Her visage darkened.
I need you like I need a kick to the nuts, I wrote back.
Sounds like a fun game. But first, let’s play something else.
How about a round of Kill Malware?
I prefer, Escape the Riot.
The messages disappeared before my eyes, presumably wiped from existence. Soft shouts penetrated the paper-thin walls of the prefabricated building. The shouts quickly grew, both in number as well as in volume.
“Cy,” the president yelled. “Get over here.”
The three of us exchanged looks. Then I ran across the room, threw the door open, and raced into the hallway. The guards waved me past and I darted into the other conference room. President Walters, Donovan, Ben, and K.J. all stood in front of a window, peering into the distance.
I peered outside. Despite the darkness, it was reasonably light, thanks to the many generators and arrays of freestanding fixtures. A bright glow shone in the distance. It throbbed and pulsed in place, almost as if it were a living, breathing entity.
K. J. glanced at me. “One of my pilots just spotted it,” he said tightly. “I don’t know how it got so close without popping up on our radar.”
Beverly appeared at my side. Gluing her eyes to the window, she stared at the glow. “What is it?”
“A mob, at least a thousand strong. And it’s marching this way.”
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Ben watched the tiny glow with a racing heart. The mob was close. Soon, it would flood the area, distracting the soldiers and giving Willow’s team access to the clearing. Hopefully, they were ready to take advantage of the situation.
Silently, he slipped out of the room and found an empty one at the end of the hallway. Glancing outside again, he studied the distant mob. “We’re almost there, Father,” he whispered. “God, I wish you could see this.”
The American economy was now flooded with money, thanks to the secretive transactions undertaken by the PPT. The collapse of the U.S. dollar was inevitable and would certainly bring about the end of the world’s monetary system. A global currency — a currency used by all entities regardless of nationality — would rise from its ashes. It would lead to a global central bank, other supranational institutions, and eventually, global governance. Sort of like how the European Union, if left to its own devices, would eventually evolve into a single entity in every conceivable manner.
Just one thing could save the U.S. economy at this point. Namely, a return to hard currency. And so, Ben had set out to sabotage the gold standard. Thanks to his father’s notes, he’d known the truth about Fort Knox for many months. So, he’d convinced the president to pin the country’s hopes to the depository in very public fashion. And it had worked beyond his wildest dreams. Now, nothing could stop him.
Except the lost gold.
His hand trembled slightly as he dialed his satphone and lifted the device to his ear.
“Hi, Pop.” Willow’s voice, bright and cheery, filled Ben’s ear. Instantly, the trembling stopped.
“Hey yourself,” he replied. “The Army’s in quite a tizzy over here. Rumor has it that a mob is heading our way.”
“Oh, it’s way bigger than a mob. There’s enough Berserkers out there to fill a city.”
“The Army will try to cut them off.”
“They can try, but it won’t work. We outnumber them twenty-to-one.”
“They’ve got guns.”
“And we’ve got the media,” she said. “I tipped off every news entity within one hundred miles and they’re following the whole affair. Just wait until you see the fleet of helicopters.”
“I doubt I’ll be around for that. I’m sure the president’s people are prepping to move us as we speak.”
“You can’t leave yet, Pop.”
Ben frowned. “Why not?”
“Once the riot gets closer, my team will head for the clearing. If Justin’s trucks are still there, they’ve got the tools to excavate and move them. But they need to know where to look first.”
“We’re not even sure they’re in the clearing.”
“They have to be.”
“What do you want me to do?” he asked.
“Stick close to Cy,” she replied. “If anyone can find those trucks, it’s him.”
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“You did this.” Donovan twisted toward me. His eyes swirled with fury and suspicion. “I don’t know how, but it’s got to be you.”
I arched an eyebrow. “How do you figure that?”
“Because you tipped off that reporter,” he said. “Don’t bother denying it. You and your team were the only ones who knew about the fake gold.”
“What about Malware?”
“You can’t even prove she exists.”
I sighed, exacerbated. “I explained that already.”
“Yeah, she deleted the texts and then you threw your phone off a building.” He chuckled humorlessly. “That’s real believable. Especially since our techs can’t find even a trace of those messages in your digital history.”
How had Malware known about the fake bars? Did she have someone on the inside? If so, who? What did that person and Malware hope to accomplish? Did they want the gold for themselves? Or were they after something else?
Donovan glared at me. And K.J. and the president started to look at me with fresh eyes, as if they’d finally seen the light. His accusations, although insane, were clearly getting through to them.
“How do you think I tipped off the reporter?” I asked. “I don’t even have a phone.”
“You’re a resourceful guy. There must be a thousand ways you could’ve gotten messages to him as well as to your Berserker friends out there.”
“Why would I do that? What could I possibly have to gain?”
“For starters, a crapload of gold. This is some long con game, isn’t it? As soon as you realized the gold was missing, you started plotting to get your hands on it.”
“We wouldn’t even be here without Cy,” Beverly retorted. “He found out about this clearing, not you.”
“We would’ve figured things out sooner or later.” Sneering, Donovan stuck his face in front of mine. “So, what’s the plan, Cy? Use our equipment to locate the gold and then lead us astray?”
I shook my head. “You’re crazy.”
K.J. unlatched his sidearm. “He’s making some good points.”
I looked at him in disbelief. “You too?”
“It’s not just them.” President Walters gave me a keen appraisal. “I think it’s time you started telling the truth.”
Beverly and Graham tensed up. I shot them a quick look, warning them to take it easy. There was still time to salvage the situation.
“I already am.” I took a deep breath. “Can we get back to work? That mob will be here soon.”
President Walters studied me for a long moment. “No.”
K.J. whistled. The door flew open and two soldiers entered the room.
“Don’t do this,” Beverly said.
I backed up to the window. The thin partition vibrated gently at my touch. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw dark grass beneath us, partially lit by numerous fixtures.
“Come on.” Donovan grabbed the president’s arm and dragged him to the doorway. “We need to get airborne before that mob arrives.”
The president nodded. Then he stepped through the door and exited the room.
Donovan shot me a look that managed to exude gleeful triumph and nasty disdain at the same time. Then he exited the room as well.
“Secure them,” K.J. said with a dismissive wave in our direction. “Take them to Fort Knox and keep them in custody until further notice.”
“You’re making a mistake,” Beverly said. “You know me. You know my record.”
“Actually, I don’t. You’re one gigantic secret, Ms. Ginger. A secret I don’t want to deal with right now.”
“Any ideas?” Graham whispered as the two soldiers advanced on us.
“How do you feel about testing gravity?”
“Gravity?” He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t mean…”
I spun around. Grabbing Beverly and him by the arms, I lunged for the window. The thin partition shattered on impact.
The fall was short, seeing as how we were only on the second floor. But our tangled limbs still caused us to land awkwardly. Soldiers came out to help us, but we quickly brushed them aside and sprinted into the maze of vehicles, soldiers, and supplies.
“Get out there.” K.J.’s scream floated out of the building and into my eardrums. “And don’t come back until you’ve found them.”
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As we ran, I looked around, searching for a place to hide. In the process, I saw President Walters and Donovan hurrying toward a waiting helicopter. Everywhere else, I noticed frenzied activity. Workers abandoned their jobs and raced toward their vehicles. Senior officers huddled together in small clumps, making plans for the oncoming mob. Junior officers rallied troops and began to organize them.
Beverly raced to the tree line before halting behind an armored vehicle. Spinning around, she kept an eye out for the pursuing soldiers.
“Well, I’ll tell you one thing,” Graham gasped. “I’m never voting for that guy again.”
“Who are you kidding?” I replied as I joined them. “You haven’t voted in decades.”
Beverly glanced inside the armored vehicle. “No keys,” she said. “But it shouldn’t take me long to hotwire her.”
“We’re not leaving,” I replied. “Not until we find that gold.”
Graham’s jaw fell agape. “Those bastards just tried to arrest us. Why would you want to help them?”
“It’s not about them.”
“Then what’s it about?”
Good question.
In 1949, a young Justin Reed had stood in the main clearing, along with his Army buddies and ten gold-filled dump trucks. Smoke had appeared and then he was gone, vanished in the blink of an eye. He was never seen again, but his disappearance had caused a ripple effect that stretched through generations.
My dad, Drew, tore down large parts of historic Manhattan hoping to track down Justin. But my motives were a little more unclear, even to me. It wasn’t like I’d known Justin. He was just a face in a fading picture.
It’s Dad… it’s always been Dad.
And just like that, everything clicked into place. Family was everything. Dad had sacrificed his reputation and even his sanity in order to locate his missing father. And I was willing to risk arrest and possibly my life as well in order to complete his quest.
“I need to find out what happened to Justin,” I said. “For Dad’s sake.”
Beverly pursed her lips. “We don’t even know if the gold is still here.”
“It’s here,” I said. “We just have to find it.”
“And how are we supposed to do that?”
Another good question.
The Capitalist Curtain papers were still clenched tightly in my fingers. I unrolled them and turned to the Smokescreen diagram. “How’d they operate this?” I wondered.
“Remote control?” Beverly guessed.
“In 1949? And underground as well?” Graham shook his head. “Not likely.”
I studied the diagram closely. “See these lines and shading?”
Graham nodded. “They look like walls.”
“My thought exactly. Justin must’ve tunneled out some kind of underground room and placed his crew inside it. Chances are good they staged the whole incident from there. If we can dig it up, we might be able to figure out how they made the trucks disappear.”
“It’s worth a shot.” Graham frowned. “By the way, we’re going to have company soon.”
I trained my eyes into the distance. The throbbing, pulsing glow had nearly doubled in size since I’d last seen it. “Then I guess we’d better hurry.”
“These clothes won’t cut it.” Beverly glanced at her gray tank top and black yoga pants. “We need disguises.”
“Excuse me.”
I spun toward the new voice. “Ben?”
Ben Marvin stepped out of the shadows. He held a neat pile of camouflage uniforms and several pairs of boots in his hands. “Perhaps I can be of assistance?”
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Newly dressed in a too-small uniform, I hustled through the dense forest to the edge of the main clearing. It was empty. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the other clearing was nearly empty as well. Apparently, the workers were taking refuge elsewhere while the soldiers joined forces to confront the oncoming mob.
We entered the clearing. I lingered at the edge long enough to pick up a loose pistol that had been carelessly left behind on an equipment case.
The wind whistled. The air started to shriek, louder and louder, until I could barely think. I followed the noise to Shrieker Tower. Its near-vertical sides rose before me, eventually melting into the dark sky. It looked daunting, even to me. How did the Caborn-Welborn warriors manage to scale it all those years ago?
The wind died down. The shrieking waned and then disappeared altogether. I stared at the mesa for another few seconds, consumed with thoughts of family. What had Justin thought of the mighty rock structure? Had it played a role in his disappearing act?
I twisted toward the clearing. Stakes were plunged into the ground in various places. Long strips of fluorescent yellow tape connected them to a longer stake positioned close to the mesa’s southwestern edge.
“This looks like the pipe system,” I said. “K.J.’s people must’ve marked it out before the Berserkers were spotted.”
Beverly nodded. “We need shovels and light.”
“On it.” Graham twisted around and hurried to the edge of the clearing. Moments later, he returned with two shovels and a couple of large flashlights.
Grabbing a flashlight and shovel, I walked to the longer stake. Quickly, I rechecked the diagram. “Okay, the smoke machine should be under here.”
Beverly pulled the stake out of the ground, detached the many strands of tape, and tossed it to the side.
Turning away, I made several adjustments to the pistol. Then I handed the weapon to Ben. “Hold this.”
He blanched at the sight of it. “I’ve never used one before.”
“It’s easy.” I showed him how the safety worked as well as how to aim and fire. “Just keep an eye out while we dig.”
“Do you really expect me to shoot anyone?”
“No. Just keep a lookout.”
Nervously, he took the pistol. Then he turned around and focused his attention on the clearing.
I stabbed my shovel into the earth where the stake had been located. Beverly took the second shovel and attacked the area from the other side.
If this had been a typical excavation, we wouldn’t have even been digging at this point. Instead, we would’ve been utilizing Emma to get an exact fix on all underground features. Only then would we begin to clear the soil one layer at a time, preserving everything along with the surrounding archaeological context.
But this was no typical excavation.
As I dug, I thought more about Dad, about his ill-fated search for Justin. I’d learned so much, but one thing still bothered me… why had he committed suicide? Was he really that depressed about his inability to find answers? Had Justin’s disappearance ultimately driven him insane?
Gradually, a small hole developed at my feet. Then Beverly’s shovel clanged loudly. I knelt down and studied a small, dirt-crusted object. “It’s one of the pipes.” I studied it closely. “It’s pretty thin, about two inches in diameter.”
“What’s inside it?” Graham asked.
“Nothing.” Using my finger, I scratched away some dirt. “The interior is singed and blackened with a thin layer of soot. I think it’s safe to say this was definitely used to deliver smoke to the surface.”
“That was easy.” Ben shot us an over-the-shoulder glance. “I can’t believe no one ever thought to search underground.”
“Why would they?” I asked.
“Are you serious? One minute, the trucks are here. The next, they’re gone in a cloud of smoke. If it were me, I’d have dug up this whole area.”
“Would you? Would you really? Ten enormous trucks disappear and you’d look underground rather than, I don’t know, the nearest road?”
He hesitated. “At the very least, they should’ve scanned this entire clearing.”
“Easier said than done. The modern version of ground penetrating radar might’ve been patented in the 1920s. But it didn’t reach broad acceptance until the 1970s.”
“Fine, but I still find it hard to believe no one noticed the holes.”
“What holes?” Graham asked.
Ben nodded at the pipe. “That pipe and the other ones might’ve been hidden underground, but the smoke still had to reach the surface. Hence, there had to be holes.
“True, but the holes didn’t need to be very big.”
“Plus, there was lots of snow that day,” Beverly added. “The ground was covered with it. That would’ve obscured the holes.”
“Or the exact opposite,” Ben replied. “The smoke must’ve been hot if it singed that pipe. It would’ve melted the snow around each hole, leaving little craters in its wake.”
“According to Milt’s notes, snow was falling fast that evening,” I said. “It would’ve quickly covered up the melted snow. Plus, he and a couple of soldiers ran into this clearing while the smoke was still thick. They were looking for trucks, not melted snow. They probably trampled the craters, destroying all evidence in the process.”
As he turned back to the clearing, I stabbed my shovel into the dirt and continued to dig. Meanwhile, Beverly worked the opposite side of the pipe and gradually our small hole began to deepen.
After about ten minutes, we began to pick up speed. The hole grew wider, deeper. I ran into a layer of rock and adjusted, digging around it.
Before long, distant shouts and light scuffling sounds began to float into our ears. We continued to dig until our entire bodies were below ground-level. Then my shovel clanged against metal and I gave Beverly a knowing look.
She jabbed her shovel into some soil. “Give me some light.”
Graham adjusted his flashlight and I got my first look at the smoke machine. It was made of steel and rested upon a stone platform. About a foot of packed dirt surrounded it on all sides along with what appeared to be rock walls and a rock ceiling.
I poked the packed dirt atop the machine, causing large chunks to break off and crumble to my feet. Beverly followed my lead and together, we worked to clear away the soil.
Gradually, we uncovered the metal box’s topmost surface. One foot, two feet, three feet of metal plating was exposed to air for the first time in decades.
I climbed into the makeshift niche and continued to brush soil out of the way. My arms started to burn. My fingertips grew tired and sore.
Abruptly, my hand plunged through the dirt and into open air. Twisting my wrist, I felt around. “There’s definitely a cavity back there.”
A few feet over, Beverly continued to claw away at the soil. Then her hand plunged through the dirt and entered the cavity as well.
Thanks to the dim light provided by Graham’s flashlight, I saw a dark void ahead of me. Turning onto my back, I saw the rock ceiling was cracked, but unbroken. “Justin didn’t tunnel out this space,” I realized. “It was already here.”
She furrowed her brow. “How’d he find it?”
I scrabbled across the rest of the box and entered a small cave. Stale air, with a metal scent to it, wafted into my nostrils.
Beverly, moving with far more grace than I could ever manage, slid out to join me. “Maybe it wasn’t always below ground.”
She arched an eyebrow.
I waited for Graham and Ben to make their way into the cave. “Okay, I’ve got an idea about what happened here and it might explain the missing trucks, too,” I said. “Justin and his crew came here ahead of time. And when they arrived, I think this cave was at ground-level. In fact, I think much of the clearing was on a different level.”
Beverly’s eyes widened. Graham’s look turned thoughtful. Only Ben seemed utterly confused. “What do you mean by a different level?” he asked.
“In other words, the ground was lower than it is today,” I explained. “So, Justin’s crew installed the machines, laid the pipes, and hooked up generators to power the whole thing. Afterward, they trucked dirt here, burying everything and building up the terrain.”
He blinked. “That sounds like a lot of work.”
“You’d work hard too if you were trying to make off with 4,500 metric tons of gold.”
“I suppose so. But even if you’re right, it still doesn’t explain what happened to the trucks.”
I didn’t have an answer for him. So, I took out my flashlight, turned it on, and aimed the beam at the metal box. To my surprise, it wasn’t alone. A second box, of roughly the same size and featuring similar controls and access panels, stood next to it. Pipes connected both boxes to nearby machines, at least two of which looked like generators.
Widening my gaze, I noticed the cave wasn’t enclosed. Instead, a large corridor curved to the northeast. I hiked into the corridor and followed it to a gigantic cavern. For a moment, I gawked at the sight before me.
Ten dump trucks, parked neatly in two rows.
We’d done it. We’d actually found the trucks and presumably, the gold. But more importantly, we were getting closer and closer to the truth. To solving the mystery that had plagued my dad for much of his life.
To finding out, at long last, what had happened to Justin.
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“Here goes nothing.” Lifting my arm, I pulled a small section of an old canvas tarp into the air. Graham, positioned next to me on the siding, aimed his beam into the truck’s dump bed, illuminating a sea of glittering gold bars.
Beverly climbed up to join us. For a few moments, she surveyed the bars. “We should probably test them. I think I saw a couple of toolboxes near the far wall.”
We dropped back to the ground. While she headed east, I took out my flashlight and aimed its beam south, past the trucks. The darkness quickly ate up the light. Rotating in a circle, I swept my beam around the cavern. To the northwest, I saw the corridor leading back to the small cave. To the northeast, the cavern gave way to blackness, indicating there was still more to see.
Clearly, the dump trucks hadn’t entered via the cave. It was too small and besides, it would’ve already been buried by the time they arrived in the clearing. And that area to the northeast didn’t look right either, given that it was positioned away from the clearing.
I walked south and aimed my beam at the wall. A gigantic steel plate, covered with grime and rust, materialized out of the darkness. It stood fifteen feet tall and was just as thick. A small ramp, also made of steel, descended from the plate into the cavern.
I couldn’t help but grin. “Clever.”
Graham walked over to join me. “What’ve we got here?”
“A garage door.”
“So, the rocks outside are fake?”
“Possibly.” I gave the door a shove. It didn’t budge. Tilting my beam upward, I saw an angled steel beam welded to the plate. A complex mechanism connected it to a nearby machine. “I wonder if any of this stuff still works.”
“All things considered, the machines are in pretty good shape.” Graham ventured toward some tall canisters, tucked into an alcove along the east wall. Unscrewing the top off a canister, he gave it a good whiff. “There’s still some gas left. So, yeah, I could probably get stuff working again.”
“Do it.”
As he went to work, I retreated to the small cave and made my way back to the surface. The clearing was deserted. All around me, I heard shouts, yells, and the buzz of electricity.
Mentally calculating the position of the steel plate, I hiked to the mesa’s southern face. Looking closely, I saw ridges, cracks, clefts, and small peaks. I touched some of the rocks. They felt rugged, uneven, and firm. In other words, just like rocks.
It looked real. It even felt real. And yet, it wasn’t real. It was just another one of Justin’s deceptions.
The mesa started to tremble and groan. I stepped back a few more feet as the steel plate cracked open and slightly outward, revealing the cavern’s yawning interior.
More puzzles pieces slid into place. The plate, like the smoke machine and pipes, had been prepared in advance. On December 14, 1949, Justin’s crew had driven into the clearing. While Milt watched from a distance, Justin had opened the plate and sent one of his men into the cave to man the smoke machine. As smoke poured into the clearing, his crew had driven the trucks into the cavern.
It was a good theory. But unfortunately, incomplete. For one thing, it didn’t explain the lack of engine noises prior to the disappearance. Also, it didn’t account for the absence of tire tracks.
My boots made slight scraping noises as I headed down the sturdy ramp. “It looks real,” I said, with a wave at the rock-covered plate.
Graham nodded. “Justin must’ve used some kind of epoxy to attach rocks to it.”
Ben appeared at Graham’s side. “Can epoxy really last that long?”
“It’s possible if the bonds don’t change or degrade over time.” Graham shrugged. “Justin must’ve had access to all sorts of top-secret technologies during the war. Maybe it included some form of heightened super glue.”
Ben saw fit to argue the point. While they bickered, I walked back to the small cave and shone my beam at the smoke machine. Then I turned my attention to the second metal box and focused in on a two-foot square hatch, sealed with screws.
I found an old toolbox off to one side. Grabbing a screwdriver and some work gloves, I went to work on the rusty screws. Afterward, I yanked the hatch cover. Metal groaned as it broke free from the box.
Graham and Ben, no longer bickering, strode into the cave. “Another smoke machine?” Graham asked.
I pulled off the gloves and reached into the box. My fingers touched a soft, yet brittle material. “I don’t think so.” I aimed my beam into the box. “There are tons of rubber tubes in here. Like giant balloons, only thicker and stronger.”
Ben frowned. “Tubes?”
I closed my eyes and willed my brain to imagine things as Milt Stevens might’ve experienced them back in 1949. I heard the ever-present shrieking sound. Smelled the fresh mountain air. Felt the chilly breeze and the heavy snowflakes touching my skin.
I pictured the trucks, viewed from a great distance and surrounded by a swirling blizzard. As smoke shot out of the earth, the image slowed in my head and I watched as the trucks vanished into the night.
Laughter came to my lips and at last, I understood how Justin had pulled off the impossible. He’d been far sneakier than anyone could’ve ever imagined. “Those trucks, the ones that disappeared… they were fake.”
“No, they weren’t.” Ben frowned. “We were just looking at them.”
“I’m talking about the trucks Milt saw right before the smoke appeared.” I pulled out one of the tubes and held it up for him to see. “The inflatable trucks.”
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Realization dawned on Graham’s visage. “Justin built a pneumatic system, like the one we found under Manhattan.”
“Exactly.” I traced my beam across the metal box to a connecting machine. “That thing must be an air compressor. It pumped air into this box. The air flowed through the pipes and filled ten separate networks of pressurized rubber tubes. They expanded, forming dummy versions of the trucks.”
Ben gave me a doubtful look. “Dummy trucks?”
“In other words, decoys,” Graham said. “Justin’s unit made a whole bunch of them during World War II.”
“I see.” Ben tapped his jaw. “How did Justin switch them out with the real trucks?”
The last few puzzle pieces slipped into place. I could see it now, the entire picture. “We know Justin’s crew prepped this area beforehand. They constructed the steel plate, covered it with rocks, and placed it over what was once an open cavern. Then they laid pipes and built a smoke deployment system along with an inflatable truck system. Finally, they covered the whole thing with dirt.”
Ben nodded. “Go on.”
“On the appointed day, Justin and his crew arrived. They parked the trucks close to the mesa, probably right above the deflated bladders, but kept the engines running. Meanwhile, Milt parked his vehicle farther away in order to keep an eye out for the U.S. Army. At some point, Justin probably walked over for a chat. Once Milt was distracted, the others went to work. The steel plate swung open and the crew drove the trucks inside the cavern. Immediately, someone pumped compressed air into the rubber tubes, inflating the dummy trucks.”
Graham nodded. “They cut the engines and closed the plate. The next time Milt looked, he saw ten quiet truck-like objects in the clearing, anchored by the pipe system and weighed down by all that compressed air. Up close, it would’ve been easy to spot the fakes. But from a distance? In the middle of the night and during a fierce snowstorm? That’s a different matter altogether.”
I nodded in the general direction of the smoke machine. “I imagine the switch was made early. Afterward, Justin returned to the trucks and slipped in here. They waited for the blizzard to cover up the tire tracks. Then they turned on the smoke machine. Thick columns of smoke blasted into the clearing. Someone else reversed the air compressor. The air flowed out of the tubes, deflating them and sucked them back into the pipe system. In fact, the pressure was so strong it sucked the bladders loose from the pipes and all the way back into this box. The tanks were gone and all that remained was some disturbed snow.”
“Milt and the soldiers rushed forward to investigate, trampling the disturbed snow in the process,” Graham added. “All in all, a neat plan.”
“It’s a good theory, but it depends heavily on the blizzard,” Ben pointed out. “What if it had been a clear night?”
“My guess is that Justin picked out the travel day in advance, knowing full well a blizzard was in the forecast,” I replied. “If the blizzard was delayed, he could’ve pulled the trucks over for nonexistent repairs. He may have even had a back-up plan in the event the storm never materialized. We’ll never know for sure.”
“What about the timing of it all? How did they know the U.S. Army had arrived? How did they know when to start the machines?”
I shrugged. “They must’ve had a lookout somewhere.”
“Hey everyone.” Beverly’s musical voice floated through the cavern. “I’m finished.”
Speedily, we filed out of the cave and returned to the trucks. “Well?” Graham asked. “What’s the verdict?”
“I drilled a bunch of bars and none of them contain tungsten.” She paused. “Obviously, I haven’t run comprehensive tests yet. But I’m almost certain these bars are the real thing.”
Her words shot through me like a jolt of electricity. Any doubts I still harbored melted away. For decades, the gold bars had sat in secret, hidden from the world. Only a handful of people even knew they’d gone missing. But no more. We’d located one of the greatest treasures of all time.
Fort Knox’s lost gold.
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The discovery, as well as the implications, were enormous. The media, no doubt, would have a field day. History books would be rewritten. The president’s gold standard would launch as planned. But deep down, I couldn’t have cared less.
All I could think about was the question I had yet to answer. Namely, what had happened to Justin? His body was nowhere to be seen. And yet, the trucks were still here. Had he stolen the gold only to abandon it? If so, why?
I turned to Graham. “Find K.J.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“He needs to know about this.” I glanced at Beverly. “Go with him.”
“K.J. doesn’t trust us.” She nodded at Ben. “But he might listen to him.”
Ben shook his head. “Doubtful. Especially once he learns I’m helping you guys.”
“I guess that’s true.” Her eyes flitted to me. “So, you two are staying here?”
I nodded. “I’ve got one thing left to do.”
She furrowed her brow and made as if to probe a little deeper. But instead she grabbed Graham’s hand and dragged him up the ramp and out of the cavern.
“There’s something I don’t get.” Bending down, Ben gently touched one of the newly-drilled bars. “Justin went to a lot of trouble to get his hands on this gold. So, why is it still here?”
“That’s what I’m hoping to find out.” I aimed my beam around the cavern. Once again, it fell short of fully penetrating the northeastern space.
Slowly, I headed toward it. The darkness melted before my beam and I walked even deeper into the cavern.
Casting my beam from side to side, I noticed scores of etchings on the walls. They looked old and the drawing style reminded me of the ones I’d seen on the summit.
Many of the drawings showed rudimentary villages. Others depicted carvings of long-forgotten people. Priests giving sermons. Warriors fighting other warriors. Hunters attacking deer, buffalo, and elk.
My eyes started to water, partly from airborne dust particles, but mostly from the stench of garlic. It was particularly pungent, as if I might stumble upon a garden of cloves at any second.
My beam passed over a couple of cloth-covered objects. They were positioned in a rough circle, surrounded by canteens, leather bags, and dog-eared books. At the center of the circle, I noticed a giant pile of heavily charred wood.
“Good lord.” Inhaling softly, Ben stopped short of the circle.
“Well, I guess this explains why the gold’s still here.” I nudged one of the objects with my foot. Cloth fell away, revealing a skull. “Justin’s crew didn’t live long enough to spend it.”
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“They look so…” My brow knitted as I searched for the appropriate word. “… peaceful.”
“You must be joking.” Ben grimaced as he studied the skull. It was light gray in color and completely lacking in flesh. “They don’t even have eyes, for God’s sake.”
“I mean the way they’re just laying here.” Again, I nudged the skull. Then I shifted my gaze to the other bodies. “It’s almost as if they died in their sleep.”
I walked around the circle, checking the bodies. But my gaze kept coming back to the first skeleton. Its tattered clothing meant nothing to me and obviously, there weren’t any nametags in the vicinity. Still, I somehow knew I was looking at Justin’s remains.
Distinct sadness washed over me. Justin hadn’t abandoned his family. Rather, he’d died quietly in the cavern via unknown means, leaving his wife and my dad to fend for themselves. Did he ever realize how much my dad would miss him? That the man would rip apart Manhattan in a vain quest to find him?
And why did Justin want to steal the gold anyway? Was money really that important to him? And what did he hope to do afterward? Surely, he couldn’t have planned to go back home, not with the U.S. government scouring the country for him. Was he planning to abandon his family all along?
The thought was unsettling. Justin, in all likelihood, had planned to skip town with the gold, leaving Drew to grow up in a single-parent household. Drew had then risked his reputation, business, and even his sanity to find him.
In other words, Justin was selfish and Dad sacrificed everything trying to prove otherwise. Now, I was sacrificing everything in order to prove his effort hadn’t been in vain. What did that mean for any offspring I might have in the future? Was I destined to hurt them like Justin had hurt Dad and Dad had hurt me?
I aimed my beam to the northeast. The steel plate, still cracked open, allowed a bit of natural light to creep into the area. But despite the extra illumination, I couldn’t see a back wall.
Ben looked thoughtful. “With the plate closed, there would’ve been no ventilation. They must’ve suffocated.”
I shook my head. “If that was the case, they would’ve struggled. Grabbed their throats and gasped for air. No, whatever killed them happened in a flash. They never saw it or even felt it. They just died.”
He clucked his tongue uneasily. I knew what he was thinking. Could whatever have killed them kill us as well?
He knelt next to a rusted fork and a dusty tin can. “Bortles Beans,” he read off the can’s label. “Maybe they were poisoned.”
“I doubt it. Otherwise, the killer would’ve taken the gold.”
A gust of wind swept into the cavern. Faint and distant shrieking rang out overhead. The noise made me think of the summit. Of the three carvings we’d found. Something had killed off the Caborn-Welborn tribe centuries ago. Did the same thing kill Justin and his crew as well?
I felt around Justin’s clothed skeleton until I located a small leather book.
“What’s that?” Ben asked.
I opened it up. “It’s a journal, just like the one from Milt’s office. They must’ve bought them together, probably so they could have a full record for the history books. That’s interesting… the first couple of pages are missing.” I compared the journal to the Capitalist Curtain papers. “It’s a match. This is where Justin got the paper for his notes.”
Ben nodded. “Well, what’s the book say?”
Quickly, I leafed through the pages. “It looks like he kept a daily record.” I flipped to the last page with text on it. “Okay, the last entry is dated December 27, 1949. That’s thirteen days after the robbery.”
Ben looked at me expectantly.
I cleared my throat. “This morning, the last Army vehicle packed up its equipment and drove off into the night. We think we’re alone now, but it’s too dark to be sure. We’ll visit the crow’s nest in the morning for another look. The men are in good spirits, but restless. They want to hit the road. It’ll be a challenge to keep them here the full thirty days.”
Ben looked at me. “And?”
“And that’s it.” I frowned. “You know, that remark about a crow’s nest is interesting. I wonder—”
A metallic object crashed against my skull. I dropped the journal and flashlight. Clutching my head in agony, I slumped to the ground.
“Hey, Willow. It’s me. I took care of… mesa… Berserkers…” Ben spoke in a near-whisper and my temporarily addled brain had trouble deciphering his words. “Send them and…”
Wincing, I touched the back of my head. Streaks of pain laced through me.
Steeling my body, I forced myself to sit up. Then I twisted in a half-circle. Ben stood a couple of feet away. The pistol, held firmly in his hand, was pointed at my face.
“Life is about decisions,” he said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Decisions?” I shook the cobwebs from my head. “What are you talking about?”
“You thought your dad committed suicide. But he died because I decided to kill him.” Ben smiled. “Just like I’m about to kill you.”
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Ben killed Dad? But Dad committed suicide… didn’t he?
Slowly, I rose to my feet.
With a sad smile, Ben squeezed the trigger and…
And nothing.
He frowned and squeezed the trigger again. Again. And yet again.
Again, nothing.
I grabbed the pistol and jabbed it backward. The gun slammed into his face. Blood squirted out of his nostrils and he released the gun to grab his nose. Wailing softly, he sank to his knees. “You broke it,” he said. “Oh my God, you broke my nose.”
“Believe me, it’s an improvement.” Reaching into my pocket, I took out a full clip. Quickly, I replaced the empty one.
“There were no bullets?” He blinked his tear-filled eyes. “Wait, you knew?”
“I suspected, but I wasn’t sure.”
“I… I don’t understand.”
“You’re the reason the president wanted me to go to Fort Knox in the first place. Plus, you were still in the vault when the press conference started. So, you could’ve overheard us discover the fake gold bars.”
A grin cracked his visage. “Actually, I already knew.”
That surprised me, but I let it pass for the moment. “So, who’s Malware?” My gaze widened. “Wait. No. No, it can’t be. Willow?”
He smirked.
I shook my head. “Why?”
“The same reason you’re here,” he replied. “Family.”
I frowned.
“Years ago, your grandfather decided to steal all that gold.” Ben waved at the dump trucks. “That, as it turned out, was a critical decision. And it, in turn, caused both of our fathers to make critical decisions of their own. Namely, to find him at any cost.”
“Both of our fathers?” I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”
“My father was the brainchild behind Project Capitalist Curtain. Through it, he hoped to achieve global governance and thus, world peace.” He offered me a sad smile. “When the gold vanished, his life took a turn for the worse. He lost focus and became obsessed with finding Justin. He even went so far as to befriend your dad in order to keep tabs on your family.”
I heard shouts and scuffling noises. Clearly, the Berserkers were getting closer by the second. But at that moment, I didn’t care.
“I didn’t know it at the time,” he continued. “But apparently, your dad grew wise to it. One day, he invited my father to visit one of his construction sites. Father must’ve expected something because he took me along in secret and asked me to wait outside. And so I did until I heard scuffling. I ran inside and saw Father lying on the ground. Your dad was on top of him, punching away. I ran inside and grabbed him, shoved him toward the window. The glass broke and you know the rest.”
My mind flashed back to that single moment in time. To the hot sun, to the ice cream dripping down my hand. To Dad plummeting to his death. The revelation that I hadn’t seen a suicide that day but rather, a murder, sent jolts of shock through my body.
“And yes, I meant to kill him. You would’ve done the same if you’d been in my shoes. Family first, right?” He shrugged. “After we got away, I asked Father what had happened. He refused to talk about it. It wasn’t until after he died that I discovered the truth. Your dad had found out about Project Capitalist Curtain. He claimed to have a lead on Justin’s whereabouts. And he threatened to go public unless Father told him the truth. Father, of course, refused.”
I exhaled.
“Afterward, Father doubled his efforts, searching for the lead your dad had mentioned,” Ben continued. “But he never found anything.”
The lead. That must’ve been the safe deposit box.
“When Father died, I decided to fulfill his legacy. To bring about global governance and thus, world peace. Fortunately, my position gave me the tools to do it. I managed to cripple the U.S. dollar and set the stage for a global currency. But there was a problem.”
“Fort Knox,” I said. “The depository.”
He nodded. “Intrinsically, the U.S. dollar is worth nothing. But if backed by gold, well, it could still be saved. Thanks to Father’s notes, I knew Fort Knox’s gold was gone. However, there was always the possibility it might show up again. So, I enlisted Willow to find it or at the very least, to make sure it stayed lost.”
“How’d she know about Justin’s safe deposit box?”
“She didn’t. At least not at first. Instead, she put her systems to work on your dad’s life and noticed a curious pattern. Prior to his death, he tore down a bunch of buildings which had all served as former branches of Five Borough Bank. She delved into the bank’s old records, which had been scanned into some library’s holdings, and discovered inventories of unclaimed safe deposit boxes. One box belonged to Justin Reed and held a twelve-page document known as Capitalist Curtain.”
“Impressive,” I admitted. “But why involve me?”
“That was Willow’s idea. She said it made for good symmetry.”
The corners of my mouth tightened. I hadn’t known Willow for very long. Just a couple of years. But she’d always struck me as a beautiful woman, inside and out.
Apparently, I’d been mistaken.
“Is that why she tried to kill me?” I asked. “Because you killed my dad?”
“No, although she liked that aspect of it. Truthfully, we were worried you might start looking for the gold yourself.”
“And yet, you still convinced the president to take me to Fort Knox.”
He nodded. “After you escaped the riot, I decided you still had value. The idea of America’s greatest treasure hunter exposing its most valuable treasure as a complete fraud was too good to pass up.”
I could hear distant raucous noises coming through the open plate. Fighting and yelling and cracking wood and all the other sounds one might expect from a riot in the middle of the forest.
“So, all of this for world peace, huh?” I asked.
“A worthy goal, wouldn’t you agree?” He offered me a genuine smile. “And still quite achievable. Distract K.J. so I can get these trucks out of here. Let the markets open tomorrow and do their work. Let the U.S. dollar die a deserved death.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” He shook his head. “I overheard everything. President Walters turned his back on you. You don’t owe him anything.”
“I’m not doing this for him.” I nodded at Justin’s skeleton. “I’m doing it for him and Dad. I’m doing it so their stories can finally be told.”
“But—” A soft bang rang out. Ben swiveled his head toward the steel plate.
“That was fast.” I lifted my head. “Dutch, Beverly… we’re over here.”
A couple of shadowy forms filed into the cavern. They carried bags and other bulky items. One of them walked to the east wall and fiddled with a machine. Squealing lightly, the plate closed over again. The natural light blinked out and darkness filled the cavern.
Small lights appeared. Then the newcomers walked confidently in our direction. One of them, the tallest one, spoke up. “So, we meet again.”
My body tensed. It wasn’t Dutch or Beverly or even K.J. But I knew the speaker. Not well, but still I knew him.
It was Saul.
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Gunfire rang out and I darted deeper into the cavern, zigzagging every few steps. Bullets chewed the walls, the floor, the ceiling, pulverizing the ancient rock formation.
A bullet flew overhead and struck the ceiling. The rock sparked and I caught a brief glimpse of my surroundings. To the northeast, I noticed the cavern end in a rock wall. A thin tunnel cut through it. I could probably fit inside the tunnel, but the effort would slow me down.
To my left, I saw a crevice. It seemed pretty deep and partially hooked around a corner.
As the spark blinked out, I slid into the crevice. Holding my breath, I squeezed around the corner.
Moments later, I heard three sets of footsteps race past me. They stopped and a few moments of silence filled the air.
“He ran into a tunnel,” a man shouted. “Want us to go after him?”
“Nah,” Saul called out after a moment. “Kent, you take guard duty. If he shows his face, kill him. The rest of you get back here. We need to prep for transport.”
Clearly, Malware — a.k.a. Willow — had recruited Saul and his gang to her family’s cause. I assumed they were planning to take the gold. But how? The old dump trucks were probably out of commission. And it would take days to move that much gold to other vehicles.
Footsteps hiked past me, going in the opposite direction. Dim lights appeared. Soon after, soft metallic noises began to spring up near the trucks.
After a few minutes, I crept out of the niche and stole a glance toward the tunnel. One of Saul’s guys, adorned in jeans, hoodie, and ski mask, stood off to the side, keeping his gun trained on it.
Sticking close to the wall, I crept southwest. Thanks to some ground-based light fixtures, I could see Saul and his gang milling about the ten dump trucks. A couple of guys were patching up the tires and pumping them full of air. Others appeared to be working on the engines. Still others focused on adding features and details. The changes, although subtle, had an impact and the trucks were starting to look a lot like the much newer dump trucks the Army had brought to the area.
Clearly, Saul — or more likely, Malware — was taking a page out of Justin’s playbook, altering the old trucks to look like modern ones. With the Army distracted by the Berserker mob, they’d sneak out of the cavern and close the plate behind them. Then they’d drive away with no one the wiser.
I heard a soft whirring sound. The plate began to slide open. Engines turned over and began to putter softly. I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t let Malware and Ben get away with this. But how to stop them?
Dropping to a crouch, I hurried forward. Along the way, I scanned Justin’s corpse, the trucks, Saul’s men, and loads of tools and gear. My gaze stopped on the canisters lined up in the east wall alcove. Graham had said they contained fuel. If ignited, they’d pack a decent punch, maybe even large enough to catch K.J.’s attention.
One of the trucks began to inch forward. It drove up the ramp and rolled partway into the clearing. There was no time to think, only time to act.
I aimed the pistol at the nearest canister and squeezed the trigger. A spark filled my vision.
An enormous explosion ripped through the cavern. A wave of energy slammed into me, knocking me over. But Saul’s men had it much worse. Some of them, perched high up on the dump trucks, were dashed to the ground. Others were blown straight into metal siding.
As I regained my footing, a fireball rose out of one of the canisters. It quickly lit piles of blankets and stacks of old firewood. Flames started to stab outward in all directions. They didn’t quite reach the trucks, but they easily consumed other canisters as well as additional supplies left by Justin’s crew.
I turned my attention to the parked trucks. Their engines still puttered softly, but they remained still. The tenth truck had come to a halt just outside the cavern and I could see blood splatter on the front windshield.
White smoke curled up and spread its way through the cavern. Within seconds, I was surrounded by it.
I dropped to the ground, the odors of smoke and garlic in my nostrils. A disturbing thought occurred to me and I glanced toward the nearest wall. It shone like gold in the bright light and at last, I figured out why everything smelled like garlic. The walls were made of arsenopyrite, a type of fool’s gold with one important differentiating feature. When heated, it emitted fumes.
Toxic fumes.
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If my leg was long enough, I would’ve kicked myself. When heated, altered, or even touched, arsenopyrite released arsenic into the air. It accounted for the garlic odor. Hell, it accounted for everything.
Once upon a time, the Caborn-Welborn culture had started a massive fire around the mesa’s exterior. In the process, they’d heated the arsenopyrite ore, unleashing arsenic into the air. Hundreds of people, if not thousands, had died and the culture vanished from the history books.
Centuries later, Justin’s crew took refuge within the giant cavern. They’d blocked off most — if not all — forms of ventilation. After the Army had abandoned its search, they’d proceeded to heat canned goods over a large fire. The fire caused toxic arsenic to enter the air.
And their lungs.
Skulking along the wall, I made my way toward the open plate. The scent of garlic invaded my nostrils and I was forced to hold my breath. Saul’s buddies lay everywhere. Some bled from fatal wounds. Others were merely unconscious.
“Cy!” I twisted toward the bellowing voice. Saul and a few of his friends stalked toward me with blood in their still-dazed eyes, furious beyond belief.
My gaze fell to the myriad of guns clutched in their meaty paws. I stood in a wide-open section of cavern with nothing for cover. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. They had me dead to rights, condemned to perish in a blaze of gunfire. But I knew something they didn’t know.
Condemned men are the most dangerous of all.
I whipped out my pistol and sprinted forward. I took my time and made each shot count. My first bullet caught one guy’s throat. My second one ripped into another guy’s chest, narrowly missing his heart. And that was all it took for Saul’s men to tuck tail and scatter to the far recesses of the cavern.
Unfortunately, Saul was a different story.
He backed up just enough to take cover behind one of the trucks. Then he knelt down and returned fire.
Bullets began to shoot toward me at a deliberate pace. The first one missed me by a couple of feet. The second one nearly hit my feet. Changing direction, I started to zigzag across the space, heading for one of the other trucks. But each shot got closer and closer.
Loud honks sounded out. Bright lights flashed. The gunfire ceased and I raced to cover.
A small truck appeared. The driver hit the brakes and the vehicle slid sideways to a halt directly in front of the foremost dump truck. Seconds later, the doors opened and Graham and Beverly appeared. Beverly held a rifle and Graham sported a shotgun.
They hiked into the cavern on either side of the dump truck. Together, they laid down a raucous blaze of gunfire. Saul’s men tried to return fire, but they quickly succumbed to the deadly hail of bullets.
Meanwhile, I retreated to the back of the cavern and took out the stragglers as well as the guy who’d been watching over the tunnel. Afterward, I returned to the plate where Graham and Beverly were huddled in a small circle.
“You okay?” Graham asked.
I turned around, taking in the many corpses. “Better than them.”
The air rushed and the hairs on my arms stood on end. Abruptly, tiny pings rang out all around me.
I grabbed the others and we took up position behind the foremost dump truck. Peering around the corner, I surveyed the clearing.
“Who is that?” Beverly asked. “The Army?”
“Nope, it’s Saul.” My gaze tightened. “And he’s got back-up.”
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A sharp blast erupted, followed by hissing metal. Air whooshed as a bullet barreled into the back-end of the dump truck, just a foot or so from my face.
I realized now that Saul had split his gang into two groups. While the first one set about taking the trucks, the second one waited around the area, presumably to help clear the way. Now, the second group was being pressured into active duty.
I fired off a few shots to keep Saul and his men honest. They ducked low and halted. When they started toward us again, it was at a much slower pace.
I looked over my shoulder. Fire raged in several places and the odor of garlic was particularly pungent. My gaze turned to the many corpses strewn about the cavern. They’d been armed, so we weren’t hurting for weapons. But we were still heavily outnumbered.
Graham and Beverly ran to the other end of the dump truck. They managed a few shots, but were quickly driven back into cover by a hail of bullets.
“Any chance K.J. and his men are coming?” I called out.
“We never reached him,” Graham replied. “We doubled back when we heard the explosion.”
“Which leaves us with two options,” Beverly said. “Either we hold off Saul’s guys and hope K.J. comes back soon or we handle this on our own.”
I shot a quick glance into the clearing. It was hard to count them all, but I figured Saul had at least a dozen shooters at his disposal. If they knew even a modicum of military strategy, they’d easily overrun us in a matter of minutes. “Hey Dutch,” I called out. “Did you notice how the breeze died off? It’s stifling out there.”
A slow grin creased his visage. “You’re right. Saul and his friends must be sweating up a storm.”
“Think you can blow some air up their skirts?”
“Let’s find out.” He stripped the shirt off of one of the newly-dead corpses. Tying it around his face, he hustled deeper into the cavern.
“What are you up to?” Beverly asked.
“Taking advantage of the terrain.” I nodded at Saul’s team. “Can you handle them for a few minutes?”
“You know I hate playing alone,” she said with a pouty look.
“I’ll make it up to you.”
“You’d better.”
I took a deep breath of fresh air. Then I stripped a second corpse of its shirt, tied the fabric around my face, and darted after Graham.
Taking shallow breaths, I hustled past the trucks and around the bend. The heat from the fires lessened and I picked up speed, sprinting all the way to the small cave. Some fresh air leaked in through the gap, but the odor of garlic was still quite strong.
Graham, flashlight in hand, stood within the cave. Silently, he appraised the many machines. Then he twisted around and pointed his beam at some toolboxes and a couple of gas canisters.
I took up position near the smoke machine. Then I aimed my gun at the gap leading out to the clearing, just in case any of Saul’s guys tried to sneak up on us.
With the sound of gunfire ringing in our ears, Graham began scurrying about the area. For the next five minutes, he tightened screws, hammered down panels, sliced off frayed wires, and rewired control panels.
“Well, the inflator is shot.” Graham grunted. “Same goes for the smoke machine.”
I kept my eyes on the gap. “Can you still filter air through the pipes?”
“I don’t see why not.” He hustled to the wall. Grabbing one of the gas canisters, he hauled it to the smoke machine’s air compressor and began pouring gas into a circular hole. Liquid splashed loudly against metal.
He grabbed more canisters and proceeded to fill the rest of the tank. Then he did the same for the inflator’s air compressor.
Meanwhile, I climbed through the gap and entered the hole we’d dug earlier in the evening. Peeking above the rim, I saw Saul’s men creeping across the clearing, keeping low in order to avoid Beverly’s gunfire.
I slipped back into the small cave. Graham continued to fiddle with one of the air compressors, connecting wires and tightening fasteners. Then he tightened a few more screws and took a deep breath. Reaching out, he flipped a red switch on the control panel. Loud clanking noises rang out as air began to pump into the machines.
He flipped a similar switch on the air compressor leading to the inflator. It coughed a few times. Then it burst to life as well.
I glanced at the smoke machine’s panel and saw a dial marked, Speed. I shifted it to High and did the same with the inflator.
“The soil will cause the air to back up. When it blows through, it’s going to be big.” A grin spread across Graham’s face. “I wouldn’t want to be Saul right about now.”
“Me neither. Come on, we’ve got to hurry.”
“What’s the rush?”
“I don’t want to miss the show.”
We ran out of the small cave and back into the main cavern. The arsenic-laced smoke from the fire was thick and we had to keep low to avoid it.
We darted to the foremost dump truck and with a nod at Beverly, took up position on the other end. Light smoke from the fire had drifted out of the mesa and now hung like a shroud over the clearing. But I could still see Saul’s gang, guns drawn, heading slowly in our direction.
The ground started to vibrate. Pipes clanged and air rushed, nearly drowning out the flickering flames.
“What the hell…?” Saul’s voice, tough but hesitant, came from the clearing.
“Must be a quake,” a second voice replied.
The vibrations picked up speed, moving faster and faster. Whooshing noises filled my ears. A shock wave roiled the surface and Saul’s guys fought to maintain their balance.
“Something’s wrong,” Saul shouted. “Get back and—”
The ground clapped multiple times, loud as thunder. A fierce gust of hot air, which had been pent-up beneath the soil, shot into the air like a geyser.
Saul went airborne, flipping head over heels as his body defied gravity. Moments later, he slammed back to the earth.
More air geysers erupted from the underground pipe system. Saul’s guys soared into the air before smashing back to the ground. Bones shattered. Blood flowed. Some men fell limp, while others screamed in agony.
Saul rolled onto another air geyser and was launched back into the sky. This time, he landed awkwardly on his side and blood started to flow all over his body. His left leg, twisted in impossible directions, looked like a piece of spaghetti. Feebly, he tried to crawl without success.
The lucky few who’d escaped the geysers quickly took stock of the situation. Twisting around, they ran for the tree line. But by that time, the air had reached the farthest pipes and more air geysers burst free and they went sailing in all directions as well.
The air geysers slowed a bit, but continued to shoot hot gusts into the sky. Taking a shallow breath, I tasted garlic in my mouth. The arsenic fumes were becoming more intense by the second.
Saul and his secondary crew had been wiped out. Only a few of them were moving and those movements amounted to little more than muscle twitches.
“Well, I guess that closes the book on Saul,” I remarked. “Too bad.”
Graham chuckled. “It almost sounds like you’re going to miss him.”
“I will.” I faked a frown. “Now, I’ll have to find a new punching bag.”
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The geysers continued to spurt pumped air out of the ground. They stretched ten to twelve feet into the sky before the winds caught hold of them and spat them to the east.
Turning around, I saw the various fires had grown larger over the last few minutes. Flames stabbed out sideways, spreading the inferno to all ends of the cavern. Fortunately, they were still a good distance from the dump trucks.
“Get—” A coughing fit seized me. My eyes started to itch and my lungs felt hot and achy. Swiftly, I adjusted the cloth around my face. “Get K.J.”
“What about you?” Beverly asked.
I waved toward the circle of corpses, which remained untouched by the flames. “I’m going to grab Justin’s body.”
“We’ll help—”
“No. Get K.J.” I studied the ten dump trucks. A few were now drivable, but the rest were still in a state of repair. “We’re going to need help to stop those flames.”
Graham and Beverly ran back to the small truck. The engine, which had puttered softly for the last few minutes, grew loud and fierce. Then the truck jerked forward and they drove away.
I filled my lungs with semi-fresh air. Turning northeast, I hurried toward Justin’s corpse. I kept low, but the fumes had begun to work their evil magic on me. The cavern started to spin before my eyes and my balance grew precarious.
I stumbled, caught myself, and stumbled again. Somehow, I managed to reach the circle of old corpses without falling on my face.
The flames intensified. They stabbed out, licking at one of the corpses, threatening to start all new fires.
I placed my gun on the ground. Then I grabbed Justin’s journal and shoved it into my pocket. After wrapping his body in a blanket, I stooped down and picked him up.
My lungs started to ache. I knew I was surrounded by arsenic-laced air. But I needed to breathe and so I took a few cautious breaths through my shirt filter.
Something clicked. My reflexes, dulled by lack of oxygen, were slow to respond.
Twisting around, I saw Ben. A rag covered his nose and mouth. His eyes blazed brighter than the fire. His forehead and upper cheeks were smeared with dirt and blood.
“We meet again,” he said, his voice muffled by the rag. Lifting a pistol, he pointed it at the space between my eyes. “But this time, my gun is loaded.”
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Seeing him standing there, gun in hand, reminded me of our earlier conversation. Willow, he’d told me, had sent me after the safe deposit box because of symmetry. This was symmetry too, in a way. His father had killed my dad. Now, he intended to kill me.
But symmetry wasn’t a one-way street. Justin had foiled the Capitalist Curtain decades ago. And once again, he was in position to foil another Marvin family plan.
I threw Justin’s corpse at Ben. Ben yelped and jumped out of the way. Taking advantage, I whirled around and raced deeper into the cavern, zigzagging and listening to the sounds of wild gunfire.
More smoke swept down my lungs. I was weak and weaponless. If only I had my machete, I could’ve mounted an offense. But alas, it had been stripped from me when I’d entered the president’s temporary headquarters.
I glanced over my shoulder and saw Ben framed by fire and smoke. He’d calmed down and was now following me at a slow, measured pace.
I kept running. The smoke lessened a bit and I was able to breathe a little easier. I ran past the crevice I’d used earlier and made my way to the tunnel at the far end of the cavern. A rough ramp, showing signs of chisel marks, led upward.
I took one last look at Ben. Then I whirled around.
And sprinted into the tunnel.
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The arsenic-laced smoke rose with me as I raced up the steep, curving ramp. But I was moving faster and before long, I was able to breathe normally. At the same time, the light from the fires began to recede and I found myself surrounded by darkness.
Whipping out my flashlight, I aimed the beam into the tunnel. Then I continued to run.
The ramp looked manmade or at least, altered by human hands. Despite their prowess with tools, I doubted Justin and his crew had taken the time to do it. This was confirmed when my beam illuminated some crude pictographs on the rock walls. They resembled the ones I’d seen on the summit as well as in the cavern.
I slowed my pace just enough to perk an ear. Somewhere below me, I heard soft footsteps. Ben was on my tail. He seemed to be taking it slow, conserving his strength. It was a good move on his part. He was old and not exactly in the best of shape. And besides, where was I going to go? Sooner or later, I’d run out of room.
I picked up speed, putting as much distance between us as possible. The ramp steepened. Curved around. And steepened again.
The last remnants of smoke dissipated. I blinked a few times and moisture filled my dry eyes. Continuing forward, I ran in ever-rising circles. Higher and higher and higher. How high did this thing go anyway?
After what seemed like forever, I reached a dead-end. I shifted my beam from side to side. The walls looked solid and there were no side tunnels.
Turning off my beam, I swung around. My best bet was to attack Ben as soon as he came into view. Maybe, just maybe, I’d reach him before he could shoot me.
I perked my ears again and listened to the soft footsteps. They moved quickly for a few seconds. Then they stopped. When they started again, they were much slower, much quieter. Ahh, he’d been listening to my footsteps as well. Now that I’d stopped, he was slowing down, prepping for the inevitable confrontation.
While I waited for him to arrive, I noticed something strange. Although I’d doused my beam, the tunnel refused to submit to total darkness.
Looking up, I saw the tiniest bit of light. Most of the ceiling was rock. But a small portion, maybe two feet square, looked like a web of tangled vines and plants.
Right away, I knew this was no accident. There was a hole above me, one that led to the summit. That was how the Caborn-Welborn warriors had managed to climb the mesa all those centuries ago.
I yanked some vines. More light — moonlight — poured into my eyes. Grabbing hold of a sturdy vine, I pulled myself out of the tunnel. The moon was bright, but not blinding. Everywhere I looked I saw plants and trees.
Below me, Ben’s footsteps gained volume. He was close, but I was no longer pinned down. And this was no boardroom or fancy office. This was nature at its wildest. In other words, my turf.
Not his.
I turned in a slow circle. Nearby, I saw the giant altar. Stepping softly, I moved south until I reached the edge of the mesa. Far beneath me, I saw soldiers taking charge of Saul’s gang. Meanwhile, other soldiers entered the cavern. They wore gas masks and carried fire extinguishers.
As I watched them work, one last puzzle piece slid into place. Justin and his crew had used the same tunnel to access the summit back in 1949. That was how they’d kept a close eye on the Army’s movements.
I frowned. If only he’d been awake when the campfire first began to put arsenic into the air. He could’ve raced to the summit, survived. Then my dad wouldn’t have lost his father. And maybe I wouldn’t have lost mine either.
Rustling noises rose up from the vegetation. “Cy,” Ben called out. “Where are you?”
Really? Did he really expect me to give my position away so easily?
“You won.” Ben exhaled. “And because of that, we all lost. You realize that, don’t you? You doomed this world to perpetual war.”
He was trying to bait me. But it wasn’t going to work.
“By this time tomorrow, the whole world will know what happened here.” Leaves crunched underfoot as he strode east. “President Walters’ gold standard will go into effect while his best people unwind everything I worked so hard to build. The U.S. economy will recover and this world of ours will go on fighting wars until the end of time.”
Quietly, I strode back into the small forest and worked my way eastward. Far below me, I heard cracking wood, soft shouts and other Berserker-related sounds. But the riot didn’t matter at that moment. All that mattered was survival.
“But I suppose you don’t care about any of that, do you?” Ben said. “I don’t even think you care about the gold. Unless I miss my guess, you just want to kill me.”
That wasn’t entirely true. I also cared about telling Justin’s story to the world. Dad’s story, too. But yeah, I wanted to kill him.
“So, come and get me,” he said. “But better make it fast. You don’t have much time.”
He had a point. I was adept at staying undetected. It would be a cinch to hide out and wait for the soldiers to take charge of the summit. But if I did that, I’d miss my chance to kill him. Of course, if I went after him, I could very well get shot for my troubles. What mattered more to me? Survival? Or familial revenge?
But this wasn’t about familial revenge. I wasn’t the last Hatfield and he wasn’t a McCoy. No, this little feud of ours was about something else.
Symmetry.
His efforts to destroy the U.S. economy, although they could be reversed, would still have long-lasting ramifications. Innocent people would lose their jobs, their savings. They’d be driven into poverty and despair. Plus, he’d tried to kill me along with my friends. And he’d killed Dad in cold blood.
For that — for all that — he needed to pay a price.
I snuck through the forest. He stood just outside the tree line, maybe a dozen feet from the edge of the mesa, carefully scanning his flanks. I waited until I had his timing down. Then I sprinted across the summit.
Just as he turned toward me, I snapped an elbow at his jaw and he fell hard. His back crashed into the soil, but he managed to maintain hold of the gun. With a quick swing, he smacked it against my knee. My nerve endings exploded in pain.
I slumped to the ground and he quickly mounted me. Then he gripped the gun’s barrel like a bottle and slashed it at my face. I lifted my arms and the metal slammed into them with jarring force.
Years earlier, our fathers had been in the exact same position, only reversed and without the gun. And then Ben had entered the room and thrown Dad to an early grave.
The thought fueled me and I twisted my torso. He fell off of me. A quick chop separated his fingers from the pistol and a shove sent the gun flying off the summit. Then I stood up and pulled him to his feet.
The wet rag drooped and I saw his entire face. He stared at me for a few seconds, his eyes full of boundless fury. I stared right back at him, unblinking.
“I wish I could say I was sorry.” He chuckled lightly. “But truth is, I’d do it all over again.”
“And I’d do this again.” I socked him in the jaw. His face twisted and blood flew out of his mouth. Then he stumbled backward and toppled off the mesa.
I walked to the edge of the summit. Peering downward, I saw the foremost dump truck poking out of the cavern. Ben, what was left of him anyway, lay in the front of the dump bed, splattered against the gold bars.
Symmetry.
At last.

Chapter 82

Voices died off and soldiers parted as I limped out of the cavern. The fires had been extinguished and almost all of the toxic smoke had dissipated. Looking around, I saw all ten dump trucks, parked quietly on the grass and surrounded by a veritable platoon of well-armed soldiers.
“Cy!” Beverly’s body slammed into mine. “What took you so long?”
With a big grin, I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a squeeze. “I got sidetracked.”
“Don’t let it happen again.” Her lips brushed against my ear. “Or I’ll have to punish you.”
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Graham muttered.
Beverly planted a big fat kiss on my lips, turned her nose up at Graham, and marched away.
He watched as a couple of soldiers extracted Ben’s splattered corpse from the dump bed. “What happened up there?”
“Justice.”
“Colonel Jordan.” Donovan, followed by K.J., shoved his way past a group of soldiers. “Arrest this man.”
K.J. arched an eyebrow. “You can’t be serious.”
Donovan halted a few feet short of me. Good thing too, or I would’ve clocked him. “Do it, Colonel. That’s an order.”
K.J. shook his head and glanced at one of the soldiers. “What’s your name, Officer?”
Sheila Price stuffed a phone into her pocket. “Chief Warrant Officer Sheila Price, sir,” she replied nervously.
“Please take charge of Mr. Donovan, Officer Price.”
Donovan’s face turned bright pink and he whirled toward K.J. “You just made a powerful enemy.”
“Escort him off the premises, Officer Price.” K.J. smiled as she grabbed hold of Donovan. “And don’t bother being gentle about it.”
Price hustled Donovan away from the clearing. Just before the tree line, she turned around and made a picture-taking gesture. Ah, yes. She wanted a picture for her kid. And I would make that happen, if only to avoid Beverly’s wrath.
K.J. looked at me. His face was impassive, but I could see the sorrow in his eyes. The little stunt with Donovan was his way of extending a hand across the aisle, of trying to make up for his earlier distrust. And so I nodded at him. Not because my heart was bursting with forgiveness, but because mistakes happen and I thought he deserved a second chance.
The colonel walked away and Corporal Wendell sidled up to me. “Colonel Jordan has authorized me to update you on our situation. That is, if you’re interested.”
I glanced toward the dump truck where Ben had died. Soldiers were starting to lower his body to the ground. “Is stagflation still on the horizon?”
“No one knows for sure. I do know that Mr. Marvin’s plan involved thousands of transactions through an entity known as the Working Group on Capital Markets. One of his co-conspirators, the former Secretary of the Treasury, is already dead. The other two have been apprehended and taken to a private detention center. On orders from the president, Special Agent Ed Hooper will lead the interrogation while a handpicked team of financial analysts will work to unwind the transactions.”
“I know Ed. He’s a good man.”
“That’s my understanding as well. He seems to think he can untangle this mess. But that won’t solve everything. The risk of debt still looms heavily over this nation.”
That didn’t surprise me. And truthfully, I didn’t expect that risk to vanish anytime soon. Politicians weren’t about to stop spending money. It was like air to them. “What about the gold standard?” I asked.
“I’m not privy to all the details. But as I mentioned, the debt problem remains very real. So, yes, it will go into effect tomorrow morning.” He shuffled his feet. “Colonel Jordan doesn’t expect it to last long. As soon as the transactions are fully unwound, he thinks things will go back to the way they are now.”
“Big surprise.” Graham nodded at Ben’s remains. “Where are they taking him?”
The corporal hesitated. “President Walters wants this whole affair swept under the rug. He thinks it’ll damage people’s faith in the government.”
“Not to mention his reputation,” I said.
“Yeah.” Graham chuckled. “Between this and the Columbus Project, Wade is starting to make Nixon look like a saint.”
The corporal shifted uneasily. “That’s why Ben will supposedly perish in a plane crash later today while en route to an economic conference in Brussels. He’ll be given the works… a lavish state funeral, heartfelt speeches, and presidential condolences.”
“What about his co-conspirators?” I asked.
“My understanding is that they’ll be listed as passengers on the plane as well.” The corporal sighed. “Look, I probably shouldn’t tell you this. But from where I stand, you deserve to know. I overheard K.J. speaking to the president. It sounds like they’ll spend the rest of their lives in a secret prison.”
Graham made a face. “That’s one way to protect Wade’s reputation.”
I didn’t add anything. But for me, the punishment didn’t fit the crime. I would’ve preferred to see them stripped of their resources and dumped into the poorest hellhole on Earth. Let them experience the poverty they tried to inflict on everyone else.
After the briefing, Graham noticed smoke rising out of one of the old dump trucks. He strode over and began shouting orders at the soldiers. At first, they treated him like an annoyance. But a few whispered words from K.J. changed their tune and before long, Graham had them fixing the vehicle.
The rest of the soldiers went back to work and I found myself alone in the clearing. Lifting my gaze, I took in the moonlit sky and twinkling stars and thought about family. I thought about Dad and my grandfather and how I wished they could see what I saw. The sky, the mesa, the trucks, the gold, everything. Of course, Justin would’ve probably just tried to steal the gold again. The thought made me smile.
Reaching into my pocket, I withdrew his journal. Cracking it open, I scanned the last few pages. To my surprise, I learned something interesting. Justin had deliberately timed his vanishing act to coincide with the arriving Army vehicles. He’d done this to have extra witnesses, to make sure as little heat as possible fell upon Milt Stevens. It struck me as an unusual act of kindness and it got me thinking.
I flipped more pages, passing a myriad of entries, until I reached the one for December 14, 1949. But it wasn’t a normal entry. Instead, it was a letter, addressed to President Truman. The handwriting was barely legible and I had to squint to see the ink.
In 1933, FDR ordered us to surrender our earthly treasures and so we did. An unfair bargain — but still a bargain — was struck. Americans would give up their gold and the U.S. government would protect it. But now, that bargain has been broken. This nation’s leaders have plundered that gold without permission and for their own purposes. And that cannot stand.

I arched an eyebrow. Was I reading this right? Had Justin been motivated by something other than greed?
The gold doesn’t belong to us and we won’t keep it. But we will protect it until honesty and transparency prevail. Our demands are as follows. First, you will call a press conference. Second, you will reveal the existence of Capitalist Curtain as well as how you intended to fund it via America’s gold stolen in the dead of night. Third, you will publicly pardon us. You have one week to comply with our demands. Otherwise, we go public.

My brow furrowed. I’d totally misjudged the situation. Justin and his crew hadn’t stolen the gold. They’d preserved it on behalf of the American people. I felt gratified to know this. Not just for me, but for Dad as well.
That got me thinking about Dad. About how he fought so hard to find his own father, to learn the truth about the man. There was a certain heroism to it that, even now, amazed me.
And I thought about my own feelings toward Dad, complicated by his supposed suicide and my many years of abandonment issues. There was a light in the midst of all my dark thoughts now that I knew the truth about his death. Going forward, I could begin to recall the good old days without fury. Perhaps grief, but never fury, at least not toward him.
Even so, I felt pained as I stood there in the clearing, alone with my thoughts. Although I’d made my peace with Dad and his father, it didn’t bring them back to me. I’d never know the sound of Justin’s voice or the touch of his skin. Never again would I see Dad’s face or feel his hand clasped in mine. So much had changed.
And yet, I was still alone.
A commotion rang out from the southern edge of the clearing. I twisted toward the trees, half-expecting to see Donovan in flight and Price tackling him to the ground.
Instead, soldiers stood at attention. Once more, quiet fell over the clearing as President Walters strode into view. Even from a distance, he looked exhausted. His cheeks were drawn and bags hung from his eyes. His posture, normally ramrod straight, reminded me of a limp noodle.
“Want me to handle him?” Graham whispered in a conspiratorial tone.
“What are you going to do?” I asked. “Challenge him to a duel?”
“If you say so.”
He’d do it too. Of course, the president could merely snap his fingers and every soldier in hearing distance would’ve jumped in to protect him. But that was duty, not devotion.
President Walters stopped in front of me. His gaze lifted to the dump trucks and his eyes opened wide in wonder. “That’s the gold?”
I nodded.
“Then it’s over.”
Maybe for him. As for me, I still had a little bit of unfinished business on my plate. Namely, Malware, a.k.a. Willow Marvin. But that would have to wait for another day.
“What happens now?” I asked.
“That depends. Do you want anything?”
“The truth.”
He cocked his head.
“I want the world to know what happened here,” I said. “I want people to know about Capitalist Curtain, Fort Knox, my grandfather, Ben and Malware, everything.”
He exhaled. “I appreciate everything you’ve done. I really do. Once again, this country owes you a debt of gratitude it can never hope to repay. However, what you’re asking is, quite frankly, impossible.”
I frowned.
“This country has faced far too many scandals as it is. I don’t know if it can survive another one. As such, my people have concocted a cover story. Specifically, that the gold never disappeared. Instead, Milt Stevens deliberately built a top-secret vault in there,” he said with a nod at the mesa, “and hid the gold inside it. The depository at Fort Knox became, in fact, the ultimate deception.”
I was beyond furious. “What about the battle at Fort Knox?” I asked, my voice rising. “How are you going to explain that?”
“Thanks to K.J.’s efforts, the media never caught wind of it. And everyone involved has been sworn to secrecy. Of course, we’ll still have to explain the deaths. As for me drilling that fake gold bar, we’re chalking it up to miscommunication. Unfortunately, Milt died suddenly without leaving a succession plan in place. By the time we figured out he’d built the second facility, the press conference was already over.”
“No one will believe that.”
“They will. Because that’s what I’m going to tell them. It’s what we’re all going to tell them.” His gaze narrowed. “That’s not going to be a problem… is it?”
Justin had risked great harm to himself in order to steal the depository’s gold. Not because he wanted to get rich, but because he thought his fellow countrymen should know the truth about Capitalist Curtain. And Dad had lost his life seeking the truth as well, doing everything in his power to discover Justin’s ultimate fate.
The truth. It matters. It mattered then and it mattered now. But of course, I didn’t have to tell the president that. When I got back to New York, I’d find a way to leak the real story to the media.
I smiled. “Of course not.”
We shook hands and he walked away. And then I was alone. So alone. Justin was gone. So was Dad. So was Mom for that matter. I was alone in this world and that was enough to make my heart ache.
Graham and Beverly wandered over to me. “What did he want?” Graham asked.
“He wants us to lie,” I said.
“About what?”
“About everything.”
“I hope he’s used to disappointment,” Beverly said.
“Yeah,” Graham added. “Because we’re definitely used to it from him.”
Clearly, they knew what I was going to do before I even did it. “This is my fight, not yours,” I said. “And it’s going to be a messy one. Real messy. He’ll come after me, probably chase me clear out of the country. But it doesn’t have to be that way for you guys. Play nice and stick to the official story and you’ll be fine.”
“If it’s your fight,” Beverly said softly, “then it’s our fight too.”
I stared at her, then at Graham. They stared back at me, unblinking, and I felt my loneliness melt away. There was no talking them out of this. They were with me to the end.
And that meant something. No, it meant everything. Maybe I was the last of the Reeds. Maybe I was the last of my bloodline. But I would never be alone.
Not as long as I had my family.
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