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Аннотация
From the author of the bestselling Delphi Group series, a pulse-pounding novella of lost identity and dark secrets.

A man regains consciousness in an unfamiliar place. He knows his name is Patrick but little else. He doesn�t know where he�s at or how he got there, only that he�s being held against his will. When Patrick overhears a conversation between two men outside his room, it soon becomes clear he and others are being held as subjects of a dark and sinister experiment.
Using skills he didn�t know he had, Patrick escapes with fellow captive Danielle. Like Patrick, she finds her memory is mostly a blank slate, but she does remember traveling to France before her programming began.
Tracked by a professional hit team, the two flee to Paris, where they hope to unravel the mystery of their past. Using the only clue they have, they slowly begin to find the answers they were looking for. But as the truth is revealed and the body count rises, they soon begin to wonder if they should�ve just walked away.

Betrayal will grab you from the first page and won�t let go until the final shocking twist.


John Sneeden
Betrayal: A Delphi Group Novella

To Lyn, Cheryl, Mary, Genette, Deborah, Terry, John, Dan, Paul, Matt, Steve, Jerry, and all the others in the secret book clubs. I can�t thank you enough for your encouragement and support.


Chapter One

Near Maisons-Laffitte, France
Painfully, the man opened his eyes to inky darkness. He blinked twice in the hope of seeing more, but there wasn�t enough light to illumine his surroundings.
Where am I?
It was a simple question but one for which he had no answer. His memory was an empty slate, and even his senses had little to report. The only thing he knew for sure was that he was on his back, his head tilted to the left. Sheets covered his chest, and a soft mattress supported his body.
As he lay there, his eyes adjusted to the gloom, and details began to emerge. The outline of a dull gray rail appeared a few inches away. I�m on a gurney. His gaze shifted upward, and he noted a window a foot above the rail. The blinds were closed tightly, but the lack of light coming through the slats indicated it was night.
Who am I?
It was an even more basic question than the first, and yet strangely he didn�t have an answer. Was it possible to exist and yet not know who he was? Was he suffering from amnesia? He shuddered at the thought.
He shifted slightly, and his knee banged against a hard metal surface. The gurney. Maybe it held a clue to his location. Maybe he�d just gotten out of surgery. If so, his memory loss could be the result of time spent under anesthesia.
He frowned. But if I�m in a hospital, why is it so dark? Even a recovery room had lighted monitors and instruments. None of it made sense.
Hoping to see more of the room, he turned his head to the right. The view in the other direction filled him with disappointment and confusion. He wasn�t in a hospital, that much was clear. There was no IV stand, no private bathroom, and no clipboard hanging by the door. In fact, the only furnishing was a table situated along the far wall. As best he could tell, it was just an ordinary room.
There was a door to the left of the table, but no sounds carried in from beyond. No nurses talking. No hum of equipment. Nothing.
Patrick.
The name surfaced out of the mist of his mind, and he knew immediately it was his own. A sense of relief washed over him. It was something he could hold on to, something he could take comfort in. Who knew, maybe it was a sign that the rest of his memory would return soon.
As if on cue, several words scrolled through his thoughts like the credits at the end of a film: One hundred twelve. Sixty-seven. Mazarine.
Two numbers and a name. The numbers were totally random. One had three digits, the other two. As far as he could tell, neither had any significance. The name was even stranger. It sounded like a race of people in the Old Testament.
His strength returning, Patrick decided to sit up. If he could get off the gurney, he might be able to leave the room and find someone who could tell him what was going on. As he rose, he felt something tug his arms sharply. Alarmed, he shook the covers off then froze at the sight that met his eyes. His wrists were handcuffed to the gurney rail.
The truth branded him like a hot iron: I�m being held against my will.
Patrick sat all the way up, his heart racing. What�s happening? Why am I being held? With his memory a blank slate, it seemed pointless to guess.
Stay calm. Panicking will only make it worse.
He took several deep breaths. As his heart rate slowed, he considered his situation. If he was being held against his will, he needed to figure out how to escape, and he needed to do it while he was still alone.
The window.
Thankfully, there was enough slack in the cuffs for him to reach the blinds. He reached out and lifted one of the slats. A half moon hung in the night sky, illuminating the surrounding terrain. He leaned closer, his breath fogging the glass. He was on the upper floor of a building, perhaps the second or third floor. It was hard to tell. He saw square patches of light arrayed neatly across the lawn, indicating other rooms in the building were lit.
I�m not alone.
He looked farther out and saw a dark forest looming at the edge of the light. Although the tall trees looked foreboding, they might actually provide cover if he could somehow get out of the building.
Footsteps approached outside the room. Patrick turned and stared at the door. It was the first sound he�d heard since regaining consciousness.
They can�t know I�m awake.
He lay back and closed his eyes. He heard a card swipe through a slot outside the room, followed by a loud beep. Two men were talking as the door opened.
�You�re still here?�
Intrigued by the sound of the voice, Patrick opened his eyes slightly. A blond man stood in the light of the half-open door. Another man with dark wavy hair stood just beyond him in the hall. Both men were in their thirties, and both wore crisp white lab coats.
�Lars claims he�s sick, so it looks like I�ll be pulling a double shift,� the blond man answered.
The dark-haired man laughed. �The second time this month.�
�The third time this quarter, not that I�m counting.�
�I guess you won�t be seeing Sandrine tonight?�
The blond man shrugged indifferently. �I don�t know what she�s doing.�
The dark-haired man lifted an eyebrow. �Trouble in paradise?�
�I�m moving on to greener pastures.�
�As in someone else?�
�Let�s just say Camille is on my radar now.�
The dark-haired man�s eyes widened. �Camille? Sandrine�s roommate?�
�She was her roommate but moved out several months ago. She was having the same issues with Sandrine as me.�
�Such as?�
�Such as the chronic whining about every aspect of her life. The never-ending sense of entitlement.�
�So you two have already split?�
�Not yet. I just need to find the right time to break things off. She�s going to go ballistic.�
The dark-haired man nodded toward the open door. �How is Ten?�
Patrick tensed in response to the question. He�s talking about me. I�m Ten.
�Just giving him another injection to get him through the night. His programming starts tomorrow.� He nodded down the hall. �What about Eleven?�
�Her programming is going well so far. In fact, we may��
A loud beep cut him off. Frowning, he pulled a phone from his lab coat and read something on the screen. After putting the phone away, he said, �Looks like we have an issue on the second floor. Three is having another relapse.�
The blond man waved. �Have fun.�
�Of course.�
Leaving the door ajar, the blond man entered without turning on the lights. Patrick closed his eyes tightly and remained perfectly still. He�d expected the man to approach the bed, but instead he walked to another part of the room. Curious, Patrick opened one eye and saw the man was bent over the table. His arms moved, but it was hard to tell what he was doing. A few seconds later, he straightened and turned slightly, a hypodermic needle clutched in one hand. He mashed the plunger, and a few drops of liquid oozed from the needle�s tip.
Patrick knew what would happen next. The man would inject him with more of the powerful sedative, enough to keep him under for the remainder of the night. He also knew his programming started tomorrow, and whatever it involved, it couldn�t be good. People weren�t restrained unless they were being subjected to something bad.
As the man turned, Patrick closed his eyes and considered his options. Should he wait until morning and then try to get away? Clearly, that wasn�t the best option. There might be more than one person coming in the morning. Not only that, but there would undoubtedly be more people in the building.
No, this might be his last chance to get away. He had to act now.
The man arrived at the bed. The room was silent save for the sound of the man�s breathing. Patrick wanted to look but didn�t dare risk being seen with his eyes open. He would wait for the first touch, then�
The man pulled the covers off the top half of his body, and his hand grasped Patrick�s forearm tightly. Patrick smelled antiseptic as the man wiped the spot he was going to inject.
�Just one more little prick for you,� the man whispered to himself.
When the needle touched his flesh, Patrick sprang like a leopard. He reached out and grabbed the man�s arm, yanking him over the gurney rail. Patrick hooked an arm around the man�s neck, cutting off his attempted shout.
The man flailed and kicked, but his struggles were in vain. Patrick held him in a vise-like grip, his muscles tightening with every move. A half minute later, the man�s body went limp, and Patrick loosened his hold. Is he dead? Patrick pressed two fingers against the man�s wrist and detected a weak pulse. He was still alive.
Where did I learn how to do that? Strangely, he felt as though he�d performed the maneuver hundreds of times before.
Patrick used both hands to pull the man onto the gurney. He reached into his pant pockets and found a set of keys. Hopefully, one of them would unlock the restraints. He inserted the first two, but neither fit into the slot. He searched through the other keys and found a third one that seemed to be the right size. Much to his relief, it slipped in easily, and the cuff clicked open.
After freeing himself, Patrick lowered the gurney rails and slid onto the floor. He was one step closer to freedom but knew the task would only get more difficult from this point forward. People were being held here against their will, which meant there would likely be cameras, checkpoints, and armed guards.
He searched the man�s coat and found a penlight, an iPod, and a money clip. He held the money clip up to the window and saw it was filled with euros. I�m in Europe. It was a start. At least he knew what continent he was on.
He unbuttoned the man�s coat and found two items looped around his neck � a stethoscope and an employee badge with the man�s picture on the front. He flipped the badge over and noted a single metallic strip on the back. It was exactly what he�d hoped to see. That strip might be his ticket out.
Before leaving the room, Patrick removed the man�s shoes, pants, and lab coat. Obviously, the clothing wouldn�t hide his identity at a checkpoint, but it might prevent someone from recognizing him at a distance.
After changing into the new clothes, Patrick cuffed the man to the gurney and stuffed a sock into his mouth, a simple move he hoped would buy him a few minutes. His preparations complete, he crossed to the door and eased his head out. The corridor was dimly lit. To the left, the hallway stretched into the distance, with several other halls turning off to the right. Muffled voices came from somewhere in that direction. As best he could tell, the speakers were in another room or right around the corner.
With that route eliminated, he looked right and saw a door about twenty yards away. Based on its position at the end of the hall, he guessed there was a stairwell beyond. It was exactly what he had hoped to find. He would take the stairs to the bottom then slip out and make a break for the woods.
After checking in the other direction one more time, he stepped out and moved quietly toward the exit. About halfway down the hall, he noticed another door on his left. A sign next to it read 11.
Eleven.
The number reminded him of the conversation between the two men.
�What about Eleven?�
�Her programming is going well so far.�
Eleven was the other person they had spoken of, and it was reasonable to assume she was being held there against her will.
He paused, unsure of what to do. Should he try to help her? Even if she was awake, she was probably under heavy sedation. Maybe he should leave her where she was and focus on escaping on his own. Once he made it to the nearest town, he would alert local authorities.
No, contacting law enforcement was out of the question. For all he knew, the government might be behind the work being done here. The facility could be involved in some kind of state-sponsored experimentation. At this point, he couldn�t take any chances. Until he gathered more information, he couldn�t trust anyone on the outside.
His decision made, Patrick stepped over to the door. An electronic reader was affixed to the wall, so he removed the badge he�d taken from the man. Hopefully, the magnetic stripe would provide universal access to all the rooms. If it didn�t, he�d have no choice but to leave her behind.
He swiped the badge through the slot and waited. After a short pause, a small light on the panel turned green, and the lock clicked in response.
He let out a sigh of relief. It worked.
He grasped the handle and turned it slowly.
It was time to meet Eleven.

Chapter Two

The room was dark, so Patrick left the door cracked as he stepped inside. From what he could tell, the interior looked just like the room he�d been held in. A small table sat to the right, and on top of it was a tray filled with small glass vials and syringes. It didn�t take a doctor to know what was in the vials.
Across the room, a gurney was pushed up against the wall. He could see someone was lying on top of it, covered by a mound of white sheets.
It�s her. Number Eleven.
Patrick stepped farther into the room. The sheets rose and fell in rhythm, evidence she was sleeping soundly. How would she react when he woke her? He had on the white lab coat, so she would probably assume he worked there. If she spoke loudly or called out, it might alert someone down the hall.
It was a chance he�d have to take if he wanted to help her get away.
He padded quietly over to the gurney. A shock of blond hair protruded from the covers. It was a short bob cut, probably one they had given her when she was first brought in. He leaned over her and examined the soft lines of her face. She was young, probably late twenties or early thirties. She had porcelain-white skin, dark eyebrows, and a button nose. She was certainly feminine, but Patrick could also sense a toughness about her, even in sleep.
A door closed down the hall, followed by footsteps. Patrick froze in place for a full minute, but the sound faded into the distance.
He had to wake her now. It was only a matter of time before someone came to this end of the hall. He pushed her shoulder gently. She groaned and drew the covers around her more tightly, like a teenager refusing to get up for school. He nudged her again, this time harder.
�No, not now,� she mumbled, pulling a sheet over her head. She spoke English with a distinct American accent.
Another door closed in the hall, this time closer. Patrick�s pulse quickened. At some point, they�d find the man he�d tied up and sound the alarm.
The time for gentle persuasion had passed. Grabbing her shoulders, he shook her roughly. Her eyes opened immediately, and she turned in his direction. When she saw him standing there, she drew back, her eyes lit with fear.
He held up a hand. �I�m not��
�Please, no.�
�I�m not here to hurt you.�
She used her arms to push herself into a sitting position. �Leave me alone.�
�I�m not one of them,� he whispered.
She wasn�t convinced. �Get out.�
He was trying to help her, but she wasn�t making it easy. If she continued to speak loudly, someone would eventually hear her. That left him with only one choice. Moving quickly, he clamped a hand over her mouth. She tried to squirm free, but her drug-weakened limbs made it difficult for her to fight back.
He leaned closer and whispered, �They were holding me too.�
She stopped moving. His words seemed to calm her. She studied him closely, as if trying to determine whether he was telling the truth. He held her gaze and waited patiently.
A few seconds later, her eyes softened slightly.
�I�m not going to hurt you,� he said. �I promise.�
She stared for a moment longer then nodded.
Patrick pulled his hand away slowly, ready to clamp it down again if she shouted. She remained silent, so he lifted his hands in the air. �See, I�m not here to hurt you.�
Her pretty eyes blinked as she tried to shake off the effects of the sedative. She glanced toward the door then shifted her gaze back to him. �Who are you?� Her voice was raspy, probably the result of a dry throat.
�I�m Patrick. What�s your name?�
She coughed twice then said in a clearer voice, �I�m Danielle.�
�Nice to meet you, Danielle. How do you feel?�
�Groggy.� Her brows pinched together in confusion. �So you�re being held too?�
He nodded.
She gestured toward his unrestrained arms. �Then how did you�?�
�Someone came into my room a few minutes ago to give me another shot.� He paused for a moment, unsure how much he should tell her. �I overpowered him and took his keys.�
Her eyes widened slightly upon hearing what he�d done. Patrick was going to explain further when he heard footsteps down the hall.
�We need to go,� he said.
Her eyes moistened slightly. �I� I can�t.�
He put a hand gently on her arm. �Yes, you can.�
�You don�t understand.� She wiped her eyes. �One of the men told me they�d kill me if I ever tried to escape.�
�Look, I don�t know what they�ve done to you or what they�re going to do to me.� He touched the cuff that encircled her wrist. �But I think we both know if we stay, this isn�t going to end well.�
Despite the truth of his words, she hesitated. Truth be told, he couldn�t blame her. There weren�t any perfect choices. If she left with him, they might both be killed trying to escape. If she stayed, she might experience something worse than death.
�Look, I�m not going to force you to come with me,� he said. �You can stay if you�d like, but I have to go. All I ask is that you don�t call out or let them know. I�ll notify the police as soon as possible.�
Danielle held his gaze but said nothing.
He gave her a quick smile then turned to leave.
A hand grabbed his arm. �No.�
He stopped and looked back.
�I want to come with you.� She nodded at her cuffed wrist. �But I�m going to need some help. Can you get me out of these?�
�Yes, I think so.�
Patrick found the key he�d used before and inserted it in the lock. Thankfully, the mechanism clicked, and the cuff popped open. Seconds later, Danielle was free and sitting on the edge of the gurney. She opened and closed her fist, getting her circulation moving again.
One hundred twelve. Sixty-seven. Mazarine. The words flashed in Patrick�s mind again. What do they mean? Was it information that would help them escape? He�d have to worry about it later.
He took her hands and helped her off the gurney. She wobbled slightly as she gained her balance.
�You okay?�
She nodded. �I�ll be fine. It always takes me a minute or two to get going.�
Patrick saw she was wearing a robe and probably little else underneath. He hadn�t even thought about clothing. Her scant attire might pose a problem if it was cold outside. If it was, he could always give her his shirt and the lab coat.
After making sure she could walk, he led her over to the door. He stuck his head out and checked in both directions. He could still hear voices down the hall, but there was no one in sight.
�Let�s go,� he whispered.
He led her quietly down the hall. After arriving at the door, he pushed the bar handle, half expecting an alarm to go off. The only noise was the click of the mechanism as the door swung inward.
�Do you know where you�re going?� Danielle asked.
�Other than down? No, I don�t.�
The stairwell was dark, lit only by a sliver of light coming from underneath the doors on each floor. After easing the door back into place, he signaled Danielle to follow him down. When they arrived on the next landing, the sound of footsteps carried up from below.
Someone was coming.
He pulled her back against the wall. Should they run back up or stay where they were? Just as he was about to go back up the stairs, he heard a loud click, followed by a brief splash of light. He exhaled in relief. Whoever it was had gotten off on the floor below.
As they continued down the steps, Patrick found himself counting the number of floors they passed. The task came naturally, as though he was used to monitoring his surroundings. Now that he thought about it, even unlocking the cuffs had been instinctual. Did all of it have something to do with his past?
They reached the bottom a minute later. He�d hoped to find a door leading directly to the outside, but instead the only door led back into the building. That meant they�d have to go inside and look for another way out.
Remembering Danielle�s programming, he asked, �Have you been down here before?�
�They�ve taken me to several different rooms in the building, but I had no idea where I was. Some of the rooms had windows, and others didn�t.�
At this point, they�d have to hope an exit was close by. Patrick pushed the door open carefully and peeked out. They were at the corner of the building, with a corridor directly ahead and another leading off to the right. A man and woman in lab coats sauntered down the one directly ahead, sipping from Styrofoam cups as they talked. Patrick pulled back slightly so as not to be seen. The two eventually turned down a side hall, disappearing from view.
Once the voices faded, he eased out again and looked to the right. On the far end of the hall, a sign glowed above a door. He couldn�t read it from where he was standing, but he guessed it marked an exit.
He pulled back in. �I think I found a way out, but we�re going to be exposed for a minute or so and need to move quickly.�
She nodded that she understood.
He looked down the hall again. As best he could tell, it was empty.
They stepped out and walked briskly toward the exit. Patrick thought about what he�d do if someone came around the corner. If that happened, there was really only one thing he could do. He would grab Danielle�s arm as though escorting her to another part of the building. He�d have to hope that not all employees knew one another.
They had traversed about half the distance to the exit when a loud chirp came out of a room just ahead. Patrick recognized the sound immediately. A radio.
They both froze in place and listened.
Whoever was holding the radio spoke into it with an authoritative voice of someone in charge. �This is A Four. Go ahead.�
�We have a problem,� someone said through the radio�s speaker.
�What is it?� the leader asked.
�Eleven is missing.�
Patrick�s pulse quickened.
�What?� The leader�s voice was suddenly gruff. �Where is she? How did it happen?�
�I�m not sure, but she somehow managed to get her cuffs off.�
After a short pause, the leader spoke again. �How long has she been gone?�
�A few minutes at most.�
�Are the others in their rooms?�
�We�re in the process of determining that now.�
�Begin a search of her floor. We�ll come up to you.�
�Roger that.�
After signing off, the leader ordered the others in the room with him to gather their weapons.
Danielle grabbed Patrick�s arm with a trembling hand. �We have to go back up.�
As much as he wanted to, that wasn�t an option. Even if they sprinted, they probably didn�t have time to make it back to the stairwell.
Boots thumped and weapons clanged in the room ahead. The guards would be coming out at any moment.
His heart racing, Patrick glanced around. There was a door on their right he hadn�t seen before. He turned the handle and opened it. A utility closet.
It would have to do. He shoved Danielle inside then slipped in behind her and closed the door, leaving a small crack to look through. They were just in time. Boots sounded in the hall, and dark figures moved quickly past the sliver of light. As best Patrick could tell, there were at least six or eight guards in black fatigues.
A few seconds later, the stairwell door groaned open, and the leader addressed one of his men. �I want you to stay here and make sure she doesn�t come down the stairs. The rest of you, follow me up. We�re going to search the upper floors one at a time. Remember, she must be taken alive. That�s a��
His voice was cut off as the door clanged shut.
Patrick counted to thirty then peeked out. The hallway was empty. He knew one of the guards was waiting in the stairwell, so he gestured for Danielle to be quiet and follow him toward the exit.
As they slipped down the hall, excited voices echoed out of a nearby corridor. That wasn�t good news. The entire building was coming to life. Patrick sprinted the remaining distance and pushed the exit door open. When he did, a high-pitched whistle blared throughout the building. An alarm.
Patrick cursed under his breath as they fled outside. They could throw stealth out the window. From this point forward, it would be a footrace to the woods. Assuming the guards didn�t have dogs, it was still possible he and Danielle could get far enough away to escape. The key was to get out of sight before their pursuers came outside.
After running down the steps, he turned right toward the trees, but Danielle tugged his arm and pointed in the other direction. �This way.�
What was she doing? They needed to get to the woods as quickly as possible. It was their only hope of getting away.
�I know where to go,� she said. �Please, trust me.�
Her eyes flashed with confidence. She knew something he didn�t. Reluctantly, he nodded.
�Where are we going?� he asked as they ran to the left, across the lawn.
�You�ll see.�
As they neared the corner of the building, a loud clank sounded behind them. Patrick glanced back and saw beams of light crisscrossing the front lawn. The guards were already outside.
�There they are!� someone shouted.
Patrick and Danielle picked up speed as they ran toward a parking lot. Is she going to steal a car? That was a good idea, as long as there were keys inside.
Much to his surprise, she continued through the lot, eventually turning down a grassy slope on the other side. He marveled at Danielle�s ability to run in bare feet. It was amazing what the human body was capable of doing when fueled by heavy amounts of adrenaline.
When they reached the bottom, Patrick saw glistening waters in the moonlight about twenty yards away. A broad river ran parallel to the facility. As they drew near, he saw several boats moored along a wooden dock.
So that�s what she�s doing.
�I saw the dock from one of the rooms they took me to,� she said as they arrived. �Boats coming and going at all hours of the day. I think they leave the keys��
The crack of a gunshot cut her off. Patrick looked back and saw two guards at the top of the hill. How had they missed? Even an average marksman could hit a target from that distance. Then he remembered what the man had said about Danielle being taken alive. For now, they would use that to their advantage.
Danielle ran to a boat at the end of the dock. He liked her choice. They could launch it without having to maneuver around any other boats. Patrick hopped over the gunwale and made his way to the front, where he settled into the driver�s seat and started the engine.
Apparently, I can drive boats too.
Boots thumped down the dock.
Thankfully, the engine roared to life. He opened the throttle, and the bow lifted in response. Nice. She�s got some power.
As they shot away, Patrick turned and saw their pursuers boarding one of the other boats. Hopefully, it didn�t have more speed than the one they were in. At least they had a head start.
Patrick faced forward then froze when his gaze rested on the control panel.
They were almost out of fuel.

Chapter Three

�We�re almost out of gas?� Danielle asked over his shoulder.
�As far as I can tell.�
�How far can we go?�
Patrick examined the gauge again, this time more closely. There wasn�t even a sliver of space between the needle and the empty indicator. That meant they might be able to travel another mile or two. Then again, the engine might begin to sputter in less than a minute. Like the fuel gauge on a car, they were all calibrated differently.
�Your guess is as good as mine,� he replied
�Well, I hope we have something in the tank, because we�ve got company.�
Patrick turned and saw what she was referring to. Another boat carved out into the river behind them, throwing a fountain of water in its wake. Maybe it was his imagination, but the other craft looked sleeker, faster. He hoped the urgency of the situation made things seem worse than they really were.
�Do you know where we�re at?� he shouted at her over the roar of the engine. Maybe she knew more than he did. After all, she�d known about the boats.
�All I know is that we�re somewhere in France.�
France. That would explain the euros he took from the man�s pocket. But if they were in France, why had all the men at the facility spoken English? Something didn�t add up. He looked at Danielle. �How do you know?�
�One of the few things I remember is flying over here. It�s weird because I remember that and my name but almost nothing else.�
Patrick thought of the words that had flashed in his mind before: One hundred twelve. Sixty-seven. Mazarine. Mazarine sounded French, but what did it mean? Maybe it was a nearby town.
�They�re gaining,� Danielle shouted.
Patrick clenched his jaw. Not only were they almost out of gas, but apparently they�d taken a slower craft. At this point, he wondered if there was anything they could do to get some separation. One option was to go ashore now, while there was still some distance between the two boats. He looked to his right, trying to judge the wisdom of that idea. A thick mass of trees towered over the river�s shore. Like the ones around the facility, they were thick, dark, and foreboding. Yes, they�d have a head start, but Danielle�s bare feet would surely be cut to ribbons.
�I think there�s something ahead,� Danielle called out.
Lights blinked through the trees around the next bend. As they continued on, the outline of buildings began to appear. Maybe they were nearing a village in the French countryside. Their fuel was almost out, but there might be enough to get them there. And if there were places to hide, it just might be their way out.
If only he could find a way to slow their pursuers down. Maybe they could�
He turned and pointed at the port and starboard sides of the craft. �Open those compartments.�
She moved toward the nearest one. �What am I looking for?�
�A flare gun. Do you know what one looks like?�
�I think so.�
As she opened the compartment door, Patrick marveled at how quickly he�d come up with the idea. Apparently, he was used to thinking on his feet while under duress.
Who am I?
�Found it!� Danielle held up a flare gun, which looked like a red-and-black revolver.
�How about flares?�
�There�s a whole box back here.�
They needed to move quickly in order for this to work. �Perfect. Now pop the barrel open and stick one in.�
She did as told. �Do you really think anyone will see��
�Just do it.�
As they rounded the bend in the river, lighted homes appeared. It was a suburban neighborhood, with a park along the shore and houses beyond. Perfect. If they could manage to get a little more separation, they just might be able to pull this off.
He looked at Danielle, who had just snapped the barrel back into place. �Ready?�
She nodded.
A beach ran along the edge of the park. It was the perfect place to run the boat ashore, but Patrick couldn�t let the guards know what he had in mind. For all they knew, both boats had plenty of gas. That was where the flare came in. �Listen to me. I want you to fire directly at the boat then load another flare and fire again.�
�You want me to do it now?� she asked.
�Yes. Hurry!�
She bit her lower lip, lifted the gun, and took aim. Patrick faced forward, preparing to turn the boat as soon as she fired. Everything would have to happen in quick succession. One-two-three.
Not hearing anything, he looked back and saw Danielle trying to aim with precision. �Just fire it!�
She squeezed the trigger, and a loud pop rang out. The flare hissed toward the pursuing boat, causing the driver to veer toward the middle of the river. It was exactly what Patrick had hoped for.
�Do it again,� he yelled as he turned the craft toward the shore. �Quick!�
Danielle loaded another flare and fired a second time.
�Grab onto something,� Patrick shouted.
Danielle tossed the firearm aside and grabbed the gunwale. Seeing she was secure, he focused on the task ahead. The thin white strip of beach filled the view. About ten yards out, he let off the throttle, and the boat lurched violently as it glided up onto the sand, sending him tumbling backward. When the craft came to a stop, he slowly pushed himself up. As best he could tell, he hadn�t broken anything. His elbow throbbed with pain, but he wasn�t going to let that slow him down.
Danielle rushed over and helped him to his feet. With no time to lose, the two jumped off the boat, sprinted across the sand, and scaled a low chain-link fence. As they dropped down on the other side, two more shots were fired from the incoming boat. Patrick didn�t even bother to look back this time. Danielle was untouchable, so the gunfire was just meant to slow them down.
They sprinted across the park, weaving through a maze of bushes, sandboxes, and swing sets. Little light was left, but somehow they managed to make it across without tripping or running into anything. After passing through the park entrance, Patrick came to a halt. The neighborhood across the street stood dark and quiet, which meant it was probably well after midnight. He had hoped there would be people out and about who could call the police. Instead, the streets were eerily empty.
He glanced over his shoulder. Dark figures ran through the park, their gun-mounted lights waving back and forth like the eyes of dragons. At most, they had about a minute to get out of sight.
�What now?� Danielle asked as she caught her breath.
�We find a place to hide.�
Patrick motioned for her to follow him across the street. He had no plan in mind, but he knew they needed to keep moving. When they reached the other side, he saw a flash of red in his peripheral vision. A sign rose in front of the house on the left. He could read it from where they were standing: POUR LOUER. For Rent, he translated in his mind. So I speak French. The mystery of his past deepened. Unfortunately, he�d have to solve it later when he had more time.
Struck with an idea, he said, �Follow me.�
Patrick sprinted to the house. Thankfully, no dogs barked and no motion sensor lights turned on. Either would�ve ruined his plan. After climbing onto the porch, he crossed to the door, crouched down, and examined the lock.
�What are you doing?� Danielle asked.
�We�re going to break in.�
�So you were a burglar in your former life?�
�I�m beginning to wonder.�
Acting on instinct, he removed the laminated badge he�d taken from the man at the facility and slid it between the door and the doorjamb. He forced the edge of the badge against the point at which the latch bolt entered the strike plate and applied pressure. Slowly the badge gained traction, sliding the bolt back into the door. A few seconds later, it pushed all the way through, and the door swung inward.
Danielle�s eyes widened. �How did you do that?�
�Who knows, maybe I am a burglar.�
�When we get out of this, I want you to teach me how to do that.�
Patrick held a finger to his lips, indicating they should remain quiet. They crept inside, careful not to make any noise. Patrick shut the door behind them, locked it, then remained perfectly still, letting his eyes adjust to the dark interior. They were in a room that ran across the front of the house. Directly ahead, a hallway ran to the rear.
Satisfied they were alone, he crossed to a window and lifted one of the slats. The guards had arrived on the other side of the street. One of them � a man Patrick assumed was the leader � pointed to the right, and immediately several men moved in that direction. The man then pointed toward the rental house and gestured for the remaining men to follow him.
Remembering something, Patrick stuffed his hands in his pockets and pulled out the contents. He looked at each item one at a time.
It has to be here. It has to be.
He crouched and looked on the floor around him, but there was nothing there.
It was then the truth hit him like a splash of cold water.
He�d left the badge on the porch.

Chapter Four

�They�re coming!� Danielle whispered as she stared through the blinds.
Her words fell on deaf ears. Patrick was too busy beating himself up for leaving the badge outside. After making so many good decisions, how could he have done something so reckless? As soon as the guards found it, they would swarm the house, and their escape attempt would come to a swift and potentially lethal end.
He pushed the negative thoughts aside. No, it wasn�t over. There was always hope. He just needed to remain positive and formulate a plan. He sorted through a number of options. Maybe he should wait and attack the first man through the door. He would grab the man�s rifle and use it to take out as many of the others as he could. After letting it play out in his mind, he doubted it would work. Even if he could somehow wrestle the man�s weapon away, he�d still be severely outgunned. Not only that, but Danielle might be killed or injured by a stray round. Her safety was paramount.
Soft voices carried in from outside as the guards climbed the front steps. At this point, flight was their only option.
�Follow me,� he said.
�What are we doing?�
�I�m going to see if there is another way out of here.�
He led her down the central hallway, his eyes scanning their surroundings. After passing several rooms, they finally emerged in the kitchen. He crossed and tried to turn the back doorknob. It didn�t budge, and this one was locked with a dead bolt. He thought about going out through a window, but it would take too long and make too much noise.
For now, they were trapped.
He looked around for anything that might help. A moment later, his eyes rested on a familiar sight � a cutlery set on the counter near the stove. Knives were no match for guns, but it was better than having no weapon at all. He crossed to the counter and slid a utility knife out of the block.
Danielle opened a drawer and removed a meat cleaver.
When Patrick saw what she was doing, he shook his head. �Put it back. Fighting back is the one thing that might get you killed. If I can�t get us out of this, then turn yourself in.�
�Sorry, but I�m protecting myself.� She gripped it tightly at her side. She wasn�t going to budge.
Before he could reply, the front doorknob rattled. The men had likely found the badge and were about to force their way in. Patrick considered their options. The back door was locked, and running to another room would only delay the inevitable.
There has to be something we can do.
Danielle looked across the room. �What�s that?�
She pointed at a door he hadn�t noticed before. He stepped over and ripped it open. The interior was dark, so he yanked a string that dangled from the ceiling. A single bulb came on, illuminating a long pantry lined with shelving.
A series of sharp thumps carried from the front of the house, followed by the splintering of wood. The attackers were kicking in the door.
�Get in,� Patrick said.
Danielle didn�t need to be told twice. Still clutching the cleaver in a balled fist, she slipped inside and crouched behind a row of mops and brooms. Before turning out the light, Patrick made a quick inventory of the items stored on the shelves. He looked for anything that might help. Maybe something flammable he could ignite and toss out into the kitchen. Seeing nothing he could use, he gave up and snapped the string again, plunging the room into darkness.
He stepped over to the crack and peered out. The front door smashed open, and black-clad men spilled inside like spiders moving across a web. Beams of light bounced around as they moved from room to room.
�Clear,� one of them said.
�Clear,� said another.
�All clear.�
A short man stopped in the central hallway, a hand to one ear. After listening for a moment, he turned to the leader. �Sir, the second team has arrived with the tracking device. They�re crossing the street now.�
Tracking device? What were they talking about? Patrick�s brow furrowed as he considered their words. If they were somehow able to track Danielle, that meant�
He called her over. �Do you have anything on?�
�What do you mean?�
�A necklace, wristband, anything.�
�No. What are you��
�They�ve put some sort of tracking device on you. Is there anything on your body? Anything.�
�Not that I��
�Think.�
There was a long pause. �Wait a minute. I do remember something, but��
�What is it? Anything might be important.�
�I�ve had a small cut on my arm for several days. It�s been sore, and when I touched it last night, I thought I felt something underneath.�
�Where is it? Put my hand on it.�
She took his index finger and placed it on the inner side of her right forearm. Patrick felt a thin straight scab and a hard lump below it. A microchip. Of course, an insurance policy in case she ever escaped.
Noise carried in from outside. Patrick peered through the crack. The other team had arrived. One of the men held a metallic device with a small triangular antenna.
�Have you picked up the signal?� the leader asked.
�Yes, sir.�
�Well, where is she?� the leader asked.
The man holding the device gestured down the hall. �The signal seems to be stronger toward the back.�
As the lights turned in his direction, Patrick pulled back out of sight. There were probably a dozen men in the house now. Even if he could kill one or two with the knife, he�d be quickly mowed down by a barrage of bullets.
What should they do? Give themselves up and live to fight another day? No, there wouldn�t be another day. At least not for him. If they were recaptured, they would be placed under twenty-four-hour watch from that point forward. He might even be killed on sight.
His thoughts returned to the microchip. If the men were tracking it, how could he render it useless? An image flashed in his mind, something he�d seen before cutting off the light. He wasn�t sure if it would work, but at this point, it was their only chance. He felt along the shelf until his hand closed around a long, rectangular box.
The thump of boots was louder now.
�Give me your arm,� Patrick whispered.
Danielle held it up. Patrick reached into the box and pulled out a thin sheet of aluminum foil. His hands fumbling in the dark, Patrick finally tore off the sheet. At most, he had only a few seconds.
�What�s that?� Danielle asked.
Patrick ignored her question and wrapped the foil around her arm several times, as tightly as he could.
�Well, where are they?� the leader growled from outside.
A few cabinets banged open and closed in the kitchen. Patrick gripped the knife tightly, expecting the pantry door to be flung open at any moment.
Finally, the man wielding the tracking device responded. �I� I don�t know.�
�What do you mean, you don�t know?�
�The signal. It�s gone.�
�They must have been hiding behind the house then took off once we were all inside.�
�What about the badge?� someone asked.
�They probably dropped it there to throw us off.� After a brief pause, the leader yelled, �Everybody outside! We�ll use the tracking device to pick up their trail.�
Patrick sucked in air. He�d been holding his breath for almost a full minute. Thankfully, they had just completed the clandestine equivalent of a Hail Mary pass. Had it taken him a few seconds longer to block the signal, they would�ve been found.
�Do you hear that?� Danielle asked out of the silence.
�Do I hear what?� Are the men coming back in?
�Sirens.�
He listened intently, but the only thing he heard was the sound of the guards leaving through the front door.
�It�s the police,� she whispered.
A few seconds later, Patrick finally heard the distant wail. As best he could tell, they were at least a couple of miles out. Something bothered him, though. How had Danielle been able to hear it so long before him? Whatever the reason, the arrival of the police was good news, because it would undoubtedly force the guards to retreat to the river.
For now, they were safe.
But where would they go next?

Chapter Five

Paris, France
The train doors hissed apart. Patrick and Danielle kept their heads down as they stepped on board. Per Patrick�s instructions, Danielle refrained from making eye contact with anyone. Try to look bored. Try to make it look like you do this every day, he had said just minutes before.
Once inside, they made their way to the rear car, where four people were already seated. A middle-aged man in a dark suit was immersed in a copy of Le Monde, which he held stiffly in front of his face. A girl with spiked pink hair and a septum piercing bobbed her head to the music playing on her iPod. It was turned up so loud Danielle could hear it from several feet away. On the other side of the aisle, a couple stared at a map, mumbling to each other in English. Danielle couldn�t hear what they were saying, but it was obvious they were tourists.
�Where are we going?� Danielle asked as they settled into a pair of worn seats. �You still haven�t told me.�
An automated French voice gave a warning to stay away from the doors. A moment later, they banged shut, and the train eased out of the station.
Patrick nodded at the painted M�tro map near the ceiling. �Luxembourg.�
Danielle studied the route. They were on the blue line in central Paris, headed south from Les Halles. Luxembourg was two stops away. We�re almost there. That was like music to her ears. She was completely and utterly exhausted, a product of the long journey that had begun the night before.
After helping themselves to a couple of coats they found at the house, she and Patrick had slipped out of the neighborhood just before the police arrived. They eventually discovered a rural highway, which they followed to the small town of Maisons-Laffitte. Patrick was certain all the local hotels would be watched, so they spent the night in a grove of trees in a public park.
While he kept watch, Danielle had drifted in and out of a fitful sleep. She dreamed of men in white lab coats stabbing her with syringes and shining bright lights in her face. With hindsight, she almost wished she had stayed awake.
When morning came, Patrick had left her hidden in the park while he traveled to the town�s tiny business district. He�d said his goal was to buy her some clothes and shoes without being seen. Not only was he successful in obtaining all of the targeted items, but he also managed to get his hands on a map of France.
After Patrick returned, they studied the map and discovered Maisons-Laffitte was a small suburb to the northwest of Paris. At that point, their short-term goal became clear � they would travel to the French capital, which would provide the cover they needed to search for answers.
Their goal set, Patrick had insisted they change their appearance before traveling in public. After making several purchases at a local retailer, they sequestered themselves in a unisex restroom, where they cut each other�s hair and died it black. While he�d never be mistaken for a stylist, Patrick knew his way around with a pair of scissors. Once Danielle had donned a cap and sunglasses, she doubted even her own mother would recognize her.
Their disguise complete, the two had begun their journey to Paris. The M�tro red line was the most direct route, but Patrick thought it best not to board in Maisons-Laffitte or the next town, Sartrouville, because both would likely be watched. Instead, they traveled all the way to the Houilles-Carri�res-sur-Seine. It was a brutal hike on foot but one that was necessary in order to keep them away from watchful eyes.
After arriving at the Houilles-Carri�res-sur-Seine, Patrick had left Danielle in a caf� across from the station while he cased the area alone. Thirty minutes later, he returned and declared it was safe to board the train for the final leg of their journey. Despite having known him for less than twenty-four hours, Danielle trusted Patrick completely. If he said it was safe to continue, it was safe to continue.
In fact, she was so impressed with his street skills that she�d begun to wonder who he really was. Her mind ran back over all the incredible things he�d done since they�d left the facility. He�d started the boat like someone who had spent his entire life on the water. He�d disabled a lock using only a laminated badge. And he�d even managed to cut and dye their hair, something she guessed very few men could do.
He�s a man who�s used to being on the run, she told herself.
The rattling of the train drew Danielle back to the present. She studied her new partner. Amazingly, his handsome face showed little sign of fatigue. He had to be exhausted � after all, he hadn�t gotten any sleep the night before � and yet he was still alert, his eyes continually surveying their surroundings.
�Why Luxembourg?� she finally asked.
He appeared to consider his answer briefly. �Because I have a memory of being there.�
�So you�ve been to Paris before?�
�Many times.�
She frowned, surprised at his answer. �Really? Why didn�t you tell me? I thought you�d forgotten everything.�
�Because I didn�t realize it right away. When we got on the train, I started having flashbacks of the city. It�s like the veil that�s draped across my mind is being pulled open a little bit at a time.�
Unfortunately, Danielle couldn�t say the same. She remembered very little of her past. She knew her name and remembered flying to France but little else. It was like walking through a thick fog � sometimes it would open for a moment, allowing her to catch a brief glimpse of the past, only to close again quickly. She hoped it would get better as the drugs flushed out of her system. The thought of permanent memory loss was beyond frightening.
�Do you know what you were doing here?� she asked.
Patrick kept his eyes on the other passengers as he answered. �I think I was here on work, but I�m not certain. I have hazy memories of walking the streets. I can see the buildings and the people, but I can�t remember anything else.�
�Maybe your office was near the Luxembourg station.�
�It�s possible,� he admitted. �In fact, it�s something I�ve thought about.�
�And if it was, then perhaps getting out on the street will trigger more memories.�
He nodded. �That�s what I�m counting on.�
As they rode in silence, his expression changed. Something was on his mind. Danielle could sense he wanted to tell her something, but for some reason he was hesitant.
Finally, he looked at her. �I think Luxembourg may be related to some strange thoughts I�ve been having.�
Danielle�s eyes widened slightly. �What thoughts?� When he didn�t answer immediately, she placed a hand on his leg. �We�re in this together. Tell me what you�re thinking. Maybe I can help you figure it out.�
He held her gaze for a moment then said, �I keep seeing three words flash in my thoughts. It happens over and over like a tape playing on endless loop.�
�Tell me what they are.�
�Two numbers and a name, and the name sounds French.� He glanced around the car then leaned in close and whispered, �One hundred twelve, sixty-seven, Mazarine.�
Danielle repeated the words quietly to herself. The numbers seemed random, devoid of significance. He was right about the name. It did sound French. Maybe it was the last name of someone who lived in Paris. �Do you know anyone by that name?�
He shook his head.
�What do you think they mean?� she asked.
The train�s brakes squealed as it glided into the Saint-Michel � Notre-Dame station. It was the last stop before Luxembourg.
�I have no idea,� Patrick said as more passengers boarded. �When they enter my mind, there is no corresponding image. No context whatsoever.�
�Maybe it was something you were supposed to memorize, something to help you recover.�
�What do you mean?� he asked.
The doors hissed shut, and the train eased out of the station.
�Think about it. What happens when a computer crashes?�
Patrick shrugged. �You take it to a computer repair center?�
�No, silly.� Danielle elbowed him playfully. �What would you do in order to fix it?�
�I have no idea. I guess I wasn�t a computer guy in my past life.�
�You put in a recovery disk, something meant to bring back all the data that was there before. In other words, you may have been told to memorize the words in the event something happened.�
He frowned, apparently not convinced she was right.
She continued, �Even if they weren�t programmed for that specific purpose, they still might be helpful.�
�But only if we can figure out what they mean.�
The train slowed again. Danielle glanced out the window and saw Luxembourg painted at regular intervals on the walls.
She looked at Patrick as the train came to a stop. �You�re right. We do need to know what they mean.� She grabbed a rail and pulled herself up as the doors opened. �And I know just how to figure that out.�

Chapter Six

They emerged onto a busy Boulevard Saint-Michel. In sharp contrast to the quiet suburbs, the sidewalks of Paris were a moving river of humanity. The workday had come to a close, so Patrick guessed some were headed home and others were headed to the nearest caf�.
He wasn�t quite sure if the crowds were a help or a hindrance. On the one hand, it was easier to blend in, even disappear if needed. On the other hand, the sheer number of people made it difficult to filter out those who might be trouble.
Danielle came to a halt, her brows pinched tightly together. As she appeared to think about which direction to take, Patrick glanced across the street. Beyond a long wrought-iron fence, trees marked the eastern boundary of the Luxembourg Palace and Gardens. A cool autumn breeze shook the foliage, sending a cascade of leaves into the air. He was suddenly filled with a sense of familiarity. He�d been here before, perhaps at this very spot.
Danielle pointed north. �Let�s go this way.�
Most people were headed in that direction, so it was hard to argue with her choice. A block later, she slowed as they approached a traffic circle where five streets converged.
�Do you know where you�re going?� Patrick asked. It was more an offer of assistance than a question.
�I�m looking for a place�� She scanned the storefronts as they walked around the right side of the circle.
�Maybe I can help you. What kind of place are you looking for?�
�There should be one here somewhere��
She seemed determined to figure it out on her own, so Patrick used the time to look for any signs that they�d been followed. Throughout their journey from Maisons-Laffitte, he�d examined the people around them, looking for an odd or lingering glance, anything that conveyed watchful intent.
�There!� Danielle pointed directly ahead.
They walked briskly to the other side of the traffic circle, dodging two cars and a motor scooter. The man on the scooter cursed in French and lifted his middle finger. Danielle ignored him as she continued toward the business directly ahead. Patrick noted the name printed across a red awning:
Le Cyber Caf� � Crepes, Wine, Internet & Games � 25 PCs.

Of course. She was going to use the Internet to search for Mazarine. It would be like finding the proverbial needle in a haystack, but at this point, it was probably their best chance of getting more information.
As they drew near, Patrick noticed the establishment had two entrances, one on the left for the wine bar and one on the right for the cyber caf�. They chose the caf� entrance, and Patrick was surprised at how crowded it was when they stepped inside. He guessed three quarters of the stations were already in use. He�d assumed business would be slow since most people carried mobile devices now.
As they walked toward the counter, Patrick also noticed a short hallway connecting the wine bar and the caf�, allowing those using the computers to cross over and purchase wine and crepes. He liked having access to more than one exit, so he filed the information away for future reference.
�Didn�t you say you spoke French?� Danielle asked.
�To some degree, yes.�
�I�ll let you handle it, then. Tell him we need to rent a PC for thirty minutes.�
Patrick approached the attendant, a thin man with thick glasses and a sallow face. He looked as though he�d rather be anywhere besides sitting behind that counter.
Patrick pulled out the clip of euros. �Trente minutes, s�il vous plait.�
The man looked up, clearly irritated that he�d been pulled from whatever was displayed on his iPhone. �Dix euros.�
�C�est cher.� That�s expensive.
The man glowered at Patrick. �Vous voulez? Oui ou non?� You want it or not?
Patrick shook his head in exasperation and slapped the note in the man�s hand.
The attendant used a chewed-up pencil to scribble a number and password on a yellow sticky then slid it across the counter. �Vous �tes num�ro vingt-huit.� Twenty-eight.
Thankfully, their station was located at the rear of the caf�. Danielle sat down immediately and powered up the PC. Patrick admired his fellow escapee�s quiet resolve. Despite all they�d been through, she was holding up extremely well. Not only had their journey been physically taxing, but there was the massive load of mental stress as well. Other than her name, Danielle knew very little about herself. That had to weigh on her, and yet she showed no signs of fear or regret.
As Patrick pulled over a chair, a movement drew his eyes to the front. An Asian woman entered and approached the counter. He frowned. There was something about her appearance that looked familiar. The way she walked, the lack of makeup, and the perfectly straight hair pulled back in a ponytail.
Where had he seen her?
Then he remembered. She�d walked next to them as they came out of the M�tro. Her eyes had flitted briefly in his direction. Most wouldn�t have noticed the glance, but to him it had been obvious. Whether or not it had been meaningful was hard to say. Maybe she had found him attractive, or maybe he and Danielle had looked out of place. Whatever the reason, he was certain the look had been deliberate. And now that same woman had just walked into the caf�. Was it a coincidence? Probably. After all, most of the people who came out of the M�tro had traveled in this direction. A gray backpack was slung over her shoulder, so she was probably a student in search of a PC.
He would keep his eye on her nonetheless.
�Okay, how do you spell that word?� Danielle asked after opening the browser.
�Mazarine?�
She nodded.
�Mazarine. M-a-z-a-r-i-n-e.�
She pecked out the letters as he spoke. Patrick noticed how gracefully her fingers glided over the keys, like someone who was used to typing for hours. Maybe she was a journalist or a writer. Who knew, maybe she was a concert pianist.
�Here we go.� She hit the enter key.
Surprisingly, the Google search produced nearly three million results. The first page was sprinkled with the names of businesses and products. Patrick bit his lower lip in frustration. It would take hours to go through all the links.
�Good grief,� Patrick exclaimed.
Danielle stared at the screen. �See anything that looks familiar?�
Patrick studied the results one at a time. He shook his head when he reached the bottom. �Nothing.�
�Maybe you worked for one of these companies. Do any of the locations look familiar?�
�No, not at all.�
She advanced to the next page. As the results loaded, Patrick�s eyes fell on the glass window at the front of the caf�. His eyes widened with understanding when he saw what was printed there. That�s it. That�s what it means.
He gestured toward the keyboard. �May I?�
�By all means,� she said, scooting back.
He leaned forward and typed rue mazarine paris in the search box. A moment later, the results appeared. As he�d expected, the first was a preview of a Paris map. He clicked on it.
Danielle�s eyes widened when the map opened. �That�s not far from where we are right now.�
Patrick enlarged the view. The street was in the Sixth Arrondissement, just south of the Seine. There didn�t seem to be anything special about it. No government buildings. No tourist attractions. He let his eyes drift farther down the map. She was right � the street was about a half mile from where they were now. That�s interesting. The only two pieces of his short-term memory to surface were connected by geography.
�Let�s dig a little deeper.� Danielle pulled the keyboard closer. �Maybe one of the numbers represents an address. Give them to me again.�
Patrick recited the digits from memory.
�I think we�re about to get some answers,� she said.
As they waited for the results to appear, Patrick watched two men enter the caf�. Both wore black jackets, black pants, and sour expressions. In fact, both looked as if they were checking in for a colonoscopy.
Patrick studied them carefully as they approached the counter. While one talked to the clerk, the other one�s eyes swept the room. His features looked very familiar�
The hairs on the back of Patrick�s neck stood on end. The two were part of the group that had chased them the night before. He was certain of that. But if he was right, how had they found them?
There was only one possible answer.
He grabbed Danielle�s arm. �Take off your jacket.�
She stayed focused on the screen. �Hold on. I think one of these numbers might be an actual��
�Forget the address.� He yanked her sleeve roughly. �Take off your jacket now.�
Danielle turned toward him, surprised at the sudden edge to his voice. �What�s going��
�Just do it, Danielle.�
She took it off then let out a surprised gasp when she saw what had happened. Her shirtsleeve was pulled up past her elbow, and along with it the foil that was supposed to be covering the microchip. She looked at her arm then at him. �I didn�t realize it had come off.�
There wasn�t time to assess blame or discuss the matter any further. They were seconds from being caught. Patrick quickly repositioned the foil and the rubber bands that held it in place. If they could somehow slip out undetected, covering the chip might help them get away.
She stared at him while he worked. �I�m so sorry. Do you think they�ll be able to trace it?�
�They already have.� He pulled her sleeve down over the top of the foil.
�What are you talking about?�
�They�re here. Now get down!�
The two eased off their chairs and crouched on the floor. Patrick lowered his head and looked through the maze of table and chair legs. The two men were moving down an aisle to Patrick�s left. Most of the unused stations were at the rear, which meant they would eventually reach the row where he and Danielle were hidden.
�Is that who you�re talking about?� Danielle pointed at the legs. �How do you know it�s them?�
�Trust me, I saw their faces, and both were in the house last night.�
�They couldn�t have found us that quickly.�
�Don�t be so sure. The chip may have been exposed for an hour or more. I�m sure they have teams positioned across Paris, meaning they could get to any part of the city in minutes.�
She stared at him. �I�m so sorry.�
Patrick lifted a finger, indicating she should remain quiet. Thankfully, the two men were taking their time � probably so that they could examine all the patrons � but even so, they would reach their row in less than a minute.
�Follow me,� Patrick said.
Staying crouched, he led her off. His goal was to slip over to the wine bar without being seen. Several people turned and glared when they passed, but Patrick kept moving. As long as no one said anything, he didn�t care how stupid they looked.
When they reached the end, he stopped and looked back. The two men had reached their row, and one of them was looking in their direction. He seemed a little confused by their disguises but recognized them nonetheless.
�Go!� Patrick said.
They stood and sprinted toward the hallway connecting the cyber caf� and the wine bar. As they rounded the corner, Patrick ran into a woman carrying two glasses of wine. The glasses fell and shattered on the floor. The woman backed away, cursing him in French. Patrick pushed past her and ran through the bar. When they reached the front entrance, he pushed it open and took a quick glance back. The two men in black had just come out of the connecting hallway. He had to figure out a way to slow them down. Even a minute could be the difference between life and death.
He pointed at the Luxembourg Gardens across the street. �Go over there and wait for me.�
After Danielle ran off, Patrick turned and faced the men. As they walked briskly across the bar, one of them smiled and reached into his jacket. Patrick knew what was coming next. It was about to get messy.
He overturned a couple of nearby tables and shouted in French, �They�re terrorists! They have guns!�
Some of the patrons froze in fear, while others screamed when they noticed one of the men was brandishing a pistol. As most of the crowd rushed in his direction, Patrick stepped outside and slid one of the outdoor tables in front of the door. He could only hope the mob and the obstacle would buy him the minute he needed to get away.
With the entrance now closed off, he sprinted to the curb and looked across the street. He�d expected to see Danielle waiting at the fence, but she was nowhere in sight. As he shifted his gaze south, he saw the entrance to the Luxembourg Gardens.
She must have gone inside.
A crash sounded behind him. The crowd had pushed open the blocked door.
Patrick dashed across the street, causing several cars to screech to a halt. A few drivers blew their horns in anger, but he continued on. After reaching the other side, he sprinted down the sidewalk and through the entrance to the gardens. Danielle stood just inside the gate.
�What were you doing?� she asked.
�I told them to try the Merlot, but they didn�t seem to care for my recommendation.�
What now? The path they were on ran through a grove of trees and ended at the lighted area at the rear of the Luxembourg Palace. Despite the late hour, dozens of tourists walked around the ornate pool and gardens there. Patrick and Danielle could probably hide in the crowd, but the palace was a good two hundred yards away.
There was commotion at the street. Patrick turned and looked through the trees. Four men sprinted down the sidewalk, knocking people out of the way as they ran. Four men? Apparently, two more had joined the chase, and more were probably on the way.
The vise tightened with each passing minute.
�What now?� Danielle asked.
At this point, there was really only one option. He pulled her toward the woods. �This way.�
They ran about twenty yards back and hid behind a large trunk. After crouching low to the ground, Patrick looked back toward the gate. The four men had entered and were standing where Patrick and Danielle had stood just moments before. One of the men pointed toward the Luxembourg Palace and said something to the others. He and two of the men then ran in that direction, while a fourth stayed behind to watch the gate.
Patrick cursed under his breath. He�d hoped to double back if all four had continued down the path. The iron fence was too high to scale, so for now he and Danielle were pinned inside the grounds. Once the three men realized they weren�t at the palace, a systematic search of the gardens and woods would likely ensue.
�Any ideas?� Danielle whispered.
�Not yet.�
�Should we stay here?�
�No, we need to keep moving.�
As they stood, Patrick looked back at the gate again. A woman stood there alone. Her head turned back and forth as though she were looking for someone. There was something about her posture that seemed familiar.
Danielle stepped on a stick, causing it to snap.
The woman�s head immediately turned in their direction. Had she heard the noise? It seemed impossible at such a great distance, particularly not with all the sounds carrying in from the street.
�Is something wrong?� Danielle asked.
�No, it�s fine. Let�s go.�
As they set out, Patrick looked back one last time.
The woman had disappeared.

Chapter Seven

As they wove through the trees, Patrick visualized the area, drawing on his memory of the map they�d examined minutes before. They were in the woods on the eastern perimeter of the Luxembourg Gardens. Since the gate behind them was closed, they needed to find a gate on the west side of the property. The challenge would be to get there before reinforcements arrived. That meant that instead of following the woods � which formed a semicircle around the southern end of the property � they needed to travel directly across the central promenade. That would leave them briefly exposed, but it was a risk they�d have to take.
�Where are we going?� Danielle asked.
�To find another way out.�
�Is there another gate?�
�If my memory serves me correctly, there is one along the western side of the palace grounds. We need to get there before they seal it off.�
She looked at him as they walked briskly in the dark. �I don�t get it. Why go to all this trouble just to bring me in?�
He returned her gaze. �Isn�t it obvious? You�re valuable to them. So valuable they�re willing to shoot up a caf� if that�s what it takes to bring you back.�
�But why me? You were there too.�
�It�s probably because you were already being programmed. Who knows, it may have something to do with the microchip.�
�Can�t we just cut that thing out?�
�We�re going to. But we need to get out of here first.�
They continued in silence until they reached the edge of the woods. Patrick slowed then crouched behind a large oak. Just beyond, the land sloped down to the gardens, where a broad promenade ran from north to south. Somehow they needed to get to the other side without being seen.
He looked to the right. The lighted grounds at the rear of the Luxembourg Palace were about two hundred yards away. Dozens of tourists strolled around the ornate pool, their cameras flashing. As he studied the crowd, Patrick noted several men walking more briskly than the others. Their fast gait and swiveling heads made them stand out. They were the same men who had followed them in.
Danielle stared down the hill. �So we�re just going to run to the other side?�
�Not yet. We�ve got a few obstacles to consider,� he said, gesturing toward the well-manicured rows of bushes that lined each side of the promenade. The thick foliage made it impossible to sprint straight across. They would have to complete the trip in steps, but first he needed to make sure they weren�t being watched.
�Look,� Danielle whispered.
Dark figures moved below. A lone couple strolled down the path, holding hands as they talked quietly. Patrick examined them closely but saw nothing that raised a red flag. They were just what they seemed to be, two lovers enjoying their time together.
Once they disappeared from view, he tapped Danielle and pointed. �We�re going to run to the first hedgerow and hide there.�
After she nodded that she understood, the two stood and ran down the slope, taking care not to slip on the moist grass. When they reached the bottom, they pushed through the first row of bushes and lowered out of sight. Patrick waited a full minute then rose up and looked toward the palace. As the view sharpened, the hairs on his neck stood on end. The three men were walking quickly in their direction. Had they seen them come down the hill? He didn�t think so. If they had, they�d probably be sprinting with their guns drawn. Even so, it was unsettling that they seemed to have zeroed in on the place where he and Danielle were hiding.
As they approached, Patrick noticed one of the men had a hand to his ear. He�s communicating with someone. Patrick hoped they weren�t already surrounded. If the west gate was already cut off, all hope was lost.
A loud hum drew his attention skyward. Something was moving through the air a short distance away. It was a strange noise, out of place somehow. He scanned the horizon section by section, looking for the source of the sound. A few seconds later, he noted the dim outline of a flying object about twenty yards away. His eyes narrowed. It looked like a bat, but its movements were strange.
�They�re almost here,� Danielle said.
Patrick hunkered down again. The three men were only about a hundred yards away.
�We need to go while we still have time,� she whispered. �I think we can outrun them.�
�Not yet. I saw one of them communicating by radio. We need to make sure there aren�t others out there.�
Before Danielle could respond, the man with the earpiece suddenly pointed in their direction. The other two men entered the first row of bushes and began walking toward them.
Patrick�s pulse raced as he noted the speed with which the men had narrowed their search. How did they know where to look? Was there some sort of�
He turned and looked across the sky until he found the bat again. The animal had dropped in altitude and was now hovering over the bushes about twenty yards away. Now that he could see it more clearly, he noticed its flight wasn�t bat-like at all. Its wings were moving much too fast. He frowned. That�s because it�s not a bat. In fact, it wasn�t even an animal.
It was a drone.
�Patrick.� There was panic in her voice.
The three men were now fifty yards away. The one with the earpiece was walking down the promenade while the other two continued down the first hedgerow. At this point, it was obvious the drone operator was giving the men real-time information. The craft�s sensors had probably picked up Patrick and Danielle�s movement when they came down the slope.
Movement. That�s it. If movement had drawn the drone in, then perhaps movement could lead it away. Armed with an idea, Patrick reached out and patted the ground with his hands. He was looking for something large enough to throw. Seconds later, his fingers closed around a rock. Perfect.
He turned and faced the trees behind them. It was going to take every ounce of strength he had to make this work.
�Patrick?�
The drone came toward them, buzzing like an angry hornet. Its tiny camera was probably not very effective in the dark, but it could certainly pick up movement.
He brought his arm back and threw the rock as hard as he could.
Tiny propellers buzzed directly overhead. Patrick�s muscles tensed as he waited for the drone to lower in their direction. Instead, it shot off noisily and disappeared up the slope.
As the sound faded in the distance, he exhaled in relief. Amazingly, the ruse had worked.
What about the men? Remembering their attackers, he turned and saw what he�d hoped to see: the three had left the promenade and were already running up the slope, their attention now focused entirely on the drone.
It was time to find the other gate.
�Let�s go,� Patrick whispered.
The two pushed through the bushes then sprinted across the promenade.
They had won the battle, but Patrick had the distinct feeling the war had only just begun.

Chapter Eight

One Day Later
The Sixth Arrondissement of Paris blazed with life. Festive diners gathered around outdoor tables, and the smell of French cuisine wafted out of open doors. The crowds had arrived earlier than usual, likely drawn out by the clear, crisp October air.
Patrick and Danielle played the role of a couple as they strolled down the crowded sidewalk. Danielle would occasionally approach a storefront window and point at some fashionable article of clothing, then Patrick would complain it was too expensive and tug her along.
After escaping from Luxembourg the night before, the two had made their way north through the city, eventually finding a cheap and somewhat sanitary hostel near the Sacr�-Coeur. The location met all of their needs. Not only was it far from Luxembourg, but it was also another area Patrick was familiar with.
Fortunately, they were able to secure a room large enough to accommodate both of them comfortably. After locking the door and putting their things away, Patrick fulfilled his promise to Danielle � he used a small knife to remove the microchip from her arm. Unfortunately, the procedure had taken longer than expected. Once Patrick had made the first cut, he realized the tiny silicon device had been placed a half millimeter below the surface of the skin. To her credit, Danielle had been a trouper, remaining perfectly still as he carefully maneuvered the chip out. Once the task was complete, he washed the wound, sewed her up, and placed the chip in a metal box in order to block the signal.
Once she was free of the device, Danielle had climbed into the top bunk, closed her eyes, and drifted into a deep sleep. The simple act of removing the chip had seemed to release all of the stress that had built up over the last couple of days. Patrick was relieved to see her get good rest. In fact, it made him wish he hadn�t waited so long to remove the device.
Danielle nudged Patrick and nodded toward a blue street sign affixed to a building on the corner�La Rue Mazarine.
The night before, they�d learned the number sixty-seven corresponded to an actual address. They also learned the building was occupied by a business known as Le Petit Entrep�t, or in English, The Little Warehouse. The company�s website declared it was a consumer storage facility offering everything from small safe deposit boxes to units large enough to hold furniture. That meant the other number � one hundred twelve � likely corresponded to one of the boxes.
Even though he had no memory of ever being there, Patrick was convinced Le Petit Entrep�t would provide the breakthrough they were looking for. He was certain whatever was stored in the box would finally reveal who he really was and what he�d been doing in Paris.
After turning on Mazarine, the two stopped under the awning of a jeweler.
Danielle nodded down the street. �That�s it. Fourth building on the left.�
Patrick could see the name displayed across the front glass:
Le Petit Entrep�t � Stockage Personnel

Despite the fact that they might be on the verge of solving the mystery of their past, Danielle�s face seemed etched with concern.
�Something wrong?� Patrick asked.
�I�m not so sure this is going to be as easy as you think it is.�
�I never said it was going to be easy. I said it was going to be simple. There�s a difference.�
She looked at him. �So what�s your plan?�
�The same one we discussed. I�m going to walk in and request access to my box.�
�And what last name are you going to give them?�
�I�m not going to use my name,� he replied. �I�m going to give them the box number and let them pull it up on the system.�
�So they�ll just let you in with no questions asked?�
�That�s the plan. I told you it was simple.�
�What about ID? You don�t have one shred of identification.�
It was a fair point and one he�d already considered. �If I�m the owner of this box, it�s possible I�ve been in often enough for them to recognize me.�
�I hope you�re right,� she said. �I just think they�re going to need a name, an ID, or a key.�
�Those are valid concerns, but it would be foolish not to even try. Short of breaking in overnight, there aren�t any other ways to do this.�
�And if it doesn�t work?�
�Then we�ll regroup and figure out what to do next.�
A burst of loud laughter drew Patrick�s attention to a lively caf� across the street. A group of young hipsters was gathered in front, talking while they sipped glasses of wine. He swept his gaze across the crowd then stopped. In the midst of the crowd, he�d noticed a woman staring at him. He panned back and examined the faces, but the woman was no longer there.
She probably stepped inside, he told himself.
He looked at Danielle. �You ready?�
She nodded.
After walking the remaining distance, they entered Le Petit Entrep�t. Patrick had told Danielle to avoid seeming hesitant or apprehensive. In order to pull this off, they needed to look as though they were regulars, people who�d been there dozens of times before.
A soft chime announced their arrival. The interior was larger than Patrick had imagined. Directly ahead and behind a counter were twenty or so rows of shelves lined with safe deposit boxes. Apparently, storage was big business in Paris.
Two women were seated to the left behind the counter. One of them � a thin brunette � stood as they entered. Patrick noticed the name printed on a tag affixed to her shirt: Justine. He also noticed something else: a look of recognition in her eyes.
She knows me.
�Bonjour,� she said.
Patrick smiled as though seeing an old friend. �Bonjour, Justine.�
She glanced briefly at Danielle, her eyes betraying a hint of confusion. She must be used to seeing me alone.
��a va?� Justine asked. How are you?
Patrick considered his answer. It was probably best if he conveyed a sense of urgency. The more small talk he engaged in, the greater the chance he�d say something he shouldn�t.
�Actually, I�ve been quite busy,� he responded in English. �In fact, we probably need��
�Certainly.� Justine reached under the counter and pulled out a small device that looked like an electronic tablet. After making a few entries, she handed it to him along with a stylus.
Patrick tensed. She wants my signature. A number of troubling questions arose. What name should he use? Would the signature be electronically verified with the one on file? He didn�t have time to consider all the possibilities, so he did the only thing he could: he made a long, illegible slash.
�Thank you,� she said. �Please follow me.�
After they came around the counter, Justine led them down the center aisle. Patrick felt a sense of relief wash over him as they followed her to the back. They had passed the first test, but a second and even trickier challenge of getting into the box remained. Would she let them in, or would they need their own key?
About halfway down the aisle, she led them up a spiral staircase to the second-floor landing, which was enclosed by a circular wall of glass. Patrick noted more safe deposit boxes on the other side of the glass, only these looked larger than the ones on the first floor. He also noted a camera situated above the door. Apparently, these units were owned by a wealthier and more secretive clientele.
Justine approached a panel to the right of the door and placed her right palm on the glass plate. A small light on the panel glowed green, and there was a sharp click. Biometric entry.
She opened the door and waved them through. �Let me know if you need anything else.�
She�s not going with us. Patrick began patting his pockets. �You know, I think I forgot��
Before he could finish, Danielle placed a hand on the small of his back and pushed him through. He tried to resist, but she pushed even harder. Once inside, she turned and looked at Justine. �Merci.�
�What are you doing?� Patrick asked after the door closed behind them. �You do realize we don�t have a key.�
�We don�t need one. Come.�
She seemed confident, so he grudgingly followed her. Whatever she had in mind, she had chosen to keep it to herself.
Danielle studied the box numbers as they walked past the aisles. Patrick noted several people entering their boxes, including a well-dressed couple who talked in hushed tones.
A few seconds later, Danielle turned down one of the aisles and scanned the numbered plates on each box until she found the one they were looking for: 112.
�That was the easy part,� Patrick said. �Now please tell me how we�re going to get in.�
She nodded at the box and moved aside. �Take a look for yourself.�
He stepped closer and examined it. Like safe deposit boxes in a bank vault, the container was housed behind a small door made of thick metal. Strangely, there was no lock in which to insert a key. Instead, there was a panel to the right, which consisted of a keypad and a small glass plate.
Biometrics. The entire second floor operates on biometrics.
He looked at Danielle, confused. �How did you��
She smiled. �When we arrived on the second-floor landing, I happened to notice a woman accessing her box, only she didn�t use a key.�
�Did she type in a code?�
Danielle shook her head. �She just used her thumb. My guess is the box can be accessed by fingerprint or by code.� She tapped the panel. �Give it a shot.�
After making sure no one was watching, Patrick pressed his right thumb against the glass plate and held it firmly in place. Despite his waiting for several seconds, nothing happened. No sound. No light. Nothing.
�Maybe it�s not my box,� he said.
Danielle frowned. �Try your other one.�
This time Patrick placed his left thumb against the glass. Much to his relief, a small light on the panel glowed green a second later.
�Yes.� Danielle smiled and pumped her fist.
Patrick opened the door carefully. Inside was a nondescript metal box.
�I saw some privacy rooms at the back,� Danielle said.
After removing the box, they walked to the back and found a room that wasn�t being used. The chaste furnishings consisted of a mahogany table and four chairs. Patrick looked toward the ceiling as he closed the door, his eyes searching for any sign of cameras or listening devices. As best he could tell, there was nothing to be concerned about. For now, they had the privacy they needed.
He sat in one of the chairs and set the box on the table. It was large � about a foot and a half wide, two feet long, and several inches deep. It was also surprisingly heavy, which made Patrick wonder what might be housed inside.
He looked at Danielle. �You ready?�
She met his gaze and smiled. �Of course. I�m looking forward to learning all about you.�
Patrick�s chest tightened at her remark. What if he didn�t like who he really was? He hadn�t thought about it until now. What if he was a criminal and the box was filled with stolen goods? He doubted that was what they�d find, but at this point he couldn�t be sure about anything. His life was a blank slate, and opening the box might reveal something that would change the way he viewed himself.
In the end, they had to know what was inside. It was the only way to get the answers they were looking for.
He turned the box so Danielle could see then undid the latch and lifted the lid slowly.
When the contents came into view, he froze, scarcely able to believe his own eyes.
Danielle let out a soft gasp. Clearly, it wasn�t what she�d expected, either.
Inside the box was a stack of passports, a jet-black wig, a clip of euros, a phone, several knives, and three matte black pistols.
The two sat in silence for a full minute, trying to process what they were looking at.
Finally, Danielle turned toward him, her expression a mixture of surprise and fear. �You�re a spy.�

Chapter Nine

After taking several items they thought would be helpful, Patrick and Danielle left Le Petit Entrep�t in haste. The passports depicted males and females of various races, which made it likely a number of people had access to the box. And if a number of people had access to the box, it was possible some centralized authority monitored entry.
Once they were back on the street, Patrick took them on a circuitous route to the Second Arrondissement, where they located a brasserie off the beaten path. They were both hungry, so Patrick had thought it would give them a chance to eat and to review what they�d found in the box.
�Suivez-moi,� the sultry hostess said as she led them toward the back.
When they arrived at their booth, Patrick slid in on the far side.
�I guess we don�t have to wonder where your little habits came from anymore,� Danielle said after the hostess stepped away.
�What habits?�
�Oh, your habit of always taking the seat that faces the entrance. And your habit of walking to the back of every place we enter.�
As they waited for their booth, Patrick had excused himself to go to the restroom, which was really an excuse to survey the rear of the brasserie. Apparently, Danielle had noticed.
�I didn�t realize you were scrutinizing my every move,� he said.
�From here on out, I�ll be watching you even more than I did before.� She gave him a wink.
At this point, it was clear Patrick was an operative, a professional. What wasn�t clear was who he worked for. They had examined the contents of the box carefully, but none of the items had pointed to any government or organization. Patrick believed that was by design in case the box was ever compromised.
A petite server walked over and greeted them. �Bonsoir.�
�Bonsoir,� Patrick answered.
�Quelque chose � boire?�
At Danielle�s suggestion, Patrick ordered two cups of cappuccino.
After the server walked away, Danielle excused herself to go to the restroom. Patrick looked around the brasserie while he waited. Despite the late hour, it was mostly full. As with most brasseries in this part of Paris, the clientele was older. He liked that. If someone younger came in, they�d immediately stand out.
�Feels good to finally rest my legs,� Danielle said after she returned and slid into the booth.
�My legs are fine. It�s my mind that needs a rest.�
She gave him a wry smile. �You know, I�ve never dined with a real spy before.�
�Then you�d better watch what you say.�
The server returned with two cups of cappuccino and set them on the table. Patrick thanked her and ordered two bowls of French onion soup.
�You sure this was a good idea?� Danielle asked after taking a sip of cappuccino.
He lifted an eyebrow. �Was what a good idea?�
�Staying out in public.�
�What are you worried about? Remember, I�m a spy. We know these things.� He gave her a wink.
�Don�t worry, said the man whose eyes are darting around like a nervous meerkat�s.�
�Any professional worth his salt is going to be aware of his surroundings.� He took a sip of cappuccino. �All joking aside, we don�t technically know what I did in my former life. Who knows, maybe I�m not a spy.�
�Oh, really? You�re not a spy?� Danielle smiled as she set her cup on the table. �So just for kicks, you and a few of your closest friends keep a safe deposit box in Paris filled with guns and fake passports?�
He shrugged. �Maybe we work for a private organization.�
�Like a crime syndicate?�
�Okay, okay. Let�s say you�re right and I am a spy. Wouldn�t I have some memory of it? I remember my name. I remember being in Paris. Wouldn�t I remember conducting a clandestine operation on French soil?�
�The fact is, you don�t remember anything about your work,� she pointed out. �In other words, that doesn�t rule out being a spy or anything else.�
�I couldn�t even identify the faces depicted on those passports, and they�re supposed to be people I work with?�
Danielle took another sip of cappuccino then said, �I can�t explain why your memory is spotty. What I do know is you had access to a box of things that look like they�re straight out of a Bond movie.�
She was right. Not only did he have access to the box, but he also had the street skills of a covert agent. But if he was a professional, who did he work for? The CIA? He had no memory of living or working in Washington, DC. Not only that, but he doubted the US government would keep a secret box in a small self-storage facility in Paris. The types of things he and Danielle had found in it would be better kept at an embassy or safe house.
Danielle filled the silence with a question. �Speaking of secret things, what do you think was going on at the place we were being held?�
It was something Patrick had pondered frequently over the last twenty-four hours. Unfortunately, he didn�t have a sure answer. �Until our short-term memories return, it�s hard to say. My guess is they�re conducting trials of some kind.�
�Trials?�
�Clinical trials. I used the computer at the hostel to do a little research, and it turns out the pharmaceutical industry is huge in France. We�re talking billions upon billions of dollars.�
Danielle frowned. �It�s a fair hypothesis, but one piece of it doesn�t make any sense. Why would you hold people against their will and risk being jailed on kidnapping charges? If the pay is good enough, you can probably get volunteers to put anything in their system.�
�Maybe, maybe not. I�m no expert on the subject, but some drugs are probably so dangerous that governments have forbidden testing all together. If a company knows a certain drug has the potential to kill those taking it, they could test it in secret to see how it plays out. If the test subjects survive, they would then transition to a more traditional trial.�
The server reappeared and deposited two bowls of French onion soup on the table.
�Have you tried to see if the phone works?� Danielle asked after the server stepped away.
The phone.
He�d almost forgotten about the items they�d brought with them. In addition to the phone, they had taken two passports, two pistols, several spare magazines, and all of the money, which totaled two thousand euros. Both had been particularly happy to get their hands on so much cash. It would serve them well if they had to stay on the lam.
He pulled the phone from his pocket.
It was the first time he�d had a chance to examine the device closely. The first thing he noticed was the cheap construction. The shape and design reminded him of the mobile phones that had been popular fifteen years ago.
�It�s a burner,� he said after looking it over.
�Turn it on.�
�Here?�
�Why not?�
He had planned on waiting until they got back to the hostel, but what could it hurt? If he had gone missing, perhaps whoever he worked for had left a voicemail or sent him a text message. It wasn�t likely, but it was certainly possible.
He depressed the power button.
�Can it be traced?� Danielle asked.
�If someone is actively trying to trace it, then yes, it�s possible. But since the phone was in storage, it�s likely no one is monitoring its use.�
After the phone booted, he saw nothing to indicate there was a voicemail or text. On a whim, he pulled up the phone�s contacts. When the list opened, his eyes widened. There was a contact. Someone known simply as AV-1.
Danielle noted his expression. �What is it?�
�There�s a number stored on it.�
�Who does it belong to?�
�It says office of the president of the United States.�
�Oh, shut up.� She shook her head. �What does it really say?�
�There are two initials and a number� AV-1.�
�Does anything about it ring a bell?�
�No.�
He didn�t recognize the initials, but what about the phone number itself? The first three digits � which he assumed were an area code � seemed familiar. Unfortunately, he doubted an Internet search would produce any helpful information. If the phone was owned by a government agency or some clandestine organization, he doubted any number stored there could be found in the public realm.
�Call it.�
Patrick looked up at her. �And allow them to trace it? I don�t think so.�
�I�ve seen plenty of spy movies, so I know it takes at least a couple of minutes to trace a call. Besides, if you had access to the box, then it�s probably someone who knows you. They can help us figure all of this out.�
If he was an authorized user of the phone, that was probably true. But what if he was on the run from his own people? Maybe they were the ones running the facility. If that was the case, dialing the number would be disastrous.
�We�re going to have to dial it at some point,� she continued.
She was right. They would eventually have to find out who was on the other end. At this point, it was their only route to more information. His gut had served him well over the last couple of days, and if his gut told him to end the call, he�d end the call.
�Remember this was your idea,� he said.
�I take full responsibility.�
Patrick tapped on the number and placed the call. A couple of seconds of silence were followed by a strange ringtone that sounded like an electronic pulse.
A woman answered. Her voice was deadpan and robotic, like the voice on a GPS or smartphone. �Central processing. Please confirm your location.�
Patrick tensed. He hadn�t expected to be asked where they were. What should he say? He decided to be as vague as possible. �Paris. I�m in Paris, France.�
He heard typing on the other end, then the woman said, �Device recognized and location confirmed. How may I assist you?�
Patrick realized he should�ve taken more time to plan the call. Telling her the truth would sound silly. He and a person he�d never met had escaped from a facility together and made their way to Paris, where they found a phone in a safe deposit box containing the number he had just dialed.
�Sir, how may I direct your call?� she asked again, this time more firmly.
What should he say?
AV-1. The initials and the number. Right now, it was all he had. �AV-1, please.�
�Arlington, Virginia. One. I�ll connect you now.�
Arlington, Virginia. One. So it was a city, not someone�s initials. What does �one� stand for? He guessed it was the top official in that office.
�What did they say?� Danielle asked.
�She�s connecting me with someone in Arlington, Virginia.�
�Arlington, Virginia? What the hell does that mean?�
A full minute passed, and no one came on the line, which made Patrick wonder whether they were tracing the call. Maybe this wasn�t such a good idea after all.
Finally, there was a click on the other end, and a man spoke through a device that masked his voice. �Thank heavens you�re alive. Are you safe?�
�Yes� I�m safe.�
�Where in Paris are you?�
Patrick wasn�t ready to divulge that information yet. First, he had some questions of his own. �Who am I talking to?�
There was a long pause on the other end, so long it made Patrick wonder whether the call had somehow become disconnected. Finally, the man said, �You know who this is. Look, we need to come up with a plan to extract you as soon as possible. Give me your current location.�
�You didn�t answer my question. But since I�m a nice guy, I�ll give you another chance.�
�Surely, you�re not serious.� Despite being electronically altered, the man�s voice betrayed a hint of frustration.
�Oh, I�m quite serious.�
At this point, Patrick held the upper hand. If the man was a legitimate colleague, he would answer the question. If he refused, Patrick would hang up.
�Listen to me. These people have done something to damage your memory. Trust me, if they find you again, they�ll do much worse.�
�I�ll admit you�re right about my memory. But how do I know you�re not one of them?�
The man covered the phone, and there were muffled voices in the background. Patrick guessed they were discussing how to proceed. A few seconds later, the man came back on. �Please pay close attention. I�m only going to say this once. You were operating under an alias in Grenoble, France. You sent an encrypted message indicating you were in some sort of trouble. That was the last transmission we received.�
Grenoble. Immediately, a series of images flashed through Patrick�s mind. A city along a river, framed by snow-capped mountains. The architecture was distinctly European, with cathedral spires and tightly packed buildings lining cobblestone streets. He remembered being in a cable car that ran up one of the mountains. He was following someone, although he couldn�t remember who.
So the man was telling the truth. Patrick had been in Grenoble. Did that mean he could trust the man on the other end? Not necessarily. Whoever he�d been following would have the same information.
It was time to probe deeper and find out what else the man knew. �What�s my name?�
�I can�t tell you. Your phone isn�t secure. Look, we don�t have time��
�In other words, you don�t really know who I am. Maybe I�ll hang up and give you time to think it over.� Patrick moved a finger toward the phone.
�No,� the man blurted out. �Don�t hang up. I�ll tell you.�
Patrick noted the time. He needed to speed things up. �You have five seconds.�
�Please, don�t make me��
�One.�
�The people who are after you could be listening.�
�Two.�
�All right. All right.�
The man drew in a deep breath.
�Your name is Zane.�

Chapter Ten

He�s lying.
Patrick�s memory might be shot, but the one thing he was certain of was his name. It was the first thing he�d remembered, and he�d never doubted its veracity. Then again, he had to admit the name Zane rang a bell. There was a connection of some kind. It was someone he was close to, a colleague or a friend.
�If you don�t even know who I am, then it�s time for me to end this call.�
�You honestly don�t recognize your own name?� The man seemed genuinely shocked.
�I do recognize my name, but there�s one problem: that�s not it.�
�I�ve known you for years, Zane. I recognize your voice. If you think you�re someone else, it�s because they�ve filled you with drugs.�
Patrick looked toward the front. A well-dressed man and woman had just entered the brasserie. As the woman spoke to the hostess, the man�s eyes swept the space. Just to be safe, Patrick slid farther back into the booth, taking himself out of the man�s line of sight.
�Zane, are you there?� the man asked.
�You�re right, I was drugged. But some pieces of my long-term memory survived. One of those pieces was my name.�
The host led the couple to a booth on the other side of the room. As they sat down, the man�s eyes continued to take in their surroundings. Patrick tensed, unsure whether he should pay more attention to them or to the call.
�I want to ask you something,� the man said.
�By all means,� Patrick said, his eyes on the couple across the way.
�What do you think your name is?�
Patrick hesitated. Should he reveal what he knew? At this point, he didn�t see how giving him his first name could hurt. �My name is Patrick.�
�Thank heavens,� the man said with relief. �You do remember.�
Patrick frowned. The man had just told him his name was Zane. It was obvious he was playing a game of manipulation. �That�s not what you told me a few seconds ago.�
�Patrick is your first name, but you�ve always gone by your middle name.�
�Patrick Zane?�
�Yes.�
Patrick repeated the two names under his breath. Strangely, they did seem to go together. Was it possible the man was telling the truth?
Before Patrick could answer, there was a loud click on the line. They were tracing the call, but he needed to ask one more thing before hanging up. �What is my last name?�
�I can�t tell you that.�
�Of course you can.�
�This isn�t a secure line. Surely you know that by now. I�ve already said too much, and the only reason I said what I did is to save your life.�
Patrick pushed harder. �I need a name or I�m hanging up.�
�This is a waste of time. We need to discuss how we�re going to bring you in.�
There was something about the words bring you in that was disturbing. A Freudian slip? If this was a puzzle, a number of pieces were still missing.
Two men entered the brasserie. They wore black leather coats that were similar to the ones worn by the men who had chased them at Luxembourg. Patrick frowned at the sight. A total of four people had arrived in the last two minutes, and they�d all arrived after he�d placed the call.
�Zane, I have to get off the call for your own sake. I�m going to direct you to one of our safe houses on the outskirts of Paris. We�ll send a team to pick you up there tomorrow at midnight.�
Even if it was a genuine offer, the delay seemed odd. �Why not tonight?�
�Because our closest team is in Serbia, and they need time to get there and make sure the site hasn�t been compromised. Keep the phone but remove the battery. Use it only in case of an emergency.�
Taking an address certainly couldn�t hurt. At this point, any piece of information might prove helpful. �Go ahead.�
The man gave him an address, which Patrick typed into a notepad app on the phone.
�One last thing. Stay off the streets tonight. Trust your instincts. They�ll protect you more than anything.�
The two men in black coats were seated a few tables away. As one of them sat down, Patrick saw the familiar bulge of a semiautomatic pistol in his pants. Paris was essentially one massive gun-free zone, which meant these men were either common criminals or professionals. At this point, it was obvious which they were.
Patrick placed a hand under the table, ready to draw his own gun if necessary. It was time to end the call. �I see some of your people just got here. Unfortunately for you, they�re sloppy.�
�Who are you talking about? What people? If someone is there��
�Goodbye.�
�Zane��
Patrick powered off the phone and removed the battery.
�What�s going on?� Danielle asked in a frantic tone.
�We were just set up.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Don�t turn your head, but we have company.�
Patrick cursed himself for staying on the phone so long. For all intents and purposes, they were trapped. He thought of all the different ways this could play out, and none of them were particularly good. If he and Danielle left, they would obviously be followed out onto the street, where others were waiting. If they remained where they were, they would eventually be spotted. He did have a weapon now, but he�d be up against four armed attackers. Even with his skills, those weren�t good odds.
A plan surfaced in his thoughts. It was bold and would require a measure of luck, but at this point it might be their only option. He looked at Danielle. �I need you to do something.�
She leaned closer. �Okay.�
�I�m going to get up and walk back to the restroom. If I�m right, someone will follow me in.�
Patrick spent the next couple of minutes describing what would happen next and what he wanted her to do. Danielle�s eyes widened as she listened to his plan.
�And what if it doesn�t work?� she asked when he was finished.
�If I don�t come back out in two minutes, then get up and walk calmly toward the back. They�ll assume you�re going to the restroom, but you�re going to enter the kitchen instead.�
�So, I�m just going to walk into the kitchen? They�ll throw me out.�
�No, they won�t. I�ve done this before. Most won�t even notice you�re there. If someone sees you and says something, just ignore them and leave through the back door. Once you�re outside, I want you to use the phone to call French emergency services. The number is one one two.� He slid the phone and battery across the table. �Tell them there are terrorists with guns and give them the name of the brasserie. Due to the recent terror attacks, police officers are everywhere in Paris. They�ll be here in minutes.�
�Why don�t we just call them now?� Danielle asked as she tucked the phone and battery into her pocket.
�Because when they get here, they�ll search everyone. When they find out we don�t have identification, we�ll be arrested along with the others. I think you and I both know we can�t let that happen.�
Danielle was clearly concerned but nodded that she understood.
After making sure no one else had come in, Patrick slid out of the booth and walked to the back. As expected, one of the two men sitting close by turned in his direction. Patrick felt the man�s eyes on his back but continued walking. In order for his plan to work, he needed to seem unaware of their presence.
As he�d noted earlier, there were three doors at the back of the brasserie. The kitchen door was directly ahead, and two restroom doors were down a short hallway on the left. Patrick turned left down the hall and entered the men�s room, letting the door swing shut behind him. Once inside, he crossed quickly to one of the stalls.
Phase one of his plan was officially under way.
* * *
�That�s him.� Hugo Gustafsson watched as the tall man walked to the back of the restaurant and disappeared around a corner.
His partner Elias turned slightly. �What�s he doing?�
�He�s going to take a leak.�
�And the girl?� Elias asked.
�Probably in the booth, but I can�t see her from here.�
�Perfect. Let�s grab her while he�s gone.�
Hugo knew a vehicle was waiting a half block away and could be out front in seconds. But there was something he needed to do first. �Wait here. I need to take care of a problem.�
Elias frowned. �You sure that�s��
�Just keep your eye on the booth,� Hugo snapped. He was tired of Elias questioning everything he did. �When I finish taking care of him, we�ll escort our female friend outside.�
�And if she doesn�t cooperate?�
�She won�t have any choice.�
Hugo wiped his mouth with a napkin then stood and walked calmly to the back. Before entering the men�s room, he stopped and slid a Sig Sauer P226 from the breast pocket of his jacket. He then removed a silencer from another pocket and screwed it into the muzzle. The kill would be quick and quiet. Suppressed shots produced sound, but the restaurant was so noisy it wouldn�t be heard.
He paused at the door and reminded himself the man inside wasn�t someone to be taken lightly. He�d already proved himself a formidable adversary, so Hugo readied himself for anything, including a surprise attack. He doubted the man was armed, but that didn�t mean he wasn�t dangerous.
After making sure no one was behind him, he opened the door and stepped inside. He raised his pistol then froze, a look of surprise spreading over his face. He�d expected to see the man at one of the urinals or at the sink, but no one was there. In fact, the room seemed empty.
He stepped forward cautiously. Something didn�t seem right.
He crouched and looked under the stall partitions. There. A man was sitting in the last stall.
Hugo smiled to himself. What a way to go.
Careful not to make any noise, he padded softly to the back. The door was made of flimsy metal. Gripping his gun in his right hand, he lifted his leg and kicked it open, aiming the Sig at the man�s chest. Only there was no chest. In fact, there wasn�t even a man. A pair of pants was draped down the front of the toilet seat, with shoes positioned at the bottom.
What the�?
Something was moving behind him. Hugo spun, but it was too late.
A hard object smashed into his temple, knocking him unconscious.
* * *
Patrick crouched and examined the man briefly. He was out cold and would likely remain that way for several minutes.
Realizing someone could walk in at any moment, he picked up the man�s pistol, dragged him into the stall, and shut the door. He then put his own pants and shoes on before positioning the man on the seat. He thought about tossing the pistol in one of the other toilets but decided to keep it instead. The additional rounds would come in handy.
The first part of his plan complete, he crossed to the door and opened it slightly. Loud conversation and the chink of silverware carried in from the dining area. The rush of noise was the perfect backdrop for what he was about to do. He visualized the position of the three remaining targets. There was no room for error. The next phase of his plan needed to be executed with lethal precision.
He pushed the door open and walked down the short hall. As he entered the main dining area, the three attackers looked at him in unison, their eyes widening in surprise. Patrick smiled to himself. Apparently, they had expected to see someone else.
He continued toward the kitchen door. He had only a few seconds to act.
The man who was seated by himself reached into his pocket.
Patrick drew his own weapon with his right hand while reaching toward a panel of light switches with his left.
The three attackers stood in unison and drew their weapons.
All hell was about to break loose.
Patrick swept his left hand downward, cutting off the lights and plunging the restaurant into darkness. He crouched and fired once at the man sitting alone. Without waiting, he swung his weapon to the left and squeezed off two more shots at the booth where the other two were sitting.
As expected, sheer pandemonium broke out. Screaming at the top of their lungs, people stormed toward the front, pushing one another out of the way.
Muzzles flashed from the booth, followed by the pop of high-caliber rounds. The return fire indicated at least one of the targets was still alive. Ducking down, Patrick crab-walked back to the booth where Danielle was waiting. He found her crouched under the table, just as he�d instructed.
He reached underneath and grasped her wrist. �Let�s go.�
As she came out, Patrick caught movement in his peripheral vision. A dark male figure was moving toward them. Patrick aimed at his chest and fired twice. The man was blown backward, dead before he hit the ground.
�Go!� he shouted at Danielle as they rushed toward the exit.
Two more shots rang out, blowing holes in the glass at the front of the restaurant. Patrick pushed into the mob at the door, shoving people out of the way as he went. He doubted the assailants would fire into the crowd and risk hitting Danielle.
When they finally exited the brasserie, Patrick heard sirens wailing two blocks away. Apparently, the police had heard the shots and were already responding. From the sound, he guessed they would arrive in less than a minute.
With no time to spare, he stepped into the street and aimed his pistol at an oncoming Renault. The driver slammed on the brakes. Parisians weren�t used to seeing a man brandishing a gun anywhere and certainly not in the middle of the street.
Keeping the pistol aimed at the driver�s head, Patrick came around to the driver�s side and shouted through the window in French. �Police. I need your car. Get out.�
The man probably doubted the story but was in no position to argue. He unlocked the door and slid out, only not fast enough. Patrick grabbed his arm and flung him to the pavement.
Danielle was already getting in on the other side.
Before entering the vehicle, Patrick looked toward the front of the brasserie. Two of the attackers had emerged on the sidewalk. But Patrick�s eyes were drawn to someone else, an Asian woman standing off to one side. Despite the chaos erupting around her, she remained perfectly still.
A moment later, their eyes met, and Patrick realized who she was. He�d seen her four times since arriving in Paris: on the stairs at the M�tro, at the cyber caf�, along La Rue Mazarine, and now here. She�d been following them the entire time.
Strangely, she didn�t seem to be connected to the other attackers. She was operating alone, perhaps with a different agenda. The plot thickened.
Patrick stood in place, transfixed by her stare.
�Let�s go!� Danielle shouted from inside the vehicle.
The wailing sirens were only a block away now. Patrick could see their lights reflecting on the windows of a nearby shop.
He ducked into the car, slammed the door shut, then mashed the pedal to the floor.
As the vehicle took off, he looked toward the entrance. Not surprisingly, the woman was gone.

Chapter Eleven

The outskirts of Versailles, �le-de-France
The black figures moved silently under the cathedral of trees, their rifles panning back and forth in the darkness. They didn�t expect to meet any resistance but weren�t taking any chances. Failure wasn�t an option this time. That had already been made abundantly clear.
When they reached the crown of the hill, Hugo gave a hand signal, and all four men dropped to their stomachs. From there, they slithered along the ground like ebony serpents, stopping only after reaching the rock ledge overlooking the valley. Hugo worked his way to the edge of the massive stone then lowered his night-vision goggles into place. The world instantly transitioned into a milky monochrome of green and black. He looked down toward the valley floor. A long gravel drive snaked down its center, ending at a house nestled in a grove of pines and oaks. No lights were on, but he knew the two targets were holed up inside.
They had picked up the chip�s signal briefly that afternoon. It was a pleasant surprise they hadn�t expected. For a brief moment, he considered that it might have been done on purpose, but he quickly dismissed the thought. These people were trying to disappear. But it wasn�t just his gut that told him the two were there. After pinpointing the location, they had dispatched the miniature drone, which confirmed the two targets had indeed taken shelter in the home.
Hugo clenched his jaw in eager anticipation. He couldn�t wait to take revenge on the man who�d ambushed him the night before. The man had tricked him, and now it was time to turn the tables. The bastard would be dead in less than fifteen minutes. A dozen heavily armed men were set up at various points around the valley. Two had entered from the east and were hidden along the gravel drive, preventing escape in that direction. Hugo and his four-man team would come in from the west and attack the rear of the house. The two remaining teams, each with three men, would attack from the north and south. It was an iron vise from which there would be no escape.
But it wasn�t only the numbers that gave them an advantage. The entire team was outfitted in full Kevlar body armor, making them impervious to high-caliber rounds. Their weaponry was also superior to anything they�d face. Each man was equipped with an AR-15 rifle, a Sig Sauer pistol, and a tactical knife that could be used in the case of hand-to-hand combat. And if that weren�t enough, all were equipped with night-vision gear.
Hugo lifted a monocular to his right eye. The house was completely dark and still, but that was deceiving. The man waiting inside was former military, which meant he�d be watching the valley throughout the night. Unfortunately for him, he wouldn�t see his attackers until it was too late.
Hugo spoke into the mic that curved from his ear. �Red One, this is Red Three. SITREP.� Red One was the team positioned along the gravel drive.
After a short pause, a voice crackled through his earpiece. �This is Red One, sir. Our position is approximately one hundred meters from the house.�
�Any signs of life?�
�Negative. The blinds are drawn, and I see no light coming through from inside.�
Hugo felt a pinch of concern. Things were almost too quiet. �Copy that. Red Two and Four, are you in position?�
Both replied in the affirmative.
�All teams, move out,� Hugo barked.
�Roger that� was the crackled reply from the other teams.
After slipping off the rock ledge, Hugo led his men down the slope. Now in the hot zone, they moved cautiously, slipping from trunk to trunk to mask their approach. Several minutes later, the ground leveled off. Hugo raised his hand and dropped to one knee. The team followed suit. He lifted the monocular again. About a hundred yards ahead was the dim outline of the house. It was still dark.
He felt his chest tighten a bit but shrugged it off.
After getting confirmation the other teams were in place, Hugo gave the men their final instructions. His team and the team from the south would rendezvous at a hedgerow behind the house. The other two teams would rendezvous at a shed on the north side of the house, twenty yards from the front porch. Then, at his signal, they would storm inside, kill the man, and take the girl alive. Even if both were armed � and Hugo assumed they were � the fight wouldn�t last more than a minute or two. He and his men wore full Kevlar suits, which meant only a well-placed neck or head shot would be lethal. Not even a professional marksman could make such a hit in the dark.
�Go,� he barked to his men.
They rushed forward, keeping themselves positioned behind trees as much as possible. Clouds temporarily moved in front of the moon, intensifying the darkness. Hugo smiled. Even if the man was watching, he wouldn�t see them coming. They would appear like wraiths, swarming him and the girl before they had a chance to respond.
About fifty yards from the house, Hugo felt something give under his feet. The ground bowed slightly. As his men continued on, he looked back. A board was lying on the ground a few feet away. It was out of place in the middle of the lawn, but he didn�t have time to figure out what it was. He�d already lost a few precious seconds.
Turning, he sprinted forward and caught up with the others, who were already hunkered down behind the bushes at the rear of the house. A few seconds later, the team from the north joined them. They were nine strong.
Hugo parted the vegetation with a hand. The screened-in porch was directly ahead. He assumed the back door would be locked, which meant they�d have to kick it in.
After getting final confirmation the teams were in place, Hugo gave the signal to proceed. They skirted the bushes and sprinted the remaining distance. Hugo opened the screen door and rushed across the porch. He was more than a little surprised there wasn�t any defensive fire coming at them through a cracked window. Surely the man heard them now.
He tried the back doorknob. As expected, it was locked. He looked to the man at his side and counted with his fingers. On three, they kicked the door, and the cheaply constructed wood surrendered immediately.
Hugo charged inside and cleared in both directions. As they continued into the house, he frowned. There was still no resistance. In fact, there was no sign of life.
�Front room is all clear,� a voice said through his earpiece.
A moment later, another voice said, �The kitchen is all clear.�
Hugo entered a corridor that ran to the front of the house and turned right about midway down. One of his men stood just ahead. He waved at Hugo then pointed at a closed door. Interestingly, it was the only closed door they�d encountered so far.
That�s where they�re hiding.
Hugo and several others gathered in the hallway outside the door. Hugo turned on his gun-mounted light and flipped up his night-vision goggles then instructed the others to do the same. The view through the goggles was murky, and the last thing they needed to do was charge in and kill the girl by accident.
At Hugo�s signal, one of the men opened the door. They rushed inside, their lights splashing across the room. Dresser. Nightstand. Bed. Hugo�s eyes stopped at the sight of two long lumps under the covers. It was a poorly executed ruse. No one could sleep through all the commotion. He stepped closer and pressed the muzzle of his gun against one of the lumps. It was soft and supple. Pillows.
�Sir,� one of his men said from the far side of the bed. He gestured at something on the floor.
Hugo walked over to where the man was standing and directed his light downward. There, between the bed and the wall, was an odd-looking tangle of canisters, wires, and tape. He panned his light up slightly, illuminating a cell phone taped to the top of the contraption.
A chill ran down his spine when he realized what he was looking at. Before he could issue a warning, the phone�s screen lit brightly, and a ringtone sounded, blaring �Carry on Wayward Son.�
�Get out!� Hugo yelled.
The ringtone continued as the men fled toward the door, all of them painfully aware of what was about to happen.
Hugo was the first one to exit the room and had taken only two steps down the hallway when a brilliant light flashed behind him. A second later, a powerful blast wave slammed into his back, launching him through a cyclone of flying boards, wood, and pipe.
Something in his body snapped, then his world melted to darkness.

Chapter Twelve

Patrick crouched on the cellar stairs and listened intently. Just moments before, he�d felt a slight tremor, which told him one or more people were approaching on foot. It was difficult to tell how many there were, but he guessed at least a half dozen.
Seconds later, he heard the distinct thumping of feet. They were coming with speed. The attack was under way.
Boots banged across the cellar door then stopped. Patrick lifted his pistol, ready to fire it if the door swung open.
Danielle spoke in the darkness. �Do you think��
Patrick grabbed her arm, cutting her off. As best he could tell, the person was still standing close by. If they were discovered, all would be lost.
Soon the thump of boots resumed and eventually faded away.
�Sorry,� Danielle whispered after Patrick released her arm.
�I think��
A loud crash cut him off. The attackers had breached the house. Patrick unlocked his phone�s screen and monitored the time. He would wait two minutes before detonating the device, giving the men enough time to penetrate deep into the home.
�Are you sure we�re doing the right thing?� Danielle asked.
She�s asking that now?
�I don�t know about you, but I�d rather not get caught or killed.�
�What if this is our own government?�
�If it is, then they�re operating outside of the law. We were both being held against our will. Not only that, but at this point it�s pretty clear they�ll kill me if they get the chance. They might even kill you if they can�t take you alive.�
�What about the man you talked to on the phone?�
�He told us they�d be here at midnight.� He pointed toward the surface. �Instead, they�re here now, and it sounds like they just smashed through the door. Does that sound like an extraction team? We were betrayed, Danielle.�
And yet he had to admit he still had questions. Maybe the man was on their side. After all, he had told them to take the battery out of the phone and disappear. Why do that if he was trying to hunt them down? Now that Patrick thought about it, maybe there were two different groups. After all, they had purposefully exposed the microchip that afternoon in case there were two different groups. Maybe this group wasn�t connected with the other. Maybe an extraction team would come at midnight.
Despite the lingering questions, he still didn�t trust the man. After all, he�d clearly kept the conversation going long enough for the hit team to arrive at the restaurant. How else would they have even known where to find them? It was a trap, a betrayal, and now they were going to turn the tables.
He looked at the time on the screen. The two minutes were up. Without giving himself time to change his mind, Patrick dialed the number of the burner phone that was taped to the device. A few tense seconds passed before a connection was made.
The phone rang once. Then it rang a second time.
A deafening explosion followed. A powerful tremor shook the ground and rattled a few tools lying in the cellar.
�Let�s go.�
Patrick charged up the stairs and flipped open the door. They emerged just in time to see a fireball rise into the sky. Debris and ash billowed outward, and a blaze of light turned the nighttime into day. The bomb had worked even better than he�d expected.
Patrick ran to the house with Danielle at his heels. As the smoke cleared, he could tell the area around the blast had been incinerated completely. He doubted there were any survivors but still proceeded with caution.
�Stay here,� he said as they neared the porch.
�I�m coming with you.�
He held up a hand. �You�re not armed. I�ll call you in once I know it�s clear. Please.�
She nodded reluctantly.
His pistol drawn, Patrick crossed the porch and entered. The interior was filled with a smoky haze, and a fire crackled in another part of the house. Thankfully, it seemed to be contained there for now. After wiping his watering eyes, Patrick noticed four bodies strewn across the floor. They wore black fatigues and military-style boots. He crouched next to each one and checked their vitals. Two were dead and two were alive but unconscious. None were armed, the blast having separated the men from their weapons.
He searched one of the dead men�s pockets and discovered a mobile phone. The plan was falling perfectly into place. Disable the enemy, then gather as much information as possible. He unlocked the phone then froze when he saw the image that appeared on the screen. What the�? It was his own face, an official photograph of some kind. His hair was long, just as it had been before he�d cut it all off.
He scrolled down and found information printed underneath:
Name: Patrick Zane Watson
Warning: Considered armed and extremely dangerous
Special Instructions: Kill on sight

Patrick Zane Watson. That�s me.
Patrick slipped the phone into his pocket. There was probably a treasure trove of data on the SIM card, but for now he needed to collect as many devices as possible. They could go through all of the information later.
As he moved to the next body, he heard a shuffling sound behind him. He turned and raised his pistol in one quick motion. A familiar silhouette stood at the back door.
He lowered his gun. �I told you to stay outside.�
Danielle took a few more steps into the room and pointed down the hall. �The fire is spreading. I got concerned.�
He�d been so focused on the bodies that he hadn�t noticed the crackling had grown louder. With the fire now closer, it was probably a good thing she was here. He could use her help in searching for more devices.
He gestured at the other three bodies. �Since you�re here, why don�t you��
A shadow shifted behind Danielle. Something or someone was creeping toward her. Before Patrick could react, a dark figure sprang out of the smoke, clamped an arm around her throat, and raised a pistol to her temple. Patrick lifted his own weapon but didn�t dare risk a shot.
�Drop it!� the man shouted.
Patrick cursed himself for not binding up the two men who were still alive. One of them had apparently regained consciousness then used the cover of smoke to search for a pistol.
�I said drop it!� the man yelled.
There was nothing he could do, so Patrick tossed his weapon aside.
As the gun hit the floor, several things happened in quick succession. Danielle grabbed the man�s arm and flipped him over her shoulder with surprising strength and speed. The man fired his gun, but the round was buried harmlessly in the ceiling.
Before he could shoot again, Danielle lifted him into the air then let out a loud grunt as she flung him across the room. His body smashed into the wall and dropped to the floor, either unconscious or dead.
Patrick stood in shocked silence, scarcely able to believe what had just taken place. The man weighed well over two hundred pounds, and yet she�d flung him like a rag doll. There was no way someone her size could do that. It was physically impossible, and yet he�d seen it with his own eyes.
Danielle bent over, grabbed her knees, and sucked in air. Patrick couldn�t tell if it was because she was physically spent or because she was in shock. He came to her side and placed a hand on her shoulder.
She looked up at him, her eyes filled with a mixture of fear and confusion. �What� What was that?�
�You tell me.�
She shook her head. �I honestly don�t know. I just� It just happened. Adrenaline, maybe?�
A series of images flashed through Patrick�s mind. The secret facility hidden in the woods northwest of Paris. The mysterious reference to programming. The desperate chase by boat. The microchip buried in Danielle�s arm�
The microchip�
The last pieces of the puzzle snapped into place, and he finally understood what it all meant.
She seemed to sense something in his expression. �What?�
He hesitated, fearful of the impact of his words.
She stood up straight. �Patrick, what is it?�
He had no choice. She deserved an answer. �I know why you were being held. I know why we were being held.�
She grabbed his arm. �Why? Tell me.�
�They were doing something to your body� Experiments.�
�We know that. What kind of experiments?�
�Bioengineering.� He held her gaze and said, �They were manipulating your genes. You�re being changed, Danielle.�
Fear and confusion were etched on her face. �Changed into what?�
�You�re being turned into a weapon.�

Chapter Thirteen

Jia Huang lifted the binoculars to her eyes. She could see the house clearly from her place high in the linden tree. Tendrils of smoke snaked into the night sky, illuminated by a blazing fire that was quickly consuming the structure. As she watched, one of the inner walls crashed down, sending up a plume of ash and debris. She doubted there would be any survivors.
She let the binoculars fall to her chest. She had to admit the whole thing had been genius. The assault team was lured into the home then incinerated in one powerful blast.
Jia had followed the man and the girl into the valley earlier that afternoon. As the two approached the home, she had climbed a tree along the gravel drive, situating herself behind a clump of foliage about fifty feet up. From there, she had watched as the man surveyed the grounds. At one point, he came down the drive and stood about fifty yards away. His head had turned in her direction. Or had it just been her imagination? She couldn�t tell whether he had seen her or not, but the incident had rattled her.
The man had eventually returned to the house, only to come out later with the girl. What happened next was completely unexpected. The two walked to the backyard, where the man opened what looked like a hatch that was flush with the ground. He and the girl then disappeared down a set of stairs and closed the hatch, sealing themselves in. Jia didn�t know what they were doing, but it was clear something was about to go down.
Her instincts had been right. A half hour later, two men had slipped down the gravel drive at dusk. Despite their stealthy approach, Jia had easily followed their movements from her hidden perch. They were part of the hit team from the research facility, the same group that had bungled two assaults. Jia smiled. The idiots had walked right into the trap, which would make the rest of her job that much easier.
Movement in the distance drew her back to the present. Two figures came around the side of the house. Jia lifted her binoculars and zoomed in on the pair. As she�d expected, it was the man and the girl. They passed through the front gate and started down the gravel drive. In a minute or two, they would pass under her.
Their voices carried through the night air. Jia�s English was good, so she leaned forward to see whether she could hear what they were saying. Unfortunately, the loud crackle from the fire muffled their words.
As the two drew near the tree, the man�s head turned in her direction. Jia froze in place. Could he see her?
Moving slowly, she slid her fingers around the grip of the Beretta 92FS tucked into her waistband. Her shooting skills were superb, so she�d have no problem placing two bullets in his chest if she needed to. But eventually he faced forward again as the two continued walking.
Jia exhaled slowly and released her grip on the pistol.
After walking for another fifty yards, the pair veered off the path and made their way up the slope. They were leaving the valley. Jia tried to follow their movement but soon lost them in the trees. Once they were out of sight, she removed her phone and dialed one of only three numbers stored on the device.
She hated talking to her handler, but the circumstances made it necessary.
After two rings, a man answered in Beijing-accented Mandarin. �Where are you?�
�Versailles,� she said, stiffly.
�Versailles? Why didn�t you check in before?�
�I was operating too close to the targets. Everything is clear now.� Jia kept her eyes focused on the spot where the two had disappeared, just in case the man attempted to double back and catch her off guard.
�Give me a situation report,� the man said.
Jia gave him a brief overview of all that had transpired. Knowing her handler was a man obsessed with detail, she left nothing out.
When she was finished, he said, �With the others out of the way, it�s time to make our move.�
�What do you want me to do?�
�Take the girl alive. Once you have her, I�ll send a vehicle from Paris to pick you up. We�ll have both of you on a plane by midnight.�
�And the man?�
There was a long pause.
�Kill him.�
Jia had expected his answer but needed an official confirmation. The Chinese government was reluctant to assassinate enemies on foreign soil, but in this case they didn�t have a choice. No one could know who made off with the girl.
The man continued, �When you kill him, make it look like it was the people who were following them.�
Jia knew exactly how to make that happen. She would first shoot the girl with a tranquilizer dart, then kill the man. She would then bring him back and toss him into the fire. In a few hours, all the bodies would be little more than a pile of charred bones. The French authorities would never be able to sort it all out. She smiled. In the end, they would probably find a way to blame the Americans.
After ending the call, she swung down through the branches with the skill of an Olympic gymnast. Seconds later, she dropped to the ground in a crouch and listened intently, her ears trained to pick up the slightest noise.
Hearing nothing, she drew the Beretta and slipped quietly down the gravel drive, eventually turning in to the trees at the same place where the pair had disappeared.
It was time to put the weapon in her country�s hands.
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