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Аннотация
A missing scientist who holds dark secrets. A Caribbean island so frightening even the locals won't visit its shores.

From Amazon #1 bestselling author John Sneeden, the Delphi Group is back in their most shocking challenge to date.

Biophysicist Noah Lind has gone into hiding, protecting secrets that are his and his alone.
When Lind is kidnapped off the streets of Tel Aviv, it's clear a shadowy group needs those secrets in order to carry out their sinister plans.
Already overseas investigating a related matter, Zane Watson and the Delphi Group follow a trail of clues across Europe, from a night train in Paris to a mountain chateau in Switzerland. The team eventually learns that Lind has been taken to a private island in the Caribbean. The island has a chilling reputation, from missing persons to strange creatures that defy explanation. Are the stories real, or are they just myths cooked up by superstitious locals?
As the Delphi team arrives on the island's haunted shores, they soon learn a shocking truth: there is an evil lurking in the jungle there, and it's an evil like they've never encountered before.

If you like page-turning thrillers with a touch of science fiction and horror, then you'll love The Island.


John Sneeden
The Island


CHAPTER ONE

Terre-de-Haut, Guadeloupe
VICTOR COUDRIER WALKED briskly down the dark beach. Sweat covered his upper body, causing his T-shirt to cling to his torso. He always perspired when he was nervous, and tonight he was as nervous as he’d ever been.
Hearing voices ahead, he came to a stop. Two silhouettes walked toward him, and his pulse quickened in response. As they drew near, he saw it was a man and a woman holding hands and whispering to one another. Two lovers. Victor breathed a sigh of relief that it wasn’t the police. Pairs of officers patrolled the area after dark and wouldn’t have been happy to find a teen wandering around on his own.
As he set off again, Victor glanced at the ocean on his right. He had been so jittery that he hadn’t truly noticed it until now. As he watched, a tiny wave hit the shore and washed silently over the sand. Like most Caribbean bays, the water’s surface was as smooth as glass. The perfect conditions for what he and Antoine had planned.
The two French teens had journeyed to Terre-de-Haut with their parents. The four adults were staying at adjoining homes on a hill overlooking the bay, while Victor and Antoine stayed in a small detached bungalow just behind them. According to the leasing company, the bungalow had served as servant quarters in the early twentieth century.
Initially, Victor and Antoine had enjoyed their time on the island. Their days were filled with snorkeling over coral reefs, and their nights were spent roaming around town or watching movies at the bungalow. But after several days, the repetition grew old. And being adventuresome, Antoine suggested they raise the stakes. When Victor asked what he had in mind, Antoine unveiled a bold and risky plan to spice up their vacation. They would steal a boat from the local marina and venture out to L’Ilet à Cabrit, a small island at the outer edge of the bay. L’Ilet à Cabrit was sparsely populated, making it the ideal place to get away, drink, and explore.
Once Victor was on board with the idea, Antoine had revealed a surprisingly detailed course of action. After their parents left for dinner at an upscale restaurant in town, the two teens would set out in different directions. Antoine would travel to the marina to find a suitable boat. Taking one wouldn’t be difficult, he had determined. Terre-de-Haut had little crime, which meant many of the boat owners left their keys on board.
While Antoine secured their transportation, Victor had snuck into his parents’ rental house to steal a bottle of liquor. He had a key, so it was simply a matter of going inside and picking out what he wanted. Fortunately, his parents were heavy drinkers and wouldn’t miss a bottle.
Victor’s phone buzzed in his pocket, jarring him out of his thoughts. He looked at the lighted screen. Antoine’s message was short: Pier Three. White boat at the end on the left. Victor’s heart beat a little faster. They were really going to do it.
Victor picked up the pace. The sooner they got out onto the bay, the better he would feel. After coming around a promontory, he saw the marina’s boardwalk directly ahead. Cones of light shone down from poles situated at regular intervals. Victor stopped behind a palm tree and studied the area. A night manager was always on duty, but he made his rounds only at the top of every hour. That meant he wasn’t due for another twenty minutes or so. Still, Victor wanted to make sure the man hadn’t changed his routine.
Seeing no movement, Victor stepped onto the boardwalk and walked quickly down the wood planks, turning right at a sign that read 3. Now hidden from the marina office, he sprinted as fast as he could. As he neared the end of the dock, he saw a twenty-three-foot pearl-white powerboat with a black canopy. La Jeune Fille was printed in black letters along the hull.
Antoine emerged from under the canopy and made a gesture with his hand. “Welcome to our ship.”
After glancing down the dock one last time, Victor clambered over the gunwale.
“Did you get our adult beverage?” Antoine asked.
“Of course.” Victor set the backpack down on one of the seats.
“Let me see what you got.” Antoine unzipped one of the pockets and pulled out a bottle filled with amber-colored liquor. “Jose Cuervo Especial. Nice.”
Victor pushed the bottle back into the bag. “Let’s get going.”
“Easy, easy. No need to rush.” Antoine nodded toward the marina office. “Our pal with the beer gut just finished his rounds, so he won’t be back for a while.”
“No need to push our luck.”
Antoine placed a hand on his shoulder. “Calm down. We’re done. We made it.”
“We haven’t gotten away with anything yet. He might have seen me coming down the dock.”
Antoine shook his head. “If he had, then he’d be out here by now. Last I saw, he was playing video games in the back room. I could fire a gun out here, and he wouldn’t hear it. Besides, even if we did get caught, we’re teenagers. They’d slap us on the wrist and tell us not to do it again.”
“Dad wouldn’t slap me on the wrist. He’d ground me for several months.”
Antoine pointed at the bottle sticking out of the bag. “Don’t worry. Jose is going to make you feel better.”
“Well, the sooner we get out of here, the sooner we can partake.”
“On that we agree.”
After putting the bag away, Antoine settled into the driver’s seat and started the boat. Victor cringed when the engine roared to life, but after a moment’s reflection, he realized there was almost no chance the night manager could hear them. And even if he did, he would assume it was one of the local fishermen coming in.
Antoine guided the boat out of its slip then thrust the throttle forward slightly as they passed through the no-wake zone. About two hundred yards out, he opened the throttle completely, and the bow rose out of the water. A V-shaped wake appeared behind them as the boat shot out into the bay. “Yeah, baby!”
Although he was only fifteen, Antoine had a great deal of experience on the water. His father owned a small boat that they took out regularly along the Rhône River near Valence, France. That was one thing that made Victor more comfortable with their outing — Antoine knew boats as well as most people knew cars.
Their destination was L’Ilet à Cabrit, but Victor soon realized they weren’t traveling in that direction. Instead, Antoine had directed the boat to the northwest of the islet.
“What are you doing?” Victor asked.
“There has been a change in plans.” A wry smile played on his face.
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.”
“Whatever you have in mind, I didn’t agree to it.”
Antoine looked over at him with a smile. “Come on. You really thought it would be exciting to just sit on the beach at L’Ilet à Cabrit? We could do that back at our place.”
Victor felt a wave of anger rise inside of him. Antoine was an adrenaline junkie who seemed to thrive on anything that might lead to danger. He had no safety filter, nor did he seem to care about consequences. Victor knew he needed to gain control right now, or Antoine would find a way to get them into serious trouble.
“Stop the boat,” Victor said.
“Look, we’re almost there.” Antoine pointed ahead. “It’s just a little—”
“I said stop the boat.”
Antoine throttled back and slowed the craft to a crawl. “Please, let me just show you what I have in mind. I promise there is zero chance we’ll get into trouble. Zero. If anything, this will be safer because there won’t be as many people around.”
Victor frowned. “What do you mean there won’t be as many people around?”
“Actually, I don’t think there will be any people around.”
Victor’s frown deepened. “What are you talking about?”
Antoine said nothing.
Victor pointed at Antoine’s chest. “I want to know exactly what we’re doing, or we’re going back and calling the whole thing off.”
“Look, it’s not a big deal. It’s basically the same plan we had before, only this will give us more privacy. If we’re lucky, we may even get to explore some really cool places.”
Victor held his gaze. “You still haven’t answered my question. You’ve got ten seconds to explain, or we’re going back.”
“Okay, fair enough.” Antoine faced forward and pointed at something in the distance. “That’s where we’re going.”
Victor studied the dark horizon. Just northwest of L’Ilet à Cabrit, another slightly smaller island rose out of the dark waters. He looked at Antoine. “What’s that?”
“You don’t remember?”
“Quit playing games. What is it?”
“It’s that place Olivier told us about.”
Victor’s brow furrowed. Olivier was the man who led their daily snorkeling cruises. But what place was Antoine talking about? Then it hit him. Two days before, Olivier had pointed out the small island while they were stopped at a coral reef about a mile away. He said it was privately owned, having been purchased by a wealthy man several years ago. He also said some unsettling things about its history.
Antoine studied Victor’s expression. “You remember it now, don’t you?”
“I’m not going.”
“Why not?”
“He said the place was dangerous.”
“He never said that. He said it’s deserted. The owner doesn’t even live there.”
“So you don’t remember him telling us about all the people who’ve gone missing over the years?”
Antoine smiled. “Look, he was just trying to spook everybody. He gets a kick out of that. Hundreds of people go missing around the world every day.”
“That’s different. This is a tiny island.”
“Those people were probably on L’Ilet à Cabrit. There are more people there. They probably got robbed or something.”
“No, that’s not right. Remember the case Olivier told us about, the one that took place a couple of years ago. The man who rented a boat to a group overheard them say they were going to explore the smaller island. They left around two in the afternoon and never came back. Olivier told a couple of other stories too. Want me to keep going?”
Antoine shrugged. “Like I said, there are missing people everywhere. We have them in France, in case you haven’t been paying attention.”
Victor said nothing.
After a minute of silence, Antoine looked at him. “How long have we been friends?”
“I don’t know. Ten years, maybe.”
“And have I ever gotten you into trouble before?”
“We’ve come close.”
“Three hours,” Antoine said. “That’s it. That will give us time to have a drink then look around a little. After that, we go home.”
Victor stared at him.
“If we don’t go, we’ll regret it,” Antoine added. “Don’t you remember why we planned all this in the first place? We came out here because we got tired of the same old crap.”
Victor wondered if he was being too cautious. Antoine was right — they had come out for a little excitement.
“Two hours,” Victor said. “I’ll go for two hours.”
Antoine smiled. “Deal.”
Victor held up his phone. “I’ll be watching the time.”

CHAPTER TWO

“YOU HAVE TO admit it’s beautiful,” Antoine said over the low hum of the motor.
Victor looked up from his phone. A few minutes before, their destination had looked like a featureless dark mound, but the details were slowly beginning to emerge. Just beyond the thin strip of white beach was a thick rainforest. Like most of the islands in Guadeloupe, this one’s terrain was mountainous and rugged. But Victor also noticed something else: Unlike the other islands, there were no lights at all. No sign of human presence whatsoever.
“We’re going to be the only ones out here,” Victor said.
“That’s the whole idea. We’ll have the whole place to ourselves.”
“What if there’s a problem with the boat?”
“You worry too much.” Antoine patted the console. “One of the reasons I picked this baby is because it’s relatively new. Besides, if something happens, then we’ll just call for help.”
“You make it all sound so easy.”
“That’s because it is. Now get yourself a drink and relax.”
For once, they agreed on something. A shot was just what Victor needed to take the edge off of his nerves. The whole idea of spending a couple of hours on an abandoned island gave him the creeps.
He unzipped the bag and removed the bottle of Cuervo and one of the two glasses he had taken from his parents’ kitchen. He had also packed some ice and seltzer water to mix it with, but that would have to wait. He needed a quick delivery. After pouring a small amount into the glass, he swigged it back.
Antoine smiled at him. “That a boy. Bottoms up.”
“Remember, you said two hours.”
“You’re going to have so much fun you’re going to beg me to stay.”
Victor poured another shot and tossed it down. “Don’t count on it.”
As they neared the shore, Antoine slowed the boat to a crawl then removed a flashlight from the console. After clicking it on, he shined the beam into the clear water.
“What are you doing?” Victor asked.
“Making sure we don’t hit a reef.” Antoine maneuvered around the dark masses just below the surface. About thirty yards out, he killed the engine and let the momentum carry the boat all the way into the shallows. Once they were in waist-deep water, he dropped anchor. “See how easy that was?”
“I never said we couldn’t get here.” Victor put the bottle of Cuervo in the backpack then slung it over his shoulder.
Antoine looked at his phone. “Interesting.”
“What’s wrong?”
Antoine frowned. “No signal.”
“Maybe it’s your phone,” Victor said. “Mine was working just a few minutes ago.”
“No, either we’re out of the tower’s range, or the signal is being blocked.”
Victor looked at his phone. He had no signal either.
Antoine slipped the phone into his pocket. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter.”
“It doesn’t matter? So now if something happens, we have no way to call for help.”
“Look, we’re here, and we’re safe. If something happens, then we’ll just get back in the boat and go home. We’ll paddle back if we have to.” Antoine opened a compartment on the starboard side of the boat and directed the flashlight beam inside. “It looks like we won’t need the phones after all.” He reached into the opening and removed two radios. After making sure they had power, he handed one to Victor. “Voila.”
Victor slipped it into his pocket. It wasn’t much, but at least they would be able to communicate if they got separated in the woods.
Antoine continued to go through the compartment. “So much stuff in here…”
“What about a gun?” Victor asked. “Now that would make me feel better.”
“No, but we do have this.” Antoine removed a large scaling knife and slid it behind his belt. “Might help us fight off all the crazed monkeys.”
“You don’t know how to use that thing.”
“It’s a knife. Everybody knows how to use a knife.”
After rummaging some more, Antoine held up what looked like a large pistol. “Well, well… look what I found.”
Victor’s eyes widened.
“It’s not what you think.” Antoine held it in the beam of his flashlight, revealing a flare gun. “If something happens, then we just fire this baby into the air, and help is on the way.”
Victor had to admit he felt better knowing they had a way to call for help. A number of fishing boats were still out on the bay, and a flare could be seen for miles.
Antoine produced a folded tarp and handed it to Victor.
“What’s this for?” Victor took it and shoved it into his backpack.
“After we get done exploring, we’ll set up on the beach and enjoy a little refreshment.” He winked at Victor. “How does that sound?”
“I think we should just skip the exploring part.”
“You need some more tequila.” Antoine closed the compartment lid and looked at Victor. “All set?”
“I guess.”
Antoine swung his legs over the gunwale and dropped into the shallow water. Victor handed him the backpack and dropped in next to him. Even though it was nighttime in October, the water was still comfortable.
After the two waded ashore, Antoine pulled the tarp from the bag and spread it out over the sand. Once everything was situated, he pulled out the bottle of Cuervo and poured himself a glass. After downing it in one gulp, he repeated the action two more times.
“Easy now,” Victor said. “You have to drive us back.”
Antoine stared at the ocean. “Tell me this isn’t heaven.”
Victor followed his gaze. The moon hung on the horizon, its light reflecting off of the glassy surface of the bay. He was right — it was the perfect setting for a night of drinking. “That’s why we should just stay here.”
“Not a chance. We’re going to find out why that rich guy wanted to buy this place.”
Victor turned and looked behind them. About twenty yards away, the rainforest rose up, dark and foreboding. Underneath the trees was a thick and seemingly impenetrable tangle of undergrowth. The vegetation was so thick it gave Victor hope that they wouldn’t be able to enter the jungle at all. Perhaps Antoine would settle for a long walk down the beach. Probably not. Then again, Victor knew he at least had to try. “Good luck finding a way through that.”
Antoine set the bottle of Cuervo aside and stood up. “What?”
Victor nodded toward the trees. “The jungle. No way we can get in there.”
“We’ll be fine. It’s not thick everywhere. I found something interesting on Google Maps. There’s a dock about a mile from here, and it looks like there’s a dirt road that leads into the interior.”
“Getting down there and back will take up a good chunk of those two hours,” Victor pointed out.
“You really going to hold me to that?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Well, then let’s get moving. Come on.”
Victor let out a little grunt then stood. He might as well get it over with. Maybe they could explore for an hour then sit on the beach for an hour. That was what he was going to suggest, anyway. In fact, if they made it safely back to the beach then he just might be willing to stay a little longer.
After crossing the thin strip of sand, they followed the line of trees to the left. Antoine played his beam around on the vegetation, stopping on occasion to examine several openings more closely. None seemed large enough to fit through.
As they continued on, Victor noticed the jungle was much noisier than he had expected. A steady buzz of insects was broken by the occasional call of a nocturnal bird. There were also a few barks and sounds of unknown origin. It was like walking through their local zoo at night.
“Here we go.” Antoine directed his flashlight toward a large opening between two palms.
“It looks pretty tight.”
“We’ll be fine.” Antoine stepped back and directed his beam above the trees. “This island is actually the top of an old volcano. There’s a ridge of hills around the perimeter, with a valley in the center. One of the reasons I picked this spot is because the ridge is a little flatter here.”
“So we’re going uphill? Sounds like a lot of work. Doesn't sound too relaxing.”
Ignoring the comment, Antoine stepped between the trees then directed the beam at the ground. “Hey, check this out.”
Victor looked down and saw what appeared to be a large number of tracks scattered across the soft earth. “Animals.”
Antoine pointed at a place on the right side of the trail. “That one is pretty big.”
Victor bent over. He was right. One set of tracks looked larger than the others. “What do you think it is?”
Antoine crouched for a closer view. “Looks like a human foot but hard to tell.”
“Maybe the guy who owns the island has people out here guarding the place.”
Antoine shook his head. “I doubt it. If it’s a human print, then it’s probably someone who was doing the same thing we’re doing now.” He looked at Victor. “But just to be safe, let’s kill the lights.”
After they extinguished their beams, Victor followed Antoine into the trees. About ten yards in, the trail widened, making travel easier. The only problem was the assortment of knobby roots that made walking difficult on their sandaled feet.
As they traveled deeper into the jungle, they encountered several forks in the path, as well as a number of crossing trails. Antoine’s choice of which one to take didn’t always seem to adhere to any rule, but in general, he seemed to take the one that continued straight or perhaps slightly to the left. At first, Victor worried about how they were going to find their way out, then he remembered that Antoine was a man of the outdoors. He could probably get back to the beach with a blindfold on.
About a mile in, Antoine stopped in the middle of a large intersection.
“What’s wrong?” Victor asked.
Antoine cast his gaze in several directions. “I’m… it’s probably nothing.”
Victor gave him a hard stare. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“I don’t know. This clearing… it looks like one we crossed through a few minutes ago.”
“I knew this was a dumb idea.”
“Chill out. It probably just looks like the one we went through before.”
Breaking his own rule, Antoine turned on his flashlight and ran the beam around the exterior of the clearing. Light splashed across tangles of vegetation. As best Victor could tell, at least five trails ran off in various directions.
As the beam crossed one of the trails, Victor thought he saw a flash of red light. “Stop,” he said.
“What?”
“Shine it on that last trail one more time.”
Antoine moved his beam to the left, but Victor didn’t see the flash of red again.
“You see something?” Antoine asked.
“I don’t know.”
Antoine stood in silence, his flashlight pointed at the ground. For the first time ever, Victor thought he saw fear in his friend’s eyes. But instead of pity, Victor was filled with a growing sense of anger. “You got us into this mess, now get us out of it.”
Antoine held up a hand. “We’re going to be fine.”
“Then tell me where we are.”
Antoine took another look then pointed his beam at one of the trails. “The hill slopes up in that direction, which means the interior of the island is in that direction. That’s the way we need to go.”
As Antoine started to walk off, Victor grabbed his arm. “I’m giving you one more chance. If we don’t reach the valley in the next fifteen minutes, then I’m out of here. You’ll be on your own.” He shook his friend’s arm roughly. “You hear me?”
Surprisingly, Antoine didn’t argue. If anything, his lack of a response unsettled Victor even more. Antoine was always the one who stayed calm, no matter how difficult the situation. It was the main reason Victor always went along with his crazy ideas. But Antoine’s confidence was gone, and to Victor, that was an ominous sign.
Antoine turned off the light then took the path that led up the slope. They had traveled only about fifty yards when a sharp click sounded off to the right. Both of them stopped and looked in the direction of the noise.
“Did you hear that?” Antoine’s eyes narrowed.
Victor frowned. “Yes, I did.”
“What was it?”
“It sounded metallic, but that doesn’t make sense out here.” Suddenly Victor remembered the flash of red he’d seen down one of the trails. Then it hit him. He knew what had made the sound. “I think we just tripped an alarm.”
Antoine looked at him. “An alarm? What are you talking about?”
“Remember how I thought I saw something down one of the trails? It was a flash of red, and now I realize it was a laser beam of some kind.”
“Like a trip wire?”
Victor nodded. “The beam was so thin that it’s hard to see unless light hits it just right.”
Antoine was about to respond when a distant noise cut him off. It was a screech or a wail, and it sounded like it was about a half mile away.
Antoine looked in the direction of the sound. “What the hell was that?”
“I have no idea.”
“An animal?”
Victor shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He looked at Antoine. “I think it’s related to that alarm. It must have alerted someone — or something — to our presence.”
Seconds later, another wail sounded, and this time it was closer than before.
“What the…” Antoine whispered.
Victor felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.
Whatever was out there was going to arrive in a matter of minutes.

CHAPTER THREE

WITHIN SECONDS, OTHER wails sounded in the distance. Clearly, more than one attacker was closing in on their position.
“Can you tell which direction they’re coming from?” Antoine asked.
Victor shook his head. At first, he thought he could pinpoint the location of the sound, but the canopy of trees caused the sound to echo in a confusing way. The only thing he knew for sure was that all of the wails came from farther inland.
A minute later, the sounds ended. Victor wasn’t sure whether that made him feel better or worse.
“Maybe they’re not coming toward us anymore,” Antoine whispered.
Victor shook his head. “Don’t count on it.”
“Then why don’t we hear them?”
“Because they don’t want us to.”
Antoine reached down and slid the scaling knife out of his belt. He was usually the courageous one, but now his face was etched with fear. It was one thing to sneak around someone’s property and risk getting caught by the police. That would get them in trouble, but it was the kind of trouble that had minimal consequences. This was different. This was the kind of predicament that could put their lives in danger.
“We need to leave… now,” Victor said.
Antoine paused before answering. “I’m not sure I know the way.”
There was no longer any bravado in his voice. If they were going to make it out alive, Victor knew he was going to have to take control of the situation. “All right, here’s what we’re going to do. We’ll go back to the clearing, then we’ll choose one of the paths that goes downhill.”
Antoine nodded but said nothing. His demeanor had changed to one of fear and uncertainty.
As they walked down the path, Victor noticed the jungle had grown strangely quiet. Even the steady buzz of insects was gone. The silence was unsettling. The only positive was that it might allow them to hear something coming.
When they arrived at the clearing, Victor considered their options. At least three of the trails seemed to run downhill, and there was no guarantee any of them would continue on a downward path. He had noticed that many of the trails looped back and forth. At that point, it was a chilling game of Russian roulette. Pick the wrong trail, and they might eventually find themselves heading toward danger.
Antoine clicked on his flashlight and shined it around the perimeter.
“Shut that thing off,” Victor snapped.
“It’s going to help us—”
“Are you crazy? It’s like a beacon. You might as well start yelling.”
Antoine extinguished the light. “So what now?”
“We split up.”
“Why? There’s strength in numbers.”
“It’s our only hope of getting out of here alive. We know that at least one of the trails leads right back here. That means if we both take the wrong one, we’ll have wasted precious time.” Victor pulled out his radio and held it up. “We’ll stay in touch using these. The minute I realize I’m on a trail that goes all the way back to the beach, I’ll let you know. You can then return to this clearing and take the path I took, and do the same for me.”
Antoine removed his radio and turned it on. “I still don’t think this is a good idea.”
Victor was about to respond when a snap sounded in the distance. Something or someone had stepped on a branch. They both turned and looked uphill. Whatever was coming toward them was only about a hundred yards out.
“We need to get moving,” Victor said.
“Which way?”
Victor pointed at the trail on the far right. “I’ll take that one. If you have to come back, remember it’s the one with the big fern.”
“Just to make it easy, I’ll take the one right next to it,” Antoine said.
Victor grabbed his arm again. “Remember, keep in touch.”
Antoine nodded.
Victor released his arm and set off down the trail. A few seconds later, a cone of light appeared through the trees on his left. Antoine was using his flashlight. Idiot. Victor thought of using the radio to tell him to knock it off, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. His friend was in panic mode.
After rounding a sharp bend in the trail, Victor came to a stop. The path continued to slope downward, but the jungle was also thinning out. He didn’t remember ever seeing anything like that when they’d first come up. Maybe this was an alternate path to the beach. Or maybe they had crossed the ridge and were headed down into the interior of the island.
Going back didn’t seem like a good option, so he decided to continue on for a few minutes to see what developed. The trees were sparser here, so if he was getting close to the beach, he should be able to see it at some point.
Victor was about to continue down the path when a sharp scent reached his nose. It was putrid, like the smell of a dog that hadn’t been bathed in months. As he stood in place, he thought he heard a thump about twenty or thirty yards away. Was it his imagination, or was something coming toward him? He stared at the path ahead, but a bend in the trail prevented him from seeing anything that might be coming.
He looked around. He needed to take cover. Turning to his right, he saw a sturdy tree with low-lying limbs. It would leave him cornered if he was discovered, but he didn’t have much choice. Whatever was out there was traveling faster than he was, so hiding was his only option.
After tucking his radio away, Victor grabbed the lowest limb and pulled himself up. The tree was easy to climb. Hidden by the foliage, he took his time, making sure he stepped carefully each time he moved higher.
He stopped about thirty feet up. In addition to being well above the trail, he found that a cluster of vines provided some cover. After sitting on a limb, he looked down. Moonlight filtered through an opening in the canopy, allowing him to see for a short distance. He looked toward the bend in the trail and saw movement. Something was coming down the path. It was moving slowly, like it didn’t want to be seen or heard. His heart racing, Victor leaned deeper into the vines.
The figure continued up the path and was only ten yards out. It looked like a man, although something about the movement didn’t seem human. Was it some sort of ape? Victor knew little about wildlife, but he was fairly certain there weren’t any large primates in the Caribbean.
As the figure neared Victor’s tree, it dropped on all fours. Even from thirty feet up, Victor could hear it sniffing around in the dirt. What the…? Suddenly, a growl came out of its throat. Standing, the creature looked up into the tree. Victor froze, his heart hammering against his chest. Could it see him?
Just as Victor was about to consider how to defend himself, he heard a loud noise a short distance away. It seemed to come from the direction of the trail Antoine was on.
The creature’s head swiveled in that direction. After emitting another growl, it left the path and charged in the direction of the noise. Once it disappeared, Victor pulled out his radio and pressed the button. “Antoine, are you there?”
He released the button and listened, but only a crackle came through the speaker. His hand trembling, he pressed it again. “Antoine, pick up.”
“I’m here.”
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I took a fall but—”
“Look, you need to hide. Get off the trail and climb a tree.”
“What? Why?”
“Something is headed your way.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I saw it,” Victor said.
“You saw what?”
“I’m not sure what it is,” Victor answered. “It was over here, then when you fell down, it went running in your direction.”
Antoine said nothing.
Victor pressed the button again. “You there?”
“Hold on,” he whispered on the other end. “I smell something.”
“Listen to me! You have to take cover fast.”
“Hold on…”
Victor could tell that Antoine was holding the talk button down to prevent any noise from coming through the speaker. It was the right thing to do.
Soon Victor heard a rustling sound from the speaker, followed by Antoine’s voice. “I see them,” he whispered so softly that he could hardly be heard. “There are two. They’re like animals, sniffing the ground.”
For the next few seconds, Victor heard only the sound of Antoine breathing.
“I think they—”
Antoine’s voice was cut off, which probably meant he had taken his finger off the button.
Victor waited for a full minute. Worried, he tried to reach his friend. “Antoine? Antoine, are you there?”
As he waited for a response, he heard a scream about a hundred yards away. Antoine. The screams continued for a few seconds then stopped.
Victor shook uncontrollably. Should he try to help? No. As difficult as it was to acknowledge, he knew his friend was dead. There was no way he could’ve survived such a vicious attack. At this point, Victor needed to stay alive and get to the boat.
But which way? After considering his options, he decided to continue in the same direction he’d been traveling in before, even if it led away from the beach. The key was to put as much distance as possible between himself and the creatures.
Moving quickly, Victor climbed down the tree and dropped to the ground. He listened for a moment then started down the path. The trail twisted and turned, and large roots snaked across the path, but with the help of the moonlight, he maintained a fairly good speed. Occasionally, he thought he heard something behind him but wrote it off to his imagination. As gruesome as the thought was, he knew that Antoine’s body should keep the two creatures occupied for quite some time.
Five minutes later, he saw a clearing ahead and felt a surge of excitement. Maybe I’ve reached the beach. He sprinted out into the open then stopped. A frown spread slowly over his face. He wasn’t at the beach. He was on a ridge overlooking the center of the island.
He walked slowly over to the rocky ledge and looked into the valley below. As he studied the scene, details began to emerge. It wasn’t what he had expected to see.
What the…?
He could scarcely believe the sight that met his eyes. The island wasn’t deserted after all.
Just as he was about to look for a way down, Victor smelled something carried in by the wind. A chill ran down his spine. It was the same scent he’d smelled before.
Turning, he saw a figure crouched at the forest edge.
After emitting a low growl, the creature rose and charged.

CHAPTER FOUR

Gare du Nord Train Station
Paris, France
A SMALL PIECE of luggage in one hand, the tall blond woman climbed the stairs of Paris’s largest train station. When she arrived at the top, she set the case down and pulled out the telescoping handle.
As she pulled the wheeled case across the platform, a sleek silver train hissed into the station and came to a stop — the L1. The woman looked at the time on her phone. It was a quarter till two. Both she and the train were on time.
In approximately five minutes, the L1’s doors would open, allowing one group of travelers to disembark. Once they were off, the next group of travelers would queue up to board. The whole process would take about a half hour. The woman knew the routine well, having traveled across Europe for most of her life.
Walking briskly, she approached the large throng of people gathered on the platform. Unlike most platforms in Paris stations, this one had very few single and business travelers. The L series of trains wasn’t created to get people from one destination to another. They were built for luxury travel, the rail version of a river cruise. The rooms were spacious and comfortable, and there were suites for large families. The top train in the fleet, the L1, had two restaurants and three bars as well as a hair-styling salon, massage center, and exercise facility. One travel blogger from Brussels had joked that the only thing the L1 was missing was an indoor pool.
As expected, the blond woman didn’t see the people she was there to observe. They were people who didn’t like to be seen, which meant they would probably arrive and get on at the last minute. But the woman was fine with that. She had hoped to see them, but it wasn’t necessary. The real surveillance would take place later that night.
After fifteen minutes, an announcement blared through the platform’s speakers. The disembarkation was officially complete, and travelers waiting to board were encouraged to form a line at the entrance to their cars. Grasping the handle of her luggage, the woman walked to her car and got in line.
When it was her turn to board, she turned the screen of her phone toward the attendant. He raised a wand and scanned the bar code.
“Merci, Mademoiselle Lind.” The man handed her an envelope and motioned her through. “Bon voyage.”
Once on board, the woman tucked the envelope into her jacket and went directly to her room. She would have time to explore the train later. Her journey had been a long one, and she needed some rest.
After arriving at Cabin 24, she removed the envelope the attendant had given her. The name Victoria Lind was printed on the exterior. Two key cards were inside, as well as a welcome letter and several coupons that could be used to purchase additional amenities.
She used one of the two cards to swipe the pad next to the door then entered. The interior’s fit and finish were excellent. A queen-sized bed was set into the wall on one side, and a full dresser sat on the other. A comfortable leather chair was positioned next to the window — perfect for sitting with a book and a glass of wine. As she shut the door behind her, the woman felt a tinge of regret. There wouldn’t be time for reading or wine on this trip.
After setting her bag next to the bed, she entered the bathroom. She stepped closer to the mirror and examined her features. She looked tired but hoped a two-hour nap would change that.
Reaching up, she ran her fingers through her hair. It looked so real. Not just the wig but the entire disguise.

CHAPTER FIVE

THE WOMAN OPENED her eyes to a dark room. Although she couldn’t feel any bumps, the soft hum indicated the train was moving. The L1 was a modern marvel. She guessed they were traveling at well over fifty miles per hour, and yet it felt as though they were floating down the tracks.
What time is it? She pulled out her phone and looked at the screen—4:57. She’d slept an hour longer than planned, but that wasn’t a bad thing. She was going to be up for most of the night, so every little bit of rest would help.
She rubbed her face vigorously then placed her feet on the floor. She felt around until her fingers closed on the handle of her luggage. She stood and carried it across the room and placed it on the dresser. After opening it, she depressed a small decorative button on the outside of the case, which popped open the lid of a hidden compartment. Inside was a small leather pouch that contained several items: six hundred euros in assorted denominations, two credit cards, a US passport, and an NSA work identification card in the name of Victoria Anne Lind.
Delphi operative Carmen Petrosino pulled out the fake ID card and stared at the picture. She really did bear a striking resemblance to Victoria Lind. She was going to meet with several men the next day, and there was little chance they would realize they were talking to an imposter.
The events leading up to the meeting had begun several weeks before, when the real Victoria Lind had received a cryptic email from an unknown sender. The most mysterious thing about the message was that it had been sent to her personal email address, which was known only to several of Lind’s closest friends. The sender said he represented an unnamed organization that sought information Lind possessed. He assured her that the information he sought wouldn’t put her country’s national security in danger. But they were going to make a substantial deposit into her checking account.
A model employee and a patriot, Lind passed the communications along to her supervisor. At first, the NSA’s internal investigative unit believed the correspondence was a hoax, but just to be safe, they brought in the Central Intelligence Agency. CIA analyst Todd McCloud was assigned to the case. He began by attempting to trace the sender’s IP address, which was hidden behind multiple layers of firewalls. McCloud was unsuccessful in locating the sender’s address, which revealed this wasn’t some innocent prank. Whoever was behind the communication was part of a sophisticated and dangerous organization.
Anxious to learn more, McCloud communicated with the group by posing as Lind. He had expected they would limit communication to email, but instead they requested a face-to-face meeting. Fearing the group might attempt to kidnap Lind, McCloud quickly ruled out sending her to the meeting. Lind worked behind a desk and had no experience in the field. Instead, the CIA decided to send someone posing as Lind. That meant finding someone who looked like her. Even though Lind had no social media accounts because of her work with the NSA, there was still a chance the group knew what she looked like. If they could find her personal email address, they probably could find images of her as well.
Around the same time, McCloud attended a strategy meeting with the Delphi Group, a private organization that worked closely with the CIA and other intelligence agencies. The meeting had nothing to do with Victoria Lind, but during the meeting, McCloud met and talked to Delphi employee Carmen Petrosino. To his surprise, the raven-haired beauty bore a striking resemblance to Lind.
Having found someone perfect for the role, McCloud began selling his idea to Dr. Alexander Ross, the founder and CEO of Delphi. After a series of meetings, the two decided that Carmen Petrosino would pose as Victoria Lind and meet with the group. And because of an overload of CIA case work in the Middle East, it was agreed that the entire operation would be transferred to Delphi.
Over the next several days, the meeting’s details were hashed out. For reasons unknown to Ross, the group insisted that it take place on a specific luxury train in Europe — the L1. Although the request was strange, Delphi accepted the offer. Once the deal was confirmed, the other details were ironed out over a long weekend. Carmen Petrosino, posing as Victoria Lind, would board the train in Bern, Switzerland. She would meet with representatives of the group while they were en route to Bellinzona.
But as Delphi performed their due diligence, they noticed something interesting: there wasn’t a group of men scheduled to board in Bern. There was, however, a group of men boarding in Paris, and it soon became apparent these were the same men Carmen would meet with. In a countermove meant to enable early surveillance, it was decided that Carmen would board in Paris as well. She didn’t want to be recognized as Lind yet, so she donned a blond wig and put on heavy makeup. Her goal was to learn as much about the men as she could prior to the rendezvous. They wouldn’t expect her to be on the train until the day of the meeting, which meant it might be easier to observe them if they didn’t think they were being watched.
A man spoke in the hallway, pulling Carmen out of her thoughts. It was time to get moving. She removed euros from the pouch then returned it to the hidden compartment. Before closing the luggage, she opened a toiletries kit and took out the final item she would need that night: a small compact mirror.
After checking her disguise one more time, Carmen exited the room and made her way to the bar. She was housed in one of the less-expensive rooms, which meant she was about as far away from the common areas as possible. She didn’t mind. The walk gave her time to examine the layout of the train to see if it matched the diagrams she’d been studying for the last twenty-four hours.
Five minutes later, Carmen entered the L1’s upscale restaurant, Chez Pierre. By her count, three couples were eating. It was only 5:20, which was early for fine dining. In another hour, the restaurant would start to fill up. After passing through Chez Pierre, Carmen entered the bar. Unlike the restaurant, the train’s official watering hole was buzzing with activity. In addition to tables and booths, a circular bar was situated at the other end of the room, and a two-person jazz band was set up in a corner.
Most of the tables were full, so Carmen walked to the bar and slid into an empty seat on the far end. Like any good operative working undercover, she always chose the seat that gave her the best view of the space.
A young male bartender with a pale complexion slid a napkin in front of her. “Can I get you something to drink, madame?”
“Bourbon and ginger ale on the rocks.”
“Do you have a preference for your whiskey?”
She told him to surprise her.
“And your room number, please?”
“I’m paying cash.” Carmen thought it best not to announce her room number in public.
“Bien sur.” He nodded.
As the bartender stepped away, she removed a tube of honey-flavored balm and applied it to her lower lip.
“Your first time?” a male voice asked.
Turning to her left, Carmen saw a dark-haired man checking her out. He was young, perhaps late twenties or early thirties. He wore a gray turtleneck and black pants, and his fingers were twisted around the stem of a wineglass. His accent sounded Spanish or Portuguese, and he was sitting next to a man who looked like he could be the speaker’s twin brother.
“Yes,” was her one-word answer.
He lifted the glass and took a sip of wine before trying again. “So where are you from?”
“The United States.”
Her short, cold answers were an attempt to discourage further questions. Unfortunately, she saw a flash of attraction in the man’s eyes, which meant getting rid of him might not be easy. Alcohol and attraction were going to be a hard combination to overcome.
“That’s strange,” the man said. “I detect an accent, but it’s definitely not American. Are you sure you aren’t European?”
“Yes, I’m quite sure of where I come from.” That was only half true. She did live in the United States, but she had been born in Italy.
“It’s just that your accent is so thick I—”
“You obviously haven’t traveled much in the US, have you? There are many accents there. Visit sometime and hear for yourself.”
The man muttered a word that started with a b and turned back to the other man.
A minute later, the bartender returned with her drink. Carmen took a long sip and let the cold mixture slide down her throat. It tasted good, but she knew she would have to limit herself to one. She wanted to fit in at the bar, but she also had a big night ahead.
As she set the glass down, she felt eyes on her. It was a sense she had possessed from a very early age. Not another flirt. This time, she turned to her right in time to find a blond woman across the bar giving her a hard stare. As their eyes met, the blonde averted her gaze back to the phone she held in her left hand.
Carmen studied her for a few more seconds. Something about the stare seemed odd. It wasn’t just a casual look of curiosity — it was the kind of stare used to examine someone’s features in detail. Although the woman’s hair was blond, Carmen could tell it wasn’t her natural color. Interestingly, the woman’s features were exotic — Mediterranean, Asian, or perhaps even Hispanic.
Carmen wondered why the woman had been watching her. Is she one of the people I’m supposed to meet? She didn’t think so. The information they had obtained from the manifest indicated the group was all male. That being said, it was always possible someone from the group had obtained their ticket separately.
After taking another sip of her drink, Carmen swept her gaze around the room. Young couples and families sat at the tables, sipping drinks and talking loudly. Carmen examined each person carefully, noting their features. She didn’t see anyone who looked like her targets. Then, a minute later, her eyes fell on a large group of men on the far end of the space. They were sitting in plush chairs that encircled a low-lying table. They were Caucasian in appearance, but based on their style and attire, Carmen guessed they were Eastern European. They were drinking beer and talking among themselves, but Carmen also noticed their eyes were regularly scanning the room.
She wondered if they were the men she was supposed to meet with. They certainly could be. It was an all-male group, and they were the kind of people who seemed aware of their surroundings. It was almost certainly the group she had come to meet.
Carmen needed to photograph their faces, but there were no open tables near the men. That meant she would have to do the best she could. Reaching into her pocket, she removed the large compact she had brought with her. She flipped it open and acted as though she was checking her lipstick. She puckered her lips several times in an exaggerated manner then used her thumb to press a small button on the side of the case. Moments later, the mirror transitioned to a viewfinder, and the faux compact was in camera mode. Sliding a finger over a ridge on the side of the case, she maneuvered it counterclockwise. Soon the view enlarged, zooming in on the men across the room. Careful not to make obvious movements, she took several pictures of each face.
Satisfied she had enough detail for Delphi’s facial recognition software, she lowered the compact into her lap. Once it was there, she depressed the side button again, transitioning the device to a phone. She used a miniature keypad to type a quick message: Possible targets. Please process ID.
Once the message was sent, she closed the compact and slid it into her pocket. While the photographs were helpful, she hoped to get more information later that night. Her plan was a dangerous one, but it was also one that could pay substantial dividends.
Carmen took another sip of her drink and sat back in her seat.
It was about to get interesting.

CHAPTER SIX

Eastern France
CARMEN ROLLED OVER in bed and checked the time on her phone—1:27 a.m. It was almost time to get started. Sitting up, she retrieved the compact from a nearby table. She turned it on and toggled over to the train’s blueprints. The plans were courtesy of Delphi computer whiz Brett Foster, who had hacked into the national railway’s database. The blueprints showed not only the precise layout of all the rooms on the train but also the location of many other architectural features: air vents, ductwork, and plumbing, as well as a diagram of all security features.
Having specialists like Brett Foster was one of the many perks of working for the Delphi Group, a private intelligence organization whose primary client was the United States government. Delphi’s mission was to assist intelligence agencies by conducting investigations the government couldn’t or wouldn’t associate itself with. These were typically operations that would never see the light of public scrutiny, nor would they be subject to congressional inquiry. Delphi’s work often involved obtaining vital information or taking action on foreign soil. More often than not, the investigations involved the dark corners of intelligence: bizarre events and technology, things that seemed straight out of science fiction films.
The Delphi organization was led by Dr. Alexander Ross, its founder and CEO. Sometimes called the Oracle because of his vast knowledge of the clandestine world, Ross was a former director of national intelligence and CIA case officer. Ross was one of the most decorated figures in the history of United States intelligence, a man who had a mind like a steel trap and an uncanny ability to assess situations on the fly. He was an American treasure, a man who gave his country a strategic edge in all matters of national security. But he wasn’t just known for his work: he was also recognized as a connoisseur of fine cigars and cognac.
Because Delphi was closely linked to the United States government, its world headquarters was situated on the top floor of a sleek modern office tower in Alexandria, Virginia. The location gave its field office and staff members quick access to the CIA, the FBI, and other select government agencies.
Delphi’s investigative work was carried out by a team of field operatives who were ready to deploy around the world at a moment’s notice. While working around the globe, Delphi’s operatives utilized a massive network of safe houses, small offices, and low-level support staff. The most crucial operations were led by senior operative Zane Watson, the organization’s second-in-command behind Ross, as well as Carmen Petrosino, who was considered the third-ranking employee. Ross had sometimes called them 2A and 2B, with the only difference being their time on the job.
Brett Foster was Delphi’s chief technology specialist, hacker extraordinaire, and resident computer geek. While not technically an operative, he often worked in the field, providing assistance in logistics and electronic surveillance.
After retrieving the blueprints, Carmen zoomed in on Suite 406. Like the other luxury suites, 406 was divided into two sections. One section was a sleeping compartment that contained five beds: four small single beds set into the wall and a larger bed situated on the floor. The other section was a living area that contained several seats, a wet bar, an assortment of closets, and a full bathroom. Carmen’s plan was to enter the living area while the men slept. She would get in and out in as little time as possible.
Even though she wanted to learn more about the men she was meeting with, her ultimate goal was to learn about the organization they were connected to. Carmen and Ross were both convinced these men were just messengers. The real power resided elsewhere, and Carmen was going to begin the process of unveiling that power.
The alarm on her phone beeped.
It was time to go.

CHAPTER SEVEN

IT TOOK CARMEN seven minutes to reach Suite 406. She passed only one person along the way: an elderly woman who seemed to be aimlessly wandering around in a bathrobe and slippers. Other than her, there was no one about, not even staff. Carmen knew from experience that European trains got quiet after one. Once the bar closed, even the drunks headed back to their rooms to sleep off the effects of the alcohol.
As she neared her destination, Carmen removed the universal entry card Brett Foster had given her prior to the trip. He produced it using information hacked from the rail company’s internal operating system. Once he got behind their firewall, it had been easy to secure the information protocols necessary to unlock all doors on the train. After that, it was simply a matter of transferring the information to a magnetic strip, something Delphi could accomplish using their state-of-the-art production equipment. Carmen had tried it on her own room with success, so she assumed it would work on all of the other doors as well. Brett had produced such cards many times over the years, and she could remember only two occasions when they hadn’t worked.
Carmen assumed all of the men would be in the sleeping compartment, but she was prepared to deal with the fallout if they weren’t. In order to appear like a member of the staff, she had donned a navy coat and black pants. They weren’t precise replicas of the official uniform, but they were close enough to fool the average person, particularly someone who had just woken up. She also carried a large white bath towel under one arm. If she encountered someone after entering the suite, she would ask if they were the one who had requested an extra towel.
After arriving at the door, Carmen checked in both directions. No one was in sight, not even the insomniac in the bathrobe. She leaned to her right and placed her ear against the door. The only thing she heard was the gentle hum of the train gliding down the track. If someone was on the other side, they weren’t making any noise.
“Vediamo cosa c'è dentro,” she whispered in her native tongue. Let’s see what’s inside.
Carmen swept the key across the sensor next to the door. The light shone green, and a soft beep followed. Moving slowly, she turned the handle and entered. The interior was mostly dark, which she hoped was a sign the room wasn’t occupied. After slipping inside, she closed the door behind her and stood in place, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness.
The layout was exactly what she’d expected. Several comfortable chairs were arranged around a table in the center of the space. Three closets lined either wall, and just beyond the closets were two doors. According to the blueprints, the door on the left led to the sleeping compartment, and the door on the right led to the bathroom.
Once her eyes had adjusted, Carmen walked quietly to the center of the room and set the towel on the table. What now? Her first goal was to locate any electronic devices. If there were, she would use a special USB drive to download all information. In the twenty-first century, that was the quickest and most efficient way to obtain valuable information. She would also look for wallets and anything that might contain important papers, but her primary focus would be on phones and tablets.
Carmen’s gaze swept the room. A half dozen glasses were arranged on the table. Careful not to leave prints, she picked one up and sniffed inside the glass. Whiskey. That was a good sign. The men were likely sleeping off the effects of their booze. When she set the glass down, she noticed several items she hadn’t seen before: two packs of cigarettes and an ashtray. The cigarettes were a Turkish brand popular among people who lived in the Mediterranean. Are the men staying in the suite Turks, or do they just like Turkish smokes? A couple of the men she had seen in the bar had dark hair and olive-colored skin, but it was impossible to say where they were from.
She took in the rest of the space. There were a couple of magazines in the chairs and a pair of boxers on the floor but nothing else. The occupants had just boarded that day, so it didn’t surprise her that there was little to see. It was time to conduct a deeper search.
As Carmen moved toward one of the closets, she heard the soft but distinct thump of footsteps. She froze. Where are they coming from? As she waited, the footsteps stopped outside the door she had come through earlier. Someone was entering the suite.
Carmen whispered an expletive in Italian as she considered her options. With only seconds to act, she really had only two: She could hide in the bathroom or slip into a closet. She knew each bathroom had a shower enclosed by beveled glass, but she could still be seen if someone came in and turned on the light. That narrowed the list down to one.
A soft click sounded. The lock had disengaged, and the person was coming in. Moving quickly, Carmen entered the closet next to the bathroom. After entering, she slid the door closed, leaving a crack to see out of. Simultaneously, she reached inside her jacket pocket and removed a folding four-inch tactical knife. It didn’t provide much protection, but it might be enough to get her out alive.
The suite door opened slowly. Carmen frowned. The slow entry seemed to indicate the person wasn’t supposed to be there. Was it a member of the staff? Carmen supposed it was possible someone had seen her enter, but even if they had, how would they have known it wasn’t her cabin?
A dark figure stepped into the room and shut the door. The stealthy movement made it clear they weren’t an employee. Carmen studied their profile carefully. They were relatively short — five foot four or five foot five at most. Their hair was pulled back into a ponytail, which suggested a woman. But if it was a woman, who was she, and what was she doing there?
Moving carefully, the intruder stepped farther into the room, like a video replay of Carmen’s entry just minutes before. As they approached the table and chairs, the details of the person’s face came into view. It was a woman, and she had blond hair and an athletic build. Her features looked familiar. Suddenly, a memory flashed in her thoughts. Carmen’s eyes widened as she realized who she was looking at. It was the blonde who had sat across from her at the bar. The same woman who had been staring at her.
The mystery woman looked around the room, taking in every detail. It was like she was there with the same purpose as Carmen, to gather information. But who or what was she looking for?
When her head turned toward the closet where Carmen was hiding, the operative pulled back slightly. She doubted the woman could see her, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Eventually, the woman averted her gaze and clicked on a small penlight. She then splashed the beam across the table, pausing on the towel, the whiskey glasses, and the pack of Turkish cigarettes. None of it seemed to grab her interest, and several seconds later, she turned the light off.
She seemed to be considering her next move when a sharp click broke the silence. The door to the sleeping compartment swung open, revealing a tall man. Moving quickly, the woman darted into another closet on the wall opposite Carmen. Carmen was shocked at how quickly the woman had disappeared. She had melted silently into the closet in mere seconds.
A man stepped into the room. Carmen moved closer to the crack for a better view. He wore dark boxers and a long-sleeved white T-shirt. He was also one of the largest men she had ever seen. He stood somewhere around six foot six or six foot seven, and the knotted muscles of his arms strained against the tight fabric of his shirt. But despite his musculature, he looked like a man who could move with speed if he needed to. He was a killer, and Carmen prayed he wouldn’t open the closet door.
The man paused and looked around. Had he heard the other woman enter? Carmen didn’t think so. The woman had slipped in quietly.
After letting out a sigh and scratching his crotch, the man stepped over to the table and stared at the towel. Carmen cursed under her breath for leaving it out. He picked it up and examined it closely. He seemed to be trying to determine how it got there. Suddenly, he dropped the towel onto the table then turned and walked toward Carmen’s hiding place. Did he sense she was there? The hair on the back of Carmen’s neck stood on end. Even with a knife, she would struggle to fend off a man of that size. She was an experienced fighter, but in close quarters, his weight would eventually overwhelm her.
As he continued in her direction, Carmen considered how to react. If he opened the door, she would have to use the element of surprise by kicking him in the crotch. When he doubled over, she would deliver a blow to his head with the blunt end of her knife. She hoped it would be enough to stun him while she made her escape. She would use the knife only if she had to in order to save her own life.
The man neared the closet door. Carmen moved to the back and prepared to deliver a powerful kick. It was time for all of those dead lifts, lateral lunges, and squats to pay off.
Then something surprising happened. Instead of opening the closet door, the man swept past. Seconds later, another door opened, and a light clicked on. He was in the bathroom.
Carmen breathed again. She had been ready to fight, but it would have been the worst of all options.
A noise drew her attention to the other side of the room. Carmen leaned forward and peered through the crack. She looked out in time to see the other woman slip quietly over to the door that led out of the suite. She opened it slowly then disappeared into the corridor.
As the man continued to relieve himself, Carmen stepped out of the closet. She wouldn’t be able to search the room, but it was better to live and fight another day. She also wanted to follow the other intruder.
Leaving the towel behind, she stepped over to the door and exited the room. Once outside, she glanced in both directions. The corridor was empty.
The mysterious blonde had disappeared into the night.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Lugano, Switzerland
BLINDFOLDED AND CUFFED, Devon Lind stumbled down the hallway. Two armed guards walked behind him, making any attempt to escape an act of suicide. Although his memory was fuzzy, Lind believed it had been five days since he was kidnapped off the streets of Nashville, Tennessee. He wasn’t sure where he was, but he knew he had been on a plane for many hours. That meant he was likely in another country. The temperature was too cool for most parts of Mexico, so he guessed he was being held in Canada or Western Europe.
The reason for his captivity was revealed soon after his capture: the kidnappers wanted to know the location of one of Devon’s relatives. Right from the start, he told them he didn’t know where that particular relative was. It was mostly true. He didn’t know his uncle’s address, but he did know his general location. But Devon wasn’t even going to give them that.
Initially, they tried to coax the information out of him. For the first two days, he was treated quite well. He was given three meals a day and a soft mattress to sleep on, and he was even allowed to shower once.
On the third day, things changed for the worse. He was woken up at an early hour, pulled from his cell, and taken to a dark room on one of the upper floors of the building. He was then strapped into a chair and stuck several times with a hypodermic needle. Once the injections took effect, Devon remembered very little. He had a vague memory of talking to a woman with dark hair. He couldn’t remember what they discussed, but he knew it was probably related to the information the group sought.
A sharp blow to his back returned Devon to the present. He had been walking too slowly, and one of the men had popped his shoulder blade with the butt of a rifle. The guards were the same two men who escorted him to and from his cell each day. One was a large man with dark hair and a chiseled physique. He was the alpha of the two, the one who gave all of the commands. He was also a cruel and violent person who seemed to take pleasure in hurting people. The other guard was a short man with close-cropped blond hair.
A strong hand grabbed the back of Devon’s neck and shoved him to the left. “Turn.”
Devon stumbled forward at an odd angle, his legs tangling in the process. He tried to stay on his feet but ended up going down face-first. Unable to use his cuffed hands to blunt the fall, Devon did the only thing he could — he turned his face at the last moment. That protected his nose and eyes, but the right side of his head smashed into the hard tile. The pain was almost unbearable.
As Devon squirmed in agony, hands moved under each of his armpits and lifted him into the air.
“That’s what you get for not paying attention,” growled the alpha guard. “Now get moving.”
Despite the pain, Devon focused on walking. The guards were looking for any opportunity to inflict pain, so it was important not to help them accomplish that goal by falling down.
Mercifully, a hand grabbed his shoulder a minute later. Devon breathed a sigh of relief. Even though he couldn’t see, he knew they had arrived at the elevator. That meant his cell was only a short ride away. Once there, he could rest for a couple of hours before getting a meager lunch of chicken, rice, and a glass of tap water.
There was a loud chime as the elevator doors slid apart.
“Get in,” the guard growled.
As the elevator began its descent, Devon recalled the genesis of his nightmare. It all began at a coffee shop on Fourth Avenue in downtown Nashville, just blocks from the tiny space he rented for his accounting business. He visited the shop each morning at the same time, a habit he had developed since his divorce a little over a year ago. He hated to cook, which meant a quick stop for caffeine and a bagel was compulsory.
On a cool, overcast morning several weeks ago, Devon had entered the shop and placed his order. As he waited, an attractive woman approached and asked if he would repeat what he had just said. Devon told her he had asked for a latte macchiato with a shot of caramel, along with a toasted blueberry bagel. When she heard his answer, the woman’s eyes widened. She said it was the same thing she always ordered.
After discovering their shared taste, the two had a quick but flirtatious conversation then went their separate ways. But that wasn’t the end of the story; it was the beginning. The two arrived at the coffee shop around the same time each day, so the conversations continued. Over the next week, Devon realized that they didn’t just have drink preferences in common but had many other shared interests as well. And while he didn’t believe in fate, he couldn’t help being mesmerized by the woman who called herself Annabelle. She was attractive, quick-witted, and easy to talk to.
As time went on, Devon decided to let nature run its course. He had shied away from relationships in the wake of his nasty divorce, but if he was going to make an exception, Annabelle was a good person to consider.
Eventually, their brief chats at the counter led to longer chats at a table. Over time, the two decided to take things up a notch — they decided to meet for drinks after work on a Friday. Fortunately for Devon, the attraction didn’t end outside the walls of the little coffee shop. The Friday-night drinks went so well that they agreed to dinner the next night at Etch, one of Nashville’s culinary institutions. It turned out to be one of the best dinner dates Devon had ever experienced. He had the grilled filet with potato cake and Brussels sprouts, while she dined on a healthier choice of a mixed green salad and broiled scallops. The food, wine, and conversation were so amazing that the two and a half hours seemed like twenty minutes.
After dinner, Annabelle had announced she would order an Uber for both of them. Devon had driven them to the restaurant, but Annabelle pointed out that he had consumed far too much alcohol to get behind the wheel. He protested briefly, saying he would be fine, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was too risky, and since he had paid for dinner, she wouldn’t allow him to pay for the ride. It was the least she could do, she said.
Minutes later, the Uber arrived, a black SUV. At the time, it had seemed odd that she had ordered such a large vehicle, but he didn’t argue. It was obvious she wanted them to ride in comfort.
Devon found it hard to recall exactly what happened after they climbed in. He remembered making small talk for a few minutes, and he also remembered having a strange sense that they were traveling in the wrong direction. That was when things went downhill. When Devon leaned forward to question the driver about their route, a bag was pulled over his head. Looking back, Devon realized someone had been hiding in the space behind the back seat. As he struggled to free himself, he felt a sting in his bicep, and his world went dark.
What made his situation even worse was that Devon had almost no friends. It was also a very slow time for his accounting business. He wondered if anyone would even know he was missing.
A hard thump drew Devon out of his thoughts. They had arrived in the basement.
“Go,” the larger guard shouted, shoving him forward.
Devon walked down the corridor until the guard stopped him. Devon heard the tap of buttons on a keypad followed by a beep. There was a loud click as one of the guards opened the door to the cell. Once they guided him inside, his blindfold was removed. Devon blinked in the dim light. The smaller guard stood next to him while the larger guard watched from the door.
“Get over there.” With his rifle, the smaller guard pointed toward the bed.
Devon knew the routine. After sitting on the bed, the larger guard would hold a rifle to his head while the other one removed his cuffs. Both guards would then leave him locked in the room.
After the smaller guard pulled off the restraints, Devon looked at him and said, “Please, tell them I don’t know anything.”
The larger guard stepped forward. “I don’t remember giving you permission to speak.”
Devon turned in his direction. “Look, this is all pointless. I have no idea where he—”
The larger guard smashed the stock of his rifle across Devon’s face, knocking him to the floor. Luckily, it was the other side of his head from the one that had been injured in the fall.
The smaller guard stood over him. “Don’t you ever speak unless you’re spoken to.”
“Please,” Devon said through gritted teeth. “I haven’t seen him in—”
A booted foot found his stomach. Devon howled in pain as he drew his knees to his chest, bracing for another blow. It never came. Instead, the guards chuckled as they exited the cell and closed the iron-barred door. The larger guard walked off, while the smaller man stepped over to the keypad to re-engage the lock.
Devon groaned loudly.
“Quit whining, you little pansy,” the smaller guard said.
Writhing on the floor, Devon turned his head and stared through the iron bars. His little ruse had put him in a place where he could see the mirror across the hall. He continued to groan as he used the mirror to watch the man punch in the code. A few seconds later, there was a loud click as the locking mechanism engaged.
Still groaning, Devon closed his eyes and listened to the guard retreat down the hall. Once the two men boarded the elevator, Devon stopped groaning and wiggled over until he could sit up against the bed.
After taking a deep breath, he whispered out the series of digits: “Seven, three, five, seven, four, nine. Seven, three, five, seven, four, nine. Seven, three, five, seven, four, nine.”
An accountant, he had a savant-like ability to remember numbers.
And now, that quirky trait just might save his life.

CHAPTER NINE

Bern, Switzerland
THE TEXT CHIMED on Carmen’s burner phone about an hour after the train left the station in Bern. The contact — who went by the name Markovic — said he and his partner had just unloaded their belongings and were ready to meet with her in the restaurant car. Everything in the text was a lie. The group had boarded the train in Paris, and there were at least a half dozen of them. Markovic was the same name that had appeared on the manifest. And since false identities were used, that meant the name was false as well.
But the man’s identity didn’t matter. He was a low-level foot soldier sent to make a deal with Victoria Lind. The real questions related to who was behind it all and why they wanted to speak to an NSA employee.
After putting the phone away, Carmen reentered the cabin’s tiny bathroom and checked herself in the mirror. Over the last few minutes, she had made two changes that had transformed her appearance: she had removed the blond wig, and she had also affixed a large faux mole to her left cheek. She now bore a striking resemblance to the real Victoria Lind.
Carmen’s phone chirped. She pulled it out and looked at the screen. It was Markovic again. He wanted her to know they were in the restaurant, and he gave her the location of their table. His wording betrayed irritation that she wasn’t already there.
“You’ll get over it,” Carmen muttered.
She was ready to leave, but it wouldn’t hurt to make them wait a bit longer. She had always found that an irritated opponent always gave her an edge.
Before leaving, she used the compact to type a message to Delphi operative Zane Watson, letting him know she was leaving her cabin. Zane was already in Bellinzona, the train’s next stop. He would pick her up when she disembarked, and he was also there to provide support if necessary.
After transmitting the message, Carmen put on her leather jacket and left the cabin. It took her six minutes to reach the restaurant. Upon entering, she looked toward the booths along the right wall. As her gaze moved down the line of seats, a hand lifted in the air, drawing her attention. Markovic. He and another man were sitting next to each other on the far side of the booth.
As she walked in their direction, Carmen surveyed the diners. She didn’t see the blonde from the night before. Carmen had spent quite a bit of time trying to figure out who she was. The woman was clearly conducting surveillance on the men who occupied the suite, the same ones Carmen was meeting with now. It was possible she represented a competing organization that was after the same information. It was also possible she represented a foreign government that was investigating the group.
As Carmen continued to scan the room, she saw three men sitting at a table on the other side. Two of them had been in the bar the night before. The third appeared to be the tall man she had encountered in the suite. She wanted to get a better look at him, but it would have to wait. Staring at him now might arouse suspicion.
Upon arriving at the booth, Carmen noted Markovic’s appearance. She guessed he was in his late thirties. His jet-black hair was combed straight back with gel. He had long sideburns and sharp features, including an aquiline nose. The man sitting next to him was younger. Carmen guessed he was in his late twenties or early thirties. He had a round face, and his hairstyle was one currently popular among young men: shaved close on both sides and longer on top. Both men were wearing dark turtleneck shirts. Carmen smiled to herself. Their clothing almost looked like uniforms.
Markovic stood and offered his hand. “It’s good to finally meet you.”
Carmen shook the proffered hand. “It’s a pleasure.”
Markovic gestured toward the man sitting on his left. “This is Jakov.”
Like Markovic, the name was Serbian in origin. Being Italian, Carmen knew the origin of names from that part of the world. But she also knew the names were false, which made her wonder if they were really Serbian. If so, that didn’t necessarily mean the leaders of the organization were Serbian. Serbia rarely came up on the radar of national security concerns.
After shaking Jakov’s hand, Carmen slid into the booth across from them. Once she settled in, her eyes flitted around the room. It was important to make them think she was just a government geek, someone more comfortable with computers than people.
Markovic seemed to note her nervousness and started with small talk. “The server will be back shortly if you’re hungry. This is my first time on the L1, but I hear the food is excellent.”
“I appreciate it, but I’m not hungry.”
“Even after such a long trip?”
“I ate a late breakfast.”
“What about some coffee?” Markovic asked. He and Jakov were already drinking.
She nodded. “Yes, coffee would be good.”
As Markovic signaled the server, Carmen glanced at the three men sitting on the other side of the restaurant. The large man was watching everyone in the room. He was probably making sure Victoria Lind hadn’t brought along any spotters. But in the brief second she looked over, Carmen also saw something else: the man’s right hand was gloved, but his other hand was not. It was odd. Did he have a prosthetic hand?
The server arrived with a decanter and filled the empty cup in front of Carmen. She had already consumed two cups in her room, but another wouldn’t hurt. She was a caffeine junkie, and three cups wouldn’t throw her off her game.
“How was your trip?” Markovic asked after the server stepped away.
Carmen added a little cream and sugar then took a slow sip before answering. “Honestly? It was nerve-racking.” She set the cup back on its saucer. “As you could probably guess, I’ve never done anything like this before.”
Markovic’s eyes seemed to focus on the fake mole Carmen had affixed to her cheek. Obviously, he had been coached on what to look for.
“Of course you haven’t done anything like this before,” Markovic said. “You love your country.” He leaned forward and spoke in a lower tone. “I want to assure you of something. We will never ask you to betray who you are or what you represent.”
“Nor would I.”
Markovic sat up straight again. “I know that, and it’s one of the reasons we feel comfortable working with you.”
The line was obviously BS, but Carmen reacted as though she appreciated the compliment. She gave Markovic a look of approval as she picked up her cup and took another sip.
“If it makes you feel any better, the information we seek has nothing to do with the United States,” he continued. “In fact, it has nothing to do with intelligence at all.”
Carmen did her best to suppress her surprise. So they didn’t want intelligence information. That wasn’t what she had expected to hear, but she wondered whether it was true. Victoria Lind was an analyst with the NSA, so the CIA and Delphi had been working on the assumption that this group was looking for something related to her work. Maybe Markovic was playing a game of semantics to soften her up.
Carmen decided to do what Victoria Lind would have done, offer some measure of disbelief. “Forgive me, but I find that a little hard to believe.”
“I understand, but when I share our request, you’ll understand everything.”
Carmen was good at reading people, and he seemed to be telling the truth. What he had just said would be hard to go back on. She began to consider the possibility that they really were after some other piece of information.
It was time to force his hand. “Well, I’m not one for wasting time. What exactly do you want to know?”
Markovic exchanged a glance with Jakov. The look that passed between them signaled that Markovic was about to share something he wasn’t comfortable speaking about in public. “The leader of our organization would like to ask you in person,” he finally said.
Carmen half expected someone at another table to get up and walk toward them. When that didn’t happen, she looked at Markovic. “I’m here, so let’s do it. Call him over.”
The two men exchanged another glance.
“He’s not here,” Markovic said. “He’s in Lugano. He wants to talk to you there.”
Lugano. As someone who had spent most of her life in Italy, Carmen knew that Lugano was an Italian-speaking city in southern Switzerland. It was also one of the most picturesque places in Europe, a small city nestled along the mountainous shoreline of Lake Lugano. Interestingly, it wasn’t far away from where they were. The train’s next stop was Bellinzona, but Carmen guessed Lugano was only a stop or two beyond that.
Markovic spoke again before she could respond. “We realize this wasn’t part of our original arrangement, so we have decided to pass along a small gift to show our good intentions. You come with us, and it’s yours to keep.”
After looking around, he set his napkin on the table and slid it toward Carmen. She noticed there was a bulge, indicating the napkin had been placed over something. Reaching out, she lifted a corner of the napkin and saw a box underneath.
“Go ahead,” Markovic said. “Take a look.”
Moving carefully, she slid the box into her lap and opened the lid. Inside were five stacks of hundred-dollar bills held together with straps. She guessed each stack was about two thousand dollars, which meant the total amount could be as much as ten thousand dollars.
Markovic took a slow sip of coffee then set the cup down. “I trust that’s enough for a few more hours of your time.”

CHAPTER TEN

Lugano, Switzerland
DEVON LIND OPENED his eyes. He was in the fetal position, his head resting on a cheap, flat pillow. Although a remnant of drugs still coursed through his veins, the effects were finally wearing off.
He sat upright and stretched his arms. He noticed the tray sitting on a table at the foot of his bed. He slid down and examined the meager lunch. It was the same thing he received at every meal: white rice and a piece of grilled chicken that wasn’t much larger than a baby’s fist. There was also a plastic cup half filled with tap water. The chicken was always as tough as leather. He wondered if it was even chicken but quickly pushed the thought aside. Better not to know. The rice wasn’t much better. It usually tasted like it had been sitting out on a counter for a couple of days.
Devon tore the chicken in half then put a piece in his mouth. He needed to eat it before they came. As expected, it was dry and tasteless, but he managed to get it down. It was important to provide his body with a small amount of nourishment. He would need it in order to carry out his plan.
As he took a sip of water, his thoughts turned to the morning session. This time, he had blacked out completely, which he guessed was because of some new drug. But if I’m unconscious, how are they going to extract the information they’re looking for? After pondering the question, he wondered if he had only thought he was unconscious. Maybe he had woken up at some point but couldn’t remember it. He hoped he hadn’t told them something they shouldn’t hear.
He couldn’t have given them the precise location of Dr. Noah Lind, and that was because he didn’t know where his uncle was. They could fill him with a dozen drugs, but it wouldn’t matter. You can’t tell someone what you don’t know.
In truth, Devon did know what city his uncle was living in. He even knew the general area, but he didn’t have an address, nor did he have a contact number, which was also something his handlers had asked for. Only his cousin Victoria had that information. Victoria and her father lived close to their uncle Noah, and over the years, she had grown close to him, particularly after Victoria’s father died four years ago.
Devon wondered why they wanted to talk to his uncle. That was the biggest question of all. His captors had initially told him they wanted to discuss a business proposition with his uncle, but Devon believed that was a lie. Making a business proposition wouldn’t require kidnapping. Whatever the true reason, Devon believed it was likely why his uncle had disappeared from public view in the first place. About two years ago, Devon’s father had told him that Noah had decided to drop off the map. When Devon asked him why, his father had said it had something to do with Noah’s work as a biophysicist.
A loud clang drew Devon out of his thoughts. They were coming, which meant it must be one o’clock. They came at the top of every hour to check on him. While there, they would take away whatever he hadn’t eaten, so Devon quickly stuffed the remaining food in his mouth.
Seconds later, the two guards appeared at the door. After the larger one punched in the code, they entered and went through the usual routine: the larger guard pointed a rifle at Devon while the smaller one made a quick search of the room’s interior. He surmised they were looking for any signs that he was trying to fashion a weapon.
After the search was complete, the larger guard came and stood in front of Devon. “How do you feel?”
It was a strange question coming from him. Surely he wasn’t trying to be nice. Perhaps they were using a different tactic.
“A little weak and groggy,” Devon answered. “But okay, I guess.”
“How was the food?”
Devon shrugged. “Same as always.”
The guard stepped closer. Devon could smell the rancid scent of coffee and cigarettes on his breath when he spoke. “Are you complaining?”
“No, I just—”
The guard grabbed Devon’s arm. “A day or two from now, you’re going to remember these as the good old days.”
Devon frowned. “What are you—”
“Shut up. You don’t talk until you’re asked to.”
Devon said nothing.
“You’re going to get one last chance to speak and one chance only.” He pushed the muzzle of his AR-15 into Devon’s cheek. “Do you understand?”
Devon nodded.
“Now, tell me where your uncle is. Tell me exactly where he is.”
The emphasis on the word exactly seemed to indicate they already knew what city Devon’s uncle was living in. Devon wondered if that had slipped out during one of the drug-fueled interrogations. He hoped not.
“Tell us!” the guard shouted.
“I don’t know. He and I weren’t close. I haven’t talked to him in almost—”
The larger guard pulled the rifle barrel back slightly then brought it hard against the side of Devon’s head. Pain seared across his skull like hot flames, and his ears rang loudly. Devon brought his hands up.
“You had one last chance, and you blew it,” the smaller guard said.
Devon’s vision blurred. He was in so much pain that he had trouble understanding what they were saying.
“But you know what? I’m happy you didn’t tell us,” the larger guard said with a smile. “You want to know why?”
Devon stared at him but said nothing.
“I’m happy because our boss has run out of patience.” He grabbed Devon’s hand then gripped his index finger tightly. “That means I get to play.”
He bent Devon’s finger back in an unnatural direction. Devon shouted in pain as his finger was pushed farther and farther back. Just when it seemed like the bone was going to snap, the guard released his grip.
Devon expected the torture to continue, but strangely, the two guards turned and exited the cell.
After closing the door, the larger one looked at Devon, a wicked smile playing on his face. “That was just a little taste of what’s coming. The real fun begins tomorrow.”
Devon remained perfectly still for a full minute. He had never experienced so much pain before. Finally, he lay back on the bed.
As he closed his eyes, he focused on a single thought: he would attempt to escape that night.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

ZANE WATSON ARRIVED at the Lugano train station at 5:37 p.m. Assuming it was on schedule, the L1 was due to depart in about forty-five minutes. That would give him just enough time to do what he came to do.
After backing the white Peugeot into a spot just south of the station, he slid his Glock 17 under the seat. He wanted to take it with him, but he also knew it would be too risky. If he was caught wandering around on a train with a weapon, he’d find himself spending the night in a Lugano jail. Ross would be able to maneuver his release through back channels, but by the time he got out, it would be too late to find out what had happened to Carmen.
The original plan was to meet in Bellinzona. Carmen’s train was supposed to arrive there at four, at which point she would disembark and meet Zane at a local Starbucks. They had arranged it that way so Carmen could shake off anyone who might be following her. Much to Zane’s surprise, she never showed up. Concerned about her welfare, he was headed to the station when he received a cryptic text from her. The message contained only four words: Going on to Lugano.
A couple of things about the text concerned him. First of all, it was an unexpected change in plans. Why were they going on to Lugano? Maybe they needed more time to talk over the proposal, or maybe there was some other reason. But he found it odd that she didn’t give a reason.
The other thing that bothered Zane was the text’s short length. The message seemed to have been typed in haste, as though Carmen had little time to compose it. Perhaps that was a sign she was in danger or hadn’t even written it. Zane had thought about texting a couple of follow-up questions but decided against it in case her phone had been compromised. If one operative was in danger, there was no sense in alerting someone to his presence.
As Zane crossed the parking lot, he checked the GPS tracking app on his phone. Carmen’s device hadn’t moved in the last hour. That was another concern. He assumed she was in her room, but he had to ask why she hadn’t moved. Something was wrong. He could feel it in his gut.
For now, there was only one thing he could do. He would board the train and look around. He had previously purchased a ticket in case something like this happened. If he found her, he would keep his distance and try to determine what was going on without compromising her undercover status.
Upon entering the station, Zane went straight to a small café and purchased a coffee and a copy of the local Lugano newspaper. After tucking the newspaper under one arm, he walked out to the platform and got in line to board the L1. Fortunately, the queue was short.
When he arrived at the front, an elderly man with a thick, walrus moustache scanned his ticket. The wand beeped confirmation, but instead of waving him aboard, the man nodded at Zane’s coffee. “You have no bags?”
Zane smiled. “My wife has our things.”
The man looked at Zane’s left hand, presumably to check for a ring. He seemed ready to ask another question when someone in line shouted for him to hurry up. The man grumbled something under his breath then motioned Zane through.
After boarding, Zane dumped the coffee and newspaper into a trash bin then pulled out his phone. Now that he was on the train, he could see that Carmen’s signal was coming from one of the cabins. That seemed odd. If she was packing her things, why couldn’t she send a more detailed update? He thought for a moment then realized she might have left the device in the room while she took care of something. But if that’s the case, then where is she, and what’s she doing?
A minute later, Zane arrived at her cabin. He waited for a family to pass by then placed his ear against the door. He listened for a few seconds but heard nothing. Even though he was reasonably sure Carmen wasn’t inside, he tapped lightly. When no one answered, he removed the universal entry card Brett had given him and swiped his way in.
The blinds were closed, leaving the room mostly dark. After letting his eyes adjust, Zane cast his gaze around the space. It was surprisingly empty. No personal effects were lying out in the open. She’s checked out.
Before leaving, Zane needed to find the device that was giving off the signal. Obviously, she had left it there for a reason. He started his search in the bathroom. It looked like it had been used, but it soon became clear the device wasn’t there. He returned to the sleeping compartment, went to the tiny dresser, and opened all three drawers. Inside was a travel magazine with a list of local attractions, a card for ordering room service, a pad, and a pen. He tore off the top sheet of the pad and held it up to the light. He saw nothing that would indicate Carmen had etched a message on the surface.
The last place to search was the closet. He slid the door open and examined the interior. There was an iron, a plastic bag for dirty laundry, and several hangers, but nothing of any interest. After closing the door, he stood in silence. Where did you put it, Carmen?
As he took one last look around the room, his eyes fell on the trash bin. Picking it up, he looked inside. Nestled in the plastic liner were several used tissues, an empty water bottle, and a package of Swiss chocolate wafers. Nothing. As Zane set the can down, he remembered something Carmen had told him several weeks ago. She said she was on a new health kick and was giving up sugar for the next six months. It was one of those detox things that had become so popular. And if that was the case, he wondered what the disciplined Carmen Petrosino was doing with a box of chocolate.
Bending over, Zane fished the box out of the bin. As he lifted it out, he could tell it was heavier than it should be. He opened one end and looked inside. The phone. Zane felt relieved at the sight of the device. The fact that she had hidden the phone in a box of chocolate wafers indicated she was probably safe. The only remaining mystery was why she had left the train without providing any additional update.
Zane knew Carmen had taken three devices with her on the train: two burner phones and the faux compact. There were GPS tracking chips in each, but for some reason, this was the only one still emitting a signal. Even though Zane was concerned for her safety, he knew Carmen would have a good reason for turning off the other two devices.
He powered up the burner then opened the texting app. As he suspected, all communications had been erased, even the text she had sent him earlier. Delphi operatives were trained to regularly purge all communications in case their devices were compromised.
As he was about to close out the app, he noticed an item in the draft folder that was highlighted in red. It was a text that hadn’t been sent. He opened it and read the message: They asked me to meet with the leader of their organization. His name is Jonas Brehmer, and his home is just outside Lugano. I’ll be monitored from here, so I’m going dark. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.
Zane read the text a second time. Jonas Brehmer. The name wasn’t familiar, so he made a mental note to search for more information on the man later.
As he slipped the burner into his pocket, Zane considered Carmen’s decision to go dark. Why didn’t she reach out to discuss the matter with me or with Ross? He supposed she had her reasons, but he couldn’t think of anything to justify putting herself in such a precarious position. Maybe she knew there would be pushback.
Zane would call in backup. Based on the circumstances, that was a given. Three Delphi operatives had just finished a covert mission in Croatia and were scheduled to fly into Milan later that night. The original plan was for the entire group to return to Washington on a chartered flight, but in light of the latest developments, Zane would redirect them to Lugano.
After taking a final look around, he exited the cabin. As he turned to leave, he saw a woman coming toward him. He gave her a quick glance as they walked past one another. She was of average height and had short blond hair and olive skin. Despite her hair color, her features were an exotic mix of ethnicities.
Zane frowned as he continued down the hall. Something was familiar about the woman, but he wasn’t sure what it was.
Wanting another look, he ducked into an alcove with an ice machine. He then eased out and looked down the hall. The woman stopped in front of a door and used her card to enter. After she disappeared into the room, Zane emerged from his hiding place and walked briskly to the spot where she had been standing. Interestingly, her room was the next one down from Carmen’s.
Is it a coincidence that someone who looks familiar is staying next to Carmen?
Zane Watson didn’t believe in coincidences.

CHAPTER TWELVE

ANOTHER PLATE OF chicken and rice arrived at six o’clock in the evening. After eating the tiny portions, Devon set the plate next to the door. It would be another hour before someone came to collect it. Ordinarily, one or two guards came every thirty minutes, but for some reason, there was a longer break after dinner. Devon assumed his captors were eating dinner or involved with some other task. Whatever the reason, he was thankful for it. That one-hour gap would give him enough time to carry out his plan. He would have preferred to slip away in the dead of night, but he needed to take advantage of the additional time.
“Seven, three, five, seven, four, nine,” Devon whispered to himself. The numbers were seared into his memory. Punching in the code would be the easiest step of all. He might not get away, but he was confident he could get out of the cell.
After repeating the numbers three more times, Devon stepped over to his bed and arranged the two pillows to resemble a sleeping body. He then pulled sheets over them and took several steps back. In the dimly lit room, it didn’t look too bad. No one would mistake it for a person when viewed up close, but it might fool a guard standing at the door.
Whenever one of the men came to collect his dinner plate, they always pointed their flashlight beam at the bed. That routine had given Devon an idea. For the last several nights, he had gotten into bed after dinner and pulled the covers completely over himself, including his head. He then curled up in the fetal position. His goal was to condition the guard to expect an unmoving lump. There was still the chance they would notice, but there was also a small chance they wouldn’t. And another thirty minutes might save his life.
He took a deep breath. It was time. He guessed about ten minutes had passed, which meant he had fifty minutes to get out of the building. If the ruse with the pillows worked, he might have even more time, but he couldn’t count on it. As far as he was concerned, an hour was all he had.
Reaching under the bed, Devon retrieved a pencil from its hiding place between the metal rail and the box springs. He had taken it from an examination room when no one was watching. Pencil in hand, he crossed to the corner of the cell where the door met the sidewall. He pressed his stomach against the wall then reached out through the bars. He ran the pencil along the cinder block wall until the eraser tip hit the edge of the keypad. He breathed a sigh of relief. He had just enough reach to tap the keys.
Seven, three, five, seven, four, nine.
Turning his head, Devon looked at the mirror across the hall. The basement was dark, but the keys on the keypad were lit up. It was too far to see the numbers, but he didn’t need to. He would simply move the pencil across the face of the keypad until the tip darkened the key he wanted to press.
It seemed like an easy task, but all it took was one mistake to ruin the entry. He might be able to try a second time, but he also knew that an incorrect entry might trigger an alarm. The key was to take it slow and easy. Mistakes weren’t an option.
He practiced a half dozen times, touching each key with the eraser while making sure he didn’t actually press down. He wanted to be familiar with the movements before making the attempt.
Once he was comfortable with the process, Devon began entering the code, listening for the soft beep that sounded each time a key was pressed. After entering the last digit, he waited. Seconds later, there was a loud click as the lock disengaged.
Devon let his head rest against the wall for several seconds. He had done it. He could leave the cell. But there wasn’t time to celebrate. For all he knew, the lock might reset if he didn’t open the door quickly. Pulling his hand back, he slid the door open. The first step was officially complete.
He stepped out of the cell, closed the door behind him, and crept down the hall. He guessed there were cameras affixed to the ceiling, but he doubted they could pick up much in the darkness. Even if they could, he still had a good chance of getting away undetected. If someone was assigned to watch the cameras, they probably glanced at the screens only every few minutes. No security officer could keep eyes on the screens at all times. That was just human nature.
At the end of the hall, Devon arrived at the doors to the elevator. He was about to press the button when he saw another door on the right. Was it another way out? Opening it, he saw a dark stairwell beyond. That was a much better option. On an elevator, there was no way to tell who might be waiting when the doors opened. Conversely, he would hear people coming down steps.
After entering the stairwell, Devon began his ascent. There was a metal door at the second landing, which Devon surmised opened onto the ground floor. He opened it just enough to peek out. What he saw surprised him. Unlike the upper floors, where the interrogations took place, this one looked ornate, like the interior of a museum or castle. The floor was polished marble, and overhead was an intricate timbered ceiling. There were alcoves with statues at regular intervals along the corridor.
Devon leaned all the way out and looked to the right. A door at the end of the hall looked as though it might be an exit. There would probably be cameras along the way, but he couldn’t let that stop him. If he wanted to get away, he would have to expose himself at some point. There was no way around it. He hoped the building was in an urban area, which would make it easier for him to disappear.
Leaving the stairwell, Devon ran toward the door at the end of the hall. About halfway there, he heard voices coming toward him. No one was visible in the corridor, so he assumed they must be approaching from a crossing hallway on the right. The voices were loud, which meant the speakers might appear at any moment. Given no other choice, Devon ducked into an alcove and crouched behind the statue of a naked man with a crown of leaves.
Seconds later, he heard the scuff of hard shoes on the marble floor. The men had entered the main corridor and were moving in his direction. They were speaking a language Devon didn’t recognize. When they passed his hiding place, Devon stole a quick glance. There were two men, and both wore crisp white lab coats. The nearer man held a clipboard and appeared to be reading something written on the top page. Shortly after they passed, a door opened and closed, then the hall fell silent. They had entered the stairwell.
Devon wondered if they were going to check on him. He doubted it. He had never seen either of them before. And if they were going to check on him, that was all the more reason to get out as quickly as possible.
After slipping out from behind the statue, he sprinted the remaining distance and opened the exit door. It wasn’t locked. He stepped outside and found himself on a covered stone walkway that led to another building. The sun had long disappeared, which meant he was wrong about the time. He had been told that dinner was served at six o’clock every night, but he realized the whole thing had been a disinformation campaign.
Devon looked in both directions. On his right was a courtyard filled with manicured bushes and a multilevel fountain in the center. That was obviously not the way to go. To the left was a well-manicured lawn. Moving quietly, Devon stepped out onto the grass. A shiny moon hung high over the horizon, illuminating a dark forest about fifty yards away. As he looked beyond the trees, Devon realized he was in a mountainous region. He could see a sprinkling of lights on a distant slope, but that was the only sign of civilization. He felt a wave of disappointment shake his body. His whole plan was predicated on making a quick exit and blending in with the surrounding population, at which point he would seek law enforcement. Neither of those things was possible here.
But that wasn’t the only problem. It was also much cooler than he had expected. He guessed the temperature was in the low fifties or upper forties. Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem, but being dressed in a robe and no shoes made it feel about twenty degrees colder.
After making sure no one was out and about, Devon dashed across the lawn. He stopped at the edge of the forest to let his eyes adjust. To his right was a trail. He didn’t know where it led, but he needed to get as far away as possible.
He took the trail into the woods. The boulder-strewn path led down the slope for several hundred yards before finally leveling off. The woods were more open here, allowing the moonlight to reach the trail. Once it was easier to see, Devon began to jog. His feet were killing him, but he pushed himself to keep going. If it meant getting away, he would be fine even if his feet were cut to ribbons.
Twenty minutes later, he came to a stop. His muscles couldn’t take any more. He would rest for five minutes then continue on. Turning off the path, he sat on a boulder and sucked in deep breaths.
A minute before, Devon had thought he’d heard a distant vehicle. Perhaps there was a highway close by. If so, he would stand in the road and flag someone down. In the modern world, law enforcement was only a cell phone call away.
As he sat in silence, Devon heard a rustle behind him. It’s probably an animal. A squirrel or a deer.
Seconds later, there was another rustle, this one closer.
As Devon started to turn, a hand clamped over his mouth, and a sharp object was pressed into his back.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

DEVON TRIED TO twist free of his attacker, but each time he moved, the sharp object pressed more sharply against his spine.
When he finally relaxed, a man spoke into his ear. “Don’t make a sound.”
Devon nodded that he understood. The last thing he wanted to do was irritate the person who could paralyze him with one swift jab.
Slowly, the man pulled Devon back into the trees. As he did, Devon began to wonder who he was. He couldn’t be one of the guards. For one thing, a guard wouldn’t use a knife. It would also have been impossible for a guard to get ahead of Devon. He doubted they had even discovered the empty cell yet.
Once they were about ten yards in the woods, the man pulled Devon behind the trunk of a pine. He pointed toward the path they had just been on and whispered, “Watch but be quiet.”
Devon gazed in that direction. The view was obscured by a tangle of limbs and trunks, but he was able to see a small section of the trail that was bathed in moonlight. He continued to watch, but as time went on, nothing came into view.
Sensing his confusion, the man whispered again. “Just wait.”
A minute later, Devon heard the distant sound of voices. As they drew near, he also heard what sounded like the squawk of a radio. Eventually, several dark figures passed through the section of trail Devon had just been on. It was hard to see much detail, but he could tell they were holding rifles. A search party. So they had discovered he was missing. Perhaps the men in white coats had gone down to his cell after all.
Several minutes after the men had passed, the man released Devon and said, “You were about to get caught, and I couldn’t risk you calling out.”
Devon turned to see a blond-haired man looking at him. He was young, probably late twenties or early thirties. He wore a puffy down coat but little else.
“Who are you?” Devon asked.
“My name is Luke. You?”
“Devon.” Devon paused for a moment. Everything was too bizarre to even process at this point. He had many questions but decided to start with the most obvious one. “What are you doing out here?”
“For the last few minutes? Following you.” Luke reached out and tugged at the sleeve of Devon’s robe. “Based on what you’re wearing, I think you and I came from the same place.”
“From the—”
Luke held a finger to his lips, which made Devon realize he had spoken too loudly.
“Follow me,” Luke whispered.
After Devon nodded that he understood, Luke led him farther back into the woods. On a darker night, it would’ve been nearly impossible to pick their way through the fallen limbs and underbrush, but on this night, there was enough moonlight to illuminate their path. Once they were about fifty yards back, Luke entered a clearing and took a seat on a large flat boulder. He motioned for Devon to do the same on another boulder a short distance away.
“As I was saying before,” Luke said, “I think we came from the same place.” He unzipped his down coat, revealing a white robe similar to the one Devon had on.
Devon’s eyes widened. “You’re from the…?” He didn’t even know what to call the place where he had been held.
Luke nodded. “I got away three nights ago.”
Three nights ago. It all made sense. Devon remembered hearing an alarm go off a few nights before. At the time, he’d thought it was a fire alarm, but now he knew it had been in response to Luke’s escape.
Devon nodded at his coat. “Where did you get that?”
“On my way out, I found a break room that’s used by the people who were holding us. I was able to get the coat, a knife, and a few snacks before slipping out.”
“You hit the jackpot.”
“Yes, but I almost got caught. Someone came in while I was there, and I barely had time to hide.”
Devon rubbed the sides of his arms. Now that he was sitting, the cool fall air was giving him a chill.
“Here, take the coat.”
Devon held up a hand. “I’m fine.”
“No, take it.” Luke pulled it off and held it out. “Warm yourself up. We’ll switch back and forth if we have to.”
Devon slid the coat on. The warmth was a welcome relief.
“We’ll need to get moving again soon. With you on the run, they’ll have the dogs out soon.”
“Dogs?”
Luke nodded. “They used them for the first twenty-four hours that I was out here. I’m actually surprised they haven’t—”
“Wait a minute.” Devon frowned. “If you got away three nights ago, then why are you still here?”
“Simple. Because they’ve cut off the one avenue of escape.”
“What do you mean the one avenue of escape?”
“That place is on a plateau. The north, west, and east sides of the plateau have natural barriers, steep rocky slopes that would require climbing equipment. Unfortunately, I spent the first night figuring all that out. So, consider yourself fortunate that you managed to pick the one way out of here.”
Devon’s brow furrowed. “But that still doesn’t answer my question. If this is the one way out, then why are you still here? I heard cars on a highway in the distance. Why not just go there and flag down a vehicle?”
“I’ve tried to get to the road several times. Unfortunately, they’ve set up a twenty-four-hour watch. Foot patrols and cars are there night and day. My plan is to lie low until they believe I slipped through.”
“No offense to you, but I think I’d take my chances.”
Luke shrugged. “Sometimes patience wins the day. Besides, I’ve come up with an alternate plan in case they leave those patrols in place.”
“Wait a minute,” Devon said. “You told me they had dogs. Why weren’t they able to find you?”
“I think the coat threw them off. On a couple of occasions, they got close, but I was able to walk down a stream and throw off the scent. I saw it in a movie one time.”
Now that they were in a clearing, Devon could see Luke more clearly. His hair was disheveled, and his face was smeared with dirt. It was obvious he had been through a lot since getting away. He was lucky to be alive.
“So why were you being held?” Devon asked after a long moment of silence.
“That’s the frustrating thing. They want something that I don’t have.”
That sounded familiar. “What do you mean, exactly?”
Luke averted his gaze for a moment. Clearly, he wasn’t comfortable answering the question.
“Look, we’re both on the run from these people,” Devon said. “We need to figure out what’s going on”
“Sorry, I just don’t know if I can trust you yet.”
“Trust me? We’re both on the run from the same people.”
After a moment’s reflection, Luke finally said, “It’s crazy… they’re looking for a man I knew years ago.”
Devon’s eyes narrowed. “What man?”
“He was my college professor at MIT. Then I worked with him after that.”
Devon’s chest tightened.
“I also worked with him later,” Luke continued, “but—”
“What’s his name?”
Luke stared at him again, seemingly surprised at the sharp tone in Devon’s voice.
“What’s his name?” Devon asked again. “It’s important you tell me.”
“His name is Dr. Noah Lind.”
“Good heavens,” Devon muttered. It had finally come together like the last pieces of a puzzle. He remembered his uncle speaking of a student who had followed him to Fischer Genetics.
Luke leaned forward. “You know him?”
Devon nodded. “He’s my uncle.”
The two stared at each other, apparently surprised at the bizarre turn their conversation had taken.
Luke was the first to speak. “They wanted to know where Dr. Lind is living.” He paused for a moment, then said, “I think they must want to hurt him or something.”
“You didn’t tell them where he was, did you?”
Luke looked at him. “That’s the thing, I don’t even know where he is. They kept telling me I was lying. They did all sorts of bad things to me…”
“So you really don’t know where he is?”
“No, I haven’t spoken to him since he left Fischer.” He held Devon’s gaze. “Do you know where he’s at?”
“Not exactly. I just know he lives in Tel Aviv.”
“Dr. Lind lives in Israel?”
Devon nodded.
“You didn’t tell them that, did you?”
“Of course not,” Devon answered. “No. In fact, I think the only person who knows for sure is my cousin Victoria. She’s been to see him once since he moved.”
“She didn’t tell you where he lived?”
“She said he was in a neighborhood called the White City. He lives two blocks away from some square.”
“I’ve been to Tel Aviv before,” Luke said. “Do you remember the street name?”
Devon thought back on the conversation he’d had with Victoria a few months prior. He was sure she had given him the name, but he couldn’t recall it. “Sorry, I don’t remember. I think it was the name of a painter, something like that. People who live there would know it.”
“No problem. I’d just like to go see him if we ever get out of all this. I can’t imagine why they would want to find him so badly.”
“I think it has something to do with his work.”
Luke looked at him. “What about his work?”
Devon shrugged. “Not sure. You worked with him, so I was hoping you could tell me.”
“I have no idea. Most of what we worked on was pretty standard fare. He kept the more cutting-edge work to himself.”
The two fell silent for a moment, lost in their own thoughts.
Finally, Luke stood. “Look, I’ll be right back. Nature is calling.”
Devon nodded. “I think I’ll do the same.”
Devon walked over to a nearby tree. As he relieved himself, he thought about the group’s rabid desire to find his uncle. He wondered what he could possibly know that would warrant kidnapping two people. Interestingly, they had failed to find the one person who could give them…
Victoria. A chill ran down Devon’s spine. He’d been so focused on his own safety that he hadn’t given much thought to hers. She could be in danger. In fact, she was probably their next target. The only silver lining was that Victoria kept a low profile, which meant it would be tough for the average person to find her. Then again, these weren’t average people. As Devon zipped his pants, he vowed that if they got out of this alive, he would contact Victoria immediately. He would do that before anything else.
When Devon returned to the clearing, Luke was staring off into the distance.
“Everything okay?” Devon asked.
“I think so.”
“So what are you looking for?”
Luke shook his head. “I thought I heard something in the distance, but now I don’t.”
Devon pulled the coat tightly around him. “Thank you… for everything.”
Luke smiled. “You’re welcome.”
Devon looked toward the trees. “What now?”
“We’re going back to where we came from.”
Devon frowned. “That makes no sense. Why would we—” After turning, he froze in surprise. Luke was holding a pistol, and it was pointed at Devon’s chest. Devon held up a hand. “Whoa… what’s going on?”
Luke smiled. “When the drugs don’t work, we always have a plan B.”
Devon was about to respond when he heard footsteps coming from several different directions. A moment later, a half dozen guards entered the clearing.
“Did you get all of that?” Luke asked one of the men.
The man nodded. “The street name is Rembrandt. We already have someone checking property records. Hopefully, we’ll have something within the hour.”
Luke looked at Devon and winked. “You can keep the coat. Just our little way of saying thanks.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ZANE SPENT FORTY minutes searching the train for any signs that Carmen was still on board. He checked the restaurant, both bars, the day spa, and the gift shop, but it soon became clear she was gone. After he finished, Zane thought about searching the suite that was used by the group Carmen had met with, but while on his way, the conductor gave a final warning for those who wanted to get off before the seven o’clock departure.
As he made his way to the exit, Zane regretted not checking the group’s suite right away. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized there was almost no chance Carmen was there. She was with them, but there was a high likelihood they had all disembarked.
Zane trusted Carmen, yet he still worried about her. What if the group had placed that text in the draft folder? After giving it some thought, he didn’t think that was likely. Only Carmen would have put the phone in a box that Zane would recognize as being out of place. Not only that, but she had also put the message in the draft folder, something that all Delphi operatives were taught to do.
After getting off the train, Zane entered the station and purchased another coffee at a small café, and this time he planned on drinking it. After adding the compulsory dash of cream, he took a seat near the window, which would allow him to see who was passing through. Although it was highly likely Carmen was already gone, he held out a small measure of hope that he would spot her leaving with the others. If he did, he would follow them at a safe distance. If he didn’t see them, he would contact Brett to have him search for the location of Jonas Brehmer’s home. Brett was the master of finding people who didn’t want to be found. Even if a property’s ownership was hidden under layers of business entities, Delphi’s resident geek had an uncanny ability to root them out.
Zane took a sip of coffee and thought about the man behind all of the intrigue. The name Brehmer still didn’t sound familiar. Removing his phone, Zane and searched the name online. Within seconds, he learned that Brehmer was the CEO of the biophysics company Pallas Industries. Zane knew Pallas was the name of a figure in Greek mythology, but he couldn’t remember much about him.
As he reviewed the company’s financial information that was published online, he noted a curious paradox — for a company so large and successful, there was precious little information on its CEO. All of the online biographies of Brehmer were surprisingly brief. There were only a few interviews with him, and most of those were in German. Zane did find one interesting piece of information on Brehmer — an official profile on the Pallas website indicated he lived in Knightsbridge, a posh neighborhood in London. There was no mention of Lugano in the bio, nor any other locations.
Zane doubted the online information was valuable. The home in Knightsbridge was the one Brehmer gave for public consumption, which probably meant it held little value to someone who wanted to know more about the man. Zane guessed that a CEO of a company with the size and reach of Pallas was likely worth hundreds of millions of dollars. And if that was true, Brehmer probably owned properties across the globe.
After taking another sip of coffee, Zane looked out at the concourse. The station seemed fuller than before, probably because several trains were arriving and departing at the top of the hour. If he didn’t see Carmen in the next few minutes, he would leave and find a room to rent for the night.
Zane was about to turn back to his phone when his eyes fell on a woman walking on the opposite side of the concourse. Her blond hair and gait seemed familiar. Who is she? Then it hit him — she was the woman from the train, the one staying in the cabin next to Carmen.
He frowned. What was she doing in the station? The train would be leaving in a few minutes, which meant she must have disembarked for good. And if that was true, then where was her luggage? The only thing she carried was a large shoulder bag. It might be enough to hold one or two changes of clothes and a few toiletries, but little else. That was odd, to say the least. The L1 was a luxury train, not a commuter train. Boarding it without luggage would be like boarding a cruise ship with only a purse.
But Zane also noticed something interesting about the woman’s movements. Although she gave the appearance of being a tourist strolling through the station, he could tell she was very aware of her surroundings. She gave every passing face a subtle look.
Realizing she would soon be out of sight, Zane put his phone away and exited onto the concourse. The woman was still on the other side, about thirty yards away. She was moving more quickly, so he set a fast pace, one that would keep her in sight. If she was as aware of her surroundings as she seemed to be, he didn’t want to draw her attention and get clocked.
A minute later, Zane followed her into a rotunda at the center of the station. Overhead, a mural depicted angels floating through clouds. The space was crowded, forcing Zane to maneuver through the throngs of people moving in every direction. He had assumed the woman would turn right and exit into the parking lot, but instead, she turned left down a narrow corridor. As Zane approached, he saw a sign over the corridor’s entrance. His German wasn’t good, but it was good enough to understand she had entered a locker-rental facility.
That explains why she has no luggage. Her effects had been stowed away while she was on the train. That suggested she had boarded the train briefly, perhaps to look for someone or something. And if that was the case, there was reason to be concerned. After all, the woman had entered the cabin next to Carmen’s sleeper.
So who is she? Is she aligned with the group Carmen’s meeting with? It didn’t seem likely. If she was with that group, she would have been with them. He guessed it was possible she was traveling alone in order to watch the woman they thought was Victoria Lind.
Instead of following the mystery woman into the locker facility, Zane decided to wait for her to retrieve her luggage and emerge again. He stepped behind a vending machine and pretended to scroll through his phone. He didn’t have long to wait. Several minutes later, the woman came out, and this time she was pulling a small wheeled bag. Zane wondered who had put the luggage in the locker, whether it was the woman or someone who was helping her. If the latter, then it meant she was probably working for another organization or a foreign government.
Zane watched her cross the rotunda. When she passed the place where he was standing, he noted her features. His glimpse of her face on the train had been brief, but now he was able to study her more closely. He had seen her somewhere before, he was certain of it. The eyes and the shape of her forehead were distinct, but something about her didn’t fit.
She walked directly toward the exit. Just to be safe, Zane waited until she passed through the revolving glass door. Once she was outside, he crossed the rotunda and exited onto the sidewalk. He scanned the area quickly. Dusk had settled over Lugano, but the parking area was well lighted. A few seconds later, he spotted her. Instead of getting into a car, she had walked through the parking lot and onto the public street beyond. Anxious to keep her in sight, Zane sprinted across the lot and fell in behind her as she turned north. It was a risky move. If she had turned around, she would have seen him running in her direction.
She continued north for two blocks then turned right at the corner and disappeared from sight. Zane sprinted again then slowed as he rounded the corner. He was just in time to see her enter a store along the right side of the street. Instead of following her, he crossed to the other side and entered a newsstand. He pretended to flip through a magazine as he looked at the place the woman had entered — it was a pharmacy. Zane frowned as he studied the lighted interior. Only three people were inside: the clerk and two patrons, none of whom were the woman. He couldn’t see the entire store from the angle at which he watched, so he hoped she was near the back or had stooped behind one of the shelves.
Several minutes later, he felt a tinge of concern. Something was wrong. He could feel it. He could see most of the store, yet the woman wasn’t visible.
Acting on instinct, Zane left the newsstand and crossed the street. When he arrived at the pharmacy, he immediately noticed something he couldn’t have seen from his previous position: the store interior stretched much farther back than he’d expected. There appeared to be another entrance at the far end, an entrance that opened onto another street.
Angry at himself for not following her more closely, Zane entered the store and walked briskly down the center aisle. There was no sign of the woman anywhere. When he arrived at the other end, he pushed through the glass door and stepped out into the street.
As he scanned the area in vain, he realized two things: the woman knew she was being followed, and she had given him the slip.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

FOUR BLACK SPORT utility vehicles left the Lugano train station together, snaking along the road like an ebony serpent. Most of the traffic coming out of the station funneled southeast into the heart of Lugano, but the caravan of SUVs turned to the west, eventually making their way toward the forested mountains that flanked the city. About a half hour later, as the road rose sharply, the twinkling lights of Lugano faded into the distance.
Carmen Petrosino sat in the rear of the third vehicle. Two men she didn’t recognize sat in the front. Both wore black leather jackets, and based on the bulges, Carmen knew that both were armed. The two men had been mostly silent throughout the trip, speaking only a few words of broken English when absolutely necessary. Not that Carmen cared. She used the time to monitor their route, noting as many details as she could. She knew that after leaving Lugano, they had traveled west into the mountains. By her reckoning, they had passed through two small village towns: Bioggio and Cademario.
Unfortunately, not everything Markovic had told her was true. It was now clear that Jonas Brehmer didn’t live in Lugano, at least not in the city itself. From a tactical standpoint, Carmen knew that put her in a dangerous situation. She would’ve felt much safer in the heart of the city. If things turned south, it was always easier to slip away into an urban environment of streets, buildings, and vehicles. Not only that, but with each passing mile, she was farther and farther away from the help of her fellow Delphi operatives. She had only one weapon — a small tactical knife hidden in her right boot — which would be little help if something went down.
But she refused to panic. Zane would find the phone she left on the train, and once he did, it would only be a matter of hours before Brett was able to pinpoint the location of Brehmer’s home. She also knew that going to his home gave her the best opportunity to learn more about the man and the mysterious organization he led. That was, after all, the whole reason she had come to Switzerland posing as Victoria Lind.
For now, Carmen had decided to stay off the grid. Her compact and her remaining phone both had GPS tracking, but she wasn’t going to power up either unless absolutely necessary. If she was caught sending out a signal, her cover would be blown, and all would be lost. Zane wouldn’t like it, and Ross would be livid, but she believed she had made the right choice.
When they were about three-quarters of the way up the mountain, the highway wound south around to the other side. Once there, the four SUVs turned right onto a secondary road. Carmen noticed it was dark and desolate, with thick stands of trees rising up on either side. They were far from civilization. The only sign of life was the occasional light of a farmhouse in the valley below.
Ten minutes later, the caravan turned right onto a private road. After pausing briefly at a gatehouse, they wound up the forested slope before finally emerging onto an open plateau. Directly ahead was an expansive lawn with well-manicured hedgerows. Beyond it, Carmen saw what looked like a castle connected to a series of stone buildings. If this was Brehmer’s residence, it was one of the largest she’d ever seen.
Two of the vehicles split off and disappeared down a side road, while Carmen’s vehicle and one other pulled up in front. After coming to a stop, Carmen saw Markovic emerge from the other SUV.
“I apologize for the long trip,” Markovic said as they all assembled at the front entrance. “I trust you had a pleasant ride.”
“It was a little longer than I expected,” Carmen said. “You told me the meeting was going to take place in Lugano.”
“Well, if I told people that Mr. Brehmer lived outside of Aranno, no one would know where I was talking about.”
Aranno. Carmen made note of the name. It might be useful if she had to give someone her approximate location. Telling someone Brehmer’s house was a castle on a mountaintop plateau near Aranno would probably be enough for Delphi to find her.
“I don’t think most people would have trouble understanding if you said he lived a half hour west of Lugano,” Carmen said.
The hint of anger flashed on Markovic’s face, but he suppressed it with a smile. Gesturing toward the door, he said, “Please, follow me.”
After climbing the front steps, the group entered a large, ornate foyer. Across from the entrance was a broad stairway that wound to the upper floors. The stone walls were adorned with the flags of several countries, and a massive iron chandelier hung from the ceiling. The medieval decor gave the place a cold but majestic atmosphere.
“Petr will see you to your room,” Markovic said. “Mr. Brehmer will see you once you’ve put your things away.”
Carmen was led to a room on the third floor. After placing her bag on the bed, she crossed to a window and looked out. The darkness made it difficult to see the surrounding terrain, but from what she could tell, steep rocky cliffs surrounded most of the property. In ancient times, the place would have been perfectly situated for defensive purposes. Unfortunately, it also meant escape would be highly unlikely.
Carmen tried not to think about things taking a turn for the worse. Markovic had assured her that she would be taken back to the Lugano station in the morning. Nevertheless, it was foolish to assume the meeting with Brehmer would play out exactly as described. It was hard to know what to expect since she didn’t even know what information the organization was looking for. Even though Markovic had said the information they wanted wouldn’t involve US national secrets, she couldn’t be sure he was telling the truth. After all, if he had misled her about the location of Brehmer’s home, he probably couldn’t be trusted on any other topic either.
Carmen left the window and sat on the bed. Closing her eyes, she imagined how she would present herself to Brehmer. On the one hand, she wanted to appear slightly nervous because that was how Victoria Lind would appear. But Carmen also knew she needed to sound tough enough to let them know they couldn’t take advantage of her.
As she thought through some questions she wanted to ask Brehmer, there was a single knock on the door. Petr had returned. After checking herself in the mirror one last time, Carmen joined him outside, where she was escorted to the second floor.
After a series of turns, Petr opened a door and motioned her in. “Mr. Brehmer will be with you shortly.”
Carmen took in her new surroundings. The room was mostly dark, with the only light coming from two lamps and a fireplace on one end. After looking around, Carmen realized she was in a large private library. All four walls were filled with towering bookshelves. Like many she had seen before, this library even had a second-story mezzanine floor that was accessed by a metal spiral staircase.
The pop of burning logs drew Carmen’s attention to the fireplace on the left-hand wall. A couch and two comfortable chairs sat in front of it, so she walked in that direction. She was about to take a seat when she saw a painting hanging on a nearby wall. Changing course, she stepped over for a closer look. The impressionist work of art depicted a path that emerged out of an emerald forest and into a flower-filled meadow. The sunlight that swept across the meadow was breathtaking. While in college, Carmen had taken a number of art history classes, and because of that, she could tell the painting was an original. Not only that, but she knew it had come from one of the masters.
She leaned forward and studied the tiny brush strokes the painter had used to convey sunlight kissing off the petals of the flowers. She had seen the style before. No, it can’t be. And yet—
“It’s called Morning Light,” said a voice behind her.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CARMEN TURNED AT the sound of the voice. She hadn’t realized anyone had entered. “Excuse me?”
Two men walked toward her from the other side of the room. The one walking in front spoke again. “The painting. It’s called Morning Light.”
Carmen assumed the speaker was Jonas Brehmer. As the two men came into the periphery of the light, she noticed that the elderly man’s appearance was much different from the two photos she’d managed to find online. His wild gray hair looked like it hadn’t been combed in days, and he sported a pointed goatee that was in desperate need of a trim. The wrinkled skin of his face suggested that he was either quite old or had spent too much time in the sun. Either way, he hadn’t aged well.
After noting Brehmer’s appearance, Carmen let her gaze drift to the towering man behind him. It was the man from the train. If anything, he seemed even larger and more menacing than before. He wore a tight dress shirt that accentuated his chiseled physique. Carmen guessed his attire was always tight — a warning to anyone that he was not someone to be challenged.
Brehmer extended his hand. “I’m Jonas Brehmner.”
Carmen shook the proffered hand. “Victoria Lind.”
He nodded at the painting. “Do you like it?”
“It’s beautiful,” Carmen said. “Is it a Monet?”
A prideful smile spread over his face. “Yes, it is.”
“I studied art history for a couple of years, but I don’t recall a Monet by that name.”
“It’s not one of his best-known pieces, nor is it one of his most celebrated. In fact, there are many who don’t accept it as a Monet. That’s why it’s never been purchased by any of the museums that carry his work. But I know it is, and that’s all that matters.”
“I knew right away it was the work of a master, perhaps one of Monet’s.”
“I’m impressed.” Brehmer came and stood next to her. “Most people wouldn’t notice it, but there are a couple of flaws.” He laughed. “Some of the so-called experts don’t believe Monet made mistakes, but those of us who have studied him realize that he went through some difficult times, times that often affected his work. No one is perfect.”
Carmen frowned. “Where are the flaws?”
Brehmer pointed a wrinkled finger at two places on the canvas. “The light is hitting the trees from the wrong angle here and here.”
Carmen nodded. He was correct, although the sliver of lighter color was so small that it was hard to call it a definitive mistake.
Brehmer turned toward her with a frown. “I’m confused. You’re an electrical engineer, but you studied art history?”
The question hit Carmen like a punch in the gut. She had inserted a piece of her own past into the life of Victoria Lind. She needed to recover quickly. Fortunately, Lind had led a pretty secretive life for a millennial. When the Delphi team had debriefed her, they learned she had almost no online footprint. That being said, Carmen doubted Brehmer knew what courses Lind took in college. Even so, she needed to be careful with her answers. It was clear the man had a sharp mind.
“Art appreciation has always been one of my great sources of pleasure, but it can’t pay the bills,” she said. “I’m good at math and science, which is what led me into my current field.”
Before Brehmer could respond, the tall man from the train stepped forward. Carmen hadn’t noticed it before, but he was carrying an ornate silver tray. On top was an open bottle of red wine and two glasses. After setting the tray on the table, he poured wine into each glass.
“Thank you, Khaan,” Brehmer said when he was finished. “That will be all for now.”
As Khaan turned to leave, he gave Carmen a quick glance. Does he recognize me? She pushed the thought aside. If he had seen her in the closet, he would have taken action of some kind. The look he had just given her was likely meant to convey intimidation.
After Khaan walked off, Brehmer picked up a glass and offered it to Carmen.
She held up a hand. “No, I really—”
“Please, I insist. It’s one of the best in my collection.”
Carmen loved a quality red, and one glass couldn’t hurt. “Well, how can I refuse the best?”
After taking a glass of his own, Brehmer took a seat in one of the chairs in front of the fireplace. Carmen sat down across from him.
“So how was your trip?” he asked.
Carmen took a sip of wine before answering. “Longer than I thought it would be.”
He frowned. “I’m sorry?”
“I thought we were supposed to take care of everything on the train. It was your idea, after all.”
“I apologize for any inconvenience,” Brehmer said after taking a sip of his own. “But I thought it best to deliver the request myself.”
“You don’t do trains?”
Brehmer stared at her for a moment as though trying to determine if she was taking a shot at him. If he was angry, he did a good job of suppressing it. “I have no problem traveling in public, even by train. I had originally asked my men to make the request, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that would be rude. I’m the one who should convey our offer, and I wanted to do it face-to-face.”
“As long as we can work something out, I don’t mind spending an extra night in Europe.” She waved a hand, indicating her surroundings. “Especially not when I get to stay in a place like this.”
“My ex-wife thought it a bit cold, but I like it here. It’s away from the prying eyes of the public. It’s also the place where I do my best thinking.”
“So tell me about Pallas Industries,” Carmen said.
Brehmer smiled. “I see someone has already done her homework.”
Carmen nodded. “I believe it’s a biophysics company?”
“Yes, we are. As you may know, biophysics covers a wide spectrum of industries. Bioengineering, nanotechnology, molecular biology, biochemistry… the list is almost endless.”
“And what is your specialty?”
“Bioengineering. As an engineer yourself, I assume you probably know a little bit about our field.”
“A little bit but not much. Tell me more.”
“I won’t put you to sleep with a long discourse, but as the name suggests, firms like ours merge the fields of biology and engineering, much in the same way a chemical engineer merges the fields of chemistry and engineering.” Brehmer took another sip of wine before continuing. “In other words, we apply the principles of engineering to biology and health care. In doing so, we produce technology that can be useful to humankind.”
“When I think of bioengineering, I think of prosthetics,” Carmen said.
“It’s a perfect example of the kind of technology the industry has produced. But I must say that our work at Pallas is much different. We’re more focused on genetics.”
At that point, Carmen wanted to get down to brass tacks. “I have to admit I’m confused. Nothing we do at the agency relates to your work. As you can see, I’m barely able to even discuss the topic intelligently.”
“As my representative told you, we didn’t bring you here to discuss your work for the government,” Brehmer said. “In fact, we’d never ask you to do something that compromised your morals.”
Carmen frowned. “Then why am I here?”
Brehmer leaned forward. “We’re here because we’re trying to find your uncle. And we’re willing to make you a very rich woman if you help us.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

AFTER A LATE dinner with Jonas Brehmer, Carmen returned to her room. Leaving the light off, she crossed to one of the windows and parted the curtain with a finger. Even at night, the mountain silhouettes were stunning. But despite the beauty of her surroundings, her thoughts soon transitioned to Brehmer’s offer. He said they would pay her fifty thousand dollars in exchange for the phone number and location of Victoria Lind’s uncle, Dr. Noah Lind.
According to Brehmer, they needed Lind’s expertise to complete a project that would be of great benefit to humankind. When Carmen pressed him for more information, Brehmer said it involved a specialized form of genetic engineering that would enhance a human being’s ability to recover from injury. When she tried to learn more, he resisted, saying that the process involved valuable corporate secrets he could not and would not divulge.
Carmen figured the request for Lind’s phone number was a ruse meant to imply they simply wanted to open up a line of communication. They had no intention of calling him. They might first try to bribe him into cooperation, but if that didn’t work, they wouldn’t hesitate to force his cooperation. Carmen also realized that meant something else: if she didn’t comply, then she would receive similar treatment.
Carmen needed to check in with Ross to bring him up to date, but reaching out from Brehmer’s estate was a move fraught with risk. They had taken her phone — a standard procedure to prevent the theft of information, she was told — which left her with only one remaining option: the compact. It used an encrypted line, but if someone were monitoring the room for signals, she’d surely be caught. In the end, she had no choice. She needed to contact Ross. Not just to determine an action plan but also to let him know she was fine.
She walked to the bed and unzipped her bag. After opening it, she immediately realized some of the items were not in the same place as before. Someone had gone through her things while she was away. It wasn’t a surprise, but it confirmed Brehmer couldn’t be trusted.
Digging around, she found her toiletries bag and opened it. The compact was still there. Before using it, she opened the door and peered out. The hallway was empty. She heard voices and laughter in the distance, but there was no one close by. Perhaps that meant Brehmer and his people trusted her, at least for now.
After closing the door, Carmen opened the compact and powered it up. Seconds later, two disturbing words appeared on the screen: NO SIGNAL. She frowned. That wasn’t possible. Cell coverage might be unavailable in a rural area, but Delphi’s devices had satellite communication capability. The building must have some sort of signal blocker.
Remembering something she had seen before, she returned to the window and drew the curtains back. Just outside was the railing of a French balcony. It was meant solely for decoration, but this one had enough room to stand, albeit uncomfortably. Some signal blockers worked only within structures, which meant she might be able to communicate if she could get outside.
Opening the window, Carmen eased her legs over the sill and onto the ledge. There was only about a foot of space, which meant she had to turn her feet at an angle to fit. Two massive fir trees stood just yards away. Perfect. Their thick foliage would make it difficult for her to be seen unless someone were standing directly underneath her.
Once situated, Carmen looked at the screen. The signal was working. Tapping the menu, she sent a prompt to Dr. Alexander Ross. The device had the ability to videoconference, Delphi’s version of Skype.
Seconds later, the face of a man with salt-and-pepper hair and wire-rimmed glasses appeared. His countenance suggested he wasn’t happy. “Where the hell are you?”
Carmen knew they wouldn’t be happy about her decision to go off the grid, but she also hadn’t expected the fiery question to come so quickly.
“I’m fine, thanks for asking. Look, I know you’re probably not happy about—”
“Probably not happy that one of my senior operatives decided to go off the grid without telling me?”
“Actually, I did let you know what I was doing, and everything is going according to plan.”
“What plan? You’ve left us completely in the dark.”
“Ross, I had no choice but to accept their offer to meet with the man in person. If I had turned it down, I could have walked safely off the train, but the operation would be over. Instead, I’ve already been able to gather a few tidbits of information about Brehmer and his company.”
“Where are you?” he asked.
“Outside a little town called Aranno.”
“Aranno? Where is that? You’re supposed to be in Lugano.”
“It’s northwest of Lugano. I just turned on my GPS, so you should be able to pinpoint my location.”
Ross turned to someone off-screen. “Let me know when you’ve got her.”
“Roger that,” someone said in the background.
“Brett is here in my office. He’s working on it now.”
“Tell him to hurry. I only have a couple of minutes.”
“That being the case, let’s get down to business,” Ross said. “What does this Brehmer want from Victoria Lind?”
“It’s not what we expected,” Carmen replied. “They’re trying to find her uncle, a man named Dr. Noah Lind.”
“Her uncle?” Ross’s eyes narrowed. “So this doesn’t have anything to do with Victoria’s work at the NSA?”
“Not unless they’re bluffing, and at this point, they would have no reason to. It seems as though Victoria Lind’s employment with the NSA is just a coincidence.”
“Why are they looking for him? Ross asked.
“They need his help with a research project. He didn’t say precisely what it was, but it’s somehow related to genetic engineering.”
“So why not just call him?”
“Apparently, he’s gone off the grid.”
Carmen spent the next couple of minutes giving him the details of her conversation with Brehmer.
“So they’re going to pay you fifty thousand dollars for one man’s address?” Ross asked after she finished.
“They said they wanted his phone number as well, but I think that was just a ruse.”
Ross nodded. “The whole thing sounds like trouble. If this Noah Lind is in hiding, then there may be other things in play we don’t know about.”
“That crossed my mind too.”
“Hang on for a minute. Let me get Victoria Lind on the line.” He lifted a phone to his ear. A few seconds later, he said, “Miss Lind, this is Alexander Ross. I’m talking to our field operative Carmen Petrosino. Can I place you on speaker? Thanks.” He set the phone down then asked, “Can you hear me?”
“Yes, loud and clear,” Victoria replied.
“Carmen, can you hear her?”
“Yes, I can,” Carmen answered.
“Unfortunately, we’re pressed for time, so I’m going to skip the formalities,” Ross said. “Victoria, this whole thing has taken a very strange turn. If you’ll remember, we’ve been running on the assumption that this organization is looking for some piece of information you have access to through your work at the NSA.”
“Correct,” Victoria said.
“Well, they say they’re not looking for national secrets. They reached out to you because they’re trying to locate someone in your family.”
There was a long pause before Victoria answered. “Okay, now I’m really confused. I have an extremely small family. Who are they looking for?”
“They’re looking for your uncle, a man named Noah Lind.”
There was a long pause.
“Victoria, did you hear me?” Ross asked.
“They’re looking for Uncle Noah?”
“Yes,” Carmen said. “Is something wrong?”
“A while back, he retired and moved away. But he didn’t just move away. He cut himself off from his previous life. He never gave us a reason why. I assumed it was simply a matter of privacy because he’s always been extremely introverted. But even so, taking it to that extreme always struck me as odd. Now it makes me wonder if it was to get away from someone or something.” There was a short pause. “Do you know what they want from him?”
“They said they’re working on a project, and they need his help,” Carmen said. “It’s related to genetic engineering, but I don’t know anything else about it.”
“He’s a biophysicist, so that makes sense.”
“Do you know if he was working on something that might be of value to a third party?” Ross asked.
“I have no idea. I know he was a professor of biophysics at MIT before going into the private sector.”
“You said he was in hiding,” Carmen said. “Can you reach out to him?”
“I can try. I have a number, but he changes it every few months.”
“Does anyone in your family have a sure way of contacting him?”
“My dad’s family is really small. He had two brothers, Noah and Mark. My dad and Uncle Mark died in a small plane crash five years ago. My dad flew in his spare time. Anyway, when they died, that only left Uncle Noah and my cousin…”
There was a long pause.
Ross frowned. “Miss Lind?”
“Yes, sorry. I… I just remembered something about my cousin Devon. I left him a message a few days ago and haven’t heard back from him. It’s not like him to not return calls.”
“Have you tried his office?” Ross asked.
“He’s self-employed. The only way I have of contacting him is by cell phone.”
Carmen felt a pinch in her gut. If it was unlike him not to call back, then that wasn’t a good sign.
“Call the Nashville police right away,” Ross said. “If they can’t help you, let me know, and I’ll pull some strings to get someone over to his house.”
Aware of the time, Carmen tried to move things along. “Victoria, so you know where your uncle lives?”
“Yes, he lives in Israel. Tel Aviv.”
“Where specifically in Tel Aviv?” Ross asked. “We need an address. He’s going to need protection right away.”
“He lives on Rembrandt Street. That’s always been easy for me to remember. I don’t have the number with me, but I can get it for you when I get home.”
“Get us everything you have on him. Carmen, once we have that, I’ll send you further instructions later tonight.”
Carmen was about to ask Victoria another question when she heard a sharp rap on her door. She froze at the sound. The timing concerned her. Why would someone come to her room at this precise moment?
“Carmen?” Ross asked.
“Yes, I’m here. Look, I have to run. Did Brett find my GPS signal?”
Brett spoke in the background. “Yes, we have it.”
There was another knock at the door, this one louder.
“Let us know if—”
Carmen powered off the compact before Ross could finish. Stepping back into the room, she asked, “Yes, what do you want?”
“I’ve brought you some towels,” a man said.
Carmen frowned. “I already have towels.”
“We thought you might want some more.”
It was clearly just an excuse to come to her door, but Carmen played along. “Leave them at the door. I’ll get them in a minute. I’m not dressed.”
Carmen listened but didn’t hear any footsteps. She guessed he was going to wait until she came out.
Her heart thumping, she returned to the window and looked outside. To her left, three dark figures were moving down the side of the building. She cursed under her breath. It was possible that opening the window had triggered some alarm. Did they see me talking outside? She didn’t think so, but something had drawn their attention.
She clenched her jaw. The situation had taken a dangerous turn for the worse. It might be the last time she could communicate with the outside world.
From this point forward, she had to assume she was on her own.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tel Aviv, Israel
AFTER PACKING THE first piece of luggage, Dr. Noah Lind looked at the time on his phone. 8:39. A car was coming to pick him up at noon, so he still had plenty of time to get ready. He had two more bags to pack, but first, he needed to get something in his stomach because there was no telling when he would be able to eat again.
Lind zipped up the suitcase then went to the kitchen and removed a carton of eggs and a few slices of cheese from the fridge. As he set the items on the table, his thoughts shifted to the call he had received from the CIA the night before. He was surprised and alarmed at how easily they had discovered his landline number. No one knew that. His rent and all of his utilities were paid by a limited liability company that was part of a larger web of companies he had organized to maintain his privacy. The CIA had their ways, he guessed. If the government wanted to find you, they could find you.
But even more surprising was the purpose of their call. The CIA claimed a mysterious organization had approached his niece Victoria. At first, they assumed the group wanted some national secret, but instead, they were looking for him. The news had rattled Noah deeply. Any number of organizations wanted the information he possessed, and many of those groups would do anything to get it. That was one of the reasons he had gone into hiding.
Noah placed a cast iron skillet and a nonstick pan on the stove and turned the heat on high. After giving it a minute or so to warm up, he tossed a lump of butter into the pan and four pieces of bacon into the skillet. He then scrambled three eggs in a bowl while adding a touch of salt and pepper. Protein wasn’t very filling, and he would probably be hungry again in a few hours, but it would have to do. He had thought about going to a local bagel shop to grab something quick but decided against it after remembering the CIA agent’s warning to stay off the streets. He had already taken a risk by going out to purchase a new burner phone, and he didn’t need to press his luck by going out again.
As Noah poured the beaten eggs into the pan, he wondered what specifically the group was looking for. The agent who called was no help. He said they didn’t know what the group was after. He guessed it was one of the secret projects Noah had worked on while at Fischer Genetics. The technology used in those projects was controversial because — like many bioengineering initiatives — it had a dark side. In fact, Noah had retired partly because he was uncomfortable being involved with something that had the potential to do so much harm. The executives at Fischer weren’t happy with his decision, and from what he had heard, they had been unable to perfect the technology in his absence. Subtle threats had been made, which in turn led to his decision to move out of the country and out of the public eye.
Had representatives of Fischer contacted Victoria? He doubted it. That would be too obvious. Yes, they had hinted at repercussions, but the company’s leadership would never try to hunt him down. Besides, there were a number of genetics firms across the globe involved in the same work. He was just thankful that Victoria was safe.
After cooking the bacon and eggs, Noah slid them onto a plate and poured a glass of orange juice. He sat down at the table, but before starting on the food, he picked up the new burner phone he had just purchased the night before. He needed to call his niece to make sure she was okay, even if it was shortly after one o’clock in the morning in the States.
She picked up after several rings, and as expected, her voice was groggy. “Hello.”
“Hey, sweetie.”
“Uncle Noah, it’s so good to hear your voice.”
“And it’s good to hear yours as well. Victoria, I… I heard from a man who works for the government last night.”
“Yes, they told me they were going to call. Did they take you somewhere safe?”
“Not yet. They’re coming to get me in a few hours.”
“A few hours?” There was concern in her voice. “Why didn’t they pick you up last night?”
“Apparently, all of their field agents — or whatever you call them — were tied up in Syria. They had sort of an all-hands-on-deck situation in Damascus. Anyway, two of them are coming back to Israel today to pick me up. They’re going to take me to a safe house in Cyprus until all of this blows over.” He laughed. “I feel like I’m in one of those Bourne movies your dad and I used to watch.”
“You sure you’re okay? Has anyone tried to contact you?”
“Of course not. No one knows where I’m at. That, I promise you.”
Noah did feel safe, although something had bothered him about the conversation with the CIA officer the night before. As they spoke, he remembered hearing some odd clicks on the line. It was as though the call was being monitored. When Noah had asked about it, the officer said the agency did monitor and record all calls. That was reassuring, but at the same time, Noah thought the whole thing was rather odd.
“I don’t mean to worry you, but there is something else I need to tell you,” Victoria said.
Noah frowned. “What is it?”
“I can’t reach Devon. I left him a message about a week ago. He never called me back, so I tried a few more times without any luck.” There was a short pause. “That’s so unlike him.”
“Heavens,” Noah muttered. “Do you think…?”
Victoria seemed to understand what he was asking. “I don’t know. I hope not, but it seems too strange to be a coincidence.”
Noah felt a pinch of concern in the pit of his stomach. “Someone needs to go check his house.”
“The Nashville police are going by there today.”
“Let me know what you find out.”
Another concern entered Noah’s thoughts. “Where are you?”
“I’m at work.”
“No, I mean, where are you living?”
“I’m still in my condo. Why?”
“If they somehow found Devon, then—”
“Uncle Noah, don’t worry. First of all, the person they think is me is with them now. And even if they figure that out, they still won’t be able to find me. If they could, then they would have already picked me up. They contacted me the only way they could, through my work email.”
“How did they get that? None of this makes sense.”
“Actually, it sort of does make sense. All of our email addresses have the same structure. In other words, if you know my first initial and my last name, then you can piece it together.”
Noah shook his head. “I still don’t see—”
“Uncle Noah, I’m going to be fine.”
“I hope so.” Noah remembered he still had two bags to pack. “Well, sorry, but I have to run.”
“That’s fine. I understand. I’m so glad you called. Promise me you’ll call me again when you get to Cyprus.”
“I will, assuming they’ll let me.”
“I love you, Uncle Noah.”
“I love you too. Talk soon.”
Noah ended the call then removed the battery. It had been so good to know that Victoria was safe. And even though he was still concerned about her safety, he had to admit she was right: if they did know how to find her, they already would have.
He also felt good about himself. In a few hours, he would be safely under the protection of the US government.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Lugano
A TRAY OF food was delivered to Carmen’s room about twenty minutes after she woke up. She had been told she would eat alone because Jonas Brehmer didn’t normally take breakfast. Apparently, his morning routine consisted of a protein bar and two cups of coffee followed by a brisk jog around the estate. Carmen had briefly considered skipping breakfast herself but eventually accepted the offer in order to get something in her stomach. She had a big day ahead, and if all went according to plan, she might not eat again until that night.
The large tray was filled with four Weisswurst sausages, three eggs cooked over medium, two English muffins, an assortment of cheeses, and a glass of orange juice. It was a breakfast typical in parts of Germany and Switzerland. After finishing the meal, Carmen walked to the bathroom and turned on the faucet. She let it run for a minute or so, then once it was warm enough, she cupped her hands and splashed the water over her face. The soothing warmth invigorated her skin. It felt so good that she repeated it several times before finally grabbing a towel and drying off.
As Carmen brushed her teeth, she thought back over her conversation the night before. When Brehmer had asked for Dr. Noah Lind’s location, Carmen had panicked. The request had been totally unexpected, and it left her in the precarious position of having to talk about a person she knew nothing about. She did know who he was — as part of her due diligence, she had memorized the names of all Victoria’s close relatives — but she had no biographical information whatsoever. Fortunately, the discussion had ended quickly. Carmen had asked if she could sleep on the offer, and Brehmer was quick to grant her request.
Ross had promised to send her further instructions overnight, so Carmen had risen at four to turn on her device. She had chosen that early hour to avoid detection. She figured that most of Brehmer’s security team were probably asleep, and those who were awake probably weren’t monitoring things as closely. At least that was what she hoped. She acted quickly, opening the window and extending the device far enough out to get a signal. Once the message was received, she quickly downloaded it to the device’s hard drive and turned it off. The window had been open for less than a minute.
The message from Ross was longer than she had expected. He instructed her to accept Brehmer’s offer of cash in exchange for Noah Lind’s location. Ross then provided Carmen with two things: an address for Noah Lind and a bank account number. The account number linked to an account at a federal government credit union in the US. Because of their relationship with US intelligence agencies, Delphi was allowed to set up dummy accounts there.
The address Ross had given Carmen was actually that of a CIA safe house located just around the corner from Lind’s actual home. They decided to do that in case Brehmer already knew Lind’s approximate location. The plan was to wait for Brehmer’s men to enter, at which point they would be taken into custody. They would then be taken to a black site where they would be interrogated about Brehmer’s operation.
Once Carmen gave Brehmer the information, she would ask for the money to be wired to the fake account. She would then ask to be driven back to Lugano, where Zane would pick her up. Ross said Zane and two other operatives were currently watching Brehmer’s estate just in case things went south, but once they confirmed she was on her way to Lugano, they would depart and pick her up.
The plan seemed sound, yet Carmen felt a twinge of concern. What if Brehmer made her remain at the estate until Lind’s whereabouts were confirmed? That would be an unmitigated disaster. Zane and the extraction team had the estate under surveillance, so help was less than a mile away, but how was she supposed to communicate that she was in trouble? If the worst-case scenario unfolded, her only option would be to flee and hope Zane and the others could pick her up before she was caught.
Carmen sorted through a few ways she might escape then pushed all such thoughts aside. Despite her concerns, Ross had developed a sound plan, at least in theory. She needed to let it play out.
Carmen had just stepped out of the bathroom when she heard a tap at the door. Someone had come to escort her downstairs.
“Be right there,” she said.
Before leaving, Carmen memorized the fake address in Tel Aviv then deleted all information on the compact. But instead of putting it away, she slid it into her bra. If things fell apart, she needed to have the ability to communicate with the outside world.
After whispering a quick prayer, she opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. To her surprise, the giant Khaan was standing there. It was the first time the two of them had been alone together. She hoped it wasn’t significant that he had been sent to pick her up.
Khaan motioned for her to follow him. Carmen was beginning to wonder if the man even knew how to speak.
As they traveled down the hall, Carmen noticed that Khaan would occasionally look back at her, the hint of a smirk playing on his face. The look gave her a chill. Does he know something I don’t?
After going down a stairwell to the second floor, Khaan led her down a corridor and into the library,
Brehmer had been facing the fire but turned as she entered. “Ah, Miss Lind. Good morning.”
“Good morning.”
He came toward her then gestured toward a chair at the end of a table in the center of the room. “Please, have a seat.”
“Thank you.”
In an act that seemed to conflict with his earlier behavior, Khaan pulled the chair out for her then helped guide it closer to the table when she sat down. Carmen waited for him to walk off, but he remained in place.
“I trust you enjoyed breakfast.”
“It was fabulous. I’m a huge fan of Weisswurst.”
“I’m so glad to hear that. I didn’t even know most Americans knew what it was. Have you traveled to Germany or Switzerland before?”
His emphasis on the word Americans seemed odd. Did he suspect she wasn’t who she said she was? She had tried to hide her Italian accent, but perhaps something had slipped out.
“I work for the NSA, so without going into detail, let’s just say I’ve traveled quite a bit in my time.”
“I see.”
Carmen decided to change the subject. “How was your run?”
“Wonderful, as always. Most people are forced to run in gyms with sweaty people who smell bad. Me?” He swept his hand toward one of the windows. “I get to run in one of the most beautiful places on earth.”
“I could get used to that.”
“It never gets old, as they say. I’m a blessed man, Victoria.”
Carmen’s stomach tightened. Something about Brehmer’s demeanor bothered her. She hoped it was just her imagination. For the time being, she needed to press on with the plan. If Brehmer was suspicious, it would eventually come to light.
“I want to thank you for giving me a night to sort things out. It was a difficult decision, but you seem like a man I can trust not to bring my uncle any harm.” She held his gaze for a moment. “I’d like to take you up on your offer.”
Brehmer smiled, but she couldn’t tell whether it meant he was pleased or not.
“While I appreciate your trust, I’m afraid the offer is no longer on the table.”
Carmen frowned. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. You said you wanted to make contact with Uncle Noah, and I’m telling you I can give you the information you’re looking for. We had a deal.”
“Well, that’s just it.” Brehmer leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “We don’t need your help anymore.”
As Carmen considered her response, there was a shuffling sound behind her. Khaan. Before she could react, he grabbed each of her arms. She tried to struggle free, but the man’s grip was too powerful. It was then Carmen noticed something about Khaan’s right hand — it wasn’t a human hand. It was prosthetic.
“I don’t like being played for a fool,” Brehmer said. “Did you really think you could outwit me?”
Carmen was about to speak when she heard someone else coming up behind her. A bag was pulled down over her head, and she felt a sharp sting on the side of her arm.
Seconds later, coldness swept over her body.
She opened her mouth to speak, but the words never came out.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Tel Aviv
AFTER FINISHING BREAKFAST, Noah Lind sat back in his chair and thought over the latest developments. While it had been good to hear from Victoria, he was deeply concerned about Devon. His nephew’s disappearance wasn’t a coincidence, not in light of everything else that was going on. He almost certainly had been taken against his will.
As he took a sip of coffee, one question kept coming back. Who’s behind it all? Even though he didn’t know who they were, he knew what they were probably after — information on a specialized genetic engineering tool known as CRISPR. The acronym referred to specialized strands of DNA that scientists used to cut, or edit, other strands of DNA. The cutting process led some to refer to the specialized strands as molecular scissors. Over time, a number of practical applications were developed in relation to CRISPR, applications that included fighting disease, protecting plants, and producing food.
Dr. Noah Lind was the world’s foremost authority on CRISPR technology, and there were techniques that only he had perfected. His research was on the cutting edge, particularly in the realm of human application.
But there was a downside to his knowledge. Noah’s expertise made him a target of countless research organizations, particularly those whose goals were illegal or questionable. The perpetrators could be connected to a foreign government or a private organization. If it was a governmental entity, then a few players came to mind. The sophistication shown in finding Victoria suggested a larger nation was involved, or at least one with a well-funded team of hackers. China was notorious for stealing technology, but nations like Russia and North Korea couldn’t be ruled out either.
In terms of private organizations, there were too many to count. Noah knew of many companies that were on the cutting edge of gene editing. Most had no difficulty in carrying out the basics of the process, but there were always problems that required knowledge only Noah had.
The group looking for him had probably gotten close to a successful breakthrough only to run up against some insurmountable challenge. Given enough time, they could probably discover their own solution, but with a global race to apply CRISPR technology in lucrative ways, some companies might not want to wait. It would be much cheaper to find and bring in the man who already had the answers or could at least come up with one quickly.
After taking a final sip of coffee, Noah stood and took his plate to the sink. As he rinsed it off, he heard a sharp rap at his front door. Frowning, he looked at the time on his stove’s clock—10:03. It was too early for the agents to be there. He sometimes had goods delivered, but they almost always came in the afternoon.
He went to the front door and peered through the peephole. A man in a suit stood on the covered porch, his head turned in the other direction. Satisfied it was one of the agents, Noah unlocked the dead bolt and opened the door. The man turned at the sound. He had close-cropped dark hair, a chiseled jaw, and a five-o’clock shadow. His eyes were covered by aviator sunglasses. Straight out of central casting. He could have been pulled right off the set of an espionage film.
“Dr. Lind?” the man asked.
Noah nodded.
“I’m Agent Richards. I’m your ride this morning.”
Noah stepped out onto the porch. “You’re early.”
“I was pulled off of an operation in Haifa. Your safety is our top priority right now.”
Noah looked past the gated courtyard. A shiny black SUV was parked along the street. No one else was inside. “I was also told there would be two of you.”
“As I said, I’m the plan B.” The man pulled a phone from his suit coat. “If you’d like to talk to—”
Noah held up a hand. “That won’t be necessary. I just don’t like to get conflicting information.”
“Well, you’re in good hands now.” Richards looked at his watch. “Dr. Lind, if you don’t mind, we need to get moving. We have reason to believe your phone was compromised.”
Noah remembered the strange clicks he had heard the night before. He had thought it was the CIA monitoring its own call, but they were saying it might have been someone else.
“I understand. Just give me fifteen minutes to pack my other two—”
“There isn’t time. We need to go now. Once you’re safely out of the area, we’ll send in a team to get the rest of your things.”
Noah nodded reluctantly. He had already packed the essentials, so it wouldn’t be a big deal if he had to wait a day or two for the rest. “Let me get my bag.”
As Noah stepped inside, the agent remained on the porch, his eyes scanning the street. Noah felt his palms get sweaty as he walked to his bedroom. If the danger was that close, could one agent really protect him? The more he thought about it, the more pleased he was that they were leaving.
After retrieving his bag, Noah followed the agent out to the SUV. As they exited from the courtyard, he looked in both directions. There was a lot of traffic, and Noah half expected to see several cars screeching in from both directions.
“Do you have any electronic devices?” Richards asked when they arrived at the curb.
“Just my phone.”
“Put it in your bag.”
“I wanted to keep it with me.”
“You can’t. It can be traced. Anything with a signal needs to go in the protected compartment.”
He was right. They needed to do everything by the book. Nodding, Noah placed the phone in an outer pocket of the luggage. Richards then placed the piece inside a black metal compartment in the rear of the vehicle.
“I take it we’re headed straight to the airport?” Noah asked after Richards closed the hatch.
“That’s right.”
Richards motioned for Noah to get into the back seat. After climbing in, Noah noticed the SUV had been modified with a half wall that separated the front and back seats.
After sliding into the driver’s seat, Richards looked back. “Sorry, I need some privacy.”
He pressed a button on the center console, and a pane of glass rose out of the half wall. Once it was all the way up, Noah watched as Richards used a Bluetooth screen on the console to dial a number. A moment later, Noah saw the man’s lips moving, but he couldn’t hear what was being said. He was probably checking in with his boss.
After a short conversation, Richards started the vehicle and pulled away from the curb. He drove to the end of Rembrandt Street and turned right on Arlozorov. Noah sat back in his seat and tried to relax. He was safe. Depending on traffic, it would probably take forty-five minutes to an hour to get to Ben Gurion. Once there, he would be flown to Cyprus. The island state was situated in the eastern Mediterranean, which meant it would be a relatively short flight. Noah guessed he would be delivered to the safe house before dark, at which point he would request a conversation with the FBI. They needed to be involved in the search for Devon.
The first moment of concern came when they reached the intersection with Highway 2, also known as Mordechai Namir Road. Instead of turning south on the highway, Richards turned north. That made no sense because Ben Gurion was in the opposite direction. Noah knew the city well, and there was no alternate route that started by going north. Perhaps the agent was purposely taking a circuitous route to avoid detection. It was also possible he wasn’t familiar with Tel Aviv.
Leaning forward, Noah tapped the glass. The agent didn’t react. Can he not hear the sound, or is he just ignoring it? Noah rapped again, this time more loudly. Even if the glass was soundproof, there was no way Richards couldn’t hear it.
A chill ran down Noah’s spine. Nothing about the last fifteen minutes matched the CIA’s plan. Not only had the agent arrived two hours early, but he had also come alone. Then there was Richards’s insistence that Noah give up his phone.
His heart pounding, Noah balled his fists and pounded on the glass.
A few seconds later, the agent turned and met Noah’s gaze in the rearview mirror.
Smiling, he lifted a finger to his lips.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Outside Lugano, Switzerland
ZANE LED THE three-man team up the forested slope at just after four in the afternoon. Ideally, he would have preferred to move in under the cover of darkness, which would allow them to use night vision and thermal-imaging equipment. That setup always gave them an advantage over private security teams. Unfortunately, waiting wasn’t an option, and that was because Carmen was in a precarious position. She had not confirmed an acceptance of the offer for giving Noah Lind’s location, nor had any money been wired into the fake checking account. Something had gone wrong, and that required an immediate response.
Walking to Zane’s right was his second-in-command, James “Bull” Pratt, a tall, lanky former US Army Ranger who was born and raised in Valdosta, Georgia. Pratt was known for his thick Georgia accent, his outgoing personality, and his seemingly endless supply of Southern colloquialisms. The nickname Bull came from Pratt’s aggressive style in the field. He had a penchant for charging into danger with little regard for consequences. Many were critical of his bull-like style, but Zane always defended the former US Army Ranger by pointing to his success rate in the field, something that was the result of the man’s keen instincts. But even though he defended Pratt, there were also times where Zane had to rein him in.
The other Delphi operative was Doug Mortensen. An unlit White Owl cigar with a plastic tip dangled from his mouth. It was his trademark, and his fellow operatives often joked that there were only three times it came out of his mouth: when he was eating, drinking, or kissing his girlfriend. An American of Danish descent, Mortensen was the opposite of Pratt — he was quiet and cerebral with a dry sense of humor. He stood just over six feet tall, and his body looked like it had been chiseled out of rock. After a short stint in the US Army, Mortensen had obtained a four-year degree in chemistry. But firearms were always his first love, and instead of finding a job in private industry, he had gone on the professional shooters’ tour. Zane could count on one hand the number of people who could fire a pistol or rifle as well or better than himself — Mortensen was one of them.
Their ascent was slow and methodical. They had already run into several trip wires, which needed to be negotiated carefully. While he was pleased that they had managed to detect all of the security mechanisms thus far, Zane was still concerned about the possibility of trail cameras. Those were almost impossible to spot if they were hidden properly.
Brehmer’s compound was located on a mountaintop plateau, one that was well suited to keep out those who might want to approach without permission. Based on their brief research the night before, Zane had determined that there was only one route in, and that was from the south. The north, east, and west were virtually impossible to navigate without climbing equipment.
Once they reached the rim overlooking the plateau, the team would perform a detailed analysis of all the buildings and the grounds. They would go in at dusk to bring Carmen out. The only thing that would cause them to back off would be a message from Carmen telling them to stand down. Even then, Zane wasn’t sure he would hold back.
An elbow poking into his arm pulled Zane out of his thoughts.
“Look.” Mortensen pointed ahead.
Zane saw Pratt standing about fifty yards up the slope. As they neared the mountaintop, the tall Southerner had gone ahead to scout. As Zane watched, Pratt held a finger to his lips, indicating they should approach in silence.
When they arrived at the top, Pratt whispered, “Follow me.”
After the two fell in behind him, Pratt led them along a narrow animal trail. A half minute later, the trees thinned out to reveal a large rock ledge. Before stepping out onto the ledge, Pratt dropped onto his belly and gestured for them to do the same. Once they were prone, Pratt led them across the rocky surface to the edge. After wiggling into place, Zane looked down the slope. In the distance was the plateau they had noted on satellite maps. Brehmer’s estate occupied a large clear-cut area at the center of the plateau. It was only about a half mile away, which meant they could approach with ease once darkness fell.
Zane studied the layout. A massive mansion was surrounded by several other buildings.
Pratt made a little noise to get their attention then pointed at a spot about midway down the slope. There was a small clearing in the trees, but Zane couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.
“What?” Mortensen asked after removing his unlit cigar.
“In the trees… on the far side of that clearing.”
“I see them now,” Mortensen whispered.
Zane looked again and saw what they were referring to. In the shadows of the trees, he saw the faint red glow of a cigarette. He pulled out a pair of binoculars and trained them on the spot. Two men dressed in black were facing one another. Both leaned back on trunks as they talked and smoked.
“Their crack security team is taking a smoke break,” Pratt whispered.
Mortensen smiled. “At least they’re under the trees.”
Pratt pointed. “Must have been a short one. They’re moving out.”
The two emerged from the trees and crossed the open space. The man on the left carried a matte black semi-automatic rifle. From this distance, it looked like an AR-15 or HK 416. A pistol was tucked into his side holster.
“They may not be professionals, but they are well armed,” Zane said as the men disappeared into the trees on the other side of the clearing.
“Let’s just hope there aren’t any others out there watching us,” Mortensen said.
“We’re on higher ground,” Pratt answered. “As long as we keep a low profile, I think we’re fine. Something tells me they don’t come up here.”
Mortensen looked at Zane. “Any word from CP?” he asked, using Carmen’s initials.
Zane pulled out his phone and looked at the screen. The only message was from Ross, letting them know that a deposit still hadn’t been made to the checking account.
“Nothing.” Zane slid the phone into his pocket.
“Not good,” Pratt said.
Although Zane didn’t like to think about it, he knew Pratt was right. It was obvious something had gone horribly wrong. The money hadn’t been deposited into the account, nor had Carmen been in touch. Zane supposed she might still be negotiating, but his gut told him that was wishful thinking. Somehow, she had been exposed.
Mortensen looked at Zane. “What now?”
“We wait until dusk, then we go in just as we planned.”
Pratt grunted something under his breath.
“Is there a problem?” Zane asked.
“In my opinion, yes,” Pratt replied. “At this point, I think it’s safe to assume CP’s in big trouble.”
“As I said, we’re going in,” Zane said.
“But why wait until dusk?” Pratt asked. “If she’s been exposed, then they’re going to want to know who she is, which also means they’re going to do whatever it takes to get that information.”
“I agree one hundred percent. But if we go down while the sun is up, we’re going to be exposed. And if we get into a shootout, then that will put Carmen in even more danger.”
Bull grunted something unintelligible then fell silent.
“Look, Carmen can take care of herself. My guess is they will use the afternoon to obtain as much information as they can. If they know she’s not Victoria Lind, then they would have to assume she’s working for a government agency or some form of law enforcement. My guess is they’ll be reluctant to harm her until they know who she is and who she works for, and I think we can all agree Carmen isn’t going to give them anything helpful.”
While Zane and Pratt debated the merits of Zane’s plan, Mortensen had been scanning the buildings with his binoculars. A half minute later, he said, “Zane’s right. That place is swarming with security personnel. We go in now and I’d say we’d have about a five or ten percent chance of success.”
“If we had bigger numbers, I might be tempted to give it a go,” Zane added.
Zane and Ross had discussed bringing in the Swiss authorities but had quickly dismissed that as a viable option. Right from the start, the ultraconservative Swiss authorities would have acted in a way that would have made matters worse. First, they would have asked Delphi to stand down. They would then have reached out to Brehmer to establish a line of communication. Absent any hard evidence, Brehmer would have denied they were holding anyone. That being said, Ross decided they would contact the Swiss only as a last resort.
“There is one thing we can do,” Zane said. “We can go part of the way down now and set up closer to the buildings. It will save us some time when the sun goes down.”
Pratt nodded. “Copy that.”
“Let’s move out,” Zane said.
Maneuvering on their stomachs, the three squirmed back off the ledge.
“That’s much better.” Mortensen patted his stomach as they stood up under the cover of the trees. “Too much beer over the years.”
Zane was about to make a joke when he saw a flash of light on the valley rim about a hundred yards to their left. He turned his head and squinted. The late afternoon sun had reflected off of something high up in the trees. As he watched, he saw another brief flash. This time, he marked the tree it came from then lifted his binoculars and turned the wheel until the area came into focus. Moments later, a stiff breeze blew several limbs aside, and Zane flinched. There, about fifty feet or more up in the tree, a person was sitting on a limb, facing down into the valley. As the branches fell back into place, Zane lowered his binoculars. Who was it, and why were they watching Brehmer’s estate?
“Ready to go?” Mortensen asked.
“Yes,” Zane said. “Check your weapons then set up your communications gear. I need to check something but will be right back. And make sure you stay out of sight.”
Pratt seemed to sense Zane’s abrupt departure was odd. “Something wrong?”
Zane shook his head. “It’ll only take five minutes.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

ZANE MOVED CAREFULLY along the ridge. The slower pace allowed him to keep the marked tree in view, but it also allowed him to travel without making much noise. If someone could climb that high to conduct surveillance, it meant they had skills. Zane guessed they were former or current military. And if that were the case, they would easily detect a clumsy approach.
As he walked, Zane thought back on the brief glimpse he had gotten of the man. He was dressed in all black. He had dark hair or had been wearing a dark knit hat. He also appeared to be short, perhaps five foot five or six at the most. Zane hadn’t noticed any weapons, but he had to assume the man was armed.
Halfway to the target, Zane decided to take another look to make sure his quarry was still there. The last thing he needed was an unexpected encounter in the woods. He probably held the upper hand, but a gunshot of any kind would be disastrous because it would alert Brehmer’s security team to their presence. Within minutes, the ridge would be swarming with armed men.
Zane slid into the thick, prickly branches of a fir tree. After maneuvering into position, he pushed a limb aside and raised his binoculars. The marked tree was only about fifty yards away. He focused on the spot where the man had been sitting, but from this angle, the foliage was too thick to see anything. Even so, he waited. There was a lot of wind here at the top of the mountain, and some of it was strong enough to move branches. His patience was rewarded a half minute later when a strong gust moved several limbs aside, giving him a quick view of the spot. A black pants leg dangled from the limb. The man was still there.
Stepping out of the fir, Zane continued on, this time even slower than before. The slightest noise could give away his approach.
He was beginning to wonder if he was doing the right thing. They needed to stay focused on the primary mission, which was to bring Carmen to safety. And yet, he didn’t like the fact that someone else might see them go down. If the man was watching Brehmer, Zane also wanted to know who he was.
With the benefit of hindsight, he should have at least told Pratt and Mortensen what he was doing. It wouldn’t hurt to have backup. Then again, he wasn’t going to stay long. He was going to observe the tree climber up close then return to the ledge.
A minute later, Zane neared his destination. He was so close that even the slightest noise could be heard. Zane stopped and looked around for a place to take cover. Just ahead, a large rocky outcrop rose five feet out of the ground. Perfect. He crept forward and crouched behind it. After waiting for several seconds, he slowly rose up for a look. The target tree was only twenty yards away. He let his eyes run up the trunk then froze in surprise. No one was there. The mystery man was gone.
As he considered his next move, Zane heard the slight rustle of leaves somewhere close by. Had the man slipped behind him? Was he about to attack? Zane removed his Glock and slid his finger over the trigger. Moments later, he heard the sound of someone running, but it was at least fifty yards away. Whoever had been in the tree was moving off with speed.
As Zane rose from his hiding place, he heard a distant hum then a hard series of thumps. He knew the sounds well. It was the noise a helicopter made when taking off. At the same time, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Pulling it out, he found a text from Pratt: A chopper is leaving Brehmer’s compound. We need to move out.
Carmen. Maybe she was on board. If so, that was bad news.
As he put his phone away, Zane thought back on the man in the tree — his dark hair, shorter height, and the ability to slip away. Then another image flashed in his thoughts. It was the face of someone he had seen recently. He frowned, stunned by the sudden realization: the man in the tree wasn’t a man at all.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Arlington, Virginia
THE SILVER FORD Focus turned onto Wilson Boulevard and increased speed. Its driver maneuvered the vehicle deftly through the traffic, like someone very familiar with its ebbs and flows. There were times when it looked as though an accident was imminent, but the Focus always seemed to turn aside at just the right moment. After traversing several blocks, it turned right onto a service road that ran behind a shiny, mirrored office tower.
As the vehicle rolled up to the rear entrance, Zane Watson opened the Uber app and entered a very generous twenty-dollar tip. After getting off the chartered flight, he had told the driver he was in a hurry, and the middle-aged Indian man had taken the instructions to heart. It wasn’t clear whether he just relished the challenge or was hoping for a good tip, but whatever the motivation, he managed to cover the distance in record time. Only a police escort would have gotten them there any quicker.
After stepping out, Zane walked down the covered walkway and entered through a revolving glass door. The worldwide headquarters of the Delphi Group occupied the top two floors of the building. The location was conducive to the organization’s symbiotic relationship with the CIA, the FBI, and a few other intelligence agencies. If necessary, Dr. Alexander Ross or other members of the team could be at any of the agency locations in a half hour or less, which was helpful in times of crisis.
Not surprisingly, Delphi’s presence in the building wasn’t noted anywhere on the premises. The directory at the first-floor kiosk didn’t name the penthouse occupant, nor did the building’s website or marketing materials. The Delphi offices were accessed by a private elevator at the rear of the building. The elevator itself could only be found by passing through a door marked Employees Only. That door remained locked at all times, but even if someone was able to get through, they would need a twelve-digit code and to pass an eye scan to open the elevator door. When Delphi had visitors, they were never “buzzed through.” Instead, a staff member would go down and escort them up.
Before heading to the top floor, Zane stopped at the Starbucks in the lobby and ordered a venti coffee with a dash of cream. The meeting that was about to take place could very well last past midnight, and after traveling in from Europe via a chartered flight, he would need a substantial boost of caffeine to stay focused and sharp. In addition to his unparalleled gut instincts, Dr. Alexander Ross always insisted on a deep dive into all material facts. That meant all attendees needed to be prepared to dive in with him.
Coffee in hand, Zane keyed his way past the access door. As he took the private elevator up, he thought back on the events at Brehmer’s estate. Their worst fears had been realized. Carmen had been on board the helicopter that had taken off late that afternoon. Almost everyone there seemed to have evacuated by chopper or by car. After dispatching the only two remaining guards, Zane, Mortensen, and Pratt searched for two hours without finding any sign of Carmen. Just as they were about to end their search, Mortensen discovered a basement floor. After going down, the operatives found something they hadn’t expected: a captive. That captive was Devon Lind, the cousin of Victoria Lind.
Other than a few minor bumps and scrapes, the American was fine. After giving him some water and a protein bar, the team evacuated him to a US intelligence safe house in Milan, where he was picked up the next morning by a team of CIA field agents. From there, he was flown by charter to Ramstein Air Base in Germany, where he received a full medical examination. As expected, he was in relatively good health. The last Zane heard, a team of FBI agents had flown to Germany to debrief Lind and escort him back to the States.
Despite the good news that Victoria Lind’s cousin was safe, there was still a cloud over the investigation. Carmen was missing, and Zane was so concerned about her that he hadn’t been able to sleep. He had spent the entire transatlantic flight anguishing over what he might have done differently. In the end, he doubted they could have reached her in time, even if they had gone in right away.
A chime indicated the elevator had arrived on the top floor.
“Welcome back,” a familiar voice said as the doors parted.
Seated at a reception desk directly in front of him was Kristine Hirsch, Delphi’s senior administrative assistant. She had straight auburn hair that fell past her shoulders, and a face that was both attractive and disarming. She wore a stylish black blazer with a black-and-white-striped dress shirt underneath. She was one of those people who could be both professional and fun, a characteristic missing among so many who worked in the intelligence business.
Zane had always admired Kristine. Her father had left the home when she was three, leaving her mother to raise Kristine alone in a small Virginia town outside of Richmond. The father, a traveling salesman, had run off with a younger secretary who worked for one of his clients. Forced to grow up quickly, Kristine helped her mother around the house, and that included taking care of her baby brother. Perhaps in an attempt to show her father she didn’t need him, she excelled in school and received a scholarship to VCU.
Good-looking, highly intelligent, and with a sweet personality, Kristine was still single. While their contact was limited, Zane tried to be a father figure to her. Whenever he was in town, he always made a point to ask about her dates. Knowing how shallow and materialistic DC men could be, Zane encouraged her to take her time in finding someone. A girl like her deserved only the best. Perhaps because of her past, Kristine seemed to appreciate Zane’s input. The last thing she wanted to do was marry some man who resembled her father in any way, shape, or form.
Kristine smiled as Zane stepped out of the elevator. She seemed happy to see him, but there was also a touch of sadness in her eyes. It didn’t take Dr. Phil to understand where the sadness came from. The entire office was depressed that Carmen was still missing.
Before Zane could speak, Kristine came around the desk and gave him a hug. It was tighter than usual, another indication of her emotional state.
Zane pulled back. “How are you?”
“I’ve been better,” she said after a short pause.
Zane nodded. “Me too.”
Her eyes moistened as she looked him in the eye. “Promise me you’re going to bring her back, Zane.”
Zane squeezed her arms. “You know we will. It’s just going to take a little time.”
She gave him a half smile then wiped her eyes.
Zane looked down the hallway and noticed that most of the glass offices were empty. “Where is everybody?”
“Most are downstairs in the labs. The others are in Dr. Ross’s office waiting for you.”
Delphi headquarters occupied the two top floors of the building. The space on the lower level was where Delphi’s electronic research and surveillance was carried out, and it was also where specialists conducted an analysis of any evidence gathered in the field. There was even a small unit devoted to the development of unusual weaponry and devices.
The top floor was the original home of Delphi, and it contained the office space for Ross, the senior operatives, and the organization’s administrative and accounting team.
“How is he doing?” Zane asked, referring to Ross.
“Focused is the word that comes to mind.”
Zane nodded. He guessed that might be her way of saying he was on edge. When one of his operatives was in danger, the Oracle’s demeanor and personality changed. Some might say he had on his game face, but it was more than that. Even though it wasn’t a regular thing, Ross could be difficult at times. But Zane knew that if he was in one of those moods, it was strictly because of his care and concern for the team. Underneath the hard exterior was a man who had a deep love and devotion to his people. Zane hoped Kristine understood that.
“Well, I’d better get to it. You going to be around?”
“For another hour or so.”
“Well, then, let’s catch up another time. Something tells me I’m going to be here a while.”
She nodded. “Dr. Ross rarely leaves the building anymore. I think he’s survived on Starbucks for the last forty-eight hours.”
“Maybe we can chat in the morning, then.”
“I hope so.”
Zane turned and walked down the long hallway and tapped on the door at the end.
“Come in.”
Zane opened the door and entered what some called the nicest office in DC, even though it wasn’t technically located in the District. On the far side of the office was floor-to-ceiling glass that gave a stunning view of downtown Arlington and the Potomac beyond. In front of the glass was the Oracle’s massive mahogany desk, although no one was currently sitting there. In fact, the office was strangely dark.
“We’re over here,” Ross said.
Zane looked left toward a casual seating area. A leather couch and four plush chairs encircled a mahogany coffee table. It was the place Ross liked to use when meeting with a small group of people. He often said that the formal setting of a conference room made people more rigid and less likely to speak their mind. He was right.
As Zane walked in that direction, he noticed three people sitting in the dim light.
Ross stood and said, “Come have a seat. We have some important news about Carmen.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“SORRY FOR THE lack of formalities, but we need to get down to it.”
“I understand,” Zane said.
As Zane arrived at the seating area, he recognized Brett Foster sitting in one of the chairs.
“Welcome back, world traveler,” Brett said.
Brett’s official job title was chief technology specialist, but to most, he was known as Delphi’s resident geek. Only in his midthirties, he had a remarkable background. After graduating from MIT with honors, Foster worked for several research and development companies at the famed Research Triangle Park in North Carolina. The last company he worked for served as a consultant to both the FBI and the CIA, then his work caught the eye of several government officials. Like many other first world nations, the United States had long considered cyber war one of its biggest threats, perhaps even larger than the threat of a foreign military. Because of that, they were always on the lookout for more talent, particularly those working in private industry. Unfortunately, brilliant tech workers came at a price that was often too high for government budgets, and that was why the CIA’s head administrator at the Office of Information Technology passed Foster’s name along to Dr. Alexander Ross. If the government couldn’t find enough funds to hire someone like Brett Foster, then perhaps one of their contractors could.
Fortunately, Dr. Alexander Ross wasn’t just skilled in espionage and geopolitics, but he also had an astounding ability to identify and bring in talent. When interviewing Foster, he not only matched the young techie’s salary at the RTP firm, but he also sealed the deal by selling him on the excitement of covert work. It was the latter that won Brett over. Defying the stereotype of someone sitting at a desk all day, he had a spirit of adventure that hadn’t been satisfied in his previous work.
“It’s good to be back.” Zane took a seat. “I just wish it was under different circumstances.”
“I must say, you look a little rough, Zane Watson.” The speaker was Keiko, the world’s most advanced humanoid. She looked like an Asian woman in her thirties, and she could move, think, and speak in a way that blurred the line between human and machine. She had been developed by an organization connected to criminal activities. When Delphi had come up against that organization, Keiko was eventually recruited to switch sides, something made possible by the ethics programming she had received from Ian Higgs. Higgs was a NASA engineer who had been hired by the organization to build Keiko. When Higgs uncovered the group’s evil intentions, he left them and went on the run. He was killed a few days later by an assassin.
Higgs had been a genius in the world of technology, and he also happened to be the father of Delphi operative Amanda Higgs.
Zane smiled at Keiko. “You haven’t seen me in weeks, and that’s the first thing out of your mouth?”
“She can’t help herself,” Brett said with a smile. “She cannot tell a lie.”
Ross walked over to a small kitchenette behind the seating area. “Can I get you something to drink before we get started? A bottle of water?”
Zane held up his coffee. “I’m good. I may need more later, depending on how long we go.”
“We’re going to be here a while, that I can tell you.”
“I’ll take a water,” Brett said.
Ross opened a tiny stainless-steel refrigerator and removed two bottles. He gave one to Brett then sat down with the other. On any other night, Zane knew his boss would have shunned water for something stronger. The Oracle, as he was sometimes called by the Delphi team, would typically end the day with a trip to the roof of the building, which was accessed by a small spiral staircase next to the kitchenette. Once out in the open air, he would sip a glass of Scotch and smoke a cigar as he sorted through the events of the day. He said his best thinking happened there, away from electronic devices and the constant interruptions.
Ross looked at Zane. “First, let me fill you in on something you don’t know.”
Zane felt a pinch in his gut. Whatever Ross was about to say, it wasn’t going to be good.
“Dr. Noah Lind has been taken,” Ross said. “We believe it was the same group that took Carmen.”
Zane frowned. “What happened? The last I heard, the CIA was sending a team to pick him up.”
“They did. Unfortunately, one of Brehmer’s men got to him first. We believe the man posed as one of our agents.”
“Why do you say that?” Zane asked.
“One, there was no sign of forced entry at Lind’s home, nor was there any sign of a struggle.” Ross took a swig of water then set the bottle on the table. “But we also discovered something else. The NSA searched CCTV in the area and picked up a vehicle leaving the scene around the time we believe Lind was taken. The driver looked the part of an agent: dark suit, aviator sunglasses, the whole nine yards. We all know most agents don’t really dress like that, but that’s the Hollywood image, and it’s probably what someone like Lind would expect.”
“Was Lind in the car?” Zane asked.
“Yes, and that’s another reason we believe he was duped. He was riding in the back seat, and he had a calm look on his face. It was almost a look of relief.”
Zane nodded. “He thought he was being whisked to safety.”
Ross took another swig of water. “So now we know Brehmer has both Lind and Carmen. If I was looking for a silver lining, it’s that we might be able to kill the proverbial two birds with one stone. There’s a good chance they’ll both be taken to the same place, which means our work can be focused on tracking Brehmer and his entourage. We find them, and we likely find our two missing persons.”
Zane didn’t necessarily think it was a given that the two captives would be taken to the same place, but he understood why Ross was acting on that premise. “So what’s the latest on that?” he asked.
“I’ll let Brett take it from here.”
Brett lifted a remote control and pressed a button, lowering a screen from the ceiling. Seconds later, an image appeared. It seemed to be an aerial photograph of the end of a paved runway. Just to one side were three structures that looked like aircraft hangars.
“You’re looking at a private airfield about thirty kilometers outside of Milan,” Brett noted.
He pressed another button and zoomed in on one of the hangars. Zane leaned forward for a better look. A helicopter was parked on one side of the hangar, and a number of people were gathered around it.
Zane looked at Brett. “The chopper that left Brehmer’s estate?”
Brett nodded. “Based on the description given to us by Mortensen, we believe the craft is an AgustaWestland AW101. Once we knew the manufacturer and—”
“Wait a minute,” Zane said. “The AW101 is a military craft.” A pilot himself, Zane was a walking encyclopedia of knowledge about aircraft, including helicopters. While he was familiar with the luxury lines manufactured by AgustaWestland, he had thought the massive AW101 was used only by the military.
“Most are used by the military, but the company also offers a line used for civil applications,” Ross said.
“They call it the VVIP model,” Brett added. “Which means very, very important person.”
“You learn something new every day.”
“We assumed Brehmer wouldn’t have flown into a major airport, so we used the flight path given to us by Mortensen to focus on private airfields within a hundred-mile radius,” Brett said. “With the help of some of our government contacts, we were able to obtain thousands of satellite images, which we then went through using software Keiko developed for this type of thing.”
“We asked the program to single out any photograph with helicopters,” Keiko said. “Fortunately, that shaved the number down to three dozen images, which we then went through manually.”
“How do you know this is the bird we’re looking for?” Zane asked her.
“The color and model match the AW101 that Mortensen saw take off at Brehmer’s estate. In order to be one hundred percent certain, we’d have to see the craft’s side, which obviously isn’t possible.”
“Is it still there?”
“It’s probably still there, but Brehmer’s group is long gone,” Brett replied. “We believe they boarded another plane that took off an hour later.”
“You believe they boarded a plane?” Zane asked.
“Watson, as you know, we are only able to receive periodic images as our satellites sweep the globe,” Ross said. “In critical parts of the world, particularly large cities, we can often track vehicles or light aircraft by simply examining a series of images taken over time. Unfortunately, a rural area outside of Milan isn’t critical to US national interests, so there weren’t many images to pull from. That being the case, we needed to use some other means to find out where they went. As you might guess, private facilities don’t release their manifests, which meant for a while we were stuck. That is, until Foster provided a workaround.” He nodded at Brett to explain.
“I was able to hack into the airfield’s system, and within minutes, I was able to find their arrival and departure logs. Interestingly, a private plane took off fifty-seven minutes after Brehmer’s chopper set down.”
“Who’s the owner of the plane?” Zane asked.
“It’s owned by a limited liability company, which in turn is owned by another company, and so on,” Brett replied. “You get the picture.”
Zane nodded but said nothing.
“There was an unbelievably long web of ownership that would likely take a week to sort through,” Ross noted.
“So you’re saying you aren’t sure if Brehmer owned the craft?”
“Hang on,” Brett said. “Since I was already in their system, I was able to locate the destination filed with the airport.” He hit the remote, and another image appeared. It was a map of southwestern Europe. “The destination of our target plane was another small airfield, this one outside Coimbra, Portugal.”
Zane studied the map. “Brehmer has a place in Portugal?”
“No, that wasn’t their final destination. Fortunately, I was also able to get into that airport’s system as well, and I learned that the plane took off after a quick refuel. Their final destination was the Caribbean.”
“Well, I must say that’s not what I expected to hear,” Zane admitted.
“It’s not what we expected either,” Ross said. “But we also discovered something else that’s even more surprising. Jonas Brehmer doesn’t just own a house down there — he owns his own island just across the bay from Terre-de-Haut.”
Zane had never been to Terre-de-Haut, but he did know it was a small municipality located in the southern part of the French-owned group of islands known as Guadeloupe. He also knew it was a popular tourist destination for the French, who flocked there to enjoy its beaches, cafés, bars, and water activities.
“What makes it doubly odd is that most of his homes are sprinkled across Europe,” Zane said. “Why the Caribbean?”
“Why not?” Ross asked. “He probably gets tired of the cold.”
“The island he owns is shrouded in mystery,” Brett said. “From what I read online, locals won’t even set foot on the beach because of all the rumors of bad things happening there.”
“What sort of bad things?”
“Everything under the sun,” Brett replied. “There are reports of strange creatures, missing persons. Some of the stories sound crazy, but the locals believe them.”
Ross shook his head. “It’s all BS if you ask me. It may be why Brehmer bought it in the first place. He knows the locals won’t be poking around and stumble across whatever he’s up to out there.”
“Actually, I wouldn’t say it’s all BS,” Brett said. “There have been at least seven disappearances that I could find… people who went out there who never came back.”
Ross smiled. “They’ve even sucked you in. They were probably killed by Brehmer’s security team.”
“Maybe one or two, but some of the disappearances took place before he purchased it.”
As he took another sip of coffee, Zane thought back on their experience at Brehmer’s estate outside Lugano. The man obviously kept a large security presence around him, but would he really instruct them to kill trespassers? He had to assume it was possible.
“If you want to believe the ghost stories, be my guest,” Ross said. “Let’s stay focused on the facts.”
Brett’s face reddened, but he said nothing.
“So what is out there?” Zane asked.
“That’s the real mystery,” Brett said. “Every satellite image we found online shows a complete lack of structures anywhere.” He paused for a moment. “Let me correct that. There is a large dock area, including a few buildings, and behind it is a road that leads into the jungle. Other than that… nothing.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Zane said. “Brehmer takes two captives to an island that has no buildings?”
“No visible buildings,” Ross said. “In truth, we believe there’s more there than meets the eye. In fact, Brett believes some of the online images have been doctored.”
“So what do you think is going on down there?” Zane asked.
Ross took a sip of water then shrugged. “We don’t know, but you’re going to find out.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THEY FINISHED A little after eleven. Zane had expected the logistical planning to go well past midnight, but Brett had already made most of the arrangements.
The plan was for Zane to lead a team of six to the Caribbean. He, Brett Foster, and Amanda Higgs would take a chartered flight to Terre-de-Haut’s Les Saintes Airport. Mortensen and Pratt would fly in from Europe, and operative Cleavon Skinner would be pulled off of an ongoing assignment in Morocco.
Once on the ground, the group would set up in a rental house that Brett had leased under a fictitious name. The house would be used as a base of operations. Brett and Amanda would coordinate communications from there, while Zane and the other operatives would travel to the island at night to poke around. If there was light security, they would go in immediately and attempt to extract both captives. If the island was well secured, they would perform due diligence then return to Terre-de-Haut to plan a way to breach the security in place. If necessary, they would bring in more operatives, although both Ross and Zane felt a team of four would give them a better chance of evading detection while at the same time providing enough firepower to engage and win any fights that might arise.
“Both of you go get some rest,” Ross said as he held the door for Brett to leave the office.
“I need to take care of a few things before I head out,” Brett said.
“Remember, you’re flying out early.”
“I’ll be fine.”
Instead of following him out, Zane turned to Ross. “Do you have a minute?”
“Of course.” Ross shut the door. “Want to go up top?”
Zane knew that was an invitation to journey up to the roof of the building. It was how the Oracle shook off stress and thought through difficult problems. He likely figured Zane was going to tell him something important, something that would require a clear mind. He was right about that.
“Perfect,” Zane replied.
After they both put on coats, Ross nodded at the kitchenette. “Can I get you something before we go up?”
“How about a cigar?”
“I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll grab two.”
Ross selected a couple of cigars from a humidor on the counter then cut the tips and tucked them into his coat pocket.
“After you.” Zane opened a small door that led to a spiral staircase.
As the two wound up the steps, Zane noted that Ross hadn’t poured his usual glass of Scotch, probably because of the seriousness of the situation at hand. Perhaps it was also out of deference to Carmen. It was difficult for any of them to partake in something that could be construed as celebratory when one of their people was missing.
“The view never gets old,” Zane said after they emerged on the roof.
Ross led Zane over to the side that faced east. Several modern office buildings rose up around them, and the sparkling lights of DC twinkled in the distance. Even though it was nearing midnight, there was still a fair amount of traffic below. New York was known as the city that never sleeps, but Zane believed the same could be said about DC.
“You’re right, it doesn’t get old,” Ross agreed. “And yet I must say at times I take it for granted.”
Ross lit his cigar then passed the lighter to Zane. After lighting his own, Zane leaned forward and put his elbows on the concrete ledge that encircled the roof. Ross did likewise, and the two smoked in silence as they took in the view.
After taking a few puffs on his cigar, Zane said, “I ran into someone interesting in Lugano. A woman.”
Ross looked over at him. “What woman?”
“She was staying in the cabin next to Carmen on the train. I saw her when I went in to look around. There was something about her that looked familiar, but I didn’t think much of it until I saw her about a half hour later walking through the Lugano station with her luggage.”
“What’s so odd about that?”
“First of all, single people — business professionals and commuters — don’t usually travel on the L1. It’s mostly families and groups, and they almost always have lots of luggage. This woman had one small bag.”
“Like she wasn’t there on vacation,” Ross said through the smoke of his cigar.
Zane nodded. “Anyway, my antennae were up, so I decided to follow her, and that’s when I realized my gut was right. Somehow, despite my best efforts to avoid detection, she clocked me and gave me the slip.”
“One of Brehmer’s people?” Ross asked.
“That crossed my mind, but I soon learned that wasn’t the case.”
Zane used the next several minutes to describe what had happened on the ridge overlooking Brehmer’s estate. He described seeing the reflection of light in the tree. He also detailed his attempt to circle around and determine who it was. He left nothing out, including the fact that the target had given him the slip just like the woman in Lugano. He wasn’t proud of the fact that it had happened twice, but it was vital to the story.
“You’re saying it’s the same person?” Ross asked when he was finished.
Zane nodded.
“What makes you so certain?”
“Same general appearance. The only thing different was the hair, but I think she was wearing a wig on the train. She’s actually a brunette.”
“Interesting.”
“More on that later. Anyway, the thing that really convinced me was the way both were able to slip away.” Zane looked at Ross. “You know my street craft is excellent.”
“You’re one of the best I’ve ever seen.”
“So you know that only a professional could have clocked me. And I daresay that only a professional with topflight skills could have given me the slip, not just once but twice.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Ross said. “That thing in the woods… my guess is she just happened to leave before you got there. In other words, I wouldn’t say she gave you the slip.”
“Maybe, but it still indicates how quietly she was able to move around. I was within twenty or thirty yards, and I never heard her come down the tree. It’s like tracking an animal that knows the woods better than you do.”
“Let’s get back to her appearance. You passed her on the train then saw her later on the streets of Lugano,” Ross said. “Did you note anything else? Would you recognize her if you saw her again?”
“Here is where we get to the most important piece of all.” Zane took a slow draw on his cigar then looked over at Ross. “I’ve seen her before… in Paris.”
Ross’s eyes widened. “You mean that Chinese agent who followed you and Danielle Holland?”
Zane nodded.
Less than a year ago, Zane had been sent to Grenoble, France, to investigate a group that was believed to be stealing US technology. While conducting surveillance on one of the group’s figures, Zane was captured and taken to a research facility outside Paris, where he was placed under heavy sedation. The drugs were so powerful that when he woke up, he didn’t know anything about himself, including his own name. The only thing he knew for sure was that the group holding him was conducting experiments using human subjects.
Using skills he didn’t even realize he had, Zane managed to escape from the facility along with another captive named Danielle Holland. Like Zane’s, Danielle’s memory was mostly a blank slate. After getting away, the two fled to Paris, where they were followed by a hit team sent to bring them in. During their time in the city, two pieces of information surfaced in Zane’s memory: a number and a name, which turned out to be an address in the 6th Arrondissement of Paris. Sensing it was important, the two traveled to the location and discovered it was a self-storage company. They also learned that Zane owned a safe-deposit box there. After entering the box, they found a number of items that suggested he was involved in espionage.
One of the items in the box proved to be important. It was a phone loaded with only one number. When Zane called it, he reached a man who identified himself as Dr. Alexander Ross. Because of his memory loss, Zane didn’t recognize the name but sensed Ross could be trusted. At the man’s request, Zane and Danielle traveled to a safe house on the outskirts of Paris. Ross told them to wait there until a team of US government operatives arrived to pick them up.
Still concerned about the hit team that had followed them, Zane booby-trapped the house with a bomb. It turned out to be the right move. The hit team came to the safe house before the US government team arrived. Zane’s trap worked, and the entire hit team was killed by the bomb.
But the intrigue wasn’t over. Zane soon discovered he and Danielle had also been followed by an Asian woman, who happened to be the same woman he had seen following them around Paris. She didn’t appear to be connected to the group who had held them captive, which led Zane to believe she must have been working for a foreign government, perhaps China.
After capturing her, Zane tied the woman up and left her near the house, which was now burned to the ground. He knew French authorities were on the way, which meant they could deal with her when they got there.
“If this is the same woman who followed you in Paris, wouldn’t you have recognized her right away?” Ross asked.
Zane shook his head. “First of all, my memories of Paris are hazy at best. Second, her appearance is different now. And I don’t just mean the blond wig. She still looks exotic, but she’s changed her facial features somehow. She looked Asian before, but now it’s hard to determine her ethnicity.”
“Plastic surgery?” Ross asked.
“Possibly, or perhaps something more temporary. It’s hard to say.”
“If she changed her appearance, then how can you be sure it was her?”
“When I saw her in Lugano, I knew there was something familiar about her. At first I thought it was her face, but I eventually realized it was the way she walked. She has a distinctive stride. We all know people who move in a peculiar way, and she’s one of those people. Even though she had done everything possible to alter her appearance, she missed the one thing that makes her stand out above all else.”
“If it’s her, then how do you explain what happened in Paris? In your final report, you said you tied her up for the French authorities to find when you arrived.”
“Did you ever confirm they found her?”
“No, I didn’t. We had a tough enough time putting out all the diplomatic fires.”
Zane remembered relations between the French and US intelligence agencies had chilled in the aftermath of the events in Paris. In addition to finding a number of dead bodies, the French soon figured out that the rural farmhouse was actually an unauthorized CIA outpost. Not only did the US have to explain the bodies, but they also had to explain why they were operating on French soil without permission.
Eventually, tensions grew to the point where permanent damage to the relationship seemed inevitable. The US vice president stepped in before it reached that point. A French speaker and self-described francophone, he traveled to Paris to meet with the French president. After three days of meetings, several bottles of wine, and some undisclosed promises from the US, the relationship soon found a measure of healing.
“So they never even mentioned finding someone at the site?”
“Not even once, and we didn’t ask. We assumed they must have found her and were handling it in a quiet way.” Ross took another draw on his cigar then continued. “We had already poked the bear enough. I figured if they wanted to know more, they would have asked.”
It was the first time Zane had heard that the Chinese agent hadn’t been found at the safe house. After being brought home, he had been forced to take a full month off. Zane thought a few days off would be enough, but Ross knew that Zane’s mind and body had been through unthinkable damage. He also knew the health of his employees was more important than anything else.
So Zane took the time off and was subsequently kept out of the loop. Ross had made it clear that if anyone tried to contact Zane to discuss Delphi business, they should expect swift and severe discipline. When Zane returned, he did learn a few things about the operation, including the fact that it had hit a dead end. After relations between the US and France had returned to normal, a joint team of intelligence officers were sent to the research facility where Zane and Danielle Holland had been held. When they arrived, they found the building empty. It had been so thoroughly cleaned out that not one piece of valuable forensic evidence was obtained. The owner of the property told French law enforcement that the facility had been leased to a limited liability company operating out of Luxembourg, but when the French researched the name, they discovered it didn’t really exist. The financial statements had been falsified, as well as the identities of the company’s principals.
With no leads to follow up on, Delphi had moved on to other matters. The only thing they knew with any certainty was that the group had been conducting experiments on human subjects, including Danielle Holland. They were somehow altering the subjects’ DNA in a way that gave them enhanced physical strength.
“If this is indeed the same woman you encountered before, then it also means Jonas Brehmer may be connected to that research facility outside Paris.”
Zane nodded. “It would seem so, yes.”
“It also means something else.” Ross held Zane’s gaze. “Your Chinese friend is probably on her way to the Caribbean.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The island off Terre-de-Haut
CARMEN CAME OUT of her drug-induced slumber in fits and starts, like a weakened swimmer trying to break the surface of the water. At times, she grasped consciousness for a few seconds, only to sink back into the murky depths. When she finally pushed through, she wasn’t sure if she had truly made it because the world around her was pitch-dark.
She blinked several times, and the movement of her lids confirmed that she was awake. As her nervous system came alive, she noticed she was lying on her back. Despite her desire to sit up, she remained perfectly still, a product of her training. She took long, deep breaths, infusing her blood with much-needed oxygen. She hoped to see more as her eyes adjusted, but the space around her remained featureless. She was undoubtedly in a room without windows, perhaps even a basement.
After five minutes of deep breathing, she tried to move her arms. Her muscles responded, but she quickly realized her wrists were cuffed to rails on either side of the bed. Then, just as she was about to test the restraints, she heard voices outside the room, voices that grew louder by the second. Is someone about to enter, or are they just passing by?
As she waited, Carmen remembered something she’d learned years ago in a class on what to do if held captive. Her instructor had told them that if they came out of unconsciousness and discovered they were being held against their will, they should try to let the captors believe they were still under for as long as possible. He described at least two potential benefits. One, it could delay any actions the captors might take against them once they realized the captives were awake: torture, intense questioning, or the administration of drugs. But there was also another reason — it gave them an opportunity to gather information. If the captors thought the victims couldn’t hear them, they would often say or do things they wouldn’t do if they thought the captives were awake.
The voices were outside the door. Carmen tried to hear what they were saying, but their words were muffled. A moment later, she heard a series of beeps that sounded like buttons being pressed. An entry code. They’re coming in.
Turning her head to the side, Carmen focused on taking shallow breaths, which would make it appear she was still unconscious. And even though she couldn’t see it, she also focused her eyes in the general direction of the door. Seconds later, there was a loud click, and the door opened. Carmen took in as much as she could. Two women wearing white lab coats stepped inside. One had dark hair, and the other had red hair.
Interestingly, they didn’t turn on the overhead light, allowing Carmen to observe for a few more seconds.
“The shipment arrives today,” the dark-haired woman said in German.
Carmen was pleasantly surprised to hear them speaking that language. Her German wasn’t great, but she knew enough to follow casual conversations.
“They’re a day late,” the red-haired woman said.
As they approached the bed, Carmen closed her eyes.
“Get used to it,” the dark-haired woman said. “Sometimes they’re two or three days late.”
The red-haired woman groaned. “Let’s just hope we get a different coffee brand. The crap they have here tastes like ground tree bark.”
“Don’t get your hopes up.”
Shipments? She wondered whether they were in an isolated area. If so, they probably weren’t in Germany.
The two women stopped next to the bed, and the dark-haired woman said, “Here she is.”
“So this is the imposter?”
“Yes, and not a very good one.”
Carmen felt a hand grab her wrist. It took her by surprise, but she managed to suppress a reaction.
“Her pulse rate is up a bit,” the dark-haired woman said a half minute later. “She’ll be waking soon.”
“Are you going to give her more…?”
Carmen didn’t understand the word at the end of her question, so she assumed it was the name of the drug being used.
“No, we want her to wake up this time.”
“We do?”
“We believe she’s a professional of some kind, and her body is in excellent physical condition. Dr. Brehmer thinks that as long as we can clear her memory, she’ll be perfect for the program.” The woman pulled back the covers then slid the bottom of Carmen’s robe up to the top of her thigh. There was a click, and even though her eyes were closed, Carmen could tell that a light had been turned on. “See the muscle tone? That along with her vitals indicate she’s been training over a long period of time. People like this don’t come along very often.”
Carmen felt the covers being pulled up.
“I see,” the red-haired woman said. “So we’ll start the gene therapy when—”
“No, not yet. When she wakes up, she’ll be interrogated for a day or two. Once we have all the information we need, then we’ll begin the process of erasing her memory.”
As the two walked out of the room, Carmen opened her eyes for another look. The hallway outside had beige walls, but other than that, there was little to see. It had the feel of a basement, but it was impossible to know for sure.
The door closed, plunging the room into darkness. A half minute later, another door opened a short distance away. As Carmen listened, she heard muffled voices through the wall. Based on the location, it was apparent the two women had entered the room next to hers. She wondered if someone was being held there as well.
As Carmen lay quietly on the bed, the woman’s previous words echoed in her thoughts. “Once we have all the information we need, then we’ll begin the process of erasing her memory.”
A chill ran down her spine. Zane and Danielle Holland had gone through the same thing in France, so it was clear her captors had the ability to make it happen. That also told Carmen something else — if she didn’t find a way to escape, she might be changed in ways that could never be reversed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The ocean off Terre-de-Haut
THE PROW OF the boat bounced on the dark waters of the bay. From his seat, Zane studied the dark island that rose out of the sea a half mile away. Like many in the Caribbean, Brehmer’s island was actually the top of an ancient volcano. Shaped like a bowl, it had mountainous ridges encircling a flat valley in the center. The valley was their ultimate destination, but Zane knew they would need to traverse some rugged terrain to get there.
As the craft continued to churn toward the distant beach, Zane shifted his gaze upward. A half moon hung in the night sky, its reflection shimmering on the surface of the sea. On one hand, the light would help them negotiate the thick rainforest that covered most of the island. Then again, it would make them more visible to anyone watching.
Four operatives were on board. Mortensen drove the craft from his seat along the starboard side. Zane and Pratt sat on a bench just behind him. Cleavon Skinner sat across from them. The normally talkative African American operative seemed tired, probably from the extensive travel he had endured over the last thirty-six hours, travel that had taken him from a previous assignment in Morocco. Delphi was doing important work there, and Ross wouldn’t have pulled him off that operation if Carmen’s life weren’t at stake.
The team had arrived at Terre-de-Haut the day before. Zane and the other operatives from DC arrived in midafternoon, with the others arriving by early evening. Brett had done an excellent job of finding a rental house suited to their needs. It was large enough to accommodate them, and it was also located near the town’s primary marina. Adding to its appeal, the house was separated from nearby homes by a high wall that was overgrown with flowering vines. It was the perfect place from which to launch an operation.
The team spent the first night and the following morning studying satellite images of Brehmer’s island. Almost immediately, they noticed that all known infrastructure — the boat dock, the small group of buildings, and the road leading to the interior — were on the east end of the island. They also noticed a road that ran from the dock into the jungle. Zane believed if there was a road, there were also buildings in the island’s interior.
After digesting all available information, the team planned their first night of exploration. The team of four would take a boat to the southwestern shore of the island. The mountainous ring was relatively low in that area, and it was far from the dock and road. If the island was occupied, then it was assumed that most of the activity would take place in and around the dock.
“Slow her down,” Zane said when they were a couple of hundred yards out.
Mortensen removed the unlit White Owl cigar from his mouth. “Aye, aye, sir.” He pulled back on the throttle, and the loud whine of the engine transitioned to a gentle hum.
“It looks like we’re getting some help,” Pratt said.
Zane turned toward him. “What do you mean?”
Pratt nodded at the sky. “The moon is gone.”
Zane followed his gaze, and a massive storm cloud had covered the moon completely.
“Let’s just hope we don’t get one of those nasty rains this area is famous for,” Skinner said.
Pratt slapped Zane’s shoulder. “I think Pretty Boy is going to bring his umbrella.”
Skinner laughed. “And he’ll probably make you hold it.”
“Bull, you’re just mad that the little lady back at the dock liked me more than she did you,” Zane said.
Mortensen looked back. “Did I miss something?”
“Our boy Pratt had a thing for the woman who rented us the boat,” Skinner said. “A very nice-looking brunette, I must say.”
“Guilty as charged.” Pratt held up a hand. “That gal was prettier than a yam soufflé.”
Zane shook his head. “I live in the South, and even I’ve never heard that one before.”
Mortensen directed the boat into a small cove they’d found on a satellite map the night before. There were no waves here, so he killed the engine and let the boat glide toward the sandy white beach. The boat came to a stop about ten yards out.
Zane studied the shoreline. His biggest concern was being spotted on approach. Even with the moon hidden, their white-hulled boat stood out against the dark waters. If any of Brehmer’s men were waiting in the trees, the team would be sitting ducks. Fortunately, there was no sign of any resistance so far.
“Grab your dry bags,” Zane said after Mortensen dropped anchor.
After slinging rifles and dry bags over their shoulders, the four dropped off into waist-deep water. Keeping an eye on the thick jungle, they waded to the shore. Per Zane’s instructions, they remained in place for a short time, watching and listening. Once they were sure all was clear, they opened their bags and removed the contents. Each bag contained a pistol, a tactical knife, headset, and special high-tech goggles with both night vision and thermal imaging capability.
While the others assembled their gear, Zane motioned for Pratt to follow him a short distance away. Once they were out of earshot, he said, “I need you to stay with the boat.”
“What?” Pratt asked in his thickest Southern drawl, always a sign that he was angry. “When did you decide that?”
Zane hadn’t told the operative in advance because he had just made the decision on the way over. The boat was their lifeline to safety, and he needed his second-in-command to make sure it wasn’t compromised. Tonight was mostly about due diligence.
“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know myself until a few minutes ago. Look, I need my best man to handle this. If something happens to our ride, then we’re toast.”
“If that’s the case, then we should have come over on a pontoon boat that we could pull ashore and hide.”
“In hindsight, you’re probably right. That’s what we should have done.”
Pratt pointed toward the others. “Why not leave one of them? You know good and well I have the most experience in the field.”
“That’s precisely why I need you here. You’ve worked in jungles before. You’re the one who can stay out of sight if a couple of bad guys show up. You’re going to be our rear guard.”
Pratt pointed at the sand. “I don’t see any footprints, which means there probably aren’t any foot patrols on this part of the island.” He nodded at the trees. “That’s what you need to worry about. That jungle is even thicker and nastier than I thought it would be.”
“Remember, tonight is just recon,” Zane said. “We’re going to go in to get the lay of the land. If we’re lucky, maybe we find out where Carmen is being held. That’s it. The only way we’ll try to extract her is if we can see a clear path in, and I’d say the chances of that are slim to none.”
“When we come back to get her, I’m going in,” Pratt said emphatically.
“When that happens, we’re all going in. You have my word.”
After a short pause, Pratt nodded. “Copy that.”
Once everyone was ready, Zane led Mortensen and Skinner along the jungle’s edge to look for a way in. As they searched for an opening in the trees, Zane began to wonder if it would even be possible to penetrate the thick tangle of undergrowth.
His answer came a minute later when Skinner said, “I think I have something.”
When Zane and Mortensen arrived, Skinner pulled out a flashlight and pointed it at an opening between two palm trees. A well-beaten path ran off into the darkness.
“Bingo,” Zane said. “All right, let’s put on our eyes and check it out.”
Skinner turned off the light. All three operatives slid their night vision goggles into place then set out along the trail. The path was initially narrow but widened about twenty yards in. As they probed deeper into the jungle, they were hit by clouds of mosquitoes. The bugs were unrelenting. Zane tried to swat them away but soon realized it was an exercise in futility. They were going to suffer until they got to higher ground.
A few minutes later, the trail sloped upward. Based on their analysis of satellite images, Zane knew the distance to the top of the ridge was about one mile. Once there, they should have a clear view of the island’s interior. The moon was still behind a bank of clouds, making visibility problematic. But their night vision equipment should allow them to observe any structures present.
As they neared the top, the trail narrowed again, forcing the operatives to walk in single file. The slope was also steeper, forcing them to slow their pace.
Skinner, who was walking in front, held up a hand. Zane and Mortensen stopped behind him.
“What’s going on?” Mortensen asked.
“Look to your right,” Skinner replied.
Zane followed his gaze, but all he saw was a tangle of flowering vines. “Snake?”
“No, look at the palm tree,” Skinner whispered.
Zane shifted his gaze to the right. It took him a moment, but he finally saw what Skinner was talking about. A metal box was affixed about two feet up the trunk of the palm. A pencil-thin beam of green light shone out of it and across the trail.
“Laser sensor,” Zane said.
Mortensen looked at Skinner. “Nice find.”
“I just happened to look down at the last minute,” Skinner said.
Mortensen looked around. “No telling how many of these things are out here.”
Zane nodded toward the trail ahead. “Let’s get going.”
Moving carefully, each man stepped over the beam. Once all three made it to the other side, they traveled the remaining twenty yards to the top, where the trail intersected with a broader path that ran along the ridge in both directions.
The view into the valley was blocked by tall trees.
“Which way now?” Skinner asked.
“Let’s try left,” Zane said.
The three walked in that direction until they came to a break in the trees. Zane signaled for them to kneel behind a low hedgerow. The moon had just come out again, enhancing visibility.
“Nice view,” Skinner said.
From their position, the valley seemed to be an impenetrable mass of trees and vegetation. Zane guessed it was probably the result of the rich volcanic soil and the tropical humidity. If there were buildings down there, they were well hidden.
Zane lifted his binoculars for a closer look. Skinner and Mortensen followed suit.
“See anything?” Zane asked after the three had scanned the valley for several minutes.
“A lot of plants,” Mortensen said.
Skinner nodded. “Same here.”
“Look for breaks in the vegetation,” Zane said. “Anything that might indicate a human footprint.”
“Got something.” Mortensen pointed. “One o’clock.”
Zane lifted the binoculars and focused on the spot. As he turned the focus wheel, he finally saw the dim glow of at least a half dozen lights. “So there is life down there.”
“If you look farther out, there are even more,” Mortensen said.
“Funny that we can’t see any buildings.” Zane moved his binoculars slightly. “That light could be coming through a window, but it might also be a pole light. Hard to tell from this distance.”
Mortensen nodded. “Maybe we should get a little closer.”
Skinner held up a hand. “Hang on. I think I just found something else.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

PRATT UNZIPPED HIS pants and maneuvered carefully up to the tree. He had the whole splatter-distance thing down to a science. Within two feet of the target, splatter wasn’t just possible but likely. That was why he always positioned himself at least a yard away from anything that might cause what he called “bounce back.”
A self-described germaphobe, Pratt suffered from various forms of OCD. Fortunately, the germ issues tended to fade when he was out in the field. Something about being focused on a task — particularly when he was out in nature — diminished his quirks. It was like God’s creation served as a soothing distraction.
As he conducted his business against the vine-covered trunk, Pratt tried to push aside his anger. He appreciated Zane’s compliments on the beach, but he still wasn’t buying the whole theory about leaving the most experienced man behind. That didn’t make any sense. The purpose of the operation was to gather information, and he had spent more time in the jungle than any of the others, even Zane.
Pratt wondered if the decision was related to his reputation of being overly aggressive. After all, that was where the nickname Bull came from. Since this was a covert mission to gather information, Zane probably wanted operatives who would be quiet and follow instructions. Pratt was able to do both of those things — in fact, he prided himself on respecting all chains of command — but he did have to admit that he sometimes lived on the edge. He had been that way his entire life, and he didn’t see that changing anytime soon.
As his bladder emptied, Pratt noted that a strange silence had settled over the jungle around him. On the one hand, it was sort of pleasant. On the other hand, it seemed strange. Minutes earlier, there had been noises of every kind, from the nonstop buzz of insects to the distant chatter of nocturnal birds. Then, just like that, it had all stopped.
Pratt wondered if he was the cause of the sudden silence. Most of the island’s creatures weren’t used to human contact, so perhaps the mere act of walking into the jungle had raised some sort of natural alarm. He doubted it. Then again, he couldn’t think of anything else.
As Pratt zipped up his pants, he heard something in the distance. Most people wouldn’t have noticed it, but to Pratt’s trained ear, it was like the banging of a gong.
He listened carefully as the sound continued. It took him a while, but he finally figured out what it was.
Someone was moving toward him through the trees.
* * *
“What do you see?” Zane asked.
Skinner spoke without turning his head. “Instead of focusing on one spot, look across the whole area. And do it quickly before the moon goes behind the clouds again.”
As instructed, Zane moved his binoculars across the expanse. As he studied the view, he saw a shimmer that ran across the treetops. “Wow.”
“See it?” Skinner asked.
Zane nodded. “It’s like a giant spider web.”
“I still don’t see it,” Mortensen said.
“Don’t focus on individual trees,” Zane said. “Focus on what’s just above.”
A few seconds later, Mortensen said, “I see it now. Wow.”
“It’s like some sort of netting,” Skinner said. “And it appears to be confined to the center of the valley.”
“It’s impossible to tell in the dark, but it looks like the material — rope or whatever they used — is painted in various shades of green,” Zane said.
Skinner nodded. “The perfect way to hide structures from the prying eyes of satellites. One giant camouflaged tarp.”
“Except that it’s more like a mesh,” Zane said. “A tarp would kill the plant life underneath. This lets enough sun through to keep the rainforest healthy.”
“Genius,” Skinner whispered. “Something of that size would probably cost a small fortune, which I guess wouldn’t be a problem for Brehmer.”
“I think I see something else.” Mortensen pointed to their left. “Nine o’clock, near that large clearing. It’s a fence. Tall. Probably thirty feet or more and topped with razor wire.”
Zane focused his binoculars in that direction and found it. “Looks like they’re trying to keep people away from whatever is going on in there.”
“That’s just it.” Mortensen lowered his binoculars and looked at Zane. “The razor wire is hanging toward the interior. That’s not the way it’s usually positioned. It looks more like they’re trying to keep something in.”
* * *
Pratt listened to the approaching footsteps. The person was still about fifty yards out but closing fast. The interesting thing was that they didn’t seem to be using a trail — they were coming straight toward him through the undergrowth. It seemed an impossible task in the dark jungle, and yet that was exactly what was happening.
As the noise continued, Pratt considered his options. He had a Glock 19 in his pocket and a long tactical blade in a sheath on his belt. His rifle was about twenty yards away, propped against a tree. He had placed it there before stepping into the woods to relieve himself. If he made a move to retrieve it, he would surely give away his position. Then again, the rifle carried enough ammo to vanquish whoever might be stalking him. That was probably more important than staying out of sight. After all, the person coming toward him already seemed to know he was there.
As Pratt prepared to head out, the sharp snap of a branch sounded in the general direction of the beach. A second person was out there, and they were between him and the rifle. He cursed under his breath. He couldn’t believe he had allowed himself to get pinned down so quickly. Zane had given him a simple task, and he was about to blow it.
How did the two attackers know I was here? He hadn’t made any noise since the others left. Maybe someone had seen the boat come in and called for help. Whatever the case, he would worry about that later.
As the attacker drew near, Pratt realized he had two choices. He could get down into a prone position and fire once the two men were in range, or he could attempt to hide. Since he didn’t know what kind of weapons the men had, the latter seemed a better option for the time being.
It was always better to be above the enemy, so Pratt scanned the area for a suitable tree. Looking around, he saw one about five yards away. It had low-lying limbs and lots of foliage, just what he needed. After stepping over to the tree, Pratt pulled himself slowly up onto the lowest limb. He made sure it was sturdy then climbed up through the branches, trying to make as little noise as possible. After reaching a height of about twenty feet, he paused and looked down. He had gotten away just in time. Bushes rattled in several directions. He frowned. There weren’t two attackers, there were four.
Soon the figures came into view. They appeared to be men, and yet something about the way they moved seemed strange. Pratt slid the Glock out of his pocket. There was already a round in the chamber, so it was ready to use if necessary.
The men stopped at the tree where he had urinated just minutes before. They dropped down on all fours and sniffed the ground like animals. What the…? It was clear they had been drawn by scent, but that didn’t make sense. Pratt had a strong sense of smell, but he doubted he could smell bodily fluids from more than ten or fifteen yards away.
Suddenly, one of the creatures stood. Turning toward the beach, it let out a low growl. The others stood as well. Something had drawn their attention. Do they smell something? Are Zane and the others returning?
The group took off through the brush, only this time, they didn’t try to mask their movements.
Once the sound faded, Pratt began to wonder who or what he had just seen. Their bodies were human, but their movements and actions suggested something wilder, primordial.
They were creatures, not men.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

THREE GUARDS CAME to retrieve Noah Lind a little before nine in the morning. He had just finished his meager breakfast of a grapefruit, a piece of boneless chicken breast, and one piece of buttered wheat toast. At least it would give him some energy before enduring whatever they were going to put him through.
“Get up,” said the taller of the three, who appeared to be the one in charge.
After Lind stood, two of the guards yanked him out into the corridor. They didn’t cuff him this time. As far as he could remember, it was the first time he’d been able to leave his room without restraints. He had no idea what that might mean, if anything, but he was thankful for the small measure of freedom. On two occasions, he had been shoved so hard that he had fallen over. At least now he might be able to keep his balance.
Even though he wasn’t restrained, Lind gave no thought to escape. All three guards were armed, including the one who kept the rifle muzzle pressed into his spine. Despite the menacing act, he doubted they would kill him. They needed his knowledge for some dark purpose, which should ensure his survival, at least for a time.
Upon reaching the end of the hall, they passed through a locked door and up a dimly lit stairwell. Lind was being held in the basement and had traveled to the upper floors on several occasions. Each of the prior trips had been to see a woman who Lind believed was a doctor or at the very least someone with medical training. Her job was to monitor Lind’s vital signs as he came off of whatever drugs they had injected into his system.
As they continued up the steps, Lind wondered why he hadn’t been cuffed this time. Perhaps they finally realized escape was impossible, even without restraints. Or maybe they were trying to gain his trust by giving him unexpected privileges. While Lind was no expert on hostage situations, he guessed captors often did this sort of thing to obtain cooperation.
After reaching the ground floor, Lind was escorted through an exit door. They emerged on the side of the building, where a green Jeep Wrangler was waiting. Are we leaving the island? Lind doubted it. There would be little reason to bring him all the way to an island just to recover. Maybe he would soon learn the reason he had been taken in the first place.
Before he could study the surroundings, Lind was shoved into the back of the Jeep. Two of the guards got in on either side of him, while the third climbed into the driver’s seat. After coming around the back of the building, the Jeep entered a narrow dirt road that cut through the jungle. The rainforest was thick, making it difficult to see what else might be out there. A few minutes later, they emerged into a large open area. Three brick buildings stood directly ahead, a large one in the center and two smaller ones on either side. The Jeep pulled up in front of the large building and came to a stop.
As Lind was pulled out of the back seat, he noticed something odd about the sunlight. The rays seemed filtered somehow. It reminded him of a solar eclipse he had experienced a couple of years before. He looked up to determine the cause, but they were already under the awning at the front of the building.
A man and a woman were waiting for them in the foyer. The woman was tall with olive skin and dark hair that was pulled back into a businesslike bun. She wore dark-rimmed glasses that made her look intellectual.
As they got closer, Lind stared at the man. He was slightly over six feet tall and had a slender build. His goatee appeared in need of a good trim. Adding to the disheveled appearance, the man’s head was topped with a shock of unruly hair that was three parts gray to one part blond. Lind had seen him somewhere before, even though he couldn’t place the time or occasion.
The man bowed slightly. “Welcome, Dr. Lind.”
Lind said nothing. He wasn’t in a cooperative mood.
“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man continued. “My name is Jonas Brehmer.”
Jonas Brehmer. Of course. The CEO of Pallas Industries. They had met briefly at several conferences over the years. Lind hadn’t recognized Brehmer because his appearance had changed dramatically. When they had spoken before, he had been clean-shaven, and his hair had been cut and combed.
Brehmer gestured toward the woman next to him. “This is my assistant, Miss Pelser.”
The woman stuck out her hand, but Lind ignored it.
“You’re probably wondering why we brought you over here this morning,” Brehmer said. “We would like—”
“Let’s cut the BS,” Lind said. “You had no right to bring me here against my will.”
“Would you have come if we hadn’t?” Brehmer’s eyes were colder than before.
“Of course not.”
Brehmer smiled. “So there is your answer. Our work here is much too important to ride on the whims of men.”
“You know, I always questioned your moral compass, even though I didn’t know you very well.” Lind had always felt uncomfortable in Brehmer’s presence. There was a darkness to the man that couldn’t be covered up by his public demeanor.
“That’s the thing about a moral compass,” Brehmer said. “One man’s north is another man’s south.”
“I think we both know that taking someone against their will is wrong no matter what your beliefs are.”
“Ah, not so. The good of humankind always trumps the rights of individuals. You know that. Societies make laws to that effect all the time.”
“I’d love to hear how you define the good of humankind,” Lind said.
“That’s actually why we’re here.” Brehmer gestured toward a nearby door. “Come. It’s time you saw what we’ve been working on.”

CHAPTER THIRTY

LIND FOLLOWED BREHMER and Pelser down a broad corridor that ran the length of the building. Steel doors lined either side, and there were small signs on the wall next to each one. Lind examined the signs and noticed that each contained a short set of letters and numbers. He guessed they were used to identify the experiments or the subjects of the experiments.
A minute later, the corridor turned sharply to the right, following the contour of the building.
“These are our laboratories.” Brehmer swept his hand toward either side of the hall. “I’m sure you’ll find the surroundings familiar.”
Floor-to-ceiling glass rose up on both sides of the corridor, giving a clear view of rooms filled with long tables, wall-mounted flat screens, gurneys, and assorted equipment that Lind recognized as being related to the bioengineering field. Men and women wearing white lab coats moved around inside. None of them looked up as the group passed by. Either they were caught up in their work, or perhaps the glass was a one-way mirror like the ones used in police interrogation rooms.
Brehmer looked back at Lind. “Everything here is state-of-the-art.”
Although Lind hated to admit it, the labs were impressive. The equipment was the best money could buy. Some of it was so cutting edge that Lind didn’t even recognize its purpose, and he was a giant in the field.
“We give our people everything they need to be successful,” Pelser said. It was the first time she had spoken. Lind wondered if she was the brains behind it all. Brehmer had a background in genetics, but he seemed more businessman than scientist.
“It’s impressive,” Lind said. “I’ll give you that. But we both know the world of genetics is just as much about people as it is the equipment.”
“I agree.” Pelser smiled. “Which is why we assembled some of the best scientists in the world.”
It was the response Lind expected. “Well, then I guess you don’t need me.”
“Don’t be so humble,” Brehmer said. “Of course we need you, and you’re about to see why.”
At the end of the corridor, they reached an elevator flanked by two uniformed guards who held semi-automatic rifles. Lind frowned. He wondered why there was such tight security inside the building. His chest tightened as he considered the possibilities.
After boarding the elevator, it took them about ten seconds to reach their destination. That suggested they were at least two or three stories underground. Like the guards, the location seemed like a security feature. The more he saw, the more concerned Lind became.
The group stepped out into a wide, dimly lit corridor. As was the case on the ground floor, two more armed guards were standing to one side.
“Please, follow me,” Pelser said.
The underground space was like something out of a Bond movie. The walls were natural rock, a reminder of the island’s volcanic origins. A series of steel support beams were situated at regular intervals along each side. It must have cost a fortune to cut all of this out of the rock.
Like the hallway on the ground floor, this one had steel doors on either side. Each one had the same small signs displaying a short set of letters and numbers. As far as Lind could tell, the only difference was that these doors were much larger, and a camera was affixed above each one.
A massive fifteen-foot-tall door rose up at the end of the corridor. A lone guard stood off to one side. It was clear Lind and the others had come to see whatever was behind the door.
Pelser approached the biometric keypad, entered a code, then put her eye against the screen. After the scan was complete, there was a loud beep and click.
As they entered, Lind read the sign next to the door: DH10. DH10. It was an identifier of some kind, but what did the letters and digits stand for? He wasn’t sure, but he committed the characters to memory.
The darkened room beyond was small and round. The floor was concrete, and the walls were natural rock. On the far side of the space was a long rectangular window with tinted glass. The whole chamber seemed like an observation platform.
“Come,” Brehmer said as he led Lind over to the window.
Lind stepped up to the glass and noted the space beyond was dark.
“It will take your eyes time to adjust,” Pelser said.
A half minute later, forms and shapes began to emerge. As Lind watched, he realized they were looking down into some cavernous containment area.
“Look to the left,” Pelser said.
Lind followed her gaze. Even though his eyes had adjusted, he still found it difficult to pick up much detail. A few seconds later, he saw something large moving in their direction. Even though the glass was thick and tinted, the thing — whatever it was — seemed to have recognized they were there.
“Add some light,” Brehmer said.
Removing a small tablet, Pelser typed a series of instructions. A moment later, soft red light came on inside the containment chamber. It wasn’t much. Just enough to bring about a little more detail.
Brehmer looked at Lind. “That’s the most light we can allow. Any more, and we’ll have a problem on our hands.”
As the dark figure continued in their direction, Lind leaned closer to the window for a better look
“Dr. Lind, this is the pinnacle of our work,” Brehmer said. “This is DH10.”
The figure now stood below them, about twenty feet away. Even though it was still difficult to see, Lind could make out a few more details. A chill ran down his spine as he realized what he was looking at.
After watching for a few more seconds, he turned toward Brehmer. “You monster, what have you done?”

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Terre-de-Haut
ZANE WATSON ENTERED the living room shortly after ten the next morning. Still groggy, he yawned as he ran a hand through his long brown hair. It had been a long night, and the morning had come much too quickly.
Amanda Higgs was standing in the kitchen. Now a full-time operative, she had joined the Delphi Group through a unique set of circumstances. A couple of years prior, Delphi had launched an investigation into the death of Ian Higgs, Amanda’s father. At the beginning of the investigation, Zane interviewed Amanda in London. She had received a letter from her father just prior to his death, a letter that contained clues regarding his killer. After the London meeting, Amanda began an investigation of her own, and she started by visiting her father’s former apartment in Vienna, Austria. In a strange twist, she stumbled into Zane and Carmen, who were there for the same purpose. After helping the two operatives find a clue her father had left behind, Amanda asked to join the official investigation. Zane was initially reluctant to bring her on board, but he eventually saw the value in having her help. After all, she knew Ian Higgs better than anyone else.
During the investigation, both Zane and Carmen gained a great appreciation for Amanda’s mental faculties. Smart and tough, she had a dogged desire to pursue the truth. In short, she had all the traits necessary for helping an organization like Delphi. And her prior experience as an archaeologist only enhanced her qualifications.
In a move surprising to no one, Dr. Alexander Ross invited Amanda to join the Delphi Group full-time. She accepted but only after Ross agreed to let her remain on staff at the University of Texas. The faculty position would allow her to teach the occasional summer class as well as lead digs in the Middle East.
Amanda turned at the sound of Zane’s yawn. “Up already? I’m impressed.”
“Believe me, I’m not up because I want to be here,” Zane said. “To be honest, my body could use a few more hours.”
“You could have slept in. Remember I was going to wake everyone up at eleven.”
Zane walked over to the kitchen island and set his elbows on the granite countertop. “I appreciate it, but with Carmen still missing, I just can’t seem to sleep very long.”
“Believe me, I understand.” Amanda opened a cabinet. “I think I’ve averaged about four or five hours since she went missing.”
“On top of everything else, I’m starting to question my decision last night.”
“Which one?”
“The decision not to go in immediately.”
“You did the right thing,” Amanda said. “This isn’t someone tied up in a house. From what you told us, there are multiple levels of security. Rushing in without a plan might have put her in even more danger.”
“That’s what I keep telling myself.” Zane looked at the living room. “Where’s Brett? I thought I heard his voice in here a few minutes ago.”
“He said he was going out for a jog. I think he wants to make sure we don’t have any unwanted visitors lurking around the neighborhood.”
Zane nodded.
Amanda opened the fridge and held up a carton of eggs. “How about some breakfast?”
“That would be wonderful, but I can make it myself.”
“Stay right where you are. You guys did all the dirty work last night.” After setting the eggs on the counter, she removed a stick of butter, a package of precooked bacon, and a loaf of bread.
Zane frowned. “No pancakes?”
“Keep talking and I might change my mind.”
“I guess I’ll shut up.” Zane walked over to the coffee maker. “Never insult someone who’s offering to cook food.”
Amanda cracked an egg then looked at him. “I can’t stop thinking about what James told us last night. That’s one of the most bizarre stories I’ve ever heard. Any idea who or what he saw out there?”
After the team returned to the house in the wee hours of the morning, they had given Amanda and Brett an update on all that had transpired on the island. During the debrief, Pratt recounted the story of the strange humanoid beings he saw.
Zane poured himself a cup of coffee. “My opinion is still the same as it was last night.” He added a dash of cream then took his first sip. “Despite the temptation to call them something else, all of the evidence indicates they were people just like you and me.”
“He said they sniffed his urine and growled like dogs.”
Zane shrugged. “What else could they be? When I’m tracking someone, I often follow their scent.”
“Maybe they’re some species of ape.”
“Brett and I already looked into that. There are no large primates in the Caribbean. As best we could tell, there aren’t any primates at all.”
“They could be escapees.” Amanda used a fork to scramble the eggs. “Even Florida has a few established communities of nonindigenous monkeys.”
Zane slid onto a stool and scooted up against the island. “I think we both know James didn’t see monkeys last night.”
“I’m just saying that whatever was out there isn’t necessarily native to the area. To me, the behavior was too bizarre to be a human being.” She paused for a moment. “You’re right. Some humans do track by scent. But how many times have you ever heard someone growl?”
Zane had to admit the behavior was bizarre, but he thought there was a practical explanation. “It was strange, but I think he probably heard them grunting something to one another, and it sounded like a growl.”
“Let’s assume you’re right. Who were they, and what were they doing out there?”
“Those are good questions,” Zane replied. “The honest answer is that I don’t know.” He paused. “I do have a theory, though. I think they might have something to do with whatever Brehmer is doing out there.”
“You think Brehmer is using human subjects?”
“Why not? He’s a genetic engineer. Remember, there’s a good chance he’s connected to the group that held Danielle Holland and me in France, and there’s no doubt she was a subject.”
“I thought we never conclusively determined what had happened to her,” Amanda said.
“Not conclusively, but I saw firsthand what happened at the safe house. She manhandled men that outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds. Tossed them around like loaves of bread.”
“Wasn’t the house filled with smoke? I also seem to remember you were under the influence of some powerful sedatives.”
“Amanda, I know what I saw. Danielle remembers it too.”
“I’m sorry. I do believe you.” Amanda turned back to the eggs. “I just know how my brain gets foggy even after taking some prescription medication.”
“Trust me, I’ve spent countless hours going over what I saw that night. It’s like some recurring dream that won’t go away.” He took another sip of coffee. “And if Danielle hadn’t confirmed my version of the events, I might have questioned it myself.”
“I’m just thankful you both got out of there alive.”
Over the next half hour, Pratt, Mortensen, and Skinner all woke up and ate breakfast. Shortly after they finished, Brett returned from his jog on the beach and gave the all clear. Other than a few local women who offered to braid his hair, the neighborhood was quiet.
“What now?” Skinner asked as they all gathered in the living room.
“First, we’re going to check in with Ross.” Zane pulled out his phone. “He wants to be in on our strategic planning.”
Brett took a seat on the couch. “I got a text from him while I was out on the beach. Said he has something important to pass along.”
Zane frowned. “What is it?”
“Don’t know. He just said to make sure you linked him in when we got started.”
Zane shook his head as he opened his contacts list. “Not sure why he couldn’t have copied me.”
“He probably assumed you needed your beauty sleep.”
Pratt laughed. “In that case, he may need to keep hitting snooze for the rest of the month.”
“Says the man who was treed by a team of amorous apes,” Zane retorted.
“Now, gentlemen,” Amanda said.
Zane dialed the Oracle then placed the phone in speaker mode.
“You’re late.” Ross’s voice was unusually gruff.
Zane propped the phone on a coffee table so all could hear. “We never gave you a time.”
“I told Brett we needed to get started by ten.”
Zane looked at Brett, who mouthed, “Oops.”
“The Oracle is in rare form,” Pratt whispered from his place on the couch.
Normally, Ross was a man of calm, even in the midst of a storm. But in this case, Zane knew the reason for his irritation. Like the rest of them, the Oracle was sick that Carmen was still out there somewhere. He felt helpless, and there was also the fact that her life was in danger.
But Zane knew that something else was troubling his boss. When they had spoken the night before, Ross confessed he was deeply troubled over the decision not to involve law enforcement. There was little doubt the French authorities would have sent a team out to Brehmer’s island retreat if they were presented with enough evidence. But what would happen if they found no sign of foul play? If Carmen wasn’t there and there was no sign of illegal activity, Brehmer might feel backed into a corner. And if he felt threatened, he might decide to make Carmen disappear. She clearly wasn’t as valuable to him as Noah Lind.
Taking all of that into account, Zane completely supported Ross’s decision. It was the best way to ensure the safety of both captives. It also gave them the opportunity to find out why the two had been taken there in the first place.
“Brett said you had something important to pass along,” Zane said in an effort to get things back on track.
“I do. A couple of things, actually.” He cleared his throat then continued. “First of all, I had Keiko and some members of our team take a deep dive into Brehmer’s work. We already knew that he was a bioengineer who specialized in genetic engineering. But what we didn’t know is that he’s now focused almost exclusively on CRISPR technology.”
“CRISPR?” Pratt said. “Sounds like a new line of snacks.”
“It’s an acronym for clustered regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats,” Brett said.
Mortensen’s eyes widened. “Wow, I’m impressed. That’s some major geekage right there.”
“I’ve heard of it before,” Skinner said. “Doesn’t it have something to do with the study of DNA?”
“It’s actually the editing of genes,” Brett answered. “CRISPR is a specialized type of gene that’s used to cut, or edit, strands of DNA.”
“There are a number of practical applications,” Ross said. “Scientists often use CRISPR technology to edit the DNA of a living organism to make it healthier. For example, some scientists here in the US have altered the genes of livestock to make them resistant to disease.”
“So why is that significant in regards to Brehmer?” Amanda asked.
“It’s significant because he’s doing something that’s extremely controversial. He’s researching the use of CRISPR on human beings.”
Amanda looked at Pratt. “Maybe that explains what you saw last night.”
Pratt nodded.
“That may also explain why Brehmer needed Dr. Lind so badly,” Ross continued. “CRISPR is one of Lind’s specialties, which means he may possess knowledge Brehmer needs.”
“Which in turn suggests there is some dark purpose to his work,” Skinner said. “If it was all on the up-and-up, then presumably Lind would have willingly helped.”
“Good point,” Amanda said.
“The president wants an update in person an hour from now,” Ross said. “That means I only have a few minutes left, and I need to pass along something else before I go.”
“This sounds important,” Zane said.
“It is. While looking into Brehmer’s work, Keiko discovered something interesting. He’s having a fundraising gala tomorrow night.”
“Where?”
“On the island,” Ross answered. “There are going to be approximately sixty guests.”
“Sixty?” Zane asked. “Who are they?”
“Shareholders, investors. According to the invitations that were sent out, the guests are going to be ferried over from Terre-de-Haut. With Brehmer and his people tied up, it’s just the perfect time to conduct a rescue operation.”
“We’ll get working on a plan right away,” Zane said.
“I already have one piece figured out. We need someone on the inside, so you’re going to attend that gala as one of the guests.”
It took Zane a while to digest what he had just heard. Finally, he asked, “And just how are we going to pull that off?”
“The same way we always do. Brett is going to put you on that list.” Ross paused for a moment. “But that’s not all. I’m sending someone down to go with you. In fact, she’s on her way to Terre-de-Haut right now.”
Zane’s eyes narrowed. He couldn’t imagine who that might be. “Who is it?”
“Danielle Holland.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

JIA HUANG MOVED silently through the trees, her senses on alert. The cloudy skies shrouded the moon, making the jungle even more dark and dangerous than it already was. She would have preferred a clearer night, but she didn’t have time to wait around for better conditions. She needed to complete the first phase of her mission now.
She slipped from one trunk to the next, pausing every so often to listen. The rainforest was filled with the noises of all the various night creatures — birds, owls, and insects — making it difficult to hear anything else.
Even though her quarry were smart and crafty, they were no match for Jia. A native of the rural Nanling Mountains of South China, she had spent her childhood climbing trees, scaling cliffs, and tracking animals. She had even perfected the art of following people hiking through the woods near her home. At times, she was able to hide just feet from campers sitting around a fire. She was so stealthy that one of her Chinese trainers had nicknamed her Ghost.
Jia’s destination was a clearing a quarter mile from the beach. It was the intersection of several trails used by the creatures, which was what she called her prey. Even though they were once human, no one would ever call them that now. Their humanity had disappeared long ago. From what she could tell, they killed, ate, slept, and fought over territory, activities typically associated with animals. They were experiments gone wrong.
Over the last twenty-four hours, Jia had tracked their movements from the safety of the canopy. During that time, she had learned the creatures hunted primarily by smell. She guessed that oddity had come from the manipulation of their genes. She had also noticed that they were averse to light. They remained hidden during the day then came out at night to find food.
As she neared her destination, Jia stopped one last time to listen. Hearing nothing out of the ordinary, she entered the clearing and slid the backpack off her shoulder. Crouching, she removed several ziplock plastic bags. Each one contained chicken she had purchased at the market the day before. She had purposely left the meat out all day to enhance its pungent odor.
After putting on gloves, Jia opened each bag and dumped the contents onto the soft earth. The smell was overwhelming, and she was careful to make sure none of the meat touched her body. If any of the scent transferred to her clothing or skin, the creatures would easily detect her.
With the bait set, she stood and tossed the bags and gloves behind a nearby tree. She followed a trail that ran north from the clearing. A minute later, she found one of the many trip wires set up across the island. Reaching out, she placed her hand in front of the beam, triggering the sensor. Even though she couldn’t hear anything, the creatures had, and they would be there in minutes.
She turned and ran back to the clearing before scaling a tree she had picked out earlier that day. She moved from limb to limb with ease. Having climbed all her life, she was almost as comfortable in trees as she was on the ground.
She stopped about midway up. Since the creatures relied heavily on smell, her goal was to get her body scent as far away from the ground as possible while at the same time keeping her close enough to take a shot.
A rustling of undergrowth sounded from close by. The creatures had already arrived. Reaching down, she removed a semi-automatic pistol from its holster. After checking the magazine, she pulled the suppressor out of her pocket and screwed it onto the muzzle. She was ready.
A minute later, three of the creatures arrived at the edge of the clearing. From her vantage point, she could see them crouched behind the trunks of trees. One lifted its head in the air, sniffing for any sign of danger. Perhaps they were surprised by the presence of raw meat. They were humans and therefore probably sensed something was out of place. Even so, Jia knew they wouldn’t be able to resist the free meal.
A minute later, their hunger overrode fear. One of the creatures gave a low grunt, then all three entered the clearing at once. Hunched like apes, they crawled over to the pile of chicken breasts. After sniffing them briefly, they tore into the food like starved animals, growling as they tore the meat apart.
Jia needed to act before more of them arrived for the buffet. Wrapping her legs tightly around the limb, she leaned out as far as she could then lifted her pistol slowly. She aimed at the nearest creature and pulled the trigger. A cough sounded from the muzzle, and the creature tumbled over. The other two paused briefly as though confused by what had happened. Lifting the pistol again, Jia shot the remaining ones in quick succession.
After climbing down, she walked over and surveyed the bodies. Perfect. As usual, she had killed with efficient precision.
She opened her backpack and removed three syringes and a special biological materials container. She walked over to the nearest body, crouched beside it, and stabbed the bicep with one of the needles. Once she had drawn a sufficient amount of blood, she placed the syringe in the container. She then repeated the process with the other two creatures.
Her work was done, and it was time to leave. As she stood, she heard a low growl behind her. She cursed under her breath. It was another of the creatures. She had been so focused on retrieving the samples that she hadn’t heard it approach.
Turning, she saw a dark figure crouched at the edge of the circle. Its legs were gathered underneath its body, like a predator ready to spring.
Jia looked around. She had set her gun down next to her backpack, and both were at least ten yards away.
As she pondered her next move, the creature charged with shocking speed. Acting on instinct, Jia rolled out of the way at the last second. The creature blew past but turned and recovered quickly. Jia rose up into a defensive position. She knew her life was in danger now. She had seen the size of the creatures’ musculature up close. If one of them ever got its hands on her, it would rip her to pieces.
Screaming with rage, the creature charged again. As it came toward her, Jia saw something out of the corner of her eye. The pistol. She was closer to it than before. Turning, she dove and grabbed the gun with her right hand. As the creature leaped into the air, she rolled onto her back and fired two shots. The creature slammed into her, knocking the gun out of her hand.
Jia waited, expecting the strong fingers to close around her throat. But nothing happened. Seconds later, she felt blood seeping across her chest. She felt no pain, so she knew it wasn’t hers. She breathed a sigh of relief. The rounds had found their mark.
Once her strength returned, Jia pushed the body off of her. She wanted to rest for a few minutes, but she knew she couldn’t afford to. More creatures would arrive soon, and she needed to be gone by the time they got there.
She stood and gathered her things. She had accomplished her first task, but the biggest task was yet to come. In less than twenty-four hours, she would enter the research facility and retrieve the biggest prize of all, the weapon her country had sought for so long.
Slinging the backpack over her shoulder, Jia snapped a fresh magazine into her pistol and disappeared into the trees.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

MOST OF THE Delphi team rose early the next morning. After eating a light breakfast of English muffins and scrambled eggs, Zane poured himself a second cup of coffee and exited through the back door. He needed to get away from all the conversation to clear his mind.
A stiff breeze caressed his face as he crossed the deck and stood at the rail. Their rental house — a white bungalow with a red tile roof — was set on a hill just north of Terre-de-Haut. It was one of the most expensive rental properties on the island, but it had been well worth the price. Zane liked the fact that it was some distance from the other houses in the area. He also liked the home’s isolation; the nearest neighbor was about a hundred yards away. That and the large hedgerow encircling the property gave them all the privacy they could ask for.
Zane took a sip of coffee and looked to his left. A splash of red rooftops lined the beach a mile or so in the distance. Like most island towns, Terre-de-Haut was slow to start the day. A few tourists were walking the streets, but other than that, the village was relatively quiet.
Zane looked toward the beach. The clear blue waters of the Caribbean Sea glistened in the morning sun. The view never got old. While he preferred cooler locales, Zane had to admit this part of the world had a special appeal. The beauty alone made it worth the visit. He made a mental note to see if Katiya wanted to come to the islands for their next vacation.
The back door opened behind him. Zane turned to see an attractive young woman walking toward him, a coffee cup cradled in one hand. She wore black leggings and a tight gray T-shirt with Vanderbilt emblazoned on the front. Her dyed blond hair fell just past her shoulders. It had grown out since Zane had last seen her.
Although he didn’t show it outwardly, Zane still felt slightly uncomfortable in the presence of Danielle Holland. His discomfort wasn’t because she was a bad person. On the contrary, she was kindhearted, the type of person who always seemed to put the needs of others before her own. Instead, his discomfort came from her actions following the events in France. The two had been through a horrible ordeal together. They had both been held captive, then later both had been chased through the streets of Paris by a hit team. Such an experience would have been traumatic for anyone, especially a civilian who hadn’t been exposed to life-threatening situations.
Upon returning to the States, Danielle stayed in Arlington for several weeks to be debriefed by the Delphi Group and other US intelligence agencies. She also met regularly with a group of government counselors who were trained to assist those who had been through traumatic experiences. During her time in Arlington, Danielle began to display an unexpected pattern of behavior indicating that she had a romantic interest in Zane. Her actions included numerous phone calls, texts, and visits to the condo he leased in Alexandria.
At first it seemed harmless — perhaps a brief reaction to stress — but over time, Zane could tell that her behavior was slowly tilting toward obsession. She insisted they meet regularly in person, and she even called Zane when she knew he was on a trip to see his girlfriend, Katiya. Even though Zane gave strong hints that things had gone too far, Danielle continued to contact him on the premise that they stay in touch as friends. According to her, they had gone through a traumatic experience together and therefore needed to support one another throughout the healing process. Over time, Zane stopped responding to her calls and texts, and eventually she stopped reaching out to him.
Despite all of Danielle’s actions, Zane never held anything against her. It was clear the experience in France was behind her behavior. He believed she had experienced something similar to Stockholm Syndrome. Even though Zane hadn’t held her captive, he had helped her safely escape what could have been death or something even worse than death. That in turn had apparently triggered some kind of attachment in Danielle’s mind, an attachment that was hard to break.
Much to his regret, Zane had never told anyone at Delphi about her actions, including the Oracle. He didn’t tell them because the behavior eventually came to an end, and he didn’t want anything to go on Danielle’s record. After all, it wasn’t who she really was. At least, as far as he knew.
But now Zane’s decision had come back to bite him. Not only had Ross sent her to Terre-de-Haut, but he had also asked them to attend the gala together. Zane had thought about telling Ross what had happened in the wake of the events in Paris but thought better of it. Ross was already in a sour mood, and Zane wasn’t about to push him over the edge. Besides, it was possible that Danielle was completely healed.
Zane did ask Ross why he was sending a civilian with no training in covert activities. Ross told him there were two reasons. One, Danielle was an accomplished stage actress, which would enable her to play the role of Zane’s wife at the gala. Zane didn’t think acting was the same as going undercover, but he did see the Oracle’s reasoning.
But there was also another reason. Once she recovered from the events in Paris, Danielle remembered her brother, David, had disappeared just weeks before she had been taken. After looking into the matter, US intelligence thought there was a good chance the same group was holding him, although there was no concrete evidence to confirm that. Ross wanted Danielle to attend the gala on the off chance her brother was working there against his will. It was a long shot, but no one else would be better at identifying him than his own sister.
Despite his continued discomfort in her presence, Zane had to admit that Danielle had been both polite and professional since arriving. He could see that she was very close to being the person she was before, and that was a good thing.
“Stunning view, isn’t it?” Danielle asked.
“I love it,” Zane replied, “but it’s also distracting when you’re trying to focus on mission detail.”
She came and stood next to him. “And here I thought you were just out here relaxing.”
“If only I could.” He looked over at her. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you something last night… I’m really sorry to hear that your brother has been missing for so long.”
“Thank you. David’s one of the few people in my family that I’m close to.” She returned Zane’s gaze, her eyes glistening with tears. “I can’t lose him. I just can’t.”
“If he’s there, we’re going to find him. I promise you that.”
“I just appreciate all of you giving me the chance to play a part in what you’re doing.”
Zane didn’t approve of her presence, but she didn’t need to know that. She was here, and he needed to make the most of it. “How do you feel about it?” he asked.
“About what?”
“About the risk you’re about to take? I’ve done this type of thing before. Trust me, it’s not going to be easy.”
Danielle leaned forward and put her elbows on the rail. “You know, my love for David is so strong that I’m not really all that nervous.”
Zane faced her. “Tell me more about him.”
“I know I’m biased, but he’s the best brother anyone could ask for.” She smiled. “It’s funny. He’s also the best father I could’ve asked for.”
“Were your parents divorced?” Zane asked.
She shook her head. “No, my father died of cancer when I was ten and David was fourteen. We really had it rough after Dad passed. He didn’t have much life insurance, so Mom had to go out and earn a living. Unfortunately, that was extremely difficult for her because she had an undiagnosed medical condition that made her tired all the time.”
“Did she try to get help?”
“Yes, but the tests were all inconclusive. One doctor thought she might have chronic fatigue syndrome. Another thought her symptoms were consistent with fibromyalgia. And to be honest, there were a couple who thought Mom was making the whole thing up just to get on disability.”
“They actually said that?”
“They didn’t have to,” Danielle replied. “We could see it in their expression and their attitude.”
“Could she do any kind of work at all?” Zane asked.
“She had been a middle school teacher for a long time but stopped when I was born. She thought about going back to the classroom, but over time, she realized that wasn’t an option. Someone with her symptoms couldn’t take a job that required such long hours and intense focus. As I’m sure you know, being a teacher isn’t just standing up in front of class going over material. There are parent-teacher conferences and late nights spent grading tests and papers.”
Zane nodded. “They’re some of the hardest-working people I know.”
“Thankfully, God blessed our family in a wonderful way. One of the men we went to church with knew of Mom’s situation, and he offered her a job as an administrative assistant at the company he owned. She would be working under another AA, which meant the work would be light. But that wasn’t even the best part. As long as she performed well, he agreed to let her work until she was too tired to go anymore.”
“He sounds like a kind man,” Zane said.
“He was a godly man who truly lived out his faith.” Danielle took several sips of coffee before continuing. “Anyway, you asked about David. He was a godsend too. Even though Mom was able to work about six hours a day, she would collapse on the couch when she came home. Her body could only take so much. That’s where David stepped in. He was just a teenager, but I think he realized we might not make it as a family unless he took on a larger role. So he grabbed the reins and became a de facto parent. He cooked dinner for the three of us, he did all the laundry, and he even managed to keep the house somewhat clean.” Danielle laughed. “Granted, we ate some really bad food during those times. It’s why to this day I’m obsessive about eating healthy food. I never want to eat another can of ravioli or frozen pizza again.” She looked at Zane. “But who could complain? I know this sounds cliché, but he really was our knight in shining armor.”
“Most are so self-centered at that age,” Zane said. “I know I was.”
“Me too.”
“So when did you find out that David was missing?”
“Shortly after the events in Paris. Actually, I didn’t find out right away. Mom waited a while to tell me because she knew I was in pretty rough shape.”
“Do the police have any idea what happened?”
Danielle shook her head. “Mom thinks it had something to do with some jobs he applied for.”
Zane frowned. “What kind of jobs?”
“David served in the Army for a number of years. It was a good career for him, but when he got out, he had difficulty finding work. At first, he thought about going back to college to get an engineering degree. But he eventually gave up the idea when he realized how much it would cost.
“Around that same time, he told Mom he had heard about these companies that were hiring smart, ex-military men and women to work in dangerous parts of the world. They do things like guard commercial facilities from terrorist attacks.”
Zane nodded. “Private security firms. The work is extremely dangerous, but the pay is astronomical. I know a few people who did that for a decade then retired.”
“That’s exactly what David told Mom. He said he’d make enough to retire, and he’d also give her some of his pay to make her life more comfortable.”
“Let’s get back to his disappearance,” Zane said. “Your mom said she believed it was related to one of these interviews. Is there something in particular that made her think that?”
“Not really. It’s just that he had these interviews set up around the same time he went missing. Just an odd coincidence, I guess.”
Danielle’s mother was right. There was little doubt that David Holland had been taken by one of the companies that interviewed him. Zane was familiar with a few private security firms because Delphi often recruited some of the same people. He knew they frequently conducted field tests to assess the applicants’ physical capabilities and their proficiency with weapons. Those tests were often completed at remote locations, which would be perfect for an abduction.
Zane now realized why Ross had wanted Danielle to be a part of the current operation. The Oracle probably believed there was a link between Danielle’s captivity in France and the disappearance of her brother. Zane believed that too. The odds of that being a coincidence were too high to even consider.
But why Danielle and David? At first, Zane believed it was simply because both had served in the military. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized there was probably something about their genetic makeup that made them good prospects for gene editing.
After a few minutes of silence, Danielle turned toward him and said, “Zane, I never got the opportunity to apologize for the way I acted before.”
Zane felt his chest tighten. He didn’t mind discussing the matter. In fact, apologizing might be a sign that she was in a healthier place. He just wished she could have broached the subject after the mission was complete. But she had brought it up, and now he needed to respond. “Danielle, I—”
The door opened behind them, cutting him off.
Pratt leaned out and said, “Brett’s ready. Time to get started.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

BRETT SPOKE WHILE looking at the screen of his laptop. “There are two ferry boats that will begin taking guests over at five.” He looked at Zane and Danielle, who were sitting next to each other on the couch. “I’ve placed both of you on the registry. According to everything I found online, you’ll simply need to present your identification. Once that’s verified, you’ll be given a name tag that will give you access to the event.”
Amanda looked at Danielle. “Do you have the passport our people put together?”
Danielle nodded. “I have two copies, actually. I guess they were afraid I might lose one.”
Amanda smiled. “It’s nothing personal. We always order two. A lot of time and expense goes into these operations. As you can imagine, we can’t afford to make all of that investment then have to abort because someone’s identification has been misplaced.”
“Where do you get them?” Danielle asked.
“The US government operates a logistics group that manufactures all fake identification, including passports,” Brett explained. “Delphi isn’t part of the government, but we can still order IDs through the agencies we work with. Their work is flawless. When your passport is swiped at a point of entry, it matches official US government records.”
“That’s incredible,” Danielle said.
“They even have a way of inserting fake stamps in order to make them appear more realistic,” Amanda said.
Zane wanted to keep things moving. Looking at Brett, he asked, “What can you tell us about the event’s agenda?”
“There’s a cocktail reception at six, followed by the presentation at seven. Although the material doesn’t say exactly what he’s going to present, we found some emails that suggest it’s going to be big.”
“Interesting,” Zane said. “Unfortunately, we may not get to see it. That’s going to probably be the best time for us to slip away and search the building.” He looked at Pratt. “What about you and your team?”
“We’re going to take three pontoon boats over to the island,” Pratt replied. “We’ll travel to the outer fence, arriving around six. Brett will then shut their security system down for a few minutes so we can cut our way through.”
“Can you handle that?” Zane asked Brett.
“That won’t be a problem.” Brett nodded at his laptop. “I’m already in, and as best I can tell, they don’t even know I’m there.”
“Once we’re through the fence, it should only take a few minutes to reach the three buildings at the rear of the compound,” Pratt said. “We’ll start our search there.”
During their recon mission two nights before, Zane, Skinner, and Mortensen had gotten close enough to see all the structures. There were four buildings: a large one at the end of the entrance road and three smaller buildings a short distance away.
“Let’s get back to the gala.” Amanda looked at Zane. “Do you have a plan on how to search the building once you’re there?”
“Not really,” Zane admitted. “Obviously, we have no way of knowing what kind of security will be in place. I’ll have to look everything over when I get there. As I said before, we may try to slip out when Brehmer makes his big reveal.”
“During my breach of the Pallas network, I was able to find a set of the building’s plans,” Brett said. “Zane and I identified a few places that look like they could be holding cells of some kind. He’ll search those first.”
Amanda nodded. “And what happens if we find Carmen and the others?”
“Once we find them, we’ll call James and his team in,” Zane said. “If all goes according to plan, they’ll escort everyone over the ridge and out to the boat.”
“You’re not worried about them finding the boats?” Danielle asked.
“There aren’t any patrols on the beaches. They leave that to those zombies that are running around.”
Danielle lifted her brows. “Oh joy.”
“Don’t worry,” Brett said. “We have a backup plan in place. If something happens to the boats, then Amanda and I can bring over another one we rented down at the marina.”
“Any questions?” Zane surveyed the faces around him. “If not, then let’s all gear up.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

ZANE AND DANIELLE arrived at the dock at 4:37. As far as Zane was concerned, their timing was perfect. Approximately three-quarters of the sixty guests had already arrived, which was exactly the way he’d planned it. When attending an event undercover, he never liked to arrive too early or too late. He liked to arrive when a crowd was already assembled. That way, he could just walk up and blend in immediately.
As they stepped onto the dock, Zane noticed dark storm clouds in the distance. The leading edge was soot black, indicating they might get more than just a little drizzle.
“Looks like the booze is already flowing,” Danielle said.
Most of the guests were mingling under a tent at the end of the dock, where a temporary wet bar had been set up. Almost everyone was holding a clear plastic cup with a little cocktail umbrella sticking out of the top.
“That’s standard protocol at these things,” Zane said. “I think Brehmer is going to shake down his investors to pay for his work, and alcohol tends to loosen wallets.”
“I guess it’s safe to assume we need to lay off the booze if at all possible.”
Zane smiled as they walked toward the crowd. “On the contrary, we need to drink early and often.”
Danielle gave him a confused look. “We’re about to engage in critical work, and you want us to drink heavily?”
“Let me clarify,” Zane said. “In case someone is watching, we want to look like all the other guests. And trust me, most of them are going to be drinking heavily. It’s how these things work. If we stand off to one side without a drink, then we might stand out.” They were getting near the tent, so he lowered his voice. “Here’s how we’re going to do this without actually getting drunk. When you order your drink, tell the bartender to make it weak. Once the drink is in hand, try to take sips only when people are watching you. If you get the chance, pour out as much as you can into a trash can or into the water. Then go back to the bar and repeat. I’ll probably go through five or six drinks throughout the evening, but in reality, I’ll only be ingesting about a quarter of that.”
“Wow, you’ve really thought through these things.”
“I’ve been doing this for a long time. If I were working security, I’d keep my eye on any people who were standing off to the side without a drink in their hand.”
When they reached the tent, Zane spotted several members of Brehmer’s security team. They tried to blend in, but Zane’s trained eye picked them up immediately. Each had a flesh-toned earpiece that was noticeable only if someone was looking for it. They also kept their eyes on the crowd, looking for anyone who seemed out of place.
Zane led Danielle over to the bar, where he ordered two Bahama Mamas. He asked the bartender to go easy on the alcohol, but in all the confusion, it looked as though she ignored his instructions.
“Be careful,” Zane said as they took their drinks and waded into the crowd. “I think our friend made these a little stronger than I asked her to.”
“Don’t worry,” Danielle said. “I’m pretty good at fake sipping.”
“Well, remember, you don’t have to be perfect. A little alcohol is fine. In fact, it will probably loosen you up.”
“You won’t have to tell me twice.” She gave him a little wink.
Zane touched her arm. “Let’s go over here.”
After making sure they weren’t being watched, Zane led Danielle to the end of the dock. He needed to get away to test their communications devices. Once he made sure no one was watching, he removed his phone and used a special app to turn on their earpieces. The tiny devices had been inserted deep into their ear canals prior to the operation. The sound quality was superb, although it did make hearing more problematic.
“Brett, can you hear me?” Zane asked.
“Loud and clear,” Brett replied directly into their ears.
As they had rehearsed earlier in the day, Zane faced Danielle when he spoke, making it seem as though the two of them were talking.
“We’re having drinks at the dock,” Zane said.
“Nice,” Brett said. “See any bad guys?”
“Lots of them. I’ve counted six, and I assume there are more than that.”
“PSM is already out on the bay,” Brett said, referring to Pratt, Skinner, and Mortensen. “They have some fishing lines in the water and will approach the island in about a half hour when the sun starts to set.”
“Make sure our Southern friend remembers we have an operation tonight,” Zane said. “That man loves to fish.”
“I think he likes to fish almost as much as he likes women,” Brett said with a laugh.
“Almost as much?” Zane said.
“I’ll let you know when they reach the island,” Brett said.
“Copy that.”
“You need anything from me before we sign off?”
Zane was about to respond when a voice came through the loudspeaker, letting the guests know that boarding would begin in five minutes.
“Negative,” Zane answered after the announcement was finished. “It’s time for us to get in line.”
“Remember, I’m here if there are any problems.”
Zane turned off the earpiece then looked at Danielle. “Let’s do it.”
The two tossed their drinks into a nearby trash can then got into line. From what Zane could see, the boarding process was simple. Each person presented their identification at the base of the boat ramp, then once their name was verified, they were given a name tag and waved through.
As they neared the checkpoint, Zane leaned closer to Danielle. “Remember, I’ll do all the talking. Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t say a thing.”
Suddenly, she didn’t sound as confident as she had before.
“You okay?” Zane asked.
“I guess I am a little nervous. I wish we’d had more time to drink. Once we get through this and onto the boat, I’ll be fine.”
“Just remember that in five more minutes, this will all be over.”
Zane looked toward the front of the line. Two men flanked the entrance to the boat ramp. The man checking IDs was dressed casually in a Hawaiian-style shirt. He stood behind a podium and appeared to be verifying each name on a laptop. After watching him for a few seconds, Zane shifted his gaze to the other man. He was dressed in black pants and a crisp black polo shirt. He examined each person who approached, which told Zane he was their top security guy. No one boarded that boat without walking past his discerning eye. If anything seemed out of place, he would probably pull them aside.
Zane turned on his earpiece again. “Brett, you there?”
“Yes, I’m here. Something wrong?”
“Not yet,” Zane whispered so that Danielle couldn’t hear. “Security just seems a little tighter than I thought. I’m going to leave my device on until we get past the gatekeepers.”
“Copy that. I’m here if you need me.”
When they arrived at the podium, the man in the Hawaiian-style shirt held out his hand. “Welcome. IDs, please.”
Both Zane and Danielle handed him their passports.
“A hot job out in this sun,” Zane said in his best French accent.
“Thankfully, it’ll be over soon.” After spreading open both passports, the man turned to the screen. “Mr. and Mrs. Bergeron, let’s see what we have.”
Michel Bergeron was one of several false identities Zane used when working undercover. He knew Bergeron’s life history almost as well as he knew his own, so it was the one he used most often. The fictitious Bergeron was a French-Canadian businessman who owned a firearm accessories company. That worked well for Zane, who had a deep knowledge of the industry.
Danielle was posing as Bergeron’s American-born wife, Sophie. To simplify things, Sophie’s background was essentially that of Danielle, only with different cities and names. It saved her from having to memorize a lot of detail.
The man frowned as he stared at the screen.
“Is there a problem?” Zane asked.
After staring at his laptop for a moment longer, the man said, “I’m afraid your name isn’t on the list.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Zane saw the man in black turn in their direction. The issue had immediately drawn his attention.
“What are you talking about?” Zane raised his voice slightly.
The man looked at Zane. “Could it possibly be under another name?”
The man in black stepped closer. The situation couldn’t be any worse.
Before Zane could answer, Brett spoke in his ear. “I heard what he said, and I think I know what happened. Tell him you were placed on the supplementary list.”
Now you tell me.
“I think we’re on some sort of supplementary list.” On a whim, Zane pulled out his phone. “Do I need to call Jonas about—”
The man at the podium held up a hand. “I’m sure everything is in order.” He tapped on the screen several times. A few seconds later, he said, “There you are, Michel and Sophie Bergeron.”
Zane grunted as though grudgingly pleased.
The man returned their passports. “My apologies, Monsieur Bergeron. Enjoy your stay.”
After taking back their identification, Zane and Danielle walked up the ramp and boarded the ferry. There were indoor seats as well as an open area near the stern with another bar. Some of the guests sat down inside, while others continued on toward the bar.
“Can we go get another drink?” Danielle asked. “And this time, I’m going to drink the whole thing.”
“I was just thinking the same thing,” Zane said.
Once they arrived at the bar, the two quickly ordered another round of cocktails. Zane led Danielle over to a cushioned bench, where they sipped in silence. Ten minutes later, once all the guests were checked in, the craft eased away from the dock and picked up speed as it moved out into the bay.
“Let’s just stay out here, if you don’t mind,” Danielle said. “The breeze will do me some good.”
“Enjoy it while you can.” Zane used his drink to point at the dark clouds that were almost overhead. “Looks like we’re in for some wet stuff.”
“That would be par for the course.”
“Be positive.” Zane took a sip of his cocktail. “The good news is these Caribbean storms are often over pretty quick.”
“Let’s hope so.”
Zane looked at her. “You doing okay?”
Danielle held up her cup. “I will be soon.”
Zane laughed. “Remember, pace yourself.”
“Not yet.”
As Zane leaned back against the rail, he felt eyes on him. Turning to his right, he saw someone inside the main seating area, staring at him through the glass. The reflection made it hard to see much detail, but Zane could see enough to realize it was the man in black.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

JAMES BULL PRATT led the team of operatives silently down the forested slope. They walked in single file: Pratt was in the lead, followed by Skinner. Mortensen brought up the rear. The rain had begun to pour just minutes before, so they stepped carefully, trying to avoid the slick patches of mud that had already formed. Time was of the essence, but the last thing Pratt wanted was for one of his men to fall and twist an ankle.
On arriving at the beach, the operatives had pulled the pontoon boat across the sand and into a grove of trees. After covering the craft with branches, the three had followed an animal trail over the ridge to the interior of the island. It had taken them thirty-three minutes to reach their current position. That meant they would probably arrive at their destination in slightly over their allotted time, but Pratt wasn’t going to sweat it. The safety of his men was of utmost importance. If one of them were injured, it would put the whole mission in jeopardy.
Soon the ground leveled off and the forest thinned out, allowing the operatives to walk side by side. According to the GPS in Pratt’s visor, the perimeter fence should be only about twenty yards away. Once there, they would reach out to Brett.
Pratt glanced over his shoulder. He had done so at least a half dozen times since they arrived. Although he hadn’t told the others, he had a strong sense that someone was out there in the storm. Following them. Watching them. The feeling had started soon after they had hidden the boat and started up the trail. At times, it was so intense that he half expected to turn and see someone standing there.
Mortensen tapped Pratt on the shoulder and pointed. Pratt looked through the heavy rain, and the perimeter fence was looming a few yards away. He checked the time. They were a little late but not enough to be concerned about. So far, everything was going according to plan.
“Ten o’clock,” Skinner hissed.
Pratt turned to the left and saw what the operative was referring to. Inside the fence, about fifty yards away, two flashlight beams shone through the trees.
“Foot patrol,” Mortensen said. “I guess even the storm won’t keep them inside tonight.”
Seeing the guards were moving in their direction, Pratt pointed at a nearby bush. “Get down.”
After crouching behind the plants, they watched the guards continue down the fence. As best Pratt could tell, there were only two of them. Soon the men continued on and passed out of view.
“Good timing,” Skinner said. “My guess is there won’t be another patrol coming by for a while.”
Pratt turned on his earpiece. “Brett, you there?”
“Yes.”
“We’re at the entry point.”
“Okay, give me a sec.”
The plan was for Brett to shut down Brehmer’s security for several minutes. While it was down, the operatives would use the time to cut through the fencing. They weren’t sure if the fence had sensors along every stretch, but they couldn’t take any chances. Once they were through, Brett would boot the system back up. He would also send a signal indicating a power surge had caused the problem.
“All clear,” Brett said a half minute later.
“Copy that,” Pratt replied.
After coming out from behind the bush, the three operatives moved quickly to the fence. By prearranged plan, Pratt kept watch while Skinner and Mortensen used heavy-duty bolt cutters to open a hole that was three feet wide and two feet high. The operatives had performed the task hundreds of times before and were able to finish in just under two minutes. After sliding through, Pratt replaced the piece that had been cut out. It didn’t need to look perfect, just good enough to fool someone walking by in the darkness.
“We’re in,” Pratt said.
“Okay, I’ll bring the system up in a few minutes.”
“We’re going radio silent from here on.”
“Copy that,” Brett said.
Pratt turned off his device and breathed a sigh of relief. They were in. Based on their research, Brehmer’s facility was only about a quarter mile away. It was time to initiate the second phase of their operation.
As they started off, Pratt turned and looked toward the jungle. Whoever was following them was closer now. Very close. But there was nothing he could do. They needed to continue on with their mission.
But Pratt knew he needed to watch their rear, and that was because whoever was following them now had a way in.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

FROM HER PERCH high in the gumbo-limbo tree, Jia Huang used a monocular to watch the three men. Her lens was wet from the rain, but she could still see well enough to know what they were doing. One man stood guard while the other two cut through the fence with quick efficiency. While following them through the forest, Jia had quickly determined that all three were well-trained professionals, probably former military. She also noted they were heavily armed. They were the kind of men who could kill, and because of that, she had stayed farther back than she normally would have.
As the two men continued to cut through the fence, Jia focused on the man standing over them. He was clearly the leader of the three. Over the last several minutes, it had also become clear he had sensed her presence. Jia had used every skill she possessed to stay out of sight, yet somehow he knew she was there. On several occasions, the man had turned around and focused on the very place she was hidden.
Even though he was the enemy, Jia felt a strange connection to the man. Like her, he had an innate sense of things beyond just sights and sounds. But she wondered why he hadn’t made a countermove. Maybe they were under time constraints, or maybe he was waiting for the right moment to set a trap. She would have to be careful.
There was movement at the fence. The men had finished their work and were squirming through the opening. After passing through, they replaced the missing section of wire before disappearing into the trees. Seeing they were gone, Jia swung down through the limbs and dropped onto the ground, careful not to lose her footing in the wet dirt. She sprinted to the fence and wiggled through the hole the men had created.
She had planned to enter the compound another way, but that plan would have been much more difficult and time-consuming. She smiled. The three men had just made her job a little easier.
While still on her stomach, Jia replaced the section of fence then squirmed over to a nearby tree. Removing her monocular, she turned on the night vision feature and aimed it in the direction the men had taken. Three tiny dots of heat flared in the distance. They were moving fast.
Satisfied they were far enough ahead, Jia stood and removed her pistol. It was time to complete her mission. But before doing that, she might have to remove the three obstacles that were walking a few hundred yards ahead.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

“WOW, I KNEW this place would be nice, but I didn’t realize it would be this nice,” Danielle said as they entered the ballroom.
Zane had to agree. The trappings were indeed impressive. Large columns lined the perimeter of the cavernous space, and dozens of white-clothed tables were scattered across the floor. Adding to the opulence, massive chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their glass twinkling in the soft light.
“Remember Brehmer is a billionaire. That’s billion with a b. When you have that kind of cash, you can hire the best contractors in the world.”
“How did he even get all of this out here?”
Zane rubbed his fingers together, indicating the man’s money could make anything happen. “The bigger question is how did he get approvals? I can’t imagine Brehmer allowing inspectors to swarm over this place.”
“Maybe he never told the local authorities what he was doing.”
“That or he paid off the inspectors.”
A server came toward them, a tray filled with champagne flutes clutched in one hand. “May I offer you a drink?”
Zane smiled at the man. “Twist my arm, twist my arm.”
“Thank you,” Danielle said as she took one for herself.
“Let’s go get something to eat,” Zane said after the server walked off.
“I was just about to suggest the same thing.”
Zane led her toward through the throng of people toward a circular dais in the center of the room. On the dais was the largest hors d’oeuvres table Zane had ever seen. It was filled with an assortment of food: caviar, sushi, cocktail shrimp, fruit, and a wide variety of cheese. And to top it off, a tall chocolate fountain sat in the center.
“Impressive,” Danielle said as they both picked up plates at the table.
“It looks like Dr. Jonas Brehmer spared no expense in spoiling his investors,” Zane said.
“I sense a shakedown coming,” Danielle said with a smile.
“Precisely.” Zane grabbed a plate and filled it with boiled shrimp and cocktail sauce. “Take all you want. We wouldn’t want to offend our host.”
“This spy business isn’t good for my waistline.”
After they had filled their plates, Zane led Danielle over to a high-seat table at the edge of the dais. Danielle slid onto a seat and set her plate on the table. Her eyes darted around the room as she nibbled on some exotic French cheese.
“How are you?” Zane asked after dipping a piece of shrimp in cocktail sauce.
“Fine, I think.”
“You look a little pensive.”
“Sorry, I just keep thinking about David.” She looked at Zane. “I just hope he’s here.”
“If he is, we’ll find him.”
Danielle took a sip of champagne then asked, “Have you seen that man who was staring at us on the boat?”
“Not yet, but he’s here somewhere.”
“That guy gave me the creeps.”
Zane had been looking for the man ever since they entered the ballroom. The security officer had watched them throughout most of the ride across the bay. Zane hoped the increased scrutiny was just a reaction to the mishap at the dock. If that were the case, then eventually he would move on to other things. But Zane also knew the man possessed something that many in the security industry possessed, that gut feeling when something was wrong.
Danielle frowned. “Do you think he suspects we aren’t supposed to be here?”
“It’s hard to say. I think we drew his attention back at the dock, and he’s doing what any good security officer would do.” Zane dipped another piece of jumbo shrimp in cocktail sauce then swallowed it whole. “As long as we stay out of trouble from this point forward, he’ll forget about us.”
“Sorry, but you don’t sound too convincing.”
“We’ll be fine.” Zane pulled out the program they’d been given at the door. “Remember, Brehmer is going to make some big reveal tonight. I think his security team is going to have their collective hands full.”
Despite his words of encouragement, something else troubled Zane. He was certain he had seen the man somewhere before. The problem was, he couldn’t remember when or where. And if their paths had crossed at some point, then it was possible the man remembered him as well. If so, that might explain the continued attention on the ferry.
Danielle nodded at something over Zane’s shoulder. “I guess that’s where he’s going to speak.”
Zane turned and followed her gaze. A large stage was set up on the far end of the room.
He turned toward Danielle. “I need to reach out to Brett.”
She nodded that she understood what to do. Whenever Zane spoke to Brett through the radio, she was to stare at him as though the two of them were talking.
“Brett, are you there?” Zane waited for a moment, but there was no answer. He tried again. “Brett, can you hear me?”
Before Zane could try again, Brett finally answered. “Sorry, I was just bringing the facility’s security system back online.”
“Do you need to get back to us?”
“No, it’s done. Where are you?”
“We’re in the ballroom.”
“Have you seen Brehmer?”
“Not yet. To be honest, I’ve been looking for someone else. It seems our little incident back at the dock caught someone’s attention.”
“Is that going to be a problem?”
“I’m not sure. I think we’ll be fine, but he did watch us pretty closely on the way over.”
“Not good.”
“No, it’s not.”
“I have some good news. Pratt’s team is inside the perimeter and headed your way.”
Zane glanced at the time. “The presentation is going to start about a half hour from now. Once I determine a plan, we’ll initiate it just prior to him taking the stage.”
“Let me know when you do.”
“Copy that.”
As Zane took a sip of champagne, he felt someone watching him again. Turning his head, he let his gaze drift across the crowd. Seconds later, he saw eyes staring in his direction. It was the man in black, and he was standing next to two men in suits. Unfortunately, he hadn’t moved on to other things. He was still watching them, and that spelled trouble.
After giving the matter some thought, Zane turned to Danielle. “There is going to be a change in plans.”
She frowned. “What are you talking about?”
Trying to look casual, Zane set his champagne flute on the table and told her what they were going to do.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

AFTER REACHING THE edge of the compound, Jia crouched behind the trunk of a palm tree. Easing to her right, she looked at the building that rose up just ahead. The rain had slowed to a steady drizzle, giving her better visibility. As far as she could tell, there were no guards positioned here. The immediate area seemed strangely quiet.
Even though she could see only one building, Jia knew there were two more just beyond it. That was because she had used a tiny drone to map the entire compound the day before. Developed by the Chinese government, the drone wasn’t much larger than a bird, yet it was able to film in high definition.
Still crouching, Jia considered her next move. A steel ladder ran up the side of the building. Before doing anything else, she would use it to gain access to the roof. Once there, she would survey the next building down. It was the largest of the three and the one she believed housed Brehmer’s valuable treasure. While on the roof, she would also look for the three men she had been following.
Seeing no signs of life, Jia sprinted over to the ladder and climbed it with speed. She didn’t like being exposed, but it would be only for a few seconds. When she neared the top, she slowed down and raised her head until she could peer onto the roof. Then she saw something she hadn’t expected, the silhouette of a guard standing at the far end. She frowned. He was in the precise place she had wanted to be.
Moving carefully, Jia climbed up the remaining steps and dropped onto the roof. After considering her options, she slipped a long tactical knife from its sheath. She would use her gun if she had to, but the key was to kill in silence. Even a suppressed shot could be heard from a few dozen yards away.
As she approached, Jia could tell the guard was a poorly trained stooge. He stood casually at the edge of the roof, smoking a cigarette. Wires ran from his ears, and Jia believed she could hear music being played. This would be way too easy.
Jia came up behind the man, the sounds of her steps masked by the rain. But as she raised the knife, the guard did something she hadn’t expected: he tossed down the cigarette, mashed it with his foot, and turned around. When the man saw her, his eyes widened. Acting on instinct, he tried to lift his rifle. Jia had only a second to react. Her plan had been to cut the man’s throat from behind, but now there was only one thing she could do — she plunged the blade into his chest. The man tried to shout, but it was muffled when Jia stuffed her free hand into his mouth and pulled him down onto the roof. As they hit the hard surface, the man bit down on her fingers, his teeth tearing through her flesh. Despite the horrific pain, Jia kept her hand in place. She had been trained to endure pain, and she knew if she pulled out, the man’s screams would be heard.
Rolling behind him, Jia wrapped her legs around the man’s torso and held him tightly. She probably hadn’t hit his heart, but the cut was close enough to be lethal.
A minute later, the man’s body relaxed. He was dead. Pushing him aside, Jia rose onto one knee. Her fingers were a shredded mess, but she had to get moving.
Staying crouched, she moved to the edge of the roof. A couple of hundred yards away was the building she was looking for. There was light at the front entrance, but the view was hindered by a grove of palm trees. Removing her monocular, Jia trained it on the area. After moving it around, she finally saw a truck backed up to the entrance. Several men were loading a large metal box into the trailer.
Jia quickly realized what was happening.
DH10 was being moved.

CHAPTER FORTY

PRATT, MORTENSEN, AND Skinner crouched behind the wall that ran around the edge of the roof. Working in unison, they removed their binoculars and focused them on the middle building. A truck was backed up to the entrance, and several men were pushing a wheeled dolly up the ramp that came out of the truck’s trailer. On top of the dolly was a large container made of reinforced steel. It stood about ten feet high and was at least six feet wide.
As he studied the scene, Pratt also noticed at least a dozen guards who watched over the process, and all of them were armed with semi-automatic rifles. At first, Pratt thought they were there to protect the cargo being loaded onto the truck, then he realized most of the men were facing the container itself. He frowned. It was as though they were more concerned about whatever was inside.
Mortensen seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “I wonder what the heck is in that thing.”
“Whatever it is, it’s alive,” Skinner said.
Pratt looked over at him. “How do you know?”
“Look at the top of the box.”
Raising his binoculars again, Pratt focused on what appeared to be several black marks along the top edge of the container. “You mean those dots?”
“They’re not dots,” Skinner said. “They’re air holes.”
Pratt turned the focus wheel, sharpening the view. Skinner was right — they were holes. “Interesting.”
As they watched, the container began to shake violently. The men pushing the dolly began to shout, and several of the guards mounted the ramp and grabbed the sides of the box. Once they brought it under control, they pushed it the remainder of the way in.
Mortensen lowered his binoculars and looked over at Pratt. “You don’t think that’s Carmen, do you?”
“Impossible to say.”
“Even if they’re transporting prisoners, there isn’t much we can do,” Skinner said. “I count fourteen guards, and all of them are heavily armed. We’re outgunned and not by a small margin.”
The three watched in silence as two men shut the trailer door. Pratt noticed that several of the guards had stayed inside the trailer with the container while the others got into nearby Jeeps. Seconds later, the caravan drove off, disappearing into the trees. Pratt let his eyes run in the direction the vehicles were going. About a mile away, the lights of another building twinkled in the distance.
Then it hit him.
Whatever was in that container was being taken to the gala.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CARMEN LAY PERFECTLY still in the darkness, listening to a distant thump that carried through the walls of her room. Strangely, it sounded like the rhythmic beat of jazz. It was the first time she’d heard anything like it since arriving on the island, and it made her wonder what was going on. Maybe the guards were partying down the hall.
Ignoring the sound, Carmen turned her thoughts to more pressing matters. The time had come to initiate her plan of escape, so she went over the details one last time: how she would draw the man over, how she would subdue him, then what would happen next. She had been over it a hundred times or more, but it wouldn’t hurt to do so one more time.
In preparing for what was to come, Carmen hadn’t focused solely on the mental aspects of her plan — she had also practiced the difficult physical movements. When the lights in her room were turned off, she had repeated the series of moves hundreds of times until it had all converted to muscle memory. At this point, she felt certain she could execute everything with perfect precision.
She had chosen the time to act after carefully studying the staff’s routine. She had decided against taking action when her meals were brought to the room, and that was because there were always two people present. Instead, she decided to act during the first night check. Approximately two hours after dinner, an attendant would come to make sure she didn’t need anything. If she needed to use the restroom, the attendant would call a guard in to help.
At first, Carmen couldn’t understand why they didn’t just send two people to begin with. Then it hit her: early evening was when the changing of the guard took place, which meant there were fewer guards to go around. It was the weak link in their process, and Carmen meant to exploit it.
The sound of approaching footsteps drew her out of her thoughts. She tensed as the steps stopped outside her room. As was the case with each visit, she heard the sound of a card being swiped through an entry pad, followed by a click as the door lock disengaged.
In accordance with her plan, Carmen kicked the covers off of her legs.
The door opened a second later. Through half-closed eyes, Carmen studied the silhouette standing a short distance away. Perfect. It was the same man who had come at dinner. He was just under six feet tall, and she guessed he weighed somewhere around a hundred fifty pounds. He was a slightly built man who could easily be overpowered.
The man stepped inside without turning on the light. “Last call. You need anything?”
Carmen made a slight gagging sound.
“Hey, I asked you a question,” the man barked.
Carmen gagged again, this time louder.
The man stepped farther into the room, leaving the door half open. “I can’t hear you. Speak up.”
“I… I can’t…”
“Son of a…” Clearly frustrated, the man came halfway across the room. “All right, now what did you say?”
Carmen was given a cocktail of drugs each day, and her goal was to give the impression she was having a reaction to one of them.
“I feel weird,” she said through clenched teeth. “I think it’s that last shot you gave me.”
“It’s the same thing we give you every day. You’ll be fine. Now shut up.”
“I can’t… I can’t breathe.”
The man hesitated. Human subjects were the critical pieces of Brehmer’s work. If any of them were lost because of some oversight, it wouldn’t go well with the employee responsible, and Carmen had counted on the man recognizing that.
Swearing softly under his breath, the man pulled a stethoscope from under his white lab coat and came closer. When he was two feet from the bed, Carmen moved like a cat. In one swift motion, she lifted her legs in the air and clamped them around the man’s neck. He managed to let loose a shout, but it was quickly cut off as Carmen hooked her feet together and brought tremendous pressure against his throat.
Scratching and clawing, the man tried to break free, but his spindly limbs were no match for Carmen’s muscular legs. Like a python suffocating its prey, she squeezed tighter every time the man tried to breathe.
Over time, his struggles diminished, and a minute later, his body went limp.
Carmen stayed in place, allowing herself time to recover. She was heavily sedated, and it had taken everything she could muster to finish the job. But she also knew she couldn’t rest for very long. The man had managed to call out, and it was possible someone had heard him.
Once her strength returned, Carmen used her legs to pull the man farther onto the bed. She had about a foot of slack in her cuffs, so she was able to go through his pockets and remove a set of keys. In thirty seconds, she was free.
She slid her legs over the edge of the bed and stood. Not surprisingly, she was hit with a wave of vertigo. She grabbed one of the bedposts and steadied herself. In addition to being drugged, she hadn’t walked very much for days.
Despite her impaired condition, she needed to get moving. There wasn’t time to rest. Reaching out, she removed the strap from around the man’s neck. At the bottom of the cord was the card he had used to gain access to the room. Carmen hoped it would open all the doors in the facility. If not, her plan to escape would quickly come to an end.
Before leaving, she searched the rest of the man’s clothing for anything that might be helpful. Most of the items were useless, but she found a small Swiss Army knife in one of his pockets. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.
After pushing the man’s body under the bed, Carmen walked to the door. She eased her head out and looked both ways. The dimly lit corridor was empty. Stepping into the hallway, she realized the sound she’d heard before was even louder here. It was definitely jazz. Perhaps there was a party going on in another part of the building. If so, then that might mean there were fewer guards in her ward.
Carmen saw a door at the end of the hall. It probably led to a stairwell, but before going there, she needed to check the room next to hers. While there, she had heard something interesting — the same people who came to see her also visited the room next to hers. That meant it was likely that another captive was being held there.
She couldn’t leave without at least trying to help.
Moving quickly, Carmen walked to the next door. A clipboard rested in a plastic sleeve affixed to the wall. She pulled it out and looked at the name printed at the top. She recognized the name immediately.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

FROM THEIR TABLE on the dais, Zane let his gaze sweep across the room. Despite the size of the crowd, he was able to pinpoint most of the security personnel, and none of them seemed to be looking toward the dais. He hoped that was a sign that he and Danielle weren’t being singled out for attention.
After taking a sip of champagne, Zane casually checked the time on his burner phone. Someone had just announced that the evening’s program would begin in ten minutes, which meant he needed to get moving.
He looked at Danielle, who had just taken a sip of her champagne. “Are you ready?”
She looked at him over her flute. “I think so.”
Zane wondered if she was nervous about being left alone. “Just remember, if you think something is about to go wrong, then let me know. I can be back here in minutes. There are at least sixty members of the public in this room, which means Brehmer wouldn’t dare do anything over the top. For all he knows, some members of the media might have slipped in.”
“I’m sure they would have a way of getting me out of here if they needed to.” She forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.”
Zane studied her expression. “You still worried about David?”
She nodded. “A little. A part of me worries that maybe he’s not here, that I’ve gotten my hopes up for nothing.”
“As I told you before, if he is here, then we’re going to find him.”
“You promise me you’ll look for him too?”
The night before, Danielle had distributed a dozen or so pictures of David to the team.
“Absolutely. He’s no less important than any of the others.”
Zane reached out and grabbed her arm. Then, remembering the feelings she once had for him, he pulled back.
She seemed to realize what he was thinking. “I’m sorry, Zane. I’ll be fine. I just panicked. It’s hard not knowing if David is okay.”
“I understand.” He checked the time again. “I need to get going.”
“Good luck. And don’t worry about me.”
Zane gave her a little smile then stood. After pushing his chair in, he walked over to the hors d’oeuvres table, picked up a plate, and began adding food: more jumbo shrimp, a few pieces of sushi, and several blinis topped with caviar. He took his time as he moved around the table to the other side. Once hidden by the tall chocolate fountain, he set his plate down and stepped off the dais. His goal had been to get to a place where he wouldn’t be seen by the man in black. When the program started in a couple of minutes, Zane guessed the lights would be dimmed. Once that happened, he would leave the ballroom and begin a search of the building.
After he had melted into the crowd, Zane spoke into his earpiece. “Danielle, are you there?”
“Yes, I’m here.”
“Can you see him?” Zane was referring to the man in black.
“Hold on a sec. There are some people blocking my view.” After a brief pause, she said, “He’s gone.”
Zane frowned. “I told you to keep an eye on him.”
“I did, but you also told me to look casual. I took a sip of champagne, then when I looked back, there were some people standing in the way.”
Zane realized there was little they could do now. It was possible the man had just stepped away momentarily. “Keep looking around. I need eyes on him.”
“I am. There are just so many people—”
“Do the best you can. And try not to look obvious.”
“Hey, it looks like there are some people on the stage now, so a lot of the security people are headed that way. Maybe that’s where he went.”
He hoped she was right. And yet, it was also possible that the man in black had suspected Zane was trying to slip away. If he had, then he might be circling the dais in order to find him again. Zane hoped they would dim the lights soon.
“Let me know if you spot him again,” Zane said.
“I will.”
Moments later, the lights dimmed, and Zane felt relief wash over him. If the man in black was trying to find him, it would be much more difficult now.
Zane looked toward the stage. A dark-haired man in his forties adjusted the microphone then introduced himself as the chief financial officer of Pallas. After telling an extremely bad joke, he began to go over a few financial highlights from the previous quarter.
Zane grabbed another flute of champagne and pushed his way through the crowd. His goal was to work his way toward the west end of the room, where he hoped to get access to the rest of the building. But the stage was also on that end, which was where most of the security personnel had gathered.
A few minutes later, Zane stopped behind a large group of people. It was the perfect spot because it kept him out of sight while at the same time giving him a clear view of the stage. The CFO had just wrapped up his remarks, and another man was at the podium to introduce Jonas Brehmer. Once the big reveal was made, Zane would—
A voice crackled through his earpiece, cutting off his thoughts. “Zane, are you there?”
It was Brett. Zane turned and faced the wall so that no one would hear him talking. “Yes, I’m here.”
“Where exactly?”
“I’m still in the ballroom, but I’m about to leave. Why?”
“I just talked to Pratt. He’s headed your way.”
Zane frowned. “I thought they were going to search the labs.”
“That’s why I’m touching base. While they were at the labs, they saw some of Brehmer’s men loading a large container into the back of a truck. That truck is now on its way to the main building.”
“Okay, so what’s in the crate?”
“They don’t know, but it’s something big and alive.”
“Something?”
Before Brett could answer, a thunderous applause broke out, and the lights across the room were dimmed. Zane turned to see Jonas Brehmer walking across the stage. The Pallas CEO shook the hand of the man who had introduced him, then stepped up to the podium.
Zane put a hand over his ear. “Sorry, Brehmer is about to give his remarks. Go ahead.”
There was silence on the other end.
“Brett, go ahead.”
The silence continued. Not only did Brett not respond, but there was no sound at all, not even the faint hiss that indicated a connection.
Zane tried one more time. “Brett, do you read?”
Zane waited for a full minute, but there was no response. Although there might be a number of reasons Brett wasn’t responding, one seemed to stand out more than the others: someone had cut off all electronic communications in the building.
He was on his own.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

MARTIN SLATER WATCHED Michel and Sophie Bergeron talking at their table. He had found it suspicious that the couple’s names weren’t on the primary guest list, but he had been watching the man even before that. Slater had first noted Michel Bergeron walking through the crowd at the end of the dock. The long-haired man’s physical size had initially drawn his attention, but it was his behavior that had raised a red flag.
A trained security professional, Slater had spent the better part of three decades sorting through faces in large crowds, looking for people who seemed out of place. It was never an easy task, but Slater’s experience had taught him the small things to look for, things most people wouldn’t notice. In the case of Michel Bergeron, Slater had noted the man’s reaction to the people who walked past him. If the person was another guest, Bergeron barely paid them any mind. But if it was a member of the security team, Bergeron would turn slightly in their direction. It was always subtle but not so subtle as to escape Slater’s seasoned eye.
So when there was a problem with the guest registry, it confirmed Slater’s original suspicions. Perhaps the Bergerons were exactly who they said they were, but Slater was going to keep an eye on them until he could establish that as a fact.
As Slater watched, Michel Bergeron stood, said something to his wife, then made his way over to the food table.
“Still watching them?” a man asked.
Turning, Slater saw Lars Ulrich standing next to him. Ulrich was Slater’s second-in-command and someone who knew the security profession almost as well as he did.
“Yes, for now, anyway.” Slater motioned for Ulrich to follow him. Once they were in a quieter place, he asked, “Did you run a search of their names?”
“Yes, and I have some good news. They’re all over the internet. They have money, and looks as though they’ve been active donors to a number of causes across Canada and the US.”
“We both know online profiles can be faked.” Slater looked toward the food table, but Michel Bergeron was no longer in view. “There is something about that man. I feel like I’ve seen him somewhere before.”
“Maybe it was at another Pallas event,” Ulrich said. “Look, if you’re that worried, then why don’t we just grab them? We can take them back to a quiet room and give them the hard press.” Ulrich nodded at Sophie Bergeron, who was sitting alone now. “I guarantee you I can make her break.”
“No… at least not yet,” Slater said. “We both know what would happen if I’m wrong and they’re legit. The boss will throw me in a cage with DH10.” He rubbed his chin. “No, I need solid proof before I do anything drastic.”
There was a moment of silence as the two watched Sophie Bergeron sip her champagne.
“Tell me again what happened at the dock,” Ulrich said.
“We couldn’t find their names on the list. As it turns out, they were on some sort of supplemental list.”
Ulrich frowned. “Supplemental list?”
“They were both late adds. Hector told me that happens from time to time, although it was our understanding the final list was confirmed two weeks ago.”
“Did you check with Laila?”
“What good would that do? She’s the one who entered everything into the system.”
Ulrich shrugged. “She’s responsible for the list, so she might know if she added someone late.” He looked over at Slater. “It couldn’t hurt.”
He was right. It might be a good idea to give her a quick call to see if she knew anything about the couple. It would certainly be better than roughing up a legitimate donor and bringing on the wrath of Jonas Brehmer.
Slater removed his phone, tapped on her number, then held the phone to his ear.
The call was answered after two rings. “This is Laila.”
“Hey, it’s Martin. I need your help with something.”
“Can it wait? Mr. Brehmer wants—”
“No, it can’t. It’s a security issue, and I need some information right away.”
Laila sighed on the other end. The woman always seemed to be in a foul mood. Slater guessed it was from working under Brehmer all those years.
“Okay, what is it?” she asked in a sour tone.
“I need you to verify that a couple is on our guest list.”
“What are their names?”
“Michel and Sophie Bergeron. Do you recognize them?”
“Not right off the bat, but let me check,” she said.
Slater heard the tapping of keys on the other end.
“FYI, they’re on the supplemental list,” he added.
The tapping sound stopped. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”
“I said they’re on the supplemental list.”
“What supplemental list?”
“The one you put together. It’s in the system. We checked.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. There is no supplemental list.” She started tapping on the keys once again. “Wait a minute… I see it now.” There was a long pause before she continued. “Martin, I didn’t create that. I don’t know where it came from.”
“You’re sure?”
“Of course I am. Wait, hold on a sec.”
Slater could hear papers being shuffled on the other end.
“I keep a printed copy of our master list with me at all times. If we added anyone, it would be on here.” There was a long pause. “Just what I thought. There is no couple by that name on our list.”
Slater’s eyes narrowed. “Thank you. That’s all I needed.”
“Is there something—”
Slater disconnected the call before she could finish.
Turning to Ulrich, he said, “You’re going to get your wish. It’s time to have a little chat with the Bergerons.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

AFTER CLIMBING DOWN from the roof, Jia hiked through the jungle to the main building. She wasn’t sure why they had transported DH10 at this hour, but she guessed it had something to do with the event taking place there. Maybe he was going to be put on display.
Chinese intelligence had learned about DH10 through a number of communication intercepts. The gene-altered creature was supposedly the culmination of Jonas Brehmer’s work and was one of the reasons Jia had come to the research facility. If possible, she was going to take DH10 from the facility. She would first locate the target then assess the security that was in place. If security was light, she would call in a special forces team that was waiting on a nearby ship. The team would travel to the island by helicopter then take him by force. Once DH10 was in their control, he would be transported to China, where the Red Army would study him and duplicate the results.
When she arrived at the rear entrance, it was clear they had already taken DH10 inside. That probably meant her goal of taking him to China wasn’t possible, but she had always known it was a long shot, anyway. At least she could accomplish her primary goal, which was to connect to Brehmer’s server and download all of the research information necessary to create another DH10. The Chinese military would have preferred a human subject to test and observe, but the scientific information behind the creature was the most important piece of all.
To complete her mission, Jia needed to find a server room and download the data. Since the rear entrance was heavily guarded, she slipped around the side of the building. About fifty yards away, a lighted doorway was guarded by a single man. He was leaning back against the wall, smoking a cigarette while scrolling through something on his phone. Idiot. Lifting her pistol, she walked straight toward him. When she entered the cone of light, the man looked up and saw her. He tried to lift his rifle, but he was too late. She shot him twice in the face then watched as he crumpled to the ground.
As Jia stopped to examine the body, she realized how fortunate she was. It was clear that a large percentage of Brehmer’s guards were low-level goons. Lots of muscle and very little brain. The few who had skill were probably the ones she had seen transporting DH10, which was another reason it would be foolish to attempt a heist.
Acting quickly, Jia dragged the body behind a nearby dumpster and rummaged through the man’s clothing. The quick search yielded an entry card and a radio. Perfect. The card would get her into the building, and the radio would allow her to monitor all communications.
Satisfied there was nothing else of value, she stepped to the corner of the dumpster and peered out. As far as she could tell, no one had heard the cough of the suppressed shot. Tucking her pistol away, she sprinted over to the door, removed the entry card, and swiped it across the sensor. The door’s locking mechanism clicked in response.
Opening the door, Jia slipped inside and raised her pistol. Fortunately, the hall was deserted, so she lowered her weapon and began her search. It took her almost fifteen minutes to locate one of the server rooms. No one was inside, so she entered and shut the door behind her. Several tall servers were stacked along the far wall. Next to the towers was a small table with a screen and keyboard. Having been trained in what to do, she went straight to the keyboard and cleared the screen saver.
Jia had just reached for the thumb drive in her pocket when the door groaned open behind her.
“Get those hands up where I can see them,” a female voice said.
Jia’s gun was tucked behind her belt, so she had no choice but to comply. Lifting her hands slowly, she turned and faced the speaker. A female guard stood just inside the room, a radio clutched in one hand and a pistol in the other. Jia cursed under her breath. The corridor outside the room was dark, and she had failed to clear it all the way down when she entered. In all likelihood, the woman had been watching from the far end.
But the news wasn’t all bad. From what Jia could tell, the woman looked as incompetent as the two men she had just killed. Probably a soft European or American. Her gun wasn’t aimed properly, and her stance wasn’t balanced and firm. She was an amateur, and amateurs were easy to outmaneuver.
The woman lifted the radio to her mouth. Jia knew what was coming next, so she went with one of her old tricks.
“It’s me,” Jia said in a surprised voice. “What are you doing?”
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”
“Karen.”
The woman didn’t believe Jia, but the banter was having its intended effect. The woman’s shooting hand had already relaxed, moving the barrel even farther off target.
“I don’t know any Karen.”
Jia knew the woman would be focused on the answer to her question and not any potential threat, so it was time to act. “The system is down, and I was sent down here to—” Then Jia grabbed the grip of her own pistol and dove right.
The guard squeezed the trigger immediately, but the shot missed its mark. Jia hit the ground hard but managed to lift her gun and fire twice. Both shots were on target: one round hit the woman’s forehead and the other her chest. She staggered for a moment then fell over.
After catching her breath, Jia got up and walked over to the body. She kicked the gun aside then crouched and placed two fingers on the woman’s neck. Dead. She had probably died before hitting the floor.
A voice spoke, causing Jia to flinch. “Williams, is that you?”
The radio. It was lying on the floor a few feet away.
“What was that noise coming from your sector?” the man asked.
Jia picked the radio up, unsure what to do.
After another pause, the man asked, “Williams, are you there?”
Remembering an old trick she’d been taught at spy school, Jia rubbed the microphone to mimic a static sound and said, “Ran… outside…”
“What?”
Jia turned off the radio and set it aside. She didn’t know whether the ruse would work or not. And even if it did, she had only five or ten minutes at most to complete her work.
Jia locked the door, walked to the server, and inserted the thumb drive. Within seconds, the Trojan malware came alive and presented her with a menu box. Using the keyboard, Jia typed in a series of instructions. But before downloading the critical material, she stopped and thought through her situation. Though time was of the essence, she needed to make sure she got out alive. It was time to initiate the nuclear option.
She entered a series of instructions then waited for the malware to do its work.
In the next few minutes, all hell was going to break loose.

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

EVEN THOUGH SHE tried to pretend she wasn’t paying attention, Danielle noticed that two men were moving in her direction. Based on their attire and steely gazes, she knew they were members of Brehmer’s security team, and they were coming to get her.
Her pulse racing, Danielle considered her options. Unfortunately, there weren’t many. One thing she could do was wait until they arrived and make a scene. An amateur actor, she would have no problem pulling it off. Also, dozens of guests were standing on the dais. Surely, Brehmer’s men wouldn’t risk hauling her out of the room by force. After thinking about it for a moment, she realized they very well might. Their hard gaze indicated they knew the truth, that she and Zane weren’t who they said they were. And if they knew that, they were going to take her away no matter how loud she screamed.
They left her with only one option: get away.
As she slid off her chair, another idea flashed in her mind. It was something she had seen in a movie years ago. It might not work, but she had to at least give it a shot.
Danielle walked briskly toward a group of men standing on the edge of the dais and facing the stage. They were turned in the other direction, watching Jonas Brehmer speak. As she drew near, Danielle chose one of the men standing at the back. He was tall and well-built, which was exactly what she had been looking for.
She came up behind him and grabbed his arm. “Hey.”
The man turned, his eyes moving up and down her body. “Well, hello.”
Danielle gave him her best doe eyes. “Can you help me?”
“Of course I can, sweetie.”
“These men, they’re drunk.” Drawing on her experience as an actor, Danielle had already started to cry. “One of them…”
The man’s expression changed at her tears. Frowning, the man placed a hand on her shoulder. “What happened?”
She wiped her nose. “He… he touched me.”
The man’s face hardened. It was just what she had expected.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m here alone, and… I’m afraid.” Danielle stole a glance behind her. One of the men was closing fast. He spoke into an earpiece, probably to alert the others that he was about to make contact.
The tall man leaned closer. “There is no reason to be afraid. You’re with me now, so I doubt they’ll even—”
“No, I can see them. They’re coming now.”
The man frowned. “Who? Where?”
Danielle nodded at the man in the suit, who was walking briskly toward them.
“Hold this.”
Handing her his wineglass, the man strode boldly toward the guard. The guard tried to pass, but the tall man stood in his way. Words were exchanged, and within seconds, the confrontation became physical.
Danielle had seen enough to know it was only going to get worse.
As the two grappled, she slipped off into the crowd.

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

“THANK YOU FOR bearing with me for the last twenty minutes,” Jonas Brehmer said from the podium. “Some of you appear to be bored, and a few others look scared.” Laughter rippled around the room. “For those who found all of the material a little dry, that’s perfectly understandable. On a micro level, genetic engineering can be boring. And I say that as someone who loves the field. But for some of you, I’m sure it’s a bit like arriving at the Geneva Motor Show, expecting to see cutting-edge automobiles only to be given a dissertation on the internal combustion engine.”
As Brehmer continued to speak, Zane caught movement at the back of the stage. At least a dozen people were positioned around a large box-shaped object. Even though it was too dark to make out any details, Zane knew it must be the container Brett had referred to. If so, what was inside? Was it an animal? From what Zane had read, animals were often the focal point of CRISPR research. If he could stick around and find out, he knew it would give him insight into Brehmer’s research. But he also knew he needed to begin the search for Carmen, Lind, and David Holland, which was the primary goal of their operation.
After considering his options, Zane decided to move closer to the stage and watch what was about to take place. As Brehmer spoke, it was clear he was about to make the big reveal. Zane would watch for a few minutes, then while everyone was focused on the stage, he would slip out and begin his search of the building.
Just as he was about to set out, Zane caught movement in his peripheral vision. Turning, he saw commotion on the dais. He frowned. It wasn’t far from the table where Danielle was sitting. Alarmed that something might have gone wrong, he walked until he had a better view. To his relief, he saw two men pushing and shoving each other. The taller of the two looked like a guest, and the other was a security guard.
While Zane was glad Danielle wasn’t involved, he still felt a pinch in his gut that something wasn’t right. It seemed like a strange coincidence that a fight had just broken out near their table. Had Danielle done something to provoke it? He doubted it. In all likelihood, the taller man had consumed too much alcohol. People had been boozing it up right from the very start.
Soon more security arrived and hauled the man off. Satisfied Danielle wasn’t involved, Zane turned and walked down the side of the room until he reached the far end. Once there, he leaned against one of the large columns and turned his attention to the stage. The entire room was dark now, save for a spotlight that shone on Brehmer.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen, this is the moment you’ve all been waiting for. What you’re about to see is the product of two decades of research. But before I show you, I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge that none of this would be possible without your help. As you can imagine, our work costs a lot of money, and it wouldn’t have been possible without all of you. So, let me be clear. I appreciate each and every one of you.”
There was a light round of applause. Zane saw movement in the darkness at the back of the stage, but he couldn’t see what was going on.
After allowing the clapping to continue for a few seconds, Brehmer held up a hand. “And now, without further ado, let me introduce a soldier of the future, an indestructible warrior who will revolutionize battlefields of the future. Ladies and gentlemen, please meet DH10!”
As Zane watched, the spotlight moved off of Brehmer and toward the back of the stage. A wave of excited anticipation ran through the crowd as the light neared its destination. Brehmer was a talented showman. The presentation was so good it felt like a Broadway production.
A series of gasps swept across the room as the spotlight illuminated a large glass container being wheeled across the stage. Zane’s eyes widened in surprise. Behind the glass was a large man dressed in long cotton pants and a tight T-shirt. His head was covered by a futuristic helmet with a face plate made of tinted glass. Zane had originally thought the man was standing, but as the container neared the front of the stage, he saw the man was reclined against a metal board.
Zane frowned. Why wasn’t he moving? Then he noticed the thin bands affixed to the man’s wrists and ankles. Restraints. The man wasn’t here by choice. He was a captive.
When the glass cage came to a stop behind the podium, Brehmer swept his arm toward the man inside. “Isn’t he beautiful?”
Not sure how to react, some in the crowd responded with nervous applause.
Now with a better view, Zane focused on the man once again. He was grotesquely large. Brehmer was slightly over six feet tall, and the man inside the glass was at least four or five inches taller than him. But it wasn’t just the man’s height that made him stand out. His body was so muscled that it almost looked fake. It reminded Zane of the suits worn by superheroes in movies, only this was actual flesh. Those muscles weren’t developed in a gym. They were developed in a lab.
A blond-haired man carrying two microphones joined Brehmer on the stage. He gave one to Brehmer and kept the other for himself.
Turning to the crowd, the blond man said, “Now that you’ve had a chance to see DH10, we’d like to go conduct a little Q and A in order to provide you with some valuable information. I’m going to ask Dr. Brehmer a few questions, and if we have time, we may even take a few questions from some of you.” He looked at Brehmer. “You ready to get started?”
Brehmer smiled. “I am. Please, ask away.”
“I know some people out there may be concerned about what they see up here on the stage. After all, this man is behind an inch-thick plate of glass. He’s also wearing what looks like the kind of helmet you’d see on Star Wars.” There was a smattering of laughter in the crowd. “Should they be worried?”
“Not at all,” Brehmer began. “First, let me make something very clear.” He pointed at the glass cage. “DH10 is a human being, just like you and me. He’s here voluntarily, and the things you see around him are there for his own protection.”
“I see,” the blond-haired man said, feigning interest. “Can you expound on that a little bit?”
Zane caught movement inside the glass. The captive had clenched his fist. It had happened so fast that most probably hadn’t noticed it, but Zane had. A chill ran down his spine as he realized the movement had come in response to something one of the men had said.
“Of course, I’d be happy to explain. First of all, let’s understand that editing the genes of human beings is in its very early stages. We understand quite a bit, but there is so much that we don’t know. Having said that, sometimes when we produce something good, there are unintended consequences.”
“I believe you told me it was like side effects to medication.”
Brehmer nodded. “Precisely. And despite our best efforts, some of our subjects have experienced a number of these side effects. For example, DH10 has a greater sensitivity to light and loud noises. The thick glass helps cut down on sound, and the tinted helmet protects his eyes from bright light.”
“Is this a temporary condition?”
“We believe so, yes. In fact, we have some of the most brilliant minds on planet earth looking into solutions right now.”
Dr. Noah Lind. That was why he had been taken by force. He was probably the only one who could sort out some of the editing flaws.
“Thank you, Dr. Brehmer. Now, I think some people might want to know why we haven’t used this man’s name. Can you tell us why he’s called DH10? Isn’t that a little impersonal?”
“It’s a good question. First of all, every human volunteer has a legal right to privacy. We have to protect the names of—”
Suddenly, the spotlight went out, plunging the room into darkness. It was clearly not a part of Brehmer’s presentation. His voice had cut off so abruptly that it could only mean one thing — the power had been cut.
Alarmed by the sudden turn of events, some began to cry out. Others began to move around in the darkness, bumping into each other and creating more panic.
Zane wondered what might have caused the outage. It might have been the storm, although he could no longer hear rain pelting the roof. It was also possible there was a malfunction of the electrical system. He doubted the island’s utility infrastructure was reliable. Who knew, it might even be foul play. And if that was the case, who had done it?
Whatever the reason, he needed to get moving. The darkness would give him the perfect cover to begin his search of the building. Zane turned and pushed his way through the panicked crowd. Some were trying to use their phones, and the light from their screens was enough to help him move in the right direction.
Zane had just reached the back of the room when he heard a strange noise coming from the stage: loud thumps that were so powerful they seemed to reverberate through the building’s structure. That could mean only one thing — DH10 was trying to break free. Whatever had killed the power must have also unlocked his restraints.
As Zane started to walk off, he heard a new sound that raised the hair on the back of his neck.
It was the sound of cracking glass.

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

IMPATIENT AT THE system’s slow progress, Jia checked the screen again. Fortunately, the download was almost complete. In another forty-seven seconds, all of Brehmer’s critical research would be downloaded to the flash drive. Once that happened, she would be able to focus all of her attention on getting off the island alive. Based on what she had seen of the guards, that shouldn’t be hard.
As she waited for the malware to finish its work, Jia thought back on what she had done five minutes earlier. Before starting the download, she had initiated what her tech team called the nuclear option. First, she had used her malicious software to open all security barriers throughout the compound. That meant any electronically controlled doors or restraints would be disengaged. That in turn meant that any subjects — human or otherwise — would be released.
Immediately after that, Jia cut off all power except for the server room. She also instructed the system not to switch over to generators. Brehmer’s people could eventually turn them on manually, but by the time they did, she would be long gone.
In terms of creating chaos, her plan would hit like a one-two punch to the gut: not only would Brehmer’s security team have to deal with released subjects, but they would also have to do so under the cloak of darkness. There was a downside, though. Jia would have to deal with those same challenges on her way out.
A soft ding indicated the download was complete. After removing the flash drive from the port, Jia placed it in a sealed bag to protect it from contact with water. She then tucked the bag into a designated pocket on the side of her cargo pants. The pocket had a special lining that would protect the device from magnetic and physical damage. Her team had left no stone unturned in protecting the stolen information.
Before leaving, Jia removed her pistol and fired several shots into the server, the screens, and the keyboard. It would be a long time before Brehmer’s system was up and running again.
Having no windows, the room was now pitch-black. Jia turned and felt her way over to the door then stepped out into the hallway. Looking to her right, she saw a faint glow along the wall about twenty yards away. As she moved in that direction, she realized it was a solar-powered exit light — just what she was looking for.
Pushing against the crash bar, Jia opened the exit door and poked her head outside. She was on the north side of the building. As she scanned the area, she could hear loud sounds in the distance. People were shouting, and a number of loud pops sounded like gunfire. She allowed herself a grin. The gala was descending into a hellish pit of fear.
Seeing no one around, she stepped outside. She would head west out of the compound. Once away from the buildings, she would radio the ship to send a helicopter to meet her at the prearranged meeting place: a clearing in the jungle about a quarter mile away. If everything went according to plan, she would be sailing back to China in a couple of hours.
Jia walked west down the side of the building. She had made it about twenty yards when she came to an abrupt halt. Just ahead, two bodies lay on the ground. One was moving, and the other was not. As she continued to stare at the bizarre sight, she heard a sound that made her skin crawl: the sound of teeth tearing through flesh.
Sliding her finger over the trigger of her pistol, she stepped closer. Had a dog or some other wild mammal found the guard she had killed earlier? It didn’t seem likely, but she couldn’t think of any other explanation.
Seconds later, she heard a low growl, then a figure sprang toward her with shocking speed. She lifted her pistol, but it was too late. The attacker’s body slammed into her like a truck, sending them both down. Jia’s back hit the ground hard, knocking the breath out of her. As she gulped for air, cold fingers grabbed her throat. It was then Jia realized her attacker was one of the creatures.
Without her gun and weakened from having the breath knocked out of her, she struggled to fend off the attack. The creature outweighed her by at least a hundred pounds, and it was using its weight to press her down.
Jia knew that if she didn’t move quickly, she would die. She was trained in the martial arts, but those skills were useless in the grasp of something so strong.
Soon the creature’s mouth found the soft flesh of her throat. Jia turned away, but it only delayed the inevitable. With a surge of brute strength, the creature bit down onto her neck. As its teeth sank through her skin, Jia heard it: the distinct pop of a gun.
Another pop followed a second later, and the creature went limp.
“Got him,” a man said.
Seconds later, he came over and stood next to her. It was one of the guards. Then it hit her. She was covered by the creature, so he didn’t realize who she was. He probably thought he had just saved one of the other men.
A plan flashed in Jia’s mind. Careful not to speak, she groaned and pushed the body up slightly, inviting the man to help her.
He reached out and grabbed the creature under each arm. “Don’t worry. I got him. Slimy bastard.” He grunted as he pulled the creature up. “As you probably know, they’re all out now. I’ve killed three in the last ten minutes.”
Jia tensed as the body was pulled off of her. She was still weak from the fall but was ready to act if the man recognized her. Fortunately, he turned in the other direction as he dragged the body away.
Moving quickly, Jia rolled to her knees and retrieved her gun, which was lying on the ground a few yards away.
Having disposed of the body, the guard turned around. “We’re needed inside, so we’d better get—”
He froze when he saw the muzzle of the gun pointed at him.
“Thank you,” Jia said in perfect English. “I truly mean that.”
A loud cough sounded, followed by a bright flash at the end of the barrel.
The man clutched his chest and fell face forward onto the ground.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

ZANE LISTENED TO the man-creature pounding on the glass. Each punch seemed to land harder than the one before. The chance at freedom must have lit a fire inside him, and his strength was growing by the minute. For a moment, Zane thought the creature might not be able to break free. Then he heard something he hadn’t expected — the shattering of glass. DH10 was out, and carnage would surely follow.
Pandemonium broke out across the room. Filled with fear, people ran in every direction, pushing one another out of the way.
Hearing screams, Zane looked slightly to the left. A massive figure was standing on the stage. DH10. Even though it was dark, the people standing in front of the stage could see him moving toward them. Terrified, they pushed and shoved to get away.
Zane knew he should try to get out as well, but he couldn’t turn away. He was mesmerized by the scene playing out in front of him.
DH10 moved past the podium, like a lion slinking toward its prey. At the edge of the stage, he crouched. The crowd swirled below him, but in their panic, they simply pushed against one another. The man-creature remained in place for a few seconds then launched into the crowd below. Zane watched in horror as he attacked the helpless victims, tossing some into the air and thrashing others. Blood-curdling screams of terror filled the air, screams Zane knew he would never forget.
His thoughts returned to Danielle, and he wondered whether he should go look for her. There was zero chance he could find her in the dark room. He also knew that she would follow the instructions she had been given in the event something like this happened. If possible, she was to get out of the building and hide in the jungle near the front, where she would wait until someone came to pick her up.
The sound of a gunshot pulled Zane from his thoughts. He guessed one of the guards had taken a shot at DH10. Good luck hitting him in all the chaos.
Zane turned and continued in the direction he had been traveling before. He needed to reach the back of the room and the hallway that led to the rest of the building. Once there, he would begin his search for the captives. That was the primary goal of their mission, and he wasn’t going to leave until it was complete.
As he neared the back, a voice crackled in his ear. “Zane, are you there?”
Brett. The earpiece was working again. Then he realized what must have happened. Without power, the device that was jamming the radio signals was unable to function.
Putting a hand over his ear, Zane slipped behind a deserted wet bar and crouched down. “Yes, I’m here.”
“What’s going on in there? I lost all contact for several minutes.”
“No time to explain,” Zane said. “Where is Pratt?”
“You’re the first one I’ve talked to.”
Zane peered over the top of the bar. Despite the darkness, he finally saw the door that led to the hallway. He wasn’t far away.
“Zane, are you there?”
“Yeah, I’m here. Contact Pratt and tell him to meet me at the back of the building in ten minutes.”
“Roger that.”
There was movement in the darkness. Zane watched as a group of four men passed through the door he’d been watching. One of them looked familiar. The silhouette. The hair. Brehmer. He and his men were trying to slip away and save their skin.
Zane stood and ran over to the door they had just passed through.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

AFTER PULLING OFF the diversion, Danielle melted into the crowd. For the next several minutes, she kept a low profile, ducking behind large groups of people as she wandered around aimlessly. Her goal was to circle the room and make her way to the front entrance. She had some vague notion that Brehmer was about to reveal something on stage, but she resisted the urge to watch. She needed to survive, and the only way she would survive was to focus on getting away from the men who were after her.
Just as she stepped behind a column to get her bearings, the room went completely dark. At first, she thought it had something to do with Brehmer’s presentation. But when she heard glass shatter and people scream, she knew something had gone horribly wrong.
Taking advantage of the ensuing chaos, she turned and made her way toward the main entrance. As people surged out of the building, she would surge out with them. Once outside, she would follow the instructions Zane had given her: hide in the jungle and wait to get picked up.
Her optimism ended when she passed out of the ballroom and into the lobby. A team of guards was stationed at the doors. Danielle realized they were looking for her and Zane.
As she contemplated her next move, one of the guards fixed his gaze on her. His eyes narrowed with recognition. Drawing his gun, he said something into his earpiece and ran in her direction. Having no other choice, Danielle turned and slipped back into the ballroom. She sprinted into the crowd, pushing people aside as she went. Assisted by the darkness and the sheer number of people, she was able to get out of sight.
Even so, she needed a plan. In all likelihood, the power would be restored soon, and when it was, she would find herself inside a circle of security personnel. With the lights on, it would simply be a matter of making people leave the room one by one, ensuring she would be caught.
Suddenly, an image flashed in her thoughts. It was something that might help her get away. When she and Zane had entered the ballroom, she had scanned the room in an attempt to look for David. She never saw him, but she remembered seeing a series of doors on the north side. They might lead to restrooms, but they might also lead to other parts of the building.
Given a small ray of hope, she worked her way in that direction. When she finally arrived, she saw three doors along the north wall. Two led to restrooms, leaving the third as a possible avenue of escape. She moved toward the third door then stopped. A man was standing next to it, a hand to his ear. It was one of Brehmer’s guards. Bad news, but it also meant the door probably led to an exit. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have placed someone there.
Hit with a thought, Danielle grabbed a water pitcher from a nearby table. After pouring its contents onto the floor, she marched boldly in the man’s direction. The room was dark, which meant he probably wouldn’t recognize her until it was too late.
Now only feet away, she reached out and touched the man’s arm. “Excuse me. I need some help.”
The man held up a hand as though his radio conversation were more important than whatever it was she wanted.
Danielle grabbed his arm. “Sir, I need your help.”
Irritated, he turned in her direction. “I don’t have time for your—”
His eyes widened when he realized who she was. Reaching into his coat, he tried to draw his gun. But Danielle already had the pitcher in the air. She had simply been waiting for the man to turn his head in the right direction.
Swinging it with all her strength, she slammed the hard glass piece into the man’s temple. She felt the sickening crunch of bone and flesh as she followed through. Out cold, the man dropped to the floor.
Tossing the pitcher aside, Danielle grabbed the man’s gun and slipped it into her pocket. She opened the door and passed into the hallway beyond. Several people followed her in. She reached for the gun, only to realize they were frightened guests, people who were just trying to get away.
An elderly couple approached her. The man had his arm around the woman’s waist. She looked like she was sick.
“We watched the whole thing,” the man said. “I can’t thank you enough. My wife has claustrophobia, and they wouldn’t let her out. I think she’s having a heart attack.”
Danielle looked at the woman. “Breathe deeply. We’re going to get you out of here.”
The woman nodded but said nothing.
Danielle looked down the corridor. It was dark, but she could see a number of doors along each side. Turning to the others, she said, “We don’t have much time. I’ll check the right-hand side. All of you check the left. If you find an exit or a window, call out so we can come to you.”
There were nods all around.
Danielle walked briskly down the corridor, checking the rooms along the right. The first three yielded nothing. They appeared to be windowless meeting rooms. About fifty yards down, she found a crossing corridor. She turned right and followed it all the way to the end, where she found what appeared to be an exit door.
As she drew near, she saw a small amount of moonlight coming through around the edges. She tried the handle, but it didn’t budge. Leaning closer, she saw a keyhole just above the handle. It was a manual lock, which was unfortunate. An electronically controlled lock would probably have been disabled by the power outage. To open it, she would need a key.
Footsteps sounded behind her. Someone was coming down the hall, and their steps were slow and uneven. She guessed it was the elderly couple, and she wouldn’t have good news.
She was about to turn and address them when she remembered she had a gun. Why didn’t I think of it before? All she had to do was shoot the lock. It always worked in the movies, so she should at least try. If she had to, she could shoot up the entire bolt mechanism. They were getting out, one way or the other.
Before firing, she turned and addressed the approaching couple. “I think I found a way out, but you may want to cover your ears.”
Turning back to the door, Danielle examined the pistol. Even though it was hard to see, she felt certain it was a Smith & Wesson M&P, the same gun her father had given her as a teenager. She felt a sense of euphoria. Not only had she found a way to get out, but she was also going to make it happen using the same type of gun she had used for years. It was almost as though fate were smiling down on her.
After making sure a round was chambered, she took a few steps back and aimed the pistol at the lock.
A male voice spoke before she could fire. “It won’t work.”
If it was the old man, his voice had gotten deeper. Sensing something wasn’t right, she turned to see a male figure standing about ten yards away. Although she couldn’t see who it was, she knew it wasn’t the old man. She lifted the pistol and aimed it at his chest. “Who is it?”
“How many times do I have to tell you, that gun isn’t going to fire.”
She guessed it was a ruse, but the man sounded certain. “What do you mean it won’t fire?”
“It won’t fire because all of us use smart guns.”
The man was obviously one of the guards. Danielle had heard the term “smart gun” before, but for some reason it wasn’t registering.
“All of our firearms are equipped with RFID chips,” the man continued. “They won’t fire unless they’re being fired by the owner.” He nodded at her gun. “Go ahead. Give it a try.”
Danielle still thought the man was bluffing, but she needed to know for sure. Turning toward the wall, she pulled the trigger, but it didn’t move. She pulled again, this time harder. Once again, it didn’t work. He was right. There was no way to fire the gun.
“I’ve been following you,” the man said. “I watched you kill my best friend.”
“I’m sorry,” Danielle said. “I wasn’t trying to kill him.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I’m not mad. The idiot had it coming. If he’d been paying attention, he’d still be alive.” The man stepped closer and lifted his own gun. “Now, be a good girl and toss that weapon aside. Then we can both go back and figure out just who you are.”
Having no choice but to comply, Danielle tossed the gun to the floor. When she looked up, she saw movement behind the man. More guards. It was over. Any hope of escape had vanished, just like that.
“That’s a good girl,” he said. “Keep following my orders and you’ll be just—”
A sharp thud echoed off the walls. The man wobbled for a moment then crumpled to the floor.
Confused, Danielle looked up to see two people standing just past where the man had fallen. The first was a woman with long dark hair. She held a long object that she had used to strike the man.
Scared, Danielle backed up against the door.
“Ciao,” the long-haired woman said as she stepped forward. “Don’t worry. I’m a friend.”

CHAPTER FIFTY

ZANE PAUSED IN the dark corridor. As he waited for his eyes to adjust, there was a flash in the distance. Someone in Brehmer’s group had turned on a phone light and was using it to illuminate their way through the building. Now it was going to serve as Zane’s beacon as well.
Wasting no time, Zane jogged toward the glow. When he was about twenty yards out, he slowed to a walk. He wanted to be close enough to keep them in sight while at the same time far enough back that he wouldn’t be heard.
Zane had reason to believe Brehmer and his men might connect him to Dr. Noah Lind and the other captives. Brehmer didn’t care if the man they called DH10 was killed — after all, they could eventually produce another one just like him. But he couldn’t afford to lose Lind. The famed doctor was indispensable, the only one who could correct the CRISPR flaws.
A loud bang sounded behind Zane. He stopped and turned around. It sounded like the door he had just come through minutes before, and now he heard footsteps. Is someone coming? He listened for a few more seconds but heard only silence.
He wanted to know who was behind him, but he also knew he needed to stay in sight of Brehmer and his men. Turning, he ran until he caught up with them again. Over the next few minutes, the group took a series of turns. On a couple of occasions, Zane thought he heard heavy footsteps behind him, but each time he stopped, the noise stopped as well. If someone was back there, they were doing everything they could to avoid detection.
Five minutes later, Brehmer’s group turned to the left through a door and shut it behind them. Zane crept up to the door, counted to ten, then opened it just enough to peek in. Seeing only darkness, he stepped inside. Once his eyes adjusted, he realized he was standing on a platform overlooking a cavernous space. From what little he could see, it was a warehouse or large loading bay. Stacks of crates, equipment, and boxes covered the floor below.
Suddenly, several flashlights lit up down on the floor. Brehmer and his men were winding their way through all the clutter. Careful not to make a sound, Zane descended the stairs and followed the glow of light. As he neared the men, he heard a familiar voice.
“You sure you can get the door open?” Brehmer asked in an irritated voice.
“Yes, sir,” another man said. “We have a manual generator I can hook up to one of the circuits. Once we have power, the door will roll right up.”
“Make it quick,” Brehmer said. “DH10 may have followed us. Remember, he can track using scent.”
“Do you really think he’s—”
“Were you not listening to what I said before?” Brehmer snapped. “He saw us leave. I saw his head turn in our direction.”
Zane’s chest tightened as he remembered hearing the steps behind him. He wondered whether it was DH10. He didn’t seem to be the stealthy type. Then again, if he was wired to be a predator, there was probably very little he couldn’t do.
As they came to the other side of the space, Brehmer’s men stopped at a large roll-up door. Zane guessed there was a loading dock just outside.
Looking around, Zane saw a forklift parked against the left-hand wall. Once he was sure no one was looking, he sprinted over and crouched behind it. One of Brehmer’s men turned and shined a light in his direction. Zane ducked as low as he could and waited. A few seconds later, the beam went away.
Rising slowly, Zane looked at Brehmer’s entourage. One of the men was tall and brooding. He looked like a slightly smaller version of DH10. Zane wondered if he, too, was a product of gene editing. But it wasn’t just the man’s size that caught Zane’s attention: his hand was covered with a black glove, and his arm was bent at an odd angle. Bionics. He was sure of it. Zane had seen the photograph of a man with the same apparatus during a briefing by DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. An arm of DOD, DARPA and its scientists were responsible for developing emergent technology, including bionic limbs.
Brehmer addressed a man with close-cropped blond hair. “Start working on that door.”
“Yes, sir.”
The guard slid a backpack off his shoulder and began to remove various pieces of equipment.
Brehmer turned to the other two men. “Where is the Jeep?”
A man with dark hair and a thick beard responded. “They should arrive at any moment.”
The man with the bionic hand remained silent. Zane couldn’t tell whether he was unable to speak or just preferred not to. If he couldn’t speak, perhaps that indicated another flaw in the editing process.
“Once I’m gone, I need the two of you to pick up Lind,” Brehmer continued. “We’ll rendezvous at the heli pad in forty minutes.”
It was just what Zane had hoped to hear. When they opened the door, he would follow the two men who were going to get Lind. To make it work, Zane needed to slip off and attempt to contact Pratt and his team. He would need their firepower.
As Zane prepared to stand, a loud noise carried in from the opposite side of the room. Brehmer and his men turned in the direction of the sound.
“What the hell was that?” Brehmer asked.
“It sounded like a door closing,” the bearded man said.
All four men stood in silence, but the noise didn’t repeat.
Brehmer gestured at the bearded man. “Go find out what it was.”
The man hesitated, clearly not thrilled about going out alone in the darkness.
“I said go,” Brehmer hissed.
The man realized it wasn’t a request. It was a command. Holding his pistol in one hand and a flashlight in the other, he walked off into the maze of crates. Zane couldn’t leave, at least for the moment. He would have to contact Pratt once they got out.
“Get back to work,” Brehmer said to the blond man. “We don’t have all night.”
He didn’t have to be told twice. After picking up his bag, he walked over to a panel next to the door. He opened its lid and pulled out a clump of wires.
A minute later, two sounds came from somewhere out in the darkness: a loud grunt followed by a hard thud.
Brehmer spun toward the noise, his face etched with concern. “Hammond, was that you?”
There was a faint sliding noise then silence.
“Hammond?”
Brehmer waited, but there was no response. Zane knew that could mean only one thing — Hammond was dead. It also meant DH10 was in the room.
Suddenly, gunshots rang out, and rounds hit all around them. Zane dropped to the floor, careful to position his head behind one of the forklift’s tires. When the shots ended, a thud sounded in the corner of the room. Zane turned his head and looked in that direction. A flashlight had fallen to the floor and was pointed at the corner. The blond man was face down on the concrete, a pool of crimson spreading out from underneath his chest.
It was clear that DH10—or whoever was out there — had taken Hammond’s gun.
“Khaan, get over here,” Brehmer said to the man with the bionic hand.
In order to see what was going on, Zane got up on his knees and peered through the cabin of the forklift. Brehmer and Khaan were crouched behind a barrel in front of the door.
Brehmer pointed to the left. “Over there, I see him. DH10.”
Khaan stood and fired a pistol in that direction. Seconds later, there was return fire, but neither man’s rounds found their mark. It was a standoff.
There was nothing Zane could do. He would have to remain hidden until one side or the other prevailed.
Footsteps thumped across the floor. DH10 was moving in. Khaan stood and fired several shots in the direction of the sound, but this time, there was no return fire. DH10 had run out of ammunition.
After the echo of the shots died away, Zane heard a scraping sound. Looking right, he saw a large crate sliding across the floor toward Brehmer and Khaan. DH10 was using the crate as a shield in order to get close.
The guard fired twice then tossed the pistol aside. The magazine was spent. That meant both sides were out of ammunition. Going forward, it would be a battle of cunning and brute strength.
Khaan came out from behind the barrel. He reached into a pocket, withdrew a folding knife, and flicked it open. The matte black blade was at least four inches long. Good luck with that.
DH10 stepped into view. As he came into the light, Zane studied him closely for the first time. His eyes were cold and empty, and a line of saliva hung out of one side of his mouth. He had once been a handsome man, but now he looked more like a zombie. Zane felt sick to his stomach. Brehmer’s dark experiments had sucked the humanity out of the poor soul.
In what was likely an attempt to surprise his opponent, Khaan charged, and the two smashed into one another like lions battling on an African plain. As the two grappled, DH10 knocked the knife out of the guard’s hand. The two then exchanged a series of brutal punches, hits that no ordinary man could survive.
Zane thought of using the opportunity to slip off, but he couldn’t make himself turn away. The battle of titans was mesmerizing.
As the fight wore on, it soon became clear that DH10 had gained the upper hand. Khaan was a bear of a man, but the hammer-like blows from DH10 were taking their toll. Each punch damaged muscle and bone to a greater and greater extent.
Clearly realizing he would soon succumb to the punishment, Khaan lowered his head and pushed DH10 into the roll-up door. He moved his gloved hand upward. Zane could see that Khaan’s goal was to get his bionic fingers around DH10’s neck. If he were able to do that, the fight would likely be over. Khaan would crush DH10’s windpipe, cutting off his ability to breathe.
“Kill him!” Brehmer shouted.
Spurred on, Khaan pushed his hand upward with incredible strength. In a surprise move, DH10 released Khaan’s wrist. Immediately, the steel fingers latched onto his throat. Zane was confused. It seemed DH10 had given up. Why else release his grip?
But in the seconds that followed, Zane realized he hadn’t given up. In a clever countermove, DH10 grabbed Khaan’s bionic arm near the place where it joined the shoulder and tugged on it viciously. Khaan opened his mouth and let loose an earsplitting cry. It was the most horrifying sound Zane had ever heard.
With one final pull, DH10 loosed the bionic arm from its socket, separating steel from flesh in an explosion of tissue and blood. Khaan rolled over onto his stomach in obvious agony. Still unstable from the fight, DH10 crouched over him, raised a fist, and brought it down on the man’s head, pulverizing his skull with a lethal blow.
The job finished, DH10 stood. He had won, but he was bleeding profusely from several wounds on his head. A whimper broke the silence in the room. DH10 turned toward Brehmer, who was still cowering behind the barrel.
Zane heard sounds coming from the other side of the room. He wondered whether guards were coming to save Brehmer from certain death.
Seemingly oblivious to the noise, DH10 closed in on his prey. There was lust in his eyes, the kind of lust that would only be satisfied by destroying the man who had caused him so much pain.
Brehmer held up a trembling hand. “I can help you. In fact, I brought someone in to help you.”
DH10 grabbed Brehmer’s hand and pulled him out into the open.
“I can prove it,” Brehmer said. “His name is Noah Lind. I can take you to him now.”
As DH10 reached for Brehmer’s neck, a female voice shouted from a short distance away, “David!”
DH10 turned and stared out into the darkness, a look of confusion on his face.
A half minute later, the speaker stepped into the light. She spoke again, only this time her words were softer. “David, it’s me. Danielle.”

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

PRATT STEPPED OFF the trail and hid behind a clump of ferns. Seconds before, the woman had stopped and looked back. As best he could tell, he had managed to get off the path just in time. He remained perfectly still as she continued to stare in his direction. Had she heard him following her? He doubted it. The buzz of insects was so loud that it would’ve drowned out what little noise he made.
As he watched, she removed something from her pocket and lifted it to her ear. It was a phone or radio, and he guessed she was using it to call in her ride. Maybe that was a sign she hadn’t seen him after all.
The chase had begun about thirty minutes before when Pratt spotted her slipping away from Brehmer’s compound. Suspecting it was the same person who had been following them, Pratt had sent Skinner and Mortensen on to search for Zane while he followed her into the jungle.
Based on what he had learned in their briefing, Pratt surmised it was the same woman who had tailed Zane in Paris. She was also the same one he had encountered in Lugano. According to Zane, she was a Chinese agent who had been assigned to collect Brehmer’s secrets. That was another reason Pratt had decided to follow her — if she was leaving the island with something important, then Delphi wanted it too.
As Pratt watched, the woman finished her call and continued on. When she disappeared around a bend in the trail, Pratt came out of his hiding place and hurried after her.
He needed to find a way to take her down before help arrived. Unless she shot at him first, killing a foreign agent was out of the question. Not only would it violate international law, but it would also violate Pratt’s personal code of morality. He would have to somehow find a way to either sneak up behind her or swing around in front. Based on her speed, the latter would be extremely difficult, if not impossible.
When Pratt reached the bend in the trail, he took it with speed. That was a mistake. As he came around the corner, a long branch swung toward his head. He lifted his right hand in defense. That reduced the impact of the blow, but the impact was still hard enough to send him crashing into a mound of bushes. As he scrambled to get deeper into the vegetation, shots were fired in his direction, ripping through the leaves around him. Pratt drew his pistol and returned fire, then he rolled to his left.
Two more shots were fired at the place where he had been lying moments before. Pratt remained perfectly still, giving the woman reason to believe her shots had found their mark. Seconds later, he felt a wave of relief when he heard footsteps running off down the trail.
After waiting a few seconds, Pratt finally stood and stepped out of the cluster of plants. He returned to the trail in time to see the woman’s silhouette jogging downhill. He snapped in a fresh magazine and ran after her, only this time, he made sure he stayed some distance back. He wouldn’t be fooled again.
Minutes later, he saw a break in the trees ahead. Slowing, he slipped behind the trunk of a palm and looked out into the clearing. The woman was crouched about fifty yards out, looking up at the sky. Moments later, he heard the distinct thump of helicopter blades approaching. This was their rendezvous point.
Pratt knew he had been careless before, but now she was making the same mistake. She probably thought he was either dead or bleeding out. At first, he had wondered why she hadn’t stayed to make sure the job was done, but now he realized it was likely because she had a short window of time to meet her ride. Intelligence operations were often timed to the minute, which meant if she wasn’t at the clearing on time, the helicopter might be forced to fly off to avoid detection.
The thump of the blades grew louder as the dark bird appeared over the trees and began its descent into the clearing.
With time running out, Pratt raised his pistol and fired twice at the helicopter. He knew he couldn’t bring down a large craft with a pistol, but that wasn’t his intent. He just wanted to make it pull back.
The bird hovered in place after the rounds hit its exterior. Turning, the woman fired in Pratt’s direction. She knew only his general location, so her shots were well off the mark.
Pratt shifted his gaze up to the hovering bird. Something was moving underneath its belly. He strained to see what it was, but it was too far away.
A moment later, the chopper began to rise. As it lifted above the trees, Pratt was able to see what he couldn’t see before: the woman was dangling below it. Fast rope. They had dropped a rope and harness and were pulling her up.
Once at a sufficient height, the chopper began to move toward the ocean. Pratt emerged from the trees, lifted his pistol, and fired at the retreating target. He was an expert marksman, but hitting someone on a swinging rope would take a miracle shot.
Seconds later, the woman disappeared into the craft’s underside as it shot out of view.

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CARMEN WATCHED AS Dr. Noah Lind approached the bed and leaned over David Holland, the man also known as DH10. After parting Holland’s eyelids with two fingers, Lind clicked on a penlight and aimed the beam directly at the pupil. “Excellent,” he said a few seconds later. “The constriction was quick and strong. His brain is still functioning.”
“How long do you think it will take for him to wake up?” Danielle asked from a chair at the foot of the bed.
Lind slid the penlight into his shirt pocket. “I gave him a strong sedative. It’s going to be a while. Two, three hours, maybe.”
Carmen studied the patient. David Holland was lying still on the bed, a white sheet pulled up over his bare chest. His face was hideously swollen, its skin marbled with various shades of black and gray. His eyes were a mess; the right eye was blood red, and the left eye was swollen shut.
It looked as though the poor man’s face had been hit with a sledgehammer, and in one sense, it had. Even though Holland was the more powerful of the two fighters, his opponent was strong enough to deliver blows that would’ve crushed the average man to a pulp.
Danielle dabbed her eyes with the cuff of her sleeve. “Why is it going to take so long? You shouldn’t have given him a dose that strong.”
“I gave him that dose in an attempt to save his life. Your brother went through a beating that brought him close to death. His brain is still functioning, but we won’t know the extent of any damage until medical help arrives. If he has even a small amount of damage, then the worst thing we can do is get him up and moving around.” He paused for a moment. “I’ve done what I can. For now, we need to let him rest.” He looked at Danielle. “You need some rest as well. There’s another bed in the next—”
“The only rest I’m going to get is in this chair. I’m not going anywhere.”
As Danielle closed her eyes, Carmen thought back on all that had happened. After she and Dr. Lind discovered Danielle, the three traveled to the back of the building to find a way out. They eventually found themselves on the platform overlooking the loading bay, where a bizarre scene played out in the distance. Carmen had insisted they slip away to find an alternate route, but after seeing something that grabbed her attention, Danielle ran down the stairs and across the room. Fearing for Danielle’s safety, Carmen sprinted after her, arriving just in time to hear Danielle call out her brother’s name. David seemed to realize it was someone he knew, but seconds later, the injuries overwhelmed him, and he fell to the floor.
Carmen, Danielle, and Lind rushed over to help him, but there was little they could do other than make him comfortable. Minutes later, they were all shocked to see Zane coming toward them out of the darkness. Carmen hadn’t even known he was there. But she was also surprised to see that he was holding Jonas Brehmer by the collar of his shirt. Apparently, the Pallas CEO had managed to slip away during all the excitement.
After tying Brehmer up, Zane radioed Brett, who gave Skinner and Mortensen their approximate location. Zane also asked Brett to call in Terre-de-Haut law enforcement and medical personnel. At this point, it was no longer a clandestine operation. Many of the guests had been badly injured and needed immediate medical attention.
Skinner and Mortensen arrived five minutes later. All of the operatives joined in constructing a makeshift stretcher using items they found in the loading bay. Once David Holland was securely on top of it, they transported him to one of Brehmer’s patient examination rooms. Danielle had seen it when searching through the rooms near the front of the building.
Carmen was about to sit down next to Danielle when she heard the door open.
Zane stuck his head inside. “Can I talk to you for a second?”
“Sì, naturalmente,” Carmen replied. Yes, of course.
Once she was outside, Zane closed the door for privacy. “The medics are on the way. I’m told the helicopter will land in less than five and the boats soon after that.”
“That’s great news.”
Zane nodded at the door. “How is he?”
“Hard to say. Lind said his brain is functioning, so that’s good news. But there’s no doubt about it. He’s in rough shape.”
“I saw his face,” Zane said. “It looked like Rocky times ten.”
Carmen nodded down the hall. “So what’s going on out there?”
“The gendarmes are still doing everything they can to help until the medical staff gets here.”
“Did you tell them who we were?”
“I told them that we were here to investigate a kidnapping.”
“I’m sure they weren’t happy about that.”
“Thankfully, they were more focused on the immediate medical needs. I’m sure they aren’t happy, but Ross and DNI Keller just got off the phone with a high-ranking official in Paris. I’m told the French are taking a wait-and-see approach. So far, they don’t appear to be too angry about what happened.”
“I’m surprised they were that forgiving.”
“We got lucky. Ross said something came up during the talk with the French official. He told Ross and Keller that the local government in Terre-de-Haut was already under investigation. The facts are still a little hazy, but apparently Jonas Brehmer bribed several corrupt officials. The result was an off-the-books agreement.”
“What kind of agreement?”
“Even though Brehmer’s island is a part of Guadeloupe, the officials agreed to let him have free rein over the property. As best we understand it, the authorities would only come out if a French citizen was in danger. Barring that, he could do whatever he wanted.”
Carmen’s eyes widened. “So basically, Brehmer had his own island nation?”
“To a certain extent, yes.”
“No wonder they let us off so easy. Apparently, we were the least of their concerns.”
Zane was about to respond when his phone flared. He spoke to someone on the other end for a minute or so then ended the call. “That was Mortensen,” he said. “Pratt just got returned from his excursion and has some important information to share.”
“Do you need me? Danielle’s in pretty rough shape, but I can come with you if you need me to.”
Zane shook his head. “I’ve got it covered. You stay right here. She needs you.”
After Zane walked off, Carmen returned to the room and discovered that Danielle had moved to a nearby couch. Lind was standing next to the bed, using a wet towel to gently wipe a few cuts on David’s arm.
Carmen sat down near Danielle and patted the cushion between them. “Why don’t you lie down and shut your eyes for a few minutes? We’ll wake you if something happens.”
“Maybe later. I just can’t right now.” Tears formed as she spoke. “He’s my brother, and right now, he’s all I have.”
“I understand. I don’t blame you one bit. I’d do the same thing.”
“I just hope he’s going to be okay.”
“From all I can tell, he’s one strong man.”
Hit with a wave of grief, Danielle began to sob. Moving closer, Carmen rubbed her arm. “Non ti preoccupare,” she said. Don’t worry.
The tears continued to flow for a minute or two before finally subsiding. Carmen guessed there would be a lot of those moments over the next twenty-four hours, particularly if David’s condition didn’t improve.
“Good heavens,” Lind said.
Surprised to hear his voice, Carmen looked over at the bed. It took a moment to realize that David Holland’s hand was in the air. Even more shocking, he was pointing at Danielle.
“David,” Danielle said as she pulled away from Carmen and went to his side.
Carmen got up and joined her at the bed. David’s good eye was open, and he seemed to be fully conscious.
“I can’t believe it,” Lind whispered. “The sedative should’ve kept him under for at least another hour or two.”
Danielle placed her hands on her brother’s arms. His head turned in her direction, and he moved his lips.
“What’s that?” Danielle asked, leaning closer.
His lips moved again. Carmen heard something, but it was unintelligible.
Danielle leaned over David and placed a hand on his cheek. “Don’t feel like you have to talk. You need your rest.”
David grunted and shook his head. It was clear he wasn’t going to take her advice.
After summoning a few more ounces of strength, he gestured for her to move closer. This time, his voice was loud and clear. “I love you, sis.”

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

A COOL NIGHT breeze whipped across the porch, tossing strands of Zane’s long hair across his face. He took a sip of bourbon then closed his eyes and listened to the wind whistle against his ear. It was a soothing contrast to all that he had experienced over the last several days.
After enjoying the sound for a few more seconds, he opened his eyes and looked out over the ocean. The moon hung over the water, casting a white reflection that ran all the way to the beach. He enjoyed the view for a moment then let his gaze shift left to the dark island about a mile offshore. From where he sat, Zane could see a sprinkling of lights on the southeastern tip. They’re still working around the clock.
Dozens of French crime scene investigators had been flown in over the last twenty-four hours. Some were assigned to recreate the events of that fateful night, while others were given the unenviable task of gathering every single piece of evidence. Brehmer’s compound was so large that it might take weeks to document and catalog everything.
Zane tried to push aside any thoughts of the case. He wanted to enjoy the rest. Moments like this didn’t come around very often. Ordinarily, when a Delphi team completed their mission, they would return to Washington to be debriefed and file lengthy reports. Ross was a stickler for details, which meant the reports often took days to complete. But even after the post-operation work was done, there was rarely time to rest. Invariably, there was some new challenge to dive into.
But this time, the team had caught a break, and it had come from an unusual source, the French government. As part of a deal that was struck between the two countries, the Delphi operatives were asked to remain at Terre-de-Haut to complete a series of exit interviews with French intelligence. Ross had told them to expect those interviews to be conducted within twenty-four hours, but it had already been two days and still no word on when they might take place. Zane believed it was a lame attempt to slap the collective wrists of the American team, but if this was punishment, he wanted more of it. As far as he was concerned, they could take another week.
The Delphi team had taken full advantage of the downtime. Earlier that evening, Skinner and Mortensen had prepared a magnificent dinner for the group. Skinner grilled his famous ginger-glazed mahi-mahi steaks while Mortensen put together an assortment of sides, including tossed salad, asparagus, rice pilaf, and new potatoes. But the bounty didn’t end there. All meals of such magnitude needed to be accompanied by an appropriate beverage, so Brett and Amanda drove into town to select several bottles of white wine.
It was one of the best meals Zane had enjoyed in months. But it wasn’t just the food — being with the group had made it a truly special event, one he wouldn’t forget for a long time. We need to do this more often.
After dinner, the group had retired to the rocking chairs on the porch. Most sipped white wine, but Zane had decided to finish the evening with Maker’s on the rocks. Mortensen puffed gently on his White Owl cigar.
Danielle was the only one who had refused an adult beverage, and Zane understood why. For the last two days, she had been with her brother, David, who was recovering in Guadeloupe’s largest hospital: Centre Hospitalier Universitaire in Pointe-à-Pitre. His prognosis was good, although full recovery could take months. In addition to David’s medical treatment, Dr. Noah Lind had agreed to remain at Pointe-à-Pitre to repair the genetic damage done to Holland’s body. While Lind was optimistic about the potential for recovery, he had also told Zane they were traveling in uncharted waters. No one had pushed gene editing as far as Brehmer.
Pratt was the first to break the silence on the porch. “There’s only one thing we missed that would’ve made this evening perfect.”
Zane looked over at the Southerner, who was sitting on his right. “Let me guess, a Georgia blonde who likes country music, NASCAR, and bass fishing?”
Pratt lifted a brow. “I hadn’t thought about that. You know, I may just have to change my answer!”
“Now you have me curious,” Danielle said. “So what exactly would have made the evening even better than it already is?”
“A big pan of my mom’s banana pudding.”
“I should’ve known.” Zane smiled.
“Hey, I can make a pretty decent batch of ’nana pudding,” Amanda said.
“Cold or hot?” Pratt asked.
“Cold.”
Pratt shook his head. “That’s not banana pudding.”
“So basically, you’re a pudding snob?” Mortensen asked through the smoke of his cigar.
“Just stating facts, my man. In order to be true banana pudding, it must be hot, and it must have a nice fluffy layer of meringue on top. Oh, and the meringue must be baked until it has that perfect coating of brown. No brown, and you might as well dump it in the trash.”
“Say what you will, but I like it cold with whipped cream,” Skinner said.
“Blasphemy,” Pratt said.
“In light of what happened two nights ago, maybe you should lay off all that rich Southern cooking,” Zane said with a wink.
Pratt frowned. “And what, pray tell, are you talking about?”
“You eat healthier, and perhaps our Chinese friend doesn’t get the better of you out there in the jungle.”
“One would think that’s a topic you wouldn’t want to bring up.” Pratt shook his head. “Despite being out in a dark jungle, I never lost her. On the other hand, I seem to remember someone else was given the slip in Lugano.”
After a moment’s reflection, Zane held up his bourbon glass. “Touché!”
“I never got to hear about your adventure,” Danielle said. “What happened?”
Pratt gave her a brief overview of the chase through the woods, as well as the woman’s daring escape up the rope ladder.
“So they launched a helicopter from Terre-de-Haut?” Danielle asked. “That seems awfully bold.”
Zane shook his head. “No, we believe the bird came from a small cargo ship that was waiting just offshore.”
Danielle frowned. “A cargo ship?”
“Let me rephrase that,” Zane said. “It was a Chinese military ship posing as a cargo ship.”
“Do we believe it’s a problem that she got away?” Amanda asked.
“As much as I hate to admit it, I think there’s a good chance she got what she came for,” Pratt said.
Amanda lifted a brow. “Why is that?”
“Because when I spotted her leaving the compound, she didn’t seem to be in any danger. It seemed clear that she had what she wanted and was getting the hell out of Dodge.”
“So we know what she got?” Danielle asked.
“It looks like she downloaded some data,” Zane replied. “The French authorities told me one of the servers had been shot up. She probably retrieved all of the files detailing Brehmer’s research.”
Danielle frowned. “Should we be worried?”
“I spoke to Dr. Lind, and he said we shouldn’t be overly concerned,” Zane said. “Obviously, a lot of it depends on what she managed to take. Lind said that even if she got every piece of research material out there, then the Chinese may still struggle to piece it all together. Brehmer had been working on human editing for years, and even he couldn’t quite perfect the technology. That’s why he kidnapped Lind.”
“Of course, it’s never a good thing for that kind of information to get into the wrong hands,” Carmen noted.
Zane nodded. “Correct. The CIA and NSA are going to take it from here. Let’s hope and pray they don’t start another monster mill.”
“So what happened to Jonas Brehmer?” Danielle asked.
Zane looked at her. “He’s in Paris facing a wide assortment of charges.”
“The man deserves everything he has coming,” Carmen said. “Think of all the lives he destroyed.”
“Speaking of Brehmer and his work, did we ever get a definitive answer about who those men were who were wandering around in the jungle?” Amanda asked.
Zane took a sip of bourbon. “Discarded experiments.”
Amanda shook her head. “Sickening.”
“It was a game of trial and error,” Zane said. “At times, the gene editing failed miserably, and when it did, Brehmer just dumped the subjects out into the woods.”
“Why didn’t he just kill them?” Danielle asked.
“Oh, I’m sure he did kill quite a few. But I think he saw value in releasing the ones that were reasonably healthy.” Zane took a sip of bourbon before continuing. “First of all, they served as a free security perimeter. Nosy tourists aren’t a problem when you have what amounts to killer zombies roaming around. But I think there was an even more important reason he had some released. The French authorities told me they found dozens of cameras affixed to trees, as well as a fleet of several hundred tiny drones. That tells me Brehmer was watching them very closely.”
Carmen frowned. “Why? What’s the use?”
“Easy. It allowed them to see what was working and what wasn’t. They could watch them hunt prey and interact with one another. They could see what the editing had accomplished and what the editing had failed to do.”
Carmen was about to respond when her phone flared on the small table next to her chair. She picked it up and looked at the screen. “The Oracle.”
Zane frowned, unsure why Ross hadn’t called him instead. “I guess he’s tired of talking to me.”
“Well, let’s hope he’s going to tell us we have another week down here.” Carmen engaged the call. “What’s up, Boss?” She listened for about a minute, then her smile morphed into a look of concern. “I see.” She stood and walked inside the house before pulling the sliding glass door shut behind her.
Pratt looked at Zane. “Wonder what that’s all about?”
Zane finished the rest of his bourbon before answering. “I guess it’s something for her ears only.”
Pratt picked up his phone and tapped on the screen. Seconds later, he looked at Zane. “Um, check your phone. I just tried to call you, and it didn’t go through.”
Zane pulled it out of his pocket then shook his head. Determined to enjoy their meal without interruption, he had turned it off several hours ago. He looked at Pratt. “Oh well, maybe Carmen was meant to take the call.”
For the next several minutes, silence fell over the group. Danielle seemed worried. She was probably concerned that the call related to her brother, although Zane was reasonably certain that wasn’t why Ross had called. If David Holland’s condition had worsened, the hospital would’ve contacted Danielle first. They probably didn’t even have Ross’s contact information.
As Zane considered whether he should try to comfort Danielle, the sliding glass door opened. After stepping outside, Carmen returned to her chair and picked up her wineglass. Both concern and fear were written on her face.
“So are you going to tell us what he said, or are you going to make us sit here and guess?” Mortensen asked.
Carmen blew air out through pursed lips. “Sorry. The news just shook me up a bit.”
Mortensen appeared about to say something else, but Zane held up a hand. He wanted Carmen to have all the time she needed to form her thoughts. Perhaps it was something she couldn’t share with the entire group.
Finally, Carmen looked over at Zane. “He had some bad news… really bad news.”
Zane wondered what could possibly be that bad. Maybe David Holland had taken a turn for the worse. If that was the case, then Carmen needed to take Danielle inside and tell her in private.
Carmen looked at several of those around her then said, “We have to leave tomorrow.”
Zane’s brow furrowed. “And?”
“So what’s the bad news?” Mortensen asked.
A playful grin played on Carmen’s face. “What? You think it’s good news we have to leave?”
Zane and Mortensen shook their heads in unison.
“Don’t do that,” Skinner said. “I thought someone had died or that we were being shipped off to some far corner of the globe.”
“So what about the interviews?” Zane asked.
“We aren’t going to have them. The French government has already talked to every one of us, so they’re going to skip the formal sit-downs.”
Skinner frowned. “One of them told me they wanted every little detail of our time here.”
“They said they’d accept our final written reports instead,” Carmen noted. “When you think about it, that makes sense.”
“It does,” Zane agreed. “It also confirms what I thought all along, that keeping us here was punitive.”
Skinner smiled as he rocked in his chair. “Some punishment.”
“I have a confession to make,” Carmen said. “There is one more piece of bad news.” She looked at Zane. “Unfortunately, you and I are going to have to file our reports on the go.”
Zane frowned. “Why? What’s up?”
“An artifact was stolen from the vaults at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem. An American is one of the prime suspects, so Ross wants us to look into it, without the Israelis knowing we’re there.”
Zane leaned forward and put his head in his hands. He wouldn’t even get one night in his own bed. At least they got two days in paradise, although that didn’t seem like enough. Maybe the Israelis would have the theft wrapped up by the time they arrived, but something told him not to count on it.
Pratt reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Can I get you another drink? I’ll even put one of those pretty umbrellas in it.”

A WORD FROM JOHN

Thank you for reading THE ISLAND. I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, would you consider taking a brief moment to post a review?

Reviews are the lifeblood of independent authors. They also help recruit others who may enjoy my books as much as you did. It only takes a minute or two, and the review doesn’t have to be long in order to be helpful. To post one, simply go to the Amazon sales page for THE ISLAND and scroll down until you see the Write a customer review button.

Even if you don’t post a review, please know that you are appreciated. There are a lot of ways to spend your entertainment dollars, and I’m thankful that you chose to spend yours on one of my novels.
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